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Amber steered the car and crested the hill. Below, nestled among the misty folds of the Blue Ridge Mountains, lay the small town of Maggie Valley, North Carolina. It had been a long day, and now she had to go home. Or at least to the house that had once been home. 
She entered the house. A tear slid down her face. The last time she was inside was in the second grade. Before her mom enrolled her in a new school. A school two hours away. 
At least her mom visited every month, and spent the holidays with her. Amber shook off the past and looked around the room.
[bookmark: _Hlk205296606]Pictures of her school days lined the fireplace mantel, along with a bigger framed photo from her younger with her mom. Her mom looked tired. She frowned, recalling that most weekends, when mom visited, she seemed stressed. 
Amber glanced at the maroon sofa and matching chair. Her eyes scanned the rest of the area. It looked like her mom was searching for something before she died. 
A pink, fluffy dog bed was placed beside the fireplace hearth. Her cell phone chimed a tune.
“Hi, Cathy.”
“You haven’t called. I was worried.”
“I just got back from the memorial service.” Amber put her hand out and wiggled her fingers when she saw Sassy, her mom’s yorkie, peeked around the doorway.
“How was the service?” Cathy lowered her voice.
“Nice. If you call a memorial nice.” She watched the little pooch take a few shy steps toward her.
“It’s good that you honored your mother’s wishes to be cremated.”
“Mom always said, ‘to be absent from the body is to be present with the Lord.’ She didn’t want a drawn-out funeral. Just a small memorial.”
“What happens now?” 
“One day at a time, I guess. I don’t have a job. So, there’s no rush to settle Mom’s estate.” Amber pondered the idea, then added.
“Losing my job happened at the right time.”     
“It’s not your fault the company sold and new owners replaced the employees. Anyway, don’t you go getting comfy in North Carolina. The perfect job and your BFF are waiting in Tennessee.” Cathy laughed.
[bookmark: _Hlk205453030]“Not a chance. I already miss Tennessee. But I’ll need to get this house painted before I put it on the market. Mom didn’t modernize much during the years she’s lived here. Plus, the place is a mess. Papers are scattered around. The ottoman and a few small pieces of furniture have tumbled over. I guess before mom’s sickness she was looking for something.”
“You have a task on your hands for sure.”
“I need to clean the place out anyway.”  
They talked for a few more minutes. Amber said, “I need to feed Sassy.”
“Your mom’s dog. I remember seeing the little Yorkie last year.”
“She’s scared and misses mom. I’ll call you in a couple of days.”
“Okay. Have a good evening.”
“I’ll try.” Amber ended the call and sighed.
An evening in a strange house, with a dog that acted like it was doomed probably wouldn’t be too restful. She watched Sassy, a Yorkshire Terrier with an unusually intelligent gaze. 
“Come on, Sassy. You remember me. Mom brought you with her many times when she visited. I know you miss Mom. I do, too. She’s in heaven now. It’s you and me.” She eyed the dog, stepped forward, and kneeled.
One timid step followed by another. The little tan pooch approached and sniffed Amber’s finger. She picked up the dog and gave it a gentle hug.
“It’s okay. Or it will be. At least, God tells us it will.”
Amber strolled into the kitchen with Sassy in her arms.
The Yorkshire Terrier gently licked her neck.
She placed the dog on the floor and opened a pack of kibbles and gave the dog fresh water. Seconds passed, as they stared at each other. 
Sassy’s round, black eyes begged for understanding. Unsure, the dog nibbled at a bite of food and watched Amber.
 “I know. Mom was all you had.”
Sassy whined, gave her another thoughtful look, and began to eat faster.
Amber went from room to room and noted a few things that needed to be done to freshen-up the look of the house.
She stood in the doorway of her old bedroom and stared. Soft fur touched her ankles. Amber bent down and scooped Sassy up in her arms.
“I was nine years old the last time I was here. Before Mom enrolled me in Sonshine Academy.” She placed the Yorkie back on the floor.
“I’ve never understood.” 
The last day in this house was still fresh in her mind. It was raining. A dreary cloud hung over the sky. The day matched the sadness she had as her mother loaded her and her luggage in the car. Amber put her hand on her hips and pushed those thoughts away. At the Christian school she attended church, and enjoyed it when the minister spoke on Philippians 4. ‘Whatsoever things are pure, whatsoever things are lovely, whatsoever things are of good report….’” She mumbled a small part of the verse. She liked the idea of dwelling on good things. 
Sassy whimpered. 
“It’s fine.” Amber grinned at the little dog and added. “I need to sleep somewhere tonight. My old room will do.”
She studied the room. First, she needed to pack up all her childhood toys and games. Amber went for a trash bag and worked on clearing out the space. 
An hour later, Cean linens were on the bed. Trash bags lined the hallway. The room looked more like a twenty-six-year old’s room. Except for the pink unicorn touch lamp, purposely left beside the bed to use while she was here. 
After a light dinner, she showered and got under the covers. Amber stared into the darkness and silently prayed. What would tomorrow hold? 
She snuggled into the pillow as a Bible verse from Matthew reminded, ‘take therefore no thought for the morrow…’ 
 “Arf, yawp…”
In the wee hours, Sassy’s whiny bark woke Amber. She turned over and touched the unicorn lamp to illuminated the small glow. A little blob of fur trembled, as it sat and stared up at her.
Sassy made another dog mummer. Her big sad eyes fixed on Amber. 
Amber the dog’s sorrowful look and remembered her mom said the dog slept with her most nights. 
“I’m not used to sharing my bed. I’ll need to buy you another bed to use in the bedroom. You can learn to sleep beside me, on the floor.”
“Yap. Arg.”
A whine so despondent and unhappy touched her heart. Amber frowned, leaned over the side of the bed, and scooped up the little dog. She placed her on top of the covers.
“I suppose we both have to take it slow, while we make changes.” 
Crawling on her belly, Sassy moved closer and nudged Amber’s hand. The dog’s wet nose chilly.
“Let’s get some sleep, girl.” She scratched Sassy’s ear.
Sassy closed her eyes. A low, satisfied moan came from the dog as she snuggled down. Minutes later, little doggy snores filled the silent room.
Early morning an urgent bark woke echoed through the room. Sassy pace forwards and backwards on the bed.
Not being used to being woke by a high-pitched bark, Amber instantly sat up.
“Goodness. Sassy, you need to go potty?” She yawned, slipped out of bed, and put on her robe.
Sassy jumped down and moved around Amber’s ankles in a fast circle.
“Okay, let’s go.” She headed down the hallway, toward the back door.
Amber opened the door to the mudroom. Sassy ran in front of her and let out another high-pitched yap.
“Okay, you’re in a hurry.”
The little tan dog stopped in front of the door and scratched relentlessly at the floor. 
“Sassy! Stop that.”
Amber looked at the dog and then the floor. Something white was under Sassy’s paw. She bent down and picked up a piece of paper, then opened the door and let Sassy outside.
“Hurry, go potty.”
Sassy moaned and then jogged down the steps toward a boxwood bush nearby.
Amber sat on the shoe bench close by, and unfolded the paper. Words printed in capital letters, with a red pen slapped her in the face.
“YOU DON’T BELONG HERE! GO BACK TO TENNESSEE, OR ELSE.” 
“Woof, woof.”
Amber’s body jerked at Sassy’s unexpected bark. She quickly let the dog inside. 
The dog looked up at her and whined. Its little head tilted sideways. 
Amber leaned down on one knee, with the paper in her hand.
“Girl, did you hear someone slipped this under the door?”
A wet tongue lapped Amber’s cheek. 
“It’s scary.” She whispered through a shaky breath. 
Amber stared at the words. Why would someone leave this. She swallowed a lump of nervousness and stuffed it into her robe pocket. She stood up and touched the paper with her fingers. A threating note. She didn’t know many people in town. Under her breath she whispered, “Lord.” 
Sassy’s yelped and got her attention. 
“Let’s get breakfast girl.”
Amber poured the dog food and fretted. Was the note a hint of something more unpleasant to come. There was no doubt she wanted to hurry and go back to Tennessee. 
As Amber continued to stress over the threating words, she called the only person she knew in town. Her mom’s friend, and next-door neighbor.
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“A good morning to you, dear. Sorry, I didn’t call yesterday. I figured you were up to you neck sorting through Lois’s belongings.”
“No, all I’ve done so far is throw away a lot of old papers and receipts. Her living room looked like Mom was searching for something and didn’t have the energy to pick everything up afterwards.”   
“She didn’t mention anything to me. But Lois did tire easily.” 
“Ruth, would you like to come over for coffee?”
“What a lovely idea. I’m baking blueberry muffins, Justin’s favorite. I’ll bring a couple with me.”
“Thanks. How is your nephew?”
“Justin’s fine. He’s living with me until they get his house remodeled. I just heard the oven ding. I’ll be over in a few minutes.”
Amber made a pot of coffee in preparation of Ruth’s arrival. No sooner than the coffee finished perking, the doorbell rang.
Sassy grunted and turned her head sideways.
“That’s Ruth, girl.”
“Come in. Amber greeted her neighbor.”
Sassy leaped up, until Ruth scooped the dog in her arms with a hug.
“Sassy, I enjoy seeing you too.” Ruth gave the dog another hug and sat her on the floor. 
At the table, Amber poor coffee for them. She took a bite of the muffin.
“These are wonderful.”
“Thank you. But I’ll admit, I use a mix and add milk.” Ruth smiled.
“I know losing your mom is difficult. Is there anything I can do to help?”
Amber watched her mom’s friend. The older lady was a kind woman, with a warm smile. She gave Ruth a tentative grin.     
“Not really. I only need to get things in order, then decided what to do with this house.”
“Have you thought about staying in Maggie Valley? I know you spent most of your life at Sonshine Academy, but this is your home.”
“Is it?” Amber wrinkled her brow. She only recalled a few memorable events in the house. “Maybe, the first nine years of my life. Still, I feel like a stranger here.”
“You’re not.” Ruth touched Amber’s hand. “Your mom thought the school in Tennessee was a good idea for you. She loved you. But as much as she liked Maggie Valley, she tried several times to move closer to you.”
“Really.” Amber eyed Ruth. “When.”
“Once Lois found an apartment close to Sonshine Academy. She was approved and ready to move until someone called the apartment complex and told lies about her. A year later, she was all set to sign a lease on a house in Tennessee, but she fell and broke her leg.”
“I do remember Mom breaking her leg. It was over two months before she could visit me.”
“And what she didn’t tell you was that it took most of her savings to keep up with the bills while she was out of work.”
Amber sat quiet and soaked in this new information. Her mom never told her she was trying to move closer to her school. Her mouth went dry. She took a big sip from her coffee cup. Her mom wanted to move to be close to her. 
“Mom never told me.”	
“She wanted it be a surprise but it seemed like every time she started the process of moving; something happened.”      
“If only Mom hadn’t sent me away. So many times, I’ve wondered why.”
“Lois, told me it for the best.” Ruth lowered her voice and said, “For your protection.”
For your protection. The way Ruth spoke the words stung Amber. An unnamed chill crawled up her spine, while a clouded memory surfaced. She was little. Her mom sat on a park bench. She ran across the play grounds toward the swings. On the way, she bumped into a woman. The woman had hateful eyes. Her voice spat out with a harsh tone. “Tell your mom to send you away. Accidents happen to little girls like you every day.”
Amber pressed her lips tight from a memory that terrified a little girl. She’d hurried to her mom and told of the mean lady. She could picture her mom’s face, turned pasty white. Her mom grabbed her hand and hurried home. Not soon after that she was enrolled in Sonshine academy.
Someone wanted her gone then and someone wants her to leave Maggie Valley now.      
“Ruth, someone doesn’t want me here.”
“What?” The older woman’s shocked voice spoke.
Amber took the note from the pocket of her robe, and handed it across the table.
“This was under my door.” She watched Ruth read.
“Who in the world wrote such ugly words?” 
“And why?” Amber added. “It’s scary.”
“It is.” Ruth handed the note back to Amber. “You should let the police know about your threat.”
“I doubt there’s anything they can do. It’s only a note. And I don’t know why I would have enemies here.”     
“No. I’m sure you don’t.”
After Ruth left. Amber went into the living-room and sat down on the sofa.
Sassy jumped on the sofa, whimpered and pressed close to Amber’s side. 
She pulled the Yorkie closer, rubbed its fur, and glanced at black perceptive dogie eyes.
“I’d forgotten about being scared by a stranger when I was a child. Mom never talked about it, or told me why.”  She hugged the dog.      
***
The next day Amber stood in the living room and looked around. Time to get busy and sort through her mom’s belongings. She wanted to get back home to Tennessee, especially since she’d remembered someone in Maggie Vally didn’t want her around.  
“I don’t want to be here either.” She spoke her thoughts.
As if the dog knew what she was saying Sassy lowered her head in sadness and whined. Amber picked Sassy up.
“It’s you and me, girl.” She put Sassy in her bed beside the fireplace.
“I need to get some empty boxes. Maybe, I’ll stop by a realtor’s office. I’ll be back soon.”
Sassy had become more than just a pet. A companion, a furry shadow that seemed to anticipate her every need. She rubbed the dog’s fur.
The drive to downtown Maggie Valley offered a peaceful view. Amber looked at the beautiful landscape and vibrant green hills. She glanced to her left. The high mountains seemed like an endless hill dusted with foliage and wildflowers. A pretty place that held so much uncertainty. The hazy blue of the mountains did little to soothe the turmoil that churned within her. In the back of her mind the words written on that note was a reminder to be cautious. She didn’t belong in North Carolina.
Amber turned onto Soco Road, passed Country Eats, and into the parking lot of Mountain Realty.
She closed her eyes for a second, and silently asked for guidance.
“Jesus, lead me. And help me stay safe.”
A chime announced Amber, as she entered. A woman behind a glass desk looked up from the computer and gave a happy smile.
“May I help you?” The woman’s oblong face was framed by curly red hair. Freckles lined her nose.
“I don’t have an appointment but was wondering if I could see an agent?”
The lady pushed her readers closer to her face and picked up her phone.
 While Amber waited, she glanced around at the photos of houses and land.
Her eyes returned to the receptionist’s desk. The woman really liked the color of pink. Her desk held a pink pen, a pink mug, and several pink sticky notes.
“Cassandra Walton can see you.”
“Thank you.”
“Through the hallway. Her office is on the right.”
Amber took uncertain steps and quickly found the small office. The door was open and the women nodded at her.
“Hello, I’m Amber Grooms.”
“Cassandra Walton. Please, have a seat. How may I help.” 
Gold hoops hung from Cassandra’s ears. They complimented a brownish pixie haircut. A diamond wedding ring sparkled, along with manicured nails. She figured the woman to be about ten years older than she was.
“I’m thinking about selling my mom’s home. I mean, it’s my house now. My mother passed away.”
“I’m sorry. I know this is a difficult time. Ms. Grooms, can you tell me how old the home is?”
 “The deed says, 1975. It probably needs upgrades. I’m hoping you can come out to the house, maybe give me some pointers as to what I should do to sell.”
“It may need staging, maybe painting.”
Cassandra pushed a sticky pad toward Amber.
“Write down your address. If you’re going to be home later this evening, I’ll stop by.”
“Yes, thank you.”
Later, Amber scanned the rooms to make sure things seemed in order. She had no idea what to expect when Miss Walton came. She fluffed the decorative pillows on the sofa.
Sassy watched from her bed beside the fireplace. Her eyes followed Amber’s every movement. 
“Someone is coming over to give me some pointers on selling the house.”
Amber shook her head and wondered why she felt the need to explain to a dog. The doorbell rang. 
“Miss. Walton, come in.”
“Thanks, your house is charming on the outside. Bungalows are always in demand in the south. People love porch space and big front windows. I’ll bet the cream color with white shutters makes it stand out when fall brings the red hues of that nice Maple out front.”
“Fall is a lovely time of the year isn’t it, Ms. Walton?” She didn’t recall her mom’s Red Maple in Autumn, but wasn’t going to share that with the realtor.
“Please, call me Cassandra.”
The woman grabbed a small note pad from her tote, took a few steps in the living room, and looked around.
“New paint on all the walls is a must. A light neutral shade will appeal to everyone.” As she spoke, she wrote.
“Pack away personal items. Especially unusual décor. It won’t appeal to the masses.   Cassandra pointed to an oversized owl lamp.
“You want to appeal to everyone. No personal photos. Landscape pictures are always a good choice and…” She narrowed her eyes at Sassy. 
“I’m sure the Yorkie is sweet, but buyers don’t want to see animals when they tour a home.”
“Ruff, ruff.”
Sassy’s hair raised on her back. A high-pitched tone sounded as she rushed from her bed toward the woman. It was a little frame of fur, full of a big dog’s attitude. 
Amber bent down, patted Sassy on the head and moved in front of Sassy.
 “Lay back down girl, everything is okay.”
Cassandra gave the Yorkie a sideways stare and walked into the hallway.
“Shall we’ll go through the rest of the house?”
An hour later, Amber flopped down on the sofa and leafed through the pages of notes Cassandra left.
The cushion wiggled as Sassy climbed onto Amber’s lap. She patted the pooch’s back.
“I didn’t realize selling a house could be so time consuming.”
A wet tongue timidly touched Amber’s cheek. She looked at the dog. Dark, penetrating, unsure eyes stared at her. It was plain to see, Sassy wasn’t happy. The dog whimpered.
“I know, life has changed.” She hugged the Yorkie.
Hours passed, and darkness descended on Maggie Valley. Amber sipped on a glass of sweet tea and wrapped some of her mom’s knick-knacks. Her phone chimed.
“Hi, Cathy. How was your day?”
“Hectic. How about you?”
“I talked to a realtor.”
“Good. Now you can put the house up for sale. Come back home and let the agency handle everything.”
“If only it were that easy. Apparently, it’ll take time just to get the place ready for her to show buyers.”
“Really.”
“She gave me a big list of things that need to be done first.” 
“Well, the weekend is only a day away. How about I drive to North Carolina and lend you a hand?”
“I appreciate the offer, but this list is more than a weekend chore.”
“At least, I can help you get started. The sooner you begin, the faster you’ll get back to Tennessee. I’ll leave after work and should be there by 8 o’clock Friday.” Cathy added.
When the call was over, Amber laid her cell phone down. Cathy would need a place to sleep. She glanced down at Sassy.
“Thank goodness there are three bedrooms. First thing in the morning I need to tidy the guest room.”
***
After a night of rain, Amber woke to a sunny morning. She planned to spend the day cleaning and packing things away, starting with the spare bedroom. 
She fed Sassy and let the dog outside to play in the fenced back yard.
Amber grabbed the vacuum and hurried to the spare bedroom. 
She placed an empty box on a desk chair. Began to fill it with perfume bottles, useless papers, and old magazines. Along with an odd collection of dog figurines.
“Ruff…”
In the middle of changing sheets, Amber heard the little dog bark. She stuffed a pillow in its cover and went to let Sassy back inside.
“Come on, girl.” She watched the tan dog prance toward the water dish.
“I need to finish preparing the spare room. Cathy will be here this evening.”
Afterwards, Amber stepped back and eyed the space. Clean sheets with a crimson star pattern quilt and shams dressed the full-size bed. A vase of flowers sat on the dresser. On the small desk, a Bible and notepad replaced outdated mail-order catalogs. The only thing left to do was hang a pair of the new curtains she’d bought when she left the realtor’s office.
As Amber opened the package, Sassy lifted herself up on her hind feet and sniffed the material. Amber grinned at the little dog’s curiosity.
“I know white is a boring color.  Still, they’ll look good with the blue walls. Hopefully, I won’t have to paint this room.”
It looked fine to her, but Ms. Walton said she needed to paint all the walls a neutral shade. Amber shook her head at the notion of all the things the realtor wanted changed.
She grabbed the curtain rod and tossed the old flowery window coverings on the floor. After she hung the new ones, she worked at cleaning the glass pane. A glitter from outside the window caught her curiosity.
Amber leaned on the glass and tried to see what laid on the ground. A dwarf gardenia planted close to the house was in the line of her view, but she spotted something that shimmered in the sunshine. She hurried outside, with Sassy close to her heels.
Amber bent down and picked up a gum wrapper. Beside the foil paper, in the dirt, was a footprint. She stepped backwards in dismay and touched her throat. Someone stood here, outside of the window.
Sassy moved backwards too and whimpered.
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CHAPTER TWO

Beep, beep. Amber heard the car pull into the driveway before Cathy tooted. She hurried to the front door, as her friend unloaded an overnight bag.
“Did you have a nice drive?”
“It wasn’t bad for a two-hour drive.” Cathy looked around. “North Carolina’s mountains are very similar to Tennessee’s.”
“Yes, and they would give me comfort except…”  Amber stopped her words. It wasn’t the time to mention the note or the foot prints to her friend. 
“Come on in. I’ll show you the guest room. Then we’ll share a pizza.”
“Just like old times. Movie night and pizza.” Cathy laughed.
Amber led her friend to the spare bedroom. “There’s fresh towels in the adjoining half bath.”
“Thanks. I have something for you.” She opened her overnight bag and took out a laptop. “Here you go.”
“My computer?” Amber eyed the gray case.
“Yeah, remember you stopped over at my apartment after you lost your job. I guess you forgot it.”
“Or maybe I was so disgusted that I didn’t care.”
“You can’t let one setback deter your career. You were a good IT manager. I thought you might want to do some job searching in Tennessee that is.” She grinned.
“Tennessee for sure. And you’re right. I do need to think about the future. Come on, the pizza is waiting.” 
They walked into the kitchen. Amber laid the laptop on the counter and took two bottles of water from the fridge. She placed plates on the table.        
Sassy sniffed Cathy’s ankle. 
“Hey, sweetie. You must not remember me.” Cathy rubbed the dog’s head.
“She likes you.”
 “Really, how can you tell.”
“Sassy, has quite the attitude for a little dog, especially if she doesn’t like someone. You should have seen how this little half-pint acted when the realtor stopped by. She pranced around like a German Shephard on steroids.” Amber laughed.
“She must be a protecter.” Cathy smiled and rubbed the dog a few more times.
As nightfall turned into the wee hours of morning they munched on pizza, laughed, and chatted about the latest happenings. 
“I didn’t realize it had gotten so late.” Amber closed the lid of the pizza box.
Cathy looked at her watch. “And if I’m going to help you pack things away, I should get a few hours’ sleep.”
“Me too. Thanks for coming all this way to help jump start me. I haven’t had a plan as to how to get started.” 
“Cleaning out a house full of furniture and personal items is a lot, but no worries, we’ll tackle it together. See you in the morning.”
***
The early morning sunshine encompassed Maggie Valley. Amber fed Sassy breakfast, put bread in the toaster, and placed honey, butter, and jam on the table. 
While she waited for the coffee to finish perking, she glanced out of the kitchen window. The yard needed mowing. Ever since she’d been on her own, someone else always took care of the grassy patch in the front and back of her condominium. Another thing she needed to deal with. She looked down at Sassy. 
“I need to figure out this grass situation. Before it gets taller than you.”
“What?” Cathy walked into the kitchen. “You were saying…?”
“Sorry, I’ve developed a habit of talking to the dog. We were discussing the grass.” Amber laughed. 
“Well, I’m afraid I can’t help with that. You know where I live.” 
“Yeah, in the same maintenance free building I live in. Or lived in.” She turned to get mugs out of the cabinet.
“What does that mean?” Cathy took a mug and filled it with coffee.
“It means now that I have Sassy. I’ll need to find a dog friendly place.”
“I guess you do. I know of a few complexes close by. I’ll see if any of them allow animals.”
“It would be nice, if we can continue to live close to each other.”   
 They sat down at the round wooden table. Amber scooped out a bit of honey for her toast.
“Having to move and find a new job at the same time makes me a little confused about the future.” 
“Of course. Losing your job, your mom passing away, and dealing with this house. It’s challenging. Once we start clearing out the place things will become clearer.” Cathy gave a confident smile.
“I hope. In the meantime, agree with me in prayer that I’ll do what’s best.”
“I will.” Let’s do it now. 
They bowed their heads. Amber cupped her hands.
“Lord, this is all strange. I don’t know what to do. Mom always said, Your will in our lives is best. Guide me to do what is needed. Protect me while I’m here. In Jesus name, Amen.”
“Amen.” Cathy opened her eyes and reached for a slice of toast. “What did you mean about the Lord protecting you, while you’re here?” 
Amber took a bite. As she chewed, she wondered if she should tell Cathy about the note? She couldn’t lie to her best friend. 
“I’m probably being paranoid since I got a threating note.”
“What? Amber, what’s going on?”
“A few days after I arrived here someone slipped a note under the door telling me I better hurry and go back to Tennessee.”
“Oh no. What does the police say?” 
“I haven’t told them.”
“You need to report it.” Cathy’s face full of concern.
Amber took a bit of toast. She knew if she mentioned the foot print, Cathy would be even more worried. 
“Okay. I’ll think about it.”
They ate in silence and with the last bite gone, Amber put the cups in the sink. 
“So, are you ready to help me tackle this house of clutter.” 
“Only if you promise to tell the authorities about your threating note.” 
“I will. Now are you ready to help me tackle this house of clutter?”
“Seriously. This is not a mess.” Cathy giggled 
“You remember my mom’s house?”
Amber made a face, eyed the ceiling, then said, 
“Maybe you’re right.” 
They both laughed at the memory of the disarray seen the last time they were over at Cathy’s childhood home. 
“I’ll get the empty boxes.” 
By the end of the day boxes were packed with décor personal to her mom’s style. Furniture, which Amber felt was not needed, or she didn’t want was stacked in the hallway fro charity. Several bags of things meant for trash line the wall.
“Wow, I can’t believe the work we’ve accomplished.”
“Just goes to show that us women are capable, if the need arises.” Cathy dusted her hands. 
“I can help carry most of this stuff off tomorrow before I leave. Let’s go and grab a burger. I think we deserve to treat ourselves.”
“I agree.”
***
Sunday morning after breakfast they carried several boxes to Amber’s car. 
“Where will you take these?” Cathy shut the trunk and eyed a backseat filled with more cartons. 
“There’s a thrift store in town. It opens at noon.” 
“Okay. We can put the trash bags in my car. Is there a city dumpster around?”
Amber wrinkled her brow in thought.
“Sure is. I saw it the other day. It’s not far from the realtor’s office.”  
After they deposited of the garbage and got back to Amber’s house, she gave her friend a hug. 
“I can’t tell you how grateful I am that you came to help. It gives me the push I need.”
“And the faster you get this place ready to sell, the quicker you can come home. The kitchen should be easy but I know it’ll be stressful cleaning out your mom’s room.” 
Amber gave her friend a slight grin.
“It will, but it must be done.”
A trinkle of dread shadowed Amber. Going through her mother’s personal belongings. The chore she hated the most. 
Cathy’s voice broke into her thoughts.
“I guess I’ll shower and head home.” 
An hour later, Amber stood beside Cathy’s car. 
“Thank you for coming. Please, drive safe.” 
“I will. Don’t forget to tell the police about that note. You promised.”
“I know.” 
Amber watched Cathy back out of the driveway and head toward the main road.
Now, she had to call the police. She had a habit of figuratively opening her mouth and sticking her foot right inside.
That evening Amber grabbed the note from the side table drawer and headed to local thrift store. Minutes later, she left the parking lot. Items her mom had enjoyed for years would go to someone else. Sadness tugged her heart. Then a verse from Isaiah pulled the gloom away. ‘Remember ye not the former things, neither consider the things of old.’ It was odd she liked that scripture since it was attached to a bad memory. She thought back to a time she’d asked about her real father. Her mom replied that it was impossible for him to be part of their lives. And that life must go on without him. Then she’d quoted Isaiah. 
Amber frowned. That was also the only time she’d seen her mom cry. 
That day, was the last time she’d mentioned her real father again. But now, somehow, the words in Isaiah offered comfort to her. Maybe she’d spent too much time in the past. 
“It’s time to move on in many ways.”  
Amber gripped the steering wheel and turned into the parking lot of Maggie Valley Police Department. The building’s light-colored exterior and sloping roof came in view. Of course, it would have a small porch. After all, this is the south. She grinned to herself, parked and unhooked the seat belt. Before getting out of the car she closed her eyes and silently talked to the Lord. The words flowed from her mind. Holy Father, guide me, I’m confused about a lot of things. Help me, Lord. 
Amber approached the entrance of the police department, sure this was a useless trip, but she’d promised Cathy.
A woman with long black hair that was pulled into a ponytail stood in front of a desk. A purse hung over her shoulder. She held a set of keys. “I’m sorry, I’m leaving for the day. Is there something Sherrif Snively can help you with?”
Amber nodded at the woman who appeared to be around the same age as she was. 
“If I could see the sheriff that would be great.”
“No problem. His office is just around the corner. Have a good evening.”
“You too.” Amber spoke as the woman left. 
Just as the woman said, the room opened to an office space. A man had his back to her and quickly turned when he heard footsteps. 
She stopped abruptly. The man was a good six-inches over her five-six frame. His salt and pepper colored hair was cut extra short. She grinned.  
“The lady up front told me to come back to your office. I’m looking for Officer Shively.” 
No sooner than she said the man’s name, she saw his badge with his name itched on it.
“I’m officer Snively. Please, have a seat.” He pointed to a chair in front of his desk.
“Thanks.”
“How may I be of assistance?” 
Amber took a long breath and regretted coming. She wasn’t even sure how to start the conversation. She rubbed her forehead. 
“I probably don’t even need to be here.” 
Officer Shively folded his hands on the desk. 
“I’ll be the judge of that. Begin by telling me what is concerning you. May I have your name and address?”
“I’m Amber Grooms. I’m staying on Mountainside Circle. I inherited my mom’s house.”
“Lois Grooms? She was a wonderful lady. I’m sorry for your loss.” He squinted at her and added, “I feel bad that I don’t remember you.”
“I didn’t grow up here long. Mom enrolled me in Sonshine Academy when I was small. She always visited me there.” 
Amber paused, not sure what to say next, just explaining the school situation was difficult.
“How can I help, Miss Grooms.”
“Please, call me Amber.”
He reached across the desk and shook her hand.
“I’m Jesse.” He gestured for her to continue.    
 Amber reached in her purse and took the note out. 
“I’ve been here since Mom’s memorial. A couple days after I arrived, I found this under my back door.” She handed him the paper. 
As he read, she mutely repeated words that stuck in her mind. 
“You don’t belong here! Go back to Tennessee.”
“This seems like a threat to me. May I keep this? I’ll investigate and try to match the hand writing to some known troublemakers in the area. Have you received any other threats? Maybe harassing phone calls.”  He waited a second, then added. “I’m here to help, if I can.”
“There is something else.”
“I need to know everything for a proper investigation.” 
“Friday morning, after the rain on Thursday night, I noticed footprints outside of one of my windows. Maybe a Peeping Tom?”
Amber watched a look of concern wash over Officer Snively’s face. His wide chest rose as he exhaled. His voice low and sympathetic. 
“Haven’t had a Peeping Tom around here in years.” He rubbed his tired eyes. 
“This town’s mostly quiet. “I’ll need to examine those footprints. Let me follow you, home.”
As she drove, Amber glanced in the rear-view mirror. Having a police officer follow her anytime was unsettling, but coming to her house made her belly do flips-flops. 
She pulled into the driveway and made sure to leave room for the police car behind her. As Amber got out of her car, the officer’s door slammed. He held a camera.
“Which window?”
“On the right side of the house.”
As they walked, the officer followed a little behind and glanced in all directions. She pointed to the ground. 
“Right here.”
The officer stepped in front of her and bent down on one knee. He snapped some pictures, took a small tape measure from his pocket, and held it close to the ground. 
She watched as he measured the footprint. Next, he eyed the window seal and took another picture.
“It does appear that whoever made this print was trying to look inside your window.”
Amber briefly closed her eyes. Thinking about it was one thing, but hearing the truth from a professional was like shinning a light on her unspoken fear. 
“Officer Snively, what can I do?” 
“Call me Jesse. Here in Maggie Valley, we’re informal. And try not to worry, I’ll look into this.” He handed her his business card. 
“Here’s my number if you find anything else disturbed. Calls will route to my cell too, so you can contact me anytime, night or day.”
“Thanks. I hope I won’t need to use it though.”
“Me too,” he smiled. “I’ll be in touch.”
No sooner than the patrol car pulled onto the main road, she heard her neighbor call from across the yard. 
“Yoo-hoo, What’s wrong?” As fast as the older neighbor’s age allowed, she hurried to Amber. 
“I’m fine. I was just telling the police about the note and this.” She pointed to a foot print. 
“Oh my. All the years I’ve lived here this has been a nice neighborhood.” Ruth held her hands together and gasped.
“I’m sure it still is. Someone just doesn’t like me being around.”
“I’m so sorry this is happening.” Ruth’s sorrowful expression shown.
“It certainly isn’t your fault.” Amber tried to smile to comfort her mom’s friend who eyed the ground. 
“Maybe the grass needs mowing so folks will know the house isn’t empty.”
“I should hire a handyman.”
“Nonsense, Justin mows mine. I’m sure it won’t be any trouble for him to drive his big ole’ lawn mower across the driveway and mow your yard too.”
“You think? I’ll be glad to pay him.”
“I’ll talk to Justin about it when he gets home.”
Hours later, the bright summer day turned hazy and ushered in the dimness of night. A knock sounded. After a fast peep out of her front door Amber opened it to her neighbor’s nephew.
“I’m Justin. Aunt Ruth mentioned you needed the lawn tended.” He eyed the almost dark ground. “It is getting pretty high.” 
“Yes. I’m used to living in a maintenance free building. Not dealing with lawn care.”   
“I usually mow Aunt Ruth’s yard on Tuesdays. I can take care of it next week, if you want.”
“That would be great. Tell me what you charge. I’ll pay you now.” 
“Naw, I always do my aunt’s yard. Yours is right across the way. Besides, it isn’t very large.” His eyes lingered on her and he smiled again.  
“I really do appreciate it.”
“Sure, I may see you around on Tuesday?” He voiced the statement like a question.
“I should be here. I’m cleaning out the house, getting it ready to sell.”
“I know you didn’t live here and stayed at school when you were young. I guess selling is for the best. I’ll bet you’re anxious to go back to Tennessee.” He turned to leave and raised his voice. “I’ll see you Tuesday.”
Amber closed the door and locked it. The last part of the conversation certainly turned odd. What did he say? Selling is for the best. She must be anxious to go back to Tennessee. Something about his words made her uncomfortable. Could he be the one who wrote that note and looked in her window, why, she didn’t even know him? 
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CHAPTER THREE

The next morning, a loud buzz penetrated Amber’s peaceful shower. She quickly dressed, then gazed out of the bedroom window. Justin was going back and forth on a big green lawn mower. She watched in disbelief as the grass went from several feet high to a wonderful manicured look. The difference really made her noticed how tall the grass had gotten. 
“Wooff.” Sassy barked loudly.
 “Okay girl, but you’ll go to the bathroom in the front yard this morning, Justin’s mowing.” 
Amber let the little yorkie out, and watched as the dog bounded down the steps toward an ornamental birdbath in the middle of the yard.
“Hurry up, Sassy. You can’t stay out here long. The front isn’t fenced. No running this morning.” 
A few minutes later, Sassy hopped up the steps. 
Amber hurried the dog inside, as Justin made his way in the front and mowed a path toward the sidewalk.
The mower hummed and buzzed while she made coffee and enjoyed a bowl of fruit and grain cereal. 
Twenty minutes later, everything quieted and a knock sounded. Amber went to the door. 
“Justin, thank you. Won’t you let me pay you? I know it takes up your time.” 
“Like I said, I mow Aunt Ruth’s yard anyway. It’s no big deal.” He glanced at her feet, eyed Sassy, and bent down to tussle the dog’s fur. 
“I’ve always liked this little dog.”
“She does grow on you. I made a pot of coffee. Would you like a cup?” Amber moved to the side, opened the door wider and waited. 
 “Coffee sounds good.”
Amber refilled her cup and placed a mug of coffee across from her chair. Justin took a seat and mumbled. 
“Thanks.”
“You’re welcome. There’s sugar in the jar and creamer beside it.” She pointed to an aged cream and sugar set.
Justin took the lid off the sugar dish and scooped a spoon in his coffee. He gestured at the Blue Willow coffee set. 
“This was your mom’s, right.”
“Yeah, it’s one of the things I can’t part with.”
“I don’t blame you.”
“Ruth tells me you’re having work done on your house. Do you live close by?”
Justin grinned. 
“About five miles away. At the crest of the mountain.” 
 He held conversation, adding details about his renovations. 
“Have you owned the house long?” She couldn’t help but wonder if he could be the Pepping Tom. Maybe small talk would help her gauge his personality.      
“Six months ago, our bank foreclosed on a couple acres, with a 1500 square foot house. It’s all I need. Circumstances made it possible for me to purchase the place. Even with the renovations in the kitchen and bath, it’s a good deal. The lease on my rental ran out. There was no way I was going to sign up for another year in Greedy Reed’s apartment building. Aunt Ruth offered me the spare room until my house is finished.”
Amber sipped from her cup. Two things sparked her curiosity. A man named Greedy Reed and that fact that Justin worked at a bank. He didn’t seem the type.
“You work at a bank?” 
“I’m a financial analyst. I research investments, analyze statements, and customize stocks and bonds. Where do you work?”
She thought of his question and took a breath, still adjusting to the fact that she was unemployed.
“The company I worked for sold. The new owners brought in their own staff.  So, for now, I’m an unemployed IT manager.”
“That’s a bad break, but you’ll find something soon. Information tech is always growing.”
“I know you’re right. So, you had a landlord named Greedy Reed?” She grinned and took a long look at Justin. She’d never noticed how dark blue his eyes were before.
“Some people call him that. His name is Reed Collins. He’s known for being greedy, wanting everything he can get his hands on. People say he doesn’t care how he gets it either. His dad died about six years ago. I remember, the day after the funeral, Reed began construction to tear down the farm house and clear the land for a golf resort.”
“Wow. Is his mother alive? I thought the wife gets the husband’s estate. It’s theirs together.”
“Mrs. Collins didn’t want the homestead, the car dealership or the larger apartment complex her husband owned. I think over the years, she grew tired of the constant business dealings. All she wanted was one of the small complexes in town. She lives in one, rents the others and travels.” He took a big gulp from his cup and spoke. 
“I know you didn’t live here when you were young.”
“No. Mom sent me to a school in Tennessee.” 
“I remember when you were in school your mom drove to Tennessee every mouth. Aunt Ruth was always concerned about her driving so much.”
“Mom did visit often and on every holiday.”
“Aunt Ruth told me your mom hated the idea of not being able to see you. Even kept a overnight bag packed in the car in case you needed her in a hurry.”
Amber wrinkled her brow. She’d never thought about things from her mom’s point of view. 
“Mom did always try to be involved in my life, even if she was a couple hours away.”
“That was good for you both.” Justin stood. 
“I’d better get to weeding Aunt Ruth’s flower bed.” He gave her a long stare, turned to go, and added, 
“You might want to keep the blinds closed at night. Aunt Ruth says there’s a Peeping Tom in the neighborhood.”
Amber looked away. Justin’s gaze was eerie. 
After he left, she locked the door. Justin seemed harmless, but the tone he used with the warning sent a cold chill down her back. 
She picked up Sassy and hug the yorkie. The dog whined and gently licked her cheek. 
Later, Amber unloaded a batch of freshly washed linens. She folded several and took Sassy’s favorite fluffy orange towel to the dog’s bed, beside the fire place. Her cell chimed. 
“Hi, Cathy.”
“How’s it going?” 
“Good. The yard is mowed. I’m getting ready to tackle the rest of the decluttering. The kitchen is next, before painting.”
“And your mom’s bedroom.” Cathy gently reminded.
“Yeah. Mom’s room.” 
Amber felt a sadness engulf her. Going through her mom’s personal things was going to be a challenge. 
“Are you going to paint all those rooms by yourself?” 
“No.” Amber laughed. “I’ll hire someone. I can’t imagine how ugly it would turn out if I tried to do it.”   
“Did you talk to the police?”
“Yes, Officer Snively of the Maggie Valley Police Department is looking into the situation.”
“That makes me feel better.”
“Me too.”
They chatted until the doorbell interrupted the conversation. 
“Cathy, there’s someone at the door.”
“Okay. We’ll talk later.”
Amber greeted her neighbor who waited with an apple pie in her hand.
“I’m in a baking mood and thought you’d like a pie. It’s your mom’s recipe.”
“I used to love Mom’s pies. Thanks.” She took the dessert. 
“Come on in.”
“Only for a few minutes.” Ruth walked inside and scanned the living room. “I hadn’t seen the place since you and your friend cleaned most of it out. Somehow, the room seems bigger.”
“It does. I love mom, but she had a lot of clutter and unnecessary furniture.”
“Have you cleared out all the rooms?” 
“I have the kitchen to go and Mom’s bedroom.”
“I know that’ll be hard. I can help you if you want.”
“Thanks, but that’s something I need to do by myself.” 
“I understand. Still, if you change your mind. I’m just next door.”
“I know you miss Mom too. You were friends a long time.”
“For over twenty years. When Lois moved in this house, you a toddler. We became fast friends.”
“Ruth, did Mom ever talk about my real father?”
“Nope. I sked her once. She only said that it was a mistake, and best to let the past be the past. She did say, the only thing she didn’t regret was you. Lois loved you very much. It wasn’t long after she moved here that she started going to church with me. Before we realized it your mom became a devoted woman of faith and was a good Christian, until the day God called her home. Speaking of church, while you’re here join me at Victory Christian Chapel.” 
“I’ll think about it, but I’m planning to put a lot of my energy into packing things in the kitchen, cleaning out Mom’s room and hiring painters. 
“So, you’ve really decided not to keep the house?” Ruth eyed her.
“I don’t have any desire to hold on to the place. I know mom love it here, love this house, but it isn’t something I want.”   
“It is your decision, and one you should be happy with.” Ruth stood. 
“I should go. I have a batch of cookie dough waiting for me.”
From the window, Amber watched the older woman amble across the driveway. 
Sassy hopped up and down, and whined. 
“Okay girl, you can go out and get some exercise. I’m going to tackle packing things in the kitchen.” She let the dog outside and grabbed a box from the mud room.
An hour later, Amber stretched. She glanced at the containers, pleased with her work. One box sat in the middle of the floor filled with Tupperware. Another box held odds and ends of mismatched dishes, glasses, and cups. The last box was pushed aside, and cradled her mom’s special dishes she planned to keep. 
A garbage bag tilted against the wall filled with plastic containers, missing lids, and broken kitchen gadgets. 
She opened one cabinet and another for a quick check. A small set of dishes and a few pieces of cookware were left for her stay and easy enough to gather when she left. 
Amber carried the dishes to her bedroom and placed the box in the bottom of the closet. The trash bag went into the city curbside can for trash day. 
With Sassy tagging along, she carried the other boxes to her car for the second-hand store.
“That’s got the kitchen, girl.” She glanced down. 
Sassy sniffed the front tire on the car, then ran back and forth between the wheels. At one point, the dog moved in a circle and growled. 
“What in the world has gotten you in such a tizzy?” 
Amber studied the dog’s behavior for a second, then picked her up and went inside. 
After a quick shower Amber tucked Sassy in the dog bed and grabbed her purse.
“I’ll be back in a bit, girl.” 
A few miles toward town, an old building that housed Valley Resale Store came in view. The store had a drive-through for drop off items. Amber slowed her car at the double doors and rolled down her window as a man approached.
“There’s a couple boxes in the trunk.” She popped the trunk. 
“Thanks, I’ll get it.” The man unloaded the contents and shut the trunk.
Amber pulled away and then turned onto the main road. A half-mile down the road, a car in front of her suddenly stopped. She slammed on the brakes. The peddle went to the floor, but the car didn’t slow down. 
Her hands shook as she pressed on the brakes again. Still, nothing happened. 
With a fast movement, Amber turned the wheel toward the shoulder to miss the car ahead. Somehow, she made it to a wide area on the side of the road and pulled the emergency brake. The engine stopped. Her breath quivered as she exhaled relief. 
“Lord, thank you. I know it wasn’t luck. It was You.” 
Amber sat parked for a few minutes to calm her nerves. Later, she started the car and pressed on the brake pedal a few times. As she pumped on the brakes the pedal became sturdier. 
“Holy Father, help me get to the nearest garage.” 
Amber prayed and drove. She recalled a car dealership with a garage, a few blocks away. If she drove slow maybe she be okay. 
A big white Collins Motors sign came into view. Amber turned into the dealership and pumped the brakes several times. Her knuckles white from clutching the steering wheel, while she repeatedly pressed on the brakes to try and slow the car. 
Within inches of the front glass window the car stopped. The word Collins was etched on the glass. She scratched her head. Where had she heard that name. She then recalled Justin mentioned his landlord’s last name was Collins. Was it Reedy Collins or Greedy Collins?   
While she pondered the name, a man approached her car. His brown designer slacks paired with a pristine light blue shirt. His tall statue held an air of prideful confidence. She guessed the man wasn’t much older than her. 
“I’m sorry. I’m having brake problems and needed the closest garage.” Amber got out of the vehicle. 
“Can I get someone to check them out?” 
“Sure. You found the only smart choice for a new car, or you can get yours repaired, if you must.” He leaned back on his heels. 
“I’m Reed Collins, owner of this establishment. Perhaps, I can interest you in a new car. I’m sure one of my salesmen can give you something for this one.” He gave her white subcompact a long gawk. 
“I’m really not in the market for a new car, but I do need my brakes fixed.”
“Alright, the garage is to your left. I’ll let the mechanics know you’re here.” Reed Collins held an impatient expression.
“I appreciate it. Can you have one of the men drive it to the garage entrance? My brakes are bad.”
“I haven’t seen you around. Are you new in town?” He frowned. Then attempted a grin.
“I’m Lois Grooms’ daughter.”
“She died a few weeks ago, right?” 
“Yeah.” Amber tried not to let her voice tremble. Losing her mom was worse when she had to talk about it. 
Reed’s mouth twisted. He acted as if he was going to say something but instead pulled a stick of gum from his pocket, took off the wrapper and put it in his mouth. He held the pack out offering her a stick. 
“No, thank you. Gums not my favorite.”
He put the pack back in his vest pocket. 
“So, are you planning to make Maggie Valley home?” 
“No. My intention is to sell the house.” 
“I see. I’m always in the market for an investment.”
“I’ll keep that in mind Mr. Collins.” 
“Good. I’ll get a mechanic to come for your car.” Without waiting for a reply, he left.
 A few Minutes passed. A mechanic approached. 
“Don’t worry miss. I’ll get it to the garage in one piece. If you want go to the waiting room it’s the door beside the car bay. I’ll let you know when we get it fixed. Usually, we only take appointments, but Mr. Collins said you needed it now.”
“Thank you.” She walked to the waiting room, took a seat, and fished the phone from her purse. Maybe a game would help calm her nerves.
An hour later, the mechanic came into the room.  
“It’s fixed, ma’am.” 
“Thank you.” Amber closed her phone and shoved it into her purse.
“Not a problem. Miss…”  The man paused, like he was deciding what he wanted to say next. 
She glanced at the mechanic. An odd look on his face made her think he wanted to say more. She frowned. 
“Sir, is there something I should know?”
“I don’t know for sure but to me the brake lines looked suspicious. Maybe they appeared to be tampered with. I don’t mean to alarm you. Just thought you should be aware.”
“You’re saying someone deliberately damaged my brake line?” 
“All I can say is your brake lines didn’t fit the normal characteristics for old and worn-out. You can pay over there.” He pointed toward a counter and left.  
Amber paid the bill, got in her car, and pulled onto the main road. As she drove the mechanic’s words rested heavy on her shoulders. Her mind pictured Sassy running back and forth between the tires. Did the little dog know that something was wrong? Sassy did have an uncanny ability to sense danger. She noticed it before, subtle shifts in the dog’s behavior, a prickling of little dog ears, or a low growl that often preceded an unpleasant event. 
Amber wished she could push the stress of the last two hours away, but her brakes were just another thing to add to the amount of trouble she’d encountered in Maggie Valley.  
A Delish Diner sign stood to the side of a small restaurant. Amber pressed her brake pedal with uncertainty, turned into the lot, parked, and got out of the car. Maybe a little something to eat would help ease her nervous tummy. She locked her car door and strolled inside. 
The rustic wooden structure seemed inviting. Pleasing smells filled the air. As if the aroma pulled her along, she walked toward the tables as she inhaled the scent of pot roast, potatoes, and onions.  
Amber glanced around. The food must be good. Most of the tables were taken. She debated on getting take-out. A woman with a long pony tail waved for her to come join her at a booth. 
Amber grinned when she recognized the lady from the police department. She weaved around tables, and made her way to the booth. 
“Let’s officially meet.” The woman grinned.
“I’m Tina, from the police department. Please, join me.” 
“I’m Amber, thanks. This place is packed.”
“Yeah, the food here is delish.” She laughed. “So, you haven’t been here long?”
“No. Maggie Valley is a nice town but I’m trying to get Mom’s things in order to sell the house and go back to Kingsport.”
The waitress approached. “May I take your order.”
Amber glanced at Tina’s plate. Chicken pie, with a side order of macaroni and cheese.  Comfort food just what she needed. She nodded.
“I’ll have what Tina is having.”
“Very well.” The waitress left.
“I need comfort food right now.”
“You do seem frazzled.”
Amber waited for the waitress to place the meal it in front of her before she remarked.
“It’s been a long day.” Amber forked a bite of mac and cheese and savored the creamy taste.
“Amber, I keep the digital records for Officer Snively’s reports. I know the trouble you’ve had. The short time you’ve been here a lot has happened.”
“Yes, It’s weird too. I really don’t know anyone here, except for Mom’s next-door neighbor. Now, it looks like someone messed with my brakes.”
“When?” Tina put her fork down and widened her eyes.
“I don’t know. Maybe last night. I’m not sure. The mechanic who fixed them used the word suspicious.”
“Have you told Jesse. I mean Officer Snively?”
“I don’t have proof and the mechanic can’t be sure.” She took another bite. 
Amber wanted to think about anything but her brakes, at least for a little while. 
“Tina, do you like working at a police department?”
“It’s interesting.” She grinned. 
Amber listened to Tina chat about the ins and out of law enforcement. She enjoyed the meal and the conversation helped steer her away from her troubles for now. With last bit of chicken gone, she moved the plate aside.
“The food is great and I’m glad we met, even if it was at the police station.”
“Yeah, me too. Consider me your home away from home friend.” Tina took her phone from her bag.
“What’s your number. I’ll text you. We can chat anytime you feel like talking.”
Amber called out her number and added. 
“I really should get home. I inherited a very energetic yorkie from Mom. Sassy probably needs to go potty by now.”
“I’m debating on a cat or dog. Something to keep me company on my off days.”
“I’ve discovered that having a dog will keep you on your toes.   
They laughed as they left their seats and paid the bills. 
In the parking lot, Tina’s SUV was parked close to the building. Amber paused as Tina unlocked her door.
“I’ll see you later.”
“Yeah, and Amber, don’t forget you have my number. Plus, think about telling Jesse the mechanic mentioned your brakes seemed suspicious. He may not prove any wrong doing with your brakes but he should know. Sometimes in police work things need to add up before the mystery is solved.”
“I’ll think about it.”
Amber walked to her car. She didn’t say she promised to talk to Jesse, only that she’d think it over. She started her engine.
That night Amber leaned against the bed head and tussled Sassy’s fur. Through the glow of the Unicorn lamp, she watched dog. Sassy had accepted her and seemed to have an unwavering loyalty. As she rubbed the dog’s head she went over the day’s events. Bad car brakes had distracted her from thinking about her mom earlier. The conversation with Justin had made her remember how devoted her mother had been. She visited and was always only a phone call away. 
She lowered her head and spoke to God. She now knew her mom had love her. She must have had reasons for doing the things she did.          
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CHAPTER FOUR

A sunny morning turned into a rainy Saturday afternoon. Three different times Amber stood in front of her mom’s bedroom with the intention of sorting through personal items. 
Once again, she stood at the door. Every fiber of her wanted to go inside. The faster the room was cleared the sooner she could go back to her life in Kingsport, 
She stared at the closed door again. Maybe she could get the rooms painted first and leave this room for last. No. It would be smarter to have all the rooms painted at the same time. 
Amber closed her eyes briefly, to calm apprehension. Even though she knew better, taking things from her mom’s dresser and closet somehow felt like an invasion of privacy. She touched the door.
“I know she is happy with You, Lord. It must be done. Give me strength.” 
A verse from Philippians circled in her mind. ‘I can do all things through Christ which strengtheneth me.’  
Sassy sniffed at Amber’s ankle and whined. She gathered the dog in her arms and snuggle its face. 
“Going through Mom’s room is like saying goodbye all over again, girl.”
Sassy’s big brown eyes watered. The yorkie laid its head on Amber’s shoulder and snorted. 
“I know. We both miss Mom.” She could almost believe the dog was crying. 
“We have each other. My apartment complex doesn’t allow animals, but I’m going to find a better nice place for both of us to live. It’ll all work out, you’ll see.” 
She cuddled Sassy and let the softness of her fur slide against her cheek.
The doorbell rang. She placed the dog on the floor. 
“I wonder who’s visiting us on a rainy afternoon?”
Amber glanced out of the window. A man waited with his back to her. She opened the door. Sassy trotted faithfully at her heels. An uneasy noise, something between a bark and a whine vibrated through the air. Sassy’s attention fixed on Reed, the town’s wealthy car dealership owner, a man known for his generosity and ruthlessness in equal measure. Amber glanced at the dog, then at the man. Reed Collins gave her a toothy grin. 
Amber pressed her lips tight. Maybe, it was a genuine smile, but it looked fake, one a politician used on a campaign. She almost laughed as the thought of kissing babies came to mind. 
“Mr. Collins, Can I help you?”
“Yes, to begin with you can call me Reed.” He glanced over her shoulder. “I hope the brakes on your car are working now.”
“They are, the mechanic did a wonderful job. I’m sorry. I don’t mean to be rude but how did you find my house?”
“This is a small town. Everyone knows where Lois Grooms lived. However, I really stopped by to let you know I’m serious about buying this place.” He scanned the porch. 
“I’ll buy it as is. Today, if you want.”
Amber opened her mouth, then closed it to hold back the shock and frowned. 
Reed stood like a statue with his hands in his pocket. His face held no emotion. The man was so full of himself. It seemed he didn’t care about anything at the moment but her house. 
“I’m not ready to sell. I need to clean out Mom’s room.”
“You can grab the few personal things you want and leave the rest to me. I’ll make a fair offer. Won’t charge for the cleaning either.” He gave her a smile far too toothy to be real.  
“What?” Amber closed the door half-way and peeked from the opening. 
“Mr., I mean Reed, now’s not the time for me to talk about this.” 
“You might be giving up a good opportunity to make a fast buck and get back to Tennessee. Who knows what the future holds”
She eyed him. His words slip out with ease but were cold and unfeeling.   
“Excuse me. I have things to do.” 
She closed the door and leaned against it. Justin was right, the man was a Greedy Reed. 
A few seconds later, the doorbell rang. Amber frowned. Enough was enough. She whirled around and opened the door. “Reed, I told you…” 
Amber stopped talking when she realized Justin stood in front of her. She watched as he whittled on a stick with a red pocket knife. 
“I’m sorry. I thought you were Reed Collins.”
“Yeah, I figured.” Justin glanced at his knife and held the wood out. 
“Making a whistle. When did you get on a first name basis with that man?” 
“Huh. I met him at his dealership.” She grimaced. Why explain herself to her neighbor’s nephew?
“Justin, what is it you want?” 
“Just seeing if Greedy Reed was bothering you.” 
“He wanted to know if I was selling the house.”
“I’m not surprised. He wants to buy as much property around here as possible. He already owns a plenty.”
“I’ve already spoken to a realtor.” She took hold of the door to close it. 
“I’m sorry, but I have something I need to tend to.”
“Sure.” He started to go, then stopped and turned again. 
“Was your car messed up bad.” 
“What?” Startled by his comment, she had raised her voice.
“Why do you ask?”  
“You said you saw Reed at the dealership.” He shrugged. 
“I don’t see a new car in the driveway, so I figured.” He shrugged his shoulders and spoke.  “I’ll mow next week.” He hurried down the steps. 
Amber slammed the door. Reed and Justin. Both acted weird. What was going on? She went to the kitchen for a cold glass of tea and muttered, “I need to get away from here.”
Back in the hallway Amber stared at the closed door that led to her mom’s room. 
Like before, Sassy stood beside her and whined. She glanced down at the little dog.
“I can’t think about Mom’s room now. Let’s get some apple pie. Maybe watch a movie.” 
Amber put a slice of pie on a dish. She grabbed one of Sassy’s treats and went into the living room. Sassy jumped up on the couch to join her. 
“Here you go, girl.” She divided the stick treat and placed the first half in front of the dog, then spooned a bite of dessert for herself.
“Treats won’t make things better, but it sure is good. Isn’t it girl?”  
Sassy stopped eating, wagged her tail and eyed Amber with a pleasant look in her eyes. 
She grinned at the dog. If Sassy could smile, she just did. 
Later, Amber stood and gathered the dessert dish. She washed the dish, grabbed her phone, and tapped her new friend’s phone number.
“Tina, Hi.”
“I’m glad you called. How is everything going?”
“A challenge. How has your day been?”
“I used my day off to clean. Exciting, right?” Tina laughed. “My boyfriend is working so what else is there to do.”
“We never know. “Sometimes, a small thing can be life-changing. Mom used to say, ‘To everything there is a season, and a time to every purpose under the heaven:”’
“That’s from the book of Ecclesiastes. Our pastor spoke on it last Sunday.”
“There you go, conformation.” Amber laughed. 
“It is. Have you had dinner?”
“Only a slice of pie.” Amber glimpsed the sofa where Sassy slept. Air puffs and snores resonated from the corner cushion.
“How about I came over and bring a couple of American Club sandwiches from Sub Town.”
Amber grinned, “add extra olives to mine and you have a deal.” 
“See you soon.”
Thirty minutes past. The doorbell rang. Amber hurried to greet her new friend. Tina handed her the sandwich bag. The aroma of roast beef and turkey drifted to Amber’s nose.
“This is going to be good. I’m starved.”
“Me too.” Tina stepped inside and followed Amber to the kitchen.
They sat down with their sandwiches and drinks. Minutes of silence filled the kitchen as the women enjoy their sandwiches. At the last bite, Amber said.  
“I needed this. Thanks, Tina.”
“That’s what friends are for. Tell me about your challenges today.”
“What?”
“Over the phone you mentioned your day being a challenge. It helps to talk.”
Amber rose from her chair and tossed the empty wrappers away. Maybe, it would help to air her concerns. She sat back down.
“I had an unexpected visit from Reed Collins…” She told Tina about the conversation and added, 
“Then Justin, Ruth’s nephew, came by with questions about Reed. Both of those men act so strange around me.”
“It does sound crazy. I don’t much about Justin, but I do know Reed Collins is just like his father, money hungry. Are you’re going to sell him the house?”
“I doubt it. I’ve spoken to an agent. She’s guiding me as to what needs to be updated before she puts it on the market.”
“Is selling this house what you want? If you were to stick around, Waynesville is ten miles away. It has a couple of large IT facilities. One is a consumer electronics service industry. It seems they are always hiring. Asheville too, it’s only thirty minutes away and has several opportunities.”
“I’m sure there are a lot of employment possibilities close, but my life is in Tennessee. Besides, I haven’t had the best welcome in Maggie Valley.”
“Maybe things would settle down.”    
“Either way I need to clean out Mom’s room. That’s my big hurdle right now. Going into her room is hard. So is thinking about cleaning out her dresser drawers.” Amber shook her head.
“I can help, if you want.” 
“I need to do this on my own.” Amber tried to grin.
“God will be with you.” 
“Yeah, I haven’t been leaning on Him enough, since Mom died. I practically grew up in a Christian school but losing Mom. It’s hard to explain.”
“I understand. If you need a faith lift, join me at Victory Christian Chapel on Sunday.”
“I haven’t lost faith. I’m just slowly adjusting to life, without Mom. Even if we didn’t live together, I always knew she was a phone call away.”
“Everyone grieves in their own way. You’ll find your way. God will help.” Tina grinned. 
“He’s always willing to guide.”
“As we abide in Him. Thanks Tina. Tell me, what does a single woman do in Maggie Valley?” 
Tina laughed. “Well, there’s Lake Junaluska and of course Cataloochee Ski Area, not far from here. Cherokee is close by with a lot of things to do. Brandon, and I like to hike. The mountain has lots of trials and waterfalls to explore.”
“Waterfalls are nice. How long have you and Brandon been together?”
“About eight months. He’s a patrol officer for Jesse, Sheriff Snively.”    
They chatted for an hour longer. The women walked outside on the porch. 
In the clear dark sky, the stars twinkled brightly. Amber stood on the porch and waved, while Tina back out of the driveway.
Back inside she sat on the sofa. Tina was right. God will help. He always provides. She crossed her legs and played back the events she been through, since coming to Maggie Valley. God had been by her side when she found the note. He was the comfort she needed to keep going. Also, the Lord guided her safely to the side of the road when her brakes failed. God gives her courage. She grinned at the revelation she already knew but he let slip away. She closed her eyes and prayed. 
“Holy Father, I know you’ll give me the fortitude to do what I need to do. Amen.”    
***
Tuesday brought a beautiful sunny day. Amber glanced out of the window a few times at Justin mowing. She wasn’t used to the process of mowing and enjoyed seeing the grass take on a trimmed appearance. She eyed the lawn mower as Jason turned the wheels and made a circle around the mini flower garden, displayed in the middle of the yard. 
Her mind went back to a day when her mom had been excited about the flower bed. She grinned at the notion of her mom tending the Cosmos, Marigolds, and the Zinnias. A tall pencil pine stood close to the bird house. Her mom was sure the birds needed something tall to land on. 
When Justin shut off the engine to the mower, Amber put Sassy in her bed. 
“Girl, I’m going to the store. I’ll be back with some treats.” She grabbed her purse and went out on the porch. 
“All done.” Justin dusted off his hands as she closed the front door.
“Thanks. I would offer coffee, but I’m out, and need to go shopping.” 
“Maybe next time. I enjoy your coffee.” He smiled. 
She backed out of the driveway and waved. If Justin wasn’t mowing, she’d have to hire someone. She would have to invite him in for coffee the next time, even if his crazy questions bothered her. 
Amber left the Food Emporium and placed her groceries in the car. She grabbed a copy of the Smoky News from a nearby newspaper stand and tossed the paper inside the grocery bag. She had her laptop to check the property values but was curious to see what the paper held. 
Amber turned onto the main road and headed toward the police department. It wouldn’t hurt to stop in and see Tina, while she was close. 
She entered the police department. 
Tina looked her way and smiled. 
“I’m glad you decided to tell Jesse about your brakes.”
“I really didn’t. I came by to see if your wanted to grab lunch.”
“I need to finished entering this report. It’ll take about ten minutes. While you’re waiting on me…” Tina motioned toward the police chief’s office. 
“Okay.” Amber eyed the ceiling and grinned.
She strolled toward the Sheriff’s office. 
“Amber, what can I do for you today?” 
“I doubt there’s anything you can do but Tina wanted me to report my failing brakes and what the mechanic said.” She took the repair bill from her hand bag and repeated the repairman’s words.
“I see. I wish you would have called me when you experienced this problem.”
“At the time, I didn’t think anything of it. I figured it was only worn brakes, until the mechanic said it looked suspicious.”
“There isn’t any investigating I can do on this. I’ll make a note and put it in your file.”
“Thank you.” She shoved the bill back into her purse, walked down the hall toward Tina’s desk.   
“I’m ready.” Tina stood. “I’ll drive. Leave your car here.”
A mile down the road Amber and Tine sat at a booth inside Dean’s Sandwich Shop. Amber took a bite of her chicken sandwich.
“Without proof of tampering Jesse could only file a report on my brake problem.”
“At least, it’s in the record.” 
“Yeah, I hope that’s as far as it goes. I don’t need more trouble.”
“Let’s hope it was a faulty line.” Tina waved he hand in the air. 
“There’s no reason you should have an enemy here.”
“No, since I moved away when I was a small child.” Amber frowned. 
The voice of that woman warning her that accidents happened, enter her mind. But it had been twenty years ago. Whoever it was might not be around anymore.     
Maybe Tina was right and the mechanic was mistaken. 
Later, that afternoon Amber unlocked her door and stepped inside the living room. Sassy hurried to her and bounced up and down.
“Let me put this shopping bag down. You can go outside to run.”
Sassy ran toward a bush and Amber took her new clothes to the bedroom to put away. She needed a few things since she was staying in Maggie Valley longer than expected. When the clothes were hung and jeans placed on a shelf in the closet, she went to let the dog back inside.
Amber got closer to the back door and heard the yorkie’s frantic bark. 
“Okay Sassy. My, my, you’re in a hurry. Come on inside.”
The dog ran in and quickly turned to stare at the door. Amber shook her head at the yorkie’s actions and peered out into the darknesses.
“Sassy, I don’t see anything. Come on, it’s getting late. We both need to lie down.” 
After a quick shower Amber got under the covers. 
[bookmark: _Hlk148986838]Sassy jumped on the bed, stuck her nose to Amber’s cheek, and hopped off the bed. The dog repeated her actions several times. Amber ignored a twinge of conscience about Sassy sensing trouble. 
“Sassy, if you’re sleeping with me, you’d better settle down, or I’ll put you in your bed beside the fire place for the night.”
The dog shook her body and blinked. Then shoved her face down, close to the covers.
Amber scratched Sassy on top of the head. “Goodnight, silly girl.” 
  








[bookmark: _Hlk151137232]CHAPTER FIVE

Half-awake, Amber turned over in bed. With her eyes closed, she touched her face. Why was her cheek wet? Just as fast as she’d wiped her cheek, a wet tongue licked it again. 
“Ruff”
Sassy’s bark was low, followed by a scared whine. 
Amber opened her eyes. 
“What’s gotten into you, girl?” She glanced at the bright five on the digital clock. 
“You don’t usually need to go out this early.” Amber raised up on her elbows and glared at the dog. Sassy’s nervous whimpers and sudden, sharp bark indicated that something was deeply wrong. A feeling that only deepened when a pungent smell caught her attention. Amber inhaled a foul, offensive odor. The air was still and heavy. The smell traveled through the room, along with a louder, more aggressive bark from Sassy.
“You were trying to tell me. Something is burning.”  She jumped out of bed, grabbed her phone, and run down the hallway. 
Quick looks in each room showed everything in the house seemed fine. The front yard was quiet, but the odor of something burning lingered strong in the air. 
Amber hurried to the kitchen window and searched the back yard. She gasped. Quickly she dialed 9-1-1. 
“Send the fire department. There’s a fire in my yard.” 
An hour later, Ruth stood outside with Amber. They watched as the fire department finished clearing the debris. Amber pulled her robe tighter and eyed the rubble. Her mom’s wooden bird house charred along with the beloved Pencil tree. All burnt to the ground.
 “Mom’s birdhouse and flower garden gone.” As she spoke out loud one of the firemen approached.
“Ladies,” He glanced at Ruth, then Amber.  “I understand this is your house.” 
“Yes Sir. Do you know what happened?”
The fireman shook his head. “I can’t honestly say. I called the sheriff. He’ll be by in a little while and give us his thoughts. It could be a cigarette from a passing car. Whoever tossed it had a strong arm, your yard is a distance from the main street.”
When the firemen left Ruth turned. 
“Can I help in any way?”
“No. I need to go inside and put on some clothes before the sheriff arrives.”
“If you need me, I’m here.”
“Thanks”  
Minutes later, Amber slipped on a pair of jeans and a shirt. It wasn’t even mid-morning and her mind raced with the same notions she had a few days ago. There were many bad things she’d encountered since her arrival in Maggie Valley. Why would someone be targeting her? She wasn’t rich. There was no reason for any of this. 
Amber brushed her hair and continued to fret. 
The doorbell rang. She hurried to the door to greet the Maggie Valley sheriff.
“Jesse, thanks for stopping by.”
“I wish it was on better terms. Let’s walk out back and look at your yard.”
“We can go through the kitchen.” She led Office Snively through the mud room and out the back door. 
“Have you been looking through the fragments?” He pointed toward the ruins.
“No. I went inside as soon as the fire department left.” 
 “Good, stay her. Let me examine the grounds.” 
Amber eyed the officer as he scrutinized the burnt area. He bent down to get a better look and took a few pictures. He walked around it several times and then back to where she was standing.”
“I’m not finding evidence of foul play. We haven’t had any rain in a few weeks. It’s possible a stray cigarette butt from the sidewalk blew into your yard.”
“The fireman said the same but he added that it looked unusual.”
“I know what he said. Still, there’s nothing to suggest it was anything other than an accident. I’ll put this incident in your file.”
Amber took a hard breath and stared at the ruined garden. 
“I can’t believe I have a file at the police station. I’ve never had problems, which required official help before.”
 “Perhaps you should sell the house as soon as possible and go back to Tennessee. I’m sure you can get a fair price for this place, even without upgrades. Bad luck has followed you around even since you’ve been in town.” He eyed her.
Amber watched Jesse. His tight-lipped frown and gruff tone weren’t missed. 
“Thanks for coming by.” I need to get inside. I have things to do.” 
“I’d think about what I said, if I were you.” He hurried past her, got in his cruiser, and backed out of the driveway.
Amber rushed inside. She could still hear the official sternness of the man’s voice. He thought she needed to leave too. 
Her cell phone rang. 
“Hi, Cathy.”
“Hey, I’m on my way to work and thought I’d give you a quick call. How’s things going?” 
Amber rubbed her brow and glanced at the coffee pot. Coffee might help. She went to the counter to make the brew while she talked. 
“Amber? You okay.”
“Yeah, I’ve had a few things going on that’s sidetracked me.” 
“Do tell.” Cathy laughed. 
“It’s not been fun.”
“So, tell me what’s going on.” Her voice serious. 
The coffee finished brewing, Amber poured a cup and sat down. 
“Okay.” 
She took a slow sip of the hot brew and told her friend about the note, the Peeping Tom, the brakes on her car and the fire. She added, “Now, Mom’s flower garden is burnt to a crisp. I can’t figure it out. It’s like I’m being targeted. It’s crazy.”   
“And suspicious. I don’t understand any of it either, but you shouldn’t be there. You could get hurt or worse.”
“You’re right. I need to make it a priory to clean Mom’s room out. I talked to the realtor. She said I needed to paint before I put the house up to sale. Or I can sale it to Reed Collins.”
“Whatever you do, do it fast Amber and come home to Tennessee before anything else happens. Besides, I miss our Friday pizza nights.”  
“Me too. But I’ve got to find another place to live, remember our building frowns on pets.”
“I think the complex one a street over is pet friendly. I’ll ask my co-worker. She lives there.”
Amber heard the ding of Cathy’s car door and knew she was getting out of her car.
“That sounds good, and I’ll let you get to work.” 
“Be careful. I’ll call you when I find out about the rental units at Laurel Road Townhouse.”      
Amber ended the call and reached for her Bible, which she’d placed on the table a few days ago. She sat down, drank her coffee, and read a couple chapters from Proverbs. When she closed The Good Book, the verse in Proverbs;30 stayed on her mind. ‘Every word of God is pure: he is a shield unto them that put their trust in him.’ 
“I do trust You, Lord. I really do.”
While she continued to recapture the meaning of the scripture, a tiny wet nose touched her ankle. She glanced down at Sassy.
“I know, you want to go outside.” She pushed the chair back and stepped to the back door. 
Sassy scurried to the nearest bush and then made a dash toward the wooden rubbish, once a blue and yellow bird house. Amber rushed to gather the yorkie in her arms. 
“No. If you nose around in those ashes, I’ll have to give you another bath.” 
As Amber walked closer to the back door something red glimmered in the morning sunshine. She sat Sassy down in the mudroom and went back outside to see what had caught her attention. Beside one of the brick pavers was a red knife. She picked it up. Where had she seen the knife before? Justin. He had it in his hands when he questioned her about Reed. 
Quickly, she headed across the drive way to Ruth’s house and knocked on the door. Ruth quickly invited her inside.
“Come in and have a muffin and tell me what the sheriff said.”
“I appreciate the invite but I can’t right now. Jesse, said he didn’t see any evidence of foul play.”
“That’s good.”
“I suppose. Ruth, is Justin around?” 
“No, he’s at work. Why?”
“I have something that might be his. Tell him to stop by my house when he gets home.”
“Of course. Amber, are you sure you’re okay?” 
“Yeah, it’s just scary. The garden burnt, and the sheriff doesn’t have answers.” 
“I’m sure it was just an accident. Maybe someone passed by and tossed a cigarette out. It was windy last night.”
“Jesse mentioned the same thing.” 
Back inside her house she fed Sassy and refilled her coffee cup. Amber eyed the red knife as she placed it on the hall table. Was it Justin, why would he do such a thing? 
 As if Sassy knew she was troubled, the little dog trotted to her side and whined. She bent down and touched the dog’s head. 
“It’s okay girl, but we really need to clean mom’s room out and leave. I’m not sure it’s safe here.”
 With caution pushing her Amber opened her mom’s bedroom door. 
Sassy ran inside the room, sniffed around, then jump on the bed.
“Okay. I’ll go get some boxes.” She shook her head. Now, she understood pet people. Her co-workers often mentioned their cats and dogs like they were part of the family. Here she was, talking to a dog as if it understood and could talk back. 
Amber laughed as she grabbed carboard boxes from the garage. 
Back inside, she hurried to the bedroom. Now was the time. She needed to clean out this room and hire painters. 
Sassy was stretched out on the bed. She breathed a contented rhythm. 
Amber smiled at the sight. It hadn’t occurred to her that the dog missed sleeping in her mom’s bed. 
She unfolded a box and went to the closet. The small space seemed overwhelming, but it would be a better spot to begin. She didn’t think she was up to cleaning out the dresser drawers first.
“I gotta start somewhere.” She glanced at the items, grabbed a handful of hangers, and laid them over a winged back chair. 
While she removed dresses, jeans and suits from their hangers, Amber recalled the times she seen her mom wear the outfits. Her mom had nice taste in clothes, but was a several pounds heavier, so nothing fit her. They would all have to be donated.
Amber held a blue polyester pant suit to her chest, the last outfit her mom wore when she’d visited Tennessee. The memory made her breath quiver. 
“I love you, Mom.” She carefully folded each item and place them inside the box.
Amber picked up her mom’s Bible, which laid on the top of the nightstand. She sat on the bed and flipped through it. Ephesians chapter 4, verses 31-32 were highlighted. In the side margins her mom wrote, “Prayer and these verses helped me to forgive. It’s important that I forgive. It’s what I need to do so I can concentrate on my wonderful daughter.”
Amber pushed her hair back and reread the verses. She stared at words her mom added. Her mom never spoke about forgiveness much. She whispered.
“I never realized Mom needed to forgive someone. Who did she forgive?” 
Thirty minutes later, she closed the lid on the cardboard container. Her phone buzzed. Amber glanced at Tina’s number.
“Hi, Tina.”
“Jesse told me what happened. Are you okay?”
“I’m just flustered. It’s been nothing but bad luck since being here.”
“You have had your share of problems.” 
“Well, I’m taking Jesse’s suggestion. I’ll pretty the rooms up some and see if I can make a quick sale.”
“I’ll hate to see you go. You better not lose my phone number.”
“I won’t. Plus, you can come visit. You’ll like Tennessee.”
“I know I will. Maybe we can have dinner at Blue Moon later.”
“Sure. By then I should be ready to drop off a few things at the resale store. We can meet around five-thirty.”
“Sounds good. See you then.” 
Amber grabbed a bundle of clothes from the top shelf. 
Mid-day, she carried a box of clothes, a box of shoes, and a smaller box full of handbags to the car for donation.
Amber shut the trunk. One thing down, now the dresser. Along with that notion, came the thought that dresser drawers were more personal than the closet. She rubbed her neck and headed back in side. It had to be done.
Sassy yawned and jumped off the bed. She trotted in a circle to let Amber know she wanted outside. 
“Okay girl, you had a long nap.’
She talked to the dog as she walked through the kitchen, and opened the back door.
Back inside, Amber pulled open the first drawer. Scarves, hosiery, and socks. Amber laid aside a couple scarves. A silk deep purple one she recalled her mom wore a lot. And a warmer gray and blue scarf with matching gloves that she’d bought her mom for Christmas one year were keepers. The rest she gently placed inside another box. 
The next drawers were filled with undergarments, camisoles, and tee shirts. She quickly placed them inside a box. 
Amber closed the boxes. The top of the dresser held her mom’s jewelry tower and a small photo album. Those would stay with her. She picked up a small picture album. 
Her childhood played out before her, along with graduation pictures and her mom attending church with her when she visited Tennessee. Amber grinned at the memories. She’d have time to look at the pictures later. Now, she had boxes to load.
In the driveway, Amber shut the trunk and took note of the things accomplished. Closet cleared of clothes, purses, and shoes. Dresser cleaned out. Tomorrow, she’d wash the bed linens, vacuum and shampoo the carpet. 
Back inside the house Amber showered and slipped into a pair of clean jeans and a long sleeve tee. The dining room of the Blue Moon restaurant was chilly. She grabbed a dog treat and called for the yorkie. 
Sassy came with her tail wagging.
Amber picked up the yorkie, hugged it and gave the dog a treat. 
“I’m going out for a little while. I’ll be back soon.” She put Sassy in its bed, beside the fireplace, and grabbed her handbag.
Before she could close her front door Justin hurried to the front porch.
“Aunt Ruth said you wanted to see me.” His gave her a fast smile, then a serious look. 
“She also filled me in on your early morning fire. I’m sorry you had to go through that.” 
“It was awful. Thank goodness, Sassy woke me to the smoke.” 
“Does the Sherriff know how it started?” 
“He thinks it was an accident.”
“It has been dry, I guess a fire can start quick.” 
“Maybe. Justin, you didn’t happen to be in the yard early this morning and drop a cigarette or something, did you?”
 “I don’t smoke.” His pleasant gaze turned to a hard stare. 
“And I wouldn’t be walking around in your yard at an early hour. Why would you ask?”  
She turned to the hall table and picked up the knife. “I found this in the back yard this morning. It’s yours.” She held it out.
“I wondered where my knife had gotten to. I carry it all the time when I’m not at work. It must have dropped out of my pocket when I was mowing. I assure you. I don’t walk through folk’s yards uninvited.”
“You understand, I had to ask.”
“You asked the wrong person.” He swiftly took the knife and walked away. 
Amber watched Justin go inside Ruth’s house. What did she expect, even if it was him, he’d never admit it. She hurried to the car. A good meal with a friend should help ease this whole situation. At least, for a while.
[bookmark: _Hlk151121992]                        

  


          
         
                

                                            




[bookmark: _Hlk156478209]CHAPTER SIX

A golden sun hung low over the mountains. Amber gazed at the beautiful sight from out of the big window in front of her and Tina’s table.
“There’s something calming about the way the sun highlights the mountain peaks. Only God can make such beauty. I need a little bit of that in my life right now.” Amber forked a shrimp. 
“It is pretty. I know cleaning out your mom’s room was tough.”
“Yeah, the worst part was going through her things. This whole process brought back so many unanswered questions. Especially one I’d ask that was never answered.”
“You believe your mom had secrets?” Tina took a bite of a hushpuppy. 
“Mom and I were close but she always side-tracked certain subjects. Like the time I asked her why she wanted me to go to school two hours away.” Amber’s mind traveled back through the years. 
“Amber,” Tina raised her voice a little. 
“Sorry, I was lost in thought.”
“I could tell. What did your mom say?”
“Something about her wanting me in a good Christian school so I could have a better education than she had. She didn’t have a college degree, but seemed to do well for herself. She handled money well, sending me to a private school and buying a house, all on an office assistant’s salary.”
“Sounds like she was good at budgeting. Still, I think every parent wants better for their children. What about your father?”
“I never knew him. Mom never talked about it and she didn’t put a name on my birth certificate.”
“Didn’t you ever wonder?”
“Sure. I ask her once. It made her cry. Afterwards, she was unhappy for days. It broke my heart to see her so sad. I promised myself then I’d never questioned her again. I guess, I just got used to life the way it is.”
“And it helps to be a Christian. It gives us hope for a better tomorrow.” Tina grinned.
“The Lord makes a way.” Amber returned her friend’s smile. “I’ll get the house sold and go back to Tennessee soon. In a small way that gives me comfort. Mom loved Tennessee too. And one good thing has come out of this, our friendship.”
“For sure, my friend.” Tina raised her glass.
An hour later, Amber unlocked her front door. Sassy bounced up and down at her feet. 
“I know, you need to potty.” 
She let the dog out and went into her mom’s bedroom to get the jewelry box. 
Ten minutes later, she let Sassy back inside, gave her some kibbles and turned out the lights. 
“Sassy, I’m going to my room.”
She sat on the edge of the bed and examined the jewelry box. It was tall, with a necklace holder, two smaller drawers and a larger one at the bottom. She took her time and examined each trinket. A few were real gold or silver, but most were only quality pieces of costume jewelry. The mini drawers held rings, broaches, and earrings. She held each one and then placed them back in its designated spot.
Amber glanced at Sassy as she jumped on the bed. The yorkie sniffed the box and eyed her.
“Yes, this belonged to Mom. It’s special, we’ll take good care of it.” 
She picked out a necklace with a longer chain. It was real gold with a solid star, and a tiny diamond in the middle. Her mother had worn it often. 
Amber slipped it on, then opened the bottom drawer. The only thing in the drawer was an old snapshot. The woman in the picture was a much younger version of her mother. A tall lean man stood close with his arm around her. They were standing in front of a counter, at a movie theater. The name. Mountain Theater glowed in the background. She pictured the old building, which still stood in downtown Maggie Valley.      
Amber turned her attention back to the man. Could this man be her father, was he the only man her mom had ever loved? She eyed the old snapshot again and then placed it back in the drawer. 
As she got ready for bed, the image of that man beside her mom crept into her mind. It was something she should research. It shouldn’t be too hard to find out when the theater closed. Maybe she could research some old pictures of Maggie Vally citizens. If she got lucky, she might be able to put a name to the man’s face.
Amber slipped under the covers with plans to spend time on her laptop the next day and dig into the town’s past. 
***
Usually, Amber enjoyed the wild birds but this morning, even though they whistled a beautiful, harmonious song she stared out the kitchen window, oblivious to the melody. 
It had only taken thirty minutes of searching through some of Maggie Valley’s local sites to find someone who resembled the man is her mom’s picture. 
She turned away from the window and pressed her fingertips against her temples. Bewildered, stunned, dazed, horrified, those words came to mind as she tried to figure out what to do next. 
Toe nails scratched on the back door. Amber went to let Sassy inside. On the way back through the kitchen she peered at the picture on the screen of her laptop. A newspaper article dated some twenty-three years ago announced the grand opening of Collins Motors. William Collins stood in front of the building with the same smile he’d held in her mom’s old photo. She closed the lid to the laptop. Reed Collins’s father. No way was this man her biological father too. 
“It can’t be.” 
There must be another reason mom was standing beside him. She took a deep breath and recalled how happy her mom looked in the picture. 
The cell phone chimed. Amber rubbed her arms to brush away a chill of uneasiness and answered.
“Hi, Cathy.”
“Good morning. How’s the cleaning? 
“Getting close. It’s time to hire a painter and shampoo the carpets. I’ve decided not to do extensive remodeling. I’m sure I can still find a buyer.”
“You will, and I can’t wait for you to get back home. I spoke to my co-worker. She said Laurel Road Townhouse has a few vacancies, but they don’t last long. With the sale of your house, you should be able to get a lease accepted.”
“I have severance pay. It’ll be mice to get back to normal. This morning, I posted my resume on a few sites. I’d like to find something about a half-hour drive from Kingsport.”
“You will. Would you like me to go by the townhouse office. Maybe, scope out the place and pick up an application.”
“Please. make sure they will allow Sassy.”
“I know what you like. If I think it meets with your approval, I’ll mail you the application.”
Amber was happy the townhouse close to Cathy had openings, but what she’d found on the Internet clouded the good news.    
“Cathy, is it difficult to find out if a person is akin to someone.”
“Why? Do you think you might have family in Maggie Valley?”
“I don’t know. I found an old picture of Mom with a man standing beside her. From the closeness, they shared, it’s not hard to see that they were in love. I never knew Mom to be close to any man, except the one who is supposed to be my father. I guess I’m trying to solve a mystery that has bothered me since childhood.”
“Do you know who the man in the picture is?”
“Yeah. He’s dead too, but he has a son. I’ve talked to him a couple times.”
“Wow. He could be your brother.” Cathy’s tone hopeful.
“Half-brother. I won’t say anything until I know for sure.”
“If you could find some way to get his blood type?” 
As the question hung in the air, Amber commented. 
“That would require creative thinking. I’m not sure I’ll pursue it. Still, it would be nice to know if the man in the photo is my biological father. Maybe a little more investigating online will help.” 
Amber chatted with her friend a while longer, before she heard tiny nails scratching on the door. “Sassy wants breakfast. I’ll call later.”
“Okay. I’ll go to the townhouse office this evening.”
Amber laid her cell down and let the yorkie inside. 
“Come on girl, I’ll get you some kibbles.”
With Sassy settled, Amber refilled her coffee cup and grabbed a note pad. She took a seat at the table and booted her laptop. Vacuuming the rooms would wait, today she was going to gather facts and dates. Maybe somehow, she could solve her mystery without mentioning anything to Reed Collins. 
She began by writing her birthdate at the top of the page. Under that she scribbled the name of the hospital in Asheville, where she was born.
Time ticked by. Her fingers walked through years and dates. Quickly she jotted down facts and times. Amber didn’t take time to ponder on her findings. She continued to gather information to sort out later, when she finished her the research. 
Amber’s stomach made a noise. She glimpsed the clock. No wonder she was hungry. It was way past lunch. he hadn’t eaten breakfast. 
She closed the laptop and went through the motions of making a sandwich and getting a glass of tea. As she ate, she mentally backtracked the dates written down. 
Amber took another bite of chicken salad and chewed. It didn’t make sense. She was twenty-six, if William Collins was her father that meant she was born about the same time that William had married Fonda. Reed wasn’t older than her. According to research, she was a little older than he was. Didn’t Ruth say her mom mentioned a bad mistake? Maybe Ruth knew more than she realized. Afterall, she was her mom’s best friend. Overtime, friends do share secrets.
Amber refilled her tea glass and sat down with her notes again. At the bottom of the page she jotted, Call Ruth and have lunch. 
She eyed the dates written and decided to look again at marriage records for William Collins. 
Night fell, Amber let Sassy out for the last time. Later, she went to shower and get ready for bed. Mentally, she was washed-out but sure sleep probably wouldn’t come easy. Her mind still replayed dates in her mom’s and William Collins’ life. 
She slipped into her favorite pajamas, got under the bed covers and grabbed the remote to search for a relaxing show. She needed something to take her mind off the possibility that Reed’s father was also her father.
Sassy jumped onto the bed, nudged her hand, and whined.
“It’s okay, girl. I’ve just got some things on my mind.” She rubbed the dog’s head. 
“Let’s watch Cooking Desserts with Tess. I need a sweet treat diversion.”
Sassy licked her lips and snuggled closer.
Half-way into a new recipe for Rainbow Sherbet Angel Food Cake her cell phone buzzed.
“Hi, Cathy.”
“Hey, I mailed you an application for a nice townhouse. Laural Roads is only a block away. It shouldn’t be a bad move. When I picked up the application, I remarked that you had a yorkie. The manager assured me that Sassy wouldn’t be a problem, and a lot of tenants have dogs and cats. The only restriction is the animal can’t be any kind of reptile or weight over sixty pounds. 
“It sounds perfect for us.”
“I think so. Did you find out anything about your maybe half-brother?”
“I spent hours on the laptop today. The dates don’t add up. But Cathy if they do, then it means Mom was in love with a man who was engaged to be married. Honestly, I don’t know what to think. It’s a part of Mom I never knew. I always thought of Mom as a godly woman.”
“You know she was, Amber. But like everyone else your mom had a past. Still, she was a forgiven child of God’s. She lived the rest of her life following the Lord.”
“You’re right. We’re all forgiven sinners.”
“So don’t harp on her past. Now, let me tell you about the townhouse on Laural Road…”
Amber listened to Cathy’s description of the grounds and the modern spacious rooms but her mind was full of things she’d learned earlier. Her mom was only human. And a devoted believer for as long as Amber could recall.
“Amber, did you hear me? They even have a doggie playground beside the pool.”
“Sassy will love it. Me too. Thank you for exploring the townhouse. It sounds perfect. Can we talk more, later? This has been a difficult day.”
“Sure, have a good night.”
“You too.”
Amber turned off the television. Everything Cathy said was right. She needed to get back on track and sell the house. It didn’t matter who her biological father was. It didn’t matter about Reed either. She never knew William Collins anyway. She mumbled. 
“God is my Holy Father.” 
Amber scooted down onto the pillow. 
“Sassy, let’s get some sleep. Tomorrow we’re back on track. We’re going to love our new home.”
***
“Come on Sassy.” 
Amber called the dog as she shaded her eyes from the morning sun. She’d slept later than usual and wanted to get busy. She walked past the laptop and the notebook, determined to concentrate on anything but the Collins family.
She vacuumed her bedroom, the smaller room her mom called a reading room, and the hallway. 
In her mom’s bedroom Amber plugged the vacuum into the wall socket and turned it on. Nothing happened. She bent down and tugged at the plug to make sure it was in the socket. Still no sound. 
Amber unplugged it again and started to push it back in the bottom prong. As she did, she got closer and squinted at the socket. Something like a piece of paper or cloth was stuck behind the plate. She went to the laundry room in search of a screw driver. 
Amber didn’t know anything about electricity or wall plugs, but took the screws out anyway. Perhaps, a piece of old wall paper had lodged itself behind the plug. 
A few turns of the screw and the socket loosened. Instead of coming off, the socket opened wide. Amber stared. 
It wasn’t a real electrical plug. 
It was a hidden mini safe made to look like a wall plug. 
Inside the small cavity was a key and a note. She unfolded the paper and read. “Amber, this key hold answers I could never voice. Forgive me. I Love you, forever. Mom”







CHAPTER SEVEN

Amber set her mother’s jewelry box on a side table and placed a pitcher of tea on the outdoor eating table. A mid-week picnic would be a perfect way to put Ruth at ease. If anyone knew her mother’s secrets, it would be Ruth.
“Yoo-hoo.” Ruth called out as she walked closer to the patio. 
“Everything looks so nice.”
“When you mentioned summer picnics, I figured we could make our luncheon a kind of picnic.”
“A lovely idea. I brought a fruit plate.” Ruth sat the fruit down and took a seat. 
“Thank you, fruit tops off the meal. I hope you like ham and cheese sliders with potato salad.”
“Sounds perfect. So, are you making progress with the house. It’s been a couple weeks since we talked.”
“I’m ready to hire painters. Then put it on the market.”
“I’ll hate to see you go. It’s nice having you next door.”
Both ladies placed a slider sandwich, potato salad and fruit on their plates. Amber poured two glasses of sweet tea. 
“I’ve enjoyed having you for a neighbor too, but for me, Kingsport is home.”
“I remember going with you and your mom the day she moved you into that Christian school. On the way back she cried. Lois was trying to do the best for you, but I know she missed having you around.”
Amber finished eating a strawberry. “I’ve wonder why she decided to send me away.”
“I wish I knew. Lois and I were best friends, but some things she kept to herself. I can tell you she regretted her decision.”
“I know you loved Mom but she’s in heaven, and left me with so many questions. Can you help me sort some things out, please.”
Amber watched Ruth wipe her mouth with a napkin. She stared at Amber for a second, then spoke. 
“Child, unanswered questions can burden anyone. There does come a time when the truth needs to come to light, but I doubt I can be any help. Your mother and I were close, but as I mentioned, she held some things in her heart. Only God knew.”
Amber took a long breath and moved her mom’s jewelry case to the table. 
“I was looking through mom’s rings and necklaces, and found this.” She opened the little drawer and took out the picture. She stared at the old photo once more and then handed it to Ruth. It was eighty degrees out, but a chill still crossed over her. This was real. She hoped Ruth knew something about the picture.
Amber kept an eye on Ruth’s reaction as the woman studied the snapshot.
“This is William Collins. I always had my suspicions, but I never asked.”
“Suspicions, is he my biological father?”
“I don’t know for sure, but over the years, before William died, they would see each other in a store, or on the street. Sometimes your mom would leave me waiting while they chatted. I recall him asking how you were doing on many occasions. Lois always bragged about you. She loved you so much.” Ruth smiled, then her face turned serious. 
“One day, after William died, I was waiting in the car for Lois. Fonda Collins approached her. I don’t know what was said, but it looked like they had a very heated conversation. It upset your mom. When I asked about it, she said Fonda was only blaming everyone for her bad mood. At the time, I didn’t think much about it. Everyone knows Fonda Collins is demanding, and thinks she’s entitled. I’m sorry, I don’t mean to speak bad about the woman.”
“Interesting, but really doesn’t answer the question about the picture of mom and William.” 
“I guess not and I don’t know. Maybe Lois was right, there are some things better left along.”
“If you were in my shoes, wouldn’t you be curious? I don’t want anything from the Collins’ but it would be nice to know.”
“In my opinion I believe that Lois and William did have a history. It probably started back in high school.”
“When he was in school, what kind of person was he?”
“I don’t know. I moved here after I married my Harry, God rest his soul.” Ruth’s eyes dimmed. She paused, then said. 
“Hearsay is that William was poor and married Fonda for her money.” Ruth stood.
“I have a doctor’s appointment in a couple hours. I enjoyed our lunch. Let’s do it again sometime.”
“Of course.” Amber smiled at her neighbor. Then she remembered the key in her pocket.
“One more thing, if you don’t mind.”
“Anything, if I can.”
Amber held the key up. I found this hidden in mom’s bedroom along with a note saying the key would answer my questions. Do you have any idea what it fits.”
Ruth touched the key like it was hot, and hesitated. “I’m not sure. Let me think about it.”
“Okay. Thanks.”
Amber sighed while she watched Ruth walked across the yard to her house. No answers, but the woman’s reaction to the key was a bit odd. 
She began to clear of the table. 
“Lord, am I butting into something I shouldn’t?”
Late in the evening, Amber sat down with her notebook. She added things Ruth said during their lunch about High School. She paused, then jotted down comments about Fonda Collins. The woman was the money in the family. William was the investor. William wasn’t rich. He married into it. Her mom and William probably knew each other in school. Amber opened her laptop. 
“Who was William Collins before he married Fonda?”
Amber searched online and found several archived articles of business ventures William Collins was involved in. Collins Motors was the main one, but he also had invested in real-estate. She pressed her lips tight in thought. One time Justin said all Fonda Collins wanted was the small apartment complex on the edge of town, odd for a woman raised with a privileged lifestyle.
She pulled up the site of the high school where her mom had attended. Many clicks later, she’d found archive links to old high school annuals. 
“Yes!” Amber proclaimed victory and opened the pages.
She got lost in the hairstyles and fashion of yesteryear. After she satisfied her need to see the older styles, Amber found her mom’s class with pictures. 
Photos from a school dance revealed William and her mom were indeed an item back then. She stared at a glossy of them enjoying a slow dance. Another snapshot caught them in a close, intimate hug. She spent the next couple hours in the days gone by. 
***
The next morning, the hum of a riding mower woke Amber. She yawned and remembered this was Tuesday, Justin’s mowing day. 
Sassy licked Amber on the cheek. 
“Sassy, we talked about this. No kisses on the face.” She rubbed the side of her face. 
“Let me get dressed. I’ll let you out.” She hurried and slipped into a pair of jean capris and a tee shirt. 
“Maybe, I can find out some more about William and Fonda over coffee.” 
Almost an hour later, Justin knocked on the door. Amber set a cup of coffee on the table, and refill her cup.
“Come in. I have coffee.”
“Thanks.” Justin smiled.
In the kitchen Justin sipped his coffee and looked around the room. 
“It looks like you’ve been busy since I was here last. Most of the furniture is gone.”
“I have been. I’m ready for the painters.”
“You still plan to go back to Tennessee?”
“I do. I know I was born here, but when I was seven Mom sent me away to school in Tennessee. That’s always been home for me. I wouldn’t be happy here. Besides, someone doesn’t want me here anyway. You know the trouble I’ve had.” She refilled his cup.
“I don’t know why someone would harm you. And Reed Collins only wants to buy your house in a hurry for a profit.”
“But why would he be in a hurry?”
“Beats me, but the man will do anything for a quick buck. His father, William was good at making money grow, but not Reed. He’s made bad investments. I overheard his mother telling a lady at the bank that she wanted the apartment complex so she’d have a home and a little extra spending money, because Reed’s had financial issues.”
Amber silently lifted a thank you, to the Lord. The conversation turned so she could see what Justin knew about the Collins family.
“Do you think Reed’s mother might be afraid.”
“I figured in her older years she’s realized her son is too much like her. When Willian was alive, she acted like money grew on trees. William always had a way of recouping financially.” 
“Was he rich?” Amber wanted to see what Justin might say. 
“Nah. From what I’ve heard, he married for money. When Fonda was young her parents died. She was an only child. She inherited their wealth. The only reason I know is because my dad used to be Willaim’s friend.” 
“Where’s you dad?”
“He passed away a couple years ago.”
“I’m sorry.”
“Thanks.” Justin stood. 
“I’ve enjoyed coffee and talking to you, but I should mow Aunt Ruth’s yard before it gets too hot.”
No sooner than he left, a knock sounded. Justine was standing on the front porch.
“Amber, have you been out this morning?”
“No. Why?” 
“The tires are flat on your car.” He pointed.
She followed Justin to the driveway. They walked around the car. He bent down and examined each tire.
“I don’t know for sure, but looks like your tires were cut.”
“What? See this is why I need to leave Maggie Valley.”
“I wish things were different. I really like you.” He looked her in the eyes and lightly touch her on the shoulder.
Justin’s touch startled her. She glanced at his hand resting on her shoulder and stepped back. Now, she understood why he acted weird around her. Justin certainly wasn’t her type and he would never be part of her life.      
 “Justin, you’re a nice man, but my life is in Tennessee.” 
His face saddened but he nodded and took his phone from its holster. 
“I’ll call a garage to come get your car.”
“Should I call the police?”
“I suppose.” He spoke to someone on his cell for a few minutes, then said. 
“They’ll be out around one o’clock to tow your car and replace the tires. Gives you time to tell Sherrif Snively.”
***
Amber watched as Jesse Snively pulled into the driveway and got out of his car. He shook his head and walked around her car. 
“It does look like someone took a knife to your tires. I’m not a knife expert but I’d say it was a bowie.”
“What happens now.”
She watched Jessee stand tall. He glanced at the car and then took a long look at her. “Nothing I can do, but make a report. I’ll let you know if anything comes of it.” He strutted back to his car.







CHAPTER EIGHT

A week later, Amber sipped tea on the patio and watched. The painters were well on the way to changing the dirty blue walls to an oatmeal shade. She’d watched several decorating shows. They all agreed with her realtor and mentioned neutral colors appealed to everyone. 
Amber shaded her eyes and looked at the yorkie bounce back and forth between the bushes. She grinned at the dog’s antics and tapped her phone contacts. 
“Hi, Cathy.”
“I’m glad you called. I was wondering how things are going.”
“The painters are here.
“Wonderful.” 
“I just want to get back home to Tennessee.” 
“That’s the best news I heard.” Cathy’s happy tone responded.
“It is and I have more good news.” 
“Don’t keep me in suspense.”
“I signed the lease for a townhouse at Laural Roads. It’s two bedrooms, with a utility room, on the ground floor. The ground level townhomes are sectioned off with a small green area and a privacy fence. From the photo it doesn’t look like the yard is very big, but at least, Sassy will have a spot to run when I can’t take her to the doggie park.”
“And you can put a yard chair out there to sit in. I’m happy for you. When are you moving?”
“The beginning of the month. I still need to get a couple electrical wall-sockets replaced.” 
“That’s only a couple weeks away, you should be home for the fall festival.”
“I hope. I’d better go and see how the painters are doing. Call you later.”
“Okay.”
Amber slipped the cell phone in her pocket and strolled to the hallway. Most of the rooms were completed. One of the painters grinned. “Looking better, Miss, Grooms?”
“Yes, thank you.”
“Won’t be much longer, ‘bout another hour, we’ll be outta here.” The younger helper added. 
“Thanks, I’ll be on the patio if you need me.”
Amber stopped by the refrigerator, grabbed a bottle of water and a yogurt cup. On the patio she opened her yogurt and took a bite. The conversation with Cathy mingled with the sweet berry flavored dessert. No way did she want to tell Cathy about her slashed tires. The situation with the key seemed mute too. She planned to concentrate on getting back to Tennessee. That was more important than the rest.
Amber sat on the chase and enjoyed the blueberry yogurt. With slow bites, she recalled a week and a half ago, when she’d showed Ruth the key. It didn’t fit in anything in the house, and there wasn’t containers in the storage building that required a key. Sometimes, things just had to be accepted and left alone.
Sassy came close, stood on her hand legs, and whined. 
“Give it to the Lord and move on. It’s me and you, girl.” She grinned at the little dog. 
Sassy wagged her tail and laid down at Amber’s feet for a nap. 
With the satisfaction of giving her cares to the Lord, Amber closed her eyes. Quietly, she prayed for God to lead her and to give her the peace to accept things. As she rested, the words from the Serenity Prayer ran through her mind. ‘God grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change; courage to change the things I can; and wisdom to know the difference.’   
***
It had been a couple days since the painters finished. She’d called an electrician Tina recommended to check the outlets and replace the one in her mom’s room. 
“Ma’am,” The electrician’s voice sounded as he walked nearer. “I replaced the wall outlet in the bedroom. All the other outlets are good.” 
“Thanks. Let me get you a check.”
She paid the repair man and walked with him to the front door. 
The mini wall safe was replaced with a real working outlet. Now, she could sell the house and get on with her life. 
Amber walked through the rooms. All the little updates made the house more appealing. This would be a good home for a family. Now, she could contact Clarissa Walton. For some reason, she felt the realtor would be easier to deal with, rather than approach Reed Collins. Her cell phone chimed.
“Hello, Amber?” Ruth’s voice sounded shaky. 
“Ruth, is everything okay?”
“Yeah, I’m sorry. I forgot about the key you showed me until a few days ago.”
“Don’t worry Ruth, I’m….” 
Before Amber could say that she was through stressing over the situation, the older woman rushed her words.
“I found the tin.”
“What?” 
“Lois had given me an old tin box with a lock to keep for you. Come over, I’ll explain everything.”
“Okay.”
Amber hurried to Ruth’s house. Glad it was in the middle of the day and Justin was at work. 
Her neighbor waited at the door. As soon as Amber got close Ruth took her by the arm. “Come on dear, It’s in here.” Ruth led her to the kitchen. 
On the table sat an old tin box. Most of the black paint peeled off, but the lid was locked and secure. 
Amber took a seat, and picked the tin up by its metal handle. As if it was hot, she quickly placed it back on the table. 
“Mom gave this to you?”
Ruth nodded, “I’ll get us some tea.”
Her nerves tingle with both, anticipation, and apprehension. Amber stared at the tin while Ruth poured glasses of tea and sat down. 
“It took me a while, but I finally found where I’d put it. If I remember right, Lois came over a couple weeks after William died and gave me the tin box. She asked if I’d put it in a safe place where no one could find it. She didn’t tell me what was inside, only it held information that you would want one day. I asked her why not just give it to you when she visited, but she insisted I keep it. It seemed odd, especially when she said, “I’d know when it was time to give it to you.”
“Honestly, I had no idea what she was talking about but she was my best friend. I wanted to help if I could.” 
“Mom gave the box to you after William Collins died?” Amber was still trying to digest the news and repeated Ruth’s comment.
Ruth nodded. “I put it in the bottom of my closet, inside of an old trunk filled with dollies. I’d forgotten all about it.”
“I’m glad you found it.” Amber’s hand shook as she sipped the tea.
“When you ask about the key, I had an odd feeling about it. Several days later, I realized the key you found must go to this box. I had to try and recall where I’d hid it. I’m getting older. My mind isn’t as sharp as it once was. But I’ve been searching for days, all over the house. Now, I understand what Lois meant. You found the key that unlocks this box and it’s time. 
Amber watched Ruth push the small box closer.
“Thank you, I’m eager to see what’s inside.”
“As much as I’m curious, I think you need to take it home and open it in privacy.
“Thank you, I will.”
“It makes me happy to know I’ve done what I was supposed to do, for your mother.”
Amber crossed the yard, unlocked her front door, and went to her bedroom. 
Sassy wagged her tail and followed.
With the tin placed on the small desk She took a long breath and retrieved the key from the jewelry box. 
“The moment of truth.” She took a quick look at Sassy. 
Amber stuck the key into the slot. It was proving difficult to open. She giggled the key and twisted a few times. Later, after several tries, she got the key to turn. 
Slowly, Amber held her breath and lifted the lid. 
[bookmark: _Hlk160890616]Inside the box, she eyed a postcard with an image of a golden colored gemstone, an envelope, and a flash drive. 
She picked up the postcard and studied her mother’s cursive writing. 
“Amber, my precious daughter. You’re as beautiful as an Amber gem. I picked your name because it’s Greek for light and sunshine. You are my light, and have always brightened my world. 
In this tin you’ll find the answers I know deep down in your heart, you seek. I don’t know what you’ll think of the way I’ve handled things. I probably could have done better, but at the time, I did the best I could. 
As you discover things, remember no matter what, I love you. You were always my priority. Forever, Mom.”
Amber stared at the heart her mom had drawn and wiped a silent tear. 










CHAPTER NINE

Amber held the postcard to her chest. Two envelopes laid next to a flash drive. She eyed the USB. It was nothing special. A silver computer flash, like many you buy at any discount store. The only difference was her name printed on a tiny stick-on label. She grabbed her laptop. 
Her grip tightened, as she pushed the disk into the side slot of her computer. Maybe it held some of her mom’s favorites recipes or special Bible verses her mom she so frequently quoted. 
Her cell phone chimed. She sighed with impatience, removed the flash drive, and answered.
“Amber. Are you okay? I just heard about your slashed tires last week. You should have called me.” Concern drifted from Tina’s voice.
“It seemed pointless to talk about it. Sherrif Snively didn’t sound like there was anything he could do.”
“Jesse said it looked like someone had taken a knife to your tires but without a suspect there isn’t much to go on.”
“I know.”
“I’m sorry you’ve had to deal with all these problems.”
“Yeah, I don’t understand why, either. It’s not like I have a history in this town. 
“It’s is odd.” 
“I’ve decided to put it all in God’s hands and get on with my life. The rooms are painted. I’m almost ready to put the house up for sale.”
“I’ll hate to see you go, but I do understand. So, can we have lunch Tuesday? I have some good news I’d like to share with my friend.”
“Sure. I could use good news. Will noon work?”
“Sounds good. I’ll see you at Pizza Mountain on Tuesday.”  
“I’ll be there.” Tina ended the call.
Amber spectacled about Tina’s news. She sounded happy. It would be nice to hear a little good news for a change.
Sassy jumped up, whined, and shifted Amber’s attention from her friend, to her furry companion. 
“You want out. Come on”
While Sassy ran in the yard and sniffed out her favorite rock. Amber grabbed a bottled water. Minutes later, she let the dog back inside and gave it a treat. 
“Here, eat your snack. I’m on a mission.”
In the bedroom she sat the old tin on the bed and took out the two envelopes. One was addressed to her mother. The return address was a bank in Asheville, NC. 
The other one had her name written in big bold lettering on the front. She laid the legal-size envelope aside, and carefully opened the letter with her name written in cursive.
The bed shook as Sassy jumped up beside Amber. 
The tiny dog nudged Amber’s hand, tenderly licked her fingers, and whined. 
She rubbed the dog’s head. Big brown eyes stared at her with uncertainty.
“This stuff is from Mom.” 
She was explaining things to a dog. Amber chuckled and watched Sassy’s expression. 
It did seem like the little dog understood her every word. She grinned and started to read. 
“Amber, my precious daughter. I know things should have been said years ago, but as time passes people get used to their situations. Sometimes, the truth becomes less important and everyday life gets in the way. But you need the truth and I want to tell you. Please, try to understand the reason for my little white lie. It hasn’t been easy either. I’ve prayed a lot because of my bad judgement.  
I love the Lord, but there was also a time, before I was saved, I made mistakes. Some would say I made a big mistake but you were never a mistake. No, don’t think that. You, my darling, are my silver lining. I love you. My love for you is the reason I did the things I felt was needed to do.  
I know you have questions about your father. For years, I’ve longed to talk to you about him. Couldn’t find the courage. When someone is young, sometimes, they make bad decisions. I’ve made a few. I meant William Collins in school. He was carefree and handsome. I fell head over heels in love. Still, I began to see a side of him I didn’t like much. William was always looking for an easy way to make money. He hated the thought of working a normal 9 to5 job.  
Despite my doubts I was blindly in love. Those emotions caused me to give in to desires. When I found out I was pregnant with you, I ask him what he planned. If he was going to help support us. I mentioned marriage but I guess the thought of accepting a responsibility he wasn’t ready for scared him. William said, he wasn’t a blue-collar worker, or college material, and hated being in the working class. He said he loved us, but wanted something different out of life. 
Not long after that, William started dating Fonda. The next, I heard they planned a wedding. Fonda had inherited her parents’ fortune. William seemed to step right into the position of overseeing her finances. I guess the reason he good at investing was because he hated physical labor. Other than showing up at Collins Motors a few days a week, he never worked a 9 to5. 
When you were a toddler William would see you somewhere around town. Sometimes, we’d meet at the park. He always made me take money to buy you something special. 
Over time, things changed though. When you were around three Reed was born. William became nervous and cautious anytime he saw us. When you turned six, Reed tried to talk me into leaving town and starting a new life somewhere else. I told him Maggie Valley was my home. I later regretted that. Anyway, he then offered to pay your tuition at Sonshine Academy if I let you live on grounds. What really scared me was his comments about how life would get really ugly for you, if you went to a public school here. I never realized what that meant for long term. 
I’m sure Fonda must have found out about us and threatened you. Later, I tried several times, to move closer to you. Things never worked out. 
When you were close to graduation William died. Then it seemed too late to make changes. I planned to tell you and also decided to make some kind of record in case I never found the perfect time. There’s a lot more that you’ll find out in the coming weeks. Please, forgive me. Let God be your guide. You’re much smarter than I ever was at your age. I Love forever, Mom.”  
Amber swiped a tear and wondered if knowing changed anything? She folded the letter and placed it back inside the envelope. 
[bookmark: _Hlk205293611]Amber picked up the business size envelope with the name of a bank. On the first page of the papers were the words, “Bank statement.” Silently, she read the account information dated a month before her mom passed away. Her name was mentioned as the account holder along with a total sum of 200,000 thousand dollars. She gasped and touched her neck, while she soaked in the information on the trust.
“Lord can this be real?”  
It was too late to call or visit the bank. It would have to wait. 
Amber laid the flash drive on her desk with the idea of looking at it later. She was sure it held pictures or recipes her mom knew she wanted.           
***
Tuesday morning Amber laid in bed. Yesterday’s event had made it difficult to sleep. She listened to Sassy snore, struggled with the things she’d found out, and visioned different scenarios. Talk to Reed. He probably didn’t know she was his half-sister. At least, he never acted like he knew. Then there was the money. 
She slipped out from the covers and showered. After morning coffee, she’d take a trip to Asheville. 
Over a bowl of cereal and a steaming cup of coffee Amber bowed her head and closed her eyes. God was the only one who could guide her. She prayed and ended her plea with, “Lord, I what to do your will. Lead me.” 
She took a sip from her cup. Regardless, she’d go back to Tennessee and probably not confront Reed. 
As Amber ate, she pondered over the things she’d found out in her mom’s letter. 
[bookmark: _Hlk205295219][bookmark: _Hlk205294347]Hours passed. Amber pulled into the parking lot of Pizza Mountain and cut off her engine. She leaned her head against the back of the seat. Her mind was in a whirlwind of emotions. Grateful, excited, and blessed, those feelings consumed her as she drove away from the bank. The lady at the bank assured her the account was legitimate. Her social security number was verified. The irrevocable trust fund had been opened by William Collins for her, when she was five years old. Back then it was for a smaller amount, but over the years it had grown with interest. She would tell Cathy. No one else. As soon as she got back to Tennessee, she’d have the funds transferred to her personal bank. After everything she discovered in the last 12 hours, lunch with Tina would be welcomed. Amber opened the car door and stepped out.         
Her eyes widened as Reed walked toward his car from the restaurant. He headed straight into her pathway.
She was determined to act as if nothing had changed and she didn’t know Reed was her half-brother. 
“Good afternoon, Amber.” Reed gave a slight smile. 
“Hi, Reed.”  
“I noticed painters were at your house a few days ago.”
“You were in my neighborhood?” She watched him cross his arms. 
“I happened down your road on the way out of town. Remember, I’m still interested in buying the house.”
“I’ll remember.” Amber pressed her lips tighter so she wouldn’t add, you want to keep it in the family? 
“Well, I have a meeting. As if validating his comment, he looked at his wrist watch. “Come by the sales lot one day. We can go over a cost comparable for houses in your neighborhood. I’ll give you a fair price.” Before she could respond, he rushed toward his car.
Inside the pizza eatery a hand waved at her. Amber grinned at Tina sitting beside a man in uniform. She dodged a few tables and took a seat across from them.
“Tina, it’s good to see you.” 
“I’m glad you could come. I want to introduce you to Brandon.”
“Amber, it’s nice to meet you.” The man’s face held a kind, content expression.
“I’m happy to meet you too, Brandon.”
“Tina tells me you will be moving back to Tennessee soon. On behalf of our police department, I want to say, I’m sorry we can’t find out who has been harassing you. With little to go on, it’s not easy.”
“I realize you and Sheriff Snively have done what you could.”
While they chatted, the waitress came. And took their order. Brandon’s radio went off. He kissed Tina on the cheek and stood.
“I’m sorry, ladies, I must go. Duty calls. Enjoy the pizza.” He focused on Amber, 
“Good, meeting you.”
“You too.” 
Amber watched as Tina gave Brandon a loving look. When he was out of sight she announced.
“I wanted you to meet Brandon. He proposed to me over the weekend.”
“And?” Amber left the question hanging.”
“I said, yes.” A smile filled her face.   
“I’m happy for you.”
“Thanks. I hope you being two hours away won’t stop you from coming to my wedding.”
“Not at all. Have you set a date?”
“Not yet, but I think I’d like a holiday wedding. I’ll be sure to let you know. So, how are things going with you.” 
The waitress placed the pizza, along with plates, in front of them. As she refilled the tea glasses Amber mulled over what she wanted to tell Tina. She trusted her friend and it would be good to talk with someone who knew Reed.
“You remember that last time we talked, I mentioned Mom keeping secrets. Well, I found a key to an old lock box Ruth had. Apparently, Mom gave it to her years ago, for safe keeping.”
“Oh my, intriguing.” Tina grinned and reached for a slice of pizza.  
“Yeah, it had a flash drive and a letter inside. I read the letter, which pretty much explained everything about my father.”
“So, are your suspicions right, was it William Collins?”
“And I don’t have a clue if Reed knows.”
“Wow. Are you going to ask him. How will you find out?”
“I don’t know. For now, I’m taking it one day at a time. Who knows, I may not even tell him.”
“Not tell him, is that fair? I’m on your side, but Reed still has a right to know.”
Amber watch Tina as she sipped on her beverage. Tina might be right but Tina didn’t know that Reed would have a reason to hate her, especially if he found out about her trust fund.   
“Maybe, he wouldn’t even care.” 
“You might be right. He has always been selfish, but it’s something to think about.”
“And pray about.” Amber took a bite of pepperoni.
After lunch with Tina, Amber stopped by Village Shops and gifts. She scanned the artisan crafts and small boutiques that lined each other. She enjoyed lunch with Tina. But airing her concerns drained her. She needed a little lift. What better way than shopping. The only time she planned to come back to Maggie Valley after she left, was for Tina’s wedding. A couple souvenirs couldn’t hurt. 
Amber strolled the sidewalk and admired the beautiful items in the storefront windows.
One shop caught her attention and she walk inside. After meandering through the aisles, she found a couple sweat shirts. One had a mountain scene, and the other was a touristy shirt with Maggie Valley written on the front.    
As Amber headed back to her car, a lady with a self-righteous look, and a straight as an arrow walk, approached her.
***
Fonda Collins spotted Amber a few cars away. She took fast steps to close the distance between them. This was her chance. She’d wanted to see this woman for weeks. Some things just needed to be said in person. This young woman had ruined enough of her life. Unlike her dead husband, she wasn’t a wimp. 
“You must be Amber Grooms?” The woman spat the words like they were poison.
“I am.” Amber frowned at the ugly tone. 
Fonda stood stiff with an air of entitlement and eyed Amber. 
“I’m Fonda Collins. I just wanted to meet the daughter of the woman who took advantage of my William years ago.” 
“I’m sorry you feel that way, but it has nothing to do with me.” 
“Hump! It has everything to do with you, Missy. It’s all your fault.” Fonda’s words grew louder. “And the will...” 
“Is everything okay here?” Brandon stepped closer and stood between Fonda and Amber.
“Ms. Collins, is there something wrong?” 
“Something wrong? The sooner this woman leaves town, the better.” Fonda spouted and pointed at Amber. Then she turned and left as fast as she had appeared.
***
Amber watched Fonda hurry across the parking lot. She turned to Brandon.
 “I’m glad you were here.” 
“Just doing my job. I happened to be making the rounds when I heard her yelling and pointing a finger at you.” He paused, then spoke low, as if talking to himself. 
“Maybe I should see where she was when your tires were slashed.” 
“Do you think she would do something like that?” 
“I don’t know. While you’re here you should keep your doors locked.”  He gave her a reassuring grin and walked toward the store fronts.  
Amber started the car and watched Brandon strolled through the parking lot. William’s widow seemed angry and unhappy. Amber was upset but couldn’t help but feel sorry for Fonda Collins.
Back home, Amber let Sassy out to potty and then let the little dog inside. 
Sassy trotted in and looked up at Amber with love in her eyes. The dog’s small body a steadfast presence of unwavering loyalty. 
She picked up the dog and gave her a hug. The two of them faced an uncertain future together, bound by a shared grief. But she held to her faith and believed in the power of God’s presence. 
As she snuggled Sassy she recalled her day. Brandon’s words, “lock your doors.” Came to mind. Amber checked the door latch. Since the encounter with Fonda, she had an uneasy feeling that followed her. A distraction might help her forget that woman’s ugly words. She still needed to look at the things in the flash drive her mom left. Right now, it would be a nice diversion. 
Amber put the little dog on the floor and turned out the lights.  
“Sassy, I’m going to the bedroom.” 
She got ready for bed, grabbed the USB and her laptop. Amber sat crossed legged on top of the covers. 
Sassy jumped on the bed and sniffed at the laptop. 
“It’s time we find out what’s on this thing.” She pushed the drive into the slot. 
As if Sassy agreed, she laid her head between her paws. Her eyes went from Amber, to the computer screen.
Amber opened one file after another. Like she figured, a favorite recipe folder held ingredients of some of the foods she enjoyed. The recipes brought back fun memories. Times when her mom visited Tennessee and would bring a favorite dinner for them. 
With apprehension Amber opened a file marked, pictures. Sure to find old snapshots of herself and her mom. As she scrolled the folder, Amber reminiscence. She hadn’t realized they had so many memories together. Even though she’d went to a school two hours away there were holidays, church events, and planned trips they’d taken through the years. Every picture reminded her of the special bond between them. Amber smiled. More than ever it was proof of her mom’s love.
She closed the photo file and hovered over a folder titled, Sonshine Academy. It proved all her mom said. Receipts from the school for tuition and books were copied and listed by date and year. 
There were two files left. She opened one labeled, “Personal for Amber.” 
Amber stared at a letter. The date showed it was added to the files a month before William Collins had died. She slowly read.    
“Dear, Amber. I’ve made mistakes with your mother and you. The worst is that I married someone other than your mother, for the wrong reason. Do believe me, I never stopped loving your mother, or you. I wish I could change things but as I write, I know I can’t. The doctors tell me I don’t have long. I only hope that what I’ve left behind for you will show you I always wanted the best for you. You’ll find a copy of a secret will, filed with a lawyer in Asheville. You won’t have to fight over what is yours either. Fonda gave me power over everything years ago. Reed is taken care of, and so are you. Forgive me.   
Uncertainty made her stomach queasy. Things she didn’t understand and couldn’t speak wanted to surfaced. Amber caught herself biting her nail, as she opened a legal document folder. 
She studied a scanned document from William’s estate. 
A law firm’s name was listed at the top of the document. A certified record named her as beneficiary of 40 percent of the Collins estate. 
Amber held her breath and re-read.           
Minutes later, she closed the laptop and put the flash drive inside a zip pocket of her purse. Amber put away the laptop and fell back on her pillow. Her stomach was still shaky. It all seemed too much to take in. First the irrevocable trust, now the will. She closed her eyes. Did Fonda and Reed know? 
She turned over on her side. It was more important than ever to get back to Tennessee. If the Collins’ family didn’t know about the fund, or the will, she didn’t want to be around when they found out.   
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CHAPTER TEN

Mid-afternoon, Amber vacuumed the floor. Earlier that morning, she’d told Cathy about the will and the trust. While she pushed the machine, she planned. The painting was finished, new carpet installed, everything cleared out, except for her bedroom furniture and that could stay for the next owner. The last thing to do before she left for Tennessee was to visit the lawyer in Asheville to tie up any loose ends with the will.
[bookmark: _Hlk205468960]Amber rubbed her neck. Her mom was in heaven and this entire trip, a test on her nerves. She remembered the story in the Bible about Joseph. Somehow, she felt like Joseph when he was betrayed. Joesph went through so much before he found favor with the king. She always wondered about her childhood. Her mom sending her away. It must have been for her safety. Now, she has a trust and 40% of the Collins estate. Some would see it a blessing. 
Why didn’t she feel like she’d been blessed? 
She turned off the vacuum cleaner and glanced at Sassy. 
From the corner of the room the dog watched. Its little body trembled in fear. 
“I know this noisy machine scares you. I’m done.” 
She glanced around the room.
“I’m also done with this place. Time to sell and go to our new home.”  
 Amber walked over to the window and looked out at a beautiful day. She gazed at what was left of her mom’s flowerbed. When she went into town, she’d buy a couple flower pots.  Then she’d dig up the purple and yellow petunias that had survived the fire. Put them in pots for her townhouse. They would be a living part of her mom’s love. 
She went back to the vacuum, wrapped the cord around the handle, and pushed it in the closet. Her phone sounded.
“Hi, Cathy.” 
“Hey, just calling to see how things are going.”
“On schedule.” Amber laughed. 
“Even though I don’t have a schedule.”
“It sounds like you’re about to. So, when are you coming home?”
“Tomorrow, I’m going to talk to Clarissa Walton, the realtor. Hopefully, she can handle everything with the house, while I’m in Tennessee.”
“What about the legal stuff?”
“I’ll make an appointment and talk to the lawyer the day I leave. It should only delay my travels a couple hours.”   
“Sounds like a good plan.” Cathy’s tone happy. 
“Do you need me to drive your way and help with packing?”
“No. I have a small 1970, round mid-century tiered accent table, a box of keepsakes and a couple pieces of luggage. The rest I’ve donated. The table will fit in my trunk.”
“Okay, let me know when you’re heading home. I’ll go by the grocery store and pick up a few things to put in your fridge. That way you can sleep in on your first day home.”
“Sounds wonderful. And get Sassy a can of Princess Kibbles.”
“Princess Kibbles. Is that really the name of the food.” Cathy laughed.    
“It is. I’ll snap a picture of a can and text it to you.”
After a few more minutes of chatting, Amber ended the call. It was settled and she wouldn’t let anyone derail her. If things worked out, she would leave by the end of the week. The idea of waking up next week in her new townhouse in Tennessee, made her giddy with joy.  
***
Wednesday, Amber let Sassy outside and finished her morning coffee. Today, she’d talk to Clarissa. Maybe Reed too. He did say he wanted the house as is. It would be a fast sell. Plus, it would give her an excuse to try one last time, to find out if he knew they were related or about the will. She let Sassy back inside and gave the yorkie a treat. 
“I’m going out for a while, girl.”
A few miles in town, Amber stepped out of her car and eyed the Collins Motors sign. She walked inside. A lady greeted her.
“Hello, how can I help you today?”
“I would like to see Reed Collins.”
“Let me see if he’s available. May I tell him your name?”
“Amber Grooms.”
While she glanced at a fancy new sedan on the sales floor, footsteps moved near her. 
“The color is Gotham gray. A newer, sexier gray. Would you like to take a test drive?”
Amber turned to Reed and gave him a slight grin.
“It’s pretty. I’m not in the market for a new car though. I did want to talk to you before I leave town.”
She watched Reed’s eye’s crinkle. He motioned to an office. 
“Let’s chat privately.”
Amber followed Reed into the room. Her mind whirled with ideas. Here she was wanting to find out if Reed knew he was her half-brother and she had no clue what to say. Just as the thought left, Reed spoke.
“What do you think?” He pointed to a stack of posters of himself dressed perfectly with a winning smile. 
“You’re running for city council?” 
“May as well. I have a lot invested in this town. I’m a perfect choice for Maggie Valley.” 
Amber sat on the edge of a leather chair and watched Reed settled behind his desk.
“I’m finalizing my plans to leave town. I thought we should chat before I go. I was wondering about the real reason you offered to buy my house.”
Reed lifted a brow and eyed her. 
“Real reason? I’m always looking to acquire more property. I suppose you could say, it’s my dream to own as much of my home town as possible.”
Amber watched his reaction. If he knew they were family he was good at hiding it. She nodded.
“You’re ambitious.”
“I get that from my mom.” He grinned
“What about your father?” She held her breath briefly and hoped for a clue to what he was thinking.
“He was unique. Like investing, but not much of anything else.” He swiveled his chair.  “Anyway, let’s talk about your house What’s the price?” 
He grabbed a sticky note, jotted a number down and handed it to her. 
“My offer.”
She eyed the paper. The figure looked like the tax value of the home.
“I had a different amount in mind.” She stood. 
“Let me think about it.”
“When did you say you were leaving?”
“I didn’t. But I do hope to be heading back to Tennessee by the end of next week.”
“Let me know a day or two before you go. I might be able to offer a few thousand more. It’ll be cash. No waiting on a bank appraisal or a home inspection. A quick and easy sale.” 
He rose and extended his hand.
“I’ll take that in consideration.” She shook his hand and walked out.
Amber got inside her car and glanced back at the big window of the dealership. Reed, watched her. He would make a good politician. If he knew anything, it didn’t show on his face. His hand shake was all business too. She was sure he didn’t know who she really was, or anything about a will.
She started the car and pulled onto the main road  A few miles down the street she parked and hurried into the realtor’s office.  
The receptionist greeted her.
“May I help you?”
“I was wondering if Ms. Walton could see me, I’m Amber Grooms.”
Minutes later, the receptionist directed her to Clarissa’s office. 
“Ms. Grooms.” She motioned for Amber to sit down.
“Thanks for seeing me on short notice. I’m ready to put the house on the market. It has new carpet. The electrical updated and freshly painted rooms. I’ve cleared out everything but a few pieces of furniture. I’d like to sale as is.”
“Okay, let me get your file. We’ll see what we can do.” The realtor went over to her  cabinet.    
Amber realized she’d said all that without stopping. She paused and took a calming breath. Putting the house in the realtor’s hands seemed the best option. Half-brother or not, she didn’t need or want to get personal with Reed Collins. She’d had enough emotional situations in her life to last forever. 
 The realtor returned to her seat. Amber grinned. This was the right thing to do.  
“Having you sell the house is what I need to do. However, I’ll be living a few hours away. Is that possible?”   
“Sure, let’s get to the paperwork.” Clarissa opened the file and pulled out the contract. 
“I use paper contracts and also scan documents into the computer. That way everything is duplicated. We’ll go over everything. If you can come back tomorrow, I’ll have a comparable market contract ready for your signature.”
“Is that tax value?”
“Better. Fair market price. The property is just inside the city limits, so it’s desirable for many reasons. So, considerably more than the tax value.”
“I really need to get back to Tennessee. Will you be able to handle the showings and a sale without me being in town?”
“Yes. When an offer comes in I’ll call you. Any documents can be emailed or faxed for an electronic signature. I’ll follow-up with paper documents you’ll sign and return back to me.
“That sounds good. I’ll stop by tomorrow to sign everything.”
On the way to her house, Amber stooped at a local plant store. She picked up a small bag of potting soil and two decorative planters for her mom’s Petunia’s.
She returned home and transplanted a couple flowers, then invited Ruth for a late lunch. 










CHAPTER ELEVEN

Amber finished tossing a salad as Ruth knocked on the door. She hurried to greet her neighbor.
“Hi, Ruth.” She motioned toward the kitchen. 
“I hope you don’t mind salad and pasta. I’ve been busy. It seemed like an easy meal.”
“Not at all.” 
They sat down at the table and asked a blessing over the meal. Amber offered Ruth the pasta bowl.
“I wanted us to have one more meal together before I leave.”
“What, when are you leaving?” Ruth’s eyes clouded. “I’ll miss you being next door.”
“I’ll miss you too, but if all goes well, I’m leaving in a week. Tomorrow, I’m signing the papers to put the house in the realtor’s hands. Do you still have a key to the house?”
“I do. Would you want it back?”
“No, keep it. If anything comes up, you can check on the house for me.” 
“Okay. I’ll make sure Justin mows one last time.” 
“Thanks. After I leave I’m sure the realtor will see that it gets mowed.”  
“Will you come back to visit?” Ruth took a bite of pasta.
“I’ll be back for Tina’s wedding. You and Tina are the only good connections I’ve made here.”
“I’m sorry you’ve had to deal with vandalism and threats.”
“It hasn’t been pleasant. Whoever left me that note the second day I was here will finally get their wish.”
“Call me from time to time. Let me know how you’re doing?” Ruth’s tone sad. 
“I will. You were mom’s best friend. Mom would want me to stay in touch.” Amber grinned to put the older lady at ease.
For the next two hours, the ladies laughed, chatted, and reminisced.
“Amber, I hate to go but I have a church meeting this evening.” Ruth rose from her seat
“I’m happy we had lunch together.” Amber hugged Ruth and walked with her to the front door.
She was glad for one last visit with her mom’s long-time friend. They both shared love for her mother. She would make it a point to call Ruth occasionally, to see how everything was going.
   Her next plan was to see Tina before she left town. She grabbed her cell from the desk, hit contacts, and tapped a message, “Can we meet for lunch tomorrow? Same spot.”
Seconds later, her phone buzzed with a return text. “Sure, C. U. at 1.”   
***
Tina sat inside the restaurant and glanced at her watch. Amber was late. It wasn’t like her not be on time. The waitress stopped at the table and refreshed Tina’s tea.
“Can I get you anything else?”
“Not yet. I’m waiting on someone to join me.”
The waitress nodded and left. 
Every few minutes Tina glanced out the window and hoped to see Amber’s car. 
Thirty minutes past. She looked at her watch one more time, then paid for her beverage. She’d buy a snack from the vending machine at the office, when she got back to work.  
Tina removed a pack of crackers and a honey bun from the vending machine inside Maggie Valley Sheriff’s office. She looked for Sherrif Snively. He wasn’t to be found, and there was no note. Nothing new, because it wasn’t uncommon for Jessee to go on a call and not say anything. 
Through the afternoon Tina routed calls and finished reports. 
At four-thirty Brandon came into the office. She grinned when his eyes brightened. His smile was one of the first things that drew her to him.  
“I’d like to kiss you now, but I’m sure Jessee would frown on such actions at work.”
“Speaking of Jessee, He’s not been in the office all evening.” Tina added.
“He left around lunchtime. Something personal I think.”
“Well, I need to go too. I’m having dinner with Mom. You want to join us?”
“I’m sure you two will be talking about the wedding. As much as I want to marry you, I don’t have any ideas about picking out napkins and colors.” He laughed. 
“You don’t know what you’re missing.” Tina smiled and hugged him.
***
  The next morning, Tina entered Maggie Valley Sheriff’s Department, as Brandon was heading out for duty.
“Sorry to leave so soon. I have several calls to deal with. Sheriff Snively will be in later today.” He gave her a loving look. 
“Have a good day, my dear.”   
“I will. Be careful out there.” Tina winked at him.
“We’re still on for dinner at six-thirty, right?” 
“Of course.” Tina nodded and watched him leave. 
Two hours later, Jessee strolled into the office. 
“This has been one of those mornings. One thing after another.” He mumbled before he glanced in Tina’s direction. 
“Is there anything pressing on the agenda?”
“So far, so good, as they say.” She grinned.
“I’ll be in my office if you need me.”
As lunch time approached, Tina’s mind was on Amber. Hoping to reschedule their lunch, she called her cell. Five rings later, Amber’s recorded message answered. 
“Sorry, I’m not available. Please leave your number.”
“Hey, I missed you yesterday. Give me a call.”
She tossed the phone in her purse and headed to a sandwich shop.
Later, after dinner with Brandon Tina said goodnight. 
“I’ll see you tomorrow.” She returned Brandon’s embrace.
“I’ll be glad when we’re married. I won’t have to go home to my apartment all alone.”
“Hum, me too.” She smiled then said. 
“I don’t mean to change the subject, but I was wondering if you’ve heard anything about Amber?”
“Amber, no why would I?” 
“No reason, I guess. She missed our luncheon yesterday. I’ve been trying to call herall day but the phone goes straight to voice mail.”
“Maybe she’s just busy. I’m sure she has a lot to do. You did say she wanted to get back home as soon as possible.”
“Yeah. Still, I don’t think she’d leave without calling me.”
“I’m sure, it’s nothing. If it makes you feel better, go by her house before work.” He kissed her.
“Good idea.”
***
The next morning Tina left earlier than usual so she could stop by Amber’s before work. There was no car in the driveway. She rang the doorbell. The only sound was a couple barks, followed by a few urgent whines. 
Tina walked around the yard. Nothing seemed off. She peeped into one of the windows. Nothing amiss. Ruth’s voice sounded. Tina turned and recognized the older lady from church. 
“Tina, where is Amber?” 
“My thoughts exactly. I doubt she’s gone far, without Sassy. But I haven’t seen her.”
“Amber missed our luncheon the day before yesterday. She hasn’t answered her phone either.”
“I’m worried. Amber left two days ago. I know Sassy is scared, and hungry. The dog has been all by itself. I don’t know if she has food or water, or if Amber put a doggie pad down for her.”
“Is there any way you can get into the house?” Tina glanced around the yard.   
“I have a key. I guess I should go inside, feed Sassy and let her outside for a few minutes.”
“I think so and call me if she comes home. Or if you notice anything out of place.”  
“I will. It’s not like Amber to leave Sassy by herself for more than a few hours.” 
“I’m sure Amber will call us later.” Tina spoke up, more to convince herself than the older lady. She backed out of the drive and headed to work.
Tina entered the police department and stashed her purse inside her desk drawer. Sheriff Snively’s office door was open. She took a few steps to his door and greeted him.
“Good morning.”
She noticed a pamphlet on his desk. The front had a beautiful, sunny water scenery, with a boat. 
“Is that the Bahamas? That’s where Brandon and I plan to go on our honeymoon.”
“It’ll be a nice trip.” He touched the edge of the travel brochure. “I’m looking at pictures of Venezuela.”
“Thinking of taking a trip there.”
“Never can tell. I’m not getting any younger. I need to have a little fun while I still can.”
[bookmark: _Hlk182757062]“I hear you.” She smiled.
“I have a matter to attend. Call me if I’m needed.” He stashed the travel flyer in a desk drawer and rose from his chair.
“Sure.” She headed to her desk to begin what she hoped would be an uneventful day at the Maggie Valley police department.   
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CHAPTER TWELVE

Amber’s eyes fluttered. She wanted to rub them but some kind of cloth was tied over her eyes. If only she could snatch off the blindfold. She moaned.
“Ahh.” 
Her head hurt. She couldn’t touch it either. Her hands were bound tightly. 
There was an nasty gag around her mouth that tasted like motor oil. She tried to gag.
Amber wiggled her fingers. They were the only part of her hands she could move. 
Cold moved up her backbone. A rope had her bound to a steel beam and wiggling only made things worse. 
The stoney, cold concrete floor she was forced to sit on dug into her bottom side. 
Amber moaned again and replayed the last few hours. How did she get here? The last thing she remembered was stopping to get gas and to buy a bottled of water, before meeting Tina. When she’d got back to her car a note was on her windshield. 
Amber flinched from pain. She continued to mentally trace her steps.  
Tina’s name was scribbled on the paper, along with a message to meet her at an empty building being renovated into Penthouses. Her friend was getting married. It made sense. Maybe Tina wanted to show her the area. Perhaps, they were going to purchase the penthouse when the construction was done. 
Amber frowned. The next thing she remembered was being tied and bounded to this pole. At least, the way the cold steel dug into her back she believed it was a pole.  
Amber took a shaky breath and gagged from the cloth around her mouth.
She wiggled and grimaced. Every move seemed to make the rope tighter and drain what little energy she had. She tried once again, to free herself. As she moved her shoulder, a sharp pain traveled to her neck and took her breath.      
Later, voices woke Amber. She couldn’t make out who they were. Whatever they were saying was whispered. She twisted and groaned.
An evil, almost demonic laugh sent a shiver down her spine. She stayed as still as possible. Whoever was close by wasn’t friendly.   
Amber caught the stale smell of cigarette smoke. She took a chance, and tried to move her legs. 
“It’s no use. You’ll never get lose.” A woman’s voice spat out in a harsh tone.
The smell of cigarette smoke grew stronger as the women’s anger grew louder.
“You should have listened and left town.”
Pain shot through Amber when a shoe heel slammed into her side. She coughed. The movement only made her pain worse. 
The kidnappers talked in a low tone. Amber couldn’t make out what they were saying. But the female’s voice sounded familiar. Where had she heard it before?
The woman snapped at the man in a low tone. “Not while I’m here. Later.”     
Amber listened to the footsteps as they vanished, along with the pungent smell of cigarettes. One set of footsteps sounded heavy. It had to be a man and a woman. She was sure the man kicked her.  
While they walked away, she strained to hear what the kidnappers were saying. Like before, they mumbled. 
Inside her ribs, a pounding pain throbbed. She wanted to grab hold of her side but couldn’t. For a second, the ache took her breath. Her head fell, everything went silent.
***
Amber woke. Her throat was dry and hurt. A numbing pain settled in her legs, and her side. 
“Ohhhh.” She made the sound and remembered getting kicked.
Her mind worked to try and make sense of the situation. She was making plans to leave town. There wasn’t any reason for her to be kidnapped. Why did someone want to hurt her? Her breath quivered. Would she be found, or would she die on a cold, hard cement floor, tied to a pole? 
No negative thoughts. She tried hard to clear her mind from any impending doom. She needed to stay strong. It was her only hope. One of her favorite verses from the Bible played in her mind. ‘I can do all thing through Christ, which strengthen me.’ In her mind she repeated the verse in Philippians 4:13, followed by a prayer. 
After the first prayer, she fervently prayed several more. God was her only hope. He could send help and He would give her the strength to live.  
She stopped praying and listened for any sound. How long had she been tied up in this place? 
Her mother believed that if it was time to die, then it just happened. If it wasn’t God would protect you. She needed to believe it too, especially now.
Even though her head throbbed with a pounding rhythm of pain, Amber tried to concentrate on her surroundings. 
She needed to have faith, no matter how hard it seemed to be. Help me with my unbelief. The words broke through the headache that threatened to make her sicker. Once again, she silently asked the Lord for protection. 
Time had no meaning. Amber couldn’t comprehend one hour from another. All she could do was listen for sounds and try not to give in to the pain. Try not to think about her dry, scratchy throat.  
After what she thought was a long time, Amber heard footsteps, followed by the familiar stagnant smell of cigarette smoke. The woman’s voice was low. She spoke to the man.  
“You didn’t find it in her house. She must know where it is.” 
The man said something that Amber couldn’t make out. Then she heard the woman step closer.  
“You’re a stubborn one.” The women’s angry voice filled the space.
Amber studied the voice again. She tried to lift her heard. Where had she heard that voice? 
“Here you are again, causing problems. You never should have come back. Our family name and fortune are in stake. And It’s your fault. Alright, anytime.”
Amber listened, but only heard one voice. Then it sounded like the woman turned away from her. Still, she heard the voice again, even though it was softer.
“Get rid of her, anyway you want. If she’s not alive she can’t claim anything. I’m going home. I’ll expect a phone call later.”
While one set of footsteps faded away, a hard shoe toe slammed into her side again. A hot, burning pain raced through Amber’s body. Everything went cold and silent.

  











CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Tina finished her report and tried to call Amber one more time. Nothing, not even a ringing sound. She frowned. Two days since she’d heard from her friend. She’d call Ruth. Maybe Amber’s neighbor knew something by now. She tapped on her contacts.
“Ruth. This is Tina. I was hoping you’ve heard from Amber.”
“No, I haven’t seen or heard anything. I’m very worried. I’ve been praying and taking care of Sassy. That poor little dog is beside herself. She won’t hardly eat, not even her favorite treats. Sassy’s scared Amber has left her too.” 
“I’m sure.” 
“Tina, can’t you do something. After all, you work for the police department. Don’t they have resources to help with situations like this? Can you do some of that police stuff y’all do to find a missing person?”
“You mean file a missing person report. That would be a start.  If someone begins the process then a proper search can begin. Ruth, do you want to file a missing person report?”
“Yes, If I need to I will. And let’s do it quickly so the police can look for her. You do the paperwork. I’ll sign anything.” 
“Okay. I’ll get it started and call you later.” 
As Tina spoke, Brandon entered the office. She looked at him and grinned.
“Brandon, I need your help.” 
After explaining the situation to her fiancé, Tina slumped back into her seat. 
“Someone needs to find her. Amber didn’t just disappear. She wouldn’t leave Sassy locked up in the house for days. She loves that little yorkie. 
“Amber has been gone long enough for a missing person’s report. Let’s start by putting an all-points bulletin out on her car. I’ll contact the other officers and the sheriff.” Brandon pulled his phone from his pocket.  
“Sheriff Snively isn’t answering. I’ll go to Amber’s house and see if I can gather any facts. Then, I’ll get the all-points bulletin out.” 
“Thank you.” Tina hugged him.
“No problem. When Jesse comes back tell him what’s going on.”
As the day winded down, Tina tried to keep focus on the daily tasks. She also watched the clock. Brandon had been searching areas for Amber for several hours. As a thought to call him arose, Sheriff Snively walked in.
“Sheriff, is everything okay?”
“Why wouldn’t it be?” Jesse Snively eyed Tina. 
“Just asking. Earlier, Brandon told me you were dealing with a personal manner.”
“It’s nothing. A friend needed me. It’ll work out. Anything special going on here?” 
“It’s been a quiet day in Maggie Valley, but we do have a missing person report to follow up on.” She handed a paper to the sheriff.”  
“Amber Grooms?” Jesse skimmed over the report. 
“Yeah, Ruth Yow, Amber’s neighbor asked me to file the report. She’ll be by to sign it later.”
“I know who Ruth is. Why?” He handed the paper back to Tina.
“Amber’s been missing for two days.”
“The woman probably went back to Tennessee. Amber Grooms did say she was going back soon.” 
“She was getting the house ready to sell. But Jessee, Amber wouldn’t leave her little dog behind unattended. When Ruth realized that the yorkie was shut up in the house she started feeding the poor little thing.”
“Ruth is probably making a big deal out of nothing. Amber Grooms had a lot of issues.” 
“It’s not a secret that someone wanted her gone.” 
“Or she wanted us the think someone wanted her gone.” His gruff reply filled the room.    
“What.” Tina couldn’t believe his remark. 
“Jesse, Amber is a level headed woman. She has no reason to lie about anything. I doubt she’d leave Sassy behind without telling someone. Anyway… Brandon is out looking for her car.”
“A report was filed. It’s procedure, but a waste of resources if you ask me.” 
Sheriff Snively turned away. 
“I hope not.” Tina glanced at the clock. “I’m heading out. Is there anything you need before I go?”
“No. I’ve got a couple things to do here. See you in the morning.”
Tina got inside her car. She’d known Jesse Snively for five years. He’d always been a hard man, but this time his attitude really aggravated her. She grabbed her phone and called Brandon.  
 “How’s it going, any sight of Amber’s car?”
“I’ve covered most of the area. So far nothing. None of the other officers have spotted anything either. I’m headed back to the office. Tomorrow, I’ll comb the east side of the town. Though, I doubt her car will be there. In an area being renovated like that there’s nothing much there for anyone yet.”
“Thank you, for looking all afternoon. I love you.”
“I love you too. Want to get dinner later?”
“I may not be good company.”
“I know you’re concerned about your friend, but you need to eat too. I promise, I’ll search more tomorrow.”
“I know you will. You’re right. I’ll see you about six-thirty.” 


    

      


              
    





CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Tina started the car and headed toward home. As she drove, the conversation with Brandon troubled her mind. He’d looked in the areas flagged for problems. He’d took the routes proved to be where a lot of suspicious activities had taken place in the past. 
Like Brandon, she’d lived in Maggie Valley all her life. She could picture every one of the streets in her mind. Yes, the east side of town had ongoing construction. Thanks to Reed Collins, a lot of the area was being revitalized into high-end condominiums to draw people from Asheville, looking for a slower-paced lifestyle. It made sense to think Amber had no reason to be in that part of town. But was she?
The question remained in her mind. The more Tina concentrated on the areas around town where Amber might be, the more the east side, just outside of main part of downtown stayed in her thoughts. It made no sense, but it worried her. She had to know and something inside her told her it couldn’t wait until tomorrow.
Tina made a fast turn and headed toward the outskirts, into an area being prepared for more growth.
She drove to Tanner Street, slowed the car and shifted focus from the main area to the few side streets that branched off Tanner.
Construction machinery and scaffoldings for the painters, lined a large area of the street. Tina maneuvered around the machinery and entered the street where renovations were under way. 
A tall wooden banner announced, “coming soon. Tanner Townhouses.” The smaller writing below the colorful mockup of the finished buildings, announced several penthouses in the last stage of construction. No doubt it was Reed Collins’ way to build excitement for the new subdivision. He’d always said his dream was to own the town on day. Acre by acre, it seemed he might accomplish his goal. Tina shook her head at her musings and eyed a side street as she passed. The only thing important now was finding her friend. 
Almost an hour had gone by. She’d creeped her car up and down the street and searched more of the side roads. 
The night was moving in fast. Because the power company hadn’t installed street lighting. There wasn’t much more to do in pitch dark. 
Tina pulled to the curb. She stared at her surroundings. Brandon was right. This didn’t seem like a place Amber would be. Her phone played a melody. She glanced at her navigation screen.
“Hi, hun.”
“Tina, I thought we were meeting at the restaurant.”
“I’m sorry. I got side-tracked.”
“Where are you? Don’t tell me you were trying on your wedding dress again. You’re going to wear it out before our wedding.” Brandon laughed.
Tina grinned. “Not this time. I’m on a side street off Tanner. I came looking for Amber.”
“Tina, dear, I said I would canvas that area tomorrow.” His voice aired impatience. 
“You know how I am when I get something on my mind. It was bugging me. I just couldn’t wait until tomorrow.”
“Have you found anything?”
“No, I guess you’re right. Amber would have no reason to be in this area.” Tina sighed. “Her disappearance has me so upset and confused.” 
“I understand.” His voice took on a gentle tone. 
“Go home. I’ll come by your house with take-out. And tomorrow, I’ll scan the area with a fine-tooth comb. Then, I’ll contact the authorities in Tennessee to see if they know anything.”
“Sounds good. I’ll meet you at my house. Can I have a grilled chicken salad and a diet cola?”
“Anything for my beautiful bride. Drive safe.”
“I will.” She ended the call. 
Complete darkness moved over Tanner Street. Tina eyed a side road where the city hadn’t installed the street lights and tried her best to focus on the buildings. She shook her head. There wasn’t anything she could do now. The only thing left was to turn around and head home. 
“I should have listened to Brandon in the first place.” She mumbled as she searched for a side road or a wide shoulder to make a U-turn. 
The head lights of her car illuminated another car parked several feet away. It sat in front of a run-down block building. She stared at the cement structure. From what she could see the building had several big holes throughout. In the middle was an old wooden door standing partly open. Even in the dark it appeared to be destined for demolition and not even fit for renovations.  
Tina took her attention away from the run-down structure and eyed the car. Maybe it belonged to one of the construction workers. 
When she went to turn around her headlights shined on the fender of the vehicle. Its tag illuminated enough for Tina to see part of a Tennessee license plate. She gasped, her eyes widened. After she observed the car closer, she realized it was Amber’s. 
Quickly, Tina parked closer to Amber’s car. She ran to it and looked inside. Her friend’s colorful cloth tote sat on the seat. Her phone lay in the storage space between the seats. Why was Amber here? 
As the thought circled. She opened the car door. A piece of paper lay on the seat she grabbed it and read the scribbling, “meet me inside, at the end of the building. Tina.” 
She wadded the message and look around. “I didn’t leave Amber this note.” 
Tina looked toward the end of the building. Amber must have followed the directions in the message, thinking it was from her. 
Before she also followed the path outlined on the note, she went back to her car, grabbed her phone, and shoved it inside her pocket.
Eerie darkness engulfed the building. Tina’s heart beat hard inside her chest. Her steps were slow and careful to dodge the debris scattered about. 
A few cement slabs made her stumble, but she quickly studied herself. After almost taking another fall, Tina reached for her phone and turned on the flashlight. 
With a slim line of light, she walked forward. The narrow strip of brightness directed the way. She stopped and scanned across the room with the flashlight. As she eyed the dim space she mumbled a prayer. “Holy Father, Amber’s car is here. She must be too, guide me to her. In Jesus name.”
Tina’s hand shook as she held the phone. Being in such a dark building was scary. Every easy step she took sounded loud. Even the night noises from outside were frightful. She had to find her friend. With each careful step Tina listened.
After a few more seconds, Tina reasoned with herself. This was not smart. She needed help. If Brandon was with her, he’d have a real flashlight and have on walking shoes, not Kitten heels. 
She held her phone close to her face and eyed the bars. No signal. Surely, there would be a connection outside? 
Tina turned to find her way toward the door.
“Aargh… Aargh.”
Tina stopped in mid-step. Did she hear something? 
She held her breath in hopes to hear the sound again. A second later, nothing. 
Tina took another step. It had to be her imagination. She’d let Brandon search the building tomorrow, in daylight. 
“Ow.”
Again, she stopped and turned around, sure she’d heard something this time. The noise sounded like it came from the left side of the building. 
Tina held the phone up and pointed it toward the left. She gasped at the sight of something or someone. Yes, someone on the floor hunched over. 
She focused the phone light for a better look and almost squealed at the notion that the person was Amber. She rushed to the scene and knelt on the icy, cold floor. 
“Amber. Amber, are you alright, hey Amber?”
Amber moaned and tried to turn her head toward Tina’s voice. 
Tina held to her phone light with one hand and with the other she felt around Amber’s back. Her friend was tied to a pole. Tied tight, with a thick rope. 
Tina frowned. There wasn’t any way to loosen the knot.
“Hold on. I don’t think I can untie this knot. We need help.” She glimpsed her phone. Still no signal. 
Tina laid the phone down and used both hands and attempted to loosen the rope. She touched Amber’s side and felt wetness.  
“Ouch.” Amber moaned. Her words barely audible. “Ribs hurt.”
“And you’re bleeding.” Tina picked up the phone and positioned it to get a look at the wound.
“Someone kicked me, several times, I think.” Amber’s voice weak. She stumbled her words. 
“Who kicked you?”
Tina watched her friend slowly shook her head. 
“I’ve found you now. But there’s no phone signal. I’ll have to go outside and call Brandon.” 
As she was about to stand, a noise made her pause. 
“He’s coming back. Hide.” Amber’s words struggled to get out. Her hand slowly touched Tina’s wrist. 
“Ssh. Stay still. I won’t leave you. But I have to find a way to get help.” Tina whispered.
The sound of footsteps over crunched broken cement grew louder. Tina moved back. 
As she shifted her weight, she stumbled over a piece of steel pipe. 
Tina landed hard on the floor. Somehow, she managed to muffle the shock of her fall. 
As she lay on the floor a light shined in her face.
“Well, well. What do we have here?” A gloved hand held a bright light in her eyes.  
Tina squinted and searched the dark figure behind the light. The voice sounded familiar but she couldn’t see beyond the blinding spot light. She couldn’t put a face to the voice. 
Amber moaned, then whimpered. 
“Shut-up.” The man turned his attention away from Tina, and pointed his light on Amber. 
“This game is getting old. It’s about come to an end too.” While the man was focused on Amber, his phone buzzed.  
Tina was torn. She didn’t want to leave Amber, but they would die here if she couldn’t get help. 
She raised up on her elbows and studied her nerves. This was no time to second-guess anything. She had to act fast. 
While the man was distracted, Tina got to her feet and ran as fast as she could toward the other side of the room. Despite the shooting pain from her foot and ankle, the recollection of a man-size hole in the side of the cement building pushed her on. She ran silently and prayed she would reach the opening in time and call Brandon.
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Brandon eyed his watch. Forty-five minutes had passed since he’d spoken to Tina. He’d called her a dozen times, only to get the answering message. 
He ran his hand over his face. Tina always took his calls. Even in the dressing room at The Bridal Mart she answered her phone.
“Tina where are you?” he hit the steering wheel with his fist. Where was his fiancé? 
Brandon started the car. A bad feeling made his stomach quiver. Something wasn’t right.   
As Brandon tapped on his phone contacts. He silently asked the Lord to watch out for her. 
He pressed Jesse’s number. Maybe the sherif could help canvas the area where Tina had gone. Or he could keep an eye out for Tina’s car. After all, his boss had been the sheriff of Maggie Vally for many years and had more experience in these kinds of situations.
Four rings, no answer. Another three ring. The phone went to voice mail. Brandon left a message.
“Jesse, give me a call.” He looked at his watch. If Jesse didn’t call back in a few minutes he’d need to search for Tina on his own.
***
A light breeze fanned Tina’s face, while she squeezed through the opening in the building. She took a fast look at her phone, still no signal. 
Tina hobbled toward the street where she was sure to get some coverage.  
A few steps later, several bars appeared on her phone. She quickly tapped Brandon’s number. “Thank you.” She spoke, while the phone ringed and went to Brandon’s message box. 
“Hun, I’m on Fuller, off Tanner Street. Amber is tied up in an old cement building. Look for her car. Mine is parked behind hers. Please hurry. Someone wants to kill Amber. I’m going back inside.” 
Without thinking she hobbled as fast as possible inside the old building and back to her friend. She had no idea what to do but there was no way she’d leave Amber alone. 
Once inside, a loud distressed cry filled the space. 
“Amber.” She whispered. 
Even though it was dark Tina made out the shadow of Amber on the floor. The man stood over her friend with a gun pointed to her head. Tina ignored the rush of pain that stabbed her ankle and hurried toward Amber. When she got closer she screamed. 
“No.” 
As if pain moved her forward, Tina ran faster and slammed in to the tall figure that held the gun. She fell on the concrete floor along with the kidnapper. 
The man pushed her away, scrambled to his feet, and pointed the gun toward Tina. 
“Get up.” His vile tone filled the air.
“I’ve got too much to lose. You’re both dead.”   
Tina rose to her feet. His voice was so familiar. She knew him but she was too shaken to recall who the man was.
In the darkness, Tina did her best to see the man’s mask covered face. Only his eyes showed. Like many people his eyes were blue. There was nothing unusual about them. Jesse and her fiancé had blueish eyes, except this man’s eyes were hard and uncaring. The man’s face covering moved. Tina believed he smiled under the mask. She was sure the smile was as menacing as he was.  
Tina glanced at Amber, then back at the man. Whoever this man was, he was wicked. She heard the kidnapper take a deep breath. Once again, he pointed the gun to her chest. 
“It seems I have two bodies to dispose of now. Doesn’t matter, bodies tend to hid themselves well, when put inside of a concrete mixer.” A cold heartless laugh came from under the mask.
Tina gasped. She prayed Brandon heard her message and was on his way. Somehow, she needed to stall for time.    
“No. I mean you’ll get caught.” Tina tried to sound strong. All her years working for the police department and the most she’d faced was drunken disorderly. Still, she would stay strong as possible. She had to for Amber. 
“People know I’m here. They’ll be looking for me soon.”
“Maybe, maybe not. People will say anything when a gun is pointed at them.” He touched her chest with the barrel of the gun.” 
Tina flinched. For a second, her heart stopped. 
                          
                  
  






CHAPTER SIXTEEN

  Brandon tapped Jesse’s number again. Still, no answer. As he was about to toss the phone on the seat, a new message alert popped up. Quickly, he listened to Tina’s frantic voice.
“What? She’s not a trained officer.” 
He fussed aloud while he drove as fast as he could to Tanner Street. The closer he came to Tanner, the quicker his heart sped. This wasn’t a usual police call. His fiancé was in trouble. His tires squealed when he turned onto the road and begun the search for Tina’s car. 
In his five years on the force, he’d handled dangerous situations, but the notion of Tina being in trouble hit too close to home. Had he told her how important she was to him lately?
Brandom shook his head in distress and slowed down to scan the area. He eyed each section of the road and studied every side street. In the dark it could take time to find her but he prayed it wouldn’t. Tina and Amber needed him now. 
After taking a couple dead ends, he slapped the steering wheel with the palm of his hand. What was the name of the road Tina mentioned? He pulled his phone closer and listened to the message one more time. As soon as he heard the street name his phone died. 
“Oh no. Dead.” Brandon dropped the phone and glanced for his charger. It was nowhere to be found. 
Tanner Street came into view. His tires cried as he turned onto the road. Tina mentioned her car was parked on the curb, close to Amber’s.
While he drove down one road, he prayed. That was something he’d fell short of also. Prayers. 
As his eyes searched for cars, Brandon questioned. Was it wrong to bargain with God? He shook his head. He didn’t know. Still, it was all he had right now. Brandon’s voice filled the car.
“Lord, lead me to Tina. Let her be okay. And Amber. I know I’ve fallen short, help me to find them. I promise, to be more devoted than I’ve been lately.” 
After seeing nothing on the first block he steered around a curve, and moved further down the deserted street. Brandon strained to see any sign of a vehicle.  
He passed a billboard that announced a new development coming soon. Brandon continued down the road. A few feet later, he spotted a couple cars. He steered toward the vehicles for a closer look. 
“Thank God, it’s their cars.”
Brandon pulled his vehicle over to the curb, grabbed a flashlight from the glove compartment, and hurried to the vehicles. 
An urgency led him to Tina’s car first. Nothing unusual. He ran over to Amber’s compact and peeked inside. A piece of paper was wadded up on the seat. He grabbed the note and read. 
Brandon scanned the area. The old cement building was ahead. The double doors warped and inoperable. But there was a hole that appeared big enough for a person to get through a few feet beyond.  
In a hurry Brandon made his way inside the old structure. He shined the flashlight in every direction. If they were here, he’d find them, even if he had to go over every inch of the property. 
A noise caught his attention. His heart raced at the sound of Tina’s voice. Brandon slowed his pace and walked silently. He needed to be as quiet as possible. 
While he moved closer, he heard a voice. He paused, listened, and assessed the situation. His fiancé. Her tone was shaky but her every word was sturdy.  
“Since you’re so sure you’ve got this under control. Tell me who you are. At least, I deserve to know that before you kill me.”
He listened to a sinister laugh. The man barked out a foul word then commented.
“I’m surprise you haven’t figured it out by now. Anyway, it doesn’t matter. The only option I have is to killed you both. Don’t worry. It’ll be quick.” The masked man laughed. “Maybe.”
Brandon hurried his steps. When he got closer, he lowered the light beam on his flashlight. The masked man held a gun aimed at Tina. 
“Stop, police. Hands in air.” Brandon drew his revolver.
The kidnapper shot and missed.
Brandon return fire and the masked man fell to the floor. 
He let out a hard breath. His fiancé and Amber were safe now.
***
“Brandon.”
Tina raised her voice and started to hobble toward Brandon. 
“Hun, stay there.” He pointed to the man and hurried. With his foot he slid the gun out of reach. Then checked the kidnapper for a pulse. 
“He’s alive and needs medical care and you and Amber are safe.”
“We need to call the ambulance. Amber is hurt. I believe she has broken ribs.” She moved closer to Brandon, and lowered her voice. “Maybe internal bleeding.”
“You’re hurt too.”
“I’ll be fine. I’m worried about Amber.”
“First, let me cut the rope off Amber’s wrists and ankles. You stay with her, and don’t get close to the kidnapper. I need your phone. I’ll go outside and call for help.”
Tina watched Brandon hurry outside.  She glanced at the man on the floor, bleeding. 
“Serves you right.” She whispered and then rushed over to Amber. 
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Amber opened her eyes and looked around. How did she get in the hospital? She moaned then remembered Tina found her. She must have passed out. 
She moved and pain throbbed throughout her body. Amber touched her side and frowned. 
A knock sounded on the half-closed door. 
“Come in.” She grimaced.
“I was so worried about you.” Tina hobbled in the room on crutches. 
Amber gave her friend a half-smile and slowly responded.
“I remember you hurt your ankle.”
“Yeah. The doctor said I had partially torn a couple ligaments. I need to keep weight off my ankle for a month.” Tina grinned. 
“Don’t worry though, I’ll be alright. I’m glad you’re safe.”
“Thanks to you finding me. I thought you left me a note. Then that man was going to kill me.” She tried to sit up, frowned, and groaned.
“Don’t move. You have broken ribs. The doctor also repaired some vessels. You were bleeding internally.”
“Why did that man kidnap me? It seemed like he held me in that building for days. He was… He was going to kill me.”
“You were there for a few days. We were all worried. I thank the Lord. He led me to you in time.”
Their conversation was interrupted when the door opened wider and Ruth walked inside.
“Amber. I was so concerned. Sassy too.”
“Have you been caring for Sassy?”
“Yes. She misses you something terrible. That little dog has hardly eaten anything.”
“Hope I see her soon.”
Ruth patted Amber’s hand. Tina told me what happened. I sorry you had to go through such an ordeal.”
“I remember that man who kidnapped me, kicking me. And there was a there. She smelled like smoke.”
“Well, you’re safe now.”
“Ruth. Tina touched the older woman’s shoulder. 
“Brandon, and Jesse are coming to talk to Amber in private. You can call her later.” 
“Of course.” She hugged Amber. 
“I’ll call you after dinner.”
“Will you give Sassy a hug for me?”
“A big hug.” Ruth grinned and left. 
Amber glanced at Tina when the older woman left. 
“I’m still a little fuzzy on details.” She watched her friend glimpse her watch.
“The Sheriff is on his way. We’ll see what he found out.”
Amber leaned back on her pillow and closed her eyes. She wanted to know the reason why she was kidnapped and beaten. She was grateful to Tina for saving her life. But all she wanted to do was leave North Carolina and go back home, to Tennessee. Where she felt secure.        
   
       









CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Jesse Snively entered Amber’s hospital room, followed by Brandon. He glanced around, stood tall and scrutinized Amber. For seconds, it seemed all he did was stare at her. 
He wrinkled his forehead when she tried to move and he noticed the look of pain on her face. 
Jesse took a stepped closer. Despite what he’d first thought about this woman, he felt sorry for her. He cleared his throat and spoke.
“All this time I thought you were up to no-good. Shoot, I even figured you were responsible for all those accidents you seemed to be having. 
Jesse shifted his weight from one leg to another and thought of one of his mom’s sayings about facing up to the truth, even if it hurt. He shook his head. Eating crow was never one of his strong suits. Still, no matter what, he believed in being on the right side of the law. 
“Amber, I’m sorry. I should’ve seen all the signs. Sometimes, when you’ve lived around people all your life, you can’t see the wrong in them.”
[bookmark: _Hlk205475456]“Please, tell me what you found out.”
“Fonda Collins put that note on your car and scribbled Tina’s name. She counted on you to go into that abandoned building. Right before you arrived, they discovered William Collins had left an extended will. Apparently, back then Willian Collins didn’t think to use a different lawyer when he drew up your trust or made will. The lawyer accidently told Reed. He also mentioned that as long as you didn’t contact him, or the bank to set things in motion nothing was valid. Reed and Fonda were determined you’d never find out. With Reed’s plans to run for city council it didn’t take much for her to convince him that kidnapping and killing you was the only way. There both in custody now. He’s charged with kidnapping, and attempted murder. Fonda will be charged with accessory.
“It seems crazy that Reed would risk everything the way he did. Thank you. I think I just need some time to digest it all.”
“You’ve been through a lot. I’ll come back tomorrow when you’ve had time to get some rest. I’ll need to get your account of what happened for my report.”
“Okay.” 
He looked at Brandon, who’d been quiet the whole time. 
“See you in the morning.” He turned and left.
***
Amber eyed her blanket. Reed Collins knew she was his half-sister. But because of money, he hated her enough to want her dead. 
“Amber,” Brandon stepped forward. “I’m glad your ordeal is over.” 
“I’m glad you found me.” She smiled at Brandon and Tina.
“Thank you, both.”
“We’re just happy you’re safe.” Tina hugged her. 
“Get some sleep. I’ll see you tomorrow sometime.”
Amber laid in the hospital bed and stared at the ceiling tiles. The words she thought earlier played in her mind. Reed knew she was his half-sister, yet hated her enough to want her dead. 
She pondered on the things that had brought her to this place in life. Her mom was a big believer in forgiveness. She could see that now, more than before. Could she forgive too?
A light knock sounded on her door. 
“Yes.” Amber watched as man stood in the doorway.
[bookmark: _Hlk205481691]“Ms. Grooms. I’m Pastor McGough. Ruth mentioned you might need a spiritual lift. May I come in?”
Amber nodded. The man’s smile was wide. His deep voice didn’t seem to match his short, round statue. She glimpsed his salt and pepper hair.
“Ruth sent you?” 
“I wouldn’t say she sent me. She only asked if I’d check on you. I don’t know if you recall, I was your mother’s pastor too. He reached out to shake her hand. 
“Of course, Pastor. Mom thought a lot of you.”
“And I her. She was a faithful member.”
Amber glanced at his sympathetic eyes. What had Ruth told him? She didn’t know but she wasn’t ready to talk with a stranger about her ordeal. 
“Pastor, I appreciate you coming. I’m just not ready for visitors.”
“You don’t want to talk?”
“I really don’t.” Amber offered him a slight smile.
“Then don’t. Let me pray for you.” His words tender.
“Prayer is always welcomed.” 
Pastor McGough laid his hand on Amber’s shoulder and begin to pray. He lifted her health up and asked for a fast healing. He then spoke to God about changes in her life and asked the Lord to be her guide going forward. He sealed the plea with, “Amen.”
“Amen.” Amber repeated.
The man seemed to care. He was a leader of the church, Ruth’s church. And she trusted her mother’s friend. It wouldn’t hurt to get his point of view.
“Pastor, I’m a Christian. I believe God for everything, but I will tell you, I’m going to have to pray about forgiveness. I didn’t realize forgiving someone would be so hard.”
“Awe, It is difficult to forgive. Still, we must remember that it’s what God wants us to do.” He opened the Bible he held in his other hand. 
“May I share some scriptures.” He looked at her for the okay. 
 “Good. You’re probably familiar with these verses, but God’s word speaks to us better, when we need it the most. In Matthew 6:14-15 it says, ‘For if ye forgive men their trespasses, your heavenly Father will also forgive you: But if ye forgive not men their trespasses, neither will your Father forgive your trespasses.’” The pastor grinned and continued.
“The story in Luke 23 is probably the best show of forgiveness, I know. Jesus was sentenced by Pilot. He suffered unthinkable things. However, He did it all for us, but it was challenging and terrible for Christ. In verse34, ‘Then said Jesus, Father, forgive them; for they know not what they do. And they parted his raiment, and cast lots.’ Jesus forgave, so we can be saved. Jesus also shows us how important it is to forgive. Especially for someone who doesn’t know about God’s grace.” The pastor’s face took on a sad look.
“The fact that they don’t understand God’s love is sad. Also, it why people are cruel to others. All we can do is pray for them and hope they will open their hearts to what Jesus has for them.”  
Amber mulled over Pastor’s words and the verses he referred to. After a few seconds she spoke.
 “Jesus did go through a terrible ordeal for our salvation. But I’m going to need inner  strength and learn how to forgive.”
[bookmark: _Hlk205485708]“Only God can guide you toward forgiveness. Unforgiveness hurts worse than letting things go. By letting it go, we take away the hold the adversary has. I promise, if you pray and seek His guidance, in time, you’ll be able to forgive. Jesus will lead you. We’re human. Seeking the Lord is the only way. 
“I know you’re right, Pastor. I’ll pray and seek the wisdom to do God’s will.”
“I believe you will.” He handed her his card and added. 
“I’ll let you rest. Anytime, you want to talk, I’m a phone call away.”
“Thanks.” She smiled. 
Amber watched the pastor leave. She glanced at the window of her fifth-floor hospital room and stared into the darkness. There was no mistaken that she believed in the Lord, and tried best to be a devoted Christian woman. Still, deep-down she needed all of God’s grace to get past this nightmare without bitterness. Still, her fate was nothing, compared to what Jeus endured. He forgave so much. Somehow, she would find a way to follow Jesus’ teachings. She prayed for the strength to let things go. Before she opened her eyes she added, “Lord, I don’t want bitterness. I want to forgive. Holy Father, help me.         
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CHAPTER NINETEEN

The next evening Amber grinned at Tina when she entered the hospital room.
“You look like you’re feeling better. I brought you something.” Tina held out a cappuccino.
“Feeling much better.” Amber took the cup and eye the frothy foam.
“I know you enjoy coffee drinks. Hospitals aren’t famous for having tasty coffee.”
“No, there not.” She took a sip, and wiped a spot of white foam off her lip.
“I’m getting released tomorrow.” 
“Great. I can come get you.” 
“I appreciate it, but Ruth has already offered to pick me up. She’s coming around lunch time. She’s bringing Sassy with her.”
“That little yorkie will be happy to see you.”
“I’ll be glad to see her too. I didn’t realize how attached you can get to an animal.”
“They are like part of the family. Did Jesse come by to see you today?”
“Yeah, Reed and his mom will be charged.” She touched her ribs. 
“Tina, I still can’t thank you enough for finding me. I’d be dead now...”
“No. Stop.” Tina grinned. 
“I’m your friend and friends look out for each other. I’m just glad you’re safe.”
“It’s still hard for me to understand how someone could want to hurt someone else so much.”
“Sadly, I see a lot of ugliness working for the police department.” 
“I suppose you do. And I’m sure you understand why this has me wanting to get back to Tennessee as soon as possible. I’ll miss our luncheons.”
“Maggie Valley hasn’t been welcoming. No matter what, we’re forever friends. But I agree, you need to get back to a normal life.  No one could blame you for not wanting it to be in Maggie Valley.”
“I talked to Cathy this morning. She’s stocking the fridge in the apartment for my return. The doctor said, if I’m careful, and stop a few times along the way, I should be able to travel next week.”
“I’ll help you pack things in your car.” Tina grinned.
“I appreciate it. I only have a few boxes.” Amber took a drink of cappuccino.
“I guess I’ll see you Sunday afternoon. I’ll bring pizza. We can have a little going away celebration. A quiet one, with you resting on the couch while I load your car.” Tina laughed.
Amber smiled her approval. 
***
Tuesday morning, Amber strolled through the rooms of the house. Yesterday, Clarissa Walton, the realtor, came by with paperwork for her to sign. 
She sat down on the sofa. The only piece of furniture left in the Livingroom and patted the cushion for Sassy to join her. 
“Come on. We’ll be leaving as soon as the Jesse comes by.”
No sooner than the words were cold, the doorbell rang. As best as she could, Amber hurried to the door, anxious to get this meeting over with and get back to Tennessee.
“Jesse, come in.”
“I hope you’re feeling better.” He shook her hand.
“I’m a little sore but I’ll get there. The doctor says it’ll take a while before I’m completely back to normal. I’m to follow up with my doctor.”
“I’m sure you’ll have a fast recovery. Again, I apologize for not taking your threats more serious. If I had done my job better, maybe I could have prevented you from being kidnapped.”
“It’s not your fault. You had no way of knowing what Reed or his mother were planning.”
“Still, it happened on my watch, as they say. This situation has made me evaluated myself. I’ve been a public servant for a long, long time. Perhaps, to long. I need to make a change. I’ve been thinking about retiring, might move somewhere tropical. Brandon’s ready. He will make Maggie Valley a fine sheriff. Anyway, let’s go over everything. I’ll need your signature.”
Jesse handed her the papers and continued talking.
“I know you’re all set to leave town. I’ll contact you about the trial date and when your testimony will be needed. I promise, we’ll try to  keep this process as easy as possible.”
“Thank you. The idea of facing Reed and Fonda in a courtroom is unpleasant. Still, I know it’s one of those things that must be done.” 
An hour later, Amber watched Jesse back out of the driveway. She put a travel leash on Sassy and grabbed her purse. Goodbyes had been said to Ruth, Brandon, and Tina. She was more than ready to go back to Tennessee.
She took one last glance around the living room and then walked outside. 
While Sassy sniffed around Tina scanned the yard for the last time. It was sad but freeing too. She eyed her mom’s flowers. They were still beautiful but September was on the horizon. Soon their colorful blooms would retire for the season. 
“Seasons.” 
Amber mumbled the word. Her mom loved the scriptures from Ecclesiastes, which spoke of different seasons. For sure, the past two months had been a roller-coaster, and not a fun ride either. She guessed it had been a season of sorts. A short one, but a season nevertheless. Which one? She pondered on the verses from the Bible. 
Was it from verse 6; ‘A time to get, and a time to lose; a time to keep, and a time to cast away;’ or the season talked about in verse 8; ‘A time to love, and a time to hate; a time of war, and a time of peace.’ No doubt, it was something to contemplate. Plus, there was Reed Collins. For sure, she would have to spend quite time in prayer. 
She had a half-brother. Amber frowned. In any other circumstance she should be glad. If he hadn’t tried to killed her. 
Life is full of ups and downs. She had heard that saying somewhere. This words didn’t really fit because life can be hard. And her mother was a woman caught in trap of love and jealousy. She tried to please everyone, like so many women from her generation. How her mother managed to live in Maggie Valley, around Fonda Collins and be forgiving was something she wished she could ask her mom about. 
A few words from one of her mom’s favorite Bible verses entered her mind. ‘…be ye kind one to another, tenderhearted, forgiving…’ 
“Ephesians. Maybe one day, with prayer, I’ll forgive like Mom.”  
She picked up Sassy and tussled the dog’s fur.
“Come on. We need to say goodbye to North Carolina and start a new season of life. Let’s go home.”
She put Sassy in the car, slid in the driver’s seat, and started the engine. Her phone buzzed. Amber grabbed it from her purse and glanced at the number.
“Hey, Tina.”
“Are you on the road?”
“Leaving now.”
“Remember to call or text when you get to Tennessee.”
“I’ll call you when I get home.”
“Drive safe. Remember the doctor wants you to take little breaks along the way.”
“Yeah, it won’t be a problem. Sassy will need to potty.” She laughed.     
Cathy called every hour to make sure her and Sassy were safe on the road. 
Several long hours later, Amber turned onto the street where her new home was located. She smiled, giddy with joy, like a child on Christmas morning. Tennessee never looked so good. And from the pictures she’d seen of her new townhome, it would be perfect for her and Sassy. 
She parked in a spot beside Cathy’s car. Her friend waved from the steps. 
Amber waved back and got out of the car. She sat Sassy down on the pavement. 
 Sassy walked next to Amber. The dog wagged its tail and paused to sniff a small box bush beside the sidewalk.  
Amber picked up the dog and hugged her.
“We’re home, girl.”  
Sassy looked at Amber. Her body language and bright happy eyes said all that needed to be said. 
“This is a new start for us. Together, we’re going to have a nice life.” She tussled the dog’s fur.
Sassy eyed Amber with loving eyes. She licked her cheek and continued to wag her tail with excitement. 
Amber hugged the dog again. She’d learned to pay attention to Sassy’s moods, and body language. The little dog had a way of knowing and understanding things better than she did. If Sassy was excited, then that was a good sign for them, and for the months to come. 
      









Epilogue

Months later, Amber sat outside in her small backyard of her townhouse. Finally, she could put her time in Maggie Valley in the past. The only good thing about last week was seeing Tina and Ruth again. She was forever grateful too when Tina went with her to court. Reed and Fonda both plead guilty. They would get the punishment due for kidnapping her. 
She still worked on letting the hurt go, but when she was in the courtroom and faced Reed and his mom, she realized it didn’t hurt as much. 
Amber grinned at Sassy as she played with her favorite toy. 
Her mind went back to Reed. She felt sorry for him. Both Fonda and Reed needed the Lord. She still prayed for them. God would make a way in His time. 
Now, she could concentrate on her future. With all her assets transferred and her part of the inheritance, she planned to open her own business. 
A year ago, she never dreamed that she could have her very on website design center. She’d always enjoyed the process of computer design, but never gave it a serious thought. Until now. Ways to use the information highway grew every year. She was excited to have a company that fit into the future.
Sassy stood on her hind legs and nudged Amber’s hand. 
She picked up the dog. Sassy was her fur baby. The way the yorkie sensed things that were off, would always be special.
“Sassy, let’s go inside.” 
Amber took a quick look toward the sky. God is good. His mercy is everlasting. 

The End

                                                                                                                                               
