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“M
Chapter	One

an	Oh	Man	Oh	Man—what	was	I	supposed	to	do?	Turn	him	into	the	authorities?	I
bet	he’d	go	crazy	being	behind	bars	for	who	knows	how	long!	Jailed	twenty-four	seven
and	only	two	trips	a	day	to	the	exercise	yard—one	in	the	morning	and	one	in	the	evening?
Jeez,	man…I	just	couldn’t	do	it!	Besides,	she	begged	me	to	make	sure	he	was	taken	care
of.	You	wouldn’t	believe	it…	banged	up	as	she	was,	it	seemed	like	he	was	the	most
important	thing	on	her	mind.	Damn,	she	was	slurring	badly.	It	was	a	miracle	she	could	talk
at	all.	Her	eyes	were	so	anxious…begging	me	for	a	promise.”

Long	slim	fingers	rake	through	dark,	shoulder-length	waves	as	Ryan	paces	the	length
of	his	sunroom—twenty-six	feet,	back	and	forth.	Still	shook	up	and	restless,	knuckles
turned	white	from	the	fierce	clutch	with	his	cell	phone	pressed	tightly	to	his	left	ear,	he
recalls	the	horrifying	event	to	his	longtime	friend,	Mark	Summers.

“All	I	could	do	was	crouch	close	to	her,	hold	her	hand,	and	assure	her	that	she	would
be	fine.	She	was	in	pain,	yet	her	thoughts	were	with	him.	There	was	only	one	thing	I	could
do	to	ease	her	mind—and	that	was	to	promise	to	take	care	of	him.	Sooo…	here	we	are
now.	He	is	sulking	in	a	corner	with	his	back	tight	against	the	wall.	He’s	refusing	to	eat—
this	is	definitely	going	to	be	interesting.	Wish	me	luck,	buddy!”

Rain-streaked	windows	softly	reflect	the	distant	town	lights	as	Ryan	drops	his	phone
onto	the	charcoal-colored	leather	sofa	and	flops	down	onto	the	hardwood	floor.	His	long
legs	stretch	out	next	to	the	giant	bulk	taking	up	the	corner	of	the	doorway	and	the	western
glass	wall.

The	black	bulk	belongs	to	a	Newfoundland	dog,	the	small,	silver	plate	attached	to	his
sturdy	black	leather	collar	etched	with	a	name	and	a	phone	number.	The	gentle	giant’s
name	is	Bentley.

“What	are	we	going	to	do,	Bentley?”	Ryan	asks	cautiously	as	he	strokes	the	giant’s
head.

Black	eyes	flicker	upwards,	uncertain	of	what	the	future	may	hold	for	both	of	them.



“L
Chapter	Two

adies	and	Gentlemen,	the	captain	has	turned	on	the	fasten	seatbelt	sign.	We	will	be
experiencing	some	turbulence	ahead.	Please	return	to	your	seats	and	keep	your	seatbelts
fastened.	Thank	you.”

The	tone	of	the	flight	attendant’s	voice	is	calm	but	stern.	Moving	along	the	narrow
aisle,	the	cabin	crew	steadily	checks	row	after	row	of	passengers,	ensuring	everyone	is
heeding	the	seat	belt	warning.	Their	manner	is	confident	and	reassuring	as	the	first	jolt	of
turbulence	causes	the	flight	to	turn	bumpy.

“If	this	bird	goes	down,	a	seatbelt	won’t	help,”	Ryan	mutters	under	his	breath.	He
checks	his	photo	equipment	bags	stowed	away	under	the	seat	in	front	of	him.	Satisfied	the
bags	containing	his	most	prized	cameras	and	lenses	are	snug	and	secure,	he	sits	back	when
the	plane	suddenly	loses	altitude.	The	momentary	sensation	of	being	in	free-fall	sends
Ryan’s	stomach	lurching	into	his	throat.

“Flight	attendants,	please	be	seated,”	the	captain’s	tinny	voice	announces	in	a	clipped
tone.

A	low	groan	escapes	Ryan’s	throat.	The	atmosphere	in	the	plane	has	suddenly
changed.	Strange	mixtures	of	unspoken	fear	are	hidden	behind	faces	that	struggle	to
appear	unconcerned,	only	interrupted	by	the	wails	of	a	frightened	child.

As	the	plane	continues	to	dip	and	bounce	from	side	to	side	under	the	assault	of	the
raging	storm	outside,	Ryan’s	head	leans	back	against	the	headrest.	Feeling	sick	with	the
bitter	taste	of	fear	rising	up	in	his	throat,	he	closes	his	eyes	and	curls	his	hands	tightly
around	the	armrests.	The	same	words	keep	repeating	in	his	head	over	and	over.	Oh,	dear
Lord,	please	keep	us	safe.	Please…let	us	land	in	one	piece.	PLEASE!	Ryan	had	never
liked	traveling	by	air	and	today’s	flight	just	reaffirms	his	apprehension.

Just	as	quickly	as	the	storm	had	appeared,	it	is	finally	over.	Everyone’s	worst	fear
dissipates	and	tensions	evaporate.	Passengers,	who	just	a	short	while	earlier	blissfully
ignored	their	travel	companion	in	the	next	seat,	now	begin	to	chat	with	each	other.	Relief
rides	piggyback	on	the	circulating	air.

“Flight	attendants,	please	prepare	for	landing.”	These	words	had	never	sounded	so
sweet	to	Ryan.	Soon,	he	would	be	home.

RYAN	IS	A	FREELANCE	photographer	and	his	work	is	exceptional	and	popular	fashion
magazines	seek	out	his	talents.	He	is	a	busy	man	with	a	schedule	that	often	takes	him
cross-country	and	abroad	to	exotic	places.	Ryan	knows	he	is	lucky	to	be	able	to	live	out
his	dream.

His	passion	for	photography	started	with	the	first	lessons	he	took	in	high	school.	Right
away,	he	knew	he	wanted	to	turn	his	hobby	into	a	career	but	quickly	found	studio	work
came	with	a	very	low	paycheck.	He’d	make	a	heck	of	a	lot	more	money	taking	a
warehouse	job	in	one	of	the	local	bourbon	distilleries	that	dot	the	area.	With	every
paycheck	earned,	he	upgraded	and	added	to	his	equipment.	He	took	courses	taught	at	the



local	community	college	along	with	a	few	day	classes	and	practiced	to	hone	his	skills	at
every	chance.

Convincing	his	friends	to	pose	as	models	and	experimenting	with	unusual	venues	and
new	techniques,	he	continued	to	search	for	the	perfect	shot.	He	flooded	various	social
media	sites	with	advertising	and	samples	of	his	work.	And	then	it	happened—he	received
his	first	big	break	in	an	online	meeting	place	for	models	and	photographers.

HIS	WEEK-LONG	GIG	IN	the	Big	Apple	had	been	challenging	and	exhausting.	The
group	of	models	he	had	worked	with	during	the	last	seven	days	was	a	lot	of	fun.	Two	girls
were	new	to	professional	modeling,	testing	Ryan’s	people	skills.	In	the	end,	the	right
amount	of	coaxing	and	rising	of	confidences	produced	the	desired	shots.

“Savannah!”	His	face	registers	surprise	as	she	casually	strolls	into	the	meeting	on	the
night	before	their	work	begins.

They	had	worked	together	on	a	previous	assignment.	During	that	time,	Savannah	and
Ryan	shared	their	passion	for	their	work	as	well	as	a	passion	for	each	other,	unconcerned
that	the	relationship	would	end	when	the	assignment	was	over.	Their	attraction	for	each
other	was	instant	and	without	compromise.

“Surprise!”	Her	sensual	lips	beam	a	sexy	smile	across	the	room.

Thirty-four-year-old	Ryan	was	not	what	one	would	consider	handsome	like	a	Calvin
Klein	underwear	model.	Instead,	rugged	good	looks	lend	him	a	sex	appeal	attracting	the
attention	of	many	females.	Piercing	blue	eyes	framed	by	crinkles	that	speak	of	a	thousand
smiles	are	in	stark	contrast	to	his	midnight	colored	locks.	Combined	with	a	slight
crookedness	of	a	previously	broken	nose	and	well-maintained	heavy	stubble,	his	face	is
very	appealing	to	look	at.	At	six-two,	his	ripped	frame	tells	the	story	of	regular	workouts.

“Hey,	you!”	He	smiles	back	as	his	hand	moves	to	scratch	the	scruffy	stubble	on	his
chin.

New	York’s	nightlife	proves	to	be	all	it’s	made	out	to	be.	Savannah	makes	certain	the
other	models	know	Ryan	is	her	escort.	Tall	and	reed-thin,	with	skin	as	fresh	as	the	dew	on
a	Georgia	peach,	she	is	a	stunning	figure	next	to	his	Jon	Snow	kind	of	looks.	The	smiles
on	their	faces	suggest	they	have	a	good	time	together.	Picking	up	their	relationship	where
they	had	previously	left	off,	Ryan’s	nights	are	short	and	his	days	are	action-packed.

Now	he	was	ready	to	return	home	to	the	small	town	of	Oak	Creek,	Kentucky.	Despite
spending	a	large	amount	of	his	time	in	a	fantasy	world	that	often	celebrates	nothing	more
than	the	beauty	brought	out	by	his	talent,	Ryan	is	still	the	same	hometown	boy	he	was
before	success	came	knocking	at	his	door.	Taking	a	month-long	break	from	travels	to
faraway	places	and	the	high-strung	world	of	fashion,	he	would	spend	time	with	family	and
catch	up	with	his	buddies	in	this	small	town	that	he	calls	home.

Ryan	was	definitely	ready	for	this	well-deserved	break.



HIS	FRIEND	J.D.	HAD	offered	to	pick	him	up	at	the	airport,	but	when	Ryan	leaves	the
secured	area	and	steps	out	into	the	terminal,	there	is	no	sign	of	J.D.

Just	got	in.	Meet	at	baggage	claim?	A	short	text	flies	out	to	J.D.	as	Ryan	heads	toward
the	stairs.

Finally	able	to	move	his	long	legs	again	after	getting	out	from	the	confines	of	his	tight
airplane	seat,	he	enthusiastically	steps	down	the	stairs	instead	of	taking	the	escalator.

“Excuse	me.”	He	flashes	a	bright	smile	as	he	moves	past	two	excitedly	chatting
teenage	girls.	With	his	bulky	camera	bags	slung	over	his	shoulders,	he	grabs	the	army
green	duffle	bag	off	the	baggage	carousel	as	it	spins	around.

Ryan	travels	light	every	time,	but	always	with	his	duffle	bag.	The	bag	had	definitely
seen	better	days.	It	belonged	to	his	dad	when	he	was	a	soldier	in	the	Army,	many	years
ago.	Ryan	never	traveled	without	it.	The	bag	is	a	connection	to	the	man	he	admired	and
lost	way	too	early.	Everything	Ryan	needed	for	his	gig	in	the	city	was	crammed	inside	the
one	bag.

“S’up	bro,”	he	hears	J.D.’s	voice	as	he	feels	a	slap	on	his	back,	pulling	him	out	of	his
reverie	and	back	into	the	brightly	lit	hall	of	the	baggage	claim	area.

“Welcome	back!	Have	a	good	flight?”

“Eh,	man,	good	to	see	ya!	What	kept	you	so	long?	Thought	I	may	have	to	Uber	it!”
Ryan	exclaims,	punching	J.D.’s	arm.

“Jeez,	we	just	had	a	terrific	storm,	traffic	backing	up…	We	were	moving	at	a	snail’s
pace.	Let’s	get	out	of	here.”

With	that,	J.D.	grabs	the	duffle	bag,	and	Ryan	rearranges	the	heavy	camera	equipment
swinging	on	his	shoulders.
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Chapter	Three

itting	at	a	small	table	by	the	window	at	the	corner	bistro,	Emily	is	lost	in	thought	as
she	stares	out	the	old-fashioned	windowpane.	Rivulets	of	rain	slowly	roll	down	on

the	outside,	creating	patterns	over	the	irregularities	and	imperfections	in	the	antique	glass.

Her	mood	is	a	mixture	of	sadness	and	sorrow—sad	about	Aunt	Millie’s	sudden	death
and	sorrow	she	hadn’t	made	an	effort	to	visit	her	more	often.	Thoughts	are	riddled	with
regret.	I	wish	I	could	just	see	her	one	more	time,	tell	her	I	love	her	again.

Emily	watches	the	rainfall	on	the	outside	as	her	thoughts	wander	back	to	a	time	when
she	and	her	mom	had	moved	in	with	Aunt	Millie.	She	was	just	a	child	then,	but	she
remembers.

The	old	house	on	the	outskirts	of	Oak	Creek	was	surrounded	by	pastures	and	woods
with	a	large	pond	frequently	used	by	Aunt	Millie’s	two	mutts.	Emily	instantly	felt	at
home.

Small	in	stature,	Emily	was	a	shy	child	who	didn’t	easily	connect	with	her	peers.
Exploring	every	nook	and	cranny	of	the	rambling	old	farmhouse	was	one	of	her	favorite
things	to	do.	The	reading	nook	under	her	window	was	her	favorite	place	to	hide	and	create
colorful	drawings.

“Look,	I	drew	your	picture.”	She	lifts	her	sketchbook.	Slanted	green	eyes	curiously
appraise	the	girl	and	her	drawing.	A	soft	meow	from	Baxter,	the	cat,	seems	to	indicate	his
approval.

When	Mom	married	Emily’s	stepfather	Bill,	they	moved	to	Fort	Knox.	Bill	was	a
career	soldier—a	transfer	to	another	post	was	in	the	foreseeable	future.	Six	months	later,
his	orders	to	California	arrived,	and	their	small	family	was	moving	once	again.

They	can	go—I	am	not	going!	I’ll	stay	with	Aunt	Millie!

Much	as	she	pleaded	with	Mom	and	Bill,	they	wouldn’t	hear	of	it.	Emily	was
heartbroken	and	anxious	about	moving	yet	again.

About	three	years	ago,	a	fast	moving	cancer	had	claimed	Bill’s	body.	Mom	followed
him	shortly	after.	Presumably,	she	died	of	a	broken	heart.

Emily	was	now	surrounded	by	a	few	close	friends,	but	no	other	family	lived	close	by.

IT	HAD	ALREADY	BEEN	a	little	over	a	week	since	Aunt	Millie	was	laid	to	rest.

As	the	blinding	rain	continued	to	hammer	against	the	window,	Emily’s	thoughts
skipped	to	the	day	she	received	the	phone	call	that	had	her	rushing	to	Kentucky.	It	was	the
call	informing	her	of	Aunt	Millie’s	passing—the	moment	her	life	would	change—although
she	wasn’t	aware	yet	of	just	how	much	change	was	heading	her	way.

At	that	moment,	Emily	was	hunched	over	the	keyboard	of	her	Mac	in	the	bedroom–
turned–home	office	of	her	apartment.	Redesigning	a	logo	for	a	new	client’s	website	was
demanding	all	of	her	concentration	when	her	mobile	phone	suddenly	chimed,	mimicking
the	ring	of	a	doorbell.	I	have	to	change	that	annoying	tone,	Emily	thinks,	irritated.	She	had



wanted	to	disconnect	the	call,	but	as	she	glanced	at	the	screen,	she	recognized	the
Kentucky	area	code.

Hmm…Who	could	THAT	be?	Hesitantly,	she	accepts	the	call.	“Hello?”

“Miss	Emily	Carlisle?”	a	gentle	male	voice	asks	in	return.

“This	is	her?”	Emily’s	voice	is	questioning	the	intentions	of	the	caller.

“Miss	Carlisle,	my	name	is	Stephen	Whitney.	I	am	an	attorney	in	Louisville,	and	I	am
afraid	I	have	some	bad	news…”

Emily’s	voice	breaks	as	she	confirms	that	she	will	travel	to	Kentucky	on	the	first
available	flight.
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Chapter	Four

s	she	is	waiting	out	the	thunderstorm	and	torrential	rain	inside	the	charmingly
rustic	bistro,	Emily	pays	little	attention	to	the	delicious	Hot	Brown	sandwich	in

front	of	her.

Just	an	hour	earlier	that	day,	Emily	had	left	the	downtown	office	of	Louisville	attorney
Stephen	M.	Whitney,	the	executor	of	Aunt	Millie’s	estate.

“Again,	I	am	so	sorry	for	your	loss,	Miss	Carlisle.	Your	Aunt	Millie	was	a	fine	woman
and	a	wonderful	friend.	She	was	passionate	about	her	work	for	Barkville	Animal	Rescue
—as	an	advocate	for	all	abused	and	mistreated	animals,	she	went	out	of	her	way	to	fight
for	their	rights.	She	fostered	because	she	loved	them	all.	Small	or	large,	pure	or	mutt,	it
didn’t	matter	to	her.	The	joy	of	knowing	the	animal	would	have	a	chance	at	finding	a
forever	family	of	its	own	made	her	feel	happy.	She	will	be	terribly	missed	by	all.”

Gentle	hands,	wrinkled	with	age,	reach	out	to	hold	hers.	Surprised	by	the	warmth	of
the	gesture,	she	looks	up	and	smiles	despite	the	tears	pooling	in	her	eyes.

The	lump	in	her	throat	tightens.	“Thank	you	for	your	kind	words,	Mr.	Whitney.	It
means	a	lot	to	hear	you	say	this,”	she	politely	answers	while	removing	her	hand	from	his
clasp.

I	need	fresh	air!	She	turns	with	the	overwhelming	need	to	bolt	from	the	office.

“We’ll	be	in	touch.	In	the	meantime,	call	me	if	you	have	any	questions	or	concerns.”
Mr.	Whitney,	a	perfect	gentleman,	escorts	Emily	out	and	opens	the	door	for	her	to	escape.

When	Emily	steps	out	onto	the	busy	street,	she	takes	a	deep	breath	to	clear	her	head,
but	the	air	feels	hot	and	sticky.	She	is	not	used	to	the	high	humidity	of	the	Kentucky
climate	in	late	August.

The	sky	has	turned	dark,	almost	appearing	black.	Bolts	of	lightning	zigzag	across
heavy,	ominous-looking	clouds,	followed	by	the	deep	rumble	of	thunder	announcing
possible	danger.	The	air	has	picked	up	speed	and	is	furiously	pushing	everything	and
everyone	in	its	way.	Hurrying,	she	leans	into	the	wind.	When	she	spots	a	corner	bistro,	she
quickly	ducks	inside.

EMILY	FEELS	LIKE	CRYING.	She	imagines	her	tears	would	follow	a	similar	pattern	as
the	now	slow	and	steady	rain	as	it	caresses	the	outside	of	the	Bistro’s	window.

Cornflower	blue	eyes	darken	as	they	well	up,	but	she	will	not	cry,	not	here	and	not
now.	Delicate	hands	with	short,	pale	pink	fingernails	twist	a	half-empty	coffee	mug
around	and	around.	Her	hair	resembles	the	color	of	wheat,	streaked	with	bursts	of
sunshine.	A	previously	neat	bun	is	now	wind-whipped	and	messy.	Strands	of	hair	loosely
frame	her	sculpted	features.

The	picture	of	the	family	van	pulling	out	of	Aunt	Millie’s	driveway	for	the	last	time	on
their	cross-country	journey	to	Bill’s	new	duty	station	enters	her	mind	with	a	flash.	She	still
remembers	sobbing	uncontrollably	until	her	eyes	were	swollen,	and	she	fell	into	an	uneasy
sleep	curled	up	in	the	back	seat.



Time	heals	all	wounds,	they	say,	but	maybe	they	are	just	covered	until	the	Band-Aid	is
ripped	off?

Aunt	Millie…independent,	smart,	creative,	kindhearted	Aunt	Millie!	Books	were	her
passion,	her	pride,	and	her	joy.

A	converted	bedroom	on	the	second	floor	of	the	old	house	was	entirely	dedicated	to
books.	One	corner	of	the	room	was	occupied	by	a	heavy,	old-fashioned	teacher’s	oak	desk.
A	desktop	computer	shared	space	with	a	table	lamp.	Paper	scraps	of	all	sizes	filled	with
notes,	single	words,	a	drawing	or	other	tidbits	of	information	were	scattered	across	the
surface.	Completed	with	a	soft	cushioned	sofa,	the	room	was	cozy	and	inviting.

How	Emily	loved	it	when	Aunt	Millie	allowed	her	to	read	a	chapter	of	her	newest
work!	Aunt	Millie	wrote	adventure	books	for	children,	opening	new	exciting	fantasy
worlds	for	Emily.	On	those	occasions	when	Millie	had	invited	Emily	to	explore	the	book’s
characters	with	her,	Emily	had	felt	excited	and	important.

One	day,	Aunt	Millie	handed	her	a	sketchbook	and	asked	her	to	draw	some	of	the
characters	in	the	book	they	had	just	discussed.	“Start	with	the	cat—Baxter	can	be	your
model,”	she	had	instructed.

HER	MIND	JUMPS	BACK	to	the	meeting	with	attorney	Stephen	Whitney.	Emily	is	still
in	a	state	of	shock	and	disbelief.	She	didn’t	know	Aunt	Millie’s	last	will	and	testament
named	her	as	the	sole	heir	of	Millie’s	estate.

Besides	her	passion	for	traveling,	Aunt	Millie	hadn’t	led	a	lavish	lifestyle.	Her	home
was	comfortable	but	in	need	of	upgrading.	Every	Sunday,	Millie	would	search	the	Sunday
paper	for	specials	and	coupons.	Bargain	shopping	was	like	a	game	to	her.

Emily	is	surprised	to	find,	despite	a	frugal	lifestyle,	her	aunt	was	quite	comfortable
financially,	leaving	a	vast	amount	of	cash,	stocks,	and	the	royalties	to	her	books	to	Emily.
Once	all	the	assets	were	verified	and	transferred,	Emily	would	be	financially	independent.
She	would	also	become	a	dog	owner,	inheriting	Aunt	Millie’s	companion,	a	big,	black,
furry	mountain	of	a	dog	named	Bentley.

“CAN	I	GET	YOU	SOME	more	coffee,	hon?”	the	young	waitress	asks	as	she	stops	by	the
table,	pulling	Emily’s	thoughts	out	of	the	distant	past.

With	blinking	eyes,	her	senses	once	again	return	to	the	small	Bistro	filled	with	people,
who,	like	herself,	had	scurried	inside	to	escape	the	heavy	thunderstorm.

“No,	thank	you.	I	am	fine.	It	looks	like	the	rain	has	let	up…	I	had	better	get	going.”
She	smiles	at	the	woman	who	sports	a	turquoise,	chin-length	bob	and	colorful	art	etched
into	the	skin	on	both	of	her	arms.

Resolutely,	and	with	a	clear	plan,	Emily	pushes	back	her	chair	and	unhooks	her	purse
from	its	back.	Leaving	a	generous	tip,	she	collects	the	check	off	the	table	and	heads
toward	the	long	wooden	bar	where	the	old-fashioned	cash	register	rests.	She	settles	her	bill
with	Miss	Turquoise	Hair	and	steps	back	out	on	to	the	brick	sidewalk.



Emily	takes	another	deep,	long,	and	now	refreshingly	cleansing	breath.	She	lifts	her
head	toward	the	sky	and	lets	the	light	rain	gently	kiss	her	face.	Thank	you,	Aunt	Millie!	I
am	honored	you	chose	me	to	take	care	of	your	house	and	all	the	memories	within.	Your
rescue	work	will	continue.	I	am	going	to	make	you	so	proud,	but	Bentley	and	I	will	miss
you!

Emily	made	her	decision.	She’d	move	back	to	Kentucky	and	into	the	home	that	holds
some	of	her	happiest	childhood	memories.	It	was	only	fitting.	Who	would’ve	thought	I’d
find	my	career	as	a	children’s	book	illustrator	and	graphic	designer	that	all	started	in	a
reading	nook	with	Baxter	the	cat’s	approval?
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