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[bookmark: _GoBack]                                                      Chapter 1

	Peter Samuel Sanders walked across the stage dressed in his graduation gown, his blonde wisps of hair showing just under his cap.  His six foot two inch frame is muscular from regular workouts in the gym, and he walks with an air of confidence as his name is called. Reaching out his hand, he clutches his document. He steps down off the stage to take his place with the rest of his peers and glances momentarily in his parents’ direction. Their eyes meet, and a smile is exchanged between them. 
	 Peter graduates with a 4.0 and a degree in Architecture from Bayberry College, the same college his parents attended. It has been a long four years and not an easy one for him.  There were countless hours of study and the sacrifice of not having a meaningful relationship with anyone.  He can relax now, because soon he will be on his way back to the ranch he loves.
	Naomi and Jason wait patiently outside the auditorium as other parents greet their children with smiles and hugs of congratulation.  As each one files through, they scan the crowd in search of their son.  Finally, winding his way in between the enormous crowd, he approaches them.
	“Peter, we are so proud of you.” 
	Naomi gives him a smile, beaming with pride inside.
	They leave the busy college parking lot and head south across the bridge that overlooks Bayberry Point.  Bayberry Country Club is nestled high on a hilltop and consists of a golf course, conference center, and restaurant which is known to have the finest cuisine in all of the metropolitan area. Business men come there from every area of the country for seminars and meetings.
	The club is bustling with activity as they pull up.  Jason hands the keys to the valet and then opens Naomi’s door for her. Peter is close behind as they follow the walkway to the front of the building.
	The restaurant has exquisite style. The front glass double doors are wide, with handles trimmed in shiny gold. Naomi enters, escorted by Jason on one arm and Peter on the other.
	The mater de’ takes their names, and they inform him that they have a reservation under Miriam Strong and are quickly escorted to her table. Naomi glances around the restaurant as they walk through. It is quite large and dimly lit by crystal chandeliers which hang from a very high ceiling. Round tables positioned on both sides of the room are covered with red linen tablecloths, and fresh roses send their fragrance through the air, filling her nostrils with the sweet aroma as they pass by.
	Miriam, dressed in a lovely green dress with coordinating jacket which fits her trim body perfectly, sits at a corner table.  Her hair is very elegantly swept up high on her head and she looks as though she just stepped off a fashion page. 
	“Oh, Peter, don’t you look dashing,” she said as she plants a kiss on his cheek.
	“Grandmother, I bet you say that to all the men.” 
	“Only the good looking ones,” said Miriam, “You really must try the filet mignon. It’s absolutely heaven.”
	The waiter walks up to their table to take their order. They decide to take Miriam’s advice and try the filet mignon.  The meal is superb, and an hour later they are finishing up with steaming cups of hot coffee and luscious strawberry cheesecake for dessert.  Jason tries to pay the bill, but Miriam insists it is her treat.  
	Miriam slips Peter an envelope as they are walking to their vehicles.  They all say their goodbyes with promises to see each other soon.  Naomi and Jason wave as Miriam drives away.
	They enter their vehicle and Peter stretches out in the back seat of the truck with a pillow propped up under his head and in no time is fast asleep.  Naomi spends the time watching the city lights which flicker brightly in the distance and pass out of sight as they make their way down the interstate.  
	Jason stops only once to gas up and get coffee.  Only, an hour left before they will reach their destination.  He drives along in the dark of night; the landscape lit up only occasionally as they pass a town.  The scenery changes from the city landscape to the wide open spaces of countryside.  Trees lining the sides of the road and the mountains with their dark cast shadows illuminated by the moon, lends a sinister atmosphere to the landscape.  As Jason turns off the main highway down the winding road to the ranch, Peter wakes up. 
	“It looks like we’re almost home,” said Peter shifting to an upright position.
	“Not too far now.  Your mother must have been exhausted. She hasn’t stirred since I stopped for gas.”
	Jason drives the winding road along the switchbacks until they crest the top of the hill and drop down to the ranch below.
	Peter glances towards the ocean and his heart warms. There is a full moon and it casts a glow upon the waves as they lap onto the shore. The trees along the roadside are dark silhouettes with their leaves gently blowing in the wind, and moonlight bounces through the trees casting its moonlit glow upon the ground below.  On the side of the road, a skunk, a creature of the night, lumbers off to gain safety in the underbrush.
	Jason hit a pothole in the road, and Naomi awakes startled. 
	“Well, I guess you’re still with us after all,” said Jason teasing her as they turn into the driveway in front of the house. The house looks dark and foreboding, far from the warm and loving place that it is.  
	As Naomi gets out, the salt air fills her nostrils, and the roar of the ocean surf below is like having a transfusion of new blood.  It renews her, and she feels very much alive.  She is home where everything seems right and safe.                                         

                                                         


                                                  
                                                        





                                                          Chapter 2

	Peter spends his first night at home in over a year. He finds his room exactly as he had left it, except for two large paintings leaning against the side wall. He stares in awe at the painting of the Stewart house. His mother has captured it beyond belief.  The rough seas with spray splash up over the rocks, frothy foam emitting green and blue-cast shadows on the water, appearing so realistic that he feels he could walk right into the painting. The headlands are adorned with a carpet of yellow and orange poppies, and the large Victorian house stands majestic, strong enough to withstand the elements of time. The old oak tree in the front yard is magnificent, with its branches outstretched just inside the white picket fence.  He can almost smell the salt air and hear the sound of the surf.
	The other painting is of the horse barn on the bluffs with the expanse of the ocean as a backdrop.  In the foreground looking out to the sea is the figure of a young woman in a long white gown.  Her long blonde hair blows gently in the wind. She stands staring, a stark figure waiting for something, or someone. Peter wonders when his mother had started putting figures into her paintings.  It is beautiful, but different from anything he had seen her paint before.
	He takes his morning shower, dresses in blue jeans and a sweatshirt, and enters the kitchen.  His mom is already busy fixing breakfast.
	“You’re just in time. Pull up a seat,” she said as she put the food on the table.
	“It looks good, Mom.”
	“Your mother and I have a surprise for you after breakfast. A graduation present from both of us,” said Jason taking a sip of coffee.
	They finish a leisurely breakfast, taking time to catch up on Peter’s college days.  Peter opens the envelope from his grandmother, and finds a check for $10,000 inside.
	“Looks like you’ll have to decide what to do with the money.” 
	“I’m going to put it in the bank tomorrow,” said Peter setting it on the table.
	It is a beautiful day outside; typical summer weather on the coast. The sun shines brightly, casting its rays on the waves as they gently splash up on the shore. Peter watches the gulls in flight on the horizon.
	“Are you ready to take a walk to the barn?” asked Jason.
	“Sure. I can’t wait to see what you have to show me.”
	The three of them make their way down the path towards the barn, Jason and Naomi arm in arm with their son beside them. They are a complete family again. 	They enter the barn.  Inside are Jason’s quarter horse; Thunder, Naomi’s thoroughbred; Angel, and Peter’s surprise.  Peter is instructed to close his eyes until he is told to open them. When he does, he is in awe of what he sees.  
	“He is absolutely magnificent. Where did you get him?” 
	“He is sired from Red Lady and Kanilo. He’s grand, isn’t he?”  
	“What’s his name?” 
	“Firestorm.”
	Jason helped Peter saddle Firestorm and he climbed up into the saddle. Firestorm snorted and threw his head into the air. He started side stepping around, and Peter turned the reins making him go in a circle until he got control.
	Peter rode on the trail past the house toward the headlands.  He galloped along the edge of the bluffs until he found a trail leading to the beach below. Carefully making his way down, he walked the horse in the foam of the incoming waves.
	An hour later, Peter headed back towards the barn.  He dismounted his horse and led him inside. After putting the tack away and rubbing him down, he headed to the house.  As he entered, Naomi was busy cleaning.
	“Mom, I’ve decided not to take Grandmother up on her offer to move to Bayberry and start my own business there.  I just don’t want to leave the ranch. I belong here.”
	“Peter, that would make your father so happy, but we want you to do what is in your heart.  We were hoping you would decide to stay, though.”
	A truck pulled up in the front yard and Jason and Fred got out.  Naomi and Peter meet them as they were coming up the steps.
	“Good to see you, Peter. It’s been a long time. Welcome home,” said Fred as he gave Peter a hug.
	“It’s good to see you too. College was great, but I’m glad to be home.”
	“Jason, Peter needs to talk to you. Maybe the two of you could take a walk while I fix some coffee for Fred,” said Naomi, as she motioned for him to join her in the kitchen.

	“What did you want to talk to me about?” asked Jason.
	“I have decided not to move to Bayberry. I was hoping we could run the ranch together.”
	“It’s what your mom and I hoped for, but we wanted you to decide. I don’t want you to waste your education though. You need to decide what you want for your future.”
	“I could use my skills here. I want to find a nice girl and settle down, have a family of my own, and build a house on the ranch.”
	“I know you will find the right woman. Take it from me; you’ll know when you see her. She will quicken your heart, and you will feel like you can’t stand to be apart from her.”
	“I can only hope to have a love like the one you have with Mom.  What are you doing for your anniversary next week? I have a little surprise of my own for the two of you.” 
	“I was hoping to get together with Joan and Bill to plan a surprise anniversary party for Naomi.  With the new phone line in now, I thought I would have them hook up a phone at the house for her.  Joan offered to get it done for me so your mother wouldn’t know,” said Jason as he sat down at the lookout next to Peter.
	 “I can always take Mom on a horseback ride to Indian Creek while you get things set up.  I guess we had better be getting back. She is probably wondering what happened to us,” said Peter as he stood up and started walking.
	Jason got up and joined him. The sun was beginning to set over the ocean and a swift breeze blew against their backs, bringing a bite of cold with it.
	“Peter, I’ve been thinking.  The Stewart house has been vacant a long time. It would make a great house for that dream family of yours.  Are you interested in fixing it up?” 
	“That would be great.  I’ve always wondered what it would look like remodeled.”  
	“I’m going to see if I can buy it then.”
	When they reached the house, Fred and Naomi were sitting on the front porch.
	“Did you two have a nice walk?” asked Naomi.
	“We did. Dad is going to try to buy the Stewart Place for me.  I’m hoping to fix it up for my wife, whoever that might be,” said Peter smiling at her.

 

                                            
                                             



                                    

                                                      

                                                         



                                                         Chapter 3

	Jason and Peter left the ranch for West Haven.  Peter watches out the window as the countryside passes quickly by. The truck makes its way along the edge of the bluffs and begins the climb. About halfway up the mountain, Jason has to swerve abruptly to miss a four point buck that is crossing the road.  Soon, they are entering the edge of town and come to a stop in the parking lot of the post office.  Bill waves from behind the counter as they enter.
	“Who’s the young man you have with you? He looks a little like you, just better looking,” said Bill as he put mail in the boxes.
	Jason laughed at Bill’s remark. “We want to talk to you about the party next weekend.  Would you ask Joan if she had a chance to check on my surprise for Naomi?  We also need to figure out what food we are going to have,” said Jason as he checked his mailbox.
	“There will be three of us coming. My niece just arrived from Denver yesterday. She just graduated from the Academy of Fine Design two months ago and decided that she needed to get away before she tries to find a job.  She wouldn’t go into any details, but I’m thinking she had a bad relationship with a young man.”
	“She is more than welcome.  We’ll try to make her feel right at home. I’m sure Peter wouldn’t mind keeping her company,” said Jason.
	“Bill, I shipped an anniversary present for Mom and Dad from Bayberry before I left. Would you keep it here when it comes in and bring it to the ranch this weekend?” 
	“No trouble at all. I wouldn’t want to ruin your surprise. I’ll let Joan know tonight to get ahold of you sometime tomorrow.” 
	
	The week went by fast. Naomi had been working on some new paintings and had spent the last two days going to Indian Creek to paint the beach and Fred’s house.  Fred had left for Seaport and wouldn’t be back until the weekend.
	Jason and Peter were busy making some repairs to the fences in the south pasture where the cattle were grazing.  They had around sixty head of Herefords, and a few had broken through the fence line.  Fred’s new dog, Chase, one of Brandy’s pups, had helped to round them up.  
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	Joan was busy getting Amanda settled into the spare room. 
	Amanda loved her aunt and uncle, and they were trying so hard to make her welcome, but she just couldn’t stop the feelings of betrayal that filled her thoughts.  Can I ever trust a man again?
	Jeffrey had told her he loved her and made broken promises.  Just when she gave him her heart, he had betrayed her. She couldn’t talk to anyone about it, not even to her aunt. They had respected her privacy and hadn’t pried into her deepest thoughts, which were locked away behind a wall as thick as concrete.
	“Amanda, honey, you should really try to eat something,” said Joan knocking on her bedroom door.
	“I’ll be right out,” she said, as she wiped the tears from her eyes. Her long auburn hair was swept back into a ponytail, and her slender body sported jeans and a long sleeved green shirt.  She stared out the window towards the pasture at the sheep grazing along the hillside. 
	Joan set bowls of lamb stew on the table, followed by a green salad and then took her seat across from Amanda.  
	“Dear, I know it is hard for you right now, but you will grow to like it here.  The Sanders are wonderful people. They have a son around your age that just graduated from college, and he is working the ranch with his father. We’ve been invited to their ranch on Saturday for a party,” Joan said, “I don’t know if you feel up to it, but we would like to have you join us.  You will like Naomi. She’s an artist, so you will have something in common to talk about.  She did the painting of our ranch that hangs over the sofa.  She has gone through some tough times, too, and is real easy to talk to. Please come with us.” 
	“Okay.  I guess I’ll go,” said Amanda finally giving in to her aunt’s persuasion.
	“What do you say we saddle up a couple of horses and I’ll show you around the ranch?” Joan said putting her arm around her.                                                        
                                                     Chapter 4

	It is early in the morning and the light is just starting to peek through the trees outside.  Naomi turns over in bed and sees that Jason is still asleep and gently rises up, turning to face him.  Leaning in, she places a kiss ever so softly on his lips.  He stirs, kissing her back.
	“Happy Anniversary, dear,” said Naomi.
	“What a nice way to wake up.  You don’t have to stop now, you know?”
	“You don’t want to spend your whole anniversary in bed, do you?  What would Peter think?” she said grinning as she sat up in bed.
	“He would think I was a lucky man.”
	“Oh, you’re impossible. I give up,” she said putting on her robe. “I’m going to go make some coffee.”
	“Naomi, before you go, there is something I’ve been hiding from you.”
	Naomi stopped, stunned. This was so unlike him.
	“It’s nothing bad. Peter and I planned a party behind your back. Joan and Bill were nice enough to help, and they will be here around three o’clock. I hope you’re not too upset. Forgive me?” 
	Naomi walked over and sat on the edge of the bed facing him, leaned down and gave him a long, hard kiss.  “You’re forgiven.”
	She enters the kitchen and is surprised to find that Peter is already up and has made coffee.
	“Here you go, Mom. I hope it’s not too strong.” 
	“I’m sure its fine. What’s this I hear about a party?”  
	“Dad must have told you. We’ve been planning it all week. Joan and Bill are bringing their niece with them.”
	“I heard she’s had a rough time of it, so be gentle and try not to break her heart,” Naomi said grinning.
	“You’re kidding, right?” he said as he poured another cup of coffee.
	“As soon as your father is out of the shower, I’ll take mine and then start some breakfast.”
	“Mom, I’ll fix breakfast this morning. It’s your anniversary,” said Peter giving her a hug.
	Naomi heard the shower shut off and walked over to the bathroom. As she entered, Jason was just putting on his shirt.
	“I’m going to take my shower now. Peter offered to make breakfast for us,” she said as she took off her robe and got into the shower. 
	 A few minutes later, she entered the kitchen dressed in blue jeans and a lovely cream colored sweater. Her hair had been pulled back into a ponytail.  
	Peter was putting the food on the table. Naomi sat down and began eating the eggs, bacon, hash browns, and toast that he has prepared.
	“I have some good news for both of you. I signed the final papers yesterday on the Stewart house and we can begin working on it anytime now.” said Jason.
	“That’s wonderful.  I can’t wait to get started.”
	Naomi thought back to their first anniversary.  It seemed so long ago. When it mattered most they had pulled together, supported each other, and had patience when it was needed.  
	Naomi had painted a picture for Jason for their anniversary. It was difficult hiding it from him and she had eventually placed it in the attic to be retrieved later. 
	She walked out on the porch and stood gazing out towards the horizon. It was going to be another nice day. The billowy clouds drift overhead, and the ocean is calm.   

	Fred pulled up into the driveway and got out.  He met her on the porch and stretched to look over the bags of groceries in order to maneuver the steps.
	“Looks like you could use a hand,” she said as she carefully took a couple of the bags from him.
	“Thanks. I wasn’t sure if I was going to make it all the way to the kitchen or not.”
	Fred followed her inside.  Naomi unloaded the contents of the bags; chips, dip, salami, cheese, crackers, and two bottles of champagne.  She put the champagne in the refrigerator to chill, commenting on his good taste.  
	They went into the living room and took a seat on the sofa.
	“Did Jason tell you he signed the final paperwork on the Stewart place?”
	“No.  That’s great.  Jason told me he’s going to stay and work the ranch.  He will be a lot of help to him.”
	“I don’t know when Peter will find the right girl, but he will have a home for her when he does.” said Naomi.
	“What time will the O’Neal’s be here?  I hear their niece is coming with them.”
	 “Around three, I think.  They are bringing our present that Peter shipped before he left college.  I can’t imagine what it is.  I’m sure Jason probably had Joan keep my gift as well.”
	“What did you get Jason? I know this is a special day with Peter home.”
	“If you help me get it down, I’ll show you,” she said as she made her way to Peter’s room.  
	She got the step ladder and climbed up, raising the trap door to the attic.  She had placed the painting just inside where she can still reach it without a light.  She grabbed the edge of the canvas and handed it down to Fred who was waiting below.
	“Oh, Naomi, it’s beautiful,” he said as he gazed at the image in front of him.  She had captured the beauty of the ranch. The colors were bright, airy; pastel shades of blue, greens, and yellows.  Peter’s image in the painting looks serene and confident as he rode Firestorm across the headlands in front of the house.
	Fred and Naomi were just coming out of the kitchen when they hear the front door close.  Jason and Peter had returned, with Chase close behind them. Chase jumps and barks when she sees them.
	“Come on, girl. I think you need to be outside. I thought we had run most of her energy off, but I guess not,” said Jason as he let her out. He was just about to close the door when he spotted Joan and Bill’s truck heading down the driveway. 
	Jason walked out onto the porch watching as they pulled up and parked.
	“Jason, can you give me a hand with this?” asked Bill as he put the tailgate down on the truck and slid the long, wide box to the edge. “I don’t know what Peter sent, but it sure is heavy.”
	Joan opened the truck door and got out.  She is holding a large cake decorated with small pink and blue iced flowers. She turns to Amanda. “Could you be a dear and grab a tray to carry in? I’ll come back for the rest,” she said walking up the porch steps.
	Peter met Joan on the steps just as he was heading out the door. 	Amanda was just stepping out of the truck, and it was like he had been struck by lightning. She is ravishing.  Her long auburn hair blew softly in the wind wrapping loosely around her neck. She is tall, with the face of an angel.  Her body is lean and her skin is tanned.  He stands mesmerized, unable to move, as she approaches him. Finally, he is able to speak, “I’m Peter. Can I give you a hand with that?” 
	Their eyes meet as he reaches for the tray.  Her eyes were a captivating dark green.
	Nervously, she lowers her head slightly to avoid looking directly into his eyes, “I’m Amanda. Glad to meet you,” she said as she followed him inside.
	Joan and Naomi are busy setting things up. They have placed a lovely beige linen tablecloth with one of Naomi’s crocheted overlays on top, and in the middle of the table is a centerpiece of fresh wildflowers she had picked that morning.  The table has been filled with various trays of food.  There is also a platter of sandwiches cut into petite sizes, and the cake adds the finishing touch.
	“Joan, everything looks delicious. How can I ever thank you? I didn’t find out about the party until this morning. Everyone sure did a good job about keeping it a secret.”
	“Jason wanted this to be extra special for you. He loves you so much.”
	“I know. I’m so lucky,” she said as happy tears started to fill her eyes.
	“I guess it’s time to check and see if everyone is ready to eat.  I want you to meet my niece,” she said as they entered the living room. 	
	“Amanda, this is Peter’s mother, Naomi.”
	“It’s nice to meet you. The painting you did of the ranch is just beautiful.” 
	“I hear you studied fashion design in Denver. I’d love to see some of your sketches sometime.” said Naomi.  
	“Everything is all laid out in the kitchen.  We can all help ourselves,” said Joan, grabbing Bill’s arm.
	Jason and Fred were the last to enter the kitchen. Fred grabbed a tray of champagne glasses and filled them with the pink liquid.  He handed each one a glass, and when the final glass was passed around, he makes a toast, “To Jason and Naomi, may they have many, happy years together.”
	Jason and Naomi touch their glasses together and take a small sip of champagne and then tenderly come together for a kiss. They have a wonderful time spent with the best of friends.  Peter and Amanda seem to be hitting it off well. 
	Jason went into the bedroom and returned with one small wrapped box and another oversized one. “It’s time to open your gifts. You can start with this one.”
	Naomi begins to strip the wrapping paper from the box, carefully removing the yellow ribbon first.  She pulled out the contents and has a very puzzled look on her face.  “Jason, what am I supposed to do with this?” she asked holding the telephone.
	“I suggest you plug it into the outlet over by your chair. Would you like some help with it?”
	“Yes, I would,” she said, as she followed him to her chair.
	“Try this,” he said plugging the phone in and handing her the receiver.
	To her amazement, there was a dial tone. “When did you do this?”
	“I did it the other day when Peter took you riding at Indian Creek.  The serviceman was in and out in less than thirty minutes.  Now you can call your mother anytime you want.”
	She placed the phone back in the cradle returning to her seat on the sofa. She gives Jason a hug and begins to open the large wrapped box.  Inside is a French Easel. 
	“Jason, how did you know?”
	“I was watching you admire it the last time we were in town. I do pay attention you know. I’m glad you like it.”
	“Mom and Dad, I have a present that you can both open.” said Peter. 
	Peter and Fred brought a large box to the center of the room. 
	“Happy Anniversary,” said Peter, hugging them both.
	They both start at opposite ends of the paper, and expose a large box. They begin to open it. Naomi gasps as the beautiful wooden desk emerges.  It is made from cherry wood and is about four feet long and three feet wide. It has a roll top cover which is inlaid with intricate carvings.  When Jason pulls back the top, there are slots for pens, envelopes, and other accessories. The desk legs also have a scroll type carving on them and are long and slender.
	“Where on earth did you find such a beautiful desk?” asked Naomi as she ran her hand along its smooth surface.
	“I took a fine furniture making class my last two semesters. I had a wonderful instructor. This was my last project.” 
	“You have definitely inherited your mother’s artistic abilities. It’s absolutely beautiful. You really should continue to do something with your talent. Maybe open up your own shop.” said Jason.
	“That’s a great idea.  There is quite a demand for fine handcrafted furniture. People especially like one of kind pieces. You could really do quite well,” said Fred as he examined the desk.
	“Jason, I have a present for you, too. I’ll be right back.” said Naomi.
	Naomi entered the room a few minutes later with a large canvas in her hand positioned so the image is facing towards her.  She carefully hands it to Jason who immediately turns it around to face him.  He grins from ear to ear, and then holds it up for everyone to see.  
	“Thank you.” he said giving her a big kiss. “Just when I think I’ve seen your best work, you make a liar out of me. You really need to take your mother up on her offer to have a showing in Bayberry. I propose another toast. To good friends and family and especially to the best wife any man could ever have.  May we all prosper and have a long life.”                                 
                                                     Chapter 5

	Jason and Peter spent most of the week gathering up lumber and other materials for the remodeling of the Stewart place, soon to be called the Rocking S Ranch. 
	They decided to have another look at the house. They walk up the steps onto the front porch that runs the entire length of the house facing the ocean, unlock the front door and enter. The ceilings are high with beams of dark wood and the floors are made of hardwood, but need to be stripped and re-varnished. In front of them is a grand staircase leading to the second floor that has wooden railings in a carved design, some of which need repair.
	To the right is a large kitchen that has built in cabinets and a walk in pantry. The sink fixtures are old and will have to be replaced, as well as, the kitchen cabinets. In the corner of the room is a built in hutch and breakfast area. The room has lots of windows which let in the natural light.  There is a small bathroom just off the kitchen.  All the fixtures need replaced and new tile put down.
	A large living room and parlor, rectangular in shape, is just to the left of the kitchen.   There are floor to ceiling bookcases along one wall and a large crystal chandelier hanging overhead.  All of the walls are paneled in dark wood, and in the far corner is a large marble fireplace.  The hallway leads to a small dining room with another fireplace.
	Off the living room is a medium sized bedroom.  The floor has beige carpeting, and the walls are painted a light powder blue. There are two windows overlooking the back of the house facing the hillside.
	“Well, are you ready to check out the upstairs?” asked Jason.
	Peter shakes his head and they walk up the long staircase.  At the top is another small sitting area.  As they walk along the hallway, there are three bedrooms and a bathroom on that level.  The bedrooms are quite large; two on the right of the stairs and one on the left.  They all have light beige carpet and the walls are painted white.  The main bedroom has its own bathroom and a small balcony.
	The entire house has pocket doors, crown molding, and many other features that are prominent in the homes of the 1800’s.  
	“Dad, do you think you are up to helping me with all this? It might take a while to finish.”
	“It does seem to be a bit overwhelming, doesn’t it? Reminds me of when your mom and I saw our ranch house for the first time. I thought she was going to faint.”
	“But look at how it turned out.  You have a great house now. I’ve always loved it.”
	“Well, I guess we had better get back.  We have livestock to tend to, and your mother will be starting dinner any time.” said Jason.
	“You’re right. I’ll go ahead and lock up the house.” said Peter.
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	Naomi has decided to take her mother up on a showing in Bayberry, and she has been preparing for the last couple of weeks.  She has finished up some new canvasses and had some of them shipped to the Bayberry Gallery.  With the addition of the telephone, preparations are easily made.
	It is a big step.  She is ready, but it can mean travel away from the ranch, her family, and the close friends she loves. The phone rings breaking her concentration and she reaches over to pick it up. 
	“Naomi, have you shipped the other canvasses yet? We are setting up your show and I need to decide on where they are going to be placed.” asked Miriam. 
	“Calm down, Mother. They are going out today.  I just finished the framing yesterday and they will be there in plenty of time.”
	“I just want everything to be perfect.  Your father would be so proud of you. I have to run. I’ve got a million things to do.  Love you. See you soon.”
	Naomi hung up the receiver. It wouldn’t be the same without her dad at the opening, but Jason and Peter would be attending, along with Bill and Joan.  Fred had agreed to stay and take care of the ranch while they were gone. 
	Naomi sits in her chair daydreaming of everything that has happened to her over the years.  She can’t believe how much her life has changed.  The days of all those nightmares and visions are a thing of the past.  Peter gives her life purpose. She has a new sense of confidence, and pride in who she is.  
	The front door opens, and Jason and Peter find her sitting by the window deep in thought.
	“Well, I hate to interrupt the thought processes, but don’t you have some work that needs to be shipped for an important opening?” asked Jason as he places his hand on hers.
	“I didn’t hear you come in.  I guess I was somewhere else. The canvasses are in Peter’s room.  Can you give me a hand with them?”
	“Is there a lot of work to do on the Stewart house?” asked Naomi.
	“Peter has to custom build some cabinets for the kitchen and bathrooms which will take some time to do.  He has to come up with a new floor plan,” said Jason as he picked up two large canvasses and moved them to the living room.  Peter was right behind him with two more large paintings.
	“Is that it?  Peter and I are going to drop them off at the post office when we order supplies for the house.”
	“That’s it.  The rest are already there. That makes twenty-four altogether. Mom called earlier, frantic, afraid that they weren’t going to arrive in time.”
	“Your mother just wants it to be a success.”
	“I’m more worried about being a success, than I am a failure. What if it gets to be so demanding that I’m spending less and less time with the two of you?”
	“We’ll just have to deal with that when the time comes. I’ll support you in whatever decision you make. We’ll work through it.” he said giving her a kiss as he carried the paintings to the front door. He stopped for a second and winked at her.  “You deserve this.”
	Naomi sat for a while after they left, unable to imagine being away from them for any length of time.  There was a sense of excitement contemplating success, wondering what new places it would take her to.                                                    
                                                  
                                                    

                                                   Chapter 6

	The day of Naomi’s opening has arrived. Everyone is meeting at the ranch to go to Bayberry, and they will have to leave before daylight has crested over the horizon.
	After traveling for hours, they pull up in front of Bayberry Estates.  It sits on the top of a hill overlooking Weston Lake, which is adjacent to the Bayberry Country Club.
	Jason pulls up to the locked gate and pushes the button, stating his name and who he is there to see.  In a few minutes, he is told to pull through. He is followed by Bill who is checking out the grounds of the gated community as they drive along.  Most of the homes they pass are newly constructed, gigantic, two-story brick homes with nicely manicured lawns.
	This is Naomi’s first visit since her mother had moved. Miriam told her that she enjoyed the easy access to the Country Club.
	Jason, and then Bill, pulled up in front of a two-story beige house trimmed in red brick. It has a small yard with manicured hedges that run the length of each side, separating it from the adjoining homes. In the front yard is a flowering cherry tree covered with pink blossoms. There is also a sculptured area that runs along the sidewalk on both sides containing many varieties of flowers. The front lawn is rich, thick, and green. 
	Miriam hears the cars pull up and park. She walks over to the door, stopping momentarily to check her appearance in the hall mirror. Satisfied, she opens the front door to greet them.
	“Naomi, you made it.  I was beginning to think you were going to be late for your own opening.” 
	“Mother, you worry too much. We got held up in traffic, but we’re still here in plenty of time.”
	“Joan, Bill, so glad you could come. Who is this young lady with you?”
	“Miriam, this is our niece, Amanda. She is staying with us for a while.”
	“Glad to meet you, my dear. Come in everyone,” she said as she graciously held the door open for them to enter. 
	They enter the foyer which opens up into a staircase leading to the second floor.  To the right is a large living room with a fireplace positioned in between two large windows. The room is light and inviting. There is thick, beige carpet and a large patterned Persian rug in the center of the room.  The furniture is plush velvet, and the tables and accessories are of highly polished wood.
	To the left is a large dining area with a beautiful Queen Anne table and hutch. It is adorned with just the right accessories to bring out the elegance of the room.
	They walk on into the kitchen, which is bathed in light from the skylight overhead. The Italian tile of the flooring is accompanied by painted flower tiles that cover the expanse of the counter backsplash and continue up the wall in back of the cooking area.  In the center of the room is a large island and in the far corner of the room surrounded by a large bay window is a large dining table with accompanying chairs.
	“Mom, your home is lovely. I can’t wait to see the upstairs. Are you sure you have enough room for all of us?”
	“No problem. There are four large bedrooms upstairs, and the couch pulls out into a bed. I think it will do fine,” said Miriam smiling at everyone.
	“We can’t tell you how much we appreciate you having us here,” said Joan sipping her coffee. 
	“Miriam, do you mind if we go out to the backyard. We’re the outdoor type, remember?” asked Jason.
	“It’s through the kitchen.”
	With the men out of the way, the discussion of the opening is at its peak. Miriam has spent the last three days positioning Naomi’s artwork so it can be viewed in the best lighting possible. She completed a large spread of advertisements in the local and surrounding newspapers and had also sent out invitations to reputable buyers seeking work from new and upcoming artists.
	Everyone went to get their luggage from their vehicles and settled into their rooms. They decide to go for Bayberry Inn for an early dinner and then leave for the gallery.
	They arrive shortly before 6:45 p.m.  The parking lot has already begun to fill up. After circling twice, Jason finally finds a couple of empty spaces.  Bill pulls in next to him.
	In front of them is a large building constructed of stone and concrete. There are large glass windows with elegant gold lettering boldly stating Bayberry Gallery.  Displayed outside the entrance, is a large billboard proudly announcing, Naomi Sanders, Grand Opening-A Collection of Landscapes and Seascapes. 
	Naomi, escorted in style by her husband, enters the gallery dressed in her strapless black dress bought for the occasion.  Jason has sacrificed the blue jeans and western shirt for dress slacks, a white long sleeved shirt, and matching jacket.
	People are milling around in groups looking at her artwork. There are large canvasses of oils depicting seascapes, mountain landscapes, and the Pacific Cove Ranch house.  Naomi can hear people commenting on her work as she walks leisurely through the gallery. 
	“Aren’t these absolutely exquisite? I have never seen such play of light and color. I simply must have one,” said a tall, rather sophisticated looking woman in her fifties.
	Miriam circulates the room, beaming with pride as she listens to the compliments of each guest. Occasionally, she would scoop Naomi away to introduce her to prospective buyers.  When possible, Naomi would rejoin Jason and the others.
	Two hours later, and after many introductions, Naomi is exhausted. Her opening is a huge success. Two of her largest and best works have been purchased by an art dealer in Paris. All of her paintings have sold.  
	 Jason said with pride in his voice, “I knew you could do this.”
	“I never imagined the opening would be so well received by the public. It means so much to me to have people want to buy my work.” said Naomi.
	“I knew you would be,” said Miriam as she locks the doors of the gallery and turns over the closed sign. “I’ll meet you back at the house.  I just want to double check the side door.”
	As they are leaving, they can see Miriam walking around the side of the building. It has been a memorable evening. Naomi’s career is off to a good start. Now she will have to start on some new paintings for another opening, which she knows her mother will schedule soon.

	
	

	
	
	
	

	
					
                                                    





                                                           


                                                    Chapter 7

	Fred is checking on the livestock and feeding the horses for the night when the wind comes up rather quickly.  The sky has turned extremely dark and huge thunderclouds form overhead.  He will have to make sure everything is secured for the night, as it might turn into a real nasty storm.
	“Chase, where are you?” he calls out as he checks the area surrounding the house.
	A loud booming noise erupts from the sky. It scares Chase, and she is at his side in a matter of seconds.
	“Don’t like the noise, do you? Can’t say I blame you. Come on, get in the truck.” he said opening the door. He places the key in the ignition and the truck fires up.
	Fred drives the road along the headlands to the other side of the ranch. He is concerned about reaching Indian Creek before the storm gets worse. The thunder clashes and the sky lights up  overhead.  Enormous waves beat against the rocks, and the wind blows so hard that he has trouble keeping the truck on the road.  Chase whines and paces back and forth in the front seat next to him.
	He fights the force of the wind as it whips the truck from side to side.  Lightning hits a tree a few yards ahead and he has to swerve to miss getting hit by falling limbs. 
	A few minutes later, he pulls into the driveway at Indian Creek. He lets Chase out and carefully makes his way to the house with the wind blowing at his back, making his ability to maneuver more difficult.
	It will be a long night. He knows that the power will probably go out, and he gathers up the kerosene lamps. He will need a fire in the fireplace to keep warm.
	Within a short while, Fred is sitting in his easy chair, the room lit up from the glow of the crackling fire. Chase has curled up on the floor next to him. He will have to wait to check on the ranch house until morning.
	

	With the impending storm due to hit the coast early in the morning, Bill and Joan decide to leave Bayberry and head for home. Peter, concerned about the horses, decides to ride with them.
	Miriam does some last minute calculations from the opening so she can make out Naomi’s check. She asks Naomi and Jason to stay another day and they reluctantly agree.
	“Please drive carefully.  Peter, call us in the morning,” said Naomi giving him a hug.
	“I will,” he said, as he walked with Amanda to the truck.
	“The opening was fun. Thanks for letting me join you,” said Amanda waving to everyone.
	Bill pulls out of the driveway and makes his way onto the main road leading to the interstate. Peter and Amanda sit quietly in the back seat glancing at each other, exchanging smiles.
	Joan sits staring out the window into the night in intense thought.  Her insides are full of butterflies. She can’t explain the feeling, only she knows it is very real.  She won’t relax until they pull up into the driveway at the ranch.
	It is around midnight. They are about two hours away when the sky grows extremely dark, and the onset of an impending storm is more evident, the closer they get to West Haven.
	The wind is stronger.  Trees sway and the sound of distant thunder fills the night sky.  Lightning flashes overhead as they make the turnoff that leads across the mountainous roadway to the ranch.
	The storm has grown increasingly worse. The wind has picked up full force and it is difficult to keep the truck on the road.  Thunder rumbles resembling the sound of a freight train, followed by flashes of bright light. Tree limbs are ripped from trees and catapulted within feet of the truck as they make their way along the switchbacks to Four Corners and the O’Neal Ranch.
	Within a few minutes, after much weaving in and out trying to miss debris in the road, Bill is dropping Joan and Amanda off at the ranch before taking Peter home. 
	“Please be careful. Call if there is a problem. I’ll be up,” said Joan getting out of the truck.
	“Goodnight, Peter. I had a wonderful time,” said Amanda shutting the truck door and following her aunt into the house.
	Peter waves as he watches them fight their way up the walk, the wind blowing strongly at their backs. 
	Bill turns the truck around and waits to make sure they have made it safely inside.  He sees light fill the inside of the house and puts the truck in gear. He drives across the rest of the mountain along the narrow roadway leading to Pacific Cove Ranch.  As they round each curve, they watch for anything that might be blocking the road.  The headlights seem dim as they try to see through the murky haze.
	“What do you make of that?” asked Peter motioning towards the sky ahead of them,  just before they drop over the rise leading to the ranch.
	“It’s not good. Maybe lightning hit a tree.”
	As they round the next curve before dropping into the driveway leading to the house their fears escalate.
	“It’s the house!” said Peter, a sick feeling building in the pit of his stomach.
	 As they get closer, they can see that the house is enveloped in a roaring blaze. Smoke swirls up into the sky in spurts blown by the raging wind.  High flames dance from the rooftop and the grass around the house has sparked, leaving a fiery trail in the direction of the barn. Peter can hear the whinnies of the frightened horses as the impending flames grow closer.
	“We have to get the horses out!” 
	They pull up within a safe distance of the burning structure and get out. Peter is off at a full run towards the barn, followed closely by Bill.
	Peter enters the barn, grabbing the bridles.  It has filled completely with smoke and the horses pace nervously in their stalls, smoke filling their nostrils, instilling them with fear.  Peter pulls his coat up over his nose, coughing as he makes his way through the barn, fighting to calm them down the horses so they can be led to safety.  Finally, with Bill’s help, they lead them around to the side of the creek and put them in the enclosure, locking the latch on the gate.
	“I’ll drive over and have Fred call the fire department. I don’t know how much they can save, but it’s worth a try.” 
	“What can I do to help?” asked Jason.
	“If you can get to the hose down at the barn, water down the trail and area in front of the barn. It might keep the fire from spreading and burning it down. I’ll be back as soon as I can.” said Bill.
	Peter watches as Bill drives down the trail towards Indian Creek.  He walks around the hillside and down to the barn.  The barn has filled completely with smoke that makes his eyes burn and his throat raw.  Coughing as he goes, he locates the hose and pulls it outside. His hands feel blindly for the sprayer and he opens it full force spraying erratically in all directions.
	He can feel the heat from the fire which is burning out of control a few hundred yards away.  All his parents’ hopes and dreams are reduced to swirls of smoke and piles of rubble.  
	Peter stands watching through a cloud of white nothingness. Through the haze, he can see the structure blazing. Bright red and yellow flames make long strands of fiery trails reaching high up in the sky.
	It all happens in an instant.  One minute he is standing holding the hose and the next he is rendered unconscious.  Shooting timbers and smoldering embers are thrown hundreds of feet into the air and come back down falling on him.
	           
                                                     [image: ]        

	Fred woke up as Bill pulled up in the driveway. He has slept briefly in between the cracks of thunder and lightning which kept him on edge. He walked outside, with Chase close behind.
	 Bill gets out of the truck and rushes to meet him. “Call the fire department. The ranch house is on fire. I left Peter there to keep an eye on it and I need to get back.”
	“I’ll call them and then drive over to help out. See you in a little bit.”
	Bill leaves Indian Creek and heads for Pacific Cove. He is worried about Peter being there alone.  As he gets within a few yards of the house, he senses that something is wrong.
	The fire has risen to unbelievable proportions. The house is reduced to a white ghost containing immense heat and smoke.
	Bill parks within a safe distance away, making his way around the back of the fire, stepping over smoldering pieces of wood and glass.  He scans the open field for any sign of Peter.
	The horses restlessly side step inside the enclosure, letting out whinnies. Bill continues towards the barn and can hear water running.  He follows the sound and within a few feet, finds Peter lying in a pile of broken boards and smoldering ash. He isn’t moving. The water hose has continued to run filling the area with a large puddle which causes the burning embers to smolder.
	“Peter, can you hear me? If you can’t talk, open your eyes so I know you are okay.”  
	Bill checks Peter for a pulse. He is alive. Bill tries to get a response from him, but to no avail. The only thing he can do is to stay with him until help arrives.
	                                          
                                                     




                                                        





                                            
                                                     Chapter 8

	Peter slowly regains consciousness. He fights to focus his vision, but the intense pain he feels in every part of his body overtakes him.  Through a veil of blurred images, he can barely make out the sterile hospital room.  His head throbs as though a freight train has derailed inside, and he can smell the strong underlying antiseptic through the overwhelming presence of smoke that lingers inside him, and the combination leaves him nauseated.
	He tries to stay awake and fights between the present and a place that is unknown to him. Like a voice echoing through a long tunnel, he hears someone calling, trying to summon him to reality.  It is a sweet voice, a familiar one, one that soothes and comforts him.
	“Peter, wake up.  Please open your eyes,” said Naomi as her eyes fill to the brim with hot liquid tears. She very lightly strokes the side of his cheek, and sees his eyelids flutter, trying to open. 
	“Jason, get the doctor. I think he’s waking up.”
	In a matter of minutes, the doctor enters the room. He examines Peter checking for responses to the light in each of his eyes, his reflexes, and asks if he can understand what he is saying to him.
	Peter tries to talk, but his throat is raw, and the sounds escaping are nothing but muffled moans.
	“Don’t try to talk. Your throat is badly injured due to the smoke, and it may take a while to heal before you can speak.  I’m ordering some tests to make sure everything else is okay. You’re a very lucky man.” said Dr. Adams.  He glances over at Naomi and Jason.  “He needs his rest. Please follow me to the lounge.”
	They follow Dr. Adams, a distinguished man in his fifties, with graying hair, glasses worn down low on his nose, to a small lounge just off the unit. 
	“I’m going to tell it to you straight. Right now I don’t have a lot of answers. All we know for sure is that he has a severe concussion. He also has second degree burns on both arms and his neck. Time will heal that and he should be as good as new,” said Dr. Adams, “What I’m concerned about is brain damage due to being unconscious. I’ve ordered an MRI of his head and then I’ll know where we stand.  In the meantime, try to keep visits to a minimum until he regains his strength.  He needs time to heal.  If you have any questions, don’t hesitate to call me.” 
	Naomi lays her head on Jason’s shoulder, tears running down her face like a giant waterfall.  Her heart feels heavy. Her son was almost lost to her forever and is now reduced to a form wrapped in bandages and hooked to monitors. He lays silent. She wants to hear his voice.  To see him like this tears at her heart ripping it, stretching it to its limits, until she thinks she can’t take any more.  The next few weeks will be unbearable, and she will not see any relief until Peter has fully recovered.
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	Naomi and Jason stay with Fred at Indian Creek.  Jason, though distraught, tries to be strong for Naomi. It is a daily struggle, but he has managed to meet with the insurance adjuster and fill out the necessary paperwork to get reimbursement so they can start rebuilding their house.  Their beautiful home is gone.  He can’t drive by the ranch without feeling a great sense of loss. A part of their life is gone, but thank God that Peter is alive.
	Jason keeps himself busy working on Peter’s house.  He will have to remodel it so that they have a place to stay until the ranch house can be rebuilt. Fred and Bill have offered to give him a hand.  
	They remodel long into the early morning hours.  With little sleep, Jason will drive to the hospital to check on Peter.  Naomi has spent countless hours at his side, falling asleep from exhaustion in a chair at the side of his bed.
	Peter’s bandages have been removed and the scars are healing nicely. He has begun to stay awake for longer periods of time and seems to actually know when family is there.  His MRI is normal and it is just a matter of regaining his strength before he will be allowed to go home.                  
                                                                                                      
                                                       

                                                    
                                                 Chapter 9

	Miriam parks her car in the parking lot of West Haven Hospital. The drive is exhausting, the traffic is extremely heavy, and she did not slept well the night before.
	She climbs the front steps of the large brick building and enters the lobby. She looks charming in her cashmere sweater and matching skirt.  She walks up to the front desk, inquiring about Peter, and is directed to 108B.
	Miriam hates hospitals.  She feels they are a place where people go to, but most often, don’t return from.  She lost her lifetime companion in one much like this.  A tear forms in the corner of her eye, which she quickly dabs up before it ruins her makeup. 
	She enters the room with only the tapping of her high heels announcing her arrival. She walks up to the side of Peter’s bed. His eyes are closed, and he is  resting peacefully. She leans over placing a hand on his shoulder and quietly whispers, “Peter?”  
	His eyes open and he smiles. “Grandmother, you look great.  The doctor says I’ll be able to go home this afternoon.” 
	“I called your parents to let them know I was coming. The doctor had called saying you were being released, so I offered to pick you up. They really insisted on coming and I had to do a lot of begging.”
	“How long are you staying?” 
	“I’m just here overnight.  I have so much work to do at the gallery. Phone calls to return, you know the usual. I just wanted to make sure you were all right.”
	“I’m going to be fine.”
	“I just heard bits and pieces about the fire. What happened?”
	“When we got back from Bayberry we dropped Joan and Amanda off at their house and continued on to the ranch.  The storm was worse and lightning had struck the house.  When we reached it, the house was engulfed in flames. It was spreading to the barn, so we moved the horses to safety. I stayed and sprayed everything down with the water hose while Bill went to get Fred. The last thing I remember is a loud explosion of debris, and I blacked out.”
	“God, you could have been killed. It must have been awful. Whatever will you do now with the ranch house gone?”
	“Fred is letting us stay with him at Indian Creek, but dad bought the Stewart house and they are fixing it up for us. Eventually, it will be my house called the Rocking S Ranch.”
	“Well, it sure has been quite an ordeal and just after your mother’s opening. I’m glad her paintings were at the gallery. I’m going to check with the nurse and see if I can get you out of here.”
	Peter can hear the clicking of her heels getting fainter as she walks to the nurse’s station. 
	He carefully swings his legs over the side of the bed and lowers them to the cold floor as he maneuvers his way to the bathroom.  His body screams in protest with every step he takes.  His head still feels as though someone is hammering inside of it. He stops briefly, hanging onto the doorknob to keep from falling, and continues inside. He is just coming out of the bathroom when Miriam and the doctor enter the room.
	“All ready to go home, Peter?” asked the doctor.
	“Sounds great,” said Peter, as he makes his way back to the bed and sits down.
	“I left some instructions and prescriptions at the front desk. Call me if you have any problems at all. Get plenty of rest.”
	Miriam pulls the curtain on the circular rod that surrounds his bed, and she can hear him struggling to get dressed. Every now and then she hears a moan escape his lips.
	“Are you okay? If you need help let me know.”
	“I’m all right. You can pull the curtain back now. I’m going to need help with my shoes though.”
	She pushed back the curtain and moved around the bed to the other side. She pulled up a chair and carefully put his shoes on and tied them. When she was finished, she rang for the nurse, and in a few minutes she arrived with a wheelchair.  “Don’t give me that look, Mr. Sanders. It’s mandatory.”
	Miriam left to bring the car around to the front of the building. Peter sat waiting in the wheelchair at the front entrance, with the nurse by his side. The wind blew lightly across his face.  He was grateful to be alive and happy to be leaving the hospital.
	On the way home, Peter sat quietly as the miles flashed by.  Finally, the car slowly cornered the narrow roadway that led to the ranch. 
	As they drop down to the driveway leading to what used to be the ranch house, he is saddened. The only building left standing is the barn. Visions of the fire begin to fill his head; a flash of flames dance in front of his eyes. He can smell the smoke and feel the heat. He starts to sweat and his heart races inside his chest. He lingers momentarily in limbo between the past and the present, floating in a sea of smoky embers, and then is sucked down under, as consciousness leaves him.
	Miriam pulled up in front of the house at Indian Creek. She unbuckled and looked over at Peter, lightly shaking him. He doesn’t respond and a scream swells up in her throat and escapes.
	Naomi and Jason heard the scream and quickly rushed out to find Miriam in a state of shock.
	“Mother, what’s wrong?” asked Naomi.
	“Something is wrong with Peter. He won’t wake up.” 
	Jason ran around to the passenger’s side of the car and opened the door. He lifts Peter into his arms and carefully carries him inside the house, laying him down on the sofa.  
	“Call Dr. Adams, Naomi,” said Jason as he went to get a cold compress for Peter’s head.
	Naomi dialed the number and asked for Dr. Adams. In a few minutes, they were connected.
	“This is Naomi Sanders, Peter’s mother. My mom just got back with him. He seems to have passed out. What should we do?”
	“What are his symptoms?” asked the doctor.
	“Mother said he was really quiet coming home. She thought he was tired so she just let him rest. When she got here, he wouldn’t answer her. He feels real clammy, but is breathing okay.”
	“It sounds like he just had a panic attack. He most likely had a flashback about the fire. Keep him warm. Try a cold compress on his forehead. Make sure his breathing doesn’t get labored. If there is any change later on, call me.  If there are any reoccurrences, which there might be, he would need to seek professional help from a therapist.”
	“Thank you so much, Doctor. All this is just so scary and I don’t know how to help him.” said Naomi.
	“Just be there for him. That’s what he needs right now. When he wakes up, give him the medication I sent with your mother. Make sure he takes it. It’s important if he is going to get well.”
	Naomi hung up the phone.  She thought the worst of it was over, but now he might be tormented with flashbacks for some time. 
	She remembers the awful nightmares she went through.  They consumed her, making it impossible for anyone to reach her. She lived in another world separated from reality. She prays Peter will be able to put this behind him and look only to a brighter future.
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	Peter tries to focus his eyes. His vision is fuzzy and distorted. He can hear muffled voices that sound like they are far away. He tries to rise up off the couch, but his head feels like a piece of concrete.  Someone is pushing him back down, trying to comfort him, but he can’t distinguish the voice.
	“You gave us all quite a scare, but you’re going to be fine. Dr. Adams wants you to take this medication,” said Naomi as she raised his head, placing the pill in his mouth, followed by a drink of water.
	“Mom, what happened? The last thing I remember was riding home with grandmother in the car.” asked Peter.
	“Dr. Adams thinks the shock of seeing the ranch might have been too much for you.  You blacked out.  You just need to rest until you get stronger.”
	The phone rang loudly, and Naomi went to answer it. It was Joan asking how Peter was.  They had not been able to visit him at the hospital, but they made plans to visit the next day.
	Naomi got Peter settled in his room and brought up a light meal for him. His appetite was still not very good, but he was doing better.  He would need to have someone with him during any activity in case he blacked out again. She wasn’t going to take any chances.

                                                                        
















                                                         Chapter 10

	Miriam reluctantly left the next day for Bayberry.  She made Naomi promise to call her if there was any change in Peter’s condition.  Joan and Amada pulled up just as Miriam was leaving.
	Joan and Amanda, dressed in their western attire, walked side by side up to the front door of the house.  Joan felt peculiar visiting Naomi at Indian Creek.  It was strange the cards you’re dealt. Something wonderful happens and then it’s replaced with disaster.  At least Pacific Cove had been insured and their friends would help them rebuild.  Joan would be supportive in any way she could.
	As they approach, Joan sees Naomi and Peter sitting in wicker chairs out on the front porch.  Peter is dressed in a loose fitting shirt and a pair of blue jeans. He looks pale and has apparently lost some weight.  Naomi, dressed in blue jeans and a pullover sweater, is pouring iced tea. 
	“There’s room for two more. Would you like some?” said Naomi.
	“That sounds great. We just got back from riding and could use something cold,” said Joan as she pulled up a chair.
	“How are you doing, Peter? Sorry we didn’t make it to the hospital to see you,” said Amanda sitting in the chair next to him.
	“I’m still weak, but it’s nice to see you. I missed everyone,” he said winking at Amanda.
	“I’m so sorry about the ranch, dear. I think the men have just about finished the remodeling at Peter’s house though. You’ll be able to move in soon.” said Joan.
	“It’s been really hard. We feel like we are inconveniencing Fred by being here. I have to go and pick out all new furniture.  I’m not sure I’m up to it,” said Naomi.
	A look of sorrow shows on Naomi’s face as she remembers the beautiful desk Peter had given them for their anniversary.  Everything is gone, even the personal belongings of Jacqueline Grayson.  She hadn’t thought about her in a long time.
	“Naomi, are you okay?” asked Joan.
	“Sorry, I guess I was daydreaming. It’s going to take a while before I can feel comfortable again,” said Naomi glancing over at Peter. “Are you warm enough? I can get you a throw if you’re cold.”
	“No thanks, maybe just a heavier shirt.”
	Naomi went into the house, and Joan followed her in. Joan wanted to talk to her about Peter. 
	“How is he really? He looks so pale.”
	“The doctor says he will be fine. He’s having flashbacks, and they are causing him to blackout. I’m afraid to let him go anywhere alone.”
	“He’s young and strong, Naomi. He will get through this. He has both of you and his friends to help him. It’s just going to take time. Remember when you were going through similar circumstances? You recovered, and so will he,” said Joan putting her arm around her. “Let’s get back outside.”
	“Here, this should help. Thanks for keeping him company, Amanda.  Peter, what do you say we take a short walk around the yard to get you some exercise?” 
	Naomi helps him up out of the chair, and he places his arm over her shoulder. Amanda volunteers for the other side, which Peter graciously accepts. Joan walks alongside of them.
	Peter had done quite well on his walk. It would be some time before he could manage the walk to the beach, though.  Naomi and Joan had gone inside to visit while she started dinner, leaving Amanda and Peter outside.
	“The accident must have been awful. I wanted so much to come and see you in the hospital. We were all so scared.”  
	“It’s hard for me to talk about. Some things I can’t even remember. I’m just glad that the horses were saved. I would hate to have lost Firestorm,” he said as he shifted his weight in the chair.
	“If you ever need someone to talk to, you know you can call me anytime.”
	An hour later, Joan and Amanda say goodbye and head back to their ranch.  Joan stopped to pick Bill up at the Stewart house on the way home.
	
	Jason and Naomi had a quiet dinner. Peter was able to sit at the table and eat dinner with them. When dinner was over, Peter excused himself and retired for the night.
	Sometime in the early morning while darkness was upon Indian Creek, Peter woke in a sweat.  His body was rigid and he slowly opened his eyes and tried to focus in the dim lit room.  He lay awake for hours, his heart racing in his chest, and he finally fell asleep just as the light of the new day brightened his room. 
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	Naomi has trouble sleeping and finally decides to get up. She walks through the house to the kitchen and finds Jason and Fred sitting at the table enjoying a leisurely cup of coffee.
	“You’re up kind of early aren’t you?” asked Jason, giving her a kiss on the cheek.
	“I couldn’t sleep. I’m too worried about Peter. He just doesn’t seem like himself. I think there is more going on than just getting over the fire.”
	“He will be fine. You heard what the doctor said. He just needs time.”
	“Jason’s right. He’s been through a terrible ordeal. Give it some more time,” said Fred as he got up and put his cup in the sink.
	“I’ll fix us some breakfast before you go over to the other house. Will you be done soon?” asked Naomi.
	“Just a couple of more days, and we should be ready for the big move. Hopefully, Peter is up to it by then.
                                                     

                                                    


                                                      Chapter 11

	It is the day of the move to the newly named Rocking S Ranch. They are glad they will be in before the holidays. Naomi and Jason had gone shopping the week before and the furniture is being delivered that afternoon. The insurance check on their house was more than enough to furnish the house and have the builders begin work on their new home at Pacific Cove.
	Jason and Naomi have just returned from West Haven on a buying trip for household essentials, when the phone rings and Naomi answers it.
	“Naomi, dear, I have some very good news to tell you,” said Miriam.  “Eduard Raineau, owner of the Palais de Maison Gallery, contacted me regarding your work.  He wants you to come to Paris to discuss booking a show.  Isn’t that fabulous?”
	“Mother, how can I go to Paris now?  I’m not comfortable leaving Peter.”
	“I’m sure Joan or Amanda would help you out. We would only be gone a week. I’m flying along with you.  You’ll need representation and I know contracts.”
	“Okay, I’ll discuss it with Jason and then see what I can do.  We are right in the middle of moving into the other house. I’ll call you back this evening,” said Naomi wondering how she could leave with things still up in the air.
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	The wind is blowing fiercely out of the north.  The furniture movers brace themselves, as they make their way up the front steps of the house. Naomi and Jason are ahead of them instructing where to place each piece.
	The house turned out beautifully. There is a roaring fire blazing in the fireplace filling the house with glorious warmth.  Joan had helped clean and polish after the final repairs were made.
	After the furniture movers leave, Naomi and Jason pack up their last load of new acquisitions from Indian Creek.  They have purchased new curtains, sheets, and bedspreads for each bedroom and a newly acquired canopy bed, which is adorned with a cream and pale blue comforter with matching drapes.
	Peter settled in downstairs in the bedroom just off the living room. It is conveniently located to the rest of the house. A large, dark mahogany bed is centered against the middle of the wall, with a night table and lamp next to it.  A large matching dresser is placed against the other wall. 
	After dinner, Naomi and Jason are finally alone. They sit on the floor in front of the fire.  She leans back into him, her head resting on his shoulder. 
	 “Mother called today. A gallery owner in Paris contacted her. They want me to fly to Paris to discuss setting up a show there. I have to call her back tonight with my decision.  She is going to fly there with me and we would be gone about a week.”
	“Sounds like a wonderful opportunity.  What do you know,  my wife with an exhibition in Paris.  Do you want to go?
	“Jason, how can I go and leave Peter? Who will take care of him?”
	“Honey, he’s a grown man. I’m sure I can handle it.  Amanda would probably jump at the chance to help out. She is quite smitten with him.”
	“You’re okay with this then? You’re sure?”
	“You have to embrace every opportunity you can get with open arms.  I’ll miss you, but this is important to you,” he said pulling her close to him, giving her a kiss.
	“I’ll go ahead and call her now. She is probably going crazy waiting for an answer.”
	Naomi dialed the phone number to make the arrangements. Miriam will pick her up at the ranch in two days.  Naomi would spend the night in Bayberry so she can pick up her passport before flying out the next day.  She is excited, but nervous about going. This was the first time she has been out of the country and away from her family. The next call she makes is to Joan. 
	 Amanda has agreed to stay at the house while Naomi is gone, and Joan will come over and check on everyone. Naomi went to tell Peter the news. He is listening to music and turns the volume down as she enters the room.
	“Your grandmother called today. She said to tell you hello and that she would see you in a couple of days.  She had some exciting news for me. A gallery in Paris called wanting me to set up a showing of my work. I’ve talked it over with your father, and he wants me to go.  Your grandmother and I are flying to Paris and will be gone about a week.  I really didn’t want to leave you right now, but while I’m gone Amanda has agreed to stay.”
	“I can't believe it, a show in Paris.”
	“It seems so. Are you okay with Amanda staying here?”
	“I’ll miss you, but I really like Amanda. We’ll be fine. She probably will mother me more than you do,” he said laughing.
	Naomi walked over to hug Peter.  She felt better knowing that he is happy for her. Peter obviously has grown quite fond of Amanda. Maybe love would blossom out of their relationship after all.
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	The next two days passed quickly. Naomi would buy some new clothes in Bayberry for the trip. Her mother, of course, would be more than happy to help her choose a new wardrobe.  She lived to shop and knew all the right places to go.
	The time to leave came upon her fast. She hugged and kissed Jason and Peter and got into the car with her mother.   Amanda waved as they drove away.
	Naomi sat quietly in the front seat on the way up the hill. She turned her head as they round  the curve up the mountain for one last look at Pacific Cove.  It seemed so empty with their house gone from the view.  Even now, in Peter’s house, she felt detached and restless.  
	“Naomi, you are so quiet. Are you okay?”
	“I’m all right. There have been so many changes lately. It’s hard to keep up. Sometimes I feel exhausted.”
	“It will get better. Peter will recover and you will get used to the new ranch house. Before long, you and Jason will have your own home again and be moving in. Then things will get back to normal. I know it’s been rough.”
	“I’m really nervous about going to Paris.  I’ve never been so far away from the ranch. What if I hate it there?”
	“How could you hate Paris? There’s so much to see.  The French Riviera, Eiffel Tower,  Jardin du Luxembourg, and the Louvre; the list goes on and on. We can’t possibly see it all in a week, but I guarantee it’s a trip you will never forget.”



					 
                                                 



                                                      

                                                          
                                                       
                                                     






                                                   

                                                    Chapter 12

	Naomi watches from her window as they circle the Charles de Gaulle International Airport.  Paris is situated in a low-lying basin. Most of it is flat terrain, although the elevation gradually increases from the river to the low hills that circle the city’s edge, and then spirals out clockwise from its center. The highest natural feature within the city proper, the Butte de Montmartre, looms over the city.
	It is early afternoon as they drop altitude and come in for a landing. Naomi can see the city’s broad avenues with its impressive public buildings surrounded by parks, gardens, and esplanades.
	The plane sits down with a slight thud, engines humming, as it comes to an abrupt stop on the runway.  The seatbelt light flashes off, passengers begin to unbuckle, and start down the aisle to the unloading ramp.
	Naomi and Miriam walk down the long hallway to the baggage counter and claim their luggage. Miriam has booked their rooms at the L’ Hotel Pergolese and has requested a taxi.  They exit the airport and enter the street just in time to see a taxi pull up. 
	With the luggage loaded, the driver maneuvers along through the busy Paris streets. Naomi watches in awe as they enter the ten lane roundabout in The Arc de Triomphe in the middle of Place Charles de Galle.  
	Traffic has come to a complete standstill.  Everywhere she looks there are cars and pedestrians. The temperature is mild, and people are milling about in the open-air markets and sidewalk cafés which line both sides of the street.  People stand at the entrance to shops in long lines to pick up their daily food purchases.  Each shop has a different name, specializing in something different; bread, pastries, cheeses, fruits and vegetables.
	They finally arrive at the entrance to their hotel. Naomi is glad to climb from the back seat of the taxi and finally get settled into their hotel. The jet lag combined with the extreme activity of the city has made her weak. Miriam unaffected by the trip, is her usual bubbly self.
	The hotel is located within a ten-minute walk from the Champs-Elysees. It was decorated by the famous designer Rena Dumas and offers a high level of service. The room has two twin beds, a night table between them, and a sitting area in front of very large windows draped in expensive French fabric.  The view is spectacular. You can see The Arc de Triomphe in one direction and the Eiffel Tower in the other.
	After resting for an hour or so, they decide to venture down to the restaurant. Most dinner meals are served around 8:30 p.m., and of course, are always accompanied by a fine Rouge Blanc or Rose wine.
	To complete their meal, they were delighted to check out the French pastries.  They sat at a table in the large garden dining area. The night sky is crystal clear and a cool breeze blows through. 
	 In the distance, Naomi can see the Jardine du Trocadels, its fountains and nearby statue garden grandly illuminated.  Just across from that is the Eiffel Tower, streaming cascades of light.  It is an unbelievable city. Naomi feels like a little child in a candy shop, wondering what she will discover next.
	They weave in and out among the guests of the hotel, making their way back to their room, and go to bed for the night.  Naomi is sound asleep barely before her head hit the pillow. 
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	When Naomi wakes the next morning, her mother is on the phone talking to the gallery.  They have an appointment at 11:00 a.m.  She picks out a new outfit from their shopping trip; a lovely dress and accompanying jacket. In a few minutes she is out of the shower and dressed.
	Miriam, the first to rise, has already showered and is dressed in a beautiful cashmere sweater and matching pink skirt.  She looks stunning.
	“Well, dear, are you ready to take the big step?”
	“I’m so nervous. I feel like this is all a dream,” said Naomi as she brushed her long hair and put on her makeup.
	“You will do fine. Are you ready for some breakfast before we go? I thought we would check out one of the nearby outdoor cafés.”
	“That sounds great. Give me a few minutes.”
	Miriam and Naomi walk down the busy street until they find a small café that looks inviting.  People are sitting at tables, reading the newspaper, or talking with friends. Everyone seems totally at ease.
	All too soon, it is time to locate the Metro station to go the short distance to the gallery.  As they approach the station, a late commuter sprints to catch a ride.   Within a short time, they are at their destination. They quickly exit the subway and walk over to the large gallery building.
	As they enter, Naomi is amazed at the expanse of the interior. It has high ornate ceilings with tall columns, and the large domed ceiling is accentuated by colorful stained glass. Along the walls are large oil paintings with lights overhead illuminating each one. On pedestal columns all around the center of the room, are various objects of glass, metal, and stone. To the right is a large spiral staircase leading to the second floor.
	They are politely escorted to Mr. Raineau’s office, and he rises from his desk as they enter.  He is a man in his early fifties, distinguished looking, with dark black hair. He smiles and takes Miriam’s hand, bringing it to his lips, gently kissing it. He is deep and articulate in his speech. Although French, he speaks very good English. He is very good looking, tall and thin, and dressed in a very expensive French suit.
	“I’m so glad to meet your acquaintance, Madame Strong. This must be Naomi Sanders. I’m so glad to finally meet you,” he said asking them to take a seat. “I hope you are enjoying our city.”
	“It’s absolutely wonderful.  There is so much to see.” said Naomi.
	“Shall we get started with the business at hand?” he said moving some documents from the file folder on his desk.  “We are prepared to offer you an exclusive showing of your work. We are asking forty percent of the profits from any sales that are completed. We will need twenty-five pieces for the show. Does this sound acceptable to you?” 
	“It sounds great. I just need a minute to go over the contract,” said Miriam glancing over the documents.
	“Take all the time you need. I have some matters to take care of downstairs and it will give you some time to discuss it in private.”
	The door closed, and Miriam sat in deep concentration, going over the documents in her hand. After a few minutes, she handed them to Naomi.
	“These are very good terms, Naomi. You just have to make sure you have the required pieces ready for the opening or you would be in breach of the contract. You have to keep this worry you have for Peter under control. You must concentrate on your work.”
	“Maybe Peter will be better by the time we return. I have a few months yet, and he should be totally recovered before the opening.”
	“We would have to fly back to Paris for the opening night. They require the artist to make an appearance and be available to answer any questions that may arise. Of course, I’ll be here with you. Do you agree to the terms?”
	“Yes, I’m ready to sign,” said Naomi. She places the contracts on the desk and signs each place next to her name.
	Naomi rises from her seat, walks over to the window overlooking the street below. She was in awe. It seemed like a dream. She never imagined her art would bring her to Paris.
	The door opens, and Mr. Raineau entered. “Have you made a decision, Madame Sanders?”
	“I have,” Naomi hands him the signed contracts, and he carefully looks them over. He signs his name representing the galleries interest.
	“I will have my assistant make copies for you. We look forward to working with you and hope for a long and profitable relationship. If you have any questions at all, feel free to contact me at any time. Just before the opening, after your work arrives, we will contact you to let you know how the preparations are coming along,” he said walking towards them. He opens the door for them and tells them to feel free to browse around the gallery and check out the exhibits.
	With the contacts signed and the deal finalized, they have some time for sightseeing before dark.  They take a quick look through the gallery, and since they are within blocks from the Musie de Louvre, they briskly walk up the street in that direction.
	As they approach the Louvre, Naomi is in awe of the gigantic building. The building looks as though it is a cross between past and modern time. The main building is French architecture, but a new addition, has a 21 meter high glass pyramid giving it a more modern look.
	They enter the building through the pyramid in front. It was designed by I.M. Pei and included an auditorium, galleries for temporary exhibitions, and displays on the history of the Louvre, moats of the medieval Louvre, restaurants shops, and parking facilities.
	They walk through the Louvre. There are exhibits of Egyptian, Oriental, Islamic, Greek, Roman, and Etruscan art. The most fascinating to Naomi, is its enormous collection of French paintings from the Middle Ages to the early nineteenth century.  She reaches over to a side table and picks up a Revue de Louvre, which contains articles on the new acquisitions and information on museum projects.  It will make interesting reading for later.
	There are Italian Renaissance paintings, and Naomi’s heart is swept away when she looks at the paintings of Leonardo de Vinci. She never imagined in her wildest dreams that she would ever be standing before such greatness.
	Miriam had spotted the Mona Lisa and was standing in front of it, her eyes locked upon the image. She seemed mesmerized by it.
	“Are you enjoying the view, Mother?” asked Naomi giving her a nudge.
	“Isn’t it spectacular?” she said.
	“Yes, it is. We better get a move on or we’ll never see them all,” said Naomi making her way to the next exhibit.


                                                                      



                                             

                                                 
                                               Chapter 13

	They go outside into the bustling life of the city.  It is funny how being inside the Louvre made her forget about the rest of the world outside. They take the metro, and within a short while, are back at their hotel. As they enter their room, the phone rings. It is Mr. Raineau inviting them to be his guests at the opera. He would send a car for them around 8:30 p.m.
	They decide to take a short rest before dressing for dinner but are ready before the car arrives. They are dressed in typical French evening attire for the opera, thanks to Miriam and her keen sense of style.
	In a short while, they pull up in front of the Opera de Palais Garnier where the ballet performance is starting to draw the evening crowds. The building reminds Naomi of a giant wedding cake. It had been designed by Charles Garnier for Napoleon III, and its unique appearance is due to a mixture of stone, marble, and bronze, with styles ranging from Classical to Baroque. There is a multitude of columns, friezes, and sculptures on the exterior of the building which makes her feel like she has stepped back in time.
	On the east side of the building is a pavilion with a curved ramp leading to it, and behind the flat-topped foyer, the cupola sits above the auditorium, while a triangular pediment rises up behind the cupola marking the front of the stage. Inside, is a grand staircase made of white marble, with a balustrade of green and red marble. The grand foyer is awe-inspiring with its domed ceiling covered with mosaics.
	Just inside the grand foyer, they meet up with Mr. Raineau, who graciously puts out an arm for each of them. They are escorted to their seats in the five-tiered auditorium, a riot of red velvet, plaster cherubs, and gold leaf.  Naomi looks upward just before seating, and her breath is swept away by the look of the ceiling.
	Her mother is talking quietly with Mr. Raineau. He smiles at her and she politely smiles back. Naomi wonders if there isn’t a spark building between them.
	The music starts, and the graceful ballet dancers begin their performance. They are world renowned as the best classical company, and before the end of the evening, Naomi understands why.
	 They are his guests at dinner afterwards. They dined in a pretty, slightly pink colored, nineteenth century building situated in the gardens of Champ-Elysees. It was the dining place of the rich and powerful of France.
	The dining room is opulently decorated. Outside there is a marvelous terrace screened in by thick hedges.  They serve the hors d oeuvres delivered to the table by a trolley, followed by lobster salad which to Naomi’s surprise, is prepared at the table. They enjoy a glass of wine with their meal, sipping between conversations.
	Naomi has never tasted anything so good.  Everything is done in such extravagant style. It seems as though she has been miraculously transformed into someone else.  It is a different life style and one she hasn’t thought much about since Bayberry.  Her mind wanders to a time before Jason came into her life when she used to spend time at the opera, the country club, and extravagant parties she had attended with her parents.
	Miriam graciously rose and took Mr. Raineau’s hand, following him to the dance floor. They danced wonderfully together and really seemed to be enjoying each other’s company.
	Naomi felt loneliness sweep over her, and she left the table to find the nearest phone to call home. It rang a couple of times and Jason picked up.
	“Naomi, is that you?” asked Jason sleepily. “You have good timing, I was just dreaming about you and I would much rather hear your voice.” 
	“Oh, I did wake you.  I can’t seem to get the time difference down.  I miss you so much,” said Naomi.
	“I miss you too. Are you enjoying Paris, though?”
	“It’s a little overwhelming. There is so much to see. We went to the ballet tonight. I wish you had been with me. Of course, mother, is in seventh heaven,” said Naomi. “How is Peter and everything at the ranch?”
	“Peter is doing fine.  He took a walk to the beach yesterday with Amanda and seems to be on his way to recovery.”
	“I’ve been so worried.  How are Joan and Bill?”
	“Good.  They send their love. When will you be home?”
“We should leave here in a couple of days. Mother wants to show me some of the sights, so we have a schedule all lined out for tomorrow. I’m already exhausted just thinking about it.”
	“I’m so proud of you. I love you, hurry home.” 
	“I love you, too. See you soon.” 
	She went back to the table. Her mother and Mr. Raineau were deep in a conversation. He had placed his hands over hers and leaned in as they were speaking.
	“We wondered what happened to you, dear,” said Miriam.
	“I went to give Jason a call and check on Peter.”
	“Peter is her son. He was injured in a fire at the ranch,” said Miriam, filling him in on the details.
	“I’m so sorry. Is he all right?” asked Mr. Raineau.
	“He is doing well and on his way to recovery. My husband, Jason, is with him.” replied Naomi.
	“I’m glad he is doing well.” he replied.
	“Thank you so much for your gracious hospitality,” said Miriam, 
“Naomi and I should be getting back to our hotel. Would you be so kind as to call your car for us?”
	“It would be my pleasure,” he said as he called the waiter to the table.
	They sat quietly in the car as they rode along the city streets toward the hotel. As they pass the area by the Eiffel Tower, Naomi notices the statue gardens of the Jardin des Tuileries, its fountains grandly illuminated. 
	Paris was so beautiful at night. The bright lights of the Eiffel Tower mixed with the other lights from its many buildings and parks, created a luminous glow that bounced and reflected from the banks of the Seine.

	

	Miriam enjoyed the evening immensely. He was a wonderful escort. She hadn’t thought of romantic notions since Samuel had died, but he had swept her off her feet, making her feel like a princess.  She thought to herself that maybe there was still hope for romance yet. 
                                               
                                                 




















                                                    Chapter 14

	Miriam and Naomi woke early in the morning feeling refreshed and ready to tackle getting to the Paris Metro to go on their sightseeing excursion.  They had dressed in leisurely slack outfits and hats to complete the look.
	They walked the crowded city street past the Hotel Dieu which was bustling with activity. Hotel guests were busy checking in and out, but some sat in the hotel lobby taking time to read the daily newspaper.
	Notre-Dame stands majestically on the Ile de la Cite, meaning cradle of the city. It is a gothic masterpiece standing on the site of a Roman temple. It has flying buttresses, a large transept, a deep choir, and 228 foot towers.  The south façade rose windows contain a picture of Christ in the center, surrounded by the virgin, saints, and the twelve apostles.
	They entered the west front which has three main doors with superb statuary. A central rose window depicts the Virgin encircled by figures from the Old Testament in a medallion of rich reds and blues. The interior grandeur is evident by its high-vaulted central nave, looking down on the huge transept; the choir and the high alter.
	“Are you up to a climb?” asked Miriam facing the staircase.
	“I guess so. What did you have in mind?” 
	“I thought we might climb up to the north tower.  There are 387 steps to the top. Are you up for it?” asked Miriam.
	“I’ll give it my best attempt.”
	They climb the steps up the north tower which lead to the famous gargoyles and are rewarded with a breathtaking view of the city from the top.
	“Oh, mother, you can see forever.”
	“Almost, isn’t it wonderful?”
	Naomi glances out from the tower, a soft breeze blowing her hair, and is enveloped with a sense of attachment to this foreign city. The feeling has entered her very being, taking over, and for a moment she is a Parisian.
                                                  
          Since it was lunchtime, they caught the metro and made their way to the stop at Jardin du Luxembourg.  It is a green oasis covering sixty acres in the heart of the Left Bank, and the most popular park in the whole of Paris.
	Naomi and Miriam walk along the broad avenues and formed terraces finally leading to an open air café.  They have lunch among the Parisians, enjoying the open feeling of the gardens. The gardens are interspersed with pebbles and carefully thought out splashes of floral color.
	“Things seem so different here. They have a totally different lifestyle,” said Naomi as they walked to their stop to catch the metro.
	“It’s one you could love getting used to though. I’m going to hate to leave,” said Miriam as the metro pulled up.
	
	With the packing complete, Miriam called to verify their return flight was confirmed, and they would leave at 10:00 a.m. the following morning. Exhausted from their day of sightseeing, they decide to retire early.
	Naomi picked up the phone and called Jason. In a few minutes, Peter answered. 
	“Where is your dad?”
	“He had to take a load of cattle to the auction today. Fred went with him. How’s Paris?”
	“It’s beautiful. I’ll be glad to get home though. I miss everyone. Tell your father we are flying out in the morning at 10:00 a.m.  I’ll call you when I get to Bayberry.  Is Amanda there with you?”
	“She is. She hasn’t left me for a minute. You don’t have to worry. I’m fine.”
	“Give your father my love. I’ll see you soon.  Love you.”
	Miriam came out of the bathroom dressed in her silk robe, her hair wet from the shower, “How’s everything at home? Is Peter okay?”
	“Jason and Fred left for the auction, but Amanda is there with him.”
	“It seems like Amanda and Peter are getting along quite nicely. Jason better get your house finished soon. Peter might need his sooner than you think.” said Miriam.
	 In the hotel room lit up only by the moonlight streaming through the windows, Naomi lie awake unable to sleep. Her mother lay in the bed across from her, her chest slowing moving up and down while she slept.
	Naomi quietly gets out of bed and walks over to the windows overlooking the city.  Her mother had been right. This was a trip she would never forget. Her only regret was that she couldn’t share it with Jason. He would have enjoyed the beauty of this magical place. She makes herself a promise that when she  returns, her husband would be by her side.

                                               
                                                  




                                                    




                                               
                                                         
                                                        


                                                         Chapter 15

	They caught their connecting flight to Bayberry. It was 7:00 p.m. when the plane landed. Naomi and Miriam exited and walked over to claim their luggage.
	“I do hope it won’t take forever. I want to make dinner reservations at the Country Club before it gets too late,” said Miriam weaving in and out of the crowds of people that filled the airport.
	“Mother, can we just spend a quiet evening at home?  I’m really tired from the flight.”
	“Oh, all right. We can have something delivered to the house.”
	They walked across the parking lot, luggage in hand, and in a matter of minutes they locate the car.
	Naomi is distracted by a roar overhead as a plane takes off.  Her mind wanders back to Paris, and she is amused by the realization that she misses the place already. Paris had been a wonderful and enlightening experience, as well as, educational.  She missed Jason and Peter though, and couldn’t wait to see them.
	Miriam drove along the busy freeway. The weather has turned cold and the sky is filled with dark clouds blocking out any chance of sun.
	“Mother, you’re going to miss your exit.” said Naomi.
	Miriam quickly turns on her blinker and takes the exit getting into her right lane. She drives two blocks and makes another right. She swipes her card through the reader, the gate opens,  and she drives through.  
	“Where were you back there? Your mind definitely wasn’t on driving.”
	“I guess I was back in Paris for a moment. It’s a hard place to get off of your mind.”
	“Are you sure it wasn’t Mr. Raineau that was occupying your thoughts?”
	“Don’t be absurd. He’s just a business acquaintance, nothing more,” she said as she pulled into the driveway.

	They spent the evening relaxing and enjoying Chinese takeout from the restaurant a few blocks away. Naomi had talked to Jason and Peter for over an hour before hanging up. 
	“How was Peter?” asked Miriam as she handed her a cup of coffee.
	“He went to the doctor yesterday and was given a clean bill of health. Amanda is a godsend.  She has really taken good care of him.”
	“I wouldn’t be surprised if you had a daughter-in-law in the near future.”
	“I couldn’t think of a better choice for him. I’ll see you in the morning.”
	“Goodnight, dear,” said Miriam as she watched Naomi climb the stairs up to the guest room.
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	It had been a long week.  Miriam was tired, but her mind would not let her rest. Edouard was all she could think about. She was startled by the sudden ring of the telephone. A French male voice spoke her name and she melted.
	“Madame, I take it you had a safe flight.”
	“Yes.  Edouard, it’s so nice of you to call.”
	“I hope it’s not too late there. Forgive me if I woke you.”
	“No. I’m just surprised to hear from you so soon.”
	Miriam listens to the voice on the other end of the phone and is dreamily transported. Her body warms at each word he utters, arousing her.  When the conversation is over, she hangs up the phone, feeling a sense of loneliness overcome her.
	She turns out the light next to the sofa and climbs the stairs to her room. As she walks past Naomi’s room, she can hear her soft breathing. At least Naomi had a husband and son to go home to, and she would never be alone.
	It was at that moment that she made the decision to return to Paris. She would go early and help Edouard set up the show. She had to know if the feelings were shared.  She was beginning to fall for him.				   
                                                   
                                                  Chapter 16

	Naomi stirs in the middle of the night, her arms wrapped around Jason. At first, she thought she was dreaming. It feels so good to be home. The dawn is just starting to shed its light into their room, and she can see the lush green vegetation of their back yard. 
	Jason moves, and she slowly leans over and gives him a kiss on the cheek. He smiles, grabs her, and kisses her long and passionately.
	“I sure missed you. I was afraid maybe you wouldn’t want to leave Paris.”
	“It was tempting, but I couldn’t live without you,” said Naomi smiling at him. “Now my work is cut out for me. I have twenty-five paintings to do.”
	She gets up from her comfortable bed and heads for the bathroom.  She showers, letting the hot water massage her shoulders, as her mind drifts to thoughts of Paris and her new show.
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	Jason gets dressed in his jeans, western shirt, and boots. Today the fences in the pasture need to be checked and repaired. With Peter’s help the job would be finished before the end of the day. His thoughts ramble between the workings of the ranch and his precious Naomi.  He is so proud of what she had overcome and how hard she worked to make her dreams come true. She was finally going to get the recognition she deserves.
	Peter and Amanda had grown closer as time went on.  He had never seen Peter happier. It was like looking at a mirror image of his love for Naomi. 
	Jason heard the front door open. He enters the living room and finds Peter staring out the front window.
	“Morning, Dad.  How was Mom’s trip?”
	“She had a wonderful time. I’ll let her tell you all about it.”
	“The contractor is working away on my shop. He said it should be completed in a couple of days. I need to go into town and order my tools. Looks like I’ll be working soon.”
	“That’s great news. I’m proud of you,” said Jason giving his son a quick pat on the shoulder.	
	“Dad, I need to talk to you about something if you have a few minutes.”
	“Sure. What is it?”
	“With my shop almost done, I’ve been thinking about the future more. I want to ask Amanda to marry me. I love her, Dad.”
	“I’m not surprised. Have you thought of a date?”
	“I thought maybe an early wedding out on the bluffs in front of the ranch right after Christmas.  I don’t think I can wait any longer than that. What do you think?”
	“That sounds great, but we need to talk to your mom. She will want to help Joan plan everything.  I haven’t told your mother yet, but I plan to fly to Paris with her for the opening.”
	“She will be so happy.”
	“What will I be so happy about?” asked Naomi getting in on the last part of the conversation.
	“Dad’s going to fly to Paris with you for the opening of your show, and I’m going to ask Amanda to marry me.”
	“Peter, that’s great news. Jason, are you really going to Paris with me?” asked Naomi.
	“Nothing could keep me from it.  Well, I guess I better get going. The fences won’t mend themselves.”
	Naomi got a cup of coffee and started thinking about the pieces for the Paris show.  She wanted to talk to Joan about doing a painting of her ranch.  It would take a couple of days to finish and would give them time to catch up on everything since her trip.
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	Jason left the house early to go check on the construction. As he pulls into the driveway, the roofers are putting the finishing touches on the roofing tiles. It is a gigantic house; two stories and 3,500 square feet of space.
	On the first story is a large living room which faces the west overlooking the ocean, a large economical kitchen with all the modern appliances, a formal dining room complete with fireplace and glass sliding doors that went out onto a deck, a small guest room with adjoining bathroom, a laundry room, and second bathroom. 
	On the second story, is the master bedroom with a bathroom, a medium sized family room overlooking the creek, a large artist studio and an office.
	There is an attached two car garage and shop to the right of the house. The only visible structure of their previous existence is the horse barn overlooking the bluffs.
	As Jason walks through the house, he can hear the loud pounding of hammers nearby.  Sheetrock is being put up in all the rooms, and appliances are being installed. Next, the painters and carpet layers would do their part.
	“Well, Mitch, it looks like the men are moving right along. How long do you think it will be before it’s ready for us to move in? My son is going to get married soon and will need his house back.”
	“Congratulations. We should be done in a few weeks if everything goes according to schedule. That is, if supplies arrive on time.”
	“That’s great. Well, I’ll get out of here so you can get back to work. I’ll check back with you in a week or two.”
	Jason stood outside of the house staring up at the massive structure before him. It was coming along nicely.  He wished Naomi would come and take a look inside, but she said she just couldn’t bear to enter it until it was completely finished. It would take time to adjust, but eventually it would become their home.
	So much had happened in the last year. So many adjustments they had to make and trials they had to conquer.  They had stayed together and had emerged stronger. He couldn’t have done it without her by his side or without their strong faith in God. He loved her so much. She wasn’t the same girl he met and fell in love with in Bayberry; she was so much more.
	                   		      
                                                 






















                                                      Chapter 17

	Naomi was painting on a rather large canvas when Jason pulled up in the yard. She was doing a landscape of the Rocking S Ranch house. The old oak tree, bare of its leaves loomed starkly from the canvas.  She had captured the house, which now had been painted a lovely light shade of yellow with white trim. The flowers wouldn’t bloom until spring, but the grass in the yard was a brilliant shade of green with overlays of poppies.
	She is so involved in her painting that she never heard him come up behind her. He places his hands around her waist and nuzzles the side of her neck.
	“Do you know I love you?” he whispers into her ear.
	“I do seem to vaguely remember something like that. Maybe you should refresh my memory again though,” she said as she turns to face him.
	He wraps his arm around her and lifts her chin. He kisses her softly and then whispers, “Does that help your memory?”
	“It sure does. I love you more every day.”
	“It looks like your painting is coming along nicely. Are you ready to quit for the day?”
	“I could be. What do you have in mind?”
	“Peter would like us to ride over to Joan and Bill’s with him.”
	“I can go over some wedding plans with Joan. It’s been awhile since we had time to just relax with good friends. Let me put my things away, and I’ll be ready.”
	They were just about to pull out of the driveway when Fred’s truck pulled up abruptly and came to a stop.  He got out and walked towards them, somewhat in a hurry.
	“Can you take care of everything for a few days?  My daughter is in the hospital. She had a skiing accident and I have to fly out tonight.  I’m not sure when I’ll be back,” he said as his voice quivered.
	  “You know you can count on us.  Is she going to be all right?” asked Jason.
	“They don’t know yet. She’s still in a coma,” he said as a tear slid down his cheek.
	“Call us when you get there. If there is anything we can do, don’t hesitate to ask. You will be in our prayers,” said Naomi giving him a hug.
	“I’ve got to go back and pack a few things and be on my way. I’ll call you later this evening.” 
	They stood watching as he drove away. They both were thinking to a time not too long ago when someone they both loved had torn at their heart in much the same way.
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	Jason and Naomi spent an enjoyable evening with Bill and Joan.  They were overjoyed with the news of the upcoming wedding.  After Peter talked to them, he went out to the barn to speak to Amanda.   She was feeding the horses when he entered.
	“Hi, Amanda, can we talk?”
	“Sure. What about?” she asked as she sat down on a bale of hay and waited for Peter to join her.
	Peter took both her hands in his, “Amanda, I think you know how I feel about you.  From the time we first met, I knew that we were meant to be together.” He got up off the hay and knelt down, still holding onto her hands, “I love you. Will you marry me?”  He pulled the engagement ring from his pants pocket and held it up to her. 
	After a few minutes, she was finally able to speak,	“I love you, too. Yes. Oh, yes, I’ll marry you.”
	 Peter slipped the ring on her finger, lifted her up off the hay, and pulled her into his arms. He raised her chin and gave her a soft, but long, kiss.  They stayed wrapped in each other’s arms, losing all track of time, until one of the horses let out a whinny, breaking the magic of their moment.
	“Does a wedding on the bluffs in front of our house sound okay to you?  I thought maybe just after Christmas. Mom and Dad will be moved into their new house by then.”
	“That sounds wonderful. I don’t want to wait either.  Do you think they will have enough time to get everything ready by then?  It’s only a few weeks away.”
	“Let’s go back to the house and talk to them. I’m sure they will be okay with it.” 
	 They spent hours discussing the wedding plans and comprising a guest list. They were sure that it could be done in time.
	Joan called Amanda’s parents in Colorado to give them the news.  They were surprised, but very happy.  Her father, Robert, agreed to give her away, and her mother, Barbara, of course, cried uncontrollably.  
	That night when Amanda went to bed, she drifted off with visions of wearing a white wedding gown, her veil blowing in the wind, and Peter in his suit handsomely at her side. They were locked in a kiss, until the vision disappeared, and sleep overtook her.


                                                                          
                                               







                                                     

                                                    Chapter 18

	It is late in the evening when the plane touched down at the Denver airport. Fred stepped off the plane and took in a deep breath of cool crisp air. He could see the mountains in the distance rising up in gigantic formations surrounding the city.
	He walked slowly through the crowds of passengers arriving at the baggage counter and claimed his luggage from the conveyer.  He hated the big city and longed to be back in California at the ranch. Then it struck him like a heavy anvil, his precious Jesse, lies here in a coma.
	Fred exited the building and hailed the first cab he could find. The cab driver got out and put his suitcase in the trunk, got back in, and started the mileage meter.
	“Take me to Denver General Hospital.” he said.
	“Sure thing,” said the driver as he pulled away from the curb.
	Fred’s thoughts rambled to times past as he quietly rode along the freeway. He gazed out the window, not really seeing the cityscape as it quickly passed by. It had been so long since he had seen Jesse and now to have to see her like this, unable to hear her own father’s voice, was unbearable. Why have I stayed away so long? Lord, don’t let this be the last time we are together. It can’t end like this.
	Tears well up in his eyes, and he quickly wipes them away. He can see the high rise buildings of the center of the city. The sign for Denver General Hospital comes into sight, and he realizes he will see her soon.
	The cab pulled up to the curb at the entrance to the hospital.  He paid the driver and removed his suitcase from the trunk. He walked into the massive brick building and stood at the front desk.
           “Could you please tell me what room Jesse Jones is in?”
	“She’s in room 304B. Are you her father?”
	“Yes. I just flew in from California.  Could you please point me in the direction of the elevators?” 
	“They are over to the left. Take it up to the third floor, and then turn right. It’s the fourth door on the right.”
	Fred got into the elevator and pushed the button for the third floor. Please Lord, let Jesse recover. It’s in your hands now. 
	In a few minutes, the elevator came to an abrupt stop, and he exits.  He turned right and walked down the hallway until he found her room. He pushes the door open and carefully looks in, but isn’t prepared for what he sees.
	He stood in the doorway staring at her. She lay motionless, her long dark hair covering her pillow. Her face, although beautiful, was now pale and drawn.  She was hooked to life support machines, and her leg, obviously broken, was cast and in a traction device.  He tried to pull himself together enough to enter. After the shakiness diminished, and he felt like he could breathe again, he moved over to the side of her bed. 
	“Jesse, I’m so sorry I took so long to see you. We think we have lots of time, and then something like this happens. I don’t know if you can hear me or not, but I want you know that I love you, and you’ll always be my little girl. Please come back to me,” he pleads as his insides are racked with waves of intense pain.
	He leans over her bed, giving her a kiss on the forehead.  There is no response, and the knowledge of that moment would haunt him forever.
	Just as he was sitting down in the chair beside her bed, a young man in a white coat entered the room. He was in his early thirties with blonde hair, tall, with a muscular build.  
	“I’m Dr. Denton, Jesse’s doctor. You must be her father,” he said holding out his hand.
	“Fred Jones. How is she?” 
	“Right now, I don’t have much to tell you. Her injuries are quite extensive. She has a broken right leg, abrasions, and damage to both arms. Our main concern right now is her concussion which resulted in the coma.  We don’t know when or if she will recover. We can only wait. The next twenty four hours will be critical.”
	“I just can’t believe this happened. She is such a good skier.”
	“Accidents happen. We can have a cot brought in for you if you would like to stay with her.”
	“I would. I’m going to get some coffee and make a call. I’ll be back right back.”
	Fred found a telephone just outside the cafeteria.  After the call to Jason and Naomi, he grabbed a sandwich and sat at the table in the corner of the room.  The room is filled with staff and people visiting the hospital, but the noise is drowned out by his own grief.  He went through the motions of eating without tasting anything.  He couldn’t stop worrying about Jesse. He didn’t know what he would do if she didn’t wake up.
	Feeling exhausted, but wanting to check on Jesse, he crosses the busy cafeteria and locates the elevator just outside. He enters with three other people; a man, a woman and a little girl.
	“Are you sick?” asked the little girl looking up at him.
	“No. My daughter is.” Fred replied.
	“I hope she gets well soon.  They have lots of good doctor’s here. They will fix her right up,” she said smiling up at him.
	“Jesse, leave the man alone, honey.  You ask too many questions,” said her mother as she moved her closer to her.
	The elevator stopped on the second floor and the family with the little girl got out.
	“Goodbye,” said the little girl as she was whisked away.
	Fred just stood there as the door closed. It was a moment or two before he realized he hadn’t pushed the button.  His vision was blurred from the tears that had started to form.  The little girl reminded him of his Jesse.  Jesse was inquisitive when she was the little girl’s age.
	The elevator stopped at the third floor, and Fred got out.  He entered Jesse’s room and the cot was waiting for him just as Dr. Denison had promised. There had been no change in her condition.  He leaned over and kissed the side of her cheek and whispered, “I love you, Jesse.”
	He lay down on the cot next to her bed and covered himself up with the blanket.  He was reliving every memory of the time they had spent together over the years.               
                                                                   

                                                     Chapter 19

	It is a cold, blustery day outside at Pacific Cove Ranch. Naomi couldn’t get Fred off her mind. She believed Fred would get through these rough times, but he was in everyone’s prayers.
	Jason had left early with Peter to go check on the progress of their new home. The contractor had been ahead of schedule, and they might be able to move in before Christmas.  
	Peter’s new shop was complete. His tools were installed, and he had begun work on a project which he wouldn’t divulge to anyone. He had proclaimed that it was a surprise and everyone would know soon enough.
	The crunch of gravel signaled that someone was in the driveway. Naomi opened the front door just in time to see Joan and Amanda getting out of the truck.
	“Hi neighbor. Do you want to go shopping in West Haven with us? Christmas is right around the corner, you know,” said Joan pulling the collar of her coat up around her neck. 
	“That sounds great.  I can make us some tea, if we have time.”
	“Sure. With this weather, we could use some warming up. The wind is brutal.”
	They gathered around the fireplace and let the heat from the fire warm them. It had been awhile since they had time to just enjoy each other’s company.
	“Have you heard anything from Fred?” asked Amanda.
	“He called last night and there wasn’t any change. Fred’s taking it really hard.  He kept telling Jason that he should have visited her more.”
	“I’m so sorry. He’s such a nice man. It’s hard to think of him being in so much pain.” said Joan.
	“Jason and Peter went to check on our house. It’s going to be ready soon, and we will probably be moved in before Christmas,” said Naomi, filling their coffee cups.
	“That’s great. We’ll help you decorate. We have a lot to be grateful for this year,” said Joan.  “I thought, while we were in town, Amanda, could pick up some wedding invitations and check out the dress shops. There is one in town that specializes in wedding gowns.”
	“It’s so exciting.  Your wedding day will be here before we know it.  It’s better to get started early. I have the Paris show to get ready for, too.  Did I tell you Jason has agreed to fly to Paris with me?”
	“No. Are you serious? I never thought you would get him away from the ranch for that long, let alone out of the country,” said Joan.
	“I guess he wants to broaden his horizons.”
	“Have you heard from your mother recently? I was thinking about her the other day.”
	“She called yesterday. I don’t quite know what to make of it, but she is flying to Paris next week.  She says she needs to go over some things for the show, but I can’t figure out why she would need to go so soon. I think there is more to it. She hasn’t been the same since she met Mr. Raineau.”
	“You don’t suppose it’s more than just a business relationship?”
	“With Mother, you can never tell.”
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	Jason had dropped Peter off at his shop before heading over to the new house. When he pulled up, the painters were busy spraying the outside. The light gray brick surrounding the front of the house accented it beautifully and brought out the blue-green color of the exterior.
	They had plans to put bushes in various heights along the walkway leading to the front door.  The double door on the front entrance had stained glass with a sailing ship on it.
	A large wooden sign had been erected at the entrance to the driveway proudly proclaiming, “Pacific Grove Ranch, Jason and Naomi Sanders.”

					Chapter 20

	It was late in the evening as Fred stood in front of the windows of Jesse’s hospital room. He glanced out at the busy streets below. Everywhere people were walking arm in arm down the sidewalks weaving in and out of the shops. He glanced at his wristwatch and couldn’t believe it was only 8:00 p.m. 
	There had been no change. Jesse had not opened her eyes, stirred, or uttered as single sound.  How he wished that she had.  He wanted just one sign that she would come back to him.
	All of a sudden, the alarms went off on Jesse’s life support system. He felt himself being pushed aside and then quickly ushered out of the room. Hospital personnel began going to work on her. He could hear muffled sounds as equipment was being pushed and orders were shouted out.  He tried to reenter the room but was quickly escorted back out.
	He found a chair just outside the room and literally collapsed. His heart pounded violently in his chest as he tried to control his heavy breathing. His face had gone pale, and he heard someone ask if he was okay, did he need anything.
	Dr. Dennison exited Jesse’s room to find her father.
	Fred rose from the chair, unsteady on his feet, as the doctor approached him.
	“How is she?  Is she okay? What happened?”
	“Please follow me to the waiting room down the hall so we can talk.  It’s too noisy out here,” he said pointing the way.
	Fred followed him down the hall and entered a room on the right. Dr. Denton poured him a glass of water and waited while he took a sip.
	“Mr. Jones, we don’t quite know what happened yet.  Your daughter had a massive heart attack. We did everything we could, but we couldn’t save her.”
	“No. Jesse is going to be fine,” said Fred refusing to believe the truth. “I want to see her.”
	“Mr. Jones, you shouldn’t be alone right now. Is there anyone I can call for you?”
	“I want to see my daughter. Please, take me to her.”
	“Please, calm down Mr. Jones. I’ll take you to her, but I need to know who to call first.”
	"Call, Jason and Naomi Sanders.  The number’s at the front desk.”
	Fred followed Dr. Dennison to Jesse’s room and the doctor left to call Jason and Naomi.
	Fred approached the bed and pulled the sheet back. Loud sobs escaped his throat as he peered down at his daughter. There was no denying it now. It was true. His beloved Jesse was gone.  The nurse tried talking to him but he yelled, “Please leave me alone!”
	The nurse left the room and paged the doctor. He returned momentarily and told the nurse to go and get some meds to help Mr. Jones calm down.  In a few minutes she returned.
	“Mr. Jones, I called your friends.  I have something here to help you.”
	“I don’t want anything.  Just leave me alone.” 
	Fred left the room and walked down the hall to the waiting area.  He sat on the couch as tears streamed down his face. His chest felt like he had an elephant sitting on it.  All he could think of is that he never got to even tell her goodbye. He couldn’t believe she was gone. His body rocked back and forth as loud sobs escaped from deep down inside.
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	Jason had made arrangements to fly to Denver immediately after receiving the phone call from Jesse’s doctor. He had tried to talk to Fred, but he was so distraught that he wasn’t making much sense. He did, however, understand that Jason would be there soon.
	Fred would have to make arrangements to have Jesse’s body flown back to West Haven for burial next to her mother. Jason wasn’t sure Fred was up to taking care of the details, and he would probably end up doing it for him.  How do you come to grips with burying   your child? Jason hoped he would never have to find out.																		
	Christmas was in one week.  Jason and Naomi’s home had been completed just days before the terrible news about Jesse. Now there would be a delay on moving into their new home until Jason returned with Fred and the funeral was over.
	Naomi was busy working away on her paintings for the show. She had completed a total of eight so far. The news of Jesse’s death had deeply disturbed her, and she would take time off to help console Fred when he returned. She knew deep in her heart, the wonderful man she knew and admired, would never be the same again. 
	“Jason, you’re all packed. I know this is hard for you. I love you,” said Naomi giving him a hug.
	“I couldn’t imagine having to go through anything like this. I don’t know what to say to him.”
	“Just be there for support. Let him reach out to you when he is ready. It may take a while for him to be able to talk about it. Pray for him.”
	“What would I do without you? I’ll be back soon,” he said giving her a kiss and a hug goodbye.
	The front door slammed, and she heard the truck start up. She stood in front of the window staring out at the dark clouds. 
	It seemed that with every good thing that happened, somewhere, there was unhappiness lurking. She had to have faith that this, too, would pass. She prayed for  Fred, and for his friends to have the strength to help him through his grief.
	

		                  
                                                      Chapter 21

	 Miriam entered the gallery in Paris, just as Eduard was exiting the building.
	“Madame Strong. What a lovely surprise. What are you doing here?”
	“I decided to come help you finalize the preparations for my daughter’s show. I hope you don’t mind the help.” 
	  I’m happy to see you,” he said kissing her hand. “Have you had dinner yet? I know a lovely restaurant not too far from here if you would like to join me.”
	“As a matter of fact, I haven’t, and that sounds lovely. I would like to stop by my hotel and freshen up on the way if you wouldn’t mind,” she said placing her arm in his.
	“No trouble at all. I’ll call for my car,” he said as he made his way to the telephone.
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	It was 8:00 p.m., and Miriam and Eduard were having a casual dinner. They dined on the best French cuisine and finest wine money could buy.  It was a style Miriam was well accustomed to.
	Eduard was everything that she admired and looked for in a man; well-refined, intelligent, good looking, and charming. She found herself attracted to him, and it was becoming harder and harder to refrain from acting on her desires.
	After dinner, they decided to take a walk in the moonlight along the Seine. It was a clear night, and the lights of the city gave the place a magical aura, one that seemed to overwhelm the romantic at heart.
	She walked slowly along with Eduard’s arm placed around her shoulder. They exchanged warm glances at each other in between bits of conversation. 
	Without warning, he stopped underneath a large tree and leaned her back up against the trunk. His mouth covered hers, and her head began to swim as she was carried away into the depths of pure passion.  She had never experienced such encompassing passion before, and it was more than she could have hoped for. Finally, they gently pulled apart, staring into each other’s eyes. 
	“I’m so sorry, Madame. I don’t know what came over me. I hope I have not offended you,” he said apologetically.
	“I admit you did take me by surprise, but I can’t say it wasn’t enjoyable,” she said with a smile, and leaned over to give him a kiss.
	That night in her hotel room, she couldn’t stop thinking about him.  At first, a slight bit of guilt surrounded her thoughts as she remembered Samuel, her first love.  Knowing Samuel like she did, she realized he wouldn’t want her to spend the rest of her life alone and unloved.  She smiled and knew in her heart that Eduard was the one she would spend the rest of her life with.
                                                                     











                                                      





                                                  Chapter 22

	Fred had become a recluse since his daughter’s passing. He had locked himself away at Indian Creek.  Jason checked on him regularly, bringing him plates of food, but he insisted he was fine and didn’t need anything. He was anything but fine.
	Fred sat for hours staring at the funeral announcement and going through photo albums, reliving the past. He tried so desperately to hold on to what memories he had locked inside his head, but he knew that the memories of Jesse would grow fainter over time. It had happened with Estelle.  He couldn’t understand why God took Jesse so soon.  
	He lost interest in the ranch. He knew Jason was worried. He could hear the concern in his voice the last time he was there. He wanted to talk to him, but the words just wouldn’t come out.  
	Fred closed his eyes, leaned back in his easy chair, and laid the photo album across his chest. He clutched it as if his life depended on it. Tears began to well up in his eyes, and he was unable to control them. The immense pain he was feeling was just too strong.
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	Jason and Naomi were busy moving into their new house. The furniture had arrived, and they had carefully placed it in each room.
	It was a beautiful house, warm and inviting. The colors were bright and cheerful, and Naomi was set on looking ahead.
	Amanda and Joan spent hours helping Naomi decorate for Christmas. Everyone was lacking the Christmas spirit but made the best effort they could. The topic of conversation was Fred and what they could do to help him.  They decided that praying would help most, next to just being there for him when he was ready to talk.	
	Peter’s business was beginning to flourish.  He had several special orders for furniture and was busy at work. He had finished the desk for his parents to replace the one they lost in the fire. It was carefully hidden away in the corner of his shop covered by a large drop cloth.
	Amanda could hear the sound of power tools as she approached. She quietly walked into the shop and stood watching him work.  He was so handsome, even covered in sawdust.  When he turned the saw off, she walked up behind him and kissed him on the back of his neck.
	“Would you like some lunch?”
	“I’m starving. Will you join me?” he said as he put his arm around her and kissed her.
	They left the shop, arm in arm, heading in the direction of the house. The air was crisp, and they could hear the sound of gulls off in the distance.  Firestorm whinnied from the corral as they passed by, throwing his head from side to side, and prancing about.  Peter stopped to run his hand across the horse’s muzzle, thankful that he was spared in the fire.
	“Have you finished your mom and dad’s Christmas present?” she asked as they walked along the trail to the house.
	“I finished it a couple of days ago. It was hard making it because of the memories it brought back. I hate to think about the past, but it seems like it’s always there lurking in the back of my mind.”
	“You have to put that behind you, Peter.  We have so much to be grateful for. We have our whole life ahead of us. That is if you still want me?” asked Amanda teasingly as she ran towards the house.
	Peter immediately took off after her yelling, “Are you kidding? Just try to get rid of me.”



	
	
				        Chapter 23

	Naomi was busy working in her new studio that same day. She had a view of the ocean and surrounding headlands which inspired her to create, even though she had to force herself to concentrate. She was in the process of completing a portrait of Peter and Amanda. They were distant figures in the landscape, entwined in each other’s arms, posed on the edge of the cliffs overlooking the ocean.  It was a beautiful painting done in pastel greens, blues, and pinks.
	Soon Peter and Amanda would be married and on their honeymoon in Hawaii.	
	Her mind wandered to the future, to thoughts of grandchildren. Then she realizes that Fred would never have any, and a tear trickles down the side of her face.  It seemed so hard to think of happy things, without a shadow of unhappiness trying to force its way in. 
	The ring of the telephone brought her back to reality. She placed the brushes in the jar of cleaner and quickly picked up the receiver.
	“Hello, Naomi.  How are you coming along with the paintings?” asked Miriam.
	“Hello, Mother. I haven’t heard from you for a while. I was beginning to get worried when I couldn’t reach you.”
	“I was in Paris consulting with Eduard on your show. He’s been quite helpful with ideas for advertising,” said Miriam, “Are you feeling all right? You don’t seem too excited.”
	“I’m okay, Mother. I’m just a little tired and concerned for Fred. He’s not doing so well since his daughter died. We just don’t know what to do to help him.”
	“I’m sorry to hear that. Give him my condolences. Have you been able to get any work done at all?”
	“I’ve finished eight so far, and I’m working on a landscape with Peter and Amanda in it.  It’s going really well.”
	“How are they doing? I miss seeing all of you.”
	“Peter and Amanda are going to get married in a couple of weeks and then go to Hawaii for their honeymoon.  The wedding will be out on the bluffs outside their home. We have already ordered the invitations and Amanda’s dress. There is just so much to do.” 
	“That’s wonderful. She is such a lovely girl and seems to genuinely care for Peter. Give them my love. I will definitely be at the wedding, and I will try to make time for a visit soon, but there is so much to do here at the gallery. Eduard says, hello.”
	“Well I hate to run, but I have painting to do. Tell Eduard hello for me, and do try to come soon. You haven’t even seen the new house yet. Goodbye, talk to you soon.”
	She heard the front door close downstairs and the sound of Jason’s voice calling out, “Naomi, are you up there?”
	“I’m in my studio.”
	Jason climbed the staircase leading to the landing upstairs and walked into the studio. Light filled the room, and the painting of Peter and Amanda was the first thing that caught his eye.
	“I thought this might be where I would find you. Hard at work I see,” he said giving her a hug.
	“It didn’t take you long in town. Did you get the arrangements made for the sale of the sheep?”
	“I did and even had time for shopping. I have something to show you downstairs.”
	Naomi took Jason’s hand and followed him downstairs into the living room. As they took the last step off the staircase, she noticed a very large box in the center of the room, wrapped and topped with a large pink ribbon.
	“What’s the occasion?  It’s not Christmas yet.” 
	“Can’t a husband buy his wife a gift without having a reason?”
	“I guess so.”
	“Well, are you going to open it or just stand and stare at it all day?”
	“All right, give me a chance,” she said as sat down on the carpet, removed the bow, and started pulling the wrapping from the box.  Inside was a complete stereo system for her studio. 
	She got up smiling, and kissed him softly on the lips. “Thank you so much. Now I don’t have to run downstairs to turn up the stereo so I can hear it upstairs. You could have saved it until Christmas, though.”
	“I thought you might like to have it now. You seem to enjoy painting more with music. I used to watch you when you didn’t know I was there.”
	“Spying on me, huh?  I don’t know if I like that or not.”
	“If you would invite me up more, I wouldn’t have to.”
	“Come here, you.  You know you don’t need an invitation.”
	Jason walked over to her, picked her up, and carried her into their bedroom. He gave the door a quick push with his foot, just before laying her onto the bed. He lavished her with tender kisses and caresses, gently reminding her of how much she loved him.
	
	











                                                  Chapter 24

	Christmas at Pacific Cove Ranch was a mixture of joy and sadness. Jason and Naomi were with dear friends; Joan, Bill, and Fred.  Fred made an effort to be a part of the holidays, though there were times when his heart wasn’t in it. 
	The house was beautifully decorated for the occasion. The staircase was covered in boughs of pine, the cones painted a vibrant gold color. The scent of pine and bayberry filled the house and was mixed with the succulent smells of Christmas dinner.
	Jason and Peter had left earlier in the week in search of the perfect tree. They had returned with a ten-foot monster which had been decorated with Victorian style trimmings. Wrapped gift boxes of all shapes, sizes, and colors were carefully placed underneath the tree.  The fireplace had been topped off with colorful Christmas stockings and on the mantle were candelabras with festive candles.
	Miriam had kept her word and arrived on time, and to everyone’s surprise, she was escorted by Eduard.  It seemed as if she had regained years of her youth, and Naomi had never seen her look so vibrant.
	“Mother, why didn’t you tell me he was coming with you?”
	“He flew back with me from Paris for the holidays. It was a spur of the moment decision,” said Miriam smiling at Eduard.
	“How do you like California so far?” asked Naomi as she poured a glass of wine to compliment the dinner.
	“I love the ocean. It is truly beautiful, and I can see why you like to paint here. Thank you so much for your gracious hospitality.”
	“You’re welcome. We’re happy to have you join us.”
	Eduard insisted on making a toast and raised his glass saying, “To new friends and acquaintances. May your lives be filled with  joy. God bless all of you.”	
	Jason had purchased a baby grand piano which had been delivered a few days before Christmas.  Joan had graciously agreed to play the traditional Christmas carols while everyone sang, and the house was filled with the sounds of music and laughter.  For a short while at least, the sadness of the past was put behind them.
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	Miriam and Eduard spent the next couple of days at the ranch.  They filled the hours with walks on the beach, quiet moments in the moonlight, and a tour of Peter’s new shop.
	Eduard was very impressed with the quality of his work and before leaving had convinced Peter to sign a contract to display his work at the gallery in Paris. Peter never imagined that his work would someday be seen in the same gallery as his mothers.
	Amanda beamed with pride when Peter told her.  A short time ago, she had given up on ever falling in love again, or getting married.  Now it was on her mind constantly. Soon, she would be Mrs. Peter Sanders.
	She couldn’t ask for a better place to spend her life. She began thinking about her career, which she had so foolishly abandoned.  She would design again and produce her own line of clothing, and take care of most of the details from the ranch.  She decided to discuss it with Peter soon.
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	Time had passed rapidly since Christmas. Peter and Amanda’s wedding was quickly approaching and all the preparations were finished.  
	Fred had started to recuperate from his grief and had thrown himself into his work on the ranch.  An occasional smile gave everyone hope.
	Peter was absorbed in his new work for the Paris gallery and was finally ready to make arrangements for the first shipment.  Naomi had shipped her final paintings a few days earlier.
	The sale of the cattle and sheep had generated a good profit for the ranch and their bank account was flourishing. Their goals had been fulfilled beyond their wildest dreams. They would be leaving for Paris soon. Naomi’s secret wish had come true.  Her husband would be at her side.
	                                     





















                                                       Chapter 25

	 The weather, which sometimes could be rainy for that time of the year, seemed to cooperate for Peter and Amanda’s special day.
	Upstairs at the Pacific Cove Ranch house, Naomi, Joan, Miriam, and Amanda’s mother, Barbara, were helping the bride get dressed for the wedding.  Miriam had swept Amanda’s hair up into a lovely style piled high on her head and then put the beaded band that would be a part of her bridal veil in place.  
	She was dressed in a beautiful full length white satin wedding gown that had long sleeves. The top and decorative waist was detailed with crystal beading and lace that accentuated her slim waist. She was a vision of beauty. 
	Naomi took in image before her and smiled. “Amanda, you are gorgeous.  Peter won’t be able to take his eyes off of you.” 
	“I’m so nervous.  I hope I don’t trip when I walk from the house to the gazebo.” 
	“You’ll be fine.  Peter is going to be nervous, too.”
	“I guess I better call Jason and see if Peter is ready. The minister will be here soon.” 
	Naomi went downstairs to the dining room, which had been elegantly decorated for the wedding reception.  Two large centerpieces of white hydrangeas, white spray roses, white mini calla lilies, dusty miller, and silvery Brunia berries were evenly placed at each end of the long table.  In the center, in-between them, was a tall vase with pale cream and light pink roses.  Small branches covered with sequins were surrounded by candle holders with aqua colored candles floating inside. Your senses were treated to a mixture of floral and vanilla when you entered the room.
	Naomi picked up the phone and dialed Jason. He answered right away.
	“Jason, is Peter about ready? The minister will be here anytime now.”
	“I think so. He was having such a time with his tie that I had to help him.”
	“It seems I remember you telling me about a similar situation when we got married.”
	“Yeah, I know.  We’re all thumbs.”
	“As soon as the minister gets here, we will be heading your way. I’ll call when we are leaving, so you can get Peter and the rest of the wedding party over to the gazebo.”
	“Okay. Bill and Robert are helping me with the chairs so we can set them up.  All this makes me think of our wedding. Such a long time ago, but sometimes it seems like yesterday.”
	“I know.  I saw Amanda in her gown, and I couldn’t help think of our wedding.”
	“I’m going to do a quick check on the food. Peter said that several of their friends from college will be attending after all.”
	Naomi hung up the phone and climbed the staircase to the guest room upstairs.  Amanda was sitting at the dressing table staring into the mirror.	“Well, Amanda, are you ready to go downstairs to wait for Reverend Brown? He should be here anytime now.” 
	“Yes.  I hope it’s soon.  I don’t know how long I can keep my jitters under control. I swear there is a swarm of butterflies inside my stomach.”
	“If it makes you feel any better, Peter was so nervous he couldn’t tie his tie. Jason had to help him with it.” said Naomi.
	Amanda carefully walked down the stairs holding her dress up in the front while Naomi, Barbara, and Miriam held the back of it up off the stairs.  At the bottom, they let go. The dress clung to her body perfectly, and she seemed to float across the floor as she walked.
	Just as they entered the living room, Naomi heard the doorbell.  Reverend Brown, a tall man in his late sixties with graying hair, was waiting on the front porch. 
	“Reverend Brown, come in.”
	“Mrs. Sanders, is everyone ready?  Amanda, nice to meet you,” he said shaking her hand.
	Naomi went to call Jason, and then they all got into their cars and drove over to the Rocking S Ranch.  As they pulled up, they could see all the guests seated already.  Naomi took Amanda into the house to her father so they could get into position for the wedding march.
	Miriam, Joan, and Barbara crossed the headlands to join the rest of the guests that were already seated. Naomi took her seat up front, while Reverend Brown walked up onto the gazebo.
	The wedding guests all turned around facing in the direction of the house when they heard the wedding march start.  As soon as Peter caught a glimpse of Amanda coming towards him, he thought he wouldn’t be able to breathe.  She was so beautiful, and he wondered how he could be so lucky.  This was going to be the mother of his children. 
	Amanda, a vision of loveliness, accompanied by her father, stepped up onto the gazebo. She took her place next to Peter.  Her father lifted her veil and gave her a kiss on the cheek and then stepped aside.
	“Everyone, we are gathered here today to bring together the joining of Amanda Jamison and Peter Sanders in holy matrimony.  This union is blessed by God.  Who gives this woman to this man? 
	“I do,” replied Amanda’s father.
	“Peter and Amanda have written their own vows and will exchange rings.”
	Peter, very nervous, grabbed Amanda’s hands in his and spoke.  “Amanda, I knew from the day we first met, that there was something very special about you.  As we grew in our relationship, I found a loving, caring, and beautiful person inside, who I knew I wanted to spend the rest of my life with. I love you more today, and your beauty takes my breath away. I promise to care for you, love you, and cherish you, all the days of my life.”  He placed Amanda’s wedding ring on her finger.  
	Amanda took Peter’s hands in hers and started to speak, “Peter, when I came to Pacific Cove, I was a damaged person who had become bitter. I thought I didn’t have a future, and never thought I would ever find true love.  But then, you came into my life and brought me sunshine and hope. In you, I found a love that I knew would last forever. I learned to trust again, and I promise to love you, support you, and be your soul mate for as long as I live.”  She placed his wedding band on his finger.
	Reverend Brown continued, “In as much as they have spoken their vows to each other and exchanged rings in front of their family and friends, through the power vested in me, I now pronounce you husband and wife.  You may kiss your bride.” 
	Jason lifted Amanda’s veil, wrapped his arms around her and gave her a deep, hard kiss.  Peter and Amanda turned to their guests and took a few steps. Amanda turned her back towards everyone and threw her wedding bouquet.  Miriam was the one who caught it.  
	Everyone in the wedding party went to Pacific Cove Ranch for the reception. There was lots of good food, champagne, and mulled cider. Peter and Amanda fed each other pieces of their wedding cake.  Naomi had special ordered it from the West Haven Bakery. It was a three tiered cake adorned with frosting of white branches and textured pink flowers.  It was a perfect winter cake for the occasion.
	Joan played a waltz on the baby grand piano as Peter and Amanda danced around the living room and the rest of the guests joined in.  Everyone danced and visited until the wee hours of the morning.   Peter’s college friends had a chance to catch up on what each one had been doing with their lives since graduation.  Peter and Amanda were just about to leave, when Jason and Naomi got their attention.
	“Peter and Amanda, your father and I have a special wedding gift for you.  We have paid for your plane fare and honeymoon suite in Paris. We want you to accompany us to the art show and the rest of the time is yours to enjoy together.  That is, if you are willing to cancel your plans to Hawaii. You can always do that on your first anniversary.”
	  I don’t know what to say.  Amanda, what do you think? Would you like a honeymoon in Paris instead?”
	“Peter, that sounds wonderful.  Thanks so much Naomi and Jason.”
	“It’s mom and dad, now. We love you both. You’re the daughter we never had. We couldn’t have prayed for anyone better for our son.”
	“See you tomorrow. Love you,” said Peter as he grabbed Amanda’s hand.
	Naomi heard the truck start up, and she knew things would be a lot different from now on.  Peter had grown up and would be starting a family of his own. God was so wonderful.  He answers dreams, mends hearts, and gives a person a reason to hope again. 
	Fred had enjoyed the wedding, but Naomi could tell that he was saddened by the fact that he would never be able to give his daughter away, or never have grandchildren of his own.  
	Naomi had been watching him as he danced with Amanda at the reception. She could tell when he smiled at Amanda, he was thinking of Jesse. A tear formed in the corner of his eye, which he quickly wiped away.  
	In time, God would heal his broken heart.  Just maybe, Peter and Amanda would have a part in that. Naomi knew that God always used others to bless those that are hurting.  She had learned that lesson first hand.


                                                    

                                                      



                                                           





                                                  

                                                     
                                                 
                                                    Chapter 26

	Naomi realized that she was no longer the same person she used to be.  She had grown from a weak, frightened person into one with inner strength. It had been a long, hard struggle. She had fought her inner demons, as well as, some paranormal ones and had become a better person in spite of it. 
	She had tried her wings and discovered, with God’s help, she could soar so much higher than she had ever imagined. Sometimes she felt she had to pinch herself to make sure it wasn’t all a dream.
	Naomi curled up on the sofa in her studio.  It had been positioned in front of the large picture windows overlooking the ocean.  This was a place she liked to sit and spend time just day dreaming, a place to collect her thoughts and reflect on her life.
	“A penny for your thoughts,” said Jason.
	Naomi sat up, made room for him to sit, and leaned back resting her head against his chest.
	“By any chance am I in those thoughts somewhere?” he asked giving her a tight squeeze.
	“I was just thinking about how lucky we are. We have this beautiful ranch, our son and his wife, and good friends. Did you ever imagine it would be this wonderful?”
	“Honestly, I never thought it would happen this soon, or that we would be this financially secure.  What we have here is a legacy, something to continue on for generations, hopefully to Peter and Amanda’s children.”
	“That means we would be grandparents. Are you ready for that?”
	“I think I have been ready for that my entire life. I really knew for sure the day I fell in love with you.”
	“Jason, I love you so much that sometimes it scares me.  I don’t know what I would ever do if anything happened to you.”
	“You would know that our love was never-ending, and you would continue on.  I know the strength is within you. I used to worry about you, but you have grown into this wonderful loving, mature, and independent woman.  I love you even more now. You’re more than just my wife, you are my best friend,” he said looking into her eyes. “We have a relationship only few people find and many only dream about.”
	“Jason, how did we ever find each other in a world of millions of people?”
	“We were meant to be together. Some would say we were just lucky enough to find each other, but it was God’s plan, like with Peter and Amanda.”
	Naomi knew in her heart that whatever the future held for them at the ranch, together with God’s guidance, they could overcome anything.  What would Peter and Amanda’s future hold?  Would they have a love everlasting like Naomi and Jason?  Would they be blessed with children?  Naomi was optimistic about the future and would embrace it all with confidence.
	Naomi wondered, though, if they would ever find the treasure that was supposed to be buried at Indian Creek or the grave of her long lost relative. Who knows, maybe that was something they would have to accept as unsolved.  Either way, she knew her life would be a happy and exciting one. 
	Jason and Naomi continued to sit together on the sofa looking out the window as the sun began to set, turning the sky a multitude of color.  Within a few minutes, they were both fast asleep, filled up inside with the peace only God can bring.












Thanks for reading “Pacific Cove-Testament of Faith.”  I hope you enjoyed it.   I would appreciate it if you would leave me a review on Amazon. 
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