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Welcome to

CROCUS HILL INN

A NEW DAY

or 

A RELAXED STAY

––––––––
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Crocus Hill Inn is a combination retreat center and inn. One week per month, we offer a five-day retreat with multiple activities listed below to address a personal issue you would like to focus on, such as relationships, marriage, grief, spiritual questions, and similar concerns. The other weeks, we’re open to guests desiring accommodations in a beautiful setting, with plenty of activities in Medora, North Dakota, only a short drive away.

When booking your five-day stay, you’ll be able to choose A New Day program or Relaxed Stay. You’ll be offered open dates according to your choice and more information to book your reservation.

Additional services included in A New Day program: 

Individual and/or marriage counseling

Spiritual counseling

Yoga or other physical exercise

Sightseeing excursions

Click here to register your preference of A New Day or A Relaxed Stay. Please call us with any questions you may have. We look forward to seeing you at Crocus Hill Inn.

Courtney & Alex Richmond
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PROLOGUE
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Braden glanced around the restaurant before his gaze returned to the table where Rory and Jade sat across from him. They’d already started eating, but his stomach rebelled at the thought of food. Or coffee. Or water.

He’d planned on a quieter setting to discuss the situation, not a noisy Mexican restaurant where he had to scream to be heard above the music. Getting together at the restaurant was the solution offered by the others. At the inn, they needed the supplies he picked up in Dickinson.

As they ate, he wished Lauren had come to share the news she’d discovered. “Lauren told me Phil is going to be staying at the Crocus Hill Inn in a few weeks. Someone sent him a blackmail text to get him there.”

Forks clattered as they looked up from their food.

“What are you talking about?” Jade tossed back her dark hair streaked with bright pink. She scowled at Braden before turning to Rory. “Did you send the text to Phil?” 

How badly did Rory want the money Phil scammed from him? Braden had about enough of their group, and these two were the hardest to handle. At least the others balanced the situation when they were around. “Lauren told me the text threatened Phil. If he didn’t show up at the Crocus Hill Inn, the sender would go to the police with evidence of his investment scheme.”

Rory continued eating his king-sized burrito during the announcement and stopped long enough to throw in his two cents. “Lauren told us last time we met that Phil already knows we’ve been to the police with evidence. I gave the detective everything I signed when Phil talked me into investing in his scheme. That alone should be enough to put him on trial. Why would he go to the inn? He has nothing to gain.”

“According to Lauren, he intends to find out who sent the text so he can get revenge. Do you think I want him as a guest where I work? This sucks.” Braden picked up his glass of water and drank through the straw until the sound of sucking indicated emptiness. Time to get back to the inn. His boss, Courtney, wanted to make sure they’d sent the right flooring for the enclosed sunroom, and he had a forty-five-minute drive with the flooring in the back of the truck. 

Rory turned to Jade, squinting at her through his half-closed eyes. “You haven’t denied sending the text. Did you?”

“Of course not. What purpose would that serve?” 

“Who knows with you? You’re bent on revenge.” The burrito a mere memory, he scraped up the rest of the rice and cleaned his plate.

“Phil’s going to the inn, and I’m in Dickinson. How can I get revenge on him out there in neverland? It would be easier if he’d stay in Minot, where there are more people to blend with the crowd.” She picked the last of the spicy shrimp out of its bed of rice and nibbled.

Rory shoved his chair back from the table. “Why don’t we all go out there to stay? We can try to get our money back.”

Shuddering, Braden shook his head. “No. I work there, man. We don’t need everyone gathering at the inn. With my background, you know how hard it is for me to find work. Since Phil scammed Mom out of money, I need a job more than ever.” 

He didn’t plan to tell the group he spent time in prison for his own activities as a thief. Trying to justify he stole for a good cause backfired in a hurry. The courts disagreed, and he came to realize they were right. His employers knew the truth, and Alex even shared that he had spent time in prison to help a friend avoid prosecution. His friend was the guilty party, but he had cancer, so Alex took the blame—a nobler purpose than Braden’s reason for his time behind bars.

“I disagree with Braden.” Having finally finished the shrimp, Jade set her fork on her plate. “If we all go out there, we could show strength in numbers. He’d realize his scheming days are over.”

Braden’s stomach continued to churn. “Nothing good can come from going out to the inn, and it’s not fair. I need my job.”

“It’s a good idea.” Jade gave Rory a challenging stare. “How about it?”

His face lit up. “Yeah. Let’s do it. I’m going to talk the others into coming along.”

Braden groaned, hoping the others would have more common sense and decide not to come to the inn. “I hope there aren’t any rooms available.” 

He would rush back to the inn and warn Courtney and Alex to tell everyone they were booked up. What excuse could he give? They needed the inn full of paying guests. Should he tell his bosses the truth? He hadn’t told them about his mother being scammed by Phil.

What a nightmare. His first job out of prison had turned into a plot to drive him crazy. “If you’re going to go, you’ll have to follow the program. This is no run-of-the-mill bed and breakfast. When you tell them you’re coming—if they have an opening—they’ll want you to share what part of your life you want to reset. The program involves focusing on a personal problem you’re having, Bible study, psychologist visits, and group therapy. It’s called ‘A New Day.’”

“What?” Rory’s face lost color. “I’m not sure about that.” He looked back at Jade.

She shrugged. “I’m going. Make something up. You do what you want.”

Braden knew if Jade went, Rory would go. No way would he lose the opportunity to get his money back, especially if Jade made it a competition. How had this group started, anyway? Lauren was the first group member he met. 

He’d walked up the sidewalk to Phil’s house, and Lauren came out the front door, passing him. “If you’re here to get your money back, don’t bother. He won’t budge. He’s total scum.”

At the venom in her voice, Braden had stopped on the sidewalk. His brain finally caught up to the fact she knew something, and he rushed after her. “What do you mean?”

She stopped and took a good look at him. “It’s not your money. You don’t look like you have any.”

What did she see when she looked at him? “He stole my mom’s money.”

“Well, don’t expect to get it back.” She turned around and left him floundering in multiple conflicting thoughts.

Should he try and get Phil to return the money? He shook his head to clear it and retraced his way to the front door. Ten minutes later, he left without the money and no doubt in his mind the woman had Phil pegged. He was scum.

The woman had stood by her car, waiting for him, and she introduced herself as Lauren. After that, they met regularly to discuss what to do about the situation. Then Jade appeared. Eventually Melanie, Skylar, and Rory and his wife, Ivy, joined.

Now, here he sat with Jade and Rory, meeting in Dickinson because he needed to be here today, and only a few of them could make it.

What would Lauren say when he told her the whole group intended to gather around Phil like vultures to get their money and their relatives’ money back? She’d be at the inn too.

And what should he tell his bosses, Courtney and Alex, about the guests arriving at their new Crocus Hill Inn in two weeks? Should he tell the detective what the group planned to do? Was it illegal? His head began to ache.

Would the others in the group book rooms at the inn too? If Phil intended to come, what was his purpose? He knew they’d given information to the police. Did he have his own agenda?
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CHAPTER 1

Two Weeks Later
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Courtney peered out of the office window at the large black SUV coming up their long driveway. All morning she’d been praying the week would turn out okay. She turned to Alex. “I wonder who our first guest is.”

He glanced up from his desk with a grin. “Our first guest or guests. Crocus Hill Inn is officially in business!”

She continued to stare out the window. A couple who appeared to be in their fifties emerged from the black vehicle. Clad in a pink plaid shirt with jeans and sneakers, the frowning woman wore sunglasses matching her short brown hair. She slammed the passenger door closed. 

The man’s hair was thinning, and his cleanly shaven face bore a similar frown as his wife’s. He wore a tan polo shirt with his jeans and boots. The boots appeared new, even from this distance. Scanning the house and the prairie countryside, his mouth twisted into a snarl.

Courtney’s stomach churned and twisted into a knot. Maybe breakfast was a mistake. What had she brought on herself with this program? Was this God’s plan for her life? “I don’t believe I can do this.”

Alex walked over and gave her a reassuring hug. “There’s no need to worry. Everything will turn out fine. They’ll be nervous too. This isn’t exactly a regular bed-and-breakfast scenario this week. It’s a retreat. People come to reset their lives. Remember our motto, ‘A New Day.’ We’re going to assist these people as much as we can and leave the results to God.”

“You’re right.” She squeezed his hand, her stomach partially settled. Alex walked this path with her. She’d dreamed of the kind of inn where they’d help people, and the time had come. “Let’s go greet our guests. At least we’ll have Clarissa available tomorrow to put people at ease. Thank goodness we made a deal with them to co-own this place and counsel our guests through the summer months.”

Courtney and Alex decided to have their joint office face the driveway before it curved around to the parking area, which gave them the advantage of a first glance at their guests. Guests who appeared to be starting out their week with a fight.

Alex followed her out of the office, his hand warm on her shoulder. They stepped out the front door. 

Courtney started down the front steps, calling out to them, “Welcome to the Crocus Hill Inn. Would you like help with your luggage?” They walked over to the couple’s vehicle where the man stood.

“That would be good.” The guy’s irritated voice inspired another silent prayer.

She held out her hand. “Hi. I’m Courtney, and this is my husband, Alex.”

The man had a firm handshake. “I’m Phil Young. You’re a little far away from a big town, aren’t you?” He frowned.

Courtney took a step back, her welcoming smile pinned to her face. Why did the couple drive to the country if he preferred a city? “It’s about three miles to Elm City, which has a small grocery store, and you can get gasoline and a few other things. Dickinson is about a half-hour drive at the most, and it has a lot more to offer if you’re looking for city life. We have access to everything we need here.”

“You must be Kristina.” Alex held out his hand to the woman as she joined them. 

She moved her glasses to the top of her hair like a headband and met his gaze. After quickly shaking his hand, she lowered her sunglasses. “You can call me Kris. Everyone does.”

“Thank you,” Alex said easily.

Courtney considered Phil’s attitude. Despite the fact he knew the inn was out of town, he came anyway. The couple’s stated their reason for attending A New Day Program was to work on their marriage, and it didn’t take a genius to see problems between them. “Where’s your luggage? We’ll get you settled in your room. I’m sure after your drive from Montana, you must be ready to rest.”

“Actually, I’m looking forward to a cold soda and a walk around the grounds. This is great.” Kris smiled for the first time as she gazed around the place. “I love the country. The hill over on the other side of the road is gorgeous with all those purple crocuses, and I love the old shed at the top. The open prairie is nice compared to trees blocking the view.”

“It’s been ten years since you’ve seen anything except sidewalks and concrete driveways.” Phil’s mouth twisted in a sneer. 

“You wanted to come here.” She shrugged at Courtney, who took it to mean Men—who can understand their whims?

Nothing added up. Phil complained, but he convinced Kris to come to the inn. If they are so miserable, why did they come?

Phil grabbed the biggest bag and picked it up. “The shed might be rustically interesting and the flowers pretty, but you’ve forgotten the bad parts about the country.”

“In the spring, there are no bad parts.” Kris threw out her arms to indicate the area.

Cheered by Kris’s enthusiasm, Courtney appreciated the landscaping they’d managed to complete, along with the natural beauty of the crocuses. 

She and Alex debated names for the two-story inn for a long time. They had remembered when Gary showed them the property, and in the fall had decided on Crocus Hill Inn and painted the inn the color of crocuses. They’d decided on some green bushes for each side of the steps into the inn and a few evergreens in the back yard. 

They walked up the steps with the luggage. “You picked a good time to come. The end of April is warm enough to enjoy a walk, and the bugs haven’t made much of an appearance yet. We’ve got a cold soda, and you can wander wherever you want.” Alex opened the front door.

***
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Courtney’s initial nervousness disappeared as she went about showing the Youngs the great room, which she and Alex named the entry into their inn. They decided to have an open concept with a dining table, a kitchenette, and a large section big enough to seat thirty people, which they called the great room. Several different groupings of furniture gave the room a cozy vibe. They included a place for board or card games.

The kitchenette was large enough to prepare quick snacks. Willow would make their meals in the main kitchen in the next room. 

About fifteen minutes after Courtney showed Phil and Kris their room, a king bed with an attached bathroom, Kris chose a soda from the options in the kitchenette and headed outside for her walk. 

Phil refused to join her and sat in the main great room. Courtney watched as he relaxed in the navy recliner with a book. From the title, he’d chosen a spy novel.

Settling down at the dining room table, she gazed out the window at the beautiful purple crocuses and green grass stretching for miles. The sun shone on the table where she sat sipping from a bottle of water. Enjoying the warmth as she waited for the next guests, she pondered the situation between Phil and Kris.

They already disagreed over the location of the getaway. If Phil continued to grouse about the distance from a town, he probably liked the nightlife. The only place open near them at night was the small-town bar in Elm City a few miles away. 

Courtney had only been there with Alex a few times. Once, they arrived in town and needed something quick to eat. The bar served appetizers in the evening. The second time, they’d finally chosen the name of the inn and decided to celebrate. 

The bar’s open hours needed to be researched. She’d better make up a cheat sheet of the nearby towns, the distances to reach them, and the amenities in each town. Another thing to add to her never-ending to-do list.

She and Alex had owned Crocus Hill Inn for about eight months and spent all their time renovating the building and as much of the grounds as they could before winter. They’d moved from a small house they’d been renting in Elm City in early spring. Their apartment above the inn was ready for them to move at that point, so Courtney could pursue her dream of helping people. They’d been lucky to find experienced contractors in the area who wanted the work on the inside of the inn during the winter months to supplement their income. 

Thanks to the grant coming through, and the loan from Clarissa and Hugh, they’d been able to proceed faster than anticipated. Maybe the anxiety came from the fear something would go wrong. After what happened during the renovation, she knew how fast everything could change. 

When they completely booked for this first trial week, she’d been happily surprised. Maybe Phil was upset because he didn’t want to make life changes, despite the fact he made plans to come, instead of Kris. Answers would come as the week progressed.

They advertised Crocus Hill Inn’s A New Day program as a retreat with group discussion time, psychologist appointments, Bible studies, and free time to relax and consider making life changes. But Phil didn’t seem to have the mindset for the program.

The sound of tires on gravel caught her attention. A small red hatchback rumbled into the driveway. She caught a glimpse of a dark-haired woman wearing sunglasses. Hopefully a more upbeat guest. At least Phil and Kris wouldn’t dominate her thoughts anymore.
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CHAPTER 2
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Courtney reached the front door of the house at the same time a car door slammed. She stepped outside and greeted the young woman, who removed her sunglasses. Her clear blue gaze studied Courtney. 

“Hi. My name is Lauren Mazour.” She started talking before Courtney could greet her.

“Hi, Lauren. I’m Courtney Richmond. Welcome to Crocus Hill Inn. Would you like help with your luggage?”

“I’m fine.” Lauren waved her away. “Only one suitcase. I’m used to traveling light.”

“Oh. Do you travel often?” Courtney always overpacked.

“I’m a writer. I like to research the settings of my stories.” She opened the back driver’s side door and pulled out a suitcase and a black backpack she slung over her left shoulder.

“Sounds interesting. I’d love to hear more about your writing this week. Are you going to write about this part of the state?” At least Lauren appeared like she wanted to be here.

“I haven’t decided yet.” She looked around. “It depends if inspiration hits here. The scenery is beautiful.”

“Most people either like it or hate it. Come on in and have a drink of something cold or hot. We have tea, coffee, soda, and water. Your preference.” She started walking to the stairs.

A smile lit Lauren’s face. “Great. I’ll take some water. I’m parched.”

At least one of their guests seemed to have a sunny disposition.

They entered the inn, and Lauren studied the space, her gaze settling on the games set up on the far side of the room. She dropped her suitcase and backpack by the door. “Backgammon. It’s been forever since I’ve played. Maybe someone else is interested and remembers the rules.”

“I believe my husband, Alex, knows how to play. There will likely be at least one other person.” Courtney followed her over to the games area.

Lauren surveyed the other tables. One was piled with board games. A table in the corner displayed old-fashioned hand-held electronic games, like Yahtzee and poker. A chess board was laid out and ready to go. She stood there tossing a pawn in her hand before setting it back down.

Looking around the rest of the room, she took in Phil reading his book. She raised a brow at Courtney, who shrugged.

Phil didn’t glance at them, much less appear interested in introductions. He’d probably already snuck a peek. Mentally blocking him, she turned to Lauren. “Let me get you a bottle of water, and I’ll show you to your room. You can explore more inside and out at your leisure.”

While Lauren went back to the entrance and picked up her belongings, Courtney got her two bottles of water from the fridge. She led Lauren down the long hallway.

“You’re in Room 6.” Courtney stopped at the second-to-last room at the end of the hallway. “The rooms on the left are staff rooms, and the rooms on the right are the guests’ rooms. Let Alex or myself know if you need anything.”

When Courtney slid the keycard through the slot and opened the door, Lauren exclaimed in delight. “This is perfect. You even have a table with chairs where I can set up my laptop and write. And you’ve put it in front of the south window.” She laughed. “I’m in trouble. I’m going to stare outside too often and avoid writing.”

“You can always sit in one of the stuffed armchairs with your laptop if you prefer a different view. Plus, the afternoon sunlight might force you to move the table away from the window or close the blinds.”

“We’ll see.” Lauren set her suitcase and backpack on the table.

“If you ever want to escape to your room for a meal, you can always dish up in the other room and come back here to eat.”

“I do eat at odd times because of my writing. If I’m getting the words written, I don’t want to stop. I’ll be fine. Like I said, I’m used to traveling.”

Courtney handed her the room keycard and walked over to the door. “Enjoy your stay. There’s a button by the door if you need something in the middle of the night. It only rings in Alex and my room, so you won’t be disturbing anyone else.”

She opened the door and stepped into the hallway. “Let me know if there’s anything you need.”

Lauren spun in a circle and stopped when she faced the door. Her eyes radiated happiness. “I’ve got everything I could possibly want. Thank you.”

Courtney closed the door, breathing a silent sigh of relief and thanks to God for Lauren. In the great room, Phil remained immersed in his book. She went to the office to talk with Alex, keying in the code for the door before entering.

Alex glanced up from his papers. His dark brown hair stood on end in the front from running his hands through it. “How’s it going out there?”

“I don’t know. Okay, I guess.” The butterflies in her stomach finally settled.

Alex walked over to where she stood in front of the window, put his hands on her shoulders and rubbed lightly. “Tension here.”

The warmth of his fingers soothed her, and her shoulders relaxed a few inches. She leaned against him. “Thanks. This is harder than I thought it would be.”

His hands dropped from her shoulders, and he hugged her, his chin resting on the top of her head. “You’re a strong woman, Courtney Richmond. I’d bet on you any day. It’s only natural meeting all these people would be stressful.”

“Thanks.” She turned and hugged him back, cocooned in his arms. “Has anyone told you you’re a wonderful husband?” 

“My wife occasionally mentions it.”

She smiled against his chest, smelling the fresh scent of soap on his skin and shirt. “She’ll have to mention it more often.”

“Her husband wouldn’t mind.” He laughed.

She took a step back. “Thanks, Husband.”

“You’re welcome.”

“Can I ask a favor?” Courtney fiddled with the button on his plaid shirt.

“Sure.”

She looked up at him. “Can you stay with me the rest of the day? Just for this first group?”

He pulled her into a tight hug this time. “Definitely. This grant documentation can wait for the weekend. The committee doesn’t require the forms until the end of the month.”

“Thanks. I’ll help you with it over the weekend.” She hugged him closer for a moment and stepped back when she heard tires on gravel. 

She handed him a mirror she kept in her desk drawer. “We have more guests. You might want to fix your hair in the front.”

He took the mirror and smoothed the strands into place.

From the window, she caught a glimpse of Kris returning from her walk. She stopped to chat with a young woman in a lime-green jacket and a short blunt cut of dark hair. It looked dyed black from this distance.

Courtney saw a few more cars coming up the driveway. Her heartbeat slowed, and she felt ready to continue the adventure. “Yep. We’re on. More guests.”

“I’m with you all the way.” He squeezed her hand and shut down his computer. As he followed her out of the office, the door closed and locked automatically.

***
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The next few hours blurred with the activity of greeting the rest of their guests and getting them settled. Most of them lingered a while in their rooms before returning to the great room.

Courtney and Alex served an evening buffet meal at 6:00 p.m. for everyone interested. Two carts beside the island held all the dishes and utensils. All the guests filed along the center island, ladling steaming creamy potato bacon soup into dark blue Fiestaware bowls.

Everyone seemed to find the options to their liking, because there were a lot of satisfied smiles and comments as they tasted the potato soup, homemade bread, and salad.

Alex and Courtney stood, and Courtney started her prepared speech. “Please let us know if you need anything else. Let’s go around the table and introduce ourselves. You’ll have plenty of time this week to become better acquainted.”

“I’m Alex, and this is Courtney.” Alex held Courtney’s hand. “We’re from the small town of Chokecherry Valley, North Dakota, and moved to western North Dakota to open this inn as a dream project about eight months ago. We sent you the list of events for the week. If you didn’t get a copy, let me know. 

“As we emailed you, the program is beginning this week, and we’re concentrating on counseling only. We’ll implement the full program in the fall. We meet at 10:00 a.m. at the dining table to discuss the program completely. Your appointment tomorrow afternoon with Dr. Clarissa Alois will be your first individual planned event. After everyone has introduced themselves, you’re free to do as you please this evening.” 

He motioned to Phil, who sat next to him. “Let’s start introductions on this side of the table and go around.” He motioned clockwise.

“I’m Phil.” A scowl returned to his face.

Courtney nearly groaned out loud. They should have started with a happier guest. 

As they went around the table, Kris gave her name and enthused about her enjoyment of a walk in the fresh country air.

Lauren introduced herself by saying, “I write.”

“Anything we’ve ever heard of?” Phil asked.

Courtney’s mouth turned down before she reminded herself he was a guest and made the effort to come to the inn for help. 

“Not unless you like romances or travel books. Have you traveled much?” Lauren studied Phil.

“A little.” A smile crossed his face, the first Courtney saw since he arrived.

She’d remember traveling might be a potential conversation starter with him. Her phone had a notes app she should learn to use. She also noted Lauren could defuse his irritation.

The young woman beside Lauren spoke up next. “I’m Melanie.” Her reddish-brown hair shone under the overhead light. She gave a shy smile. “I have a young daughter, Sylvia, and I’m an accountant.”

“We should have plenty to talk about.” Alex caught her gaze. “I’m an accountant too. Braden is learning some of the spreadsheets and other boring things.”

Braden anxiously scanned the group. “I’m the groundskeeper here at Crocus Hill. As soon as I have the backyard ready for the wedding, and the wedding is over, then I’ll concentrate on those spreadsheets in earnest.”

“If I can ask,” Lauren hesitated, “who’s getting married? You can tell me it’s none of my business.”

Alex smiled. “It’s fine. You’re all sharing personal information, and this is a semi-public event anyway. My brother, Paul, is getting married at the inn in two weeks.”

“Oh.” Lauren nodded. “Cool.”

“Right,” Phil muttered.

The young lady with a black bob haircut streaked with pink strands spoke up. “I’m sure you’ll throw a wonderful wedding for them. I’m Jade. Here to soak up spring sunshine and sightsee.”

The guy at the end of the table jumped in, “We’re Rory and Ivy.” 

He couldn’t have looked more unlike his wife as he overshadowed her petite frame and her beautiful shoulder-length pale-blond hair. Rory looked like a former high school football player. They appeared to be in their younger thirties, as did most of the people at the table, except Phil and Kris. Interesting. Courtney would have thought they would see more people in their late forties to their sixties, like Phil and Kris, who wanted a fresh start.

Everyone followed Phil’s example of not volunteering where they lived.

“Thanks for introducing yourselves.” Courtney sat down, and Alex joined her. “Willow is our cook, and Skylar is our housekeeper. We also have a psychologist, Dr. Clarissa Alois, whom you all have appointments with tomorrow. Her husband, Deacon Hugh Alois, will lead the Bible studies once we start offering them in the fall. They live and practice in Elm City during the times they aren’t working here. They happen to be visiting relatives in Bismarck this weekend, or they’d be here this evening. You’ll meet them tomorrow.

“You’re free to ask for additional appointments with Clarissa if you want to discuss something. Deacon Hugh has a theological degree and has taken classes in counseling also, so anything spiritual you’d like to discuss, he’d be happy to help.

“The schedule is up on the bulletin board.” Alex pointed to a spot in the games area, where a corkboard hung on the wall with papers pinned there. “Phone numbers are listed for Courtney, me, Hugh, and Clarissa, so you can make appointments by calling or stopping us in the hallway. Courtney and I’ll be around most of the time, and our office is the third door down the hallway on the opposite side from the guest rooms. Just knock.

“Did I cover everything?” he asked Courtney.

She nodded. When he took over the explanations, warmth flowed through her chest. The initial excitement of the day sapped her strength. She’d been thinking about each person’s reason for being at the inn and what they wanted to accomplish. 

When reserving their room, a short questionnaire asked them for the issue they’d come to the inn to address in the A New Day program. She was only a cog in the wheel, arranging for these people to see Clarissa and Hugh. God would lead the guests to a breakthrough, if that was His plan. If only one of their guests made a breakthrough, the week would be a success.

“We only have the one television in the room off the great room,” Alex said. “Please keep the door closed when you’re watching to keep the noise level down in the rest of this area. Thank you for coming to our inn and being our guests. We hope you’ll enjoy your week here. Now, let’s enjoy the rest of the meal Willow prepared.”

They tucked into their food. Desultory conversations floated around the table, as those sitting beside each other volunteered slightly more information than their brief introductions.

Courtney didn’t know why, but she sensed an underlying tension among her guests. Phil wore his perennial sneer. Melanie avoided eye contact. Lauren seemed distracted. And Jade’s fingers fluttered around like butterflies taking wing as they talked to each other. Everyone ate quickly and went their separate ways. 

Courtney felt they couldn’t get away from each other fast enough. Maybe they were nervous about their appointments with Clarissa, or they were a large group of introverts. She needed to ask Alex if he had the same impression.

​
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CHAPTER 3
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Phil settled in the recliner next to the couch and took the book he’d been reading earlier from the end table beside his chair. He read, ignoring everyone around him. He and Kris avoided each other.

Jade—Courtney thought of her as the girl with the pink highlights—joined Lauren on the couch. When she arrived, she’d scrutinized Courtney’s face when telling her she’d traveled from northern North Dakota. Courtney couldn’t figure out why it mattered to Jade. Getting a conversation going with her might give her an answer.

Sitting on the armchair near the couch where Jade and Lauren slumped in comfort, she smiled to keep them at ease. “Jade, you mentioned you haven’t been to this part of the state. What are you hoping to see while you’re here?”

Returning the smile, Jade straightened. “I want to see the Badlands. They look dark and foreboding from a distance. It’s all those shadows where the hills hide the sun. I want to see it up close.”

“You sound like an artist.” Courtney enjoyed sharing information about the area and glanced at Lauren, including her in the conversation. She was listening to Courtney and Jade.

“From a distance, the hills appear formidable,” Courtney agreed. “There’s a road you can follow at this time of year. Unfortunately, some of the tourist attractions aren’t open until after Memorial Day. The visitor’s center in Medora has an online guide and a phone number to call if you need to confirm which scenic roads you can use.”

Jade turned her smile on Phil. “I checked out the online guide. I wanted to see the Medora Musical, but the program doesn’t begin until June. Maybe I’ll come back another time.”

Phil put down his book and stared at Jade. Although the discussion of sightseeing in the Badlands wasn’t a scintillating subject, he’d found something or, rather, someone more interesting than his book. 

He watched as the three of them continued discussing the possible sights in the area. Whenever Jade spoke, he joined the conversation with an observation or question. She swung her short hair back, pink strands flying, and smiled directly at him.

Kris gripped her coffee cup at this display, focusing on Phil. Her glare in his direction intensified as the discussion continued. 

Courtney turned to Lauren. “Would you like to see anything in particular?”

Lauren glanced up from studying her fingernails, which she suddenly found interesting when Jade and Phil began flirting. “Nowhere specific. I like driving around the countryside. I’ve noticed many prairie roses and crocuses. I’ve seen a deer or two. I’m happy wandering and discovering surprises.”

“Enjoy the scenery. It is amazing how far away you can see on the prairie.” Courtney stood up when Lauren nodded and studied her nails again. 

The show between Jade and Phil put a damper on her mood. Time to talk to Melanie and then settle into the apartment upstairs for the night. Alex was outside with Braden, Rory, and Ivy. While it was only 8:00 p.m., the guests didn’t need a babysitter. Maybe they’d relax if she left.

Courtney walked over and observed Melanie playing the battery-operated Yahtzee game. She appeared content by herself. “You can take the game to your room if you’d be more comfortable.” 

Melanie glanced up and smiled. “It’s nice hearing other people talk around me. I’m okay here. I got my quiet time on the drive.”
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