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      The heartwarming conclusion to the beloved Blueberry Hill series

      In Blueberry Hill, every ending is just the beginning of another story…

      Seven months pregnant and determined to raise her baby alone, Christina carries a secret that could upend everything. Her baby's father is Marco Castellano, billionaire heir to a fashion empire—the man she spent one unforgettable night with in Miami.

      They never exchanged names. But when Christina later recognized him in the tabloids, surrounded by models and endless scandals, her heart sank. How could she tell a man like that about their child? His powerful family would see her as a gold-digger, or worse, try to take her baby away. Better to stay silent. Better to protect Violet.

      But secrets have a way of revealing themselves in small towns.

      As Tara and Will prepare for their lakeside wedding and the grand opening of The Blueberry Inn—with Patty's memory blooming in the garden Tara planted in her honor—the entire family faces new crossroads. Ally is finally healing from heartbreak, pouring everything into her honey business and trying to forget Colton Matthews. Ryan has found his place at last, balancing college courses with gaming friends his own age and learning carpentry from Will. Even Evan has discovered purpose beyond the corporate world, while Emily embraces motherhood with baby Grace.

      Until Marco arrives in Blueberry Hill.

      One look at Christina pushing a stroller by the lake, one glimpse of baby Violet's unmistakable eyes, and his world shatters. When his fiery sister Sophia flies in to defend the family honor, she discovers Christina never even knew Marco's name—and finds herself unexpectedly drawn to James Roberts, the reclusive bestselling author who sees past her designer armor to the vulnerable woman beneath.

      As autumn paints the mountains gold and The Blueberry Inn opens its doors to leaf peepers and locals alike, everyone must choose: Christina between protecting her daughter and trusting the man she never forgot. Marco between his billionaire lifestyle and the family he never knew he wanted. Ally between playing it safe and giving Colton one more chance. And Sophia between the perfection she's always demanded and the messy, beautiful reality of true love.

      In a town where chosen family runs deeper than blood, where Bertha the goat wears seasonal tutus, and where even billionaires learn to stack firewood, the Castellano siblings discover what money can never buy: a place where love is real, and every ending feeds a new beginning.

      Heartfelt, tender, and brimming with small-town magic, The Blueberry Inn is the unforgettable conclusion to the beloved Blueberry Hill series. Perfect for fans of Debbie Macomber, Robyn Carr, and Susan Mallery, this multi-generational story celebrates second chances, the courage of single mothers, and the families we choose.
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      Dawn came softly to Blueberry Hill, rolling in over the lake like a secret. The mist clung low to the water, faint and silvery, drifting in ribbons that curled around the old wooden dock where Christina Singleton stepped with careful, barefoot steps. The boards were cool beneath her feet, still damp from the night. Angus trotted beside her, tail wagging, nose twitching as he scented whatever morning news the breeze carried.

      It had become their routine over the past months—Christina, Angus, and the lake at sunrise. Ryan stayed up late studying, so she’d take Angus out for his morning walk, letting her half-brother sleep in until the last minute. He might be in college, but he was still a teenage boy, and needed his sleep, especially while he finished exams this week. The lake was quiet, a place where her thoughts could stretch out without bumping into anyone else’s questions.

      She rested a hand over her belly. Seven months. Violet shifted under her fingers, a soft roll that made Christina smile despite the tightness in her chest.

      “Good morning, little one,” she murmured, her voice barely above the lapping of the water against the shore. “We’re okay. It’s just you and me.”

      The sky brightened at the edges, orange melting into pink, then soft gold. It always astonished her how peaceful this place felt—how different it was from the noise and heat of Miami, where the past seemed determined to cling to her.

      A memory flickered, sudden and warm. Her going away celebration, music thumping under her feet, humid air thick with salt and perfume, and a man whose smile had made her forget everything else. The soft brush of his hand along her back, his voice low in her ear as they danced, living in the moment. A night that didn’t feel like a mistake until morning came.

      Christina inhaled sharply and pushed the memory aside. Not now.

      Angus bumped her leg with his head, as if sensing her shift in mood, and she reached down to scratch behind one of his floppy ears. “You’re the best boy,” she told him, grateful for his steady presence. He’d been a skinny, abandoned thing at the time, dirty and trembling as he crouched beneath the table. Ryan had found him and brought him home, and she didn’t have the heart to say no, and now here they were in Blueberry Hill, far, far away from Miami. A fresh start.

      Life didn’t always follow plans. Sometimes it followed desperation. And sometimes—it followed hope.

      As they walked, the lake stretched out smooth and pale, reflecting the slowly brightening sky. A bird called from somewhere near the cove, its song echoing across the still water. Christina paused at her usual spot along the path—the waterfall. The scene was postcard-perfect. The green of the trees, the sunlight filtering through, casting rainbows across the surface of the water.

      It was hard to believe Violet would be here in July. Harder still to believe that Christina might actually be ready for her.

      She wrapped both hands around her belly, feeling the tug of muscles stretched farther than she ever thought they could go. Some days she still felt like a child herself—barely twenty-three, still feeling like a stranger in a town she never expected to call home, surrounded by a family she wasn’t sure she deserved. Her mom, with her endless patience. Ally, always checking in with honey and herbal teas from her tiny house by the greenhouse. Evan and Emily, with their steady encouragement from the beautiful old Hamilton Place on Cedar Lane. The old Victorian with gingerbread trim and wraparound porch that they’d moved into with its warm wood and lemon-polished floors, and a sunlit second bedroom waiting to become their nursery. Her mom’s cottage was quiet now with everyone gone.

      In Blueberry Hill, people helped without expecting anything. They asked how you were doing and waited for the real answer. They tucked casseroles into coolers on your porch when they thought you weren’t eating enough. They didn’t pry. They demanded nothing, and they didn’t push.

      They also didn’t know the biggest thing about her.

      Christina exhaled slowly, watching the little puffs of mist rise from the water below. If they knew … She couldn’t finish the thought.

      Marco Castellano was a name she hadn’t known the night they met. She hadn’t wanted to. It was part of the magic—two strangers with no expectations, a night that didn’t belong to the past or the future. A night that felt more like a dream than anything she’d ever lived.

      But dreams didn’t last.

      She hadn’t recognized him until months later, during a grocery run she’d volunteered for while Tara and Will were in Miami for Patty’s funeral. She’d stopped at the Sip & Shop to distract herself, flipping through the magazines near the register. One glossy cover had made her freeze.

      Colton, her sister’s ex-boyfriend, stood beside another man. It was him, with his dark hair, green eyes, and the same devastating smile.

      Her heart had thudded painfully as she flipped to the article. A story about their modeling partnership. Ex-professional baseball player turned model and him. It named the stranger.

      Marco Castellano. Heir to a fashion empire. International playboy. Homes in Miami, New York, Milan.

      And the line that sealed everything for her. “Settling down is for people who’ve given up on adventure.”

      She’d put the magazine back, walked home in silence, and decided then and there he could never know about Violet. His family was rich and powerful, and might try to take Violet, not that Marco would want a baby, but his family might. And that wasn’t going to happen. Violet was hers.

      A gentle breeze picked up, rippling the water. Angus sniffed the air, ears perked, then darted off the path to investigate a patch of wildflowers growing through the boards.

      “Find anything interesting?” She asked, smiling when he returned with a damp leaf stuck to his nose.

      As she approached the hill, the path curved toward the cottage she now called home—Aunt Frida’s cottage, where Tara had lived until she and Will bought the house across the lake to renovate. Christina had moved from the apartment over the garage into the cottage when her mom moved out, and Ryan now had the place to himself, something he cherished even as he wandered down to visit daily, especially at dinnertime.

      The cottage door creaked as she opened it. The house smelled faintly of lavender detergent and the French vanilla candle Ally insisted she burn to help with nausea. Sunlight filtered through the white curtains, landing in soft squares on the floor, where Angus immediately sprawled out. When Ryan was home from school, Angus was with him, but the rest of the time, the dog stayed with her.

      Christina set her keys in the little ceramic dish by the door, the one Sam had made in her pottery class, and moved toward the small table where her tablet rested. She’d left it charging this morning—she used it mostly for streaming shows while she folded clothes, or read pregnancy articles she pretended didn’t scare her.

      She pressed the power button.

      The screen lit up instantly, bright in the dim morning room. Notifications blinked across the top—messages from Ally, a link Emily had shared, a reminder for her next prenatal appointment.

      Then the feed refreshed. And everything inside her stilled. Front and center was a glossy entertainment article. The headline was bold, impossible to miss.

      “Castellano Heir Spotted Partying in Miami — Who’s the Mystery Woman on His Arm This Time?”

      Beneath it, a photo loaded.

      Marco, smiling that familiar, disarming smile. Standing next to a woman so stunning she didn’t look real, dressed in a gold dress that belonged on a runway.

      The room seemed suddenly too quiet. Christina’s heart gave a single, painful thud. She should have turned the tablet off. Should have walked away. But her eyes stayed fixed on the image—on him, on the world he lived in, the glittering, untouchable universe she’d brushed against for one night and had been running from ever since.

      Another picture loaded beneath the first. Marco again, laughing, champagne in hand.

      He looked nothing like the man she remembered in the Miami nightclub, leaning closer to hear her over the music, telling her she had a smile that could ruin him.

      This man was a stranger. A public figure. A headline. Someone who could never fit into the quiet little world she was building for Violet.

      Angus whined softly at her feet.

      Christina shut the tablet off. But the image burned behind her eyes. Violet shifted inside her as if reacting to her racing pulse.

      “Everything’s fine,” Christina whispered, voice thin. “We’re fine.” But she wasn’t sure anymore. Because secrets had a way of catching up. And sometimes the past didn’t stay as far away as you hoped it would.
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      The morning of the wedding rehearsal dawned with the kind of light that made Blueberry Hill magical—sun warm on the lake, sky clear and impossibly blue. Tara Bedford stood in the center of the inn’s future garden, hands on her hips, surveying the patch of earth she and Will had been coaxing back to life.

      Patty would have loved this spot.

      The thought came softly, like the brush of wind against her cheek. It no longer knocked the breath out of her the way it once had, but it still carried a weight that settled deep in her chest.

      “Are you sure about the roses?” Will asked behind her, his voice warm and patient. “They’ll thrive, but the deer might think we planted a salad bar.”

      Tara glanced over her shoulder at him. Even in an old T-shirt and work boots, he was handsome in that rugged, mountain-man way she was still getting used to calling hers. “Patty loved roses,” she said simply. “Especially the climbing kind.”

      He nodded, as if that settled it. “Then roses it is.”

      He stepped closer and slipped an arm around her waist, his presence grounding her. The olc Harrison place—soon to be The Blueberry Inn—stretched proudly behind them. It had a wide porch, tall windows, and newly painted shutters. It still needed plenty of work, but for the first time she could truly see it coming together. A respite for guests, a gathering place for the town. A future she hadn’t imagined even a year ago.

      She leaned into Will for a moment, letting the warmth of him settle her. After the past week of wedding prep, flower deliveries, misguided Pinterest inspiration from her daughter, Ally, and one minor meltdown over whether the chairs should face the lake or the garden, she needed this steady quiet.

      “What do you think?” she asked, stepping away to gesture at the little corner she’d claimed for Patty’s Garden. “Lavender here, rosemary there. Forget-me-nots along the path.”

      “It’s perfect,” Will said. “Peaceful.”

      That was the word she’d kept coming back to. Peace. For herself. For guests. And for anyone who needed a moment of stillness.

      For Patty.

      Tara crouched and dug her fingers into the soil. Rich, dark, waiting. “Let’s plant the first rosebush before everyone arrives. I want it in the ground before the chaos starts.”

      Will handed her the pot without question.

      As she eased the rosebush into place, the scent of fresh earth mixed with the faint sweetness of the petals. Something in her tightened—not grief exactly, but a tender ache of gratitude and longing all tangled up. Patty had been her best friend for thirty years. Losing her had felt like losing a limb. But this garden … it felt like a promise. A way to make sure the memory of her laughter, her stubborn optimism, her relentless belief that Tara deserved happiness—didn’t fade with time.

      “Hey!” Ally’s voice called from the side gate. “Is this where you want the flower buckets? Also, Ryan says the arch is leaning to the left, but he’s fifteen and sees the world sideways, so I wouldn’t listen to him.”

      Tara stood, brushing soil from her hands. “Good morning to you too.”

      Ally trotted over, ponytail bouncing. She wore an apron over her shorts, and the pockets were stuffed with ribbons and what looked like a half-finished boutonniere. “Christina’s on her way, she had a doctor’s appointment this morning. And Sam’s bringing the watercolor place cards she made. They are so good, you’re going to die.”

      Tara smiled. “She’s a great kid.”

      Ally’s expression softened. “She really is.”

      Will straightened the arch behind them, pretending not to listen, but his grin gave him away.

      Footsteps crunched on the gravel, and Tara turned to see Evan and Emily approaching hand in hand, baby Grace strapped to Emily’s chest in a floral carrier. Grace’s tiny fist poked out the side, waving like she was greeting the garden herself.

      “Someone was up early,” Emily said, bouncing slightly as Grace made a contented squeak.

      “She’s just excited for Nana’s wedding,” Tara teased, though her stomach fluttered in that familiar way it had ever since the kids started calling her Nana half-jokingly. It still amazed her how they’d all come together, here in Blueberry Hill, after being scattered across the country for years.

      Evan kissed her cheek. “It’s looking good out here. Mom, I think you might actually pull this off.”

      Tara snorted. “Your confidence is appreciated, even if it’s just a bit misplaced.”

      “You’re doing great,” Emily said warmly. “And the cottage looks beautiful. Christina’s really settled in.”

      Tara’s face softened. “She needed space. And so did Ryan.”

      She didn’t elaborate, but Emily nodded. They both knew Ryan was blossoming in ways none of them expected—friends his own age, gaming nights, Will’s carpentry lessons. He was still brilliant, still a little too old and too young all at once, but he was finding his equilibrium.

      “Speaking of the cottage,” Will said, “I need to grab the toolbox from the truck before Ryan takes it apart to build a robot.”

      Evan laughed. “Too late. I think he’s already drawing schematics.”

      “Let him,” Tara said fondly. “Robots don’t scare me anymore.”

      Everyone laughed—because they all remembered the incident with the flying drone and the cake.

      While they talked, Tara kept glancing at the rosebush she’d just planted. Sunlight warmed its petals, making them glow. She pressed a hand briefly to her heart.

      “I think Patty would approve,” she whispered.

      Will heard her. He always did. He reached over and gave her hand a gentle squeeze.

      They worked together for the next half hour—placing flower buckets, tying ribbons, arguing over whether Ally’s wildflower arrangements were “rustic” or “chaotic,” and dodging baby Grace’s attempts to grab everything within reach. The garden filled slowly with color and laughter.

      Just as Tara stepped back to assess their progress, she spotted Christina walking up the path with Angus trotting beside her. She carried a small bag in one hand—probably snacks, because Christina never seemed to stop being hungry these days—and a faint weariness around her eyes that Tara recognized instantly.

      “Everything okay?” Tara asked as she greeted her daughter with a hug.

      She smiled, but it didn’t quite reach her eyes. “Just tired. And hungry. And swollen. But the appointment went well.”

      “Did Violet show off?” Emily asked.

      “She always does,” Christina said, a hand drifting to her belly.

      Angus nudged Tara’s leg, demanding attention in his typical gentle way.

      Tara scratched behind his ears. “You taking care of our girl?”

      He barked once, proudly.

      For a moment, everything felt perfect—dappled sunlight, friends and family bustling around, fresh flowers, the scent of soil and rosemary drifting up in the warmth of the morning.

      Then Christina’s gaze slid toward the house—The Blueberry Inn—sitting proudly under the sunlight, its reflection shimmering in the water.

      “You’ll have guests here in no time,” Christina said. “It’s beautiful, Mom.”

      Tara’s throat tightened. “Thank you, sweetheart.”

      But as Christina straightened a ribbon on the arch, Tara noticed it—something too tense, too quiet, lingering beneath her daughter’s smile.

      She’d seen that look before. Right after Tara’s ex-husband, Harry, denied Ryan. And when her daughter knocked her father off his pedestal after finding out the truth about everything he’d done. He’d always been her favorite, but not anymore, now she saw him for who he truly was. There was a storm brewing behind Christina’s clear eyes.

      Tara opened her mouth to ask about it—but Ally appeared at her elbow carrying a stack of watercolor place cards.

      “Look at what Sam made!” she said, fanning them out.

      They were beautiful—delicate washes of color, tiny painted blueberries, each guest’s name in careful script.

      “She’s amazing,” Tara breathed.

      “I know,” Ally said proudly. “And she’s teaching her first watercolor class in the fall to other high school kids. I told her I’d sign up just to annoy her.”

      Everyone laughed again, and for a little while, the moment shifted. But Tara didn’t forget the flicker she’d seen on Christina’s face.

      Not fear exactly. More like something knocking at a door she wasn’t ready to open.

      The rehearsal went on with the usual chaos—Evan nearly tripped over the arch, Ally lost a ribbon for the tenth time, Sam arrived with iced coffees and glitter on her cheek, and Will insisted everything was “fine” even though he looked like he wanted to rebuild the entire setup from scratch.

      It was exactly the kind of joyful, messy morning Tara had always imagined but never thought she’d get.

      But every so often, she caught Christina staring out toward the lake, one hand on her belly, her expression far away. Tara filed it away. After the rehearsal, they would talk. Later, when the last chair was placed and baby Grace finally fell asleep, Tara stood alone in Patty’s Garden as the breeze stirred the new rosebush. She knelt, touching the soil gently.

      “Watch over them, okay?” she whispered. “All of them.”

      Sunlight warmed her shoulders. Tomorrow was her wedding. A new beginning. A chance to build something lasting.

      But even in the comfort of that thought, she felt it. Change was coming. Some good. Some hard. All inevitable.

      And in her heart, Tara knew one thing for certain—Christina’s secret wasn’t going to stay quiet forever.
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      If someone had told Tara three years ago that she’d be standing on a grassy slope above Blueberry Hill Lake, wearing a lace dress and about to marry a man who built furniture with his hands, she would have laughed until she cried. Or maybe just cried.

      But here she was.

      The afternoon sun cast diamonds across the water, and the scent of fresh-cut grass mingled with something sweeter—the roses climbing the wooden arch Will had built last week. He’d stayed up past midnight sanding it smooth, and when she’d brought him coffee at two in the morning, she’d found him running his calloused fingers along the grain, making sure no splinter would catch on her dress.

      That was Will. Quiet acts of love, built into every joint and seam.

      Guests filled the white folding chairs arranged in neat rows facing the lake. Tara spotted Mary from Spilled Milk in the second row, dabbing at her eyes with a handkerchief, while Bertha the goat—wearing what appeared to be a tiny veil attached to her collar—nibbled contentedly at the grass beside her chair. Sheriff Bo Cooper stood near the back in civilian clothes for once, his arm around Francesca’s waist as she leaned into him, both of them glowing with the kind of easy happiness that comes from finally finding your person.

      Tara’s throat tightened. She knew that feeling now.

      A flutter of lavender caught her eye. Sam hurried up the path from the parking area, Dora Collier on her arm, both of them in matching dresses that billowed softly in the breeze. The girl who’d arrived in Blueberry Hill in a rusted car with nothing but a frightened dog and a guarded heart now walked with her chin up, her newfound grandmother beaming beside her.

      Sam caught Tara’s eye and grinned, lifting her sketchbook in a small wave before settling Dora into a chair near the front.

      “She’s going to draw the whole thing,” Ally said, appearing at Tara’s elbow with a sprig of baby’s breath she was trying to tuck into her hair. “Said she wants to capture it for your memory book.”

      Tara’s eyes stung. “When did she become so⁠—“

      “Confident? Happy?” Ally smiled, finally getting the flower to stay. “Turns out that’s what happens when people actually show up for you.”

      Down by the arch, Ryan stood beside Will, tugging at the collar of his dress shirt. He’d shot up three inches since arriving in Blueberry Hill, all gangly limbs and sudden growth spurts, but today he looked almost grown. Almost settled.

      Three teenagers clustered near the dessert table, waving at him—Jasmine with her bright laugh, Mateo adjusting his glasses, another boy Tara didn’t recognize but had heard about from Ryan’s excited gaming recaps. His people. All his age. His tribe.

      Ryan waved back, then caught Tara watching and rolled his eyes with a grin that said, Yes, Mom, I have friends. Stop being weird about it.

      She wasn’t being weird. She was being grateful. There was a difference. He’d only recently started calling her mom. A tug went through her heart as she thought about the tulip bulbs she’d planted in memory of his mom.

      The string quartet—two local teachers and a retired music professor—began to play, the soft notes drifting across the water like scattered petals. Conversations hushed. Chairs creaked as everyone turned.

      Ally squeezed her hand. “Ready?”

      Tara looked at the arch, at Will waiting beneath it with that steady warmth in his blue eyes, at the mountains rising behind the lake like witnesses to something sacred.

      “More than I’ve ever been,” she said.

      She walked alone—no father to give her away, no need for one. She’d given herself away once, to a man who’d traded her for a younger model and emptier promises. This time, she was choosing. This time, she was keeping herself even as she offered her heart.

      The grass was soft beneath her sandals, still damp from the morning dew. Each step brought her closer to the arch, to Will, to whatever came next. The scent of roses grew stronger—the climbing blooms he’d trained up the wooden frame, their petals just beginning to open in the afternoon warmth.

      Will’s face as she approached nearly undid her. He looked at her as if she were something miraculous, something he couldn’t quite believe was real. His hand trembled slightly when she took it.

      “Hi,” he whispered.

      “Hi yourself.”

      His palm was rough against hers, calloused from years of working with wood, building things meant to last. She’d fallen in love with those hands before she’d fallen in love with the rest of him—watching them shape a piece of oak into something beautiful, seeing the care he took with every joint and seam.

      The minister cleared his throat gently. Pastor Mitchell had baptized half the children in Blueberry Hill and married most of their parents. He smiled at them now with the easy warmth of someone who’d seen enough love stories to recognize the real ones.

      “Dearly beloved,” he began, his voice carrying across the water, “we are gathered here to witness the union of Tara and Will.”

      The words washed over her—phrases about love and commitment, about building lives together. But what held her attention was Will’s thumb tracing small circles on her wrist, the steady rhythm of it like a heartbeat.

      “Tara and Will have chosen to write their own vows.” Pastor Mitchell nodded to Will. “Whenever you’re ready.”

      Will drew a slow breath. He wasn’t a man of many words—she’d learned that early. He spoke through the furniture he built, the repairs he made without being asked, the coffee he brought her at two in the morning when she couldn’t sleep.

      “Tara.” His voice was quiet but sure. “I’m not good at speeches. You know that. But I’m good at showing up. I’m good at staying.”

      Her eyes stung. She blinked hard.

      “Forty years ago, I drove you around on back roads in my old truck, music playing, wind in your hair. I thought that was it for me—that you were the one. And then life happened. We went in different directions. I married Emma, and she was—” His voice caught. “She was wonderful. I had seventeen good years with her before I lost her.”

      The grief on his face was old now, worn smooth like river stones, but still there. Tara squeezed his hands.

      “I thought that chapter of my life was closed,” Will continued. “Love, marriage, all of it. I’d had my chance. Then you showed up at your Aunt Frida’s cottage with a leaky roof and a broken heart, and I knocked on your door with a toolbox because I’d heard you might need help with some repairs.”

      A soft laugh rippled through the guests. Mary was definitely crying now.

      “I didn’t expect a second chance. Didn’t think I deserved one. But here you are.” He lifted their joined hands. “Here we are. And I’m not going to waste it.”

      His thumb traced across her knuckles.

      “When you came to Blueberry Hill, you were trying to figure out who you were without all the things you’d lost. I watched you plant a garden when you didn’t know if anything would grow. I watched you take in a scared kid who needed a family, and a girl with nowhere else to go, and you just—” He paused, his jaw working. “You just made room. For all of them. For me.”

      Somewhere behind her, Ally sniffled.

      “I can’t promise you a perfect life, but I can promise you I’ll be there when things get hard. I’ll build you whatever you need—a porch swing, a garden bench, a whole inn if that’s what it takes.” The corner of his mouth lifted. “I’ll learn to like your cooking shows. I’ll hold your hand when you miss Patty.”

      The ache in her chest spread, warm and full.

      “I loved you when we were seventeen,” Will said. “I love you now. And if life taught me anything, it’s that you don’t always get a second chance—but when you do, you hold on tight.”

      Tara laughed, a wet sound that broke something loose in her chest. “Will⁠—”

      “I know. I know.” His eyes crinkled. “One more thing. I promise to always tell you where your glasses are.”

      “They’re usually on my head.”

      “Exactly.”

      Pastor Mitchell turned to her. “Tara?”

      She hadn’t written anything down. She’d tried, sitting at the kitchen table with a notebook and a cup of tea that went cold while she stared at the blank page. Everything she wrote sounded like a greeting card or a speech at an awards ceremony. None of it sounded like them.

      So, she’d decided to trust that the words would come when she needed them.

      “Will.” Her voice caught on his name. She steadied herself. “When I was seventeen, I thought I knew what love looked like. Turns out I had no idea.”

      She drew a breath, feeling the weight of the years between then and now.

      “I broke your heart back then. Or you broke mine—we never did figure out which.” A soft ripple of laughter from the guests. “We went our separate ways. You found Emma. I found Harry. And for a long time, I thought that was how the story ended.”

      Will’s hands tightened around hers.

      “I spent thirty-three years in a marriage where I was never quite enough. Where the moment I fell in love didn’t matter because real life wasn’t supposed to include those feelings. Where I made myself smaller and quieter and tried so hard to be what someone else needed that I forgot who I was.”

      Her voice steadied as she found her footing.

      “Then I showed up here with a broken marriage and absolutely no idea what I was doing. The cottage had a leaky roof and a squirrel living in the attic, and I remember standing in the kitchen thinking, What have I done?”

      She squeezed his hands, feeling the strength in them.

      “And then you knocked on the door. The boy I’d loved at seventeen, all grown up with silver in his hair and sawdust on his boots. You didn’t try to sell me anything or ask what had happened to my husband or look at me like I was someone to feel sorry for. You just showed up. With your toolbox and your terrible jokes and that quiet way you have of making everything feel manageable.”

      A breeze stirred the roses on the arch, releasing another wave of sweetness into the air.

      “I didn’t know I was allowed to want this again. I spent so long believing I’d had my chance and wasted it—that second chances were for other people, not for women who’d stayed too long in the wrong life.”

      “Tara.” Will’s voice was rough. “You didn’t waste anything.”

      “I know that now.” She met his eyes, those steady blue eyes that had become her anchor. “You taught me that. Not with words, but with showing up. Every single day. Even when I pushed you away. Even when I didn’t believe I deserved it.”

      Behind them, the lake lapped gently against the shore. A bird called from the pines.

      “We both loved and lost before we found our way back to each other. Emma. Harry. All those years in between.” She lifted their joined hands. “But maybe that’s what makes this mean something. We’re not kids anymore, dreaming about what love might look like. We know. We’ve lived it—the good parts and the hard parts and the grief that comes when it ends.”

      Her throat tightened, but she pushed through.

      “So this is my vow. I will choose you. Every day. Not because it’s easy, but because you’re worth it. Because we’re worth it. Because building a life with you—a real life, with all the mess and the hard parts and the moments where we don’t know what comes next—that’s the only adventure I want.”

      She took a breath, steadying herself for the last part.

      “And I promise to learn the names of all your woodworking tools. Even the weird-looking ones.”

      Will laughed, the sound rich and warm. “That’s going to take a while.”

      “Good thing we have time.” She smiled up at him. “Forty years’ worth of catching up to do.”

      Pastor Mitchell produced two simple gold bands from his pocket. “The rings, please.”

      Will took the smaller ring first. His hands were steady now as he slid it onto her finger, the metal cool against her skin.

      “With this ring,” he said, “I thee wed.”

      Tara picked up the second band—wider, heavier, made to fit a hand that built things. She’d chosen it at the antique shop in Asheville, the same day he’d found her engagement ring. Simple and solid, like the man himself.

      “With this ring,” she said, sliding it into place, “I thee wed.”

      The weight of it on her own finger was unfamiliar. Different from the ring she’d worn for thirty-three years, the one she’d finally stopped reaching for all those months ago. Different, too, from the simple band Will had worn for Emma—he’d told her once that he’d kept it in a box by his bed for years after she passed, until one morning he woke up and knew it was time to put it away.

      This ring didn’t carry the same history. It was new. Clean. A second chance for both of them.

      “By the power vested in me by the state of North Carolina,” Pastor Mitchell said, his voice warm with genuine pleasure, “I now pronounce you husband and wife.” He grinned at Will. “You may kiss your bride.”

      Will cupped her face in his rough hands, tilting her head up. The kiss was soft at first, almost reverent—then deeper, a promise sealed.

      Cheers erupted across the lawn. Bertha bleated, her tiny veil askew. Someone—probably Milt Jenkins—let out a whistle sharp enough to scatter the birds from the nearby pines.

      Tara laughed against Will’s lips, tasting joy and possibility and the faint salt of happy tears. When they finally pulled apart, she was aware of everything at once—the warmth of the sun on her shoulders, the roughness of Will’s jacket under her fingers, the mingled scents of roses and fresh-cut grass and the lake.

      “We did it,” she whispered.

      “We did.” Will tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “How do you feel?”

      She looked out at the guests—her children, grown and thriving, her friends, and the community that had become her family. Ryan was grinning so hard his face might crack. Ally was crying and laughing at the same time. Christina stood apart, one hand on her belly, her smile not quite reaching her eyes.

      Something to worry about later. Not now.

      “Happy,” Tara said, turning back to her husband. Her husband. “Impossibly happy.”

      The string quartet shifted into something livelier, and Will offered his arm.

      “Ready to face the chaos?”

      She slipped her hand through his elbow, feeling the solid warmth of him beside her. “With you? Always.”

      The reception flowed like honey—slow, golden, sweet. Tables laden with Ally’s lemon bars and Mary’s famous pound cake. Laughter rising and falling in easy waves. Children chasing each other near the water’s edge while parents called half-hearted warnings about wet shoes.

      Tara made her rounds, accepting hugs and congratulations, her cheeks aching from smiling. Emily pressed Grace into her arms for a moment, the baby warm and milky-scented, her tiny fist gripping Tara’s finger with surprising strength.

      “She knows her grandma,” Emily said, eyes bright.

      Grandma. The word still felt new, still sparkled with wonder.

      Evan appeared beside his wife, looking more relaxed than Tara had seen him in years. The corporate edge had softened since their move to Blueberry Hill, replaced by something quieter, more content. He’d stopped checking his phone every five minutes. He’d started building a treehouse in their backyard, saying he might as well start now for little Grace.

      “It was a beautiful wedding, Mom,” he said, kissing her cheek. “Will’s a good guy.”

      “He is.”

      “You deserve this. You know that, right?”

      She did know. Finally, after fifty-five years, she actually did.

      Near the dessert table, Sam sat cross-legged on a blanket, her watercolors spread around her as she captured the scene in quick, confident strokes. Dora watched over her shoulder, occasionally pointing out details—the way the light hit the water, the angle of Will’s smile as he danced with Ally.

      The girl was applying for art school scholarships. Teaching watercolor classes at the inn this fall. Building a future from the ashes of a past that had tried to break her.

      Tara watched Francesca pull Bo onto the makeshift dance floor, both of them laughing as he stepped on her toes. They moved together like people who’d stopped pretending they weren’t in love, like people who’d finally surrendered to the inevitable. Francesca’s auburn hair caught the late afternoon light, and Bo looked at her like she’d hung every star in the sky.

      Another wedding soon, Tara thought. She’d bet her new ring on it.

      She was reaching for another glass of champagne when she spotted Christina near the water’s edge, apart from the crowd.

      Her daughter stood with one hand pressed to her swollen belly, the other wrapped around herself as if holding something in—or holding something together. The sun painted her in shades of gold, beautiful and lonely in equal measure.

      She wasn’t watching the dancing. Wasn’t smiling at the children’s games. She was staring at the lake with an expression Tara recognized in her bones.

      Fear. Deep and quiet and rooted. The kind that grew in silence. Tara set down her glass. The champagne bubbles had gone flat, anyway.

      She’d noticed it before—small things. The way Christina’s smile didn’t quite reach her eyes when someone mentioned the baby’s father. The way she changed the subject whenever anyone asked about Miami. The way she held Violet’s ultrasound photos like they were precious and precarious all at once.

      Something was wrong. Something her daughter wasn’t telling her.

      Will appeared beside her, warm and solid, following her gaze to the water’s edge. He didn’t ask—just waited, the way he always did, letting her find the words.

      “She’s carrying more than just that baby,” Tara said quietly.

      “I know.”

      “I don’t want to push. Not today. But⁠—“

      “But you’re her mother.” Will’s hand found the small of her back. “And mothers know.”

      Down by the lake, Christina turned away from the water, pasting on a smile as Ryan bounded over with Angus at his heels. She laughed at something he said, ruffled his hair, and let the dog nose at her belly. The smile was good—convincing, even.

      But Tara saw the shadows underneath.

      Someone turned up the music as the dancing picked up again. Will pulled her close, swaying gently even though the song was faster than their rhythm.

      “Happy?” he murmured against her hair.

      “Impossibly.”

      And she was. Truly, deeply, impossibly happy.

      But even as she leaned into her new husband’s arms, a second chance at love, her eyes drifted back to Christina, now sitting with Sam and pretending to admire a watercolor sketch.

      Tomorrow, Tara decided. Or the next day. Whenever the wedding glow faded enough for difficult conversations.

      She wouldn’t let her daughter carry this alone.

      Whatever this was.

      Ryan’s laughter rang out across the lawn—he’d convinced his gaming friends to join the dancing, all of them flailing with enthusiastic gracelessness. Ally was teaching Colton’s friend James some kind of line dance, both of them getting it spectacularly wrong. Even Bertha had wandered onto the dance floor, her tiny veil askew, bleating along to the music.

      Tara smiled, letting the chaos wash over her.

      This was her family now. Messy and more complicated and so much bigger than she’d ever imagined.

      And there was room in it for secrets, for fears, for whatever Christina was hiding. There was room for everything.

      Will spun her in a slow circle, and for now—just for tonight—she let herself be purely, completely happy.

      The hard conversations could wait until morning.
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