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      Samantha Ryan hated stereotypes. It was one of the things she worked on in her law practice every single day. Cases against corporations that discriminated in some way against one of her clients. Whether it was race, sexual orientation or gender, she fought - and won - most of her cases because of her ability to eloquently debate their side of the argument.

      But today all she could hear in her head was the age old stereotype of “always the bridesmaid, never the bride”.

      She wished it didn’t matter that she wasn’t married in her mid-thirties. She wished that she wasn’t so incredibly jealous that her younger sister had found the love of her life and was about to have the most amazing wedding in the north Georgia mountains. She wished that she could pluck out that jealous bone in her body that seemed to be wedged behind her ribcage, tweaking every heartbeat.

      But here she was, sitting behind her fancy mahogany desk, staring out over the Atlanta skyline from the 20th floor of her luxury office building… thinking about how she was envious of her sister, Katie’s, good fortune.

      Samantha’s life had always revolved around her career. Even when she was a little girl, her father - also an attorney - had drilled into her head that she was destined for law school.  He’d said he saw the “gift” in her even when she was six years old and would hold mock court sessions with her stuffed animals. She vividly remembered looking through his thick legal books and wondering what it all meant, the smell of the musty paper assaulting her senses.

      She’d followed directly in his footsteps, even attending his alma mater, The University of Georgia, and graduating with honors. When he’d died during her second year of law school, the ground seemed to give way beneath her feet. But she’d carried on, knowing that was what he wanted for her.

      Meanwhile, her little sister was just about the complete opposite. Katie was a free spirit, to say the least. She’d skipped college, opting instead to do volunteer work in the poorest areas of Central America for two years. Once she returned stateside, she got her license to become an esthetician and spent her days giving facials and spa treatments to women in some tiny mountain town called Whiskey Ridge.

      So why was Samantha envious? She made more money in a month than most people made in a year. She had one of the fanciest, most expensive apartments in the whole city. She drove a brand new car every year. She even had a personal chef prepare her meals and deliver them every few days. Her life was what other people dreamed of.

      But she was starting to feel empty. Even winning the big cases wasn’t bringing her joy lately.

      It had started with her mother’s death five years ago. Watching her fade away after the cancer diagnosis had been heart shattering. But more than that, it’d made Samantha reevaluate her own life. What was she doing all this for? The long nights, the early mornings… what was the end goal?

      At her mother’s funeral, she suddenly realized that her life had no real purpose. Making money without a purpose was futile, in her opinion. Even at the funeral, she found herself longing for the kinds of connections she saw in family and friends. When the sad event was over, they all hugged and piled into cars together. She’d climbed into her small sports car and drove back to a lonely apartment.

      So she’d started dating with the same vigor she’d had while pursuing her law degree, figuring that snagging a husband was just another task on her list. She’d find the right one, start her own family and she’d have an instant purpose in her life.

      She hired an expensive matchmaker and went out on over a dozen dates before meeting Philip. He was a nice guy and very wealthy with his venture capital business. But after a few months, what little fire they had between them had burned out completely. In truth, it’d been like dating her brother, if she’d had one.

      Deciding she couldn’t force love and chemistry, she’d started hitting the bar scene, singles groups and borrowing shelter dogs from the Humane Society to walk around the park. At times, she felt ridiculous and desperate, but she continued until she met Clint.

      They had chemistry. They hit it off immediately, and she really thought he was “the one”. She’d even started planning what her wedding dinner would feature (filet mignon and pan seared tuna with a mango chutney). She recalled this time in her life as when she still had hope that Mr. Right was out there, that someone was the perfect match for her.

      But then Clint found chemistry with an old high school girlfriend, and poof! He was gone too.

      And then there was Clark, but she didn’t like to think about him. Her relationship with him was the one major failure of her life.

      Samantha sighed as she looked down at her desk. She picked up Katie and Rick’s wedding invitation and ran her finger across the simple white ribbon that was woven through the thick card stock paper.

      Katie had relocated to Whiskey Ridge years ago, calling it her perfect little mountain oasis. She’d met Rick there just after moving, and they’d had a storybook romance amidst the Blue Ridge Mountains.

      Samantha had honestly been surprised when her sister asked her to be her maid of honor. It wasn’t that they weren’t close, but Katie certainly had good friends she’d assumed would be chosen for the role.

      But her mother and father would want her to do this. She was all Katie had left of her family, and that meant the responsibility to make sure her sister had a great start to her marriage was all hers.

      As an esthetician, Katie wasn’t exactly rich. And Rick ran a motorcycle repair shop, which Samantha thought was good money but it certainly wasn’t enough to have a big fancy wedding in the city. Actually, Katie hadn’t wanted that anyway, even when Samantha had offered. She wanted a small, country wedding at a little white chapel nestled under the blue tinged mountains.

      Samantha had offered to pay for much of the wedding, but Rick and Katie had said no but thank you. They were good, hard working people, and Samantha’s money wasn’t something they wanted. They just wanted to be married and start their family.

      Still, Samantha had wanted to do something big for her sister, especially since her parents weren’t there. So, she’d splurged on an amazing honeymoon package that would take them all over Europe. They would eat baguettes in Paris under the shade of the Eiffel Tower and then drink tea like members of the Royal Family in London. She wanted her sister to have an amazing, month long dream honeymoon before she started her life as a wife.

      “When is it my turn?” Samantha heard herself whisper as she ran the ribbon through her fingers one more time before putting the invitation into her drawer.

      “What’d you say?” Eileen, her assistant, sauntered into her office and sat down. She wasn’t the best assistant, but she walked around the office like it was her own personal runway anyhow.

      “Nothing. Just mumbling. Did you file the Easton papers?” Samantha was almost always focused on business, especially when her emotions started to run away with her.

      “Of course, Boss.”

      “Stop calling me that,” she muttered as she looked for another file on her desk. “What about the company… the one that makes the coffee drinks…”

      “Dayton Industries?”

      “Right. Did Scott call about filing the appeal on that one?”

      “Yes, Sam. Everything is under control. Why are you even still here?”

      Samantha sighed. “You know I don’t give up control easily.”

      “I know. I’ve worked for you for six years now, and this is the first vacation I’ve seen you take.”

      Samantha slid more files around on her desk. “It’s not a vacation. I’m simply going to the mountains to make sure my baby sister has a great bridal shower, bachelorette party and wedding. Then I’m housesitting for a month.” She sat stone faced, staring at Eileen.

      “And you look thrilled about it,” Eileen said with a laugh. “I hope you have a better poker face if you ever go to Vegas.”

      “It’s not that I don’t want to go. It’s just that I have a lot of work here, and taking almost six weeks off is tough.”

      “Bull.”

      “What?”

      “You know we have everything handled. And you have a cell phone and a laptop. I think there’s some other reason you don’t want to go.”

      Samantha stood up and smoothed her skirt. “Well, I don’t have time to let you psychoanalyze me today, Eileen. I have to go home and pack.” She shot her a fake smile as she walked across the room and opened her office door.

      “Fine. But do me a favor, okay?” Eileen said as she passed her and walked into the hallway.

      “What’s that?”

      “Try to enjoy yourself, for goodness sakes.”
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        * * *

      

      Not much had changed from the last time she’d visited her sister in the sleepy little mountain town of Whiskey Ridge. Same stores, same trees, same happy looking people chatting on the sidewalks.

      Meanwhile, she had already watched two condo buildings go up near where she lived in Atlanta. Progress was always happening, but Whiskey Ridge didn’t know a thing about progress, apparently.

      It was cute, but it was definitely stuck in some kind of time warp. On the other hand, there seemed to be no stress here. Everyone was smiling and waving and talking to each other. Where she lived, no one really talked. They all stared at their phones - herself included. She’d once watched a well dressed business woman walk right into a light pole because she was busy doing a livestream on her phone.

      It was kind of funny once she was sure the woman didn’t have a concussion.

      Samantha drove around the square and parked for a moment. She just wanted to watch the people and drink her expensive coffee she’d picked up in the drive through outside of town. After all, what would Whiskey Ridge know about good coffee? No reason to take the chance she wouldn’t be able to find something suitable.

      Something about this place was appealing. She could see why Katie moved here all those years ago. But it wasn’t for her. No way. She liked the fast paced lifestyle of the big city. She liked honking car horns and the buzz that came along with packing thousands of people into a small space.

      Or at least that’s what she told herself.

      The sudden blare of her cell phone over her car speakers scared her so much that she almost spilled her drink. She pressed the button to answer it.

      “Hello?”

      “Hey, sis. Where are you?” Katie asked, her upbeat voice a welcome respite from aggravated and intense clients.

      “I just pulled into town.”

      “Always late. Hurry up!”

      “I’ll be there shortly,” she said, rolling her eyes. Katie was free spirited, but right now she was one stressed out bride. She wasn’t a bridezilla just yet, but Samantha didn’t want to find out if that transformation could happen.

      She pulled out of the parking space and headed toward Katie’s cottage by the river. It was a beautiful place, so quaint and rustic. Samantha had only been there once, opting instead to invite Katie and Rick to her condo a few times each year.

      The last time they’d come, Katie had said the loud noises were giving her a migraine. They couldn’t be any more different if they tried, she thought.

      Katie was much more like their mother had been. In fact, she had spent her last summer at Katie’s little house, soaking in the peacefulness of the river bubbling outside her window. That gave Samantha comfort to know her mother had been happy there, although she knew it’d been hard on Katie to have her mother pass away in the guest room.

      As she pulled into the long, curved driveway, she thought about how much she was like her father. He’d been a hard charging, type A personality, winning cases left and right… but also popping acid reflux medication like the little pills were candy. Some things she wasn’t happy she inherited from him.

      So many days, she wished she could relax and let life happen. Even on the rare occasion she took a beach trip with her girlfriends - who she hadn’t seen in months now - they’d lay on the beach getting a tan and reading books while she had to walk and dictate client notes into her phone.

      Ugh. Genetics can be hard to overcome.

      “Sammy!” she heard Katie yell from the front porch of the little log cabin. For as long as she’d been able to talk, Katie had called her Sammy. And for just about as long, Samantha had tried to get her to stop.

      “Hey, sis!” She pulled her much shorter sister into a tight hug. They were all the family they had left, and she appreciated having time with her.

      Katie was short and petite, and her fire engine red hair went with her spunky but fun personality. Samantha, on the other hand, was taller, thin and fit from her habit of running when she was stressed, and had dark brown hair like her father’s had been before he went gray.

      “Can you believe I’m getting married in a week?” Katie asked, a huge grin stretching across her face, pushing the freckles on her cheeks outward.

      “No, I can’t believe it, actually,” Samantha said, flashing back in her mind to the thousands of small memories of her little sister. The princess birthday parties. The giggly “sister sleepovers” in each other’s rooms. The sad days they’d had to lay their parents to rest. They’d always had each other, but life was about to change. Soon, Katie would have a husband and her own kids. Samantha felt a new kind of loneliness in the pit of her stomach.

      “You okay?” Katie asked, looking concerned. Samantha immediately straightened up and smiled. If there was one thing she’d learned as a lawyer, it was to change emotions and facial expressions on a dime.

      “Of course! Help me bring my bags in, would you?”
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        * * *

      

      Samantha sat at the small bistro table on her private deck overlooking the river below. The two sisters had spent the first couple of hours together getting Samantha settled in, having coffee and laughing.

      But then Katie got down to business showing Samantha all of her wedding plans and giving her a tour of the house. After all, Samantha would be housesitting for a whole month, and the wedding wasn’t for a couple of weeks yet. Six weeks in Whiskey Ridge was going to be a challenge.

      As she stared down at the constantly moving water, she thought about how everything moved at a snail’s pace here. It was so dang quiet that she could hear every thought in her head. The sound of the river was doing absolutely nothing to drown out that inner tape recorder that constantly played back all of the mistakes she’d made in her life.

      “More coffee?” Katie asked from the doorway behind her.

      “Nah. If I drink anymore, I’ll never sleep tonight.”

      Katie took a seat in the chair beside her. “Oh, you’ll sleep. This is the most peaceful place on Earth at night time. Crickets chirping. Owls hooting. The sound of the water flowing by.”

      “Sounds a little dull,” Samantha said without thinking. She could see a look of hurt on her sister’s face for a moment.

      “You need some relaxation, Sammy.”

      “I disagree. Relaxation leads to thinking which leads to stress.”

      “Not for everyone. Maybe if you’d give this place a chance…”

      “I’m here for six weeks, Katie. I think that’s plenty of time, don’t you?”

      Katie smiled. “I could never imagine leaving here. Rick had an opportunity for a job in Chicago, helping his uncle at his shop up there. He declined.”

      Samantha almost swallowed her own tongue. “He declined? Chicago is an amazing city! And I bet the pay raise…”

      “Stop! Jeez, Sammy. Don’t you know by now that we don’t want that life?”

      Katie almost sounded mad, which wasn’t in her nature at all. But the frustration on her face was very evident.

      “I’m sorry. I just want the best for you both.”

      Katie rubbed Samantha’s arm. “I know you do. But what I don’t understand is how you can’t see that Whiskey Ridge, and this life we’re building here, is what’s best for us. This is our forever home. We can’t wait to walk our first baby around the square in a stroller during the Fourth of July parade. And we’re so looking forward to standing at the door of the elementary school and waving goodbye on the first day of kindergarten. This is where we want to build our family.” She stared out at the mountains and smiled as if she was in some far away land.

      “I get it. And it’s a great place, sis. It really is.”

      “So, I have to work tomorrow, as you know. I was wondering if you could do me a huge favor?” Katie asked, a grin on her face as she pretended to pray.

      “You mean aside from planning your shower, bachelorette party, being your maid of honor and housesitting for you?”

      “Just one more small thing.”

      “What is it?”

      “I need you to take Sophie to the doctor.”

      Sophie. Her large and very hyper two year old boxer. The dog that bounced around like a kangaroo and passed gas like a group of bean-eating Marines.

      “Katie, you know how I feel about that dog.”

      “I know, but she’s been throwing up this week, and I just don’t have time to take her during the day with my schedule. My boss is really riding me because I’ll be taking so much time off after the wedding. And she’s my baby!”

      As if on cue, the unruly dog came bounding around the corner, sliding on the hardwood floors like she was a very uncoordinated figure skater. Unaware of how big she was, she shot straight up into Katie’s lap, kissing her mercilessly.

      “She looks fine now,” Samantha said dryly.

      Sophie jumped down and took off after the cat down the hallway. At least Whiskers had the decency to leave Samantha alone. He hid most of the time, only coming out for meals and the occasional trip to the litter box.

      “She’s not fine. I couldn’t bear to enjoy my honeymoon if I thought Sophie could be sick…”

      “Fine. I’ll take her tomorrow while you’re at work.”

      “Great! Thank you so much. I’ll leave the veterinarian’s business card on the counter.”

      “Perfect,” Samantha said with a sigh. Katie leaned over and hugged her sister tightly.

      “I know this is challenging for you, Sammy, but I think it’s going to change your life. I really do.”

      She pulled back and smiled as Samantha tried to figure out what the heck that meant. But before she could ask, her sister was running back into the house.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Samantha was not a morning person. She never had been, but the sound of a dog throwing up could wake even the heaviest sleeper.

      As she slowly stood up from her queen sized cabin themed bed, she looked around the darkened room for the alarm clock. It was seven-thirty, and the first rays of sunlight were just starting to peek through her wooden window blinds. It took awhile for the sun to make it so far back into the darkened woods.

      “I hate you, Sophie. I really do,” she mumbled to herself as she pulled on the fluffy white bathrobe her sister had provided.

      She opened her door and looked into the hallway. It was dark, the wood paneling not doing anything to help with the absence of light.

      “Katie?” she called out. She’d forgotten to ask her sister what time she left for work, but she assumed she was home alone. The retching sound continued as she walked into the living room and found Sophie coughing up things she didn’t want to see that early in the morning. “Ugh.”
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