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        She’s feeling the heat. Or it might be a hot flash. Sometimes it’s really hard to tell.

      

      

      
        
        Psychic Dreams

      

      

      It’s been four years since Monica lost the love of her life to a sudden and devastating heart attack. She’s held her family together and picked herself up with the love and help of her two best friends. Now Monica has a new business, a new wardrobe, and a new vision for the future.

      As in actual psychic visions. Dreams that manifest in reality? Monica’s still not sure why or how it happened, but she’s been seeing everything from unexpected visitors to visions of fire and destruction.

      Separating premonitions from morbid imagination is proving harder than Monica expected, and no one can tell her if these new, violent visions will become a reality.

      Added to that, there’s a new fire investigator in town, and he’s more than a little suspicious about the anonymous and frighteningly accurate tips someone is calling in. Monica is feeling the heat… or is that a hot flash?

      Is their town about to feel the burn of a serial arsonist, or can Monica, Robin, and Val figure out the dangerous secret smoldering at the heart of Glimmer Lake?

      Psychic Dreams is a standalone paranormal women’s fiction novel in the Glimmer Lake series by USA Today best seller Elizabeth Hunter, author of the Elemental Mysteries and the Irin Chronicles.
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        I love the realness of the characters in this series…. Troubled marriages, dead-beat dads, small town gossip, death and hormonal teenagers. You know, life. It’s not always pretty, but sometimes it’s downright beautiful.

        Mac’s Meanderings

      

        

      

      
        
        
        I loved this book! I always expect amazing stuff from Elizabeth Hunter, but this was just above my  expectations.

        The Blue-Haired Reader

      

        

      

      
        
        
        Monica’s story was sweet, heartfelt, down to earth. And try as I did, I could not guess the ending. The twists and turns had me guessing all the way till the end.

        Sassafrack’s Books
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      Monica woke from a dream of fire and darkness. She sat up straight in bed, gasping for breath, and reached for the glass of water sitting on her bedside table. She gulped it down as sweat bloomed across her heated skin.

      Looking at the clock on her bedside table, Monica realized the vision had come to her just past midnight in the small hot hours of the Glimmer Lake summer. Some women in their late forties woke in the middle of the night sweating from a hot flash. Monica woke up sweating from the visions that had tormented her dreams since a near-death experience three years before.

      The doctors told her she’d died for a few minutes, but what did that mean? There had been no bright lights or visions of peaceful tunnels. She hadn’t seen Gilbert, her husband of twenty-five years, who had died the year before the wreck.

      Monica didn’t remember much of anything from the car accident and near drowning. What she did remember was the first time a vision had come true.

      At first it felt like déjà vu. She thought she’d imagined it. Just a little thing, a phone call that came exactly when she knew it would.

      Then another thing happened.

      And another.

      Soon visions of places she’d never seen invaded her thoughts. Violent acts and secret pain became as clear to her as a movie. Instead of having the normal worrisome dreams of a widow and mother of four, Monica was haunted by everything from premonitions of everyday mundane encounters to visions of murder, death, and destruction.

      She swung her legs over the edge of the bed and sat up straight, holding the sweating water glass against her cheek. Drops of condensation ran down her neck, over her collarbone, and between her breasts, trailing the drops of sweat brought on by the oppressive summer heat. She reached for the journal she kept by her bed.

      Though her heart was still racing, she mentally reconstructed the dream she knew was far more than a dream. Her ceiling fan beat a steady rhythm overhead, wafting air onto the sweat-soaked sheets as she closed her eyes to examine the memory before it faded.

      Fire and destruction.

      She’d been walking down Main Street, walking past shops and storefronts she knew well, walking calmly despite the ash and sparks that rained around her. She was alone in the dream. The only sounds had been the crack of burning branches and the wind as the town of Glimmer Lake burned around her.

      Monica scribbled down everything. She’d been wearing a sundress, the same dress she’d worn the day before, a light cotton outfit that kept her cool but still professional-looking while she was working at Russell House.

      She wrote down what she’d heard—the crackle of the fire, breaking branches, the wind. She wrote down everything she had seen—which shops were burning, which cars were on the road, which cars she saw in the lots, and how far she could see in the distance before the smoke swallowed her sight.

      She knew the town of Glimmer Lake intimately. She knew who drove each car she’d seen. She knew who owned the shops she’d seen burning. She also knew which firefighters would respond to the scene, risking their lives to save the small town in the heart of the Sierra Nevada mountains.

      She knew because her late husband Gilbert Velasquez had been one of those firefighters. But though she was a widow, Monica hadn’t lost Gil to the ravages of a fire. She’d lost him to the mundane, everyday tragedy of heart disease.

      Gilbert had been gone for nearly four years, struck down by a heart condition that had crouched silently until the morning it took his life.

      She slept alone and she woke alone. Her four children, the children she and Gil had raised, were all out in the world, living their lives. Only Jake, her oldest, remained in Glimmer Lake, working as a handyman, boat captain, and sometime ski bum during the winter.

      Until the year before, Jake had been living at home. But once he gained a measure of independence by working at Russell House—along with a much more generous salary than he’d been earning at Max’s Pontoon Rentals—he’d moved out of Monica’s house and into an apartment with a friend.

      Monica glanced at the clock again, noted the time, and realized she wouldn’t be able to return to sleep. She finished writing as many details of the vision as possible; then she put her journal down, finished the last of her water, and stood up to go to the kitchen.

      She couldn’t deny that she missed having Jake around. Sylvia, her second oldest and her only daughter, was working on her master’s degree in psychology at the University of California at Berkeley. Her two youngest boys, Caleb and Sam, were working in their own business, a construction company they’d started just after their father passed. They were only in Bridger City, and Monica got to see them every few weeks when they came home for Sunday dinner.

      But day to day, night to night, Monica remained alone. Her two best friends both had men in their lives. Robin had repaired her relationship with her husband Mark, and Val had started a new relationship with the local sheriff, Sully.

      She wandered through the three-bedroom, two-bath house she and Gil had bought so many years before. It was a good house, the first and only one she’d owned as a married woman. She’d been a teenage bride and mother, and she and Gil hadn’t been able to afford their own house for years.

      But once Gil was hired on full time at the local fire department, they bought it and then remained there for the next twenty years. It wasn’t fancy, but it had been enough. They were happy.

      They were so happy.

      Monica walked into the kitchen and put on water for tea. She reached into the cupboard and took down a bag of chamomile along with a jar of honey.

      She’d spent years listening to friends complain about inattentive husbands or neglectful boyfriends. But though she and Gilbert had hardly been more than children when they married, she couldn’t have asked for a better man. He was funny and romantic. He put her needs above everyone else, even above his own family. They’d had rough times, but those rough times had never even come close to a fraction of the good.

      They had struggled, but just when life seemed to be smoothing out—when they’d raised their kids and sent them out into the world as successful adults—the rug hadn’t just been pulled out from under Monica…

      The rug up and disappeared.

      Gil died, and Monica had been left alone. All the dreams of a joyful retirement—of the adventures they’d been waiting to take together—were gone.

      Poof.

      It was as if Life had said to her: “Oh, did you think you had a plan? How cute. That’s gone now. Figure it out.”

      As the water came to a boil, she measured out the tea and her mind returned to the vision of fire and destruction from which she’d woken.

      It wasn’t the first time she’d dreamed of fire. Monica didn’t know a firefighter’s partner who didn’t have nightmares about what their loved one might walk into.

      But there were nightmares, and then there was this.

      She poured hot water over the chamomile flowers, stirred in a bit of honey, and took her tea to the living room. She sat in Gil’s big old recliner that she’d hated from the moment he bought it. She hated the fake leather upholstery and the massive size. It took up too much space, she’d said, and it didn’t match anything else in the room.

      Nevertheless, Gilbert had loved that chair, and now that he was gone, Monica couldn’t bear to part with it. She sat in it and looked over the wooded yard. Monica knew that she didn’t need a big house anymore, but parting with it felt like losing another part of Gilbert, and she wasn’t ready for that.

      But as she looked into the dark, shadowed forest, she felt a sense of foreboding like she hadn’t felt in years.

      Maybe she’d never felt darkness like this.

      Monica had seen ghosts and helped capture murderers, but she’d never experienced a feeling of dread like she felt after waking up from that dream.

      A violent and destructive force was coming to Glimmer Lake. She didn’t know when, she didn’t know why, but she knew in her gut it was coming.
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      Monica pulled into Russell House a little after eight a.m. She had just under three hours to meet with Jake and Kara about the week, have a financial meeting with Grace and Philip, then oversee checkout and turnover before their largest party of the summer came in. It was an end-of-summer bachelor party with some very wealthy businessmen from the Bay Area, and they had a schedule of activities that would keep the guests very busy.

      She parked her creaking minivan in front of the kitchen, next to a shiny new luxury minivan that served as the shuttle for the hotel. Then she jumped out of the car and hustled into the grand old house.

      “I’m here! Sorry I’m late.”

      Russell House had been the familial home of Monica’s best friend, Robin Brannon. She hadn’t been raised in Russell House, but her mother had. In fact, just after the car accident, Russell House had been the site of their very first adventure banishing a ghost.

      It had been Robin’s grandfather, and it hadn’t been fun.

      But that was over, and since Grandma Helen had passed, Russell House had undergone a massive transformation into a boutique hotel. The family bedrooms had been converted into ten luxury rooms and suites. They hosted conferences, parties and fancy dinners, and weddings on the massive front lawn. Since Russell House sat directly on the edge of Glimmer Lake, the views couldn’t be beat, and they had perfect waterfront access.

      Their first season had been a test run, but this season they’d gone all in, and Monica had been thrilled with the results.

      “Jake?” She set down her purse. “Kara?”

      “Coming!”

      She heard Kara approaching from the dining room, which had been converted into a small café where a branch of her friend Val’s Misfit Mountain Coffee had taken residence.

      Monica heard Val’s manager Eve and Kara exchanging a few quiet words before the swinging door pushed into the kitchen and Kara came through.

      She was a tiny young woman with a giant smile; Monica had hired her last winter when she realized she needed someone with more hotel experience than she had. She knew how to run a busy household and a business, but the high-end hospitality aspect was still new.

      “Good morning!” Kara’s dazzling smile spread across her pale, heart-shaped face. She had dark brown hair clipped into a pixie cut and beautiful green eyes.

      Monica sometimes got the urge to pinch Kara’s cheek, but she resisted. The girl—the young lady—was a year older than her daughter Sylvia, and she bubbled. She had impressed Monica with her energy, organization, and references. Kara loved hospitality and she loved the outdoors. It was the perfect combination.

      “How are you this morning, Mrs. Velasquez?”

      “Please.” Monica squeezed Kara’s shoulder. “How many times have I asked you to call me Monica? You make me feel old.”

      “Sorry.” Kara’s cheeks went a little pink. “I was just speaking with a guest who was asking for your card, so I was calling you Mrs. Velasquez to her.”

      “Event interest?”

      Kara smiled. “Her daughter just got engaged.”

      “Nice!” Monica did a little fist pump. “Gimme that sweet, sweet special-event cash.”

      Kara laughed. “It’s not until next summer, but I told her we were already filling up, so don’t wait too long to call.”

      Monica mentally paged through her calendar. “June is filling up. July is still good. May’s got space too.” Spring could come late in the mountains, so a May wedding would be beautiful. The dogwood trees that surrounded Russell House would be in bloom, along with all the tulips and daffodils that Helen had planted.

      Thinking about weddings still made Monica think of Gilbert and their rushed wedding at the county courthouse. She’d been embarrassed then—eighteen and pregnant—but she could smile about it now. She and Gil had gone all out for their twentieth wedding anniversary, but Monica still had the cream-colored dress with puffy lace sleeves she’d gotten from the prom sale rack at Macy’s department store in Fresno.

      Her baby was twenty-nine now, and as he walked through the door from the garden, her breath caught just for a second.

      Jake was the picture of Gilbert at that age. A little taller, but with the same barrel chest and thick dark hair. He’d start growing his fall beard soon; he liked having a beard during ski season.

      “Hey, Mom!” The broad smile was Gil’s too. Dimples were the only thing Jake had inherited from his mother. “You need a new car.”

      “I like my car—stop trying to get me to trade it in.”

      “Trade it in?” Jake glanced out the window. “I’m not sure anyone would take the old van at this point.”

      “It’s not that old.” Monica looked at her old minivan. “It still runs great.”

      “Tell me that this winter when the heater is giving you problems again.” Jake poured himself a cup of coffee. “Kara, you want one?”

      “I’m good.”

      Kara watched Jake’s back as he stood at the counter. Her eyes slipped down to Jake’s backside before she quickly looked away and shuffled through her binder. Her cheeks went a little pink again.

      Oh.

      Oh!

      Monica’s baby had an admirer. It was hardly surprising. At twenty-nine, Jake had had more than his share of seasonal romances, usually with girls from down the hill who were just at the lake for the summer or ski season.

      But Kara?

      Oh, Monica was telling Robin and Val about this one. She could definitely see Kara and her son hitting it off. They had a great working relationship and a lot of common interests.

      “So.” Jake sat down. “The Donner party is coming in this afternoon.” He grinned. “Should we have appetizers out early so we don’t have to worry about any guests getting eaten?”

      “Will you stop calling them that?” Monica whacked his arm a little harder than she meant to. “The best man is Jonathan Bacon. It is the Bacon party.”

      “Which makes them sound extra edible, but the groom is Alex Donner,” Jake said. “I’m sticking with the name.”

      Russell House had never hosted a bachelor party before, and Monica couldn’t lie that she’d been skeptical when the best man called and asked for a quote. He’d convinced her they were far more the cigars, whiskey, and outdoors kind of bachelor party than the debauchery kind.

      Jake had immediately come up with an activities calendar that included waterskiing, rock climbing lessons, and whiskey and wine tasting. The best man had been thrilled, and Monica was hoping it would all go well. Their reputation as a wedding venue was growing, but with a lack of luxury spas and shopping in Glimmer Lake, they were limited in hitting the bridal party market. Maybe becoming a luxury outdoor escape for grooms was the way to go.

      Kara said, “As long as the Bacon or the Donner party are laughing about it and not resorting to cannibalism, I don’t care. You all set for this afternoon?”

      “I’ve got the pontoon boat at the dock already, and Dylan’s coming in at four to set up.”

      Jake’s friend Dylan owned a bar in Bridger City that had a specialty liquor store attached. The store and the bar specialized in whiskeys and bourbons, and it had been Jake’s idea to make whiskey tastings an option for guests. Dylan came with samples of each and bottles to buy. It had proven to be a very popular event on Fridays.

      The pontoon boat was a rental from Jake’s old employer. Russell House had their own ski boat and waterskiing equipment, but they had to rent the pontoon.

      “Do you have everything set up for Saturday?”

      Jake looked at his battered yellow legal pad, which was as organized as Monica and Kara could make him. “I gotta call the lodge to confirm their dinner reservation since they added another guy to the party.”

      Monica’s eyes went wide. “They added another guy? We’re already maxed!”

      Kara held up her hand. “Don’t panic. We got it sorted. I called Philip and he said Grace has another rollaway in storage. He’s bringing it this morning when they come.”

      Philip and Grace Lewis were the owners of Russell House, and Monica was in partnership with them for the hotel. They were also her best friend’s parents and like surrogate parents for Monica, who hardly spoke to her own mother even though she only lived twenty minutes away.

      “Philip has another rollaway?” Monica jotted down a note in her calendar. “Do we know what shape it’s in?”

      “I kept some of that black spray paint from the last one we cleaned up,” Jake said. “He says it’s just banged up a little, but the mattress is nearly new.”

      Grace had been an antique dealer for most of her life, and she loved shopping at auctions. She’d managed to pick up a surprising amount of hotel equipment on her buying trips. Most of it stayed in the Lewis garage until they had an emergency; then Grace and Philip popped in with supplies like fairy godparents.

      “Okay, so that’s sixteen people, not fifteen.” Monica’s eyes nearly popped out. “This is quite the party. We’re definitely going to need another ski boat for tomorrow.”

      “Already arranged,” Jake said.

      Kara said, “And they’ve already worked out who the extra person is staying with, and they agreed to pay full price for him even though it’s just a rollaway. To make up for the inconvenience.”

      Monica closed her calendar. “Then welcome Mister…?”

      Kara closed her eyes and Jake started laughing again.

      “What?” She looked between them.

      Kara cleared her throat. “The new member of the party is named Josh. Josh Trout.”

      Monica shook her head. “So Mr. Bacon and Mr. Trout are throwing a Donner party.” She gave in to the laughter. “Why not?”

      Kara said, “It’s going to be great, Monica. I promise. Don’t worry at all. These guys are paying big bucks, and we’re going to make it an amazing weekend. Don’t worry for a minute.”

      “Exactly, Mom.” Jake turned his grin on Kara. “You think there’s any guest Kara can’t handle? Please.”

      Oh yeah. There were stars in Kara’s eyes. And Monica was starting to think that there might just be some stars from Jake too.

      But she was an observer only! She’d learned long ago that indicating she thought any person was a good match for one of her kids was a sure way to make them lose interest.

      “Okay.” She stood. “I have a meeting with Grace at nine. How many guests have already left?”

      “Four rooms are out, and Pam and Joelle are on it. The other four look like they’re taking lazy mornings, so we’ll just have to be fast on turnaround when they’re gone.” Kara looked down at her binder. “Also, the fire chief is coming Tuesday. I forgot to tell you about that.”

      “The fire chief?” She frowned. “We already had our inspection.”

      “It’s about the perimeter.” Kara motioned to the trees outside. “Defensible space prior to fire season, all that stuff.”

      “Oh sheesh.” It had been a constant balancing act with Gil in their own home. He would have cut down every tree in the vicinity to protect their house, and Monica wanted at least a little shade. “Okay, just remind me Tuesday morning.”

      She might have a battle on her hands with this one. She’d grown up in the mountains and had more than a healthy respect for forest fires, but she also knew that the lush gardens and woods around Russell House were part of what sold the hotel.

      For a second, her dream from the night before flashed in her memory.

      Fire and ash and sparks raining down…

      Okay, maybe they were going to have to alter the gardens after all. That was another thing she’d have to bring up with Grace when they met. “Kara, I’m going to meet with Grace now. Just text me if you need anything. Jake, be careful on the lake today.”

      “I will!”

      “You got it, Mom.” He was already looking at something on his phone.

      Monica gathered her purse and papers and headed toward the dining room. “And let me know if you need anything. I can pitch in if we’re in a rush.”

      Monica might have been the manager, but the one thing she’d learned about running a hotel—even a small one—was that if something needed to be done, all hands were on deck. She’d changed sheets and washed laundry. She’d scrubbed showers and unclogged toilets when no one else was available. She regularly delivered the morning pastry boxes and coffee trays if the hotel was full.

      Russell House was her baby and the first real job she’d ever had. She viewed each guest like they were staying in her own home, and she busted her butt to make sure they felt welcome.

      It was hers, and it would be a success.
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      Monica stopped at the coffee bar to check in with Eve. “Hey! How’s it going?”

      She could see guests milling around the front of the house, drinking their coffee at tables on the lush, wide lawn.

      “Good.” Eve was cleaning the espresso machine. “Just sold the second round for the late crew.” Eve had been Val’s second-in-command at her coffee shop until she’d taken over the stand at Russell House.

      She’d turned the simple coffee stand into something a lot more than Monica had originally envisioned. She’d expanded their pastry selections and introduced a special-event formal tea held once a month that sold out every time. It was a hipster take on a British high tea and had proven really popular for birthdays and special occasions.

      Monica watched the lawn and the café, gauging the mood of her guests. She wanted happy repeat customers and good online reviews. They’d already booked around a dozen parties for a repeat stay the next summer, and she was hoping Russell House became a yearly tradition for wealthy families who wanted a taste of the outdoors without too much grime.

      “You ready for this weekend?”

      Eve smiled. “You mean the Donner party?”

      Monica rolled her eyes. “Not you too.”

      “Jake has been having way too much fun with that name.”

      “I’m surprised he didn’t latch on to Bacon.”

      Eve tamped down a shot of espresso and slid it into the machine. “Nah. Bacon’s great, but cannibal jokes are too good to pass up. Your son keeps people laughing around here, I’ll give him that.”

      “He certainly seems to have found his niche.”

      Jake was the only man working in a group of women, most of whom were pretty young, and he got to walk around fixing things, playing with boats and skis, and doing much of his job shirtless. Working at Russell House was Jake’s dream job; Monica was just fortunate that he was really, really good at it.

      Eve asked, “You want your usual?”

      “Please.” A “usual” for Monica was a plain old latte with a shot of hazelnut. Not too much sweetness, just a little. “I haven’t seen Grace yet.”

      Just as she said it, Philip’s truck appeared from beneath the trees that sheltered the road to Russell House. The shiny charcoal-grey vehicle drove around the decomposed granite drive and headed toward the kitchen where Monica parked her own car.

      “That’s my cue.” Monica grabbed her latte as soon as Eve finished it. “I’ll see you later.”

      “Tell Grace I’m making her coffee for her.”

      “Will do.”

      Monica sat near the end of the dining room at a long square table that was usually reserved for business meetings. She spread out her monthly report and sipped her coffee while she listened for Grace.

      A few minutes after nine, Grace Lewis, elegant matriarch of Russell House, entered the foyer. As always, though it was nine in the morning and she’d probably been lugging around dusty antiques all morning, Grace was immaculately put together.

      Her shoulder-length hair was a blend of blond and silver grey, and her makeup was applied expertly to highlight her cheekbones and beautiful eyes.

      “Good morning.” Monica stood. “I think Eve has a coffee ready for you.”

      “Oh.” Grace put a hand over her heart. “That young lady always knows just how to make a perfect coffee, doesn’t she?”

      “She’s a professional.”

      Grace sighed. “I just wish the tattoos… Ah well. The world is a different place now.”

      Monica smothered a smile. “Yep.”

      Grace couldn’t exactly be labeled fashion forward. She was wearing a yellow summer blouse tucked into a cream-colored pair of linen pants with a bright blue belt and a pair of matching sandals.

      Stuffy? A little. But her heart was in the right place, she was generous, and she made a hell of a gin martini.

      Grace was also unfailingly polite to everyone on staff, even if she didn’t approve of “outlandish hair” and tattoos.

      Monica had raised four children through too many personal-expression trends to count. She didn’t make any dress code at Russell House other than “work appropriate.” So far her biggest problem was reminding Jake to put a shirt on around guests.

      “So we had a wonderful summer,” Grace said as she returned with her coffee. “The ladies at the library lunch were raving about the tea that Eve is doing now. They loved it.”

      “Great.” Monica made a note to tell Eve. “That’s wonderful to hear. I’ve been talking over the idea of doing it every other week instead of once a month. What do you think?”

      They chatted about marketing ideas for about half an hour, brainstorming for promotions that could keep the hotel busy through the fall and late winter.

      Between the lake in the summer and the ski resort in the winter, Glimmer Lake was a year-round getaway for people across California, but Russell House was still new and it was small. So far that had worked in their favor, but Monica liked planning ahead.

      “You remind me of me.”

      Monica looked up from scribbling in her notebook. “What?”

      Grace smiled. “You remind me of me when I was younger. I was very certain I could plan for everything. I had plans, backup plans, and backup-backup plans.”

      Monica laughed a little. “Well, four kids in six years will do that to you.”

      Grace looked at her for a long time. “How are you doing?”

      “Fine. Good!” She waved a hand around the dining room. “Busy, but good.”

      “I know you’re doing well professionally. You were born to be in hospitality, and you’re thriving in it.” Grace leaned forward. “But how are you doing personally?”

      Monica’s stomach dropped. “I’m fine, Grace. Really.”

      “I remember being where you are,” she said. “I remember that point where my kids were out of the house and really independent—they’re not when they’re still in school, you know? But where you are right now, with Sam and Caleb busy with their business, Jake doing so well here, and Sylvia just thriving—”

      “Her advisor is encouraging her to apply for PhD programs. Did I tell you that?”

      “No, but I’m not surprised. She’s a brilliant young lady.” Grace took a deep breath. “I remember this time, and it’s a special time. It’s almost like going out into the world again. Like being on your own for the very first time. The world seems so wide open.”

      Monica laughed. “Yeah… I mean, I didn’t have that. I didn’t go to college or anything because Jake—”

      “I remember.” Grace’s eyes danced. “I was there.”

      Yes, she had been. Robin might have had her issues with her mother, and Monica knew Grace was far from perfect, but she would never, ever forget that when her own parents had disowned her for getting pregnant at eighteen with her high school boyfriend, Grace and Philip had immediately welcomed her into their home. She’d stayed with the Lewises for three months before Gilbert arranged for them to move into his Uncle Eddie’s house.

      “My point is,” Grace continued, “during this time in my life, I remember being excited. I was older, I knew what I wanted and what kind of person I was. And I felt free.”

      Monica nodded. “I get that. I do feel free.”

      “But you’re facing that without Gilbert.” Grace’s eyes teared up. “And I can’t imagine that. That was the time when Philip and I reconnected. We took trips we’d always planned on but hadn’t had the time for when the kids were young. We danced in the kitchen and slept in and got to be spontaneous. If I wanted to drive to Reno for an antique expo, we just packed the car and went.”

      Monica’s heart hurt. “Yeah.”

      “You have that same freedom, but you lost your partner in crime.” Grace blinked rapidly. “So” —she took a deep breath— “I want to know: How are you doing?”

      Monica didn’t give her a flippant response. She didn’t say fine.

      “I’m… lonely.” She cleared the roughness from her throat. “I miss Gilbert every day. I miss waking up next to him. I miss going home at night and telling him all the stories about guests here or what the kids are up to.” She shrugged. “But I can’t do anything about that.”

      The wound Gilbert’s loss had left wasn’t bleeding anymore. It just sat in Monica’s chest, hollow and aching.

      “Did you like being married?”

      Monica smiled. “I loved it. We had our moments, but I loved Gil so much.”

      “But did you like being married? Did you like having a partner, a friend, a second in your life’s duel?”

      Monica had never thought about it that way. “Yeah. I did. I liked always having someone at my back, you know? Other than Robin and Val.”

      Grace nodded. “Monica.”

      “Mm-hmm?” She was jotting down an idea she’d just had for a fall promotion.

      “I think it’s time you started dating again.”

      She dropped her pen. “Excuse me?”

      “I’m not talking about those odd people who are convinced that the way to grieve a dead spouse is to date the first available person they see. That’s ridiculous.”

      Oh. Oh no. Not this. “Grace—”

      “You are a young woman and you were a wonderful wife. You don’t like being alone—I can see it every day—and you’re holding yourself back from seeing new men. Why?”

      Monica was still trying to process what Grace was saying. “I… um…”

      “Have you considered online dating?” Grace asked. “For professional women it seems like a very sensible choice, though I have no idea what kind of men those sites attract. Still, I imagine some of them might be… entertaining even if they’re not good long-term prospects.”

      “I’m sorry.” Were her eyebrows permanently frozen in a shocked expression? Possibly. “I’m still trying to process what you’re saying.” Was her best friend’s mom—traditional, kind-of-stuffy Grace Lewis—telling Monica she needed to get laid?

      “If you’re interested in my suggestions, let me know.” Grace closed her financial folder. “But if you’re holding back because you think you need more time to grieve or because your children would disapprove—”

      “It’s not that.”

      “Good.” Grace nodded decisively. “Like I told you, I recognize myself in you. You’re a planner. You like having a road map, and you’re excellent at following a plan. But you have to leave room for the unexpected. I know you’d be happier with a partner at your side. Like me. I would miss Philip horribly if something happened to him, but I would hate to be alone.”

      “Right.” Monica was still blinking. “Is Philip—?”

      “In excellent health.” Grace waved a hand. “He’ll likely outlive all of us with his relaxed approach to life. The man does not even entertain stress.”

      “So you think—”

      “A dating site.” Grace nodded. “Or a matchmaker. Does anyone use those anymore?”

      Monica muttered, “I honestly have no idea.”

      “Make sure you play the field for a while. You’ve only ever been with Gilbert if I remember correctly.”

      “I… Hmm.” That was it. She was out of words.

      Grace winked. “There are a lot of possibilities out there for a beautiful woman in the prime of her life. You should enjoy yourself before you think about settling down.”

      What universe had she passed into? Was there a hidden camera somewhere? Would Grace even participate in a prank show? Of course she wouldn’t. She’d consider it gauche. But prior to this conversation, Monica wouldn’t have expected Grace to suggest she “play the field” either.

      Grace stood and picked up her folders. “Well, you and the girls will figure it out. Sully seems to make Val very happy. Maybe he has a friend or two.”

      Two? She didn’t need two! “I really don’t think—”

      “I’ll call Robin. I’m sure she’ll have ideas. First Friday of next month still good?”

      “For?”

      Grace looked at her like she’d lost it. “Our monthly finance meeting.”

      Oh, were they talking about the hotel again? Thank God. “Yes!” Monica stood. “First Friday of the month is good.”

      “Excellent.” Grace walked around the table and gave her a hug. “Have a wonderful weekend.” Her eyes lit up. “Maybe you’ll have a romance with one of the guests. Wouldn’t that be exciting?”

      No. That sounded like a disaster. “Have a great day!” Monica reached for her phone. “I think someone is texting me. I better check it.”

      “I’ll see you later, sweetheart. Enjoy the weekend.”

      Monica walked away before her head exploded. She looked at her phone, only to see a series of messages from Robin that she’d missed.

      RED ALERT. You’re meeting with my mom this morning, right? CALL ME.

      The following message was fifteen minutes later.

      Oh God, you’re meeting with her already. Please know I TOLD HER not to bring this up.

      At least Robin had tried to warn her. Not that it would have made the meeting any less awkward.

      Another message had come a few minutes after the first two.

      She means well.

      And another message five minutes later.

      Wine at your house tonight? I’m buying. Just tell me how many bottles.

      Monica walked to her office and shut the door before she texted Robin back.

      Yes. Wine. Lots.
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      Monica leaned her elbows on the counter at Robin’s house and massaged her temples. “I’m trying to pretend it didn’t happen.”

      Robin filled her glass of wine to the brim. “I am so sorry. There is no explanation for her. She should never have pressured—”

      “She didn’t pressure me. Exactly. It was more like…” She sat up straight. “Do people actually walk around town thinking, ‘Oh, poor Monica!’ when they see me? Do they?”

      Val shrugged from her perch near the sink. “Not me.”

      “You don’t count—you know me.”

      Val pointed at Monica. “It’s Glimmer Lake. Everyone knows you except tourists.”

      “You know what I mean. I mean do the people I see every day at the coffee shop, at church… are they all thinking, ‘Poor Monica’?”

      Even the thought horrified her. She’d experienced a lifetime’s worth of pity when she missed going to college because she got pregnant. The last thing she wanted was her entire community thinking she was a pity case at a time when she was finally getting back on her feet.

      “I’m not ‘poor Monica,’” she said. “I started a successful business. My kids are all independent, functioning adults who still speak to me. No drugs. All employed. All— You know who’s poor? All those women I see bitching about their marriages! The ones who don’t do a damn thing about fixing them or starting over.” She had moved past horrified and was leaning into pissed off. “Poor Monica, my foot.”
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