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      A note from Rachel Hanna:

      

      Christmas books are perfect any time of the year, right? As a Christmas Eve baby myself, I love this time of the year. Classic Christmas songs, the smell of pine and cinnamon, a really good hot chocolate, and the general feeling of happiness in the air.

      Before you read this book, can I make a suggestion? As I sit here and edit my words, I’m listening to some amazing instrumental classic Christmas songs on Apple Music. If you have a way to do it, turn on your favorite Christmas songs, make your favorite drink, and settle in to celebrate Thanksgiving and Christmas with the whole Waverly Lane gang! No matter what month it is when you read this, today it’s Christmas! [image: Christmas tree]
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      “Grilled chicken or steak?” Shelby cuddled up closer to Reed as they sat on her sofa, a movie paused on the TV in front of them.

      “Why not both? I own a restaurant, Shelby,” he said, laughing.

      “I know, but having both just seems… excessive.”

      “Let’s do both, honey. Some people may not like chicken. Or steak.”

      She looked up at him. “Who doesn’t like either chicken or steak?”

      Reed paused for a moment. “Vegans?”

      Shelby laughed loudly. Reed made her laugh all the time. Sometimes, he didn’t mean to. Everything about him made her heart swell. She never imagined love could be like this, and marrying him would be the happiest day of her life.

      “You’re a goof,” Shelby said, playfully slapping his chest.

      They’d spent a lazy Sunday curled up in each other’s arms on the screened porch while the rain fell outside, hitting the tin roof above them. Those were her favorite kinds of days - where nothing had to be done, and they could enjoy each other’s company.

      So much had changed in the last year since getting engaged to the man of her dreams. Reed’s restaurant had won Restaurant of the Year in Charleston, garnering national attention in a magazine. Business was up over thirty percent, and he was excited about that. He had even been contacted by a producer at HGTV interested in setting up a new reality show in the restaurant. Reed wasn’t so sure about that idea.

      Shelby still worked at the bookstore because it made her happy and filled her soul. And, of course, the book club was still in full swing. She’d grown to love those women, even Willadeene. Well, most of the time. She was Willadeene, after all.

      “What about music?” Reed asked.

      “How about an eighties punk rock band?”

      “Don’t tempt me. You know, I was in a punk band at one time.”

      Shelby turned and looked at him. “Really?”

      “Yep. For about a week. Then my dad saw that I’d cut my hair into a mohawk with pink tips, and I got grounded for an entire summer.”

      Shelby laughed. “I need to see a picture of that.”

      He shook his head. “Trust me, nobody took a picture of that.”

      “In all seriousness, I think a DJ would be fine.”

      “You don’t want a fancy band?”

      “I don’t think we’re those people.”

      “DJ, it is.”

      “Are you excited about Thanksgiving?”

      “Excited about everyone we know coming here to fill their faces with food? Of course.”

      Shelby smiled and looked back at the rain falling outside. “I think it’s going to be lovely. I wish my mom could come, of course, but it’s more important for her to get better. I hate that she’ll watch my wedding on video, but at least she’ll be here in some way.”

      Shelby’s mom suffered from an autoimmune condition. Although she’d started a new medication three months ago and felt better most days, her doctor wanted her to minimize travel as much as possible for now.

      “I wish my sister could come.”

      She reached over and squeezed his knee. “I know you do, honey.” Reed had reconnected with his sister a little over a year ago, but she was traveling for her job during the holidays this year. She would be spending Christmas finalizing a hotel acquisition deal in Switzerland.

      “Oh well,” he said, pulling her closer. “The most important thing is I have the love of my life with me this holiday season, and there is no better gift than that.”

      “Ditto,” she said, pressing her cheek to his chest as they watched the rain fall. Shelby couldn’t think of a holiday season where she’d been more grateful. Life could always take a turn for the better, and that usually started with taking big chances and making big changes.

      Moving to Charleston and starting a neighborhood book club had done so much more for her than she could’ve imagined. Her “family” consisted of people with no blood relation to her, but they held her heart just the same.
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        * * *

      

      Book club days were her favorite. Shelby finished stirring the hot chocolate on her stove and turned it off. As long as everyone was on time, it would stay plenty hot enough. She poured mini marshmallows into a clear glass bowl and placed it on the kitchen island next to a smattering of mugs collected from various places she had traveled over the years. She supposed a professional would call her decor “eclectic,” but Shelby loved to collect things that gave her joy. She didn’t care if they matched all that well. They made her smile when she looked at them.

      “Hello?” Lacy called out from the front foyer. She was always early. Nobody got there before Lacy. She made sure of it. It was funny, really, because Lacy was beautiful and always dressed to the nines. Most women like her would probably prefer to be a little late and make an entrance, but she was way too anal for that. She needed to be early to set up her food and help Shelby welcome everyone.

      “Hey there!” Shelby said, wiping her damp hands on her apron. Her grandmother had taught her to wear an apron when working in the kitchen. Today, she wore a new one with little Christmas trees embroidered on it. She had purchased it from one of the many summer festivals she attended in the small towns around Charleston.

      “I brought my famous apple pie,” Lacy said, walking past her toward the kitchen. As usual, Lacy looked like she just stepped out of a magazine. Her white blonde hair was slicked back and pulled into a tight ponytail at the base of her head. She wore a pink cashmere sweater, perfectly fitted black slacks, and a simple string of pearls around her petite neck. If someone saw her in public, they would have no idea she wrote steamy romance novels. The thought always made Shelby smile.

      “Can’t wait to dig into that. Wedding planning is making me emotionally eat. I may not fit into my dress next month!”

      Lacy giggled. “Wouldn’t that be a hoot?”

      Shelby’s face fell serious. “Um, no. That would not be funny in the slightest.”

      “Sorry. I wouldn’t wish that on anyone. I think you look great anyway. I’ll be sure to watch you closely tonight. Only one piece of pie for you, my friend.”

      “Only one piece? Where’s the fun in that?” Cami said, walking into the kitchen. “Where should I put the casserole?”

      “Right over here,” Shelby said, clearing a spot on the island. “Is that your cheesy chicken casserole?” she asked, leaning over and sniffing.

      “Of course!” Shelby loved Cami’s casseroles, and this one was her favorite. It was warm, gooey, and the perfect dish for a cool November evening.

      Lacy pulled on Shelby’s arm. “Imagine you’re sliding into your wedding dress next month and, oh no! Your rear end causes the fabric to explode with a loud pop…”

      Shelby slapped her on the arm playfully. “Point taken.”

      Lacy walked away, and Cami leaned into Shelby’s ear. “Eat the casserole. I’ll give you some yoga poses to stay nice and lean for your big day.”

      Shelby adored her friends. She loved her neighbors. She was grateful for her job, her fiancé, and the holiday feeling permeating the air right now. There was nothing like the holiday spirit surrounding her to put a smile on her face.

      “What is that God-awful smell?”

      Ah, Willadeene. The ender of all fun.

      “There’s no awful smell,” Shelby said, rolling her eyes. “Cami made her cheesy chicken casserole. You like that.”

      Willadeene set a pitcher of sweet tea on the counter and leaned down to smell the casserole. “Maybe the cheese was bad. I wouldn’t touch that with a ten-foot pole.”

      “The cheese wasn’t bad!” Cami said, leaning over to smell the casserole. “Willadeene, you need to get your nose checked.”

      Willadeene grunted, shrugged her shoulders, and walked into the living room, plopping down onto the sofa with a thud. She made herself at home at Shelby's house. Actually, she made herself at home anywhere she went. Willadeene wasn't exactly shy.

      "Sorry, I'm late, everybody." Joan came breezing into the kitchen, holding a bowl of fruit. She wasn't somebody who enjoyed cooking all that much, so she usually brought something simple. They hadn't seen her around a whole lot recently. Shelby had noticed it and texted her a few times just to make sure she was okay.

      Since getting over her problem with hoarding and reconnecting with her son, Joan seemed like a totally different person. She also had a boyfriend that kept her busy, so Shelby tried not to interfere too much. She was happy to continue seeing her at the book club meetings and occasionally watering her flowers in her yard. Her boyfriend Randy helped her do all new landscaping, which looked beautiful.

      "You're not late. We haven't even started yet," Shelby said, giving her a quick hug as she took the fruit bowl. "How are you doing these days? I feel like I never see you."

      Joan smiled. "Well, Randy keeps me busy. What can I say?" Her face turned slightly red.

      "It seems like things are getting pretty serious," Cami said, smiling as she squeezed Joan's arm.

      "I guess you could say so. As serious as you can get at my age, anyway."

      "You're younger than me!" Willadeene called out from the sofa. Shelby wasn't sure what the point of that comment was, so she just let it go.

      "Well, I guess we're about ready to start,” Shelby said, pointing to the living room. Everybody followed her in there. They did as they usually did at the beginning of every meeting—chatted about upcoming events or scheduling conflicts, and then they discussed which book they would be reading next.

      After chatting about their current book, they went around the room updating each other on what was going on in their lives. Shelby talked a lot about wedding planning and how nervous she was to make sure that everything went off without a hitch.

      "One thing I had always dreamed of was having a snowy wedding, but I don't think I'm going to get that here in Charleston," she said, laughing.

      "Yeah, I don't like your odds of that," Lacy said, taking a sip of her wine.

      "Well, it's going to be dreamy no matter what," Cami said, reaching over and patting Shelby on the knee. "You're marrying the man of your dreams and have such a beautiful venue in that old church."

      "Yes, I can't wait to get married there," Shelby said. "It's going to be beautiful. I love weddings in old churches or other old buildings. So much history."

      They continued chatting and then got around to Cami, who looked a little nervous.

      "What's going on with you?" Shelby asked.

      "Well, I have some exciting news. I'm going out on a limb, and I’m a little bit anxious about it."

      "What kind of news?" Lacy asked.

      "You all know I've been teaching yoga on the side down at the fitness center."

      "Yes, of course. It's all you ever talk about," Willadeene said, waving her hand at Cami. Everybody ignored her and went back to listening.

      "Anyway, I've decided to venture out on my own. I'm opening a yoga studio."

      All of the women cheered for their friend. Even Willadeene said “yay” in an underwhelming tone, but at least it was something.

      "That's wonderful. Congratulations," Joan said. "It's always good to make big changes in your life."

      "You know that better than anyone," Cami said. "I hope it's going to be successful. I mean, I think we all know that new businesses fail pretty frequently. But I feel like I have to try."

      "You do need to try," Shelby said, "and you’ll do great. People love coming to your classes."

      "Well, everybody except you," Cami said, poking Shelby in the arm.

      "I've been to your classes, and I feel like I'm not physically capable of doing that ever again." Everybody laughed.

      "I have something I’d like to discuss,” Joan said. She, too, looked nervous.

      "Why does everybody look like they're about to have a panic attack?" Willadeene asked. "You ladies always have these big dramatic announcements. Can't we have one book club where nothing is going on?"

      "Apparently not," Joan said, "because my big news is that I'm leaving Waverly Lane."

      The gasps in the room almost put out the fake fire in the fireplace.

      "What? What do you mean?" Shelby asked.

      "I feel like I need to be closer to my son and his family, so I am selling my house and moving to be with him in Utah.”

      Everyone gasped.

      "But you can't leave us. You can't do that," Lacy said.

      "I'm sorry, ladies. I'm getting older and would like to spend my later years close to my family. But it doesn't mean I will stop being friends with all of you. I was hoping I could video chat into our book club meetings."

      "Video chat? What in the heck is that?" Willadeene asked.

      "I'll explain it later," Shelby said under her breath. She turned her attention back to Joan. "We will be so sorry to lose you, but I completely understand. You've got a whole new life ahead of you, and all we want is the best for you."

      “What about Randy?” Cami asked, referring to Joan’s boyfriend of a little less than a year. They were inseparable. Randy owned an antique store near Charleston, and they spent all of their free time traveling together, looking for antiques to sell.

      “Well, I also need to share some other news…”

      “You’re pregnant?” Willadeene said, laughing loudly at her own joke.

      “Anyway…” Shelby said. “Go ahead, Joan. What’s your news?”

      She smiled, her face turning red. “Randy proposed last weekend.” She held up her hand, which she’d been hiding, to reveal a simple solitaire ring.

      “Oh my goodness! That’s so wonderful!” Lacy said, immediately running to look at the ring. Shelby was surprised she didn’t pull a jeweler’s loupe out of her pocket. “It’s so unique.”

      “Thank you. He found it at an estate sale in Charleston. It’s very old.”

      “Just like you and…”

      “Willadeene! Shut your mouth! My goodness. Do you need me to pull a switch off the tree outside?” Lacy said. “Besides, you’re older than Joan, so that joke didn’t even make sense.”

      “It wasn’t my best work,” Willadeene said under her breath.

      “Congratulations, Joan. I’m so happy for you and Randy,” Shelby said, standing up and hugging her. Everyone else followed suit.

      “When do you leave?” Lacy asked, sitting back down across from her.

      “Well, there’s lots to do before I can make the move. I’ve already started packing up. We’re going to get a place near Paul and his family. Probably something in a nice retirement community with a mountain view.”

      “That sounds lovely,” Cami said.

      “The area is just gorgeous. I can’t wait to spend more time with my grandson, Andy. He’s getting so big already. You know, ever since my Andrew died seven years ago, I’ve felt so adrift in my life. But now I have a fresh start. I want to make the most of it.”

      “Well, I hope it works out for you, but don’t get your hopes up too high,” Willadeene said before taking a bite of a dinner roll she’d snatched from the kitchen.

      “You know, you should never get a job writing greeting cards,” Lacy said, glaring at her.

      Joan smiled. “It’s okay, everyone. I know Willadeene means well, even if she doesn’t realize it. Besides, nobody can dampen my excitement. I haven’t felt this happy in so long.”

      “Well, I think this calls for a toast!” Lacy said, holding up her glass of sweet tea. “To Joan and all of her new adventures!”

      Everyone held up their glasses, and Shelby smiled as she looked around at her diverse group of friends. They were all so different, but somehow they meshed well together.

      “What about you, Lacy? Anything new going on in your world?” Shelby asked.

      “I have something brewing,” she said with a sly smile. “I’m not quite ready to reveal it yet, though.”

      “Oh, Lord. We don’t need more secrets around here,” Willadeene said, rolling her eyes.

      “It’s not really a secret, Willadeene. It just isn’t finalized yet. What about you, Shelby? How’s the wedding planning coming along?”

      “You should know. You’ve helped me the whole way,” she said, laughing. Like it or not - and sometimes she didn’t - Lacy had stepped up to plan the wedding. She was often overbearing and opinionated, but Shelby had to admit she got things done. People listened to her. The vendors seemed downright scared of Lacy.

      “I love our venue. In fact, we will take another walk around it this week.”

      “That old church is beautiful. I can’t wait to see your pictures!” Cami said.

      “Are we ever gonna eat?” Willadeene asked, exasperated.

      Shelby rolled her eyes, as she commonly did when Willadeene was around. “Of course. Come on, ladies. We don’t want Willadeene to waste away.”
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      Shelby stepped out of Reed's car and inhaled deeply. The scent of salt air mingled with the earthy aroma of the wet leaves. There wasn't a time of year that she loved more than fall. The old church stood before them with its weathered stone facade, glowing softly in the late afternoon light. Sprawling oak trees framed the towering steeple, many of them with Spanish moss hanging from their limbs. She could tell it had witnessed countless weddings over the centuries, and soon, this place would witness hers.

      Reed walked around the car and took her hand, his fingers warm. "Are you ready to make sure everything's perfect?" he asked, smiling.

      She looked up at him, squeezing his hand. "I've been ready since the day you proposed," she said, leaning in and giving him a quick kiss. Her heart swelled with gratitude—for finding Reed, a new home, a new job, and a whole new life. Her move to Charleston had been the best decision she'd ever made, and now she was standing in front of the place where she would marry this man—her soulmate, the love of her life.

      They walked up the stone path leading to the church entrance, and the heels of her boots clicked against the worn cobblestone. She wondered about the people who had walked this same path over the years—the couples, the children, the older people, all of those who had gone before her into this place. She looked up at the tall, arched doors, their dark, polished wood gleaming. Reed reached for the brass handle and pushed the door open with a creak.

      The air inside was cool and still. There was a bit of a musty smell, which was to be expected in such an old building, and it held the kind of quiet that only ancient buildings seemed to hold. The vaulted ceilings stretched high above them, and sunlight filtered through the stained glass windows, casting patches of color across the worn pews.

      “Wow,” she whispered, taking in the grandeur. “This place is even more beautiful than I remembered.”

      He smiled, placing his hand on the small of her back. “Our wedding is going to be perfect.”

      They walked down the center aisle, and Shelby couldn't help but imagine the day she’d walk this same path to marry Reed. She ran her fingers along the smooth, polished wood of the pews. When they reached the front, she could picture herself walking down the aisle with Reed waiting for her at the end, that loving smile on his face that always made her feel like the most important woman in the world.

      An older woman with gray hair appeared from a side door with a clipboard in her hand. She wore a soft wool sweater and a warm smile that immediately put Shelby at ease.

      “There you are! I was wondering when you two would arrive,” she said, walking towards them.

      “Hey, Judith,” Shelby said, shaking her hand. “Sorry, we're a little late. Traffic and all. Thanks for meeting with us today. We just wanted to do one final check-in and make sure everything is set.”

      “Of course! Everything’s coming along beautifully,” Judith said. “I've been looking over the preparations myself, and I have to say, this will be a stunning event. Why don't we talk about seating arrangements?”

      Judith led them toward the front of the church, where the pews had been temporarily marked with small tags indicating where family and guests would sit. Shelby looked around at the different markers, noticing close friends and other acquaintances. None of Reed's family would be in attendance at the wedding, which was unfortunate, but she tried not to bring it up. Of course, her mother couldn’t come either, and she tried not to think about it. She wanted her there more than anything, but the drive from Tennessee would be too much on her in her condition. Reed promised he’d have someone use FaceTime to make sure she could watch live.

      “We've spaced out the seating just as you requested. I just wanted to give you an idea of what it would look like,” Judith said, motioning to the middle pews. “We'll add some floral arrangements here along the aisle for an extra pop of color. That’s what your wedding planner, Lacy, suggested.”

      Shelby nodded. “That sounds perfect. What about the candles? I wanted to ensure they'll be lit just before the ceremony starts.”

      Judith looked through her clipboard and smiled. “Absolutely. The candles will be lit about ten minutes before the ceremony begins. This place will be glowing just like you envisioned.”

      Reed looked around, nodding his approval. “I think we're in good hands here, Shelby. This place already looks incredible. I can't imagine what it will look like when everything's ready.”

      She felt a wave of calm wash over her. Reed was right. Everything was falling into place for the event and in her life.

      “I just want it to be perfect,” she said, looking up at him.

      Judith caught her eye and smiled. “It's going to be perfect. Every bride wants that, and you've chosen such a beautiful venue. We’ll make sure every detail is taken care of, so you don't have to worry about a thing.”

      They spent the next half hour going over finer details—where the musicians could set up, how the guests would be ushered in, and the timing of the ceremony. Finally, they stepped back outside into the late autumn sun, which was casting a golden glow across the courtyard. Shelby felt lighter, the weight of wedding planning starting to lift off her shoulders.

      Reed pulled her close, wrapping his arms around her. “Feeling better now?”

      She nodded, resting her head on his chest. “I feel so much better. Judith is amazing, and everything is under control.”

      He kissed the top of her head. “I told you it would be. You've been stressing out about this for weeks, but everything will be exactly how you want it.”

      Shelby sighed. “I just want it to be special. This is a day I've dreamed about for so long.”

      “And it will be,” he said, pulling back and looking at her. “No matter what happens, it's going to be our day. At the end of it, you'll be my wife, and that's all that really matters.”

      She smiled. “You're right. As long as we're together, that's what's important. Although…”

      He raised an eyebrow. “What?”

      “The one thing that I dreamed of that just can't happen here because of our location is a wedding in a snowy place. That’s what I always envisioned in my mind.”

      “Well, it is Charleston,” he said, laughing. “Not a snowflake in sight during the winter, typically.”

      She nodded. “I know. But Christmas is a time for miracles. Maybe Mother Nature will give me one.”

      They walked back toward the car, hand in hand, the old church standing tall behind them. As they drove away, Shelby glanced back one last time. Everything felt right. The venue was perfect, their plans were solid, and she had Reed by her side.

      This wedding was going to be everything she had ever dreamed of.
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        * * *

      

      Willadeene sat in her favorite overstuffed and very worn armchair. The soft hum of the television kept her company in the background. She wasn’t even paying attention to the silly cooking show on the screen and wasn’t in the mood for company today. It had just been one of those mornings. Her knees were aching, her hip was creaking, and her favorite tea kettle had gone missing inexplicably - because she had likely left it somewhere in the house. Ridiculous. Worst of all, the mailman was late again. She hated it when the mail was late. It threw off her entire routine.

      Looking at the clock, she muttered to herself, “If that man doesn’t show up in the next five minutes…”

      A faint rumble from outside broke her grumbling. Through her sheer, white curtains, she saw the postal truck creeping down the road. Finally.

      Willadeene pushed herself up from her chair with a grunt, smoothing out the front of her pink and blue housecoat before she shuffled to the front door. She always liked to meet the mailman in case there was anything interesting or any news he had to share. After all, he got to see lots of things on his route. She’d had the same mailman for at least the last ten years. He was probably in his early 50s now, but he was aging quite well—one of those dashing, handsome men for whom gray around the temples looked good. He was married and had three kids, one in college.

      Willadeene liked to find out everything she could about people. It kept her mind busy and sharp, or at least that’s what she told herself. He never really had much gossip to share. He seemed like one of those people who thought gossiping was wrong. Maybe it was technically, but she liked to know what was happening in the world around her. He didn’t seem to appreciate her colorful commentary on the state of the neighborhood, but he was always smiling and nodding, going along with whatever she said.

      She wasn’t stupid. She might be old and a little bit obnoxious, but she wasn’t stupid. She saw when people were annoyed with her. She just didn’t care.

      Stepping outside, she squinted against the afternoon sun as she made her way to the mailbox at the end of her short driveway. The air was crisp today but not cold enough to warrant her wearing a sweater just yet. She had already changed from her summer clothes to her winter clothes in the closet, although winter in Charleston wasn’t like winter in most places. She had some lightweight cardigans and a coat if it got too cold out.

      The oak trees that lined Waverly Lane were starting to drop their leaves, painting the ground in a blanket of golden brown and orange. The typical hum of distant lawnmowers filled the air, but her mind was focused on the mailbox. She opened it with a quick flick of her wrist and looked inside. There were bills, a couple of flyers, and something else. A letter.

      Willadeene was from a time when handwritten letters were the norm. She still loved getting cards this time of year. Of course, it was a bit early to get Christmas cards, and now that she was getting older, she knew fewer people. They died off, to be frank. That happened if you lived long enough—everybody around you started dying off, so she got fewer cards. But she certainly never got letters. She didn’t have any family, after all. There was nobody to write to her.

      This was a curious sight as she stared at it in her hand. She frowned, pulled the small stack of mail out, and flipped through it quickly. Most of it was the same old nonsense, but that letter... well, it just stood out. Her eyes narrowed at the sight of the return address, scrawled in handwriting she hadn’t seen in decades. She knew exactly who this was from. She could smell the perfume.

      Gertie.

      The name sent a cold shiver down her spine. For a minute, she just stood there frozen, staring at the envelope. She hadn’t heard from Gertie in decades. After their falling out, she had made a point to cut her only sister out completely—her only sibling, her only real blood family. But she never talked about her. She never even considered her anymore. She didn’t think of her as family. They hadn’t spoken in over thirty years. That woman had caused her nothing but trouble—constantly stirring things up, making Willadeene’s life a mess with her selfish antics.

      She turned the letter over in her hands, looking at it like a bomb that might explode. The envelope was plain, nothing special, but that handwriting—she would have known it anywhere. Slanted, slightly messy, loops too large for anyone’s liking, and she had topped it off with a stamp that had red roses on it—Willadeene’s least favorite flower.

      Willadeene muttered under her breath, shaking her head. “What could she possibly want now?”

      She wanted to tear that letter up right then and there, just rip it to shreds and scatter it in the wind. But instead, her fingers trembled a bit as she slid her thumb under the flap, carefully breaking the seal. Why she hadn’t just tossed it in the trash can, she wasn’t sure. But here she was, standing in her driveway, wearing her housecoat, opening the first letter she had received from her sister in over three decades.

      The paper was folded neatly inside, and Willadeene could still see that familiar handwriting. It looked slightly shakier. Her heart lurched in her chest—a sensation she tried to ignore.

      “It’s too late, Gertie,” she muttered to herself, “far too late for this.”

      Instead of tossing the letter on the ground, Willadeene started to read. Her eyes scanned the words quickly. Whatever Gertie had to say, Willadeene knew it was nothing good—probably some lame attempt at reconciling, asking for forgiveness, or looking for help. The woman always had a knack for showing up when she needed something.

      As the words sank in, Willadeene’s face hardened. She scoffed loudly, curling her lip in disdain. The nerve of Gertie, writing after all this time. Did she think a bunch of words on paper would fix decades of damage? Did she really think Willadeene would just forget everything that had happened?

      She shook her head again, crumpling the letter in her fist. “Not a chance,” she hissed to herself, stuffing the letter into the pocket of her housecoat. Gertie had made her bed years ago, and Willadeene wouldn’t let her just come strolling back into her life like nothing had ever happened.

      She turned to go back inside, something stirring deep within her—emotions she wasn’t ready to acknowledge. Despite her outward disdain, that letter had unsettled her in a way she didn’t expect. There was a part of her, buried beneath layers of stubbornness and pride, that felt uneasy. She didn’t trust Gertie. She never had, and the fact that her sister had reached out at all gnawed at her. What did she really want? And why now? And why did Willadeene feel herself caring?

      These questions continued simmering in the back of her mind as she walked up the driveway and into the house. Gertie’s words meant nothing, she told herself. Willadeene had built a life without her. She didn’t need her sister coming to invade her peace—not after all these years. Peace might have been too big of a word. Willadeene didn’t feel all that peaceful most of the time, but she had plenty to keep her busy. Her book club, her garden, her nosy habits around the neighborhood—that was enough of a life. It had to be.

      She stepped back into her house, feeling as though something had shifted inside her. That letter felt like it weighed heavily as if a large rock was in her pocket. It was now an unwanted reminder of her past. She sat back down in her chair, pulled the letter out again, and smoothed it across her lap. She stared at it for a long time before folding it up tighter this time and shoving it into the drawer of her side table. Out of sight, out of mind.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Lacy sat at her kitchen table, tapping her pen against her favorite notebook. The freshly brewed coffee scent swirled in the air around the kitchen, but she was already giddy with excitement from her latest idea. She had always loved getting lost in stories she created under her pen name, Jasmine Cain. It was her escape and her joy—crafting these tales of passion and heartbreak with happy endings. Being a romance novelist wasn’t just her job. It was one of the things that filled her soul, along with her children, of course.

      Her phone buzzed suddenly, startling her as it vibrated across the table. She looked down and saw her agent’s name, Emily, flashing on the screen. Emily rarely called out of the blue unless it was something really big. Lacy immediately grabbed the phone and put it on speaker.

      “Hey, Em, what’s going on?”

      “Lacy, you’re not going to believe this,” Emily said, her voice full of excitement. Emily was one of those people who had given her a chance when she first started writing, and now they had both ridden Jasmine Cain’s success all the way to the bank.

      Lacy’s pulse quickened. “What is it?”

      “Well, you remember how I told you I was putting out some feelers for some of your books to see if we could get any TV or film interest? I just got off the phone with a producer. They’ve read your Southern Flames series, and get this—they want to turn it into a movie or maybe even a series for a major streaming service.”

      Lacy froze, the pen dangling in her hand. “Wait, what? A movie? For my books?”

      “Yes!” Emily said, practically squealing. “Apparently, one of the producers took your first book on vacation, and she was so hooked that she read the whole series in a week. She thinks it has great potential for an adaptation.”

      Lacy’s mind raced. She had always dreamed of her books reaching more people, but a movie or a series? That was beyond anything she had allowed herself to imagine. “I don’t even know what to say.”

      “Well, you don’t have to say much for right now. They’re just starting to talk about it, but I wanted to give you the heads-up because they seem very enthusiastic. The streaming service they’re thinking about using is also going to work together with them for a proposal to see about optioning the rights.”

      Lacy leaned back in her chair, feeling her heart thud against her chest. “This is unreal. I mean, I love writing my books, but I never thought something like this could happen to me. Do you think this could really go through?”

      “It’s very early days, but the buzz is good, Lacy. Really good. It seems like they would want to jump on it quickly because of the popular trends right now. I know you love your characters, and from what I’ve heard, these producers are committed to staying true to the heart of the stories. You’ve built this world that people can’t resist.”

      Lacy grinned. The world she had created as Jasmine Cain had always felt real to her, but the idea of seeing it come to life on a screen? Well, that was something else entirely.

      “So what now?” she asked, trying to remain calm. Her kids were napping downstairs, and she definitely didn’t need to jump up and scare them to death.

      “Well, we wait for the formal proposal and see what the producers come back with. In the meantime, keep this quiet. We don’t want to jinx anything before the ink is dry.”

      “Got it,” Lacy said, biting her lip. How would she ever keep from telling her friends this? “This is amazing. A movie or a series, I can’t even wrap my head around it.”

      “I know, it’s huge. I’ve been pushing for this, and I think it might finally happen. These producers are serious, Lacy.”

      They chatted for a few more minutes before hanging up the phone. Lacy sat there in stunned silence, a smile seemingly permanently plastered on her face. This could be something big. Those words echoed in her head. She pictured her characters coming to life on a screen. Which actors or actresses would she want to play the parts?

      She clutched the notebook she’d been scribbling in earlier, realizing just how far she’d come from being a stay-at-home mom, unhappy in her marriage, to a successful romance novelist. Writing had always been her passion, and now there was a chance her passion would leap right off the page and onto the screen.
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