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        The upright shall dwell in thy presence.

        Psalm 140:13, KJV

      

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      Dedicated to the loving memory of Baby Loredo and Baby Olbrich, whose faces we shall see in heaven.
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      The time had come to face the facts. Caleb was in over his head.

      He stood at the top of the old circular staircase of Island House Inn and scanned the early evening crowd below. For the first time in years, the spacious, slightly shabby lobby of Granddad’s vintage hotel—make that Caleb’s now—felt alive. Felt viable. Felt profitable, with forty or fifty people milling around with various degrees of patience while waiting for their accommodations.

      Which would have been great if most of the guests hadn’t come here against their will. More accurately, against their preference.

      It should have been his moment to shine.

      As it was, he sped down the stairs toward the timeworn mahogany reception desk, having delivered a cartload of clean towels and washcloths to each vacant second-floor room.

      “We’ve filled all the first-floor rooms and half of the second, and the lobby’s still packed with guests waiting to check in. Plus you have two more carriages coming up the street.” Pushing a loaded luggage cart, Caleb’s great-uncle Augo Kennedy, in his late sixties with short white hair and an impressive mustache, approached him on the way to the elevator. His little dachshund, Lucy, followed at his heels.

      With those powerful forearms and biceps bulging under his green Island House Inn Henley, Uncle Augo could easily have carried the suitcases and tote bags to the third floor if he wanted.

      “Where am I supposed to put all these people?”

      “You’re the boss now.” His uncle’s basso voice reverberated in the high-ceilinged room. “Better figure it out before the rest of the Grand crowd arrives.”

      It would’ve helped if the nearby Grand Sullivan Hotel of Jonathon Island, Michigan, had given them more than thirty minutes’ notice to come up with a plan. And if Caleb had more than six employees, not counting the restaurant staff.

      However, nobody could have predicted the water break that flooded the sole renovated, occupied section of the Grand—the only other hotel open after the fire that had all but shut down the island eleven years ago.

      The lobby’s front door creaked open. A gray-haired couple stepped inside, their wooden canes tapping the pine floor, and took in the lackluster lobby. Frowning, the woman shook her head and whispered in the man’s ear. He nodded, and they turned and walked out. “In my third week as full-time hotel manager.”

      “Hospitality industry’s fickle,” Uncle Augo said over his shoulder as he punched the elevator call button.

      Well, his uncle should know.

      Any other innkeeper would consider today a win, with more guests pouring into his northern Michigan harbor-view hotel than they had in years. However, those innkeepers would have had training. Filling in for his grandfather for a while last year, back when Granddad had his first stroke, didn’t count.

      “We can’t use the third floor. We haven’t aired it out since last fall, let alone spring cleaning.” And they couldn’t even consider the old parlor wing, the one Granddad had locked twelve years ago and vowed never to reopen.

      Caleb raised his voice over the din of a few dozen couples waiting for rooms, soft jazz playing over the sound system, and children running on the wood floors. “There’s nowhere else for them to stay, so we have to figure out something. Got any suggestions?”

      “Not unless you can fix the Grand’s broken water pipes and dry up their guest rooms real quick.”

      The flooding of the Grand Hotel and the horde of unhappy guests detouring here this evening had confirmed his suspicions. Truth was, Caleb Kennedy had run from Island House Inn—his run-down, six-generation, seventy-eight-room legacy—too long to bring it back from the brink of failure.

      At the moment, the hotel didn’t look remotely like a legacy. It felt familiar, comfortable, a little worse for wear, and homey—the faded glory of his childhood. But its legacy aspect, its lasting significance for future generations? That part didn’t resonate. At all.

      And since his boss had given him six weeks to decide whether to come back to the job he loved or save this tired, worn-out inn, Caleb seriously needed to turn the fuzziness into clarity. Fast.

      For now, duty bound him to Island House Inn—his childhood home, the family relic. And the setting of his deepest grief.

      He cast a quick glance out the wide front windows down to the harbor, its waters a deep Caribbean blue in the Jonathon Island summer. He still thought the pink flowers lining the half-circle drive and crowding the front lawn, along with the deep, still waters of the northern Michigan straits and the Port Joseph shoreline in the distance, held the best view on the island.

      A view he’d wished never to see again.

      A view he wished he didn’t have to see now.

      “Look over there.” Uncle Augo tilted his head, gesturing toward a family of five at the reception desk. “Keep your eye on the guy in the orange shirt.”

      Caleb shifted toward a thirtyish man leaning against the reservations desk and wearing knee-length denim shorts and flip-flops, his “Great Minds Drink Alike” T-shirt stretched tight across his ample abdomen.

      Other than the bad T-shirt slogan, he looked like an ordinary dad. However, knowing Uncle Augo’s sense of discernment and his lifestyle prior to his ministry calling, Caleb watched the guy anyway.

      The woman with him had a grip on two small, squirming redheaded boys and yelled to another child who ran across the room. Her high-pitched voice bounced off the high ceiling and echoed through the lobby, making Caleb wince.

      “If my payment to the Grand was refundable or anyplace else was open,” the man bellowed at plump, fortyish reservations manager Sarah Beasley, “we wouldn’t stay in this dump.” He moved too close to her for Caleb’s comfort.

      Yep, his uncle had been right as usual. “I need to get in the middle of that. As much as Sarah has done to help Granddad hold this inn together the past fifteen years, I’m not letting him intimidate her.”

      He left Uncle Augo as the elevator opened, then he quick-walked to the reception desk and eyed the guy. “Sarah, need some help?”

      “You could get some cookies for these little cuties.” Her uplifting voice and unwavering gaze on him silently spoke of her expertise in dealing with problem guests.

      Glancing at the orange-shirt man every few moments anyway, Caleb reached over to the bakery box at the other end of the desk, snatched five chocolate chip cookies, and handed them to him. When the family headed toward the elevator, he leaned toward Sarah and whispered, “I’ll bet those kids won’t taste a single cookie.”

      “Then we’ll give them more later.” She pushed back a strand of her straight blonde hair. “Glad he stopped yelling once you came over.”

      “He said only what everybody else thought. Each time the lobby door opens, I brace myself for disappointment in the guests’ eyes.”

      The look he’d seen too often today, whenever a would-be Grand Hotel occupant crossed his wide, time-mellowed threshold.

      “Not your fault.” Sarah spoke in low tones. “Nobody could turn this place around in the two weeks you’ve been here.”

      Maybe, but at least none of the guests had recognized him. He ran his fingers through his fresh, short haircut as he scanned the lobby. He’d intended his new, clean-cut image to make him look more respectable. So far, no one had asked why the lead guitar in one of the country’s biggest Christian bands spent the summer—or longer—in a stuck-in-the-past hotel. He could always grow back his long hair and beard if he failed at this career and went back to his old one.

      Make that when he failed.

      Caleb grabbed the last four still-warm, napkin-wrapped chocolate chip cookies and a box of fudge, the remnants of his earlier panicked requests to the Fudge Shop on the Corner and Hudson Bakery. He handed the goodies to another mother of two boys as her husband checked in, although his sweets offerings wouldn’t make up for the serious downgrade in accommodations.

      “A carriage just pulled in with two more families.”

      He recognized the strong Bostonian accent and light flower perfume before he saw Tara Chamberlain, the fiftysomething, silver-blonde-haired town council member and pastor’s wife. And the woman who always seemed to show up when any business in town desperately needed help. Not to mention saving his sanity at the moment.

      Tara had apparently slipped in the side door. Wearing a straight, knee-length blue dress and carrying another bakery box, she strode to the reception desk as if on a mission, her low-heeled sandals clicking on the floor. When she opened the box, the aroma of fresh-baked cookies wafted out and somehow made this whole disaster a little more bearable.

      “The town is buzzing with bigger news than the flooded Grand,” she said. “Annabelle texted me and said Miss Dahlia Denton and Ariel Sullivan’s private jet just landed at the airport.”

      Trust his spinster great-aunt Annabelle Kennedy to know everything that happened on this island. And in this hotel, since she’d lived here all her life except her college years. “Maybe we’ll get lucky and they’ll fly back to the mainland for a room.” Because the one thing Caleb did not want to do tonight was apologize to Nashville’s most popular country music stars for his chintzy rooms.

      The preacher’s wife gave him that big, unconditional-acceptance grin of hers. The one that always reminded him of his mother. Sometimes it made the old guilt rise up in him so strong he could barely breathe.

      “No, they’ll stay on island as they promised. Miss Dahlia would turn in her wigs and sequins before she’d go back on her word.”

      True. “We still have a chance. The Grand’s assistant manager said he didn’t know yet whether the presidential suite had flooded.”

      Tara glanced at the family of four still waiting near the desk, the boys flopping around on one of the worn sofas, whacking each other with throw pillows. “I’ll show them to their room so you can check in the next family.”

      Caleb reached behind the desk and grabbed two oversized brass keys from the row of hooks. He handed the keys to Tara. “Appreciate the help. Room 203.”

      The room with the worst view and the ugliest 1980s décor.

      She grimaced a little then recovered. “Sure about that?”

      “It’s my last clean room.”

      “Then it’ll do. By the way, good idea to bless the guests with the cookies and fudge.” Tara gave him that too-cheerful smile that always meant she was trying to walk by faith, not by sight. “But you need to decide where to put Miss Dahlia and Ariel.”

      Tara was right, even if he didn’t want to admit it. “Miss Dahlia always demands the Grand’s presidential suite.”

      She grinned. “Better get yours ready. After I get this family upstairs, I’ll come back and check in the rest of the mob, and Sarah can go with you to the third floor to get those rooms ready.”

      “Can you handle our outdated reservations system?”

      She waved her pink-fingernailed hand. “It was outdated when I worked here twenty years ago, so yes. I’ll put the next family in 301 and go from there.”

      “Stall them as long as you can.” Caleb took off for his office, where he grabbed the heavy ring of extra keys for the third floor and texted Michelle Riley in the laundry room, asking her to bring up fresh linens for the entire floor and start making beds. Running up the employee staircase, he tried to formulate a plan.

      When he reached the top of the stairs, the speakers piped out the vintage jazz he’d selected earlier in an attempt to set a calm atmosphere in the chaotic lobby. But while he’d accomplished that objective downstairs, the tunes felt too laid-back for the pace he set for himself now, and he half wished he’d changed it to something peppy. Old ragtime, maybe.

      Starting with room 301, Caleb propped open doors and raised the windows. The sweet scent of lilacs wafted in with the breeze and soon filtered into the hallway like a natural air freshener. Then he grabbed a fully stocked cleaning cart and a commercial vacuum from the storage room.

      When fast footsteps fell on the stairs, he called out, “Want the cart or the sweeper?”

      “Cart,” Sarah puffed out, stopping to draw a few deep breaths, a sheen on her face.

      Caleb pushed the cart into 301 for her, plugged the extension cord into the wall, and turned on the vacuum.

      Before he’d finished sweeping eight months’ worth of dust from the wide hallway’s dark-green carpet, Michelle’s linen cart came flying around the nearest corner, swaying as if it could topple over at any moment. “Mr. Caleb! Where you at?” she yelled in her heavy Deep South accent from behind the giant cart.

      He flipped off the switch and waited for the next disaster.

      “Josh called from the Grand.” Michelle’s long, dark ponytail swayed as she steered that flying linen cart toward him like a NASCAR driver. Young, slender, and toned, she managed to skid to a stop, dangerously close to Caleb’s vacuum, her tennis-shoe heels digging into the carpet.

      “That gossipy old Miss Annabelle was right. The presidential suite flooded too.” Michelle’s eyes grew wide, and she clapped her hand over her mouth. “I’m sorry, Mr. Caleb. I shouldn’t have said that about your aunt.”

      He somehow held in the groan that wanted to escape. “You said only what everyone in town knows.”

      “Josh called and left a message at the airport, asking them to tell Miss Dahlia Denton and Ariel Sullivan to come here instead.” Michelle grabbed a giant stack of sheets and ran toward 301’s door. “I gotta make all these beds. That’ll take eighteen minutes. Then I’ll go back downstairs to the suite and get it ready. Send Sarah to help me as soon as she’s done here.”

      Caleb nodded, then flipped the vacuum switch and again attacked the carpet. Accommodating all these people would have presented enough of a challenge, even if he didn’t face humiliation in front of two country music greats. One of whom was Ariel Sullivan—the near stranger he’d never managed to get out of his mind.

      He’d been in over his head before he knew Ariel would soon walk into his inn. Now he was full-out drowning.
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      Where could a girl go to return a legacy that didn’t fit?

      Ariel was no closer to an answer than she’d been a few months ago, when she and Great-Aunt Dahlia had walked away from the Country Music Awards with six Italian crystal trophies. Or today, during a two-hour pep talk from her aunt as they flew from Nashville to Jonathon Island.

      Or maybe the legacy did fit but Ariel didn’t yet know how to wear it.

      “A legacy is a gift—and I’m giving it to you.” Her little blonde aunt had sat in her leather recliner with her high-heeled feet up, her East Tennessee accent as twangy as ever, when her jet lifted off from Nashville International Airport. Ariel had heard it all before. But since their record-setting CMA haul, Aunt Dahlia seemed more determined than ever to make Ariel Sullivan one of country music’s all-time greats.

      Smart, business-savvy, and the most brilliant soprano on the music scene, Aunt Dahlia knew Nashville and she knew music. But since her sixtieth birthday on New Year’s Day of this year, her aunt seemed to care more about setting up Ariel as her musical heir than she did about the music itself.

      Aunt Dahlia never did acknowledge that eternal blind spot of hers where Ariel was concerned.

      “We’ll have a great month,” Aunt Dahlia said, her blue eyes wide and her smile big. “We’ll relax at the Grand, get inspiration, and choose some new songs. By the time we play at the Jonathon Island Beachside Music Festival in four weeks, we’ll have a whole new, reimagined band.”

      Which seemed like an impossibly short window of time.

      “Hitting a big low isn’t the only time to make changes.” Aunt Dahlia lifted the lid from a little wooden bowl of pumpkin seeds and took a bite from a sterling silver spoon. “Whenever a band has a huge success, like breaking the record for CMA awards, they should mix things up a little. Or, in this case, mix them up a lot.”

      “The audience needs to hear us improving and growing with each song.” Ariel parroted her aunt’s famous line, even though it brought a wave of panic to her middle every time Aunt Dahlia spoke about this new change in the band. In their lives.

      Ariel gazed out the window, watching for the familiar sight of giant Saginaw Bay from her champagne-colored cashmere sofa. Having a superstar aunt might mean the niece could someday succeed on her own. But in Ariel’s case, probably not.

      The thought scared her more than her first appearance at the Grand Ole Opry.

      She reached into her hot-pink tote and picked up her hardback idea book with a picture of a rocky beach on the cover and turned to her current page. She uncapped her vintage fountain pen and wrote in lavender ink.

      
        
        By the end of our month on Jonathon Island, I intend to find out whether or not I can make it on my own in the music world.

      

      

      She slid the idea book and pen back into her tote bag—the one that said I don’t always sing. Oh, wait…yes I do. Jonathon Island would provide the perfect atmosphere for Ariel to form a plan for her own new music, her own new style.

      Of all the luxury hotels and resorts Ariel and Aunt Dahlia had enjoyed through the years, none inspired her like the Grand Sullivan. Although she hadn’t stayed there since the Grand’s fire years ago, she remembered the presidential suite with its pictures of past and current presidents and first ladies, her big pink bedroom, and the wide balcony overlooking Lake Huron. Mostly, she recalled the room’s effect on her. Creativity flowed there like the clear-water spring running through her father’s Jonathan Island pumpkin farm.

      If any location could inspire a new vision for the future and give her direction and a path, the Grand Hotel was that place.

      “They loved you at the Country Music Awards,” Aunt Dahlia said.

      Honestly, did she always know exactly what Ariel was thinking?

      “I heard Molly criticizing you that night. You still stew about it.” Her aunt swiveled her recliner and leaned forward, took Ariel’s hand. “I know from experience that a bad word from a peer feels worse than a bad review from a stranger. But Molly did not take home an award. You’re still the best alto in the biz.”

      “Seems like every time I get on a stage, she’s there to throw me off.” Molly Banks. One of Ariel and Aunt Dahlia’s competitors for the coveted Single of the Year award. Ariel had let the insult slide at the time. But the woman’s voice, smooth as milk gravy on a biscuit, came back and haunted her at all the worst times, just as it had the first time she’d said it, back when they were both child stars. You’re good, but you’d never win anything if Dahlia Denton didn’t prop you up.

      Three years ago, when Molly had slammed her in public, another musician defended Ariel and had impacted her so much, she’d all but forgotten the insult. Until her latest failure, which she’d kept from even dear Aunt Dahlia. Ariel had selected new music, recorded a solo album, and sworn their manager to secrecy as he sent it to their record label’s producer last month.

      He’d rejected it quicker than an eighth note.

      It’s good, but it doesn’t offer anything you and Miss Dahlia don’t already give me.

      The producer’s words never drifted far from her thoughts.

      “Molly has a great voice, but she doesn’t have your heart.” Aunt Dahlia’s tone turned silky with affection. “You touch people with your music. Molly just sings and prances around on the stage, treating the audience like a commodity to hoard and manipulate. Just keep lovin’ your fans, and don’t pay any attention to her.”

      Having worked in the fickle music industry since childhood, Aunt Dahlia should know. However, the producer’s rejection had told Ariel otherwise.

      By the time the jet landed at tiny Jonathon Island Airport an hour before sundown, Ariel’s thoughts turned to her childhood home. A month ago, when she’d landed here, she had only one day to spend on island—the day of her cousin Dani Sullivan Stone’s wedding—since their spring touring season had begun. Her time with her family hadn’t amounted to much more than sitting together at the wedding supper. She hadn’t even seen their old white farmhouse.

      But soon she’d find her parents, her brother, and her nephew waiting for her at the other side of the terminal.

      In Nashville, June had arrived with the heat of midsummer. But here in northern Michigan, the waning sun and cool breeze as she disembarked felt like a welcome change. She slipped her arms into the denim jacket she’d shed in the plane.

      “I can’t wait to see all the town’s businesses reopened. Last year, some of them looked as if they’d lost hope and knew they were dying but couldn’t quite give in.” Ariel finally set foot on island soil—or rather, its runway pavement—with her Martin N-20 guitar, her pink crossbody bag and tote, and a giant Barry the Bear gift bag containing three stuffed bears for her nephew, Sam. “Whenever Mama talked about all the loss the island suffered the past eleven years, I almost wished I wouldn’t have to come back until someone—probably Dani—restored it to its former glory.”

      Aunt Dahlia reached the ground, carrying her handbag, guitar, and rolling briefcase, and gave Ariel that big, toothy smile that always made her believe everything would eventually work out. Well, almost always.

      “But we get to help bring back the island’s tourism through the music festival next month. Between the proceeds from our concert and my cash donation, they’ll have no problem renovating a couple more abandoned shops on Main. We’ll draw big crowds to the island. And we’re spending a month in the Grand Hotel’s most expensive suite.” Aunt Dahlia’s voice turned businesslike, her Southern-country accent deepening as they crossed the tarmac. “The songwriters start rollin’ in tomorrow, the production team later, and the band bus left Nashville this morning. That’s a total of twenty more people staying here, and we’re all spending money on hotels, restaurants, souvenirs—and clothing stores.”

      “Plus the six big-name bands who agreed to perform after you contacted them. Aunt Dahlia, you’ve given so much to Jonathon Island through the years. You’re the most generous person in show business.”

      “I know I am, darlin’.” Her big soprano laugh rolled out from deep inside. “I have a street named after me in this little ole town to prove it.”

      They rounded the pretty little white terminal building with its copper-roofed breezeway and saw only a green dray wagon, pulled by a pair of brown Percherons, on the road ahead.

      Aunt Dahlia squinted against the low-hanging sun, then took her Jep Horn sunglasses from her hot-pink Lady Dior handbag and slipped them on, looked around. “Where is everybody? I thought your family and Dani would meet us.”

      Ariel pulled out her phone to check messages. Sure enough, she’d missed a text from Dani twenty minutes ago. She skimmed it, then dropped her phone back into her handbag. “Ethan and Sam stayed home, but Mom, Dad, and Dani should get here anytime now.”

      Aunt Dahlia set her hands on her hips, looking cute in her silver-studded flare jeans and matching long-sleeved shirt, and glanced around the deserted grounds. She cocked her head toward a bench facing a wooded area bordered with lilacs in full bloom. “Well, I guess we’re gonna wait.”

      As Ariel followed her aunt to the bench, the fresh, fragrant air brought back early memories of flower-picking excursions all over the island with four-years-older Dani. Town would smell even better, with hundreds of purple bushes blooming and perfuming the harborside streets.

      The scent of lilacs still wafted through her dreams when least expected, a memorial to her earliest years, their fragrance strong and powerful to evoke a sense of home that had begun to drift away when she first moved to Nashville at age ten. The details of life on the little pumpkin farm of her childhood had also faded.

      Her few trips back to the island since hadn’t strengthened those memories. It seemed her time at home on the farm always flew by in a rush, and she hadn’t come home during the years her parents lived with Ethan and Sam off island. If only she could reenact those quiet evenings at home around the big farm table with her parents, her brother, Ethan, and her sister, Charlotte.

      Especially Sam, Ethan’s eight-year-old son with Down syndrome.

      Maybe this time, things would turn out different.

      The big wagon drew nearer, the only vehicle on the narrow road, two dark Percherons pulling and a tawny-haired youth driving. The man sitting next to him held a corncob pipe between his teeth and wore a gray vintage workingman’s costume that matched the boy’s. Stroking his long, white beard, he kept his eye on both the driver and the road.

      The boy stopped the wagon a few feet from Ariel and Aunt Dahlia, looking about thirteen and quite cheeky, and jumped down from his perch. With a broad grin and mischief in his eyes, he handed Ariel an old Miss Dahlia for President, Ariel for VP T-shirt and a Sharpie. “Me and my grandpa will take your stuff to the hotel. But would you autograph this before I give you the bad news? You too, Miss Dahlia. Because you won’t stay after you hear.”

      “Bad news?” Ariel bent over and scrawled her name on the shirt the best she could while draping it over her knee.

      When she’d finished, Aunt Dahlia reached for the shirt. “Now, what could be so bad that we’d up and go home no sooner than we got here? And what’s your name, child?”

      “Harry Campbell. That’s my grandpa, Finley Campbell, in the wagon. But would you please give me my tip first too?”

      Ariel slipped over to the wagon, drew a twenty from her bag, and dropped the bill into the can marked Tips.

      Aunt Dahlia gave him a theatrical wink, then scribbled his name and hers on the shirt. “You’re smart enough to make it in show biz, Harry. Now give me the news.”

      “The Grand Hotel sprang a leak. There’s water everywhere, even in your suite. They’re sending the guests to Island House Inn. But a lot of them went in, looked around, walked right back out, and called us for a ride to the ferry.” He puffed out his chest. “I got a tip for bringing them in and another tip for taking them away.”

      “I remember Island House as homey and comfortable.” Years ago, of course. Surely they’d refreshed it since then.

      “The inn looks like it always does—not quite ready to fall down. And they didn’t have enough rooms ready.”

      Aunt Dahlia sighed, casting a glance at Ariel, then back at Harry. “How do you know so much about the hotels?”

      He gave her a squinty look. “Haven’t you ever lived in a small town?”

      “Well, yes, and I guess that explains it,” her aunt said. “Since you know everything that goes on around here, Harry, tell us about the other hotels or bed-and-breakfasts.”

      “There’s the Grand, and there’s Island House Inn, and that’s it. Or you could take the ferry to the mainland.”

      He sounded earnest enough, but should they take travel advice from a precocious boy? She glanced at the older man, who’d eased himself down from the wagon and now carried the rest of their luggage to the dray.

      “My grandson’s telling the truth,” the man called in the same distinctive, somewhat Nordic island accent her dad had. “The Grand Hotel redirected all their guests to Island House Inn.”

      Then it hit her.

      She’d soon land at Island House. Not the Grand—the atmosphere she’d counted on to stoke her creativity. Help her find her path.

      Save her pride.

      “Do you want to go to the ferry?” Harry asked.

      “No, we want to help the local economy.” Aunt Dahlia made up her mind in a flash as usual. “Besides, we gave our word that we’d stay on this island and help with publicity for the music festival.”

      This could be a bad idea, but…“We could go to my family’s pumpkin farm.”

      “Honey, that little bit of a house could never hold us, your family, the writers, and the band.”

      Yes, compared to Aunt Dahlia and Ariel’s Nashville-area home, the two-story farmhouse would seem small.

      Suddenly, a long-ago memory crossed her mind—one of kindness, warmth, generosity she’d once experienced at the centuries-old inn. “Then let’s go to Island House and rough it. We don’t need a five-star hotel every time.”

      “Let’s consult our junior travel agent.” Aunt Dahlia gave her that look that said Ariel should go along with whatever she said. “Harry, would we like Island House?”

      He nodded. “At first, I didn’t think so. But now I know you will.”

      “Give us your number, Harry, and you can be our driver during our stay.” Her aunt eyed the wagon. “If your fleet of horse-drawn vehicles includes carriages and not just wagons.”

      “Me and Grandpa work for the Quinn livery, and they have two dozen new white carriages. We can come back and pick you up in one.”

      Ariel couldn’t help grinning at the junior businessman. “Thanks, but our family is coming for us.”

      Harry rummaged under the driver’s seat, produced a handmade business card on heavy paper, and passed it to Ariel, who checked it out, showed it to her aunt, then pocketed it. “I could have made them on my Chromebook, but Grandpa thinks people like this better.”

      “He’s right.” Aunt Dahlia turned to Ariel, brows raised. “It’s settled then? We’ll spend the month at Island House?”

      Island House Inn. For a split second, Ariel could smell logs burning in the parlor fireplace and fresh pine wreaths and trees, hear Christmas carols piping from antiquated speakers. Feel warmth seeping through her soaked ski pants and heavy coat. Taste sweetened hot milk Mrs. Cara Kennedy had given her after the children’s traditional tromp in the state forest during the season’s first snow.

      Ariel’s family home had held similar scents and aromas, and they’d sung the same old carols there too. But that one evening at Island House, those little comforts had felt different. To this day, she believed Mrs. Kennedy—and her kind, older son, Caleb—understood her more than her family or her classmates had. Classmates who considered Ariel an oddity, since she’d spent two months traveling and singing at Aunt Dahlia’s Christmas concert tour the previous year. And because she’d soon become a country music star herself.

      Mrs. Kennedy might also have paid extra attention to Ariel because she knew the Sullivans had expected Aunt Dahlia to arrive later that night.

      Arrive to take her away.

      Away to Nashville. To stardom.

      Leaving her family and their farm far behind.

      She took in the quiet little airport, the tangle of trees beyond. Could an old historic inn on a tiny island hold more than just lodging? Give her back that sense of home she missed, fill the emptiness of life on the road six months every year?

      Maybe even inspire her to prove herself in the crazy industry she hadn’t chosen?

      Ariel lifted her gaze to the bright blue, seemingly endless sky. “Yes. Harry, please take our things to Island House Inn.”
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      A familiar ache in her chest, like the one she felt whenever she heard good jazz, overshadowed the island reunion with Ariel’s family as Daddy, Mama, and cousin Dani drew near in the family’s vintage horse-drawn cart. After all these years at Aunt Dahlia’s Nashville horse farm, in the recording studio, on the road and on the stage, this sudden aura of permanence and quiet island living impacted Ariel in a new way. Here, on the old familiar road, with the first night birds calling, the past and the present melded into one.

      Maybe it meant she’d spent too much time away from her family home. Or that she could never truly come back.

      The thought saddened her more than she would have expected.

      On the other hand, how much should she concern herself with a fleeting emotion?

      Daddy pulled to a stop and jumped down from that cart like a man her brother Ethan’s age, his wavy brown hair messy in the island breeze, then gave her an awkward hug, as usual. “Good to have you home, little girl.”

      He offered his hand to Ariel’s pretty blonde mama, but she declined his help and slid from her perch on her own, then wrapped Ariel in her arms.

      Apparently, Mama’s passive-aggression toward their father was alive and healthy.

      She could always count on her Southern mama making her feel welcome. Wanted. Sometimes wistful. Like now, with half the family missing, including Charlotte, still at her New York home. “Why couldn’t Ethan and Sam come?”

      Mama got that look on her face—the one Ariel had never seen before Ethan’s wife, Shelly, passed away and some seemingly unnamed fear had gotten ahold of Mama. “Sam’s—still struggling.”

      Right. Over the family’s move home from Port Joseph, where they’d gone for Shelly’s chemo and then stayed after her passing.

      “What’s the matter with him?” Aunt Dahlia broke the moment as Dani hopped down from the cart and stood next to her, off to the side of the family circle.

      “I’m sorry, Aunt Dahlia. We didn’t mean to exclude you. You know you’re my favorite aunt.” Mama hurried to her side and gave her the quick shoulder hug the older lady preferred.

      Daddy grimaced as if he’d meant to do just that—exclude her.

      Mama gave him a look, then turned back to her aunt. “He’s mad at Ethan for making him leave his school and his classmates with special needs. He thrived there, interacting every day with other children like himself.”

      Daddy tied the horse to the nearby hitching post. “He does nothing but sit on the couch and watch some silly cartoon on TV.”

      “Barry the Bear.” Dani reached Ariel’s side and gave her a quick hug, her long hair pulled up in a neat blonde updo. A Jonathon Island girl for sure, wearing black running shorts and a white tank top, even in the island’s sixty-degree weather.

      Her cousin glanced around. “Where’s Doreen? Did your aunt actually leave your watchdog at home?”

      Ariel held back an unladylike snicker at hearing their secret nickname for the sixtysomething retired army nurse who now served as Ariel and Aunt Dahlia’s assistant. “Doreen fell and had hip replacement surgery.”

      “Which means you’ll have more fun without your bodyguard keeping away every eligible man.”

      Yes, Aunt Dahlia’s tall, big-boned, lifelong friend always understood the assignment. Her very presence and aura had scared away dozens of men.

      Ariel chanced a glance at Daddy, who caught her eye then turned from her.

      “I didn’t think about it until now, but y’all sure wouldn’t have fit in this cart with Doreen along.” Mama turned to the bench laden with the belongings Ariel and Aunt Dahlia had carried off the plane, and then she shifted her gaze to the cart. “Not sure you will anyway. We wanted to drive you to the Grand, but I forgot you don’t travel light.”

      “This is the stuff we didn’t want out of our sight.” Aunt Dahlia turned toward the pile of guitars, bags, and bears. “I should have asked Harry to come back for us.”

      Dani gazed down the road toward town. “Better do something fast, Miss Dahlia, or you’ll have to wait. The island’s packed with visitors.”

      Ariel stuck her hand in her dress pocket, where she’d slid the boy’s handmade business card. “I’ll text him.”

      She’d no more than sent the message when the driver-boy replied, promising to return within minutes.

      Mama’s phone pinged then too. She read it then looked up at Daddy, her brows raised in her old signal that said she needed—or wanted—to go home. “We’d better head back. Sam refused to do his chores again, so I’ll have to do them after supper.”

      What? “Mama, he’s eight years old. You never let me get away with skipping chores at that age, so why Sam?”

      Mama flitted her hand at her as she walked toward the cart, like the Tennessee State Fairest of the Fair queen she’d been as a teen. “Only until things get better.”

      “They’re gonna ruin that child if they’re not careful.” Aunt Dahlia watched them take off down the road, shaking her head.

      Dani nodded. “Sam started acting that way as soon as they all moved home to the farm from Port Joseph.”

      Home. Then Ariel remembered. “Dani, your ride home just left.”

      She pulled out her phone. “Liam will pick me up.”

      Ariel slipped her arm through her cousin’s. “No, come with us. We hardly got to visit at your wedding.”

      “I was disappointed that you couldn’t spend the night. But you had a concert to play.” She grinned. “World traveler that you are.”

      “Mostly here in the States. Please go with us. If you get out at Island House, you won’t have far to walk home.”

      “Of course she’ll ride with us.” Aunt Dahlia took Dani’s other arm as if forming a chorus line.

      Harry and Mr. Campbell arrived then in a white carriage, lilac-colored streamers decorating the wheels. They’d changed their rough costumes for black pants and red coats and looked the part for driving a fairy-tale carriage.

      The women piled in, Ariel carrying her own guitar as always. The change of pace from private jet to horse and carriage felt good as they rolled through the state park separating the airport from the town and the town from Sullivan Pumpkin Farm.

      The weak evening sun shone down on Ariel, warming both her face and her memory, the once-far-away treetops now seeming closer to the ground, less impressive than she remembered as a child. They should have looked taller with the passing years. Last time she took this road, she hadn’t noticed, since Dani’s wedding chatter had consumed Ariel. Today, she couldn’t look away.

      If only a sense of home would wash over her and ground her in this park, where Ethan and Charlotte had taught her to ride. The road she’d walked for a box of Saturday fudge. The spot nearest the home where she’d taken her first breath. Instead, she felt only detachment from this island. Nashville had become her true home.

      In a way, Ariel wished it wasn’t so.

      They reached the spot where the landscape changed, the flat high ground now replaced with a steep drop to sea level—make that lake level—in a residential section of town. The sounds of a bicycle whizzing by, a few islanders visiting over a fence, and the calming staccato of the horse’s hoofbeats all melded into a sense of peacefulness she’d never known in Nashville. Not even at her and Aunt Dahlia’s horse farm thirty miles south.

      Minutes later, at the bottom of the hill, the motorless streets came alive. The quiet kind of alive Ariel had never felt or heard in another town.

      The moment they turned onto the street leading to Island House Inn, the atmosphere changed, with people waving and calling to them from carriages, bicycles, and sidewalks.

      “It feels as if we turned that corner and stepped back in time.” Aunt Dahlia smiled at a couple coasting down the hill on bikes, each pulling a little trailer with a small child inside.

      “About a hundred years.” Ariel took in the heart of the island, with its fudge shops and souvenir stores and coffee shop. “I’d forgotten how quiet Main Street is, with no motors revving.”

      A sudden blast from a ferry’s horn only added to the charm.

      “What does it feel like to see your face on banners hanging from every light post in town?” Dani pointed at a picture of Ariel and Aunt Dahlia laughing together at their recent Charleston concert.

      Ariel glanced in the direction her cousin pointed. Her favorite picture of herself and her aunt—a candid taken while they enjoyed a joke she’d since forgotten—their eyes crinkled, mouths wide open. As always, this picture made Ariel smile.

      “Mostly gratitude.” From day one—gratitude. “They could have found a much prettier woman than me.”

      “I doubt that. What about you, Miss Dahlia?”

      “It’s strictly business.”

      At the stop sign, three men in their late twenties waited for traffic. The one with a mischievous grin, a dark-haired, dark-eyed Brandon Lake look-alike in Levi’s and a western shirt, took off his cowboy hat and held it over his heart.

      “Miss Dahlia, I’ve loved you since I was twelve. Will you marry me?”

      His companions rolled their eyes.

      Clearly wanting to interact with her fans as always, Aunt Dahlia gave him a flirty giggle. “I love you too, handsome! Catch me later and I might say yes.”

      “At least give me an autograph. Sign it ‘To Eddie Maxwell, my future husband.’” His Texas accent as brash as his words, he tossed his hat into the carriage and cast a glance at Ariel. “You’re looking good too, Ariel. A shame you don’t date.”

      She smiled and gave him her pat answer—the one her aunt had suggested she say to every interested man for the past ten years. Even though it meant almost nothing. “My work schedule demands too much of my time.”

      Aunt Dahlia patted her hand in that gentle, approving way she had. She pulled a Sharpie from her handbag and signed the hat, chatting up the man the whole time. When she handed it back, she blew him a kiss and gave him a big, toothy grin as they started down the street.

      “It’s true—I get a lot of attention, but that’s because I’m so flashy. I’m not a natural beauty like Ariel.” Aunt Dahlia picked up the women’s conversation again as if a handsome stranger hadn’t just stopped and proposed marriage. Jokingly, of course, but still…“It takes the best wigs, the fanciest clothes, and lots of paint to make me look like this, especially at my age. But the fans like it, so it’s a way I can give of myself.”

      “Don’t start on your looks and your age.” Ariel shot a conspiratorial grin at Dani. “That guy back there wanted you, Auntie, not me. He hardly noticed me.”

      Just as Ariel had hoped, her aunt let out her trademark hearty laugh.

      At the next corner, a small group of middle-aged couples wanted to know if Miss Dahlia and Ariel had heard about the Grand’s flood.

      “They sent us to Island House Inn, but it seemed a little shabby.” A stylish blonde, wearing black pants and a matching lady jacket, removed her sunglasses as if trying to get a better look at Aunt Dahlia. “We decided to stay on the mainland and take the ferry.”

      “I get that. But we’ll stay at Island House anyway.” Her aunt spoke in her naturally sweet voice, the one that never failed to captivate an audience and put them at ease. “I was raised shabby, in a little mountain cabin. So I guess I can tough it out in an old hotel. We want to support the locals, because this is my niece Ariel’s hometown.”

      The lady-jacket woman cocked her head and shifted her gaze to Ariel, brows lifted high on her lined forehead. “I thought you were from Tennessee, like your aunt.”

      Ariel hadn’t expected this. “I was born at home, right here on the island, on the farm my father inherited from his father.”

      “Your Southern accent isn’t as strong as Miss Dahlia’s, but it sure doesn’t sound like northern Michigan.” Something in the woman’s tone made her words sound like a challenge.

      “My mother’s Southern accent hasn’t faded. I guess she influenced mine. I also moved to Nashville when I was ten and lived with Aunt Dahlia, so I talk like a Tennessee girl.”

      The woman’s narrowed eyes said she didn’t quite believe her.

      Harry spoke to the horse, and the carriage pulled away, leaving behind the crowd and their opinions. When she looked back, the woman still watched her from the corner.

      Ariel turned to her aunt. “Do they think I fake an accent?”

      “Don’t worry about them. You always speak in your natural voice.”

      She hesitated. “Then do they think I’ve somehow betrayed or abandoned my roots?”

      “It doesn’t matter what other people think. Your mama and I did what we knew was best when you moved to Nashville with me to learn the music industry.”

      Maybe. Or perhaps she’d lost her northern roots while living down south.

      Rather than sneaking in the service entrance as Harry suggested, they drove up familiar Blueberry Boulevard on their way to Island House Inn’s front entrance. Sitting above the shore, overlooking the yacht club and harbor, the inn seemed to keep watch over the comings and goings of islanders and tourists, the seagulls’ high-pitched squawking giving the coastline a laid-back, serene vibe.

      “I had forgotten how peaceful Jonathon Island feels.” Passing a row of shuttered inns and small hotels on either side of the street, Ariel looked ahead to the next block. “Even back when the Main Street shops and restaurants operated at their peak, the downtown somehow maintained a sense of peace and quiet.”

      “Just the horses’ hooves and people talking in normal tones.” Aunt Dahlia leaned back, her spine touching the backrest in an uncharacteristic relaxed pose.

      Less posture-strict than her aunt, Ariel sat all the way back in her seat as usual. On the next block, she drew in a breath of fudge-scented air.

      But even the familiar fudge aroma didn’t make Jonathon Island feel like home.

      “Life is slower here, and I like it.” Dani pulled in a deep breath as well.

      They admired the harbor view as they passed the marina with its sailboats bobbing in slips and white and light-gray seagulls winging overhead, cawing out their greetings. Small waves reached the docks, some even cresting with white foam as they lapped the rocky shore in the lake wind. The blue water and the cloudless blue sky even turned the trees of distant Port Joseph a summer blue.

      Oh, she should have come back long ago.

      At Island House Inn far too soon, Aunt Dahlia let Harry help her down, although she didn’t need it. Judging from the expression on the boy’s face, it made him feel like a man, making her aunt’s gesture worth it.

      The carriage stopped in the sweeping drive, and when Dani left to go home to her new husband, Ariel and Aunt Dahlia took a long look at Island House Inn’s once-grand facade.

      “She’s a little shabby, isn’t she?” Aunt Dahlia gazed straight up the big white structure. Three stories high with a columned rotunda, canopied entrance, and expansive front lawn, the turreted inn still seemed imposing.

      But as they reached the front steps, a closer inspection revealed unkempt flowerbeds, cobwebby windows, and peeling white windowsill paint.

      The serenity of water and sky behind them now, Ariel opened the door and allowed Aunt Dahlia to enter first. At her gasp, Ariel hurried in after her. About twenty guests stood in the lobby’s long reception-desk line. Others sat on the half dozen or so mauve and teal couches, scrolling their phones, angry expressions on their faces as they probably searched for other accommodations. The children ran and slid on the worn scatter rugs, threw the couches’ matching pillows at each other and other guests, or wrestled on the wood floor. But she saw only two employees.

      Worse, the room was so loud, no one seemed to notice the smooth jazz dripping from the ceiling speakers—music someone probably turned on in an attempt to calm the chaotic atmosphere.

      “This place feels hostile,” Aunt Dahlia whispered.

      It sure did. “The guests expected the Grand but got the humble. And they’re not happy.”

      “Well, this isn’t what we want for the hotel or the island. I’m not sure what to do.”

      Ariel didn’t know if her aunt struggled with deciding whether to stay or leave or with the state of the inn. Either way, Ariel had to do something. She owed it to the late Mrs. Kennedy. “Let’s help them out.”

      Aunt Dahlia turned to her with big-eyed astonishment. “Help who?”

      “All of them. The staff and the guests. Come on.” Ariel moved to the nearest corner, set down her guitar case, and opened it. “Let’s do what we do best and make them happy.”

      Aunt Dahlia gave a little squeal and hugged her fast. “Yes, let’s do it.”

      Ariel tuned by ear, quickly before anyone could notice. “Want to play ‘The Long Way’?” The song that just won Best Single. “You take the first verse.”

      Ariel played the intro. Her aunt had barely sung five words in her big voice when the room fell silent and the mood changed.

      Behind the reception desk, an older woman in a blue dress fiddled with a knob on the wall. The jazz stopped.

      So did everyone in the room.

      All eyes on them now, Ariel smiled at each motionless guest and then joined Aunt Dahlia in the chorus.

      “Sing with us!” her aunt cried during the turnaround. Before Ariel knew it, the crowd joined them, belting out the lyrics by heart.

      Then, as Ariel played the chorus again and sang softly, Aunt Dahlia changed the mood, her big voice carrying easily in the lobby’s sketchy acoustics.

      “I wrote this song last year, when I was fifty-nine years old, about to turn sixty. I didn’t know if I’d fulfilled the Lord’s destiny for me or not. I’d wanted to do so many things in my life that simply hadn’t happened. Like marrying, having children.” Her gaze drifted across the lobby as her voice intensified.

      “But then I thought about Joseph in the Bible, and Abraham, and Moses. Their destinies took a long time to complete because those servants of God took the long way. Right then I realized I was still busy fulfilling the Father’s destiny for me too. It took time. It’s still taking time. I haven’t given up. So don’t you give up either.”

      Sweet applause broke out when Ariel and Aunt Dahlia repeated the second verse together, her aunt singing melody and Ariel mixing up the harmony she usually sang.

      The long way. Even though they’d won one of the music industry’s highest awards for this song, had Ariel embraced its theme? Not fully. Maybe not at all.

      Legacy…destiny…didn’t they always collide somewhere along the way?

      Movement caught her eye as she scanned the crowd. Up high, a vaguely familiar, exquisitely handsome dark-haired man approached the mezzanine’s wooden railing. She didn’t recognize his face or hair but rather his demeanor, the way he seemed to take in the song and extract all the meaning and emotion it exuded.

      This man understood the power of song.

      Aunt Dahlia signaled the final tag. At the last line, Ariel stopped strumming, and they finished the song a cappella. “‘He took me to my destiny…the long way.’”

      Ariel could only hope she’d find her own destiny a lot earlier than Aunt Dahlia had found hers.
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      Caleb and his staff would soon have the third-floor rooms under control. But that didn’t mean he could manage his life.

      As he crossed the mezzanine on his way to the supply closet to get a pack of light bulbs, a clear, unpretentious story told in song wafted up from the lobby and somehow touched a piece of his heart—a part he didn’t want stirred. Not by his staff, not by the musicians holding the audience captive below as he and Michelle looked over the mezzanine rail.

      More than that, he didn’t want to see himself in the lyrics.

      Better to leave behind that part of his life. The part that wanted to make his mark in the world, to give it something of value. Long-lasting value.

      The part where he could never return.

      Because fulfilling an obligation trumped living a dream. Resenting the obligation didn’t erase it.

      Before arriving at Jonathon Island, he’d never thought he’d see Ariel Sullivan again. When he’d learned they had a concert planned here, he’d hoped for a chance to say hello, but nothing more. After all, how many small-town innkeepers rubbed elbows with country music giants? But here she was, along with her country-queen aunt.

      Of all the times for them to come to Island House…

      The two powerhouse voices—one a clear soprano, the other a rich alto—sang a sweet ballad, accompanied by an acoustic guitar. No mics, no speakers, no other instruments.

      Immediately, Caleb recognized the song. A few months ago, he’d heard the brilliant duet perform it at the CMAs. Just after they’d accepted their third award for this song.

      Caleb knew full well that he’d better turn that sweeper right back on and pay attention to the carpets instead of gaping over the railing at a pretty woman with a voice like warm honey.

      He turned toward the music anyway.

      And there she stood, in his lobby, strumming a dark-brown guitar. Ariel Sullivan, the sweetheart of country music, singing her heart out with as much passion and perfection as if she stood on the Grand Ole Opry stage instead of a run-down hotel lobby with a sky-high ceiling that produced lousy acoustics.

      He drew a breath. Standing next to her five-foot-nothing aunt, Ariel looked taller and more willowy than he knew her to be, her brown-streaked blonde hair loose down her back. Her smile always captured his attention and tugged at his heart, whether he saw her in a video or at an award ceremony, and made him think of things like cozy, snowy island evenings in front of the fireplace or long walks in the falling leaves. Genuine. Caring. A smile that made a man think he might actually someday settle down and find contentment and permanence. A real home.

      Which was a very good reason for Caleb to keep his distance from the pretty singer.

      As they sang the final tag, Ariel silenced her guitar, and she and Miss Dahlia sang the last, impacting line.

      “‘He took me to my destiny…the long way.’”

      The last chord faded, and a thundering of applause, cheers, and foot-stomping went on until Miss Dahlia Denton’s distinctive East Tennessee twang called out, thanking the impromptu audience for their patience while the inn employees got their rooms ready. Then the other voice—younger, sweeter, deeper—started the next tune a cappella.

      And nailed it with perfect pitch.

      Caleb shifted his attention to Michelle, who had slipped to the railing beside him.

      “It’s Miss Dahlia Denton and Ariel Sullivan,” she said as if everyone in America wouldn’t know. “How many superstars would step right into a problem like this, singing and telling stories and entertaining everyone until we had the rooms ready?”

      Probably none. Except them.

      He swallowed. He’d heard of these two women’s generosity, but he never would have anticipated this.

      Caleb definitely owed them a favor. A big favor.

      He ran up to the third floor and, calling Sarah’s name, he quick-stepped into the room where she dusted furniture at about eighty miles per hour. “C’mon. You have to see this.”

      They pounded down the mezzanine hallway, then gawked over the railing at Miss Dahlia, with her big blonde hair and bright lipstick, singing her heart out. Her niece Ariel, looking sweet as always in a flowing, flowery pink dress, played an amazingly complex riff for a ballad—one that made him want, more than anything, to throw away his heavy ring of brass hotel keys and pick up his own guitar.

      He studied the flawless impromptu performance. While Miss Dahlia’s distinctive voice, flashy clothes, and showmanship held the crowd’s attention, Caleb preferred Ariel’s rich, authentic alto. Miss Dahlia fired up an audience. Ariel kept them grounded. As she did now.

      His mind drifted to his one encounter with the famous Ariel Sullivan—at the Dove Awards several years ago. The frenzied backstage where Ariel and Miss Dahlia retreated after accepting the award for Southern Gospel Recorded Song of the Year. The disgruntled nominee and her malicious words to Ariel. Ariel’s kind response and those soft, damp blue eyes when she’d unintentionally turned toward Caleb.

      A storm had risen in him that night. Something he hadn’t felt before or since. He didn’t remember what he said to her. But he did recall her gentle response to the insult and his overwhelming need to shield this stunning lady from the attack. To reassure her that she—not her famous aunt—had brought heart to that song and made it great.

      Ariel probably didn’t know Caleb’s name, but he’d been her devoted fan ever since.

      And now, as she stood before his guests, saving his hotel, he could hardly turn from her smooth voice or ignore the way her dress set off her tiny waist and stunning blue eyes. Until Tara caught his attention with her wild waving, motioning him to come downstairs.

      “Go on,” Michelle said with a twang of her own. “We’ll take care of the rooms.”

      Sarah agreed, so he took the shortcut to the circular staircase, ran down, and hurried toward Tara in the music-filled lobby.

      “Time for some PR,” she said in a stage whisper. “At the end of this song, welcome the guests and publicly thank Miss Dahlia and Ariel for the performance. It’ll win you points with the guests. Also, since no one checked in during the music, I made coffee and iced tea for the guests to enjoy while they wait.”

      Caleb seriously needed to convince Tara to work for him. “Can you also throw together a dozen charcuterie boards? Use anything you find in the walk-in. If the restaurant wasn’t shorthanded, I’d ask them.”

      As Tara took off for the restaurant entrance beyond the lobby’s breakfast bar, Miss Dahlia and Ariel began the outro, winding down the song. Caleb glanced around the room, more nervous to address this crowd than any audience he’d ever played for. When Ariel had strummed the last chord, he approached the duet amid more wild applause.

      The tempo of his pulse increased, and he wiped his palms against his pant legs and caught Miss Dahlia’s eye. The two women’s presence didn’t cause his apprehension. He’d spent enough years hobnobbing with celebrities that adding a couple more country music icons to the list didn’t bother him.

      No, his low-level anxiety felt more like the fear of enduring pity in their eyes if by chance they recognized him and saw him failing at Granddad’s legacy.

      Nonetheless, he did as Tara suggested, welcoming the guests and thanking the musicians. The impromptu concert broke up as Sarah came downstairs and started checking in families.

      Caleb turned to retreat to the desk, but before he could escape, Ariel cast a discerning glance over his features.

      “Wait, I know your voice. And you look familiar.” Ariel stepped closer, examining him, a look in her eye that said she was about to pinpoint his identity.

      Shoot. Apparently, those blue eyes of hers didn’t miss much.

      All he’d wanted was to show his appreciation. Not continue his humiliation on a personal level.

      He saw the moment she made the connection.

      Ariel leaned in even more. “You look a lot like the lead guitar and backup vocals for Drake Hamilton.”

      As the chatter among the guests—or the audience, he wasn’t sure which to call them—crescendoed, Miss Dahlia peered into his face. “Yeah, I can see it,” she drawled. “Caleb, right? But you cut off your spectacular beard and all that beautiful hair!”

      “Of course! Caleb Kennedy.” Ariel’s hand shot to her mouth, and she clutched his arm, letting out a little squeal. “Will you autograph my guitar?”

      Caleb groaned inside. He’d always been just part of the band, so he didn’t sign as many autographs as Drake did. But he had enough experience that it had stopped feeling weird years ago. However, this was different. This felt like the owner of the Waldorf Astoria asking a bellhop for an autograph.

      The fact that he’d had a crush on Ariel for three years didn’t help either. Nor did the fact that these women had just saved him from humiliation, not to mention a huge business fail. Or the cute way Ariel tilted her head when she smiled, her deep dimples and sweet blue eyes nearly making him forget where he was.

      Caleb drew a breath of her flowery perfume, then he stepped back and accepted the Sharpie Miss Dahlia held out. Because early in his music career, he’d learned never to insult anyone by turning down an autograph request, no matter how awkward.

      He leaned over the guitar as she held it. Then he inscribed the first thing that came to mind, still embarrassed that they’d witnessed his ineptness at his job. And would continue to do so until the Grand reopened.
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INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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