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​​​Lakeshore Secrets Chapter One
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​​THE SMILING YOUNG receptionists behind the counter looked to be in their early twenties. Although wearing cheerful expressions intended to brighten the atmosphere, Kate felt as dark and dreary as their black outfits. The older couple in front of her strolled to the counter, leaving her next in line. She considered her options. She could stay at The Caliendo Resort, the most luxurious five-star accommodation in Willow Valley, or she could run. She could turn around and bolt out the front doors to stay at her dad’s or with one of her sisters. She’d only lose her deposit and, at the moment, it felt worth it.

Today would’ve been easier if Derek had been standing by her side as they’d originally planned when she booked their suite here. But then she hadn’t expected to find out he’d been having an affair with his secretary.

Kate shuddered. She should have skipped the compressing pencil-line dress, and worn a pair of long pants to conceal her ongoing tremors. Only, she hadn’t expected the reaction that consumed her now. After living away from her childhood hometown for six years, she’d convinced herself returning wouldn’t be as difficult as she’d imagined. 

Her foot inched back and if felt like the right decision.

“Kate? Kate!”

She cringed, her foot sliding back in line with her other foot.

Forcing a fake smile, she turned to face the bright and vivacious Izzy Caliendo. Walking straight her way, the young woman looked like a model who’d just stepped off a runway platform. Her long blonde hair billowed behind her, cascading over layers of clothes. Starting with a grey scarf draped around her neck over a black blouse hanging just above her knees under an animal-print sweater which, even still, had a black parka overtop. Maroon-colored skinnies disappeared into a pair of ankle boots. Thick earrings and a gold chain finished her look as she strutted toward Kate.

It couldn’t have been worse if Izzy’s older brother Marc had been shouting her name.

That wasn’t true. Facing Marc would’ve been far worse. Thankfully, according to her sister, Abby, Marc was living south of here, managing another Caliendo resort.

“Oh. My. Gosh!” Izzy squealed, practically jumping in the ridiculously high heels of her ankle boots. 

Kate held her breath, hoping Izzy’s clapping hands balanced her so she wouldn’t fall and tumble across the lobby floor.

The young woman’s carefree and wild aura lifted Kate’s lips in her first real smile since boarding the airplane here. The wild child brought about such a reaction from people, even when a person’s nerves were on the edge of explosion. Besides, Izzy and Abby had been best friends for almost as long as Kate and Marc had been friends. Before Kate walked away from him when she’d left town anyway.

“I can’t believe it’s you. That you’re here.” Izzy threw her arms around Kate and squeezed a puff of designer perfume in her nostrils.

Kate’s earlier resolve lifted. With Marc living so far away, what could possibly go wrong? 

“Hey, Izzy.”

The girl pulled away, but kept her hands clamped on Kate’s shoulders. For such a small thing, she had a killer grasp.

“Abby didn’t tell me you were staying here.” She glanced at Kate’s suitcase. “You are staying here, right?”

“Yes.”

She dropped her hands. “Good. Truthfully, Mom might have mentioned you had a booking, but I refused to believe it until I saw you here for myself.” She leaned forward. “No, I have not been stalking the lobby all morning waiting for you. And that’s because I didn’t get up until lunchtime, but I have definitely been here since one, and since it’s only two, technically that’s not even considered stalking, it’s considered hanging out.”

Kate couldn’t decide if she should be honored or wary.

Izzy’s big brown eyes glanced over her shoulder to the grand white pillars dividing the foyer from a sitting area. She wickedly smiled at Kate. “I may have gotten distracted by the delicious man-candy over there.”

Some things never changed. 

“I wanted to talk to you. Or I hoped maybe Abby would come with you.” A serious tone washed over her jubilant spirit. “I haven’t seen her for days. She’s stopped responding to my texts and I’ve gone to the house every day—a few times—and she’s not answering the door.”

Kate felt her motherly instincts kick in, pushing the remainder of her own feelings aside to focus on her baby sister. Abby had always been more emotional and dramatic than the rest of the McAdams siblings. Sort of a loose cannon. Kate could see Abby breaking down first.

“I don’t think she’s taking Grace’s death very well.”

Inescapable sadness consumed Kate at the mention of her grandmother’s name, piercing through her layers like November’s cold and bitter chill. But she smiled lightly to give her sister’s friend a douse of reassurance, even if she wasn’t feeling it herself. “None of us are taking Gran’s death well, but we have each other and we’ll work through this together.”

“So you will talk to her?”

“Of course.”

“And let me know when you find her?”

Kate nodded. “Absolutely.”

Izzy held her manicured hand out. “Give me your phone and I’ll add my contact.”

Kate didn’t want to, but if Izzy found Abby before she did, she’d want to know. She handed over her cell phone.

“So...have you talked to Marc yet?” Her eyes peered up from her task as she typed her number into Kate’s contacts.

“No. I thought he was working at a resort down south?” She tried to sound casual, but doubted her unsteady voice fooled anyone.

Izzy smirked. 

Oh no.

“Marc came back after Dad died. He took over Dad’s position as head of the corporation and he’s been working side-by-side with Uncle Carl learning the ins and outs of running the chain ever since.”

Kate’s emotions flew into overdrive. She didn’t know where to start sorting out the madness dashing around inside her. Marc was here, at the resort? He could be anywhere, around any corner. She could literally bump straight into him, which, in turn, would mean she would have to face him. She’d have to smile and converse like civilized people, knowing she’d hurt him. She didn’t want to see his pain. Or worse...he could be happily married, maybe with children.

Her stomach lurched. 

She wasn’t ready to face him and his possible family. 

For a brief moment, she selfishly wished Marc’s father hadn’t died. The elder Caliendo’s existing presence would have obscured any possibility of her returning to Willow Valley. They’d made a deal six years ago resulting in her departure. A one-sided deal where the powerful and influential Robert Caliendo had cornered her into an agreement she absolutely couldn’t decline without destroying her family.

Kate swallowed hard, remembering their deal. “No, I didn’t know Marc was back.”

“Miss? Are you ready?” Kate glanced at the receptionist, barely seeing her while still lost in her own thoughts. 

Izzy looped her arm in Kate’s and walked her to the front desk. “Kate McAdams,” she told the girl before looking at Kate. “Where is your number two?” She glanced around the foyer. “You’re booked in the premium suite for two, right?”

Kate silently cursed Derek, but mostly cursed herself for keeping the reservation. “I’m here alone.”

“Miss McAdams, you’re all set.” The receptionist handed her a key and named her floor and room number.

“Thank you.” Kate took the key and moved away from the desk as the receptionist greeted the next guest. “I guess I’m all set.” She needed to get to her room and regroup. “I should go drop my bags off and then locate Abby.”

At the mention of her best friend’s name, Izzy’s face sobered. “That’s a good idea. Can you tell her to call me or text me? Or can you call me or text me to let me know she’s alright. I’m worried. I’ve never seen her so distant before.”

This time, Kate gave Izzy a consoling hug. “I will. I promise.”

“Thanks.”

Kate started toward the elevators. One Caliendo down and hopefully no more to go. 

“Hey Kate!” Izzy called behind her. 

She turned.

“Marc’s single, too.” Izzy winked then stalked away, leaving Kate unsure how to handle the thrill that simple fact had sent through her. 
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Chapter Two
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MARC CALIENDO SENSELESSLY flipped through the contract in front of him. 

His uncle had already thoroughly read and re-read every last detail, satisfied with the outcome, but Marc had insisted on double checking. Even knowing it had been drawn up by their lawyer, he wanted to be sure everything was to their benefit. After all, it wasn’t just his own money being invested, but the entire family’s.

However, the mental distractions playing in his head lured him away from comprehending a single sentence of the content laid out before him.

Groaning, he pushed the papers away, dragging his elbows back across the large antique desk to scrub his hands over his face. He’d never felt so useless in his life.

Taking a deep breath, he leaned back against his office chair, and folded his arms across his chest. He refused to go down this road again. To ask the “what if” questions and ponder whether he’d tried hard enough. Or if he’d been foolish to try at all. Either way, he felt foolish now for letting these thoughts back into his head. At this point in his life he should be solely concentrating on the new venture in front of him and not the woman who’d shattered his past.

With that thought, Marc reluctantly pulled the papers back with the tips of his fingers, as though they were laced in poison. After inhaling another deep breath and exhaling slowly, he hoped to breathe out all the rattling thoughts swirling around his mind. 

Reading was his hobby, always had been, so this should be a breeze. 

He flipped to the first page again, bent close to the pages with full intention of total concentration. 

Let’s get through this, he thought, and go play a game of racquetball instead. Physical exertion was exactly what he needed to quench the anxiety he felt creeping up every time his thoughts drifted to her.

He hadn’t even made it through one page, when his office door burst open, collapsing his concentration once again. 

His youngest sister waltzed through the door in her carefree butterfly way, content on fluttering from one branch to the next without a worry behind those devious eyes of hers.

He was certain this unannounced visit would contain one very inconsequential detail that she considered “end of the world” necessary to share, before she would move onto her next whim. 

He could only hope she’d make the interruption short and sweet.

“Did you know...” she started, weaving her way slowly across his office, purposely passing by the matching, comfortable leather chairs. 

She travelled to his side of the desk and plopped her tiny self on top of all his paperwork, crossing her legs and sending him a questioning look. That was his cue to sit back, cross his arms and suffer through all that was about to follow. 

“...that Katherine McAdams booked a room here? In this very resort? In a premium suite?” It was a question and statement all in one long, stretched-out breath.  

How exhausting it must be to be her.

“And,” she dragged on dramatically, examining her fingernails. “It’s booked for two people. Two.” She held up two of her perfectly manicured fingers in his face for emphasis.

He wanted to grab the two fingers and drag her out of his office. Then proceed to call the locksmith. He was tired of his family disrupting him, always unannounced, as though he sat behind his office door restlessly waiting for them to pop in for conversations about...her. Perhaps that was a bit harsh, since, technically, this was the only conversation he’d had about her...today.

His sister leaned in closer. “It’s probably a man,” she whispered, as though the walls eavesdropped on the super undercover secret she was disclosing. “I think she has a boyfriend.” 

Of course she has a boyfriend. He could even be a fiancée or husband. Although, had it been either of the latter, Abby would have informed his sister and they would have already had that conversation.

Marc cleared his throat, purposely not giving her a reaction to twist into a scandalous story with the rest of the family. “Don’t you have somewhere you could be?”

Her mouth dropped open. “That’s it? That’s all I get? Aren’t you embarrassed?” She touched her chest with one hand. “I would be embarrassed if I were you.”

She embarrassed herself plenty enough on her own without dragging extra unnecessary situations into her life. 

“I mean, you don’t have anyone.” Izzy sat back and picked up a glass paperweight from his desk, tossing it from hand to hand. “I guess you have Melissa, but I can see that’s not going anywhere, especially in, like, the next hour.” She stared at the ceiling for a moment, chewing on her bottom lip. “Well, on her part, it could happen in the next second. Literally, you could pick up the phone, call her in here, sweep her off her feet like she wants you to and then you would have someone when it’s time to face Kate.” 

Marc remained stoic, but leveled a gaze on her that could not be misconstrued.

She rolled her eyes. “But since that’s not happening, you have no one, and that’s just mortifying. Don’t you agree?” She arched her eyebrows and waited for his response.

“I don’t agree with any of what you just said.”

“I would say you’re hiding in here.”

It stumped him that she considered spending time in his office as “hiding.” He did work in here. This resort didn’t run itself, and although there were managers in all areas, they came to him when situations arose. Another reason he couldn’t call a locksmith. 

Izzy continued in her irritating way. “You should probably stay in here to avoid running into her, and her obviously, ‘well-off’ man—the premium suite, and all.”

His eyes followed the paperweight in her hands, back and forth...back and forth. 

“And she looks just as gorgeous as ever.” That snapped his eyes back to his sister. “I have pictures. Do you want to see?”

Yes! “No.”

She shrugged. “Trust me, you don’t want to have to look at her and say that you’re single.” She waved her hand in front of him. “See where I’m going with this?”

He really wished he didn’t.

“Why are you single anyway?”

“Why are you?” he retorted.

“Because I’m young and in my prime. Why would I ever settle down with one person right now?”

At her age, Marc had already planned his career, who he would settle down with and where they would live. Although, none of his plans had gone so well for him...so possibly his younger sister had a good point. Possibly. 

“You, on the other hand, are old.” 

He was only seven years older than her. A seven year gap qualified him as old?

“And my guess is: you’re still in love with Kate. Otherwise, why would you still be single? Women throw themselves at you all the time. Melissa has all but proposed to you. In a classy sort of way.” 

Women interested in his wealth or, like Melissa who came from a rich family, his status. He didn’t plan on marrying a trophy wife.

“Are you emotionally unavailable, Marcus?”

“Oh, honestly Isabelle Caliendo, get off your brother’s desk and stop mocking him.” The next unannounced sibling waltzed into his office as if a family meeting were taking place.

Sophisticated and poised, the opposite of Izzy, their sister Violet settled in a leather chair and crossed her legs. Her sleek blazer and skirt combo complimented the stylish knot she’d pulled her dark blonde hair into.

“What were you, five when she left?” Violet asked.

Izzy turned and shot her older sister a disgusted look.  “I wasn’t five, Violet.”

“You’re acting like it now.” 

The youngest sibling rolled her eyes back to her brother. “She was like this the whole time you were gone,” she whispered, but not so quiet that their sister didn’t hear. “Like an old mother hen.” She hopped off the desk landing on her heels with a loud thud. 

“If you quit acting like a child, I can stop scolding you like one.”

Izzy stopped by Violet and kissed the side of her head. “You do know we already have a mother hen wandering around here somewhere.”

Violet smiled a condescending smile at her sister. “Why don’t you go find Mother and ask her to refresh your manners or, at the very least, teach you about the filter for your mouth? You know, that part of your brain that tells you when to speak and when not to?” She made a shoo motion at her. “Ask Mom to indulge you on how useful it is to listen to that filter once in a while.”

The playful tease held a brutal honesty. Violet had always been sensible and, sometimes, a tad overbearing. Whereas Izzy lived a life of carelessness and rash decisions that usually ended up getting her into trouble.

“I love you, big sis.” Izzy turned to Marc as she moved to the door. “Oh yeah, by the way, Kate’s here alone. No boyfriend, no fiancé, no nothing. I asked. Alone and sizzling hot.” Izzy slammed the door shut behind her.

Marc had hoped she wouldn’t follow through with her reservation. He also wished Violet hadn’t barged into his office so he could have a moment to privately absorb that Kate would in fact be staying at the resort for a few days.

Hiding suddenly didn’t sound like such a bad idea.

“I don’t understand why she doesn’t have a job,” Marc grumbled, shaking his head and proceeding to flip contract pages. “A trip around the world after university and one would think she’d had enough play time.”

“I would say it’s her way of grieving the loss of Father, but we all know that’s just something we tell our acquaintances, right?” Violet smiled at him. “Besides, you just returned from your trip, what five, six years later?”

“I was employed and earning a living. She runs around like money falls out of trees and work is something to make fun of.”

Violet gave him a serious face. “I really believe she does think money falls out of trees.”

He couldn’t help but laugh and his sister smiled before her serious face reappeared. “I thought I would stop by on my way to an appointment and make sure you were okay. I know everyone’s been walking on egg shells about Kate’s return but I wasn’t sure how you’re handling it.”

“Honestly, Violet? Do you think I’m sitting in my office reflecting about a girl, and she was a girl then, who broke my heart years ago?”

She shrugged, looking somewhat uncomfortable. Violet didn’t embarrass easily. 

“I’m not sure. You don’t talk about it.”

“No one talks about feelings in this family. But if you’d like to know what I’m thinking, here it is. Since I’ve returned home, the resort has consumed not only my time, but my mind. I haven’t had a free second to contemplate anything except Dad dying, his funeral and stepping into his very big shadow.” He smiled sincerely. “And if I had the time, the last thing I would be doing is pining over some lost lover. I’m assuming that’s what you’re assuming I’m doing? That I’ve been pining for her all these years and I absolutely cannot get her out of my mind and now that she’s coming here I’m scheming a way to win her back.”

A deep red tint crossed Violet’s porcelain skin, very unlike her usual superior self. “When you say it like that, you make it sound ridiculous.”

“That’s because it is ridiculous.”

She grinned. “I suppose so.”

He nodded, satisfied she believed that load of nonsense. He might not be pining, but Kate had popped into his thoughts more than he liked lately.

“Marc, do you remember when we were kids and you found the baby bird that had fallen from its nest and insisted on bringing it home?”

He remembered and gave her a slight nod.

“Spark, you named it. You took care of it for a couple days, thinking you were nourishing it back to life, but it died. For days you moped around lost in your own world and not understanding why the bird died. It wasn’t until Mom explained death to you and set you up in the library with educational books that you accepted Spark’s death.” Her tongue ran across her lower lip. “So Marc, I’m not concerned you’re pining about Kate. I’m just afraid you haven’t got the right answers to let her go.”

He knew himself well enough to know his sister was spot on. However, he also knew enough not to tell her that. “You don’t have to worry about me. I’m not a little vulnerable child anymore and I’m also not so sure I like this new sharing of emotions thing you’re trying.”

“New?” Violet chuckled. “You have been holed up in here for too many hours. Since Dad’s passing, Mom has been a bucket of emotional sharing. I’m not sure why she isn’t cornering you about Kate.”

“She knows better. Mother’s intuition.”

Violet stood and tapped the side of her iPad. “That sounds like my cue to leave. Plus, if I don’t head out I will be late for my meeting.”

“You don’t want you to be late. Firing a sibling doesn’t sound appealing to me.”

A knock on the door didn’t give Violet time for a come-back. “Marc?”

“Come in, Melissa.”

Violet’s joking manner dropped away as his secretary stepped inside his office. The coldness between the ladies chilled his office more than the outside fall air. Melissa hadn’t changed much since private school. She’d been the stuck-up, popular girl, groomed to take what she wanted. By now he’d thought she’d be married to the richest man she could dig her claws into, yet, she was single. And how, or why, she’d ended up working as his father’s assistant he was yet to discover. Of course, coming right out and asking her wasn’t an option. He wouldn’t partake in any personal conversation to avoid giving her any ideas. He didn’t want her claws anywhere near him.

“There’s a problem in the pool room and Kent’s not here today. Nobody’s sure who’s working for him, but the main desk is receiving numerous calls. Would you mind going down and seeing what the problem is?”

Kate’s dad was off for funeral arrangements due to the passing of his mother-in-law—the only thing that would drag Kate back home.

Marc nodded, glad for a reason to leave his office. Melissa smiled a little longer than necessary and stayed a little longer than required. When she finally shut the door, Violet looked at him and said, “Don’t marry that one.” 

Marry Melissa? Never.

“I know Emma’s her friend and thinks she’s perfect for you, but between you and me, there’s something not quite right about her. I have mother hen intuition.” She winked at him.

“Thank you, Violet...for all your concern today regarding my love life, but I think I can manage on my own.”

He stood and guided her out of his office.

She grinned at him as she entered the hallway. “You’re really not doing such a hot job by yourself.”

He glared at her. “Should I start addressing you as Izzy?”

She playfully swatted his shoulder. “Please don’t.” She waved as she turned in the opposite direction.

Marc headed towards the pool room. 

His love life was fine. There was no need to manage anything. His whole life was fine.

He would read that contract before the two weeks were up. And he’d be fully prepared for the trip he and his uncle Carl planned to take up north to the hotel they planned on purchasing. 

As for the next few days, all he had to do was concentrate on avoiding any contact with Kate. 

How hard could that be?
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​​​Chapter Three
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KATE’S PHONE VIBRATED as she finished unpacking her suitcase. She ignored it, knowing another message from Derek awaited her.

Instead, she stood in the doorway of the closet, staring at the neatly hung row of pencil-line dresses and pant suits. Abby would call her choice in clothing boring. Her twin sister, Peyton, would tell her to add in a few chic pieces. And her middle sister, Sydney, would suggest adding some lace or denim. Was her wardrobe that boring and when did she start caring?

Obviously, Marc’s return home had affected her more than she’d like to admit. 

She grabbed a pair of black pants, a matching blazer and maroon-colored blouse to wear to the funeral home, and tossed the outfit on the bed before reluctantly picking up her phone. She deleted Derek’s texts without reading them. A stream of messages from him right now was the last thing she needed...or wanted. Her resignation had been proof of her decision to cut all ties to him.

Maybe quitting her job had been a bit hasty, but she hadn’t seen another alternative. Continuing to work for a man who’d...what? Broken her heart? 

He hadn’t. 

Her heart remained as distant and remote as when they’d been dating, which had felt more like a convenient work arrangement. Kate couldn’t recall the last time her heart gave her a reminder it still existed inside her. Not even a little spark, a little interest, a little jolt...until today. Today, at the mention of Marc, she’d felt a jolt, felt her familiar life, and remembered the real emotions associated with that life. Could her life get any more complicated at this point? If she bumped into Marc she knew it would and that sent panic pulsing through her veins.

Kate grabbed her outfit and threw it back in her suitcase. She stripped the closet bare of clothes in less than five minutes, and stuffed everything back into her suitcases. When she finished, her knees sank into the plush carpet and she stared at the beige suitcases. Even her luggage was boring.

She was acting ridiculous. Her whirlwind emotions held the mixture of her grandma’s death, coming back home, and, yes, even the possibility of seeing Marc. But she could steer clear of him in a resort the size of this one. Plus, she knew her way around this place and how to avoid going anywhere near his family’s wing.

Deciding to unwind with a lap or two in the pool, she slipped on her swimsuit and pulled another pencil-line dress overtop.

Taking the elevator to the second floor, her hawk-eyes darting down each hallway, Kate headed to the “adults only” area. She’d been pleased to discover the resort had tastefully sectioned off areas designated for adults and away from the family zone. She spotted elderly couples floating in the shallow end of the pool and, without kids running about and screaming, the atmosphere seemed perfect for unwinding.

Spotting a sauna, Kate detoured toward the heated room anticipating the warm air clearing away her thoughts and emotions before meeting with her dad and sisters.

She entered the sauna, welcoming the warmth penetrating deep into her skin like a calming embrace on her soul, instantly easing the much needed release of all the worries flagging her.

“Ma’am, catch that door!” A loud voice startled her, and she reached for the door, just as it closed at her fingertips.

She bit her bottom lip. 

Uh-oh. 

Alarm bells sounded in her head, having nothing to do with the closed door.

Swallowing down the smothering sensation rising up in her throat, she reluctantly turned around.

The high temperature may have been warming her exterior, but the jolting warmth tunneling into the deepest parts of her soul had to do with the man emerging from the darkness.

With each step he took closer, her heart skipped a beat, then another, reminding her of its working condition.

Her body stood paralyzed, watching him wipe a towel across the beaded sweat along his brow. The damp mist of the room congested her throat as he looked up. Staring beyond her, at the closed door, she took the opportunity of his diversion to get a good look at him. She recognized a glimmer of frustration in his familiar brown eyes, but they were calm and collected, as always. One might not even detect the signs of his aggravation in those serious eyes, but she knew. 

His expensive pressed slacks grazed the lower half of his body, but it was his upper area that drew her attention. He’d stripped away the plaid button-up collar shirt, which rested on a bench behind him, revealing a muscular torso that captivated her attentiveness. He was older now, and his once tall, skinny body was now filled in like an overripe, juicy apple you couldn’t wait to dig your teeth into. 

She shook her head. Where had that come from? 

He’d always been handsome, in a refined coy sort of way, and not like that of a playboy like his older brother. The young boy she remembered was replaced by a solid, strong man. A tantalizing half-naked man, towering now in front of her, replacing all her pent up worry with emotions she had long forgotten.

At a first glance, one wouldn’t realize Marc’s timid personality. He’d been raised prim and proper, taught never to let anyone know the real him. Taught to never let anyone see him over engaging. All his siblings wore masks to hide their true selves. But Marc hadn’t hidden from her, and, for that, she’d been blessed to know the real him.

Now, as she noticed he not only wore his usually neatly trimmed, dirty blonde locks a little longer, but facial hair lined his jaw line. While he still stood tall, with squared shoulders, holding his head high, as he had been trained, he seemed different, not as naive to the world.

His composed and professional manner eased her fear of returning home, and the anticipation of this very moment and his reaction to her. But this was Marc. Smart, thoughtful and rational Marc. 

She scolded herself for ever worrying about what would transpire between them. She may have betrayed him, but he’d been groomed too well-mannered and in control of his conduct to ever give her a reason to hide away from him.

His eyes finally fell on her, filled with surprise. 

He looked her over, first quickly up and down, then a slow gaze followed, as if trying to decide whether it was truly her.

She didn’t move or speak...couldn’t possibly under his radar. What was he thinking? It was impossible to tell when his beautiful brown eyes concealed his thoughts.

Finally, after what felt like hours, he shook his head and his eyes snapped right up to hers. This time they didn’t hide his annoyance. “Of course it would be you. Out of every guest in this resort, why does it not surprise me that you would be the one to ignore the warning signs and do whatever the hell you want without any notion of the consequences?” He threw the towel onto one of the benches and turned away from her.

His ice-cold words and unexpected temper instantly snapped her from the daze she’d been in. “What are you talking about?”

He turned back. “The sign, Kate. The one you so blatantly ignored.” His harsh tone was exactly the reaction she’d originally expected from him. What she hadn’t expected was the anger that pooled inside her. Anger at herself, anger at Robert and even anger toward Marc. He didn’t deserve it, or maybe he did. He should have found her all those years ago. He should have known she wouldn’t leave without a word. Where had her knight in shining armour been six years ago when she’d been alone and scared? 

“There was no sign.”

He stepped toward her. “Maybe you carelessly missed it.”

“Maybe you carelessly forgot to hang it.” She’d never known Marc to forcefully voice his opinion. The circumstances weren’t appropriate, but she liked this new side of him. “What did the sign say? Beware: Jackass alert?”

He sucked in a deep breath and pushed it out. “It said, out of order.”

Out of order? Seriously, that was the problem? 

She could easily fix that. “Out of order or not, I wouldn’t want to stay where I’m not welcome. I would say it was nice to see you again, but we both know that’s not true.”

“We both know you’ve always said whatever you like, whenever you choose, without thinking about the consequences of your actions.”

She gasped. “I liked you better when you cowered in a corner, observing, but not acting. Listening, but not saying.”

“People change. I’ve changed.”

“Clearly.”

“That’s what happens when the people you trust betray you.”

He had no idea what she’d gone through. “Being who your father was, you should know not everything is as black and white as it appears.”

He folded his arms in front of him. “Enlighten me.”

She clamped her mouth shut, sucking her bottom lip between her teeth. The truth sat on the tip of her tongue, her explanation ready to erase the condescending look he gave her. But what good would come from dredging up the truth? Although it would give him the answers he evidently sought about why she’d left, in the bigger picture, it wouldn’t change anything between them. There was no them, would never be a them. While the truth might ease his understanding, it would deepen the perplexing relationship with his dead father. A man he could no longer confront. That would be far worse for him.

“Goodbye, Marc.” She turned reaching for the door handle.

“Run away. That’s what you do best.”

Her eyelids dropped closed, deeply inhaling as her fingers circled the metal knob.

“The door won’t unlock from the inside.”

Her eyes flew open and she tugged on the unmoving handle.

“You locked us in, McAdams.” 

Kate closed her eyes. 

Why hadn’t she jumped into the pool, done her laps and went back to her room like she’d planned?

“And that sign you didn’t see, is directly in front of you.”

Without glancing at the white paper in her peripheral view and satisfying his triumphant win, she opted to turn and face him. “I guess I might as well enjoy the heat then.”

Eliminating all emotion from her face, Kate unzipped her dress and let it fall around her feet. 

She solemnly stared at him, staring at her, as she stepped out of the bunched up material, and then bent down to pick it up. 

Whatever his thoughts were about her minor striptease, he snapped back into standard Marc mode: unreadable. 

She walked to the bench against the wall and stretched out on the wood slats, propping her back against the wall. She presumed it would be approximately twenty minutes before maintenance found their way to fix the door handle, precisely the amount of time she had planned on spending in the sauna anyway. Placing her restless hands over her middle, she wished she hadn’t left her phone in her room. It would have been handy to call for help.

Marc grumbled something incoherently, but her back intentionally faced him. 

Relaxation would be a fleeting if his naked, muscular upper body continued to taunt her eyes. These were her few moments of forgetting the reality beyond the walls: the heartbroken sisters she would be meeting at the funeral home in a few short hours, her distressed father, and possibly a search for Abby. She realized she shamelessly hadn’t been thinking about them at all, until she purposely tried to forget why she’d ended up stuck in the sauna in the first place.

Through the humid fog, she could smell his designer cologne mixing with the thick sauna air and the sound of him banging and clanging. The noise piqued her curiosity. Against her better judgement, Kate glanced over her shoulder. She saw him hovering on his haunches by the control panel, working away, and acting like he actually knew what he was doing. 

She covered her mouth to keep from laughing out loud.

Unless he’d gained some handy skills in the past few years, other than picking up weights, this was going to be a disaster.

Not listening to the voice in her head telling her to mind her own business, she slid from the bench. She padded across the sauna, her bare feet pressing against the warm, damp floor and settled down on the bench beside him. She crossed her legs and leaned her elbow against her knee, resting her chin on the backside of her hand. “It’s warmer than usual in here.”

His shoulders stiffened. 

“I think we should turn the dial down a notch or two.” She pointed at the control panel. “Would we do that here?” She knew the answer and the aggravated look he sent her told her he didn’t forget her familiarity of maintenance.

She grinned. “You broke it, didn’t you?”

His lips thinned.  “No.”

“But you can’t fix it either.”

“Maintenance is on their way.”

By then they would be a melted puddle of goop.

“Oh, move over.” She didn’t give him a chance to object as she squeezed down alongside him, the sides of their bare, damp skin sliding like dew down a leaf after a rainfall. His shocked reaction gave her the opportunity to seize the screwdriver from his hand. A maintenance man’s daughter knew how to fix a knob or wire.

Suddenly, the heat of the spa was nothing in comparison to the heat of his body, like the touch of fire, against her skin.

He grabbed the screwdriver back. “You’re not on my payroll.”

Her eyebrows perched. “You’re exactly where your father wanted you to be, paying the bills, running the resort, and doing exactly what you never wanted to do.” She reached for the tool, but Marc pulled it further from her grasp, glaring down at her harder.

“That man has never dictated my actions.” Fire burned behind his eyes. 

She was surprised at how sloppy he had gotten with his emotions. His father would be disapprovingly rolling over in his grave.

“Just give me the screwdriver, Marc.”

“I got this.”

“No, you don’t. You’re going to end up electrocuting yourself or worse, me.” She reached again, and he lifted the tool higher. His arms were like magnificent pillars, never ending and built to last against time. 

Ugh, stop noticing him that way. He can hardly stand you, and you’re half naked.

Rising up from her knees, she steadied herself on the ground and reached for the tool again, only this time with a little more bounce in her reach. Her foot slipped on the damp floor and sent her falling forward...directly toward Marc.

It all happened so fast. 

His arm caught her waist as their flush met in the center, throwing him off balance and sending them both backwards in his direction. 

Kate screamed.

Marc cursed, but managed to steady their bodies as his other hand slapped against the hard wood to prop them up.

When they stopped toppling, Kate slowly exhaled the breath she had been holding and rested her forehead against his shoulder.

“Are you alright?” he whispered.

It was the first time she had heard the real Marc, or at least the Marc she remembered.

Her heart wildly pounded inside her chest from the tumble, and was increasing rapidly as she became aware of their landed position, twisted and turned like a crashed kite on a windy day. 

One of her arms wrapped tightly around his neck, when there had been nowhere else to grab. She felt the steady beat of his heart under her hand. Her legs had landed, knees on the ground, on either side of his solid thigh while his knee was raised, pushing her directly against his whole body. Under her free hand, she felt the solid wall of his muscles and the steady beat of his heart. 

Damn it. She felt everything.

“I’m okay,” she breathed against his skin. Every feeling she’d ever known for him was fully dominating her body like an unwanted wave of sickness.

Kate lifted her head, pressing her free hand harder against his chest to steady her. “Are you okay?”

Marc nodded slowly as their eyes locked. She found that his anger had fallen with them and softness erased the hard lines of his face. They sat there for a moment, whether recovering from the fall or something else. 

His eyes traveled to her lips and, against better judgment, hers fell to his. 

She couldn’t count the times their lips had touched or how many times she’d moved towards him or him towards her. 

This couldn’t happen now. 

But, oh how she wanted it to.

Against her better judgement, she felt her seductive hands moving up his chest. She heard his quick intake of air as his chest rose and fell against her hand. Not a second later and his hand was moving to the side of her face. 

Stop this now.

She bit her lower lip, a reaction to his gentle touch as his thumb tracing her jaw line, stopping just below her lips. 

Kiss me now. No don’t...yes do.

Her tongue wetted her dry lips just as Marc’s mouth came crashing down on hers. All the years absent between them and he still tasted delicious and she wanted to flavor so much more. 

Together, they rose to their knees, their bodies moulding as one. Marc was gentle, as he’d always been. His hands roamed her body, but with a familiar tenderly respect for her. But his harder kisses held an underlying of want and desire that matched her own. Her mind might have been screaming this was a bad idea, but her body was demonstrating how perfect they were together. But they weren’t perfect together. They weren’t even together. They were nothing and if they followed through with where this was leading, it would only add more difficulty to their already complicated future.

Kate pulled away from Marc’s lips and said, “I scraped my knee.” And just like that, like the popping of a balloon, she broke the enchanting ambience encircling them, purposely returning them to a reality where he couldn’t stand her. 

At this point, it was better he hate her, then to have hot, wild, passionate sex on the floor of the sauna. Wasn’t it?

Marc’s eyes fluttered back to hers for a brief second, sharing the confusion that bewildered her, before pulling away. 

Wise decision.

She had to fight the urge to wrap her arms back around his neck and connect their bodies again. 

Kate closed her eyes, taking a deep breath to maintain her dignity, although she was sure they were past that point.

She hadn’t paid attention to what Marc was doing, mostly because she was too busy noticing every warm spot his touch left on her skin, until she felt him lift her leg, caress her knee and chuckle.

“Hardly a scratch,” he said. “You can fix a switch like no other, but whimper about a tiny scratch.” 

She could handle a tiny scratch like no other...but he already knew that.

Marc sat back on his feet and handed her the screwdriver in defeat. 

Kate’s hand trembled as she took it from his and she knew he’d noticed. 

But had his hand trembled too?

She turned away from him, persistent at the task at hand. After she fixed this mechanical issue, she didn’t plan on waiting in here any longer for maintenance. She was going to walk straight over to the knob and pop that handle right open and get out of here.

This was the opposite of the relaxing moment she had envisioned.

***
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AFTER KATE FIXED THE sauna and scurried away like an injured animal, Marc called maintenance to double check her work. He didn’t doubt she’d fixed it correctly, however, he didn’t need a lawsuit if anything were to go wrong. He’d impatiently waited until his staff arrived to give them a quick detail of the problem, as Kate had described it. Once finished, he high-tailed it back to his office where he planned on staying for the remainder of the day. Quite possibly the rest of the week.

His thoughts had been a jumbled mess in the hot sauna and no amount of quick walking through the cools halls of the resort could sort them out.

With Kate’s half-naked body seared into his memory, replaying repeatedly like an old movie, there hadn’t been room for any other thoughts.

What the hell had happened in that sauna? 

One off-balance moment between them and the anger that had consumed the last six years of his life had vanished like a puff of smoke, leaving room for his initial reaction to her betrayal to seep back into him. It had been just like Violet had said. And she wasn’t the only sister who had been right today. Kate was as gorgeous as Izzy had described, and still as mouthy as ever. 

He would have lifted her onto the bench in that sauna and stripped them both down naked, had she not spoken, smashing the aura of desire between them. 

He would have laid her down on that floor and...

Marc rubbed his hands across his face now in aggravation, and then opened his office door. His petite, tall mother greeted him with a light-hearted smile.

He could use a little less advice from his family and a little more privacy.

Eliza always dressed fashionably chic and today was no exception. Her blouse was tucked into high-waist black pants that flared into wide legs just above black heels. A strand of large pearls graced her neck. 

He inwardly groaned at his lack of privacy.

“Good afternoon, sweetheart,” his mother said, rising for a quick half hug before settling back in the chair, and crossing her legs, smoothing her hands over her pants. 

Marc moved back to his office chair—his safe zone for the week.

“I had a lovely brunch with the girls and Carl this afternoon. I had expected you to join us. I had Melissa schedule it into your agenda so you wouldn’t miss it.”

He’d intentionally avoided that gossipy social event knowing the McAdams would be the central conversation, and ultimately, it would conclude with him and Kate. “The next few days are booked solid for me and I won’t likely make any meals.”

“I’d appreciate you joining us for dinner tomorrow evening.”

“I can’t make any guarantees.”

“Grace’s visitation is tomorrow,” she said quietly, her stare drifting away from his, lost in what he assumed were fond memories of the elderly woman. “Izzy said Abby is an absolute mess. That poor thing grew very close to Grace after Kate left. And now with Grace gone, Abby is beside herself, the poor soul. It’s so sad. I remember when Annabelle passed away and how hard it was on those girls.” 

Marc remembered, too, probably more than his mother. He’d been there the night Kate’s mother died. When the two young teenagers had returned from a secret ice cream run in the resort, they’d turned the corner, laughing and carefree, and holding hands for the first time, only to find a slew of medics taking Kate’s mother away on a stretcher.

That moment had changed everything.

Eliza was still talking. Marc caught parts here and there while his mind continued reverting to the past. “...poor Kate being tossed into an early motherhood at such a young, young age. All the adults in her life simply quit. But not Kate.” 

He recalled a different version of their past. The one where Kate gave up and ran away without an explanation to him, or her family.

“I feel it’s appropriate you attend at least the evening service with us.” His mother looked at him. “All your teenage years were spent with the McAdams family. Whether Grace or Kent remembers much of you during the darkest time in their lives, Kate and her sisters remember your stability, support and love.”

“Mom, Kate and I aren’t in a good place.”

She held up her hand. “When Kate left, did you cut all ties with her family? Abandon them the way it appeared Kate had?”

“Appeared?”

“You don’t know her side of the story.”

“Because she chose not to tell me, and instead, chose to run away from me and from them.”

“Sometimes, when we are faced with life altering decisions, our minds can only focus on what we think is best for everyone involved, even if it’s quite possibly the most difficult decision of our life.”

“You give her too much credit.”

“And you don’t give her enough.” She stood. “Finish your work tomorrow and be showered and ready to leave for the funeral home around seven. We have a reservation for dinner afterwards, which you will attend and be thankful we are all together and healthy.”

“You drive a hard bargain.”

She smiled at him. “Don’t forget to eat something today. Whether you leave your office or order food in.”

He nodded.

“On second thought, I will drop by Melissa’s office and have her schedule meals for you.”

Marc didn’t argue, simply grateful when his mother was out of his office. As thankful as he felt to have his family safe and healthy, right now, he wanted space, needed space to get his work finished.

Unfortunately, his thoughts didn’t glide back to the awaiting file. Suddenly, it hit him, the reality that Kate returned home for her grandmother’s funeral. As did the way he’d jumped down her throat in the sauna over missing a sign, and the following insults. None of it had been about a sign. They’d both known that. Did their past make it acceptable for him to act like the jerk she’d claimed?

Marc decided he owed Kate an apology. Clearly, the remaining pent up anger controlled his usual even-temperedness, which was no excuse to drag up their past during this difficult time in her life.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​​​Chapter Four
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KATE WAS THANKFUL to escape the walls of the Caliendo Resort. Even now, as a guest, instead of the maintenance man’s daughter, she felt a condemning atmosphere. Like a twister, it sucked up her rationality then discarded it, broken, shattered on the ground.

What was she thinking playing with fire like that in there?

She breathed in the crisp, tranquil air now, before making her way to her car. As she drove through Willow Valley, the popular tourist cottage town where she had been born and raised, she admired the small, pride-filled businesses flanking the main strip. The road ran parallel to the lake, and alongside a long, wooden boardwalk, inviting visitors off the road and onto public benches and tables.

Nestled into areas on the sandy beach, sat ice cream stands, yogurt shops and food huts, all currently closed for the season.

When the quaint, old-fashioned bakery—open all year long—came into view, Kate pulled her rental into one of the slanted, parking spots.

She needed a strong boost of java to get through the rest of the afternoon. She also intended to take a tray of coffees to her sisters and dad.

Facing the beach, she stared at the highlight of her childhood: the large sandy shoreline flanking the long, sparkling lake, which was now currently covered in a blanket of white snow. 

Folks journeyed from all over the province for holiday escapes to enjoy this view. 

However, the McAdams had always enjoyed only a short, fifteen-minute walk from home or a quick jaunt from Gran’s place to bask in the splendor of the lake. 

The landscape was beautiful even on this cold November afternoon. A light snow danced in the air to the sound of the outdoor speakers tuned into the local radio station and tall grasses planted by the town teased the falling snow between the boardwalks.

Much more beautiful than she’d remembered. 

Home sweet home.

She climbed out of the car, the wind whipping against her face, and quickly crossed the road, pushing open the old wooden and glass door. 

The captivating aroma of freshly baked bread lured her tummy and the glass cake displays brought back memories of being served delicious slices of Gran’s famous pies. Although she didn’t expect a slice now, the familiar, warm feeling filled her body regardless.

Mrs. Calvert spotted her right away and greeted her with hands on her round hips. “Well, look how gorgeous you are,” she said. “I mean I have seen pictures, but honey, they did you no justice. What a beautiful woman you have become Miss Katherine McAdams. Here sit, sit.” 

The older lady motioned to the stools lining the lengthy antique counter. 

“Have a coffee.” 

It wasn’t a question. Mrs. Calvert flipped a mug onto the counter and filled it before Kate had moved a muscle.

She thanked the older lady, warming her cold hands around the mug. There had been no problem keeping warm at the resort. She quickly nudged that notion away.

Mrs. Calvert reminded Kate of Gran. They both carried a spark for life and nothing had slowed either of them down, especially not their age. Kate knew that their bond had grown after Mrs. Calvert’s daughter and granddaughter died almost two years ago in a car crash—the unfortunate result of a drunk driver. It had been a rare, ill-fated bond, but had helped each older woman to push onward.

Mrs. Calvert finished some business at the end of the counter with two younger girls and then settled herself across from Kate, her arms folded and her elbows leaning on the counter. 

“How are you doing, sweetheart?” she asked sincerely.

Kate smiled at her. “I’m okay.” 

It wasn’t a lie. She was as okay as she was going to be under the circumstances.

Mrs. Calvert cast her a warm smile. “Gran used to brag about you, little gal,” she continued. “She was so very proud of what you have become and what you have accomplished. She would return from her trips to visit you and babble on and on telling all kinds of stories. She looked forward to every Christmas, when your family would all stay at Peyton’s for a week. That was her favorite time of the year.” Her voice quieted to a whisper as though Gran might walk through the door and catch her giving away her little secrets. “Because she would always sneak another day or two with you girls and sometimes a week.” 

The old woman suddenly laughed out loud. 

“She thought she was being so smart, tricking you girls into more quality time.” 

Slowly shaking her head, her eyes travelled to a blank space off in the distance, obviously remembering her own memories of her dear friend. 

Kate let her be, enjoying the way Gran had touched this woman’s heart. She waited patiently until Mrs. Calvert’s focus returned and she remembered she was sitting across from Kate. The older woman batted away some gathering tears.

Kate reached across the counter and covered the warm, aging hand with her own. 

“She loved you, too, Mrs. Calvert. She told me many stories about you two and your yoga, bicycle rides and karate classes.”

A smile crossed Mrs. Calvert’s lips and she opened her mouth to reply, when a side door opened and a rough looking biker kind of guy entered. He headed straight towards them on the opposite side of the counter as Kate. 

He wore denim and a leather jacket opened over a black sweater. His long tousled dark hair matched the trimmed beard along his jaw line. His eyes looked murky, haunted, mean and challenging.

“What’s wrong?” Mrs. Calvert asked him.

The man sent Kate a quick, thin-lined, but fake, smile, loosening his rough exterior, before taking one of Mrs. Calvert’s arms and leaning in to whisper in her ear. 

Kate looked away, sensing this was none of her business, but she couldn’t help overhear Abby’s name in the whispers. She noticed a grim look cross the older lady’s face, enhancing the lines of age. And then Kate heard her gasp. 

Panic gripped Kate.

“I’ll stay here,” he offered, as he finally pulled away.

“What’s going on?” Kate asked, beginning to stand. 

Fear of what could possibly be going on with Abby squeezed her heart like a vice grip.

The dark eyed man didn’t offer an explanation, but sent her a fleeting and clear warning message with his eyes: This is none of your business.

Kate ignored him. “Did something happen to Abby?” she asked, watching Mrs. Calvert tearing off her apron and abandoning it on the counter.

“Come on, Kate, I’ll explain on the way,” she said. “Riley this is Abby’s sister. Kate this is Riley O’Conner. He works for me.” 

Mr. Brown Eyes, that’s what she decided to call him, stared at her with a little more warmth now, sensing that it was indeed her business.

But there was no time for niceties, Mrs Calvert was off and Kate had to take quick strides to keep up.

As they reached the side door Riley had entered, Kate considered him. His protective glances in Kate’s direction indicated he must have a trace of affection for Abby. Although Kate had certainly not been informed of any love interest by her sister. She made a mental note to address that issue later. 

For now, her first intuition about this trip was about to come to fruition.

They entered a small, gloomy hall with a staircase. Kate figured they must lead to the second floor—probably Mrs. Calvert’s living quarters.

Mrs. Calvert grabbed a winter coat from a hook before pushing open another door and stepping into the alley.

“Abby’s not taking your grandmother’s death very well,” she said. 

Who was?

“I mean she’s really not taking it well,” Mrs. Calvert clarified, as though reading Kate’s thoughts. “And I’m not sure what’s happened now.” 

Their footsteps left a trail in the light dusting of snow that had fallen. The alleyway opened out into parking spaces for the business owners and employees of the commercial buildings. Behind the parking spots were a row of trees concealing the houses behind...more specifically the house Kate hadn’t wanted to go to. Not right away anyway.

Stopping at a little space tucked between the trees, Mrs. Calvert pushed open an old wrought iron gate and Gran’s backyard opened up in front of them. 

The small house resembled a little red brick cottage from a fairy tale storybook. 

Sitting on the back porch attached to the sunroom was her little sister, looking like a tiny, lost doll. 

Abby only wore a bright neon pink sweater, the hood pulled up over her blonde ombre ends to the brown roots. She also wore a pair of black tights. 

She sat hunched over, holding her head in her hands, her elbows resting on her legs just above her cut and bleeding knees.

Kate’s hesitance to go through that gate vanished at the sight of her forlorn sister. She ran to her, instincts from the past rising to the surface and flushing away all her resistance. 

“Abby!” she called. She fell to her knees to examine her sister’s wounds. “What happened?”

Her sister looked up slowly. 

“Kate?” She sounded surprised and confused all bundled together.

“Yes sweetie, it’s me.” Kate brushed her hand over Abby’s forehead, pushing wet hair away from her skin. “What happened to your legs?”

Abby’s eyes slowly looked down at her injured legs. Her eyebrows gathered in confusion, and then she shrugged slightly and looked back at Kate. 

“Gran died,” she said flatly.

Kate touched her arm. “I know, sweetie.”

“I mean she just died. I just came home and she was dead. Like dead and no one was there. You weren’t there, I wasn’t there, Sydney wasn’t there, Avery wasn’t there, and Peyton wasn’t there and Gran just died.” 

Kate’s heart sunk. 

“I’m here now.”

Mrs. Calvert caught up to them. “Do you need to see a doctor, Abby?”

“You’re here now?” Abby said, ignoring Mrs Calvert’s concerns. “Everyone’s here now and then you’ll all be gone again.”

Kate looked up at Mrs. Calvert. “We should take her to the hospital.”

Abby jerked away from her suddenly, then stood, looking like a scared little child and not the twenty-three-year-old she was. 

“No, I’m not going there.” Abby’s voice trembled.

“We want to help,” Kate said, reaching for her. 

“I just fell,” Abby explained. “I’m not going back to that place. Ever.”

Kate stood too. “Let us clean you up then, honey,” Mrs. Calvert said. She climbed the stairs quickly and grabbed Abby’s arm. “Come on, let’s get those cuts tended to,” she said, leading her into Gran’s house. 

Kate followed behind, dialing her other sister’s number on her cell. When Peyton’s voice mail answered, she hung up and dialed Sydney instead. She picked up on the first ring. Kate quickly explained Abby’s situation and suggested meeting at Gran’s.

Sydney promised to send their father over right away after trying to reach Peyton again. Kate hung up and braced herself for the full McAdams treatment.

***
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KATE’S DAD HAD LEFT Sydney at the funeral home in order to tend to his youngest daughter. 

Kate felt guilty for leisurely taking her time in town when so much work for Gran’s funeral still had to be done.

Dread filled her heart, knowing Abby battled demons behind the emotional walls she built long ago. Would those walls crash down around her now that Gran was gone?

“Hi, sweetheart,” her father said, pulling Kate into a long, hard hug after setting two bags of take-out on the counter. 

“Hi, Daddy.” 

She squeezed back. “How are you doing?” She readied her watchful eyes to catch any little sign of alcohol or indication of lapse. Years of battling with him to leave the bottle alone had taught her what to look for.

“I’m doing alright.” He leaned against the counter, crossing his legs and his arms.

He was average height, but his face had aged quicker than the numbers on his birth certificate. The years spent drinking had caught up to him, like the beginning of a wilting flower. 

But he seemed to be sober. She prayed he could make it through another serious loss.

His eyes weren’t darting...good sign. His body wasn’t jittery...another good sign. 

“How’s Abby?” His concern seemed sincere, not the usual game he’d played so many times as a distraction from his true addictions. 

Kate breathed a sigh of relief and shrugged. 

“I don’t know. She’s an emotional mess, that’s for sure. But Mrs. Calvert got her knees cleaned up and put her to bed early.” 

Kate motioned down the hall and explained how Abby had been running and fell, scraping her leg. 

However, her minor physical injuries weren’t what bothered Kate or Mrs. Calvert the most. It was the distance Abby was putting between herself and others, shutting them out like the black curtain pulled across the window in her room, blocking the sun’s access. Abby hadn’t spoken another word to Kate since those moments on the porch.

“In the morning we’ll sit down and talk to her,” Kate said.

Her father nodded and said, “How are you doing?”

“I’m fine.” 

It was a lie, like he had just lied about how he was doing. They were all putting up faux facades to each other in order to avoid the truth, to avoid the pain.

“First time back in a very long time, Kate,” he observed with the voice of a concerned father. So many years when she’d needed him to be concerned, but he’d consoled himself in a bottle of liquor instead. Now that she was an adult, she didn’t need his concern, although she wouldn’t push it away either. 

She shrugged. “It’s no big deal, Dad.” It’s a huge deal!

“Peyton mentioned you’re staying at the Caliendo Resort?”

Kate nodded, shrugging it off like it meant nothing too, keeping her facial expressions neutral. 

She and Marc were grown adults after all. They could obviously run into one another without shouting or winding up embraced awkwardly on the floor of a sauna...weren’t they? 

Kate blamed Marc. 

He started it in that sauna with his saucy tongue. His unusually saucy tongue had her mouth now tingling.

“You could have stayed with me,” her father said, bringing her out of her reverie about Marc.

Originally, she’d intended on introducing Derek to her family and Derek wouldn’t have stayed in her father’s house. She wasn’t about to bring his name up now and go into all those details

She had put off introducing him to her family for a while. It was like her mind exploded at the thought of trying to explain their relationship, but it was probably best now because now they were nothing. They were over and done with and she was glad her family hadn’t known about him.

“Peyton was staying with you and I didn’t want to crowd the house,” she told her dad instead.

He nodded slowly. 

He probably thought there was a much deeper reason for her staying at the resort. Like Marc reasons. 

What did her father think was going to happen exactly? 

She was pretty sure her father could never imagine the trip, slap, and fall that had landed her and Marc together in a hot and steamy sauna.

Kate didn’t think it wise to go down this road with her father...or with any of her family members for that matter.

Luckily, the door burst open just then and her twin, with matching brown curls layered above her shoulders and highlighted in platinum blonde, ran straight in for a hug. 

“Oh, I missed you!” Peyton cried, her arms wrapping tightly around Kate’s shoulders in an overly extended, I’m-never-letting-go-of-you, bear hug. Kate squeezed back.

“Share.” Sydney, only a year younger, pushed Peyton off and scooped in for her own hug. “I love having you home,” she whispered. “I missed you so much.” 

Sydney had their father’s wavy, light blonde hair and light eyes, completely the opposite of all the twins.

“I missed you too, Syd.”

After hugs were completed, Kate gave them the run down on Abby as they settled around the table and pulled open the take-out bags, popping the lids off and digging into Chinese food.

Sydney’s brows maintained a furrowed position as she listened to Kate’s recounting. She looked mortified that she had missed the signs of their youngest sister’s breakdown. 

“This has all happened so quickly. First, we were at the hospital and Abby seemed fine,” Sydney said, glancing at their dad who nodded in agreement. “I mean obviously not fine, but under the circumstances.” She paused, re-thinking the situation. “Maybe she was in shock,” she offered as an explanation. “I don’t know.  She wouldn’t come home with me or Dad and said she was tired. Then I was making funeral arrangements and calling all of you and I just didn’t notice.” 

Sydney looked down at her trembling hands holding the chop sticks.

Kate touched her arm in support. “No one’s blaming you, Syd. We definitely couldn’t foresee Abby’s actions. But we should all talk to her in the morning.” 

Everyone agreed, because if this event was any indication, Abby was heading down the road to disaster. 

“Why don’t you tell us about all the arrangements?” Kate said to Sydney. “Since none of us were able to make it.” 

Sydney listed off the times and dates for the visitation, the service and the brunch afterwards. 

Then they easily moved away from the subject of death and started contributing a little part of their current lives to lighten the mood. 

Sydney bragged about her daughter, Haylee, being an “A” student in school. 

Peyton beamed about the rise in her clientele and how, if she ever decided to open a business in her house, she would now have a fantastic following to support her. 

Kent offered up some small town gossip and all the girls looked surprised that he would even know these sorts of things. He wasn’t a gossiper, nor had he ever known much about the lives of the locals in town. Even when Kate’s mother had been alive, Kent had been a family man and not a rumourmonger. 

Kate contributed her excitement on her new condo, but left out the part where Derek had been planning on moving in and was now definitely not. She didn’t want to talk about a heart breaking time in her life, but she found herself angrier for not seeing the signs and wished she could share it with her sisters. Or had she seen the signs, but simply ignored them? Maybe because she had never really cared. Had she really loved Derek? Had she really pictured a life with him? 

Those were easy questions, especially when Marc’s beautiful image now burned brightly again in her head. 

Kate had spent six years trying to eliminate that image and now it was back...but now even more gorgeous and with a little spunk. 

Why was that intriguing?

An hour later, their exhausted father announced he was heading home. “I’m going to spend the night here,” Peyton told him, declining a ride. Kent made goodbye rounds, giving hugs to each of his girls before leaving.

Then, like they’d been doing their whole life, Peyton turned the lock on the door, Kate grabbed wine glasses from the cupboard, and Sydney dug into the cleaning cupboard to pull out a bottle of hidden red wine.

They collapsed on the white wicker furniture in the heated sun room. 

Living through their dad’s drinking addiction they’d vowed to never take a sip of alcohol with him present. Deep down they all silently feared that he might slip.

“What is that delicious smell?” Peyton asked. 

The sun room smelled of lavender, citrus, vanilla and so many more alluring smells teasing their senses like a field of wild flowers.

Sydney stood. 

“Do you want to know a secret?” she teased, wiggling her hips across the room. 

The sisters laughed. 

Sydney put her finger over her lips, silently hushing them before reaching towards the large wooden doors and opening the mammoth of an antique pine cupboard. 

The aroma intensified. Inside were rows of handmade soaps.

The curious twins, ventured over, mimicking Sydney’s walk. 

The soaps were wrapped in twine and adorned with little handmade, descriptive listings, with all of the properties of the essential oils listed on the backside.

“What is this?” Kate asked. 

It couldn’t very well be Gran’s personal collection of soap since there were multiple rows of the exact same one.

“Abby started making these for her and Gran. Gran suggested when her friends started wanting them, that they sell them,” Sydney explained. 

Kate picked up a shea butter bar and smelled it.

“These are amazing. Abby made them?” Kate was surprised.

Sydney nodded. “This is her third batch and they started taking orders and delivering to friends.”

Kate was impressed. “That is wonderful. Is she enjoying it?” 

Kate would love to see Abby do anything other than waitressing in Jake’s bar. When Kate expressed her concerns to Gran about Abby’s lack of desire to acquire a career and grow up, Gran had promised Kate that Abby would find what she loved even if she had to work at Jake’s bar on her way to success. 

Kate wondered if this was Abby’s calling.

Sydney nodded. “This is amazing soap. I have to admit that I was skeptical the first time I used it, but amazed at how soft and moisturizing it is. It’s made with all natural products. No chemicals or additives are put into the soap. When you’re finished, your skin feels smoother and younger.”

Kate gave her a slanted grin. “You could be the spokesperson for this product.”

“You’re the advertising designer, maybe you should make her up some posters and flyers to help her advertise,” Sydney told Kate.

“Maybe I will.”

Sydney pulled a paper bag out of the cupboard and handed it to Kate before she resumed her position on the couch. “Just don’t forget to buy a few bars of soap before you leave,” she said. “It would mean the world to Abby.”

Of course she would...if she were leaving. Not leaving? Where did that come from? Of course she was leaving. 

Kate’s life was in the city where her career sat on hold while she figured out how she could face Derek day after day. Her condo was there, empty and alone. Kate wasn’t sure she wanted to go back to that empty condo. But what would she do here?

Kate couldn’t help thinking about Marc. He hated her. Or seemed to have hated her. Then, after they’d slipped, he’d loosened up. Maybe, just maybe he didn’t hate her so much.

Kate, you can’t go back to him. Too many secrets. So many lies.

The six years of separation didn’t fix what had happened. And she could never reveal to Marc the real reason for her departure from Willow Valley.

Kate shut the cupboard doors as if they concealed her heart and remembered why she couldn’t allow the true feelings they held to reveal themselves. Not to Marc...not even to herself. It was too hard.

Focus on the present. Focus on Abby.

Abby. What were they going to do with Abby?
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​​​Chapter Five
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MARC DROPPED HIS mother and sisters off in front of the glass double doors of the funeral home, before driving he and his uncle to a parking space in the back. The place was packed, a nice show for a woman who had invested her life back into the community.

“I’m proud of you, Marc, for putting aside your feelings regarding Kate and attending tonight,” his uncle said, as their quick strides took them across the wind-whipped parking lot. The sun settled earlier and now began dipping behind the lake, like his feelings towards Kate, shadowed in darkness.

He shrugged.

“You take it lightly but it’s difficult to get over betrayal. No matter the people involved, or the volume of the betrayal.”  His uncle spoke as if he was reliving the experience, a betrayal linked to the brothers no doubt.

While his uncle portrayed wholehearted compassion and kindness, his father had been incredulous. Which made Marc wonder if the warning his father had given him regarding his uncle on his death bed had been truthful or deceiving. Normally he’d believe the latter, however, he’d noticed Carl striving to connect with him since his father’s death. His uncle had always been there for Marc, just not so avidly. Plus he couldn’t ignore the strange up and downs with his uncle and wondered if they were tied to his father’s caution. The conflict left him feeling more exhausted than trying to catch up on his work. 

As for now, if his uncle knew about Marc’s forceful exchange with Kate, he might not be so quick to be proud of him.  “Let’s see how this plays out.” He patted his uncle’s shoulders as they rounded the front of the building.

Inside, they found the Caliendo women scattered between the three rooms opened for visitation. Situated in an old Victorian home that had long since been transformed into one of the two funeral homes in town, the grand foyer displayed a large winding staircase located at the heart of the house. The main areas on each side wrapped around behind the staircase and connected at the back. 

With no line up to give condolences to the McAdams family, Carl quickly found a group of acquaintances. Marc didn’t mind his uncle’s departure as the casual visitation gave him an opportunity to do what he’d come to do: give Kate a proper apology.

The rooms were separated by large columns or French doors propped open with cast urns filled with cascading flowers. He found crowds of people in each room, recognizing plenty of business owners likely stopping by on their way home from work. Unfortunately, being who he was, he found himself unable to simply walk around and zero in on Kate. Caliendos were expected to socialize. People didn’t allow him to pass without a greeting. Some inquired about the resort, others about his family, while others wanted to share a piece of their business or family with him. He was getting used to the friendly banter, since making sure guests were always satisfied was a big part of his job at the resort. However, when he spotted Izzy hanging out with their sister Emma, he found it rather odd she hadn’t scoped out Abby. The two were basically inseparable, always had been.

As he walked into the second room, he stopped by Grace McAdams’s casket. Assorted fresh flowers brightened the area, and he silently paid his respects before moving through the next set of doors and finally spotting Kate. 

She stood to the side of the room, rearranging coffee mugs and napkins at a small beverage and snack table—alone. He was thankful that less people had gathered in this room. 

He nodded at guests, quick and brisk, brushing them off, having now had his share of small talk and heading directly toward Kate.

As he approached the table, she took no notice, her eyes lost in her own deep thoughts, giving him the opportunity to notice her shimmering long-sleeved, fitted black dress with a delicately crocheted neckline. He preferred her curls loose and wild, but they were pulled up and fastened around the back of her head, sleek and professional...nothing like they had been in that sauna. Get the thoughts of the sauna out of your head!

Casually, he picked up a mug and set it in her row. “I can’t stand it when the mugs aren’t sorted at such events.”

She looked up, her eyes drawn together in confusion at first, until she found his and hers lightened. A brightening pink tinge of embarrassment stained her cheeks.

“Busted.” She set two mugs, rim down, on the table and clasped her hands together, as though they couldn’t stay apart. He could hold them apart. 

Enough.

Minutes of silence passed before a couple came to the table for coffee. Marc touched the small of Kate’s back, guiding her away for private moment. “I wanted to give my condolences for Grace.”

She half-smiled at him. “Thank you.”

“I also wanted to apologize for the way I spoke to you yesterday.”

Her smile lifted. “It should be me apologizing. I offended you using your father which was inconsiderate with his passing not that long ago.”

He hadn’t even considered that. Maybe it would have saved him the drive here: an eye for an eye. 

“I guess we both said things we didn’t mean.”

Her smile shyly transformed. “I suppose we did.”

Awkwardness, that had never interrupted them before, surrounded them both now.

“How’s your knee?” he asked.

“I think I’ll survive.”

Another wave of awkward silence passed.

Finally, Kate cleared her throat. “Marc, since you’re here, I think I should clarify what happened yesterday, um, after the fighting, you know...” She looked flustered. “I didn’t come here looking for a relationship.”

He agreed with her one hundred percent and then some. “I didn’t come here looking for anything.”

She gave her head a little shake. “Of course you didn’t. You probably have a girlfriend, or fiancée. There’s no ring on your finger, so I know there’s no wife and if there was a wife I’m sure Gran would have told me and—”

He touched her hand to silence her. She was rambling. So unlike her.

“I do not have any of the above.”

Her head whipped up. “I wasn’t meaning to pry, I...” She took a deep breath and smiled. “I actually hate this, being here.”

“Back in Willow Valley?”

She shook her head. “No, not at all. I like being back here.” He wondered why she hadn’t come back before now, but wasn’t that exactly Violet’s predicament. “It’s here.” She glanced at Grace’s casket, then around the room and he knew where her thoughts had been when he’d arrived. She’d been thinking about when they’d been here last. She’d been thinking about her mother, Annabelle. 

Suddenly, he found himself lost with her, bringing back a slew of memories and emotions. None of which included her leaving him broken hearted. This evening he was just a man standing beside his best friend, whose eyes he couldn’t stomach to see filled with so much grief. It felt like they’d been transported back in time and it was her mother in the coffin instead of Gran. Kate had been by his side, supporting him for years, while growing up with a strict father. Her mother’s funeral had been his turn to be the strong person she needed him to be.

Without thinking, he wrapped his hand around hers. Her fingers trembled, but she didn’t pull away. “Come on.” When she didn’t argue, he led her through a back door, just as they had done on that sunny day she buried her mother. He led her down a hall and into the staff kitchen. 

Two older, grey-haired ladies smiled at them as they entered.

“Marc, what are you doing?” She sent them an apologetic and slightly embarrassed smile.

“Do you ladies know if you might have some ice cream in that freezer?” He felt her hand tighten around his. He couldn’t tell if she was excited or mortified. The young Kate would have been thrilled, the older Kate...he didn’t know at all.

The shorter, more round of the two ladies stopped what she was working on and flashed them a friendly smile. “I think we do.” She bustled her way around the kitchen, fetching ice cream out of the freezer and bowls from the cupboard. She glanced at them over her shoulder. “One bowl or two?”

“One is fine,” he answered. 

She handed them one bowl of heaping vanilla ice cream with two spoons, and went back to her work, casually, as though sneaking into the kitchen for ice cream was a common occurrence.

Finding another staircase between the kitchen and visitation room, they stopped to sit.

“I can’t believe you did that.” Kate held a spoon out for him, a shocked grin spread across her face. 

He didn’t have the same passion for ice cream as she did, but he took a spoonful. “I wanted ice cream.”

She laughed. “I don’t believe you.”

He winked at her. “I guess you’ll never know.”

She quietly ate her ice cream. He could see the weight of her grief lift a little bit and the weight of his conscience lifted along with it.

“Why are you being so nice to me?” Her serious voice scratched his conscious.

“Why wouldn’t I?”

“You know why.”

Resting his elbows on his knees, he gazed at the side of her soft face. “You were my friend Kate, long before you were my girl. I wish you would have remembered that before you left.”

Her eyes lifted to his, so beautiful yet so full of sadness. “I never forgot.”

Why did you leave? Without a word?

He didn’t ask, so she gave no answer. After another brief, silent moment, she turned her attention back to the ice cream.

He inwardly chuckled as she watched her devour the cold mountain. Some things never changed.

“Do you remember the first time we met?” she asked.

How could he forget? She’d taken his older brother, who had towered over her in height and age, to his knees without a doubt in her mind that she couldn’t. At the time, he’d worshipped the small, outgoing girl who’d rounded the resort corner and intervened in the brotherly bullying. Corbin hadn’t gotten one more page ripped out of Marc’s book before she made him cry like a baby. 

Now, Marc wished he could go back for one moment to spend with his brother, watch him tear out a page, punch his shoulder...anything.

Too much death today; too many bad memories. 

“I do,” he said.

She laughed. “You were so scrawny, like this skinny, geeky ten-year-old.” She laughed. “You had thin-rimmed, round glasses like Harry Potter.”

He tilted a look at her. “I thought we were done with the insults.”

She smiled.

“You were this wild spark with such determination,” he said.

She pursed her lips, considering his words. “I’m sure I looked like a wild, unkempt brat. Remember my hair?” She put her hands beside her hair making a full motion. “I bet my jeans had been ripped.”

He nodded. “Yes, they were ripped.”

“Probably oil on my face.”

“Dirt down your shirt.”

She laughed. “I don’t understand how we just clicked. You know?”

He nudged her side lightly with his elbow. “You were my hero, didn’t you know?”

A humourless laugh passed her lips. “I don’t think that’s an accurate title.”

“My brother never bothered me again after that day.” Of course he had only lived four years longer before the car crash had taken his life.

“I’m surprised your mom invited me back.” She glanced down the hall. “Is Eliza here?”

He nodded. “I was her favorite child and she couldn’t say no to me.”

Kate laughed. “Oh, stop. Your mom never played favorites.” She pointed a finger at him. “She probably thought you could use a bodyguard.”

“That must have been it.” He leaned back, pretending to evaluate her. “You’re awfully full of yourself.”

“Well, I was your hero.”

They both fell into a laughter that didn’t last nearly long enough before Kate stretched her legs out. “I should probably get back.” 

They stood. 

“Wait.” She turned to face him. “Did you come with Izzy?”

He nodded.

A smile of relief stole her lips. He knew every last one of her smiles.

“Thank you for the ice cream...the distraction.” She handed him the bowl. “Abby disappeared again this morning. She keeps vanishing without a word, but I bet your sister can pinpoint her exact location.”

She took a few steps, stopped and turned back to him. “I’m sorry about your dad. No matter what he was to anyone, he was your dad.” 

He was an adult bully who had rubbed off on Corbin.

“And...” She straightened, taking a deep breath. “I’m sorry, Marc.”

“For?”

Her eyes didn’t budge from his. “You know what for.”

He nodded his understanding. He wasn’t sure that he accepted the apology without an explanation, but he acknowledged it.
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​​​Chapter Six
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KATE TUGGED ABBY through the resort’s automatic double doors. One arm encircled in her sisters, in a deadly grip, she headed straight to the elevator at a quicker pace than her rebelling sister’s short steps across the parking lot had been. 

She thought it much classier than the alternative: dragging her by the sleeve of her jacket. Although Kate wouldn’t call the material Abby was wearing in this cold weather a jacket. More like a knitted windbreaker. She had to pick her battles and her sister’s attire wasn’t among the ones worth fighting at this moment.

After a tiresome, day long game of hide and seek, Izzy had finally broken down and told Kate where to find Abby. Her sister had spent the day hiding away above Mrs. Calvert’s bakery in Mr. Brown Eyes, biker man’s apartment!

He looked like a whole lot of trouble that Kate did not want her sister engaged with. Tattoos down his thickly built arms, holes where piercings had obviously once adorned his rugged and dangerous looking face and the leather jacket he wore only added to the mysterious uncertainty she felt about him. Even though he was connected with Mrs. Calvert, Kate was convinced he must have done something bad....at some point in his life. No one like that just started working in a bakery. Maybe he was a fantastic chef or something, but his eyes spoke of a dark past and Kate didn’t want that for Abby. Especially not right now when Abby’s thoughts were scattered...much like her attendance.

Now as they crossed the lobby, Abby’s boots scraped across the marble floor like those of a pouting child. Kate couldn’t believe her sister’s lack of responsibility. When she’d been Abby’s age, she’d moved away from home, gone to school, and started interning at an advertising company. 

Abby on the other hand, although well schooled, thanks to the money Kate had set aside for her—money she’d regretted taking all those years ago, but hadn’t had another choice—spent her nights waitressing at Jake’s bar and apparently dabbling in soap making. 

How serious was soap making as a career?

If Abby had an ounce of responsibility, they could discuss business prospects rather than whether she trusted her not to run away again.

The extraordinary crystal chandelier above cast beams of light across Abby’s tear-stained face. Her pale-colored skin today was quite the opposite from her normally dark-lined cat eyes and deep blush accenting her high cheekbones. She’d probably exhausted herself from creatively hiding from her sisters for the past couple days when she should have been actually dealing with the grief of Gran’s death.

When they turned in the opposite direction of the check-in desk, out of listening ears, her sister murmured, “I don’t understand why you even care.”

Was she serious? 

Everything Kate had given up had been for Abby and her other siblings. Did they think their trust funds for college had just appeared out of thin air? Kate had given up her life so they could live more comfortably than their father provided. At the time, she’d been offered two choices: stay and suffer the consequences or go. She’d chosen to put her family first and had walked away. She’d always put them before herself.

“You know I care.”

“You have a funny way of showing it...moving across the country, starting a new life somewhere else as if this one wasn’t good enough for you. And not once, ever, coming home.”

I couldn’t and you can’t possibly understand why.

As they arrived at the mirrored bank of elevators, Kate let her sister’s arm go and took her frustration out on the “up” button. 

In case her sister decided to run, Kate mentally prepared herself to chase her down the long halls, heels and all, and tackle her to the ground, even wearing her tightly-fitted dress.

“Why don’t we talk about the present. Today was important, Abby. You were expected to be at the visitation. And what did you do? You snuck away.” Kate leaned against the wall, folding her arms over her chest. “And you know what the worst part was? You didn’t even let any of us know where you were, or that you were okay.”

Abby leaned against the wall across from her, arms folded in a similar fashion. She lazily looked up at her sister. “So let me get this straight. You would like me to check in with you? For the few days that you’re here? And when you leave, we can continue our normal lives with no contact. Is that accurate?”

They texted each other every single day! All their sisters did, but this sister was just being abnormally frustrating. 

It’s because she’s hurting.

“I would rather you talk to me instead of pushing me away with insults.”

“I would rather not talk at all.”

That would probably be wise, at least until they got to her room where the walls wouldn’t be listening. “Finally, we agree on something.”

“Whatever’s easiest for you. It’s kinda like running away.”

Argh! She was relentless!

Kate rolled her eyes before catching Izzy tromping toward them. From the not-so-innocent grin Izzy and Abby flashed each other, it left no doubt in Kate’s mind that the texting madness Abby exhibited the whole ride here had been these two preparing a getaway plan.

The friends embraced in a long, overly exaggerated hug, meshing together their similar outfits which consisted of tights and long chiffon blouses.

Izzy pulled away first, squeezing the sides of her friend’s arms. “Hey, fancy running into you here.”

Fancy? What young adult used such terminology, unless rehearsed? And was that a wink she caught from Izzy? Undeniably. 

Kate forced a half smile, anticipating an oncoming disagreement. 

Little brats. 

“Abby, why don’t you come to dinner?” Izzy batted her thick eyelashes, playing on an innocent smile.  “With me and the family.”

Kate skeptically watched the women initiating their getaway plan. Dinner? She didn’t buy that for one second.

The elevator doors opened and Kate tugged her sister inside with Izzy chatting away and joining them. She couldn’t very well forbid the blonde from entering the elevator since her family owned it, but the thought did cross her mind.

As the door began to slide shut, she heard Abby agreeing to Izzy’s plans. Kate mentally strategized a game plan of her own to prevent losing sight of her sister tonight. They needed to talk, put all their feelings on the table and hash everything out. Sure, Kate couldn’t disclose her exact reasons for leaving, but she could listen and sometimes listening was more effective than talking. And, it absolutely had to happen before tomorrow morning to prevent Abby from having a breakdown during the service.

A hand slipped between the closing doors and a deep voice asked them to hold the elevator. Kate pressed the open button as Marc slipped inside and the doors slid together behind him.

Suddenly, the large, mirror-lined elevator felt like her tiny childhood closet. Marc’s expensive taste in brand name cologne invaded every inch of available air and Kate suddenly found it hard to breathe.

His smile slipped a bit at the sight of all the girls inside. For a moment, he looked ready to jump back out of the elevator. Although he’d been nice to her at the visitation, not an hour earlier, she knew it had been out of respect for her loss. It didn’t automatically put them into the “friends” category.

“Good evening.”

Izzy latched onto her brother’s arm, filling him in on her generous invitation, aka the “secret escape plan.”

Kate decided to intervene, hoping Marc’s presence would make it easier to thwart the girl’s plan and get Abby all to herself. “Izzy, that’s super sweet and thank you. But we’ve just returned from the visitation, so I think we’re just going to retire to our room for the night. Order some room service.”

“Don’t be silly.” Izzy waved her hand at Kate. “We’re eating at the pub and the food is way better than ordering in.” She made a face as if to suggest that the take-out in this five-star resort was appalling. “You can come too, Kate.”

“Oh.” Kate watched her plan plummeting with this pushy Caliendo. “No, thank you. I can’t intrude.”

“Yes you can.  It’s been too long since we’ve seen you. Everyone would be so excited! I mean, you used to always be around.” She only knew half the truth of that. Kate had spent muck more time at the resort looking for her father to sober him up after receiving a call from one of his co-workers that he’d shown up sloshed again. 

Ultimately, her visits to the resort after her mom had died had turned into a routine of sneaking around finishing her dad’s duties while he slept it off in the lunch room. They couldn’t have afforded to live without his paycheque. The work had left her only a few minutes to sneak with Marc before her next responsibility, the care of her siblings, had dragged her away.

Kate stole a glance at Marc. She smiled inwardly at the memories of him helping her sneak her father out of the resort and driving them home, his offers to help her with money, the nights he stayed and cooked her siblings’ supper because she was off making sure their dad wasn’t dead in a ditch. Marc’s eyes were on her, too, grave with sympathy, as if he were reliving the memories with her.

“That was a long time ago.” Abby’s ungrateful and condescending voice sliced through the memories. She had no idea the sacrifices Kate had made when their mom died. Maybe it was about time Kate filled her in.

“We really can’t...”

“Don’t speak for me.” Abby pushed off the wall. “I’m going.” 

Stubborn little spark.

Kate held her breath for a second, forcing herself not to show the exasperation she was feeling from her toes all the way up to her clenched hands—hands that were fighting against lashing out at her sister and shaking some sense into her.

“Marc, convince Kate to join us.” Izzy tugged his arm and laid her head on his shoulder to stare up at him with dramatically big, round puppy-dog eyes.

Kate would guess that he’d agree they’d already spent more than enough time together.

Marc smiled at Kate. “Kate doesn’t need my convincing, but you’re more than welcome to join us.” His eyes flickered to Abby and then back to her. “It might be a nice distraction for you two.”

Kate’s insides tingled, never having allowed herself to dream Marc would ever talk to her again, let alone invite her to a family dinner. Then again, she’d never allowed herself to dream of ever stepping foot back in this resort—or into Willow Valley—in the first place.

Izzy jumped away from her brother and clapped her hands in delight. “An awesome distraction. So it’s settled. You two are coming to supper.” 

Kate eyed the blonde and herself and wondered when Izzy had gone from requesting Kate’s help to assisting Abby with escaping from her. 

Before Kate could object, she’d somehow agreed to supper, and they were entering the music-filled, overflowing pub packed with a lively bunch of people. The bar and grill style eatery had flat screens lined up on the barn board walls displaying different sports games. A bar room with pub tables and stools, sat to the right side of a maze of separate booths and open tables.

Izzy pulled Abby in front and led the way to their table in a speedy fashion, leaving Kate to walk beside Marc. 

The walkways were snug with guests pushing their seats into the aisles as they ate and drank, enjoying their retreat getaway, forcing Marc and Kate to walk front to back...and too close for Kate’s comfort.

“I’m sorry we’re intruding on your family,” she said to Marc as he paused to let her go first between two chairs.

“We will call it even after I enjoy watching you squirm.”

She turned suddenly, taken aback by his teasing words. “Why would I squirm?”

His body collided against hers...again. She flushed and quickly apologized.

He grinned. “If I didn’t know better, and I suspect I do,” he clarified, taking a deep breath against her body, his warmth sneaking through her clothes and tickling her skin. “I would think you are trying to seduce me.”

She rolled her eyes and shook her head at the same time.  “If I was trying to seduce you, there wouldn’t be any question in your mind.” She turned not giving him a chance for a comeback. 

Why had she turned in the first place?

“I can’t giveaway all my secrets,” he said with a wink.

Secrets. He had no idea about her secrets. Although, she was certain he might be discovering more than he’d bargained for since his father’s death. Another reason to make her uneasy, another reason she shouldn’t have booked a room in his hotel. 

Two more days.

She didn’t press the issue further. Soon they arrived where the Caliendos were already engaged in laughter and conversation, and she discovered the root of his threat. 

The sight of her teenage rival Melissa Carter, she had to admit, had her insides curdling. By the surprised look Melissa quickly wiped away, Kate guessed she wasn’t too happy with their dinner guest, either. 

Marc’s mother, on the other hand, looked delighted with Kate and Abby’s attendance. “How lovely, Katherine McAdams, come and sit.” She swept her hand across the long table at the empty chair in front of Kate, then thought better and stood up. “Let me get another hug first.” 

She came rushing around the table as Izzy dragged Abby to the far, opposite side...an easier escape route.

Eliza pulled Kate into an extended hug, whispering her condolences, once again. “We have missed you around here.” She pulled away and examined Kate, from her tamed curls all the way down to her designer heels. “You are beautiful. Isn’t she beautiful, Marc?” Kate looked up at Marc, still standing beside her, and wondered if he would answer or not.

He didn’t even flinch. “Yes, beautiful.”

Kate swallowed hard.

Eliza moved to Marc and gave him a hug. “Not sure what happened to this one.” With Marc’s arm wrapped around his mother’s shoulder, she lightly patted his middle.

“Thanks, Mother.”

Eliza laughed, reached up and kissed his cheek while patting the other. “Sit, sit, sit you two.”

Kate’s empty chair sat directly across from her arched-enemy. She couldn’t help but wonder if Melissa and Marc were an item. No. He’d made it clear earlier that there was no woman in his life. Not that it mattered who he dated. But Melissa? No. She decided Melissa’s presence was due to her closeness with one of Marc’s sisters.

“Let the games begin,” Marc whispered in her ear before moving around the table to sit beside Melissa. Kate didn’t miss the mischievous grin on his face.

“It’s nice of you to join us,” Carl said, sitting next to her. He’d had always been nice to the staff, Kate’s father included, but she still wondered if he’d been involved or knew about Robert’s undisclosed arrangements. 

Kate smiled at him. “It was nice to be invited.” Had lying become second nature to her because she seemed to pull it off like a pro.

“You’re always welcome here.” Maybe he didn’t know a thing. If he didn’t know, then maybe Marc would never know. If Robert had taken his secrets to the grave, Kate would finally be able to breathe. 

“Thank you.” 

He picked up his drink. “How long are you in town for?” he asked before taking a sip.

“I leave Friday.” As long as everything is settled by then, but she didn’t add that part.

The table engaged in some small talk before dinner was served. A few more questions were directed at Kate, but, all in all, everyone seemed surprisingly respectful of her privacy. They didn’t pry or seem angry that she had left Marc all those years ago. She hadn’t been sure what to expect, but this reception was most delightful.

All seemed to be going smoothly and Kate felt herself relaxing more than she had in years. That was, right up until after dinner, when, as anticipated, Izzy and Abby excused themselves. 

Izzy kissed her mom’s cheek and talked the whole way around the table, not allowing another person the opportunity to get a word in, until her and Abby had faded discretely into the crowd.

Were they kidding? 

Kate’s insides boiled and she wished she could curse her sister straight up to her suite. Since that wasn’t realistic, she forced a friendly smile, and rose from her chair, her eyes watching her sister’s backside escape through the crowd. 

“Excuse me for a quick second.” She glanced back and caught Marc’s concerned look, but didn’t have time to explain, nor did she want to with a table full of his family.

She stormed out of the pub and cried out to her sister as she made her way down the hall. 

“Abby!”

Surprisingly, her sister stopped and turned, even against Izzy’s pulling hand. Abby met Kate halfway, leaving Izzy to flirt with a passing employee. 

“Where are you going?”

“Kate, I just need some space.”

“From me?  From your family?”

“It’s not about you.” She rolled her eyes. “Okay, it’s a little about you.”

“Abby...”

Her sister cut her off by pulling her into an unexpected hug.  “Top floor, room 37. I will see you later tonight. I promise.”

And just like that, her baby sister disappeared with her friend down the hall. A sad feeling began to stir in Kate’s stomach. While she’d been away, it had been Izzy who had been there for Abby. For reasons she could never explain, Kate had abandoned her. She wouldn’t let herself wonder what it would have been like if she’d stayed. If only she’d stood up and faced things head on. But she would have hit a wall and the people around her would have suffered. She’d been cornered. Even as an adult, she knew staying would’ve put everyone she loved in jeopardy. Some men’s threats weren’t empty.
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​​​Chapter Seven
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MARC CONSIDERED FOLLOWING Kate out of the pub. He was disappointed with Izzy for getting involved in an obvious McAdams’ family dilemma.

But how would leaving look to his family who were deep in conversation about the Snowflake Ball? He’d had enough of their concerned looks and unannounced visits that chasing after her now would make him appear to be the love-struck, heartbroken, emotionally attached fool they all hoped he wasn’t.

He weighed the options dancing around in his head, and discovered he didn’t care what they thought. Not when it came to Kate. 

He threw down the napkin he hadn’t realized he’d been twisting in his hands beside his plate. He could relate to having a whirlwind sister and wondered how no one else saw the situation happening in front of them. He settled on believing that logic, even though, deep down, he knew there was more. There was always more with her.

A hand rested on his shoulder, keeping him grounded as he was about to stand. “I’ll go check,” Violet’s soft voice whispered to him. “She left her jacket and purse.” She nodded across the table, giving his shoulder a reassuring squeeze before merging into the crowded pub.

“Where is she off to?” His body tensed as Melissa lightly nudged his side. She wasn’t a touchy person, so the contact alerted alarms in him of her expectations. How many times did he have to tell her that he wasn’t interested?

He cleared his throat and, without looking at her, said, “She wanted to talk to Izzy.” He should have felt bad about lying, and almost felt tempted to reveal the truth about his sister checking on Kate for him. Maybe it would clarify his lack of feelings for Melissa. However, now wasn’t an appropriate time.

Focusing on the conversation at hand felt impossible. Snowflake decorations and blue twinkling lights didn’t appeal to him. Kate’s state of mind did. It wasn’t until he spotted Violet and Kate laughing and smiling their way back through the tables that he felt better.

Better how? And why?

He almost excused himself then, knowing the protective desire he felt for Kate could only lead to more trouble. But friends protected each other, right?

“Is everything alright?” his mother asked when Violet and Kate returned, saving him the words sitting on the tip of his tongue.

Kate nodded. “Yes, thank you.” She settled back in her seat and his uncle whispered something to her, bringing about a true rumble of laughter. While happy to see her smile, he wished it were him next to Kate, whispering jokes in her ear.

“Kate, did you come alone?” Melissa’s question brought the table conversation to an abrupt halt. The silence which fell upon them was deafening. Only the sounds from his sister’s kids bounced around their table, their little minds unaware the air had shifted around them. 

Melissa made sure everyone else was focused on Kate. Her face altered as she switched gears from the enjoyable conversation with his uncle to Melissa’s meddling ways. He noted the ever so slightly tightening of her jaw and raise of her eyebrows. He doubted anyone else recognized the building of her protective wall.

She smiled for the rest of the table, certainly not for Melissa, and answered in a surprisingly cool manner. “Yes, I did.” This was a new side of Kate he hadn’t seen before. Able to mask her emotions, keep her temper in check and remain collected...like his family. He didn’t like it. Where was the spunky girl he remembered?

Melissa smiled back, first-class at disguising her true feelings. He couldn’t put his finger on it. But right now, the hatred between the arched-enemies sizzled between them, like an electric charge ready to split.

“There’s no special someone in your life? Boyfriend? Fiancé? Husband?” Melissa’s condescending voice grated Marc’s nerves. If he hadn’t wanted to know the answer himself, he may have put a stop to her ignorance. But Kate could hold her ground.

A few seconds silently ticked by and Kate’s stare never wavered from Melissa’s. 

Finally, Kate’s lips cracked with the tiniest patronizing smile. “He certainly wouldn’t be missing my grandmother’s funeral, if there was.”

Was that relief that calmed his anxious body? And since when had he felt anxious? Childhood, before Kate had swept into his life and taught him to stop hiding from fear. Watching her now, he was proud she hadn’t left that part of her when she’d disappeared. 

Disappeared. The constant reminder of her betrayal circled his heart, squeezing timely signals to keep his feelings for her at bay.

It wasn’t until the table resumed its casual chatter, and Kate continued to sip her drink, that Melissa said, “That’s a shame. I guess the grass isn’t always greener on the other side of the fence.”

Kate’s eyes widened at Melissa’s none-to-subtle jab. “I don’t see a ring on your finger, Melissa.” Her eyes fluttered to Melissa’s ring finger and back up again. “No someone special for you, either? Daddy didn’t set you up with one of his top five choices? Or maybe they had better options?”

Melissa’s facial features didn’t miss a beat, remaining cool, calm and collected, just like the Carters and Caliendos had been raised. “There’s always been someone special in my life.” Marc didn’t have to look at Melissa to see she’d inched closer to him. He could feel her body heat, the closeness without any touching and the insinuation that she presented with the movement.

“And sometimes learning when to halt the chase is better than being dragged behind.” Before Melissa had an opportunity to, undoubtedly, take another jab, Kate looked at Marc. “Did you get that sauna lock fixed?”

Topic changed, with a dash of curiosity—a classic Kate move. Maybe not as blunt as the feisty brunette had once been, but none-the-less it got the point across. And he saw exactly where her line of questioning was leading. But he didn’t mind. Putting doubt and uncertainty into Melissa’s idyllic notion of them was the path he’d like to travel.

He nodded, drinking a mouthful of his beer. “I sure did.” 

Kate’s apologetic appearance was anything but convincing. Adorable, but not convincing. “I probably did a number on it with that screwdriver.”

“You and Marc were in the sauna together?” Eliza shot her son a questioning look as Kate sent him a teasing smirk.

“It’s a funny story,” Kate began and Marc leaned further back in his chair, enjoying the genuine smile on her face. “When I arrived here yesterday I thought, what better way to relax than a steaming hot sauna?” She shrugged. “So I headed down to the ‘adults only’ area.” She looked at Eliza. “Which, by the way, is a marvelous feature for the resort. Anyway, it was extremely hot in the sauna. It hit me right through the doors and, speaking of doors...” She glanced over at Marc. “What was it you said I did?” she innocently asked, biting her lower lip and tapping her finger on her chin, pretending hard to remember his wording.

This was going to get a rise out of his mother for weeks, and not likely in a good way. He grinned. “Blatantly ignored the sign.”

Surprised gasps spun into laughter. She’d always been able to make a table laugh. Although, in the past, the company had usually been her sulking sisters during one of their parentless nights and Kate’s goal then had been to convert their frowns into smiles and laughter.

Now she clapped her hands together and pointed at Marc. “YES! That was it!”

“Marc, you did not.” Even his mother couldn’t hide the smirk on her lips.

“He did,” Kate insisted. “All because I missed the tiny little ‘out of order’ sign.” She parted her thumb and pointer finger an inch to indicate how small the sign had been. “Which he politely pointed out to me after I locked us in.” 

“You were locked in the sauna?” his six-year old nephew called from the other end of the table. “I’m not even allowed in there. How long were you locked in? Were you hot? Did you melt? Because Momma’s always saying it’s too hot for us and will melt us into a pool of goo.”

“Almost buddy. It was steaming hot and with the thermostat broken we were starting to melt.” Steaming with hot, bare skin everywhere.

“Picture this.” Kate held up her hands. “Imagine my surprise, finding Marc in the sauna, wearing his expensive suit, dripping sweat down his face and holding a screwdriver.” Her gaze locked with his eyes for a moment before returning to the crowd. “Because, as we all know, he’s not really as handy as he thinks he is.”

Another round of laughter made its way around the table.

“I let him at it for a little bit, but when I couldn’t stand the heat anymore I bumped him out of the way.” She looked at him with a mischievous grin. “Literally, I set him on his rear end.”

More laughter erupted and she winked at him.

“And I wasn’t alone,” he added. “She came tumbling down with me.”

Kate’s eyes widened and her cheeks flushed. 

Melissa coughed. Soon his chuckle spread like contagious laughter and the table roared.

Kate glanced down the table at his nephew. “And then I fixed the thermostat before popping the door knob open and saving us from melting into goo.”

That wasn’t exactly the details he remembered.

“So you’re like a superhero?”

She shrugged. “I guess.”

“You told us you’d fixed the thermostat,” Violet said to Marc.

Technically, he’d said it was fixed and hadn’t included the specifics. He had purposely been trying to avoid the cat and mouse game he was sure to have with each pair of those curious eyes.

Kate laughed. “If passing me a screwdriver is fixing it.”

“At least we had one McAdams to save our day,” his mother praised.

Taking another sip of his beer, he considered this might actually work to deter Melissa from engaging in flirtation. The only downside would be Kate leaving.

The table resumed the Snowflake Ball conversation when the waiter came to refill drinks, Kate declined, politely excusing herself before the rest, with courteous appreciation for the meal invitation before insisting on paying. His mother wouldn’t hear of it.

“Don’t be shy, Kate. Next time you’re in town drop by and say hello.” His mother moved around the table to give her another hug. “Maybe we will see you again before you go.”

“That would be nice. Thank you, again.”

Marc rose with Kate, offering to walk her out. He would have argued that the talk of snow, icicles and fondant-shaped snowflake cupcakes were the basis of his quick departure, but no one would have believed it anyway. Placing his hand on the small of her back, he directed her out of the pub. The tables were still full and likely booked up until ten that evening. Colder months always filled the indoor restaurants quicker.

Kate giggled on their way down the hall to the elevator.

He tilted his head at her. “What’s so entertaining?”

She shook her head and looked up at him with her beautiful brown eyes. “I’m sorry if that was inappropriate with Melissa, but that girl prickles me in a way I can’t explain.” She groaned. “She turns me back in time to a crazy love-struck teenager defending what’s mine.” As the words came out, her eyes snapped up to his. “Sorry, that was completely inappropriate.”

Inappropriate, and yet, stroked his curiosity. Bad habits die hard, or was there a deeper reason for her leaving him? Did she regret it? Did it matter to him if she did? 

“She kind of asked for it.”

Kate laughed, but he heard the awkward relief of the sound. “She totally did, didn’t she?” 

They stopped at the elevators and he pressed the button. 

“Thanks for supper. You were right and although Abby took off, it was a nice distraction. Now I have to impatiently wait for my sister to return from whatever adventure she’s having with your sister.” Her fingers tightened around her purse strap. “That girl is driving me nuts.”

“I can relate. Remember who she’s run off with. I’m sure their adventure is getting them both into unnecessary trouble.”

“Don’t tell me that.” 

The elevator opened and Kate thanked him again before stepping in. He didn’t feel nearly ready to let her go...again. He stepped inside the elevator with her.

She looked surprised when he hit the button for her floor. “Directly to my door, that’s service,” she teased.

He smiled. “It’s not that unselfish,” he said, as each floor they passed sounded a little beep.

When the doors slid opened, he walked her to her room. She pulled her key card from her purse and looked up at him. “I’m not asking you in.”

He leaned his side against the doorframe, hovering above her so close that her vanilla scent wafted around him. “Ask me in, Kate.”

She stared up at him with pleading eyes. “Marc,” she whispered.

Leaning his arm above the door frame, he sheltered them from anyone who might pass. If this was as far as they went, he had to ask now, he had to know, without any interruptions. The closure he claimed he didn’t need, surfaced in the close proximately to possibly knowing the answer. 

“Why did you leave me?” 

There it was, the question that had plagued him all these years. After learning to live with it, he realized he’d only been burying it.

Her eyes filled with pain, but she didn’t swipe her card to escape the question. She didn’t run away like she’d done so many years ago, for that even, he was grateful. 

“My mom had left money to all of us in a trust fund for college. Maybe it had to do with her insurance after her death, I’m not sure. My dad didn’t tell any of us and one day, when I was cleaning, I found the papers, letters, everything he had stashed away.” She took a deep breath. “I had to go. Marc, I had to see what else was out there. I know you can’t understand because you’ve always had money and traveled, but I haven’t.”

He would have given her anything, taken her anywhere once his trust fund was handed over to him after university and they could have done it together. 

“I had to go and see what was out there. For me. And if I’d told you, I wouldn’t have been able to leave you. But, when I got there, I realized...” She paused, sucking in a hard breath. “I didn’t want to come back.”

Her eyes apologized for the harsh truth that stung his heart like a bee sting, quick and immediate. This was what he wanted. As painful as it was, the truth would help him to move on with his life. To move on without her.

Not about to make a complete fool of himself by inquiring about a love that had clearly been one-sided, he nodded his understanding and held out his hand. “Friends?”

She half smiled and accepted his hand. “Always.”
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​​​Chapter Eight
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KATE WOKE UP before five the next morning. Alone. No Abby.

She texted her sisters, arranging to meet at Gran’s house before they headed to the funeral home, and before Abby could escape them, again. 

Arriving to the smell of a strong pot of coffee, Kate hugged her sisters and they all silently nibbled on some baked goods from Mrs. Calvert’s while waiting for Abby to awake from down the hall. 

They all wore their black dresses: Kate a full-length, fitted wool dress, Sydney a lace covered dress that fell just below her knees, and Peyton in a chiffon dress with a string waist.

The hushed room filled with anticipation and anxiety until Abby finally stumbled into the kitchen, hung-over.

“Morning,” the sisters greeted her in unison, smiles on their faces, for now. In a few short hours, trembling frowns and tears would replace their joyous manner.

Abby paused in the doorway, her eyes swollen and bloodshot, her rock star-looking hair frizzed in every which direction. She wore only an oversized t-shirt with no pants. “What are you all doing here?” She rubbed her eyes.

Peyton set down her coffee. “We’re here to rage.” 

Kate grinned against her better judgement.

Abby stared at them dumbfounded.

“I’m pissed I never opened my own business,” Peyton said, announcing the same regret she’d confided in them over and over again. 

Abby’s face squished together. “Huh?”

“I’m pissed I missed all my teenage years because I got pregnant at sixteen.” Sydney started her statement boldly, then lowered down to her usual sweetness and quickly clarified, “Although I love Haylee and wouldn’t trade her for anything.”

Peyton slanted a look in her direction. “Isn’t that cheating? You can’t add a positive to a negative or it equals out. You could look at it that way or you could look at it as though the positive wouldn’t have happened without the negative.”

“I think we’ll let that slide because we all love Haylee,” Kate said. “Even though technically that’s not raging, it’s rationalizing.” She winked at her sister who stuck out her tongue.

“What’s going on?” Abby looked at her sisters.

“I’m pissed that I didn’t come home to visit Gran more,” Kate continued. “To visit all of you more.” She looked at Abby. “Your turn.”

Abby’s sleepy eyes darted from one sister to the next. “You three are crazy. I wish Avery was here because he would agree with me.”

Kate touched her arm. “And Avery would be here if he could, but he signed a contract and he’s halfway around the world touring. Come on Abby, rage it out.”

“I’m pissed you drank all my coffee.” Her mild tone was followed by a yawn, as she stretched her arms high above her head.

“Oh, don’t worry, there’s a cup for you.” Sydney hopped from the chair and poured Abby a steaming mug full. “You look like you need this.”

“That’s rude.” Abby inhaled the aroma, her eyes drifting shut briefly.

The conversation stood at a standstill. “I’m pissed mom died.” She watched all her sisters’ faces drop at her bluntness, but the time had come that they faced this head on...together. Again. Just like when they were children. “I’m pissed Gran died.”

“Why are you doing this?” Abby shouted at her. “It won’t bring Mom back. It won’t bring Gran back.”

“Say it,” Kate said.

“No.”

“Don’t you hide away and blame the world, Abigail McAdams. This stuff happens and there’s nothing we can do about it, except be pissed, support each other, accept it and move on.”

Abby set her coffee on the counter beside her. “What do you want me to do? Move away like you? Is that moving on enough for you, Kate?”

“Abby’s livid Kate moved away,” Peyton said.

Kate threw her hands in the air. “I’m pissed I moved away.”

“Then you shouldn’t have!” Abby yelled.

Kate softened her tone. “But I can’t change it now, Abby. And if this bothered you so much, why are you just now telling me? You’ve been to the city to visit me and not once did you tell me.”

“You left for a year without a word to any of us. What did you expect when you decided to come back into our lives? That we would be angry at you? So you would leave again?” Abby poked her chest with her finger. “We tip-toed around you because Gran didn’t want us to set you off. Well, guess what? Gran’s not here to make up excuses for you anymore.”

Ouch.

“The truth hurts, doesn’t it?” Abby’s upper lip trembled and tears welled in her eyes. “I left Gran alone the night she died and I didn’t come home until morning and you know why?” 

No one said a word.

“Because I was off partying. And every night since Gran died, I’ve been out drinking.” She glared at Kate. “When you left six years ago, I took my first sip of alcohol and two years later woke up just like this.” She waved a hand in front of her makeup-smeared face. “And guess who saved me? Gran. But she’s not here and all of you will be gone and Avery’s gone. I’m alone with Dad. A drunk, like Dad.”

Kate’s mouth parted at the admission she hadn’t expected. Maybe Gran had kept her in the dark about the family more than she’d realized. “Like Dad was,” she corrected. “He’s not a drunk anymore, Abby.”

“I’m pissed Dad was a drunk...” Kate sent her twin sister a glare and sharp shake of her head.

“Abby, sit down.” Kate pulled a chair out and waited for her sister to collapse into it like a raggedy doll. “Do you think you’re an alcoholic?” 

“It’s in our genes.” Abby didn’t look at them, pulling loose strings on the edge of her shirt. “Dad’s doomed us all.”

“We know you’re not. You know you’re not. Dad and Gran know you’re not. You’re using alcohol as an outlet because you don’t know how to face Gran’s death. We get it, but you have to stop. Scream, yell and cry, but stop trying to numb your feelings with the same liquid that took Dad away for so long.”

Tears streamed down Abby’s face and stained her white t-shirt.

Sydney stroked Abby’s arm. “You couldn’t have helped Gran. Even if you had been here, she died in her sleep. You would have never known sleeping in the room next to her. And she would never want you to blame yourself. Gran loved you.”

Kate grabbed some tissues from the box on the table and passed them to Abby. She blew her nose overly loud, like a foghorn. That was going to be attractive in the quiet funeral home.

The girls all laughed. 

“What?” she said, as though she hadn’t heard. “Why didn’t you say you’re pissed that you had to raise us?” Abby looked at Kate, wiping away at her face. “The first opportunity you got, you left.” Her anger may have lessened now, but her sadness lingered under the surface.

“I’m not angry that I had to raise you and Avery. I’m sad Mom died. I’m sad Dad drank. I’m sad Gran was so sad she couldn’t help us, but I loved all of you. I regret leaving you every single day. I missed so much after being here for you for so long.”

Kate stopped to gather her breath and thoughts. She couldn’t tell her sisters that she’d made up their trust funds as an excuse to leave, because leaving had been what paid for them. A deal she wished she’d never been offered. There were so many secrets between them.

“I never should have left when you were only fifteen, but all of a sudden I had the opportunity to get a career and make money rather than working a minimum wage job. I was selfish. I’m sorry. I should have gone to school here and I should have stayed with you two until you went to college.” Abby sniffled and Kate leaned in close. “I love you.”

“I know. And you weren’t selfish. I love you, too.” Abby leaned over and hugged her. “I’m sorry, too. You deserved the opportunity to go to school. Gran always called you my guardian angel. You were an awesome mom.” 

Kate didn’t feel like she’d been a good mom at all.

“Abby, sweetheart?” Her sister pulled away to look at her and Kate gave her a grin. “You sure do smell like you’ve been partying all night.”

Abby playfully hit her arm and smiled. Sensing the shift in mood, Peyton and Sydney stood up and rushed over for a group hug that nearly toppled them all over the chair. 

“Are you making me pancakes?” Abby asked when she was finally released. Pancakes had always been her favorite breakfast as a child.

“Don’t kid yourself, I gave up my mommy duty years ago. Here’s a croissant.” Kate tossed a bag from Mrs. Calvert’s at her.

Abby opened the bag and was digging inside when she said, “Her baking is better than yours anyway.”

All the sisters laughed and Kate was happy to see that the glimmer in Abby’s eyes had returned.

***
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THE FUNERAL HAD BEEN beautiful. Bright bouquets of flowers had spilled out of every corner and a line up of wonderful people had shared breathtaking stories of how Gran had touched their lives. They’d cried and they’d laughed. When it was all finished, they had hugged one another. 

Hours later, the siblings, accompanied by their father and Haylee, stood in an empty building situated on Main Street. The building sat right across the alley dividing it from Mrs. Calvert’s bakery. They examined the run down, two-story hot mess in front of them. Rubble crunched beneath their feet and the walls looked to be crumbling around them. 

The building hadn’t housed a business in years, but, according to the lawyer, not from lack of interest. Apparently, there had been a lot of inquiries about renting, but Gran had refused to mull over any of them. It had been empty for about three years, when a “quick summer store” hadn’t been able to survive. Now, the only signs of life were lime green, yellow, and Caribbean teal paint splashed on the old, chipping walls. 

If Kate’s memory served her right, this location had once been a hair dresser’s salon. She couldn’t be certain since businesses frequently set up and left the strip, everyone dabbling in the possibility of running their own business.

“She should’ve rented it out to at least to pay the taxes.” Sydney ran her hands across a small wooden counter top.

Kate supposed that would have been the logical thing to do, except the space looked trashed. “She would’ve had to invest quite a bit of money to get this cleaned up enough to rent out.”

“Yeah, but Dad’s a handyman. When did she buy it again?” Sydney looked at her dad who walked around, investigating the structural parts of the building. 

“After the last store closed...” He knocked off, and picked up tiles from the floor, shaking his head. “I remember it went up for sale quick. The sign was up and down within days. The windows were always festively decorated, but nothing’s been in here since.”

Kate glanced at the two display windows on each side of the door. They had little stages with a backdrop hiding the store’s interior. They were decked out for the holidays, adorned with garland and lights. Her grandma must have maintained the windows, and clearly that was all.

Kate moved the curtains bunched-up on the glass door and glanced out at the overcast afternoon giving the beach a gloomy look. She let the curtain drop, preventing nosey people from seeing the disaster inside. “And you didn’t know it was Gran that bought it?”

He shook his head. “I had no idea.”

“She probably planned on selling it,” Kate said. “She must’ve purchased it at a low cost thinking she could flip it and make a profit. Why else would she buy it?”

“To leave to us.” Peyton stepped into the middle of the room, her black heels leaving a trail.

“With a clause stating we can’t sell it for a year,” Sydney said. “Now we have to pay the taxes.”

Her twin spun in a circle. “This place has so much potential.” She walked over to one wall. “We could clean it up, paint the walls, add a new floor, and we could open a shop in here.”

“I sort of like that idea, Peyton.” Abby pushed off the wall that left a dust mark on her black jacket. “I’m sure we could think of something for next spring.”

Sydney put her arm around their youngest sister’s shoulder. “And what type of business? None of us know anything about business.”

“That’s a narrow-minded statement,” Peyton said. “First of all, Sydney, you’ve been working at The Cliff House forever and you could run that business in your sleep.” She snapped her fingers before pressing her hands against her chest. “Second, I am a consummate hair stylist.” Her hands waved in their youngest sister’s direction. “Third, Abby and Gran have been manufacturing and selling soap on a small scale. Fourth, Kate is an advertising creator and could design all our artwork.” Peyton clapped her hands together. “That’s a huge amount of experience we can pool together in a venture of our very own.”

“You saw my soap?”

They all nodded. 

“Gran and I had just finished tagging that batch before she...” Abby paused, her eyes filling with tears.

Sydney squeezed her shoulder and said, “We know. It’s going to be hard for all of us, especially at the beginning.”

“I know.” Abby gave her head a little shake.

“We could start a little all natural soap store right here.” Peyton gleamed with excitement. “The demand is high; Abby has already started the clientele. This is a perfect investment.”

Sydney leveled her best mom-like glare at her sister. “And you live hours away, and Kate lives a flight away, so this plan is absurd. And Abby, sorry sweetheart, but you can’t hold a job. You want to invest money and time into something you know nothing about and rely on the possibility of help.”

Abby pulled away from her sister. “Don’t sugar-coat it.”

“We’re stuck with this place for a year anyway,” Peyton said.

Sydney shook her head. “Besides all of that, we would need funds Peyton, like serious funds from the hanging electrical wires up there...” She hiked her thumb to the ceiling and the lights dangling from cut wires. “...to what appears to have been a smashed human body through that wall and a staircase that looks like it’s going to come crashing down any minute. It’s not just a matter of paint and floors, this whole building needs to be gutted and rebuilt.” A slight exaggeration on her sister’s part, but a new railing on the staircase wouldn’t hurt.

“Dad?” Sydney looked to their dad for backup.

“You would need to hire an electrician and, by the looks of that ceiling...” He pointed straight up the open staircase to the second floor where tiles were discoloured from water damage. “...you might need a whole new roof. The stairs seem fine, but some of the walls are going to need new drywall.” He continued checking off a list that only fueled Sydney’s argument.

“I think it’s more than we all have to invest, don’t you? And what if our soap store fails and we lose all our money? It would be tens of thousands of dollars, Peyton.”

“I think we can figure out a plan.”

Sydney glared at her. “I think you better come up with a financial plan before we touch a thing in here except for fastening a ‘For Sale’ sign in that front window when the time comes.”

Kate intervened before they had another fighting match. “This has been a long few days, so why don’t we all just think about it. We have a year before we have to decide anything permanent.”

Everyone agreed, some more reluctantly than others, and the topic was dropped.
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​​​Chapter Nine
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“IF WE WAIT until the last song, we can encourage everyone to the dance floor, mid-song, and tear open the bag above them. The fake snow will fall from the ceiling and our guests will have their own inside winter wonderland,” Izzy pitched her idea then spun in the middle of the empty ballroom.

Marc and Violet looked at each other skeptically.

“They can just step outside for a winter wonderland,” Marc said. “It will be snowing out there.”

He heard Violet stifle a laugh.

“And it sounds messy,” he added.

Izzy dropped her hands to her side along with her smile. “That’s why we have a cleaning crew. To clean up after we make messes worth making.”

“They’re going to have to chase people down the halls with a vacuum,” he said, garnering another partially contained giggle from Violet.

Izzy folded her arms across her chest. “It would be magical,” she insisted.

Why did they keep asking him for his feedback if they didn’t like what he had to say? They always ended up doing whatever they wanted, anyway.

“A magical mess. Why don’t you use balloons?”

“Balloons, Marc? Really? How 1980’s of you. Snap back to the twentieth century. Snow is the balloon of today.”

He folded his arms in front of him, scanning the room, pretending to debate, and giving them a show to get this over with. “I don’t know.” And he didn’t care.

Izzy stomped across the dance floor, stopping in front of them. “Well, picture this. You’re all dressed up and the music is slow and you ask this girl to dance,” she paused and an outlandish smile crossed her lips. “Let’s say, Melissa.” She’d turned the teasing table on him.

Let’s say Kate.

“And you’re moving across the dance floor, in a romantic sway, and suddenly the sky opens mid-song and it’s snowing beautiful, thick flakes.” Izzy swayed alone in the ballroom her arms out, spinning like a child.

Marc threw his hands in the air. “Melissa is going to be freaking out. There will be snow stuck all in her hair and all over her dress. She’ll end up hitting me in the face and screaming at the staff.”

Violet laughed, unable to hold a straight face any longer.

Izzy dropped her hands and turned to him, planting her hands on her hips. “That wouldn’t happen,” she stated firmly. “You’re acting all weird. What’s wrong with you? A simple yes or no would have sufficed.”

“I think it’s a lovely idea,” Violet said. “I’ll look into where to get bulk, fake snow.”

“You better, because I can think of a hundred other things I could be doing right now, but you dragged me down here to give you ideas. That’s my idea for the day. I’m out.” She stormed passed them, giving Violet a shove on her way by.

“Oh no, I think one is in my eye.” Violet yelled after her.

“I’m done helping you!” the youngest sister called before the door shut behind her.

Violet smirked, lowering her head to write notes on her iPad.

“Have you talked to Kate since the other night?” 

He shook his head. 

“I thought maybe after your little run in, you two were, I don’t know...hitting it off again?”

“No, just friends.”

“Friends are good.” Violet smiled. “I wish I was friends with Joel.” She crinkled her nose. “Actually, I don’t. He’s a terrible friend and his friends are the worst.” Her divorce had been long and messy, especially considering her ex ended up dating one of the women working at the resort shortly after their divorce had finalized.

“The kids will be home any minute. Was there anything else you wanted to discuss about the Snowflake Ball?”

Marc shook his head, not bothering to mention she’d asked him here. “I’ll walk you. I want to stop by Dad’s study before finding Kent to ask him about a broken sprinkler.”

Their living quarters was situated down a long hallway encased with windows and overlooking the bush around the resort. With the mirror reflection on the outside of the window, it provided privacy from the resort to their suites. Their father had the suites custom built around a tropical indoor pool paradise. At the end of the hallway, Marc swiped his access card.

“She leaves today.” Violet stopped by their father’s study. “It’s almost lunchtime, and if you go hang near the check-out desk maybe you can have a friend’s moment.”

“That’s called stalking.”

Marc pulled the door handle to the study, where he’d left his suit jacket inside, finding it locked. He tried again, but no dice. That was odd, considering it hadn’t been locked since his dad had passed away. Before that, the study had been sealed up like a vault. His father liked his privacy.

“It’s locked,” he told his sister. 

She reached around him and tried the door herself, as though she might have the magic touch, and came up empty handed. She stepped back. “That’s strange.”

Marc knocked on the door. “Hello? Is someone in there?” No reply. Had he accidentally locked it on his way out?

“Don’t you have the key?” she asked.

He shook his head.

“You’re the only one who goes in there. Who else would lock it? It doesn’t even make sense.”

He agreed. “I’ll talk to Mom later. I’m going to grab a suit from my suite.” He held open the door to the poolroom, letting Violet duck underneath his arm. Both siblings turned as they heard the study door open. They watched as their uncle stepped out of the office, his eyes darting around and finding them staring.

He straightened, dusted his jacket and greeted them with a smile.

“Uncle Carl, what are you doing in there?” Violet stepped back out of the poolroom and Marc let the door shut behind her.

Their uncle walked towards them with a friendly smile, and shrugged. “Nothing.”

“Why was the door locked?” Marc couldn’t help his voice suspicions. Especially when his uncle looked suspicious.

“I didn’t realize I’d locked it. I was reading the paper and must have dozed off for a bit. I heard banging. Must have been you two.”

Marc eyed him skeptically. Something was off. 

“It’s all yours now.” 

Violet’s phone vibrated and she sighed. “Joel’s here. I have to go.”

Carl took her arm. “I’ll walk you. I missed those little squirts this week.”

Violet smiled at her uncle, dismissing the concern plaguing Marc. “It’s always so quiet when they’re gone.”

Inside the study, Marc grabbed his jacket off the center of the sofa where Carl had supposedly fallen asleep. Not a wrinkle on it. He looked around the room for the “supposed” paper, but found no reading material left out. 

Why would he lie?

Just another oddity to add to his uncle’s list of odd behaviors lately.

Marc mentally made a note and decided he better locate Kent before retiring to his office for the rest of the afternoon. 

Walking through the resort, Marc nodded and smiled as he passed the staff and guests until he reached the employees’ lunchroom. He pushed the door open and found more staff members than he’d ever seen together. And they were making a ruckus. Noisy enough that they hadn’t heard him enter.

Quietly closing the door, he found himself wondering why they were all gathered around. Lately, around every corner, he found himself curious to the goings of the resort, as if there were secrets hidden in the walls of the resort.

Then he heard her laugh.

“What does that even mean?” someone asked.

Kate laughed again. “It means I design ads for companies to sell their products.” 

The crowd parted just enough for him to see her. Again she wore a classy outfit, one of the differences he’d noted about her. A black blazer hugged her upper body over a lace blouse, while black pants hung over black-heeled boots. Her hair cascaded thick curls around her shoulder, longer than he’d remembered.

“That sounds like a fancy way of saying you draw for a living,” someone else teased, setting off more laughter.

Marc chuckled. At the sound of his voice, everyone turned, and then split away like scattering ants.

“Come on,” Kate said, as they took turns giving her hugs and kisses, quickly departing. “Most of you remember Marc when he wore diapers.” That was a great image for his employees, and he caught the smirks they tried to hold back, nodding respectfully as they passed him and out the door.

“See you later, sweetheart.” Kent kissed Kate’s cheek before following the rest of the staff. 

Marc caught him at the door. “Can you meet me in my office in a half hour? It’s about the front sprinklers.”

“Yes, sir.”

Kate stepped up behind her dad. “You make my dad call you sir?”

Kent patted his daughter’s arm. “He doesn’t make anyone call him sir. I’ll see you in a half hour,” he said to Marc before turning to his daughter. “Have a safe flight home.”

She smiled at him and then frowned at Marc. “Aren’t we intimidating?”

He shrugged. “What can I say?” He leaned forward. “I am a Caliendo.”

She nodded in agreement and pursed her lips. “The name is a bit terrifying. But I think they would be able to differentiate all that is you from all that was him.”

Marc hoped so. “In time. Are you leaving?”

She patted a bag slung over her shoulder. “Yes, I am. All packed and ready to head out.”

“I’ll walk you.” He held out his arm, and she linked hers with a quiet, “Thank you.”

Abandoning his duties for the moment, Marc walked Kate to her car in the underground parking garage.

She pulled open the door, but didn’t climb in right away. He noted that she squeezed in beside the door though, putting a barrier between them. “The resort looks good. A lot has changed since I was here last,” she said.

“Thank you.”

That awkward silence returned, adamant on scuffling between them. 

“It was nice seeing you,” she said.

“It was nice seeing you, too.”

He leaned over the top frame of the door and pecked her cheek. “And you take care of your knee,” he whispered.

“I will.”

Reluctantly, Marc tore away and Kate practically dived into her car. 

He waved as she drove away, disliking the unsettling feeling deep in his gut that he was letting her go again. But just like six years ago, she’d made it clear that she didn’t want to stay.
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​​​Chapter Ten
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THE NEXT MORNING Kate enjoyed the aroma of Abby’s soap while sitting alone in the sunroom embracing her first coffee of the day. Used to spending her mornings alone, she fit right in with Abby’s lazy morning routine of staying in bed and calling lunch breakfast.

Her solitude, however, was short lived as she heard the front door open and Sydney’s voice yell out, “Kate!”

She looked at her one-third finished coffee, knowing the small amount wasn’t nearly enough to help her function properly. She briefly considered ignoring her sister, but thought better of it. “In here.”

Sydney appeared in the doorway looking exceptionally wide-eyed for this early hour. “I tried calling your cell like a dozen times.” Kate had turned it off, needing a break from texts. “I tried calling here. Why didn’t you answer?” Sydney looked on the edge of a panic attack.

Kate shrugged. “The phone didn’t ring. What’s going on?”

“It’s Abby.”

Kate yawned. “Abby’s still sleeping.”

Sydney crossed her arms in front of her chest. “Really? That’s funny since she didn’t come home last night.”

How would her sister know that? 

Kate reluctantly set her coffee down, instantly missing the heat on her hands and went to bang on Abby’s bedroom door. “Abby?” No response. She knocked again. “Abby.” When there was no reply a second time, Kate opened the door and found an unmade bed, but no Abby. 

Oh no.

“She’s gone.” Sydney tapped her feet at the end of the hall.

“What do you mean, she’s gone?”

“Jake called me last night. After she was done with her shift at the Cliff House, she met up with a wild crowd hanging there. This is not a good crowd. When I got there and went to talk to Abby, the guys started to get a little out of control and Jake stepped in and he got in a fight with one of the guys.”

Kate gasped. “Syd, is he alright?”

“Yes, but Abby didn’t stick around and ended up leaving with that Riley guy. I’m not sure about him Kate. I mean Jake says he’s a nice enough guy, but honestly where did he come from? Who is he? What’s he running from? Sorry, but I just don’t trust him and Abby right now is kind of all over the place. She goes to work one day, skips the next.”

“Why didn’t you call me?”

“I assumed he was taking her home since he lives right behind Gran’s house.”

“But he didn’t?”

“Of course not!” Sydney practically screamed. “She’s not in there, is she? She took off with Riley up to the Crystal Sands Hotel.”

“How do you know that’s where she is? And that she’s even with Riley?”

“Mrs. Calvert, how else?”

Kate found her purse and began rustling around inside for her cell. “Did you call her?”

“Of course I tried, but she didn’t answer and I’m worried. Abby hasn’t been herself and who knows what that tattoo biker can persuade her to do. What if he’s in a cult and he’s been trying to pull some innocent blood in?”

First, Kate didn’t think Abby was really that innocent. Second, a cult sounded crazy, just like her sister did right now. And third, this drama was way too much to deal with first thing in the morning. She needed to talk to Abby and go from there.

“Calm down.”

“Calm down? They drove down on a motorcycle. He is going to crash with our sister in this nasty weather. Have you watched the weather up north? Huh, have you? There is snow piling up everywhere.” She gasped. “Oh my gosh, one day this could be Haylee and I’m going to be alone chasing her around.” Sydney pacing back and forth in the kitchen began to get under Kate’s skin.

Kate rolled her eyes. Haylee was sweet and book smart, nothing like they’d been as kids.

“We need to go get her,” Sydney said.

“We need to call her.”

“You go ahead and call her. Tell me how that goes. In the meantime, I’m phoning Peyton.” She pulled her own cell phone out of her back pocket and started dialing. “I’m telling Peyton the situation. Take a week off work Kate because we’re going up there, whether you like it or not.”

“I’m still going to try calling her first.” As soon as she woke up enough to locate her cell. She glanced around the kitchen. Where was Gran’s phone?

Kate rubbed her temples, watching her sister on the edge of having an aneurysm. She hadn’t planned on hopping on the next plane home. Why not take a snowy drive up north and rescue her youngest sister from the cult grips of murderous biker man?

“Alright, you call Peyton and let’s go get Abby.”

***
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SEVEN HOURS LATER, Kate sipped her favorite red wine, enjoying the change of scenery of the northern country and loving the atmosphere of the hotel’s cozy bar. Her foot propped on the leg of the pub-style chair, bounced with the music from the live band.

She glanced over at Sydney, who continued texting Haylee updates about the situation with Peyton putting in her two cents worth. Lastly, her eyes settled on Abby. She gave her credit for purposely terrifying Sydney in order to force a family vacation, even if she wouldn’t admit it. 

“Holla!” Izzy yelled, carrying over another round of beverages for everyone. “Pass these around.” She started unloading the glasses on the table.

“You three overreact,” Abby said. “I am fine. I just wanted a break and threatened Riley that I would drive up on my own.” She glanced over her shoulder in the direction Riley had disappeared towards the men’s room.

Sydney looked up from her phone. “Are you two a thing?”

Abby laughed. “No! Geeze, he’s not interested in me at all.”

“You wish he was.” Izzy teased before taking a sip...or rather a gulp...of her wine.

“So you are interested in him?” Sydney pressed.

Abby grinned. “He’s easy to look at.” Giggles broke out between the two friends.

“He’s delicious,” Izzy said. “I could stroke his beard forever.”

Abby made a face at her friend. “You’re so strange.”

Izzy caught her hand mid-air. “Don’t give me that. I bet you ten bucks you’d like to stroke that beard right now.”

Abby laughed. “You are the daughter of a multimillionaire and you’ll only bet me ten bucks?”

She shrugged. “I would do it for ten bucks.” 

“Get out of here!” Abby swatted her again as all the girls laughed.

Sydney shook her head. “He’s not easy to look at.”

Abby raised her eyebrows. “Are you kidding me? Jake is tattooed from top to bottom, his mother was actually in a biker gang and he has a scary edge to him. This one—” She jerked her finger in Riley’s direction. “—is harmless.”

Kate agreed, the description suited Jake. But Riley, on the other hand, she wasn’t so sure was harmless.

Sydney glared at Abby. “First of all, Jake is harmless, and secondly, it doesn’t matter because I’m not interested in Jake.”

Abby sipped her drink before saying, “Sure you aren’t.”

Kate watched as Sydney’s defense walls went up around her like a pop up tent. “I’m not. And we’re not talking about me.”

Kate smacked Sydney, to quiet her up, when she saw Riley heading their direction.

“Do it, stroke it,” Izzy’s chanting voice repeated.

“Don’t let her play you like a violin,” Kate told Sydney. “That’s how we ended up here, remember?”

“I didn’t plan this,” Abby said. “I can’t help it you all think I’m crazy.”

Peyton rubbed her youngest sister’s arm as Riley slid into his seat with his plain cola. “Abby we know you’re crazy.”

Abby yanked her arm away and slapped her sister. “Get away!”

“But we love you unconditionally.” Peyton smirked.

Abby slanted a look at Riley. “See what I have to deal with?”

He grinned at her.

“Since I’m officially out of a job I suggest we get that shop up and running,” Peyton said.

Kate set her wine down and said, “I’m in.” The girls all looked at her to see if she was joking. “I’m serious. I just had a major falling out at work and planned on quitting my job, so I’m almost officially out of a job, too.”

Peyton’s face beamed.

Sydney’s face dropped. “Kate, have you thought this through? It’s going to be so expensive.”

Kate shrugged. “Peyton’s the brains behind this operation so don’t look at me. Are you in Syd?”

Sydney shook her head. “I don’t know.”

“Are you in Abby?” Kate asked.

Peyton was nearly bouncing in her chair with excitement.

“It’s my soap you plan on reproducing, so of course I’m in! I want my cut.”

“Woohoo!” Peyton cried. “Sydney, Sydney,” she started chanting and the others followed. All except for Riley. She noted his shy, quiet observant demeanor. Deciding to move back to Willow Valley would give Kate a chance to find out more about the man who seemed to have a soft spot for her younger sister.

“Guys, I can’t just decide out of the blue like this. You need to have a plan, an outline...and money.”

“Sydney. Sydney.”

She rolled her eyes. “What choice do I have? Two out of three of you are unemployed and Abby only works part time.”

The table cheered.

Kate held up her glass. “It’s official. The McAdams sisters are opening a shop down town in Willow Valley.” 

They all drank to that.
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​​​Chapter Eleven
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THE NEXT MORNING Kate climbed out of the shower when a hard knock sounded on her room door. She had to give Abby credit for choosing an amazing hotel to sneak off to. It didn’t compare to The Caliendo Resort back home, but all-in-all, she’d give it a solid five-star.

Quickly throwing on a pair of black pants and a blouse, she crossed the room, and glanced at the clock beside the bed. It wasn’t even seven yet. What were her sisters doing up so early?

When she pulled open the door, she was surprised to find Carl on the other side. Except surprised didn’t sum up the feelings inside of her. Fear, worry, and the reality that she could have been wrong about him rose up like a tidal wave in her gut.

“Carl, this is a surprise.” Her eyes automatically glanced past him, looking for Marc. 

“Can I come in?” he asked, looking wide awake and dressed for the day in dark slacks and a grey button-up shirt that matched the shade of his hair.

She moved aside. “Yes, of course.” 

But she had a sickening feeling. What was he doing at this hotel? What were the odds they would both end up here together and how did he know where to find her room? 

“What do I owe this surprise?”

“This is business.”

Alarms bells went off in Kate’s head and she swallowed the lump in her throat. “Regarding?” She was thankful her voice didn’t shake.

“Your debt with Robert.”

She stilled. 

He knew.

Everything she’d promised her sisters with the business, this man had destroyed with four little words.

“I have no outstanding debt with Mr. Caliendo.” She would stand her ground, not back down. She wasn’t the same scared young girl she’d once been.

Each menacing step he took around the couch scratched at her nerves. Watching his hand graze the top, seeming to contemplate his next words, thickened the tension in the room.

“And yet, you showed up at the resort and defied the deal you both had agreed upon.”

Her lips thinned and her eyes narrowed. She could feel her jaw tightening. “It didn’t seem to bother you at the time.”

“In reality, I’m not bothered at all,” he said. “I have no quarrels with you. Whatever went on between you and Robert was your business. However, you have been trying to pay the money you took for a couple years.” He knew a lot more than she presumed. “To no doubt be able to come home, to your family, to the life you left...to my nephew.” 

She had to muster all her strength not to gasp at his truthful words.

“I will allow you to pay off your debts and walk away from the arrangement you and Robert agreed upon with no remaining obligations, rules, terms or threats from any of the Caliendos. Not me, not anyone. You will have the opportunity to do as you please, go where you please, your life will be your own with nothing hanging over your head.” 

That was very generous of a man who was staring at her with eyes of steel, eyes similar to those of his older brother.

“The agreement will be destroyed like it never happened,” Carl said. 

Only it had happened. It would never truly be destroyed for her and she’d always remember what she’d given up.

“You will be free to pursue whomever you wish, Marc included, and this will never, ever be spoken of again. I give you my word.” 

Why didn’t she believe him? What was the catch? And who even said she wanted to pursue Marc?

“What do you want in return?” She suspected he wouldn’t have gone to such dramatics if there wasn’t something underlying his offer.

“Marc is here in this hotel.” 

She hated that her heartbeat sped up at the idea of Marc’s presence. It had been six years since she’d seen him and now there was a chance she would see him twice in two weeks. 

“I need you to distract him and keep him away from this hotel until tomorrow morning.”

Kate eyed Carl suspiciously. On one hand, he sounded just like his deceitful brother. On the other hand, she had to mask the giddy girl swirls consuming her body at the thought of spending a whole day with Marc.

“What do you propose I do?”

“Be creative. I’m sure you can think of something to entertain the two of you. I see the way you two look at each other.”

So she wasn’t the only one who saw lust in Marc’s eyes. She couldn’t tell if it had been lust or she hadn’t been thinking clearly through her own.

Kate was saddened at his implications, saddened that his thoughts were so similar to Robert’s. She had misread him. As wonderful as that sounded, if she and Marcus were ever to be together, it certainly wasn’t going to be because Carl blackmailed her.

“I’m not going to sleep with him.”

“My dear, I don’t think that would be the worst thing you have done.”

Kate’s calm was wearing thin. “And if I don’t?”

Carl shrugged. “Why don’t we skip the ‘if I don’ts’ and prevent me from threatening you. We both know you can distract him. How you do it isn’t of a concern to me.”

“And if I don’t?” she repeated.

“You already know.”

“Say it.” She wasn’t agreeing to a single thing unless he had to balls to stand up and blackmail her directly.

“I will tell him everything Kate, and he will never look at you the same. We both know that to be true. Marc might be forgiving and understanding, it’s his trait, but everyone has their limit. So, I’m offering you a chance to be with him or be privy to his hatred.”

That’s exactly what she thought.

“You’re just like your brother.”

“I’m nothing like him. If I was, you wouldn’t be getting this concession.”

This wasn’t a concession. It was blackmail!

They stood in silence, staring one another down.

What was at this meeting that was so important he wanted Marc to skip out on it? What did it matter anyway?

Regardless, this man had proven his true identity in spades, and she would never look at him the same again. He waited for her answer. 

“What choice have you left me?”

Carl smiled, but it lacked triumph.

He gave her the details of Marc’s breakfast location and time, expecting her to whisk him away immediately and not return until the next morning. Simple enough.

Kate wanted to slam the door when he left, but didn’t dare give him anymore victory in his arrangement.

Years had passed by with her only dreaming of again spending the day and evening with Marc, but not like this, not with blackmail. In a simple, five-minute conversation, Carl had ripped away any possibility of a future with Marc, just like Robert had six years ago. Carl may have promised her a supposed “get out of jail free” card, but how could she ever pursue a future with Marc with Carl mulling around and this hanging over her head? 

She couldn’t. 

However, she’d grown accustomed to her life without Marc. Although it lacked true love, comfort and security, she couldn’t pass up a life in Willow Valley with her sisters. She’d promised them, and after years of feeling like she’d abandoned them, she couldn’t walk away. If Carl and the rest of the Caliendos would let her live in Willow Valley, contract free, it was as close to a wish granted from a fairy godmother.

Kate had to get to her laptop, figure out a plan to get Marc out of the hotel and stuck somewhere they couldn’t escape. Again, easier contemplated then actually doing. 

She groaned. Plus, she needed to come up with an excuse to give her sisters. Lies and deceit these days seemed to follow her around everywhere. 

She pulled out her laptop. She better get to it, she had less than an hour to finish getting ready and swoop in on her prey with a fool-proof plan.
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​​​Chapter Twelve
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THE STRUCTURE OF the building was built solid, an old inn transformed into a sky rise hotel, which he liked because of its similarity to their resort.

The amenities were less: they usually were when compared to the Caliendo Resort’s empire. No hotel or resort quite measured up to the extreme offerings his family had worked hard to create.

The set up in the front foyer here welcomed guests with a long, solid cherry wood desk against a speckled marble floor. Chocolate coloured walls contrasted against the sun that streamed through the front glass wall. The room, especially the suite he’d stayed in, was a magnificent bright white with contemporary furniture and a large Jacuzzi tub centered in the bathroom. His dad and uncle had a real eye for an amazing hotel. 

He hadn’t been surprised at the luxuries of this hotel, had expected them even. His dad had never made a deal unless the outcome benefited him.

Marc smiled and nodded at a passing employee, who did the same with a soft greeting. The staff here had been very welcoming, helpful and kind. He’d rate the place four-star but when he owned it, he would make it a five-star.

He planned on checking out the gym, pool and sauna after breakfast. Sauna. His lips curled upwards, knowing he would never be able to think of a sauna without seeing Kate. Her flaring eyes when she’d been angry at him, followed by her teasing and ending with her determination to fix the sauna and escape the four walls as if they’d been imprisoned. 

Flashes of Kate and their interaction in the hot steaming room back at his own resort clouded his trail of thoughts. With his mind still back in the sauna, he rounded a corner and through a set of wide open double French doors a little too quickly, colliding with a tall, slim brunette.

“Oh my goodness, I’m so sorry.” She grasped the front of his shirt to stay balanced, while his hands gripped her forearms.

He shook his head from the prior thoughts he’d been having because he swore he’d heard her voice. And it had been so clear, but that wasn’t possible with Kate being on a flight back home by now.

He moved his upper body back to get a better look at the woman whose head was lowered and tucked against him. As she pulled her upper body back from him, Kate’s russet, emerald-flecked eyes stared up at him.

“Kate?”

“Marc? What are you doing here?”

“Business, and you?”

The surprised smile fell and she took a deep breath. “Abby...again. She took off and put Sydney into a panic, so we all shot up here to make sure she was alright.”

“Is she alright?”

Kate grinned. “Yes. And guess who was on board for her little adventure?”

He shrugged, but when she arched her eyebrow at him, he understood. “Izzy.”

“Ding, ding, ding.”

He could feel the heat from her warm hands through his button up and smiled, realizing they were standing in the entrance, her gripping his shirt and him holding her arms, their bodies pressed together, having a...moment.

Reluctantly, he let go and stepped back. Realizing their stance, she released her hands too and mimicked him. 

She tilted her head at him, generating the mysterious and adventurous look that had always ended them in trouble. “Are you finished with your business for the day?”

He arched his eyebrows at her. “I’m not needed right now.”

Her smile widened. “Do you want to get out of here with me?”

As much as her offer sounded appeasing, the business side of him needed to understand why she’d want to leave. “Why? Don’t they have everything here?”

She shook her head and gave him a playful grin. “They don’t have everything here. If you’re willing to drive, I’ll make it worth it.” She clasped her hands together in front her, looking ready to explode with excitement. “I promise.”

How could he say no to that? He had time freed up the whole morning and into the afternoon before the meeting. He’d virtually searched the hotel amenities already and, if he made it back on time, he could swing by for another glance. However, the meeting was an open and close deal. The buying papers had been drawn up by the lawyer and were waiting for their signatures to finalize the deal.

On the way to the underground parking lot, Marc dialed his uncle’s cell phone number to let him know he’d be missing their breakfast.

“Is something wrong?” Carl asked.

“No.” He glanced at Kate. “Ran into an old friend and we’re going out for breakfast.” She elbowed his side and mouthed, old friend. He grinned.

“As long as everything is alright, don’t worry about today. I’ve told you this is a closed deal and only one signature is needed now. Take the time to catch up with your friend.”

An uneasy feeling washed through him at his uncle’s easy dismissal, sensing his wanted absence. Something wasn’t right. Marc’s attention to detail caught moments, like today, when his uncle didn’t want him present, while other times his welcoming encouragement to learn the ins and outs of the business were overwhelming. There wasn’t a chance Marc would miss this meeting.

“No rush back, boy,” his uncle was saying now. “Maybe you should enjoy yourself today. You have been so deep in work the last few months it might be nice to have a break.”

“I’ll be there for the deal,” Marc confirmed.

“Alright.” He heard Carl’s displeased undertone, but had no interest in pursuing it. 

Tucking his cell into his shirt pocket, he unlocked the car and opened the passenger side for Kate, before moving to the driver’s side.

“Do I get a clue?” he asked, putting his key into the ignition.

She tilted her head, seeming to debate his question. “It’s my downfall.”

He thought for a second, wondering about the one thing Kate would drag him around for, or maybe sneak into a kitchen for. “Are we on a search for ice cream? In November?”

“I looked up a cute little shop.”

He laughed, reversing from the spot, and weaved around the underground parking in the direction of the exit. In all the years spent apart, her soft spot for ice cream hadn’t changed.

“What?” she said defensively. “It calms me down and Abby’s been stressing me out!”

“I’m sure they have ice cream at the hotel.”

“Not the good flavors. Not the real flavors.”

He stopped at the road and looked at her. “But for breakfast?”

“Don’t be judgmental. Turn left.” She pointed to his left, after glancing at the map she’d pulled up on her cell phone.

He obeyed and soon they pulled up to a quaint little restaurant with an all-year-round ice cream bar. Inside, the restaurant had a fifties edge to it, with a long counter and spinning chrome stools, and booths lining the walls, in old fashioned teal, pink and black. He imagined it was the kind of place Elvis had frequented in his day. And he probably ate ice cream for breakfast all the time.

Oodles of flavored hard ice cream lined the coolers. Kate snuck in front of him to peek at the ice cream flavors like a child, pressing her finger tips against the glass. She ordered a large bowl of pralines and cream with extra whipped cream and extra caramel. Considering the hour, his insides cringe.

While they were scooping out her breakfast, he ordered the house special: eggs, bacon and toast. 

They found a small booth in the back corner.

Kate twirled her spoon through the ice cream, then swept the spoon over the whipped cream and into the caramel before sticking a large spoonful in her mouth. His stomach turned and not in a good way.

“That’s a child’s dream order right there in front of you. All you’re missing is sprinkles.”

She made a face at him. “Those things are disgusting.”

He chuckled. “This coming from the adult eating ice cream before eight in the morning.”

“Where’s your adventure, Caliendo?”

“I think it left with you.”

She stopped playing in her ice cream and looked up at him, frowning. This time, he confirmed her look of regret. Why did she expose these personal moments about herself, but tell him she hadn’t wanted to come back?

“That’s a shame,” she finally said. “Just when you were beginning to come out of your shell.”

The waitress stopped by their table, sliding his heaping plate of steaming food in front of him. He thanked her while she topped up their coffee. 

Kate eyed his eggs. “Very original.”

“I like my breakfast.” He snapped a slice of crisp bacon before taking a bite.

Kate bit her lower lip, interest on the remainder of her ice cream put on hold. “How about you and me go get into some trouble today?”

He raised an eyebrow. “Trouble?”

She shook her head. “Alright, let’s not call it trouble since we’re supposed to be mature adults. How about we call it an adventure?” There was that word again, never far from her thoughts.

“You don’t think that—” He pointed at the puddle of gooey mess she was consuming in front of her. “—is adventurous enough?”

“Come on. It’ll be fun.”

“What will?”

Her shoulder rose and she grinned. “I don’t know yet. I just threw the idea out there. Do you want to come on an adventure with me Marcus Caliendo or not?” 

At one time, he’d wanted to go to the edge of the world with this woman. But now, after all these years, he found himself thinking her last “adventure” had nearly destroyed him. The rational part of his brain told him to stop now and head back to the hotel, but the rest of him had a different plan.

“Alright, you’re on, McAdams. Let’s see what kind of adventure you can rustle up for us.”

She laughed. “First adventure, open your mouth.” She dug her spoon into the ice cream and twirled whipped cream around it, then dipped it into the caramel. She held her creation towards him.

As much as the thought of all that sweetness mixing with his palette of eggs and bacon appalled him, he didn’t hesitate her offer. He took the whole spoonful and tugged the spoon with his teeth. “Conquered,” he said with a mouthful.

She laughed and pulled her spoon away. “I’m not sharing the whole thing with you.”

He didn’t want another bite anyway and resisted the urge to grab the tall glass of ice cold water and flush the sweetness away. “You never were a good sharer.”

“Yes, I was.”

“Not when it came to sweets.”

“Who is?”

***
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BY THE TIME THEY’D gone skating under a blanket of thick snowflakes, tried their hand at ice fishing and had a short walk in the city, Kate had forgotten her mission. Falling into a familiarity with Marc brought an inner peace. It wasn’t until they stopped at a small coffee shop and Marc asked what she wanted for the ride back to the hotel that she’d remembered her agreement with Carl.

“We’re not done. Order me a latte while I run to the ladies room and then we’re off.” 

“I have a meeting today,” he called after her.

Kate turned to face him, regretting another lie on the tip of her tongue. “I will get you back to the hotel in plenty of time to be the first to your important meeting.” The lie tasted like tar on her tongue and she couldn’t get away from him fast enough. In the bathroom, she leaned against the stall door and swiped her phone. They hadn’t done half the things on her list, but clearly he was as eager to attend the meeting as Carl was to keep him away.

Scanning her options for a fail-proof plan, she found the Collins All Season Cottage and Horse Carriage Rides. She clicked the link and pulled up the website. If she could somehow get them stranded in one of their cottages to miss Marc’s meeting, she could finally have her freedom. Freedom she’d dabbled in for the first time in six years and now didn’t want to give up.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Thirteen
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THE DRIVER, A scrawny teenager with long hair hanging out from under his hat and a pair of ear buds dangling around the collar of his thick black work coat met them at the stairs of the sleigh. Marc realized the kid was dressed warmer for this ride than both he and Kate.

Marc took Kate’s arm and helped her up into the sleigh before climbing in himself, leaving the driver to shuffle through the deep snow to his position at the head of the sleigh.

A thick, warm antique blanket used from the days of actual horse and carriages welcomed them and Kate immediately wrapped it around her legs and stuck her bare hands underneath with a shiver. 

He sat beside her and covered his own legs with what remained of the blanket. “You’re cold,” he said as the buggy started to move. “We didn’t come very prepared.”

“It’ll be worth it.” Her eyes gleamed up at him as the blades of the sleigh began slashing through an already ridden path that disappeared slightly under the fresh snowfall. Marc sat back in the seat watching the sleigh turn into a darkened bush that sheltered them from the nasty wind. Gorgeous ice covered branches glistened as the sun peeked through the snow clouds above.

“This is beautiful,” Kate whispered as another shiver vibrated beside him.

Marc unwrapped his scarf, draping it around her neck before moving against her side, pressing their bodies together for combined warmth. He hooked his arm around her shoulder and she rested her head against his side. He enjoyed her snuggling against him, her head resting against his side. 

This outing seemed less adventurous as they settled into the relaxing ride, enjoying the rabbits scattering beside the path. Some even stopped to stare at them, obviously acquainted with the noise of the sleigh.

Marc liked the idea of horse-drawn sleigh rides and mentally noted to toss the idea around at the next family meeting. They could make arrangements with the local stable so their winter guests could experience this marvelous winter wonderland.

He shut off the work part of his brain, knowing they had limited time before he headed back to the hotel, and tried to enjoy the winter wonderland around him now. Time seemed to stop around them, as they listened to the trot of the horse breaking fresh snow.

Marc hoped Kate had found whatever had dragged her away all those years ago and he hoped it made her happy. He wondered if she’d missed him like he’d missed her. Or if she’d longed for him as he’d longed for her? Maybe she was considering a long distance relationship with him...like he was.

Stop that! She had made it crystal clear she didn’t want to take this any further.

When the driver guided the horse out of the bush, a bump startled the horse into a fussing stop. 

Marc sat up and watched the driver climb out, giving soothing words to the horse. “Is there a problem?” he called.

“I’m sure it’s nothing,” the driver called back, waving at them as he stepped around to calm the horse. 

Marc tried to sit back, but Kate had also stood to see what happened and he bumped her. 

“Hey look over there.” She pointed across the untouched snow. 

He dragged his gaze away from where the driver had disappeared, about thirty feet away sat a little log cottage with a stone fireplace up the side and a snow-covered roof.

“It’s beautiful,” Kate said. “I read somewhere that they rent these out.” Another idea he noted for future Caliendo expansion. “What’s he doing?” She tried to stretch around to find the driver.

“I can’t tell.”

“Do you think something’s broken?”

“Are you going to get down there and fix it?”

She smiled, a shiver shuddering through her again. “I’m freezing.”

The driver came around to their side. “I’m afraid the ride stops here,” he said. “The sleigh needs repairing before it will move so I’m going to ride back to the work shed, grab the supplies and head right back. I should be back in no longer than an hour and a half.”

An hour and a half?

The driver dug in his pocket and pulled out a large ring of keys. He shuffled through them and unclipped a set. “These are for the cottage right over there. You can stay there until I return or, since it hasn’t been rented out, and this is an inconvenience, you could stay for the night. On the house.”

Inconvenience was putting it lightly.

“We can walk back to the chalet,” Marc said. They were on the short tour and it must have been almost an hour so they had to be close to the chalet.

The boy laughed, but sobered, clearing his throat at Marc’s unwavering stare. “Sir, it would take you an hour by sled to get back to the chalet. In this snowstorm on foot, you would more than likely get lost or freeze to death.”

Surely this young fellow knew how to calculate time on that little contraption hanging out of his pocket. “Recalculate your time and learn to tell direction. We are on the short tour and been here for almost an hour. The chalet should be only minutes away.”

The teenager glanced at Kate, then back to Marc. “Sir, you booked the long route. That’s a two-hour ride, and we’re only halfway into it. You can’t walk back to the chalet from here.”

He was going to miss the meeting. 

Marc stood, throwing the blanket aside. “Can’t you fix it now?”

“With all due respect, sir, if I could, I would.”

Marc was getting tired of all the “sir” and no answers.

“Phone someone to pick us up.”

“I’ve already called the office, and they are all out on different trails. None of them are close to us, but I can send one as soon as possible. Or you can have the cabin for the night.”

Marc’s fists clenched at his side. “I meant by vehicle,” he said, through gritted teeth.

The boy shook his head. “This trail isn’t permitted for vehicles.”

How convenient.

“Listen you—”

Kate’s fingers wrapped around Marc’s arm, reminding him she was there. “It’s not his fault Marc. He’s doing everything to accommodate us. Think of it as an adventure.”  She reached past Marc to grab the keys, smiling at the young boy. “Thank you.” She stuck the keys in the pocket of her wool jacket, before trying to pass Marc. He blocked her exit.

“I’m not leaving you here alone,” he said.

“I didn’t say you had to.”

“I’m not staying.”

She smiled. “I’m a big girl.”

“Absolutely not.”

“I think I might even spend the night.” She wriggled beside him and let the driver help her into the deep snow bank.

“There’s no television, but lots of games and books,” the boy told her.

“Sounds wonderful.” Kate shook the boy’s hand as her short boots disappeared into the bottomless snow. She planned on walking over thirty feet with snow halfway up her calves.

Marc growled inwardly, but seeing no other alternative, he climbed off the sleigh, his own leather loafers landing just as deep into the white fluff. At least it hadn’t turned into wet packing snow that would have soaked through their clothes.

Kate didn’t wait for him, quickly trudging through the snow, as though she had no feeling in her legs.

He stopped beside the little punk, clearly unqualified to be guiding these rides without a proper backup arrangement. If the kid noticed Marc was fuming, he didn’t show it. “I want you to call the cabin as soon as you can pick us up.”

“Yes, sir.”

Marc stormed away from the overconfident boy, following Kate’s path in the snow before he throttled him apparently doing his job. 

Kate, still quite a distance away from him, turned to face him. Her hands were stuffed up the opposite sleeves of her jacket. She peeked her eyebrows at him. “Not double straddling the horse with the driver?” Evidence of her cold state stained across her porcelain face, mostly pinching her rosy cheeks and nose.

“I will carry you the rest of the way,” he called.

Her face squished together, perplexed. “You will what now?”

“You can either get on my back or I will throw you over my shoulder.”

“You want me to go for a piggy-back ride?” Her teeth clamped her bottom lip, holding back a smile. “I like this whole—” She paused and waved her finger at him saying, “—muscular man thing you got going on in your old age.” 

He wondered if there had ever been a time in this woman’s life where her mouth stopped talking long enough to do what needed to be done. They needed to get out of the two feet of snow and into the dry cabin. 

“Back in the day, I would have been slinging you over my shoulder and carrying you across this snowy path.”

He started to gain proximity and thought just maybe she hadn’t moved, waiting for him. “Those are your options,” he said.

She pursed her lips together. “I think I’m going with choice three.” She slipped her hands out of the warmth of her coat, sinking her bare hands into the snow and pulled a handful of snow. With her other hand, she smoothed it into a ball. 

It infuriated him and excited him at the same time. “You wouldn’t dare.” The half scold came out, surprising him.

“I would.” She cocked her head, letting her hidden smile out to play. Raising her hand, against the warning look he send her, she swung her arm, and let the ball fly through the distance between them. 

Marc ducked his upper body to one side, dodging the ball, but silently giving her credit for good aim. His also bare hands moved without permission, to form his own snowball. However, she moved quicker than him and hit his arm before he’d even finished rolling his.

He didn’t shy away from throwing one back at her, not having to fear her cower away like his sisters. He rounded one up, aimed, and threw. When it exploded against her arm, she gasped and laughed at the same time.

“Caliendo, you are going to pay for that.” Her threat came before a devious laugh. She swiped damp hair from her cheek before digging back into the snow for more.

“Only if you can catch me, McAdams.” He darted towards the cabin with ulterior motives. He had to get this silly woman out of the cold, even if she thought she wasn’t ready. She wasn’t getting frost-bitten, or pneumonia, on his watch.

“Hey!” Her delightful and daring laugh chased the handful of loose snow she threw as he passed her.  

“Ouch,” he called over his shoulder. “Watch out for that white fluff.”

“You watch out for the white fluff.”

He breathed relief when he heard her tracking behind him. They weren’t far away from the cabin now. He didn’t slow his pace, knowing she could keep up, or at least, she’d been able to in the past. 

He’d been about to turn and check on her when he felt her body jump onto his back, knocking him a bit off balance. Her hands grabbed his shoulders, lifting up her body until she could wrap her legs around his waist. His feet couldn’t keep them upright and he staggered through the thick snow. They both went tumbling down, breaking apart as the fluff enveloped them and sucked them down deeper while erupting into the air around them.

Marc lay on his back, staring at the cloudy, gloomy sky, and feeling the snow soaking through his clothes. He was looking forward to a dry robe and sitting around the fireplace.

“I have snow everywhere,” Kate said.

Marc glanced over at her, lying beside him in the same position, white fluff across her like a thin blanket.

She stared at him in shock. “Apparently, you still can’t hold my weight.” Raising her hands above her, she dusted the white snow off her jacket.

Marc climbed to his feet and offered his hand to help her up. As she reached for it, he said. “I can hold your weight.” Without giving her a chance to react, in one quick motion, he pulled her up to her feet and right over his shoulder. Against her objections, he carried her straight to the cabin. Unfortunately, he didn’t have the keys and was forced to drop her to her feet by the door.

“It’s freezing out here.” Her voice shivered, while she fished the key out of her pocket and her hand trembled trying to unlock the door.

Marc took the key, unlocking the door and pushing her into the dim cabin. A small, old-fashioned, one-room kitchen/living room combo greeted them with a fireplace against the far right wall. A couch and two overstuffed chairs, each garnished with a knitted afghan folded neatly across the back sat facing the fireplace. The entire area was pulled together by a large, hand woven, braided rug and an old baggage cart which had been transformed into a coffee table.

Marc shrugged off his jacket, hanging it on the wood hook by the kitchen area. He caught sight of a kettle on the counter and hoped the wooden cupboards along the top held the making for coffee. The log table and matching chairs added to the outdoorsy, getaway feel the cottage bestowed. 

Rolling up the rim of his pants, he shivered at the crisp chill of the room.

Kate flicked on the lights. “Brrrr.” 

“There’s the adult in you.”

She rubbed her hands over her arms. “I think I need a hot shower.”

He nodded at the door on the far wall. “I assume that’s the bedroom where you’ll find a bathroom. Can you throw me out a towel before your shower?”

“Yes.” Her wet socks left a path of footprints across the wood floor. He pulled his sweater off, hanging it beside his jacket, rolling the sleeves of his shirt up and making his own footprints beside hers. 

After disappearing inside the room, Kate returned with a white towel. “Here.”

He took it. “Thanks.”

“I had fun today, Marc.”

“Me, too.”

“I will be quick.” She shut the door and he turned back to the room. He ran his hands over his face. He would’ve had a better time if he wasn’t going to miss the meeting. Remembering his uncle would be waiting, he pulled out his cell phone. When his uncle didn’t answer, he left a quick message on his voicemail. 

Marc crossed the wooden plank floor to the fireplace. Gathering up some wood that had been left, he formed a teepee of kindling, carefully balancing the wood tips together over the coal bed and crumpled up some newspaper beneath. An old tin match holder was tacked above the fireplace and was filled with little wooden matches. He took one and lit the paper and the flames began to wrap around the kindling. 

Soon the fire blazed and he rubbed his hands close by to warm them.

He then walked to the large front window where two bookcases were constructed behind a pair of antique parlour chairs. His love of reading had him scanning the titles along the spines. He could easily get lost here, but, he remembered Kate, not so much. 

He turned toward the games which were more Kate’s forte. Monopoly, Clue, Risk, Scrabble...ahhh Scrabble, that was a game in which he excelled.

He pulled it from the shelf and carried it over to the refinished planks of the baggage cart surface and unpacked the contents of the game. He found it hard to wrap his mind around being snow-bound in a cabin with his best friend. There had been many evenings in their past, after Kate put her siblings to bed, that Kate and Marc would curl up in the family room to play games. There had been many nights, when her father didn’t come home, she would fall asleep in Marc’s arms and he would stay with her, too. He’d loved her...still did, if he’d let himself admit it. 

He heard the bedroom door open now and looked up from the Scrabble piece he’d been flipping between his fingers. He looked up. 

Kate was wearing a white robe with, he was sure, nothing underneath. That knowledge brought with it a whole mountain of memories. Her hair was much longer when it was wet, the water pulling the curls into long wavy strands.

“The shower’s all yours,” she said, running her fingers through her long dark hair like a comb. Her wet clothes were bunched up in her other hand. “There’s another robe, too. The hot water will take the chill off.”

We could have conserved the water. 

He shook his head when she turned away and watched her cross the room, her feet hiding behind fluffy white slippers. She draped the clothes by the fireplace then turned and saw the Scrabble game all laid out ready to play.

When she turned back to him, her eyes found the game and she smiled. “You were always better at this than me.”

“I remember.”

She eyed him suspiciously, planting her hands on her hips. “So you assume you’re going to automatically beat me now?”

He shrugged, but gave her a little half grin that told her that was exactly what he’d been thinking.

She gasped. “You do! Well, if you’re having a shower get on with it.” She shooed her hands at him. “I’ll check what’s in the welcome basket to nibble on and when you get back we’ll see who conquers who.”

He chuckled as he stood, thinking how much he planned to enjoy whopping her in a friendly game or two of Scrabble. 

He held his hand out to her. “I accept that challenge.” 

How the hell were they going to do it with only robes on? 

Maybe he would take a cold shower.
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​​​Chapter Fourteen
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WHEN MARC SHUT the bedroom door behind him, Kate breathed out a sigh of relief. 

It worked. It really worked. 

She couldn’t believe that teenager pulled off the fake damaged sleigh, but more so, that he hadn’t folded during Marc’s interrogation.

Touching the shower tap earlier, she’d wondered whether he would be waiting for her when she finished her bath or would have used his connections to find a way back to the hotel. She’d even considered not running the water, but her feet had been so cold they burned when the water had run over them and she had shivered clean through to the bones until her body had been immersed in the hot bath.

Now she shivered for an entirely different reason. If he’d walked out, they wouldn’t have had to face the dark secret she’d kept hidden all these years. 

Should she tell him now? 

No. Not only would her secret destroy the tiny strings of the relationship they were holding on to, but it would destroy others. Those whom she prayed had moved on from the most difficult decision she’d ever had to make. And Carl had been right, Marc wouldn’t understand. He saw things so black and white when it came to life and the grey area always seemed to confuse him. She had to move on and keeping good on her arrangement with Carl was the first, most important step. Maybe this could be the beginning of a friendship for her and Marc. After all these years, she would love to be his friend again. She would love to be much more, but that option had long passed. 

Kate sat on the stool by the kitchen island that isolated the small space from the rest of the living area. She pulled the basket she’d had included with the reservation and ripped the plastic away, finding some hot cocoa packets. A little cocoa would make an entire excruciating game of Scrabble more amenable.

But before putting on the kettle, she had to call her sisters and let them know her whereabouts. 

Kate phoned her twin’s cell first, and was greeted with a loud, “Where the hell have you been? You have been ignoring all our texts.”

Where to begin her long story. 

“I’m stuck in a cabin with Marc.” Basic but simple information would eliminate confusion.

The voice on the other end went silent.

“Um, just a sec.”

“No. Wait, Peyton.” She glanced over her shoulder. Door still closed. “Peyton!” she snarled, in a whisper.

The phone absorbed the background noise and Peyton said, “You’re on speakerphone.” Her sisters all greeted her and then Peyton said, “Can you repeat that?”

Through clenched teeth, she repeated herself, and was praised with hoots and whistles from the other end.

“Oh, stop that. It’s not like that.” Even though she wished it was like that instead of the situation that had brought them here...lies.

“What do you mean by stuck?” Sydney asked.

Quickly, Kate explained the short version, the same version that Marc knew, leaving the real version strictly between her and Carl.

Questions flew from her sisters through the phone, demanding a relationship status between her and Marc.

“Is this what swayed you to come home and start a business?” one asked.

“Have you two been talking since the funeral?” another asked.

“Did Marc know you were here and swooped in to steal you away for a romantic getaway?” 

Kate could only dream.

“I’m not doing this right now. I wanted to check in with you three only so you didn’t worry.”

“We’re fine, just sitting around the pool sipping margaritas.”

“You’re at the pool?” Kate almost screeched the question out. “Take me off speakerphone.”

“Relax,” Abby said. “Oh wait, I bet you are really relaxed. Did he include a luxury basket of strawberries?”

Laughter filled her ear. Hearing their enjoyment made her heart a little heavy. She might be here in this secluded cabin with her first and only love to reconnect, but it was under entrapment circumstances that would undoubtedly lead nowhere. She would prefer being at the pool with her sisters, under real circumstances, brought together with Marc by fate, not by one man’s manipulations.

“Are there strawberries?” Abby repeated.

“And chocolate?” Peyton asked. “A roaring fireplace? Give us a visual!” 

Kate took a deep breath and abided to finish this conversation. “No strawberries or chocolate.” She ruffled mindlessly through the basket. “There’s a beautiful fireplace, lit and roaring and Marc set up a game of Scrabble to play.”

“So it’s romantic?” Peyton asked. 

Kate’s fingers stilled. “Yes, it’s very romantic.”

Abby continued. “You get some action since we all know I’m not getting any from my company.” She sighed. “I mean look at him over there.” 

Obviously she was talking to her sisters since Kate was on the other end of the phone and couldn’t very well look over there. 

She could envision the tall, longhaired, unshaven face of Riley though. Probably shirtless, all those tattoos showing...trouble with a capital “T.”

“I would tap that,” Abby said.

“Abby!” Kate heard Sydney scold but then erupted in laughter. They had all obviously tapped into a lot of liquid happiness.

“Look at those muscles and tattoos.” She listened as her sisters hummed in agreement with the youngest and drooled over a man who didn’t seem to notice how he turned women’s heads or that the sad, little permanent scowl moulded on his face silently screaming “try and fix me” dug deep into their souls.

“Hey,” Kate hollered into the phone, trying to snap their attention away from the man candy and back to her. “No one is tapping anyone. You hear me?”

“Everyone hears you,” Sydney said.

“Take me off speakerphone.”

They all laughed.

Abby decided to make her a deal. “How about I tap this, and you tap that, and then we’re both tapping something we want.”

The longing and desire deep within Kate was a subject all on its own. 

“This is not funny. You’re not tapping that, and I’m not tapping this...”

From behind her, Marc cleared his throat. 

Kate froze and eyes fell shut. 

How had she not heard him come out of the bedroom? How had she missed the hum of the shower stop? Because her sisters had put her on speakerphone, that’s why, and the loud background noise made it hard enough to concentrate that she had completely blocked out every other sound in the cabin.

The conversation continued while Kate sat there frozen to the seat.

“I would have to get him really drunk because he has absolutely no interest in me sexually,” Abby was saying. “I actually think he might not even like me.”

“Oh please,” Sydney said. “You think he can resist you in that? What is that anyway? It’s like nothing. I wish my body looked that good that I could wear next to nothing with such confidence.”

“You could wear that,” Peyton said.

“What do you know? You’ve never had a kid so you don’t know what this...” There was a pause and Kate envisioned her sister twirling her hands around in the air above her belly. “Looks like.”

“Sydney, you’re beautiful,” Abby complimented. “I will lend you one.”

“You have more than one?” Sydney asked.

She heard Marc move from behind her and she opened her eyes. He walked around the counter wearing a matching white robe and poked around in the basket. He took out the hot cocoa she had fully intended on preparing and smiled down at her. She nearly sunk into her robe.

“I think I’m going to go,” Kate said, while Marc turned his attention, thank goodness, to shuffling through the cupboards until he found a kettle.

“We miss you,” Abby said. “And we decided to stay the whole week so we have lots of time when you get back from your stranded romantic getaway.” They laughed. 

Kate said goodbye, hung up the phone and reluctantly looked at Marc. Leaning against the cupboard, arms crossed over his chest, he staring at her with a smirk across his face.

“You misinterpreted what I said.”

“I only listened to the words you spoke.”

Kate slid off the stool. “You heard one side.” She walked over to where the game was waiting for them, purposely sitting in the chair across the table and putting a division between them. There would be no tapping in this little cabin, especially after Carl’s insinuations.

“How do you even know what that means?” she snapped.

“I wasn’t raised in a cave.”

Marc joined her shortly after, setting down a cup of steaming hot cocoa for each of them. “Do I want to know the other side?” He sat across from her on the couch, just as she had planned. He dug into the bag of letters and set them up.

“I doubt it.”

He chuckled and nodded toward the bag. “You can go first. You’ll need the extra points to even get close to my score.”

She wrinkled her nose at him, but set up her word regardless. Competition hadn’t been in his nature. Probably because he was so naturally smart that he generally won with no extra effort. In his younger years he had been very somber. This new Marc instigated her competitive side.

“I’m sorry you missed your meeting.” It was true, even if she’d trapped him here.

His eyes shot back and forth between his tiles. “My uncle can handle it.”

“What was it about? If you don’t mind me asking?”

He switched pieces around on his wooden stand, eyes lowered in concentration. She glanced down at her letters and wondered if her lack of challenging the letters on her tray was the reason she always lost.

“Before my dad passed, he and Uncle Carl had unfinished deals all over the province. One of them was buying this hotel.”

“You’re going to buy it?” He didn’t even seem to notice the surprised tone of her voice. It wasn’t every day an ordinary person just bought an entire hotel. But then, the Caliendos weren’t ordinary.

“That’s the plan.”

“Is this the first hotel you’ve purchased?’

He slanted a quirky look at her. “Yes. I’ve only been working with my family over the last six months.”

“Oh.” She didn’t know that. “Since your dad passed?”

He nodded.

“You didn’t work there before?”

He arranged his tiles on the board. “After I finished university, I never went to the resort. Not to live or for work. Of course, I returned to visit my family.” His looked up then, his mood changing. “Sorry, I didn’t mean it like that.” 

Mean it like she was some awful person that didn’t come back to visit her family after she left for college? Of course, that’s not what he meant at all.

She looked down at her tiles, fighting to mask her emotions. He hadn’t implied the insult intentionally, but it still hurt...the truth hurt. 

But after today that would all change. After today, her life would belong to her for the first time in years. And obviously, the meeting wasn’t as important to Marc as it was to his uncle Carl, so what was the harm?
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​​​Chapter Fifteen
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MARC COULD SEE, in her troubled hazel eyes, how much his truth had caused her pain. But he couldn’t do much more than give her an apology. Even then, it had been her choice to stay away from her family...from him.

“My father asked me to take over his position at the resort. He wanted me to fix mistakes he’d made throughout his life, which, I’m not sure how I ever would.”

Somewhere, hidden like a buried treasure had to be lists of the inexcusable affairs his father had been involved in, but how would Marc ever know what they were, or where to find these files? And now the warning about his uncle made him wonder if his uncle knew about the files and was purposely hiding them.

“Farmer,” Kate announced proudly, as she laid her tiles across the board.

Marc looked down at her word and noticed she had missed a good point opportunity. He began picking up her tiles.

“Now, if you had just set them up right here.” He lined them up against the far side of the board. “Then your last letter would land on this orange square here.” He double tapped the board to get her attention...her attention span was like a two-year-old. “You’d have a triple word score. That’s what you look for to earn more points.”

“Is that your secret?”

He nodded.

“Do you want to know my secret?”

He nodded again.

She leaned closer to him, which was way across the table. “I hate this game.”

He mimicked her and whispered, “That’s not a secret.”

“I always have.”

He grinned. “I’ve always suspected as much.”

“I played because you enjoyed it so much.”

“I still do.”

“I can see that.” She sat back. “It’s your turn.”

He looked back down at his tiles, sorting the letters in his head, and choosing the best point locations on the board.

“That’s a strange request,” she said. “Your father, I mean. Why didn’t he just fix his own regrets? That’s an awfully big load to leave for someone.”

Marc didn’t disagree, but how could he say no to his father when after all those years he’d actually opened up and attempted to bond with him. “It is.”

“Are you going to do it?”

“I would first have to learn what those mistakes were.”

“How would you do that?” That was exactly the question he’d been asking himself in between learning the resort and working it. “With your mom’s help?”

He shook his head. “No. I would never burden her with such a high demand.”

“And yet your father did with you.”

“Yes.”

“How will you know what his mistakes were? Does he have them filed away?”

“Not anywhere I’ve looked.” And he had looked. He’d searched for hours through all his father’s files, books, notes and cabinets. He’d searched for any type of unusual stuff that might lead him to wherever his father’s paper-work was filed away, but he’d come up empty-handed. Everything seemed perfectly filed and perfectly legit and accounted for.

“Did you ever consider that maybe it was his illness talking?”

“You believe my father did no wrong towards people?”

She didn’t answer right away and stared down at her tiles instead. “No. But no matter what he has done, how would you be able to fix it? I can’t possibly understand how he would expect this of you and wonder if you shouldn’t take his request so literally.”

“There might be nothing to find, but if I stop looking and he’s set someone’s life amiss, that wouldn’t be fair to them. I have to make sure my dad hadn’t, in some way, wronged people who hadn’t deserved it.” He stopped, wondering why he was pouring his father’s last wishes out to Kate. He hadn’t told anyone, not even his family. Maybe it was the familiarity of her presence and his respect of her opinion or just the need to get this deed off his chest.

“That’s very noble of you, but I’m sorry your dad put that kind of pressure on you.”

“We deal with what we are dealt and sometimes parents just aren’t aware how their actions affect us.” Her father hadn’t given her an easy time in the past, either.

She looked up at him. “He’s been sober for five years,” she said proudly.

“That’s a good achievement.”

She blew out a deep breath. “All this talk is dampening our mood. Let me grab that wine I watched you sneak into an ice bucket.” She stood. “Do you want a glass? Or two? Or three? This seems like the perfect time to down a few and forget all the expectations that await you at home.”

He leaned back against the couch, resting one ankle on his other knee. “One glass is fine.”

Her slippers scuffed the wood floor to the bucket and back, then passed him the wine and a cork screw. He popped the top off and filled the two glasses she held. She crawled onto the couch beside him and bent her legs up in front of her, wrapping her arms around them as if to create a barrier between them.

“Remember the first time I introduced you to alcohol?” she asked.

He chuckled. “I think there were a lot of firsts that night.”

She sipped her wine before saying, “Yes, there were.”

He set the bottle on the coffee table and twisted his body on the couch to face her. “It was the first time I picked a lock and broke into a kitchen.” She’d been a bad influence, but she’d shaken the safety of the shell he hid behind.

She nodded, her smile helping him go back in time with her. “It was the first time you sort of picked a lock.” She covered her grin with the wine glass. “I picked it first, and then let you think you did it.”

He laughed. “That makes sense why it was the only lock I could ever pick.”

She gasped. “You tried again? Without me?” Her lips curved.

“Of course.”

“And you couldn’t do it?” 

He sipped his wine, enjoying her laughter as she tossed her head back. “Not entirely. I can pick an indoor household lock.”

She waved her hand at him. “Those are easy. Push and turn.”

“But not a kitchen-keyed lock.”

“You were so drunk I could hardly get you out of the kitchen. Your teenage self just could not hold your alcohol.”

That was the first and the last time for a long while that he’d drank alcohol. He preferred to be in control of his actions and feelings, not let some bubbly drink define them.

“Then I had to sneak you around the halls,” she continued and he leaned back, enjoying the story from her perspective. “So we didn’t get caught because your father would have killed us both. And we ended up in the library.”

They’d been inseparable.

“That was a first for you,” he teased.

She pushed his leg with her foot. “Just because not all of us have a mother to build us a private library, doesn’t mean I didn’t read a book.” She eyed him. “You do know that I develop and proofread copy ads?”

He’d never thought that she wasn’t smart or lacking whatever she was insinuating. Even before her mother had passed, Kate had been the most independent, strong-headed, and strong-hearted, opinionated person he had ever met. He never doubted that she couldn’t do more than work with her dad in maintenance. He hoped, somewhere deep down, she hadn’t pushed to college to achieve a degree to be Marc’s equal because he’d never thought of her as any less.

He moved his arm from its resting location on the back of the couch and slid a loose curl from her face, tucking it behind her ear. “I knew you would take the world into your hands.”

A shy smiled crossed her lips and she quickly sobered. “Well, don’t get all carried away. I’m not chief director.” A joke to undermine her achievement—too proud. “I am actually considering quitting.”

“Why?”

She inhaled deeply, a thrill swirling around in her eyes. “It’s still in the works, not official yet, but Gran left us an empty commercial building in town. The one right beside Mrs. Calvert’s Bakery. It’s been empty for years and right now it has a Christmas-themed window display. Do you know which one I mean?”

He did.

“It’s destroyed inside and might need to be completely gutted and re-built. Peyton tossed around the idea of opening a business in there.”

“What does Peyton do for a living?”

“She’s a hairdresser.”

There were already a couple of hairdressers in town, not leaving a high demand for another one. That was the business man in him, the pros and cons popping into his head right away. 

“Abby,” she continued, “has apparently been making handmade soap with Gran. I’ve only heard about it recently, but it’s a side job and they’ve done a marvelous job of selling to friends. With that, Peyton suggested a spa/soap shop.”

“What do you think of her idea?”

“I think it would be expensive and I think she is very impulsive when it comes to serious decisions about her life and she doesn’t always think them through.”

“But what do you think of the idea?”

She eyed him. “What do you think of it? You’re the businessman going around buying up hotels.”

“Why do you need my opinion first? Tell me what you think of it.”

She smiled, regaining her confidence. “Like I said, Peyton is impulsive and she doesn’t realize the work behind opening a business from nothing. I believe she would start it with the full intention of completing it only to see something better on the other side of the fence. Then I might be left to run everything. However, on the other hand, Abby enjoys making soap and this would give her an income and maybe she would feel a connection to Gran everyday in a positive way.”

“Okay.” He pondered her answer for a moment, sipping his wine, before he said, “So, the reasons behind the shop are pushing you to open it. But what about the actual product?”

“Abby’s soap is amazing. It is an all-natural product with no preservatives. It uses essential oils instead which also have benefits for the body. Right now, there’s a big demand for such a product as well as other things, like face creams, oils, salts, shampoos, body cream...anything natural for the body.” She smiled at him. “So what do you think? What is your professional opinion? Remember I will respect it highly.”

He took a deep breath and put his pretend businessman tie on. “There are two spas in Willow Valley already, not to crush your sister’s dream, but that would be stiff competition, especially since the population of Willow Valley is left with only one half the population in the winter. However, there are no natural soap stores there. All natural, homemade seems to be on the rise as people are becoming more aware of what they are consuming, and using, in regards to the ingredients on the label. From a business perspective, an all-natural soap shop would be a venture worth looking into, and trying to get the funds to start it. But you have to consider and research whether one business in a seasonal town can support the four of you. You have to look at what your gross sales weekly would have to be to write out four paychecks plus pay all the bills. Since you are making the soap yourselves, consider looking into wholesaling it out yourselves. That would be an extra income since you are already producing large batches.”

She slid back against the couch. “You have good points. I will run that by the girls.”

“Does she have a financial plan?”

Kate bit back a laugh. “No.”

“Does she have a business outline?”

“At this point, no.”

“Does she know how to make either?”

“I don’t even know if she understands what either of those things are.”

“Are you sure she’s the best person to go into business with?” he teased.

Her eyes lit up. “When did you become such a joker? You used to be all serious and quiet.”

“A little bit of you must have rubbed off on me before you left.”

Her smile dropped like a kite from the sky with no wind and her eyes landed on her half empty glass of wine. He could tell her absence was a touchy topic for her. It seemed to bother her more than it bothered him and it really bothered him. He let her chew on her lip for a few minutes, lost in her own thoughts, before he reached over and lifted her chin with his fingers. “Hey,” he said quietly.

“Why did you come out with me today?”

He had no idea. Why had he snuck out to meet her in town late at night when they were young? There was something about her that he had never been able to resist. “I can’t say no to you.”

“You should have.” 

There were things in his life he regretted, like not fighting harder when she left, or not bonding with his father earlier in life, but sitting right where he was at this moment, didn’t even make the list. 

“I didn’t want to...” He ran his finger under her chin again and slowly lifted her eyes back to his. “Did you want me to?”

She stared at him long and hard as if bouncing the question around in her head. She finally shook her head and whispered, “No.”

His lips curved upwards, along with the feeling inside him. “Alright then. Let’s stop reflecting on the hard times in our past and choose your next word.”

***
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“SWITCH.”

Kate snatched the round reel from Marc, and slid the old-school slide into her View-master. “Goldilocks and the Three Bears, how appropriate.” She glanced at Marc, but he was too busy looking through the lens of his red View-Master to notice her. She took the opportunity to watch him under heavy eyes. The hour had to be past midnight, and here they were, giggling at old View-Master reels. She couldn’t decide whether they found amusement in the old pictures or that they were just overly tired after their long day. The activities before the sleigh ride alone had been vigorous, and then after supper they’d managed do dig out a Lite Brite, had a Lego building war, and finally crashed on the couch with a basket of reels and two View-Masters.

She yawned and when she blinked her eyes back open, he was looking at her. 

He grinned. “Am I keeping you up past your bedtime?”

“I know, I’m so old.” All-nighters with him used to be a breeze. “I don’t even know if it’s late or if I’m just over-tired.” She laughed.

He chuckled, setting the View-Master in the basket sitting between them. “You can take the bed and I will take the couch.”

She set the View-Master on her lap and twisted her body, leaning her side against the couch to face him. He moved slightly, resting his elbow on the top of the couch, his hand holding his head and looking down at her. “Are you seriously considering moving back to Willow Valley?”

“Yes. I believe after tonight I will have the green light to move back.”

“Why after tonight?”

Because I’ve completed your uncle’s request to keep you here in exchange for my freedom.

“I’m assuming once we return home my sisters will have their final decision about the soap shop.”

“And if they don’t?”

She searched his eyes, looking for the part of him that was asking for his own selfish reasons and when she was convinced she’d found them, she continued. “Regardless of what they decide to do, I’m moving back to Willow Valley.” She hadn’t even known until that very moment. “Six years ago, I might have thought there was something more for me out there, but now I know, everything I ever wanted is right here in Willow Valley.” 

Almost everything. She swallowed past the lump forming in her throat.

“My sisters, my dad, the town and the people who live here... and you.” When they’d arrived, she hadn’t planned on confessing her inner emotions to Marc. She hadn’t thought she would even take advantage of the freedom Carl had offered her to pursue his nephew. However, spending the entire day with Marc reminded her of all the fun they’d shared their entire lives. They clicked together. She hoped they were on the same page.

He said nothing, but she knew his head would be calculating what her words meant, if she was serious, if he could trust her...if she would she stay.

“I don’t know if you can ever forgive me for leaving you the way I did, no communication, no reason. After years of caring for my sisters and my dad, I had this opportunity to put me first and it wasn’t that I wanted to do it without you, but I wanted to know that I could do it on my own.” She let out a humourless laugh at the ridiculousness of her explanation.

“I can understand that.”

She rubbed her hands over face, blaming her exhaustion. “It makes more sense in my head.”

“You didn’t want to have to rely on me, lean on me, I get that, Kate. I felt the same way with my family’s name and money. That’s one of the reasons I left after you did. Of course, I looked for you. Don’t get me wrong. My dad has a private investigator that I paid to get your location.”

She bit her bottom lip knowing that arrangement would have been void since it had been Robert who’d paid to have her removed.

“He gave me dead ends and all I needed was a change, to do something on my own without my name attaching itself to me.”

“Yes, like that.” Not entirely. “If I’d told you I was leaving, or where I was, you would have found me and I wouldn’t have been strong enough to tell you to go away. I didn’t stop loving you when I left.”

“I wish you’d talked to me. We could have made it work.”

The wood crackled in the fire beside them. “Maybe we could talk now.”

The light from the fire flickering against his tanned skin. “Isn’t that what we’re doing?”

Her insides fluttered, understanding his meaning. There was a chance for them. He could forgive her and maybe, just maybe, they’d be able to move forward, in the path she’d always believed they belonged: together.

***
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MARC SHOULD HAVE LET her go to bed, given her the bedroom as he’d offered. But he couldn’t move away from her. In fact, he was convinced they’d moved closer. His arm draped over the back of the couch, running along her neck. Her eyes swept shut briefly and he leaned in whispering, “I want to kiss you.”

Her eyes flew open and her lips parted in a quiet gasp. She bit her bottom lip before letting them purse out again.

“I don’t want any mixed signals.” She had made it clear this was going nowhere two weeks ago, but now he saw in her eyes the same desire he’d seen in that sauna. “I want to kiss you Katherine McAdams. Do you want me to kiss you?”

Time stood still as she contemplated his question. It felt like forever. He knew she wanted this as much as he did. He had been with other women and never was the desire between them this thick or this strong. Every other woman was after his bank account—not his heart. And it hadn’t mattered anyway because he had given his heart away a long time ago. When Kate left, she had taken it with her. Now that she was back, he felt his heart racing off the charts for her.

“Yes,” she finally breathed.

Marc couldn’t have waited another second if he tried, he leaned in and felt her tense body ease under his touch. 

He bent down and pressed against the forbidden, dangerous desire of her taunting lips. Her wine flavoured tongue pressed deeper into his mouth, wanting to explore as much as him. He felt her hand snake around his neck and her legs falling, allowing her knees to sink into the sofa in front of her and propping up her body. She thrust her body against him and his body moved without instruction onto his knees. 

Wrapping his arm around her waist, he pulled her body harder against him, hungry to feel her every curve. 

The deliciousness of her mouth was the very cause of their separation, when she spilled the glass of wine she’d awkwardly been holding between them and shrieked, pulling away as the liquid began to soak through their robes.

She stared down at the empty glass in her hand and the red stain on the front of her white robe. She looked up at him, horrified, her eyes glazed, before bursting into laughter.

Marc took the half full glass of wine he’d managed not to spill on her and her empty glass and set them on the table.

“I’m so sorry,” she said.

“You don’t look very sorry.”

She covered her mouth. “I am, I swear.”

Marc grabbed her robe belt and hauled her body back against his. 

“I don’t know what we’re doing Marc,” she said.

He pulled the tie on her robe loose. “I am getting you out of these wet clothes.”

She smiled, the moment of reflection lost as she watched her robe part open. “How thoughtful of you.”

“It’s a very selfish thought,” he said and she laughed, snaking her arms around his neck. He balanced one of his feet on the ground and scooped her up into his arms, lifting her up and dropping them both backwards on the couch. She landed directly beneath him, her robe flying open in the process. He eyed her naked body.

“Let me show you how thoughtful I can be,” she said reaching down to his robe tie.

He captured her giggle with his mouth and forgot about the meeting at the hotel, the resort, the stress and obligations since his father’s death and felt only the desire that had never been extinguished.
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​​​Chapter Sixteen
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HOURS LATER, THEY were curled together against a mound of pillows with one blanket wrapped around them as they watched the fire dim.

Guilt gnawed away at her, constantly distracting her from this incredible afternoon. 

Kate snuggled her head against his bare chest, trying to ignore the remorse overshadowing her desire. She wanted to relish in the tenderness between them instead. 

When he had asked to kiss her, the answer had nothing to do with how they had ended up here, but yet, this guilt gnawed away at her, constantly distracting her from this incredible afternoon. 

Marc wanted this, she wanted this, and if she kept him away from the hotel tonight, they could have more than just this one afternoon. She wanted to indulge in the future they planned all those years ago, but questions plagued her. 

What if he finds out? What if his uncle isn’t as honest as he claims? What if she has to walk away from this again? From him?

“I’m going to need to put more firewood in the fireplace.” 

She didn’t want him to go anywhere. What if all the “what if’s” actually happened? She would never get to feel how perfect she fit against him like two adjoining puzzle pieces, again. 

She shook her head. “I don’t want you to go.”

He kissed her forehead. “You will when the fire dies.”

She tilted her head and caught his mouth with her own. “I’m sure we can figure out other ways to warm each other,” she said against his already warm, delicious lips.

He chuckled, then his mouth travelled alongside her cheek, tracing her jaw line, and to her neck. She welcomed him, tilting her head back and giving him access to any part of her.

He abandoned her suddenly, just when she thought he was going to trail all the way to her toes. He slipped into his briefs before adding more wood to the fire.

She wrapped the blanket around herself and pouted up at him. With the poker, he stirred the coals around with the same fortitude he stirred her desire. She was doomed. She had intended not to sleep with him, at least not here. She had fully intended being just friends because she was afraid of more, afraid of his uncle. But her heart seemed to dismiss the reality overtaken by his charm.

The phone rang and she jumped. The clock must have read well past mid-afternoon by now, but she wasn’t sure exactly what time it was. It felt like time had stopped as he had caressed and kissed her entire body on the sofa, then the floor and...

Lost in her own thoughts, she’d missed her opportunity to pull him down to her and convince him they didn’t need to answer that phone. He trailed into the kitchen and picked it up. They were probably offering to send someone out to rescue them.

She heard him say hello, agree, thank you, and agree again with the caller, while her gut tightened like a twisting wrench around a sink pipe. Her breathing wound down like the dimming fire and her body stilled as she analyzed the one-sided conversation. How important was this meeting? More important than this? His uncle was sure putting a big chance on it that it wasn’t. But surely Marc would assume they could continue this after the meeting. Only she knew better.

“Kate?”

As she twisted toward him, she modified her anxious face into a seductive grin. Allowing the blanket to completely drop from her shoulders, she leaned her naked arms over the pillow hill, and propped her face down on her hands...trying her hardest to achieve a provocative stance. She arched her eyebrows at him as her reply. She doubted her voice was going to speak without an uneasy tremble. 

“They can arrange for someone to pick us up now,” he said. He held the phone low, one hand covering the receiver.

She pouted her lips into an over-exaggerated frown. He was across the entire room and she wanted him to see it.

His grin rose. “Do you want to leave?”

Keeping her eyes locked on his like the jaw of a vicious shark latching onto its prey and slowly shook her head.

“Should I leave?”

Was he serious? Get back here and wrestle with me under these blankets. And that had nothing to do with any arrangement. 

“Will you make it in time for your meeting?”

He glanced at the watch on his wrist. “No, but I could arrange a supper to catch up with the men.”

She bit her lower lip. “I was really looking forward to the pasta you promised for supper.”

His grin rose and he put the receiver back to his ear. “Thanks for the offer, but we are going to take advantage of this room for the night?” He winked at her and she nearly melted.

Mission accomplished. But it was a conflicting win.

Kate turned, rolling her eyes towards the heavens and thanking cupid for pushing them together rather than apart. She stood on her shaky feet and grabbed one of the smaller afghans, wrapping it around her body.

“Are you hungry for the pasta now?”

Famished was a better word for her rumbling stomach. Was it hunger rumbling in her stomach or nerves? It didn’t matter either way. 

She climbed onto one of the stools while he pulled cooking supplies from the cupboards. She remembered him once rummaging around her kitchen looking for cooking supplies, showing off the amazing skills his mother had taught him.

He stopped in front of her to top up her coffee. It felt like time had stopped and she wondered what the hour was. “I’m going to mention this idea to my family.”

“What idea?”

“The sleigh rides they offer here.”

“For the resort?”

“Yes.” He leaned his elbows on the counter across from her while he explained the benefits of having sleigh rides at the resort. She listened. Whenever he talked work she noticed his body tensed and his tone grew serious—ever the professional businessman.

“Do you like working at the resort?”

“I do.”

“Are all your siblings working there?”

“Violet runs the wedding planning. Emma runs daily events like yoga, exercise, game tournaments that sort of thing. Anya used to manage the kitchens and was a top chef, but she left after dad died and left me scrambling to replace her. Then there’s Izzy.” His eyes widened. “She’s not currently employed with us.”

“Does she work somewhere else?”

“She doesn’t work.”

“Oh.”

“Exactly my thoughts, but currently not shared by the rest of the family, including my mother.”

“Maybe she needs some time after your dad. Abby is going through some things with Gran just passing, too. I mean she basically tricked us all into coming here for a free vacation and some quality time.”

“Maybe.”

“So, what about Melissa?”

“What about her?” Marc asked.

Did he really have to make her ask? 

“What does she do at the resort?” Kate asked.

Yeah, that’s what you want to know.

He sent her a grin as he straightened. “She’s my secretary.”

“Your secretary?” 

Secretary’s generally sleep with their bosses; look at the pretty little blonde in Derek’s office.

“Uh-huh.” He turned his back to her as he walked back to the counter. He shuffled through a drawer, found a can opener and started twisting the top off the fettuccine pasta sauce. “Do I hear a hint of jealousy?”

Jealous, no. Curiosity, yes. There was a huge difference.

“Hmph.” She slid from the stool and walked up beside him, grabbing the package of bowtie noodles from the counter and tearing them open. “No. Should I be?”

He moved over giving her space to dump them in the boiling water. 

“No. Melissa has worked for my father since she finished her schooling.”

That surprised her, not being the life she’d envisioned for Melissa, or being the life Melissa had led everyone to believe would be hers. She’d bragged about marrying into another wealthy family worth equal to, or more value than, her own and never having to physically work. Being her father, and his father before him, and eventually, no doubt, her brother as mayor of Willow Valley, Kate always assumed she’d be planning gala’s and parties.

“Have you slept with her?” The words were out of her mouth before she could rethink them.

He tilted his head to look at her. If he was shocked or surprised by her bluntness, he didn’t let it show. “No.”

“Ever?” she pried.

“No.”

“Not even right after I left?”

He turned then, leaning his hip on the counter beside him. “Do you understand the definition of the word no? For such an intelligent woman you seem to lacking basic vocabulary understanding.”

“Depends who’s saying it.”

He nodded, taking her words in. “Is this an ex you’re referring to?’

“That obvious, huh?”

“I would never lie to you.” His words struck a chord so deep she could have slipped into a never-ending ravine of lies. Every time she opened her mouth to Marc, a lie to hide other lies seemed to pour out.

“I think your noodles are sticking to the bottom of the pan.” When he grabbed the wooden spoon and began stirring the pot, she slipped off the stool and made her way to her robe lying on the couch. 

Her feet were tempted to run out the front door and out of his life. She should let him find an honest happiness she couldn’t provide. But being so selfishly close to having her own happiness gave her feet a mind of their own, and stayed put.

Her robe had landed over the couch, but she moved past it to Marc’s button up shirt. Finding it dry, she slipped into it instead and pulled on her underwear. She figured if she was in his shirt, then she would get to stare at that chest all throughout supper. She had to keep it together. 

Back to the kitchen where he was dishing the finished food onto plates. He glanced over and grinned, looking her up and down with approval. “Better than a robe.”

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
SHANNYN LEAH

>omplete Series Boxed Set
BOOKS 1-5 |
s Bonus Novella |
’ CRU\!BL}E'






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image002.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





