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      “A good afternoon to ye, your Lordship.”

      “And a good afternoon to you too, Callum.”

      Gently closing the creaky door to the charming bookstore, Thistle & Quill, Nigel Wyndham, 19th Earl of Birkenmor, took a moment to savor the symphony of scents that embraced him whenever he visited the shop. The inviting aroma of aged paper and leather, the gentle melody of softly turning pages, low comments of readers, and the mellifluous melody of Callum MacLeod’s brogue wove an enchanting backdrop to the unexpected treasure of the place. A sanctuary of home tucked away in a corner of this Wyoming town.

      And where Nigel had first encountered Trish.

      “I see ye have Willow with ye.” Callum whistled and held up a dog treat.

      Nigel unclipped the leash, and the wriggling dog dashed toward the shopkeeper. With the biscuit in her mouth, she pranced to the rug before the crackling fireplace and settled down to enjoy her treat.

      “Are ye looking for anything in particular today?” Callum scanned the surroundings and lowered his voice, adding, “Or anyone? I’ve not seen the widow yet today.”

      Which was unfortunate but not unexpected. The lady in question had taken to avoiding Nigel.

      “Have the two of ye had a disagreement, your Lordship?” Callum’s gaze brimmed with sympathy.

      “Not to my knowledge.” A couple entered the shop then, prompting Nigel to put on his public face. “I will browse while Willow enjoys her treat.”

      With a concerned nod, Callum turned to greet the customers.

      Nigel found his way to the Misty Vale collection, his heart quickening even though he knew Trish wouldn’t be there. It was here, two years ago, that he had first glimpsed her. Since then, he had woven her into his recollections of the place, making the spot even more cherished.

      A year before their meeting, Nigel had still considered the chilly English castle his primary residence. During an illness, he had required a full-time nurse, one who had entertained him by reading aloud her Regency stories. As a lonely widower of many years, he had found himself captivated by the books—the surprisingly accurate historic backdrops, the compelling characters, and the enigmatic puzzles the heroines unraveled before claiming their happily ever afters, as his nurse had dubbed them. The yarns had rekindled an unexpected taste for romance in his life, even if vicariously.

      That day in the bookstore, he had rounded the corner of the aisle with the Vale books and spotted a slender woman of about seventy kneeling on the floor. Perhaps it had been the soft afternoon sunlight, but her silvery white hair, gracefully gathered into a loose, attractive bun, had given her an otherworldly glow, as though she were a vision from a bygone era.

      Even on her knees, she had exuded an elegance he rarely encountered here in America. When she looked up, their gazes locked, triggering emotions Nigel had not experienced in years. Her cheeks had flushed a pretty pink, and a sparkle of surprise and delight danced in her eyes. Without hesitation, he had offered her his hand. The instant their fingers touched, a sizzle of electricity had raced up his arm. It had seemed to Nigel that fate had orchestrated their encounter, foretelling the beginning of something magical, extraordinary.

      Reflecting on it now, he wondered at his naivety. Initially, Nigel had assumed theirs would be a straightforward path that would lead to the altar. Instead, Trish had led him into an unexpected game of cat-and-mouse. Sometimes he was the cat, while at other times, it was clear Trish held that role.

      Since their first encounter, Nigel had rediscovered a joy in living and permitted his family in America to fret over his health. He had embraced walking again, even purchasing Willow as a hiking companion. Above all, he had worked diligently to reclaim the vitality requisite for marriage.

      However, every time he had mustered the courage to hint at Trish becoming his countess, she would inexplicably withdraw. After his most recent attempt to raise the topic, she had taken to avoiding him. His grandson described it, using modern parlance as ghosting.

      In truth, the word aptly described the situation in which Nigel found himself. Trish had disappeared from Nigel’s life. Abruptly and without warning, she severed all forms of communication with him. Occasionally, he glimpsed her in the distance, but like a fleeting ethereal wisp, she would vanish, leaving him with a haunting sense of loss and bewilderment.

      “What about a cup of tea, me Lord?” Callum inquired from the end of the aisle.

      Nigel gave the long row of Misty Vale books a last glance and turned to face the shopkeeper, who had become an unlikely friend. Nigel had asked the man to cease addressing him as my Lord, though Callum seemed to derive pleasure from it. If name-dropping and association with an earl attracted customers to the quaint bookshop, all the more power to him.

      “What are you serving today?”

      “An English afternoon tea, of course, your Lordship. As soon as the missus heard ye had come, she brought out her scones with clotted cream and jam, as she knows they’re your favorite.”

      “Will she join us?” Nigel quite liked the Wyoming woman who had captured Callum’s heart.

      “Nay. She insisted she would oversee afternoon tea for our guests so you and I could chat.”

      “You must express my gratitude.” Nigel knew the woman would have overseen afternoon tea for their guests, anyway. Still, Callum usually assisted his wife, so her gesture was touching.

      The two men settled in the cozy chairs by the crackling fireplace. Willow sat up and watched Nigel expectantly, her way of telling him she expected a treat without actually begging for one.

      “You, little lady, have already had yours,” he muttered but broke off a bit of scone for her, anyway. “Now enough.” The dog devoured it in a breath before lying down and resting her head on her paws, her large round eyes continuing to stare at him.

      Nigel shifted in his chair so he could no longer see Willow’s wistful gaze.

      “That dog has been a boon for ye, me Lord,” Callum observed as he spread clotted cream on his scone. “The missus was just saying the other day that ye look a good ten years younger and more since you’ve had her.”

      “I do feel rejuvenated.” Or he had until Trish had taken to avoiding him.

      They ate in silence for a few minutes, and Nigel pondered his next move. Somehow, he must unearth what had transpired in Trish’s life to prompt her to distance herself. Was it him? Had he offended her unknowingly?

      Callum leaned forward and said conspiratorially, “Don’t let the missus know I’ve told ye, but she’s writing a book. A Regency romance, like those Misty Vale books ye enjoy. You’ll never guess what she told me.”

      Nigel furled his brows, confused at the abrupt change in topic.

      “In romances, they use a literary technique called forced proximity.” Callum waggled his bushy brows. “For your own romance, ye should consider how to create a similar scenario with the widow.”

      Forced proximity. Nigel had never considered it while reading. Now, he recognized the various situations that had compelled the protagonists to spend time together.

      “How? We depart for England shortly, and I will be absent for two weeks.”

      “Exactly, me Lord. The missus has been friends with the widow for many years, and she has often expressed a desire to visit England.” Callum’s grin turned mischievous. “Especially the Cotswolds.”

      Where Birkenmor was located.

      “I have mentioned she is avoiding me, have I not? Even were I to approach her to issue such an invitation, she would decline.” The mere notion dampened Nigel’s spirits.

      “With all due respect, me Lord, but you’re losing your edge.” Callum shook his head. “If this were London, and ye needed to broker a deal, whether business or political, how would ye gain access to someone?”

      “I would leverage my connections.”

      “Aye. Just so. Your Lordship should enlist the help of people who might influence the widow in your favor. ‘Tis also in her best interest, after all.”

      “How so?” Nigel asked, his curiosity piqued.

      “’Twould be an invitation to a dream journey for her. The missus and I firmly believe the widow has feelings for you. A fortnight in your homeland might offer insights into whatever is troubling her. And if ye were to help her resolve them, all the better! ‘Tis time ye sought your own happily ever after.”

      “I have already had one.” Often, Nigel had wondered if it asked too much to seek another.

      And yet, his grandson had claimed two and was deliriously happy.

      “From everything ye’ve told me about your late wife, ‘tis clear she would wish for you to find happiness again.” Callum’s expression turned concerned.

      Nigel shifted his gaze to the window and the trees in the town square, glorious in their hues of amber, gold, and scarlet. In his younger days, Nigel had dreaded the autumn and winter. Growing up and then spending most of his adulthood in a dreary English castle had meant forever being cold, as modern conveniences could only heat stone so well.

      Upon receiving his first invitation to visit his grandson here in Wyoming, Nigel had hesitated to accept. But living alone in a giant castle, his only companions the servants, he had accepted, if only for something different to do.

      That, and a desire to meet the American woman who had captured his grandson’s heart. Nigel had not approved of his grandson’s first marriage and later had to eat some not-so-humble pie for having been a crotchety old man toward his lovely wife.

      Then tragedy had struck, snatching her away. Seeing his grandson’s grief-stricken face had rekindled Nigel’s own loss. Perhaps that was why, two years later, he had reserved judgment on the new American wife.

      New American wife.

      As with Nigel’s grandson, Callum had taken one and was radiantly happy. After only two weeks of not speaking with Trish, Nigel was already miserable.

      “Will your Lordship let her slip away without a fight?” Callum whispered, as though he could read Nigel’s thoughts.

      “No, my friend, I will not.”
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      Trish Johnson tapped her fingertips on the desk as she scrutinized the paragraph again. She had never met a sentence she didn’t want to rewrite, which meant if she wasn’t careful, she could be perpetually stuck in the clutches of editing. While it tormented her, it was a blessing for her editor.

      But it also killed Trish’s creativity.

      This latest book would be the death of her. Why, oh, why couldn’t she have finished Wooing the Earl before a real earl stepped into her life?

      Trish let out an exasperated sigh, rubbing her temples as if to chase away the burgeoning headache. She could finish this book; she had to, or her readers would storm the castle. Figuratively, of course, since she didn’t live in a castle and only a handful of people even knew she was the author, Misty Vale. Still. She didn’t want to disappoint her fans, who had expected Wooing the Earl two years ago.

      Her plan for this Victorian historical romance series had seemed simple enough—write a story with a male love interest from each level of the British peerage, beginning with a baron and ending with a duke. And then Nigel Wyndham, with his weathered charm and captivating presence, had hijacked her plans.

      Every time she had tried to write the story, her keyboard had turned into a battlefield as Nigel had crept into the story. It was not about him. But every keystroke turned into a skirmish between her desire to tell the story about a young earl in Regency times and her real-life earl. How could an old man haunt her pages and make the young man seem feeble by comparison?

      Even shifting to write the next book, Defying the Marquess, hadn’t freed her. A few of her rabid followers had noticed the jump even while raving about the new book, so she had written Charming the Duke. Only when she moved on to the spy series had her readers complained, and she’d had to promise to write Wooing the Earl.

      Trish was not writing a book about Nigel Wyndham. Somehow, she must wrest back control of the story. He was nearly eighty-seven years old, for Pete’s sake. While there was a market for later-in-life romances, most Romance readers wanted young and virile men for their love interests. She worried they wouldn’t believe a man his age could still heat a woman’s blood with a look or curl her toes with a gentle touch.

      Fanning herself, Trish rose from her chair. She needed to think of something else and walked to the window. Her home, perched on a hill, offered a commanding view of her hometown of Huckleberry Falls. The view had always given her peace, yet something was sadly missing lately.

      The house had provided her refuge after the sudden loss of her husband, Bill. Even after ten years, the memory still had the power to strike her. The shock of finding him lifeless on the kitchen floor had left a vivid scar on her heart and nightmarish memories of her futile  attempt at CPR, and the paramedics’ failed efforts etched in painful detail.

      That day, she had made herself a solemn promise. No more husbands meant no more heartache. Burying four had been enough for her.

      Yet, being an eternal romantic with a heart longing for someone to love and care for, she had found a balm in her fictional romances. In those, Trish held the power over life and death. No one died unless the plot required it, and usually just vile characters. Never someone dear to her heart. Within the confines of her stories, her people stayed perpetually young and healthy, never old or infirm. And they certainly didn’t drop dead from a stroke.

      Trish pressed her fingers against the cool glass and shut herself against the past. But Nigel’s endearing face appeared in her mind’s eye. After meeting him, her fictional romances no longer satisfied her longing for something real. Even the matchmaking she had done for friends didn’t fulfill her need to care for someone and be cared for in return. He had wakened dormant feelings she thought she’d buried along with Bill.

      Dang that Nigel Wyndham! This was all his fault. With his enigmatic smile and compelling presence, he had chipped away at the walls she had built so carefully. He made her wish for a life again, things they were both surely too old for. She sighed.

      Her heart did that funny twitchy thing, where part of it seemed to beat to a waltz while the other side was break-dancing. It had started when she was thirty and used to happen only every couple of years. And never lasted long enough to get to the ER in time for a doctor to hear it. She breathed slowly, wondering if this would be the day. Then her heart resumed its normal beating. Maybe thinking about Nigel was messing with her physical heart too.

      Then an idea struck, as they often did when she stepped away from her computer, sending her mind into a whirlwind of possibilities. She even kept a waterproof notepad and pencil in the shower for such times.

      Trish straightened and returned to her desk, the idea taking hold. In real life, she and Nigel might be too old for romance, but not in fiction. What if she added an appealing subplot, a second romance? The idea was intoxicating. She opened a new document.

      Perhaps a May-December romance like hers and Nigel’s. Not that either of them had spoken of their feelings to each other in real life. And at their age, would a fifteen-year difference in their ages count as one? When she was twenty and he thirty-five, probably. But at seventy-two and eighty-seven, not so much. The idea of anyone calling their relationship anything so romantic made her chuckle.

      Still, the idea appealed to Trish, so how could she make it work? Perhaps a story spanning a lifetime. It could begin with Charlotte’s family moving to India, where her father was assigned as support staff to a diplomat.

      She met and fell in love with the much older Edward who had spent the last ten years looking after his family’s holdings there. Before he could ask her father for her hand, however, Edward received word his father was seriously ill, and he must return to England. A ship was leaving within an hour, so the best he could do was to send her family a quick note of explanation, hoping her father would reply. During that time, it was not appropriate for an unmarried man and woman to correspond. Should they carry on a clandestine connection?

      Trish opened her dictating program and went to work telling herself the beginning of the story. She would set the first quarter or so in India. When her throat grew too dry to speak anymore, Trish took a break. A perfect time for a workout and to check on her grandson.

      She headed downstairs to the study, where she found Derrick immersed in his online classes. Huckleberry Falls didn’t have the size to rate a university, though they had an excellent university extension. His parents had decided they were done with the cold and became snowbirds, spending the summers in Wyoming and their winters in Arizona.

      They had tried to talk her into joining them, but Huckleberry Falls in the winter was one of Trish’s favorite times of the year. She could visit them in January and part of February when it was the coldest.

      It had pleased Trish when her grandson opted to stay with her rather than go to Arizona with his parents. He claimed it was because he didn't want to pay out-of-state tuition, despite her offering to do so.

      Still, she knew the truth. Derrick enjoyed his part-time job working as a gopher for the Oscar-winning actor Walt Kinkade. It still made her chuckle that someone she babysat when she was a teen had become so famous.

      “Hey, Nan. Taking your morning break?” Derrick asked, looking up from his laptop.

      “Yes.” She sank beside him on the couch and leaned back her head.

      Derrick was one of the handful of people in the world who knew about her writing, and his astute observations had made him an excellent brainstorming partner. He never told her how to write the story but would ask her questions about characters and motivations. With his uncanny ability to ask the right questions, he prodded her into exploring possibilities she hadn’t considered. Trish really should tell him she hoped he would take an English minor and someday become her editor.

      “I think I may have finally figured out where to go with the story,” she said, “though I’m not sure it’s a fit for this book.”

      “The one that’s driving you mad? What's the problem?”

      Trish straightened and explained her challenges, though keeping out her issues with the real earl. She could only hope Derrick wouldn’t make the connection. Not that she and Nigel had known each other when they were younger.

      “This story’s been really hard for you,” Derrick said.

      “It’s complicated.” She rubbed her temples.

      “I really don’t think it is.”

      Frowning, Trish glanced at him. “Why do you say that?”

      “I remember your plans for publishing the series in order. Then, just when you started on Wooing the Earl, a real earl showed up in town. You usually fly through your first drafts, so I thought it was odd when you struggled for months with it and then moved on to the marquess.” Derrick shrugged. “Your feelings for a living earl are messing with your ability to tell a story about a fictional one. Nigel is creeping into your book. Am I right?” Derrick shot her a knowing look. “Or am I right?”

      Trish groaned. Finally, resigned, she asked, “Am I so obvious?”

      “Nan, you both are. It won’t surprise anyone in town when you two get married.”

      The words gave her an unwanted thrill, her traitorous pulse quickening. No. She shoved the thought and the accompanying surge of emotions down into the mental box she had locked them in.

      “You know why it can’t happen.”

      “I know it’s your excuse,” he said with a flash of irritation.

      Trish went still, a lump forming in her chest. Excuse hardly fit her memories of the pain. She turned to leave.

      “Wait, Nan. I’m sorry.” Derrick pushed his laptop aside and jumped to his feet. “I wasn’t trying to be insensitive.”

      He pulled her into a hug, and she rested her head against his chest. How had her little grandson grown into a man already? His maturity proved how fast time was slipping away.

      It wasn’t fair. She didn't feel old inside. There, Trish was still the twenty-year-old free spirit she had always been. Except now her joints ached, and she had to watch her cholesterol. In her opinion, the good Lord hadn't thought this aging thing through very well. And yet, even for a youthful body, she wouldn’t trade her life’s experiences. Both the good and the bad.

      “I remember when Grandpa Bill died. It shocked all of us. I was a little kid, and it didn’t make sense. I missed my favorite fishing buddy and didn’t understand why he couldn't come back.”

      “Exactly.” Trish gave him a quick squeeze and stepped back. “He can never come back. And I can’t go through that again, Derrick. Nigel is fifteen years older than me. I just can't.”

      “Well, I disagree, but what do I know? I’m only eighteen.”

      “I hope you never know the pain of losing someone you love.” She gave his cheek a soft pat. “I should exercise, and you need to get back to your studies.”
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      “Has Trish Johnson been out of town?” Nigel asked his granddaughter-in-law in as casual a manner as he could.

      Merry glanced up. “She said nothing about travel plans when I did her hair this morning. Why?”

      “Merely curious.” Nigel brushed his sleeve unnecessarily. “I have not seen her about town lately.”

      The sliver of a smile teased the corners of Merry’s mouth, a knowing gleam in her eyes. He swiftly shifted the discussion by pointing to the recipe book on the counter.

      “Should you spend so much time on your feet after giving birth?”

      Merry pivoted to face him, her expression now a mix of humor and disbelief. “Are you all right? You haven’t forgotten I’m part-owner of a hair salon and just mentioned I styled Trish’s hair this morning, have you?”

      “I was merely expressing concern for your health, my dear. I, in no way, meant to accuse you of being weak.” He held up his free hand. “The resilience of you modern women continues to astound me.”

      Merry crossed her arms, her demeanor now a challenge. “And your ability to deflect a conversation astounds me. Why are you really asking about Trish? Has she been avoiding you again?”

      Her question caused humiliation to wash over Nigel. For the first time since his beloved wife had passed on, he found himself captivated by a woman—and she wanted nothing to do with him. Did Trish consider him too old for her? She was younger than he, but by how much?

      When they had first met at the Thistle & Quill, he had struggled with his health. With his grandson and Merry fussing over him and encouraging a healthier lifestyle, he felt better than he had in twenty years. He could now walk for miles and had even taken up riding again. Surely, Nigel still had something to offer a woman besides a title.

      “I’m sorry.” Merry gave his arm a sympathetic pat.

      Nigel stiffened. He had need of pity from no one.

      “Don’t look at me like that.” Merry gave him a quick hug. “I understand what you’re going through because Carlisle and I went through our own rough patch.” She studied Nigel thoughtfully.

      “What?” he asked defensively.

      “Well, you Brits often look at things a little differently than we do. Plus, you’re old school. You mostly put on a stiff-upper lip attitude. It’s always made me think you prefer to suffer in silence, so I’m glad to see you asking for help.”

      Nigel stiffened. “I merely inquired⁠—”

      “I get it,” Merry broke in. “But I took it as a plea for help.”

      Nigel scowled at the use of the word plea. It left a bad taste in his mouth. Did she think he was begging?

      “It makes me wonder how well you know Trish,” Merry mused, then arched a brow as though she had thought of something. “Have the two of you talked about your previous relationships?”

      “No.” With Trish so skittish, Nigel had worried it would put her off for him to speak of his love for his late wife.

      “Why not?” Merry squeezed his arm. “Carlisle and I discussed our late spouses when we were dating. And we still do, as you well know. If you’re seriously interested in getting to know Trish better, you need to learn more about her past relationships.”

      Multiple relationships? Nigel couldn’t help asking, “And what might those be?”

      Merry’s eyes flashed with understanding and a dash of amusement. “Sorry, but that’s her story to tell, and one you should know. Just like she needs to know more about your life in England.”

      Before Nigel could reply, a cry came over the baby monitor on the counter.

      “Well, his majesty is awake.” Merry gave Nigel’s cheek a quick peck. “I understand how hard it is to jump back into the dating scene after a break. Carlisle was all for it, though it scared me to death. Trish is worth it, so give it time and do it right.” She hurried away.

      Bemused, Nigel stared at her departing back. A young woman scarcely a third his age had just given him dating advice. How ironic. Yet, the humor of the situation made him chuckle.

      However, her words held truth. There was much he did not know about Patricia Johnson. He now spent most of the year in this charming American town. However, if he wished to take their friendship further, she must understand he also had a life outside of Huckleberry Falls.

      With her avoiding him, however, it wasn’t as though he could invite her to come on the upcoming family trip. Even if she were to allow him to make the offer, she would never accept it from him. He glanced to the west, where Merry’s mother lived with her new husband, Walt Kinkade. It was time to enlist some help.

      Slipping on his jacket, Nigel called, “Willow, come!”

      In a flash, the gray and white Schnoodle sprinted to his side. She had the curlier hair of her poodle ancestry, except around her mouth where the groomer had clipped a more traditional Schnauzer mustache. A while back, Nigel had accompanied Merry and the children on a trip to the Humane Society. As soon as he had met the gaze of the intelligent dog, she had sealed their bond.

      “Good, girl.” He offered her a treat and gave her head an affectionate pat. “Shall we take a stroll?”

      At the word, Willow gave an excited bark and dashed to the back door. When he opened it, she darted outside and ran for a distance but then stopped. She turned around and looked back at him, her head tilted questioningly, seeming to ask, Well, aren’t you coming?

      Nigel chuckled, his mood already lifting. A year ago, even the thought of owning such an energetic dog would have made him weary. Now, it filled him with a desire to live up to Willow’s expectation to hurry up with the fun.

      His walking stick in hand, he strode across the expanse of lawn, making up the backyard, past the guest cottages, one of which he called home while staying with his grandson. Willow already knew where they were going and ran ahead to the opening in the copse of trees dividing his grandson Carlisle’s property from Walt Kinkade’s.

      He and Nigel had become good friends, a bond strengthened when Walt had married Merry’s mother. While Walt denied purchasing the property for the sentimental reason of living close to his wife’s daughter and her family, Nigel knew better. And approved.

      As he and Willow strolled the meandering path through the woods, Nigel mused about what approach he should take with Trish. He liked Callum’s suggestion about inviting her on their trip to England. She had mentioned having a passport and had lamented never using it. But how to accomplish that when she seemed intent on ignoring his existence?

      Ghosted. Him. Well, if that was her intent, Nigel was determined to haunt her.

      Willow’s ears perked up. At the sound of a child’s voice, she gave a little bark and dashed ahead through the opening in the trees. Excellent. Someone was home. Nigel quickened his pace, hoping to find Walt.

      Emerging from the shadow of the trees, he found the young daughter of Walt’s assistant trying to hug an enthusiastic Willow, who was smothering the child with doggy kisses.

      “Enough, Willow.” She stopped, and Nigel said, “Sit. Stay.”

      The Schnoodle obediently sat, and Rue embraced the dog, saying, “Thanks, Grandpa Gelly.” Then the little girl jumped up. Willow stayed where she was but sent a pleading look at Nigel.

      “Good girl, Willow. Free.”

      Joyously, the dog sprung to her feet and raced across the spacious lawn, Rue squealing behind her.

      “Good afternoon, Nigel,” Sandra Faragher called from one of the chaise lounge chairs, her ever present laptop open.

      “I was hoping to have a word with Walt.”

      She shielded her eyes from the sun. “He’s on a call with his agent, so he might be busy for a while. Have a seat.”

      Nigel settled into an outdoor recliner with its own umbrella. Walt’s wife had ordered it for him. Which was why Nigel spent more and more time in America. In England, he had to pay people to look out for his comfort; here, they did it out of concern for him.

      Sandra closed her laptop and shifted in her chair to watch him. “You look like a man on a mission. Is it anything I can help you with?”

      Nigel deliberated for a few moments. As Walt’s personal assistant, Sandra had a gift of discernment and a wisdom beyond her years. She was also a social creature, making friends and keeping her finger on the pulse of the community.

      “I am not sure how to explain, my dear.” He leaned his head against the cushion, exhaling slowly.

      “Are you and Trish having problems?” Sandra asked, her voice kind.

      Nigel jerked up his head in surprise. Good heavens, first Merry and now Sandra. Was he truly so apparent? The thought made the thorn of Trish’s silent rejection pierce his heart all the more.

      “Well, that’s unexpected.” Sandra studied him, tapping her finger on her closed laptop thoughtfully. “I could have sworn you two were close to being an official couple.”

      “She is avoiding me,” he admitted, unable to meet her gaze.

      “Merry knows her much better than I do, but it’s obvious Trish cares for you.” Sandra tapped her chin with her pointer finger. “What do you know about Trish’s history?”

      Nigel frowned, pushing down the flash of irritation. Both women he found capable, and he accepted the compassion behind her eyes.

      “Why do you jump to that question?” he asked.

      “Because, in my experience, we all keep some things private from everyone. If it’s something that hurt us, the more deeply we keep it to ourselves. So, my first thought was what hurt her so badly that you have her running scared.”

      “I see now that I should have asked her about it.”

      “Linda is fond of saying this: we are who we are because of where we were when…” Sandra shot him a meaningful look. “We both know our life experiences shape us, and you and Trish have shared much of the same history.”

      “I’m afraid I have been more interested in our future than our pasts.”

      “You know, one of the stupidest things I did with Eb was not to tell him about my car accident. It was in the past, right? But it impacted our future.” She shook her head ruefully. “I made assumptions about him that were wrong.”

      “I recall. You and Merry have given me much to consider.” Nigel stroked his beard, pondering how to broach the subject if Trish wouldn’t talk to him.

      “Hey, Nigel,” Walt said, striding toward them from the house. Willow raced to greet him, and the actor bent to rub her ears. “Come for a chat?”

      Nigel rose from the chair. “I come to beg a favor of you.”

      “Sure. Whatever you need.” Walt straightened from petting the dog, his eyes now curious.

      “I wish you to invite Trish Johnson to accompany us on our journey to England.”
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