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  Preface



Sometimes, love doesn’t go according to plan.




Sage Dawson loves her job as a cruise director or did. When her current guy (Shipmate, Gordan Simen) turns out to have feet of clay, a broken heart takes her back to Wally Creek and the comfort of her grandparents’ loving support. What she gets instead is the house she grew up in as they take off for a new life in Arizona, four seventy-something tenants who have a plan of their own for her future, and Luke Marshell, a sleek, polished, uncompromising businessman who, for some reason she can’t fathom, is convinced she’s after his great-uncle’s retirement fund. 




Under other circumstances, Luke would be any girl’s dream guy, but not Sage’s. The man is an uncompromising workaholic and not user-friendly. The only thing worse than getting surprised by a sneaker wave on the way into the dock is standing by doing nothing while her heart makes another disastrous mistake.
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“Goodbye room,” Sage Dawson said out loud, snapping a picture with her beloved camera of the opened suitcase and boxes on the narrow bed. Grams had given her the Rebel when she turned twenty-one. “Hopefully, when we see each other again, I’ll be an engaged woman.”

Her grandparents were like that. They loved to mark her milestones with memories that stayed forever. Hence the camera. Over the years since then, she’d used it as instructed and taken photos of all the places she’d visited. But there was one thing they couldn’t give her. She squealed inside, bouncing lightly on her tiptoes. That she would take care of herself. Okay, yes, in today’s fast-paced, modern world, she admitted it was a little old-fashioned to look at romance and love like a Hallmark movie. Some might even say it was naive. Not Sage.

Holding out her left hand, she imaged a diamond engagement ring on her finger as she spun in a circle in the close quarters. The ring didn’t have to be big. It just had to promise that the one who put it on her finger and his love would be there forever. And that passion would light her way until she was an old lady. Her heart would still beat in anticipation on that faraway day, as it did now, for the man sitting next to her on the porch swing of the house where they’d raised their children. The same man would sweep her off her feet every day they were together, aging side by side.

Gordan Simen, her fellow shipmate, and explorer was that man. He didn’t blame her for not being a good cook. He appreciated her love of plants and gardening when she had the chance—even though for now, that garden had to thrive in community plots or in colorful ceramic pots wherever the Emerald Star docked. And he seemed to appreciate her willingness to go on any adventure with him at the drop of a hat.

The best news yet? With the Emerald Star in port to get a quick facelift, it was the perfect time to take that long-delayed trip home to introduce her man to her grandparents and her favorite place in the whole world—a little town in the foothills of the Cascade mountains, Wally Creek. Why she hadn’t taken him there yet was still a bit of a mystery, but she was about to rectify that little omission. 

Stopping in the middle of the cabin, she swallowed back the nerves threatening to capsize her hope. Being afraid wasn’t an option, hadn’t been since the day Grams and Grandpa had taken her and Jack home to live with them. They would love Gordan as much as she did. As much as they loved her. She was certain that would be the case.

Taking a quick look around to make sure she hadn’t forgotten anything, she closed the suitcase, zipped up her laptop case, and sealed the boxes. Gordan loved her . . . Sage Dawson. He’d even gone so far as to hint he wanted to merge their separate lives into one. Just last week, over an impromptu dinner at their last port of call, he’d taken her hand, and looking deep into her eyes, had said her persistent optimism and adventurous spirit were just two of the things that attracted him. He hadn’t used that all-important L word, but the smile on his handsome face had been enough to make her feel wrapped in the one thing she wanted more than anything else. Her own special love connection.

In her world that meant a lot. Most men found her merely unrealistic and odd. Her mom, up until the day her parents died, had been a woman who only saw the very best in life and her daughter. No one but Grams and Grandpa understood that following in her mother’s footsteps, seeing as much of the world as she could, and looking on the bright side as thoroughly as Amelia Dawson did, was how Sage kept the memories of her parents alive. It was thrilling that Gordan saw that in her too.

A grand passion like her parents had, and her Grams and Grandpa still had, wasn’t too much to ask, was it? Yes, she knew it was a big step, introducing Gordan to her grandparents. A step she kept telling herself she’d waited to embark on because she wanted to make sure he would stick like glue through the tough times. Not that they’d had any disastrous situations to work through yet, but he hadn’t made a fuss when she’d asked him to go with her to Wally Creek, where he knew he’d meet her grandparents. That was a very good sign.

“Here we go,” she whispered and crossed her fingers.

Rubbing the sterling necklace Gordan had given her at the start of their last cruise to Mazatlan—a delicate faerie in flight he’d said reminded him of his girl—Sage raced up the stairs to the main deck, making sure her hair was still in place. Gordan got that line between his brows, his only fault really, when the heavy strands sprung loose like a baby kangaroo freed from its mama’s pouch. The tight bun at the back of her head should keep the thick ropes under control until the last of the passengers were waved off the ship.

Tugging her blazer into place over well-rounded hips, she took her spot on the opposite side of the gangway from Gordan. Catching his eye, she smiled. He didn’t smile back but she wasn’t surprised. He didn’t like being distracted from his on-board duties.

Sage dragged her gaze away from her potential fiance. This part of the job she loved. The last goodbye as the Emerald Star’s guests exited the ship with the best memories and a reason to book their next cruise, it was great. A job well done, if anyone asked her.

Mrs. Henders gave her a big scented hug. An octogenarian who barely reached Sage’s chin, she’d transformed, with a little help from Sage and her staff, from one of the quietest, shy passengers to come on board in a long time, morphing like a butterfly into the life of the party. And she’d made new friends who all promised to stay in touch with Fran when they got home.

“Thank you so much, dear. You made this cruise the most fun I’ve had since before I lost my sweet Albert.”

Sage hugged the older lady back. “So you’ll come again soon?”

“You can count on it.” Fran edged back and turned her head from side to side. “What do you think of my new hair?”

“I love it.” She eyed the older woman with a smile. “That color—” a beautiful shade of rose pink over stunning silver white, “—is perfect for you.”

Fran blushed and patted her short bob. “I had it done last night. I hope it’s not too bold.”

“Not a bit. Your granddaughter will love it.” Sage lifted her camera. “Do you mind if I snap some pictures?”

Normally she left people out of her photos, but Fran, with her cheeks a lighter shade of pink than her hair, was so dang cute.

“Of course, you can.” After Sage snapped the picture, Fran looked down and searched in her purse. “That reminds me. I made something for you.”

“You didn’t have to do that.” Sage took several more pictures.

“I know, but I wanted to give you something as a thank you for making this trip so special.” Fran held out a peach-colored square of tissue. “It’s for your camera strap.”

Sage unwrapped the fragile paper to find blue and green glass beads dangling on a thin wire. “Fran, it’s beautiful. Thank you so much.”

“You’re welcome. I’d better go. Goodbye, dear.” Fran’s eyes twinkled as she waved her fingers at Gordan. “You kids these days aren’t in a hurry to get married, but when I come back next year, I hope to hear that you and your handsome young man have set a wedding date.”

“That makes two of us,” Sage said with a quick laugh. Her heart squeezed as she imagined Gordan waiting for her on the upper deck where they’d agreed to meet when all the passengers were gone.

Clutching Fran’s gift, she stepped aside, watching as the older woman made her careful way down the gangplank. When she got to the end, a man dressed in a dark suit took her elbow to help her navigate the last step onto the dock. Impressed by his gentle manner as he threaded Fran’s arm through his, Sage attached the dangle to her camera strap. After one last look at the two, she fervently hoped the older woman would make it back to the Emerald Star the next summer.

Heading for her and Gordan’s pre-arranged meeting place, once she got there, Sage didn’t have to wait. A brisk breeze played with her hair, and as she’d predicted, playfully pulled wisps free. He leaned on the rail. Seagulls squawked happily as they soared above his head in the baby-blue sky.

Fran was right. Gordan Simen was an exceptionally good-looking man. Slender and tall in his cruise staff uniform. Hair as dark as night. Eyes the color of rich chocolate. Some women had a thing for dark chocolate. Sage was one of them.

“Are you ready to go?” she asked, not working all that hard to keep her excitement under wraps. “We need to pick up my car before the lot closes.”

“Actually—” Gordan hesitated. Finally, stuffing his hands in his pants pockets, he blurted, “—I’m not going with you.”

It took a disconcerting minute for the words to penetrate her eagerness to get on the road. Was he kidding?

She searched the dark eyes focused on her face. “I don’t understand. I thought—”

“I know. I’m sorry. You’ve been planning this trip for a while. I should have said something sooner.”

He didn’t sound all that sorry, just defensive, which was Gordan’s way of placing blame elsewhere when he’d changed his mind about something. Another small, very small, tick not in his favor.

“You want to delay our trip?” Confusion morphed into cutting disappointment that spread through Sage’s chest like wildfire. She couldn’t breathe. “Has something happened to your mom?”

Gordan was an only child and very close to his mother. It was one of the many things she loved about him. It showed he could be counted on, even when life battered them with rough waves.

“No, she’s fine. I’m sorry,” he said again. “I’m just not ready to meet your family. That’s a pretty big step.” The charming eyes that usually laughed at her crazy ideas shuttered. “I got a call this morning from one of my college buddies. You’ve met Will. Anyway, a spot opened up on that Yellowstone River white water rafting trip he’s going on.”

Gordan had mentioned the trip when it was being planned, but all Sage heard was he didn’t want to meet her family. How had she gotten on the wrong boat? “The rafting trip? How long will it last?”

“A week.”

A sick sense that something bad was about to happen made her voice squeak. “And you’ll meet me in Wally Creek after you return from the trip?”

“No.”

“I see.” But she didn’t. The pit of her stomach churned. Hand on the rail to steady herself, she stepped away from the man she’d been so sure moments ago was The One. “Are you saying . . . ” Hand shaking, she gestured back and forth between them. “This isn’t going to work? We’re not going to work?”

“We don’t want the same things, Sage. You want a promise. A lifetime commitment.”

“Of course, I do,” she exclaimed, catching herself before the words turned into an incoherent shout.

Gordan gently took her hands. “I can’t give you that. I love life on the Emerald Star. I love the spontaneity of passengers coming and going, and how a new group shows up at the beginning of each cruise. I love the different towns we dock in, the bars, the markets, meeting people who like exploring as much as I do.”

She jerked her hands free and said with firm conviction, “I love those things too.”

“You say that now, but deep inside, you don’t.” He shook his head, pity pushing at one corner of his mouth. “Look. I like you. A lot. But you have all these dreams in your head, and I’m not ready for a lifetime relationship or to be tied down in a small town that has no nightlife. Maybe that’ll happen someday, but it’s not what I want right now.”

He was wrong. She loved life on the Emerald Star! She wasn’t looking to ‘tie him down’ in a town where each day blended into the next. Wally Creek could be loads of fun. And what she wanted was just what she and Gordan had. It didn’t matter where they had their grand romance, just that they had one. Could he blame her for thinking now was a good time to take their adventure to her hometown and include her Grams and Grandpa?

Gordan stepped back, the look in the eyes she’d thought so yummy, not at all focused on the future that had been her dream for a long time. Apparently, he could and did.

“The truth is, I don’t want to live in a house with a mortgage, work a dull nine-to-five job, or be a father. Not for the foreseeable future, anyway.”

You don’t want me. 

That’s what he was really saying. For him, they didn’t have that special passion. There would be no ring or grand adventure. Not with Gordan. Not today. Not ever.

Raising her chin, Sage fought the tears that burned her eyes. She would not cry. She wouldn’t!

“Maybe I don’t want permanent, either,” she said with as much determined resolve as she could put into her voice. It was a lie, but at this point, who cared?

Gordan shrugged before taking another step away. “I have to go.”

His unexpected about-face crumbled Sage. Hysterical laughter bubbled up in her throat, but the only sound able to get past the boulder lodged there was a snarky snort.

The sound of happy departing travelers fizzled.

Enough. She grabbed the necklace around her neck and yanked hard enough to break the thin chain. Thrusting the symbol of their relationship gone bad over the rail, she dangled the little faerie over the water.

Gordan lunged for the rail. “What are you doing?”

“Getting rid of a lie.” 

And pretending I don’t want to push you into the water along with your stupid necklace.

“Come on, Sage. You don’t want to do this.”

“No, no. I really do.” Quite the softball player in high school, she wound up and threw the necklace out over the water as far as she could. She finally lost sight of the sparkle of silver as it started its downward arc.

“That necklace cost a lot of money.” Gordan’s mouth, the mouth she’d enjoyed kissing so much, opened and closed like a confused fish. He shook his head. “I can’t believe you did that.”

“Believe it,” she said in a strangled huff.

Leaning over the rail to see if there was any chance at all she’d missed her mark—not that she cared—the only thing she found was the man who’d met Fran. He still had a hand on the older woman’s arm but was also pulling a cart that contained her luggage. At that exact moment, he looked up, then shielded his eyes from the bright sun over Sage’s shoulder. She thought he frowned but she couldn’t be sure. Anyway, who gave a flying fig?

She aimed a brittle smile at the stranger. When he dropped his hand, she still couldn’t see his face, nor did she intend to hang around long enough to imagine his expression changing from curiosity into something more cringe-worthy. Pity. That was the last thing she needed.

She turned back to her now ex-boyfriend, but Gordan hadn’t waited to say goodbye. Words stuck in her throat as she was treated to his retreating back. Her shoulders slumped. How could she have been so clueless? Curling her fingers into her palms, she dug her nails in until they became as numb as her heart.

~ * ~

After taking Gabi’s grandmother to her condo and depositing her luggage in the bedroom, Luke Marshell drove straight to his place to get ready for Dara’s gala. He looked in the bathroom mirror as he tied his bow tie, but couldn’t stop seeing the glint of sunlight that bounced off something shiny, as whatever it was sailed through the air, a high fly down center field, after being thrown from the Emerald Star.

He hadn’t seen where the object landed, and when he looked up, he’d only gotten a brief glimpse of an arm extended over the rail and fingers splayed wide open. The man who leaned over the rail, watched the bright object—jewelry perhaps?—arc into the sun, his posture stiff with horror.

A woman, her face surrounded by a fluff of dark hair and backlit by the sun behind her, briefly leaned over the rail next to the enraged dude. She retreated too fast for Luke to see her face, but he got the distinct impression she wasn’t as horrified as the man to see the trinket disappear.

That was exactly why he’d put off getting into a committed relationship. While he grew the business, it wasn’t easy to devote time to a girlfriend or to compromise with anyone other than his business partner. MR Investments was way more important than figuring out the demands of keeping a relationship on an even keel.

At some point that would change. Once he didn’t have to spend so much time on the business, there would be plenty of time to devote to finding the perfect woman, court her, get married, have children with her, and then settle down with his new family on Mercer Island. He would have to get a bigger house, but that wouldn’t be a problem. Mercer Island was the best place to raise kids. And houses did occasionally come up for sale. The schools were exceptional, and community-friendly. Having a home close to Seattle where he could be hands-on with MR Investments, while also close enough to an international airport, was an absolute must for his overseas expansion plans.

There was just one problem with that plan. Luke pulled on the sides of the black bow tie. 

Business was where he excelled most. Relationships not so much. Except for the few that were important, like his Uncle Charlie, Gabi, Dara, and Fran, and occasionally, when they weren’t in Coober Pedy, Australia, or somewhere in Europe teaching students, his parents. He hadn’t met a woman yet who made the state of his heart more important than growing MR Investments.

Fortunately for him, he had plenty of time to eventually organize the rest of his life the way he wanted it to be. For the present though, that left him to focus all his energy on the here and now, which included acquiring Portman Technologies as a client. He was okay with that. With this small circle he called family, he didn’t need anyone else.

An hour later, with his business partner, Gabi Rendal at his side, Luke strolled into the Glass Works Gallery on Pioneer Square in Old Town Seattle. He tugged on the sleeves of his suit jacket. “Do you see Portman anywhere?”

The social atmosphere of Dara’s first big show had seemed the perfect place to introduce himself and his company to the CEO of Portman Technologies, but in hindsight, he wasn’t so sure. Today was Dara’s day, not his. Still, it was better than getting nowhere by going through Portman’s admin assistant, which he’d already tried. Three times.

Luke scanned the gallery for the owner of the newest information tech company to take Seattle and the rest of the world by storm. “If we can convince Portman to come on board, you know what a deal with his company could do for us?”

“Which is why as soon as I heard he was coming to Seattle I sent him and his daughter an invitation to Dara’s exhibit.” Gabi slanted him a look. Go easy, buddy. “With Dara’s permission, of course.”

He and Gabi had gone to college together where on their very first day they’d become instant friends. Four years later, they’d graduated and started MR Investments with nothing to their names but their wits and an empty office.

Gabi was impressive in a green sheath that fell gracefully to her calves. No one would guess she was the best investment attorney in the business. Spiked heels elevated her to his chin. Brown, shiny curls flirted with her shoulders. There had been a moment back in college when he found himself interested, but it hadn’t taken him long to realize she had her eye on a cute little pixie getting her art degree.

He looked around the gallery floor until he found Dara standing next to a display pedestal. She was discussing one of her best pieces—a stunning blue hummingbird in full flight—with a gentleman who leaned in to study the delicate flow of blown glass.

Gabi’s eyes lit up. “There’s Dara.” She patted him on the shoulder. “Circulate. Have fun. And talk to the ladies. You never know.”

“Whatever you say, partner.”

She shot him one of her trademark don’t-mess-with-me looks that had Luke raising his brows with a grin. Her lips twitched, but she was more interested in her wife than playing their familiar game of tit-for-tat.

That was his problem. He might have secret visions of someday having a wife and family, but at the moment, he didn’t have time for ‘you never know’.

Gabi crossed the gallery floor as she wound through the crowd and casually draped an arm across Dara Kane’s shoulders. Dara owned Kane Glass Studio in Pearl Park near Central District right next door to her and Gabi’s duplex. 

Dara herself was as compelling as her art. Instead of her usual long thick gloves and protective heavy cotton pants, tonight she wore a slim-fitting cobalt pantsuit. Her black hair hung straight, like a waterfall down her back. On one wrist she wore her favorite bracelet with her and Gabi’s names etched on a flat glass bead in Japanese Kanji.

Dara’s exhibit spread like a crystal brick road across the main floor of the gallery. Blown, sculpted, and cast glass in the most astonishing colors showcased her passion in bowls, goblets, vases, and ornaments. Rightfully deserved, the gallery was saturated with hushed admiration as art lovers and collectors alike wandered through her stunning creations. His favorite was the snowy white owl she’d given him for his last birthday.

When the gentleman moved away, Luke joined Gabi and Dara. With a spurt of envy at the couple’s closeness, he leaned in to place a brotherly kiss on Dara’s cheek. “Looks like your show is a huge success, Princess.”

Her dark eyes gleamed back at him. “Exciting, isn’t it?”

“Very. Congratulations.” He took her hand and gently urged her to circulate the room with him.

“Isn’t that Mr. Portman over there?” Dara nodded at a tall, elegant, middle-aged man, with a young woman on his arm. They stood just inside the gallery entrance.

Luke and Gabi answered at the same time. “That’s him.”

They grinned at each other. That’s why they made such a good team. Their minds traveled along the same wavelength.

Luke drew the ladies through the crowd. When they got close enough, Gabi held out her hand. “Mr. Portman. We’re so glad you could make it.”

They shook hands. Portman turned to the young woman next to him. “This is my daughter, Eliza.”

After introductions, and with a nod of encouragement in Luke’s direction, Dara took Eliza off on a personal tour of her show.

“This is very impressive,” Portman said, slowly heading in the opposite direction around the room from the one his daughter and Dara had taken.

“Dara has an exceptional eye for bringing out the exquisite beauty of glass,” Gabi agreed.

Anxious to pitch MR Investments to Portman, but waiting for the right moment, Luke hung back. He would only get one chance at this.

“I assume you invited me here to discuss business?” Portman asked, proving there was a good reason why the man had a reputation as an astute businessman.

“You’ve got this,” Gabi mouthed when Portman got distracted with another of Dara’s pieces.

Luke squared his shoulders. “We did, but we also hoped you’d enjoy Dara’s show. She’s an extraordinary artist.”

Portman circled a majestic lion cast in amber glass that had caught his eye, taking in every angle of the stunning piece.

“While you’re in town, perhaps we can set up another time to meet.”

The older man’s assessing gaze shifted to Luke. “I have to tell you, Mr. Marshell, I already have an investment firm I trust.”

“Luke, please.” He stepped into the opportunity Portman offered. “I know we can do better. I’d love to have more time to talk to you about my ideas.”

It took a long, nerve-racking minute for Portman to agree. “I’ll be in Seattle at my daughter’s for the next three weeks. Have your assistant call my office to schedule a meeting.”

“I’ll do that. Thank you, sir.” Luke pulled a business card from his pocket. He handed it to Portman.

“It won’t be easy to change my mind,” Portman warned.

Luke loved a challenge. He nodded. “I understand.”

“Let me show you my favorite piece,” Gabi inserted smoothly, as she cast Luke a satisfied smile. She led the way to a vase shaped like a graceful calla lily. Milky rose glass poured like a fall of water into crystal clear glass.

Portman circled the impressive vase. “This has to go home with me. I have the perfect place to display it in my London house.”

Gabi laughed in delight. “I’m glad you love it. It’s one of Dara’s best pieces. The gentleman in the black suit over by that display case will help you with your purchase.”

As Portman walked away, Luke pulled Gabi aside. “I think I’ll head out.” He looked around and found Dara and Eliza in a lively discussion over a stunning fluted red bowl. “How about I take you and Dara for a celebratory dinner after the show?”

Gabi’s gaze followed him. The gentle smile he’d grown accustomed to seeing when she looked at her wife softened his partner’s eyes. “She’s worked hard for this success. I’m sure she’d love to celebrate.”

They’d both worked hard. When he’d met Gabi in college, she and her grandmother were living on next to nothing in a rundown studio apartment. Gabi was smart and determined to graduate with her law degree. He’d tutored her in chemistry. She’d shown him, a lonely freshman who had retreated so far into himself that he had no clue how to find his way out, how to emerge from his self-isolation. It didn’t take long for her to become the sister he’d always wanted.

Now he had a chance to open doors for her and Fran. And Dara too. Not that any of the ladies would ask. Gabi wouldn’t hesitate to punch him in the arm hard enough to hurt him for thinking he was responsible for their future happiness. They weren’t his only motivation for taking the company global, but they had been one of the seeds of his ambition in that regard.

“Did you know Fran has pink hair now?” He asked. Gabi’s grandmother had a good time on her cruise.

“She sent me a picture.” Gabi grinned. “She looks adorable.”

“That’s what I told her. Give me a call when you’re done here. I’ll meet you at Hayden’s.”

Gabi nodded but was already on her way across the gallery toward the love of her life. Dara and Gabi were lucky. Not everyone was. Like that guy on the Emerald Star. And Uncle Charlie. And him. They’d all crashed and burned in the love department.

Still, that small niggle of envy at Dara and Gabi’s happiness struck a strident chord in his chest. Luke quickly muted the lonely sound. Except, there was something about the woman on that ship, her hair curling wildly in every direction, the bright sun highlighting the ends in teasing gold and amber—

Forget it, bub.

Love, the kind that sent a guy’s heart soaring into the cosmos and back, took just as much time to nourish as molding his business. Someday, perhaps it would be his turn to get lucky. Just not with a sexy, angry stranger, whose face he couldn’t see. A stranger he was sure he would never get the opportunity to meet.
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The drive to Wally Creek—all three hours and eleven minutes of it—was long and lonely. With a raging headache promising to erupt, Sage pulled into her grandparents’ driveway on River Road well after dinner time. She turned off the engine and just sat there.

There would be no surprise for Grams and Grandpa. Or pursuing a wonderful life with someone she loved to distraction. She straightened her shoulders. All that was left was to look to the future just like she had after her breakup with her high school sweetheart, Danny Heartwell. With a name like Heartwell, you’d think he would follow his heart anywhere his girlfriend wanted to go. No, not so.

When she’d taken a summer job at Yellowstone Park after high school graduation, the first of many journeys she’d hoped they would make together, he decided to move to Georgia instead. And that was that.

Just like Danny, Gordan had left her to make his own future. As exciting as her job was, and despite how much she loved it, over the last few months, she’d started to want more than living the life of a cruise director whose sole relationships were the shiploads of passengers who were entrusted into her care. She hadn’t intended to give up her position on the Emerald Star. She was just tired of being alone, at least in her private life. Now, she wasn’t certain she could go back.

Gordan had been perfect, she’d thought, easy-going and fun to be with. He loved the audacious cruise line life as much as she did. Seemed to enjoy spending time with her, the same as she loved being with the man of her dreams.

But, he didn’t love her, did he? Not enough. 

Love couldn’t possibly be worth all this heartache. What it did though, was drop her off right where she was on the day she’d lost her parents. Heartbroken. Alone. Turning to her grandparents for solace like she had most of her life since. 

It was obvious she wasn’t the kind of woman guys saw as a lifetime partner. Instead, only appealing enough for a temporary, ordinary relationship. A tear finally found its way down her cheek, Sage banged the steering wheel with the palm of her hand. She hated settling for ordinary.

Give it a rest, girl. All you have to do from now on is remember . . . men are off the menu.

What really sucked was she didn’t know if she was madder at Gordan for giving up on them before they had a chance to see what they could become together, or madder at herself for being foolish enough to lay her heart at the clay feet of the wrong guy?

Returning to Wally Creek towing a monumentally failed relationship behind her was not the way she had wanted to return home. Worse than that, everything of value she cared about was in the boxes in the trunk of her car. A picture of her and Jack with Grams and Grandpa when they were teenagers. Flowery pillows she’d picked up in Panama City that had made her laugh when she’d seen them in that quaint little shop. A statue of Tonatiuh, the Aztec God of the sun that usually lounged on her cabin desk next to her laptop. And the printer for her photos.

There wasn’t a single unforgettable picture of her and Gordan, arms ardently wrapped around each other, in the box. That should have been a clue.

Grabbing her camera and the colorful, teal knapsack that passed for her purse, she whispered defiantly, “Breaking up with Gordan Simen isn’t the end of the world, kiddo.”

She wasn’t the first woman to get dumped at the last minute. Nor would she be the last. Two or three weeks in Grams and Grandpa’s company would ease the pain. It was another sign that she’d put her heart in the wrong hands. 

After her visit with her grandparents, she’d go back to the Emerald Star. Only it would be under her own terms, her head held high, and if she ran into Gordan, which she would, she’d ignore the quitter. He’d just be background noise from her past. That was all.

Putting on her game face, she marched up to Grams and Grandpa’s front door, glad to see nothing had changed. It was exactly as she remembered. 

Thank goodness some things remained the same. Small strips of grass lined the walkway cutting between two small flower beds. Overflowing orange daisies bloomed. The same covered porch ran the length of the front of the white house. Three stories tall, counting the attic and not the basement, tall windows with green shutters balanced its charming appeal.

This was home. Her brother might want to be anywhere other than Wally Creek, but the small river town they’d moved to when she was in the eighth grade was the retreat Sage’s hurting heart needed just now. 

She took a deep breath. Who was she fooling? Even without her breakup with Gordan, Wally Creek would always be the place where her heart was happiest, and where she wanted someday to settle down and raise her family. How sad was it that she hadn’t realized that was still her dream before her ex unceremoniously left her choking in his tsunami?

Sage knocked on the door. The next minute she was snugly wrapped in her grandfather’s strong embrace. Grams squealed behind him. “Oh, my word! You’re here! And just in time.”

With a big grin, Grandpa let her go and she was engulfed in the vanilla scent that always came with Grams’ hugs. Yup. She was definitely home.

She swallowed the lump in her throat. Man, she’d missed them. Too much had gotten in the way of returning to see them regularly. Her job on the Emerald Star. Gordan. Her stupid pride. Only wanting to come back when she could show the most important people in her life she’d found that special love, just like they’d found theirs so many years ago. Staying away for such silly reasons was never going to happen again.

Pulling back to study her grandmother’s face, Sage didn’t miss the splash of shine in the brown eyes that matched her own. “Just in time for what?’

“I’ll get your bags.” Her grandfather kissed her on the temple. “You’re still driving the Sunbeam?”

She gave him the key and glanced back at the turquoise sports car. “Of course, I am. You gave that car to me for my sixteenth birthday. I’m going to keep it forever.”

Before her grandfather could do more than grin at her fierce response, Grams linked arms and pulled Sage into the house where they ended up in the kitchen. “You didn’t bring your young man with you?”

She didn’t want to talk about Gordan’s desertion, but what was the point in hiding the truth? He wasn’t going to change his mind and miraculously show up in Wally Creek. Besides, she’d never lied to the woman who was more mother than grandmother. “He broke up with me, Grams.”

Her grandmother’s welcoming smile flattened into a straight line. “I’m so sorry. I know you liked that boy. Clearly, he had no idea he had the best girl in the whole world.”

Sage hugged Grams tight. The waterworks tried to start up again but she wouldn’t let it happen. “You’re the best.” Blinking the tears away, she silently pulled up her big girl panties and admitted. “I love him, but it turns out he doesn’t want the same things I do.”

Grams gently patted Sage’s cheek. “It’s normal to hurt when you lose someone you love. I know it might not make you feel better, but that old adage is true. Where one door closes another opens.”

Sage wrestled back from her sense of failure. She even managed a wobbly smile. Doors opening and closing aside, she wasn’t about to spend the next three weeks feeling sorry for herself or weeping on Grams’ shoulders. “I’m just glad to spend the next few weeks with you and Grandpa before I have to go back to the Emerald Star.”

Grams’ brows drew together.

Grandpa poked his head into the kitchen on his way upstairs. “I’ll put your things in your old room.”

“I can do that Grandpa.”

“Nope. I’ve got it.”

Grams opened the fridge and reached in to shift things around. “Have you eaten? I think I have enough ingredients to make an omelet.”

“That sounds great.” Sage leaned on a stool at the breakfast bar. Fatigue rolled over her. “I’ll help.”

Grams hooted, “No you won’t. You drove all the way from Seattle without stopping, didn’t you?”

“I can do the dishes, then,” she bargained. “When I stopped for gas, I got a power bar and some cashews at the mini-mart.”

“You can’t call that real food,” Grams insisted, bringing eggs, milk, and shredded cheese to the counter. “I have your favorite tea. You’ll feel much better with a hot cup of Oolong and home-cooked food in your belly.”

“Thanks, Grams.” Sage sighed. She would feel better. Nothing eased her troubles like being in her grandmother’s kitchen. She leaned forward on the bar and propped her chin in the palm of her hand to do a little probing of her own. Grams had never been good at keeping secrets. “So, what’s going on?”

Pulling a bowl from an overhead cupboard, Grams avoided eye contact. “Your grandfather has something he wants to tell you.”

“After you’re done eating.” Grandpa stood in the doorway, his arms crossed over his chest. He leaned against the jam.

Grams raised her eyebrows at her husband. He grinned and shrugged. They were so dang cute together. That oneness was exactly what she couldn’t seem to find, no matter how hard she looked. But thanks to Gordan, she knew what to do now. No more searching for some elusive man who wasn’t waiting to be found.

“I’ll hold you to that.”

The eggs and milk Grams whisked together went into the omelet pan heating on the older model stove. When she finished her meal, Sage did the dishes as promised while she told stories of her most memorable passengers. When she finished, she followed her grandparents to the living room, taking her tea with her.

The main room of the house was her grandparents’ favorite place. Rounding the corner into the cozy space, she saw why and couldn’t help smiling when she found them sitting side by side on the couch near the fireplace—a dark blue sofa that had been around for as long as Sage could remember. They talked quietly, holding hands.

Photographs of their lives decorated the mantle. Pictures of Grams and Grandpa. She and Jack, with Grams and Grandpa, when their grandparents had first taken them in after the climbing accident that took their parents’ lives. The four of them in front of the River Road house after they’d moved to Wally Creek. A picture of Sage when she’d first gotten her job as the Emerald Star’s cruise director.

Getting comfortable in one of the matching tufted chairs on the opposite side of the maple coffee table, Sage cradled her warm cup.

Grandpa spoke before she could start to quiz them. “Your grandmother told me about your fella leaving you. Don’t you worry. That boy wasn’t right for you.”

Sage sipped her tea before asking, “How do you know?”

“I just do,” he reassured her with a gentle smile. “He was foolish enough to let you go.”

“That’s nice of you to say, Grandpa, but I thought he was the one. He ticked off all the boxes I was looking for in a lifelong partner.”

“Falling in love isn’t about ticking off boxes,” he said, the words shrouded in quiet conviction. “Someday, you’ll find a man who may tick off only the most important boxes, but he’ll be perfect for you, and he’ll be the love and passion of your life.”

Her grandfather was the sweetest man, but Sage no longer believed she would find that guy. Even if he was out there, she wasn’t willing any longer to go on a fruitless hunt. Her questing days were over. She had a life to live and other adventures to go on, even if they were by herself. And she wasn’t about to waste years pretending there was a superhero on an equally fruitless search to find her.

Gordan was proof that this happy-ever-after thing wasn’t as easy as her grandparents, or the memory of her parents, made it look. Still, she had to ask. “How do you suggest I go about finding this wonderful guy?”

As soon as the words were out of her mouth, she wished she’d bit her tongue instead.

Grandpa laughed. “That’s a Grams’ question.”

Since she couldn’t take the words back, Sage pulled her legs onto the chair, crossed them, and hugged a yellow paisley pillow to her middle. “Grams?”

More times than she could remember, she’d sat in this very chair, waiting with bated breath for her Grams’ sage advice. It was one of those memories she would always hold close to her heart . . . family who was there whether she needed their opinion or not.

Grams leaned into Grandpa’s shoulder as if there was no place she’d rather be. He sandwiched her hands between his. “You’ve heard the story of how your grandpa and I met?”

“No, I don’t believe I have,” Sage said tongue-in-cheek, giving her best interpretation of a serious young girl, sitting on the edge of her seat, waiting to hear the best story.

Of course, she’d heard the story. A hundred times over again. It was the love story that spurred her own dreams for the perfect romance.

“Cute, young lady.” Grams’ fake scold couldn’t hold her frown in place for long. “It bears repeating one more time.”

“You met Grandpa at the beginning of your sophomore year of college. You were about to register for classes—”

“That’s right. We both wanted to take Professor Riposa’s Philosophy of the Ages class. Everyone did, but seats were limited. The professor insisted on small classes. I was looking at my course booklet instead of where I was going and bumped right into John.”

“It was the other way around.” Grandpa laughed. “I was so determined to get into Professor R’s class I wasn’t paying attention to where I was going. I’m the one who bumped into you, my love. You almost dropped your books, but I saved the day by taking hold of your arm before they fell to the ground.”

“You did. And I looked into those sweet blue eyes—”

“We’ve been together ever since,” they said together, then laughed.

Sage shook her head and asked, “So you’re suggesting I go to college so I can bump into a cool guy?”

“It couldn’t hurt.” The dimple deepened in Grams’ cheek. “But whatever you do or don’t do, love will find you, Sage. You just wait and see.”

“I’m not so sure about that.” But it didn’t matter. All she could think about was getting over Gordan. The girl inside, who’d put all her hopes and dreams in the wrong basket, wasn’t about to get fooled like that again. “So, tell me about this surprise you mentioned.”

“We’re—” Grandpa started.

As usual, Grams finished. “—moving to Sedona.”

Sage straightened. “What? When?”

“You got back just in time. After we finish packing a few last-minute things, we’ll be on the road bright and early tomorrow morning. At least we don’t need to have Charlie empty the fridge.” Grandpa wrapped his arm around Grams’ shoulders. He snuggled her close.

“But why didn’t you tell me you were planning to move?”

“We didn’t want you to talk us out of it,” Grams said softly. “You’re not the only one who can go on an adventure.”

“Who will take care of your house?” I just got home. “Did you sell it?” She leaned forward, arms on her knees. That would be, Sage didn’t know, disastrous. And sad. And, none of her business, since it was their house.

“That’s the surprise.” Grams scooted to the edge of the couch. “The house is yours. It’s all paid for, and we’ve already put the title in your name.”

“But—” She sounded like a parrot who only knew one word. “What will I do with it? I don’t live in Wally Creek.”

Grams stood and circled the coffee table to kiss Sage’s forehead. “You can do whatever you want, sweet girl. Keep it. Sell it. It’s up to you.”

“I don’t understand.” She was dumbfounded. Had she been so taken with Gordan, the fink, that she’d missed the whole conversation that had led up to their decision to move? “What are you going to do in Sedona?”

“Grandpa and I have done well for ourselves over the years with the cafe, but it’s gotten to be too much work. We sold the business for a tidy profit to a nice young lady with a little boy.” Grams tugged Sage to her feet and steered her toward the stairs that led to the second-story bedrooms. “The winters here make our bones cranky. We’re tired of climbing stairs. And yes, we should have told you sooner, but we weren’t sure we could make the move until we sold the cafe.”

She tugged her grandmother to a stop. “How did I not know any of this?” 

“The decision happened very fast. Rickie made an offer for the cafe out of the blue. The next thing we knew, we’d signed the papers.” Grandpa placed a hand on Sage’s shoulder. “We decided to give you the house so you’ll have options. You won’t always want to work for the cruise lines. The deed is upstairs in my desk drawer. Your desk now.”

“But I love my job, Grandpa.”

Grams cupped Sage’s cheek. “Do you? Or is the Emerald Star just a placeholder until you come up with something that suits you better?”

Sage held her breath. She hoped that wasn’t true.

Grandpa squeezed her shoulder. “Get a good night’s sleep. Everything will look brighter in the morning.”

Sage didn’t think so but was too tired to argue or try to sort all the changes out before she went to bed. What she did know was that a good night’s sleep wasn’t in the cards. She watched her grandparents slowly climb the stairs. Grandpa protectively followed behind Grams, his hand on her waist.

They were leaving in the morning, and the house where she’d spent most of her teenage years all of a sudden felt big and empty and too much to handle for a single, thirty-two-year-old woman whose only immediate plan was to try and forget about a two-bit heart-breaker.

~ * ~

By the time Luke left Dara’s show and crawled behind the wheel of his silver Camaro, it was late enough in the afternoon, he reconsidered spending some well-earned quiet time with his current book selection. Participating as a silent member of his uncle Charlie’s Sunnybrook Book Club had its perks. The cozy mystery waiting on the chair-side table at his house held his attention more than most of the book club’s picks. And the best thing was it gave him the opportunity, not that he needed the nudge, to stay in touch with his favorite elderly uncle. Great-uncle really, but Luke never felt the distance in their ages. Charlie was too spry. It took a lot to keep up with the old man.

Being a member of the book club also gave him a good excuse to take the time he wouldn’t otherwise indulge in to break from the stacks of work on his desk that required his attention. Reading a chapter while he waited for Gabi’s text, then quickly calling Charlie to discuss the book was tempting. Very tempting. 

On the other hand, to get to the office, a turn right rather than left after crossing the bridge onto Mercer Island was all it would take.

When he was a kid, he’d heard a lot of stories about the time Charlie had spent in Paris at the Sorbonne University working on his postgraduate degree and how he would love to go back sometime and explore some of his old haunts. His uncle hadn’t talked about it so much after he retired and moved to Wally Creek, but Luke had not forgotten.

It would be great to give the older man a chance to spend six months or more in France reliving the good old days. And he wouldn’t mind accompanying Charlie. To experience the city through his uncle’s eyes before he settled down would be extraordinary. Too bad now wasn’t the right time.

That’s where Portman Industries came into play. London was not that far from Paris. And if he could convince Portman that MR was everything his tech business needed, then the plan was workable.

With a heavy sigh, business won. He’d give Charlie a call in the next day or two, once he was sure he’d finalized the perfect pitch for Edward. He turned right after crossing the bridge and parked near his office. Settling in at his desk he went over his plan one more time. He was deep into it when his phone alerted him to an incoming text.

“Where are you?” It was Gabi.

“At the office.”

Before he could text back to tell her he was hungry and that he’d meet her in fifteen minutes, she sent a second message. “Be right there.”

Luke shut down his computer just as she walked through his office door. “I could have met you at Hayden’s,” he said before he noticed that Gabi was alone. “Where’s Dara?”

Gabi dropped into the chair usually reserved for clients on the other side of his desk. “Eliza commissioned a special piece for her home. Dara went straight to her studio. I couldn’t stop her.”

That was a very Dara Kane thing to do. Luke grinned. He wasn’t beyond pulling the same stunt himself, pointed out by the fact that he was at the office late into the evening tonight, instead of at his house taking a load off while he waited for his partner and her wife to show up.

“So, are we going to celebrate without her?”

Gabi snorted. “Are you surprised?”

“Not really.”

Gabi folded her hands across her lap. “That was good work today. Pat yourself on the back for a job well done. You should go see Charlie next weekend as planned.”

He hadn’t told his uncle yet that he planned to visit and while there, hoped to get in a day of trout fishing with the older man. He’d wanted to surprise Charlie, who shared his love of a day on the Wally River, then a fish fry for dinner.

Now that Portman was in play, that changed things. “I’ll have to postpone the trip. I want to get the Portman presentation polished first.”

“Okay, while you and Dara are eyebrows deep in work, I think I’ll head home and indulge in a long soak in the tub.” Gabi rose and walked to the door. “Just F.Y.I., Edward doesn’t like being fought over like a prized piece of real estate.”
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