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            Dearest Dahlia, Magnolia, and Rose,

            I know we haven’t spoken in many years, but I’m sending you these packages in hopes that we might finally reconnect after all this time. When your mother decided to stop visiting me, I suppose she was doing what she thought best. Maybe she thought things would be easier for all of us. It hasn’t been for me. I can hardly believe it’s been eighteen years since we last played in that old camping trailer you took over here at the inn. It still sits near the pond, full of your old dress-up clothes and jewelry and the many stuffed animals we invited to our parties. Oh, what fun we always had when you would come visit. Do you remember? The fancy afternoon teas and the cookie baking, and the magical Christmas extravaganza we would host at the inn every year? Those memories are some of the very best moments of my life, and I hope you think of them fondly, too.

            As another Christmas draws near, I have been thinking more about you, about the love and the laughter you brought into this old place. I know you’ve all grown into beautiful young women, but not much has changed at the Juniper Inn. All of the cozy cottages remain tucked among the pines, which are already covered with a healthy dusting of snow. The mountain peaks still stand guard to the west, looking almost like an ice castle hovering on the horizon. You three always swore the inn was really part of a fairy world, even though no one else could see the magic as clearly as you girls could. I always saw it though. I still see the magic. Even as it’s aged, there’s always been something enchanting about this place. Do you remember how we would sing and dance around the Christmas tree? How we would bundle up in soft woolly layers and gather outside on Christmas Eve for s’mores at the campfire? I wanted to remind you of those simple, cozy days, so I’m sending you each a piece of Christmas from the Juniper Inn.

            Dahlia, for you I chose the snowflake music box that always sat on the mantel. You used to wind it up over and over again, singing along to “Let It Snow!” at the top of your little lungs. When it broke the year you turned seven, you spent hours working to fix it—making it sing sweetly again. Even back then there was no problem you couldn’t solve.

            Magnolia, for you I chose my Christmas tree rolling pin. What fun we had baking all those cookies for the hordes that would come to the Christmas extravaganza! You had such a gift for baking with love, and I’m thrilled to see you’ve followed one of your greatest passions.

            Rose…sweet little Rosie…for you I chose the angel that sat atop the Christmas tree. You used to call her the princess angel, and spent hours admiring every detail of her dress and the flowered halo circling her blond curls. You always had such a sense of style, my dear. It’s no wonder you’ve gotten to where you are today, starting your own design firm. I’m sure your upcoming wedding to Gregory Cunningham will be the most beautiful event Savannah has ever seen. (I know how to use the Internet!)

            Time passes so incredibly quickly. I remember the days you were all born. You have grown into beautiful young women, and I am nearly bursting with pride over each of you and your wonderful accomplishments. Though I haven’t been part of your lives for a very long time, I still love you as though you are my own daughters and I hope these keepsakes will spark memories of our Christmases together, just as they did mine.

            I must admit I’m not only writing to reminisce. I am also hoping that you will come to see me, to spend Christmas with me at the place we all loved so. I know you are all busy—Dahlia with your children, Magnolia with your bakery, and Rose with your upcoming wedding, but I would love to see you again, my dears. I would love to share the magic of Christmas with you one last time. Please come. It would mean so very much to me.

            Love always,

            Aunt Sassy
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            Dahlia

         

         One last Christmas? Oh, God.

         Dahlia leaned into the counter where the open package sat, the music box playing an out-of-tune rendition of “Let It Snow!” Aunt Sassy only had one more Christmas? She was dying? It seemed impossible. She couldn’t quite imagine the vibrant redheaded beauty as a sick old woman. Dahlia set down the letter and lifted the dainty music box so she could admire it closely. The sparkly silver snowflakes now turned slower than they once had, and the song skipped. Parts of the glitter had chipped away from the snowy base, but somehow the music box’s flaws seemed appropriate. Relatable, even. The years had chipped away some of her sparkle, too.

         Especially this last year.

         Dahlia turned the box over to examine the underside. When Rose had accidentally knocked the music box off the mantel the Christmas she’d turned three Dahlia was sure her heart had shattered, too. The dancing snowflakes were one of the most beautiful things she’d ever held in her hands—something she looked forward to seeing each year. Her aunt had assured her they could find a new music box, but Dahlia spent the entire day gluing pieces back together and tinkering with the wires, determined to save the trinket. That’s what she did—she fixed things. That’s what she had always done.

         Even as her marriage had fallen apart over the last several years, she’d fixed everything around it, desperately trying to hold her little family together right up until her husband walked out the door and into another woman’s arms. And she’d spent every day since his abandonment trying to make it okay. Okay for her kids, okay for her. Okay in the eyes of everyone else. It’s for the best, really, she’d told all the other PTA moms. We’re better friends than we are husband and wife. We’re going to be great co-parents.

         It was strange the lies you told when you were going through a crisis, when you didn’t know what to say so you said what you knew people wanted you to say, what they wanted to hear. I’m doing great. The kids are fine. No, we don’t need anything. As if it were all simply a speed bump on their straight-and-narrow road through life. No one had wanted to hear the truth—not even her own mother. No one wanted to hear that instead of hitting a speed bump, the divorce had been more like careening off a cliff—sending her spiraling downward, the car around her in flames. She’d always excelled at putting out fires, but the divorce had left her feeling like she was trying to spit on an inferno.

         The front door banged open, bringing with it a whoosh of frigid air that seemed to make the music box drone even slower. Minneapolis had experienced a bitter start to winter—which seemed appropriate this year, too.

         “Mom! Mom!”

         Dahlia set down the music box before it toppled out of her hands, and turned to greet Maya and Ollie, who were supposed to be with their father this weekend since she’d had them most of Thanksgiving week.

         “Hello, my loves.” She gave them each a squeeze, not even needing to ask what they were doing home. She’s seen the email about the Christmas bake sale from the school and had already anticipated they would show up since their father couldn’t bake his way out of a paper bag.

         “What’s this?” Ollie snatched up the snowflake music box in his grubby hands. In kindergarten, he still hadn’t grasped the concept of regular handwashing, and always came home with paint and dirt from the playground sealed into the creases of his skin.

         Dahlia gently took the music box away before he dropped it. “It’s a gift from my aunt,” she said, setting it on the higher shelf where she kept her cookbooks. Maybe it was silly to try to protect those snowflakes when they were already old and decrepit but holding a memory from her past had given her back a small piece of herself, and she couldn’t bear to risk seeing it broken again.

         “My aunt Sassy sent it to me for Christmas.” Along with a request. And somehow Dahlia wasn’t surprised. She’d lived enough to know that sometimes fate stepped in. This year, more than any other year, she needed to go back to the Juniper Inn for Christmas. She needed to see her sisters who lived so far away, and she needed to be there for her aunt.

         “Aunt Sassy?” Maya rose to her tiptoes as though trying to get a better look at the music box. “Is she your sister like Aunt Rose and Aunt Mags are?”

         “No.” Holding back a sigh, Dahlia lifted the music box off the shelf, wound the knob, and set it in front of the kids so they could get a better look. They were dying to examine it, to touch it—she could tell from their eager little expressions, and she remembered how the music box had once entranced her. “Aunt Sassy is Grammy’s sister.” Though she doubted her mother would claim her. Dahlia had no idea what had happened between the two of them eighteen years ago. Her mother had refused to tell her, so Sassy had remained almost an enigma from Dahlia’s past.

         “I didn’t know Grammy had a sister.” Ollie had quickly lost interest in the singing snowflakes, opting instead to rifle through the pantry until he found a bag of gummy snacks.

         Dahlia tsked at him, carefully took the package away, and handed him a clementine from the bowl on the counter instead. He peered up at her from underneath his long lashes, his dark eyes so full of light as he offered her the sheepish grin that brought hope blooming in her heart all over again. For all the struggles they’d endured over the past year, her children were pure tangible joy. “Grammy does have a sister,” she told him. “But they don’t talk.”

         “How come?” the boy asked, ripping off pieces of the orange peel and letting them fall on the floor. Yes, her children were pure tangible joy and they were also a whole heck of a lot of work. “Grammy and her sister had some problems years ago.” Dahlia handed him the broom along with a look that told him he’d best clean up his mess.

         “You always tell us to work out our problems.” Maya was still gazing at the music box. “Dad’s in the car, by the way. He’s on the phone,” her daughter informed her as though she couldn’t resist the temptation to remind Dahlia of the one problem she hadn’t been able to solve. The poor girl. Even at eight years old she was so like Dahlia—always taking more on her shoulders than she should. Always aware and informing and orchestrating. Dahlia would have to remember to bring that up with their therapist next time. She didn’t want Maya to become a mini her.

         The front door opened again, the sound automatically putting steel into her spine. She always braced herself when Jeff walked into a room—not out of fear, but out of a need to prove to him she was fine, that he hadn’t broken her with his betrayal.

         “Hey there.” Her ex-husband walked into the kitchen from the hall, a sheepish grin etched into his handsome features. As had become her custom, Dahlia greeted him with a bright, capable smile.

         “Hey.” She quickly busied herself with unpacking the kids’ lunch boxes from their backpacks. Being busy took the edge off just about anything, she’d learned. That was how she’d ended up on the PTA and the healthy school lunch committee and the school accountability team. That was how she’d been named Volunteer of the Year at the kids’ school. As long as she kept busy, she could keep moving forward and eventually she wouldn’t feel so much like she was spinning her emotional wheels.

         “Soooo, I was hoping these two rug rats could stay with you this weekend.” Jeff leaned into the counter across from her, his smile as boyish as their son’s. That smile had done wonders for her once, but now it brought a cold hollowness that reached into the deepest part of her stomach.

         “We have to bring three dozen cookies to the bake sale on Monday,” Maya explained, always the informant. “And I told Dad we were absolutely not going to buy them at the store. They have to be homemade or I’ll be the laughingstock of the entire third grade.”

         Even with each painful pound of her heart, she kept her smile intact. Doesn’t Jade bake? She fought the temptation to voice the question. It would only be to make a point. Jade didn’t bake. Jade was a personal trainer. She’d been Jeff’s personal trainer when they’d met. The woman had helped him lose over forty pounds, and then had also made sure he lost his 130-pound wife.

         And yet…Jade wasn’t nearly as useful as Dahlia, which was why Jeff always showed up or called when he needed something. In some ways, Dahlia felt like she was still his wife—managing the kids’ schedules, taking care of them when they were sick. He’d even asked for her help in organizing the three-week European vacation he and Jade had planned with the kids over Christmas, since this was his year to have them. You know the kids the best, he’d told her. I need you to help me figure out where to stay with them, what they’d like to see.

         So, she’d helped him. She’d made hotel reservations for him. She’d put together a list of the best restaurants that could accommodate Ollie’s dairy allergy. Because she wanted her kids to be okay. Because it was something for her to do—a way to keep busy, a way to be useful. It was a way for her to be part of a once-in-a-lifetime trip they were taking without her…

         “I wanna make those frosting cookies!” Ollie was still slurping his way through the clementine. “The ones with lotsa sprinkles.”

         Grasping for the joy, Dahlia went to the sink and wet a paper towel before handing it to him. “I think that can be arranged.”

         “Do we still have the snowflake sprinkles?” Her daughter had wound the music box again and was humming along.

         “I believe we do.” Dahlia went to the pantry and pulled out the Tupperware container of sprinkles she’d stocked up on for an occasion exactly like this one. “I’ll tell you what. Why don’t you two go change out of your uniforms and we’ll get this cookie-baking party started.”

         “Yes!” Ollie pumped his fist in the air, sending the rest of his orange flying. Giggling, he scurried over, snatched it off the floor, and popped it into his mouth before Dahlia could stop him. “Ten-second rule!”

         Dahlia decided not to remind him that it only took one second for germs to cling to a juicy orange.

         Maya followed him out of the kitchen telling him how gross it was to eat off the floor.

         “You’ll get Ebola,” her daughter said in her know-it-all tone.

         Jeff chuckled as the two of them argued their way up the steps, but Dahlia finally let her smile slide. How long could she keep this up? Playing the role of Jeff’s personal assistant while he loved another woman?

         “Thanks, Dal. I really appreciate this.” He started to turn, but she slammed her palms into the counter. “Wait.”

         She couldn’t let him walk away without saying something. Maybe because Christmas was getting closer and he was taking her babies away from her for three weeks. Maybe because he used her every chance he got, and she let him. Maybe because she was tired of putting out fires, so she’d finally let one consume her.

         “Yeah?” He turned back to her with a glance at his watch.

         Dahlia simply studied him for a minute. While the years had taken a toll on her, he’d hardly changed at all. They’d met their junior year in college. In the business school. He was good-looking with that thick black hair, perceptive dark eyes, and a slight dimple in his right cheek, but it was his charisma that had drawn her in. She hadn’t planned on seriously dating anyone, and she hadn’t planned on getting married right after they graduated, but Jeff had swept her up with his energy and optimism and enthusiasm. That’s what he did. He made people get carried away. But he didn’t sweep her up in his charm now. She didn’t love him anymore. Maybe she’d never really loved him as much as she’d loved the idea of him, the idea of who they could be together. But she’d still given up everything for him, for their family. And she couldn’t keep doing that for the rest of her life. Not when they were no longer a family.

         “The kids can stay here. And I’ll bake cookies with them.” She steered her gaze to the snowflake music box, which had gone silent. “But you’ll have to pick them up on Sunday.”

         “Ohhhh…” He drew out the word with concern. “I’m afraid Jade and I have plans Sunday. It would work better for us to pick them up Monday night since we’re heading to the airport early Tuesday morning.”

         Why wasn’t she surprised? This whole cookie-baking situation was really just a way for him to find free childcare. “Well that won’t work for me.” Her heart thumped harder, pushing heat through her veins. “You come pick them up on Sunday. Because I’m leaving town.” She wasn’t going to do it anymore. She wasn’t going to let him take advantage of her love for her children like this. He’d wanted this divorce and now he had to learn to do things for the kids on his own.

         “Leaving?” His smile tightened into confusion. Ah, yes. Because what life did she have outside of her kids? None. But that had to change.

         “Where are you going?” he demanded.

         “I’m going to spend Christmas with my aunt Sassy in Colorado. Not that it’s any of your business. In case you’ve forgotten, we’re not married anymore.” And it was past time to stop acting like they were.
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            Rose

         

         Rose’s nerves kicked in the second Gregory pulled up in front of the high-end bridal boutique with its intimidating stone façade and sleek glass windows. “Keep driving,” she told him, only half joking. “We could drive all the way to Tybee Island and spend the afternoon in bed.”

         Her loving fiancé glanced at his watch. “Wish I could, but I have a meeting on the other side of town in twenty minutes.”

         When they’d first started dating, he would’ve gladly canceled a meeting to steal some time away with her. In those days, they were constantly sneaking out to his parents’ beach house on Tybee Island, but these days…well, between all of his meetings and the constant wedding plans, she couldn’t remember the last time they’d been spontaneous.

         “It’ll be fine.” Gregory leaned over and brushed a quick kiss across her cheek. “Go pick out your dress. I can’t wait to see it.”

         “I’m just not sure I want to go with anything fancy.” She eyed the storefront that Wedding Bliss had labeled the only place to purchase a dress in all of Savannah. “I was hoping I could make my own dress.” She’d even sketched out a few different designs and had gone to look at potential fabrics. But when she’d shown them to Gregory’s mother, the woman had simply laughed and told her she couldn’t possibly make one that would fit such a grand occasion.

         “You don’t have time to make the dress,” Gregory said, sounding an awful lot like his mother. He sat up straighter, staring at something down the block. “Oh, good. Sydney is here.” Relief loosened his frown into a relieved smile. “You two have fun. I’ll see you later tonight.”

         “Right. See you tonight.” At nine o’clock when he finally got home from work. Rose pushed out of the car and had barely gotten the door shut before Gregory peeled away from the curb.

         “Sheesh. Did he rob a bank or something?” Syd asked, watching the Mercedes take a hard right.

         “He has a meeting.” A meeting that was more important than spending the afternoon in bed with her apparently, but she didn’t want to talk about that. Instead she faced the massive glass door in front of them. “We’d better get in there.” They were only five minutes early, which, in Evaline Cunningham’s world, meant they were ten minutes late.

         Sure enough, the second Rose and Syd walked in, both Evaline and Rose’s own mother Lillian ambushed them. “Good, you’re finally here. We found you the perfect dress.”

         A horrified gasp hurtled up from the very center of Rose’s chest, but she caught it in her throat and gave her mother and Evaline a practiced smile. “I’m not sure it’s the right style.” That was Southern speak for There is no way in hell you will ever see me wearing that. Especially at her wedding.

         She eyed the atrocity dangling from the padded hanger that Evaline held in front of her face. It looked like an owl had gotten tangled up in a roll of tulle. And the gems and sequins—good golly, Miss Molly. She’d have to hand out sunglasses to the guests.

         Leave it to Gregory’s mother to pick the most ostentatious dress in the entire store. As the matriarch of a family that had virtually become royalty in Savannah, Evaline didn’t bother with subtleties. Normally the woman didn’t bother spending time with common folk either, but she hadn’t had much of a choice when it came to Rose.

         Eight months ago, Rose had been minding her own business—going about her very ordinary, but happy, life, and—BAM. She’d fallen in love. She’d been cleaning the fourth floor of the Cunningham Enterprises high-rise downtown. Vacuuming, actually. Which happened to be one of her least favorite activities, but she’d taken the custodian job to increase her savings so she could keep her fledgling interior design business afloat. That evening, she’d put in some earbuds, and danced her way around a conference room with one of those industrial vacuum cleaners that had a long hose. After one too many twirls, she’d gotten a bit tangled and had nearly toppled over when, suddenly, strong hands had taken hold of her shoulders to steady her.

         She’d turned around and there stood Gregory Cunningham in all of his tall, dark, and handsome glory. His tie had been loosened, and the top four buttons of his starched white shirt were undone, only adding to his charm. You’re a good dancer, he’d said. And you’re handsome and kind, she’d immediately thought. Because she was most definitely not a good dancer, as evidenced by the fact that her legs were still tangled in the vacuum hose.

         Gregory had twirled her the opposite direction to free her and then he’d taken her out for a drink. The drink had turned into dinner and then dinner had turned into breakfast and before she knew it, she and Gregory were spending romantic weekends at his family’s beach house on Tybee Island. Within six months, they were engaged because Gregory said, and she quoted, It’s taken me my whole life to find you and I don’t want to wait anymore. So, they were getting married in only five months. Much to his mother’s staunch disapproval.

         But the wedding would change Evaline’s mind. Rose would show her she could fit in with their friends and their family. She just wouldn’t do it wearing that hideous dress.

         Chin raised, Rose looked into her future mother-in-law’s cutting blue eyes. “I think I should keep looking.” She had already decided there would be no feathers at her wedding. No gems either. It was going to be at Red Gate Farms, for the love of God. She needed something nostalgic and romantic. “Brown feathers simply aren’t right for a late spring wedding.” Or any wedding where the bride didn’t want to be mistaken for an owl.

         Rose’s mother and Evaline shared the look. They stood shoulder to shoulder in a desperate unified force as though they’d already decided this was the dress before Rose had even arrived.

         Rose tried to smooth over Evaline’s scowl with a bright smile. “It is a very…interesting dress. I guess I’ve always had my heart set on something else, that’s all.” The statement resonated with a subtle vibration in her heart, strumming unknown chords. It was that feeling again—the one that nudged at her hopes. The wonder of something else. Something more, something different, something…deeper. She loved Gregory—he was her fairy tale come true. The man she’d dreamed about since she was a little girl—but trying to earn his family’s approval had started to make her feel like someone she wasn’t sure she wanted to become.

         “Rosie?” Her mother fluttered a hand in front of her face. “Are you absolutely positive you don’t like the dress, darling?” She glanced at Gregory’s mother with a placating smile. “Because I think it’s absolutely lovely. Evaline has such exquisite taste, you know. And I think it would be very flattering on you with that empire waist.”

         Ah, yes. Her mother had always made a point of helping Rose find a way to dress around her curvy hips. Lillian also never disagreed with Evaline, no matter what. Her mother had spent far too long trying to climb the social ladder to ruin it all with one wrong word to Evaline Cunningham.

         “It would be perfect if you were doing a Game of Thrones theme for the wedding,” Syd commented as she gave the dress a good long look. “It screams tragic medieval princess.”

         The voice of reason. Thank God she’d brought Syd along. With an ally she might actually manage to walk out of here with something she adored rather than something her mother-in-law deemed perfect. As her college roommate, Syd had proven time and again she could keep her wits about her in the most stressful of situations—like that time Rose had accidentally started a small fire in their dorm room with a candle and a dozen cute firefighters had shown up to put out the blaze.

         “Game of Thrones?” Evaline stalked back to a rack and slammed the hanger onto the bar. “I think it’s elegant. Unique.”

         “But we don’t want a barn owl landing on her head in the middle of the ceremony thinking he’s found his true love, now do we? Think of the scandal that would cause.” Syd batted her mascara-free eyelashes innocently at Gregory’s mother. She didn’t care what the matriarch thought of her. Didn’t care what anyone thought of her, actually.

         Rose couldn’t remember the last time she’d left the house without mascara. Or lipstick. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d worn her hair back in a ponytail. After all, you never knew when someone from the local media would want to snap a picture, her mother liked to remind her. She glanced at Syd, who’d opted to dress in black yoga capris and a rainbow tank top that said “Good Vibes” for this little outing.

         Oh, what she wouldn’t give to spend a day in yoga pants…

         “I think we should all trust Rose’s judgment,” Syd said helpfully. “After all, she is an interior decorator. She has a great sense of style.”

         Uh-oh. Warning bells started to clamor in her chest, bringing an ache just beneath Rose’s breastbone. Sydney wasn’t going to bring up Rose’s idea. Surely not now. Not here…

         “In fact,” her friend went on, encouraging Rose with an excited lift of her eyebrows, “Rose was just telling me the other night how much she’d love to redecorate your family’s beach house.”

         Evaline’s gaze shifted to Rose, casting her in an awkward spotlight.

         She was going to kill Syd for this. Yes, she’d said she wanted to redecorate Evaline’s beach house, but she never would’ve brought it up to the woman herself! Everyone seemed to be waiting for her response. “Um, right. Yes. Sure,” she stammered, searching for words. “Because you said you were interested in having it redecorated at some point and I have ideas.” Okay, she had more than ideas. She had completed a whole design scheme, but she hadn’t had the guts to show it to Evaline yet.

         “You would be a great client for Glamour Girl Design,” Syd prompted when Evaline said nothing.

         “A client?” Gregory’s mother belted out a rare laugh that caught Rose so off guard she nearly toppled over onto the marble floor. “Surely you’re not still talking about continuing your little hobby.” Evaline shared a long look with Rose’s mother.

         “I’m not talking about it.” Rose found it difficult to meet the woman’s eyes. “I am going to keep my business.” The business she’d been working on for well over three years—ever since she’d graduated with her design degree. Glamour Girl Designs may not have taken off yet, but all she needed was one big client…

         “When do you plan to do that?” Evaline marched over and gazed down at her. “There are going to be certain expectations of you in this family. Committees you’ll need to participate in, charity events you’ll need to attend. When are you going to have time to run your own little design business?”

         Gregory kept asking her the same question, so she told Evaline the same thing she always told her fiancé. “I’ll find the time. It can be flexible. I can take on only a few clients as my schedule allows.” She tried her best to hold up her shoulders in the midst of the woman’s stare down.

         “But it won’t be necessary.” Evaline shook her head. “We already have interior decorators for all of our properties. You’ll need to focus on the things that are important to this family.”

         And obviously Rose wasn’t important. Her goals didn’t matter.

         “Evaline is right, Rose,” her mother chimed in. “You’re going to have such a visible position now. So many responsibilities. It’s not a good time to get distracted with a hobby.”

         “It’s not a hobby. It’s a career.” And it was what she’d been doing her whole life—taking average or mundane spaces and giving them vibrancy, personality, beauty…

         “You can give our designers your recommendations,” Evaline said as though that was settled. “I’m sure they’ll take your thoughts into consideration.”

         The dismissive tone drew Rose to her feet. It was one she’d heard too often as the youngest of three sisters. No one ever took her seriously. Her hands balled into fists, but she couldn’t argue with Evaline. Not in front of everyone else.

         “Why don’t we all take five?” Rose asked instead. “I need to freshen up.” Southern speak for I can’t stand the sight of you right now so I’m escaping to the restroom.

         “That’s a fabulous idea.” A saleswoman who had been watching from a distance hurried over to Rose’s mother and Evaline and prodded them toward a spread of small tables near the back of the store. “We have a refreshment area over here. There’s peach iced tea and a platter of fresh fruit and some of the most darling pastries you’ll ever see.”

         “Pastries?” Syd suddenly perked up, but Rose linked their arms together and dragged her in the opposite direction.

         “We’re going to visit the powder room. Be right back.”

         “But I don’t have to pee.” Her friend tried to resist. “And look! They have green macarons back there.”

         “You can have one later,” Rose muttered all but shoving Syd through the bathroom door. The restrooms were every bit as opulent as the boutique itself—everything seemed to have been plated in gold, shimmering under the light of more chandeliers. The calming scent of lavender drifted in the air.

         “Whew.” Rose finally managed to inhale a full breath. She walked to a mirror and checked her lipstick. Amazingly still intact, but that shiny spot on her forehead…wow. She dug around in her purse for her compact. “Things were getting tense in there, huh?”

         “Ohhhh.” Syd hopped up to seat herself on the marble vanity. “I see. This is where I give you a pep talk, right? That’s why we had to sneak away to the bathroom?”

         Rose concentrated on powdering the oil field on her forehead. “A pep talk for what?”

         “You know. About how everything’ll be okay. Things may seem bad now, Rosie,” her friend recited dutifully. “But I’m sure it’ll all work out. You’ll find someone else.”

         That stood her up straight. “What’d you mean things seem bad?” And… “Find someone else?” She’d only brought Syd in here so they could complain about her mother-in-law for a few minutes, not so they could pick out a whole new future for her.

         “Well, this is the third shopping trip we’ve been on and you can’t find a dress.” Her friend gave a shrug. “Isn’t that a sign or something? Like the universe telling you not to marry Gregory?”

         Rose dropped the compact back into her purse. “It’s not a sign.” It couldn’t be a sign. She and Gregory were compatible in nearly every area. They’d done all of those personality tests. Relationship therapy, too—which he’d pushed back on since they got along fine most of the time, but she’d wanted to make sure. That their relationship was right. That they could communicate. In the end, the therapist said they had the best communication skills she had ever seen in an engaged couple.

         See? Rose didn’t need anyone else to give her a pep talk. She could do it by herself. She hoisted herself up on the flawless counter next to Syd. There was something about sitting there with her legs dangling that made her feel like a little girl again. If Evaline walked in right now, she’d have a conniption. For some reason that made her smile.

         “The perfect dress is out there,” Rose insisted. “I’ll find it. The wedding is still months away.” That would be plenty of time to still have alterations done. “I don’t want to find a dress too early. What if I lose weight?” Or dear God, gain it?

         Syd gave her the assessing look of a best friend. She had these round, gorgeously dark eyes that could be as cunning as Maleficent’s. “Are you sure this is what you want? One. Hundred. Percent. Sure?”

         A wild thumping started in Rose’s heart and she had to look away. “That’s not fair. You’re asking me this at a very inconvenient time.” At a time when her future mother-in-law had just completely discounted her hopes and dreams. Having a few doubts right about now made sense.

         “In my opinion this is the absolute best time to ask.” Her friend turned to face her, giving her no escape. “Can you do this? Can you be who that woman wants you to be? Can you be who Gregory wants you to be and still be happy for the rest of your life?”

         The words twisted the knife on the stab of doubt she’d been trying so hard to ignore over the last month. If it were only she and Gregory they were talking about, she had no doubt they could be happy. But with his family, it would likely never be just she and Gregory.

         Syd leveled her with an honest stare. “I’m asking because I can’t imagine spending one day with that woman, let alone the rest of my life.”

         “I won’t be spending the rest of my life with her.” Even as she said it, Rose knew it wasn’t true. Gregory might complain about his mother behind her back, but he tended to do everything he could to keep her happy. Their family had to live up to certain expectations, his mother always said. And Evaline had been trying to convince Rose and Gregory to move into the guest quarters on their estate after they got married. “Maybe we’ll move away.”

         “And leave the family business?” Syd looked skeptical. “Isn’t Gregory next in line to take his father’s throne?” Her friend pronounced the words with a British accent.

         She rolled her eyes at the theatrics. “He is supposed to take over as CEO eventually, yes.” Ever since Gregory had graduated from business school, his father had been grooming him to take over the family’s fast-food conglomerate as well as run their growing portfolio of professional sports teams. “But his father won’t retire anytime soon, trust me. So maybe we’ll live somewhere else for a few years.” Wouldn’t that be a dream? Just she and Gregory off on their own. She could start her design business anywhere, and, surely he could easily find a job being a Cunningham and all…

         “Would Gregory ever go somewhere else?” Leave it to Syd to always ask the hard questions. “Would he walk away from his family?”

         No. The answer came right from Rose’s gut. Not for her. Not for anyone.

         “You need to make sure, Rose,” Syd said quietly. “It’s not too late for you to call off the wedding. I’m not saying you should. But you need to make sure this is what you want for your life.”

         “It is.” Or it was. Oh, mercy, she didn’t know. Why did it all have to be so confusing? Why couldn’t she just be with the man she loved? “It’s too late to reconsider anything. Everything’s already planned. The invitations have gone out…”

         “It’s not too late until you say ‘I do,’” her friend insisted. “Maybe you should take some time to think things through. Give yourself some space. Hey!” Her eyes lit. “You could go to your aunt’s place. It’s perfect! She wanted you to come out anyway.”

         Syd had been over helping her look up ideas for the bridesmaids’ dresses when Rose had received her aunt’s package. Her friend had been intrigued that Rose had an aunt she knew nothing about. But maybe Syd was right. Rose thought about Sassy’s note, about the angel sitting on her counter at home. You always had such a sense of style… It’s no wonder you’ve gotten to where you are today, starting your own design firm… How would she ever start her own design firm without the support of her husband? Of her family? “Evaline has us all booked over the holidays.” She’d lost track of the parties and the galas and the charity events she and Gregory were supposed to make appearances at.

         Syd hopped off the bathroom counter and stood facing her. “Didn’t you say your aunt is dying? Sounds like the perfect excuse to disappear for a while.”

         “I’d love to be there for her.” She had no idea why her mother and Sassy had a falling out all those years ago, but her aunt had never had children of her own and she obviously needed help. She’d tried to talk to her sisters about the letter, but they were all so busy, they’d been playing phone tag. “I don’t know if there’s any way I can make it happen though. Not with all of these events I’m supposed to attend with Gregory.” Evaline would have a conniption if she left town.

         “At some point you need to start standing up for yourself,” Syd insisted. “If you want to go visit your aunt go. You’re not married yet. Gregory could survive one Christmas without you.”

         “I guess.” Any anyway, how could she say no to her aunt? Surely Gregory would understand. “It sounds like my sister is going. My aunt specifically asked all three of us.” According to Dahlia’s last message, she had decided to visit Sassy. Maybe the Juniper Inn would provide Rose with the perfect escape. She hadn’t been there in years, but she still remembered her aunt’s beautiful boutique resort in Colorado. She remembered stumbling out of the cramped car with her sisters and feeling like she’d stepped into the pages of a storybook, someplace magical and removed from the rest of the world. The resort had eight gingerbread house–like cabins nestled in the trees, and a perfectly lovely pond for ice-skating. Oh, it had been so long, but she could still almost smell those pine trees. The inn had been a place she’d wandered and laughed and dreamed with her sisters. Her heart swelled just thinking about it. “I think a trip to Colorado is exactly what I need right now.”

         “Atta girl.” Syd gave her a supportive pat. “I’d go with you but—”

         The door flew open and Lillian charged into the bathroom. “Rose Marie, just what do you think you’re doing?” She didn’t wait for an answer. “Evaline has a busy schedule, and you’re chitchatting in here. Don’t you know how this looks?”

         “Like she had to go to the bathroom?” Syd asked.

         Lillian fixed her scorching gaze on Rose’s best friend. “Will you give us a moment, please, sugar?” she asked in full Southern decorum.

         “If I must.” Her friend started to back toward the door. Once she was behind Lillian, she mouthed Stay strong and flexed her biceps.

         Right. Stay strong. Unfortunately, that was much harder to do without reinforcements.

         Once the door had opened and closed, Rose’s mother closed her eyes in a dramatic pause. Rose knew from past experience this was her mother’s way of collecting herself, so she leaned against the sparkling marble countertop to wait.

         “Evaline thinks you’re having doubts.” Lillian finally opened her eyes, staring at Rose as though trying to analyze her. “But I told her that’s not true. You’re not having doubts. What is there to doubt?” She walked over and smoothed her hand over Rose’s hair. “Gregory is the best thing that has ever happened to you. He’s smart and he’s handsome and he will be able to provide for you for the rest of your life.”

         All true. And yet…he hadn’t wanted to sneak out to Tybee Island with her earlier…

         “That man is more than your father and I could have ever dreamed for you…” Sighing loudly, Lillian snatched a tissue from the golden box on the counter and dabbed at her eyes. Her mother always cried when she talked about their father. “If your daddy was still here, he’d be ecstatic about this wedding.”

         “I know.” But he wasn’t here. He’d passed away four years ago after having a stroke. And Rose had hardly left her mother’s side since. Being a businessman much like Gregory, her father probably would’ve loved her fiancé. They would’ve played golf together. They would’ve talked business and profit margins and stock options. “I’m not having doubts.” For some reason, she always lied when her mother started to cry. She said whatever she had to in order to make things better. “It’s all a little overwhelming, that’s all.” The wedding, sure, but also what would come after.

         “I know it might feel overwhelming.” Lillian reached into her purse and pulled out a compact, proceeding to powder Rose’s forehead for her. “But, sweet pea, hiding in the bathroom isn’t going to help. Especially when Evaline is out there waiting. You’re only overwhelmed because we still have so much to do. You haven’t found a dress and we’re running out of time before the holidays. Once we check things off the list, you’ll feel better.”

         Yes, but would she be able to check Evaline’s controlling nature off the list? That’s what had started to grate on her more than the wedding details.

         “Speaking of the holidays,” her mom went on, handing her a lipstick. “Evaline wanted you to decide on the cake before Christmas. That way the order won’t get lost in the rush they’re bound to have in the next few weeks. Should I make an appointment with the baker we liked for next week? Evaline will have to approve it—”

         “No.” The word came out harsher than she meant it to, but it was almost a relief. Rose shoved the lipstick back into her hands. “Next week won’t work. I won’t be here next week. I have to go out of town for a while.”

         “Out of town?” Her mother lowered her voice as though afraid Evaline was listening outside the door. Which she probably was. “Whatever for?”

         At first Syd’s idea to get away had sounded crazy, like wishful thinking, but now getting away felt like it was the only thing that could save her. “Sassy got in touch with me. And Mags and Dahlia.” She watched her mom’s face carefully. She had the loveliest skin tone—olive and smooth—but those familiar worry lines had appeared around her eyes.

         “Sassy contacted you?” Rose couldn’t tell if the wobble in her mother’s tone was anger or fear. “What does she want?”

         Originally Rose had wondered whether she should tell Lillian about the letter. She hadn’t wanted to get her all worked up. But there was no going back now. “She wants us to come see her. Honestly, it sounds like she might not be doing so well. She asked us to spend Christmas with her, and—”

         “That’s impossible.” Her mother turned away, but not in time to hide her obvious shock. “You absolutely cannot go.”

         “Why not?” Rose stepped around to face her. “What happened between you two? Why did we stop going out to see her?”

         “That is none of your business.” Her mother pressed her fingers to her forehead as though she had a headache coming on. “You can’t leave right now. Not when the Cunningham family needs you here. I forbid it. You can’t ruin this chance, Rose.”

         Defiance rushed through her. She never told Lillian no. She always did what her mother asked. Maybe because Rose was all her mother had. Dahlia lived in Minnesota and Mags hardly ever visited from Florida. They hadn’t been here when their father had died. They’d come for the funeral, but Rose was the one who’d sat up all night with her mother while she’d sobbed. Rose was the one who’d begged her to get out of bed those horrific weeks after they’d lost him and her sisters had gone back to their lives.

         But she had to do this. She had to be there for her aunt. She had to get away and clear her head. “I’m sorry, but I’m going,” she told her mother. “Sassy needs us, and I need to go.”

         She had to make sure the life she was walking toward was the one she truly wanted.
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