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Prologue



August


Eternity Springs, Colorado


WILLOW ELDRIDGE STOOD IN the dining hall of the Rocking L Ranch. She told herself that she absolutely, positively couldn’t cry. She had to show courage and project confidence. She had to paste on a smile and be happy!


Heaven help her.


This was so hard. Willow didn’t know if she could do it. The what-ifs swirled through her head like scraps of paper in a funnel cloud. Today, she was dropping her son, Drew, off for a week at summer camp. This would be the first time they’d spent a night apart since his father died over a year and a half ago.


“Mom, how far away is Nana’s house again?” Drew asked.


“Lake in the Clouds is less than one hundred miles from here.” Barely. Ninety-eight point six, to be exact. With much of it over winding mountain roads. “I can be here in no time at all if you really need me. But you’re not going to need me. You’re going to be too busy having tons of fun.”


He sighed. “I guess. I’m a little scared.”


Me, too. “That’s normal, buddy, but you’ll be fine. You’re just about the bravest boy I know.”


“You don’t know any other boys.”


“That is not true. What about Jackson and Aiden and Ethan?”


At this mention of three of his friends, he shrugged. “They’re all braver than me. I’m a wussy.”


“Andrew John Eldridge! You are not a wussy.”


“Nathan Campbell says I am.”


“Nathan Campbell is a bully, and you do not need to listen to anything he says.”


“He’s my friend.”


“Well, he’s not a very good friend,” Willow retorted. The child was a mean little tyrant, and Willow wanted her son out of that boy’s orbit. She had her fingers and toes crossed that Drew and Nathan ended up in different classes this year. That might not solve the problem, but it certainly should help.


A teenager approached wearing khaki shorts and a green T-shirt sporting the Rocking L Ranch logo. They’d met Sean Rafferty upon their arrival ten minutes ago, and he was to be one of Drew’s cabin counselors. “All right, Drew. I have you all checked in. You’re going to be in Black Bear Cabin. If you come with me, I’ll show you where to stow your gear and introduce you to your cabinmates.”


Willow swallowed hard and willed away the tears that threatened. Then, leaning down, she gave Drew one more hug and said, “I’ll see you in a week, Drew. Have a fabulous time. I love you.”


She waited, hoping for an I love you, too, but Drew was an eight-year-old boy. He wouldn’t get mushy in front of his counselor. So instead, he gave her a wave and a shaky smile and said, “Bye, Mom.”


She allowed her eyes to water only after he had walked out the door. She turned around to head toward her car and discovered the camp director watching her, his dark eyes warm with understanding, his smile sympathetic. She’d liked Chase Timberlake when she’d spoken to him on the phone earlier this week. Meeting him today reinforced that positive impression. He struck her as capable and caring. Drew would be in good hands.


Approaching Chase, Willow said, “Thank you again for making room for him.”


He gave her an easy smile. “I’m thrilled we had a bunk for Drew. We rarely have a last-minute cancellation, so I think this was meant to be. He’ll have a great week and come home with tales of grand adventure. So don’t worry about him. We’ll take good care of him.”


“I know you will. Everyone I’ve spoken with raves about what a special place the Rocking L Ranch is and how much good you’ve done for troubled children in the years you’ve been in operation.”


“Camp is a labor of love for many of us in Eternity Springs,” Chase replied.


The camp had been founded by local philanthropists with the vision of serving children who had suffered a significant loss. Two weeks ago, a friend of Willow’s aunt had suggested that Drew apply for a place in the camp’s final summer session. The phone call from Chase with news of the opening had come earlier this week. Life had been a mad rush of camp prep ever since.


Someone called Chase’s name, and he excused himself. “We’ll see you next Saturday, Willow. Don’t worry about him. Drew is going to have the time of his life.”


“I know he will—if he manages to not hurt himself. Word of warning, Chase. The child is accident-prone.”


“Noted. We’ll keep an extra-close eye on him. You have my word.”


Willow believed him. The Rocking L Ranch had an excellent safety rating.


She returned to her car with her tears mostly vanquished and looking forward to her afternoon. Willow and Emma, her four-year-old daughter, would be joining Willow’s mother and aunt for High Tea at the upscale resort where they’d booked rooms for a girls’ weekend in this picturesque little mountain town. Emma had picked out the cutest little hat to wear, and she was very excited. It promised to be a nice family getaway. Willow regretted that her sister Brooke wasn’t able to join them.


They’d be staying at Angel’s Rest Healing Center and Spa—she loved the sound of that. Who knows? Maybe after a healing soak in the hot springs she’d finally find her courage and tell her mother about life in Nashville and the circumstances surrounding her husband’s death. Willow knew she couldn’t make things right with her mother until she did that.


She also knew she couldn’t turn back the clock. She wished she hadn’t been so blind, so trusting. If only she’d used her brain instead of following her heart.


This stupid heart of hers. Seriously, it wasn’t to be trusted.


And yet she wouldn’t trade Drew and Emma for anything.


Willow gazed out at the towering mountain peaks surrounding her and her lips twisted in a wry smile. She definitely had the proverbial hill to climb. She had a lot to make up for where her mom was concerned.


Genevieve Prentice was a good mom. An excellent mom. Willow had not been a good daughter. Not for the past ten years, anyway. She wanted to fix that.


Willow wanted to fix herself.


The most difficult step would be to come clean, to explain why she’d erected this wall between herself and her mom for the past decade. She needed to be honest with her mom about why she didn’t move home to be closer to her family after Andy died.


Maybe I’ll do it this weekend.


Yeah, right. And maybe little piggies would fly, and Drew would never have another cut, scrape, or broken bone, and Emma would suddenly decide she likes green vegetables after all.


“Baby steps, Willow Eldridge,” she murmured. Baby steps were progress. She and her children were here in Colorado. Hopefully, upon their return to Nashville in two weeks, they will have made significant steps forward in repairing relationships and healing broken hearts.
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By the end of their spa weekend, Willow was optimistic. She’d definitely made progress. She couldn’t remember having laughed so much with her mom in years. Monday evening, as she watched her mother cuddle and love on Emma as she read the four-year-old a bedtime story, Willow’s heart overflowed with love.


Genevieve Prentice rocked being a grandmother. She adored Drew and Emma. She was patient, caring, and kind—always willing to listen when one of the kids wanted to talk. She never gave the appearance of favoring one grandchild over the other. She played pirates with Drew—his latest obsession—and stacked blocks with Emma. This afternoon, Genevieve had glowed with happiness when she allowed Emma to play in the best toy box in all the world: Nana’s jewelry box.


On Wednesday afternoon, Willow received an e-mail from Drew. Short and filled with misspellings, it nevertheless reassured her that he was indeed having the time of his life.


“You miss him terribly, don’t you?” Genevieve observed when Willow read it to her. She stood at her kitchen sink, adding water to a pitcher filled with hummingbird food concentrate.


“Like my right arm.” Willow gave a little laugh, lifting her gaze from her phone. “I’m torn. On the one hand, I’m thrilled for him to be having such a wonderful time, but on the other hand, it makes me sad that I’m not there to share it with him. It’s different from sending him off to school. I know what his day is like at school. But this week, I’m clueless. There’s a big event in his life that I know nothing about.”


Her mother’s smile turned bittersweet as she stirred the bright red sugar water with a spoon. “Oh, that emotion I understand all too well.”


At that moment, Willow felt an urge to explain herself. Maybe, just maybe, she had the gumption to do this.


She cleared her throat. “Mom, there’s something I need to say to you.”


The light in Genevieve’s green eyes turned wary. “Something’s wrong?”


“No,” Willow assured her, though, in all honesty, that wasn’t the truth. Something was wrong. It had been wrong for years. The time had come to make it right.


How to start? You were right, and I was wrong, and I’m sorry? I’ve been a horrible daughter. Please forgive me? Or maybe, Guess what, Mom. Turns out I was married to Mr. Wrong.


Before she could decide which tack to take, her phone rang. Glancing down at the screen, she spied a name that struck fear in her heart. Rocking L Ranch.


Willow’s gaze flew up to meet her mother’s. “It’s the camp. Why are they calling me?”


Her heart in her throat, she thumbed the green button. “Hello?”


“Mrs. Eldridge? Your son is okay. However, I’m afraid there’s been an incident.”















Chapter One



New Year’s Eve


Lake in the Clouds, Colorado


SEATED ON A SOFA with her feet propped up on an ottoman in front of a crackling fire, Genevieve Prentice wiggled her toes. The jingle bells on the tips of her woolen world’s BEST NANA slipper socks jangled.


Her sister, Helen McDaniel, was sitting beside her and jangled her own slipper bells in response. Her socks read AUNTIE! LIKE MOM, ONLY COOLER. Both women wore pajamas as they sipped their nightcaps and watched the clock tick toward midnight.


“So, admit it,” Helen said. “You’re glad I dragged you kicking and screaming to the party, aren’t you?”


“I wasn’t kicking and screaming.”


“Sure you were. You’ve never liked New Year’s Eve parties, but you enjoyed yourself at this one. Admit it.”


“I enjoyed myself,” she deadpanned.


“Oh, quit being such a scrooge.”


“You’re a whole holiday behind, Helen. New Year’s Eve is a fat little cherub in a sash.”


“Well, you don’t have chubby thighs, and no one has ever accused you of being an angel.”


Genevieve snickered and sipped her cognac. “You’re right. I did enjoy myself. The party was fun. Your neighbors at Mountain Vista Retirement Community are interesting people. Of course, the whole celebrating by London time was different, but it makes sense for partygoers who need to be in bed by seven o’clock.”


“Now, that’s mean. The party didn’t end until ten.”


“I was speaking about myself.”


Helen leaned away from Genevieve and gave her a considering look. “Hello. Light bulb moment. You have a big birthday coming up this year, don’t you? You’re bothered by it.”


“No, I’m not,” she lied.


“Balderdash.”


“Now, there’s a word right out of the old folks’ lexicon,” Genevieve grumbled.


“Oh, stop it. Sixty is the new forty. It’s middle age today.”


“There’s some new math. Imagine how loudly my knees will creak if I live to be one hundred and twenty!”


Helen tapped her lips with her index finger. “We should do something special for your birthday. Throw a big party.”


“I do not want a party. Of any size.”


“Spoilsport. Something else, then, to mark the occasion. Maybe finally take a hot-air balloon ride with me? You’ll love it as much as I do, Genevieve. I promise.”


Genevieve snorted. “It’ll be a cold day in Austin in August when I go up in one of those death traps.”


Footsteps descending the staircase provided a welcome distraction, and Genevieve smiled up at her daughter, Willow. “Everything okay with the children?”


“Emma is fine. Sound asleep. Sledding with her uncle Lucas today wore her out.”


When Willow didn’t immediately follow up with a mention of her son, Genevieve’s stomach sank. Poor little Drew had been having a time of it since summer camp. “And Drew?”


Willow sighed. “He’s awake. He says he had a nightmare about the accident.”


“Which one?” Helen asked.


“It was a combo nightmare about his dad and camp. And just when I’d begun to relax, too.”


A burning log split and fell in the grate with a thunk. Flames flared, and sparks rose up the chimney. Genevieve lifted her gaze toward the second-floor bedroom occupied by her grandchildren during this holiday visit. They’d all worried that a return to Colorado might trigger another panic attack for Drew, a malady he’d suffered numerous times since that unfortunate business at camp this past summer.


Drew had been sitting at the poolside when another boy thought it would be funny to pretend to drown. Frightened children screamed as the lifeguard dove into the water. The child standing behind Drew was jostled by the crowd and spilled a cherry snow cone all over Drew.


That had triggered a flashback to the car accident that had injured Drew and killed his dad. Reliving his terrors, Genevieve’s grandson had lost his cool.


“That poor child,” she said now. “He’s had too much trauma to bear for someone his age. My heart aches for him.”


As Helen nodded her agreement, Willow said, “When we get home, I’m going to see if I can’t find a new counselor for him. Dr. Harris is nice, but I don’t think she’s helping.”


“He has seemed a bit withdrawn during this visit,” Genevieve observed.


“Withdrawn?” Helen repeated with a scoff. “Are we talking about the same boy I watched ride a snowboard yesterday? He attacked the bunny slope. Defeated it, too.”


“Colorado has been good for him. He loves it here,” Willow said. “But Mom is right. At home, he’s been acting clingy and timid like he did in the months right after his father died. He keeps his feelings bottled up inside.”


“I honestly didn’t see that from him this trip.” Helen swirled the cognac in her snifter. “Not like I did during our visit to Nashville in October. In fact, yesterday on the slopes, Drew reminded me a lot of his father.”


Genevieve nodded in agreement. “Yesterday, Drew did seem to act more like his old self, and yes, he did remind me of Andy. That man lived life big.”


“Drew will rise above these challenges, Willow,” Helen said. “I’m sure he’ll follow in his father’s footsteps.”


Willow turned toward the fire. Genevieve thought her daughter sounded a touch forlorn as she said, “We will see. In the meantime, I’m hoping tonight’s bad dream is just a blip and that Drew continues to build upon the progress he’s made while we’ve been here.”


“Well, listen to your instincts, Willow,” Genevieve suggested. “They’re good ones.”


“I don’t know about that. However, I am going to listen to them. My deaf ear is flipped to the on position.”


“Good girl.” Helen patted the seat beside her. “Now, grab a glass and come sit with us. Let’s cheer in the New Year together.”


Genevieve added, “I suggest you give yourself a generous pour. Helen convinced me to allow her to set up all of the gifts she gave the family this Christmas to ring in the New Year. They’re in the dining room.”


On her way to her mother’s liquor cabinet, Willow froze. She glanced at her mom with eyes rounded slightly in alarm. “The cuckoo clocks? All eight of them?”


“Yes, all eight of them.”


“Won’t it be glorious?” Helen beamed. “Forget ‘Auld Lang Syne.’ I can’t think of a more appropriate way to put a period on this year and say hello to the next, can you?”


Willow met her mother’s gaze, and the two women exchanged silent identical looks—semi-amused horror. Then, Willow’s expression relaxed, and she turned to Helen and smiled. “No, Auntie, I can’t think of anything more appropriate.”


Genevieve silently toasted her daughter. Then, taking a sip of the cognac, she savored the French liquor. She’d brought out the good stuff for tonight. Why not? Why save anything at this point in her life?


Ticktock to Helen and all her clocks.


Ticktock to my big six-zero.


Ticktock to being six feet under.


Genevieve tossed back the remainder of her drink, then rose to get a refill. “Less than ten minutes to go now. Anyone want to commit to a New Year’s resolution?”


“Not in this life or the next,” Helen shot back. “I gave up New Year’s resolutions at the turn of the century.”


“The turn of the century,” Genevieve repeated glumly. “That makes us sound so old.”


“Not old. Vintage? Or MCM, remember?”


Midcentury modern. Genevieve snorted and kissed her daughter on the cheek as they passed, going to and from the liquor cabinet. Then, carrying a glass of scotch neat, Willow took a seat beside her aunt and said, “I have a New Year’s resolution.”


“Oh?” Helen asked. “Do share.”


“I alluded to it a moment ago. I’m going to start listening. To my instincts. To my mother.”


Following a moment of shock, Genevieve and Helen both burst into laughter. Genevieve filled her snifter. Willow wrinkled her nose at her mother and aunt. “All right. Maybe I deserve that.”


Helen clapped a hand to her breast. “Maybe? You think? Willow, my love, you have been butting heads with your mother for a decade. She says black. You say white. She says night. You say day.”


“Well, things are changing. I’m changing. My guiding word for the year is listen.”


“A guiding word, hmm?” Helen considered the idea a moment, then nodded. “I like that. Having a guiding word for the year makes more sense than making a resolution you never keep.”


“I keep my resolutions,” Genevieve protested.


“That’s because you only resolve easy things. So what is your New Year’s resolution this year, Gen?”


“To exercise every day.”


Helen met Willow’s gaze. “She proves my point.”


“Exercising every day isn’t easy.”


“But you already do it daily. Ergo, it’s an easy resolution.”


Genevieve made an exaggerated roll of her eyes and addressed her daughter. “Have you ever met another person who actually uses the word ergo?”


“One of my professors in college used it.” Willow toasted her aunt. “Here’s to the vocabulary queen. You’ve always inspired me.”


“Thank you.” Helen added an aristocratic nod to her acknowledgment of the compliment. “Maybe I’ll make ergo my word of the year. I’ll use it once a day.”


“I think argue is more appropriate,” Genevieve observed.


“I won’t argue that,” Willow quipped.


“Traitor.” Helen exaggerated a scowl toward her niece.


“Not because you’re argumentative, Auntie—”


“Which she is,” Genevieve teased.


“—but because guiding words work better if you can act on them. Ergo”—Willow shot her aunt a grin—“choose a verb.”


“I concede the point.” Helen tapped her index finger against her lips. “Hmm. All right. I think I’ll go with climb.”


Genevieve and Willow both took a moment to consider it. “Interesting choice,” Genevieve said.


“It suits. It’s uplifting. A friend of mine likes to say that we all can use a little more skyward in our lives. I think she’s right. So this year, I’m going to concentrate on climbing to put a little more sky in my life.”


“And you said you won’t make resolutions.”


Helen gave a nonchalant shrug. “Your turn, Genevieve. Share with the class.”


Genevieve sipped her drink and considered. “I don’t know. I’ll have to think about it. Is there a rule that your guiding word must be chosen by New Year’s?”


Willow shrugged. “There are no guiding-word police.”


“I volunteer for that job,” Helen said, raising her hand. “My first policing act is to declare that yes, you must choose before the little birds coo.”


Genevieve glanced at the clock and winced. She should run upstairs in the next three minutes and grab her earplugs from her nightstand drawer.


“Ticktock, sister.”


“Oh, give me a minute.” Ticktock. That should be Genevieve’s guiding word. However, she knew if she proposed that, Helen would give her grief. She’d already picked up on Genevieve’s birthday bum-out.


“You have two minutes. It’s almost midnight.”


“Okay… okay. My word is…” Old. Decrepit. Over-the-hill. Not verbs. Fade. Shrivel. No, Helen would slap her upside the head if she rolled that out.


Genevieve would have to pick something halfway positive, or her sister and daughter would bug her the entire year.


“Ticktock, ticktock, ticktock.”


Genevieve shot her sister a look. “Murder.”


“Har har.”


“Okay.” Genevieve went with the next verb that popped into her head. “Breathe.”


“Breathe?” Helen pursed her lips and considered it, then nodded. “That’s acceptable. A bit zen-ish for you. More like something I’d choose.”


“I’m so glad you approve,” Genevieve deadpanned as the minute hand reached its zenith.


The cuckoo clocks began to chime. One after the other, not in rhythm. Not in unison. Eight of them. An entire flock of cuckoo clocks ushering in the New Year.


“Happy New Year!” Helen crowed.


Genevieve covered her ears with her hands. “I’m changing my guide word.”


“Too late,” Helen declared.


“No, it’s not too late. The birds are still screeching.”


Willow laughed. “She has a point, Auntie. What’s your word, Mom?”


Genevieve needed peace and quiet. She needed her aching, aging joints to stop screaming at her. She needed the freight train speeding toward her that was her upcoming birthday to stop blowing its whistle so loud!


She wanted the damned birds marking the time to shut the hell up.


“Muffle!” she exclaimed. “My guiding word for the next year is muffle!”


Into the silence that marked the New Year, her sister said, “Seriously, Genevieve? And here we’ve all believed that I was the one who’s gone cuckoo.”
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Willow awoke on New Year’s Day to the sound of Drew picking on his sister. Oh, joy.


No surprise, really. He’d be grumpy in the aftermath of the nightmare. The best thing Willow could do for everyone was to find a distraction fast.


Quickly and quietly so as to avoid waking her mother and aunt, Willow bundled the children up and headed out. Their destination was Raindrop Lodge and Cabins Resort, the lakeside property purchased and renovated by her mother and aunt over the past year. Since Genevieve’s three-bedroom home couldn’t comfortably sleep everyone, Raindrop had served as overflow lodging space for Willow’s siblings during their holiday visit. Maybe one of them would be up early, too, and provide Drew with a distraction from his mood. If not, well, she and the kids could take a hike through the woods until the family began to gather. Today, the Prentices planned to assemble at Raindrop for a traditional New Year’s Day dinner and a football-watching party. Everyone would go their separate ways tomorrow.


Willow had mixed feelings about the ending of the holidays. She’d survived Christmas again, not an easy feat considering all the bad-marriage baggage the season ushered in with its red-and-green cheer. But once she’d soldiered through December 25, and excepting Drew’s nightmare last night, she and the kids had a fabulous time.


Honestly, Willow dreaded going home. She was happy here. The kids were happy here. On Christmas morning, Drew had said Nana’s house was the best place on earth, and he wanted to stay forever. Emma had enthusiastically agreed.


“So why are we leaving?” Willow wondered aloud as they arrived at the Raindrop property. Maybe the time had come to put Nashville in their rearview mirror.


She turned her rental car off the main road leading to the lodge and headed for the dozen or so small log cabins snuggled in the woods where her sibs were staying. Neither Jake’s nor Lucas’s place showed signs of life, but a golden glow in the window of Cabin 8 suggested that her sister was awake. Upon noting the footsteps in the fresh snow, Willow concluded that Brooke had gone on her customary morning run.


After making the loop past the cabins, Willow continued on to the lodge and pulled to a stop in the parking lot beside it. The kids bailed out and ran over to a snowdrift, where they began making ammunition for the snowball fight their uncles had promised. It was a beautiful morning, cold but clear and almost windless, with only a handful of puffy white clouds floating against a bright blue sky. Willow watched her children with joy in her heart and, for the first time, seriously considered the idea of relocating her family to Lake in the Clouds.


It was time to make a move. She was ready. The kids were ready. But where should they settle? What would be best for the children? Heading home to Texas was an option. It would do Drew and Emma good to be around their aunt and uncles. Also, their father’s parents lived in Texas. Willow had a decent enough relationship with Maggie and Tom Eldridge, though it had been difficult since Andy’s death, given they’d never revealed knowledge of their son’s sins, and Willow had no intention of cluing them in. Honestly, she liked having a few state borders between her and her children’s paternal grandparents.


Willow was distracted from her musings by the arrival of her siblings and her brother Jake’s fiancée, Tess, and the snowball fight that ensued. It wasn’t until midafternoon with the family congregated in the lodge’s second-floor media room to watch the grudge-match game between Texas A&M and the University of Texas that she had another moment to herself to think.


Halfway through the first quarter, Drew looked at his mother with puppy-dog eyes. “Will you make the cheese dip now, Mom? I’m hungry.”


“Already? We just had lunch.”


“It’s never too soon for cheese dip,” Lucas observed.


“He’s right,” Jake agreed. “Besides, it’s not a Prenticefamily football-watching party without cheese dip.”


“Please, Mom?” Emma added.


Willow surrendered and headed downstairs to the kitchen. She had just removed a glass bowl filled with melted Velveeta from the microwave when a cheer erupted upstairs. She picked out her son’s gleeful voice and rolled her eyes. The little traitor was rooting for the Aggies over Willow’s beloved Longhorns today.


As she opened a can of Rotel tomatoes, she got a little teary-eyed. She did dearly love her family. Being around them soothed a wounded spot in her soul. She wished she’d listened to her mother and moved the kids home to Texas after Andy died and before Genevieve up and moved to Colorado. They’d needed the family that Willow had pushed away. In her defense, she’d been such an emotional wreck at the time. Making any decision, much less one as big as moving, had been a hill too high to climb.


She’d been grieving. She’d been angry and afraid and ashamed. The anger and fear were bad enough, but the shame had debilitated her. She’d worn it like a pair of concrete sneakers—big sneakers, like size eleven. She’d found it nearly impossible to do more than shuffle around Nashville, much less move home to Texas. Home to her mother.


Who had been right about Andy Eldridge all along.


Willow dumped the tomatoes into the melted Velveeta, picked up a wooden spoon to stir the gooey combo, and sighed. She had yet to have that talk she needed to have with her mother. Drew’s panic attack at camp had ended any attempt last summer, and in the months since, she never found a good opportunity for it. Didn’t help anything that she dreaded the conversation like the bathroom scale following a chocolate binge.


“Well, it’s New Year’s Day,” she murmured. “A new year. A new beginning.”


She’d talk to her mother and talk to the kids. It was time to bust up those concrete sneakers and move forward with her life.


Another roar exploded from upstairs. Sounded like she was missing a good game. Willow gave the cheese dip one final stir and set down the spoon. With the bowl in one hand and a bag of chips in the other, she headed back upstairs.


In the media room, her brothers reclined in the armchairs in front of the big screen. Her sister, who liked her team to win in a blowout, nervously paced the back of the room. Tess sat between her mom and Aunt Helen, but instead of watching the big screen, the women huddled over Tess’s phone. Looking at something wedding related, Willow surmised. The big day was only three months away now.


“There you are,” Jake said, rising from his seat. “We’ve been wondering what was keeping you.”


Brooke delightedly eyed the bowl that Willow set on the snack table. “I’m going to make a pig of myself. I figure calories today are free due to all the skiing I’ve done since Christmas.”


“I agree,” Tess said. “Today we splurge because tomorrow we all start our wedding diets.”


The bridegroom paused while reaching for a paper plate. With alarm in his voice, he asked, “What wedding diet?”


“I’m going to lose eight pounds before your wedding,” Aunt Helen announced. “I have three months. I can do it.”


“I don’t want to hear about a wedding diet,” Jake insisted.


Not taking his gaze off the game, Lucas smirked. “You have packed on a few pounds over the holidays, bro.”


Shielding the action from Emma and Drew, the groom flipped his best man the bird.


“Consider it a wedding health plan, honey,” Tess said, giving Jake an encouraging smile. “You and I have been working way too hard.”


“Hey, don’t blame me. You’re the one who brought three new projects into the firm in December.”


“I know. But between work and the wedding prep, for the next few months our stress levels will be through the roof. That’s why I think a diet-and-exercise plan focused on health is a good idea for us.”


Jake scowled and returned his attention to filling his plate with chips and slathering them with dip. Aunt Helen asked, “Aren’t y’all using a wedding planner? How much prep do you have left? I’ll be glad to pitch in to help. I wouldn’t mind making a trip or two to Austin, and I know Genevieve would be happy to step up what she’s doing on your behalf, too.”


“Thank you,” Tess said. “I may take you up on the offer.”


Watching the game, Drew shouted, “Fumble!”


“Who’s got it?” Jake asked.


Every Prentice in the room shouted, “Nebraska!”


Tess looked at them like they were crazy. “Nebraska?”


Grinning, Genevieve explained. “It’s an old family joke that no one recalls exactly how it started. I’m afraid it’s the first of many you’ll encounter.”


“Mom’s right.” Willow snagged a pretzel from the snack table and added, “Welcome to the family, Tess.”


At that point, everyone’s attention returned to the game, and bickering over football resumed. One set of downs later, Tess’s cell phone rang. She checked the number and frowned. “Speak of the devil. Why is my wedding coordinator calling me on New Year’s Day?”


Lucas suggested, “Let it go to voice mail.”


All the women in the room exclaimed in protest. Tess walked toward the door as she answered the call, saying, “Happy New Year, Megan. What’s up?”


The Aggies were driving downfield when Tess returned less than five minutes later, her expression strained, her eyes wide and shining with tears. Seeing her, Jake momentarily froze before shoving to his feet, grabbing the remote, and switching off the game. Lucas protested, “Hey—”


“Sprite?” Jake asked, moving toward Tess. “What’s happened?”


Lucas’s complaint died on his lips when he, too, caught sight of his sister-in-law-to-be. He asked, “How can we help?”


“It’s okay.” Two fat tears overflowed Tess’s eyes to roll down her face as Jake reached her and pulled her into his arms. She spoke against his chest. “I’m okay. No one is hurt. I didn’t mean to scare you. I’m sorry. This isn’t the end of the world. Nothing insurmountable. I’m being silly. Emotional and silly.”


“About what?” Genevieve asked, voicing the same question flashing through Willow’s mind.


“Talk to me, sweetheart,” Jake urged Tess.


“It’s our wedding.” Tess swiped the tears away from her eyes. “Our venue. Last night after a New Year’s Eve party, it burned to the ground. Megan has been on the phone trying to find a place for us that’s not already booked, but this late, she hasn’t had any luck.”


“Oh no!” exclaimed Genevieve.


“That’s terrible,” Brooke agreed.


Aunt Helen clicked her tongue. “You poor dear.”


Jake, ever the manager, summed up the problem. “So we don’t have a place to get married in Austin on our date.”


“Not a place that we’d want,” Tess said. “We’ll have to push back the date.”


Jake frowned. “I don’t want to push back our date.”


“Me, either. But I don’t know what else we can do.”


“How about we change the venue?” he suggested.


“We have to change the venue!” Tess exclaimed. “That’s the problem.”


“No, I mean completely change it. We considered having a destination wedding early on in this process. I know it wasn’t our first choice, but…”


“Maybe it’s our only choice.” Tess closed her eyes and massaged her temples. “If it’s even a choice. The destinations we considered will also be booked this late in the game.”


Willow asked, “Were you thinking beach resorts?”


“Not necessarily. Mainly, we wanted something affordable for our guests. That’s the problem I have with destination weddings. Too often, they’re prohibitively expensive to attend.”


“How do you feel about an outdoor wedding, Tess?” Aunt Helen asked.


“Depends on whether or not an alternative sheltered spot is available in case of rain.”


Willow saw her mother and aunt exchange a look. A message passed between them. Willow wasn’t the least bit surprised when her mother smiled at Tess and suggested, “Why don’t you have the wedding here in Lake in the Clouds?”


Helen jumped in. “The end of March isn’t a busy time for Raindrop Lodge. The innkeeper we hired has today off, but I know how to access the reservation system. So, say the word, and I’ll check our occupancy around your date. Between the lodge rooms and the cabins and rentals that friends own, I’ll bet we can offer complimentary lodging to almost all of your guests in order to lessen travel expenses.”


“Helen is right,” Genevieve continued. “If a lakeside ceremony doesn’t suit you, you have multiple choices for a spot with a breathtaking vista as a backdrop. I’m sure Gage would open the Triple T Ranch for us.”


“Inspiration Point,” Tess said to Jake, exchanging an intimate smile with him.


Some history between them there, Willow thought.


“You get a lot of rain here in spring,” Jake observed. “What about indoor places?”


“You could hold the ceremony at St. Vincent’s, where we went to church on Christmas,” Helen said. “I doubt they have a wedding already scheduled since the church mainly serves locals. I don’t know of any local weddings scheduled for the last weekend in March, do you, Genevieve?”


“I don’t,” Genevieve confirmed.


Tess’s eyes lit up. “Oh, that’s a lovely old church.”


“The parish hall is too small for a reception, but we always have the lodge to offer. If you’d prefer a reception venue less rustic than our lodge—”


“Yes,” Brooke interjected. “Something without cuckoo clocks.”


“It’s possible we could hold the reception at The Emily if we can get our contractor to speed up our renovations.”


Willow’s mother had partnered with rancher Gage Throckmorton to renovate an old movie theater in Lake in the Clouds. They’d renamed it The Emily after Gage’s late wife. Willow nodded her agreement to the idea. “The Emily would be a beautiful indoor reception venue.”


“The stage would make a great dance floor,” Helen added.


Genevieve nodded. “All the theater seating will be out for refinishing in March. We could bring in tables and chairs.”


“Isn’t the floor sloped?” Brooke asked.


“I’m sure we could overcome that issue with some temporary flooring. In fact, that might be something Gage and I should discuss. It would certainly make the facility more versatile. There might be other appropriate places available, too, if you think Lake in the Clouds is an option.”


“Maybe. Although, Raindrop Lodge is special to us. I don’t have a problem with rustic.” Tess considered a moment, then groaned. “I don’t know. I’m overwhelmed. I don’t see how Jake and I can pull this off with our workload. Megan is an excellent wedding planner, but asking her to start over with our event and do it long-distance? I doubt she’d have the time or the desire to work for us.”


Willow looked at her son and then toward her daughter. An idea began to form in her mind. Then, speaking to Tess, she asked, “Details like that aside, would you want to get married in Lake in the Clouds?”


Tess and Jake exchanged a look, then Tess nodded. “We fell in love here. I think it would be very nice to get married here, too.”


Willow nodded. “Then let me be your wedding planner.”


“Great idea!” Brooke exclaimed. “Willow is a fabulous event planner. She’s won all sorts of awards and recognition.”


Tess folded her hands prayerfully. “You would do that for us? Seriously? Oh, Willow. That would be fabulous.”


“Sure you want to do that, sis?” Jake asked. “Might be challenging to do from Nashville.”


“It probably would, yes.” Willow couldn’t have received a clearer sign for the answer to the question that had plagued her today. It’ll be Christmas morning déjà vu for the kids. She drew in a deep breath, then planted her flag. “That’s why I’ll do it from here. Mom? Auntie? Could the children and I stay here at Raindrop Lodge? Do you have a cabin available for a long-term rental?”


“Absolutely!” Helen exclaimed.


“We’ll need it for the spring semester. Beyond that, well, we’ll see how it goes.”


“But what about your work?” Brooke asked.


“I haven’t booked many events this winter.” Between the proceeds from Andy’s life insurance and the inheritance she’d received from her grandfather, Willow didn’t need to worry about finances. She worked because she enjoyed it and because she needed some adult interaction in her life. She kept her schedule light because she wanted to be available to meet her children’s needs. “I can take care of the commitments I do have from here.”


“Hold on. Wait a minute.” Drew scrambled around in his chair and sat on his knees, his eyes wide with hope as he met his mother’s gaze. “We’re gonna move here? To Lake in the Clouds? Will I go to school? Where?”


“Yes,” Willow responded. “I don’t know where yet. I’ll want to look into the public and private elementary schools, see what’s available, and determine which would be a good fit for you.”


Genevieve spoke softly. “I can’t believe you want to move here.”


Willow froze. Was that dismay she heard in her mother’s voice? Surely not. Genevieve had always bemoaned that she lived so far away from her only grandchildren.


Of course, that was before her big getaway last year when she’d totally upended her life, sold her house and most of her belongings, and run away from her family.


Willow bit her bottom lip as doubt assailed her. Dang it, dang it, dang it. Maybe this was a bad idea. She shouldn’t have acted so impulsively. She should have spoken to her mother before jumping in feetfirst. Visiting was one thing. Genevieve might not want Willow and the kids to follow her to Colorado to live.


Except… her mother might have changed, but she hadn’t altered her DNA. Genevieve Prentice would love to have her grandchildren living close. Willow was sure of it.


Mostly sure.


Well, Mom’s a big girl. If she doesn’t want us here, she can just tell us.


Willow met her mother’s gaze, took a deep breath, and leaped. “Drew and Emma should see you more than they do now. Is this plan okay with you?”


“Oh, Willow!” Genevieve clapped her hands and beamed. “This is the best idea ever.”


Okay. Good. Whew. “So we can rent a cabin?”


Aunt Helen didn’t hesitate. “Of course. I think the new one, don’t you, Genevieve? Cabin 17? Zach finished it right before Christmas. It’s a three-two. We haven’t begun renting it yet, so we won’t need to move any guests around. I think you’ll enjoy having the extra bath. It’s too bad Cabin 18 is still a work in process. The kids would love the loft.”


“Seventeen is perfect for them,” Genevieve agreed. Glancing toward Willow, she added, “Unless you’d want…”


When she hesitated, Willow thought she knew what words her mother had been about to say. Unless you’d want to move in with me.


Genevieve Prentice, before her getaway, would have asked. However, Genevieve Prentice of Lake in the Clouds, Colorado, valued her independence. Willow was okay with that. She felt the same way.


“… the cabin you stayed in last summer because it’s closer to the main road,” Genevieve continued. “Seventeen is at the edge of our property. The other cabin would be five to ten minutes quicker getting Drew to school.”


Willow considered the question. “Five to ten minutes can make a big difference in the morning, but I think the extra bathroom will be handier in the long run. We’d love to stay in Cabin 17.”


“So it’s settled?” Helen asked.


Willow nodded. “It’s settled.”


“Hurray!” Drew shouted.


“Hurray!” Emma repeated. “We’re moving to Lake in the Clouds!”


“Fabulous,” Lucas piped up. “Now, can we please turn the ball game back on?”















Chapter Two



NOAH TANNEHILL DIED IN his dreams again last night. Third time this week. Waking in the morning should have brought relief. Instead, he met the day with regret.


He should be dead.


His crewman was dead. His brother was dead.


Some days, Noah still wished that he were dead.


This cold, gray February morning was one of those days.


It took serious effort for Noah to drag himself out of bed, pull on clothes and outerwear, grab his hiking sticks, and head out into the intermittent snowfall. He took his usual route through the forest, which right now was a four-mile circuit with plenty of hills. He added a little distance each week. The plan was to start jogging in spring and running in the summer. So far, he was a little ahead of schedule in his rehab.


Back at his cabin, he finished off at the woodpile. That, too, was part of his recovery effort. Swinging an axe damned near did him in, but over the past month, he’d built a decent little woodpile. By the time he headed into the house, he was exhausted—and still cranky. Ordinarily, strenuous exercise and frigid air helped him beat back the blackest of his moods. Today, even after the walk and a session with the axe, he still felt mean as a bear with a broken toe.


Give him shattered bones over nightmares any day.


Noah reconsidered making the run into town that he’d planned for this morning. Better he eat beans for dinner than bite someone’s head off because he had his grizzly on. However, he’d already put off the chore twice, and he could delay a visit to the post office no longer.


He’d found the stack of journals in a trunk in the attic last week. That had been a summer activity for the two brothers one year. Having them around exacerbated his nightmares. He wanted to read them. However, reading them would kill him because doing so would resurrect memories of that summer and his brother, and Noah couldn’t deal with that.


Besides, Daniel’s journals needed to go to his widow. She would be thrilled to receive them.


He exhaled a heavy sigh and hit the shower. Half an hour later, he pulled his truck into the post office parking lot and grabbed the box from the passenger seat. After eyeing his cane distastefully, he elected to leave it behind. Unfortunately, that turned out to be a poor decision. He’d hit rush hour at the post office, and he had to stand in line behind three other people.


Three chatty other people. Doing business with a chatty postal worker. Chatty chat, chat.


Noah wanted to snarl.


Instead, he kept his expression impassive and stared out the window toward the Lake in the Clouds town square. The snow had stopped, and the sky cleared to a brilliant azure blue. With the improvement in the weather, people had started emerging from their homes like ants after a rain.


Great. Just his luck. The grocery store would be swarmed. Probably with chatty people. Lots of chatty folks in Lake in the Clouds.


Noah shifted his weight from one leg to the other. Stepped wrong and set his teeth against the stab of pain. Maybe he’d skip the groceries. Beans for supper didn’t sound that bad, did it?


No, it didn’t. However, beans for supper, breakfast, lunch, and supper again tomorrow didn’t sound all that great. Better he suck it up and soldier on. He would ratchet up his don’t-mess-with-me attitude, brave the crowds, and stock his larder to overflowing. With any luck, he wouldn’t need to speak to a stranger again for weeks.


Ten interminable minutes later, Noah approached the post office window with his package. The postal worker, whose name he recalled was Liz, beamed at him and spoke in a chirpy tone. “Hello, Mr. Tannehill. It’s so lovely to see you again. It’s been quite a while since you stopped by to send off your boxes to fire departments. Becky and I have worried that perhaps you’ve been having trouble with your poor hands.”


Noah very deliberately did not look down at his burn-scarred hands. He did not bother to mention that he now scheduled pickups from a private shipper when he had a load of inventory ready. Instead, he ignored her question and stated, “I need to send this package overnight.”


“Overnight? Good thing it’s so small compared to what you ordinarily send. It’d cost you an arm and a leg to express ship your usual boxes.”


Liz waited expectantly, but he didn’t respond.


Finally, she picked up her tape and measured his package, her lips pursed as if she were sucking a particularly sour lemon. She informed him of the mailing cost before asking begrudgingly if he needed stamps. Noah nodded and requested one roll. Rather than the flag stamps he’d expected, she handed over yellow roses. He counted bills from his money clip and slid them across the counter.


Noah hesitated. Perhaps because the rose stamps reminded him of his mother, and he knew what she would have said about his behavior, which he acknowledged was rude. It wasn’t the clerk’s fault that he felt like a grizzly.


“Keep the change.” Noah turned to leave.


“What? No! Mr. Tannehill, stop! It’s against our rules! And… you have more than twenty dollars coming back.”


“Order a pizza for the office for lunch.” He stepped outside the post office and filled his lungs with icy winter air. His shrink had given him a series of deep-breathing exercises when he needed to chill. He’d run through them in his truck before braving the grocery store.


It didn’t help. Noah lost his zen before he’d made it through the produce department and cut his shopping trip short. By the time he wheeled his purchases out the front door, he was back in bear mode. A traffic jam caused by a fender bender near the entrance to Raindrop Lodge didn’t improve his mood. They seriously needed a stop sign at that intersection.


When he returned to the cabin, he would call Dr. Hardesty’s office and schedule a tele-doc appointment. As much as he hated the idea, if he talked about the nightmares during the daytime, perhaps he could avoid revisiting them in his sleep.


Finally, he made it home. He hauled his meager purchases inside and put everything away. Then he grabbed his phone and headed out to the back porch to sit in the sunshine and soak up some vitamin D while he made his phone call. He’d no sooner taken a seat in his favorite porch rocker when movement in the window of his workshop caught his eye.


An animal?


Then, a flicker. A flame. A frickin’ flame!


His heart pounding, Noah shoved immediately to his feet. Within seconds, with his firearm on his hip, his cane in one hand, and his phone in the other, he descended the back steps and headed for his workshop. The structure had been the original barn on the property, which his father had expanded into a large storage facility, apartment, and garage. It stood some fifty yards or so away from the new place. Noah planned to assess the situation and call for help if necessary.


Urgency pulsed in his blood as he covered the distance as quickly as he and his cane could manage safely. The last thing he needed was to slip and break his leg again.


Once more, he spied the flutter of a flame. Small. Not spreading. He smelled no smoke in the air. Good.


Mentally, Noah envisioned the fire extinguishers he kept in the shop. One on the wall beside the door. One on the wall near the power tools. He would go inside, grab an extinguisher, and put the fire out.


He would.


I will! I won’t freeze and fail to move. I can do this! I will do this!


Then, a shadow moved across the window. A small shadow. Small could be good—or not. Had Noah left the doors unsecured the last time he exited the shop? He didn’t think so. He was conscientious about such things. It was still early in the season for a bear to be about, but a small black bear could do plenty of damage. Hell, raccoons could do a ton of damage.


But they didn’t start fires.


Odds were his intruder walked on two feet rather than four.


Noah had to be smart so this situation didn’t flare out of control.


The recent snowfall served Noah well in that it muffled his footsteps. He approached the building at an angle that he knew made him difficult to spot by anyone—or anything—inside. Drawing close, he stopped and listened. Click. Click. Click. Squeak. Swish. Squeak. Swish.


In an instant, Noah recognized the sounds. The click was a lighter. The squeak and swish were the opening and closing of a door on one of his dollhouses. What the hell? The structures were created to be set ablaze but at a fire station, not in Noah’s workshop.


Angry more than afraid at this point, Noah strode toward the barn’s front door and shoved it open. What he found inside stopped him in his tracks.


A kid. A little boy. Seven or eight years old, he’d guess, wearing outdoor gear. Blond hair peeked out from beneath a red stocking cap. Carrying a BIC lighter in his hand, he stood looking at the shelves lining the wall where half a dozen dollhouses in various stages of construction sat. Finally, the kid jerked his head around to stare at Noah, wonder and excitement glowing in his big blue eyes.


Noah growled. “Who the hell are you?”


The boy’s expression quickly transformed from wonder to accusation, and he declared, “You’re not Santa Claus!”
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Genevieve crossed the fingers of her right hand behind her back as she observed Gage Throckmorton flip through the stack of French movie posters that she’d stacked on her dining table. She’d asked the Colorado rancher to drop by her house this morning on his way to his standing weekly appointment at the barbershop. Gage wore his poker face, so she couldn’t judge his reaction to her purchase based on his expression.


She’d spent a pretty penny on the posters, an unexpected find during the sisters’ trip she and Helen had taken to Germany to visit the Christmas markets in December. After discovering a pair of vintage posters at a booth in Bonn, she’d learned that the vendor had an entire collection of French posters of classic American film noir movies. Knowing they’d be perfect to grace the walls of The Emily, she had met the vendor at his shop and agonized over which posters to choose. Finally, an impatient Helen convinced her to buy them all. Genevieve had shipped them home and waited on tenterhooks for the box to arrive in Lake in the Clouds.


Like almost everything she and Helen had bought on their Christmas market extravaganza, the shipment home had been slow to arrive. She hadn’t told Gage about her purchase, and she was worried he wouldn’t love them as much as she did. The man had been surprisingly opinionated about interior decorating choices for the theater. After butting heads with him repeatedly, Genevieve challenged him about it. He’d explained that he was making selections he believed his Emily would have made.


Genevieve quit arguing with him after that. But oh, she wanted him to like these posters.


However, he’d worked his way halfway through the stack and had yet to speak a word. Genevieve’s nerves were stretched tight.


If he hates them, I’ll resell them on eBay. It’ll be no big deal.


No, I won’t resell them. The Emily is my project, too. So I get to have some say-so.


Compromise. We will simply have to find a way to compromise.


She crossed her left-hand fingers, too.


Finally, having studied all twelve posters, Gage let out a low, slow whistle. “Genevieve. I am in awe.”


Her tension eased. “You like them?”


“Like them! Le Faucon Maltais. Le Grand Sommeil. Les Enchaînés. Bogart. Alan Ladd. Orson Welles. Bacall. Ingrid Bergman. Veronica Lake! It’s a treasure trove!”


Whew. “We talked about tracking down vintage posters for musicals, but we never discussed detective movies or film noir. I didn’t know how you felt about it.”


“Love it. I don’t think you can beat Bogart and Bacall. This was a great find, Genevieve.”


Genevieve beamed from the praise. “They’ve given me all sorts of ideas about programs for the theater. Depends on which direction we want to go with it.”


He looked up from the movie posters and pinned her with his crystalline blue-eyed gaze. “What do you mean?”


Goodness, the man is fine to look at. Genevieve forced her attention back to the matter at hand. “This theater project began on a lark.”


He shot her a grin that made Genevieve’s toes tingle. “Actually, it was more of a lie at the time.”


“That’s harsh, Gage.” What happened was that Genevieve had conceived of the idea on the spur of the moment to ward off gossip about Gage’s presence at her home very early one morning. It had been an innocent visit. Gage had been widowed less than a year and was still deeply grieving his wife. But small-town tongues like to wag, so Genevieve gave them something positive to wag about with her theater-redevelopment partnership plan. “I like to think the idea was inspired.”


“Okay, yeah. I’ll give you that. So, tell me what’s on your mind about our direction with The Emily.”


“I think we have some mission drift, and it’s my fault.”


Gage removed the reading glasses he’d donned to study the posters and slipped them into his shirt pocket. “Mission drift?”


“Yes. If the weather doesn’t cooperate for an outdoor event at Raindrop Lodge, our first event in The Emily will not be a salute to classical movies but a wedding reception. That leads to this question. Is The Emily going to be a theater or an event center?”


“Can’t it be both?”


Genevieve nodded. “Yes, but is that what we want? We never sat down and discussed it. You agreed to allow Jake and Tess to use it for their wedding reception. Since then, the focus has been on flooring and flowers instead of playbills and popcorn.”


“I’m not focused on flowers,” he replied, flashing a grin. “That would be you. It’s completely understandable since you’re the mother of the groom and the wedding planner’s contact person.”


Not to mention being her nanny.


Something in her expression must have telegraphed her displeasure, because Gage arched his brows and asked, “Do you regret offering the theater to Jake and Tess?”


“No, not at all,” Genevieve truthfully responded. “It’s a perfect solution, and chances are we won’t need to use it. I just didn’t think…”


“You didn’t think what?”


She’d be so happy? So resentful? So fulfilled? So uncertain? So torn? No way was Genevieve going to express the thoughts tumbling around inside her. They didn’t make sense to her. Everything was at odds. She was thrilled to have Willow and the children living here in town. That was a truth. She loved her grandmother role. However, she’d also grown to love the new version of herself that she’d been creating here in Lake in the Clouds. Honestly, right now, Genevieve didn’t know who she was. Or, more precisely, who she wanted to be.


She couldn’t admit that to the confident man standing in front of her. Instead, she deflected. “I guess I’m simply the type of person who needs a little more organization with my projects. I think we need a mission statement. We need policies and procedures. Otherwise, I’m afraid we will look up one day, and we won’t have time on The Emily’s calendar for a film noir festival because we’re booked to the rafters with weddings.”


“I’m a rancher, Genevieve,” Gage said. “I don’t write policy and procedure manuals.”


“I know that. That’s not what I’m asking. I want a meeting. A brainstorming session, if you will, where we discuss our vision for The Emily going forward. We did that last year when we first began the project, but a lot has happened since then.”


“I don’t have a problem with that. Let’s get it on the calendar. Who do you want to attend? Willow might be good. She’s an organizational whiz, from what I hear around town.”


“No,” Genevieve responded, more sharply than she liked. “This is our project, yours and mine. I think we should get a good grasp on what we want before we offer the rest of the world an opportunity to tell us what we want.”


Gage eyed her speculatively. “Something has put a bee in your bonnet. Want to share with the class?”


Genevieve sighed, closed her eyes, and shook her head. “I’m sorry. You’re right. I’m in a mood, but it has nothing to do with The Emily or you. I’m feeling a bit overwhelmed at the moment. Lots going on.”


“Understandable. The wedding is, what, a month away?”


“Six weeks.” And in all honesty, she wasn’t very involved in the wedding planning. Which was fine by her. Truly.


“Well, I’m happy to sit down with you and talk about The Emily.” He reached into his pocket, pulled out his phone, and scrolled to his calendar app. “So, sometime in April, then? After the wedding?”


“Do you have any time this week?”


Gage glanced at her in mild surprise, then returned his attention to his phone. “How about this afternoon?”


“I can’t,” Genevieve responded with genuine regret. “I’m watching Drew and Emma this afternoon. Willow has vendor appointments.”


“Lucky you. I don’t get to see my grandson again for almost a month. Looks like tomorrow afternoon and Friday morning are best for me.”


Genevieve had promised to drive over to Eternity Springs with her sister on Friday for a day of shopping and to have lunch with their friend, Celeste Blessing, and Genevieve couldn’t cancel. They’d already rescheduled the trip once because the ballet class Emma attended scheduled a mini-recital for grandparents that Genevieve had wanted to attend. “Tomorrow afternoon works for me.”


“This sunshine we have now is supposed to hold through the end of the week. Want to come up to the Triple T? I’ll introduce you to Jarvis.”


“Jarvis?”


“My blue-ribbon bull. He’s a special one. Blue ribbons everywhere we showed him.”


Genevieve laughed. “Well, I can’t pass up that opportunity.”


“Come for lunch. Around twelve thirty or so?”


“Sounds great. Thanks, Gage.”


“Now, I’ll drive by the theater when I leave here. Want me to drop these posters off there? Or would you rather keep them here?”
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