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Chapter One



January


A SCATTERING OF SNOWFLAKES fell outside Raindrop Lodge and Cabins Resort in Lake in the Clouds, Colorado. Helen McDaniel turned away from the window, slung a tote bag over her shoulder, and exited the business office with a spring in her step. Life was good.


She and her sister, Genevieve Prentice, had just concluded their monthly update meeting with their innkeeper, Kelly Green. For more than an hour, they’d examined the books, studied occupancy and reservation data, and discussed personnel issues and any other problems that had popped up since their last meeting. Thankfully, Kelly’s problem column was short. She excelled in her job. A little more than two years since Helen and Genevieve had taken on the task of renovating the dilapidated vacation property beside Mirror Lake, the business was thriving.


That fact hadn’t gone unnoticed. Now Helen and Genevieve had a big decision to make regarding their inn.


Helen went to the lobby, where she planned to rendezvous with Genevieve, who had stepped outside to retrieve a file from her car following their meeting. Helen placed an order at the bar for their traditional, post-monthly-meeting Bloody Marys and then headed for the sisters’ favorite chairs.


The deep-cushioned swivel rockers sat facing the large picture windows and the majestic vista beyond, yet near enough to the fire blazing in the large stone fireplace to allow those seated to feel the warmth. Helen snuggled in to wait and watched through the glass where the spruce and pine forest hugged the bank of a frozen Mirror Lake. Sunshine attempted to break through the clouds. The music piped in through speakers hidden high on the walls shifted to Fred Astaire singing about being in heaven.


“Appropriate,” Helen murmured, humming along to the song.


She heard the sound of the front door opening and turned to see her sister hurry into the room, her cheeks red from the cold.


“Brrr… it is freezing out there,” Genevieve said as she paused to grab two lap blankets from a big straw basket beside the fireplace. “I don’t know if my Texas girl bones will ever get accustomed to the Colorado winters. I think we’re done with the snow for now, however. The sun is coming out.”


“Good. I’m ready for some sunshine,” Helen replied, then thanked her sister as Genevieve passed her a soft, colorful throw. They settled into their seats, making small talk until the bartender arrived with their drinks.


“Thanks, Mike.” Helen smiled and stirred the celery stick in her Bloody Mary.


“Let me know if you need anything else,” the bartender replied, handing Genevieve her drink.


“Will do. Thanks.” Genevieve took a sip and gave an appreciative hum. When Mike returned to the bar, leaving them in relative privacy, she stretched out her legs, crossed them at the ankles, and sighed. “Okay, I’m happy. This is my favorite spot in the lodge in winter.”


Helen swiveled her chair to take in the vista of a snow-covered Granite Mountain rising above the frozen surface of Mirror Lake. “I know. It’s a better view than what I have from my condo. Plus, we have our own personal bartender here.”


Genevieve lifted her glass in a silent toast. “Are we lucky or what?”


“We are lucky,” Helen agreed as the clack of billiard balls sounded from the game room on the far side of the inn’s lobby. One guest groaned, and another chortled and chided about the unfortunate fall of an eight ball into a side pocket. “Although I’ll be honest, I’m anxious to see what that Pennsylvania groundhog says next week. I’m ready for spring. The cold temperatures have bothered me worse this winter than usual.”


Genevieve glanced at Helen, her eyebrows arched. “Did I just hear you admit to a sign of aging?”


“Of course not!” Helen schooled her expression to innocence and said, “It’s those twelve pounds I lost last year. Remember that weight-loss bet you and I had? The wager that I won?”


“As if you’ll ever let me forget it,” Genevieve grumbled.


Helen fought a grin as she pursed her lips around her straw to take a sip of her drink. She had won the bet, but it wasn’t a fair contest. She’d had a good twenty pounds she needed to lose.


Genevieve had lost six, all her extra weight—the witch. Genevieve looked ten years younger than her sixty years, slim and petite. She kept her hair the same golden blonde she’d been born with and wore it styled shoulder-length in feathered layers. Her gemstone green eyes had come from their father and had always been one of her best features. Genevieve was still a beautiful woman, inside and out.


She was Helen’s only living sibling, her best friend, and her closest confidant. She was her most dearly loved Sister—with a capital S. Helen gave thanks in her prayers each day that Genevieve’s midlife crisis had given her a reason to make a new life and join Helen in Lake in the Clouds.


Helen pulled herself away from the brink of becoming maudlin by tugging her thoughts back to the weight-loss wager. She reached over, patted Genevieve’s knee, and rolled out one of their mother’s frequent sayings. “You’ll do better next time.”


Genevieve gave her sister the evil side-eye, then replied with another maxim: “This too shall pass.”


“Don’t borrow trouble.”


“We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it.”


“Don’t take any wooden nickels.”


The sisters clinked their glasses in a silent toast to their mother, then settled back to watch as the sun finally broke through the clouds outside.


They’d had three new inches of snow overnight, but today’s forecast called for clearing skies and sunshine by noon. Helen was glad about it. She hadn’t been lying about the cold bothering her this year. Of course, it was no wonder, since she’d spent two weeks in Iceland in December chasing the Northern Lights. Probably all she needed was a long weekend somewhere warm.


She’d check her schedule and see how soon she could steal a few days away. Maybe Genevieve would fancy a quick trip to Florida or South Padre Island.


Before they planned another trip, however, they needed to deal with business, so following a few minutes of comfortable silence, Helen broached the proverbial elephant in the room. “So, what are we going to do about this offer?”


Genevieve released a heavy sigh. “I almost wish I hadn’t answered the phone when our banker called last night. Making a decision this big is stressful.”


The night before, a local real estate agent had called with an out-of-the-blue purchase offer for Raindrop Lodge and Cabins Resort. Her buyer wanted a closing date of March 1, though if they agreed to the sale, they’d delay closing until after Genevieve’s daughter Willow’s March 9 wedding to Noah Tannehill.


“I tossed and turned half the night thinking about it,” Helen said. “Flipping this place has been on the table since the beginning. This particular offer aside, if we’re going to sell, now is probably the time. Everything is in great shape.”


“True,” Genevieve agreed. “The renovation is complete. The books look great. It’s an excellent offer, and I suspect it could be improved. You’re an excellent negotiator, Helen.”


Genevieve removed her celery stick from her drink and nibbled the end. “There’s really no reason to keep the lodge. We’re both busy with other things now, and since the prospective buyers have pledged to keep all our employees, we need not worry about Kelly and Mike and our other people losing their jobs.”


“True.” Helen readjusted her lap blanket so that it covered her feet. “I have my hands full these days being mayor. Your schedule is packed with play days with your grandchildren and overseeing our film festivals at the theater. Not to mention dating Mr. Hot-on-Horseback.”


Helen referred to Gage Throckmorton, owner of the Triple T Ranch and Lake in the Clouds’ most eligible widower.


Genevieve smiled smugly. She and Gage had publicly declared themselves officially a couple right after her birthday in November. “There is that.”


“Speaking of the theater, what’s next at the Emily?”


“Our Bogie and Bacall Festival starts on Valentine’s Day and runs for two weeks.”


“Ooh. I’ll have to put that on my calendar,” Helen said. “What are you showing?”


“Key Largo starts the festival. We end with To Have and Have Not. We’re still working on the rest of the schedule but intend to have a different film each night.”


“Excellent.” Helen licked at the salt on the rim of her glass. “You will show Casablanca, won’t you?”


“Of course. I know it’s your favorite.”


“A tragic love story.” Her heart gave a little twist because the phrase always gave her a fleeting memory of her first, her greatest, love. “That’s my thing.”


Genevieve’s following words tugged her away from past sorrows. “We also have a week of classic cartoon matinees scheduled for spring break.”


“I am down for that, too. Saturday morning cartoons were the best. I loved me some Yogi Bear and Road Runner. And, Bugs Bunny. He was my favorite character. Any chance you’ll be showing Bugs Bunny?”


Genevieve gave her a side look and a grin. “Oh, Looney Tunes for sure.”


“Good. That’s so appropriate for us.” As Helen stirred her drink with the celery stick, ice cubes clattered in her glass. “So, we’re avoiding the subject at hand. Back to Raindrop Lodge.”


Genevieve swallowed a long sip of her drink, then said, “We’d probably be foolish to turn this offer down. We’d make a significant profit.”


“True,” Helen agreed. “We never intended to be involved for over a year or two. Our plan from the beginning was to refurbish the inn, bring it up to operational speed, and flip it.”


“I know.” Genevieve’s mouth twisted ruefully. “It’s just that we’ve put so much time and effort into the place. We’ve made some lovely memories here. I don’t know if I’m ready to walk away from the Raindrop entirely.” She looked at her sister and asked, “Are you?”


Satisfaction washed through Helen. “No, I don’t believe I am.”


“So, we’re going to turn down this offer?” Genevieve asked.


“That’s my vote.”


“Excellent.” Genevieve beamed a smile Helen’s way. “That was easier than I thought it might be.”


They returned their attention to the outdoors, where sunshine had turned the snowy expanse an almost blinding white. Helen thought about the folders tucked into her tote bag. With the potential sale question behind them, it might be a good idea to give her sister a heads-up about the meeting Genevieve’s daughter Willow had requested for later today.


But as Helen reached into her tote, Genevieve said, “Since that question is settled, I’d like to run an idea by you. I came up with it amidst all the tossing and turning last night.”


“Let’s hear it,” Helen said.


“If we’re committed to keeping the business, why not go all in? Think big. I believe we could really grow the business if we focused on making Raindrop Lodge a destination wedding venue.”


Helen eyed her sister for a long moment. “You thought of this last night?”


“Yes.”


“Did you call Willow and discuss the idea with her?”


Willow was a professional event planner. She’d moved to Colorado with her two young children at this time last year, and since then, she’d coordinated four weddings here at the lodge.


“No.” Genevieve shook her head. “I wouldn’t do that without talking to you first. Raindrop has been a partnership between the two of us from the beginning. I respect that. Any decisions to be made, we make together. I also thought we should deal with the immediate flip-it-or-keep-it decision independently of this idea.”


“Would you have mentioned it if I said I wanted to sell?”


Genevieve shrugged. “I don’t know. I might have changed my mind if you’d felt strongly about selling. Look, this is simply an idea I’d like you to think about. We’re in no rush. It’s not like Willow’s plate isn’t full as it is, what with her wedding on the horizon and trying to get the new house finished and furnished so they can move in when they return from their honeymoon.”


Helen clicked her tongue, then lifted her drink in a silent toast. “All I can say is, like mother, like daughter.”


When Genevieve gave her sister a curious look, Helen explained. “Willow came to me yesterday with a business proposal.”


Genevieve sat up straight. “What kind of proposal? And why did she bring it to you and not me?”


“Don’t get your knickers in a twist. She knew we had a three o’clock meeting here with the accountant yesterday. She came at three-thirty, hoping to catch us both. She didn’t know that you would ditch me to go horseback riding with Gage.”


“I didn’t ditch you,” Genevieve protested, her tone defensive. “I got my dates mixed up.”


“Nevertheless, there’s no reason for you to feel slighted. Willow left a folder for each of us to study. She has an appointment with a potential client here this morning. She wants to discuss her proposals afterward.”


“Where’s the file? What’s in it?”


Helen removed one of Willow’s folders from her tote. She handed it to her sister, saying, “The bottom line is this. You and your daughter have been thinking along the same wavelength. Willow is presenting us with two different business plans. One has her buying into the property as a partner. The second retains the current ownership status quo but puts Willow officially in charge of special events. Either way, she wants to focus on the destination wedding business.”


“A partnership?” Genevieve’s eyes went wide with surprise. “So, what did you tell her?”


“Nada. I wore my poker face. Didn’t say yea or nay. Like you said a few moments ago, you and I are partners. We make decisions about the Raindrop together. I was getting ready to call you to discuss it when you phoned me with news about the offer. I didn’t want to complicate that decision with the possibilities of this one. Not from the beginning, anyway.”


“Smart,” Genevieve agreed with a nod. “I’m glad we decided not to sell independently of family concerns. It’s better to keep family and business separate as much as possible.”


“Difficult to do in a family business,” Helen replied, her tone dry.


“But better for relationships when we pull it off.” Genevieve flipped open the folder and scanned the first page. “So, what do you think of her idea?”


“I like it.”


“The destination wedding part or the partnership part?”


“I like both. What about you?”


Genevieve’s green eyes brightened with pleasure. “I love the thought of bringing her in as a partner. If she expands the business, she should have a piece of it.”


“I agree.” Helen folded her arms and nodded with satisfaction.


Lifting her gaze from Willow’s proposal, Genevieve said, “This is exciting. I’ve grown to love this inn. Sometimes I’ll make an impromptu visit to the Raindrop to sit in the lobby and visit with our guests. People can be so interesting. And the weddings make me happy—especially since Willow is there to deal with all the problems that erupt—large or small. So, how should we handle this?”


Helen sipped her drink, savoring the spicy tomato flavor as she considered the question. “I didn’t do more than glance at her paperwork, but knowing Willow, she’s presenting us with well-considered proposals. I suggest we let her make her presentation, tell her we want her as a partner, and then let our respective attorneys hammer out the details.”


“That sounds like an excellent plan.” Genevieve flipped to the second page of Willow’s proposal. “She wants to change the name. Reflections Inn at Mirror Lake. I like it.”


“I do, too,” Helen agreed. “So, do you have time to meet with her this morning? Or do you have a lunch date with the hunky rancher?”


“I’m free.” The smile on Genevieve’s lips faltered just a bit as she added, “We’re going to dinner tonight.”


“Oh yeah?” Helen waggled her brows. “Having a sleepover afterward?”


“No!” Genevieve snapped. Then, in a more tempered voice, she added, “I’m not sleeping with Gage.”


Helen drew back. “Something going on there that you haven’t told me about, sister?”


Genevieve shrugged. “Not really. We only recently agreed that we are officially dating. And we’re doing it the old-fashioned way.”


“Old-fashioned,” Helen repeated with a snicker. “What does that even mean? Does he take you parking somewhere on his ranch, and you steam up the windows? I imagine it’s not easy to crawl over the backseat at this age. Your knees!”


Genevieve chastised her with a look. “Very funny.”


“Be fair. I remember when you were dating David. It didn’t take him long to get into your—”


“Stop. Gage isn’t David, and I’m certainly not the same woman I was in the 1980s.”


“What does age have to do with anything? There are lots of positives to having sex at our age. No worry about getting pregnant is a good one.”


“Enough.” Genevieve scowled at her teasing sister. “I’m not discussing this with you, Helen.”


“Spoilsport. I’m not asking for details. Well, actually, I’d love details so that I can live vicariously through you. I’m alone, and Gage Throckmorton is such a hunk.”


“Oh, for heaven’s sake. The only reason you’re alone is because you want to be alone. All you need do is snap your fingers, and every unattached man in your retirement community will come knocking at your door. Probably some of the married ones, too.”


Helen waved the comment away. “As if I’d want anything to do with those old men. Have you heard about the STD rates at that retirement city in Florida? Shocking, I’m telling you! No, I’m good with a fantasy man at this point in my life. And let’s face it. Gage is—”


“When is Willow due to arrive?” Genevieve interrupted, pointedly changing the subject.


Helen gave in, glancing toward the cuckoo clock mounted on the wall beside the lodge’s front doors. “Any minute. She said she’s meeting potential clients at ten thirty. I don’t know any more details.”


“Oh, I know about these clients.” Genevieve tucked her daughter’s business plan back into the folder’s pocket. “Maybe that’s why weddings were on my mind at three o’clock this morning. We have a new referral from Celeste. A couple is looking for a wedding venue, and Angel’s Rest is already booked for their date.”


Their friend, Celeste Blessing, owned and operated Angel’s Rest Healing Center and Spa in Eternity Springs, another small mountain town about an hour’s drive from Lake in the Clouds. An experienced innkeeper, Celeste had been Helen and Genevieve’s mentor, guiding them through the process of becoming successful innkeepers as the sisters took on the project of making Raindrop Lodge shine again.


Helen nodded with satisfaction. “Perfect. We can visit with Willow after she’s finished with the lovebirds and then have lunch.” Rattling the ice in her nearly empty glass, she added, “Shall we have a second one to celebrate?”


“You’re talking my language, sister,” Genevieve said. She signaled to the bartender. Moments later, he delivered another round of Bloody Marys.


Genevieve held up her glass. To the tune of The Dixie Cups’ “Chapel of Love,” Genevieve sang her own lyrics. “Gonna build a business, and we’re gonna get ’em ma-a-ar-ried.”


Delighted, Helen clinked glasses with her sister and joined in, singing, “Gee, I really love this and can’t wait to get ’em ma-a-ar-ried. Goin’ to build a business of love.”


The sisters shared a snicker at their silliness, then returned their attention to the view beyond the windows. Genevieve mused, “Do you know what the lunch special is today?”


“I don’t, but I can check. I need to powder my nose, anyway.” Helen set her glass on the side table and rose from her chair. “I’ll be right back. Do you want some munchies now? Crackers and cheese, maybe?”


“Sounds perfect. Thanks.”


After a visit to the ladies’ room off the lobby, Helen made her way through the café and into the kitchen, where a mouthwatering aroma greeted her.


“Something smells delicious,” she said to the cook, whom they had stolen from a local diner last year. “Is that the lunch special stewing on the stove?”


“It is,” the cook replied. “Beef stew. The soup of the day is tortilla. And our sandwich special is a Reuben.”


“I may have to have a little of everything. In the meantime, Genevieve and I would like some cheese and crackers to hold us over. Mind if I help myself?”


“Be my guest.” The cook made a welcoming gesture and added with a teasing tone, “After all, it’s your lodge.”


“But it’s your kitchen,” Helen replied as she opened the refrigerator. “I know my place.”


A few minutes later, Helen whistled the Dixie Cups tune as she departed the kitchen carrying a small charcuterie board she’d put together. Softly, she sang the legit version of “Chapel of Love,” and she’d just glanced at the cuckoo clock near the registration desk to check the time when the front doors opened, and her niece stepped inside.


Helen beamed a bright smile at Willow Eldridge, soon-to-be Willow Tannehill. “Hey, sunshine. Perfect timing. Your mom and I are ready to discuss your ideas about the Raindrop as soon as you’re free.”


“Excuse me?” Willow said in a voice that wasn’t Willow’s. “Are you speaking to me?”


In that instant, Helen noticed three things. First, Willow’s hair had grown four inches since Helen last had seen her. That was yesterday. Second, her coat sported a Houston Astros logo, and Willow was a Colorado Rockies fan. She wouldn’t be caught dead wearing Astros gear.


The third and final sign that Helen had misunderstood the situation was that a man had followed Willow inside, and the masculine hand now taking hold of Willow’s didn’t belong to Noah Tannehill.


Helen bobbled her charcuterie. This wasn’t Willow.















Chapter Two



ZOEY HILLCREST WATCHED SHOCK enter the mature woman’s mossy green eyes. The cheese board she held teetered, and Zoey lurched forward to intercept it. Ever quick on his feet, Cooper beat her to it, rescuing the charcuterie before it hit the floor. That he lost only two small squares of cheese and a trio of grapes in the process demonstrated his dexterity.


The woman was stylishly dressed in a thigh-length, geometric-patterned sweater in shades of green over slim jeans and knee-high leather boots. She shoved her fingers through her short, auburn hair and dropped her gaze. She shook her head, which sent her large gold hoop earrings swaying, then gave Zoey a second look. “You’re not Willow.”


“No, I’m Zoey.” She guessed this woman to be in her mid-sixties, and the confusion in her expression brought dementia to mind. Gentle compassion washed through Zoey as she asked, “What’s your name?”


“Helen.” She raised her hand to cover her mouth and murmured, “I can’t believe it.”


Helen’s bewilderment tempted Zoey to reach out and hug her. She was a hugger by nature, which often came in handy for her professionally, but she’d learned to read the room. A hug wasn’t the appropriate response here today. Instead, she made her tone friendly, saying, “We have an appointment with someone named Willow. I love your earrings, by the way. I’d wear big hoops every day if I could, but I work with children, and the little ones like grabbing my earrings.”


Helen’s hand shifted from her mouth to her earring, but her gaze didn’t move from Zoey. Cooper interrupted the odd moment by returning the charcuterie board to Helen.


While Helen thanked Cooper, Zoey took that opportunity to glance around the room. A wide-eyed teenager stood behind a registration desk, gawking at them. She smiled at the young man, stepped toward him, and said, “Good morning. We have an appointment with your event planner. Where can we find Willow Eldridge?”


“Uh…,” responded the teenager. “I don’t know. I haven’t seen her today. Wow.”


That wasn’t very helpful. Zoey hoped this trip hadn’t been a waste of time. She’d loved the look of Raindrop Lodge when they drove up, but she didn’t want to trust the biggest day of her life to a business with poorly trained front-facing employees.


“We are a little early,” Cooper pointed out.


“True.” Neither Zoey nor Cooper could stand being late, so they invariably arrived early. It was one of the many ways they were compatible. Addressing the teenager, she said, “Where should we wait for—”


Before she finished her sentence, she heard the lodge’s front door open. Cooper glanced over his shoulder and murmured, “Whoa.”


“Hello,” came a feminine voice from behind her. “I’ll bet you are Zoey and Cooper. I’m Willow Eldridge. Welcome to Raindrop Lodge.”


Zoey turned around.


Willow’s welcoming smile froze. So did Zoey’s.


Whoa is right. Zoey’s gaze swept Willow Eldridge from head to foot, then back up again. The woman could be her sister. Maybe even her twin.


For a long moment, the two women stared at each other. Same green eyes. Same high, prominent cheekbones. Similar tall, lithe builds. Same blond hair color, though Zoey wore hers in a longer style. She thought Willow might be a few years older than she.


Deep inside herself, where childhood dreams never wholly died, a spark of hope flared to life. Zoey was an only child. What if…?


Then the woman named Helen broke the spell by laughing. “Lord love a duck,” she said. “I’ve always heard that everybody has a doppelgänger. It looks like the two of you found yours.” She stepped forward, delight replacing the confusion on her face and making her look younger. She extended her hand toward Zoey. “I’m Helen McDaniel, one of the owners of this resort. I apologize for my brain freeze. I honestly thought you were Willow when you walked in.”


As Zoey shook Helen’s hand, the younger woman said, “I thought you were Willow, too. Only, I’m Willow.” She extended her hand to Cooper. “Willow Eldridge.”


“Cooper MacKenzie,” he replied, shaking Helen’s hand first, then Willow’s. “This is my fiancée, Zoey Hillcrest.”


“It’s very nice to meet you both,” Willow said. “It’s always nice to get a referral from Celeste Blessing.” To Helen, she added, “They’d hoped to have their wedding at Angel’s Rest, but their date isn’t available.”


“Ah, yes. My sister told me Celeste was sending someone our way. When are you getting married?”


“August seventeenth is our preferred date,” Cooper replied, his brown eyes warm and friendly.


“Of next year?”


“No, this year,” Zoey clarified, sharing a rueful smile with her fiancé. “We didn’t know we were hunting a unicorn when we looked for an available venue in Eternity Springs.”


“We have an open date on their weekend,” Willow informed Helen.


“That’s good.” Helen glanced over her shoulder and called out, “Genevieve, come meet our visitors.” To Zoey and Cooper, she explained. “Genevieve is my sister and Willow’s mother. As you probably surmised, Raindrop Lodge and Cabins Resort is a family business.”


Zoey watched as a woman seated near the fireplace looked up from reading a stack of papers. She rose from her chair and started across the lobby. She was an attractive woman—blond, slim, and petite—and Zoey guessed Genevieve was the younger of the two sisters.


Zoey recognized the moment when Genevieve got a good look at her. The polite smile on her face melted like ice cream in the hot summer sunshine. She spoke in a shocked tone of voice. “Oh my.”


Helen piped up. “If Zoey weren’t so obviously younger than Willow, I’d ask if you and David accidentally left a twin behind at the hospital when Willow was born.”


“Well, thank you very much, Auntie,” Willow said, folding her arms.


Helen shrugged and winked at Zoey when Genevieve added, “Yes, Helen. Thank you very much.”


Zoey shrugged. “If I’m younger than you are, Willow, it’s not by much.”


“That’s it.” Willow clapped her hands. “You’re my new best friend. Zoey, Cooper, allow me to introduce my mother, Genevieve Prentice.”


Genevieve shook their hands, saying, “Welcome to Lake in the Clouds. I agree that the resemblance between you and my daughter is striking. Perhaps our family trees connect somewhere in the past. We moved here from Texas. Any Texas roots in your family?”


“Not that I know of.” But, then again, Zoey didn’t know what connections might be found in a family tree, did she? “We live there now, but I grew up in Florida. My dad moved to Houston for work when I went off to college.”


“Lots of people are moving to the Lone Star State these days,” Willow observed.


“Lots of Texans moving to Colorado,” Helen pointed out. “Or at least keeping a second home here to escape the summer heat.”


Cooper grimaced. “I grew up in Michigan. My first summer in Houston almost killed me. It’s why I lobbied for a mountain location for our summer wedding.”


“Speaking of your wedding,” Willow said with a smile, “perhaps we should get started on our meeting. If you would join me in my office, I’d like to hear your thoughts. I’ll show you around the property once I understand your needs.”


After taking their leave of the two sisters, Zoey and Cooper followed the wedding planner down a short hallway and into an office that offered a breathtaking view of the lake and mountains beyond. When Zoey could drag her gaze away from the wall of windows, she noticed four framed photographs decorating the room’s other three walls. They depicted scenes from different weddings.


Zoey stepped closer to study the photos. “What a gorgeous setting.”


“That photo on the right is the first wedding we hosted here at Raindrop Lodge,” Willow shared. “It was my older brother’s wedding to the most wonderful woman—the most patient woman—in the world. She needs that patience to put up with my know-it-all bro.”


“So says the little sister,” Cooper wryly observed.


“You betcha.” Willow’s grin was wide and winsome. She reached into her desk, withdrew a pair of spiral-bound books, and handed one to Zoey and Cooper. “This is our idea book. You’ll find more photos here.”


Willow opened a notebook and picked up a pen. “Now, we confirmed that August seventeenth is your big day?”


“Yes.” Zoey shared a smile with Cooper, then added, “We could move it back a week if necessary, but you said you are open on that date?”


“We are. So, let’s add the rest of the basics. Estimated size of your guest list and wedding party?”


They discussed their wants and desires for the next twenty minutes or so. Cooper’s interest in wedding-related details didn’t surprise Zoey. He was a detailed kind of guy—precise, organized, and decisive. He was a problem solver and a decision-maker. And smart as a whip, of course. The man didn’t lack confidence. All were qualities that made him such an excellent orthopedic surgeon.


Cooper claimed that Zoey was the better diagnostician, and she wouldn’t argue the fact. Medicine was a blend of art and science, after all. In addition to information gleaned from a physical exam and testing, Zoey relied on intuition, empathy, creative reasoning, and subjective judgment to identify her patients’ ills. A good percentage of her patients couldn’t tell Zoey what hurt. Such was the life of a pediatric emergency physician.


Thinking about work threatened to dim her shine, so Zoey focused on the wedding planner.


Willow Eldridge shut the notebook where she’d recorded Zoey and Cooper’s answers to her questions. “I think we’ve covered everything I need to know now. Ordinarily, I’d give you a tour of the facilities at this point. Are you okay with that? It’s cold outside and—” She glanced through her office window. “Oh, good, the snow has stopped. The complete tour will take us about half an hour, though I can do the highlights in fifteen minutes.”


“I don’t mind the cold,” Zoey said. “And Cooper loves it.”


“May I offer you hats and gloves?”


“We have some in our pockets,” Cooper explained.


They all rose, donned their outdoor gear, and exited the office. Willow led the visitors down a long hallway toward a door that opened onto the lodge’s large lake-facing covered patio. Halfway there, Cooper leaned close to Zoey and murmured, “She even walks like you.”


Zoey replied with an elbow to his ribs. “Stop watching other women’s butts, Dr. Mac.”


“It was an innocent observation,” he defended, a teasing twinkle in his brown eyes as he added, “I am blind to any female derrière but yours.”


Zoey snickered and gave an exaggerated roll of her eyes. “In that case, one must be thankful that you’re an orthopedist rather than a gastroenterologist.”


He slipped his arm through hers. “Seriously, though, even Willow’s gait is similar to yours. It’s eerie.”


Zoey focused on Willow and tried to see what her fiancé saw. Since how a person walked fell under Cooper’s area of expertise, Zoey couldn’t fault him for noticing.


The wedding planner pushed open the door, and Zoey quit thinking about walks as bitterly cold air swooshed inside to greet them. Zoey shivered in response to the chill and the excitement building inside her. Despite having an understanding that they would marry after Zoey completed her medical education in June, they hadn’t been officially engaged until Cooper had asked her to marry him on Christmas Eve. Since then, she’d been working killer hours at the hospital. She hadn’t had much time to think about the wedding before boarding the plane for Colorado yesterday.


Now, Zoey’s imagination fired as they stepped onto the deck and took in the vista before them.


The overcast sky was clearing off, revealing patches of brilliant blue sky above the ice-white surface of Mirror Lake. “It’s beautiful here,” Cooper observed.


“Wait until you see it in summer when the lake isn’t frozen.” Willow pointed toward the horizon. “Granite Mountain, there in the center, and the two peaks surrounding it maintain a snowcap year-round. In the summer, you’ll often get enough wispy clouds around the peaks to have an explosion of color at sunset. In August, you’ll have swaths of wildflowers on the mountain. Seeing it all reflected on the lake surface steals your breath.”


Cooper took hold of Zoey’s hand. “I’ll bet it does.”


“I can picture it,” Zoey said. “I love flowers. If I hadn’t gone into medicine, I might have worked as a florist. I worked in a flower shop as a teenager, and I loved it. I want to have lots of flowers at our wedding.”


“We can certainly do that.” Willow’s tone grew matter-of-fact. “You indicated you prefer an evening wedding. Sunset on August seventeenth is at eight-oh-one p.m. If we plan to start your ceremony ten minutes earlier, you’ll be saying your vows at the pinnacle of the show. However, that makes for a late start. You could begin earlier and plan for your first dance at sunset. It’s a trade-off. It’s something you’ll need to discuss.”


“You looked up the sunset?” Zoey asked. “You’re very thorough.”


“Details are my job,” Willow said with a smile. “I can’t guarantee sunshine and a spectacular sunset on your wedding day. That is God’s doing. But I feel confident enough about the weather to promise Mirror Lake won’t be frozen in August. If that has occurred in the past, it has not happened in recorded history. And mid-July to mid-August is the sunniest part of our year.”


The sound of a barking dog attracted Zoey’s attention. Out on the snow-covered ground sloping toward the frozen-over lake, a young boy dressed in a navy-blue ski jacket, red hat, and yellow gloves threw a stick for a medium-sized dog with a golden coat. The sight made her smile.


As much as Zoey appreciated the magnificence of a colorful sunset, she found the sight of a healthy child doing healthy childhood things more beautiful. She didn’t get enough of that in her everyday life.


“This way,” Willow said, leading them toward a set of wooden stairs at the center of the deck. She greeted a couple seated in oversized log rocking chairs near a pyramid-shaped patio heater and asked if they were enjoying their visit to Raindrop Lodge.


She’s confident, Zoey thought. Such a question could invite complaints, so she must not be worried that her guests’ responses might reflect poorly upon the lodge.


The woman in the rocker nodded enthusiastically. “We’re having a fantastic time,” she said, her voice heavy with the sound of the Carolinas. “Everyone is so nice and welcoming. The food is excellent, too. This hot chocolate is some of the best I’ve ever had.”


“The complimentary cookies they serve in the middle of the afternoon aren’t half-bad, either,” her male companion added. “Do you know what kind they’re making today?”


“I do,” Willow nodded. “It’s Saturday. Saturday is Snickerdoodle Day.”


“Chocolate chip is my favorite, but Snickerdoodles work.” The man saluted with his steaming mug of hot chocolate.


They moved toward the center of the patio, where a broad set of stairs led down to the ground that sloped gently to the lakeshore. Willow turned toward Cooper and Zoey, wearing a satisfied smile. “Just for the record, those weren’t ringers but real guests with real opinions.” After waiting for a beat, she added, “Though I think I’ll suggest our baker whip up a batch of chocolate chip cookies to serve along with Snickerdoodles this afternoon. We aim to please here at Raindrop Lodge and—”


A chirp sounded from Cooper’s pocket, a ringtone he and Zoey both recognized. Their gazes met briefly. She nodded as Cooper stepped away, saying, “Excuse me.”


Zoey gave Willow an apologetic smile. “Cooper is an orthopedist, and that’s his answering service calling. He may be just a minute, or this may take a while.”


“A doctor?” Willow opened her notebook and made a note. “I missed that detail. I usually ask the career question early in our initial discussion. I skipped it completely. Can you give me his contact information?”


Zoey rattled off the name and address of his group practice, office number, and personal cell phone. Willow noted everything, then asked, “And yours?”


Zoey gave Willow the name of the hospital where she worked, along with its main number and address. “That information is good until the first of July. I complete my fellowship in June, and I’m not sure where I’ll be working after that.”


Admiration glowed in the wedding planner’s eyes as she said, “So instead of Mister and Missus, you’ll be Doctor and Doctor. That’s awesome.”


“It’s been a long journey. Cooper and I met in California while we were doing our medical residencies. When I moved to Houston for my fellowship, he still had a year to go in his program. So, we did the long-distance thing for a year. He joined an orthopedic practice in Houston two years ago.”


“Do you plan to stay in Houston?”


“For now, yes. My dad is there. I think Cooper would like to return to a cooler climate at some point. He grew up in Michigan and likes the snow. I’m still deciding where I want to work and when I want to start. We’re planning a nice, long honeymoon. A month.”


“That sounds divine. Where are you going on your honeymoon?”


“The South Pacific.”


“Ooh, I’m jealous. My aunt Helen traveled there not too long ago. You should talk to her if you have any questions.”


“I’ll tell Cooper. The honeymoon is his responsibility. We both work crazy hours, but he has a little more time than I do. This long weekend we’ve stolen for wedding planning is the last we will have until I finish my program.”


At that point, Cooper caught their attention with a wave. He muted his phone and called out. “This is going to take some time. Why don’t you two go on and finish the tour? Zoey can fill me in later.”


“Okay,” Zoey replied. As Cooper retreated indoors, she nodded toward Willow. “Lead the way.”


“Okay, then.” Willow turned to face the lake. “Before we move on, I want you to picture standing in this spot in August. The snow is gone, the grass is green, and the lake is a brilliant sapphire blue.”


“Like in the photographs on your wall and your website.”


“Exactly. However, you need to know that the photographs don’t show the improvements we have scheduled for completion before your wedding day. In a straight line centered from this staircase, fifteen feet from the water, we are building a pergola, which we’ll use as a wedding arch. We’ll be able to leave it bare or cover it in the flowers of your choice.”


“Oh, I love that.” Zoey clasped her hands. She was so excited! “I am all about flowers.”


“The pergola is a nice addition, I think. If a bride wants a grand entrance and isn’t afraid of stairs, we can begin the bridal march here. Otherwise, you can choose wherever you wish to begin. There’s a stone path you can’t see beneath the snow, and we’ll place an aisle runner atop it—or not—depending on preference. The lodge has a ground-level side door that offers egress, and we’ll place potted plants to shield our bride’s arrival until she takes her place at the end of the aisle. The space is infinitely customizable, and if you have a vision, we’re happy to work with you to bring it to life.”


“A rose-covered wedding arch is right up my alley,” Zoey said, excitement humming in her veins. “That’s going to be gorgeous.”


Willow’s voice held a note of wistfulness as she said, “I think so, too. It’s almost enough to make me want to delay my own wedding until summertime. I’m getting married in March.”


“I noticed your engagement ring. It’s beautiful.”


“Thank you. It’s my fiancé’s grandmother’s ring. I didn’t know I would love a sapphire engagement ring until he gave me this one, but I adore it.”


“Just like Princess Di’s.”


Willow laughed. “Not quite on the same scale, but I wouldn’t trade it for anything.”


Zoey understood. She felt the same way about her own engagement ring. Although Cooper had never admitted to it, she believed that he’d waited so long to propose to her because he’d wanted to save up to buy her the perfect ring. He’d come from humble beginnings, and despite all the scholarships he’d earned, the astronomical cost of medical school meant he’d finished his education owing significant debt. A proud man who was careful with his money, Cooper had offered her a ring he’d owned free and clear when he went down on one knee. She subconsciously fingered the square-cut diamond and asked the wedding planner, “Are you getting married here at the lodge?”


“Our reception will be here. The ceremony itself will be at the church we attend in town. We’re staying closer to home and spending a week in Sedona for our honeymoon. I have two young children, and I’m not ready to travel overseas without them.”


“That’s understandable,” Zoey said. “Are they staying with your mother while you’re gone?”


“Yes. She was willing to watch them for longer than a week, but my fiancé nixed that idea. He said he’d miss them too much if we went away for longer.”


“That’s sweet.”


“Noah is going to be a great dad. My kids love him.” Willow recognized the unspoken question in Zoey’s eyes and explained. “Their father died in a car accident a few years ago.”


“That must have been very hard.”


“It was. But life is good now. Second chances are a blessing.”


“That’s true.” Zoey saw it every day in the emergency room. So often, her job was to give her patients the opportunity for a second chance. When she was successful, life was good. All too often, though, all she had to offer was heartbreak.


It wore on a woman more than she had anticipated.


Zoey shook off the melancholy that the thought provoked as she followed Willow to a four-person utility vehicle parked beneath the patio deck. “If not for the new snow, I’d suggest we walk, but we had three inches overnight.”


While driving down to the ceremony site, Zoey’s excitement rekindled as they discussed what Raindrop Lodge offered as a wedding venue. They reviewed seating options, lighting choices, and musicians on the lodge’s recommended vendor list. They considered the catering menu and the cakes. Willow then showed Zoey the area they used for receptions, including where tables would be set for dinner and the spot currently hidden beneath the snow where the dance floor lay.


At that point, Willow said, “Now, I’d like to show you another spot. Should we buzz back and pick up Cooper?”


Zoey checked her phone. “No. He’d text if he were free.”


“All right, then. Into the woods we go.” Willow whipped the vehicle around and headed away from the lake toward the lodge. Zoey noticed that a man, a young girl, and two more dogs had joined the boy and dog she’d watched earlier playing fetch. The boy continued to throw a stick, but the little girl tossed a bright yellow tennis ball. The man carried three pairs of ice skates.


As the UTV passed closer to them, the trio waved. The little girl called, “Hey, Mom! Guess what? Anna has learned how to fetch!”


Willow returned the wave and called, “Hurray!”


“Your daughter?”


“Emma. And my son, Drew; my fiancé, Noah; and our three dogs. The puppies have been to obedience school this morning just down the road from here. The dogs are doing great. Learning a lot. It’s really too bad that the instructor doesn’t work with little boys in addition to canines. I’d enroll Drew in her classes. Is it too much to ask that a nine-year-old boy picks up his underwear from the bathroom floor after he showers? I don’t seem to be having much luck with that particular lesson lately.”


Zoey grinned as Willow added, “Noah is teaching them to ice skate.”


“They make ice skates for puppies?” Zoey teased.


Willow snorted. “Probably. I haven’t looked, but people tend to treat their pets like humans these days. Allow me to clarify. The kids and Noah are going skating. I imagine the dogs will go sliding because it’s still early days in obedience school, and leaving them behind is almost impossible.”


Watching the children, Zoey knew a twinge of envy. She and Cooper hoped to have children in the next few years.


The two women fell silent as the vehicle entered the woods. The distance wasn’t far, but it was as if they’d crossed the threshold of a new world. Willow pulled the UTV to a stop and switched off the engine. “Looks like the trees intercepted most of the snow. Are you okay with a short walk? A bit of it uphill? Nothing too strenuous, I promise.”


“I’m up for that.”


They exited their ride, and Willow gestured for Zoey to follow her. Soon, the evergreen firs and pines gave way to a stand of aspen. Ahead, Zoey spied a high-backed wooden glider beneath a canopy of winter-barren branches. Willow gestured toward it and said, “I spent so much time here this past fall that Noah built this and put it here for me. Our home is not far away as the crow flies. It’s a nice hike when everything’s not frozen.”


They took their seats. Willow gave the glider a gentle push and didn’t seem in any hurry to continue her sales pitch. Zoey didn’t have many moments of inactivity in her life these days, so she decided to take advantage of this one. She relaxed into the glider, closed her eyes, and breathed a glorious but chilly breath of fresh air.


The peace from the forest washed over her. Into her. She tilted her head back and stared upward. Straight white tree trunks rose high into a bright blue sky. “It’s like a cathedral.”


“You see that, too!” Willow turned a delighted smile her way. “This is my favorite spot on the whole property. It’s not in-your-face majestic like the lake surrounded by snowy peaks, but it’s equally magnificent to me. The creek runs just to the north of here. When it’s not deep winter, the sound of white water rushes and rumbles through the woods like music. Like a hymn. Being here makes my heart sing.”


“I can see why.”


They sat silently for a few minutes before Willow sighed deeply and said, “I have plans for this place. I don’t know if I’ll be able to pull them off, and I won’t use them as part of my pitch to you because it would take a miracle for us to get it ready before your wedding. However, I wanted to share this spot with you so you know we have this hidden gem. We can do a private pre-wedding picnic in the woods for you and Cooper or have a special event for your wedding party. We’re only limited by our imaginations.” After a moment’s pause, she added, “Well, that and your budget, of course. And the cell service. Phones can’t pick up a signal here.”


Zoey grinned. She liked Willow Eldridge. She loved Raindrop Lodge. She and Cooper needed to talk it over first, but she would love to say her wedding vows beneath a flower-covered pergola beside Mirror Lake. “So, tell me about your plans for this space.”


Willow glanced at Zoey and cautioned, “As I said, it’s all dreams right now, and dreams take time to build. Even if everything goes smoothly, it won’t be ready in August.”


“I hear you.”


“Okay, then.” Willow straightened. A dreamy smile played on her lips as she gazed around the forest.


“I want to build a chapel out of stone, wood, and glass in these woods. I want it to be called the Glass Chapel, so our architect must give us lots and lots of glass. And we need some windows to open so we can hear the creek bubbling and the leaves quaking. I want it to be part of nature but something more. Something inspirational.”


“Oh, Willow. You paint a lovely picture.”


“Thank you, although I don’t feel like my description does justice to the vision I have in my head. Celeste Blessing recommended an architect she assures will bring my idea to life. I just have to land my pitch to my mother and aunt.”


“Well, you’ve convinced me. I know nothing about owning and operating a mountain lodge or an event-planning business, but I have good instincts about people. I suspect you are very good at your job. If you think a glass chapel is—”


A faint voice floated through the trees. “Willow? Willow!”


“Mom?” Alarm flashed across Willow’s face, and she met Zoey’s gaze. “Something’s wrong.”
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