
   [image: cover]


   
      
         
            [image: ]

         

      

   


   
      
         
            This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is coincidental.

            Copyright © 2021 by Sara Richardson

Reading group guide copyright © 2021 by Sara Richardson and Hachette Book Group, Inc.

            Cover design by Mimi Bark. Cover photographs © Shutterstock.

Cover copyright © 2021 by Hachette Book Group, Inc.

            Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.

            The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.

            Forever

Hachette Book Group

1290 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10104
read-forever.com
twitter.com/readforeverpub

            First Edition: July 2021

            Forever is an imprint of Grand Central Publishing. The Forever name and logo are trademarks of Hachette Book Group, Inc.

            The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

            Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Names: Richardson, Sara (Romance fiction writer), author.  

Title: The summer sisters / Sara Richardson.  

Description: First edition. | New York : Forever, 2021. | Series: Juniper Springs ; 1 |

   Summary: "The Buchanan sisters share everything – even ownership of their

   beloved Juniper Inn. But their mother and Aunt Sassy won't even stay in the same

   state, and no one knows the story behind the sisters' decades-long feud. When

   youngest sister, Rose, plans the inn's grand reopening for the same weekend as

   Sassy's 70th birthday's party, a family reunion seems unavoidable. Only Rose needs

   help from a certain handsome, if surly, hardware store owner to pull off an

   extravagant celebration. The sparks between them are undeniable, but Rose can't

   help suspecting he's hiding something from her . . . After a heartbreaking end to her

   marriage, Dahlia Buchanan and her kids have built a new life in Colorado. She's

   started flirting with the town doctor, but how does she know she's ready to open her

   heart again? When her youngest daughter cleverly maneuvers her to Juniper

   Springs on her estranged sister's birthday, Lillian Buchanan has no choice but to

   finally face her once-beloved sibling. But some wounds are just too deep to heal.

   And what will her daughters do when the family secrets she's tried so hard to hide

   come flooding into the open?"– Provided by publisher.  

Identifiers: LCCN 2021006604 | ISBN 9781538718254 (trade paperback) | ISBN

   9781538718247 (ebook)

Subjects: LCSH: Domestic fiction. 

Classification: LCC PS3618.I3452 S86 2021 | DDC 813/.6--dc23 

LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2021006604

            ISBNs: 978-1-5387-1825-4 (trade paperback), 978-1-5387-1824-7 (ebook)

            E3-20210614-DA-NF-ORI

         

      

   


    Contents

  


	Cover

   	Title Page

   	Copyright

   	Dedication

   	Chapter One: Rose

   	Chapter Two: Dahlia

   	Chapter Three: Sassy

   	Chapter Four: Rose

   	Chapter Five: Sassy

   	Chapter Six: Dahlia

   	Chapter Seven: Rose

   	Chapter Eight: Sassy

   	Chapter Nine: Rose

   	Chapter Ten: Dahlia

   	Chapter Eleven: Sassy

   	Chapter Twelve: Rose

   	Chapter Thirteen: Dahlia

   	Chapter Fourteen: Sassy

   	Chapter Fifteen: Rose

   	Chapter Sixteen: Dahlia

   	Chapter Seventeen: Sassy

   	Chapter Eighteen: Rose

   	Chapter Nineteen: Dahlia

   	Chapter Twenty: Rose

   	Chapter Twenty-One: Sassy

   	Chapter Twenty-Two: Dahlia

   	Chapter Twenty-Three: Rose

   	Chapter Twenty-Four: Sassy

   	Chapter Twenty-Five: Dahlia

   	Chapter Twenty-Six: Rose

   	Chapter Twenty-Seven: Sassy

   	Chapter Twenty-Eight: Rose

   	Discover More

   	
Reading Group Guide

   	A Letter from the Author

   	Questions for Readers





   	About the Author

   	Also by Sara Richardson

   	Praise for Sara Richardson




    
    Navigation
   

   


	
     
      Table of Contents
     
    




  
   
      
         
            To my wonderful editor Amy Pierpont

            It’s a joy working with you!

         

      

   


   
      
         Explore book giveaways, sneak peeks, deals, and more.

         Tap here to learn more.

[image: Forever logo]


   


   
      
         
            Chapter One

            Rose

         

         Don’t do this to me, Tony.” Rose Buchanan popped out of her chair and stepped around the antique desk that was three sizes too big for her cramped office, ready to fall on her knees and beg if she had to. “Please. Don’t walk away. We can work this out. I know we can.” Desperation flared in her chest, nearly squeezing out a panicked squeak. They had to work this out. She couldn’t lose him…

         “Not this time.” Tony held his ground, arms crossed so tightly over his barrel chest that the shoulder seams of his plaid shirt separated. He widened his boots into a stubborn cowboy’s stance. “I told you, Rose. One more surprise and I’m outta here.” The man’s gray-green eyes had always had their own weather system, and right now they were downright stormy. “It’s too much. I’m done.”

         “You can’t be done.” She cast a fleeting glance at the door. Six months ago, she might’ve had too much Southern pride to block him from leaving, but trying to renovate an old run-down resort in the Colorado mountains had shaken the decorum clean out of her.

         Tony might be twenty years older than her. He might be gruff and moody. He might wear his jeans low enough to make you avert your eyes whenever he bent over, but he was still the contractor of her dreams, and she wasn’t about to let him walk out that door.

         “I’ll double your pay.” She imagined her eyes were bulging as big as his were right now. Double his pay? Ha! Apparently, old habits die hard. That was something she would’ve said in her past life.

         Back in Savannah, she could’ve tripled his pay without the subtle eye twitch she was experiencing now. Back in Savannah, she wouldn’t be two months behind on a renovation project that might break her. Back in Savannah, she’d likely be spending her entire summer hanging out by the country club pool, sipping on sweet tea while she gossiped with other high-society wives.

         But she’d walked away from that life. She’d walked away from her future as Gregory Cunningham’s wife so she could transform Aunt Sassy’s quaint Juniper Inn into a mountain resort that actually made money instead of literally flushing it down a toilet with faulty plumbing.

         Since the renovation on the Juniper Inn’s cabins had started, they had encountered every setback in the book—unstable foundations, rotted pipes, defective wiring. And now—the final straw for Tony—a leak in the roof of the cabin they’d finished working on two days ago.

         Sweet Lord, this place had better make money soon, or both she and her sister Dahlia would have to resort to panning for gold in the river outside.

         Rose peered up at Tony’s face. His frown had definitely started to budge. Money had a way of talking, but she couldn’t back up the promise. “What I meant to say was, I will pay you and your crew a generous bonus when this project is done.” That was the other thing renovating a mountain inn had done for her—it had made her an expert in backpedaling. She had yet to make one dime on this place, but she’d nearly spent their entire rehab budget already, and her sister was a single mom with two mouths to feed. There were others to consider too. Her other sister Magnolia and brother-in-law Eric had invested. And Colt, the man her aunt had helped raise since he was a teenager. They’d all put her in charge of this project. If she failed, she would let them all down. “We can negotiate a percentage based on the reservations that come in next month.” She couldn’t pay Tony more money until they made more money.

         “This project will never be done,” Tony informed her. He could obviously read between the lines of her amended offer. “You’d be better off selling it right now, Rosie. The place is so old you’re gonna keep havin’ one issue after another. The land would be worth a whole lotta money.”

         “I can’t sell.” That was the bottom line. She’d given up everything for this. So had her sister. Dahlia had moved her two children from Minnesota to help Rose manage the place. And what would Colt think if she gave up? When she’d first met him last Christmas, the man had treated her like she didn’t belong in Juniper Springs. He’d thought she was flighty and capricious. But spring had been lonely around here with Dally back in Minnesota, and Rose had found herself talking to the man more and more—seeking him out for his opinion on this design for the Mistletoe Cabin and that design on the Gingerbread Cabin. Before Colt left to accompany Sassy on her trip, she’d promised he would return to a beautiful new resort that was ready to open. She couldn’t let him down. “I’m not selling.”

         “Well then, you’re gonna hafta find another contractor.” Tony took a lumbering step in the direction of the door. “I’m already behind on three other projects because of this disaster. I can’t keep putting off my other clients.” He made it out the door in two fast steps. “See ya later, Rose.”

         “Wait!” She fled after him, stumbling through the living room of her aunt’s house, and finally caught up to him on the expansive front porch. “Just give me one more week. You can send some of the crew over to the other jobs, and I’ll pitch in on the roof work.”

         That stopped the man midstride. He shifted to face her, amusement written all over his face. “You? Rose Buchanan is going to climb herself up onto a ladder and repair a roof?” He eyed her white eyelet capri pants and the Jimmy Choo wedge sandals she wore on her feet.

         Was it her fault she hadn’t found the time or money to invest in a new, mountain-appropriate summer wardrobe?

         “Yes.” Rose set her chin. “I will personally climb up on that ladder and repair the roof myself.” She straightened her backbone and met his eyes with a look that dared him to laugh like he obviously wanted to. Gumption might be all she had left of her Southern roots, but that was all she needed to save the Juniper Inn. Okay, well, gumption and maybe a few miracles.

         “One week,” she repeated. They had to have the cabins done by then anyway. Next week, they were supposed to welcome their first guests with a grand reopening celebration that would also coincide with Aunt Sassy’s seventieth birthday.

         The Cleary family had been coming to the Juniper Inn for three generations before the place had fallen into disrepair, and the family had wanted to be the first to stay at the new and improved resort, so they had rented out the cabins for their children and grandchildren, and there would even be a few great grandchildren.

         Everything was set. Deposits for the cabins were already made—that was the only thing keeping them afloat right now. She wouldn’t be able to pay back the money, even if they weren’t able to open their doors in time.

         The familiar stress knot pulled tighter in her stomach. “Seven days. That’s all I’m asking. You tell me what to do, and I’ll do it.” She would roll in a mud puddle like a hog in her white capris if that’s what it took.

         “Fine.” The word came out in a thundering sigh. Tony pointed a stubby finger at her. “Seven days. That’s it. And half my crew is going to start on the upgrades to the town hall, so you’d best be ready to work hard.”

         “I’m ready.” She’d been working hard ever since she’d returned to Juniper Springs last Christmas. This would only add a little more grit and grime to her daily routine.

         “And do yourself a favor,” Tony added, trudging down the porch steps. “Get a pair of jeans. None of them fancy things with the glitter or whatever the hell they put on them, either. A pair of real jeans.”

         “Will do,” Rose called cheerfully to his retreating back. She held her smile in place until Tony drove away in a cloud of dust, and then she let her posture wilt. For her, gumption tended to come in waves, and this one had quickly receded.

         Leaning her forearms against the porch railing, she drew in a deep breath while she gazed out at the land that had provided a backdrop for her most cherished memories. There was no place in the whole world quite like the Juniper Inn. The facilities themselves weren’t much to look at—though Tony and his crew had managed to spruce up the log exteriors of each of the eight small cabins scattered around the property. But it was the clusters of aspen and juniper trees, the sparkling pond down at the bottom of the hill, and the glimpses of the mountain peaks still dusted with snow even in July that made this place special.

         She and her sisters, Dahlia and Magnolia, had grown up coming here in the summers and then again for long trips at Christmas, before their mother had a falling-out with Aunt Sassy. After that, the sisters hadn’t spoken to their aunt in nearly eighteen years. Then out of the blue, Sassy had invited the three of them to spend Christmas here last year, and they’d all jumped at the invitation. It’s like Sassy had known—the sisters needed an escape; they needed the Juniper Inn.

         Rose had been as shocked as her sisters when Sassy told them she wanted to give them the resort. At first, she had assumed they’d simply have to sell it. But the more time she’d spent here, the more she’d wandered the land and laughed with her sisters and sipped hot cocoa from the same mugs as she had when she was young, the more she’d realized how deeply this place was a part of her—more a part of her than any home she’d ever lived in. She couldn’t imagine being anywhere else.

         But her brain cells must’ve been compromised by the high-altitude air, because sitting by the pool in Savannah was sounding a lot better than experiencing failure after failure at the moment.

         A distinctive woof! sounded from the woods on the other side of the pond and brought a smile back to Rose’s face. She watched her fluffy white rescue dog Marigold bound up the hill—all clumsy paws and disheveled fur and sloppy grin coming straight for her.

         Rose braced herself for impact. She hadn’t quite figured out how to stop her dog from putting her paws on people’s shoulders and giving their faces a good lick to greet them properly. She had to admit she hadn’t tried too hard. Even when the dog had muddy paws, there was nothing better than big ol’ hug from Marigold.

         Her dog licked her cheek about twenty times while Rose laughed. “I just saw you a half hour ago, you know.” But that didn’t matter to Mari. She was always this happy to be reunited, whether it had been ten minutes or four hours.

         “Okay, okay.” Rose gently nudged the dog down. “I see you’ve been digging in the mud again.” Which meant she now had one paw print on each shoulder.

         The dog peered up at her with a guilty grin, and Rose couldn’t scold her. “How do you always know to come running just when I need you the most?” She scratched behind the dog’s ears. There’d been a time Rose had been terrified of dogs, but last Christmas Marigold had wandered onto the property and into her heart. Maybe Marigold was what had started the avalanche of changes in her life in the first place. “Change is good,” she told the dog. “But it’s also hard and painful and terrifying.” Especially when she was trying to figure out who she was in the midst of this new life she found herself in.

         The dog’s ears perked as though she sensed something. Rose heard it too: a car making its way down the drive.

         Her sister’s Subaru rounded the bend, and Marigold took off again, heading to greet Dahlia, Maya, and Ollie—the sweetest nine-year-old niece and five-year-old nephew in the whole world. Not that she was biased.

         Her sister got out of the car and hugged Marigold. Even though she’d only been in town about a month, Dahlia already looked the part of the elegant mountain inn owner, wearing a pair of sensible dark jeans and a blue T-shirt with exactly the right amount of lace trim. Her shoulder-length strawberry-blond hair had lightened over the summer, and her blue eyes seemed to shine a little brighter than Rose had remembered seeing them in a long time.

         “My turn,” Ollie called, even though the dog was almost as big as he was.

         “Auntie Rose!” Maya beelined straight up the porch steps. “Do you like my new cowgirl boots? I bought them with my own money.” Her niece lifted her foot off the ground and showed off all angles of the impractical red leather boots, the little fashionista. She was a girl after Rose’s own heart.

         “I love them. Do they happen to have any in my size?”

         Dahlia laughed as she made her way up the steps behind her daughter. “I’m pretty sure you already have a pair of red cowgirl boots in that massive closet of yours.”

         “The stitching is different. I like yours better.” Rose planted a kiss on her niece’s cheek and winked at her sister. Dally had always had a much more practical sense of style. Maybe it came with being the oldest of three sisters. She’d always been like another mother to Rose, for better or worse.

         Most days Rose envied her sister’s analytical and industrious approach to life. She used to want to be just like her older sister. If she was more like Dahlia, maybe the Juniper Inn project wouldn’t be over budget and still nowhere near finished. Rose hadn’t wanted to bother her sister with the details while she was in the process of moving and settling in, so she’d kept her updates generic, but she wasn’t sure how much longer she could protect Dally from the truth.

         “I’m guessing neither of you will be wearing red cowboy boots come October when the snow is flying.” Her sister wore a playful frown. “But there was no convincing this one to get the sensible snow boots.”

         “They were so ugly,” Maya lamented, every bit as dramatic as Rose would’ve been back in the day. “They looked like something you would wear to outer space.”

         “I wanna go to outer space!” Ollie chimed in from where he was throwing a stick for Marigold. “That would be awesome.”

         “You can’t go to outer space, silly,” Maya insisted in her big-sister-knows-all tone. Rose had heard that same melody many a time growing up. She might be a fashionista, but Maya still had traces of Dally’s practicality.

         “I don’t know.” Rose smiled at Ollie, unwilling to let his sister dim his creativity. “I’ll bet you could find a way to get to outer space someday.” Even if it was only in his imagination. “But first, why don’t you two go into the kitchen and help yourself to some muffins?” So she could talk to Dally about more pressing matters.

         Ollie dropped the stick on the ground, his mouth pulled into a grimace. “Where did you get the muffins?” he asked as though he was afraid she’d made them again.

         “I’ll have you know that I picked them up from the Sweet Tooth Bakery earlier this morning.” Rose had permanently given up on baking after Maya and Ollie had nearly broken their teeth on her last round of muffins. Her middle sister, Magnolia, was the baker in the family, but Mags lived down in Florida, where she was currently basking in the glow of her two-week-old son. Hopefully Mags and her husband, Eric, would make it up for Sassy’s celebration, but they hadn’t committed yet.

         “I want a chocolate chip one!” Ollie sprinted up the steps as though trying to beat his sister through the door.

         “No, I want the chocolate chip!” Maya scampered in after him.

         “They’re all chocolate chip,” Rose called behind them. Chocolate chip was her favorite too.

         “What’s wrong?” Dally asked the second the children’s voices faded.

         Rose scratched behind Marigold’s scruffy ears while she contemplated her answer.

         “Nothing’s wrong, per se.” Ever since they’d been little, Dally had always been the responsible one. She’d taken care of details and organization while Rose had let her right-dominant brain run wild. She hated that she was seen as the capricious one in the family, and she still wanted to prove this whole endeavor hadn’t been a terrible idea. “Tony needs to finish up the job within a week so he can move on to other jobs.” She could sugarcoat the truth with the best of them. “So we only have seven days to finish all the repairs.”

         “That shouldn’t be a problem.” Dally seemed to shrug it off. Probably because Rose hadn’t told her about the latest roof leak on the cabin that was supposed to be done.

         “It’s kind of a bummer since we’d hoped to have everything done before Sassy got back, but we’ll figure it out,” her sister went on.

         “We can still have everything done before she gets back,” Rose said quickly. The work had to be done. That was part of the surprise birthday party slash grand reopening of the Juniper Inn.

         Dahlia reached down to pet Marigold. “You think we can have everything done by this afternoon?”

         The stress-induced eye twitch she’d had earlier when she was discussing the money with Tony returned. “What do you mean, this afternoon?”

         “Didn’t you see Sassy’s text this morning?” Dally pulled her phone out of her pocket and held it out so she could read. “She and Colt are coming home early.”

         Colt was coming back early? Her heart rate spiked, but she couldn’t tell if it was anticipation or panic. Lately, she’d found herself thinking about him, looking back at the pictures he’d texted her from his travels. The images of him smiling and laughing and standing on the edges of cliffs had made her see him in a different light. He seemed so carefree and happy, it had made her smile too. When he left, she hadn’t realized she would miss him, but she had. She’d found herself picking up her phone to call and ask him if he could come over to help her pick out windows or tile or stain for the wood floors. For weeks, all she’d wanted was to see him, but now that he was coming home early she didn’t feel prepared.

         Rose’s eyes glazed over, blurring the words on Dally’s phone. “I didn’t see any text.” She’d been too busy trying to retain their contractor so they could finish this project.

         “Hi, you two,” her sister read. “Wanted to let you know we’re flying in today. I miss my mountains and my girls, so we’re coming home early.”

         “Why would they come home early from an amazing vacation?” Rose would give anything to take a vacation right now. Especially if it meant she could take a break from worrying about the inn.

         Her aunt and Colt had spent the last two months visiting some of the places on Sassy’s bucket list—Alaska, the Grand Canyon, New York City, Nova Scotia. It had been the perfect way to get the woman out of their hair while they revamped the cabins and planned her surprise party.

         “I don’t know…” Dally looked around at the mountains surrounding them. “It’s pretty gorgeous here. I could kind of see why she would miss home.”

         “Alaska’s beautiful. Nova Scotia too. The Grand Canyon? Amazing.” She didn’t mean to sound so grumbly, but…“How are we supposed to keep the grand reopening celebration a surprise while she’s here?” And how was she supposed to hide the lack of progress on the inn from Colt? He would probably take one look at their current situation and go right back to thinking she didn’t belong here.

         “We can distract her.” Dahlia shifted into administrator mode. “I can help out more now that things are settling. I put the kids in a day camp program so they can meet some friends before school starts. That means I’ll have a lot more free time.”

         “That would be great, actually.” Some of the weight Rose had been carrying around on her shoulders seemed to fall away. “If you’re going to help out, you might want to wear jeans.” She would spare Dally the rest of the details until she showed up tomorrow and they had to repair a roof.

         “Okay. I’ll come by first thing tomorrow after I drop off the kids.” Her sister glanced at her watch. “Right now we have to head to the doctor.”

         “Ohhhh. The doctor, huh?” Rose batted her eyelashes like a Southern belle. Last winter, Dahlia had made a special connection with the town’s lone MD, but lately Rose couldn’t get her sister to say anything about what was going on between her and the good doctor. “How is Ike, anyway?”

         Dally avoided looking her in the eyes. “I don’t know, honestly. Things have been so busy since the move, we haven’t seen much of each other.”

         Rose doubted that was from Ike’s lack of trying. The man had been quite taken with her sister when they’d been visiting last Christmas, but she’d seen the hesitation in Dahlia since she’d moved here from Minnesota. It was like Dally never wanted to talk about him. “Well, maybe you should ask him out when you see him today. You know I’m happy to babysit anytime.” She wouldn’t allow her sister to use the kids an excuse.

         “Maybe. We’ll see.” Her sister employed the same noncommittal tone she used whenever Ollie asked if he could swim across the pond. “We have to get over there.” As if hoping to avoid further discussion, Dally poked her head inside the house and called for the kids.

         They both came bounding out, still munching on their muffins.

         “Bye, Auntie Rose.” Ollie hugged her and then wrapped his arms around Marigold, who happily licked the crumbs off his face. “Thanks for the muffins.”

         “They’re the best,” Maya added, following her brother down the steps.

         “Glad you liked them.” She followed them to the car, still watching Dally. All of a sudden, her sister seemed flustered…nervous. “You two will have to come for a sleepover soon.” She couldn’t help but wonder how the kids would be with roof repairs. They might be looking at an all-hands-on-deck approach for the next week.

         “Yes!” Ollie climbed into the backseat. “We could have a campout under the stars!”

         “We’ll see,” Rose said, borrowing her sister’s favorite tactic. Camping out wasn’t really her thing unless there was a memory foam mattress and full bathroom involved. But again, let the kid dream.

         “I’ll be back tomorrow.” Dahlia still wasn’t looking directly at her. Since Rose had brought up Ike, there had been a distinct change in her sister’s demeanor. What was that all about?

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

            Dahlia

         

         Mom, the speed limit is thirty.” Maya peered at the speedometer from the backseat, a frown of disapproval furrowing her pink sparkly lips. “You’re barely going twenty.”

         “Am I?” Dahlia blinked the numbers on the dashboard back into focus. “It’s safer to go slower on Main Street.” Safer, and it would take them longer to reach Ike’s office. She wasn’t sure she was prepared to see the man.

         Last Christmas, while she’d been staying at the Juniper Inn, Ike had reawakened every desire her divorce had suppressed, bringing romance back into her life. He’d made her dinner and had kissed her and had helped her see herself in a different light—as someone who could be desirable and fun. They’d stayed in touch through the spring, talking on the phone late into the night at least once a week. But now that she was back in Juniper Springs for good, she couldn’t seem to get up the courage to face him again. When she told Rose they hadn’t seen much of each other, what she really meant was they hadn’t seen each other at all.

         Dahlia rolled to a stop and waved a group of pedestrians across the street.

         “Go as slow as you want,” Ollie grumbled. “I don’t wanna get any shots.”

         “You don’t have to get shots today. This is just a quick physical for your day camp.” Usually she didn’t wait until the day before a camp started to get the kids’ physicals done, but nothing in her life was usual at the moment. Maybe that’s why she kept responding to Ike’s phone messages with quick texts. Sorry, things are crazy! Gotta get the kids to bed! Making dinner, will try to call you later! Painting Ollie’s room right now. Let’s talk tomorrow! They hadn’t been lies, but she’d definitely used the heck out of every excuse she could find to avoid connecting with him.

         The truth was, she didn’t know how to do this—how to be a mom and also date someone and maybe even fall in love again. After her husband had left her for another woman two years ago, she’d have been fine taking an oath of celibacy, keeping both her heart and her body safely isolated.

         She hadn’t planned on the spark of attraction that had blindsided her when she’d met Ike last December. She hadn’t planned on going on dates with him or kissing him the way she had in front of his fireplace those few times. She hadn’t planned to take over ownership of her aunt’s inn and move her kids across three states to start a whole new life…

         Maya sighed loudly. “I don’t see why we have to go to a stupid day camp anyway.”

         “You’ll love it,” Dahlia assured her. “You’ll get to meet a lot of the kids who will be in school with you this fall.” This transition hadn’t been easy for any of them, but Maya seemed to be taking it the hardest.

         “I’d rather be at my old school. I knew everyone there. I had a lot of friends.” Maya turned her head away to stare out the window, her shoulders slumped.

         Dahlia let her daughter pout. She got it. She’d pouted a couple of times this week herself. Change was hard and scary and frustrating. Since the divorce, her life had been nothing but change. She couldn’t blame Maya for wanting familiarity and stability. She knew how hard it was to open your heart to new things.

         “I think Juniper Springs is the coolest place ever!” Ollie had his face pressed against the glass of the window. “I mean look at those mountains! They’re huge! I can’t wait to climb one. Can we climb one, Mom?”

         Dahlia peered past the brick façades lining friendly Main Street and took in the view of the rocky cliffs that seemed to disappear into the sky. “We’ll see.” They were wild, those mountains. Unpredictable and bigger than she could even fathom. But there was also something exhilarating about them. Something strangely alluring.

         “I’ll bet Dr. Ike knows how to climb a mountain.” Ollie kicked the back of her seat in obvious excitement. “I’m gonna ask him if he’ll teach me.”

         Dahlia held her breath, feeling a warm blush seep into her cheeks. The kids knew of Ike. They’d met him briefly last Christmas, and she’d referred to him as her friend, but they didn’t know how hearing his name made her heart pound or how the memory of kissing him drove a surge of warmth from her chest to her toes.

         “Why would Dr. Ike take you mountain climbing?” Maya demanded. “He probably has his own kids.” She turned her head to Dahlia as though looking for confirmation.

         “He doesn’t have kids, actually.” Hopefully her children thought the breathlessness in her tone came from the high altitude. “He doesn’t have a family.”

         “He’s not married?” Maya seemed to recalibrate her stare, looking intently at Dahlia’s face.

         She focused extra hard on parking the car as far away as she could get from the doors that led into Ike’s office. “Nope. He’s not married.”

         “Perfect!” Ollie exclaimed. “Then he’ll have all the time in the world to help me climb a mountain.”

         “Well, I don’t know about that.” Dahlia cut the engine and withdrew the keys from the ignition, holding them tightly in her fist. “He’s still a very busy man, being the only doctor in town.”

         “It doesn’t hurt to ask,” her son told her, using the exact words she’d said to him on more than one occasion.

         “You can’t ask the doctor to help you climb a mountain.” Maya rolled her eyes, even though Dahlia often told her they’d get stuck like that. “We hardly know him, right, Mom?”

         “Oh. Uh.” Actually, she knew him pretty well, but she couldn’t necessarily explain that to her children. “We should get in there. We’re five minutes late as it is.”

         From the outside, Ike’s office looked like any other small-scale medical facility—a nondescript square brick building with dark tinted windows. But when you walked inside and entered the waiting room, it seemed you were walking into a whole other world.

         “Wow!” Ollie exclaimed. “This is the coolest place I’ve ever seen.”

         “Is this a doctor’s office or a library?” Maya asked, her eyes wide with awe.

         Dahlia smiled. It did bear a resemblance to their library back home in Minnesota. It seemed every time she walked in here there was more for her to see. One corner of the room was decorated in a space theme, with colorful planets hanging down from the ceiling and black wallpaper with flickering stars. Another corner had a jungle theme, complete with large trees and stuffed monkeys hanging from their branches. The waiting room only proved Ike wasn’t your average brilliant doctor. He was also creative and…whimsical. Maybe that’s what she liked best about him. She’d never had one creative bone in her body, but Ike inspired her.

         Today the waiting room sat empty, except for Mrs. Miller sitting behind the reception desk. The kids didn’t seem to notice her, though. They took off for the jungle first, admiring the stuffed animals perched in the trees.

         “Good morning.” Dahlia greeted Mrs. Miller with a smile that hopefully hid her nerves. “We have an appointment for Ollie and Maya today.”

         “Of course.” Mrs. Miller tapped on the keyboard in front of her. “Ike is running a little bit late today, but you can see Dr. Jolly if you’d like to.”

         “Dr. Jolly?” She hadn’t realized Ike had invited a partner to join his practice. Dahlia glanced to where her kids were now looking through the space magazines in the opposite corner of the room. They still had quite a few errands to run, going to the store to pick up some supplies for camp and then also running to the grocery store before they went home for the night. “Do you know how long Ike will be?”

         “He should be here in about twenty minutes.” Mrs. Miller shook her head with an affectionate smile. “That man drove all the way to Salida to visit one of his patients who had a baby last week.”

         “That doesn’t surprise me at all.” Ike was always doing things like that for people. He wasn’t only a doctor to most of his patients. He was also their friend. He was kind and open and generous with his time.

         Why was she avoiding him again?

         “Mom! Check out this awesome spaceship.” Ollie zoomed the spaceship through the air, running toward her with a giant grin on his face. “I knew Ike was cool, but I didn’t realize he loved outer space like I do.”

         Yes, her son and Dr. Ike had a lot in common. So why did she find it so hard to bring him into their lives?

         The door opened beyond the reception counter, and Grumpy walked out into the waiting room, accompanied by a woman clad in scrubs.

         Dahlia waved at the man. He owned the only coffee shop in Juniper Springs, so she tried to stay on Grumpy’s good side. Not that she knew she was succeeding. He was always…well…Grumpy. But was that a smile on the man’s face?

         “Thanks, Doc.” Grumpy actually shook the scrub-clad woman’s hand. “Glad to know the burn isn’t too serious.”

         Dahlia couldn’t seem to take her eyes off the woman she presumed must be Dr. Jolly. She had to be younger than Dahlia by at least a couple of years, judging from the lack of wrinkles around her eyes. And she was gorgeous. Her black hair was pulled loosely back, and there wasn’t one imperfection on her dark skin. Even her brown eyes seemed to sparkle when she smiled. The woman standing next to Grumpy wasn’t exactly what she’d picture for someone with the name Jolly. For some reason, she’d assumed the doctor would look like Santa Claus…

         “It’s no problem at all, Grumpy.” The woman paused by the reception counter. “Keep an eye on the dressing, and don’t forget to apply the cream. If you have any problems at all, give me a call.”

         “Will do!”

         Dahlia watched in shock as Grumpy gave the doctor a cheerful wave on his way out the door.

         There was something she never thought she’d see—Grumpy smiling and waving in the same day.

         “Hi there.” Dr. Jolly turned her attention to Ollie, who was still holding the spaceship in his hand. “Isn’t that the coolest rocket you’ve ever seen?”

         “Yes!” Her son showed the doctor how all of the doors opened, while the woman oohed and aahed.

         “Watch how fast he can fly.” Ollie raced around the room again.

         “That is the fastest rocket I’ve ever seen.” The doctor winked at Dahlia. “I’m Dr. Jolly, by the way. I don’t think we’ve met.”

         “No. We haven’t.” She shook the woman’s hand. “I’m Dahlia. And you just met my son Ollie. Maya is sitting over there.” She pointed to where her daughter had curled up on a small sofa in the jungle area with a book.

         “It’s wonderful to meet you all.” Dr. Jolly offered her a sincere smile. “Are you here for an appointment?”

         “They were supposed to see Ike,” Mrs. Miller offered. “But I told them you’d be happy to take the appointments since he’s running late.”

         “I would love to, but it’s totally up to you.” The doctor walked behind the counter and jotted something on the chart that was sitting there. “I completely understand if the children are more comfortable seeing Ike.”

         “You can be my doctor.” Ollie zoomed back to the woman. “Especially if I can bring this spaceship into the room with me.”

         Ha. Her son had always been the great negotiator.

         “Fine by me.” Dr. Jolly looked at Dahlia as though she wanted to make sure it was fine by her too.

         It should be, but she’d prepared herself to see Ike. “I’m not—”

         The door across the room flew open and Ike breezed through, his white lab coat fluttering behind him. “Sorry I’m so late.”

         “Ike! Ike!” Ollie ran to meet the man, waving the spaceship in the air. “I found this over on the shelf. It’s amazing.”

         “It’s pretty cool, isn’t it?” Ike took a knee in front of Ollie and started to tell her son about how he’d gotten the spaceship from the NASA center in Atlanta, but Dahlia couldn’t hear much past the gentle swooshing in her ears.

         The sight of the man made her blood run faster and warmer. It didn’t matter what he was wearing, Ike always had that handsome mountain man vibe going on. The summer sun had turned his hair into a brownish blondish color that made him look both outdoorsy and carefree. Maybe that was why she’d been so drawn to him.

         When she was with Ike she felt carefree too.

         “Since the doc is back in the house, I’ll let him take your appointment.” Dr. Jolly gathered up a file folder and held it against her chest.

         Did Dahlia imagine the way that she looked at Ike? The woman’s eyes seem to linger on him a bit too long.

         The man finished his conversation with Ollie and hurried to the counter. “If you guys would rather see Dr. Jolly, I’m okay with it.” His eyes were friendly, but Dahlia could feel a yawning distance between the two of them. That was her fault. Her silence and avoidance had carved out a chasm between them. “No, no. That’s okay. We…um…were planning to see you anyway.”

         “Sure. Yeah. We’ll get you back in a few minutes.” Ike slipped behind the desk and pulled a wrapped muffin out of his bag and handed it to Dr. Jolly. “I stopped by that coffee shop you love.”

         “You always seem to know just what I need.” The woman peered up at him from underneath her long, lush eyelashes, her smile softening into something more than appreciation.

         Dahlia had to look away.

         “This is my absolute favorite flavor.” Dr. Jolly unwrapped the muffin and offered it to Dahlia. “Do you want to try a bite before I dig in?”

         “No, thanks.” Normally she didn’t turn down chocolate, no matter what the circumstances, but right now confusion clouded her judgment. Maybe she’d misunderstood his regular phone calls as interest. Maybe he’d already given up on her.

         She wouldn’t know until she asked. Dahlia held on to her fragile smile. “Can I talk to you for a minute?”

         “Of course.” He waved her to the door. “Mrs. Miller can get the kids situated in the exam room. We can talk in my office.”

         Dahlia followed him down the short hall past the exam rooms, the sinking feeling in her stomach growing with each step. Dr. Jolly seemed to be exactly the type of woman Ike should be with—beautiful, vivacious, genuine. Not to mention she probably hadn’t kept him at arm’s length like Dahlia had.

         “What’s up?” Ike left the door open and sat behind his desk, unpacking a laptop from his bag.

         She hadn’t exactly planned what to say. The awkward silence blared in her ears. “I didn’t know you’d hired someone.” She meant to say the words casually, but a squeak slipped through at the end of the sentence.

         “Business has nearly doubled since I opened the clinic.” Ike gestured for her to sit across from him. “Nikita is a friend of a friend. Top of her class in med school. And she’s great with people. I couldn’t pass up the chance to hire her.”

         “No. Definitely not.” He didn’t make it sound like they were anything other than professional colleagues. Yet as Dahlia lowered into the chair, she found it difficult to look into his eyes. Every kiss they shared seemed to flash through her memory.

         Their Christmas romance had reminded her there was more to life than PTA meetings and errands and kids’ sports and school functions. But, after she had gone back home to Minnesota, she’d forgotten. The details and responsibilities of everyday life had consumed her again, and now she’d brought all of those things back with her to Juniper Springs. “I’m sorry I haven’t been returning your calls.” The apology sounded feeble even to her.

         Ike didn’t seem to find it difficult to look into her eyes. His steady gaze held hers. “Don’t worry about it. You have a lot going on right now. I know how overwhelming it is to move states.”

         Dahlia nodded but couldn’t help but feel something had changed between them. “Well maybe—”

         A nurse poked his head into the room. “I’ve got Ollie and Maya all checked in. They’re in exam room two when you’re ready.”

         “Perfect.” Ike stood and wrapped his stethoscope around his neck.

         It seemed they were done with their conversation.

         “How are the kids doing anyway?” he asked leading her into the hall.

         She couldn’t lie to him. “It’s been a transition, that’s for sure. They’ve had their moments.” There’d been some complaining and some crying. The changes seemed to have made both Maya and Ollie act out by bickering more than usual. “But they really seem to love it here. Especially when we visit the Juniper Inn.”

         There was something magical about the place. Her aunt’s old resort seemed to have the power to change people and circumstances. Dahlia only hoped it could change her by helping her open her heart a little bit more.

         Her stomach knotted the way it always did when she had to grasp for courage. Just outside of exam room two, she reached for Ike’s shoulder in a silent request for him to pause.

         He turned, catching her in his captivating, clear-eyed gaze.

         “I really would like to see you soon,” she murmured so the kids wouldn’t hear. “Once I get them more settled and into a routine, things will be a little easier.” Once Maya and Ollie were settled she would feel more settled too.

         Ike was quiet a few seconds while he seemed to study her. “I’d like to see you too,” he finally said. “Just let me know when you’re ready.”

         That was the problem. She didn’t know what ready was supposed to look like.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

            Sassy

         

         There was one magic hour in the mountains.

         One hour in the early afternoon when the glow hit the landscape just right—lighting the trees from above, intensifying every color, from the greens of the foliage to the grays of the granite peaks to the unfathomable hues of the royal sky. Sassy’s eyes drank in the scene framed in the windshield in front of her, and all at once something inside—that restlessness she’d begun to feel on her extended vacation—started to settle.

         She was home.

         It was only fitting that Colt would drive her back to this place during the magic hour. The mountains had always been home, though she hadn’t known it until she’d moved to Juniper Springs, Colorado, when she was only eighteen. Sassy had arrived at her aunt and uncle’s Juniper Inn on a summer day much like this one, both her heart and her spirit broken.

         Back then, the mountains had terrified her. They were massive and imposing—a barricade keeping her from what she wanted most in the world…to know love. True love. Deep love. The kind of love that both hurt and healed.

         Now, more than fifty years later, the immensity of the peaks in front of her—the sheer impenetrability—was what she loved best about those mountains. They were bigger than her, bigger than almost anything in the whole world—rock solid and strong. And she was a part of them as much as they were a part of her.

         “Still feel like you made the right decision cutting the trip short?” Colt glanced over at her, concern etching itself into his brow the same way it used to for his father.

         Oh, she’d loved his father. And she could see so much of Robert in this boy she’d helped to raise. Even though she’d never married his father, she considered Colt her flesh and blood, her son. And they’d spent the better part of the last two months solidifying their bond when he’d accompanied her on the quest to see the sights she and his father had always dreamed of visiting together. Before her beloved Robert had passed away.

         Sassy kept her gaze on those mountains, tears adding to the pressure building behind her eyes. “I made the right decision cutting the trip short.” Another headache was coming on, but she couldn’t seem to close her eyes—to shut out the view—to fend off the gnawing pain. She hadn’t told Colt about the headaches, which now seemed to come every day.

         At first she hadn’t thought much of them, what with the travel fatigue and the flying and the constant changes in climate they’d experienced. But now that they’d become part of her daily routine, she couldn’t stop thinking about them. Maybe because she’d watched her uncle die of a brain tumor. He’d only been fifty-eight when he’d passed—nearly twelve years younger than she was now. So she couldn’t ignore the headaches. As much as she’d like to.

         Slowly, steadily, they had moved past an inconvenient annoyance to a reminder she wasn’t invincible. She wouldn’t live forever.

         “You want to head straight back to the inn?” Colt asked, slowing his truck on the hairpin curve as they came down the west side of the pass.

         “No.” Sassy loved this part of the drive, where the road tilted and bent with the contours of the mountain until you were nestled safely into the Juniper Springs valley. “Let’s make a stop in town.” She knew Colt had worried about being away from his hardware store for so long. And it didn’t matter what impressive city she’d found herself in—Vancouver, Seattle, New York, Chicago, Washington, DC—none of them had given her the sense of awe she found so easily in her little town.

         It had been wonderful to travel, to experience new places, all with their own unique cultures, but she missed her people. She missed her place. She hadn’t realized how much her community was a part of her identity until she’d left it behind.

         “Town it is.” Colt made the right turn off the main highway to head that direction.

         Sassy watched for each landmark as they neared Juniper Springs. The single cottonwood in the valley’s farm pasture. The tree had been only a sapling the year she’d moved here. Now the branches plumed high into the air, providing shade for the herd of Jersey cows munching on the green grass below.

         Then there were the ruins from the old homesteading cabins perched atop a swell of cleared land at the base of Castle Peak. The structures had been built in the late 1800s, but time and weather had reduced them to simple shells that evoked a simpler past. “Time passes much too fast.” She hadn’t meant to say the thought out loud. It just sort of tumbled out, a melancholy observation.

         “It sure does.” Colt seemed to take in the view. “It feels like we only left town yesterday.”

         “Mm-hmm,” Sassy murmured, though time flying by on the trip wasn’t what she’d meant. She swore, the older she got, the closer her memories seemed. “It feels like only yesterday we were hiking up to Castle Falls with your father.” She and Robert would hold hands, and Colt would run up ahead, swinging his stick like a sword to fend off imaginary predators. Colt had been so much freer back then. After his father had gone to prison, he’d become gruff and distant, having few relationships with anyone besides her.

         “Dad always loved Castle Falls.” Before this trip, the man rarely indulged her attempts to meander down memory lane, but something in Colt had changed over the last two months, and she’d seen glimpses of her boy again.

         They rolled past the acreages on the outside of town—modest homes set on sprawling lots with goats and chickens roaming the land.

         “Thank you for coming on this trip with me,” she murmured, trying to battle the headache with a soft tone. “I wouldn’t have enjoyed traveling nearly as much if you hadn’t been there.” She had said as much to him many times over the course of their adventure, every time he’d carried her luggage or made their reservations for various meals and sightseeing excursions.

         She knew he’d been worried about her traveling alone. That’s the only reason he’d agreed to find someone to mind his hardware store—so he could keep an eye on her. And she appreciated it.

         “I had a great time too.” Colt rolled to a stop at the only light in town, waiting to turn left on Main Street. “In fact, after this, I’d like to hit the road more. Maybe even live somewhere else for a while.”

         Sassy had to let that statement sit. Colt had nothing tying him down—other than the store, which could easily be managed. No matter that she would miss him, that she would miss still having a part of Robert with her. No matter that with two of her nieces moving to town to take over the inn, she’d finally felt like she had the family she’d always dreamed of surrounding her.

         She waited to speak until she was sure her voice wouldn’t wobble. “That would be exciting. You deserve to have an adventure.” He’d been working hard almost his whole life. “I think you should do it.” The pressure behind her eyes turned into a dull throbbing. The headache was starting to gain ground. Sassy took a long drink from her water bottle, willing it simply to be dehydration and the elevation gain.

         “You all right?” Colt had been asking her that more often over the last several weeks, as though he could tell something wasn’t quite right. And just like she did every time, Sassy put him at ease. “I have a small headache. I haven’t been drinking enough water, but a walk around town will do me good.”

         The man quirked his lips into a skeptical expression, but he turned into the heart of Juniper Springs anyway.

         This. This is what she’d been missing. Sassy inhaled deeply as if she could pull the peace and friendliness of this place right into her lungs. In contrast to the rest of the world, the town hadn’t changed all that much since she’d first walked these cobblestone sidewalks. The square brick buildings held all kinds of different stores—there was Grumpy’s coffee shop and Patty’s antique store, and Leon’s handmade jewelry gallery, and Nora’s quilting and fabric boutique.

         Striped awnings stretched over the large storefront windows, providing shade for people to linger and chat as they window-shopped their way down the street. In true Juniper Springs fashion, summer seemed to make the town shine brighter. A good portion of the annual budget went to beautifying the whole downtown area with wildflower gardens and flower pots bursting with colorful annuals. Hand-carved benches were placed strategically where people could sit and rest and visit.

         The sidewalks were always busier near the end of the summer season, as though people wanted to get one last look at paradise before they went back to their busy lives.

         Colt pulled the truck into a parking spot in front of his hardware store and cut the engine. “Well, at least it’s still standing.”

         “Of course it’s still standing.” The man Colt had hired to manage the store was a retired carpenter who’d worked on half the buildings in this town. “Adam is perfectly capable,” she reminded him, climbing out of the truck with her bag and a wince. The sudden movement accentuated the headache and brought on a dizzy spell.

         “Adam is perfectly capable,” Colt repeated as if trying to convince himself. He walked around the front of the truck to stand by her. “You want to meet back here in an hour so we can head to the inn?”

         “Sounds perfect,” she said with a bright smile and did her best to stand straight without leaning against the truck. If Colt noticed anything amiss, he’d likely take her straight to Dr. Ike’s office, and she wasn’t ready for all that mess. She wasn’t ready for tests and speculation and more tests. She most definitely wasn’t ready to hear a diagnosis. She took another long drink of water and waved him away. “Good luck at the store. See you in a bit.”

         Colt seemed to watch her walk as she passed him by, but Sassy lived up to her name and kept her shoulders proudly straight and a smirk on her lips. Even if she did have something terribly wrong with her, she wasn’t going to let people make a fuss.

         Shoving the strap of her travel purse higher up on her shoulder, she marched down the sidewalk, working out the kinks in her lower back and legs. It did help to be outside, to feel the warm sun on her face, to breathe in the clean mountain air. As soon as she was out of Colt’s line of vision, she paused and dug around in her purse until she found the over-the-counter headache medicine, quickly popping the pills and washing them down with another long drink of water before anyone could see.

         Most times, the medicine didn’t take away the headache, but it made it more bearable.

         “Sassy?” Peg Conway waved at her from across the street. “It is you! You’re back!”

         Lord have mercy. Sassy looked to her left and then to her right, but it was too late. She had no place to hide, and the woman had already stopped traffic to make a beeline across the street.

         “We weren’t expecting you back in town for another month.” Peg ripped off her bedazzled sunglasses and seemed to inspect her with narrowed brown eyes. “What’s wrong? What happened? Are you pale? You look pale.”

         “I’m not pale,” she corrected patiently. “I’m Irish.” Peg, on the other hand, had ancestors from Greece, and the woman earned a golden sun-kissed appearance every summer.

         “Well, thank the good Lord you’re back early.” The woman prodded her underneath the antique emporium’s awning as though she worried someone would see the two of them talking in broad daylight. Even if someone did see them, they likely wouldn’t believe their eyes given the way she and Peg used to bicker when they’d both been on the town council two years ago. Peg and Harold owned the bank in town and somehow believed that qualified them to run things the way they saw fit.

         Money or no money, Sassy had never had a problem standing up to them.

         “You’re not going to believe what’s happened.”

         That happened to be Peg’s favorite line. While her husband held the role as president of the bank, his wife had earned the title of queen gossiper in town.

         “Mayor Lund up and quit!” The woman didn’t wait for a response. “She walked out of the office two days ago without even bothering to give two weeks’ notice.” Peg gave a good look around as though this news hadn’t already traveled within a hundred-mile radius of where they stood.

         Ha. By now, even the moose in the woods likely knew about the mayor’s untimely departure. Especially with Peg on the loose.

         “Rumor has it she met someone online.” The woman’s whisper somehow seemed louder than her speaking voice.

         “Well, good for her.” Lord knew poor Mayor Lund wasn’t going to meet someone in this town. Sassy could attest to the fact that there weren’t any eligible bachelors over the age of fifty. Mayor Lund was only a few years younger than her and had gone through a terrible divorce a few years back. She deserved to be happy.

         “It’s not good for us.” Peg went into full argument mode, one hip kicked out, arms crossed like she was standing behind her head councilwoman podium at the town hall. “Not at all. I’m sure you’ve heard Ned Pearson passed away…”

         Sassy hadn’t heard boo while she’d been on vacation, but that likely wouldn’t matter. The more she spoke, the longer this conversation would go on, and Peg wasn’t helping her headache any.

         “Ned was going to leave that nice plot of land he owned next to the museum to the town trust.” The woman’s eyes widened and narrowed with the different inflections in her tone, adding dramatics to the bits of gossip. “We were going to create a community garden there, but instead that horrible Graham Wright talked poor old Ned into leaving the land to the museum instead.”

         That she could believe. Graham had moved to town six years ago to take over as the president of the Juniper Springs Geology Museum. From the start he’d been more concerned about preserving the building and grounds than he had about making the museum a fun and educational gathering place for tourists and the town. She’d even heard he’d kicked someone out for touching the glass on a display case. Needless to say, museum attendance had dropped nearly in half.
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