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            Chapter 1

         

         Eagle Hill Manor could have served as a backdrop for Gone with the Wind except that every one of the grand portico’s twelve Doric columns needed a coat of paint. Willow Petersen stood on the front walkway, shading her eyes. The November sun cast sharp shadows across the mansion’s dingy facade.

         Once the home of a wealthy robber baron, Eagle Hill Manor had been open to the public as an inn for decades. But it had clearly fallen on hard times in the eight years since Willow had last visited. It seemed hard to believe that two years had passed since Shelly had died.

         As far as Willow knew, Shelly’s mother, Poppy Marchand, still lived here. But why hadn’t Mrs. M put up her autumn decorations? Where were the grapevine wreaths with their autumn-gold ribbons? Where were the pots overflowing with purple and gold chrysanthemums? Autumn was one of the inn’s busier seasons, with tourists coming from all over the commonwealth to stay at one of Virginia’s great old houses and take in the fall foliage along the Skyline Drive.

         Willow squared her shoulders and fought down a wave of unease. If Mrs. M had died or moved away, Willow wouldn’t have known it; she’d done a bad job of keeping in touch, even before Shelly’s death.

         She had reached the front door when it opened outward, propelled by a redheaded child who barreled forward and connected with Willow’s midsection, knocking her back a step. A sudden, warm mix of relief, nostalgia, and sorrow spilled through Willow like a blessing. She hugged the child to her middle, absorbing a bittersweet mixture of grief and joy. Natalie, her godchild, whom she’d neglected. She clung to the girl’s shoulders and hoped time would stand still.

         It didn’t.

         A sharp, utterly male voice shouted from within the inn, “You come back here, Natalie Marie. You’re behaving like a brat.” Footsteps thumped from beyond the open door, coming in her direction.

         The little girl pushed Willow away, then scampered down the steps, her tangled red hair dancing behind her like a fiery contrail. She took off into the woods adjacent to the inn, her pink jacket and purple leggings soon lost to sight.

         An instant later, the owner of the voice came roaring through the door. He took the front steps two at a time and then stopped in the middle of the leaf-strewn lawn, looking right and left.

         David.

         The years had turned his face hard and gaunt, which only underscored his stunning good looks. He’d lost none of his presence, either. He took a breath and started to speak, and then pulled up short.

         “Willow? Is that you?” His words came out in a cloud of steam in the chilly November afternoon.

         Willow jammed her hands into the pockets of her cashmere coat—a relic from better days. “David.” Her voice sounded dry and thin.

         He cocked his head a tiny bit, assessing her. She’d gotten used to people doing that, ever since her decision to go public with her accusations of fraud against Restero Corporation, her former employer. Restero hadn’t taken her charges lying down. Their PR department had publicly painted Willow as a malcontent, a troublemaker, and even worse in numerous press releases that the Wall Street Journal had run almost verbatim. Now people stared at her the way they used to stare at her mother, as if she were slightly crazy.

         “What are you doing here?” David asked.

         “I live here,” she said, balling her hands into fists inside her pockets. “I mean I’ve moved back to Serenity Farm. With Mom,” she added, feeling small and broken.

         “Really?”

         “Yeah, I know, big surprise. Me coming back to Shenandoah Falls and living with my crazy hippie mother.”

         “Yes, it is.”

         “David, I’m so sorry about—” He silenced her with a lift of one eyebrow. As a member of the Lyndon family—one of Virginia’s most elite—he’d truly mastered that expression. Her heart almost broke. Once he’d been a good friend, but apparently that was no longer true.

         She changed the subject. “Natalie went that way.” She pointed to the path leading into the woods. “I’m sure she’s hiding out in the secret place.”

         His censorious stare turned into a bona fide scowl. “How could you possibly know anything about Natalie?”

         “I don’t,” she admitted, the pain sharp. “But I knew her mother.” Willow managed to keep her voice controlled despite her emotions.

         David turned away and marched off toward the woods, head down, hands swinging. His blue suit and dark wing-tip lace-ups weren’t exactly the right attire for tromping through the woods on a cold November day. But hand-tailored suits were the uniform of choice for the male members of the Lyndon family. David wore his well.

         Willow turned away, wondering if everyone in town would give her this kind of reception. She could almost hear the whispers going up and down the local grapevine: “Yep, that Willow girl sure is a chip off the old block. The apple didn’t fall too far from the Petersen tree. Both of those women are troublemakers.”

         She walked into the inn’s lobby, where she drank in the familiar setting, comforted by the fact that nothing much had changed since her girlhood. The place still smelled of beeswax and lemon oil, Persian rugs still covered the hardwood floors, and a pair of Queen Anne chairs still sat by the big fireplace in the lobby. But the furniture was dinged and scratched, the rugs threadbare, and the chairs’ upholstery faded. The lobby, which should have been busy at this hour with people arriving for high tea, was dark. So was the dining room.

         Shelly would be so disappointed.

         The thought settled into Willow’s mind the way snow sometimes settled on the mountains, a cold thing that made her shiver. That last day of her life, Shelly had traveled to New York to meet with an architect about restoring the inn. She’d lost her life on the train coming home in a tragic derailment, and now, apparently, all those plans had come to nothing.

         Willow continued through the familiar spaces, down a private hallway, and stopped in front of the closed door that led to the inn’s office. She knocked.

         “Come,” came the answer she’d been hoping for.

         Willow opened the door and found Mrs. M sitting behind an oak desk far too big for her. She wore a pair of half reading glasses that required her to tilt her head up as she looked at her computer screen. Her ever-present pearls and heather-gray twinset were like familiar friends. Her hair may have gone from blond to ash gray, but she still wore it in a pageboy, parted on one side.

         “Natalie’s swim bag is all packed and ready to go. It’s on the front table. I know you don’t want my opinion, but—”

         She looked up from her computer, surprise unfolding across her face like an old-fashioned lady’s fan. “Oh my goodness. You’re not David… Willow. Oh my. Is that you? Good God, it’s been years.” Mrs. M jumped up from the desk and rushed forward with arms extended. An instant later, Willow found herself enveloped in an Estée Lauder hug. The scent left a warm, sugary feeling in its wake.

         Mrs. M pushed her back. “Let me look at you,” she said in her Tidewater accent.

         Willow struggled to smile. “Mrs. Marchand, I—”

         “Oh, for goodness’ sake, you’re a grown woman now. Please don’t call me that. It reminds me that Craig has gone and left me behind. Which isn’t all that newsworthy. That man was always in a hurry.”

         “I came to pay my respects. Somewhat belatedly for—”

         “Oh, hush. There’s no need. I got your letter, remember? And I’ve kept it. It’s a comfort to know Shelly had such a good friend. I’m sorry you were so far away when the accident happened. In China of all places. You have become quite the world traveler, haven’t you?”

         “I guess. Not so much now, though.”

         Mrs. M waved her hand in dismissal. “No more of that kind of depressing talk. Do you have some time? I was about to go find some ginger snaps and tea. David should be along any moment to pick up Natalie, and then—”

         “David has already arrived and made a detour. Into the woods,” Willow said.

         Mrs. M’s blue eyes widened. “Detour?”

         “I met him on my way in. I stumbled into the middle of a father-daughter disagreement of some kind. Natalie seemed upset and was running away from him and—”

         “Oh, good Lord.” Mrs. M bolted through the door. “Natalie,” she shouted, “are you still playing in the library?”

         Willow followed Mrs. M down the hall into a sitting room off the lobby that had always been called the library because of the big bookshelf filled with dog-eared paperback novels. The room was deserted except for a redheaded American Girl doll and assorted clothing and accessories scattered over the carpet.

         “Natalie, where are you?” Poppy’s voice sounded urgent.

         “I told you, Mrs. M. I interrupted an argument or something. She ran off into the woods, and David followed after her. I’m sure she’s headed for the secret place.”

         The worry on Mrs. M’s face disappeared. “You remember the secret place?”

         “Of course I do. Shelly and I spent hours and hours there with our Barbies, planning elaborate weddings.” And their dreams for the future.

         Mrs. M nodded. “Yes, you did. And Natalie knows that place. I showed her the secret path this summer, and I told her that if she ever needed to talk to her mommy, that was the place to do it.” Mrs. M’s voice trembled a little as she continued. “At least that’s where I go when I need to talk to her.”

         “Oh, Mrs. M, I’m so sorry. I should have come home sooner. I should have—”

         “Nonsense. What happened was an accident. There’s nothing you could have done to stop it. I’m just glad to see you. And now that I know where Natalie is, I think I’ll let her play hide-and-seek with her father. I’m pretty sure he’s forgotten all about the secret place and the hidden path. Maybe if he has to look for it, it will make him late to his mother’s Election Day party, and that will be a few more minutes that Natalie doesn’t have to dance to Pam Lyndon’s tune. Why don’t we go find a pot of tea.”

         “But aren’t you worried about—”

         “Not in the least,” Mrs. M said with a wave of her hand. “Natalie is eight years old. When you and Shelly were that age, you had the run of the place. Remember?”

         Willow remembered. Those were some of the best times of her life.

         “Good. I’m an old-fashioned grandmother. I think the term these days is ‘free-range granny.’ A child needs some space to roam, if you ask me. And it’s the least I can do for Natalie, since her other grandmother would like to keep her on a very short leash.”

         Willow followed Mrs. M into the big, professional kitchen, which was empty of the usual cooks and helpers. Mrs. M busied herself with the kettle and a box of store-bought ginger snaps. She laid out a tray with a vintage china teapot and several mismatched English teacups. One of the saucers had a tiny chip—something Mrs. M would never have tolerated back in the day.

         “Let’s sit in the solarium,” Mrs. M said, picking up the tea tray.

         The solarium was a tiny bit cool on this November day. Once upon a time, the windows had provided a view of the Blue Ridge Mountains, but the azaleas in the flower beds outside had grown wild and leggy and now obscured the view on all sides.

         They settled themselves on a couple of wicker rocking chairs. Mrs. M poured, and the spicy scent of Earl Grey filled the air.

         “When did the inn close its doors?” Willow asked.

         Mrs. M picked up her saucer and leaned back into the rocking chair. “Not very long ago. In September.”

         “Was business that bad?”

         Mrs. M rocked back in her chair. “Time marches on, and I couldn’t keep up with things like I used to. To be honest, I thought my innkeeping days were over when Craig and I sold the inn to Shelly. But then Craig and Shelly passed, and I ended up back here trying to do it all. It’s time to hand the place off to someone else.”

         “But Shelly had so many plans. I mean, we had lunch not long before the accident, and all Shelly talked about was restoring the inn. Whatever happened to her plans?”

         “I’m afraid her plans died with her.” Mrs. M put her cup and saucer down on the table. When she spoke again, her tone was sad and nostalgic. “Willow, I know Shelly had big dreams of restoring the inn, but she was never going to put them into action. David never wanted to be an innkeeper. And sooner or later, Shelly would have had to make a choice between her marriage and the inn. I’m sure she would have chosen her marriage. She loved David very much.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         David tramped through the woods, going around in circles yelling Natalie’s name. His daughter was being her worst willful self, but after twenty minutes of searching to no avail, a deep worry overtook him.

         What if something terrible had happened to her? Maybe she’d fallen down and hit her head. Or maybe some intruder had kidnapped her. David reached for his cell phone and was poised to dial 911 when footsteps through the leaf litter sounded behind him.

         He turned, hoping Natalie had come to her senses.

         No such luck. Willow Petersen came striding down the path in her black coat, her blond hair all tucked up in a businesslike hairdo. “Poppy sent me to find you, in case you’ve forgotten the way to the secret place.”

         Annoyance and resentment prickled along his skin. How the hell did Willow Petersen know anything about Natalie and her secret hiding places? Willow had met Natalie exactly one time, on the day of his daughter’s christening a little more than eight years ago. For all of Natalie’s short life, Willow had been too busy with her career to give a crap about her goddaughter.

         After Shelly’s death, he would have expected Willow to make an effort to show up. But there had been nothing. Nothing at all.

         He wanted to tell her off. He wanted to read her the riot act for missing Shelly’s funeral on that cold December day. He wanted to scream at her because it seemed so damn unfair that Shelly wasn’t here anymore.

         But he had more discipline than that. So he swallowed down his anger and said, “You have a firm grasp of the obvious.” Then he gave Willow his implacable, bulldog scowl—the one he’d regularly used to intimidate people as chairman of the Jefferson County Council. It bounced right off her.

         “Come on, I’ll show you the secret path.” She swished past him and headed down the main path a few strides. He followed as she took a left turn off the main footpath and onto a muddy rut that was most definitely not a regular path.

         After a short walk, they emerged from the woods into a small clearing near Morgan Avenue. The meadow looked neglected, as if it hadn’t been mowed in some time. The wild grass had grown knee high, and even now, the first week of November, yellow and white wildflowers bloomed everywhere.

         Off to the left a few paces stood the tumbled-down limestone church that was known as Laurel Chapel. No one had worshipped there in almost a century, and its sanctuary was now open to the sky, its arched windows broken. Beside it stood the oldest cemetery in town, where a few of David’s forebears had been buried. The graveyard was ringed by a dry stone wall that was in good repair. St. Luke’s, the Episcopal church in town, took care of the cemetery. Laurel Chapel had once been the Episcopalians’ place of worship before they built the big church in town a hundred years ago. The congregation had sold the land up here, along with the old church building, as a means of raising the funds for their much grander place of worship. In the years since, the building had fallen to ruins.

         David knew this place, but he’d never walked here from the inn before. He’d always come by car and parked in the gravel lot adjacent to the ruins of the church. Hikers seeking access to the Appalachian Trail frequently parked there, especially in the spring when the mountain laurel bloomed.

         The laurel had been in bloom that day, long ago, when Shelly had brought him up here full of ideas and plans for their wedding. She’d wanted to put up a tent on this meadow and hold the reception at her parents’ inn.

         That wasn’t possible, of course. The guest list for their wedding included senators, governors, and the vice president. The meadow by Laurel Chapel wasn’t anywhere close to secure enough for a guest list like that. So they’d been married in Washington, DC, with the Secret Service in attendance.

         “I know for a fact Shelly brought you here,” Willow said as if reading his mind. “I’m surprised you didn’t know about the hidden path. The old chapel always was Shelly’s secret place.”

         He didn’t respond. What could he say? He should have known this. Instead, he walked past her toward the church and through the empty doorway into the nave. Leaves lay in clumps across the stone floor where once the pews, altar, and pulpit had stood.

         “Natalie, are you hiding in here?” he asked.

         A little whimper from the corner of the sanctuary was his answer. He moved forward through the gloom and found his daughter sitting in a pile of leaves. She hugged her knees with a pair of grubby hands, and her head rested on dirty leggings.

         The pull of muscles across his shoulders eased at the sight of her. He lived in perpetual fear of losing her. He wanted to pull her into his arms and spoil her. But what kind of father would that make him? She needed discipline.

         “Natalie,” he said in his sternest voice, “I won’t tolerate this kind of behavior from you. What were you thinking, running away from me? You could have been injured or worse.”

         His daughter looked up at him, her chin wobbling while defiance sparked in her deep brown eyes.

         “Sweetheart, I know you’re disappointed about your swimming time trials, but it’s Election Day, and Grandmother’s party is important. Not just to her, but to me. Didn’t I explain last night that there will be important people at this party that I have to be nice to because I’m thinking about being a congressman? Those people want to meet you too.”

         “I don’t want to meet them.”

         Of course she didn’t. But that didn’t change things. Like it or not, Natalie would grow up as a congressman’s daughter, like he’d grown up as a senator’s son.

         “Sweetie, we talked about this, remember? When I was growing up, there were lots of times when I had to do things that I didn’t want to do because Grandfather is a senator. But I did as I was told. Because I am a Lyndon, and Lyndons make sacrifices.”

         Natalie wiped her nose on the sleeve of her jacket, and he almost corrected her before he remembered that he didn’t have a handkerchief with him today because he hadn’t been to the laundry in more than a week.

         He became acutely aware of his failings as a parent. Natalie did that to him. Often.

         “I don’t want to go. I want to beat Meghan in breaststroke. She’s always telling everyone she’s faster than I am.”

         “I’m sorry. But there will be another set of time trials next month, and swimming competition doesn’t start until the spring. Election Day comes once a year. Besides, you don’t want to make Grandmother unhappy, do you? You know how unpleasant that can be.”

         Natalie’s mouth thinned like Shelly’s used to whenever they argued about Mother. But this time Mother was right. David needed to be at her barbeque this evening because he was planning a run for Congress next year. Important donors and political consultants would be in attendance, and they all wanted to meet Natalie. Like it or not, she was the candidate’s daughter, and the two of them were a package deal.

         He folded his arms across his chest. “Do you want a time-out?”

         She gave him a mutinous scowl.

         “Do you? Because it can be arranged. Honestly, Natalie, I just don’t know what I’m going to do with you. I don’t like this attitude you’ve suddenly developed.”

         The quiver in her lower lip intensified. Damn. He hated it when she cried.

         “Are you ready to go?” he asked, fully expecting her to either burst into tears, give him the eight-year-old death stare, or pitch a tantrum.

         She opted for a version of the death stare, complete with big tears that spilled down her cheeks, leaving dirty tracks on her face. “Yes, Daddy,” she said in a forlorn voice as she stood. His heart wrenched when she hung her head and started walking toward the door.

         He turned and found Willow Peterson standing behind him, her hands on her hips, her gaze sharp and unforgiving.

         “You don’t get to judge me,” he barked. “I have a career too.”

         She lifted one shoulder and blinked. “I’m not judging you, David. I was just wondering if it’s true what Mrs. M said—that you’re planning to sell the inn because you’re going to run for Congress.”

         “I never promised Shelly I would keep the inn. And I wish to God Almighty she had listened to me. Because if she’d listened, she would have given up those silly plans of hers. And if she’d given up those plans, she’d never have gone to New York to meet with an architect. And if she’d never gone to New York, she would be alive today.”

         And with that he stepped around his wife’s so-called best friend and left the ruined chapel behind.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 2

         

         It was happy hour when Willow strolled into the Jaybird Café and Music Hall in downtown Shenandoah Falls. The scent of beer and French fries jolted her with a wave of deep nostalgia as she took the last open seat at the bar.

         Willow’s family had owned and managed the Jaybird for more than thirty years, providing farm-to-table menu choices and live music on Friday and Saturday nights. The café was a second home for Willow and her younger sister, Juni, who’d come along a couple of years after the family had settled in Northern Virginia. Many a night, Willow and Juni had eaten their dinners at the café, done their schoolwork at one of the tables, and crashed on cots in the back.

         Now the little baby who had once toddled around the place was the café’s manager and backup bartender. Tonight she was busy dealing with a larger-than-normal happy-hour crowd, who were drinking and keeping tabs on election results on the television screens scattered around the dining room.

         “What have you been up to today?” Juni asked from behind the bar.

         As usual, Willow’s sister was channeling Mom this evening. She wore a blue East-Indian print dress that she’d probably bought at the Haggle Shop, the local consignment store that had a large section of vintage clothing. Juni had dark curly hair that reached her waist, and even though she and Willow shared a mother, they looked nothing alike. Willow had straight blond hair and eyes that were a mossy shade of green. Juni’s eyes were as dark as espresso coffee.

         “I spent some time at Eagle Hill Manor. Did you know David Lyndon’s selling the place?” Willow asked.

         “That’s not surprising. The inn’s been closed for a couple of months.” Juni leaned toward the bar and spoke in a low voice. “If I had the money, I might just buy that old place.”

         “Since when do you have a burning desire to be an innkeeper?”

         Juni shrugged. “Don’t know. I just have a feeling, you know?”

         Juni was always having “feelings” about stuff. She could also allegedly read auras, tell fortunes with tarot cards, and heal people with crystals. In short, Juni couldn’t have been less like Willow if she tried.

         “What do you think?” Juni asked. “You’re the one with the MBA from Wharton. Could Eagle Hill be a business opportunity?”

         “I’d have to do some market research. I know nothing about the hospitality sector.”

         Juni shook her head. “It’s amazing how much time you waste with your research. I say go with your gut this time. My gut says that someone is going to make a pile of money with that place.”

         “Someone with liquid assets,” Willow said. “Which isn’t me. Hey, can I beg a beer and one of your bacon cheeseburgers? I’m desperate for comfort food, not Mom’s fried eggplant.”

         Juni gave Willow a madonna-like smile as she pulled a draft. “If you tried eggplant, you might like it.”

         Willow shook her head and made a gagging noise. “I have tried it.”

         Juni put the beer in front of her sister. “I’ll put in an order for the cheeseburger. I gotta go. It’s crazy in here tonight for a Tuesday.”

         Juni headed off to fill a drink order, leaving Willow alone to brood about the dismal state of her life. She had no job and no prospects.

         After what Restero had said about her in the Wall Street Journal, it was likely that potential investors and venture capitalists would regard her as high risk. She couldn’t self-fund anything. She was without assets or collateral.

         She’d blown all her assets to retain the law firm of Astor, Roswell, and Cade—a firm with a track record for defending people in her situation. The US False Claims Act was supposed to protect corporate whistle-blowers from harassment and job retaliation, but those provisions meant nothing until Willow got a court date. Until she proved that Restero and its CEO, Corbin Martinson, had committed Medicare fraud by knowingly selling defective hip replacements, she would always be a disgruntled troublemaker out for revenge.

         She was mulling over this depressing reality when a thirtysomething woman with straight black hair and sky-blue eyes sidled up to the bar and ordered a margarita, a manhattan, and a lemon-drop martini. There was something vaguely familiar about the woman, but Willow couldn’t quite place her.

         The woman turned, her forehead rumpling. “Willow? Oh my God, is that you? It’s me, Courtney Wallace, remember, from tenth grade?”

         Willow blinked a few times, trying to jibe this beautiful woman with the Courtney Wallace she’d known in high school. That Courtney had zits and braces and was the undisputed geek girl in their graduating class.

         “Hi,” Willow said, suddenly awkward.

         “It’s been years, Willow. Are you visiting for a while?” Courtney asked.

         “No. I’ve moved back. I’m living with Mom at the farm.” Her face heated with the humiliation of being thirty-four years old and suddenly living at home with her mother.

         “That’s wonderful,”

         No, it wasn’t wonderful, but Willow refrained from saying that out loud.

         “Here you go,” Juni said as she finished mixing Courtney’s drink order. “You want to put this on a tab?”

         “Yeah,” Courtney said, picking up the margarita and the lemon-drop martini. “Come on, Willow. Grab your beer and the manhattan and come on back to say hey to the girls.”

         Willow didn’t want to socialize with high school acquaintances. Not with her life in shambles. It would be embarrassing. But Juni had other ideas. “Go,” she said, giving a little wave from behind the bar. “You need to reconnect, you know? I’ll send your burger over when it’s ready.”

         And that was that. Willow had been hung out to dry by her little sister, who was so obviously trying to get her to move on with her life. Willow gave her sister the stink eye, then picked up her beer and the manhattan and followed Courtney off to a table in the back corner where two women were sitting.

         “Hey, guys, look who I found at the bar,” Courtney said as she placed the margarita in front of a woman with long dark hair and smart-girl glasses and the lemon drop in front of a thin woman with brown hair carefully styled in a smooth pageboy.

         The women at the table blinked up at Willow, the confusion on their faces proving that they hadn’t recognized Willow any more than Willow had recognized them.

         “The manhattan’s mine,” Courtney said as she plopped down on one of the empty chairs. “Sit down, Willow.”

         Willow sat and then immediately started thinking of ways to excuse herself. She didn’t know or remember any of these people, and she didn’t want to endure the awkwardness that always came when people realized who she was.

         By the same token, she didn’t want to be rude either. She had to live in this town, and she knew how things worked. Being pleasant was the best way to get along with people—especially those who were ready to judge her for whatever reason.

         Lemon-Drop Girl cocked her head and stared. “Do we know you?” she asked.

         “Oh, for goodness’ sake,” Courtney said, gesturing with her manhattan. “This is Juni’s big sister, Willow. She was my lab partner in tenth grade and one of the very few people at Braddock High who never once said a single word about my braces or my zits.” She turned toward Willow with a sheen in her eyes. “I’ll never forget that day when you punched Dusty McNeil for calling me a pizza face and told him he was lewd, rude, and socially unacceptable.”

         Willow had no recollection of this specific incident, although she had frequently called Dusty all kinds of names. The two of them had spent high school endlessly dissing each other. And when they weren’t hurling insults, they were bass-hole buddies with fishing rods, whiling away the hours on Liberty Run. Willow had worked hard to rise above that younger version of herself.

         “I’m Arwen Jacobs,” Lemon-Drop Girl said. “Juni and I were in the same graduating class, which probably explains why I don’t remember you.”

         “Hi, Willow. I also graduated in Juni’s class,” Margarita Girl said. “I’m Melissa Portman. My grandmother owned the bookstore in town, and I remember you coming into Secondhand Prose with Shelly Marchand all the time.”

         The memory warmed Willow. “You were the skinny kid with big glasses who always had her nose in a book.”

         Melissa nodded. “Yup, that’s me. I remember that you never bought many books, but Shelly was addicted to paperback romances.”

         Which Shelly had consumed like candy until David Lyndon had come down from the hill to fish on Dusty McNeil’s land. And then Shelly had found her own real-life romance.

         “It’s so sad the way she died,” Arwen said as she lifted her lemon-drop martini. “Here’s to Shelly, the local girl who landed her prince.”

         “Yeah,” Courtney said, lifting her manhattan. “To Shelly.”

         Willow raised her beer but said nothing. Having spent all afternoon at the inn and the old chapel, she didn’t trust her voice. Shelly’s death had left a hollow, achy place in Willow’s heart.

         “As a technical point, I don’t think David Lyndon is a prince,” Melissa said, “but I’ll drink to Shelly.”

         “You know,” Courtney said, giving Melissa a direct, blue-eyed stare, “you need to give up this thing you have about the Lyndons. David Lyndon is a prince. And you are about to marry another prince of the same family.”

         “His last name isn’t Lyndon. It’s Talbert.”

         “What’s all this about?” Willow asked, suddenly curious.

         “Melissa just got engaged to Jefferson Talbert-Lyndon, the journalist. She’s never been a big fan of the Lyndons, which is why it’s so funny that she’s marrying one of them,” Arwen said.

         Melissa’s cheeks pinked. “Don’t listen to them. They tease me all the time about this. But the thing is, Jeff, my fiancé, legally changed his name. He’s Jeff Talbert now. The Lyndons need to get that into their thick skulls.”

         Willow recognized Jefferson Talbert-Lyndon’s name. He’d made news last spring with an article that put an end to the president’s first choice for the Supreme Court. He was also Nina Talbert’s son, and Nina was one of America’s richest heiresses.

         “We were just discussing the wedding,” Arwen said. “In fact, that’s the main reason we’re here drinking.”

         “You’ve got that right,” Melissa said, picking up her margarita and draining it.

         “Go easy on that, girl. Remember what happened the last time you overdid it with the margaritas? It was crying-jag city, and we don’t want that to happen again, right?” Courtney said, then turned toward Willow. “You see, the problem is that Melissa wants a small wedding, but Jeff’s mother and father have invited the world. Which is awkward because his father is Thomas Lyndon and his mother is Nina Talbert. So when I say ‘the world,’ I mean a lot of people. Like four hundred of them.”

         “Also,” Arwen added, “since Jeff’s mother and father are divorced and his father is the ambassador to Japan, he’s deputized his sister-in-law, Pamela Lyndon, to make sure that the wedding is up to the usual Lyndon standards. And even worse, Pam Lyndon and Nina Talbert are old friends from college. So they’ve planned this big Christmas wedding in New York City. At the Plaza Hotel. And they have, more or less, completely ignored Melissa’s opinions about virtually everything.”

         Melissa thunked her head on the table a couple of times. “I hate this wedding. I need another margarita.”

         “Aw, c’mon, sweetie. You don’t have to get married in New York. You know that.” Courtney gave Melissa’s back a little rub.

         Melissa looked up. “You’re right. Jeff and I are going to elope.”

         “You’ll do no such thing. That’s what this intervention is all about tonight,” Courtney said.

         “We’re here to convince you to plan your own alternate wedding,” Arwen said.

         “How can I do that? There’s no time to plan a wedding. Not to mention the fact that Jeff’s mother and aunt will be furious with me.”

         “They’ll be furious if you elope, and so will Arwen and I. No woman really wants to elope,” Courtney said, then turned toward Willow. “Don’t you think that’s true, Willow?”

         Willow had never given this question any thought. After Corbin Martinson’s betrayal, marriage wasn’t on her short-range to-do list. It wasn’t even on her long-range bucket list. “I don’t know much about weddings,” she said. “But I do know that if anyone can drive a girl to Vegas for a quickie wedding, it’s Pam Lyndon.”

         “Boy, you sure have that right,” Melissa said on a deep breath.

         Willow continued. “Shelly wanted a small wedding with a reception at Eagle Hill Manor, which was her home, for goodness’ sake. But Pam wanted something else altogether. And Shelly was bullied into this big, extravagant thing in DC. There were three hundred guests at her wedding, not to mention Secret Service at every door because the vice president was there. It was awful.”

         Melissa’s eyes brightened behind her glasses with a sheen of tears. “Pam Lyndon is a royal pain in the ass.”

         A fierce need to protect Melissa settled in Willow’s gut. “Don’t you let Pam Lyndon make you cry,” she said. “Shelly made one concession after another. Nothing was the way she wanted it—not even her wedding dress. And then, on the night before the wedding, she ended up bawling her eyes out. I had to sit there and hold her hand. It was awful.”

         Willow took a big sip of her beer, trying to push away the sudden burning memory of that night. David and Shelly had loved each other, and their wedding could have rivaled a royal wedding. Unfortunately, it wasn’t the wedding Shelly had wanted.

         “Thank you, Willow,” Melissa said, taking off her glasses and wiping her eyes. She sat up straight and looked at her friends. “Okay, girls, I admit it. You’re right. I shouldn’t have to elope and I shouldn’t have to go to New York to get married in some hotel with a zillion strangers as wedding guests. Shenandoah Falls is my home. It’s where Jeff and I will live after we’re married. We should get married here, with our friends and family present.”

         “Now you’re talking,” Courtney said.

         “And I’d want my ceremony at Grace Presbyterian, where Grammy was a member all her life. At Christmastime.”

         “Check,” Courtney said. “To be totally honest, honey, I called Reverend Gladwin the day before yesterday and scheduled him for December ninteenth. So the church and the pastor are already taken care of. We just need to talk about the reception.”

         Melissa’s face registered her surprise and delight. “You’re kidding me. Really? You did that for me?”

         Courtney took her time finishing her manhattan. “I’m not kidding. You have a minister and a church all scheduled, so there’s no need for you to go traipsing off to Vegas.”

         “But we still have a huge issue with the bridesmaid dresses. I, for one, am not wearing that hideous thing Pam Lyndon chose for me,” Arwen said, fishing the olive out of her empty martini glass and popping it in her mouth.

         “I admit the dresses are a big problem,” Courtney said, “but we can always make dresses, if all else fails. The bigger issue is the reception. The fellowship hall at Grace Presbyterian is taken on December nineteenth. They’re holding their annual Christmas pageant there.”

         “If it’s a small enough wedding, we could probably hire out the main taproom at the Red Fern Inn,” Arwen suggested.

         “That won’t work. You could get, like, three people in there. Melissa needs a bigger wedding than that,” Courtney said, pulling a day planner from her purse and flipping through the calendar section. “Unfortunately, the tasting room at Bella Vista Vineyards is also booked on December nineteenth, so finding a venue in Shenandoah Falls is going to be next to impossible. We might have to consider Winchester or, failing that, there’s always Berkeley Springs. Maybe the Castle is available.”

         The conversation went back and forth between Courtney and Arwen for a solid fifteen minutes while Juni delivered Willow’s burger and another round of drinks. Melissa said little as she watched her friends bounce ideas around like Ping-Pong balls. And then, just as Willow had consumed her last French fry, Melissa held up her hands and spoke. “Stop, you guys. I know what I want, and I’m sure the space is available.”

         “Where?” Arwen and Courtney asked in unison.

         “Eagle Hill Manor.”

         “But it’s closed," Courtney said.

         “I know, and that’s why it’s sure to be available.”

         “But—”

         Melissa held up her hand again. “Don’t you guys remember how beautifully decorated the inn used to be at Christmastime? Grammy took me there for high tea every December. She loved that place. And besides, Eagle Hill Manor is a part of our town, whether it’s closed for business or not. It would be perfect for a wedding reception.”

         “You’re right,” Willow said in a cautious tone, the depression that clouded her heart lifting a little. “But I don’t see how you’ll ever get David Lyndon to allow it. I spoke with him earlier today, and he’s putting the place up for sale. And even if he puts off selling the inn, I’m afraid it’s gotten a little shabby over the years.”

         “We could help David fix it up before he puts it on the market,” Melissa said. “Jeff is fabulous at fixing things up. You should see what he’s doing to Secondhand Prose.”

         “It’s more complicated than that,” Willow said. “He’d have to defy Pam to allow it. I know it would be a wonderful place for a wedding, but I—”

         “We should do it for Shelly.”

         Melissa’s words were almost like a slap to the face—the kind that clears a cloudy mind. Shelly would have been overjoyed to host this wedding.

         Unfortunately, Shelly’s husband would never agree. Not in a million years.

         “Melissa, it’s just not that simple,” Willow said in her kindest tone. “Based on something David said to me this afternoon, I think he blames the inn for Shelly’s death. So all he wants is to be rid of it. I think you guys need to look at reception places in Winchester or Leesburg or even Berkeley Springs, because you’ll never convince David Lyndon to host the wedding.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         “Three-no-trump,” Walter Braden said, giving Poppy Marchand one of his I’m-in-charge-of-this-bridge-hand looks. Unlike her late husband, Walter was an aggressive bridge partner. She personally hated playing no-trump hands, but Walter seemed to relish them. Well, he’d get his way with this hand. She laid down her cards and sat back to watch him in action.

         It was delicious fun. He was movie-star handsome with his silver hair, cleft chin, and brown eyes. He was also a consummate player who had participated in several bridge tournaments with his late wife.

         “He’s at it again,” Faye Appleby said with a wink at Poppy. Faye was so transparent. She was always throwing Poppy and Walter together because they were the two “single” members of the bridge club. If Poppy were ten years younger, she might have appreciated Faye’s matchmaking efforts. But she was too old for romance, and besides, Walter was a baby. He hadn’t even reached the six-decade mark.

         “Well, that’s it for tonight,” Harlan Appleby said, once Walter had played the hand and won the game. Across the room, Budd and Viola Ingram and Scott and Dakota Fowler were finishing up. It was a small bridge club, but they’d been playing together on Tuesday evenings for years.

         “Poppy, dear,” Faye said as Harlan packed up the cards, “is it true, what I heard today from Gracie Teague? Is Eagle Hill Manor really up for sale?”

         “It’s true,” Walter said before Poppy could respond. “I’m the listing agent. David wants to put it on the market next week. I’ve told him he should take a little time and at least give the place a coat of paint, but he seems to be in a hurry to move on.”

         Poppy lowered her gaze and focused on her hands, folded on the card table. Why was she so surprised by this news? She’d known for years that David planned to sell the old place, but it still hurt to hear that her son-in-law had met with Walter and hadn’t even bothered to mention it.

         Faye reached over and gave Poppy’s hand a squeeze. “I’m so sorry. I know how much the manor means to you.”

         “Well, it was inevitable,” she said, looking up right into the kindness in Walter’s eyes. “Clement Spurling has announced his retirement, and David is going to run for his congressional seat. He doesn’t need an inn if he’s a member of Congress. And to be honest, he never ran the inn. He left all that to Shelly. And me, after Shelly died. Y’all, I’m too old to be an innkeeper anymore.”

         Harlan frowned in her direction. “Since when are you too old?”

         “Harlan, I’m sixty-three, and I’m ready to retire. It’s hard work running an inn, especially without David’s help.”

         “Well, if you ask me,” Viola Ingram said, as she stood up and stretched her back, “we ought to put our heads together and figure out a way to make David reconsider.”

         “That’s not going to happen. David Lyndon was born to run,” Poppy said.

         Bud Ingram immediately dropped into a not-very-good impression of Bruce Springsteen and sang a few bars of “Born to Run” while he played air guitar.

         Faye ignored Bud’s antics. “We need to do something about this. I mean, it’s sad that Eagle Hill Manor has closed its doors, especially at Christmastime. Everyone loved your teas, Poppy. It’s like Shenandoah Falls has lost some of its luster. And it’s David’s fault.”

         “No, it isn’t David’s fault,” Poppy said. “It’s just the way it is. Craig and I were ready to give up being innkeepers a long time ago. Shelly wanted to continue on, but she’s gone now, and that’s not anyone’s fault except maybe Amtrak’s.”

         “Well, I don’t like it,” Fay grumbled. “Where will you go when the inn is sold?”

         Before Poppy could respond, Walter spoke again. “David is looking for a new house with a separate apartment for Poppy. She’ll be fine.”

         “Be quiet,” Faye said, giving Walter her evil eye. “You’re a traitor, you know that? I can’t believe you agreed to help David sell the inn.”

         “I’m a Realtor. It’s what I do.”

         Faye turned her back on Walter. “Poppy, sweetie, it’s nice that David is looking for a house with a separate apartment. But what happens when David remarries?”

         “Do you know something I don’t?” Poppy asked. Her heart lurched in her chest.

         “No, I don’t. Not really. Except that my niece Arwen works at LL&K, you know, and she told me that there’s something going on between David and Roxanne Kopp, the managing partner’s daughter.”

         This was news. It could be gossip, or it could be something important. “I don’t know anything about David’s love life,” she said.

         “Well, you ought to,” Faye said. “You have a vested interest in who he sleeps with. I mean, he’s probably going to remarry, and that woman is going to be Natalie’s stepmother. Have you ever met Roxanne Kopp?”

         “No. And near as I can see, David is living the life of a monk. So hearing that he has a love life is surprising.”

         “That won’t always be true,” Bud said. “He’s a young guy. He’s going to get horny.”

         “Oh, for goodness’ sake, Bud,” Viola said, punching her husband in the arm, “that’s such an immature thing to say.”

         “I don’t know. It has the ring of truth to me,” Harlan said. “Sooner or later he’s going to shack up with someone.”

         Faye almost exploded from her chair. “Harlan Appleby, that’s the most insensitive thing I’ve ever heard you say.”

         “Okay, but you know it’s true. And if he marries someone his mother picks out for him, that won’t be good for Poppy.” Harlan leaned back in his folding chair and continued. “If it’s inevitable that David’s going to get horny one day, shouldn’t we make sure that whoever he has a love life with is someone Poppy likes?”

         “Oh,” Viola said, “that’s a good idea. Maybe we should make a list of eligible women and vet them.”

         Poppy stood up, putting an end to this ridiculous conversation. “Look, y’all, I’m glad you’re concerned about me, but I’ll be fine. And under no circumstances are any of you to even think about developing a list and vetting it. David needs to stop grieving before he can move on.”

         She picked up the half-full bowl of bridge mix and carried it into Faye’s kitchen. Behind her, she heard an ominous murmur that sounded like her friends had chosen to ignore her request. Courtney Wallace’s name was definitely mentioned before Poppy even made it to the kitchen door. This was likely to end in complete disaster if she didn’t stop them.

         Walter followed her into the kitchen and dropped another half-full bowl of bridge mix on the counter. “You didn’t know that David had met with me about the inn, did you?” he asked.

         “Well, I…”

         “Don’t lie. You’re so bad at it.”

         “No,” she said on a long sigh. “I knew he was going to sell it. I just didn’t know that he’d spoken to you about it.”

         He took her by the shoulders, and something carnal crept through her body. How adolescent, although it was strangely reaffirming, as if her body were saying that she wasn’t all that old after all.

         “I’m sorry,” Walter said in that deep voice of his. He’d come from someplace in Tennessee, and he’d never quite lost the sexy Southern lilt. “I’d assumed David told you about the inn and the house hunting. And I meant what I said. He told me that a separate apartment for you was a requirement. He’s going to look after you, Poppy.”

         Walter gave her a dazzling smile, and for some reason she wanted to slap his face. She didn’t want to be beholden to David Lyndon. She wanted…

         Well, she didn’t know quite what she wanted. More. Of something. Something that she’d lost these last few years.

         She shrugged off Walter’s hands. There was no sense in being silly about the man, and besides, it was slightly embarrassing that he thought she was one step away from being homeless.

         “I have only two things to say to you, Walter Braden. First of all, don’t ever assume anything. And second of all, I am not helpless. I don’t need anyone to ‘look after’ me. Until just recently, I was managing an inn all by myself.”

         She turned her back on him and stalked out of the kitchen.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 3

         

         On Wednesday morning, David’s younger sister, Heather, dropped by his office for a postmortem on last night’s barbeque party, which had been so much more than a social event. A lot of business had been conducted, and David now had a long to-do list.

         Heather was there to help.

         She sat in the Queen Anne chair beside David’s desk looking every inch the political professional she had become. She wore a dark business suit with a slim skirt, a white blouse, and a round pearl pin in her lapel. Her dark eyes gleamed with excitement as she spoke. “So, I’m thinking we can count on support from Douglas Miller, Henry Blumstein, and Barbara Dahl. All three of them would make excellent members of your steering committee.”

         Heather wanted and expected to become David’s campaign manager, and he couldn’t think of anyone better. She was two years younger than David, but she had always out-excelled him. She’d graduated top of her class from William & Mary and then had taken top honors at the John F. Kennedy School of Government at Harvard. After that, she’d volunteered on several political campaigns, turning that experience and Dad’s connections into a position at OnTarget, the political consulting firm owned by Hale Chandler, one of the A-list political consultants on Mother’s invitation list last night.

         The Election Day barbeque had been a complete success. David had gotten a few commitments of support from key county and party officials, and Hale Chandler himself had attended. Heather, Dad, Hale, and David had spent long hours talking into the night about virtually all aspects of the upcoming race.

         The plan was to announce his candidacy on January 18, giving him a scant two months to form an advisory committee, develop a written plan, put together a fundraising committee, find a treasurer, and fill several positions, such as volunteer coordinator and scheduler.

         It was almost overwhelming, but Heather seemed to have it all under control. She was the picture of calm as she made herself comfortable in the chair, crossed her legs, and started twirling a lock of hair around her fingers. “We need to sketch out our issue platform right away,” she said. “I can do that in the next couple of days. I’m sure your views are more or less identical to Dad’s.”

         She didn’t wait for his assent before she spoke again. “Oh, and Hale called me early this morning. He told me he was impressed with you. He thinks you’re totally salable, especially being a single father. He did mention one concern about Natalie. She was a little sullen last night. We’ll need to get her to smile more. And she needs to get over being shy around grown-ups.”

         Guilt prickled through David. “Sullen” wasn’t precisely the word he’d use to describe Natalie’s behavior. She’d been quiet and painfully shy last night. But this morning she’d been rebellious, giving him the silent treatment over their morning Cheerios.

         Heather dropped her hair and leaned forward. “Davie, are you listening to me? You had one of your faraway looks on your face.”

         “I was listening. And I was thinking that next time Mother holds a party like that, I’m going to leave Natalie at home. Remember how we were brought up, going to all of those dull parties? I hated it.”

         “Speak for yourself. I loved campaigning with Dad. You’re the one who always wanted to go fishing.”

         “I guess. But it just seems wrong to put Natalie on display like that. Sorry, but if you’re going to be my campaign manager, and if Hale is going to be my consultant, then you both need to know that Natalie is off-limits, starting right now.”

         Heather grinned. “You want me to be your campaign manager? Really?” She sounded like a kid who’d just been told she’s going to Disney World.

         Affection tugged at his heart. He loved his little sister. “It’s sort of been assumed all these years.”

         “Yeah, but you know, Dad wanted Eric Flannigan. That’s all he talked about last night. I thought you were going to do what he said.”

         “Eric is Dad’s guy. You’re mine.”

         Just then David’s office door burst open, and Gillian, David’s assistant, said, “No, stop, Mr. Talbert. You can’t go in there. He has someone with him.”

         Jefferson Talbert, David’s first cousin, ignored Gillian and strolled into the office anyway. “Hi, guys,” he said in an accent that betrayed his upbringing in New York City. He dropped into the second Queen Anne chair and crossed one jeans-clad leg over the other. He was wearing a red T-shirt with a portrait of Jack Kerouac, captioned with the words, “I have nothing to offer anyone except my own confusion.”

         “I need to talk to you,” Jeff said, aiming his intense gaze at David.

         “Okay, but I’m talking to Heather right now. Maybe—”

         “No, it’s fine. I’m dying to know what Jeff has on his mind. And also I’m thinking we should hit him up for the advisory committee.” Heather gave Jeff a big grin.

         “When I hear the words ‘advisory committee,’ I know my checkbook’s going to be involved somehow. I guess it’s official. You’re running for Congress, huh?”

         David nodded. “Yeah, I am. But I’m sure you didn’t swing by this morning just to tell me you wanted to be on my advisory committee.”

         “Well, if you want to know, I’m here about the wedding. I need your help with it.”

         “What?”

         Jeff dropped his leg so he could lean forward in an aggressive posture. “Neither Melissa nor I like the idea of turning our wedding into some kind of big, political gala. I’m not running for Congress, and I don’t see why we have to accommodate your career at our wedding.”

         “Oh boy,” Heather muttered. “You really don’t know how it works, do you?”

         “How what works?” Jeff turned toward Heather.

         “How the family works. Every event is an opportunity for political maneuvering. Sometimes it’s a campaign. Sometimes it’s Dad trying to work a compromise on a piece of legislation. Don’t underestimate how much of what happens in Washington occurs at weddings, bar mitzvahs, and intimate dinner parties. In fact, if more legislators socialized at events like that, there’d be a whole lot less gridlock in Washington.”

         “Well, this is not Washington, and none of that is going to happen at my wedding. I’d like to do this the nice way, by talking things through and coming together with a compromise.”

         “What do you want?” David asked.

         “I want you to tell your mother to back off and let Melissa plan her own wedding.”

         “Mother isn’t the only one planning this wedding,” Heather said in a sharp, angry tone. “Your mother is also involved.”

         “I’ll deal with my mother. She’ll see reason. Aunt Pam is the problem. I need to make her understand that we are not ever going to agree to a guest list with three hundred people, half of whom are there because you guys want to hit them up for campaign contributions.”

         “The invitations are going out tomorrow or the next day,” Heather said. “The venue has been booked. The dresses have been bought. Everything has been planned down to the smallest detail. If this was a problem, you should have raised your concerns way earlier.”

         “Melissa did raise her concerns, and Aunt Pam brushed them aside the way she always does when she gets on a roll.” Jeff’s voice rose in volume. “So I would be obliged if you would tell your mother not to send those invitations. If she does, it will be a huge embarrassment. Melissa and I are now working on alternate wedding plans.”

         “Oh my God, please don’t say you’re going to elope,” Heather said. “That could cause a major family meltdown.”

         “Eloping is not out of the question at this point, especially if Melissa can’t have the wedding she wants.”

         “What on earth does she want that she’s not getting?” David asked, stepping in before Heather and Jeff came to blows. “I gather the reception is going to be at the Plaza Hotel, and no expense has been spared on anything. If she wants something more, then she’s spoiled.”

         “Spoiled? Melissa?” Jeff’s face turned red. “I don’t think so. She’s no more spoiled than your wife was. Last night—”

         “Keep Shelly out of it. She’s not relevant—”

         “I’m sorry, David, but Shelly is actually very relevant to the conversation. Melissa went out with her girlfriends last night and evidently met up with a woman who was a bridesmaid at your wedding. Someone named Willow, who told Melissa a bunch of horror stories all about how Shelly—”

         “Horror stories? About my wedding? What are you talking about? My wedding was a lovely affair. Shelly looked beautiful in her dress. I’ll never forget the moment I saw her coming down the aisle. There wasn’t anything horrible about my wedding.” David touched his wedding ring. He would remember that day forever, especially when she slipped his wedding ring on his finger after he made his vows. That vow meant everything to him, even now after her death. He missed her, body and soul.

         “I’m sorry, David, that was unartfully said,” Jeff said. “I’m not saying that you and Shelly had a bad marriage. I’m saying that there were issues with the wedding. And I’m not surprised that you are unaware of them. Let’s face it; we’re guys. We don’t care about weddings. But Melissa cares a lot. When she heard how Shelly cried the night before her wedding, it had a huge impact. Melissa came back from her night out with the girls determined to either elope or plan a small wedding here in Shenandoah Falls.”

         “My wife did not cry over our wedding. That’s a lie.” David’s chest tightened, and it was all he could do not to jump up and punch Jeff in the face. Shelly had been beautiful and radiant and happy on her wedding day. That was a memory he held sacred.

         “Um,” Heather said, “she sort of did cry, David.”

         “What? Impossible. She was so happy that day.”

         “I think she was happy on the day of the wedding. But the night before, she and Willow Petersen got sloppy drunk, and both of them ended up bawling. Shelly kept saying that she was homesick and how much she regretted the fact that you weren’t having your wedding at her parents’ inn.”

         David stared at his sister while anger and regret churned in his stomach. How dare Willow Petersen tell stories like this around town. How dare she.

         “Look, David,” Jeff said, “I didn’t come here to pick a fight or to upset you. I came here for help. And you know darn well it’s not easy for me to ask help from the Lyndon side of the family. I need Aunt Pam to back off. And I need one other favor.”

         “What?” David spat the word.

         “Melissa is planning a wedding here in town. We’d have the ceremony at Grace Presbyterian on December nineteenth, but there isn’t any place in town to have the reception. All the acceptable places have been booked, even the tasting room at Bella Vista Vineyards. So Melissa thought that it would be nice to have the reception at Eagle Hill Manor.”

         “What? No. The inn is closed for business.”

         “You don’t have to reopen the inn to host our reception. You could just host the reception there. It would solve a big problem. Otherwise we’d have to have the reception in Winchester or in some hotel in Tysons Corner, and Melissa doesn’t want to do that.”

         “Sorry. The inn is going on the market this week or next. And quite honestly, it needs repairs. It’s not an acceptable place for a wedding reception.”

         “I’d be happy to pay for the repairs,” Jeff said. “And that might even improve the selling price. Come on, David, work with me here.”

         “You’re asking the impossible. If you want my advice, I suggest you save yourself a lot of trouble and elope.”

         Heather almost gasped. “David, you don’t mean that.”

         “I do.” He stood up, the anger still churning in his gut, his throat so constricted he could hardly breathe. “Now, if you don’t mind, Heather and I have work to do.”

         Jeff stood too. “Okay, I’ll tell Melissa precisely what your views are on this subject.”

         David met his cousin’s stare. “You do that.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         Serenity Farm, where Willow had grown up, sat on twenty acres of land west of the Shenandoah River. The one-hundred-year-old farmhouse had plenty of character, if you called scraped, creaky floors, an avocado-green kitchen, and a wraparound porch with a few missing balusters charming.

         It was a far cry from the sleek, modern apartment on Manhattan’s Upper East Side where Willow had been living up until a week ago. Moving back to the second-story dormer bedroom had seriously maimed Willow’s self-confidence.

         Even though her current situation was the direct result of doing the right thing, her fall from grace would have been easier to take if she hadn’t been so blindly in love with Corbin. He’d been her lover and her friend and her mentor. She’d even believed that one day she might become his wife.

         But once she’d discovered the cover-up, the only way to keep Corbin would have been to shut her mouth and pretend nothing had happened. She couldn’t do that.

         So here she was earning her keep by shoveling alpaca poop in the old barn.

         Thankfully there were only two alpacas—Bogey and Bacall—the breeding pair that in five years’ time had yet to conceive any babies.

         When she finished her early-morning chores, she headed back to the farmhouse, where she found Mom in the dining room that served as her office. Willow couldn’t remember a time when the dining table hadn’t been piled high with papers relating to Linda’s various business interests. In addition to owning the Jaybird Café, Mom also provided wool to several spinners in the area and produced herbal soaps that were sold at gift shops from Alexandria to Winchester.

         Linda Petersen looked as if she’d stepped right out of the 1960s. She was wearing a blue tie-dye T-shirt and a pair of jeans with holes in both knees. Her gray hair spilled out of the ponytail holder at the top of her head in a mess of unruly curls, while a pair of long feather earrings brushed her shoulders.

         “Hey, Will,” she said as Willow poked her head into the dining room after pouring herself a mug of coffee from the big urn in the kitchen. “You got some free time? I could use some help.”

         “What are you doing?” Willow asked after taking a big gulp of the strong brew her mother made. Thank God coffee was on the approved list for vegans.

         “I’m painting signs,” Mom said.

         Of course she was. Painting protest signs was what Mom did when she wasn’t tending livestock or making soap or booking musical acts for the Jaybird.

         “What corporation are you protesting today?” Willow asked.

         “They want to open up a Holy Cow restaurant downtown.”

         “Mom, I know you’re a militant vegan, but the rest of the human race likes hamburgers. And Holy Cow’s burgers are made with one-hundred-percent kosher beef. They only use animals that are humanely treated.”

         “Humanely? They still slaughter them.” Mom put the finishing touches on her sign. It read, KEEP THE COW OUT OF OUR TOWN.

         Mom scrunched up her face before speaking again. “What do you think about ‘There’s nothing holy about Cow’?” She paused, then shook her head. “No, I don’t think so. That one will offend people who are Hindus. How about, ‘Stop the unholy Cow alliance’ instead?”

         Willow refrained from pointing out that the population of Hindus in Jefferson County was likely to be minuscule. Instead she said, “What’s the beef?”

         Mom chuckled. “This has nothing to do with my choice to go meat-free. This is about zoning.”

         “Zoning?”

         “Yup. We need to convince the Town Council to approve a zoning change that will keep chain stores from opening on Liberty Avenue. They’re having a meeting today at two o’clock, and I’ve organized a protest. I need four or five signs for my volunteers to wave around.”

         “What’s wrong with chain stores?”

         Mom shook her head and glanced heavenward before she gave Willow one of her you’re-hopeless looks. “I know you never saw a huge corporation you didn’t love, but seriously, we have a problem here. Developers are slapping up tract houses everywhere, and we’re becoming a bedroom suburb of both Winchester and DC. The local merchants are being priced out of their Liberty Avenue storefronts, and the big chain stores are moving in. How would you feel if Gracie’s Diner had to move out and some fast-food joint like Holy Cow moved in?”

         Willow hated to admit it, but Mom had a pretty good argument this time. She loved Gracie’s place almost as much as she loved the Jaybird, which was immune to the escalating rents because Mom had wisely purchased the building thirty-two years ago. Mom might be a throwback to the counterculture, but when it came to business, she was no pushover.

         “So you want to help?” Mom asked again.

         “Okay.” It wasn’t as if Willow had anything else on her agenda for the day, except finding a notary public for some legal papers her attorney needed her to sign.

         Mom looked up with a startled expression. “Really?”

         Willow shrugged. “Sure.”

         “You want to help us picket the zoning board meeting?”

         Mom’s tone was so hopeful that Willow hated to disappoint. But painting signs was one thing; showing up at a protest was quite another. Restero’s PR machine was working overtime, creating the impression that Willow was a perpetual troublemaker. It would be better to stay far, far away from any of Mom’s various causes.

         “I’m the last person you want on the picket line,” Willow said as she picked up a paintbrush.

         “Why? Because you’ve gotten a reputation for standing up to big corporations? Baby girl, I’ve never been prouder of you than I am right now. You’re my hero.”

         Willow didn’t feel like a hero. Restero had yet to admit any wrongdoing. And discovering that she’d been taken in by Corbin had left her unsure about herself. How could she have given her heart to a man with no conscience at all, and why had she stayed with him for so long, refusing to see the truth?

         “Yeah, well, I’ll be a hero when the government decides to bring Restero to justice for Medicare fraud. Until then, I’m exactly what the Restero PR department says I am—a money-grubbing troublemaker with anger-management issues, which is only to be expected because I’m the bastard child of the notorious Lucas Kuhn, the late, great lead singer for Twisted Fusion.”

         Mom put her paintbrush on the can of paint. “Are we going to have that argument again?”

         “It’s not an argument. It’s the truth. And even though my parentage is irrelevant to the fraud Restero committed, Corbin and his hatchet men have decided that their best defense is to challenge my credibility. And what better way to suggest I’m nuts than by telling the world that my mother was a groupie without morals and my dad was a druggie rocker who killed himself? God, Mom, I’m so sorry I ever told Corbin about Dad.”

         Tears gathered in Mom’s eyes. “Baby girl, none of this is your fault. If Lucas were alive today, he would be just as proud of you as I am.”

         Through the years, Mom had insisted that the legendary Lucas Kuhn had intended to marry her. And given the fact that Kuhn’s heirs had reached a monetary settlement with her, maybe it was true. But it could just as easily have been a payoff for Mom keeping her mouth shut about Willow.

         Either way, the money from Kuhn’s estate had allowed Mom to buy the Jaybird and Serenity Farm. So in a way Willow’s father had provided for her, which was more than Juni’s father had ever done. Of course, no one knew who had fathered Juni, and Mom had never volunteered that information. It was entirely possible that she didn’t know the answer to that question. Mom had always been a big fan of free love.

         “Let’s change the subject, okay?” Willow said. “I understand your point of view about Holy Cow, but I’m not going to help you protest. I need to get some papers notarized, and then I need to start my job search.” Willow kneeled in front of a piece of poster board and dipped her brush in the bright red paint.

         “Why do you want to work for the man?” Mom asked as she went back to painting.

         “What do you mean? I need a job.”

         “No, you don’t need a job. You need an income. There’s a big difference. I’ve supported myself most of my life, and I never did it working for anyone but myself.”

         Willow turned to stare at her mother. Why had Willow never seen this truth? Mom may not have gone to Wharton, but she’d been an entrepreneur all her life.

         “You think I should start a business?”

         “Yeah, I do. Isn’t that why you went to grad school? To learn how to do that sort of stuff?”

         “You and Juni have been talking, haven’t you?”

         “Maybe.” Mom stepped back to admire her handiwork. The letters on her sign were kind of crooked, but they made their point. Mom spoke again without making eye contact. “Don’t let Corbin defeat you, baby girl. You’re stronger than he is. And besides, I taught both of my girls how to stand up for themselves. Neither of you needs a man in your life.”

         Willow agreed with that. The one man she’d allowed herself to love had destroyed her. She wasn’t going there again.

         “What do you think about ‘Down with the Cow’?” Willow asked, her paintbrush poised.

         “Go for it, babe.”

         Willow started painting the slogan all the while thinking that what she really wanted was a huge sign that said DOWN WITH RESTERO AND ITS DICK OF A CEO, CORBIN MARTINSON.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 4

         

         Right after lunch, Mom went off to protest at the zoning hearing, and Willow drove herself to town intent on finding a notary public for her legal papers. She parked in the lot near the courthouse square, which was ringed with an assortment of county government offices and law firms. The biggest of these was a historic brick building in the Georgian style that sat back from South Third Street in a vest-pocket park dominated by a couple of hundred-year-old oaks. The trees were bare now, but in the summer they would provide a lot of shade for government workers who wanted to spend their lunch hour picnicking on the lawn.

         A group of workers was busy decorating the building’s facade. Pine roping had been wrapped around the two columns that held up the old-fashioned portico, and mixed-green wreaths with red bows were being hung on the oak doors. The decorations weren’t particularly splashy or glittery like the ones that graced the lobby of Restero’s New York headquarters building every year.

         But they were pretty. And the contrast between this beautiful greenery and the tinsel that was annually draped all over New York startled Willow. She’d lived for so many years in the hustle and bustle of New York City that she’d come to expect glitz and glitter. And yet now that she was back in Shenandoah Falls, she didn’t miss any of that shiny Christmas hype. She found herself smiling, the holiday spirit infusing her mood.

         She was almost to the building’s front doors when David Lyndon came hurtling through them, almost knocking one of the workmen off his ladder. He didn’t stop to say he was sorry. He just marched up to Willow with a frown on his forehead that looked like a thundercloud ready to storm. He wasn’t wearing a suit jacket or an overcoat, just a pale blue dress shirt and a red-and-blue-striped tie. He managed to look both formal and formidable in spite of their absence. “What are you doing here?” he demanded.

         His question annoyed the hell out of Willow. Who had put David Lyndon in charge of the world? He wasn’t royalty, no matter what Courtney and her pals had said about him last night at the Jaybird.

         She straightened her shoulders. “I’m exercising my rights as a citizen of the United States. I’m here on legal business related to my suit against Restero.”

         “You weren’t coming to make more trouble?”

         Damn it all to hell and back. For an instant he reminded her of Corbin, standing there all poised and cold and in charge. Corbin always got his way too, and it was so irritating. Her emotions spilled over, and she poked David right in the middle of his chest. “I. Am. Not. A. Troublemaker. All I did was point out a case of Medicare fraud that affected hundreds of patients. People should be grateful to me for what I did. So just get the hell out of my way.”

         “I’m not talking about all that. I’m talking about your little plot to get me to reopen the inn.”

         What plot? Oh, crap. David must have gotten wind of Melissa Portman’s alternate wedding plans. No wonder he was ticked off.

         “Look, David, I have nothing to do with Melissa Portman and her wedding plans. I’m not here to bother you. I just need a notary public. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ll—”

         She tried to walk around him, but he grabbed her by the arm. A hot-cold shiver ran through her synapses. Corbin had grabbed her like this. Once. His violence had shaken her both emotionally and physically. She wanted to pull away from David, and yet that touch locked her in place.

         She braced herself for his violence, but it didn’t come. “I need to talk to you,” he said on a long, deep puff of air that turned into steam as he spoke.

         She pulled her arm from his grasp, mildly surprised that he let her go so easily. “About Melissa Portman’s wedding? I know nothing about that topic.”

         He shoved his hands into his pants pockets. Was that because of the cold, or was he ashamed about the way he’d tried to manhandle her?

         “Please.” His jaw flexed, and the tension along his neck and shoulders and the bruised-looking skin beneath his eyes told her a lot about his state of mind. A deep pang of sympathy wrenched her chest. He was still mourning Shelly. Deeply.

         “All right, David. But let’s get out of the cold.” She stepped around him, but he caught up with her in time to open the front door for her—something of a surprise after the way he’d just grabbed her.

         “Come on,” he said, striding down the marble-floored hallway to the ground-floor offices of Lyndon, Lyndon & Kopp. “We can talk privately in my office, and then Arwen can notarize your papers.”

         “Arwen Jacobs works here?”

         “She’s one of the paralegals,” he said as he ushered her through the reception area and into his office, which commanded a view of the county courthouse and city hall through gigantic double-hung windows. Someone had spent a lot of time and money decorating the room with authentic-looking antiques. Probably Shelly. The office bore her unmistakable attention to every historical detail.

         He gestured to a pair of leather-covered wing chairs that stood beside a gorgeous antique partner’s desk. “Sit down.” It was a command.

         She didn’t like being commanded by anyone, but she needed to clear up this misunderstanding. So she took off her ski jacket and settled into the chair. He unconsciously straightened his tie and took the seat behind his desk. Then he leaned forward with a take-no-prisoners stare.

         Game on.

         She straightened her spine and concentrated on sitting square in her chair. That would make her look bigger than she was. In her career, she’d had to deal with plenty of powerful men who thought they were entitled. The key to success was to command a presence of her own. She wished to hell she was wearing her black Dior suit with a red silk shell and her Louboutin heels. She’d feel well armored in those clothes.

         But she’d dressed for barn chores today in worn jeans and her ancient UVA sweatshirt. The informal clothes left her vulnerable, so she didn’t wait for David to initiate the conversation. “I think you’ve jumped to an incorrect conclusion. I never—”

         “I want to make it absolutely clear that you are not ever to talk about Shelly in public again.”

         “What? David, Shelly was my best friend.”

         “Did you tell Melissa that my wedding was a disaster?” He sat back in the chair. Was that a retreat? Or was he getting ready to pounce on her? It was right then that she noticed the wedding band on his left hand. He hadn’t taken it off, and right now his thumb was touching it.

         Wow. She’d stepped into a big pile of it, hadn’t she? She’d told the truth, but without regard to how it might hurt him. Obviously, Shelly had never told David about her breakdown the night before the wedding. And if he’d learned about it from someone else who hadn’t even been there, that would have been a big blow. “David, I’m sorry. I assumed you knew all about what happened that night.”

         “My wedding was not a disaster. Is that clear?” He stopped playing with his ring and stood up. He leaned over his desk, his face a study in misplaced fury. “And you will tell Melissa the truth about it.”

         Willow took a couple of deep breaths, trying to slow her pulse. She had never seen David so angry before. “David, I never said your wedding was a disaster. Not to anyone. What I told Melissa was that Shelly didn’t have the wedding she wanted because she allowed your mother to bully her. And I advised Melissa not to let that happen to her.”

         “Jeff came in here this morning and practically demanded that I host his wedding. He said you put this idea into Melissa’s head.”

         “I didn’t do anything of the kind. Melissa came to that conclusion on her own. In fact, if you want to know the truth, I told Melissa you would never agree to having the wedding at Eagle Hill Manor.”

         “Of course I won’t. I told them to elope.”

         Willow stood up and reached for her ski jacket. “David, do you really think having Jeff and Melissa run off to Vegas is a better idea than letting them use the inn for their reception?”

         “Mother has already planned a beautiful wedding for Jeff and Melissa. It’s too late to change plans now. They’re being difficult, and I don’t like being dragged into the middle of it.”

         “It’s not too late. And while I’m sure the wedding that your mother has planned will be extravagant and expensive, it’s not the wedding Melissa wants. Melissa was near tears last night, David, just like Shelly all those years ago.”

         “And I’m sure you took advantage of those tears. Really, Willow, you’ve created a huge mess. Everything would have been fine if you’d just kept your mouth shut.”

         Just keep your mouth shut? Really? How many times had she heard that from Corbin and his minions at Restero? Don’t say anything. Just cover things up. Just be a good girl and go with the flow.

         Willow finally found her anger. David might be grieving, but he was also behaving like a self-absorbed jerk. She pulled on her ski jacket, trying without success to control her pulse rate. A wise woman would have turned around and walked out.

         But there were so many words trapped inside her, begging for release.

         She leaned on David’s desk, coming eye to eye with her best friend’s husband.

         “First of all, Melissa was upset about the wedding before I said one word. Second of all, you don’t get to tell me who I can speak with or what I can speak about. And third, I think if Shelly were alive, she would be thrilled to host Melissa’s wedding at the inn. And what’s more, if there’s a heaven and she’s looking down at you right now, she’d be so disappointed.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         Willow stormed out of the legal building without getting her papers notarized. She needed to walk off her fury, so she headed down Church Street into downtown Shenandoah Falls. The wind chafed her cheeks and raised tears, which weren’t entirely wind-induced.

         Still, she couldn’t pinpoint the reason for her out-of-control emotions. Was it anger? Sadness? Grief? Or maybe some mix of all three. She’d come back to Shenandoah Falls, but her friends Shelly and David were lost to her now.

         The irony crashed down on her. When she’d been young, she’d counted the days, hours, and minutes until she could leave this small backwater and get on with the rest of her life. But now that her life had turned into a bowl of sour cherries, she resented and mourned every change that time and absence had brought to her hometown.

         She walked all the way to Liberty Avenue, her head down, wiping the tears from her cheeks as she went. But when she reached the corner of Liberty and Church, she stopped and raised her head, wiping away a final tear. She squared her shoulders and took a good long look at Shenandoah Falls’s main street.

         Things had changed here, but maybe for the good.

         The traffic on Liberty Avenue was heavy. The storefronts were occupied. New, wrought-iron lightposts edged the street, and storefronts had been restored and updated. There was even a new, high-end coffee shop right there on the corner.

         Juni’s words from the night before came back to Willow. Eagle Hill Manor wasn’t the only business opportunity in Jefferson County. Shenandoah Falls itself looked like one big, fat business opportunity waiting for the right person to recognize it. People with jobs in DC and Winchester were buying houses nearby. The population was growing and the pressure on downtown commercial rents suggested a healthy real estate market.

         Oh yes, a person could do a lot of business in this town. And Mom had made a valid point this morning about Willow’s future. Maybe she ought to quit trying to fit in and work for other people. Maybe it was time to work for herself.

         A glimmer of an idea began to sprout. What if Willow bought Eagle Hill Manor? What if she could swing that deal right now, in time for Melissa and Jeff to have their wedding there?

         She hurried into Bean There Done That, got herself a chai latte, and settled into one of the coffee shop’s easy chairs. She spent the rest of the afternoon reading the online lifestyle section of the Washington Post and the society page of the New York Times, followed by Brides magazine and half a dozen wedding-planning sites.

         Holy crap, people were spending ridiculous amounts of money on weddings—and not merely rich and well-connected people like Pam Lyndon. Middle-class people blew huge amounts of money just to get married.

         Willow opened up the word-processing program on her tablet and started outlining what she knew about the demographics of Northern Virginia and what she’d need to research further. She also made notes on the size of the wedding industry and a few back-of-the-envelope guesses about the cost of renovating Eagle Hill Manor and the old chapel—basically the plans that Shelly had talked about the last time she and Willow had lunched together in New York.

         Maybe she could make Shelly’s plans for the inn a reality. Maybe she could dig herself out of the hole Corbin Martinson had thrown her into.

         The beginnings of a business plan began to emerge. All she needed was an investor—someone who would overlook the things Restero was saying about her.

         Ordinarily that might be a problem, but Willow had an ace up her sleeve named Jefferson Talbert-Lyndon, who happened to be number thirty-seven on the Forbes list of billionaires.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 5

         

         David’s uncle Jamie, the CEO of the Lyndon family’s vineyard and agricultural business, believed in putting up Christmas decorations before Thanksgiving. There were good marketing reasons for this, but the real reason was that Uncle Jamie was a Christmas junkie whose birthday fell the first week of November, and he just liked having tinsel around when he blew out the candles on his cake.

         As a result, Jamie’s birthday party—a big bash held at the winery every year—marked the unofficial start of the holiday season for the Lyndon family.

         He’d outdone himself this year. White lights twinkled in the naked wisteria vines that wove through the patio’s pergola. Two gigantic wreaths hung on the barn doors that led to the tasting room. Yards of pine roping wrapped every post, beam, and window frame.

         “Bah humbug,” David mumbled as he and Natalie walked down the path that led from the parking lot to the winery’s tasting room.

         “What does that mean, Daddy?” Natalie asked.

         Busted. “It’s just an expression.”

         “An expression of what?”

         His face burned. How do you tell a kid that you hate Christmas? “When you’re older, you’ll understand,” he said. Boy, he was a master at using that line.

         It worked this time because Natalie was more excited about Uncle Jamie’s birthday party than she was curious about his foul mood. She skipped ahead, drawn to the shiny tinsel the way moths are drawn to candlelight. Her enthusiasm for the holiday was enough to drive any respectable Scrooge right into a bottle of bourbon.

         But maybe it was okay. Natalie certainly didn’t understand how the holidays coincided with the bleak advent calendar in David’s heart, which counted down the days until the anniversary of her mother’s death.

         They entered the brightly lit tasting room, and Natalie shed her coat in one lightning-fast move and then shot forward, disappearing into the crowd of party guests without even a backward glance. David deserved that. His Christmas spirit had been killed two years ago.

         He picked up Natalie’s jacket from where she’d dropped it, shed his overcoat, and headed in the direction of the cloakroom. He hadn’t gotten far when Roxanne Kopp, the long-legged, dark-haired daughter of his law firm’s managing partner, intercepted him. He’d known Roxy since they’d both been children, and he knew his mother, father, and boss wanted something to blossom between them.

         “David,” she said in a voice like silk over warm skin. She plucked the coats from his fingers. “Let me help you with that.”

         Roxy was all grown up now and had a Siren somewhere in her distant heritage, or maybe a Rhinemaiden, given her family’s German ancestry. Either way, she possessed the ability to whisper unsuspecting men to their doom. Her low, sultry voice wasn’t her only weapon. She was slim, tanned, and had a nice rack, which she was expert at displaying.

         Tonight she wore a tight skirt, a pair of screw-me heels, and a white, sheer blouse with half the buttons undone. Lace and cleavage peeked out from the V of her neckline. It was hard not to notice.

         “Roxy,” he responded as he stomped on the urge to snatch his coat from her manicured hands. He didn’t want to deal with her tonight. He didn’t want to look at her cleavage, even though she was shoving it in his face.

         But he was a man. A lonely man whose sex life had been cut off two years ago. So he did look. The view was impressive but uninspiring.

         Roxy took care of the coats and then sidled up to him, deftly taking him by the arm. His whole body reacted to her touch. But he didn’t want her. He had to stop himself from pulling away from her.

         “David,” she whispered, leaning her breasts into his arm, “you don’t have to be frightened of me.” Her breath feathered across his cheek. “I could show you a good time. And, baby, you look like you need something like that. Besides, we’ve been friends forever. You can trust me.”

         He wasn’t frightened. But he didn’t want a mindless hookup with Roxy either. They each deserved more than that. He let his thumb wander over to touch the gold band he still wore on his left hand. Being attracted made him feel guilty. He still took his vows seriously. He wasn’t ready to let them go.

         He wanted to get away from Roxy, but there was no graceful way to escape. So he let her hang on his arm as he snagged a glass of Bordeaux from one of the circulating waiters. And then he followed her lead as she headed toward the fireplace, which was roaring away in full holiday blaze, its mantel festooned with greenery and colorful quilted Christmas stockings.

         His mother was waiting there, sipping a glass of red.

         “Hello, dear,” Mother said, giving him a warm and somewhat intense hug. She pushed him back at arm’s length. “I heard that you and Heather had a visitor this morning.”

         Here it came. He braced for her displeasure.

         “Did you really tell Jeff he should elope?”

         “What?” Roxy pulled away a fraction of an inch. “David, you didn’t. Really?”

         “I wasn’t the one who put the idea in his head. Jeff made it quite clear that Melissa didn’t like your plans for her wedding. He asked me to host the wedding at Eagle Hill Manor and then threatened to elope. I called his bluff. It seemed the simplest solution to his problem.”

         Mother and Roxy rolled their eyes in unison. He sipped his wine, fortifying himself for the battle to come.

         “They can’t elope,” Mother said in her take-no-prisoners tone. “It would be a disaster. We need that wedding, David. You of all people should realize that. We’re inviting all the A-list New York donors, most of whom are Nina’s good friends.”

         Mother hadn’t said anything he didn’t already know. But for some reason the truth, spoken out loud in that tone of voice, raised a deep shame that spilled through him like a poison.

         Shelly would be so disappointed in you.

         Willow’s parting words, meant to hurt, had done their job. She’d left him scored and bloody on the inside.

         “Did Shelly cry the night before our wedding?” he asked.

         Mother’s gaze narrowed. “David, what on earth…?”

         “Did she? Willow Petersen says she did.”

         “I have no idea. David, your wedding was beautiful. My goodness, we had the vice president there. And your father managed to work out that deal on—”

         “She did cry. And she never said one word about it.”

         “David, really, we’re not talking about Shelly. I know this is hard for you, but—”

         “Yes, Mother, I know. We’re talking about my political career and Dad’s political career and how my wedding was mostly about that deal Dad worked out with the vice president. And, you know, I can suddenly see Jeff’s point.”

         “David, really, listen to—”

         “No, you listen.” He pulled away from Roxy and pointed rudely at his mother’s chest. “I don’t want this wedding to be about my election. And I sure as hell don’t want to play host to anyone at Eagle Hill Manor. So if neither of those options is going to work for Jeff and Melissa, then the best thing they could do for themselves and the rest of us is to elope.”

         He turned away and strode through the crowd looking for Natalie. He found her sitting on Uncle Jamie’s lap, having a fabulous time being the center of attention.

         Damn. He didn’t want to stay here a minute longer. He wasn’t in any kind of holly-jolly mood. He just wanted to be alone. Didn’t people understand that? The second anniversary of Shelly’s death was coming up. This time of year would never, ever be happy for him again.

         What he wanted was to drown himself in the bottle of bourbon waiting for him at home.

         “Natalie. We’re going,” he said.

         His daughter looked up. He wasn’t immune to the disappointment in her dark chocolate eyes.

         Damn.

         That look clawed at him, and he had to suppress the urge to drop to his knees and give his child an endless hug and promise that he’d find some way not to disappoint her all the time.

         But he didn’t know how to make his knees bend or his arms open. Besides, if he stopped and gave Natalie a hug right here in front of everyone, he might hold on to her forever. He might not be able to let go. He might weep.

         And Lyndons weren’t supposed to cry. Not in public. Not even in private. And certainly not in the presence of their children.

         
            *  *  *

         

         If there hadn’t been some urgency, Willow might have taken as long as a week to put the finishing touches on her business plan. But there wasn’t any time. If she was going to buy the inn in time for Melissa’s wedding, she needed to get her act together.

         So she spent all of Thursday closeted in her tiny bedroom under the eaves at Serenity Farm doing quick and dirty market research via the Internet. By Friday morning she had a written plan. It had holes and gaps, particularly in her estimates of the costs of fixing up the inn. But it would have to do. She had an eleven o’clock appointment with Jefferson Talbert-Lyndon.

         She pulled out her Christian Dior suit and a pair of no-name basic heels. Black might be a boring color, but no woman ever went wrong wearing it to a business meeting. Let Hillary Clinton wear jewel tones. Willow believed that black was the new black.

         For the past decade, most of her sales meetings had been in giant skyscrapers located in New York or London or Hong Kong. But today she parked her POS Honda in the town lot on North Second Street and walked to Secondhand Prose, where Jefferson Talbert-Lyndon spent his days.

         She had to walk under the scaffolding to find the bookshop’s entrance and was pleasantly surprised to find a cat tree in the front window. A big, gray cat slept there like a sentry, with one amber eye trained on the sidewalk. There had always been a cat tree in Secondhand Prose’s front window, although the cat Willow remembered from her childhood had been a tabby.

         Aside from the cat in the window, almost everything else about the bookshop had changed. Gone were the dusty bookshelves and the disorganized mess of used books stacked every which way. Now the place smelled like old books and had a vibe to it, like one of those bohemian indie bookstores in the Village or Brooklyn. Recessed lighting had banished the gloom, the wide plank wood floors had been refinished, and the building’s interior brick walls had been exposed. Comfy chairs now occupied several nooks where customers could sit and read to their heart’s content, and the merchandise included literary gift items and some new titles in addition to the fabulous collection of old books.

         She headed toward the checkout counter, where a hipster dude wearing a literary T-shirt manned the cash register. “Hi. I’m here for a meeting with Mr. Talbert-Lyndon,” she said.

         The clerk looked like a refugee from Brooklyn with his slightly shaggy hair, five-o’clock shadow, and the blue T-shirt that said Be silly. Be honest. Be kind. Willow had never heard that quote, but the T-shirt claimed it had been penned by Ralph Waldo Emerson. Who knew someone that old and dusty could be so fun?

         The clerk gave her the once-over. Something about those dark eyes seemed familiar. “You must be Willow Petersen,” he said.

         “Mr. Talbert-Lyndon is expecting me.”

         That got a laugh. “The last name’s not Talbert-Lyndon. It’s just plain Talbert now.” He held out his hand. “It’s nice to meet you, Willow. You didn’t have to dress up for me.”

         Uh-oh. Her confidence plummeted about as fast as the heat raced over her face. She’d done a lot of research on Jefferson Talbert’s net worth and not once had she bothered to look at a photo of the guy. She’d assumed that he’d dress in the Lyndon uniform of choice—a gray or blue suit. “Uh, oh, um, hi,” she said, shaking his hand.

         “So, you said you had something you wanted to talk about. Something about Eagle Hill Manor?”

         Great. This was not going as planned. She’d anticipated making this pitch in an office, across a desk. Not standing here in the middle of a store. But there didn’t seem to be an office in sight. She was going to have to do an elevator pitch.

         She took a big breath to slow her pulse and pulled her plan out of her briefcase. “I met Melissa at the Jaybird a few days ago, and she was telling me how much she wanted to have her wedding reception at Eagle Hill Manor. I know you talked to David Lyndon about that. And I know he wasn’t very cooperative.

         “And all of that got me to thinking, especially since your cousin is putting the inn up for sale. It’s a great opportunity.” She handed him her business plan.

         “An opportunity for what?”

         “For investment. That’s a plan,” she said, nodding at the papers she’d put into his hands, “for renovating the inn and turning it into a wedding destination.” She continued on, gaining confidence as she gave him her three-minute summary of the opportunity, the equity position, and the expected ROI. Then she stared him right in the face and asked for a boatload of money. It was just as hard to ask for gigantic sums of money as it was to ask for smaller amounts. So she went big.

         Jefferson Talbert-Lyndon smiled at the figure and said, “Your reputation precedes you.”

         This was not what she’d expected to hear. She counted to five and made a show of reading the words on his shirt. If only she could be silly about this. Honesty had not worked for her. And she’d always been kind.

         The smile faded from his face. “You know, this is tempting, but my situation is complicated.”

         “Complicated how?”

         “I wasn’t talking about the business. The truth is, I’m not interested in investing in an inn. The failure rate for businesses like that is high. And the rate of return isn’t all that stellar either. To be honest, I would prefer to convince David to host the wedding. I shouldn’t have to buy him out to make that happen.”

         “I see. But David is unlikely to do that.”

         “I know. And that’s why Melissa and I have more or less decided to get married in Vegas. It’s easier all the way around.”

         “But that’s not what she wants, is it?”

         “She’s the one who suggested it. So, while I thank you for trying to help us solve this problem, the bottom line is that it’s cheaper and easier for us to elope than for me to buy an inn just to have a wedding reception. I’m sorry, Willow.” He handed the plan back to her.

         “No, keep the plan. Read it. You might change your mind.”

         She turned away, certain that Jefferson Talbert would never read her plan. She’d have to come up with some other idea for her future.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Since Shelly’s death, David negotiated his life by routine. Routine kept him from thinking too much and feeling too much. And not feeling was the best way to keep him away from that bottle of bourbon that lived in his bottom desk drawer at home. That bottle had taken a hit on Wednesday night, after Uncle Jamie’s party.

         But it was Friday now, and David was back in control of himself. And when noon arrived, he left his desk and took the five-block walk to Gracie’s Diner. Lunch was the anchor of his day.

         He was such a regular at the diner that Gracie unofficially reserved his favorite booth—the third from the door—and she always had his tuna sandwich on whole wheat toast with lettuce and tomato ready for him the moment he sat down.

         But today the routine changed. Instead of putting his sandwich in front of him with her usual bright smile, Gracie Teague hovered. And when Gracie hovered, it usually meant she had information to share. Gracie was the chair of the Liberty Avenue Chamber of Commerce and had her finger on the pulse of the community. She was like a living and breathing focus group, which made her enormously useful to anyone in local politics.

         “What’s up?” he asked.

         He expected Gracie to lean over and impart some important news, but instead she continued to hover with an uncertain look in her eye.

         “What’s the matter?” A heavy sense of dread settled into his gut.

         Gracie slipped into the booth’s facing bench and leaned in before she spoke. “Mr. Lyndon, you have no reason to do me any kind of favor. But here’s the thing. Melissa is like my own baby girl. Her momma was my best friend, and, well, I would go to the ends of the earth to make her happy.”

         Gracie paused while David waited for the punch line that was surely coming. When her silence became more than he could bear, he said, “Gracie, just spit it out. I don’t have all day. I have a brief to write this afternoon, and I just want to eat my lunch.”

         “Oh, well, I don’t want to keep you from your lunch.” She got up.

         “Gracie, wait. What the hell is it you want to say?”

         She folded her arms across her blue waitress uniform. “Melissa told me this morning that even though the Presbyterian church is available on the date they want, she and Jeff are still planning to run off to Vegas to get married because they can’t find an acceptable place for their reception. And I gather you’re the one who told them it would be best if they eloped.” Gracie’s voice turned watery, and unshed tears filled her eyes.

         “I didn’t put the idea in their heads, Gracie. They’re the ones who didn’t like the wedding Mother was planning for them in New York. Don’t make this out to be more than it is or blame me for what they decide is right for them.”

         Gracie’s spine snapped. “Really? Is that what you think? You could have helped them. You could have let them have their wedding party at the inn. And now, instead, they’re going to elope, and I won’t get to see my girl in a wedding dress. And it’s your fault, Mr. Lyndon.”

         “Now, Gracie, that’s not—”

         “It is your fault. You showed that you’re not a kind or caring man. And make no mistake, if Jeff and Melissa elope, I will have no compunction about telling folks exactly how that came to happen.” Gracie turned her back on him for the first time ever.

         Damn.

         This was a big problem. He didn’t want Gracie Teague supporting Bill Cummins in the primary election. But even more than that, he liked and admired Gracie. She was a decent person, and he hated the idea of disappointing her.

         Sort of like he hated the idea of disappointing Natalie.

         And Shelly.

         But what else was new? For days now, Willow’s angry words had been worming their way through him.

         But he couldn’t please everyone. If he helped Melissa and Jeff, his mother wouldn’t be happy. Mother was already annoyed at him for telling Jeff to elope.

         And Heather and Dad wanted that big wedding in New York because dozens of rich donors would be there.

         How on earth had a wedding gotten so tangled up in politics?

         He was screwed no matter what he did.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Willow picked up a copy of the Winchester Daily at the drugstore and headed down to Gracie’s Diner. So much for her plan to work for herself. Maybe she needed to lower her sights and check the want ads after all. Because if Jeff Talbert wasn’t going to invest in her plan, it was unlikely anyone else would.

         She needed some real food to bolster her flagging confidence. Two days of eating lentils and oatmeal had left her ravenous. The appetite-enhancing aroma of fried bacon and coffee made her stomach growl as she came through the diner’s front door.

         And saw David Lyndon at one of the window booths.

         Crap. He was the last person on the face of the planet that she wanted to see today. Especially after Jeff’s rejection.

         But Shenandoah Falls was a small town, so avoiding David would be impossible if she ended up staying here. Still, the sight of him froze her to the gray linoleum and made her heart turn in her chest. She owed him an apology for what she’d said on Wednesday. She ought to suck it up and go say something nice right now, something that would smooth over the controversy.

         He looked up from his lunch out of dark, brooding eyes, haunted by Shelly’s ghost. His gaze caught and paralyzed her as he got up from his spot and approached.

         He grabbed her by the upper arm before she could think about running. On Wednesday his touch had frightened her. Today it sparked a current of something surprising, and maybe even forbidden, that flowed up her arm and into her core.

         “I need to talk to you,” he said.

         “And I need to—”

         Just then Gracie popped up and said, “Let her go, Mr. Lyndon. I don’t want any trouble in my diner. And besides, she hasn’t done anything to you except tell the truth. And if you can’t handle the truth, well, that’s your problem, not hers.”

         “Um, Gracie, it’s all right.”

         David dropped Willow’s arm, but the buzz he’d ignited remained. “Can we talk?” he asked.

         “Sure.”

         Gracie followed them back to David’s booth. “It’s nice to see you back in town again, Willow. What will you be having today, hon?”

         Willow ordered a tuna sandwich on whole wheat toast with lettuce, tomato, and mayonnaise and a diet Coke. Gracie bustled off, but not before glaring at David.

         “David, I’m so sorry for the way I mouthed off the other day. Really. I shouldn’t have said what I did. I was angry, and I regret it. Deeply.”

         “Apology accepted,” he said, his gaze warming, “but I think maybe Gracie is right. You spoke the truth, and I didn’t want to hear it.”

         She nodded and the conversation stalled for a moment, until David spoke again. “Look, I want to talk to you about Jeff and Melissa. Did you know that Gracie has blamed me for their decision to elope?”

         “Well, that’s ridiculous. Melissa was ready to elope on Tuesday when her friends took her to the Jaybird to try to talk her out of it. And I understand why you don’t want to host their wedding. That would put you between Melissa and Jeff and your mom. I told Melissa you would never go for the idea. I thought maybe I could find a way to make it all work out, but Jeff has put the nail in that coffin.” She shrugged and looked away, out the windows at the traffic on Liberty Avenue.

         “What did he do?”

         She returned her gaze to David. “Oh, well, I got this harebrained idea that I could buy the inn, renovate it the way Shelly wanted to, and turn it into a wedding destination. I wrote a business plan and asked Jeff to invest in it. I figured if he invested in my plan, we could buy the inn, do a quick fix-up, and have the wedding there without putting you in the middle of it.”

         “Really?”

         She nodded. “But he refused. He’s already made up his mind about eloping and doesn’t really want to invest in an inn. Or me, probably.”

         “Do you really want to buy the inn, or were you just suggesting this to help Melissa?”

         “Helping Melissa was part of it. But bottom line, I think I really do want to buy the inn.”

         “Why?”

         “I need a job, David. No, scratch that. Mom would say I need an income, and the inn is as good a business opportunity as any in town. Plus I’d like to fix the place up the way Shelly wanted it.”

         His lips thinned, and Willow understood how he might not want to be reminded of Shelly’s plans. But she was being honest with him. And honesty was often painful.

         Gracie interrupted their conversation with Willow’s sandwich and diet Coke. “Here you go, hon.” She nodded in David’s direction. “Is he bothering you?”

         Willow shook her head. “No. We’re okay. And you shouldn’t blame him for Jeff and Melissa wanting to elope. It’s not his fault, Gracie. It’s his mother’s fault.”

         “You think it’s not? He could host their wedding at the inn if he wanted to.” Gracie turned her back and bustled away.

         “See? She’s furious with me. Can I see your business plan?”

         Their gazes locked again. “Why? You want to sell the inn, not invest in it. And I have the feeling that you blame the inn for Shelly’s death.”

         It was his turn to study the traffic on the other side of the window. “Yeah. I do. And I even know that blaming the inn is stupid,” he said in a low voice. “But when you lose someone in such a senseless, random way, you just need to blame someone or something. Otherwise it doesn’t make any sense. There was only one fatality in that derailment. Why did it have to be her?”

         He turned back toward Willow, his face haggard. Her heart lurched. David was struggling, and she hadn’t helped him much the other day by getting all up in his face and making him feel guilty.

         “I can’t answer your question, David,” she said. “Bad stuff happens to good people all the time.” She reached into her briefcase and pulled out a manila folder containing a second printout of her business plan. “Here’s my plan if you want to look at it. It’s still kind of rough. I rushed it because I know Melissa wants to get married on December nineteenth. That doesn’t leave much time, you know?”

         She laid the printout on the table and pushed it in his direction.

         He didn’t pick it up. “You’re probably right about that. Even if you bought the inn today, it might take weeks before we could go to closing. So buying the inn wouldn’t really solve Melissa’s problem, would it? Not without my help, anyway.”

         “David, do you want to help Melissa?”

         
            *  *  *

         

         Did he want to help?

         David looked away from Willow to the busy street as he toted up the pros and cons of his situation. He couldn’t make everyone happy, that was for damn sure. But maybe he could negotiate a compromise. Isn’t that what good politicians did?

         And maybe hosting the wedding at Eagle Hill Manor was a better solution than allowing Jeff and Melissa to elope. Not only would he win Jeff’s goodwill, which might come in handy since Jeff knew a lot of wealthy potential donors, but it would solve his Gracie Teague problem. And, who knew, maybe Heather could sneak a few politicos onto the much-reduced guest list.

         He touched his wedding band, feeling that tug of emotion that never left him.

         He turned back toward Willow, sitting there with her backbone perpetually straight and all that blond hair tucked up tight. She was wearing her power suit today, but even in jeans and a T-shirt, Willow wasn’t any kind of pushover. He’d known that from the moment he’d first met her when they were both sixteen. She could outfish him, outthink him, and outargue him.

         And she’d never lied to him. Ever. If she said Shelly cried the night before their wedding, then it was the truth. And what she’d said on Wednesday was true too. Shelly would have wanted him to host this wedding.

         “Okay,” he said, his voice steady, as he worried his wedding band with his thumb. “Here’s what we’re going to do. First, I’m going to hire you to manage Jeff and Melissa’s wedding. We’re going to hold the wedding reception at Eagle Hill Manor on December nineteenth. I’ll give you a reasonable budget to spruce up the inn—just enough to make the reception possible, as well as for anything that Walter Braden says is required before I list the place. You can talk with him and Poppy about what’s needed and give me an estimate that includes your time to manage the renovations and staging of the inn and to deal with whatever Melissa wants and needs. I want to make this clear—Melissa gets anything she wants. Your job is to make her wedding day everything she has ever dreamed about. If any crying happens the night before her big day, I want those tears to be tears of joy.”

         He paused, catching his breath. “I want to make it clear, right up front, that I’m not changing my mind about selling the inn. Walter will continue to show it to prospective buyers, but I promise you it will not be sold until after December nineteenth, so if you want to raise the money to buy it, then go for it. I won’t stand in your way.”

         Once he finished laying out his plan, he halfway expected Willow to jump up and down and squeal and throw her arms around his neck. That would have been nice. And also inappropriate.

         Thank God Willow wasn’t that kind of woman. She didn’t squeal or hug him, but she did give him a killer smile that drew his attention to her mouth. And her lips. Which were…kind of kissable. He’d never noticed that before.

         Whoa, wait a second. That wasn’t something he was supposed to notice. It wasn’t something he wanted to notice. But right then a jolt of sexual attraction swept through him, shocking him to his core.

         No. He didn’t want that. Willow was Shelly’s best friend.

         She was off-limits.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 6

         

         The skies opened up Monday morning as Willow was making the walk from her car to the grand portico at Eagle Hill Manor. The rain was a cold reminder that she had barely six weeks to spruce up the inn, make all the arrangements for a society wedding, and find investors who would help her buy the place outright.

         Christmas would be here before she knew it.

         She turned up the collar of her coat and rang the bell. David Lyndon was the last person she expected to open the door.

         Nor did she expect him to stand there, staring at her with an intense gaze that left her oddly breathless. Wait, what was up with that? David was Shelly’s husband. Her libido needed to take a cold shower.

         And besides, Willow had sworn off guys like David. Her next boyfriend was going to be a regular guy with a regular job, not a CEO or a congressman or any other person in the limelight. She’d had her fifteen minutes of infamy, thank you very much.

         Willow gulped down a calming breath and met his stare again, and noticed for the first time that Prince David was carrying a pink polka-dotted Hello Kitty backpack in his right hand.

         “Good morning,” she said. “Hi. I’m sure you want to know why I’m here so early. I made an appointment to talk with Mrs. M. You know, about sprucing up the inn for Jeff and Melissa?” Why did she suddenly feel as awkward as a teenager with a crush on the big man on campus? She was actually babbling. In David’s presence, no less.

         “Oh, great. We were just on our way out. We have a meeting this morning with Natalie’s teacher.”

         Thank God he turned toward Natalie, who was standing in the middle of the lobby dressed in a pink North Face fleece jacket that brought out the pink in her cheeks and the fire in her hair.

         “C’mon, Natalie, we’re going to be late,” David said in a parental tone.

         Willow didn’t know a thing about kids or parenting, but the look on Natalie’s face opened up a whole can of familiar fears and memories. Nothing was worse than having to go to school with a parent for the dreaded parent-teacher meeting.

         Willow had been through dozens of them. Mostly because Mom had “views” about public education and was not at all shy about expressing them…especially to people in authority.

         The poor kid.

         Willow dropped down to be on Natalie’s level. “Hey,” she said as she stuck out her hand, “I don’t think we were properly introduced last week. My name is Willow. I was one of your mother’s friends.” She ought to have told Natalie that she was her godmother, but it seemed presumptuous since she’d never taken the responsibility seriously. She decided, right on the spot, to make amends for her neglect.

         Natalie cocked her head to one side but didn’t shake Willow’s hand. This child was far more reserved than Shelly had been. “Grammy says I’m not supposed to call grown-ups by their first names.”

         So polite. But then her last name was Lyndon.

         “You’re right about that,” Willow said, painful memories of Mom’s “call me Linda” phase riffling through her mind. “Why don’t you call me Miss Willow, then?”

         “Okay.” The little girl nodded her head vigorously, her long, red ponytail bouncing. A pair of adorable pink and green polka-dotted leggings and green cowboy boots completed her outfit. She looked cute enough to warm the heart of any mean old teacher.

         Or even a negligent godmother.

         Willow was about to give Natalie a big pep talk about the whole parent-teacher thing when Mrs. M arrived on the scene and said, “For goodness’ sake, David, you’re going to be late if you don’t get going soon. Given what I know of Mrs. Welch, being late won’t help matters.”

         “Mrs. Welch?” Willow asked. “I hope it’s not the same Mrs. Welch who used to teach third grade back in 1990? That Mrs. Welch would be like a hundred years old by now.”

         “Not quite a hundred, dear,” Mrs. M said. “More like her late fifties.”

         “Don’t tell me this is the teacher your mother picketed that time,” David said.

         Willow didn’t answer David’s question. Instead she gave Natalie a pat on the shoulder. “Don’t let the spelling tests get you down,” she said.

         Natalie’s face lit up. “You know about those?”

         “Yeah, I’m afraid I do. But, you know, it’s okay. I learned a lot from Mrs. Welch too.”

         “What’s a picket?” Natalie asked.

         “Don’t answer that,” David said.

         She looked up at him, expecting to find a grumpy frown on his face. Instead he looked down at her with just a tiny humorous twist to his lips.

         She stood up, feeling suddenly light-headed. She’d forgotten how winning his smile could be.

         “Yes, well, I don’t think David is going to picket the school, are you?” Mrs. M said. There was an edge to her voice, and the smile at the corner of David’s eyes vanished.

         “No. I don’t think that’s quite the appropriate response.” He turned toward his daughter, who had been watching this exchange with undisguised interest. “Come on, let’s go. We don’t want to keep your teacher waiting,” he said, taking his daughter’s tiny hand in his much, much larger one.

         The sight of his big hand enveloping Natalie’s little one did something goofy to Willow’s insides. The warmth pooling inside her wasn’t precisely sexual, although it awakened every cell in her body. It tingled over her skin and made her aware of him in ways she’d never been before.

         Inside that princely, entitled exterior was a sensitive core. She saw it in the way he held his daughter’s hand, in the way he touched his wedding band, and in the way he still grieved for Shelly.

         He wasn’t at all like Corbin, was he?

         
            *  *  *

         

         Poppy watched David’s encounter with Willow with growing interest. Had her son-in-law smiled at Willow? Almost. And that was practically a miracle given that David had been behaving like a caricature of a brooding hero from out of the pages of those idiotic Gothic novels Shelly had loved so much.

         No, she hadn’t imagined it. He had smiled. He’d also given Willow the look a man gives a woman when he’s interested. Something was happening here, which explained a lot of things, not the least of which was David’s sudden change of heart about his cousin’s wedding.

         Poppy flashed back to the discussion last Monday at bridge club. Bud Ingram was right. David’s libido was reawakening.

         This could be good or bad news, depending on the personality of the next woman in David’s life. If he chose Willow, that would be very good indeed.

         For Poppy, at least.

         But would it be good for Willow?

         What to do? She didn’t know. She’d need to talk this out with someone like Faye. Faye was much better at trying to run other people’s lives.

         She gave Willow a hug. “Come along. I’ve set up some breakfast in the library. It consists of coffee and some scones from Grateful Bread, I’m afraid. I do miss Antonin’s blueberry muffins.”

         “I do, too, but the scones from Grateful Bread aren’t half bad,” Willow said.

         They crossed the inn’s lobby and walked into the library, where Poppy had set up a table with a faded chintz tablecloth and her favorite Royal Albert rosebud cups, saucers, and bread and butter plates. She’d once had enough of this pattern to serve tea to twenty. The years had taken their toll on the china, and at almost sixty dollars a place setting, she’d never be able to replace the broken pieces. But then, she was unlikely to ever serve tea to twenty again either.

         “So,” Poppy said after she poured coffee, and they’d buttered their scones, “you’ve managed to convince David to host a wedding. How remarkable.”

         Willow sat in her chair like a queen, with her back tall and inflexible, her shoulders straight and even. She’d never slouched, not even as a teen. And that rigid back telegraphed every single one of Willow’s insecurities. Willow had often been the adult in Linda Petersen’s household. And the little girl had learned early how to make herself look bigger. She’d also been the one who smoothed over Linda’s most outrageous acts of nonconformity, which explained why Willow always wore black, or beige, or gray. Her dress today was black with a high neckline. Her hair was pulled back neatly. And aside from that small moment by the front door, she appeared to be the very picture of calm control as she sipped her coffee.

         “Willow, darling girl, I’ve heard all about your business plan, and I have only one question. What on earth made you decide to do this? Restoring the inn was Shelly’s dream, not yours,” Poppy said.

         “I know. But maybe I need to borrow Shelly’s dream for a little while because my dream turned into a nightmare.”

         If Poppy wanted to encourage romance between David and Willow, this new development would certainly throw them together. But the situation was far more complicated. What if they actually stuck? What then? Willow’s plans to buy the inn and restore it would become a major bone of contention, wouldn’t they?

         And that was the very best reason for Poppy to stay out of any matchmaking attempts. They were likely to blow up in her face.

         “All right,” Poppy said, “tell me about your plan, then.”

         Willow started talking fast, jabbering the way she always had. She spoke about marketing plans, and high-end weddings, and demographics, and a whole raft of things that Poppy knew nothing about. Poppy knew how to welcome people into her home as if they were family. Poppy knew how to feed them and take care of them. Poppy knew how to order groceries and manage maid service.

         “Mrs. M,” Willow said, as her spiel came to an end, “you’re absolutely right. I don’t know a thing about weddings or running an inn, except, of course, the stuff I learned by hanging around with Shelly as a kid. I know you want to retire, but I need your help. I need your advice. I need you as a consultant.”

         Poppy laughed. “I’m happy to help you with Melissa’s wedding, Willow. It will be fun.”

         “Fun?”

         “Yes, Willow, fun. Trust me. Weddings are always fun. They are my favorite thing to host here at the inn. So let’s get started. I’ve already phoned Walter Braden, and he’ll be here around ten o’clock to go through his to-do list for getting the property ready to show. But, of course, there is much more that needs to be done if we’re going to host a Christmas-themed wedding reception. For starters, we need to think about holiday decorations. I’m afraid the old ones are kind of tired, and last year they weren’t stored in the barn correctly. The mice got to the lights, so we’ll need to replace all of them.

         “And we’ll need to figure something out about the catering. I wonder if I could induce Antonin to come back to cater the reception. He always did such a wonderful job, especially with Christmas weddings. His shepherd’s pie is to die for.

         “And we’ll need to think about flowers and repainting the lobby and the dining room. Oh my, we have a lot of work to do.”

         Was it her imagination, or did Willow’s face pale a little bit as she dug in her briefcase for a legal pad? “Slow down, Mrs. M,” Willow said. “I need to take detailed notes.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 7

         

         David guided Natalie through the doors of Daniel Morgan Elementary School. It was a good half hour before the children would arrive for the day, and Natalie clung to his hand as if it were a lifeline.

         The hallways brought back reminders of childhood. Children’s art projects hung on every wall, and the place smelled of chalk, poster paint, and textbooks. He guided his child into the principal’s office, where Mrs. Geary was waiting for them.

         The slight tightening of Natalie’s grip told him she was scared of this woman, and rightly so. Mrs. Geary was almost six feet tall, with thinning dark hair and a mouth that turned down at the corners in a perpetual scowl. She wore a charm bracelet on her thin wrist, which jangled as he shook her hand.

         Boy, the woman was a little bit scary, but he was determined not to let this woman or Natalie’s teacher, Mrs. Welch, punish his daughter for nothing.

         The principal guided them into a small room with a conference table that took up almost all the space. A fiftyish woman with short gray hair and round nervous eyes was waiting for them.

         “Mr. Lyndon,” the woman said, standing up, “I’m Mrs. Welch, Natalie’s teacher. I’m sorry we didn’t get to meet on back-to-school night.”

         Oh, low blow. He’d missed back-to-school night and the first-quarter teacher-parent conference because he’d been staying at Mother and Dad’s DC apartment, working on a major case at trial before the US Court of Appeals for the Federal Circuit. Poppy had covered for him on both occasions and had given him a full report. Natalie had always been a good and diligent student.

         “Please, sit,” Mrs. Geary said.

         They all sat. Natalie’s posture said it all. His little girl was scared out of her mind. But she wouldn’t be for long.

         “Mr. Lyndon,” Mrs. Geary said, “you asked for this meeting. What seems to be the problem?”

         David pulled Natalie’s spelling tests from his inside jacket pocket. The papers were badly creased and crinkled because Natalie had been hiding them in the bottom of her backpack, ashamed to show them to him, even though there wasn’t a blessed thing wrong with them.

         He smoothed them out and passed them across the table to the principal. “This,” he said in his bulldog County Council voice.

         Mrs. Welch picked up the spelling tests before the principal could reach them and then gave Natalie a glare that made David want to strangle her.

         “You know you’re supposed to have your father sign these and return them, don’t you, Natalie?” she said. “I would never have had to call your father if you’d—”

         “No, Mrs. Welch,” David said, interrupting the teacher. “I’m not talking about your rules here. I’m talking about the grade.”

         “I realize that you and your family are used to getting your—”

         “This has nothing to do with my family. It has everything to do with the grade on that paper.”

         “Now, Mr. Lyndon, you—” Mrs. Geary started to say in a conciliatory tone.

         “What kind of school are you running here? Is it your practice to penalize certain children by flunking them on spelling tests even when any idiot can see that the words are spelled correctly?”

         “They are not spelled correctly.” Mrs. Welch sat up straight in her chair and glared at him.

         “What on earth are you talking about? Just look at them.”

         “I’m sorry, Mr. Lyndon, but Natalie does not form her ‘O’s or ‘E’s properly. Therefore, the words are not correctly written.”

         “Oh my God, are you marking her down for penmanship? Really? That’s your excuse?”

         “Mr. Lyndon, please,” Mrs. Geary said, “keep your voice—”

         “Mrs. Welch,” David interrupted again, “the senior partner in my law firm, who is admitted to the Supreme Court Bar and has argued some of the seminal cases of our time, has worse handwriting than Natalie’s. I had less trouble reading Natalie’s spelling test than I do notes from him. I had no trouble distinguishing her ‘O’s from her ‘E’s.”

         “Her handwriting does not meet our standards for—”

         “Oh, for crying out loud. I’m fed up with stupid teachers who spend all their time trying to teach to some stupid standard while they miss the most obvious thing.”

         “Mr. Lyndon, keep your voice down, please,” Mrs. Geary said. “I understand your concerns about handwriting, but you yourself were among the school board members who supported a back-to-basics curriculum a few years back. And that curriculum included the teaching of cursive writing.”

         “What?”

         “You can look it up. We are required by Jefferson County to teach cursive writing in third grade. We have always interpreted that to mean that we should mark down spelling tests when the writing doesn’t meet acceptable standards.”

         David stood up and leaned over the table. “I don’t give a damn what your interpretation of the back-to-basics program is. Can’t you see that you’ve petrified my daughter? You’ve convinced her that she can’t spell and that she’s failing in school. She was so ashamed she hid these papers from me and—”

         “Mr. Lyndon, as a parent it’s your duty to make sure your child doesn’t hide papers from you. You should be checking her backpack regularly.” Mrs. Geary got up and matched his aggressive stance.

         Well, that was that. He was done, finished. He loved his daughter. It might be that he left a lot of the day-to-day to Poppy, but he certainly wasn’t going to stand there and let two old biddies suggest that all of Natalie’s problems were his fault. And he certainly wasn’t keeping his child in this kind of toxic situation.

         He turned toward his daughter, who was looking up at him with wide, dark eyes. “Come on, we’re leaving now. You’ll be coming to the office with me today.”

         He took Natalie by the hand as she hopped down from the chair.

         “Mr. Lyndon, are you withdrawing your child from the school?”

         “Yes,” he said.

         “You know that’s against the law. She is required to attend school, and if she doesn’t attend school, I will have to report her as truant. And if you, as a parent, encourage truancy, it’s considered a misdemeanor in the Commonwealth of Virginia.”

         “Mrs. Geary, I intend to enroll my daughter at St. Luke’s, where I went to school as a boy.”

         He stepped around the principal and walked right out the front door just as school buses began to unload kids. David and Natalie were a lot like salmon swimming upstream as they headed toward the parking lot.

         It was raining pretty hard, and he hadn’t brought an umbrella. Cold water pelted him, cooling him down. It suddenly occurred to him that Bill Cummins might have a field day with what had just happened.

         “Am I not going to school today?” Natalie asked.

         “No, you’re not.”

         “I don’t mind going to school, really,” she said. “I mean I kind of like it, especially recess and lunchtime with Ilene and Olivia.”

         He stopped and turned to face his child. He was so much taller that she had to crane her neck to look up at him. That didn’t strike him as fair, especially since the rain had started to fall in earnest. So he squatted down and took her by the shoulders.

         “You listen to me, okay?” he said, blinking as the rain hit his face. “What happened today is not because you did something wrong. For one thing, you didn’t fail any spelling tests. You spelled all your words correctly, and I’m proud of you. And I don’t think your handwriting is all that bad, although it’s a little bit sloppy, but then, you’re left-handed and that makes it hard. We can work on that, okay? It’s not a big deal. But it’s a big deal when people try to make you feel like you’re stupid. I don’t like that. Not one bit.”

         His words stuck in his throat and his chest constricted. Damnit. He loved her more than anything on the face of the planet. He opened his arms and she stepped into them. He pulled her close and pressed his nose to her beautiful red hair, breathing her in.

         
            *  *  *

         

         After spending the morning with Mrs. M and Walter Braden, Willow had a long list of repairs and upgrades that needed to be taken care of before the wedding reception, not to mention the gigantic list of things Poppy said were necessary in order to plan a wedding properly.

         That list was daunting. It left her feeling oddly unprepared for her luncheon meeting with Melissa and her two bridesmaids at Gracie’s Diner. Willow found Melissa, Courtney, and Arwen waiting for her at one of the big booths near the diner’s front door.

         “Hi, everyone,” she said, plastering a bright, businesslike smile on her face. “Sorry I’m a little late. I was out at the inn taking stock. There’s a lot to get done. Including new holiday decorations.”

         “What’s wrong with the decorations?” Courtney asked.

         “They need replacing.”

         “Oh. That’s bad, you know, because part of why Melissa wants to have her reception at the inn is because it’s always decorated to the nines. I mean, it’s like a tradition to go there for high tea in December just to see all the lights and wreaths and greenery.”
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