
  [image: 9781426796074_Cover.jpg]


  
    Endorsements


    Praise for Home to Chicory Lane


    “Deborah Raney has once again painted a vivid portrait of our own humanity using characters readers will love and identify with, no matter what their stage of life. I fell in love with the Chicory Inn and the Whitman family. Tender, touching, and filled with a unique patchwork of personalities, Landyn and Chase’s story made me feel like a part of the family. Raney wraps her beautifully flawed characters in the unconditional love of a God who will never leave them—or us. I’m already anticipating the next book in the series!”
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    “Deborah Raney is the queen of small town, hope-inspired fiction, and Home to Chicory Lane has everything you’ve come to expect from her award-winning novels—and more. Raney captures all the nuances of today’s family and delivers it up with signature warmth and humor. Book your reservation for Chicory Lane. You won’t be disappointed!”
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    “Once again, Deborah Raney has succeeded in creating a heartwarming story that doesn’t skimp on the realism of life—joys and jolts, challenges faced bravely and others regrettably. Within the first few pages of Home to Chicory Lane, the Whitmans, their children, and the community around them will feel like family—angst and all.”
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    “Home to Chicory Lane is a compelling story that will draw you in and make you care about the main characters, even when you want to throttle them, and then sit them both down and have a serious talk. Not that they’d listen. Both Chase and Landyn are hardheaded, selfish, and need to grow up—for more reasons than one. Don’t miss Home to Chicory Lane for a compelling read that will make you thankful for home and family.”


    —Laura V. Hilton, author of A White Christmas in Webster County


    



    


    “Deborah Raney’s Home to Chicory Lane is her best novel yet, with characters you wish lived on your street. The Whitman family will quickly find a home in readers’ hearts, and Grant Whitman is the best male point of view I’ve read in a novel. Home to Chicory Lane has earned a spot on my All Time Favorites list and my Top Ten for 2014. Novel Rocket and I give it our highest recommendation. It’s a 5-star read, and I can’t wait for the next book in this series.”
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    Chapter 1


    1


    So, Mrs. Whitman, is everything ready?” Grant stood under the archway dividing the formal dining room from the parlor, smiling that cat-that-swallowed-the-canary grin Audrey adored. And had for nearly thirty-five years.


    She went to lean on the column opposite him. She loved this view of the house—no, the inn. She must remember to refer to it as such. This wonderful house where they’d raised their five kids and where she’d played as a little girl had finally become The Chicory Inn. The stately home just a mile outside of Langhorne, Missouri, had been built by her maternal grandparents on a wooded fifty acres with a clearwater creek running through it. Now it was her fifty-five hundred square-foot dream fulfilled. Or at least that was the plan.


    Audrey gave her husband a tight smile. “I’m as ready as I’ll ever be. I just know I’m forgetting something.”


    “Come here.” He opened his arms to her.


    She stepped into his embrace, desperately needing the strength of him.


    “Everything looks wonderful, and anything you forgot can’t be too important. Just look at the weather God supplied—sunshine, cool October breeze, and the trees are at their autumn peak. Even the chicory is still in bloom in the ditches. Made to order, I’d say.”


    She nodded, feeling as if she might burst into tears any minute.


    Grant pulled her closer. “Can’t you just enjoy this weekend? It’s no fun if you’re in knots the whole time.”


    “Were we crazy to invite the kids home for this?”


    He kissed the top of her head. “We were crazy to have kids, never mind five of them. But hey, look how that turned out.”


    “I wish your mom could’ve been here.”


    He cleared his throat. “Trust me, it’s better this way. Besides, you know she’ll find a way to get in her two cents, even from the wilds of Oregon. What do you want to bet she’ll call, just as guests are arriving, to make sure you didn’t forget anything?”


    She loved Grant’s mother dearly, but the woman did have a way of trying to run the show—even when it wasn’t her show to run. Grant was probably right. Cecelia—or CeeCee, as the kids called their grandmother—had timed her trip to visit Grant’s brother perfectly.


    Audrey’s cell phone chimed, signaling a text message.


    “See?” Grant gave her an I-told-you-so grin. “There she is.”


    She checked her phone. “Your mother barely knows how to make a call on a cell phone, let alone send a text. Oh, it’s Link. He’s running late.” She texted a quick reply to their son.


    “Link late? Well, there’s a huge surprise.”


    She laughed, grateful for the distraction. Their son was notoriously tardy. But after she put her phone back in her pocket, Audrey turned serious. “Oh, Grant . . . What if this whole thing is a big fat flop?”


    “And why, sweet woman, would it be a flop, when you’ve poured your heart and soul and passion into it for the last eight months?”


    “And most of your retirement funds, don’t forget.” The thought made her positively queasy. It wasn’t as if he could just return to his contractor job tomorrow and get back his 401K. “Not to mention a lot of sweat equity.”


    “And don’t forget the blood and tears.” He winked.


    “And your blood pressure,” she said with a look of warning. “How can you joke about this, Grant? What if we—”


    “Shh.” He tipped her chin and silenced her with a kiss.


    She knew Grant had been relieved to get out of the rat race his job had become. In fact, his doctor had prescribed retirement along with the blood pressure meds he’d put Grant on last fall. The past year of renovations had been anything but relaxing, but things would settle down now that the remodel was finished. Maybe this was all a sort of blessing in disguise. She let that thought soothe her. For the moment anyway.


    The doorbell rang.


    “That’ll be Corinne.” She pushed away from him. “She promised to help me with the hors d’oeuvres.”


    “I don’t see why we couldn’t just have chips and salsa or pretzels or—”


    “And don’t forget your tie.” Audrey scooped the despised noose, as Grant had dubbed it, off the end of the hall tree and tossed it at him.


    He caught it and dangled it by two fingers as if it were a poisonous snake. “You’re not really serious about that?”


    “Serious as a heart attack.”


    Grant’s grumbling faded behind her as she hurried to answer the door.


    Their eldest daughter stood on the wraparound veranda with almost-two-year-old Simone propped on one hip.


    “Corinne?” Audrey sagged. “I thought Jesse was going to watch the kids?”


    “He is, but I think Simone’s cutting teeth, and I didn’t want Jesse to have to deal with that, too. You know how he gets when—” Corinne stopped mid-sentence and eyed her mother. “It’ll be fine, Mom. Dad can watch Simone if we need him to.”


    “No, your dad has a whole list of things he’s in charge of. I need him.” She pushed down the resentment that threatened. “Never mind. You’re right . . . it’ll be fine.” She reached for her youngest granddaughter and ushered Corinne into the foyer.


    Corinne walked through to the parlor, her eyes widening. “Wow! It looks gorgeous, Mom. You’ve been busy.”


    “I just want everything to be perfect. Just this one time.” She didn’t have to look at her daughter to know Corinne was rolling her eyes.


    “Just this once, huh?”


    She ignored the sarcasm and tweaked little Simone’s cheek. “Are those new toofers giving you trouble, sweetie?”


    The baby gave her a snaggletoothed grin and wiped her turned-up nose on the shoulder of Audrey’s apple green linen jacket.


    “Simone!” Corinne’s shrug didn’t match the grimace she gave Audrey. “Well, at least it matches.”


    Audrey did not find that amusing.


    Corinne swooped in with a tissue, which made Simone screech like a banshee. Which made Huckleberry come running, barking as if he’d just cornered a squirrel.


    Great. Just great. “Can somebody please take this dog outside? How did he even get in here?” Audrey hated raising her voice to her family, but she knew too well that the playful Lab could undo in two minutes everything they’d spent a week preparing. “I want him outside until the last guest leaves.”


    “Come here, Huck,” Corinne coaxed, stroking the sleek chocolate-colored coat. “You bad boy.”


    “It’s okay. I’ll take him out.” Audrey handed the baby off to Corinne, put Huck outside, and came back to the sink. Grabbing a damp dishcloth from the basin, she scrubbed at her jacket, exchanging the toddler’s snot stain for a dark wet spot. She prayed it would dry before the first guests started arriving.


    The clock in the foyer struck eleven, and a frisson of panic went through her. They had less than two hours and so much still to do. She heard Link’s voice at the front door. Maybe she could enlist him to watch Simone for a few minutes. Like his brother Tim, Link had always had a way with kids.


    “Hey, Mom. Dad said to report in.” Tall and rugged-looking like his father, Link appeared beneath the arch of the kitchen doorway. “Smells good in here.” He gave Audrey a quick hug before snatching a bacon-wrapped canapé from a silver tray. He popped it in his mouth before Audrey could protest.


    She placed herself between her son and the gleaming marble counter full of food. “There are snacks out in the garage for you kids, but I’m not joking; this stuff is off limits until we see how many people show.”


    “Got it, Mom. Off limits.” In one smooth motion, Link gave her a half-salute and reached behind her for a sausage ball.


    “Cut that out! Shoo! Out of my kitchen!”


    “Place looks good, Ma.”


    Grant appeared in the doorway. “Reporting for duty.”


    Link shot his dad a conspiratorial grin but obediently backed into the entryway. Audrey wondered for the thousandth time why some sweet young girl hadn’t snapped up this handsome son of hers. But that was a worry for another day.


    “Hey guys,” Audrey said, “can you bring in some folding chairs from the garage? Maybe just half a dozen or so. I don’t want to set up more than we need.”


    “You’ll need more than six.” Grant sounded so sure the day would be a success. “Bring a dozen, Link.”


    She hoped he was right. But if not . . . Well, there would be no problem getting rid of all the food she’d made. The good ol’ Whitman family reunion they’d planned for the rest of the weekend would take care of that. The thought brought a pang of longing with it. It was wonderful to have most of her family together, but it wouldn’t be the same without Landyn and Chase.


    And Tim. Nothing would ever be the same without Timothy.


    * * *


    Landyn Spencer craned her neck to check the Interstate traffic behind her in the rearview mirror, but all she could see was the U-Haul trailer she was pulling. The extended mirrors on the behemoth were smeared with a dozen hours of rain and dust.


    New York was thirteen hours behind her, and with the sun finally coming up, she realized she was in familiar territory.


    She’d left the city after ten last night, starting out on only four hours of sleep. She’d been watching the lit-up Empire State Building fade into the skyline in her rearview mirror, and not until she’d passed through the Lincoln Tunnel and come out on the New Jersey side had she finally allowed herself tears.


    That was a mistake. She’d been crying ever since. But enough. She had to get hold of herself before she got home. She swiped at damp cheeks, took a deep breath, and steadied her gaze on the road in front of her. If her eyes got any more swollen, she’d have to pull the Honda over. And if she did that, chances were good the stupid thing wouldn’t start again. Then she’d really be up the Hudson without a paddle. Besides, right now, she just wanted to put the past—and Chase Spencer—as far behind her as she could.


    She still couldn’t believe that her husband of six months had gone so far off the deep end. Without even discussing it with her, he’d let their great, albeit small, apartment on the Upper West Side go—sublet their home to a stranger—and rented a fleabag excuse for a studio apartment in Brooklyn. What was he thinking?


    He wasn’t. That was the problem. He’d let his art rep convince him that living in Bedford-Stuyvesant near some stupid gallery that was supposedly the next hot thing would jumpstart his career. The agent had told Chase the studio would pay for itself in a matter of months—and probably herald in world peace too.


    Well, fine. Chase had made his choice. But they were newlyweds. She should have been his choice. Oh, he claimed he wasn’t forcing her hand. But if she did what he wanted and followed him to Brooklyn, it meant an almost two-hour commute for her every day. They saw each other little enough as it was! Had he thought any of this through? No, he had not. And despite what Chase said, leaving Fineman and Justus, and a marketing position she loved, didn’t leave her with many options. Especially not now . . .


    The tears started again and she shook her head. She couldn’t even let herself think about that right now.


    She attempted to distract her maudlin thoughts with the stunning colors October had painted on either side of the Interstate. She thought she’d crossed over into Kentucky, though she didn’t remember seeing a sign. If Chase were here, he’d no doubt be sketching the trees or shooting photos in a vain attempt to capture the vivid colors. Then he’d complain that the pictures didn’t even come close, and she’d have to—


    A horn blared behind her. She checked the mirror and then the speedometer. She was barely going fifty in the left-hand lane. Stupid cruise control had quit working again. Heart pounding, she accelerated and tried to whip back into the right lane only to have the trailer tug her over the line into the passing lane. She finally managed to maneuver to the proper lane, and she glared hard at the driver as he passed her.


    It was a stupid, childish thing to do. She was the one in the wrong. But the guy had almost scared her into having a wreck. It would serve Chase right if she had an accident. She quickly checked the thought. He wasn’t the only one she had to think about. Mom and Dad had already lost one child. Her throat tightened at the thought of her brother. If they had to go through that again, she wasn’t sure they’d ever recover. Besides, Mom and Dad didn’t know she was on her way home. If she had a wreck, no one would know why she was on a road all alone, miles from New York.


    It did make her smile to think about what her parents’ reaction would be when she pulled into the driveway. She hadn’t seen Mom and Dad since her wedding in April, and it would be fun to surprise them. Suddenly she missed them the way she had that first summer she’d gone away to church camp and learned the meaning of “homesick.”


    But how could she tell them she was leaving Chase? After only six months of marriage. She could hear her dad now. “Landyn Rebekah Whitman,” he’d say (somehow forgetting she was now a Spencer), “you get in that car and you drive yourself right back to New York.” He’d be mad at Chase, too, but she’d be the one who’d get the talking-to.


    Well, they didn’t know the details. And they wouldn’t. Chase had fought hard to win her parents over, and she wasn’t going to make him out to be the bad guy now—even though he was. One hundred percent, he was. It still made her furious.


    No . . . worse than that. It broke her heart.


    She was beginning to understand why her parents had been skeptical about Chase in the first place. He was letting this . . . delusion of getting rich and famous selling his art sidetrack him. Not that he wasn’t good. He was. He had a ton of talent, but that didn’t mean he could make a living at it. And their finances didn’t exactly allow for risky investments right now.


    Chase had landed a job in New York right out of college, working in the art department for a small local magazine. It was a job that used his art skills, and one with room to grow.


    But then this nut job art rep had seen Chase’s work and gotten him all wired with delusions of grandeur. In a way, she understood. Chase hadn’t received much encouragement growing up. His dad left when he was five, and he’d been raised by a single mom who seemed to have a new boyfriend every other week. The minute Chase graduated high school, Mona Spencer had followed some guy out to California. She’d come back for their wedding on the arm of yet another flavor of the week, but Landyn didn’t expect to see her again unless she and Chase took the initiative to make a trip out West someday.


    Still, despite his rough childhood, and a couple of wild years in high school, Chase had defied the odds and turned into a good guy. A really good guy. Their youth pastor from Langhorne Community Fellowship took Chase under his wing, and by the time Landyn was old enough to date, he was toeing a pretty straight line. Well, except for that tattoo. Dad had come completely unglued when he heard Chase had gotten inked. She’d finally calmed him down by explaining that Chase’s Celtic cross—on his collarbone, so it was hidden under most of his shirts—was a symbol of his faith and of the permanence of God’s love for him. Landyn had always loved her husband’s tat—one he’d designed himself. She’d even toyed with the idea of getting one to match. But so far the fear of her father’s reaction and the lack of cash had prevented her—not to mention the disturbing image of herself as a grandma with a shriveled tat on her chest.


    After Chase proposed, Mom and Dad insisted they go to counseling before getting married—more intensive than the required premarital counseling—with Pastor Simmons. And though she’d balked big-time at the suggestion, Chase had been willing. And when their sessions were over, she was certain Chase Spencer was ready to be the husband of her dreams—even if her parents weren’t convinced.


    Maybe she should have listened to them.


    Because now he’d quit his job and all but forced her to quit hers. Forced her to run home to Missouri. Except she didn’t have a home in Missouri anymore either. Her parents had turned their house into a bed-and-breakfast, and her room was now a guest room at the Chicory Inn. Real original, Mom. From what her sisters said—and from the photos Mom had e-mailed her of the finished renovation—Landyn wouldn’t even recognize the place.


    Sometime this week was the big open house for the inn, too. She’d told her parents she and Chase couldn’t get away—which was true at the time. But now she had no choice. She’d stayed with a friend from work for three days, but if she’d stayed there one more day, she’d have had one less friend. So she’d loaded up what little furniture Chase didn’t take with him, and she was headed back to Langhorne.


    At least in Missouri she wouldn’t be shelling out two thousand dollars a month in rent for some roach-infested studio. And she’d be a world away from New York. And him.

  


  
    Chapter 2


    2


    The first guests arrived at one o’clock sharp. Audrey should have known Lawna and Fred Farley, from half a mile up the road, would be first to ring the doorbell. She had no right to resent them coming. She’d invited all their neighbors and friends, and she wanted them to come, despite the fact they’d likely never book a night in the inn. But, as Grant had suggested, they might be persuaded to reserve a night for visiting family members at the county’s newest and most quaint bed-and-breakfast.


    Still, Audrey knew Lawna well enough to know the woman’s main mission today was to critique the decor, the food, Audrey’s standard of cleanliness, and the Whitman children and grandchildren—and then report back to anyone in Langhorne who would listen. Lawna’s Tease, Tan ’n’ Tone, the beauty/tanning/fitness salon the Farleys had opened in Langhorne a year ago (Grant called it Tease, Tan ’n’ Talk) would provide the perfect venue for her purposes too.


    Audrey pasted on her best smile and opened the door. “Welcome!” Behind them, two more cars pulled up the long driveway and parked on either side of the Farleys. She didn’t recognize the people getting out of those vehicles. Maybe this day wasn’t going to be a bust after all. “Here, let me take your jacket, Fred.”


    “I’ve got it, Mom.” Bree stepped in and took the corduroy jacket Fred shrugged out of.


    “Bless you, sweet girl.” Audrey didn’t know what she would have done without their precious daughter-in-law this morning. Not only had she cheered Simone up—and cleaned her up—but she’d somehow managed to whip the rest of the family into shape too. It was no wonder Tim’s wife was so good at her job as an event planner. “I owe you one,” she whispered to Bree after Fred and Lawna had wandered into the parlor to inspect the renovation.


    “Look out there,” Bree said, pointing to the knot of people gathered on the front veranda. “And the weather is perfect. If we get too big of a crowd we can just send people outside.”


    “It is perfect, isn’t it? And bless you, too, for thinking we’ll have a crowd.”


    “Of course you will.” Bree hung Fred’s coat in the closet.


    “Tell the girls we’re ready for the tours.” Audrey went out to herd the guests inside where Corinne and her sister, Danae, were preparing to host guided tours of the inn. The girls’ husbands, Jesse and Dallas, had taken the three grandkids for a ride in the wagon with instructions to keep the little girls occupied as long as possible.


    Hurrying down the stairs toward the small flock of guests, Audrey noticed there were now six cars in the makeshift parking lot and another coming up the drive. Pulling a U-Haul trailer. Hmm . . . She hoped no one expected to get a room tonight. They already had a dozen bookings on the calendar just from word of mouth and what little advertising they’d done. But they purposely hadn’t reserved anything this opening weekend since they’d asked the kids all to stay the weekend to celebrate the grand opening—a christening of sorts, and probably the last time they’d have so many of their family all under the same roof for a while.


    The white car towing the U-Haul moved slowly up the drive, but instead of following the signs to the designated parking Grant had roped off, the vehicle pulled around beside the detached garage where the kids always parked when they came to visit. The car looked a little like Landyn’s Honda, and for a minute Audrey dared to hope her baby girl had—


    Wait! Squinting, Audrey shaded her eyes against the sun’s glare. The girl getting out of the car . . . It was Landyn.


    It was all Audrey could do to take the time to direct her guests inside, but she managed to tactfully do that before flying down the steps and across the front lawn.


    Landyn’s hair was a mass of pale ringlets around her face, and even with huge sunglasses covering her eyes, she looked exhausted. But she was beaming from ear to ear. “Hey, Mom!”


    “You stinker, you. Couldn’t get away, huh?” Audrey caught her youngest up in a bear hug, then looked past her to the passenger side of the car. “Where’s Chase?”


    “I came by myself.”


    “You drove? Honey! That’s a long trip to make by yourself. Did you drive all night? Oh, never mind! I’m just so glad you’re here! Wait till Dad sees you. He’s going to absolutely flip out.”


    Landyn laughed and opened the back door of the Honda to retrieve a small suitcase. “What’s with all the cars?”


    Audrey furrowed her brow. “What do you mean? It’s for the open house. People came. I thought that’s why you came.”


    “Oh—of course.”


    “You forgot?”


    “No, I mean . . . I knew it was this weekend. I just forgot it was today. I—I figured you’d have it on a Sunday or something.”


    Something seemed . . . off. But Audrey didn’t have time to press her right now. “Here—” She reached for her daughter’s bag. “What else needs to come in? And what on earth is in the U-Haul?”


    “Oh—” Landyn eyed the trailer as if she’d also forgotten she’d towed it halfway across the country. “Some furniture and stuff. To put in storage. We can unload it later. It looks like you have a good turnout.”


    “Better than I thought we’d have. And we’re just getting started. It goes until six. Are you hungry? We’ve already eaten, but I can fix you a plate.”


    Landyn hitched her purse up on one shoulder and locked the car. “Thanks . . . not hungry. And I’m a mess. Can I sneak in the back and freshen up before I have to see anyone?”


    Audrey scrambled to think where she could put Landyn. The other kids had already filled all the guest rooms—and the covered porch. “You can clean up in the master bath for now. I’ll take it off the tour until you’re out.”


    “Tour?”


    “Your sisters are giving tours of the inn.”


    Landyn raised a blonde eyebrow over the rim of her sunglasses. “Whoa . . . So it’s the inn now? Fancy schmancy.”


    Audrey felt the sting from her daughter’s snarky tone but tried not to let it show. “Come on. I’ll sneak you in. You can surprise everybody after you get cleaned up.” She hefted the suitcase in one hand, put an arm around Landyn, and squeezed her close. “I’m sorry Chase couldn’t make it, but I’m so glad you’re home.”


    And she was. She was thrilled her baby girl had decided to surprise them, but Landyn’s timing could not have been worse. The master suite on the third floor was Grant’s and her retreat. It would never be booked, but she’d wanted to let people see the impressive space this one time at the open house, and she’d said as much in all the advertisements.


    She toyed briefly with sending Landyn into town to clean up at Grant’s mother’s empty house, but that was no way to welcome a newlywed daughter home. Their guests would just have to understand.


    * * *


    Grant left a foursome of his golf buddies bragging in the front yard and went to greet a new carload of guests who’d just come up the driveway. Audrey would be delighted with the turnout for her open house. He hadn’t seen her for at least an hour, but through the open windows he could hear the pleasant murmur of conversation inside. And above it, Corinne and Danae’s well-rehearsed tour guide lingo floated down from the open windows. His two eldest daughters’ voices sounded so much alike he couldn’t tell where one left off and the other began.


    Their kids had done them proud today. He tugged at his tie, which now hung in a loose loop around his neck. He’d be glad when the last guest pulled out of the drive and he could don shorts and flip-flops and just hang out with his family. He had steaks marinating in the fridge in the garage, and Audrey assured him there’d be plenty of leftovers from the open house to round out the meal. She’d no doubt be exhausted after this day, but he’d talked her into skipping church so they could sleep in tomorrow. “God will understand,” Grant assured her when she protested.


    And the girls, including Bree, had all agreed to stay long enough to clean the floors and get the house back in shape after half of Clemens County and beyond had traipsed through it.


    “Hello, folks. Welcome.” He stretched out a hand to two middle-aged couples who’d emerged from a Lincoln Town Car. He glanced at the license plate. “Tennessee? You’ve come a ways.”


    The driver of the car laughed. “We’re visiting my brother here. He and Doris live just up the road in Cape Girardeau.”


    “Ah, I see. Well, you Tennesseans definitely win the prize for coming the farthest. So far.”


    He directed them through the front door and spied the tail end of Corinne’s tour group of six heading out to the backyard. “I’m not sure where my other tour guide is, but why don’t you help yourself to some refreshments and I’ll see if I can track one of the girls down.”


    “Oh, thank you, but we just ate.” The driver’s wife patted her ample belly. “Don’t worry about us. We can just do a self-guided tour.”


    The quartet seemed harmless, but Audrey had warned them all about letting people roam the house unattended. “I’ll give you the grand tour myself,” he said. “We can start on the third floor and work our way down.”


    As they climbed two flights of stairs to the master suite, Grant noted points of interest—not necessarily the things Audrey would have chosen to highlight were she guiding the tour, but the gentlemen seemed interested while their wives oohed and aahed among themselves over the decor.


    “This is our private living quarters, but my wife wanted to show it off today.” Grant pushed the door open and motioned for the group to precede him into the room. “Audrey’s invested a lot into this proj—”


    The women gave a little gasp, and Grant followed their gaze to the bed. Someone—someone wearing Audrey’s lavender polka-dot bathrobe—was curled in a fetal ball in the middle of the down comforter Audrey had paid a small fortune for. But it wasn’t Audrey.


    The body stirred and sat up looking dazed.


    What on earth? “Landyn? What are you doing here?” He turned to his guests. “I’m sorry, but would you excuse us for a moment, please?”


    Murmuring unwarranted apologies, the two couples pivoted and nudged each other out of the room, obviously feeling awkward—and probably wondering why there was a pretty young woman sleeping on his bed.


    “Daddy!” Landyn squealed and rolled off the bed and into his arms.


    “I thought you couldn’t come! Does your mom know you’re here?”


    She giggled. “She snuck me in the back way. I—wanted to surprise everyone.”


    “Well, you certainly did that.” He glanced back at the door, relieved to see the guests heading downstairs.


    He held her at arms’ length. Her eyes still looked sleepy. “Where’s Chase?”


    “He couldn’t come. I . . . came by myself.” Landyn looked around the room. “It doesn’t even feel like the same place.”


    “Did Corinne and Danae take you on the tour?”


    She shook her head. “I haven’t seen anyone but Mom.”


    “You’re kidding.”


    She grinned. “I used your shower. I was just going to rest my eyes for a few minutes and—I guess I fell asleep. Sorry if I scared off those people.” She motioned toward the door.


    At that minute, the door opened and Audrey came through it. “Oh! I missed the reunion.” She beamed up at Grant. “I wanted to see your face when you saw her.”


    “You would have liked to see the faces of your out-of-state guests when I brought them up for the tour and there was a strange woman in our bed.”


    “Dad!”


    Audrey gasped. “Are you serious? Oh, dear . . . I’d better go down and explain. Which guests?”


    “The ones from Tennessee.”


    “Someone came all the way from Tennessee?”


    “Visiting relatives in Cape. Sorry to disappoint.”


    “Okay. I’ll go do damage control. Meanwhile, we need to get this room back in shape.”


    “Or close it to the public,” he said, aiming a worried glance at Landyn. “You look tired, baby girl.”


    “She drove all the way from New York by herself,” Audrey said on her way out the door.


    “You drove straight through? Is Chase working?”


    “Yes—He couldn’t get off.” A split-second hesitation that planted a seed of worry in Grant’s gut. “But I didn’t want to miss the family reunion.”


    He studied his daughter. Now wasn’t the time for questions, but he sensed there was something she wasn’t saying. “Well, get dressed,” he said finally. “I’ll take you on the tour myself.” He gave her another quick hug, surprised at the lump that swelled in his throat.


    He hadn’t seen Landyn since her wedding . . . was it six months ago already? It was hard to picture his baby girl as a married woman.


    And he hoped there wasn’t already trouble in paradise.
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    Landyn rummaged through the small suitcase she’d brought in, looking for something halfway presentable. She settled on skinny jeans and a crinkle-look blouse that was a few wrinkles beyond crinkled. Still, it was better than the ratty T-shirt she’d arrived in. She pulled her hair into a thick ponytail and went out to the hall to find Dad.


    He walked her through the second-floor bedrooms, and when they got to her old room, her sisters and Bree were there talking with two elderly women Landyn didn’t know.


    Corinne spotted her first. “Landyn! What are you doing here, baby sister?”


    The squeal-fest that followed lightened her heart considerably.


    “I can’t believe it’s really you.” Danae reached out to finger the hem of Landyn’s blouse. “Look at you, all metro and New York-y.”


    Landyn laughed. “You goose, I bought this in Cape two years ago.”


    “Well, you wear it tres New York.”


    They giggled like middle school girls at a slumber party.


    Bree turned to the abandoned guests. “Why don’t I finish the tour? These girls haven’t seen each other in a while.”


    “Sisters,” Dad explained.


    The women cooed as if they’d just seen a basket of kittens.


    Landyn hugged Tim’s wife—she refused to think of Bree as Tim’s widow. “Thanks, Bree. We’ll catch up later, okay?”


    “So what do you think?” Corinne asked after the guests were out of earshot. “Do you like the house?”


    “The inn, you mean?”


    Her dad grinned. “Mom’s got you trained already?”


    Landyn frowned. “It will always be a house to me.” But she had to admit, the place looked amazing. Of course, Mom had e-mailed photos throughout the remodeling process, but everything looked even better in person. She’d never considered that she might have inherited her artistic talents from her mother, but it struck her now that it was true. So many of the decorating elements on this floor were exactly what she would have chosen—refurbished hardwood floors and cream-painted woodwork and wainscoting that gave a cozy, traditional feel to the century-old house, but paired with bold, contemporary rugs and textiles. And her mother’s unique yet subtle decorative touches made each room truly extraordinary. “Mom really outdid herself on this project.”


    “Did you ever have any doubt?” Dad looked pleased.


    “I guess I never thought about it.”


    “Well, be sure and tell her. She’s poured her life into this place this past year. It’d mean a lot to her to hear that you approve.”


    Landyn looked around her old room and affected a pout. “I’m still not very happy she took down my Twilight posters and sold off my lava lamps.”


    Dad laughed, and she remembered how much she liked making him do that.


    “By the way, where’s my dog? You didn’t sell off Huck, too, did you?”


    “Unfortunately, no. He’s still here, wreaking the usual havoc and eating us out of house and home. Mom just didn’t want him in the house until after everyone leaves. He’s been relegated to the backyard.”


    “Poor Huck.”


    “Have you seen the backyard?” Danae pulled a curtain aside. “It’s a dog’s paradise out there.”


    Landyn went to peer out the window. “Oh, wow! That’s gorgeous. Dad, did you do that your— Hey, there’s Huck.” She waved and tapped on the window. “Huckleberry! Hey, boy!”


    The dog lay in the shade on a patch of lush grass, wagging his tail, oblivious.


    “I’m going down to see him.”


    “So what else haven’t you seen yet?” Danae asked trailing her out into the hall.


    “I haven’t seen any of the downstairs except what I saw when Mom snuck me up the back stairs through the sunroom.”


    “Oh, wait till you see the family room. You’ll love it.” Danae led the way down the curved staircase.


    They were on the landing when a thud, followed by a high-pitched wail, made them all lean over the rail looking for the source of the commotion.


    “Did somebody fall?” Corinne hurried past them.


    Danae followed, but Landyn hung back, peering over the rail into the foyer below where half a dozen people stood in a circle looking as if they might break into a chorus of “Kumbaya” any minute.


    “Please stand back,” Dad said, taking charge. “Corinne, go find your mother. Where’s the dog? Did Fred trip on Huckleberry, Lawna?”


    Landyn looked again and realized the group was gathered around a man lying on the floor.


    “Heavens, no.” The voice belonged to Lawna Farley, their long-time neighbor. “I haven’t even seen the dog. Fred just fainted. He does this at least once a week. His blood sugar, you know.”


    Landyn let out a relieved breath. Hopefully Fred hadn’t broken anything. It would be the pits if Mom and Dad got sued before the inn even officially opened. She blamed six months in New York for the cruel thought and reminded herself that here in the heartland people didn’t sue each other over every little thing.


    Mom came in from the veranda, breathless—and looking beautiful. Landyn had noticed it earlier when her mother greeted her at the car. She didn’t remember her mother ever being so pretty. And she looked nowhere near fifty-eight, or however old she was now. Landyn had lost track. It was strange how, now that she was a married woman herself, she saw her mother through different eyes. And wondered why she hadn’t seen the person her mother was beneath the bossy mom persona.


    “Fred? Can you hear me?” Mom knelt and helped Mr. Farley sit up. She offered him a glass of water and fanned him with one of the new brochures for the inn. “Lawna, why don’t you bring your car around? Grant will help Fred out. You probably ought to have a doctor check him over.”


    Landyn suddenly felt remorseful for the way she’d treated her mother in recent years. Not that she’d ever been out-and-out mean, but she’d let stupid things that shouldn’t have mattered annoy her. And she’d pushed Mom away when she was just doing what came naturally for mothers—trying to protect their babies.


    Landyn had been the last one, the one that emptied her parents’ nest. Maybe it wasn’t so surprising that Mom had poured herself into the bed-and-breakfast the way she had. Heather Crupp’s mother had a nervous breakdown when Heather left for college. So even though Landyn hated the way her parents had changed the house she grew up in, maybe she should be grateful Mom had chosen a healthier way to handle the empty nest.


    Even if it did ultimately leave Landyn homeless.


    * * *


    Audrey surveyed the kitchen, not sure she could keep her eyes open long enough to join her family for supper. But it was a good kind of weary. Make that exhausted. Almost two hundred people had signed the guest book today and they’d gotten almost twenty new reservations on the books, too.


    Grant dinged his fork against a glass and waited for everyone to quiet down. “Let’s pray, and then we can chow down.”


    Hands clasped around the table and when they were all connected, Grant squeezed her hand and began the familiar mealtime prayer. “Lord, thank you for the loved ones gathered around this table, thank you for bringing Landyn safely home. We are grateful for this food and the hands that prepared it, and we ask that you would bless it for the use of our bodies that we may better serve you.”


    A chorus of amens went up and the conversations that had been going at full throttle before Grant called for silence revved back up. But he raised a hand and waited until they quieted again. “Thanks for all your help today, guys. Mom and I couldn’t have done it without you.” He leaned across the corner of the table and pulled her close to kiss her forehead. “Other than Fred fainting in the foyer, I’d say the day was a success, my dear.”


    “Fred Farley fainted in the foyer.” Link grinned. “Sounds like a nursery rhyme.”


    Landyn picked up her brother’s chorus. “Our friend Fred Farley fainted and fell in the foyer.”


    “On Friday!” chimed five-year-old Sari, catching the spirit of the game, even if she had the day of the week wrong.


    “Good one, squirt.” Jesse gave his daughter a pat on the back.


    “And Saturday,” yelled Sadie, not to be outdone by her big sister but not quite getting the gist of the joke either. Still, they rewarded her with more laughter.


    “And finally . . . ” Landyn clutched a serving spoon like a microphone. “This just in: on Friday, family friend Fred Farley fainted and fell facedown in the foyer . . .” She bit her lip, obviously scrambling for more f’s.


    Giggling, Corinne grabbed the spoon from her sister. “Not far from Fred’s fine family farm.” She thrust a victory fist in the air and brought it down with a triumphant “Yes!”


    “Funny,” Danae deadpanned.


    Link had just taken a swig of Diet Coke, which he promptly spewed through his nose. And of course that started a whole new round of hilarity.


    Audrey went for a dishrag and started blotting up the soda that beaded on the tablecloth. But she couldn’t curb her own laughter long enough to do a decent job. Suddenly she didn’t feel so exhausted anymore.


    “Do the Farleys still own that spa place?” Landyn asked.


    “You mean Tease, Tan ’n’ Tone?” Jesse said with a glint in his eye.


    “Are you serious? It’s called Tease, Tan ’n’ Tone?” Landyn made a comical face. “Terrific!”


    Link clutched his chest. “You guys are killing me.”


    His laughter was contagious—so much like his brother’s had been. When he and Tim were teenagers, Audrey used to love to get them started just to hear their infectious cackling.


    “The Tease, Tan ’n’ Tone—in town?” Grant winked at Audrey.


    She rolled her eyes at his lame attempt, but oh, her heart was full. Despite everything, she and Grant had been blessed beyond words with this family. She was sorry Chase couldn’t have come with Landyn, but since he hadn’t even been at his job for six months, it was unlikely he’d accrued any vacation time. She was surprised Landyn had been able to get away. She’d barely had a minute to talk to her youngest with all the guests, and now with the rest of the family here. She didn’t even know how long Landyn was staying.


    Somebody’s phone rang—one of those crazy ringtones that was a few bars of a song. Not a melody Audrey recognized, but it didn’t sound like a very happy tune. Landyn slipped her phone from the pocket of her jeans.


    “It’s Chase.” She scooted her chair away from the table and went down the hall.


    Audrey didn’t hear Landyn answer, but something was going on with those two. A mother didn’t miss when her daughter cringed at the sound of her husband’s ringtone.
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