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          IN THE STORIES WE SHARE

        

      

    

    
      Anne hires Nick to locate Harrison, but before the private investigator can begin his work, Harrison unexpectedly appears at Anne's doorstep. Driven by curiosity and his wife's persistent encouragement, he comes seeking answers about why Anne reached out to him. Anne offers him Rose's journals, and through his mother's written words, Harrison “meets” her for the first time. The emotional weight of discovering his mother's story proves overwhelming, and Harrison leaves without warning, taking the precious journals with him.

      In a gesture of apology, Harrison sends Anne his own journal. While Anne is mad that he took the journals, her anger is temporarily forgotten when she meets Lauren, who is also a member of the Wilkens family and Isabella’s best friend. Unlike the manipulative Isabella, Lauren radiates warmth and genuine enthusiasm, expressing her joy that Anne is part of their family. However, Lauren's request to use the Hawaii house for her bachelorette party presents Anne with an unexpected social obligation.

      Meanwhile, Nick successfully locates Harrison and provides Anne with his address. Anne faces a difficult choice: she can either pursue her uncle immediately or honor her commitment to attend Lauren's bachelorette party. Anne’s mother solves the dilemma by going in Anne’s place to visit her long-lost half-brother, while Anne reluctantly participates in the festivities.

      Anne struggles through the bachelorette party, feeling out of place and disconnected from the celebration. However, when she receives news that her mother and uncle's reunion has exceeded expectations, she realizes the importance of family connections. This revelation changes her attitude, and she begins to engage with the party, recognizing that she shouldn't isolate herself from these new relationships.

      Upon returning home, Anne discovers Brian waiting at her door. His impulsive kiss, unfortunately witnessed by Sebastian, creates yet another rift in her relationship. Sebastian's hurt and anger lead to his departure, leaving Anne to channel her emotions into preparing Skyline Mansion for an unprecedented family gathering.

      Harrison arrives with his wife Grace, their children, and grandchildren, transforming the mansion into a bustling family home. For the first time in her life, Anne experiences the joy and chaos of being surrounded by an extended family, discovering a happiness she never knew she was missing.

      However, the family harmony is shattered when Geraldine, Anthony's youngest sister and Isabella's grandmother, arrives with malicious intent. Refusing to accept Anne's inheritance, Geraldine demands the return of the family fortune, creating chaos and fear among the gathered relatives. The confrontation escalates until Jack, Geraldine's brother, arrives with Sebastian, bringing revelations about Geraldine. Jack manages to calm his sister and takes her home.

      In the aftermath, Harrison comes to terms with his years of self-imposed exile, embracing his newfound family, and Anne and Sebastian are able to have a heart-to-heart. Sebastian proposes to Anne to which she joyfully accepts.
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          ANNE

        

      

    

    
      “So, we have flowers, draped cloth, a beach, and a sunset in the background.” Victoria turned to show me a page out of the magazine she was holding. “This is the dream destination wedding! What do you think?”

      I shifted on my bed, knocking a pile of magazines on the floor as I leaned in for a look. I scrunched up my nose at the images. “Um, flowers, yes, but I was thinking that we’d stay in Portland and have the wedding in the garden out back. You know, with some twinkly lights for outdoor lighting. Nice and simple.”

      “What fun is that?” Victoria exclaimed, staring at me as if I’d grown horns.

      “But it’s all that’s needed.”

      Her eyebrows shot to her forehead. “You have all the money you could ever imagine to throw a big wedding and that’s all you want? Wait—don’t answer that! I already know what you’re going to say.  I’m just saying it might be fun to throw a big party that’s for you and not others for a change.”

      Victoria was throwing out ideas at me while we flipped through the pages of Wedding Boutique, ogling beautiful pictures of dream weddings. We’d been best friends since high school, and, as Victoria knew wedding planning was the last thing I wanted to do, she’d planned a sleepover party around it. We’d had fun doing our nails and watching romantic movies, but now she was making me look at wedding magazines.

      I loved the weddings that looked simple; nothing too over the top. But the only thing I had learned from the bundles of magazines Victoria had bought for us was the more I looked, the more confused I was. I had absolutely no idea what I wanted or where to start finding out. Dreaming about my wedding was not something I did growing up. But now, here in front of me, were images of happy couples with beautiful color-coordinated decorations. Ugh! I could never pull this off.

      Victoria’s phone buzzed, and she shoved a new magazine into my hands before turning to pick it up. I looked down at the cover to see this one focused on winter weddings. My musing was cut short when Victoria announced, “Oh, it’s Paul. He just texted me to say he’s leaving campus and wants to see me.” She looked at me with pleading eyes. “Do you mind?”

      I laughed at the absurdity of the question. “Of course, I don’t mind.”

      Relief hit her features. “I’ll help you with more ideas tomorrow, okay?”

      “Sounds good. Go. Have a fun night with Paul.”

      Her face split into a smile. “You’re the best, Anne.” She jumped off the bed and gave me a hug before grabbing her purse and running out of the house.

      I hadn’t seen Victoria this happy in a long time, and it made me happy to think that if Paul proposed, she would also become my cousin. I looked back down at the magazines and realized all my excitement had left with Victoria. Pushing the pile aside, I called Sebastian.

      “Hi, my love,” he said after only one ring.

      “Hi! I keep looking at this glittery ring wondering if this is all a fairy tale.”

      “Nope, it’s all real.” There was a muffled sound, as if he’d placed his hand over the phone, and then I heard him call out to his secretary for a file.

      “You sound busy,” I said as he came back on.

      “I’m just buried in paperwork.”

      “With the thing that you were telling me about yesterday?”

      “Yes, I’m working on ‘the thing’ as you call it, among other projects,” he said, laughing.

      “Hey! I don’t need to remember all that lawyer jargon.”

      “It’s just you with words.” He continued chuckling, and I heard papers rustling in the background.

      “Did Jack make a final decision?” I asked.

      “He did. He’s going to take a more active role on the board, hence why I’m buried. It’s something he’s never done before, because Anthony was always around. But now that he knows the extent of how much Geraldine had her hands in company matters, he wants to see if there’s any other fishy things going on. So, he’s hired me to be the head lawyer of the Wilkens fortune.”

      I frowned. “Wouldn’t I have to be in agreement with that? I own the largest stake in the company.”

      “Would you disagree?” he asked, sounding a bit worried.

      “No! Of course not!” I said, laughing. “I just wanted to play with you a bit.”

      “Very funny. Ha ha.”

      “I trust you with all my heart,” I said while flinging myself back on the bed. A deep sigh escaped me, and Sebastian chuckled.

      “I love you too, Anne. Why don’t we go out and have a nice dinner tonight, just the two of us?”

      “That sounds fantastic!”

      “It’s a date. I’ll see you at home about six o’clock.”

      We hung up, and with new vigor, I picked up the magazine closest to me and vowed to have some sort of color scheme picked out by the time I got to the last page.
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        * * *

      

      Sebastian sat across from me, still dressed in his work suit, looking disheveled and handsome all at the same time. “Have you thought more about Grace’s proposal?”

      “What proposal?” I asked, lifting a large forkful of spaghetti and the largest meatball I had ever seen to my mouth.

      He raised a brow. “You know exactly what I’m talking about.”

      “You mean to go live with them for a couple weeks, get to know my extended family, and let them show me around San Francisco? Or to become bosom friends with my new cousin, Leslie, who Grace thinks I can tame?”

      “All of the above.”

      I wrinkled my nose. “I was being sarcastic.”

      “I know, but I think you should do it. It’d be a change of scenery. Victoria could meet you there, and maybe the three of you could go wedding dress shopping together.”

      “Why would I pay sales tax in California when I don’t have to pay any here?”

      He looked at me in amusement. “Money is not an issue anymore, remember?”

      “Right. Doesn’t mean I need to spend willy-nilly, though.”

      Sebastian put his fork down. “Anne, you need a trip. We never did get back on that topic of intervention. You’ve been at home mostly by yourself for months now. You’re someone who likes to travel, meet new people, eat a variety of food, and explore. Going to hang out with Grace and Leslie will be good for you. Plus, they’re family, and knowing you, you want to get to know them better.”

      I sighed. “You do know me well. All right, I’ll do it. I’ll give Grace a call tomorrow morning.”

      “Fantastic! Now, on to more important matters.”

      “Uh oh, I don’t like the sound of this.”

      Sebastian started laughing, and it was with great impatience that I waited for him to catch his breath. The whole time my brain was spinning as I wondered what Geraldine had come up with this time.

      Sebastian twined the last of his spaghetti onto his fork. “I would like to know if you’ve picked out the wedding colors?”

      That was his big and important question? “As a matter of fact, I have. I would like our wedding colors to be purple and light pink with a dash of green.”

      “Okay, I can go with that.” Having finished his meal, Sebastian leaned forward and took my hand. His thumb rubbed across the top of my knuckles. “I want you to have the wedding of your dreams.”

      “That’s the problem, Sebastian, I’ve never dreamed of my wedding. It just wasn’t something I ever thought about.”

      “Well, think of it as a blank slate. You can let your imagination go wild. Just remember you’re able to afford it.”

      I grimaced. “It’s exhilarating having all this money, isn’t it? I could go crazy. But is there anything you want for our wedding?”

      He grinned. “A full bar, that I do want. And what do you think about getting a live band?”

      “That sounds like fun! I never thought of that.”

      “See, you’re excited too,” Sebastian said, smiling at me.

      “I am. I’m quite excited now. But I just had a thought—what if we did the wedding three weeks from now?”

      Water almost spewed from Sebastian’s lips, and I quickly handed him a napkin before he asked, “Why so quick?”

      “Well, everyone we know is here, and I just remembered I saw a deal on a trip to Bora Bora. Do you want to go there for our honeymoon?”

      Sebastian had to take the napkin and cover his mouth for a second. He was laughing so hard his whole body was shaking.

      “Why is that funny?” I asked with a scowl.

      “It’s just so you. You want to do a quick wedding because you found a deal, not because you’re pregnant or you want a certain venue and that was the only available date for years they had left.”

      “Well, I don’t want to miss out on going to Bora Bora.” I was a bit miffed he was laughing at me about this.

      “Anne—”

      “I know I have all the money in the world, and I shouldn’t get hung up on deals anymore, but it’s ingrained in me. I can’t help it.”

      “I’m sorry for laughing, but you’ve got to see it’s a bit funny.”

      I willed my breath to even out, and yes, if I thought about what I said it was a bit funny. I felt myself smiling. “Yes, yes, I suppose it is. But if you want to go to Bora Bora, I’m still going to book this deal. What do you think?”

      “Yes, I’d love to go to Bora Bora.”

      “Great!” I exclaimed, and I made a mental note to look into it tonight. I couldn’t wait to marry Sebastian and spend the rest of my life with him!
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        * * *

      

      Sebastian was in bed next to me, snoring. I gave him a light shove to see if he’d roll over, and, when he did, I breathed a sigh of relief. With the quiet peace resettled, I went back to thinking about Grace and Leslie. I would love to be able to hang out with my family a bit more, and it did sound like a lot of fun to involve them in my wedding, especially since we were now looking at having it in three weeks. Given the short timeframe, any help would be welcome.

      The more I thought about it, the more excited I got. To have my aunt and cousin by my side as I tried on wedding dresses, picked out flowers, and designed my invitations brought a thrill of anticipation. I couldn’t wait. It was decided—I would call them first thing in the morning.
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          LESLIE

        

      

    

    
      “Mom!” Madison called from the other side of the house.

      I rolled my eyes to the ceiling. “I swear, if Madison calls me one more time I’m going to scream,” I said, both hoping and not hoping that Jonathan would hear me.

      He sat at the dining table, eating breakfast and looking very smart in his new designer suit and blue silk tie. Ever since we got back from visiting Anne, he’d been wanting a smarter suit. Said he had to spend money to look the part of a board member of a startup. I thought it was a ridiculous notion, because just last year he was telling me we had to be frugal, and here he was buying a thousand-dollar suit! Although, I did have to say he looked pretty good in it.

      Jonathan sighed behind me. “You need to lay off her, Leslie. She’s just six.”

      “Weren’t you the one that said we need to let her know her boundaries, and I was the one who wasn’t doing that?”

      “I did, but you also have to give her space to let out her energy every once in a while.”

      I turned from doing the dishes to look at Jonathan again. He was busy drinking his coffee and reading his phone. I doubt he even really knew what he just said. Let Madison scream? Like he could stand it if he knew he was staying home instead of going to work! I turned back around and started scrubbing the dishes harder than they needed to be.

      There was a rustle behind me, and then Jonathan stood. “Well, I’m off,” he said, coming over and giving me a peck on my cheek.

      I didn’t say anything, but I heard him sigh as he walked to the door. When I heard the car start up and drive off, I threw the dish towel on the counter and went to sit at the kitchen table, placing my head in my hands as I willed my tears back. I might think bad thoughts about Madison and Ryan sometimes, but I still loved my kids and didn’t want them to see me like this. They should know happy parents.

      “Mom?”

      I looked up to see Madison had walked into the kitchen, her teddy clutched to her chest. She only did that when she got scared. I wiped my face with the back of my hands and stood up to wash the dishes again. Forcing my voice to sound neutral, I asked, “Yes, Madison?”

      “Mom, I tried to call you, but you never came.”

      “I was talking to Daddy. He just left for work. I would have come up as soon as I was done here. But as you’re here now, tell me what you need.”

      “I’m here because you never came.”

      I was about to open my mouth to argue when I realized this was exactly what my therapist told me not to do. She was six, I needed to remember that. There was no point in arguing with a six-year-old, I would always lose. No . . . that’s not the words she used. She told me I was her mother. I needed to guide her and not keep telling her what to do. Ugh.

      After almost losing Madison at Anne’s place, I didn’t dare not tell Madison what to do. What if she ran off again and got lost or stuck somewhere that was even worse than under the mansion? There was that boy that fell down a well. What if she fell down a well? Okay, bit extreme; no one near us had wells—we lived in San Jose. With my back to Madison, I put my head back in my hands and rubbed my eyes until my face felt warm.

      “Mom?”

      Oh my goodness! I whirled to face my daughter. “Madison!”

      “You forgot I was here again, didn’t you?”

      My stomach plummeted. “I . . .”

      “It’s okay. I sometimes forget you’re here too.”

      I didn’t know how I felt about that. I eyed her, my mind racing to recall normal tasks and what kids and parents usually enjoyed doing together. “Madison, do you want to go to the park today?”

      “Yes!” she squealed.

      I released a sigh of relief. “And what was it that you wanted to ask me about?”

      “Nothing. I just had a nightmare last night, but I’m good now. I want to go to the park!”

      “Me too!” Ryan said, running into the room, and I noticed he was still in his nightgown.

      “Okay, let’s get dressed, have some breakfast, and then let Mommy finish up some chores first.” Sometimes, I wished Jonathan was home with the kids or that they could go to daycare and I could go back to work. Wrangling these two was a lot harder than going back to work, but it wasn’t an option as I didn’t trust my kids with strangers.

      “Phone,” Ryan said, waddling toward me with my phone in his hand. I was always misplacing that thing. As my hand closed around it, I found it was vibrating, and I looked down to see that Anne was calling.

      Holding the phone up to my ear, I said, “Hi, Anne” while shooing the kids back to their room and motioning that they should get dressed. “It’s so nice to hear from you.”

      “Did I catch you at a bad time?” Anne asked.

      “No, not at all.” Because every time was a bad time. I would never talk to anyone if I had to wait for a good time. “We’re just getting dressed and heading to the park.”

      “Oh, well, I’ll be quick then.”

      “There’s really no hurry. We’re not on a set schedule.”

      Anne paused for a moment, and I wondered if I’d been too quick to placate, but then she said, “Well, I was wondering if I could come down to see you this weekend? I know it’s last minute, but if you’re free, I thought it’d be nice for us to hang out, and maybe you could help me pick out a wedding dress?”

      “Oh, I’d love that! But I don’t know, Anne . . . .” Thoughts of who would watch over the kids ran through my mind. “I’m pretty busy. Let me think about it.”

      “Oh, okay, just me know. I’ll probably stay at a hotel in San Francisco.”

      “That’s nonsense. You can stay here; there’s no need to book a hotel.” Oh my goodness, the kids are being too quiet! What are they doing in their room?

      “That’s awful nice of you. I thought⁠—”

      “I’m sorry, Anne. I have to go check on the kids. I’ll think about it, okay? I can’t promise anything, though. I’m so swamped with the little ones these days.”

      “Can Jonathan help?”

      Can Jonathan help? He didn’t even feed the kids their breakfast in the morning or get them dressed. He can’t be depended on to help! “He does when he can, but he’s at work most of the time.”

      “I get it⁠—”

      “Sorry, Anne, I have to go. I’ll let you know what I decide.”

      I hung up before I said anything else that might hurt my new cousin. It was odd that she had just popped up out of the blue. She and her mom were nice people, but we didn’t really know each other. Why did I just say that I would let her stay in my house with my kids? We didn’t have a mansion like she did, where everyone could be spaced out with lots of room to stretch their legs. Our guest room was also the game room, and right now, it was piled high with toys everywhere. There were game boards, Lego, plastic kitchen appliances, and food, as well as who knew what else was hidden underneath all that stuff for who knew how long.

      I walked into the kids’ room to see Madison teaching Ryan how to play Candy Land. He wasn’t really paying attention, but Madison was playing for both of them. I stood by the door just watching them, awed that the screaming child from this morning could also be so silent and sweet. But my presence alerted them, and next thing I knew, they were both jumping up and down, Madison yelling she wanted to go to the park, and Ryan just excited because Madison was excited.

      After another hour, we were finally on the road. I told myself we were not in a hurry, that the park was open all day long, and it was still early in the day. There was plenty of time. Deep breaths, my therapist had said. Deep breaths and to keep telling myself that I wasn’t in a hurry.

      I had texted my childhood friend, Amanda, before we left to let her know we were headed to the park and I wondered if she and her kids wanted to join us. So far, there’d been no response back, and I steeled myself that I would be at the park by myself with the kids for the next hour or so.

      “We’re at the park! We’re at the park!” Madison was clapping her hands and singing, she was so excited. I tried really hard not to ask her to be so loud.

      But then Ryan decided to join in. “Ahhhh!”

      I couldn’t stand it. “You two need to pipe down!”

      “I don’t want to pipe down!” Madison cried. “I’m so excited to be at the park!”

      I quickly parked and got out of the car. Shutting the door, I walked to the back of the minivan where I took some deep breaths.

      “Hey, Leslie!” a familiar voice cried out, startling me. “Sorry, didn’t mean to scare you.”

      I turned, relief rushing through me that it was Amanda. “Amanda, it’s so good to see you.” It really was. Amanda’s daughter, Sadie, and son, Aiden, were the same age as Madison and Ryan. It was a big relief to know they not only had playmates to play with on the playground, but that I also had an adult I could talk to.

      Amanda was my best friend from middle school. She knew everything about me and my family. Our parents were all from Taiwan, and, growing up, we’d got together for Lunar New Year, Christmas, and, well, any chance we could get. Our parents became fast friends, and it didn’t take long before Amanda and I followed suit. These days, we got our families together for Lunar New Year and Christmas, but other than that it was just Amanda and me with the kids at the playground, except she looked so much more content with her life than I felt.

      “Ready to go?” she asked, glancing into my minivan.

      I caught sight of Madison and Ryan waving frantically. I forced a smile. “Sure! Give me a second and I’ll get them out.”

      I let the kids out of the car, and they immediately migrated to Sadie and Aiden.

      I reached for Madison and Ryan’s hands so we could cross the car park and enter the playground. Amanda followed suit with Sadie and Aiden. As soon as our feet touched the grass, the kids ran off toward the swings, Amanda and I slowly following.

      “You look like crap,” Amanda said.

      Clearly, I wasn’t fooling her. I’d put my hair up in a messy bun before leaving the house. Amanda, of course, looked like she had all the time in the world this morning to freshen up and look human. I gave a wry laugh. “I feel it, too, especially since we came back from meeting my new cousin.”

      “Oh! How did that go?”

      “It went okay. Madison was Madison and got herself lost. I freaked out, and my brothers made fun of me. Same old, same old. Look at her now—she’s probably already forgotten the incident while I’m still turned inside out knowing I almost lost her in that gigantic house Anne has.”

      Amanda looked intrigued. “Is it very large?”

      “It’s a legit mansion with a ballroom and secret tunnels.”

      “Wow!” Amanda’s eyes were so big I thought they might pop out of her eye sockets. “I’m glad Madison is okay.”

      “Yeah, us too.”

      “How’s Jonathan been?” Amanda asked as we got to the kids, who were now clamoring for us to push them on the swings.

      “Jonathan has started acting like he has a lot of money now and wants to show it off, though where he thinks this money is coming from is beyond me. He just told me that we had to budget cut last year.”

      Amanda sent me a small smile. “He’s probably just on one of his kicks. Give him another week, and he’ll revert back to his old self again.”

      “I hope so. But that’s not all, I feel like I’m losing him.”

      Amanda gasped, one of her hands lifting to cover her mouth. “Is there another girl?”

      “No! Nothing like that.” That was one thing I knew about Jonathan—he was loyal and would never cheat on  me. “He’s just working so much we hardly see him anymore.”

      “Have you talked to him about it?” Amanda asked, going back to give Aiden another push.

      “No, of course not. He would just tell me I’m crazy and a worry wart.”

      “You are a worry wart.”

      “Thanks, Amanda!”

      She laughed. She actually laughed. “You are, though. And you know it too.”

      I sat there in silence for a bit, telling myself to calm down. It wasn’t the first time Amanda had told me this. And I did know it. Goodness, we’d spent enough on my therapist for me to know it forwards and backwards. I worried way too much. But wasn’t that what a mother did? Worried about the kids, worried about the house—basically worried about everyone but themselves?

      “Leslie, can I suggest something?”

      “Sure.” Anything would be better than living in my head.

      “I heard from Maxine the other day that her husband is letting her take a two-day sleep away at the Four Seasons. She’s going to get to do whatever she wants for two whole days!”

      “People get to do that?” I had never heard of anyone doing that before, and my face must have shown it, because Amanda started laughing.

      “Yes, Leslie, people do that. I suggested the idea to James the other night, and he immediately agreed to it. Said it’d be good for me to reset. He’s going to watch the kids this weekend for me.”

      “Wow, that’s amazing.” Jonathan would never go for that. He’d say I was taking time out of his work hours. The deal was I would take care of the kids while he brought in the money. “No takesie backsies,” as Madison would say.

      “Ask Jonathan,” Amanda pushed. “You might be surprised by what he says.”

      I lifted a brow. “Ha.”

      “Just try. You so need the break, Leslie.”

      I bit my lip as I gave Ryan a push. “It wouldn’t work. He’s too focused on his job. I sometimes wonder if he even knows we have a second child.”

      “That’s harsh, don’t you think?”

      “Yeah . . . I suppose it is.” I went silent for a while, the offer spinning in my mind. Then an idea hit me. This could be the perfect plan! I turned to Amanda again. “I might be able to ask him in a different way.”

      “Oh? What way would that be?”

      “My cousin, Anne, called me before we got here. She said she wanted to come down to the Bay Area and go wedding dress shopping with me. Jonathan likes her and thinks highly of her.”

      “That’s wonderful!” Amanda said, but I could see she was confused as to why I’d brought this up.

      I clarified, “He might say yes to allowing me to stay in a hotel with Anne for a couple of days while she and I went around trying on wedding dresses. It means I could still leave him with the kids without really asking him outright for the days off.”

      Amanda’s face lit up. “Do it!”

      “Yeah?” I asked, now helping Madison and Ryan off the swings as Amanda did the same for Sadie and Aiden.

      “Yes! I want to get a call tonight saying you’ve asked him. You deserve this, Leslie. You so do. Every mom out there deserves this. It’s a thankless job, and as much as you love your kids, you need to take care of yourself too. They need a mom who’s there for them because she’s happy.”

      As the kids ran off, I looked into Amanda’s eyes, taking note of the worry and sincerity in them. “Okay, I’ll do it. I’ll ask him tonight.”
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        * * *

      

      That night, I made Jonathan’s favorite food of beef noodle soup. It was my mama’s recipe, and he’d loved it the first time he had it. It had been served for dinner the night I’d brought him home to meet my parents. Jonathan was fourth generation Taiwanese American, and, therefore, some of the traditional meals had disappeared from his family meals. He loved it all—beef noodle soup, fresh spring rolls, beef with white radish that had been cooked in a thick sauce for hours, sticky rice, and much more. But cooking wasn’t my favorite thing to do, so the traditional meals only happened every once in a while. I usually baked casseroles or chicken with a side of broccoli; simple food that didn’t take a lot of prep work.

      “Wow, that smells delicious!” Jonathan said, walking into the kitchen while loosening his tie.

      “Daddy!” Madison cried, jumping into his arms as Ryan came waddling behind her. He held up his chubby arms as far as he could stretch them to get his dad’s attention. I had to admit Jonathan was a good dad. He loved the kids, and he had an easy way with them.

      After he’d greeted Madison and Ryan, I said, “I made beef noodle soup for tonight.”

      “Yum!” He moved forward and gave me a kiss on the cheek. It made me realize there wasn’t enough of those little gestures of affection these days. I immediately reminded myself we were grown adults who had responsibilities; there wasn’t much time for intimacy.

      “Dinner’s ready now, kids,” I told Madison and Ryan, urging them to wash their hands and take a seat at the table.

      I set out the food and watched my family devour the delicious meal. Jonathan and the kids were laughing, and everyone seemed to be enjoying themselves. It turned out to be a pretty fun evening, and I felt a surge of hope that it would influence Jonathan in saying yes to my request.

      After the kids went down and the two of us were settled on the sofa with my feet in his lap, I tried to work out the right words to phrase my request as he massaged my toes. But my mind was a mess. I realized I just had to bite the bullet and do it.

      “Jonathan?”

      “Mmm?” His eyes were closed, and he looked like he was going to fall asleep right there on the couch.

      “I was wondering if I could . . .” I trailed off, my sweaty hands tangling together in my lap.

      “You could what?” he mumbled.

      “Ah, let me start over. Anne called this morning.”

      “Anne?” His eyes popped open.

      If I didn’t know Jonathan was only interested in Anne because he was infatuated with her money, then I would have been jealous at the sudden interest. “Yeah, she asked if she could come down and hang out with me. She also wants me to go wedding dress shopping with her.”

      His hands stilled on my feet. “You should invite her to stay here.”

      “I did.” I could tell my voice had gone a bit quiet, and Jonathan noticed.

      He sighed. “But you think our place is too small, and she’s not used to this kind of living, right?”

      “No! You know she only just inherited the place. It’s not like she grew up living in that house or having all that money.”

      “Then what is it, Leslie? I’m tired. I’m going to head up to bed if you don’t start talking.”

      If he was going to be like this, then fine, I was just going to spit it out. “I’d like to book a hotel room and have Anne and I stay there. I’d like to really bond with her without the kids around.” And have some time away from my life.

      “Well, sure, I could take the kids this weekend, and you and Anne could go wedding dress shopping and do your girl things.” He yawned and stretched, and I knew he really was ready to go to bed—but he was actually agreeing!

      “Really?” I couldn’t help saying.

      “Why are you so surprised?” He turned to look at me with a raised brow. “I’m not holding you here on house arrest.”

      “No, of course not!” But it’d be nice to have you help around the house a bit more. Though, he does bring in the money. Ah, doesn’t matter! He agreed!

      “Okay, I’ll call Anne then.” And then it hit me what he’d just agreed to. “Oh, sweetie!” I crawled over and gave him a big kiss, which I could see surprised him. I felt his arms wrap around me. Next thing I knew, I was on my back, and he was giving me light kisses all over my face and neck.

      “We don’t have any time to ourselves anymore. Maybe if the kids don’t overpower me this weekend, we could try this again, but this time with a babysitter?” he suggested in a husky voice.

      I froze and looked at him, all thoughts of affection vanishing. “You know how I feel about that, Jonathan. No babysitters. They’re still too young. I don’t want strangers looking after our kids.”

      “What about your parents, then?” he said, leaning toward me in an effort to continue the intimacy, but it was already lost on me. The thought of a stranger with my kids scared me, and my parents . . .

      “My mom isn’t capable of watching both of them. They’d wear her out in thirty minutes. And my dad. Well, he’s not so good with kids. It will be better when they’re much older and more self-reliant.” I pushed at him and moved to get off the couch.

      “Leslie . . .” He grabbed my waist.

      “I’m tired too. Why don’t we head up?” I gave him a peck on his cheek. “Thank you, Jonathan. I really need this, and it’s very generous of you to offer to take care of the kids this weekend.”

      “Of course, Leslie.” He had a quizzical look on his face, but I ignored it as I took his hand. We walked up to our room together, and I was asleep before my head hit the pillow.
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      “Did you call Leslie?” Victoria asked between mouthfuls of pasta.

      “I did. She said she had to think about it. She didn’t sound too excited about me coming down to visit, though. I think you and I should just plan the whole thing here in Portland.”

      Victoria shook her head. “No, I want to go to San Francisco, and you’re going to come with me. There’s no reason we have to buy everything in Portland, although that bridal shop Lauren got her dress from is pretty posh.”

      I nodded in agreement. “I know, I was really hoping Leslie would say yes. I was looking forward to getting to know my family a bit better.” I hadn’t realized how disappointed I’d feel when Leslie hadn’t agreed to jump on board with my plans. But then again, we had only recently met each other.

      “You still will, Anne. I think we should still go to San Fran, and while we’re there, we can touch base and see if Leslie would like to join us. She might be more comfortable with the idea once we’re there. Oh! Maybe we could do a girls’ night out? A spa, dinner, movie, dessert—you name it! It would be fun.”

      I gave Victoria a knowing look. “I know what you’re doing.”

      “What?” she asked, feigning innocence.

      “You’re trying to get me excited about traveling again.”

      “Of course, I am! Where’s the adventurous Anne I used to look up to?”

      “What? You don’t look up to me anymore?” I said in mock horror.

      Victoria rolled her eyes. “That’s not the point. I hate seeing you sitting at home all the time, brooding.”

      “I do not brood!”

      “Oh yes you do! And”—Victoria held up a hand to shush me as she continued—“I haven’t gone on a trip with you in a while. Let’s do this for old times’ sakes. What do you say? Want to go this weekend?”

      I had to admit I was excited about the prospect of traveling again. “All right, let’s do it. We can book ourselves into one of the nicest hotels in San Francisco.”

      “Yeah!” Victoria whooped.

      I went to grab my phone to start looking at hotels when I saw Leslie’s name pop up with an incoming call. I picked up before it could ring. “Hi, Leslie. Victoria and I⁠—”

      “I’d love for you to come!” Leslie said before I could finish my thought.

      Huh? Well, this was a nice turn of events. “That’s fantastic,” I said. “I’m at lunch with Victoria, and we just agreed to head down and book a hotel for the weekend.”

      “Oh! That sounds fabulous. I know I offered our house as a place to stay, but can I join you guys in the hotel? Jonathan is going to give me the weekend off, and I’d love to join. If that’s okay, of course?”

      I felt a smile break out on my face and didn’t hesitate to say, “Of course, it is! We were thinking about having a girls’ night out.”

      “Oh, I can’t wait!” she said.

      This was a very different Leslie than the one I had called this morning. When she hung up, Victoria was looking at me with a quizzical expression. “What was that all about?”

      “Leslie is going to join us at the hotel.”

      “That’s fantastic!”

      I nodded eagerly, still struggling to believe how it had all worked out. Then a thought popped in me as I stared at Victoria. “You know what I just realized? Leslie could be your sister-in-law. Then we’d all be related!”

      “That’s true,” Victoria said, but her smile dropped a second later. “Don’t jinx it, though. Paul and I are taking it slow.”

      “Well, don’t take it too slow. We’re not getting any younger.”

      “Not something you need to worry about,” she said with a laugh. “I think it’s only a matter of time, but Paul wants to finish his degree first and really needs to focus on his work right now.”

      “Maybe we could do a double wedding?” I said, meaning it as a joke and knowing there was no way Victoria would go for that.

      “Oh, I don’t know, Anne. I don’t want to rush Paul.”

      My mouth fell open. “Victoria, I was just joking! And I would want you to have your own special day all to yourselves, anyways.”

      She gave me a brief smile. “I want that for you too, Anne. And speaking of your wedding, you should totally ask Leslie to be one of your bridesmaids.”

      “That’s a fantastic idea. You’re going to be my maid of honor, though, right?”

      “Do you really have to ask?” Victoria laughed. “Let’s go book that hotel.”
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        * * *

      

      After lunch, we returned home and booked a room at The Mark in San Francisco. A terrace room to be exact. It had a view of the city and was incredibly luxurious. I was going to bask in this wedding planning trip with my best friend and my new cousin. I was so excited.

      The last time Victoria and I were in San Francisco, I had not received my inheritance, nor had I any idea who the Wilkens family was. I was traveling on a budget, couch surfing, finding hostels, and camping where needed. At that time, never in a million years would I have thought I’d be able to afford a hotel room at The Mark!

      “Here’s to your next adventure,” Victoria said, returning to the library with two champagne glasses in hand. “We should celebrate this new journey that we’re going on.”

      I laughed, placing the book I’d been reading on the table beside me. “You’re too much! It’s just a trip to try on dresses.”

      “You know you’re excited. Come on, let’s celebrate!”

      “You’re right, I should. Here’s to San Francisco,” I said, clinking Victoria’s flute. She beamed at me, and I realized with that look that she had been worried about my self-imposed seclusion, as the worry lines on her face all but disappeared. I vowed to keep it that way by making sure we had a blast on our trip.
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      There were hundreds of people milling about the Oakland terminals.

      I sighed. “I know it’s only been a month or so since I’ve been flying commercial, but I had forgotten how crowded a big airport could be. I already want to return home to Portland.”

      “Stop being a whiner,” Victoria replied as she paid for some snacks at the shop across from our terminal. “You’re the one who didn’t want to take your own plane.”

      “It felt too excessive. There are perfectly good planes already flying.”

      “But you’re now thinking that it wouldn’t have been quite a bad idea to take your own private plane.” Victoria was looking at me with a raised eyebrow, and I couldn’t blame her. I was totally thinking that now. I had my own plane, and it should be used.

      I decided to change the subject. “I’m looking forward to some spa treatment. That massage you were talking about on the plane sounds divine.”

      Victoria laughed. “That’s the spirit!” She turned, scanning the airport, then she pointed at a lady jumping up and down. “I think that’s Leslie.”

      She was so far away and there were people blocking our view that I wasn’t sure it was Leslie. But as she got closer, we heard our names coming from her direction. I couldn’t help it, I ran to give her a hug. I’d always wanted to do that—be welcomed back at the
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