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  Welcome to the Seasons on Silvermist Lake Series


Silvermist Lake is a place people return to. In the Seasons on Silvermist Lake series, some women are called back after years away, but others never leave. Each story unfolds during a different season, as the pull of the past becomes harder to ignore. Change feels necessary. 
These novels are shaped by extended family, shared history, and the steady presence of the lake itself. As the seasons move from summer to autumn, winter to spring, the women at the heart of these stories each reach a turning point. Their journeys are rooted in the quiet work of midlife: understanding how the years have shaped them and choosing what comes next.
Echoes of Summertime is the first story.
Welcome to the lake.






  
  For anyone who has

experienced

a lingering season.
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  Chapter 1
Are We There Yet?


Genna braked near the top of the off-ramp and instinctively reached in front of Honey to steady her, just like she used to when her kids were young. She welcomed the warmth against the back of her hand as it pressed into the dog’s golden fur. She was grateful for Honey’s steady presence beside her. 
A light spray flicked across her skin when the panting dog shifted to face her. “Relax, girl. Once a mom, always a mom, even if my baby is already twenty-six.” She swiped her hand down the loose cotton of her pants. “I know you’re sick of being in the car. Eight hours is a long time for me, too. Just hang in there for two more, and I promise we’ll find you the perfect stick once we get to Darin’s. I’ll toss it off the end of the dock as many times as you’d like. That’ll cool you off.”
She flipped on her blinker and lowered Honey’s window, letting the dog lap up the rain-scented air. Thank goodness for the safety harness she’d brought, picturing this exact moment.
When Genna was young, her favorite part of the drive was when her dad finally gave the green light to roll down all the windows. It would come right after their jam-packed sedan left the interstate for the winding backroads to Silvermist Lake.
Back then, the drive was shorter, and her family filled every seat. The trunk strained to hold their pile of luggage. There were always plenty of treats for the road. She could still picture her mom digging into the cooler at rest stops to hand out cold cans of pop before opening the Tupperware container filled with Rice Krispie treats.
Genna exhaled and pulled her mind back to the present. Her brother Darin wouldn’t even be home to meet her, but she was still determined to savor this last week of freedom before starting her new job. Months without work had felt less like freedom and more like a weight she couldn’t quite shake.
As if sensing her mood shift, Honey pulled her snout back inside and dropped a friendly lick on Genna’s forearm. Laughing, she tickled the dog below her rhinestone collar, then turned up the car’s air conditioner. The rain had passed, but humid air still poured in through the open passenger window. Closing it would be practical, but some traditions from her childhood were too good to give up.
According to the GPS on her dashboard, she’d need to turn left in two miles. Nothing looked familiar, even though she’d traveled these roads with her sister last summer. Liv had driven while Genna wrestled with her nerves, overwhelmed by her return to Silvermist Lake after three decades away.
The cousin reunion they’d attended turned out to be more fun than she’d expected, even if it did stir up plenty of buried trauma.
Genna didn’t need a therapist to tell her she still carried baggage from her childhood.
But that was a problem for another day.
A red pickup buzzed past on the left and cut in front of her with little room to spare. An oncoming car whizzed by just as a rock shot off the truck’s tires and smacked her windshield. A jagged crack spread across the bottom third of the glass, just below her line of sight. It reminded her of the lightning they’d driven through an hour earlier.
Honey barked once, then settled back on her haunches, her gaze fixed on the damage.
Genna imagined the bark was dog-speak for the same string of cuss words she was barely holding back. The frustrations of recent months had left her with a swearing habit she was trying to break. Dropping five dollars into her swear jar every time she slipped was helping. Slowly.
A few well-placed f-bombs might have helped as she eyed the cracked glass, but she’d already spent the last of her cash on an ice cream cone and a pup cup at their last stop.
As if concerned, Honey nuzzled her arm.
“It’s alright, girl. I have glass coverage,” Genna said, giving the dog a reassuring pat. “Darin will tell me where to take it. As long as it holds, we’ll be fine.”
Honey whined, and Genna realized she probably needed another stop.
We are never going to get there.
When she’d planned this spur-of-the-moment trip, she’d worried about how the dog would handle such a long car ride. She’d never owned a pet before, and every day brought new lessons. Pet ownership hadn’t been part of her life plan, but then again, nothing in her life had gone quite the way she’d hoped.
Another yip had her scanning for a place to pull over. A break in the trees ahead looked promising, and she sighed with relief when a green and white gas station sign appeared.
With any luck, this would be their last stop before the lake.

      [image: ]Genna rubbed her temple, but it did nothing to relieve the flash of brain freeze.
Honey gave her a pointed side-eye.
“Hey, don’t judge. Adults drink cherry slushies, too.” Genna lifted the cup, its bright blue logo declaring Minnesota: The Land of Ten Thousand Lakes and One Million Mosquitoes. “But promise you’ll tell me if my lips turn bright red.”
Honey turned in her seat, snout angled back out the window again.
Genna’s phone buzzed in the cupholder.
“Well, look at that, an actual human being to talk to.”
Honey’s tail twitched as Genna set her slushie aside and pressed the dash button to take the call through Bluetooth.
“Hey, Zane. It’s so good to hear from you, honey.”
The dog yipped, and a deep rumble of laughter through the car’s speakers made her ears twitch.
“Hi, Mom. Sounds like you’re still on the road. I thought you might have made it by now. How’s Honey doing?”
Genna exhaled. “Long drive. But she’s fine. I doubt your sister ever took her on this long of a road trip. It’s new for her, and she’s enjoying lots of fresh smells.”
The road took her past a farmyard, where the roar of a riding lawn mower briefly drowned out their conversation.
“Let me guess,” Zane said. “Windows open, right? That explains all the road noise. At least you must be close. You always loved driving Michigan backroads with the windows down. I’m sure Minnesota is good for that, too.”
“We’re in the home stretch. How about you? Did you make it back to L.A.?”
Someone shouted in the background, but Genna couldn’t tell if it was directed at her son.
“How’d you guess? I already miss the peace and quiet of upstate California,” he said. “Got home this morning.”
Genna checked her rearview mirror. For the moment, the road was empty. Zane probably didn’t even remember what real peace felt like. He’d left the Midwest years ago for the West Coast. She’d visited the redwoods once, and though their beauty was undeniable, the traffic had driven her crazy.
“If you’re on a break, grab a flight to Minnesota. Come hang out at Silvermist with me and Honey. You’d love it.”
She caught Zane’s sigh.
“I appreciate the invite, Mom, but I can’t get away right now.”
It was Genna’s turn to sigh.
Zane’s life revolved around work and surfing, although he did call her a couple of times a month. She wished it were more, but she tried not to push. At his age, she’d barely spoken to her own parents, so she told herself to take what she could get and be grateful.
“Hey, have you heard from Naomi?” Zane said. “Because I haven’t. That’s not like her.”
“Your sister will contact us when she’s ready,” Genna said.
The line crackled, and she worried she’d lost him. Dense trees along this stretch of road might affect cell coverage.
“…for her.”
“Sorry, Zane, you cut out. What did you say?”
Up ahead, a golf cart eased onto the road, and Genna slowed. Honey shifted with the change in speed, settling back down.
“Yeah, you’re cutting out, too. I said you always make excuses for her. How can you just forgive her like that? She cost you your job, dumped her dog on you, and then blew out of town with that loser. And you aren’t even mad?”
Genna steered around the golf cart, now parked by a mailbox with an elderly woman at the wheel, then pressed the gas again. The sight reminded her of her Aunt Pearl, and excitement stirred at the thought of seeing her soon. But her peacemaker instincts kicked in over Zane’s irritation with his sister.
“I didn’t say I wasn’t mad at her, Zane. But I’ve learned the hard way that dragging old hurts around only makes everything heavier. I try not to do that with you kids.”
He snorted. “So if I royally screwed up and pulled you down with me, I’d get a pass, too? Because that’s what it seems like with Naomi.”
Frustrated, Genna sipped her melting slushie. The car jolted over a pothole; the straw slipped from her lips, and red liquid splattered across her white T-shirt.
“Shit!”
“Hey, don’t worry. I haven’t actually messed up lately.” Zane laughed through the speakers. “It was just a rhetorical question.”
“Hold on a sec, Zane. I just made a mess of myself.”
She set her slushie back into its holder, ignoring the extra splash of red liquid on the lid. Honey lapped at the top of the cup while Genna grabbed the packet of wipes she’d brought along. Knowing a road trip with a dog new to long car rides might get messy, she’d stashed a sleeve of them in the console. She braced the packet between her knees so she could tug one out while steering with her free hand.
She swatted the dog away, dabbed at her shirt, and only managed to spread the stain.
“Well, that just cost me a shirt and five bucks,” she muttered, tossing the useless wipe over her shoulder. She’d have to deep-clean her car later. “Are you still there, Zane?”
“I am, but I have to be somewhere in fifteen minutes. We should talk later. You sound distracted, and you’re driving.”
Knowing it could be weeks before she spoke to her son again, she shifted her attention back to him. “No, don’t hang up yet. I’m just tired. It’s been a long day, but I’m fine. Tell me something good before you hang up.”
He paused as if weighing what to share. “Fine. I met someone. I like her. And of course she thinks I’m incredible.”
“Then I already like her, too,” Genna quipped, glad to hear his teasing tone that so often reminded her of her brother Jay. “Where did you meet?”
In the background, a woman’s voice chimed in, faint but unmistakable. Genna’s eyebrows shot up. “Wait! Is she there with you now? What’s her name?”
Zane laughed. “I’m sorry, Mom, but I really have to go. I’ll make you a deal. Call me when you get to the lake, and I promise I’ll answer. I want to know you made it.”
Genna glanced at her GPS. “I’m only about ten miles out. So you can already consider us safely arrived. But can we talk again while I’m still at the lake? We need to visit about Naomi. And I’d love to do a video call to show you Darin’s cabin.”
“Sure, Mom. Call me, and I’ll pick up if I can. Hey, Honey, behave for Mom and I’ll send you some of these organic dog treats my new friend gives her lab.”
The line went silent. Zane never gave formal goodbyes.
Honey whimpered, and Genna stroked her fur. “You’ve been so good. We’re almost there. And you’ll love the water.”
A red wooden sign tucked into the trees caught her eye, and she smiled as she pointed toward a gravel road branching off the highway.
“Last time I was here, I made new friends at a place right down that road. It’s a little resort called Whispering Pines. My Aunt Pearl told me our family used to own it like a hundred years ago. Now it belongs to this amazing woman named Renee. I think we could be friends…” She gave a wry smile. “But since my track record with picking reliable girlfriends is hit-and-miss, maybe I’ll stick to dog friends.”
Honey barked, and Genna wished she could tell what the dog was thinking. Maybe Honey regretted some of her choices in friends, too. Did she also miss Naomi? Probably. Naomi had adopted her as a pup from a rescue in Grand Rapids, and while Genna had doubted the wisdom of that choice, her daughter had surprised her by being a good pet owner.
But then Naomi started working at Genna’s company, leaving Honey alone for long hours every day in that tiny apartment. When everything at work unraveled, Honey became one more casualty of Naomi’s poor decisions.
Eventually, Genna came to accept her own role in the damage, too.
Taking Honey in so she didn’t end up back in a shelter was the least Genna could do after—as Zane had put it—Naomi had “blown out of town with that loser.”
What Genna hadn’t expected was how the dog’s presence would feel like such a gift in the lonely months that followed. They both deserved this vacation. Genna only hoped that she’d do better by Honey than Naomi had, once her new job began.
Another sign appeared, announcing Pine Hollow, eleven miles ahead.
“Guess what, Honey. Way back when, our family started that town. My great—maybe great-great—grandfather built some of the first buildings there. There’s a park I loved as a kid. I’ll take you when we visit. You’ll love it. And I’ll treat myself to ice cream from the little shop we always stopped at.”
Honey shifted between sitting and standing, nose pressed toward the open window, as the last miles to Darin’s clicked away. Genna let her thoughts drift back to the sun-drenched summer days of her childhood.
Days that shaped her.
She hadn’t paid much attention during this drive last year, but she’d never miss the weathered windmill that marked the turn to their family cabin.
The cabin Darin had nearly finished renovating.
Last year, she couldn’t bring herself to stay there, fearing the memories would be too overpowering. But this time she’d accepted his invitation, even though he wouldn’t return from his business trip for a few more days. The timing was disappointing, and she was uneasy about staying in the cabin alone, but it was her only chance before starting the new job. Darin didn’t even know about her career change, or anything else she’d endured in the year since they’d last seen each other. She’d kept their calls light, and suspected he had, too.
A little extra time together might let them both share more about what was really going on in their lives.
As the car rumbled down the final stretch to the cabin, Honey practically danced on the seat beside her. Genna rolled all the windows down, grateful for the fresh air to offset the dog’s panting breath.
Something sweeter drifted in. She braked at the end of the path and smiled at the burst of soft pink and purple lilacs spilling from the overgrown bushes. Last July, the blooms had already withered, and she and Liv had laughed over the scolding their mother would have given Darin for letting her prized bushes grow wild.
But neglect hadn’t kept them from flourishing.
Tonight she’d cut a massive bouquet for her bedside table. As a girl, her mother would only allow a small bundle in their room.
No one was here now to limit the size.
She unhooked Honey’s tether and pushed open the car door, unprepared for the dog’s leap across her lap. A back leg caught the cup of melted cherry slushie, tipping it and sending sticky red liquid everywhere.
Genna stared at the crimson streaks slashing across her shirt and pants, splattered over the dash, the seats, even the cracked windshield. She sneezed as a wisp of dog fur tickled her nose, and tears pricked her eyes.
A loud splash from the lake drowned out her swearing. Honey didn’t need an escort to the water. She’d found it on her own.
The lilacs would have to wait, as would Genna’s tears.
She might be back at the cabin of her childhood summers, but she wasn’t that girl anymore. She was a grown-ass woman with a mess to clean up, a dog to corral, and a swear jar waiting for her IOU.






  
  Chapter 2
Like Strawberry Wine


Genna dabbed at the corners of her mouth with the linen napkin her aunt had set beside each plate. “I feel so fancy. Thank you. That was delicious.” 
“It isn’t often I have a dinner guest. Especially my dear niece, who hasn’t been back for a visit since she was a girl,” Pearl grinned.
Genna shook her head. “That isn’t true. I came back to Silvermist last year for your reunion. Remember? Which, by the way, was incredible thanks to all your hard work.”
“Of course I remember. I may be eighty-seven, and I often misplace my keys, but I’d never forget your infamous return. You were the biggest surprise of the reunion. I just meant it’s been a long time since you came here, to Forest House.”
It was true. Genna let her gaze skim around the covered front porch where they’d just finished their light dinner of chicken salad sandwiches and fresh cucumber salad. The frayed fabric on the cushions of the white wicker set behind them looked vaguely familiar, as if they could be the same ones she’d sat on as a teenager. The fresh green ferns, overflowing planters, and pastel braided rugs tossed across the rich brown floor gave the porch the warm, lived-in feeling Pearl had always created.
A wind chime swayed in the late-afternoon breeze, emitting a soft, fairy-like tinkle.
“I’ve missed this place,” Genna admitted. “I wish I hadn’t stayed away so long.”
Pearl nodded. “I wish you hadn’t either. But you’re here now, and we’re not wasting it. I’m glad I have you all to myself tonight. When do you need to head back home?”
“Next Saturday or Sunday. I start my new job a week from today.”
Pearl struggled to push her wrought-iron chair back from the bistro-size table.
“I keep forgetting to replace the little plastic doodads on the feet of these chairs. They don’t slide like they used to. But since this patio set is probably as old as I am, it’s to be expected.”
Pearl stood and reached for Genna’s plate.
“Absolutely not,” Genna said, wriggling out of her own chair. “You had a beautiful dinner ready when I got here. I’m not letting you clean up too.”
She stacked Pearl’s plate on top of hers, careful not to chip the vintage tableware, then nodded toward the cozy wicker settee beneath the wind chime. “Why don’t you sit and relax while I clean up? It won’t take long.”
Pearl shook her head. “No. You haven’t been inside yet. I’m a messy cook. Always have been. I don’t want you to see my kitchen.”
For the first time since arriving, Genna noticed a fragility in her aunt’s demeanor.
But Pearl took a deep breath, squared her shoulders, and nodded.
“I’ll tell you what,” she said. “You can do the heavy lifting, and I’ll direct you.”
A flash of last summer’s reunion popped into Genna’s mind: Pearl in her black-and-white striped umpire shirt, whistle and all, corralling their squirrely relatives.
“Deal. Based on how you directed everyone last year, you can still run a tight ship.”
Her aunt might be well into her eighties, but she still had spunk.
Pearl wagged a finger at the growing stack of dishes in Genna’s arms. “I do. And if you drop those, I’ll have to put you in the brig. Make another trip.”
“Yes, ma’am,” Genna said, turning toward the house.
With her hands full, Genna waited for Pearl to get the door. She admired the white scrolling on the screen as she stood there. Unlike the wooden screen door with its flaking paint at Darin’s cabin, this one helped to elevate the exterior of the house. The matching copper awnings—patinaed with age—over the lake-facing windows turned what could have been a tired farmhouse into something special.
A little fancy. Like dinner.
Not Silvermist Hall-fancy, of course, which belonged to another branch of the family and where they’d had their reunion brunch last year. But still special.
Pearl reached around her to pull the door open. “Kitchen’s to the left, if you forgot.”
Genna hadn’t, but she gasped when they entered Pearl’s kitchen.
There was no way this mess was all from tonight’s dinner. At least a week’s worth of dirty dishes were piled along the counters and in the sink. A garbage can near the back door brimmed over.
Pearl paused beside her with a sigh. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you. Truth is, this room’s gotten away from me. I’ve been dealing with a troublesome rash on my left hand, and dishwater makes it worse.”
Genna glanced down. The skin on Pearl’s left hand did look raw. She also noticed her aunt was missing a portion of two fingers. She’d forgotten about the accident that had crushed those fingers, and Pearl had clearly kept that hand out of sight while they ate.
It was a habit Genna understood. It had taken her years not to feel self-conscious about the scars on her own left hand.
“Well, it’s a good thing I’m here then,” Genna said, scanning the cluttered counters for a spot to set the dishes she was holding.
“It doesn’t feel right letting you clean up this big mess,” Pearl said.
“Don’t be ridiculous, Pearl. We’re family. And family helps each other out.”
Pearl still didn’t look convinced, but she consolidated a trio of used pans on the stovetop into another pile, clearing just enough space for Genna’s dishes. She patted the open spot, then planted both hands on her hips.
“Fine. Soaps under the sink,” she said. “And once everything’s washed and put away, we’re having dessert.”
Genna grinned. Pearl might have some hiccups keeping up the house, but she could still command a room.

      [image: ]Kitchen cleanup took a while, but they’d eaten early as Pearl claimed was her habit, so the sun hadn’t dropped much by the time the last dish was put away.
“Now what was that you said about dessert?” Genna asked as she hung the dishtowel over the oven handle.
Pearl clapped her hands on the kitchen table where she’d taken a seat midway through the extended cleanup, then pointed toward a doorway in the far corner. “Be a dear and grab us a bottle of wine from the cellar, would you? While you do that, I’ll cut us a couple of pieces of fudge from the batch I made this morning.”
Genna nodded. “Do you have more than one type down there? If so, which should I grab?”
“I don’t care. Just leave the bottle of Antler Hill red. Irving bought it at the Biltmore and gave it to me for my eightieth birthday. He insisted I hold on to it until either I turn ninety or he dies. I’m supposed to raise a glass to whichever happens first. I guess he assumes I’ll outlive him. Not sure the wine has a ten-year shelf life. My big brother has always had a twisted sense of humor.”
Laughing, Genna headed for the basement door. If she remembered right, the cellar where generations of family had put up their canned goods was to the left at the bottom of the stairs.
She paused at the door. “How is Uncle Irving?”
“Still ornery as ever, keeping the aides at the old folks’ home on their toes,” Pearl said, pulling a knife from the drawer Genna had just refilled.
Genna smiled, then descended the stairs, thinking back to the way her cousins had tried to keep Irving happy during the reunion. He’d grown into a cantankerous old man.
The cellar was exactly where she remembered it, but the bare bulb inside didn’t flick on when she yanked the pull chain. With only a sliver of light filtering through two high basement windows, Genna pulled her phone from her back pocket and turned on the flashlight.
Tall bottles lined the shelf ahead. Only one bore a commercial label—the one Irving had brought back from the Biltmore Estate. The rest were murky green glass filled with reddish or pinkish liquid. Unlabeled. Identical. She picked one up and shone her light through it.
Drinking anything from these mystery bottles didn’t exactly thrill her.
But Pearl had insisted.
As she turned to go, her beam swept across several rows of canned goods. Some contents were obvious, like peaches and cucumber pickles. And…were those pickled eggs?
She shuddered.
Curious now, she set the bottle she hoped was the right wine on a clear patch of shelf and stepped closer. The jars varied in size and age. Some lids were marked in black marker from 2022. Fine. Only a year old. But others were older or undated, and Genna wondered how long canned goods actually lasted.
After examining a tall mason jar of pickled asparagus, she spotted a squat, dust-covered jar tucked into the corner. She pulled it out, set the asparagus back, and angled her light onto the faded label.
Only one line was still legible: From the Kitchen of Gigi.
Gigi? As in Genevieve Sommer? Genna’s great-grandmother and her own namesake? The label reminded her of the recipe card her team had found during the scavenger hunt at last summer’s reunion.
“Genna? Did you find the wine?” Pearl’s faint voice drifted down from above, jolting her back to the present.
“I think so!” Genna called back. “I’ll be right up.”
Did Pearl know something Gigi herself had canned was still down here? Genna was so excited to show her, she almost forgot to grab the wine bottle, too.

      [image: ]“I can’t believe you found a jar of Gigi’s raspberry jam,” Pearl said, turning the container over in her hands. “I wonder if it’s still any good.”
Genna took it from her and set it on the kitchen counter. “Pearl, Gigi died when I was sixteen. That makes it at least thirty-seven years old. And since she lived to be one hundred two, it’s probably even older. You can’t eat that.”
Pearl giggled. “I suppose you’re right. But I hate to waste anything. Don’t throw it, though. I want to show everyone! I had no idea a jar of her famous jam was still down there. We’ll never taste anything that good again. God knows the family members who’ve tried to replicate it never get close. I can’t imagine what happened to her original recipe. Oh, good. You found my wine too. I know that’s safe to drink. I made it last fall.”
Genna wasn’t entirely convinced, but surely Pearl wouldn’t poison her with spoiled wine.
Would she?
“You make wine?” Genna asked, choosing to trust her. “Is that raspberry, too?”
Pearl laughed. “No. Our raspberry harvest was weak last year. This is strawberry. I hope you like strawberry wine.”
She wandered out for a moment, humming a tune that sounded hauntingly familiar, then returned with two delicate little glasses. “These are for port. My Aunt Rose served port after her fancy dinners at Silvermist Hall. But I always hated the stuff. My wine is much tastier. Trust me.”
It’s as if she can read my mind.
“Find me my corkscrew, would you, dear?” Pearl said, motioning toward another set of drawers at the far end of the kitchen.
Genna set the wine bottle on the counter near the jar of jam, then searched for the wine opener. “I love that you make your own wine, Pearl. But wouldn’t screw-top bottles be easier than corks?”
“I reuse my bottles, and if they ever had screw tops, I’ve lost them,” Pearl said. She lifted one of the cordial glasses and blew the dust off. “Corks work best, in my humble opinion.”
Genna found the opener and handed it over. While Pearl expertly worked the corkscrew, Genna rinsed the dusty glasses.
When they finally each had a small glass of pale pink wine and a chunk of decadent dark fudge on a china dessert dish, they reconvened at the bistro table on the porch.
Genna took her first sip and paused as a memory surfaced. “That was the Deana Carter song you were humming earlier, right? ‘Strawberry Wine’? I just remembered the first time I heard it. It was my first night home from the hospital after I had Zane. That means it was 1996. I was rocking him. It was peaceful, but lonely, too. I know that sounds strange. He was right there on my lap, but his father was sound asleep. It was probably after midnight, and I was completely overwhelmed. I missed Mom.”
Genna took a bite of fudge, and Pearl tipped her glass toward her.
“Your mother would’ve helped if you’d called her,” she said. “I know she would have.”
Even if Pearl was right, Genna didn’t want to think about the ocean-sized rift between her and her mother right now.
Instead, she let her mind drift even further back. “Remember the lyrics? They talk about the summer I was seventeen. That summer started out with such promise. My friend Lana somehow got her hands on a bottle of wine—Boone’s Farm Strawberry Hill—and, like the foolish teenagers we were, we drank the whole thing before heading to the county fair.”
Pearl clapped her hands in delight. “You didn’t?”
Genna laughed. “Oh, we did. And neither of us made it off the Tilt-O-Whirl before throwing all of it back up.”
“Did your parents ever find out?”
“No, thank goodness. If they had, they’d have grounded me for the rest of the summer.”
Soon after that fateful night, she had fought with Lana, and their friendship never recovered.
Pearl shook her head as she nibbled on her fudge. “We all did foolish things when we were teenagers. It’s a wonder we survived.”
Although Genna knew Pearl meant no harm with the throwaway line, the words stole the joy from her memory of that early summer. A summer that had changed everything. For her. For all of them.
Because despite what people liked to say about youthful mistakes and the invincibility of teenagers…not everyone survived that summer.
Pearl must have sensed the shift in her expression, but she’d never been one to coddle. Her wine was gone, her fudge too, and Pearl wasn’t a woman who stayed idle long.
“What should we do now?” Pearl asked.
Genna took a slow breath and finished the last of her wine. She enjoyed the light, crisp flavor more than she’d expected. Time here would inevitably bring dark memories back, but she refused to let them ruin her trip.
“I’d love to see the house again. Can I have a tour?”
Pearl nodded. “I don’t see why not. And don’t worry. The rest of the house isn’t in the same shape as my kitchen. That mess really was because of my rash. Leave these for now. We’ll put them away later.”
Ready for a change of scenery, Genna didn’t argue.
“I’d say your place looks great,” Genna said as she followed Pearl back inside. “When was the house actually built?”
Instead of turning toward the kitchen, Pearl veered right.
“I believe it was 1916,” she said, slipping into tour guide mode. “My Great-grandfather Emil Sommer had it built for his son Konrad and Konrad’s family. He was married with three children.”
They stepped into the living room.
“But the house was smaller back then,” Pearl continued. “There were only three bedrooms upstairs. One for Konrad and his wife, one for their daughter, and the two boys shared.”
“I didn’t realize they’d added on over the years,” Genna said. She drifted to the fireplace mantel. “And I guess I never thought about it being over a hundred years old.”
Pearl snorted. “If you had to deal with the maintenance issues that keep popping up, you’d swear it was closer to two hundred.”
Genna followed her into the next room, where a large window looked out toward the lake. But the space didn’t match her memory.
“I thought this was Grandma and Grandpa’s bedroom?” she said, resting her fingers on a large oak desk.
Pearl lifted the shade that partially obscured the window and its stunning lake view.
“This room has served many roles. When I first moved back home to help, it was still an office. I suppose it started as Uncle Konrad’s office. He worked in the family business, just like my grandfather. They were brothers, so I guess he was technically my great-uncle. At some point, Grandfather Milton bought out both of his brothers and split the land between his three daughters.”
“I remember you telling us about that during the reunion last summer. The scavenger hunt was such a clever way to share our family history.”
“I can’t take all the credit for that,” Pearl said as she stepped away from the window to straighten a pillow on the couch.
A large hardback Bible caught Genna’s eye on the bookshelf. She picked it up.
“Speaking of family history, you’ll find some of ours in there,” Pearl said.
Genna set the heavy book on the desk and flipped it open. She studied the names and dates handwritten on the first page. “I expected it to include Konrad’s family, but it starts with Grandma Adeline and Grandpa Johnnie.”
Pearl nodded. “There are older Bibles with earlier generations. We keep most of them at Silvermist Hall. Believe me, the men in our family have always been meticulous about recording descendants, marriages, births, and deaths.”
Genna thought she caught a hint of disapproval in Pearl’s tone.
“Well, I suppose those are important parts of our extended family’s history,” Genna said, unsure.
“Of course they are,” Pearl agreed. “Very important. But back to this room. When my father’s health declined and he couldn’t manage the stairs anymore, we converted the office into their bedroom. So yes, you remembered correctly.”
Genna guessed that after her Grandfather Johnnie died, and maybe after her Grandmother Adeline passed, too, Pearl had eventually turned the room back into an office. But Genna had missed so many years, so many changes, she couldn’t be sure.
A wave of regret hit.
“I’m sorry I didn’t come home for their funerals,” she said quietly.
Pearl didn’t look surprised. “I know why you didn’t come.”
Genna stiffened. “And you’re not mad?”
Pearl gave her a long, searching look. “You weren’t ready to face this place. Or what happened here. That’s not judgement. That’s the truth.”
Genna swallowed hard.
“But the thing about running,” Pearl continued, “is that the past has a way of waiting for you. And some of it…well.” She tapped the old desk.
A shiver moved up Genna’s spine.
“Come on,” Pearl said. “Let’s finish your tour.”






  
  Chapter 3
Among the Flowers


Genna wasn’t sure she was ready for more truth, but Pearl didn’t give her much choice. Her aunt headed for the main stairwell with a purposeful stride, pausing just long enough to tilt her chin toward the steps. 
“I want to take you upstairs.”
“Can you still do the stairs?” Genna asked.
The reserve Genna had sensed earlier fell away as Pearl let out a genuine laugh. “Girl, where do you think I sleep every night? I’m old, but I’m not an invalid. Yet.”
Relieved she hadn’t insulted her, Genna followed. Thick wool carpet cushioned the stairs, scratchy yet soft beneath her bare feet.
“This carpet might last longer than the house itself,” Genna said.
Pearl glanced back at her as they climbed. “It’s one of the few things I haven’t had to touch.”
Since she hadn’t offended her earlier by asking about the stairs, Genna decided to risk another question. It was something she’d been thinking about since cleaning the kitchen.
“Pearl, this is an awful lot of house for one woman. Do you ever think about moving somewhere easier to take care of? Something that wouldn’t be so much work for you?”
Her aunt paused at the top step to catch her breath. “Honestly? I think about it often. But this house has always been in our family. I’d hate to be the one to let it leave our hands. And I don’t know anyone in the family who’d want it.”
Genna sometimes forgot how fiercely her relatives had clung to the land and properties scattered around this side of Silvermist Lake.
But how long could they keep things going the way they’d always been?
Her brother Darin had hinted at selling their cabin more than once. And Eve had mentioned that Silvermist Hall—the mansion and surrounding acreage—was now held in a trust. Everything felt…tenuous.
“I’m sorry you feel stuck here, Pearl. Maybe it’s time for the family to let go a little.”
Much as she’d done earlier on the porch, Pearl straightened and shook her head.
“I love my home. I plan to stay here until my last breath. Just like my mother did.” With that, Pearl headed down the hallway, and Genna had to hurry to keep up.
As they walked, Genna peeked into the bedrooms they passed, wondering which one had been her Grandmother Adeline’s final place of rest. Or maybe she died downstairs.
“This is what I wanted to show you,” Pearl said, stopping at the end of the hallway and motioning toward a gaping hole in the ceiling.
Genna stepped beneath it, half expecting to see blue sky. But the space above wasn’t open to the elements after all.
“Is that an attic?” she asked. “If we’d known there was one up there when we were kids, we’d have wanted to explore.”
“Why do you think we never told you?” Pearl said.
Good point.
Knowing her siblings and cousins, they would’ve found plenty of trouble in an old attic full of family treasures.
“Why is there a gaping hole in your ceiling, Pearl?”
Pearl stood beside her, eyes lifted, too. “It started as a scratching noise in the ceiling above my bed. That’s my bedroom right there.”
Genna shuddered. “That would’ve freaked me out. Didn’t you say Grandma Adeline died in this house?”
Pearl shot her a look that clearly said she was being ridiculous.
“Genna, there are no such things as ghosts.”
You didn’t answer my question.
“It was a family of raccoons,” Pearl went on. “I called an exterminator to remove them. They also suggested I have someone check the electrical, in case the critters chewed any wires.”
Genna was suddenly grateful she’d been a renter ever since divorcing Martin and selling their home over ten years ago. Owning property was…a lot.
“I’m guessing, judging by the size of that hole, they caused some damage,” she said.
“Sure did,” Pearl nodded. “But my man will have it fixed before long. You won’t even know he patched it.”
Genna tried to picture a man Pearl’s age crawling around up there fixing wiring. It did not compute.
“Your man?” She raised her eyebrows.
“My handyman,” Pearl corrected, giving her a look. “He’s helped me keep this place going for years. And he used to be a friend of yours, which is why I wanted to show you this. I thought you’d get a kick out of it.”
Genna, still stuck on the hilarious idea of Pearl having “a man,” couldn’t imagine who she meant.
“Well, maybe he was more of a friend to your brothers than to you, but there was a time when you had a special interest in him, if I recall.”
There was a twinkle in Pearl’s eye, and suddenly Genna was certain she knew exactly who was fixing her aunt’s ceiling. She kept her expression neutral.
“Do you remember a boy named Brandon? Brandon Morrell?”
How could I forget? Brandon is the reason my brother is dead.
But Pearl’s playful tone made it clear she wasn’t thinking of that.
“I remember Brandon,” Genna said carefully. “We even ran into him last summer. I was with Jill. We borrowed your golf cart near the end of the reunion to go find something. He looked good.”
And if Pearl relied on the man to help keep this house up, Genna wasn’t about to taint that by reminding her of what happened that summer. The summer she’d first tasted strawberry wine.
Pearl clicked her tongue. “He is a looker. I’ll give you that. If only I were about thirty, or maybe forty, years younger, he’d be doing more than fixing my wiring.”
Genna couldn’t help but laugh at the exaggerated wink her aunt tossed her way.
There had been a time during that long-ago summer when she’d thought of little else besides Brandon. Everything changed after the accident, of course. Seeing him last year had stirred feelings she hadn’t expected, as if the sharp edges of her grief and anger had finally begun to soften. The shift left her feeling guilty, as if easing up on her anger meant betraying Jay’s memory.
Maybe Brandon helped Pearl to atone for his sins.
As if he could ever truly make up for what he’d done.
“Anyhow, Brandon promised to be back to finish up here,” Pearl said, rubbing her hands together.
“Tonight?” Genna said, hating the way her voice jumped higher.
“Not tonight, dear. He’s a hard worker, but even he has boundaries. He’ll be back in the morning.” She ended the sentence on a yawn.
Genna pulled out her phone. It was almost eight. Honey would need to go out soon, and Pearl was clearly fading. She should probably head out.
“Pearl, thank you so much for inviting me over. I’ve had a delightful time, and I hope we can get together again while I’m here.”
Pearl checked her wristwatch. “I didn’t realize it was this late. But I really wanted to show you my flowers. I’m planning something special with them in the fall, so I’d appreciate your input. If we hurry, can you give me another half hour?”
Without giving her a chance to answer, Pearl headed down the hall toward the stairs.
Curious about the flowers, Genna did the math. Honey would be fine. She was likely curled up in the dog bed Genna had brought from home, sound asleep on Darin’s screened-in porch. The screen was new since last year.
Besides, she’d had so little time with Pearl over the years, and she was enjoying herself. The triggers around Jay were hard, but she’d known they would be. Coming back to Silvermist meant facing all of it.
Pearl didn’t pause at the bottom of the stairs. She headed straight outside and down toward the front lawn.
Genna stopped only long enough to grab her purse. She’d head back to Darin’s cabin after she saw Pearl’s flowers.
“Let’s go to my greenhouse,” Pearl said.
Of course. That was where Pearl kept her most prized plants. As a girl, Genna had spent hours helping her aunt water and weed, learning everything she could about growing things. She’d filled her condo with potted plants, and the flowerbeds she’d once tended at her old house were one of the few things she truly missed.
That, and having a steady partner in her life.
“All of this land has been in our family ever since Emil built his logging empire here,” Pearl said, slipping back into guide mode again. “Mother and Father split the land they received between the six of us.”
Genna knew Pearl meant Adeline and Johnnie’s six children. “You were in the middle, right?”
Pearl nodded, then paused to yank a dandelion up, roots and all.
“Yes. I had two older sisters, plus Irving. So, I was number four. Then the twins were born. I used to think I was Mother’s favorite, but once those boys came along, Rich and Bobby could do no wrong.”
Not entirely true. Genna was painfully aware that her father, Bobby, had done plenty wrong. But she didn’t interrupt.
“I do my best to keep Rich’s cabin up,” Pearl said. “It’s getting a little dated, but it’s clean and ready for the occasional guest. I sure miss him.” She paused, as if catching herself. “I miss them both, of course.”
Genna understood. She’d always loved her Uncle Rich. Her father, on the other hand, hadn’t been as easy to love.
They’d crossed over Pearl’s lawn and stopped in front of Rich’s cabin.
“I remember being so shocked when he died. Hadn’t he just retired?” Genna asked.
Pearl nodded. “One year earlier. It wasn’t fair. But I always feared losing his wife did something permanent to his heart. Do you remember her?”
“No,” Genna said. “I felt like I knew her because everyone talked about her so fondly, but she died the year before I was born.”
“They would have been incredible parents, but it wasn’t meant to be.” Pearl’s steps slowed, and Genna suspected it wasn’t only fatigue. It had to be brutally hard to outlive almost all of your siblings. Irving was the only one Pearl had left.
Losing one sibling had nearly broken Genna.
Determined not to let the evening tilt toward sadness, she slipped up beside Pearl and reached for her hand.
“Rich’s cabin looks wonderful,” she said, giving her aunt’s hand a squeeze before letting go. “You’re doing a fabulous job keeping all of this going. I know it isn’t easy. And I’m excited to see your greenhouse. I loved it when I was a kid.”
The compliment seemed to revive Pearl.
“You might love it even more now,” Pearl said as she walked toward the back of what used to be her brother’s cabin.
“And why is that?”
Pearl only grinned as they covered the final yards to the greenhouse.
To Genna, it felt like stepping back in time. Back here, where a cobblestone path connected Rich’s cabin to the garden shed, a profusion of blossoms and greenery blocked out the outside world. Reds, purples, yellows—all of it rivaled the riot of color in her childhood memories. The shed itself looked almost unchanged. Its wooden siding remained bare, though someone had clearly treated it over the years. The only paint was the narrow white trim around the windows.
A butterfly fluttered past, as if welcoming her home.
Neither woman spoke as Genna took it all in. When they stepped inside the greenhouse, she gasped, much like she had at the sight of Pearl’s kitchen, though for a very different reason.
“Wow, Pearl, this place is overflowing, and it’s not even the middle of June yet! What are you up to?”
Pearl twirled in a small circle like a delighted child, then steadied herself with a hand on the nearest table.
“Isn’t it delightful?”
Genna laughed. “It is. But why so many flowers? I know it’s been a long time, but there have to be twice as many as you used to grow. I don’t even recognize some of these.”
“Remember how I said I’m working on a special project for fall?” Pearl asked. “Well, Jill asked me to provide all the flowers for her daughter’s wedding.”
It was Genna’s turn to clap her hands. “I love that! Wait…which daughter?”
Pearl reached for a hose and spray nozzle. “Turn on the spigot, would you, dear? You remember where it is, don’t you?”
Muscle memory guided Genna toward the valve as she took in the variety of young plants and blooms covering the small tables inside the shed.
Once the water flowed, Pearl directed a gentle shower over a group of what Genna guessed were dahlias.
“Isabella is getting married,” Pearl said, continuing her careful watering. “It’ll be in Pine Hollow in September. I hope the weather holds. It should, but you never know. Isabella isn’t sure what she’ll want for flowers yet, so I planted every pretty fall bloom I could think of. These are dahlias, and those larger pots are dragon’s breath. Hopefully they’ll thrive in containers as well as the red ones outside do every year.”
Genna grabbed a pair of gloves from the planter’s bench along the wall and slipped them on.
“I thought those looked like dahlias,” she said, breathing in deeply. “God, I’ve missed working with flowers. Are these mums or asters over here?”
“Both,” Pearl laughed, watching her pull on the gloves. “I thought you wanted to get back to Darin’s to let your dog out.”
Genna wriggled her gloved fingers. “Honey needs to get used to longer stretches between going out. Put me to work. It’ll be dark soon, but I bet there’s something we can do before we call it a night. I absolutely love that you are doing wedding flowers. Nothing slows you down, does it?”
Pearl shrugged. “We all have our moments. Not every day is good. But remember how Gigi always encouraged us to make the most of our days on earth? To have fun? I try to live my life that way. Now, since you want to help, grab that bag of fertilizer in the corner. It’s too heavy for me to lift.”
Genna did as she was told, just like she had when she was a teenager helping Pearl in this very shed.
She dropped the bag beside the dragon’s breath, then turned back toward her aunt, who was still watering.
“Alright then, Pearl. Tell me. What was the most fun thing you’ve done today? Having dinner and catching up with you is my winner. How about you?”
Pearl considered the question for a beat. Then, without warning, she swung the spray nozzle straight at Genna and let her have it.
The blast of cold water hit her full on. Genna yelped and stumbled back, half choking, half laughing as she tried to dodge the punishing stream.
Pearl’s cackling laughter filled the greenhouse.






  
  Chapter 4
Skunked!


Genna flipped onto her stomach and buried her face in her pillow. 
Correction: Darin’s pillow.
But even that didn’t help to mask the awful smell that had yanked her out of a perfectly enjoyable dream in which she watched Pearl squirt solution from a plastic bottle onto the tight rows of curlers lining Genna’s mother’s scalp while the two women gossiped like it was 1984.
The stench hit again, stronger this time, and her breath caught.
Her brother really needed to wash his sheets.
She cracked her left eye open.
Why can’t I smell my fresh lilacs?
With a frustrated groan, she rolled onto her back again. She’d been flipping back and forth most of the night. She thought sleeping on Darin’s big bed instead of the twin mattress in her childhood room might help.
It hadn’t.
How she missed the seasons of life when a good night’s sleep came easily.
“Honey? Where are you?”
If her dog had pooped on Darin’s new carpet, they were both in trouble. Honey wasn’t usually the type to have accidents, but this was a strange new place. It was possible.
But Honey didn’t respond with her usual morning yip, and Genna didn’t hear the clickety-clack of nails on any hard flooring.
Another wave of stench rolled through the room, far too strong to be dog-related, and Genna shot upright. Something was wrong.
The armful of lilacs she’d cut after returning from Pearl’s still spilled over the vintage cracker tin she’d used as a makeshift vase on the bedside table. A few stems had wilted overnight, their blooms dipping low enough to brush the edge of the crumpled sheet.
She glanced at her phone and sighed. Six-thirty. So much for sleeping in on this so-called vacation.
“Honey! Where are you, girl?!”
Genna scanned the floor but saw no sign of her dog or the source of that overpowering stink. It was as if the pungent smell from her dream—the perm solution Pearl had been dousing onto her mother’s curlers—had followed her into waking.
She eyed the window she’d cracked open during the night to cool off and slapped her forehead.
No one was getting a hair perm.
That’s a skunk.
And there was still no sign of Honey.
A prickling panic shot through her. She hurried into her old room, where her suitcase lay open across what used to be Liv’s childhood bed. She yanked on the first pair of shorts she could grab, then a bra and shirt, not caring that it was the stained white tee from her drive here.
Maybe she shouldn’t have let Honey sleep out on the screened-in porch. She’d done fine there while Genna was gone for dinner, but still.
Genna rushed down the hall, through the kitchen and main living area, to the sliding doors leading to the porch. She’d left one partially open to let Honey move between the house and the porch, making sure the outer door to the yard stayed firmly latched.
Honey wasn’t on the porch.
But the smell was worse here.
“Don’t panic. She has to be around here somewhere.”
The only answer to her pep talk was the distant, unmistakable call of a loon.
The blanket she’d tossed on Honey’s dog bed was still on the porch, but it was in a heap next to the floor-to-ceiling screening of the outer porch wall. That wasn’t unusual; Honey liked to play with her blanket.
“Honey? Where’d you go, girl?” Genna hated the thin thread of panic creeping into her voice.
She checked every room in the house, grabbing her phone as she looped through Darin’s lake-facing bedroom.
Nothing.
After her nearly sleepless night, she’d kill for a cup of coffee. But she had to find Honey first.
She returned to the porch, now convinced Honey had somehow opened the outer door. The animal had always been clever with doorknobs. Genna slid the interior door closed behind her, just in case the suspected skunk responsible for the morning’s misery was still lurking.
She didn’t want to think about what she’d have to do if Honey had gotten herself sprayed.
But the outer latch was still firmly in place.
“There has to be a hole in the screen.”
Starting at the door, she worked her way around the porch, pulling aside an old table, a magazine rack, and a vintage metal chair that didn’t look safe to sit on. Still nothing. When she moved a large planter holding a crispy brown Boston fern, she finally saw it.
A hole big enough for her forty-pound dog to squeeze through.
“Oh, Honey…what have you done?”
What if she’d tangled with the skunk and gotten hurt? Or worse? Didn’t skunks carry rabies?
“I should’ve checked this porch. I should’ve made sure it was safe,” Genna whispered, her voice breaking.
What she wouldn’t give to have Darin’s help right now. But he wasn’t back from his business trip yet. During her restless night, it had even crossed her mind that maybe he wasn’t on a business trip at all. Maybe he was off on some kind of clandestine rendezvous he didn’t want to admit to when she’d called to say she was coming.
“God, I’m losing it,” she muttered. “Find Honey. Make sure she’s alright. Deal with the skunk smell later.”
She stepped outside and began calling for her dog, keeping a wary eye out for any small black critters with a white stripe down its back. The stink wasn’t fading; if anything, it smelled stronger out here.
When Honey didn’t come running, Genna paused to figure out where to search first. A quick scan of Darin’s dock and lake shoreline showed nothing. The logical options were the gravel path they’d driven in on, or Pearl’s place. Pearl would recognize Honey if she showed up there. Genna had shown her aunt the photo on her phone. But the gravel path led out to the paved road. Traffic. The thought made her stomach twist.
With her anxiety spiking again, she jogged toward the path. Honey was never off leash except up here at the cabin, and she might wander straight onto that road without hesitation.
By the time the old windmill came into view, Genna was breathless from yelling and the half-run, half-speed-walk she’d kept. She finally stopped, hands on her knees, and just listened.
She jumped when her phone rang in her pocket.
Who would call this early?
It was Pearl.
“Genna, is that you out there hollering this morning?” her aunt asked, cutting off Genna’s hasty hello.
“Honey snuck out of the porch, and the whole cabin reeks of skunk,” Genna said in a rush, hearing how breathless she sounded.
“Oh Lord,” Pearl sighed.
“I’m worried she headed down the path to the road, but I’m almost to the pavement and I don’t see her. Pearl, if anything happens to her…”
“Hush, Genna,” Pearl interrupted. “Don’t borrow trouble. If she made it out to the road, she should still be alright. People know to drive slowly out there, especially at dawn and dusk. Too many deer. Finish checking the road and we’ll be right over to help. I just need to find my keys.”
The line went silent, and Genna shoved her phone back into her pocket, her eyes sweeping the dense, overgrown shrubbery and spindly trees along the path. If Honey was in there, hurt or scared, she might never find her.
Tears pricked her eyes as she hurried across the last stretch of path and onto the point where it met the road, calling for her dog the entire way.
The road was empty.
She looked toward the old windmill, then jogged to its base. As kids, they’d climbed as high as they dared, pretending they were pirates on a tall ship or explorers scaling a massive tree to escape a pride of lions below.
Now it was nothing more than a sagging, weather-beaten structure that looked like a strong gust could bring it down.
Honey wasn’t anywhere beneath their old imaginary tree, playing with lions, either.
“God, I really need that coffee,” she murmured.
A faint meep-meep caught her attention. She knew that sound. Pearl must have found her keys to her golf cart.
Accepting that Honey probably hadn’t come this way, Genna jogged back toward Darin’s cabin, relieved Pearl was coming to help.
By the time she rounded the now slightly less-overgrown lilacs, thanks to all the blooms she’d cut last night, Pearl was already out of her golf cart, facing the lake with her hands on her hips.
And she wasn’t alone.
Pearl’s earlier comment finally clicked in Genna’s tired brain. She’d said we and not I.
The man beside Pearl turned at the sound of her footsteps on the gravel, quicker than Pearl did.
“Hey, Genna. Good to see you again. Sorry it isn’t under better circumstances. Pearl said your dog is missing?”
A rush of mixed emotions stopped her cold. Pearl had brought her man, as she’d teased last night.
“Well, hello, Brandon,” Genna said, trying to conceal how winded she was. “We need to stop meeting like this.”
Brandon grinned. “You do seem to have a tendency to lose things. Did you ever find what you were looking for last summer?”
“What did you lose last summer?” Pearl asked, looking between them with suspicion.
“My carved wooden medallion we all got at the reunion,” Genna said, though she couldn’t pull her gaze from Brandon’s.
Pearl let out a disgusted tsk.
“No, I didn’t find it,” Genna said, “but I have to find Honey. My dog. Well, technically my daughter’s dog, but I’ve been taking care of her for months, and she feels like mine.”
Pearl stepped closer and squinted. “My eyes aren’t what they used to be, but tell me that isn’t blood on your shirt, Genna.”
Genna glanced down. She’d forgotten how fast she’d dressed in her panic, grabbing the dirty shirt because nothing mattered more than finding Honey.
Instead of embarrassment, she let out a short
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