
Table of Contents

Turn the Next Page | (Silverberry Seduction Seasoned Romance Series, Book Three)

CHAPTER ONE

CHAPTER TWO

CHAPTER THREE

CHAPTER FOUR

CHAPTER FIVE

CHAPTER SIX

CHAPTER SEVEN

CHAPTER EIGHT

CHAPTER NINE

CHAPTER TEN

CHAPTER ELEVEN

CHAPTER TWELVE

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

CHAPTER NINETEEN

CHAPTER TWENTY

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

CHAPTER THIRTY

CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

COPYRIGHT PAGE

Also By Brenda Margriet

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Turn the Next Page

(Silverberry Seduction Seasoned Romance Series, Book Three)


[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


HIGH SCHOOL SWEETHEARTS, their marriage was shattered by tragedy. Thirty years later, a startling confession reignites long banked embers.

On the outside, politician Aubrey Windt is assured and assertive. On the inside, she’s a confused tangle of nerves and regrets. A lost election is the perfect opportunity to reset her life, and she’s going to take it, no matter what anyone says. This time, she means it.

Everything’s fine with Phillip Church. Just fine. His second divorce was amicable, his twin sons are grown, and his landscape business runs itself. The fineness is driving him crazy. But reconnecting with his first love provokes an upheaval more potent than he ever imagined.

When Aubrey and Phillip learn a startling fact that will forever link their lives, they set out to find the brother Aubrey didn’t know she had. To do so, they must forge a new path, unexpectedly abetted by a stray cat and the eclectic members of a unique book club.
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WANT A FREE short story set in the Silverberry Seduction world? Join Brenda’s newsletter and you’ll receive Margin of Risk—

His heart isn’t ready to heal. Her soul isn’t ready to trust. Neither is ready for a fake wedding date to restore their fractured spirits.

As a subscriber, you'll be the first to hear about new releases, special offers, bonus content and more! Just click here.
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TO THE CHILDREN THAT grow not only under our hearts but in them.

***
[image: ]


THIS STORY MENTIONS the loss of a child through Sudden Infant Death Syndrome and deals with the search for another child given up for adoption decades ago.

I hope I have treated these subjects with the care and compassion they deserve.
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CHAPTER ONE
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​

​Aubrey Windt parked her car in a visitor’s slot at Riverbend Seniors’ Apartments and turned off the ignition. Though her father lived on the opposite side of the complex, she could feel his disapproving gaze burning into the back of her neck.

Breathing deeply, she strove to calm the anxiety fluttering in her throat. With detachment, she noted her hands gripped the steering wheel so tightly her knuckles were white. It took a determined effort of will to release the molded plastic, and she flexed her fingers to work out the stiffness.

After one more fortifying breath, she got out of her car and headed for the entrance. A moving van was parked just out front, the shadowy interior half-full of blanket-wrapped furniture and cardboard boxes of all sizes. She skirted around it, her heels clicking on the brick walkway.

Despite the fact both doors leading through the vestibule were open to allow the movers easier access, she stopped at the intercom panel and punched in her father’s code. He wouldn’t fuss if she showed up at his door unannounced, but it gave her just that little bit more time to prepare for the sermon waiting for her.

“Yes?” Her father’s voice came brusquely through the speaker.

She swallowed to clear the sudden rush of nervous saliva. “Hi, Dad. It’s me.”

The buzzer sounded and she walked past the large reception desk and imposing gas fireplace and turned toward the elevator. She would normally take the stairs—it was only four flights, after all—but the elevator was incredibly slow in deference to the elderly residents and was one more delay she could reasonably make.

She rode up in solitary splendour. When the doors opened, she waited just a moment more, and then stepped out into the hall. About twenty metres away, her father stood in the entrance to his suite. As soon as he saw her emerge, he disappeared. Lifting her chin, she walked briskly down the carpeted hall and inside, closing the door behind her.

“Hello.” She fought to keep her voice level and calm.

Clarence Windt stood in the middle of the bright, well-ordered space, his weight resting lightly on the black metal cane in his right hand. Behind him a large window and single French door led to a small deck, the cloudless May sky outside silhouetting his tall, lean frame.

“Aubrey.” 

It was amazing how much meaning he could impart in the sparse syllables of her name. And infuriating how he could make her feel like a recalcitrant teenager with just his tone. Back then, of course, he’d been flanked by her mother, who had set the same high standards for their only child. Alice had died of complications from multiple sclerosis years ago, but her ghost was standing at Clarence’s shoulder, disappointment etched on her face.

Reminding herself she was a mature woman with no need to defend herself, she took a seat on the sofa placed at right angles to a stiffly upholstered wingback chair and waited.

He regarded her intensely. His years in the courtroom, both as litigator and judge, had honed his ability to wield silence as a weapon, but she was used to this tactic. She simply looked at him, her face frozen in a polite expression.

He rapped his cane on the glossy floor. “So. Do you have an explanation for what happened?”

Bitter satisfaction curled through her. At least she’d won that small battle. “No.” She couldn’t help it. Her gaze flickered away from his and she took refuge in smoothing the navy-blue material of her pencil skirt over her knee. “My team and I worked hard to win. The voters chose Monica.”

The sense of disconnect she’d experienced Saturday night as the votes were coming in hadn’t yet dissipated. If she stabbed herself, would she feel it? No wonder her spine ached, as if metal clamps were screwed onto each vertebra.

Everyone on her staff, both paid and volunteer, had worked their asses off to get her re-elected. She’d worked her ass off, too. Not because she believed in herself. Because they believed in her, and she hadn’t been able to say no.

That was the source of her searing guilt. She’d wanted to lose. Hiding that blasphemous thought had taken every last dreg of her energy throughout the grueling campaign.

“That’s a weak excuse.” Her father took the few steps necessary to reach his chair and lowered himself into it. A wince of pain creased his cheek, but she didn’t react. He needed a hip replacement and was refusing to get one—because Clarence Windt was invincible and gave into no one and nothing. Ever.

“Whatever you choose to call it, there’s no changing what happened.” Thank god Monica Corban’s win had been decisive and there was no hope of a recount. “I’m not the only Member of the Legislative Assembly who lost their seat. The voters wanted a change in government, and they got one.”

“Bah.” Clarence waved a hand in disgust at this democratic opinion. “Not saying the party didn’t make mistakes, they did. But you won the by-election by a wide margin, and you had more than three years to build support. You should have been able to get re-elected.”

Should have. Could have. Didn’t. She bit back the facetious response. He wouldn’t appreciate her attempt at humour. “I won the by-election on the coattails of Oliver’s success and sympathy at his death.” There were still moments when she missed her husband so much she could barely breathe. And other days when she used that breath to curse him for dying so suddenly.

“Of course you did.” Clarence’s agreement didn’t make her feel any better. “The voters needed to know what you’d done for them since then. You threw away the chance to make a real difference by taking their support for granted.”

“I took nothing for granted.” Damn it. She’d let him needle her into a show of emotion. She flattened her tone once more. “I did my best, every day, every hour, every minute. It’s not my fault it wasn’t enough.”

“It was a debacle from start to finish. Luckily, voter memories are short. When you run again in four years you’ll know better.”

Her vision dimmed and her gorge rose. “Run again?” she croaked.
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PHILLIP CHURCH STOOD in his aunt’s new apartment, smiling broadly as Marjorie Strahl commanded the burly movers she’d hired with the ferocity of a drill sergeant. Or, rather, like the cardiac surgeon she’d been, barking out orders in the operating room.

God, it was good to have her back in town.

Riverbend was a relatively new complex, and his aunt had been on the wait list for several months before a suite had come available. While it catered to seniors, it didn’t provide nursing care or assisted living. Not that Marjorie needed such help. If he knew her at all, she’d be running the place before long.

She planted her hands on her hips and glared at him. “What are you doing, standing around? There’s a truckload of things to bring up.”

Her steel grey hair curled around her face in a fresh perm—an old-fashioned style she refused to give up—and she wore a flower-print house dress with an elastic waist. She looked like a rounded, cozy granny, but anyone who took her at face value did so at their own peril.

He laid his hands on her shoulders and kissed her forehead. “Have I told you how happy I am you’ve come home?”

She pushed him away, though her eyes twinkled with pleasure. “Yes. Now go get more boxes.”

“Yes, ma’am.” He saluted and she huffed in feigned irritation.

Carrying the hand truck, he took the stairs down the two flights, pushed open the heavy steel door at the bottom, and turned left into the hall. The elevator closed as he passed, and he caught a glimpse of a woman in a white blouse and navy-blue skirt. An impression of mature vitality and no sign of a walker or cane had him thinking visitor not resident as he strode to the moving van parked at the main entrance.

He loaded the hand truck and used the elevator to return to Marjorie’s apartment.

“Put those in the bedroom for now.” She pointed at a door next to the gas fireplace.

He went where instructed and stacked the boxes in a corner. It really was good to have her home again. She was mother as much as aunt to him, taking on the role of guardian after his parents drowned in a canoe accident when he was eight. His own twin sons had been preschoolers when she’d taken a position in one of the major hospitals in Vancouver. During the years she’d practiced her medical career there, they’d kept in close contact, with frequent visits and phone calls. She’d retired a decade ago but remained in the Lower Mainland. As time passed, he’d started to worry about her being on her own, especially so far away. Not that he’d ever say such a thing to her face. At eighty years old, she was as fiercely independent and terrifyingly competent as ever.

He rolled the now empty hand truck back to the living room.

“Where is my area rug?” Marjorie demanded of one of the young movers.

He stifled a chuckle when the other man hunched a shoulder as if warding off a blow. “Still in the truck, ma’am.”

“We should lay that down before we put the sofa in place, shouldn’t we?” Her voice had a slight quaver of age to it, but she was no less forceful for that one small weakness.

The mover’s hunted expression made Phillip grin. “I’ll get it. Be right back.” He took the stairs to the main floor once more. Inside the truck, he hefted the rolled-up carpet onto his shoulders. It was heavy and awkward and he staggered down the ramp, concentrating more on staying balanced than where he was going.

“Watch it!”

Even if he hadn’t heard her voice just days ago while watching the election results on television, he was certain he would have recognized it from only those two words. Still, the unexpectedness of hearing it, here and now, made his heart beat in a ragged rhythm and he drew in a breath. He tilted the carpet down and rested it on end, wrapping his arms around it to keep it steady.

Aubrey Windt, his first ex-wife, stood before him, sleek and sophisticated in a navy-blue skirt suit, her silver and blonde hair smoothed back into a tight bun, her face scrunched in a scowl.
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​“Hello, Aubrey.” It took an effort to speak evenly, so disconcerted was he by her appearance. Not just the suddenness of it, but the contradiction between his memories and the woman standing before him.

She recognized him that same instant. Her expression flattened, any hint of annoyance gone. “Phillip. Hello. What are you doing here?”

So much for casual small talk. “Marjorie is moving in today.” He patted the carpet he was supporting. “What about you?”

Her mouth tightened. “Dad lives here.”

Despite the years between their marriage and now, he could read the signs. It seemed that whatever else had changed about Aubrey, her uneasy relationship with her father hadn’t.

“I hope he’s doing well.” It was the polite thing to say, even if resentment still burned over how the old curmudgeon had manipulated Aubrey’s life—and Phillip’s own.

“He is, thank you.” Her gaze flickered over his shoulder then resolutely came back to meet his. “And your family? Jeanette, isn’t it? And your boys? That was your son who interviewed me on Saturday, wasn’t it?”

And hadn’t that been a shock, seeing his son standing next to his first wife. His boys had no idea he’d been married to anyone other than their mother. His marriage to Aubrey had been so brief and so long ago, it hadn’t seemed necessary to mention it. Maybe he should have done so when Asher had joined the local news team, especially since Aubrey had been a Member of the Legislative Assembly representing one of the Prince George ridings at the time.

Too late now.

“It was, yes.” He could have guessed she’d connect the dots. Prince George was a tight knit community, despite its size, and Church wasn’t that common a surname. “Both boys are well. Jeanette, too. She remarried last year.”

That cracked her polished facade. Her expression softened. “Oh. I hadn’t heard of your divorce. I didn’t mean—”

He waved off her implied apology. “It was a mutual decision. No hard feelings either way.” Unlike when his marriage to Aubrey had shattered.

He wondered if he should offer his condolences on the death of Oliver O’Keefe. He’d never met her second husband. Would it seem too forward to mention it now, years later? He decided to stick to a more recent loss. “I’m sorry about the election.”

Something bitter sparked in Aubrey’s eyes, but she merely said, “Thank you.”

The Aubrey he remembered had been a chatterbox, heedlessly and impulsively saying whatever came to mind. She’d favoured long, loose flowing skirts and scoop-necked T-shirts. The woman before him now exuded restraint, her expression as tightly buttoned-up as her white blouse. Was it possible the warm, loving woman she’d once been was still inside, hidden behind the shiny, hard-shelled exterior? Curiosity tugged, and he opened his mouth to extend their conversation, but she broke the short silence first.

“I should be going. Nice seeing you again.” She brushed past him with staccato steps.

He turned to watch her hurry across the parking lot. It appeared she had no wish to talk about old times.

Shouldering the carpet once more, he headed into the building. Aubrey didn’t have to worry. Even though Marjorie and Clarence were living in the same complex, there was little likelihood they would see each other again. And if they did, a polite nod would suffice. No need to actually talk to one another.

The thought made him sad.​

––––––––
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AUBREY UNLOCKED HER car door and slid into the driver’s seat with a gasp.

She risked a glance in the rear-view mirror and saw Phillip disappear into the building, the bundled carpet hoisted onto his broad shoulder. Thank goodness he was gone. She could take a few minutes to calm herself before driving away. Seeing him again, and so unexpectedly, had sent her pulse into the stratosphere. Especially with her heart still pounding from her altercation with her father.

She’d sat and listened to Clarence with nauseating dismay as he’d laid out his plans. “For now, you’ll return to Wakim, Wing and Wright. You were one of their best corporate lawyers. I’m sure they’ll be happy enough to take you back. Then we’ll start planning for the next election.”

Everything after that had been muffled, incomprehensible murmurs. Her ears rang as blood coursed so rapidly through her veins she swayed with dizziness. Her denial was a whisper. “No.”

He didn’t stop talking. Maybe he hadn’t heard her. Maybe he had and he was ignoring her the way he always did.

“No.” Not a whisper this time. Clarence stuttered and stopped and she felt a rush of resentful gratification.

“What did you say?” His bushy eyebrows rose imperiously.

“No.” Her voice gained strength with every word. “No to everything. I am not going back to the law firm. I am not going to start planning for four years from now. I am not going to run again.”

That got her father’s attention. “I know you’re upset you lost.” His tone was as conciliatory as she’d ever heard it. “But you’ll get over it. Things will be different next time.”

“There won’t be a next time, Dad. I hate politics. Oliver was the one who wanted to be in public office, never me.” If he hadn’t accepted a ride with a pilot friend only to crash into a mountain on their way to Victoria, she wouldn’t have even considered running. She’d only done it because she felt she owed it to him, to his legacy.

“Aubrey—”

She sprang to her feet, propelled by a desperate determination. “I’m sorry, Dad. I’m sorry I disappointed you by losing, I’m sorry I can’t fulfill your dreams by running again. But they are your dreams, not mine. I’m fifty years old. It’s time I lived my life for me, not for anyone else.”

“Fifty-two.” Clarence couldn’t stand inaccuracies.

“Yes, fifty-two.” She bit off the words. “That’s not the point. The point is I’m through with doing what everyone else thinks I should do. I’m going to do what I want to do for a change.”

“And what is that? What on earth is that?”

She stared down at her father helplessly. His pale grey eyes stabbed her, demanding a response.

“I don’t know.” Panic had welled up, but she’d forced herself to tell him the truth. “I honestly don’t know.”

That had gone over well—not. Her eyes burning with the threat of tears, she’d walked out on him midway through a sentence. She’d probably pay for that later in cold silences and disapproving glances, but she couldn’t let him see her cry.

Then she’d almost been knocked to the ground by a perambulating carpet—though it had been partly her own fault for not paying attention to where she was going—only to realize it was being brandished by Phillip Church.

It had been disconcerting enough on Saturday, having to act like she didn’t know who Asher Church’s father was. She’d tried not to stare as the young man had asked his questions, but hadn’t been able to stop searching his features, seeking Phillip in the shape of his jaw or the colour of his eyes. Thank goodness she’d known ahead of time who had been assigned to her—it had given her time to prepare.

Not like today.

Staring blindly through the windscreen, she breathed deep and slow, replenishing the oxygen that had whooshed out of her lungs at her first face-to-face in more than thirty years with her first husband.

He looked exactly as she remembered. Maybe he’d gotten a little heavier, but he carried it well. And yes, his dark hair had gone grey, but it was a sexily stunning silver. Even the way it receded at his temples added an air of wisdom to the sharp intelligence that had always shone from his eyes. And the creases and wrinkles around those eyes when he’d smiled at her—

Aubrey squeezed her lips tight. Enough. Phillip was in her past and would be staying there. Even if she wished for something as platonic as friendship—not that she did—he would never welcome her back into his life. She’d burned too many bridges.

Judging herself finally calm enough, she put the car in reverse, carefully backed out of the slot, drove slowly through the parking lot, and took a left turn onto 20th Avenue.

She had nowhere to go and nothing to do, for the first time in as long as she could remember. No one waited for her at home, not even a goldfish, and she couldn’t bear the thought of going to her condo and staring at the walls. She’d end up rehashing her conversation with her father, and she was not in the mood for any further flagellation.

Driving aimlessly, she cruised up and down the streets of one of Prince George’s oldest, most attractive neighbourhoods. The city had boomed during the 1960s, and the get-’em-up-quick mentality had resulted in acres and acres of characterless square boxes marching side by side. But not here. This area was one of her favourites, with mature elms arching over the streets, quirky old homes in random shapes and sizes, and large lots.

After Oliver’s death and her win in the by-election, it had been pointless to keep the elegant home they’d shared. She’d worried his daughter Sophie would protest. She’d grown up there, and it was Aubrey who had moved into the house after she married Oliver when Sophie was ten. But once her initial shock passed, her stepdaughter had agreed it was the best thing to do. “I haven’t lived there for years,” she’d said, “and now I’m in Toronto, there’s no reason to keep it. You’ll be spending half the year in Victoria when the Legislature is sitting, after all.”

Aubrey had invested fifty percent of the proceeds from the sale, as well as the main portion of Oliver’s life insurance, in Sophie’s name, and then used the remainder as down payments on modern, efficient condos in both Prince George and Victoria. She’d revised her will to leave everything to her stepdaughter, a child she’d been blessed to help raise and a young woman she was proud to love. Then she sold anything she didn’t need to furnish her two small homes and called it a day.

Recently, the chilly soullessness of her residences had become the outward symbol of her inward restlessness. Selling the one in Victoria would be the work of a moment—she’d probably make money on the transaction, real estate prices having gone up substantially over the last few years—but that didn’t solve her Prince George problem. She’d been sleeping badly for weeks now, and her home was not the refuge it should be.

She needed a change—and as she turned the corner onto Cedar Street, fate handed it to her.

The real estate agent’s sign—Immediate Possession Available—caught her attention. Pulling to the curb, she turned off her car and leaned over the passenger seat, peering through the side window. She still couldn’t see well enough, so she got out and rounded the hood to stand on the sidewalk.

If there hadn’t been a sign, she might not have even seen the house it advertised. A huge, completely out of control hedge hid all but the curled and tattered shingle roof from view. Buried in the scraggly shrubbery she could see greying wooden stakes, hinting at an ancient picket fence. No driveway led to the house—this area had backyard access via alleys—and the only break in the towering green wall was a narrow passageway through which a crumbling concrete path led.

Stepping cautiously through the arching foliage, she took her first good look at the house itself. Two bay windows bowed out on either side of the front door, which stood at the top of a flight of five semi-circular disintegrating concrete steps. A screen door hung drunkenly from one hinge, the bottle dash stucco was scabrous with missing chunks, and paint peeled from the wooden window frames in long, brittle strips. Along the foundation more rampant flora sprawled, hiding what Aubrey assumed would be yet more neglect.

She tiptoed down the side of the house, doing her best to keep her heels from spiking into the relatively clear and level area that might once have been a lawn. A window up near the peak of the roof suggested a second storey, and a jutting extension at the back was probably a newer addition. Not that it was in any better shape than the rest of the structure.

Unlike the houses on either side, there was no garage. A tightly packed, deeply rutted dirt rectangle had evidently sufficed as a parking space. At some point, a fence had separated the back yard from the alley, but it had given up the job years ago, the rotting posts and weather-eaten boards scattered on the ground and obscured by dead vegetation. The yard was a jungle of thistles and grasses and weeds. Since it was only mid-May in northern British Columbia, the new greenery hadn’t taken a firm hold yet, but the growth of previous years was evident in the knee-high tangle of dried stalks and stems.

Circling to the other side, Aubrey pulled out her cell phone and without giving herself a chance to second guess her gut, called the real estate agent. Though the woman listed on the sign tried to play it cool, Aubrey could hear the eagerness in her voice, and her willingness to meet strengthened the impression that the house was an albatross she desperately needed to unload.

Steeling herself to the fact that the interior was probably even worse than the unloved exterior, she waited for the agent to arrive.

She was buying this house. It needed her, and she needed it.
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“This is the house you bought?” Natalie Minton’s brown eyes widened in shock behind her thick-framed glasses.

Aubrey couldn’t blame her friend for her appalled reaction—the house was a disaster—but a surge of protectiveness warmed her chest.

“It was a steal.” She did her best not to sound defensive. “The real estate agent has been trying to move it for months.”

“I can believe it.” They were standing just inside the enormous hedge and the house rose before them in all its ramshackle glory. Natalie blinked, her stare locked on the sight, mouth hanging open in horror. “It’s like a car accident. I can’t look away.”

It took a lot to faze Natalie, and she felt a whisper of unease. Had this been a horrible mistake? Too late now, she supposed. “The previous owner had a hate on for all the developers bulldozing old houses and putting up modern monstrosities.” Natalie tore her gaze away long enough to flick her a wry glance. “I know, I know. Those are his words, not mine. The agent said he had even filed suit against the city to force them to stop giving permits for those kinds of projects. Not that he had a hope of winning, of course.”

“He sounds a little...well...crazy.” Her tone hinted that Aubrey might share that craziness.

In fact, she did sympathize with the previous owner. Prince George had a few protected heritage homes, but others, while providing architectural diversity, had no historical value. Nevertheless, tearing them down simply for profit did feel wrong.

“It’s not that bad.” Natalie snorted but made no further comment. “Sure, it needs a good cleaning, and the yard is a shambles. But the house inspector says the foundation is sound and the electrical and plumbing is safe, even if it is old.” She didn’t mention that he’d warned her certain renovations might require bringing everything up to code, no matter what the cost.

“Have you told Clarence yet?”

She flinched. “No. I still have that pleasure.” Her father wouldn’t understand the impulse that had led to her purchase. If she was lucky, he would just look disapproving. The way her life had been going lately, she didn’t think she’d get off that easily.

“And you take possession when?”

“A week. But I’m keeping my condo here for now.” She had already accepted an offer on her Victoria home, and its sale would fund the house purchase and a start on the renovations. She was lucky to be in a financial situation where she didn’t need to sell her Prince George apartment yet. While she planned to move to Cedar Street as soon as the house was clean and habitable, she thought it might be necessary to have a refuge after the serious construction work had started.

“Good idea.” Natalie grinned. “Well, when you told me you were leaving politics, you said you wanted a project. I think you found one.”

“What about you?” Natalie wasn’t only a friend. She had managed Oliver’s last campaign, and he had always spoken highly of her. When he died, Aubrey had inherited her for the by-election, and when she had won, she had convinced Natalie to leave her position at the Prince George Public Library and run the riding office. They’d worked well together for three years, but Aubrey’s election loss meant Natalie was out of a job, too. One more heaping helping of remorse to pile on her plate. “Have you started looking for a new position, yet?”

A dead leaf had attached itself to Natalie’s sleeve when they’d pushed their way through the hedge. She plucked it off and crumbled it with slow, deliberate motions. “Not seriously. I have a few feelers out, but I need a break after the campaign. I’m sure something will come together soon.” Scattering the remains of the leaf at her feet, she slapped her palms together, putting an end to the conversation. “Let’s get going. I can’t wait to introduce you to all the Silverberries. You’re going to fit right in.”

They had been on their way to Aubrey’s first Silverberry Book Club meeting, but Natalie had insisted they swing by her new purchase first. As they climbed back into Aubrey’s car and headed toward the Southridge neighbourhood, where the host lived, she returned to the topic of politics. It was like a hangnail. She couldn’t stop picking at it.

“Thanks again for supporting my decision.” She pulled into a left turn lane and halted for a red light. Telling Natalie she was quitting political life hadn’t been nearly as nerve-racking as telling her father, but she’d still been anxious. It had dawned on her that the younger woman was the only friend she had—and friend might be pushing it. Sure, Natalie had made frequent attempts over the years to get Aubrey to join after-work activities, but maybe she had just felt sorry for her widowed boss.

She hoped the fact Natalie had extended yet another invitation, even after the debacle of the election, proved she wasn’t wrong about the friendship.

Natalie chuffed out a breath. “Stop saying that. You have to do what’s right for you.”

“It’s just that, if I can’t give it my whole heart and soul, I don’t think I should do it at all.”

“I get it. I really do. You don’t have to explain again.”

She could feel Natalie’s gaze on her profile as the light turned green and she led the line of traffic behind her onto the highway. “All right, no more apologizing. Moving on. Tell me more about this book club of yours.”

“It was started by Helen Mansfield after her first husband died,” Natalie said. “You met her once. Her and her second husband Nathan. It was a few years ago at a charity golf tournament, just before Oliver announced he was running for office.”

“I don’t remember them. Sorry.” She had met so many people during Oliver’s campaign.

“No biggie. I’d be more surprised if you did. Anyway, I’ve been going to the club for a couple years now.”

“How did you find out about it?”

“Helen’s daughter and I became friends at university. I even lived with them for a short time. We lost touch, as you do, but when she heard about my divorce, she called to see how I was doing. She suggested I join, as a distraction.”

Aubrey’s opinion of Natalie’s husband had never been high, but it had dropped to the bottom of the barrel with his treatment of Natalie. As far as she was concerned, the divorce had been a blessing. But she couldn’t say that to Natalie, not even two years later.

“What kind of books do you choose?” She powered past a lethargic logging truck in the right-hand lane. She’d read enough heavy, meaningful, important books to last a lifetime, foisted on her by her parents, her professors, even Oliver. She hoped this club’s taste leaned toward more frivolous stories. Life was too short to read any more depressing books.

Natalie chuckled. “We’re not your average book club. But I don’t want to spoil the surprise. We’re almost there.”

––––––––
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​“READY TO GO?”

Phillip looked up from his computer screen, eyes aching, and squinted at Dexter Seymour, standing in the doorway of his office. “Is it that time already?”

“It’s past that time.” Dexter smacked the door jam. “Meet you out front.”

He saved the work order he’d been revising, shut the lid of his laptop, and hooked his gym bag from beneath his desk. It had been a busy Monday, and he vaguely remembered various staff calling their goodbyes as they headed home for the day, but he hadn’t realized it was almost six-thirty. He strode through the deserted office to the washroom, changed into his riding gear, and made sure the security system engaged after stepping out the front door.

Dexter waited in the parking lot. He’d already unloaded his bike from the rack on his SUV as well as Phillip’s from the box of his truck and stood patiently, gripping both sets of handlebars, helmet fastened under his chin, a small backpack strapped to his torso. His stocky body was encased in tight bike shorts and form-fitting shirt in an eye-watering array of colours.

“You look like a bag of Skittles.” He should have been used to his buddy’s clothing choices by now, but Dexter continued to shock him.

“You’re just jealous ’cause you can’t pull off my style.”

He snorted his denial of this arguable statement and clipped on his own helmet and backpack. Dexter gave Phillip’s bike a shove and he snagged it as it wobbled toward him. In one continuous motion, he stepped onto the pedal, kicked his leg over the seat, and led the way out of the parking lot.

They cycled past the large wooden sign that guarded the entrance to Twin Rivers Landscape and Maintenance. Lately, the thrill Phillip felt when he read the name of the company he’d built from practically nothing had faded. He was still proud of what he’d accomplished over the last thirty years. It just no longer gave him the sense of satisfaction it used to.

What a depressing thought.

“Sawmill Trail today?” Dexter came abreast on the narrow road. Twin Rivers’ office and yard were only metres from the main highway heading west of Prince George, but in behind was a huge wilderness park that could be accessed from the narrow side road edging Phillip’s land. Mountain bikers and hikers shared the miles of trails crisscrossing the area with moose, bear, bobcat, and deer, and it was a favourite with both of them, in part because it was so convenient.

“Sounds good. You lead.”

For the next forty-five minutes Phillip pumped over terrain rutted with roots and muddied with snow melt, staying far enough behind Dexter to avoid the worst of the grime spraying off his tires. It had been a cooler spring than normal, and small patches of rotten snow were still visible in the shadows. The trail climbed and dipped under towering forests of pine, spruce, and fir, through open meadows of grass and shrubs, and past amber pools edged with reeds and weeds. They powered up one final hill and came to their destination, a scarred wooden picnic table overlooking two interlinking ponds.

“Feel better?” Dexter leaned his bike against a tree next to Phillip’s and they sat on the tabletop, their feet on the bench.

“What do you mean?” He chugged water from the bottle he’d taken from the clamp on the bike frame and ripped open a granola bar. He’d have a proper supper later but needed something to tide him over.

“You’ve been cranky as shit lately.”

Trust Dexter to notice. “Is that your medical opinion, Dr. Seymour?” Dexter was a psychiatrist who worked mostly with youth, but that didn’t stop him from analyzing his friends. Or in this case, the ex-husband of his sister, the father of his nephews, and his best bud since high school.

“Yup.” Dexter took a swig of his own water. “Ever since Marjorie moved back to town, in fact. Is everything okay with her?”

“She’s fine. It’s great having her here.” He swallowed the last of the granola bar and crumpled the wrapper in his fist. “Asher’s planning to leave town.”

“What?” Dexter straightened out of his slouch, eyebrows raising in surprise. “Since when?”

“Since a couple days ago.” The shock of it still rippled under his skin.

Two and a half decades ago, when Jeanette had told him they were expecting twins, he’d been thrilled and terrified. Thoughts of two tiny toddlers speaking their own secret language and wreaking double the havoc had amused and alarmed him. From the moment Asher and Zeke had taken their first breaths, however, they could not have been more different, and their differences had only grown with them. They didn’t actively avoid each other, but the magical bond twins were reputed to share was missing from their relationship. He worked hard to keep them connected through their shared love of sports, both as fans and athletes. If Asher left town, he’d miss his son like he’d miss an arm. But what worried him even more was that the boys would lose one of the few links they had—proximity.

Dexter was waiting for more details with his usual calm expression. Phillip ran a hand through his sweaty hair. “We were all at Marjorie’s, having a little housewarming celebration, and he dropped the bomb. You know he’s always wanted to work in sports broadcasting, more than news. He only took the reporting job here because there are so few opportunities in television. But now he’s got some experience he wants to go for sports full out. I always knew he’d move on someday. I just hoped it would be later, rather than sooner.”

“Does he have a job lined up?”

“Not yet, but he’s been applying all over the place. It won’t be long before he gets an offer.” Asher was an excellent reporter and anchor, and Phillip didn’t think that just because he was his father. He’d heard it from Asher’s bosses, viewers, and colleagues, too.

“Is that all that’s bothering you?” Dexter prodded gently.

He rose restlessly and stepped to the edge of the lookout. He could leave it at Asher and Dexter wouldn’t insist on more. He knew when to push and when not to. Instead, he said, “I think I’m going through a mid-life crisis.” He shook his head and turned back to Dexter, still sitting on the picnic table. “Crisis is too strong a word. I’m bored. I love my company, but it practically runs itself. The boys are grown and don’t need me. Even Jeanette has moved on.”

“Robert treats my sister right. Not that you didn’t, but she’s happier with him,” Dexter agreed. “Your sons are adults you can be proud of. And you’ve surrounded yourself with excellent employees at work. So, what’s wrong?”

Damn psychiatrists, asking leading questions. He shifted his weight from foot to foot and shrugged. “Not that I needed to create a dynasty, but I suppose it’s always been at the back of my mind that someday one of the boys would take over the company. Asher found his passion for broadcast early, so I knew he was out, but I thought Zeke might take an interest. It’s become obvious over the last couple of years that won’t happen. He has no desire to be a boss and is happy as a machinist at the pellet plant. Which is perfectly fine,” he hastened to add before Dexter could comment. “I guess I just started wondering what that means for me. What the future holds, not just for the company, but my own life.”

The image of Aubrey the day he’d met her at Riverbend flashed before him. She’d looked so poised, so controlled, so frozen. So un-Aubrey-like, as he remembered her, at least. Was she feeling the same thing he was—trapped in a holding pattern, needing to break out?

Without stopping to consider consequences, he said, “I saw Aubrey the day Marjorie moved in. Her father lives in the same apartment building.”

“Ah.”

He narrowed his eyes at Dexter. “What does that mean?”

“Nothing.”

“Don’t get all shrinky with me. Spit it out.” 

Dexter’s brown eyes gleamed with amusement and the smile so much like his sister’s and his nephews’ split his face. “Don’t forget, I was a third wheel through high school, and then, when you got married right after graduation, through your marriage. I know what you guys were like together. I know you loved Jeanette, but it wasn’t the same as with Aubrey.”

“We were kids. We didn’t know what love was.” Passion, yes. Lust, definitely. But love? The steady, solid kind of love that survives tears and tribulations and desperate days? Obviously not. At least Aubrey hadn’t. As soon as things had gotten tough, she’d fled home to her overbearing parents.

The ghost of the pain he’d felt during those turbulent times stabbed him, searing despite the passage of decades. Many marriages didn’t survive the trauma that had fractured his with Aubrey. He shouldn’t be too hard on her.

Didn’t mean he couldn’t wish it had worked out differently. If it had, though, he might not have his sons. Playing the what if game could lead to madness.

Irritated with himself, he strode to his bike. “My turn to lead. Try to keep up, okay?”​
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THE WOMAN THAT OPENED the door to Natalie’s knock appeared to be about sixty years old, with unapologetic wrinkles, pixie-cut grey hair, and a trim build. She wore jeans and a button-up blouse in bright florals, a teal feather boa, and a silver crown from which sparkling silver balls swayed.

“Natalie! You’ve brought your friend! How lovely. Come in, come in. I’m Helen.” She stepped back, crown boinging and bouncing.

Aubrey blinked. She’d half-expected to remember the woman once she’d seen her—she didn’t—but she certainly hadn’t expected this.

“This is Aubrey Windt,” Natalie said. “She wants to know what kind of books we read.”

Helen threw back her head and laughed boisterously. Aubrey watched in fascination—and awed respect—as her host waved the martini glass in her right hand without a drop of the red liquid escaping. “Don’t worry, Aubrey. We’ll let you know all our secrets soon enough. Come on in and meet the others.”

She led them to an elegantly appointed living room—cream walls stretching to a high ceiling, white mantle above the modern gas fireplace, dark beige sofas, eclectically framed prints, photos, and artwork. A colourfully patterned area rug kept the space from being monochromatic, as did the jewel-toned throw pillows.

There wasn’t a book in sight. Not even a bookcase, or a stack on the low, square coffee table.

Numerous gazes swung toward Aubrey and a qualm of nerves coiled in her stomach. The sensation reminded her of her first days at university, the law firm, even the Legislature. Knowing she was being assessed and appraised, worrying that she’d be found lacking.

“Everyone, this is Aubrey Windt, our newest member. Say hello.”

Dutifully, like students answering a teacher, a chorus of greetings rose from the people scattered about the room.

“Nathan, sweetheart, will you make sure Aubrey meets everyone while I get her a drink?” Helen asked. “Wine, tea, fizzy water? Or will you join me in a Red Shoe Martini?”

It was barely seven on a Monday, but Aubrey had a feeling she might need a kick to help her through the evening. “I’ll try one of your martinis. Thanks.”

The other woman nodded. “Your usual white wine, Natalie?” At her agreement, Helen swept out of the room, leaving a humming silence in her wake.

Aubrey turned back to the group. A man about Helen’s age approached, his pale blue eyes surrounded by crinkly laugh lines created by a wide grin. “Don’t worry.” He patted her shoulder. “You’ll get used to my wife. Helen’s a dynamo. The rest of us are much lower key.”

“Speak for yourself, Nathan.” The comment came from the man on the sofa where Natalie had taken a seat. He wore royal blue slacks with a knife-edge crease, a sweater vest over a paisley print dress shirt, and a bow tie. “I am very high maintenance, and you know it. If you need proof, just ask Bennett.”

“Aubrey, meet Terrance.” Nathan directed his next remarks to the other man. “You may be high maintenance, but you’re also lazy. No one would ever call Helen lazy.”

“I resent that remark,” Terrance said placidly. “I’m not lazy, I’m a maestro at proactively conserving my energy reserves by the considered delegation of meaningless tasks.”

“Trust a university professor to use a dozen words when one would do. Welcome, Aubrey. I’m Lynn.” The woman who offered her hand was about Aubrey’s own height—five-six—and dressed with a casual elegance she envied. Whenever she tried to wear yoga pants and a tunic, she came off sloppy, not lithe yet dignified as Lynn looked. “I voted for you in both elections. Sorry about the recent result.”

“Thanks.” It was the only acceptable response, of course, even if the condolences were unwelcome. Aubrey hadn’t revealed the true extent of her relief at her loss to anyone and never planned to.

“I’m Penta.” The last woman in the room approached Aubrey. She was short and plump and wore a sweatshirt bearing the logo of a local high school over capri-length jeans. Aubrey wondered if that explained her slightly harried expression. Was she a mother of teens or a teacher? “You’ll love this club. We all do. It’s the best night of my month.”

“I’m sure I will.” Aubrey felt like an automaton, spouting all the right responses without feeling the corresponding emotions. She wasn’t sure she’d love the club, but she couldn’t say that. She’d quit politics so she could quit hiding her true feelings, yet here she was, mouthing platitudes while her insides knotted. Where was Helen with that drink?

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​CHAPTER FOUR
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​Thankfully, Aubrey didn’t have much longer to wait for her liquid courage. Helen swooped back into the room, gave Natalie her wine and handed Aubrey her glass, just as a knock sounded at the door. “That will be Stephanie.” She dashed back out, the bobbles on her crown waving, boa fluttering.

Overwhelmed despite the friendliness of everyone so far, Aubrey joined Penta on the sofa opposite Terrance and Natalie and took a sip of the sweetly tart concoction. She couldn’t detect any alcohol and vowed to limit herself to the single drink. Those were the dangerous ones, after all.

Helen’s light, cheerful voice mingled with one in a deeper register, and a moment later she reappeared in the living room entrance with another woman in tow. The newcomer was tall, with broad shoulders narrowing to a slim waist. Her height was emphasized by the classic lines of her deep rose sheath dress and owed little to the low-heeled pumps in a matching shade.

“Hi, everyone.” Her reserved smile lifted one corner of the wide mouth under her strong, straight nose. She waved to the room, flashing heavy-knuckled fingers tipped with pink. In her other hand she carried a black leather clutch purse. Still no books in view. 

Stephanie made her way in between the facing sofas to where Lynn was perched on a large ottoman and leaned down to hug her. “How’s my boy doing? I miss having him underfoot.”

“Oscar’s great. Or were you
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