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 Chapter One
– School’s Out for the Summer

“Hi Mom, we’re home!” Ethan called out
as he walked into the house with Cassie and Ehlana. He put his bag
down and knelt to scoop up Silkie as she ran and slid along the
front hallway and welcomed them home enthusiastically. “Hi Silkie,”
he added while hugging the dog. “Did you miss us?”

“I’m in the sunroom,” Julie called
back, and once they’d each hugged and scratched the dog for a
moment or two, Cassie followed her brother and sister as they ran
through the kitchen with their beautiful, two-year old Cavalier
King Charles Spaniel at their heels; and out into the sunroom. “Are
you glad to be done school for the summer?”

“Yes!” Ehlana confirmed as she hugged
Julie, and then made way for Ethan and Cassie to do the same. “It’s
just too bad that we can’t be finished forever like Cassie is now
instead of just being done with Grade One.”

“I’ve only graduated from High
School,” Cassie reminded her as she went over to stroke Mandy. Her
cat was sitting in her usual spot by the window, watching Silkie
with a look of superior feline disdain as she continued to run
around the twins excitedly. “I’ve still got at least five years of
college to go; and I’ll need to take classes every summer to make
that happen. How’s your day going so far, Mom?”

“Busy. I’m just getting to this work
now,” she answered, waving toward her computer. “This morning was
all about housework and grocery shopping. The bakery box on the
counter has your special, last-day-of-school snack in it – if
you’re interested in any more snacks after all of the party treats
today. Why don’t you get set up with drinks too, and then you can
tell me about those parties?”

“Do you want a coffee refill?” Cassie
asked; walking back over to the table.

“Sure. Thanks honey,” Julie said with
a nod as she handed her the empty cup that had been sitting next to
her computer.

She sat back and looked out the
windows toward the river; stretching and sighing contentedly. While
the office was usually family business central when they were
working in groups, she almost always brought her computer out to
the sunroom to work during the day when everyone else was at work
or school. The sunroom had been Cameron’s present to her for their
fifth anniversary, and it had been her favorite room in the house
ever since – or at least tied for top spot; she amended as a few,
much more intimate memories crossed her mind. The converted back
porch now had tall, wide windows, a row of skylights in the roof,
and two patio doors; one at the back, and the other on the driveway
side of the house. There were a couple of small, potted trees, some
hanging baskets of flowers, and the room was furnished with
comfortable patio furniture that was perfect for everything from
casual family meals to romantic evening cuddling after the kids –
or parents – had gone to bed.

“We brought you a snack too,” Ethan
said as he and Ehlana joined her at the table, and he put the extra
plate on the table, next to her computer. They’d opted for glasses
of juice to go with their double-chocolate fudge squares, and sat
down in the two chairs on the side of the table to Julie’s left.
Cassie was a minute behind them, and handed Julie her re-filled cup
before going around the table and sitting across from her brother
and sister. Silkie had gone with them to the kitchen, and was now
happily lying in her basket in the corner; eating her after-school
snack.

“Who gets to start today?” Julie
asked.

“Cassie can go first,” Ehlana said
with a grin. “She’s got plans with Michael before they have to go
to work at the Inn.”

Cassie laughed. “You don’t have to
make it sound like that. We’re going to be spending the rest of the
afternoon with Rowen and Tim, and will probably just hang out at
Rowen’s house, or wander around town for a while.”

“Then you didn’t plan that very well,
did you?” Ehlana joked with a giggle; shooting for her best
imitation of Leanne.

“Can we please move along?” Ethan
asked. “Either that or Ehlana and I can do our update first, and
then the three of you can talk about Cassie and Michael all you
want while I go and do anything else.”

“I’ll go with the move along option,”
Cassie told him. “There isn’t much news for me anyway. We got our
final reports, and everyone in our class mostly just went around
the school to say goodbye to our teachers; and took a stroll down
memory lane with our friends.”

“That sounds like a great way to spend
your last day there,” Julie said. “Even if you won’t really miss
going to school here, you do have a lot of great memories to take
with you.”

“Definitely,” Cassie agreed. “Since
you’ll probably all hear a bunch of the school memory stories at
the party tomorrow, why don’t you guys tell us about how your party
went, and then I’ll get out of here?”

Ethan and Ehlana were happy to do
that, and spent the next fifteen minutes giving Julie and Cassie
their last Grade One daily school report. When they were finished
their break, Cassie took care of the snack time cleanup, and then
left to walk over to the Stone’s house.

“Ready to go?” she asked Michael after
sharing a long hug and kiss with him. Her smile was bright and
happy as she looked into his soft, blue eyes and saw the gentle,
sincere love in them that always warmed her heart and brightened
her day. He was as handsome as his mother was beautiful, and while
he kept his sandy brown hair short, it was also soft and thick. At
six foot one, he was now the same height as Cameron, and he moved
with the quiet grace of a natural athlete.

“I was,” he joked. “Now I’m thinking
that we should just call Tim and Rowen, tell them to go do their
own thing, and we can just hang out here and make out for a couple
of hours.”

“That’s basically what Ehlana thought
we should be doing between now and going to work too,” Cassie told
him with a laugh, and kissed him again. “We’ll make some time after
work tonight for a little quality you and me time, but it’s too
nice of a day to spend it hiding out in here. Let’s go meet Rowen
and Tim, and if you guys want to eat early, I thought we could go
for pizza before work too.”

“You’re going to personally make sure
that Rebecca and Jen have a successful first year of business,
aren’t you?” he suggested, and Cassie laughed and hugged him
again.

“That’s probably beyond even my
metabolism, but I want to help them out whenever and however I can;
and they do have the best pizza in town.”

“They’ve got the only pizza in town,”
Michael pointed out, “but yes, I think it’s really great pizza too.
If Mom and Dad didn’t really need the help at the Inn, I wouldn’t
mind giving working for Rebecca a shot. They sure seem to be having
a lot of fun with the new business.”

“This will probably be our last summer
working at the Inn, except to maybe help out sometimes if they
really need us,” Cassie said as they headed outside again. “I’m
really glad we’ll be spending a lot of time with your parents,
Jake, and Stephanie while we can.”

Michael laughed. “Easy for you to say.
You get to wait tables with Mom and Stephanie, while I’m bussing
and washing dishes; working the prep lines; and being Jake’s
favorite comedy target.”

“True; and I’m not full-time like you
will be until we leave for college,” Cassie conceded, “but we will
both have fun there even with all of the work; and you’re going to
miss it.”

“Probably,” Michael agreed.
“Thankfully, you’ll be there to help me get through that, and being
homesick like I expect to be too.”

Cassie laughed, and stopped long
enough to kiss him again. “Yes I will,” she promised. “Is there
anything you want to get done before work?”

Michael laughed and grinned at her.
“Yes, but you said it was too nice a day for that,” he joked. “I’m
good with just wandering around, and doing whatever you, Rowen, and
Tim want to do.”

Tim was already at Rowen’s house by
the time Cassie and Michael got there, and their two best friends
were ready to go have some fun for a couple of hours before normal
after-school work would be calling all of them. Rowen was a couple
of inches shorter than Cassie, her shoulder-length hair was all
fire and curls, and though there were a few more differences
between them than back when they’d first met; she was every bit as
beautiful as her best friend. Tim Landry was like his father, and
though he and Martin weren't in the same physical legend league
that Lee was, at six-three, Tim was solid muscle, thanks to years
of working on farm equipment and cars with his father, uncle, and
cousin; along with the years of sports that he and Michael had
played at school. His personality was as fiery as his girlfriend's
hair, and he would definitely rank high on any high school girl's
hottest guy list, but when it came to Rowen; he was also a
self-admitted teddy bear – completely devoted to; and totally in
love with her. Cassie had hugs for both of them before they started
walking down Maple Street to Witch Falls Road where they then
headed west on the main drag; mostly talking about their plans for
the weekend.

“Did you want to stop and admire your
soon-to-be-adopted baby?” Rowen asked Cassie, and laughed when she
saw her friend’s eyes flash with excitement, and her smile brighten
in response. “I’d say that’s a yes.”

“You think?” Tim asked. “At least it’s
in the front row, so it’s only a little detour. Mom and Aunt Sarah
are really happy that you ordered it – they’ve already had five new
customers looking at ordering one of them too since it came in
yesterday; and even had one offer to pay more to get yours
now.”

“Then it’s a good thing I put that big
deposit down on it when your Mom ordered it,” Cassie told him as
they took a walk around her new car, and she ran a hand along its
shiny, sleek contour. “It’s not as cool as your Corvette, but I
love it, and it’s fairly sporty for a four-door sedan.”

“I think it’s great too,” Rowen
assured her, “though I could see you cruising around in a
convertible too.”

"And I'd say that it's very sporty,"
Michael added; which earned him a hug and kiss. Cassie's new car
was a gorgeous midnight blue; had the full spoiler and ground
effects package; a sunroof; and pretty much every other option -
including a turbo-charged engine. He'd taken some teasing from the
other guys about his girlfriend buying the car they were going to
use at college, but he didn't have a problem with it, and this car
was certainly a few steps up from anything he'd have been able to
get without help that he wouldn’t ask for from his
parents.

“Since you'll be driving it too, I'm
glad you like it. This is going to sound way too much like my
parents, but even though we'd love a sports car, I wanted room for
four or five, and the space for things like groceries, and hauling
all of our gear back and forth to school.”

“You’re right,” Rowen agreed with a
grin. “That sounded way too much like your parents. If you’re done
admiring your new toy, though, let’s go get some pizza, and if we
have time after that, maybe we can do a little
shopping.”

While they were busy doing that, back
at home, Ethan and Ehlana already had their friends coming over to
play for the rest of the afternoon. Sophia Bassett and Susan Connor
got there first; and Naomi Seager, Samantha Norton, Aiden Draper,
and Miles Sheldon had all biked over together after stopping in at
the Salon, Bakery, or home first. Aaron White, Jennifer Byrd, and
Caroline Carter were the last three regulars to get there, and they
had Seth Green with them. Samantha and Seth didn’t usually get to
hang out with them after school, since they lived out in the
country, but with the short school day, Samantha could play while
her Mom was busy with the rest of the teachers at school, and Seth
was staying in town with his Uncle Adam and Aunt Heather for the
rest of the day while his parents were busy working in their
greenhouses and on the farm.

“So what’ll it be today?” Sophia asked
when they were all together. “Going out in the canoes, biking,
playing at the park, or something else?”

“How about biking over to the new part
of town to check out what’s going on with the construction, and
then go to the park?” Miles suggested.

“You’d stay and build houses if they’d
let you,” Susan told him, “but the ride, and playing at the park
sound like fun.”

“Then we should go with that before
Ethan or Ehlana suggest going to play at the lab with Uncle Adam
and Dillon,” Naomi added.

“We weren’t even thinking about
suggesting that today,” Ehlana told her. “Throw in a trip to the
Emporium for ice cream somewhere in there, and I’m a yes vote for
the biking and park idea too.”

The rest of their little group were
all on-board with the play plan and Emporium ice cream stop
amendment, so after getting a little financial assistance from
Julie, and picking out a bike for Seth to use; they were soon on
their way. They headed east on Riverview toward the little bike
path that led from Maple Street, along the edge of the Emerson’s
and Seager’s properties, to Oak Park Ave and the new subdivision
that was across Witch Falls Road from the cemetery. While the
construction had started nearly six years ago, and the roads and
utilities were all completed in the first year or two, the planned
housing was only about half-finished, and was now being added as
needed.

Oak Park was the only through street
in the new part of Witch Falls, and went north from Witch Falls
Road, across the ‘new’ bridge, to River Road. They’d eventually
bike across the two-year old bridge, and head to the park along the
River Road section of the bike path, but they first did a loop down
to the end of Riverbend Drive and back again to check out the
current construction projects. The block between Oak Park and
Willow Way was completely built now; but the sections between
Willow and Pineview Lane, and Pineview and Orchard Place, still had
a lot of open spaces between the few houses that were
finished.

“You guys are so lucky to get to live
over here and watch all the work being done every day,” Miles told
his friends, though the comment only applied to Aiden, Naomi,
Jennifer, and Caroline.

“We didn’t get to see any more than
you did while we were stuck in school all day,” Aiden reminded him,
“and before we started Kindergarten and Grade One, I was at the
bakery or KidZone more than home. You were probably over here
watching more often than I was.”

“You guys would like it,” Caroline
told them. “Jen and I don’t think that all of the noise –
especially when they start early or work late – is much fun at
all.”

Miles laughed. “Then you should talk
to your parents about that, since it’s their companies doing a lot
of that work and making all the noise.”

“We’ve tried,” Jennifer assured him.
“So far, nothing’s worked.”

“Just be glad that your Dad doesn’t
start work in the middle of the night like mine does,” Aiden
countered. “I just really hope that Hailey gets the baking bug from
Dad, since I don’t think I’ll ever be a morning person like
that.”

“Maybe if you didn’t sit up playing
your video games all night, you would be,” Naomi
suggested.

“Mom only lets me do that on the
weekends,” Aiden said defensively. “Which is one more good thing
about it finally being summer vacation.”

“Just make sure that you keep your
game system charged up,” Ethan warned him. “We’ve got a lot of back
yard camping to do now that we’re old enough for that this
year.”

“I will, and that’s going to be really
cool too,” Aiden agreed.

Ehlana listened as her brother and
friends talked about some of their camping plans for the summer,
but despite promising Ethan to at least take the weekend off, she
was thinking a lot about the work she was doing at the lab with
Uncle Adam and Dillon. Naomi and Aiden were the only two in their
group of friends who had been allowed to know that she not only
actually did work at the lab, but that she was the unofficial head
of research; and had a hand in nearly every project that went on
there. Their two best friends knew more about what Ethan did there
than even most Magi adults in town did, but even they didn’t know
everything – yet.

She smiled as she looked across the
river when they turned onto Oak Park again. The new Witch Falls
Professional Offices and Medical Center building was directly ahead
of them, and to the left, through the trees on both sides of the
river, she could see the lab. All of the kids, and most of the
adults in town just called it ‘the lab’ instead of Witch Falls
Bio-Medical Research Laboratories Incorporated, though some called
it BMR for short too. Uncle Blaine had designed both buildings,
just as he’d also designed all of the houses, townhomes, and the
three apartment buildings in the new part of town; and Ehlana
thought that her lab was beautiful. The two-story building was
modern, while still fitting naturally in with the grounds and the
old houses across the river. There were three basement levels too,
though there hadn't been many people who had even seen them since
the open house they’d hosted for the grand opening in
twenty-fourteen.

Her lab, and Ethan’s archives, she
amended; smiling as she thought about how their parents,
grandparents, aunt, and uncle had reacted when they, and Cassie,
had told them about this little piece of their future more than six
years ago on Uncle Adam’s twenty-eighth birthday. It had taken more
than two years from that point to complete the building for the
archive and lab, but they’d been able to start working there four
years ago this fall. Grandpa Grant and Grandma Eleanor had just
finished bringing the last archive books home this spring, though
they were now joking a lot about needing to go and visit all of the
old archives just to make sure they hadn’t missed any books. The
new Medical Center had opened three years ago in June, and Uncle
Adam worked there with Aunt Deborah and Uncle Mark; spending a few
hours a day working in the clinic, usually in the mornings, before
going on to the lab for the rest of the day.

Once they’d crossed the Oak Park
Bridge, they turned left onto the crushed stone bike path that was
between the river and River road, and connected Oak Park with
Quarry Road. They all had a much better view of the lab building
now, though all of the other kids were more interested in watching
the river, or looking ahead toward the park. Ehlana automatically
looked to see which vehicles were parked in the lot. Aunt Leanne’s
speedy little convertible was there, which probably meant that
she’d had plans with Zachary and Brianna that included needing to
use Uncle Adam’s minivan. Aunt Grace’s dark blue sedan was there,
along with Violet and Dillon’s truck that was exactly like
Cameron’s, except red instead of silver.

“You can play with the fancy toys
again next week,” Naomi told her quietly, and smiled at her friend.
“Even Uncle Adam and Dillon manage to take some time off to have
fun with their family and friends.”

Ehlana laughed. “If Violet and Aunt
Leanne didn’t make them do that; they’d play there all of the time
too.”

“Maybe,” Naomi conceded, “but that
really just proves that you need someone to do that for you too,
and I’m just the friend for the job. School’s out, it’s summer, and
we have a beautiful afternoon to be outside and playing. You have
my permission to just goof off with us and have fun for a few
hours.”

“Well, as long as I have permission,
we should do that,” Ehlana joked.

Julie had returned to the work she’d
been doing on her computer after Ethan and Ehlana had gone outside
to meet with their friends, and though their independent outings
were something new for all of them, and had just started this
spring now that they were grown-up, full-time students; she still
kept a close mental eye on them whenever they were gone. She’d
stopped to watch them as they biked along the path across the
river, though they wouldn’t be able to see her through the sunroom
windows from that far away during the day. They hadn’t stopped in
at the lab for a visit, which Ehlana would do after school every
day if her friends would let her, and she was happy to see that the
twins were taking the day off – and the weekend; since Adam and
Dillon weren’t being allowed to play there either.

It wouldn’t have surprised her to find
out that thinking about Dillon had her on nearly the same mental
side-trip that Ehlana had just been on. Ethan and Ehlana were both
very much like their mother and father, even while they were each
extraordinary and brilliant too. That first conversation they’d had
about what needed to happen in the near future had been amazing and
life-changing for so many people; and the early dreams and plans
that she, Cameron, Leanne, Adam, and Cassie had just started to
work on back then had been taken way beyond anything they’d thought
possible.

There had been two reasons why the
twins had decided to tell them about what they saw at that
particular time, and Dillon and Violet were the first part of that.
Getting Dillon nudged toward picking Bio-Engineering as a career
path had been important, and all it had taken was a few well-timed
conversations with Adam discussing how to make his own dreams of a
research lab a reality. That had been about a year before Dillon
and Violet had graduated high school, and they’d both just earned
their Masters degrees in May, with Violet getting her degree in
business. The twins had advised them that her future was at the lab
too, but in her case, it was to help Grace with running the
business end of the operation, along with continuing to work on the
family business with Julie.

Getting Grace on board with the plan –
and Mark – had been the most fun at the time, and while they’d been
officially attempting a long-distance dating relationship by then,
neither of them had even remotely considered that a future together
in Witch Falls would be possible. Mark’s family had been blown away
by the news after Adam and Leanne eventually convinced Mark and
Grace to take a chance and make the move. They’d be celebrating
their fifth anniversary in three weeks, and while Cassie, Ethan,
and Ehlana hadn’t mentioned it during that conversation; one of the
most important parts of what they saw wasn’t the work that Mark and
Grace were doing now, but how amazing their kids, Caleb and Faith,
were going to be.

“Get back to work,” she said aloud,
and smiled when she saw Silkie raise her head to look at her. “Not
you – me. I can daydream some other time when I don’t have such a
load of work to do. You can go back to your nap before the kids get
home and you have to run around and play with them.” Turning her
attention back to her computer, she got back to work, and was so
immersed in what she was doing that she didn’t even hear Leanne,
Zachary, and Brianna come in the front door a couple of hours
later.

“Hi, Aunt Julie! We’re here!” Julie’s
smile lit up at the sound of Brianna’s excited voice; and her
adorable, nearly three-year old niece came running into the sunroom
with Silkie happily trotting next to her; having gone to the front
hall to welcome their visitors. “Mommy said you’d still be out here
working. Did you forget about Friday night dinner and a movie
again?”

“Just temporarily,” Julie agreed as
she picked Brianna up for a hug and kiss. “We’re doing a play night
instead of a movie after dinner. Have you had a fun afternoon of
shopping?”

“It was boring,” Zack told her as he
walked into the sunroom with Leanne. He was four – going on five –
and for the last week or so had been trying his very best to be
grown up and worldly now that he was finally going to be starting
school in September. Now that school was out for the summer, he had
decided that officially qualified him to be a student too – even if
it was just going to be part-time Kindergarten. Brianna had
confided to her mother and aunt that she thought that he was being
silly, since he was already working on high school material at
home; and it wouldn’t be much longer before she would be too. “Is
Ethan here?”

“Sorry, sweetheart,” Julie answered as
she gave him a one-armed hug and a kiss while keeping Brianna in
her lap. “He and Ehlana went to the park for a while with some of
their friends. She grabbed a tissue and wiped away some chocolate
on his face. “The evidence suggests that your shopping trip wasn’t
all bad,” she added, and then laughed at the look of disappointment
on his face. “They should be back soon, since most of their friends
will need to be heading home for dinner too. Did you have fun
shopping, Leanne?”

“Brianna and I did a little shopping
with Abby that was fun, and the bakery stop was okay, but I’m with
Zack on the grocery shopping being boring – especially the waiting
in the checkout line part. You’d think it was a holiday weekend or
something.”

Leanne leaned over and hugged Julie,
and then sat down at the table too. “It’s probably because of the
kids being done early today,” Julie suggested. “There were likely a
lot of parents taking the afternoon off too; and getting a head
start on the errands.”

“I should have thought about that and
done my shopping this morning instead,” Leanne lamented with a nod.
“Why don’t you pack up, and then Zack and Brianna can give you the
shopping report while we get to work on dinner. How many are we
going to have tonight?”

Julie started wrapping up what she was
working on before shutting down her computer. “We’ve got eighteen
booked, but I was going to call Liz and Hannah and offer to keep
Naomi and Aiden, since they’ll both be busy tonight at the Salon
and bakery anyway.”

Leanne laughed. “Is it too late to
move dinner to the Inn?” she joked. “Hopefully Mom’s coming over
soon and can help, since you know that Grace and Deborah won’t get
away from the lab and Med Center until five-thirty or
six.”

The kids took over the conversation
then, and after giving their aunt the shopping report, Zack and
Brianna both decided to go outside and hang around by the river
while they waited for their cousins to get there. They took Silkie
with them; so Julie and Leanne were on their own not long after
they got to work in the kitchen. The only changes to the room since
Julie and Cameron had gotten married was a year-old set of
appliances, and the paint job that she and Leanne had done just
before those appliances had been delivered. Julie made her two
calls, and ended up with both kids, Philip, and Naomi’s little
brother, Eli, joining them for dinner, since Philip had been
planning on a dinner for three that wasn’t going to be nearly as
good as what they were having at Ethan and Ehlana’s house. They had
vegetables and pasta bubbling away on the stove by the time Aileen
and Shawn joined them, and after getting drinks for them, Shawn was
sent outside to play with Silkie, and the other kids, while Aileen
joined the work crew.

“The good news is that thanks to you,
Adam, and Cassie regularly healing him, Shawn thinks he can keep on
playing with the kids like he’s thirty-four instead of
seventy-four,” Aileen told Julie and Leanne as they all watched him
scoop up Brianna and swing her around before hugging her. “The bad
news is that one of you will need to help him later after he
overdoes it again.”

“We’re happy to do that for him
anytime he needs us,” Julie assured her, “and while he may not be
able to get away with claiming to be twenty-nine like Eleanor does,
he looks a lot younger than seventy-four - you both do.”

“Says the woman who looks like my
younger sister-in-law now,” Leanne joked.

Julie laughed. “I’d say we’re both
aging gracefully enough, and at least you and Cameron know what you
have to look forward to, while in my case…”

“…you have knowing what
Cameron is going to look like to look forward to,” Leanne finished
for her with a grin. “Don’t try giving us any lines about you
looking like some hideous old hag thirty years from now, since
that’s just absurd.”

“Yes it is,” Aileen agreed. “Let’s
leave that there, though, and talk about the big party tomorrow. Is
there anything new with the plans for that?”

“We added a late night pizza order
from Rebecca and Jen for a midnight snack,” Julie answered. “I
think that’s the only change since you and I talked about it a
couple of days ago. With all of the work we have to do tomorrow, by
the time the teens take over the yard after dinner, I’ll be ready
to go have a nap.”

“No additions to the guest list?”
Leanne asked, and Julie shook her head.

“Not for dinner,” she agreed. “They’ll
have other friends stopping in for visits after dinner, though.
We’re going to have twenty-six for the meal, plus the ten members
of the work crew, and Ethan, Ehlana, Zachary, and
Brianna.”

“Only forty to feed? That’ll be a
breeze compared to our double-family barbeques,” Leanne
joked.

“We won’t have the big group for the
Fourth of July this year,” Aileen reminded them. “It’s always a
much quieter day here when the holiday is on a
Wednesday.”

“It’d be nice to have everyone home,
Mom, but having one holiday off from all of the extra work isn’t
all bad,” Leanne suggested. “The Memorial Day weekend was a little
too crazy.”

“I’ll enjoy them while I can,” Aileen
told her. “The kids are all growing up so fast, it won’t be many
more years before the only time we see them will be for weddings
and if we start doing family reunions.”

“Well, if Dawn’s career goal works
out, by the time we start setting up those reunions, she’ll be able
to fly everyone here for them,” Julie said; smiling as she thought
about Dawn’s determination to become a commercial pilot – something
that she’d spent years now getting ready for with a lot of hard
work and financial help from her collective families.

“Check with Cassie and the twins,”
Leanne countered with a laugh. “If they see a new Witch Falls
airport in our future, you might not be far off on that idea,
though Dawn wants to fly the big jets, so even if we do get an
airport some day, I doubt we’ll see any jumbos taking off and
landing from it.”

“Probably not,” Julie agreed, “and
nobody here would want that anyway.”

They continued working, and the
conversation moved on to other topics. When Cameron got home, he
went outside to fire up one of the grills that were along the
house-side edge of the interlocking brick patio they’d put in the
spring after the back porch was turned into the sunroom. Shawn
played with Zack and Brianna until Ethan, Ehlana, Naomi, and Aiden
got back to the house, and then he joined Cameron to help out with
the cooking. They were eventually joined there by Adam, Mark, Nick,
and Philip, while Grace and Deborah went to help out in the
kitchen. Eli bypassed the house entirely when he and Philip got
there; heading straight for the river as soon as he saw that Zack
was there. Leah and Sebastian stopped in for a round of hugs when
they came over with Deborah and Nick; and ‘going on two’-year old
Faith stayed in the kitchen with Grace, while her big brother,
Caleb, checked out the grilling action with Mark before moving on
to hang out with the rest of the kids by the river.

“Were Violet and Dillon too busy to
hang out with the old folks tonight, or are they just running
behind?” Mark asked.

“Violet’s birthday is on Monday, and
I’ll guess that they have other plans for tonight, since the rest
of their weekend is pretty much booked solid,” Cameron answered.
“They’re doing a flying trip to Woodvale tomorrow to see Rick and
Melissa for a Father’s Day and birthday visit before coming back in
time for their ballgame, and then they’ll be hanging out with us,
and Dillon’s family, on Sunday.”

“That probably means my plan to have
them take two of their cousins for a sleepover tonight is out,”
Mark joked.

“They might still be okay with the
idea,” Adam told him, “but what would you and Grace do with the
kids for the night while you were there?”

“I’d make a suggestion, but you and
Leanne had them staying at your place for a night last weekend, so
I’ll just keep quiet, since it’s our turn to have your kids
next.”

Adam laughed. “We love having your
kids over, and I’d offer to help out again tonight if we didn’t
already have enough on the go this weekend too.” He smiled while
watching their kids run around on the dock and by the river. “Maybe
we’ll be able to tire them all out so they’ll be ready to sleep
early.”

“The only problem with your plan being
that by the time we have them tired out, we’ll all be long-since
ready to get some sleep too,” Philip suggested; laughing too. “With
Naomi being fired up about starting summer holidays, and Eli being
excited that she and I will be home every day; – or at least we
both will be by the time I’ve wrapped up my work at the school next
week – I’m not even sure that keeping them running all evening will
be enough to wear them down tonight anyway.”

“You may only need to worry about
tiring Eli out. Julie gave me the heads up that Ehlana and Ethan
have already laid the groundwork to have both Naomi and Aiden stay
here tonight,” Cameron advised him. “The official request will
probably come sometime before, during, or after dinner.”

“And once Eli and Zack find out about
that, I’ll give them two minutes before hitting us up for a
sleepover too,” Adam added. “Want to flip a coin for which house,
Philip?”

“If the boys want to do that, they can
stay with us,” Leanne told him as she dropped off a tray of buns
and cheese slices. “The last thing Liz needs after being on her
feet for thirteen hours, like she normally is on Fridays, is to
come home to two hyper-active boys.”

“Yes dear,” Adam agreed with a grin,
and Leanne laughed, and then hugged and kissed him before heading
back into the house again.

“How’d you manage that?” Nick asked
Philip. “You weren’t even looking for a night off from the kids. Is
it some new teacher psychology technique that I haven’t heard about
yet?”

“Probably more like random chance,”
Philip answered. “Liz will appreciate the offers, though. She and
Vicky will be going steady pretty much all the way through until
the kids go back to school in September.”

“You guys didn’t exactly pick
compatible careers, did you?” Nick pointed out. “She’s busiest when
you’re off on school holidays, and you can’t get away on vacation
when school is in session either.”

Philip laughed. “I’d say that none of
us can talk much about that, since we can probably collectively
count the total weeks of vacation we’ve all taken in the last three
or four years on one hand.”

“Julie and I are going to start doing
more trips now that Ethan and Ehlana are getting old enough to
enjoy them more,” Cameron told the other guys, "and you’re not
counting the trips the girls have gone on and left us behind
for."

“Plus we’ve all done some long
weekends away too,” Adam added, and then grinned. “The kids
probably don’t remember as many of those trips as well as we
do.”

“That might be because they didn’t go
on about half of them,” Nick suggested with a laugh. “I’m sure that
we’ll all start planning more trips now that the kids are getting
older, and we’re past all of the start-up craziness that went on
around the Med Center and Lab too.” He laughed again. “I’ve just
got to figure out a way to convince the right people that there
really is a need for volunteers to do a charity-sponsored trip to
Disney and Universal.”

“Save the Toons might work,” Adam
offered, “or maybe you could do a fact-finding mission on the
effects of extreme rides on the mental and physical state of
parents and children.”

“Good luck with trying that,” Cameron
told them. “While you’re dreaming the improbable dream, how would
you like to start rounding up the kids for dinner? By the time they
all wash up, we’ll pretty much be ready for them.”

Cassie would have liked to be at home
for dinner with everyone, but even though she was busy working the
main dining room with Miranda, Stephanie, and the rest of the
servers, they were having as much fun as they always did too. The
Witch Falls Inn had changed a lot since taking over the
Haberdashery building three years ago so they could double in size,
and get ready for the plans they’d worked out for when Jake and
Stephanie returned home from school last year. The main dining room
that she was working in now was the entire first floor of the old
Inn, and could seat five hundred; which they had no problem doing
for the two Sunday buffets each week. The new kitchen was now in
the old men’s clothing store, along with two private dining rooms
that could also be opened up to one larger room with seating for
another one hundred and fifty when needed.

They had close to two hundred and
fifty guests in the main dining room, and a dinner for thirty-eight
in the river view private dining room. That was for a group of
business executives who were doing a weekend retreat at the Inn,
and had twenty of the Inn’s twenty-eight rooms booked. Cassie could
have worked the private dinner, but since those groups were usually
big tippers, she, Miranda, and Stephanie tried to give those table
assignments to the other servers whenever possible.

While she worked her tables and
chatted with her customers, Cassie found herself going on little
side trips down memory lane; probably because they’d been doing so
much of that at school. This was where her life in Witch Falls had
started – that first week she and her mother had spent living here.
She smiled brightly when she caught Michael’s eye from across the
room while he was on his way back into the kitchen with a load of
dirty dishes. She’d never talked to anyone – except Michael – about
what she’d felt that first time he reluctantly shook her hand when
Miranda had introduced her to him and Rebecca. The shock that
passed between them had been even stronger than what she’d felt the
first time she’d met Cameron, though it had been a while before she
had understood what that had meant. He’d felt it too, and while it
had been years later before they’d had that chat; he hadn’t been
surprised to hear about what Cassie believed it had
meant.

Moving on from those first memories of
the Inn, there were others of game nights, weddings, buffets, and
other special dinners and times spent with Michael, Rebecca, and
their family. It had taken until the summer before they started
Grade Eight for she and Michael were both ready to deal with what
she’d known was meant to be practically since they’d met. That had
admittedly taken longer for her than him, but then he was older;
and she’d been the last person in their grade to ‘cross over’.
Their first official date had been Mark and Grace’s wedding, and
after that; she started spending more time at the Inn. At first,
that was mostly just stopping in to visit, or help out for an hour
or two when they were really busy, and for the last couple of
years, she’d officially worked there part-time; helping out with a
lot of the Sunday buffets, and taking one or two other shifts a
week, depending on how busy they were.

“Are we the only grads not here having
dinner with our families tonight?” Gretchen asked as Cassie passed
her on the way into the kitchen.

Cassie laughed. “The two-thirds of our
class who don’t work here are,” she confirmed. “Since the seven of
us who do all want tomorrow night off for the party, I’m okay with
working tonight and Sunday instead.”

“Me too,” Gretchen agreed before
moving on into the dining room.

Cassie’s smile brightened again when
she walked into the gleaming, modern kitchen and took in everything
that was going on there with a quick, sweeping glance that saw
everything. Jacob and Jake were at the center of that activity; and
both men looked like they were playing instead of working. Jacob
was as handsome as ever; and Jake was his father’s double with his
mother’s lively personality. While his father and brother led the
cooking crew, Michael was busy working with the other guys and
girls who were bussing and washing dishes. He had his hands full as
Cassie passed him, but she put a hand on his shoulder and leaned in
to kiss him before moving on to the order counter, which had him
smiling brightly again too.

“What, no kiss for me?” Jake asked;
grinning as he handed her the tray loaded with her next
order.

“I’m fairly sure that your wife and
brother would both have a problem with me kissing you every time I
pick up an order,” she answered with a laugh.

“Definitely,” Stephanie agreed as she
reached the counter too. “We’ve got an exclusive contract, buddy,
so stop flirting with the other girls.”

Jake nodded toward Michael and laughed
too. “I wasn’t flirting with Cassie – I was trying to get Michael
riled up.”

Stephanie went around the counter and
kissed him for a long moment; then grabbed the tray that was ready
for her. “Find another way to annoy your little brother,” she
ordered, and she and Cassie were both laughing as they headed out
with their trays and got back to work.

The majority of the dinner patrons
were all friends and neighbors that Cassie knew well, but one more
thing that had changed over the years was the number of customers
willing to make the drive to Witch Falls just to enjoy the amazing
meals that Jacob and Jake offered. The Inn was busiest on Saturday
and Sunday night for those diners, but even on a Friday night, they
had quite a few customers coming in from nearby towns. Having a
good turnout helped to make the shift go by quickly, and other than
a short break with Michael at around seven, Cassie didn’t stop
until the last customers left shortly after nine
o’clock.

“You guys should get out of here,”
Michael told Jake and Stephanie. “We’ll finish up tonight, since
you’ll be stuck with it tomorrow night.”

“We’ll take the deal,” Stephanie said
quickly before hugging him, and kissing his cheek.

“How come I’m not even allowed to joke
about getting a kiss from Cassie, but it’s okay for you to kiss
other guys?” Jake asked, and Stephanie laughed and kissed him
too.

“Because he’s my brother-in-law, not
just any guy; and it’s not like Cassie hasn’t hugged and kissed you
before. Take me home. I hear a long soak in the tub calling me, and
it’s going to be a very long day tomorrow.”

Jacob and Miranda had already gone
home once the dinner rush was over, and after Jake and Stephanie
left, Michael only had Cassie, Gretchen, Marc, and Gil there to
help with the rest of the cleanup. Since the two girls were staying
until Michael and Marc were done, they pitched in to help get the
last dishes washed, and everything ready so they could lock up and
go home too.

“I’m not really feeling any different
now that we’re done High School and are soon going to be heading
off to be College students,” Marc told them as he worked. “This
feels exactly like it did when Michael and I were working our last
close shift.”

“Except Cassie and I weren’t here to
keep you company,” Gretchen pointed out. “That should count for
something.”

“It does,” he assured her. “I just
thought today would feel more important or bigger somehow, but it
really didn’t turn out that way.”

“When you and Gretchen head off to
Georgia, it’ll definitely feel like a big day,” Cassie told him.
“You guys are going to love it there – especially during the
winters.”

“Remind me why we picked going to
State again?” Michael joked, and Cassie laughed.

“Because we’d miss our Mommies, and
I’d miss Dad, Ethan and Ehlana too much if we were that far from
home,” she answered.

“There goes your rep,” Gil told
Michael. “At least it isn’t because you’d miss all the work here so
much that you want to be able to come home and wash dishes on the
weekends.”

“There’s a lot about working here that
I am going to miss,” Michael admitted, and then grinned. “Washing
and bussing dishes won’t be on that list, though.”

“Are you guys doing anything after
work?” Gretchen asked. “I’m thinking about talking Marc into going
for pizza.”

Cassie laughed at the look on
Michael’s face. “We can do that too, if you’d like; but I want to
be home early and get some sleep. Ethan has an early ballgame in
the morning, and then we have a lot of work to get done around the
house and yard to get everything ready for the dinner and
party.”

It was nearly ten by the time they
finished at the Inn, but they’d called Rebecca and placed their
order early enough that their food was ready by the time they got
to the pizzeria. Gil, and his girlfriend, Shannon, joined them, and
the three couples sat at one of the tables along the river while
having their drinks and pizza. There were teens at most of the
tables now, and Rebecca and Jen’s place had become the new hangout
right from their opening weekend.

“Starting this pizzeria was a great
idea,” Shannon told them. “Rebecca and Jen must be really happy
with how well it’s doing so far.”

“They are,” Michael said with a nod.
“Since they’ve both dreamed of having fast food in town since they
were kids, I guess this was one way to make that
happen.”

“Yeah,” Marc agreed. “Start your own.
Now we just need someone interested in opening a burger joint and
we’ll be all set.”

“The Inn and Sheldon’s both have
burgers and fries on the menu, but they don’t do pizza,” Cassie
pointed out. “Rebecca and Jen thought about the competition they’d
be up against before deciding on a pizzeria. I think they made a
really smart choice.”

They sat and talked while the guys did
most of the work emptying the pizza box, and then Cassie and
Michael left the other couples to hang out with other friends,
while they walked back to her house. By then, everyone else except
for Mandy had gone to bed, and she came to see them shortly after
they’d gotten comfortable on one of the living room
sofas.

“Hey, sweetie,” Cassie said aloud, and
thought toward Mandy after putting up her wards. “Did you have a
nice evening while we were busy working?”

“Yes. Played with kids. Had a nap.
Naomi and Aiden here for a sleepover. Bedtime?” Mandy asked as she
hopped up onto their laps.

“Soon,” Cassie agreed. “We just need a
little cuddle time first before Michael goes home.”

“Cuddle too,” Mandy told them, and
purred contentedly as she lay down and Michael scratched behind her
ears affectionately.

“And then there were three,” he said
silently; and Cassie laughed before leaning close and kissing
him.

“I love you,” she breathed and
thought. “Will your reputation be able to survive if anyone finds
out that Mandy likes to cuddle with us too?”

“I love you too, and probably not,” he
admitted, “though that’d be nothing compared to what most of the
guys would think if they found out that we talk with her – and each
other – telepathically.”

“That’s true, but I’m really glad that
we can, and didn’t end up having to wait until we were eighteen to
‘officially’ find out about each other.”

Michael laughed. “Thanks to Ethan and
Ehlana. Mom just caved when they asked her to let me do some
lessons with all of you.”

“It did seem silly not to once they
figured out that you were one of the kids that found out about us
while my Mom was pregnant, and we knew about you,” Cassie told him.
She didn’t – and hadn’t been allowed to – tell him about Rowen, or
any of the other Magi she knew about; though she still thought that
was, at the least, a Magi council tradition that was out-dated, if
not silly too. “At least the council is starting to lighten up
about that a little, and is letting some of the younger kids train
together now.”

“Less talk, more scratching and
cuddling,” Mandy suggested, and Cassie and Michael both
laughed.

“We can do that,” Michael agreed,
starting to scratch Mandy again while he and Cassie shared several
lingering, soft kisses and soothing, tender caresses. They sat and
cuddled with Mandy until they all decided that it was time for
Michael to go home, while Cassie carried Mandy up to bed after
seeing him out, and watching him walk home first.

Cuddling with Michael for an hour or
so had been a nice way to wrap up a long day, but Cassie really
loved getting to start most days with their morning Tai Chi, and
Michael had been exercising with them for the last five years. As
usual, she was up first, woke the twins, and sent them in to wake
up their parents while she went downstairs to let Silkie out and
get the coffee brewing for Cameron and Julie. Aiden and Naomi got
the last wake-up calls, and Michael was there by the time they all
met up in the kitchen and were ready to go outside. They walked to
the river together, where, after doing the same warm up as a group,
the two older couples practiced the Yang long form, and Ethan,
Ehlana, Aiden, and Naomi worked through the current Chen form that
Aiden and Naomi were learning with their best friends.

“Are you doing breakfast and a
ballgame with us?” Cameron asked Michael as they walked back toward
the house with Julie and Cassie. The four younger kids, and Silkie,
ran on ahead to go upstairs and get cleaned up, changed, and ready
for the day.

Michael nodded. “Yes, but then I’m
doing the lunch shift at the Inn before I’ll be able to help out
with anything you still need done here before the party starts. Mom
and Stephanie need the extra lunch coverage because they’re saving
the usual noon crew to work the dinner shift the high school
seniors normally work.”

“We’re hoping to have everything
except the cooking done by two or so anyway, so if that works out
like we expect, you’ll all just be able to get ready for the party,
and enjoy yourselves for the rest of the day by then,” Julie told
him. “Breakfast is just bakery muffins and cinnamon buns, fruit
salad, and juice, so hopefully that works for you.”

“That definitely works,” he agreed.
“If it wasn’t for you, and Dad making breakfast at home on his days
off, I’d be living on cereal, pop tarts, and breakfast bars until
noon every day. Tim and I are probably in for a shock when we start
college.”

Julie laughed, put an arm around his
waist, and hugged him. “Maybe Cassie and Rowen will take pity and
feed you occasionally,” she suggested.

“I’m sure we will,” Cassie promised,
“though Michael can cook as well as I can, even if we don’t have
the gift that his Dad and Jake have.”

“That’s why we aren’t part of the cook
staff, and I won’t be training to be a world-class chef like they
did,” Michael added. “Which team is Ethan and the Garden Gnomes
playing against this morning? It wasn’t much fun having to pick
between Rebecca and Jen’s Pizza Goblins and his team for their last
game.”

“They’re up against Taylor’s Trolls,
so that won’t be a problem,” Cassie told him, “and Ehlana and I had
fun cheering against you and the Goblins, even if your team did win
that game.”

“I’m sure you’ll have fun cheering for
the same team this week too,” Cameron predicted.

They continued chatting as they went
inside and got everything ready to have breakfast for eight out in
the sunroom; where they normally had breakfast now. Ethan and Aiden
were dressed to play ball when they got back downstairs, and
everything was ready to go by the time Ehlana and Naomi joined
them. The four kids mostly talked baseball while eating, and the
boys were almost finished, and getting ready to leave for the
school ball diamond when Violet and Dillon stopped in.

“I wish we could be there to watch
your game, guys, but there just aren’t enough hours in this weekend
to do everything,” she told Ethan and Aiden. “We wanted to stop by
and wish you luck before we headed out for Woodvale.”

“Thanks, Violet,” Ethan said as he
hugged her. “Say ‘hi’ to Uncle Rick, Aunt Melissa, and everyone
else for me.”

“For us,” Ehlana added as she hugged
her next before moving on to hug Dillon too, and then stepping back
and grinning at them. “If you have time, can you take pity on Aunt
Leanne, and bring back some fast food for her? She hasn’t been able
to go to the city for weeks.”

“You’re all going shopping next
Friday,” Violet reminded her, “but we were planning on doing that
anyway.”

“We’d have more fun if you were coming
too,” Ehlana said, and Violet hugged her again.

“I’m the new kid in the office, and
someone has to stay and work while Grace and Faith go on the trip
with you. Since I just finished doing a new summer work wardrobe
anyway, I should probably stay away from the Malls for a while so
my bank account has a chance to recover. Do you need anything
picked up, Julie?”

“If you’re going to stay away from the
Malls, how would you do that?” Cameron joked.

“I don’t need anything,” Julie
answered with a laugh, “and shopping for someone else doesn’t
count,” she advised Cameron.

“Checking out the sales that will be
going on around town next Friday probably won’t count either,” he
suggested, and all of the girls laughed.

“Of course not,” Violet agreed. “I’ve
already got a lunch and shopping date set up with some of the other
girls who aren’t going on the trip.”

“We should get on the road,” Dillon
told her. “Good luck at your game, guys.” He smiled at Ehlana. “If
the party here is too boring, you’re welcome to come to the park
and cheer for our team tonight.”

Ehlana laughed and had a second hug
for him too. “All of Cassie’s friends say this is going to be the
best party, but we’ll come and watch your game even if it does mean
missing out on some of the fun here. Have a safe trip.”

“Thanks, sweetie; we will,” Violet
told her as she was hugged one more time too.

Ethan and Aiden went to get their
gloves when Violet and Dillon left, and then hopped on their bikes
and headed for the school. Cassie, Michael, Ehlana, and Naomi took
care of cleaning up, and then Michael went home to shower and
change, while Cassie went upstairs to do the same, and Ehlana
helped Naomi pack her overnight bag, and then bike over to the
Salon to check in with Liz before going on to the school ballpark
to watch the game.

By the time the game started, Ehlana
and Naomi had a fairly large group of cheerleaders with them,
including Leanne, Cassie, and Brianna. Cameron, Julie, and Adam had
Michael, Zack, and Eli with them to start the game, though Adam and
Cameron eventually took the two younger boys over to the playground
when they got bored with watching the game.

The Garden Gnomes were the away team
for this game, and started out at bat against the Trolls. They
managed to put a run on the board in the top of the first, and then
took to the field. Ethan was the first baseman, just like Cameron
was for his team, and Aiden played shortstop. Seth Green was the
only other member of their usual gang at school who was on the team
with them, and he was their best pitcher – despite being one of the
youngest players. Now that they were into the third weekend of the
season, there were fewer spectators, and nearly everyone there was
a parent, grandparent, or other relative of the players. In the six
to eight-year old division, the games could be very entertaining,
but that usually wasn’t because of the quality of play.

“Need a break?” Julie asked Leanne as
she sat down and pulled a bottle of water out of the little cooler
they’d brought along.

Leanne grinned at her. “Yes, and there
isn’t much to cheer about right now after a play like that.” One of
the Gnomes’ outfielders had completely missed a pop fly that almost
hit him in the head instead of his glove, and after running the
ball down, he’d needed to chase down his first throw, which had
gone about fifteen feet, and then Aiden had run down his second
attempt before finally being able to hold the runner at third. Two
runs had scored on the play.

“That only put us down by a run,”
Julie pointed out. “The Trolls have had their share of plays like
that one.”

“True,” Leanne agreed. “Since we’ve
only got one out, though, I hope they’re able to keep that lead
from getting out of hand. Adam and I need to drop Eli off with
Philip after the game, and make a couple of quick stops, but then
we’ll be over to your place to help out. What will you and I be
doing? I suppose that sitting around with cold drinks and
supervising isn’t an option.”

Julie laughed, and then had to wait
while Leanne jumped up and cheered Aiden and Ethan as they got an
out at first, while holding the runner at third too. “That would be
nice, but no, supervising isn’t an option if we want to get
everything done. You and I will be working on the gardens, patio,
and paths, and I thought that Ehlana and Brianna could help us with
planting some new flowers for a while. Doesn’t that sound like
fun?”

“Not really, but we do always end up
having fun anyway,” Leanne answered. “When will the rest of the
reinforcements be coming over?”

“Dad, Owen, and Martin are coming over
right after the game, and Mom, Patricia, and Tracey will be there
in time for lunch. Mom’s probably half-done making the potato salad
by now.”

Their conversation was put on hold
when the Gnomes got the third out, and Leanne had to rejoin the
cheerleaders to help out while their team was at bat, and scored
two runs to take the lead again. They didn’t get much of a chance
to continue their little chat until they were both back home again
an hour and a half later, and had started working on the gardens
with Ehlana and Brianna. The Gnomes managed to win the game seven
to six, after the Trolls had only been able to make up one of the
two runs they were behind in the bottom of the sixth; and Ethan and
Aiden went with the rest of their team for the usual post-game ice
cream trip to the Emporium. Julie and Cameron took Brianna with
them when they left the school ball park; Ehlana and Naomi biked to
their homes; and Leanne and Adam dropped Eli off with Philip and
took care of their errands before heading over to Cameron and
Julie’s place with Zack.

“We’ll handle the weeding and cleaning
up the gardens, and you can take care of adding in the new
flowers,” Julie told Ehlana and Brianna. “After lunch, you can go
play for the rest of the day.”

“No making designer flowers like you
did during your lesson last week,” Leanne joked quietly enough that
they wouldn’t be overheard, and the two younger girls
laughed.

“We won’t, Mommy,” Brianna promised
with another giggle. “That would look cool if we could,
though.”

“So now that it’s finally here, are
you ready for Cassie to move away from home?” Leanne asked Julie as
they started working on the gardens; pulling weeds and pruning
plants when needed. “It’s only eight weeks away now.”

Julie laughed, and looked over to
where Cassie was working on cutting the lawn. “Don’t remind me, and
no, I’m not ready.”

“They won’t be that far away, Mom,”
Leanne told her. “We can always hop in the van with Ehlana and
Brianna; do a weekend shopping trip; and crash for a night with
Cassie and Rowen. It’d be a lot harder to do stuff like that if
they were going farther away – though winter trips to anywhere warm
might have been nice too.”

“Yes, shopping weekends are definitely
going to be in the plans,” Julie promised Ehlana and Brianna, who’d
both started bouncing after Leanne’s suggestion. “I’m glad they’re
staying close too, even if they could have all gone to any college
they wanted. Hopefully they’ll come home for an occasional weekend
other than just the holidays too, even though it is a long trip for
just two days.”

“If we can make the sacrifice to visit
them and go shopping, I’m sure they can handle a few quick trips
home too,” Leanne assured Julie. “We can always bribe them with
meals at the Inn and bakery treats to help convince them to do
that.”

Julie nodded. “I’m sure we’ll see them
often enough – at least for the first year. While we’re talking
about plans; have you been sent anything new for the shopping trip
from anyone?”

“Nothing that I haven’t forwarded to
you if we weren’t both copied,” Leanne answered. “We’ll end up with
around one hundred and twenty shoppers, and twenty-five vehicles,
unless we get any big last minute additions next week. We’ve got
the group leaders again this time, like we did at Christmas, so you
and I will only have our group to keep up with.”

“That certainly makes things easier
for us when we can get that help on these trips,” Julie said with a
nod. “At least we shouldn’t have much more to do for that next
week. We both have a lot to get done in four days, and with Cameron
in the city, and the kids out of school, it’s going to be even
busier than usual.”

“Not to mention a certain double
birthday next Friday too,” Leanne added; grinning at Ehlana.
“You’re probably more excited about a birthday shopping day than
Ethan is, though.”

“He’ll have Aiden and the other guys
to hang out with at the Mall, and he’s very happy about the
breakfast buffet at the Inn, fast food lunch, dinner with Daddy in
the city, and the sleepover back here after we get home
again.”

“Maybe we should change the plan and
go with a shopping trip to the city party for your birthday,”
Leanne told Brianna. “All of that does sound like fun.”

“I like the afternoon at Quarry Lake
and buffet at the Inn party we’re going to have just fine, Mommy,”
Brianna assured her with a bright smile. “We should definitely look
at getting new swimsuits next Friday so we’ll be ready for that,
though.”

“And shorts and tops,” Ehlana added.
“What’s on your birthday wish list this year, Bree?”

Her question prompted Brianna to start
chatting happily about what she hoped to get for her third
birthday. They made steady progress with the gardens, and took just
one break for drinks and a snack with everyone else. The yard work
was done by shortly after one, and by the time Michael stopped in
after finishing work at the Inn at a quarter after two, the
post-lunch cleanup was finished too.

“We’re just going to be setting up the
tables and chairs, working on the food, and a few other small
jobs,” Julie told Cassie and Michael when they’d come into the
kitchen. “Why don’t you both just go get ready for the party now so
you don’t have to rush around later?”

“You’re sure you don’t need the extra
help?” Cassie asked, and Julie shook her head.

“You’ve already done enough, and we
have all the help we need to get the work we have left finished,
honey. Take the rest of the day off, and enjoy
yourselves.”

Cassie hugged and kissed her, then
sent Michael on his way home before going up to her room and
starting her party preparation with a long soak in her Jacuzzi. She
took her time getting ready, and it was going on four o’clock by
the time she was back downstairs again. Michael had been there for
more than half an hour, and was in the back yard with Cameron and
the other guys, while all of the women helping out with making
dinner were in the kitchen.

“Remind me to hide that blouse before
Cassie packs for college,” Leanne told Julie. “We should definitely
add that one to the clothes we want
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