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For my mom,


I miss you more than words can say.

And for my daughter,

I wish you could’ve known your maternal grandma.

And for my stepmom,

What a jumbled family we have! Thank you for your love.
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Chapter 1


Sam was fresh from the shower, barefoot and dressed only in a robe. She wrapped her arms around herself and turned in a slow circle. Five stars or not, a hotel room was always just a hotel room, wasn’t it? It was beautiful with its teak four-poster bed, matching highboy and desk, and snow-white linens, but generic nonetheless.

She settled into the leather wingback chair, the room’s best feature in her opinion, and put her feet up. A niggle of surprise tickled her as she uncapped a pen and reached for her spiral bound notebook. Who’d have thought? Samantha Kendall using a diary. But she couldn’t help it. The movement of her hand across page, the scent of the paper, the process of filling the sheet with the mess in her head—slowly at first, then so fast her hand cramped—soothed her and helped her see more clearly than she had in a long time. Her life, once so beautiful and busy, felt empty. Come to think of it maybe that was the appeal of the journaling. She filled something. Created a tangible mark that she was here. That she lived.

The coffee pot on the desk across the room sighed and sputtered.

“Ah, my faithful friend,” she whispered, then got up, doctored herself a mug of the dark espresso blend, and settled down again.

She sipped her hot drink and drummed her fingers on her notebook. What to say, what to say?

She paused, drank more coffee, and ran her fingers through her damp hair. Finally she began to write.

Sheesh, three pages minimum is going to take hours today.

But it didn’t. By the time she had two cups of caffeine in her, she’d churned out her minimum, plus another three pages—yet she wasn’t calmed. She was edgier than ever. She scanned the last page, bit her lip and barely resisted the urge to tear the sheets loose and throw them away.

There’s nothing I hate more than my sister being right about anything, but I have to hand it to Jo. She is right about this, and the pros and cons I wrote yesterday confirm it.

I always figured Aisha would reenter my life at some point, if only, like seems to be the case, for medical information and “closure.” (How I hate that damn word!) I just thought I’d be at a spot in time, personally and professionally, that I could be proud of—or at least not a bloody embarrassment. But at the same time, I guess it’s not about me, is it? (Ha ha, quick, someone tell Jo I actually said that!) I would’ve done anything to have someone to talk to, when I was stuck in the same boat Aisha’s in, so how can I refuse her request to meet?

My two biggest fears: that she’ll ask about the asshole who fathered her. (What can I say about him that won’t just be a huge ugly shadow over her?), or that she’ll hate me—which is pretty hilarious because I definitely don’t want her in my life permanently.

That was the line that stopped her. She shook her head, crossed the last line out, drew an arrow, and scribbled furiously.

That she’ll hate me, which I’ll totally understand, or worse, want something I don’t have to give her. All of my love for her went out the door with her the day I gave her a chance for a better life. (Not that it seems to have panned out—but don’t even get me started!) And what if she does want a relationship? I have no frigging clue what I’ll do.

Samantha closed the book, and stashed it in her suitcase.

She paid special attention to her outfit and did her makeup and hair just so, but it wasn’t until she sprayed a light mist of perfume in front of her and walked through it that she admitted she’d made up her mind.

Yeah, yeah, yeah. She’d return to Greenridge. She’d see if she could be of any help to Aisha and answer any awkward questions her biological daughter had.

And then, so long as Jo and Callum were willing to let her monopolize one of their B & B cabins—and why wouldn’t they? Her cash was as good as anyone’s—she’d spend some concentrated time figuring out what exactly she wanted next and why her life, which she’d always enjoyed, wasn’t enough for her these days.

She cocked her head, smiled at her reflection in the mirror, and nodded approval at both the image she projected and her new thoughts. She was an excellent planner and there was no reason she couldn’t get herself back on track. And once she had a new direction, she’d leave Greenridge in the dust and never return. The place was a black hole. In lieu of a welcome sign at the beginning of town, there should be a plaque that read, “Abandon all hopes of having a life, ye who enter here.”

And if Jo wanted to visit now and again? Well, she’d have to sojourn out of her hobbit village and head for the city. Sam was done with the ghost town of bad memories. She was sick of the family-focused “great place to raise kids” motto that everyone in town seemed to spout. Not everyone had kids or even wanted them. And she was beyond weary of how the place reminded her that except for her one solitary sibling, Jo, she had no family. Everyone was dead. There’d be no TV movie worthy reunion or redemption scene. Greenridge was like one big beer commercial for all the things she didn’t have. And didn’t want, she reminded herself.


Chapter 2


Charles tripped over the stuffed-to-bursting rucksack he’d stowed by his office door and stared at the ringing phone like it might bite. The call display showed T.C.O. Literary Management all too clearly, and unfortunately his agent Theresa, the “T” in T.C.O., knew he was home. After all, he’d just sent an e-mail seconds ago admitting it. He sighed heavily and picked up.

“Theresa, hi. Good to hear from you.”

“Don’t bullshit a bullshitter, and get real. You knew that e-mail wasn’t going to fly.”

“But—”

“And no buts.” Her voice softened. “I feel for you. You know I do. And I’m on your side even if it doesn’t feel like it, but it’s time, Charlie. Past time. And if you can’t see that, maybe it’s time to rethink your career.”

Charles sank into his office chair and rolled back and forth across the room. He didn’t want to “rethink” his work. He loved what he did, what he wrote. Or he used to. And anyway, it wasn’t like he hadn’t considered doing something else. Just absolutely nothing came to him that didn’t sink him even more deeply into the mire of apathy and disillusionment he seemed unable to pull himself from. And now, with Aisha living only God knew where and insisting she was staying there to have her baby, he didn’t even have the occasional bright spot of her presence.

“You’ve used up all your reserve books, even your earliest ones that were previously unpublished for pretty good reasons. It’s just a good thing some readers don’t care what you write as long as the story says Jax Bailey on the cover.”

“Thanks a lot.”

“Oh, you know what I mean. Don’t get pissy. I love your books. You’ve earned reader loyalty, but even diehard fans are starting to grumble on the Interwebs. You can only play the dead wife card for so long before people start to think you need to get over it.”

Charles managed to not throw the phone across the room, but only just.

Theresa seemed to sense she’d crossed a line. “Sorry, that was crass. Obviously, healing isn’t an easy one, two, three process. I know you’re doing the best you can, just barely hanging on, and I know it will take time—but I’d hate to see you lose everything you worked so hard to build.”

Too late. Everything he’d worked for died when Maureen did. Still, Theresa wasn’t the enemy and she was on his side. He knew this. He also knew he’d probably exhausted every possible extension. He made a decent living, and Maureen’s life insurance had paid off the mortgage and left a little besides, but not enough to see him through life—and definitely not enough to provide ongoing stability to Aisha and her little one, should she decide to keep it. And he was a young(ish) man still. Forty-four was nowhere near the time to retire even if it felt closer to eighty these days.

“They need a new book, or, and it’s pretty nice of them, almost human in fact, they’ll forgive the contract without penalty, but if you ever want to write for them again, it’ll be like starting new.”

Perish the thought—and no, that wasn’t melodrama. “How long?” he asked.

“I got you six months, but that’s it, final offer, last extension.”

“Okay,” he said.

“Okay?” Even though their connection was a little static-filled, the surprise in Theresa’s voice was loud and clear. “Just like that you say okay?”

“Do I have a choice?”

“No, but I still thought you’d be a harder sell.”

They wrapped the conversation up quickly from there, and Charles was careful to sound more positive than he felt. Six months, if he was his old self, was more than enough time to get a solid book to his publisher. But he wasn’t his old self, and didn’t think he ever would be again. Maureen had been gone three years, yet in some ways it was like she’d passed away yesterday, the grief would hit so fresh and raw. In other ways, however, it was like she’d left a lifetime ago, which, hard as it was, was sort of the truth. Neither his nor Aisha’s lives were the same. They had new existences altogether, as if their time on earth had been divided into separate realities: Life with Mo. Life without her.

He stood up, scooted his chair under his desk and turned off his computer, then grabbed his laptop. He was sick of himself and the endless woe-to-me pool he wallowed in. Even his self-pitying thought about everything he’d worked for dying when Maureen did wasn’t fully honest. Only half of what he worked for and lived for had passed on when she did. He still had their daughter, and who knows, maybe a grandbaby too.

He hit the lights and hefted his bag. Soon, with any luck, he’d be in a better writing space and headspace. For a moment he wondered if he should’ve told Theresa his plan, then shook his head. Where he spent his time wasn’t her business and she’d just worry. Besides, though she’d be skeptical, he could write—or not write—just as easily in the boonies as he could at home.

And if Aisha was intent on setting up a temporary home in Greenridge, wherever that was, with this aunt whoever she was, in the hopes of connecting with her birth mom—who back in the day had seemed level-headed, but now he worried was a callous flake . . . well, he wasn’t going to just abandon her to the wolves and wilds. He’d take up residence in one of the cabins that were “so far beyond cool that he couldn’t possibly imagine how cool they were,” to quote Aisha, and support her in whatever ways he could. She was the only family he had left, and if anything came between them, damaged their relationship, or hurt her, it would be over his dead body.


Chapter 3


Sam veered off the highway abruptly, and her Mercedes SUV skidded as it hit the soft shoulder. A wimpy horn sounded from the white Toyota traveling behind her and it crossed the centerline to give her room.

Sam flipped the driver the bird out of habit, but without a lot of heat. She had cut him off, after all. She caught a glimpse of surprised anger on the guy’s face—he was cute, actually—then his own finger waved back in return.

When the small car whizzed past and rounded the bend out of sight, she was alone on the remote northern highway once more. She cut the engine and pressed clenched fists against her eyes. What was she doing? Why the hell was she heading back to Greenridge?

“It’s the least you can do,” Jo said in her head—except really she hadn’t said that. No, her sister had been annoyingly mellow and pressure-free as usual, even though Aisha was still on the scene, hoping for some birth mother reunion special and sponging off Jo and Callum indefinitely, but at least until she had the baby. The baby. Sam wasn’t even really a mother, and now she was going to be a grandmother?

“She’d like to meet you, yes,” Jo’s voice spoke again, this time from actual memory not projection. “But only because she wants to know if you regret giving her up or if you think you made the right choice. She’s trying to decide what she should do.”

“She should’ve kept her legs crossed from the get-go, that’s what,” Sam muttered, knowing her words were completely hypocritical but unable to stem them nonetheless.

“You don’t have to come.” Jo’s voice again. “Aisha understands. She doesn’t have any expectations.”

It was that comment, about the lack of expectations, and her own stupid journaling that explained why Sam was in the middle of this godforsaken valley driving to the middle of nowhere. She understood all too well how many stacked-up disappointments it took to yield a “no expectations” approach to things, and from the little she’d heard about Aisha’s life, she couldn’t help but empathize. The least she could do was talk to the kid and answer her questions. She doubted she’d be much comfort or practical help, but for whatever it was worth, she could at least explain what the hopes behind giving her up had been—and let her know that she hadn’t regretted it until she’d discovered that it hadn’t worked out the way she had hoped.

She slowly raised her head, stretched her neck, and restarted the Mercedes.

Yes, she’d do what she’d come for, help the kid out the best she could with medical information and details about her own experience so she could make some sort of decision, and then she’d say good-bye. Again. Permanently.

[image: *]*

Sam took the long driveway too fast, then sprayed gravel in the parking area when she braked. She surveyed her surroundings briefly, before pulling off to one side of the main house. She had to give it to her little sister. The setting was breathtaking—if you liked to be surrounded by nothing but trees and mountains and water that is. Personally, she’d prefer a nice stretch of city sidewalk with fun high-end boutiques, the odd skyscraper or two, and a different restaurant to eat out at every night—but to each their own.

She eased out of the cream leather interior of her vehicle, contemplating whether she should wrangle her suitcases on her own or wait till she saw the cabin Jo was putting her in. Then she spotted something that made her breath catch.

Damn, damn, triple damn! That annoying little Toyota—she was sure it was the same one she’d cut off—was parked twenty paces away by a tiny bay-windowed cabin bearing a small sign that read “Rainbow” and sported a folk art styled fish.

Just her luck. The only person she’d annoyed on the road all day and it had to be someone bunking down at the same place she was staying. She sighed. Oh, well—maybe he wouldn’t recognize her vehicle.

The door from the main house opened and Sam heard voices before she could see the people who went with them.

“Hey, that’s the stupid overkill Mercedes that practically did a brake stand right in front of me on the highway,” a low, masculine voice growled.

“Oh, crap,” said Jo—very out of character language for her to use with a client.

Sam straightened her short skirt, smoothed her hair and walked out from the shelter of her ivory “overkill.” Pompous loser. She held out her hand in greeting before she even cleared the vehicle. “So sorry about earlier—” she started to say, but the words stuttered to a stop.

When given more than a cursory glimpse at highway speed, the man in front of her was more than cute. Tall and lanky, with longish dark hair like some Victorian days’ poet and a five o’clock shadow that made you want to run your hand along his jaw, he was gorgeous. But worse than that, he was familiar.

He gave her a foot to head perusal, but there was nothing flirtatious in his overt study—and no mutual recognition, just questions and condemnation. His eyes met hers.

Jo stepped off the porch that was hidden behind a copse of young pine trees, her mutt Hoover on her heels. Sam looked him over carefully, then petted him. She liked dogs okay, just not the things Jo’s dog was famous for rolling in. “Sam, I wasn’t expecting you so soon—but it’s so good to see you. I can’t wait to show you around—”

“Sam, as in Samantha Kendall, my daughter’s biological mother?”

Sam winced and nodded.

Jo moved quickly and stood beside her. “I was so hoping Aisha would meet Sam first, but, well, she’s not here at the moment and we are. Sam, this is Charles, Aisha’s dad—Charlie, this is Sam.”

“Aisha didn’t say you’d be here.” Charles said the word “you’d” like it was an insult and ignored Sam’s outstretched hand. She dropped it quickly. What the heck was his problem?

Jo veered the conversation to more comfortable terrain—and Sam would’ve blessed her for it, except that she couldn’t believe Jo hadn’t given her a heads up and told her he was going to be there in the first place. “I’m sure there will be a lot of catching up to do, but you’ve both had long drives and like I said, I really think Aisha should get to meet Sam before, well, just before. . . . Charlie, you already have keys to your place.”

Charlie grunted affirmation like a cave man. Sam managed not to roll her eyes. And he wasn’t as good-looking as she’d initially thought—okay, no, he was, but he seemed like an ass and it was ruining his looks for her. What kind of deadbeat was he, and how had she so badly misjudged the profile letter the adoption agency had supplied all those years ago and thought he was good dad material?

Jo pulled an ornate key off a large ring and handed it to Sam. “We’ve put you in Silver. Breakfasts are, of course, included up at the main house every morning—and each cabin has a small kitchenette, but you probably haven’t shopped yet, so if you want to join me and Callum for dinner tonight at our house, you’re more than welcome.”

“Will my daughter be there?”

Will my daughter be there? Sam mimicked Charlie’s sour voice in her head, but listened for Jo’s response with as much interest as he did.

“Yes.” Jo grinned and tucked an errant blond curl out of her face. “She eats with us pretty regularly, and she’s an amazing help around here, though I swear I try to get her to take it easy.”

Charlie’s face softened and he shook his head. “Aisha’s never been one to do anything half way. If you got her to slow down and rest, eight months pregnant or not, well . . . I’d wonder what you’d done to her.”

Jo laughed and Sam inched away, trying to be subtle. What was she doing here? She didn’t belong. Not by any stretch of the imagination.

“She’s a great kid. You and Mo did a wonderful job raising her.”

Sam almost snorted. If Jo was trying to reassure her or something, it wasn’t working. This man and his deceased wife—sad story, but so what, who didn’t have a sad story?—had failed Aisha. Sure, maybe it wasn’t their fault. Death happened, whatever—but it wasn’t Sam’s plan. Her daughter was supposed to have everything she didn’t have growing up, most importantly: two parents who loved each other and loved their child, who nurtured her and provided stability, raising her in one place, allowing friendships that endured, followed by educational opportunity—and instead she was knocked up at seventeen, living with an aunt and uncle she barely knew, in hole-the-ground Greenridge of all places. Her sacrifice had proven pointless. She could’ve raised a teenager that got knocked up in her senior year all by herself.

The similarities between Sam’s own long ago situation and her offspring’s were crushing and though she wasn’t usually someone ever at a loss for words, she had none now. None at all.

The gravel crunched beneath her feet as she inched away, and she could just imagine the damage the sharp stones were doing to the stems of her Italian leather heels. Both Jo and the idiot shot her concerned looks.

“I’d love to join you, if you really don’t mind.” Charlie said, but his eyes were still on Sam.

“Great. We’re eating at seven. Sam?”

Sam shook her head. “I’ll give it a pass. Thanks though. I’ll see you for breakfast and make plans to speak with Aisha then. Please don’t mention I’m here yet.”

Jo’s brow furrowed. “Are you sure?”

Sam nodded.

“Well, do you want . . . after dinner, can I come by your cabin to visit?”

“No, no, you’re obviously busy. Are the other cabins full?”

Jo nodded and her happiness was so evident that Sam almost misted up. What was wrong with her? She crossed her arms and discreetly pinched the inside of her bicep until the overwrought emotional nonsense passed. “Well, I’m staying till I can’t bear it another day, so don’t sweat about making time for me. We’ll have plenty of chances to chat—now do you have someone who carries a person’s bags, or do I have to do it myself?”

“Er, normally, guests carry their own gear, but I can help.”

“No, you’re cooking dinner. I’ll do it.” Charlie strode toward the SUV.

Sam practically sprinted to catch up—quite a feat in her heels on the blasted gravel. “Not necessary. I was just asking.”

“It’s no problem, and, well”—Charlie’s gaze dropped to her feet—“you’re not exactly dressed practically for carrying anything very heavy.”

If the condescending jerk thought Sam would apologize for not dressing like some mountain person, he had another thing coming. She waited until his eyes finally lifted to meet hers again—and observed his irises were a dark chocolate brown, something she usually found quite attractive. “Fine,” she said coolly. “I have two suitcases and a carry on.” She clicked the trunk release on her key fob. The Mercedes beeped once and its back door lifted slightly.

Without looking back or making any false noises of appreciation—meddler!—she strode toward the cabin identified as “Silver” by a small sign similar to the one that marked Charlie’s “Rainbow.” It too featured a bay window on one side and a covered deck off the front door. Very cute.

She turned to check her concierge’s—ha ha—progress with her bags, and was surprised to find him so close behind her that she almost smacked into his chest. She moved right and paused, momentarily sidetracked by the view, despite herself: a lush forest with soft, pine-needled paths winding this way and that. And the best part? Rainbow cabin, where Charles was booked, was nowhere in sight, due to a trio of massive cedar trees—at least she thought they were cedar; they smelled good anyway.

She shivered a little. On one hand, it was super cool how instantly private and secluded the cabin was after such a short walk. On the other, it was kind of creepy. She might as well be alone in the woods with this cretin—if you could fairly call someone a cretin just for volunteering to carry your bags for you, unasked. She unlocked the door without speaking, flicked on a light switch, and stepped into the main room.

“Wow, nice digs,” Charlie said, following her in and setting her suitcases down.

“Nice” was an understatement. All natural wood and stone and glass, with a ceiling that was pretty much all sky light, every surface and item in the place was a treat for the senses, calling to be touched or rested upon. A buttery leather loveseat beckoned, and Sam smiled when she saw the array of chocolate Jo had set out on the nearby coffee table.

“That table is killer,” Charlie said, slipping out of his shoes and padding over to it for a closer look.

Killer? What was he? Twelve? Sam thought. But it was amazing, he was right about that. Constructed from the inverted root ball of some ancient tree, the thing was a work of art.

“Is Rainbow like this?” Sam asked, a thread of worry weaving through her. If this was the standard of all the cabins, how deeply in debt had Jo and Callum jumped?

Charlie shook his head. “Not even close—comfortable enough, but rustic. Definitely rustic.” He looked down at his shoeless feet and froze. “Uh, I’m sorry—kind of weird of me to make myself at home in your place.”

Sam waved the words away. “No apology needed. Let’s check out the shower together.”

He turned an adorable shade of bright red, which, to her shock, triggered a flood of heat to her face too. “I just meant . . .’cause I bet it’ll be fancy too.”

And it was. It really was. So fancy, in fact, it would rival any deluxe spa. Floor to ceiling windows showcased a stunning view of a rushing creek against a backdrop of evergreens and birch that would bud soon but for now were just pretty silver arms stretching into the sky.

The view would’ve more than made up for even the simplest of utilities—a sole washbasin would’ve sufficed. But no, the room boasted a Japanese soaker tub, an infrared sauna, and a glass-encased two-person massaging shower. The vanity was a swath of ebony wood that seemed to magically support itself along one wall, with a heavy ceramic bowl and a simple swan-necked faucet for a sink.

Sam stroked the counter with appreciation and turned to Charlie. “Can you believe this place? It’s crazy!”

Charlie met her eyes again, opened his mouth—then shut it without saying anything. Weirdo. She shrugged, a little disappointed that he didn’t seem as impressed as she was, but then why would he be? He was a stranger and had no idea how much joy bringing this all together would have brought Jo—and Sam was no dummy. Jo had created this space with her, Sam, in mind. “Silver” indeed. She’d better be charging her a pretty penny for it, no discount.

She left the bathroom and strode back to the entranceway. “Thank you for carrying my bags in. I’m sorry I was rude,” she said at the exact same time Charles said, “I’m sorry if I was pushy.”

They both broke off speaking.

Sam surprised herself by smiling. Maybe she and this awkward man had something in common, after all—besides Aisha, that is.

Just as the tiny positive thought sparked, however, the dunce squashed it. “So when are you leaving? If you change your mind about needing to see Aisha, I’d be happy to give her a message from you.”

Sam opened the door with too much force and practically shoved Charles onto the porch. She didn’t “need” to see Aisha. Aisha wanted to see her, and if Charlie thought easing his own discomfort at having the birth mom around was more important than what his young, pregnant daughter needed, well—he could stuff himself. It only made her more determined to see what help she could be to Aisha, then to get the hell out of dodge.


Chapter 4


Charles pushed his chair back from the table and stretched his legs out. He hadn’t eaten like that in . . . well, he had no idea how long. He took in the happy faces around him.

Aisha was, cliché or not, glowing. Her baby bump was like a basketball shoved up her sweatshirt. She didn’t look pregnant. She looked like a kid playing a joke.

Jo was great, and though it hurt a bit, he totally understood why his baby girl felt connected to her aunt. They were practically clones, appearance-wise—and from the laughter and smiles of the other two guests from Sockeye cabin, Jo made everyone at the table, not just him, feel like she’d always known them.

Callum, Jo’s husband, looked more like some business tycoon than the mastermind behind the mind-blowing dessert they’d just enjoyed, some multilayered chocolate, caramel and cream thing that defied description—exactly as Aisha had promised it would, “even for a word nerd like him.”

But sharp, miss-nothing gaze aside, Callum seemed friendly and laid back. He followed Jo’s every movement with appreciative eyes, obviously a man still smitten.

When Callum got up to help Jo clear the table and bring coffee to him and the other guests, Charlie’s heart panged. Even after three years, the loss of all the little things he’d always taken for granted were what ached the most. Who’d ever know that things like not having someone to clear the table with, or to rock-paper-scissor battle about taking out the trash, would throb like an infected sliver, long after your spouse was gone? People recognized the bigger elements of grief and tried to prepare you—as if anything could—but it was the tiny details that sliced like knives, causing small emotional bleeds when he least expected it. He welcomed the pain of remembering, though, because sometimes he worried the sharpness of missing Maureen was fading, that he was forgetting, and that would be worse.

“I swear you guys are trying to kill me, but thank you,” Charlie said as Callum set down a small pitcher of warmed cream for the coffee.

Callum slapped Charlie’s back. “That’s what I always say to Jo—but die happy, right?”

The table laughed and a lump formed at the back of Charlie’s throat, choking him. How he prayed his love for Mo had been as obvious to her as Callum’s must be to Jo. Aisha reached for his hand beneath the table and squeezed it hard. He looked over at his daughter, but she didn’t turn toward him.

“And as I always say,” Jo quipped, “no dying, happy, sad or otherwise, till the dishes are done.”

Everyone laughed again and Charlie returned Aisha’s hand-squeeze and wished he could offer her even a smidgeon of what she’d found in this loud, all-welcoming place. He hadn’t even spent the night at River’s Sigh and he was already hooked.

His thoughts flitted to Sam, alone in her cabin. Why hadn’t she joined them for dinner? In some ways it made sense. She probably wanted her and Aisha’s first introduction to be more private, less casual . . . but then again, who, with insider access to all this, wouldn’t want to take part?

Aisha interrupted his contemplation. “Friday and Saturday nights anyone who wants to can come for dinner, overnight guests or people from town, you name it—and the price for what you get is so cheap.”

“Even if it was a hundred bucks a head, it’d be worth it.” His response seemed to make her happy. She beamed, then hopped up effortlessly, like she wasn’t carrying an extra forty pounds smack dab in her middle. “I’ll clean up, Jo.”

“No, no—you’ve done enough. Rest and visit your dad.”

“I insist.”

Charlie stood up. “I’ll be her lackey. She can point to things and tell me what to do. It’ll be a win-win. I’ll get to visit her and she’ll avoid taking it easy at all costs.”

The Sockeye guests said happy-sounding goodnights, Jo acquiesced to Aisha and Charlie’s demand to let them help, and Callum tugged Jo away.

Clean up went quick and fast, showing Aisha really was a regular feature at the main house for meals. All too soon, she’d pecked his cheek, wished him goodnight and headed off to bed herself.

Charlie left
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