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“Maggie—”

“It’s okay, really.” She looked away and shrugged a small shoulder. “It’s no big deal.”

He couldn’t leave her like this. He sat on the bed beside her and stroked her hair. “It’s a big deal to me. There’s nothing I want more than to stay, but it wouldn’t be fair to you.”

Her eyes flashed in disbelief. “Wouldn’t be fair to me? What are you talking about?” 

“In a few weeks, after my mother is...gone, I’ll go back to my job in California. And you’ll be here.”

“And never the twain shall meet?” 

“It’s not what I want, but it’s reality.”

“What about what I want, right here, right now? Maybe we don’t have forever. Nobody does. If I’ve learned anything from your mother’s illness, it’s that we can’t take anything for granted. We can’t let uncertainty and fear stop us. If we only have a short time together, so be it. At least, we’ll have had that time. I won’t regret it.”

She was amazing. She was still the strong, forthright, vibrant girl he’d fallen in love with that summer. 

And he had loved her. Deeply. They’d been far too young to sustain a lasting relationship. But that didn’t mean he hadn’t loved her. 

I still love her. I never stopped.
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Margaret Catherine Lindquist stepped off the school bus in front of the old fishing lodge and trudged up the stairs to the front porch. She hoped Grandma hadn’t noticed the arrival of the bus because she couldn’t bear one of her interrogations. Not today. 

She made it to her room undetected. After quietly closing the door and locking it, she leaned her forehead against the solid wood and allowed the tears she’d been holding back to fall. Staggering to her bed, she curled into a fetal position and clutched Mr. Jingles, the Teddy Bear she’d owned for every one of her fourteen years. 

It wasn’t fair. All summer, while Luke had worked at the fishing lodge for her grandfather, they’d been close. He said he didn’t care that she was four years younger. He’d told her all his dreams for the future, kissed her like she meant something to him, made love to her in their secret place in the forest. Though it had been the first time for them both, they’d soon overcome their initial awkwardness and learned where to touch and how to please. It had been a magical summer.

But now it was September, and the magic was over. 

Maggie was back in school, and she’d heard Luke was working at a restaurant in Minnewasta. A love of cooking was something they shared. Someday, he’d promised, he’d own a restaurant and she’d be his head chef. 

The tears flowed harder. He’d lied to her about that, too.

When she’d received a crumpled note from Luke earlier in the day, delivered by one of his bosses’ kids, relief and excitement had overwhelmed her. He asked her to meet him at the football field behind the bleachers during afternoon recess. As soon as the bell rang, Maggie ran across the school yard. She hadn’t seen Luke in almost two weeks, not since Grampa Bill had caught them together in one of the outbuildings. He’d fired Luke on the spot and told him to get off his property. It had been agony not to see him. And she’d been afraid he blamed her for losing his job and getting him into trouble.

When she arrived at the bleachers, Luke was there. But he wasn’t alone. He was locked in a passionate embrace with Cheryl Bradley. Cheryl was as mean as she was pretty. Maggie had confided to Luke about how Cheryl’s nasty comments about her dead parents had hurt her. The shock and betrayal of seeing him kissing her made Maggie sick to her stomach. 

“Luke! What are you doing?” 

He'd casually hung his arm around Cheryl’s shoulders, his eyes cold and hard as he stared at her. An involuntary shiver crawled up Maggie’s spine. Luke had never looked at her with such disdain before. Such disgust.

“I’m leaving town,” he said flatly. “Don’t do something stupid like try to follow me.”

“You’re leaving? Where are you going?”

“Someplace far from here.” 

“But you’ll be back, right? You said you’d wait for me, and we’d go away together. You said—”

“Forget it! You’re a kid. I don’t want you! Leave me the hell alone. Go home and play with your dolls.”

With that, he'd grabbed Cheryl’s hand and pulled her away. Cheryl glanced over her shoulder with a smirk full of smug triumph.

The rest of the afternoon passed in a blur. She tuned out Ms. Carter in math class last period, too shocked to make sense of anything she said. Now, all she could do was cry.

She must have done something to make Luke fall out of love with her. 

She’d go crazy if she didn’t know. She had to find out what went wrong. She had to talk to Luke and make him explain. Maybe she could make things right and he’d take her with him.

Maggie clamoured off the bed and pulled a beat-up suitcase from underneath. She could hitchhike back to town and go to Abby’s house. Abby was Luke’s mother, the only person who’d known about their relationship. Abby had been her mother’s best friend, and Maggie trusted her.

She pulled her waist-length hair into a low ponytail and haphazardly stuffed her things into the suitcase. Praying her most prized possession survived the journey, she hastily folded the delicate crystal unicorn Luke had given her inside a couple of T-shirts and stuck it amongst some other clothes where she hoped it would be protected. She hesitated over Mr. Jingles and then, with one last hug, she set the Teddy bear back on her bed. Time to put away childish things. 

If she hurried, she could catch Luke before he left town. It didn’t matter that he’d broken her heart when she’d found him kissing Cheryl. It had to be a mistake. Maybe if she’d been able to tell him how much she loved him, he wouldn’t have done this. She wished it wasn’t so hard for her to say the words, but if she caught up with him, she could tell him now. She’d make him see they belonged together. 

A little voice in her head screamed she was wrong, that he’d betrayed her and taken advantage of her innocence. No eighteen-year-old boy on the brink of manhood would want a girl of fourteen. And if he really loved her, he wouldn’t be kissing Cheryl Bradley. She shoved the voice away and snapped the suitcase shut.

“Maggie, open up!” The doorknob rattled as her grandmother tried to open it. 

“Go away!”

“Maggie, please. I know you’re upset, but letting that boy go is for the best. Your mother would want what was best for you.”

Rage poured through Maggie at Grandma Dorothy’s words. If Grampa hadn’t fired Luke and forbade him from seeing her again, he wouldn’t be leaving her now. “How do you know what my mother would have wanted? She’s been dead for twelve years!”

“Margaret Catherine! Watch your smart mouth!”

The doorknob rattled again and then gave way as Grandma pushed the door open. Like everything else in the fishing lodge, the lock was old and broken.

She eyed the suitcase. “What are you doing?”

“I’m leaving. I can’t stay in this place a minute longer. I hate it, and I hate you!”

Grandma pointed her finger at her. “You’re exactly like your mother! Headstrong and stubborn. And look where it got her! If she’d listened to me, he wouldn’t have killed her!”

“He didn’t kill her! It was an accident. Abby said—”

“Oh, Abby said!” Grandma Dorothy spat the words. 

“She said it had to be an accident. Daddy loved Mommy too much to ever hurt her!”

“How does Abby know anything? Was she there? Did she see your father and mother out on the lake that day? If she had, she would have seen how he grabbed that oar and split open her head.”

The death of her parents – murder/suicide, the police said – occurred a few months past her first birthday. Maggie had imagined the horrible image in her dreams a thousand times, but this was too much. She covered her ears with her hands and turned away. “I don’t have to listen to you anymore. I won’t!”

Grandma grabbed her arm and twisted her around. “You have to listen before you make a mistake as big as the one your mother made. I know you’re going to try meeting up with that boy, but he’s gone, and he won’t be coming back. Good riddance!”

“Luke will wait for me. I know he will. He loves me and I love him. You can’t keep us apart.”

“I won’t let you make the same mistake Miranda made. She tried to run away from her problems but in the end, they killed her. I won’t let that happen to you.”

Tears of anger and frustration and grief ran down Maggie’s face. “No! Let me go!”

“You think he loves you? He was only using you.” Grandma tightened her hold. “You’re lucky he’s gone. He would have ruined your life like that man ruined your mother’s life.”

Maggie struggled to free herself from Grandma’s strong grip. She beat her fist against her shoulder. “Let me go! Luke loves me. I know he does. I hate you! I hate you!”

“You are so like your father, it breaks my heart!”

Grandma Dorothy’s grip on her arm abruptly loosened, and she staggered backward. Her face turned a funny greyish color and she clutched her stomach as if she was going to be sick. “She wouldn’t listen to me. She wouldn’t give him up.” 

Maggie seized the opportunity to grab her suitcase from the bed. “I’m leaving and I’m never coming back!”

Grandma clutched the bedpost. “She should have listened to me. She never listened to me. Oh, Miranda, my darling girl. Why didn’t you listen to me?”

She slumped to the floor. 

Maggie stared at her, fear making her immobile. “Grandma? Grandma, what’s wrong?”

Grandma Dorothy’s breath came out in ragged puffs. She struggled to lift her head. “I’m begging you, Maggie, don’t run away. Don’t make the same mistakes she did.”

Maggie dropped her suitcase and slid to her knees beside her grandmother. Anger and love mixed with fear as she reached out her hand to touch her arm. “What’s wrong? Should I get Grampa?”

Grandma Dorothy grabbed a handful of Maggie’s T-shirt, her eyes pleading. “He was no good for her, but she said she loved him. She couldn’t give him up. And it killed her.”

“Who couldn’t she give up, Grandma? Who did she love?”

“Your father.”

“I don’t understand, Grandma. If she loved Daddy, why did she run away? Why would he kill her?”

Grandma Dorothy’s body went limp. Maggie stared at her, unable to move. She knew Grandma had a heart condition. She took some kind of pills for it. She shouldn’t have argued with her, upset her like that. This was her fault.

Oh, my God. I’ve killed her. 

She uncurled Grandma Dorothy’s fingers from her T-shirt and stumbled away from her body. Tears of guilt crashed down her cheeks as she ran out of the lodge and raced to Grampa’s shed.

You’re exactly like your mother. The words taunted her, even as they confused her.

Nothing Grandma said made any sense. What had she meant? What had her mother done?

Anger welled up in her chest. This was all Luke’s fault. He’d abandoned her when she needed him most, and she never wanted to see him again.
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Ten Years Later

Dammit, she knew better. Some chef she was.

Water boiled bubbled over the top of the pot and flooded her new stove’s pristine surface. The pot was too small for the amount of pasta Maggie wanted to cook, but the bigger pot was already in use and she figured she could get away with it, just this once. 

Wrong again, Maggie.

She turned off the gas burner and yelped in pain as water splashed up and scalded her bare arm. 

Damn, that hurt, but it served her right for being so careless and for thinking she could cut corners in the kitchen. Stupid, stupid, stupid.

Suddenly, a man was standing next to her at the stove, sliding a heavy lid over the pot and pushing it onto a back burner. She’d been too distracted to notice his arrival in her kitchen, but now as she looked up into his face, her heart jumped into her throat. Though she hadn’t seen him in ten years, she remembered every angle of his face, every golden speckle in his grey-green eyes, every wave in his dark hair.

“Luke.” 

The old resentment burned in her chest, surprising her with its intensity. She thought she’d put it behind her. Put him behind her.

Without a word, he steered her to the sink, turned on the cold water and pushed her arm beneath the stream. The water immediately soothed her scalded skin. 

“Keep your arm under the cold water till the pain goes away.” 

“What the hell are you doing here?”

The corner of his mouth turned up in the way her teenage self had always found sexy. Now, as a grown woman, it only made her angry. 

“I’m here to apply for the job, but I wanted to talk to you first.”

Maggie's mind went blank. She couldn’t think with him looking at her, touching her. She could barely breathe. She hated that he still had that affect on her. “What job?”

“The job as your hotel and restaurant manager.” 

Her sister Harper and brother-in-law Ethan had been searching for someone experienced in the hotel business to handle the job. With the renovation of the fishing lodge Maggie and her sisters had inherited from their grandfather nearing completion, they needed help running the new and improved Solace Lake Lodge. Years ago, Luke’s mother Abby told her he’d gone out to California to work in a hotel, but Maggie didn’t know the specifics. She had avoided talking to Abby since she moved back to the lodge. 

“I’ve been working at a boutique hotel in the Napa Valley for the last eight years. I manage the hotel and restaurant, and I oversee the wines we serve. I’ve taken special training in pairing California wines with food.”

Maggie turned off the water and dried her arm on her apron. As soon as her skin dried the burn stung again, but she ignored it. “That’s a very nice resume, but what I want to know is why you’re back in Minnesota. Tired of all the sunshine, are you?”

“My mother is sick. Her doctors say she’d dying.”

She stared at him in shock as guilt washed over her like a tsunami. Abby had asked to see her. Her sisters had visited and told her Abby asked for her repeatedly. But she’d been too childishly angry to go. After her grandmother’s death, Abby had been her friend and confidant. She’d helped her through sadness and loneliness, and moments when Harper forgot she was her sister and not her mother. Abby had been her only connection to Luke and even though she resented the way he’d left her, she still craved news of him. 

But then Abby married Reese and moved away. The abandonment had devastated Maggie. Someone was always leaving her. 

And now she was losing Abby again.

“She’s sick? How long...?” She couldn’t finish the question.

“When the doctors discovered breast cancer, she had a double mastectomy, but it had already spread to her lungs. Her doctors say she’s terminal, that she has less than six months, but I don’t accept that diagnosis.”

“What do you mean?”

“I’ve done some research, talked to cancer specialists. I’m trying to get her to continue treatment with a new doctor. I need to be here to help her. That’s why I’m applying for this job on a temporary basis.”

“Temporary?”

“I’ve taken a leave of absence, but I can’t afford not to work. I’ll go back to California when...when Mom has stabilized.”

“But what about Reese? He’s devoted to Abby. Surely, he’s done everything possible for her.”

“Reese is a good man, but he’s accepted what the doctors here have told them about my mother’s health. I think we need another opinion from someone who isn’t going to give up on her.”

Luke turned away on a deep breath. His pain reached out and touched her like a living thing. He’d always been close to his mother. Years ago, Abby had told her how Luke had been conceived during a brief affair she’d had in her twenties. She’d said she couldn’t regret the affair because it had given her Luke, and he was the light of her life. It had been the two of them against the world—three counting her mother. They’d lived with Abby’s widowed mother Phyllis in the small town of Minnewasta all through Luke’s childhood and adolescence.

“Before I have my interview with your sister, I needed to talk to you. We have a history, and the way I left you...wasn’t fair. If my being here is awkward for you, or makes you uncomfortable, I won’t apply for the job.”

She snapped to attention at his words. Abby needed Luke right now, and Luke needed to be with his mother. Her petty concerns meant nothing. “Don’t be ridiculous. That was years ago and we were kids, or at least I was. Whatever happened back then doesn’t matter anymore. Abby’s care is all that matters now.”

He nodded, but a look of anguish marred his handsome features. “Yeah. That’s all that matters.”

***
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AN HOUR LATER, MAGGIE heard voices in the lodge’s main entry as Harper and Ethan walked Luke to the front door. She stood behind the staircase where she could listen unobserved.

“How soon can you start?” Harper asked.

“I can start right away, but I want you to phone my references before you make any decisions,” Luke said. “Don’t give me the job because you feel sorry for me.”

“Luke, please. Let us help.”

“I’m serious, Harper. I want you to know for certain that I can do this job for you. I want to be an asset to the lodge while I’m here.”

That was the Luke she remembered, the boy with so much pride and so determined to go his own way. 

Without her, as it turned out. She closed her eyes, pushing down the anger and pain. She hated that his rejection mattered even now. 

“We’ll phone your employer in California if that’s what you want,” Ethan said. “I’ll call you as soon as we’ve done that.”

“Thank you. I appreciate your kindness.”

They said their goodbyes, and Maggie heard the front door open and close. She ventured out of her hiding spot. “So, you’re going to hire Luke?” she asked.

“Probably.” Ethan put his arm around Harper’s shoulders. Her sister leaned against her husband, looking as if she was about to cry. “I’ll call his employer as a courtesy to him, but if the information on his resume is true, he’s exactly what the lodge needs right now.”

“Why didn’t you tell me Luke was coming for an interview? I didn’t even know he was back in Minnesota.” Seeing him so unexpectedly had been a shock, one she’d wished she could have prepared for.

“We didn’t know. He phoned shortly before showing up here. He said he’d seen our ad on an internet job site.” Harper dabbed at her eyes with a tissue. “I can’t believe Abby’s doctors say she’s terminal. She’s never given any indication how sick she was.”

“Luke said he’s trying to convince her to see a new doctor and try another treatment.” Maggie prayed this doctor could perform a miracle.

“Reese never said a word,” Ethan said. “He must be going out of his mind. I know I would.”

He pulled Harper into his arms and held her close, murmuring something in her ear. Maggie retreated back into the kitchen to give them privacy. Harper and Ethan shared a close, loving bond. Her sister had all but given up on the idea of finding love, but then Ethan swept into her life and changed everything for her. 

No one deserved to be happy more than Harper. But sometimes, especially now that her other sister Scarlet was about to marry, Maggie wondered if that kind of happiness would always elude her. 
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After his interview, Luke headed to his mother’s house in Minnewasta. Despite his protests, Abby insisted on making tea. Her slow movements around her kitchen were painful to watch. He needed all his self-control to keep from jumping out of his chair and filling the kettle himself, but he knew she needed to do these small chores simply to prove to herself she still could. 

Abby pulled two teacups out of the cupboard and set them on the table before she sat down. She looked exhausted, as if making the tea had taken all her reserves of energy. “Luke honey, can you bring the teapot to the table?”

“Sure, Mom.”

He brought the teapot from the counter. “Can I pour you some?”

“Sure. I like it a little on the weaker side.”

He poured tea for her and then for himself, even though he hadn’t drunk tea in years and didn’t much like the stuff. But she didn’t have to know that.

“So, how did the interview go?” she asked.

“Good, I think. They’re going to check my references and get back to me.”

“They wanted to check your references? Why? Harper’s known you all your life.”

“That’s not how I want to get this job. I insisted they check.”

Abby smiled. “You always were too proud for your own good.”

He smiled back. He’d had to be. Minnewasta was just small enough and just conservative enough that some people looked down on an unwed mother and her illegitimate son. Sometimes, stubborn pride was all he had. 

“You shouldn’t be turning your life upside down like this for me.”

Luke reached over and clasped her hand. “I’m not turning my life upside down. I’m doing exactly what I want to do in the place I want to do it.”

He’d been devastated by the news that his mother’s cancer was terminal. Devastated and wracked with guilt. He hadn’t been back to Minnesota to see her in many years. Sure, he talked to her on the phone or on Skype at least once a week, and she and Reese had made many trips out to California. But he’d only made a handful of trips home to Minnesota in the last ten years and none to Minnewasta. He’d been so adamant about putting the past behind him that he’d rarely made the effort to come to see her, or his grandmother. His actions shamed him now.

“Did you see Maggie?”

“Yeah, I saw her.”

Luke had been blown away. The pretty teenager he’d once known was now a beautiful young woman. The waist length hair he’d loved to run his fingers through was gone, replaced by a short, pixie cut. He missed her gorgeous hair, but he had to admit the cut suited her petite frame. With the hair gone, her neck appeared long and slender, and her dark brown eyes were huge in her beautiful oval face. 

“Would you ask her to come and see me? I’ve sent messages through Harper and Scarlet, but she’s been a no-show. I think she’s still angry with me.”

That surprised him. “Why would she be angry with you?” 

“Because I deserted her. We became very close after you left and her grandmother died, but it was better for Reese’s business to be in Minneapolis and, frankly, he didn’t want to live in Minnewasta. Maggie was only sixteen then, and she believed I’d abandoned her.”

The same way I abandoned her. Luke sipped his hot tea, the taste bitter on his tongue. “I’ll ask her, Mom.”

“Thanks, honey.” She paused to drink a bit of tea. “I saw her at Harper’s wedding in June and we said hello, but not much else. She looked so grown up, and so pretty. Don’t you think she looks pretty?”

“Yeah, she’s pretty.”

“So?”

“So what?”

“So, did any sparks fly between you?” Her eyes danced with mischief. 

He laughed, happy to see a glimpse of the mother he’d loved, the one full of fun and good humor. “No, absolutely not. No sparks, flying or otherwise.”

Abby leaned back in her chair and regarded him. “You may laugh, but I can tell you first love is a powerful thing. It stays with you all your life.”

He rolled his eyes, making her laugh. “Are you speaking from personal experience? I hope you’re not carrying a torch for my father, the sperm donor.”

“No, not your father.” 

He waited for her to elaborate, but she kept her thoughts to herself. He was glad she wasn’t secretly pining for Jerry Fields. Though he shared genetic material with the man, Jerry had never been a father to him, and he’d never been any kind of partner to his mom. Luke wanted nothing to do with him.

“Mom, I’ve been doing some research,” he began cautiously. “Ever since you told me about the diagnosis you got from your doctors, I’ve been looking online for new treatments for lung cancer. There’s been interesting developments recently.”

Resignation etched his mother's fine features. “Reese has taken me everywhere, talked to everyone. And they all say there’s nothing to be done.”

“I’ve been talking to an oncologist in California who’s had good results with a new treatment.”

“I really don’t have the energy to go to California, Luke.”

“You don’t have to. He’s agreed to look at your medical files. All you need to do is give a blood sample and your permission for him to look at your records.”

She touched his hand. “Honey, I know you’re doing this out of love, but—”

“You can’t give up, Mom.” Luke gripped her hand, suddenly afraid. “You have to fight this. You can beat it, I know you can.”

For a long moment, she stared unblinking into his eyes. Finally, she sighed. “All right, I’ll let you send my records to this doctor.”

Relief flooded through him. “Good. I’ll arrange for a technician to come to the house to take a blood sample as soon as possible.”

She held up her hand. “I’ll only agree on one condition.”

He should have known it wouldn’t be quite so easy. “What condition?”

“I want you to meet with Jerry. Talk to him.”

“Mom, come on—”

“No, you can’t weasel out of this. If you want me to go through the process of talking to yet another doctor, you have to do something for me. I want you to see him. He’s asked about you.”

“Is that right?” He couldn’t keep the sarcasm out of his voice. Luke leaned back in his chair and folded his arms across his chest. Jerry had no business bothering his mother. He had no business in their lives at all. “It’s a little late to remember he fathered a son, isn’t it?”

“He wants to make amends.”

“I have no intention of paying him a visit.” Over the last five years or so, Jerry had sent letters to him in California, none of which he’d opened. The man had had no time for him while he was growing up, and Luke had no time for him now. 

“Luke, don’t let old resentments fester inside you. Forgiveness would help you far more than it would help Jerry.”

“I don’t want to see him, Mom.” 

“Luke—”

Abby set down her cup with a clatter as a sudden coughing fit seized her. Luke jumped to his feet and brought her a glass of water, not knowing what else to do. The cancer was slowly destroying her lungs.

In a few moments, her coughing stopped. She drank some water and smiled weakly at him. “I think I need to lie down for a while, honey. I’m sorry to cut your visit short.”

Luke kissed her forehead. “Don’t worry about it. I’ll be back tomorrow.”

“That sounds good.”

He helped her to her bed and eased her head onto the pillow, removing her slippers before pulling the blanket over her. “Can I get you anything before I leave?”

Her eyes drifted shut, her face a mask of exhaustion. “No, I’m fine. I’ll sleep for a while before Reese comes home.”

He kissed her forehead once more. “Bye, Mom. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“Will you contact your father?”

He stared at her small, prone figure. Despite her illness, the determined, stubborn streak that had carried her through every adversity in her life shone through. Luke tipped back his head and stared at the ceiling. She was serious. Unless he met with Jerry, she wouldn’t talk to the new doctor. And talking to the new doctor was vital. 

Life or death.

“Okay, fine. I’ll talk to Jerry.”

“When?”

Luke rolled his eyes and resisted the urge to groan. “Soon. This week.”

“Promise?”

“I promise. Geez, Mom.”

The corners of her mouth turned up, though she didn’t open her eyes. “Okay. Bye, honey.”

“Bye.”

Luke softly closed the door of her room, struggling to hold back tears. Why did this have to happen to her? She was the sweetest, most positive person he knew. She’d never hurt anyone or anything.

He couldn’t come up with an answer. There were no answers to be found.

***
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LUKE DROVE HIS RENTAL car the short distance to his grandmother’s house, the house he’d grown up in. Nothing much had changed. Phyllis Carlsson’s house was robin’s egg blue with white trim and a red door, the way it had always been. A white picket fence still circled the front yard, although this was a newer version rather than the ancient one he’d had to paint every other summer. He’d been expected to do a lot of chores growing up, and they’d helped him become self-reliant. His Grandma’s house represented happiness for him. And love.

He pulled his suitcase from the trunk of the car and headed to the front door. As usual, the door was unlocked and he stepped inside. “Hello? Are you home, Grandma?”

She emerged from the kitchen wearing a flowered apron and a big smile. “Luke! I’m so happy to see you.”

She clasped his face between her hands and kissed him. Luke wrapped his arms around her and held on tight. He’d forgotten how tiny she was, how fragile. He buried his face in her soft white hair and inhaled a combination of vanilla and ginger. It had been a long time since he’d seen her. Too long. 

“I missed you, Grandma.”

“I missed you, too. But you’re here now. That’s all that matters.”

A wave of guilt rushed over him. She’d only been able to make the trip out to California twice in the last ten years. He should have come home to see her instead of letting old hurts and fears stop him. She was getting up in age. There was no telling how long she’d be around.

He thought his mother would be around forever, but he’d been wrong.

Luke pushed the thought away. She was going to get better. He’d make sure she got treatment and everything would be fine.

He released her, and Phyllis gave him a grin. “I’ve been cooking since you called me. All your favorite dishes.”

“You shouldn’t have gone to so much trouble.” He hoped his stay wouldn’t be too much for her. 

She waved away his remark. “Are you kidding? It’s been fun to cook for someone else again. Cooking for one is boring.”

His grandmother had been the best cook in the neighborhood when he was a kid. Her pies were legendary at community suppers and her cookies had been popular with all the kids on the block. Luke’s personal favorite had always been her gingerbread cookies. They were sweet and spicy, and their moist chewiness melted in his mouth. He salivated thinking about them. “Well, in that case, I’m looking forward to all the goodies.”  

Phyllis beamed at him. “Supper’s almost ready. Why don’t you take your suitcase to your old room and get settled in? Supper will be on the table after you’ve had a chance to freshen up.”

“Can I help with anything? I don’t want you to wait on me.”

She waved away his concern once more. “No, absolutely not. Go on and let me have my fun. It’s not every day my grandson comes home.”

He chuckled, his heart overflowing with love for her. God, how he’d missed his grandmother. “Okay, I’ll let you have your way tonight, but that’s it. I won’t let you run yourself ragged.”

She made a sound of disgust but softened it with a laugh. “Spoil sport.”

Luke laughed and carried his suitcase to his room. Not much had changed here either. Grandma had painted the room a soft blue and his old twin-sized bed had been swapped out for a new queen-sized with a new comforter, but all his old track and field trophies were still displayed on a shelf. Those days seemed like a different life now. 

He hung his shirts in the small closet and folded underwear and jeans into the ancient dresser he’d used as a kid. Most of his clothes were of the warm weather variety. Right now, the weather was unseasonably warm for November in Minnesota, but it could turn bitterly cold in a heartbeat. If he was going to make it through the winter, he’d have to buy some appropriate clothing. Like a parka. The thought of winter in Minnesota caused an involuntary shiver to race up his spine. 

After washing his hands and face, he made his way back to the kitchen. Phyllis was setting a big pot on the table between two place settings of her best dishes. The pang of guilt jolted him once again. He didn’t want to be treated like company. All he wanted to be was family.

He made himself smile. “That smells really good, Grandma. Is it your famous chili?”

She lifted the lid with a flourish. “It is. I hope this version is as good as you remember. It’s been a while since I’ve made it. Well, come on. Let’s dig in.”

“Great, I’m starved. I missed lunch.” 

His plane landed in Minneapolis around noon, and he hadn’t wanted to waste time finding something to eat. He called Harper Lindquist, then picked up his rental car and headed straight to Solace Lake for his interview. When he’d seen their ad online for a hotel and restaurant manager, he knew the universe was telling him to come home.

Grandma’s chili was as delicious as he remembered. Combined with her homemade bread, it was a taste of his childhood. 

Phyllis kept up a steady banter about the goings on in the community. After ten years, he barely remembered the people she talked about, but he enjoyed hearing about his grandmother’s life and her friends. In return, he told her about his life and his friends in the Napa Valley. 

They talked about everything except the reason he’d come home. 

Luke helped clear the table and load the dishwasher, one of the few new additions to the kitchen. They washed a couple of pots and pans, and Phyllis untied her apron. 

“Are you still a coffee drinker?” she asked.

“Yes, I am. I’d love some.” 

While the coffee brewed, she reached into the jar on the counter and arranged some cookies on a plate. She set the plate on the table and they both resumed their seats. “Your favorite, the gingerbread.”

Even though he was stuffed from dinner, he couldn’t pass up his favorite cookie. The remembered flavor sent his taste buds into ecstasy. “Mmm, delicious, Grandma.”

“I tried tempting Abby with some of my cookies, but she has no appetite.” Tears shone in her eyes. “It’s not right she should die before me.” 

She suddenly looked very old and very sad. Luke reached for her hand and laced his fingers with hers. 

“She’s not going to die, Grandma. I’ve been talking to a world-renowned cancer specialist in California, and he’s agreed to look at her medical records and determine whether she’s a good candidate for a new therapy he’s testing.”

“Does your mother know this?”

“Yes, of course. I had to have her consent. She agreed to release her records to him and submit a blood sample.” 

Phyllis wiped at a stray tear. “I’m surprised. When the last round of chemo didn’t have any affect on her cancer, the doctors said there wasn’t anything further they could do. Abby made her peace with the news. She’s tired. She’s been fighting for a long while now.”

“I know, but this is something different, a new doctor and a new treatment. There’s hope.”

She squeezed his hand. “Your mother is very sick, Luke. I don’t want you to get your hopes up too high.”

“I won’t.” 

He was lying. He was counting on this new doctor to perform a miracle. In the two years since she’d been diagnosed, Reese had taken his mother to some of the best hospitals and doctors in the state. Reese had done everything he could, but Luke wasn’t ready to give up. He couldn’t.

“I’m shocked Abby consented. What did you say to convince her?”

He shifted in his chair. “I may have promised to talk to Jerry Fields.”

Phyllis threw her head back and laughed. “That’s my girl. She drives a hard bargain.”

“You’re not kidding.”

“It’ll do you good to come to terms with Jerry. He wasn’t much of a father to you growing up, but I believe he’s changed and wants to make amends. You might be astounded by what you learn if you get to know him.”

Luke didn’t believe it for a minute. “I’m not interested in getting to know him.”

“Look, you don’t have to fall in love with the man. You don’t even have to send him a card at Christmas. You only need to acknowledge he’s your father. It’s a fact of life and you can’t deny it anymore.”

Acknowledging Jerry Fields as his father was the last thing he wanted to do. But a promise was a promise.
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Chapter Three
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Maggie looked up from her grater when Harper entered the kitchen.

“What are you making?” her sister asked.

“Fennel cakes. I mix up the grated fennel with some bread crumbs and cheese, fry them in oil and then top with a bit of sour cream and smoked salmon. I’m trying to put together a repertoire of appetizers for some of the events we’ve got coming up. I thought I’d try them out on the family at dinner tonight.”

Harper made a face. “Isn’t fennel the stuff that tastes like licorice? I hate licorice.”

“Give it a chance, will you? The bulb doesn’t taste like licorice at all once it’s cooked. It’s light and bright, like a little bit of spring. Exactly what we need on a November day.”

“Okay, I’ll try it, but I won’t promise I’ll like it.” Harper leaned her hip against the stainless-steel counter. “You know we’ve been trying to recruit a full-time hotel and restaurant manager, but nobody is willing to move to the wilds of Minnesota to take a chance on us.”

“Yes, I know.” They hadn’t been able to find a head chef either. 

“We talked to the owner of the hotel where Luke works. He’s not happy about losing him, even temporarily, but he understands his reasons for coming home. He’s says he’s a hard worker, manages staff well and really understands the industry. He wants him to come back to California as soon as he can.”

Maggie stirred Parmesan cheese and panko bread crumbs into the grated fennel. She couldn’t look at her sister. “You mean as soon as Abby dies.”

Harper sighed. “Yeah. I’m sorry, Maggie. I know how close you were to her as a kid. I really wish you’d visit her. She’s been asking for you, and I know you’ll be sorry if you don’t go. I’ll come with you if you want me to.”

Her reasons for avoiding Abby now seemed childish and petty. “I want to see her, too. I might take you up on your offer, but I’m not sure what to say to her.”

“All we can say is that we love her.”

Tears welled up in Maggie’s eyes, obscuring her vision. She blindly stirred the fennel mixture and blinked them back. She did love Abby. Like a mother.

“So, are you okay with us hiring Luke? Grampa Bill wouldn’t tell me the whole story, but he hinted the two of you had gotten pretty close the summer I was away working in the city. He made it sound like he didn’t approve.”

“He didn’t. Neither did Grandma.” Maggie pushed back the tears and turned to face her sister. “Luke worked at the lodge that summer, mowing grass and tending the flower beds. I had a serious crush on him, my first ever. He was good-looking and nice and funny, and I fell head over heels. But he was eighteen and on the verge of leaving home, and I was fourteen. Grandma and Grampa didn’t have to worry, though, because Luke didn’t think of me as girlfriend material. More like little sister material.”

Not the whole truth, but all she was willing to share. She really believed, even now, that she and Luke had had something special. But he used her, just as her grandparents had said.

Harper smoothed Maggie’s hair. “I’m sorry you got your heart broken.”

“I survived. And I grew up. Luke is an old friend, that’s all. I’ll have no problem working with him. In fact, I’m looking forward to it.” 

She hoped she was telling the truth. Even as she said the words, the anger that had been simmering in her chest since Luke’s arrival made her clench her fists. 

“I’m glad to hear it.” Harper sounded relieved. “At least we’re able to help Luke. I wish we could have him here indefinitely, but since that isn’t in the cards, you and I and Ethan will need to absorb as much knowledge as we can from him while he’s here. I’m hoping the restaurant and hotel will be running like a well-oiled machine by the time he leaves, and we’ll be able to manage everything ourselves.”

“We can do it.”

“I think so, too. Ethan is smart and hard working, and he’s got so many great ideas for the lodge. And I love the recipes you’ve developed for the restaurant so far, though I’m reserving judgement on the licorice-flavored appetizers.”

Maggie laughed. “Have a little faith, will you?”

“I have all kinds of faith in you. That’s why Ethan and I want you to be our executive chef. We want you to permanently head up the lodge’s kitchen.”

The laughter died in Maggie’s throat. “I don’t have enough experience to be executive chef.”

“Perhaps you lack experience, but you certainly don’t lack talent. I’m confident you’ve got what it takes to make our restaurant a success.”

Panic swirled in her gut. “Harper, the restaurant is too important to leave in the hands of an inexperienced chef.”

“You set up our kitchen, didn’t you? Ordered the equipment and everything the restaurant needs, right?”

“Yeah, but—”

“How many new recipes have you developed for the restaurant?”

“About thirty,” Maggie said reluctantly. “I was trying to get things ready for the head chef. They’ll probably want to put together their own menus, though.”

Harper ignored her. “And you’ve spoken to suppliers to ensure we can get a lot of fresh local ingredients.”

“Well yeah, but—”

“But nothing. You’ve done everything an executive chef needs to do except to actually accept the position.” Harper looked directly into her eyes. “I’m not gonna lie, Maggie. Ethan was very reluctant at first to make you head chef. But over the past few months, he’s seen how hard you’ve worked, and he loves your food. He agrees with me that you’re the best person for the job. Even if we could find someone with more experience who was willing to take a chance on us, no one else will have the same connection to the lodge as you. No other chef will want it to succeed as much as you.”

Maggie massaged the spot between her brows where a headache was beginning to form. Harper was right. No other chef wanted the lodge to succeed more than she did. But almost every other chef in the world had more self confidence.

Harper laid her hand on Maggie’s shoulder. “I don’t mean to put pressure on you, but Ethan’s been advertising for an executive chef since June without any success. We’ve interviewed a couple of people, but the only training one candidate had was working in a fast-food restaurant. And when we googled the other candidate, we found out he’d been in jail for fraud.”

She hadn’t thought it would be so difficult to find a chef willing to take over the kitchen. But the lodge was some distance from Minneapolis and totally unproven. No chefs were willing to put their reputations on the line.

“With Luke joining the team, Ethan and I think we need to make firm decisions about our staff. You’ve come through for us every step of the way, Maggie. For my wedding, for the wedding we hosted here last month on short notice, and with everything you’ve done to prepare the kitchen. We wouldn’t ask you to head up the kitchen if we didn’t think you could handle it. We know you can do this, and we’ll support you all the way.”

Maggie stared into her sister’s eyes. She was truly grateful for the confidence she had in her. She owed everything to Harper, and to Ethan. Before they’d called her home, she’d been on the brink of financial disaster. 

She squared her shoulders. Step up, Maggie. “If you need me to be executive chef, then that’s what I’ll be.” She ignored the little voice in her head that screamed in terror at her words.

Harper beamed at her and squeezed her shoulder. “That’s such good news, Maggie. I promise you, you won’t regret it. You’re going to be brilliant.”

Brilliant? She’d settle for “didn’t screw up too badly.” 

“I hope you don’t regret it.”

“Never. I want to tell Ethan the good news. I’ll let you get back at it.”

“See you at dinner, Harper. About an hour.”

Maggie turned her attention back to her fennel cakes as she dropped spoonfuls of the mixture into the heated frying pan and flattened them with the back of her spatula. Since fennel blubs weren’t readily available in Minnesota year-round, her plan was to develop a similar recipe using grated potato or zucchini for the pancake and smoked walleye for the topping. 

Her stomach did an anxious somersault. Would Luke have faith in her cooking? 

He’d probably worked with chefs far more experienced, and likely more talented. She’d wanted to be a chef since she was that fourteen-year-old girl who fell in love with an eighteen-year-old boy one summer. Luke had encouraged her dreams, had told her she could do whatever she set her mind to do.

Would he still feel that way? 

Dread settled in her gut. She was no longer the girl who thought she could do anything. Life had disabused her of that notion. If she blew her chance as head chef at the lodge, she had no place else to go. 

***
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THE NEXT MORNING, LUKE parked his rental car in front of the lodge and let it idle a few minutes before getting out. Much about the old lodge looked the same, but so much was different, including a whole new wing of rooms stretching out on the right-hand side of the building. To the left of lodge, the conference and event center was being built. The two-story structure was hip-roofed and clad in a barn-board siding that made it look as if it had been there for a hundred years. The guest wing addition was built of logs and made to look and feel as
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