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			For Barb and for Ike.
The world isn’t as bright without you.
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			To see a larger version of this family tree, click here. 

		

	
		
			Prologue

			Whisper, Utah
June, Five Years Earlier…

			The late-morning sun seared everything it touched, inside and out. Blistering heat was doing its best to penetrate the walls of the house, reaching through the thick stone-and-stucco construction to fight with the air-conditioning. 

			“One last look, just to make sure.”

			Eighteen-year-old Ezrielle Paige-Rose spoke the words in a hushed tone even though she was the only person in the house. Despite it being broad daylight outside, she felt as if she were sneaking away in the dead of night, committing some sin or crime that was punishable by death. In a way, she supposed she was.

			She was getting ready to run away from home.

			Four days ago, she’d turned eighteen. Three days ago, she’d graduated high school with honors. And the day before yesterday, she’d been summoned to her maternal grandfather’s house for a meeting with the family patriarch, Ezra Paige.

			A staunchly upright and moral fellow, her grandfather saw things such as imagination and individuality as tools of Satan himself, crimes against God and nature. And since Ezri exhibited symptoms of both heinous personality traits, she and Ezra were commonly at odds with each other.

			Upon her arrival, she’d gone to his study only to find him meeting with someone. “I’m sorry,” she said. “Your message said to come directly in.”

			Ezra waved her into the room, toward one of the stiff-backed chairs in front of his desk. “Sit down here, girl.”

			Swallowing her unease, Ezri did as she was bade. She nodded at the round-faced blond man who had stood upon her arrival, then focused on her grandfather.

			With no little pomp and circumstance, Ezra introduced them. “Hansen Imes, this is Ezrielle. Hansen’s a good provider, young lady. He owns nearly fifty acres of land half an hour from here, land with rich pastures and iron-clad water rights.” Ezra waited, expectant.

			Perplexed, Ezri gently cleared her throat. “Pleased to meet you, sir,” she told the man, who appeared to be at least ten years older than her, maybe fifteen.

			Ezri huffed impatiently. “Ezrielle. Hansen has consented to join the church, and in exchange, we’ve offered him your hand in marriage.”

			Horrified, all Ezri could do was turn to stare at the stern-looking man seated beside her and shake her head in denial, then back to Ezra. “Grandfather, no. I won’t—”

			“You will!” he thundered, slapping his hands on his desk before standing. He straightened his waistcoat. “Don’t make things difficult, girl. The deal has already been brokered. I’ll announce your betrothal during Sunday morning services. Two weeks from today, you’ll exchange your vows.” He dusted his hands together, coming around the desk, the subject closed in his mind.

			“Now, I’ll allow the two of you a few minutes to become acquainted, but the door will remain open. Hansen’s a busy man with a large operation to oversee. And I believe you have an appointment in town with your mother shortly, young lady. Good day.”

			Ezri couldn’t breathe. She’d known pressure would be upon her to marry now that she’d graduated from high school, but never in her wildest imaginings had she expected this.

			As Hansen opened his mouth, she jumped to her feet and cut him off. “This won’t do. I have to go.”

			She left the large house at a near run. By the time she’d reached home, half a block away, she was shaking from both panic and fury.

			“He can’t do this to me. He won’t do this to me,” she swore as she crossed the rear driveway and opened the kitchen door. “I won’t let him.”

			Eugenia Paige-Rose turned as Ezri entered the kitchen. “How did it go? I’m so excited for you, sweetheart. Isn’t he handsome? I helped pick him, you know.”

			The wall behind her was the only reason Ezri was still on her feet. Hands flattened against its hard surface, she sank into its solid support. “Of course you knew.”

			Her mother giggled. “Yes, I did. Silly girl. We should head to town now. I don’t want to be late for my doctor’s appointment.” Eugenia laid her hands on her baby bump. “I’m so happy for you. Someday soon, you’ll be the one getting the ultrasounds.”

			Her mother left the kitchen, oblivious to—or perhaps uncaring of—Ezri’s distress. Even now, Ezri was never entirely sure whether her mother acted with willful ignorance or cheerful calculation when she wanted something.

			It hardly mattered now, though. The trip to town had become more vital than ever before. Desperate and feeling hunted, Ezri went to retrieve her purse.

			With any luck, she’d have at least an hour while her mother was in the doctor’s office. She’d use that time to get in touch with her high-school science teacher, Felicity Fannin, and plan an escape.

			Over the past two years, she and Ezri had become good friends, with Ezri looking up to Felicity as a mentor and guide. When it had become apparent late in Ezri’s sophomore year in high school that her family found her ideas of going to college to be absurd, she’d gone to Felicity for help.

			Having escaped a similar situation herself as a teenager, Felicity understood the stakes. She’d been helping Ezri secretly apply for college and prepare for that journey throughout her entire senior year. Both of them were hoping against hope that Ezri’s parents would acknowledge and respect her choice to leave the life path they’d set for her, and allow her to find her own way in the world.

			That had not happened. Quite the opposite, as Hansen’s presence signified.

			“And if you can’t get up with her? What then, Ezri?” she whispered as she followed her mother to the car so she could drive Eugenia to town. She didn’t have a car of her own and barely had over five hundred hard-earned dollars to her name. If she didn’t reach Felicity today, she didn’t know what she’d do.

			If her grandfather announced her “engagement” to the congregation and Ezri was present, she feared she’d end up going through with the marriage simply to keep from further disappointing her family, even though it was the last thing she wanted.

			But luck was with her, and once she’d relayed the update to Felicity, they’d put their oft-discussed contingency plan in place.

			Now, two days after her disastrous meeting with her grandfather, Ezri looked around her parents’ house one last time. She was nearly paralyzed with fear. She’d lied to her parents the previous evening and convinced them she was having a horrible time with her period, with violent cramps and even some vomiting. After all, it was often the truth, a well-documented misery.

			Her father had been so horrified by the details, he’d readily agreed to allow her to stay home from morning services in order to get her to shut up.

			“But you’ll attend this evening,” Dawson Paige-Rose had said as the family, including Ezri’s seven younger siblings, left the house an hour earlier. “Otherwise, your grandfather won’t be pleased, and I won’t have that. Understood?”

			“Yes, sir.”

			She surreptitiously watched the family leave, well aware that this was probably the last chance she’d have to see them for some time. She anticipated things would be strained between them, especially at first. But once her parents accepted her decision, once they learned her individuality and desire for independence wasn’t a lark or a slight against them, she hoped they would forgive her for her duplicity.

			After all, since she was a few years older than her next-youngest sibling, she was as much a substitute mother as she was their sister, and she would miss them terribly. She was giving up a lot in this quest for her own life, but she had to pursue her dreams. She couldn’t be happy unless she tried.

			Utterly terrified that something would go wrong—that Felicity wouldn’t arrive before her parents returned from church, that her friend’s car would break down, that Ezra would get wind of Ezri’s plan to escape and try to stop her—it was all she could do not to bite her fingernails bloody while she waited.

			But Felicity’s shiny blue convertible pulled up on the street in front of the house just then, five minutes earlier than they’d agreed. The sight of the car brought Ezri to tears. She grabbed her two bags and purse, hesitating long enough to glance around one more time, then hit the door running.

			“Toss those in the back. Is that all you’re taking?” Felicity asked as Ezri dashed to the car.

			“Yes. We need to go. Someone might see us.” Her gaze flickered nervously around the neighborhood, feeling fifty pairs of eyes boring into her. Most everyone living in this section of Whisper was family or church members or both.

			She tried to shake off the feeling of being watched as she buckled her seatbelt, knowing full well that everyone who would care that she was leaving was mostly likely at the church ten miles away. “Did you get the ticket?”

			Felicity handed her a thick envelope as she pulled away from the curb and sped off, kicking up a dust cloud behind them. “It’s a long bus ride, nearly forty-eight hours. You’ll board in Parowan, and you’ll have to make two transfers. But you’ll be safely ensconced with my aunt Cecelia in Knoxville by Tuesday evening. Cece is overjoyed that you’ll be joining her.”

			Ezri stared down at the envelope’s contents, stunned. There was a thousand dollars in large and small bills inside, along with the bus ticket.

			 “Felicity…”

			Her former teacher waved a hand. “Don’t you dare try to do something foolish like refuse the money. You need it, Ezri. It’s your insurance policy. Cece is more than happy to have you as a boarder, but in case that doesn’t work out, if the two of you don’t get along, you need something to fall back on. Are you wearing your money belt?”

			Unable to speak around the lump in her throat, Ezri nodded.

			“Good girl. Put that in there, then. Remember, do it like I told you—spread the bills out so they don’t make a big lump. Thieves will look out for that.”

			“And put some in my socks, as well. I remember. The money for the ticket…”

			“Isn’t anything you need to worry about right now. If it makes you feel better, consider this a loan to be paid back when you’re truly able. Or pay it forward someday, help someone out who’s in a similar situation. That would mean more to me than cold, hard cash.” Felicity’s mouth tightened. “Being able to help you means everything to me, knowing you have a decent start at a future. So many girls don’t, even in this day and age. Did you leave letters so they know you’re going of your own free will?”

			“Yes, ma’am, for all the good that will do me.” She was terrified her family would come after her, to sabotage her scholarship and college plans. Not that they would force her into doing something like marrying Hansen. Instead, she feared she wouldn’t be able to stand up against their combined wills if push came to shove.

			The drive from tiny Whisper, just outside of Leeds, Utah, up the interstate to Parowan, took close to an hour. Even though her head was spinning, Ezri didn’t have a minute to think about what she was doing. There were too many things to go over with Felicity, too many mental boxes that needed checking.

			“Starting tomorrow, I’ll forward your mail to Cece’s,” Felicity said. They’d been using Felicity’s address for all the paperwork related to Ezri’s college application process. “You have all your papers, right? I know I asked you that Friday when you called, but I want to double-check. I probably should have asked that before we left.” She grimaced.

			Ezri patted the money belt around her waist, disguised beneath her oversized shirt, with hands that shook. “Everything is here—birth certificate, social security card, a copy of my driver’s license.”

			There was also the money she’d scraped together over the last couple of years, once it became clear she was going to have to make her own way. It was a pitiful amount, comparatively speaking, but combined with the money Felicity had given her, it should be more than enough to get Ezri started.

			“And your acceptance letters, all your financial aid forms?” Felicity glanced at her. “Cece’s friend works in the admissions office there at Pellissippi State, and she’s aware of the broader picture of your situation, that you’re an independent student. Her name is Gloria, and if you need anything, you can go to her. She knows the system inside, out, and sideways, and she can work it to your advantage.”

			By the time they reached the bus stop in Parowan, the adrenaline rush that had powered Ezri for most of the morning was wearing off. She wouldn’t feel completely safe until she reached Knoxville, and possibly not even then, but the tightness in her chest was easing a bit, too.

			“Do you have any food?” Felicity asked.

			“Yes. I have some energy bars in my purse, and I stashed a few things in my carry-on bag. Water, too, a couple of large bottles.”

			“Good. Be careful about leaving your carry-on alone and don’t take food or drinks from strangers. Is your phone charged?”

			Ezri nodded. “And I have one of those external batteries that I can use, too.” They’d added a line on Felicity’s plan for her until she could get on her feet. She looked across the parking lot and swallowed hard. “I didn’t expect to feel this sad.”

			Felicity’s smile reflected her own remembered heartache. “I didn’t either, when I left. But there it was, sadness and regret. I’m sorry things have to be like this for you. I wish your family could see your potential and your worth outside your childbearing and wifely abilities. Maybe someday they’ll come around.”

			“I hope so.” But Ezri was secretly afraid they wouldn’t. “It might take a while, though. I want to be a wife and mother someday, but I want it to be my choice who and when, not theirs.”

			Once she had checked in and handed over her large bag to the baggage porter, she turned to Felicity. “I don’t have words to describe how much this means to me.”

			The older woman pulled her in for a tight hug. “Sweetie, I know well how it feels to be in your shoes. You don’t have to tell me. We’ll keep in touch. You have e-mail, and we can write letters. There’s the phone, at least twenty apps we can use to communicate, and I make it back to Knoxville occasionally. This isn’t goodbye.”

			Ezri clung to her for a moment longer, needing the connection. “Are you sure you’ll be all right when they come asking you about me?”

			Felicity’s eyes reflected a steel-willed determination. “I’m more than prepared to handle anything Ezra Paige can throw at me. Let them try their worst. There’s no history of violence in the family, and I have some friends in high-up places who have no patience for your grandfather’s brand of shenanigans, if it comes to that. I’m looking forward to that battle. Never doubt it.”

			“I should be the one fighting it,” Ezri told her quietly. “I’m sorry to dump it on you.”

			“Hush. You have enough on your plate, young lady. I’m an old tiger who’s used to coming up against men like your grandfather.”

			Ezri laughed—Felicity was only fifteen years older than her. “Old tiger, my foot.”

			Felicity squeezed her shoulders. “Sweet girl. All you need to worry about is being happy and safe. Go make me proud, Ezri. Go find your life. I’ll see you before too long, maybe at Thanksgiving.”

			There was nothing much left to say or do other than board the bus that would take her clear across the country. Resisting the urge to run home with her tail between her legs, she turned and boarded the bus. Twenty minutes later, they were on the road.

			With every passing mile, she was closer to the future she’d chosen for herself and farther away from that which had been decided for her. She clung to that knowledge, trying to ignore the heartache that threatened to overwhelm her, the uncertainty about being truly alone for the first time in her life.

			It would be worth it. She knew it would be. She just wished it had been simple, that she’d had her parents’ support. “Maybe someday,” she whispered, touching the window beside her.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Early May, Present Day…

			The cool evening air rushing in the car windows was fragrant with the scents of cut grass and springtime flowers, entirely too fresh to be believed. Ezri inhaled deeply, enjoying the evening as she drove along the winding rural road in Laurel County, Kentucky. Even after five years, she still wasn’t used to the green, the lushness that was found on this side of the country, the life that practically oozed from the land itself.

			She’d grown somewhat accustomed to Knoxville’s mountains and valleys, the hazy, “smoky” ridges and peaks that surrounded the city. But this rolling, pastoral country she was driving through now was something else entirely.

			Under a broad expanse of sky, the wide valleys and soft hills in this part of the Bluegrass State were peppered liberally with thick stands of deciduous and evergreen trees alike that kept the landscape feeling cozy and welcoming, and the energy of the land itself was like an old friend.

			“You’re being ridiculously romantic, Ezri.” She laughed, amused at her whimsy, but the feeling remained.

			When she came to the sign for Willow Creek Road, she slowed and turned right, pulling over at the wide spot where the smaller side road met the main highway. The road ran alongside a stream—presumably Willow Creek. A quick glance at her dashboard clock told her the drive to the road from her hotel had taken eleven minutes, and she’d covered a distance of fifteen miles.

			“That was easy enough to find.” She bit her lip, considering whether or not she wanted to take a chance of being spotted if she drove down what she knew to be a dead-end street. “Nope, not tonight. No use in rushing my fences.”

			Satisfied that she could return without directional difficulty in the morning for her nine o’clock appointment, she pointed the car back toward the small town of London. Her roommate in Knoxville, Luke Gibson, had given her a list of several restaurants whose fare he thought she’d enjoy trying. Since she didn’t have any evening commitments, she figured she’d simply drive around town, check out the place, and see what struck her fancy.

			London was Luke’s hometown, the place his parents and siblings called home. Ever since she and Luke had become friends a year ago, she’d heard him talk with pride and affection about the small town set in the foothills of the Appalachian Mountains. He’d made it sound almost too good to be true, like the kind of small town she’d often dreamt about settling down in through the years.

			Now, being here and seeing the places he’d mentioned felt somewhat surreal. From what she was seeing, he’d not exaggerated the area’s charms.

			With any luck, if her interview went as she hoped tomorrow with Luke’s father, Logan, then Ezri would soon call London home, as well.
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			At 8:55 the next morning, Ezri pulled her old-but-trusty Subaru hatchback up to an immaculate, informally landscaped two-story farmhouse set back a couple of hundred yards from Willow Creek Road. Her nerves were dancing a jig in the pit of her stomach as she parked near the three-car attached garage. She exhaled shakily as she turned the car off and gathered the satchel containing her portfolio.

			“You can do this, Ezrielle. You’ll pull it off if it’s meant.” She tucked her water bottle inside and opened the door. Given what she’d seen of London, she was starting to hope it was meant.

			Squaring her shoulders, she headed for the wide, wraparound front porch.

			When Luke had first mentioned the potential job with his father, Ezri had hesitated—not because she didn’t want the job, but because it sounded so ideal for her needs and wants. Over the years, Ezri had learned that life rarely handed ideal situations out on a platter. So she’d been excited and enthused, yes, but she’d also been wary. She didn’t enjoy putting her eggs in one basket or counting her chickens before they hatched.

			“Why are so many metaphors chicken-based, I wonder?” she mused under her breath as she headed up the steps at the front of the house. Before she reached the top step, the front door was opening, and a tall, striking, dark-haired man with glasses and Luke’s smile was stepping out to meet her.

			“Ezri? I’m Logan Gibson. It’s so good to finally meet you,” he said, extending his hand.

			She shook it firmly, offering her own smile. “I can say the same. I’ve heard so much about you and your family from Luke, I feel like I already know most of you.”

			He laughed and held the storm door open for her. “I don’t doubt it. Luke’s a chatterbox. Come on in—we’ll take a shortcut through the house to the office. How was your trip up?”

			“Very pleasant. Once I got out of Knoxville, there wasn’t much traffic to speak of, and I had enough time last night before dark that I saw quite a bit of London. It seems like a lovely little town.”

			“It’s growing by leaps and bounds these days, but it’s a great place to call home.” Logan directed her into a large kitchen, where a pretty blonde with her hair pulled back into a ponytail was wiping her hands on a dish towel. “This is my wife, Amelia. She wanted a chance to say hi before we start the interview.”

			If Logan’s smile was welcoming, Luke’s mother’s smile was infectious. She tossed the towel on the counter and reached both hands out to Ezri. “Oh, you’re exactly as Luke described you! Welcome to our home. I’m absolutely thrilled to get the chance to meet you.” She squeezed Ezri’s hands to punctuate her words. “Would you care for anything to drink before you and Logan get started?”

			“No, thank you. I’m fine.” Ezri tilted her head, looking between Amelia and Logan. “I can’t decide which of you Luke more strongly resembles.”

			The Gibsons grinned at each other with affectionate pride. “He has a bit of both of us, but mostly, he’s a throwback—he’s the spitting image of my maternal grandfather, Ira Browning,” Amelia said. “I know the two of you have business to discuss, so I won’t keep you. But I hope we can sit down later and get to know each other.”

			“I’d like that,” Ezri told her.

			Logan led her to a French door on the other side of the room. “The office is out here, catty corner from the house,” he explained as went around the pool. “If you end up signing on, there’s a spot where you can park at the end of the garage when you come in to work. It’s a short walk from there.”

			The back of the house formed a wide, lopsided U, with the left leg being longer than the right. Inside the U was a patio with an in-ground pool and several gathering areas with seating, both shaded and not. Behind the leg on the right, diagonally across the pool, a pea gravel path cut through a large cottage garden enclosed by a low stone wall. The building Ezri presumed to be the office sat in the far corner of that enclosure.

			“This is lovely,” she said as she and Logan walked toward the building.

			“Thanks. We moved down here in ’94, the same year Colin, our oldest, was born, and built the big house about ten years after that. The brick two-story garage with an apartment at the foot of the driveway? That was attached by a breezeway to the old house. We tore the house down, but the garage was in great shape, so we left it.”

			She nodded, having passed the structure on the way in. “I believe Luke said your daughter has her cosplay costuming business there now.”

			“Sadie, yes. Sean, our youngest son, moved his grass-cutting business out a few months ago, and she took it over. The kids running businesses there is a kind of family tradition at this point. Well, she has the first floor—she says she isn’t quite ready to move to the upstairs apartment just yet. She graduates high school here in a couple of weeks.” He opened the door and stood back. “Here it is. Come on in.”

			The office wasn’t huge, maybe thirty-by-forty feet, at a guess from what she could see. There was a small covered porch that led inside to a big, open room with a vaulted wood ceiling. A small kitchenette was tucked into to the corner along the outside wall in the back on the right. A large, L-shaped desk sat about fifteen feet straight back from the French style doors they’d just walked through.

			The back wall behind what was presumably Logan’s desk was lined with deep, lateral filing cabinets, with a door on either side near the exterior walls. And in the middle of the room sat a large round table with four chairs, presumably for going over plans and projects with clients.

			Tucked into the corner on the left, in front of one of the side windows, sat another desk. Though there was a computer monitor on its surface, it didn’t appear to be occupied.

			“Restroom is back here,” he told her, pointing to the door on the right, then the left. “Storage room over there. As you can see, printers and plotters are up front here. I recently added a 3D printing service, and we’re still working the kinks out of that. It comes in handy if clients need prototypes, or it will once I have it lined out.”

			“I can imagine,” she said, following him over to look at the setup. “We had one of these at Pellissippi State, and I got to play with it a bit.”

			“That was going to be one of my questions, whether you’d done anything with them, so I’m glad to hear that,” he said with a grin. He indicated the chairs in front of his desk. “Have a seat. I believe Luke mentioned that you’d initially thought to study architecture.”

			“That was the plan, yes. My parents had a house built when I was a young teenager, and I found the process absolutely fascinating.” A pang of grief hit her at the thought of her family, but she pushed it back to the back of her mind, where it typically lived these days, and continued. “Not the building process itself so much as the design work. The idea of being able to draw something up and show someone what it would look like, to plan out a space and design it with both aesthetic form and practical function, customized to a client’s particular needs, was fascinating.

			“Once I started school at UT Knoxville, after I finished the double Associates at Pellissippi State in Architectural and Mechanical Engineering Design, I saw that the aspects of the work I enjoyed—the drawing, the layouts, et cetera—were something I could do without having to spend four to six more years in school. It made little sense to buy an education I didn’t want and didn’t need. Too, I was working full time the whole time I was in school, and the thought of having to keep up that pace for that many more years was more than I could handle.”

			He cocked an eyebrow. “I can’t imagine your advisor was thrilled by that assessment.”

			Ezri shrugged, feeling her cheeks heat. “She doesn’t agree with it, no. She kept putting the concept of student loans in front of me. But she’s not the one footing the bill or putting in the time.” She cringed, cursing internally. “I shouldn’t have said that. I tend to be too blunt sometimes.”

			To her relief, Logan chuckled. “Don’t worry about offending me—I agree with your logic. I’ve found that ‘blunt’ is often another word for ‘honest,’ typically used by people offended by both. And given that I’ve done exactly the work you described wanting to do, quite successfully now for over twenty years, and I don’t have a degree in architecture, I’d be a hypocrite to think otherwise.”

			She loosened the hands she’d tightened around her portfolio. “Luke said you started out teaching.”

			He dipped his head in acknowledgement. “In what was then called ‘Vo-tech’ but was absorbed a few years back into the local community college system. I started this business part-time after Luke was born, and then a few years later, about the time we found out Sadie was on the way, the business had grown enough that I could leave the college and go at this full-time. Is that your portfolio?”

			“It is.” She passed it across the desk to him. “Most of that, you’ve seen online, but I like to have a physical copy of it to show as well. Some things don’t translate as well digitally, I don’t think.”

			Logan sent her a nod of approval as he started glancing through the pages. “No, they don’t. Oh, nice job on these renderings. What program did you use?”

			As they discussed the more technical aspects of her work, going back and forth over her education and experience, Ezri relaxed. Yes, this was a job interview, but she was enjoying the conversation, which was a pleasant surprise. While they didn’t see design work exactly the same, there was enough common ground between her and Logan that she thought they’d get along well professionally. Too, his work ethic appeared to be similar to her own, which was always a good thing to share with a potential supervisor.

			“When’s your last day of classes?” he asked after they’d gone over the types of clients and jobs he handled.

			“Two weeks from yesterday.”

			He sat back, steepling his hands under his chin. “If I were to offer you the position, how soon would you want to start?”

			Ezri forced herself to sit calmly. “Two weeks and two days from today would suit me perfectly.”

			The corner of his mouth quirked up. “No vacation plans for summer?”

			She moved a shoulder. “Not really. I had a nice spring break with my ‘adopted’ aunt and her niece a few weeks ago, so I’ve satisfied the travel bug for a while.”

			“All right then, fair enough. This job comes with two weeks of paid vacation a year, starting six months after the hire date, and there’s the potential for bonuses and commissions after six months as well. Unfortunately, that’s the extent of the benefits.” He named a starting salary that was more than fair. “What do you think? Are you interested?”

			Ezri fiddled with the lid of her water bottle, her gaze going to the green, tree-lined field visible through the large window beside the desk, and listened to her gut. The numbers more than worked, despite the lack of benefits, and the work was exactly what she’d been hoping to find. “Bluntly speaking, I’d start today if I could, if you offered me the job. It sounds perfect.”

			Logan studied her closely, a slow, pleased smile spreading across his face. “I was hoping you’d say that.” Standing, he reached a hand across the desk. “Ezri, welcome aboard.”
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			Two hours later, she, Logan, and Amelia were lingering over the remnants of the brunch Amelia had prepared. The reality of having accepted the job still hadn’t sunk in, and Ezri’s head was reeling. She was also getting nervous—there was a lot to line up between now and her start date, which Logan had insisted on pushing out a week.

			“You’ll need time to get a residence set up here in town and take care of some practical things. I don’t want you to feel harried or pushed.”

			As eager as she was to get started, he had a point, so she’d conceded.

			Just when she was ready to make her excuses and hit the road, the front door opened, and a young woman who bore a striking resemblance to Amelia came in, stopping in the dining room doorway. Her eyes lit up when she saw Ezri, and with a cheerful laugh, she slid into the chair next to Ezri’s.

			“I’m so glad you’re still here! Did you say yes? Are you taking the job? You are Luke’s Ezri, right? I’m Sadie.”

			Ezri couldn’t help but chuckle. “Yes, I’m Ezri, though I’m not your brother’s. Yes, I’m taking the job. And I’m happy to meet you, too.”

			Sadie gave her a cheeky grin. “Are you sure you aren’t Luke’s? He’s lonely. He needs a good woman.”

			At that, Ezri broke into laughter. “I’m absolutely positive. Luke is like a brother to me, sorry.” She bit her lip, trying to stave off a fit of giggles at the thought of Luke being lonely. Women flocked to him like bees to honey, and while he didn’t seem to take any of them seriously, he enjoyed their company without prejudice.

			“‘Lonely’ is not a word I’d pick to describe Lucas,” Amelia said, tongue-in-cheek.

			“Or any of my brothers,” Sadie said dryly. “Between the three of them, they’ve dated every eligible woman in Laurel County… and some who maybe weren’t so suitable for dating.”

			When they all three looked at Ezri as though for confirmation, she simply smiled. “I can offer no comment.” She pushed back from the table. “As much as I hate to leave good company, I have a drive ahead of me and studying that needs doing. Thank you so much for having me.”

			Amelia shook her head. “It was an absolute joy, and I look forward to doing it again.”

			“Have you given any thought to where you’re going to live?” Sadie asked as they headed into the entry hall.

			Ezri grimaced. “Not yet, no. I figured I’d start doing an internet search once I got home.”

			Sadie pursed her lips. “I might know a place. Mom, Dad, what do you think?”

			“The apartment?” Amelia asked, sliding her arm around Logan’s waist, resting against him casually as he returned the embrace with an arm around her shoulders. “I was thinking about that myself. It’s your decision, sweetie. Yours and Ezri’s.”

			“It certainly would be convenient for work,” Logan put in. “It might be too close to all of us Gibsons, though—Ezri might want a little breathing room.”

			Ezri turned to Sadie with a questioning frown. “Do you mean the apartment over your shop?”

			“Yep, down at the foot of the driveway. You want to see it before you leave?”

			She hadn’t been expecting that kind of offer. “Are you sure? Don’t you want to move in there eventually?”

			Sadie shrugged. “I’m in no rush. I’m taking a page out of Colin’s book, spreading my wings from the safety of the nest.” She shot Logan a wink and a grin when he groaned. “The rent is reasonable, and the neighbors are mostly peaceful. Come look, please? Unless it’s like Daddy says, and that’d be too much exposure to the Gibson clan. I suppose we can be overwhelming in large doses.”

			This time, Logan was the one choking back amusement. “There isn’t a thing I can say here that won’t get me into trouble with someone. No pressure, Ezri, none whatsoever, but housing can be tight to find in this area. It might be something to keep in mind temporarily.”

			Utterly charmed by Luke’s family, Ezri couldn’t say no. “I’d love to see it, if you’re serious.”

			After saying goodbye to Logan and Amelia, she and Sadie made the short trek easily. Sadie kept up a running dialogue the whole time, casually describing the neighborhood. “Mom and Dad’s property runs along the creek here across the road, up into the cove, back behind the house a ways, and all the way down to Colin’s place, which is the modern atrocity you passed on the way in. All told, they have over thirty acres, and Colin has twelve.”

			The only modern house Ezri remembered passing on the road was a stunning mid-century brick home. “You aren’t a fan of mid-century modern?” she asked.

			Sadie wrinkled her nose. “I prefer something more traditional, like the farmhouse. The modern stuff is okay, I suppose… mostly I tease Colin about it being a monstrosity because it gets his back up. But it isn’t what I’d choose. Here we are—my humble studio. Want the grand tour?”

			“Absolutely.”

			By the time they started upstairs to the apartment itself, Ezri was halfway ready to take up cosplay so she could order something from Luke’s sister. She was blown away by the costumes Sadie designed and sold online. “Where’d you learn to sew like that?” Having done her fair share of sewing and mending growing up, Ezri knew talent when she saw it, and Sadie had it in spades.

			“My best friend, Jemma? Her grandma taught me. She’s a retired seamstress. Well, semi-retired. She still keeps a hand in, as she likes to say.” With a flourish, Sadie opened the door off the nice-sized covered porch and stepped into the apartment. “Voilà! What do you think?”

			It wasn’t huge. Much like Logan’s office, the apartment appeared to be mostly one large room, with the eat-in kitchen on the end nearest the door, a living area in the middle, and a door on the other side of that she assumed led to the bedroom. But it was a good size for a single person, particularly a single woman who’d never lived by herself.

			“This is cute.”

			Sadie grinned. “You optimist. It has potential, I’ll give you that, though a coat or six of fresh paint wouldn’t hurt. Bedroom and bath are over here, and you even get your own washer and dryer. Any furniture that’s here comes with the place, but you’d still have to get some things. I can tell you where all the bargain spots are once you get to town. And the porch on the other end is as big as the one we came in from.”

			As Ezri trailed her into the bedroom, she started imaging where she could put things. There was a small round table with chairs in the kitchen, and a somewhat worse-for-wear couch in the living room that probably would work nicely with a slipcover, so she wouldn’t be starting from nothing. “How much is the rent?”

			“Well, I’m renting the building from Mom and Dad,” Sadie said, propping a hand on her hip. “We even have a lease to make it legal and tax deductible and what not. I could sublease it to you—how does three-fifty a month sound, plus utilities? It has a separate meter for the water and electric. Colin had that put in when he lived here.”

			Ezri knew her eyebrows were climbing halfway to her hair. “Three-fifty sounds like a steal.”

			Sadie waved a hand. “Not really. Yes, it’s the family discount, but it isn’t like I was going to rent it to someone else. It’d help me out, but I wouldn’t feel like I was ripping you off.”

			“I’m assuming you and I would have a lease as well?”

			“Absolutely. How about month-to-month, in case you end up getting Gibsonitis or something? Not that I’m expecting you to pack it in that easily. After all, you’ve put up with one of my brothers for a year now without being scared off, right? Surely you’re made of stern stuff.”

			Ezri gave in and snickered. “It takes a lot to run me off, Sadie. I’m the eldest of nine kids. I’m not the least bit intimidated by your family, quite the opposite.”

			Sadie’s eyes widened comically. “Holy mother-of-pearl… nine kids?” When Ezri nodded, she whistled low. “Good God, you must be unflappable. Nine kids…”

			She could sense the younger woman’s curiosity, but that tale was best left for another day. “Let’s say that living away from my family is significantly more peaceful than living with them. It’s a long story.”

			“Sounds like one I would love to hear someday.” She stuck her hand out. “So, do we have a deal?”

			Ezri took her hand, so giddy with excitement she was almost ready to dance in place. “Yes, we do.”

			When she’d first mentioned her concerns about continuing school to Luke a few weeks earlier, she’d never expected an alternative course for her life to open up so easily, so quickly. As she drove back to Knoxville, she considered all the changes that were happening. She couldn’t believe things were coming together so smoothly.

			She wasn’t looking forward to telling Cece that she was leaving the Knoxville area, but she knew the older woman she thought of as family would understand. Besides, it wasn’t as though she was moving across the country again—London was only two hours or so from Cece’s home in Hardin Valley. It would make a pleasant day trip for weekends, and they’d keep in touch.

			Thinking back about how far she’d come from the scared young girl who’d left Utah under a cloud of uncertainty, she couldn’t help but be thankful that she’d found the courage to leave her family, to get herself free from the situation that was so untenable. Thankful and frankly blessed to have found the friendships of people like Felicity and her aunt Cece, of Luke Gibson.

			It was worlds more than she’d ever expected to find outside the small town where she’d grown up, and in the privacy of her own mind, she could admit that it was more than she ever thought she’d achieve.

			“I made it, Mom, Dad. I’m a success. You were wrong about me. I can stand on my own. I wonder what else you were wrong about.”

			Time would tell, she knew. It wouldn’t do to get too cocky. But there wasn’t anything wrong with hope, she didn’t figure—hope had sustained her through the past five years, hope and a stubborn determinedness to not let her detractors win. Now, anything less was unimaginable.

			The reunion she’d hoped for with her family had never happened, her exile turning permanent after several heated arguments via phone that had turned beyond ugly. Though she still hoped that she’d someday be able to have a relationship with her parents and siblings, she’d given up trying to bridge the gap between them after that last, disastrous confrontation.

			Simply put, she’d had to decide to isolate herself from them in order to stay sane. The what-ifs were pulling her down, her family’s negativity toward her choices destroying her optimism for the future and enjoyment of the present. So she’d closed that door, moving on with her life largely without them in it.

			It still weighed on her from time to time, and she still missed them—especially her siblings, even though she’d often felt like an outsider even amongst them, as none of them shared her perspective on the world. But she couldn’t pretend to be something she wasn’t. She never had been any good at that.

			As she settled in for the drive back to Knoxville, she focused her mind on the list of tasks she’d need to accomplish before the move, deliberately steering away from the hurtful memories of the past. There was a lot of good in the future, things to look forward to. Exciting adventures to enjoy, new horizons to explore. And there was always hope that her family would change, accept her for who she was. It might be a slim hope, but it was hers, and for now, that was enough.

		

	OEBPS/image/flourish-firefly.jpg





OEBPS/image/Firefly-Hollow-Family-Tree_1200x900_06-19-23v1.jpg
Phlp Ao Vel
il Moncy

sz

Honry OwertCampbol’

Sarah Jano Browning ——— Kabken
|

R B’
CheksinKily

I
John Dovid Carpbell
Sursna Dokros ks

T T
Benganin Waoo Gompbell ' Rachol Mis Canpbell
A.um“li"m&.';( pe

o Jon Compbel

Avther Vol Gibson
]

IRONOLOGICAL READING ORDER

1 .
AmeliaRosa Campbell
Harrisan — Loggn Siven Gibson

oMbt Gl
[t o i e e
oG -

SmibGben

S kG

oG (
b T Syl G
prtry pof oo SN
A
e e il G
frovtesty L e Simstiion
L bt
frrtmn e
Jrev
fre el
e
5 iy
e

prr——
et
o e

ey






OEBPS/image/05-Willow-Creek_ITP.jpg
Small Town Women's Fiction Romance

WILLOW
CREEK

Book Five in the Firefly Hollow Generations Series

I.L. HADDIX





OEBPS/image/05-Willow-Creek_05-11-23v1-1440x2240-Embed-Inside-Epub.jpg
Small Town Women’s Fiction Romance

WILLOW
CREEK

Book Five in the Firefly Hollow Generations Series

g A

i
%

I1. HADDIX





