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      At the sight of the cherry-tree-lined lane, Claire Thornton took her first deep breath since leaving Grand Rapids. Home.

      Ironic, since she’d just left her home of eleven years, with a sold sign in the yard.

      She turned the moving truck onto the gravel lane and reached over to squeeze the knee of her ten-year-old daughter, Lizzie. “This is going to be a great adventure. Gigi Ma is going to be so excited to see you! You’ve grown at least two inches since she saw you at Christmas.”

      Christmases that had been forever altered by the one three years ago when her husband, Ben, had announced that their marriage was over and he was moving out. So Claire and Lizzie braved driving through Michigan winters each Christmas to head north to Claire’s grandma’s house. As usual, Grandma’s was a safe haven in Claire’s stormy life.

      She drove past the main house and around back to the carriage house, glancing in the rearview mirror to see that her friends, Mark and Suzanne, had followed her. They had volunteered to drive up her car and help her unload. She hadn’t seen the carriage house since her trip here on spring break when Lizzie was with her dad. She hoped Alex had carried out her plans to make the carriage house a new home she and Lizzie would share with Grandma.

      Alex had grown up here and had been her best friend every summer she spent here with Grandma. Back then, he always went along with her plans and seemed able to read her mind. Now, though they communicated by friendly-but-business-like emails, she had confidence in him. She hadn’t actually seen him in fifteen years. Her heart trembled at the idea, a thought she pushed down whenever it poked up.

      Parking the moving truck next to the carriage house, she shut off the engine. “We’re here! Wanna check out your new room?”

      Lizzie grinned and hopped out of the truck. Claire followed.

      Suzanne and Mark came around the truck, stretching from the long car ride.

      “This is so cute! I want a tour after we unload and before we leave.” Suzanne turned, looking around.

      Claire tried to imagine what it looked like through Suzanne’s eyes. How her future bed-and-breakfast guests would see the property that had been her home every summer growing up. Grandma’s idea to convert her home and property to a B-and-B to provide income for her and Claire just had to work out. They were running out of options.

      Mark lifted the roll-up door of the moving truck. “Where do you want things?”

      “Let me go find my grandma⁠—”

      “Right here!” Grandma stepped off the back porch.

      Claire flew into her arms, the scent of Shalimar enveloping her. She blinked back tears as Grandma squeezed her then reached for Lizzie too, who had flung her arms around Grandma’s waist.

      “Gigi Ma!” The nickname sounded just as cute coming from ten-year-old Lizzie as it had from the two-year-old who couldn’t say great grandma. So Gigi Ma had stuck.

      The next few hours were a whirlwind of activity as they unloaded the truck and set things in the new home. Claire was pleased to see the walls painted with the exact colors that she had picked out in March. Alex had done a good job, and the carriage house had transformed into a cute little home. His touches were everywhere, and she was half surprised he hadn’t shown up. She had figured Grandma would have asked him to come over. But it was a Saturday; surely he had other things to do.

      After the truck was unloaded, Grandma had cookies and lemonade for them on the wraparound porch of the main house. It was a warm day for late spring. Claire gave Mark and Suzanne a quick tour of the whole property. The main house included a living room, a library stocked with books on the area’s history and legends, a dining room, and the newly-installed commercial kitchen. Upstairs were six bedrooms with private baths waiting for Claire's designer touch.

      The wraparound porch still needed seating. But the biggest challenge was the barn. It would be a wedding venue with a honeymoon suite upstairs. And the Inn at Cherry Blossom Lane—what they had named the B-and-B—had their first wedding booked in four weeks during the Traverse City Cherry Festival. Which Claire hoped would launch the bed-and-breakfast.

      “Anything else you need before we go?” Mark opened the door to his car.

      “You guys have done enough. Thanks so much. I don’t know what I would have done without you. You have to come back in the fall as my guests when I can give you the full experience.” Claire hugged Mark and then Suzanne.

      Grandma came around the car and handed Suzanne a sack of cookies. “In case you get hungry on the drive home.”

      Claire waved as their car disappeared down the driveway. The excitement and logistics that had kept her focused on the move bled away as the weight of her undertaking settled in for good on her shoulders. Her attention would shift to the Inn. She had Lizzie and Grandma to support now.
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      Alex Wilder pointed his truck toward Cherry Blossom Lane with Lucy, his black Lab, perched on the seat next to him. He wanted to be there to help Claire unload the moving truck. His hands shook a bit at the thought. It’d been fifteen years. He had still been doing seasonal work in California last March when she had been up here making arrangements about the Inn with her grandma. At first, he’d been disappointed to have missed her. Later, he realized it had probably been a good thing.

      His phone chirped. He glanced at it, and hit the speakerphone button. “Hi, Mom.”

      She got right to the point. The summer camp his parents ran had a cabin with a roof leak. They had a new crop of campers coming in tomorrow, and they needed it fixed today. Since he had carpentry skills, he was their de facto handyman. At least it gave him an excuse to see them. It seemed like his doing repairs was the only time that happened.

      He sighed as he turned onto Cherry Blossom Lane and stopped. There she was, directing people as they unloaded a moving truck. Fifteen years hadn’t seemed to hurt her much. Light-brown hair swept her shoulders, shoulders that seemed slightly weighed down when she thought no one was looking. He wondered if freckles still dusted her nose.

      Putting the truck in reverse, he backed out onto the main road. A twinge of guilt shot through him at not helping. He patted Lucy’s head. “At least it seems like she has plenty of help, huh, old girl?”

      He’d see her soon enough. They had a plan to meet Monday and go over the project. He hoped she liked the work he had done. He’d been careful, taken his time, and had done what he thought she would like. His eagerness was equal parts desire to see an old friend and a desire to please a client with a job well done. That was it.

      It had been fifteen years since she’d broken his heart. He wasn’t fooling himself; he wasn’t over it completely.
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      Claire clutched her Bible in one hand and Lizzie’s hand with the other as they entered the little community church Grandma had gone to forever. It hadn’t changed at all since Claire’s last visit. It still smelled like lemon furniture polish and moth balls.

      Grandma waved to a few of her friends, eagerly introducing them to her great granddaughter and saying, “You remember Claire, don't you? She used to spend summers up here with me when she was growing up.”

      With only one exception, Claire received a furrowed brow and a polite half smile. Which was no surprise to her since her own parents often forgot her. She never expected anyone else to remember her. Only Grandma's best friend, Violet, remembered Claire, which she expected considering Violet spent as much time on Grandma's front porch as Claire did. And Violet still carried butterscotch candies in her purse, a few of which she sneaked to Lizzie.

      Claire’s eyes scanned the congregation as Grandma led them to the same pew they’d always sat in. Right side, third from the front. She wasn't looking for Alex, not really. She was seeing what had changed and if there was anyone that she remembered. She would see Alex soon enough when they had their meeting tomorrow to discuss the progress of the Inn on Cherry Blossom Lane.

      The pastor had just welcomed the congregation when movement down the side aisle caught Claire’s gaze. She turned her head slightly to see none other than Alex slipping into the end of the pew behind them. As he settled in his seat, he straightened and caught Claire watching him. Heat suffused her cheeks, and his wide eyes and slightly opened mouth indicated he was as shocked as she was. She recovered first and gave him a small smile and wave before turning back and pretending to be intensely focused on the bulletin listing this week’s activities.

      A flood of memories from being back in Empire, being in this church where she had been baptized, and seeing Alex again made it difficult to concentrate on the sermon. She had been so busy working on plans to make the B-and-B a success, she hadn’t spent any time thinking about what it would be like to be a part of this small community. Its biggest claim to fame—which swelled the small town of four hundred people with tourists every summer—was housing the visitor center of Sleeping Bear Dunes National Lakeshore, routinely voted one of the best beaches in the nation.

      As soon as the pastor gave the benediction, Grandma turned and spotted Alex. “Alex! There you are! I didn’t see you come in. Claire and Lizzie are here, as you can see. Guess you haven’t met Lizzie yet.”

      Alex met Lizzie’s gaze and stuck out his hand. “Pleased to meet you. You have a pretty name. Is it short for Elizabeth?”

      Claire’s breath caught. She hoped he
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