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      Dedicated to the memory of my sweet Jack Russell Terrier, Ryder. He was born with dwarfism and incredible strength of character. Always sweet and loving, no matter the pain he endured. May he forever run free in doggy heaven. <3 We miss you, our loving pup.
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      Uncharacteristically eager for solitude, Clarice said goodbye to Geraldine, her last customer of the evening, and closed the door softly so she could lock up for the night. Geraldine had recently finalized the adoption of the cat she’d always wanted from the Happil-TEA Ever After Tea Room’s onsite rescue, but she firmly believed the young cat missed her companions. Every night before closing, Geraldine brought her new pet back to the tearoom—harness and all—to visit with the cats who still awaited their furever homes.

      The happiness on the elderly woman’s face as she told Clarice all about the cat’s antics as the kitty adjusted to life at Geraldine’s home was the reason Clarice did the things she did.

      Even if it meant staying open a few minutes late because Geraldine couldn’t bring herself to drag the cat away from her feline friends. Even if Clarice’s heart pounded and her head spun. Even if she desperately needed a minute to reflect on the letter she’d recently received.

      With the main lights off, Clarice slipped into a small side room off the tearoom’s library. It was a room she kept for herself, no bigger than a walk-in closet. After greeting Ryder, the dwarf goat she secretly adopted once he started showing up randomly during island events, she let him out of his crate and gave him a proper petting. When she couldn’t keep her mind off what awaited her, she kissed his head and settled in at her desk, withdrawing a treat for the bleating goat from a small glass jar in her top drawer.

      “I know, boy. You’ve waited hours for me to get back in here.”

      He bleated another complaint and nuzzled her thigh. She slipped him another treat.

      “That’s enough of that. You’ve already had a big dinner.”

      Ryder thumped out of the room in search of his feline playmates. He loved his late night jaunts through the tearoom, and though she couldn’t let him run unsupervised for long, she needed a moment to wind down her rising anxiety.

      Clarice closed her eyes and took deep, calming breaths, desperate to quell the urgent thumping of her heart. Fingers steadying, she withdrew the letter she had received weeks before. She pulled it out of the envelope for the first time since opening it the day she had received it. Before unfolding the nicely scripted note, she closed her eyes and inhaled deeply once again.

      When she had first received the letter and noticed the last name, her heart had palpitated so swiftly she thought for sure she was going into cardiac arrest. She’d been waiting for decades to hear or see or speak that name again, both caught up in the idea of never wanting the man who bore the name to present himself to her and also wishing her teenage dream would come back to life if only he’d reach out to her.

      And though all signs had pointed to the Wilson she dreamed of returning to Clarice’s life, it had simply been an old fantasy resurfacing through the thick fog of memories she’d buried. The dreams of a younger girl who had to grow up overnight. A young woman who had never processed all that happened back when she was twenty.

      The last name on the envelope had been nothing more than a coincidence.

      Clarice ought to know better than to allow such dreams. She hadn’t been a young girl in decades.

      And even when she was young, fantasies did not come true.

      Oh, except for that one magical summer.

      She supposed the summers that followed were magical in some ways, too. Before the trauma, anyway.

      But nothing in her life would ever replace the magic and joy of that one summer when she was seventeen and still naïve enough to believe in the romantic kind of love and true happy endings. To believe things would only change in good ways, and that the world was hers for the taking.

      “That’s neither here nor there.”

      A black and white cat hopped onto her lap and meowed in response. Clarice retrieved a packet of cat treats from the desk drawer and fed one treat to the frisky feline. Another kitty came running at the sound of the packet opening, and before she knew it, Clarice had six cats sitting in front of her chair, patiently awaiting their treats. The others must have gone upstairs.

      “I don’t know what to do about this letter, either. If only you kitties could solve the problems for me.”

      The cat jumped off her lap and waved her tail in farewell as she strolled out of the small room. Once the last animal received her treat, they all filed out and engaged in a chasing game. Clarice hoped they wouldn’t break another teacup.

      She called out to the cats as they fled. “That’s all right. I’ll figure it out on my own.”

      Returning to the source of her anxiety, Clarice smoothed the paper on the desk and read the letter again.

      What to do, what to do.

      The letter was simple. A young woman in Ohio wanted to do a feature piece on Clarice and her tearoom journey for a lifestyle magazine she wrote for. The young woman, Ashley Wilson—not the Wilson Clarice had thought it would be—said she’d been gifted one of Clarice’s legendary tea blends and, mystified, had tried to read up on her, but couldn’t find much information outside of what the friend who had visited the island told her.

      Ashley asked politely if she could come to the island to interview and shadow Clarice for the article. She said she had tried to reach out through the website but never heard back.

      Clarice added website maintenance to her ever-growing to-do list. Maybe a teenager in town could help. It had been a low priority, but now she wondered if she had unintentionally ignored anyone else. She hated feeling so rude. Since she’d resisted offering products from her business online, she hadn’t thought her site needed much upkeep. She wouldn’t even have one if not for the young lady from the high school who’d begged for an internship. She’d taken it upon herself to set up the site.

      What else had Clarice been missing?

      The idea of someone wanting to do a feature story on Clarice bewildered her. She hadn’t led an interesting life. All she did was live out her passion for tea and serve the people in town their tea and scones. She provided a place for people to gather, and she tried to bring warmth to as many hearts as she could.

      Those things were her life’s mission. But certainly there were more interesting people to feature in a magazine.

      This letter had consumed all of her thoughts since receiving it, but she hadn’t been able to consider the possibility of allowing the journalist to interview her. Partly because she was still stuck on the resurfaced memories of that other Wilson, but also because she wasn’t sure it was the right thing to do.

      She turned to her little goat, who had returned after a brief jaunt throughout the tearoom. Ryder never abandoned her the way the cats did once they got what they wanted.

      “I thought you were the sign. You’ve got me all mixed up now, sweet boy.”

      Clarice returned her attention to the email and phone number listed at the bottom of the paper. She warmed as she studied the smiley face Ashley drew in purple ink next to her signed name.

      She should at least call the woman and let her know she didn’t feel comfortable with the idea of an interview. She could send her a care package of tea and hope that would be enough.

      Yes, that’s what she would do.

      Clarice absentmindedly stroked Ryder’s head. When the goats had arrived on the island and no one had a clue where they came from, Clarice had gone a little crazy. She could admit it now. Certainly, everyone in the town thought she was out of her mind when she couldn’t find humor in the goats wreaking havoc on Khrista’s wedding on the beach. And then when they showed up again for Daisy’s party by the lighthouse, Clarice had been even more convinced that they were sent to her as a sign. What other explanation could there be?

      She had let most of the feral herd continue to wander free after they kept breaking out of the small enclosure she had rigged in the grassy area of her yard, but this little one… He was a brown and white dwarf goat with crooked legs that made it difficult for him to keep up with the others. All it would take was one loose dog to take him out. Clarice couldn’t stomach the thought of that happening.

      So she kept him. And since it wasn’t quite the thing to keep goats in an establishment that prepared and served food, Clarice hid him.

      Ryder often escaped whatever room she set him up in, but she’d covered for the occasional goat sighting or bleating. No one was any wiser—or at least that’s what she told herself and they let her believe—and she and Ryder had learned to live peacefully with one another. He loved wearing the sweaters the knitting club kept making in his size—even though they didn’t know about him—and he’d finally adjusted to keeping the diapers on so he no longer made a mess.

      Clarice lived in the old Victorian home with the tearoom on the first level, after all, so it wasn’t like she could bring Ryder elsewhere. At times she’d considered setting the herd up in the old castle ruins she technically owned, but she hadn’t gone to that property in years and couldn’t bring herself to do so now.

      So she fed the feral goats that now roamed the island and she kept this one close by so she could keep him safe. And every night she prayed none of the powers-that-be who could put a kink in her situation would catch on. She loved her sweet boy and couldn’t give him up.

      Her thoughts roamed as freely as the goats, but she reined herself in and sat up straighter. “I need to make a decision.”

      She reached for a pen and jotted down the phone number on a Post-it note. Under the number, she wrote, “Interview?” She underlined the word three times and then carefully placed the pen next to the Post-it, lining it up with the edge of the square paper.

      Ryder bleated in approval.

      “You think I should call?”

      The goat bleated again, and then he chewed on the hem of Clarice’s sweater. She laughed as she removed the wool from his mouth, reminding him that goats were not meant to eat clothing.

      Looking into Ryder’s adoring eyes, she suddenly found the gumption to make the call.

      “You’re right. I have to stop thinking about it and do it. Otherwise, I’ll end up stressing about it forever. You smelled what happened earlier, right?” The fact that she was having these conversations with a goat should have bothered her, but after years of having such conversations with cats, she supposed it was her norm. “I can’t remember the last time I burned scones. The distraction this decision is causing is dangerous.”

      She lifted her phone and dialed the number, straightening her back and trying to act like the rockstar people sometimes thought she was. After two rings, Clarice realized it was after nine p.m. What was she thinking? It was beyond rude to call someone at that hour of the night. But just as she was about to disconnect the call and give up on this stupid idea, a woman answered the phone. Her tentative “hello?” was hushed, as if keeping the call a secret, and the sound of a door closing in the background made Clarice think the woman sought privacy for the conversation.

      “I am so sorry to bother you this late. I can call back tomorrow. I wasn’t paying attention to the time.”

      “No, no. It’s all good. Is this Clarice from Old Castle, by any chance?”

      Clarice paused. Though she tried to speak, her throat stuck and prevented speech.

      “I’m so glad you called,” the woman continued, filling in the uncomfortable silence. She sounded young. “I’m obsessed with your tea.”

      “Thank you.” Clarice’s words came out in a croak. She was usually more confident than this, but it was that stupid last name again.

      “Can we set up a date to meet?” Ashley Wilson wasted no time marching forward with her agenda. “I’ll come to the island and maybe you can let me spend some time following you around? You know, to get a feel for what you do there?”

      Though the woman sounded confident, the way she ended every sentence with a question when it didn’t need to be one made Clarice feel as though perhaps she wasn’t as sure of herself as she tried to project.

      Clarice cleared her throat. She could be professional. “That sounds lovely.”

      Wait, Clarice had meant to tell Ashley she had to decline the opportunity to be featured. That she didn’t wish to be interviewed. That being near someone with the last name of Wilson couldn’t possibly be good for Clarice’s mental health. Even after too many years to count.

      Of course, she wouldn’t have said that last part, but how had she managed to mess up the conversation so badly that they set up a day and time for Ashley to come to the tearoom?

      Awkwardly, they ended the call, and Clarice sat in silence, wondering how she had so thoroughly flubbed that call.

      She hadn’t been herself for over a year now.

      Clarice couldn’t keep letting the past haunt her. She couldn’t allow herself to be consumed by long-forgotten promises. She’d never believed them then—why was she so caught up in thinking that Wilson would follow through now? Over forty years later?

      She couldn’t stand herself anymore.

      Clarice brushed her goat and tucked him into his cozy crate for the night, gave him the snuggly toy he liked to sleep with, and as if in a trance, climbed the stairs to her attic. She withdrew an old tub of memories from the part of the attic where it had been stored since she found it during the roof repair last winter. She’d like to think she had forgotten about it, but she couldn’t quite convince herself of that lie. Still, it had been decades since she’d last opened it.

      She wiped the dust off the cover and slowly opened the box. When her fingers landed on the item she was being pulled toward, she sighed. Doing her best to remain calm, Clarice lifted the scrapbook from the box and stared at the cover. She barely recognized her own handwriting across the paper inserted into plastic. Random quotes that inspired her back then. Little bits of poetry when she had fancied herself creative. Drawings of airplanes and wildflowers and all the things that had made her heart sing once upon a time.

      Not a tea leaf in sight.

      Memories assaulted her and left her with a sour taste in her mouth. This was a bad idea. The worst. She’d moved on long ago, and she’d never allowed herself the luxury of regret.

      She had to stop believing that anyone was sending her signs. That the one man she’d tried to forget throughout her entire adult life would return and beg for forgiveness.

      Her life was good. She’d marched forward and shouldered a life that could have been a burden but had turned into beauty. She’d created a good thing here, and the ghosts of the past could stay back there, where they belonged.

      She’d do this interview since she’d allowed herself to be talked into it. And then she’d burn this box like she should have when she first realized it was haunted.

      There was no place in her future for anything from the past. She wouldn’t let herself forget it this time.

      But she’d keep the goat.
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      Ashley Wilson cursed as the garage door rumbled open, noisily announcing the arrival of her husband. She shoved the last of her items into the suitcase and closed it as quickly as she could. She had planned to be gone before he arrived. Naturally, he would foil those plans.

      Ashley wasn’t trying to be deceptive—she had nothing to hide. She was simply trying to avoid a confrontation she wasn’t ready to have. She’d only be gone a few days, and of course she’d tell him her plans. Eventually. Over text. Not face-to-face.

      Dale’s expression when he entered and nearly collided with her in the hallway was the predictable reason she avoided letting him know ahead of time. Looking crestfallen and confused, his sad energy triggered something deep inside her. Something she didn’t want triggered.

      “What’s going on, Ash?” He gestured to the bag she carried and his disappointed eyes reminded her of a bulldog puppy she and her mom had to put down back when Ashley was twelve. “Where are you going? Are you leaving me?”

      The laugh that spilled out of her throat surprised both of them. “Why would you even think that?”

      He widened his eyes and stared at the bag and then back at her. Over and over again, like a wide-eyed frog searching for its next meal. Or trying to sense a lurking, camouflaged predator.

      “Let’s see.” He tapped his index finger against his scruffy chin.

      She remembered when he used to bother to shave. Not that she minded the facial hair, but he had always been so concerned that he’d scratch her face when they kissed and now suddenly he didn’t care?

      Not that they’d been doing a lot of kissing lately.

      “You seem surprised to see me. You look like you’re on your way out the door with a packed bag. You’ve been more and more withdrawn and unhappy the past few weeks, and you refuse to talk to me about it. And I know my memory isn’t failing me and that I’d remember if you mentioned going somewhere. What gives, Ashley?”

      “I wasn’t trying to sneak out, I swear. I’m in a hurry.” She worked up the nerve to glare at him. Why should she hide her displeasure? “But I don’t enjoy being accused, to be honest. It’s uncomfortable.”

      Ashley couldn’t bring herself to deny the part about being withdrawn and unhappy, though she couldn’t articulate her reasons. She didn’t think it had anything to do with him. She simply felt… numb. And when she didn’t feel numb, she felt tired. Painfully tired.

      But if she tried to talk about it with him, he’d think it had to do with her mother’s death, and then he’d want her to talk to him about that.

      She couldn’t.

      He reached for her hand and she jerked away. She hadn’t meant to. It was just that she had a sudden itch behind her ear. But naturally, his mind went to deception.

      “See what I’m talking about? You won’t even let me touch you. Can we please talk?”

      “I’m totally fine. I was going to text you from the Uber. Had this thing come up last minute and if I don’t get there soon, I’m afraid she’ll back out of the interview.”

      Ashley watched as Dale’s brow wrinkled and his eyes darted back and forth once again. As if his confusion would clear and he would solve the problem of her. Ashley. Errant wife. All around disappointment.

      She didn’t know what she wanted for a response to the information she shared. All she knew was that she needed him to move out of the way so she could get out.

      “Is this for your book? Since when do you do interviews to write a romance novel?”

      Maybe he didn’t mean it to sound the way it sounded, but she didn’t like the condescension in his tone. He never understood her craft. He claimed to like the fact that she was a published author and that what started as a hobby had turned into a decent income to help with their bills. But then things like this came up, and he sounded so… dismissive.

      She bristled at his patronizing attitude.

      She’d won awards for her writing, darn it. She’d been paid generous advances. She sold internationally and her career grew with every book release.

      “I’ve done interviews before. Like when I wrote that romantic suspense series and had to interview law enforcement?” Though she tried to maintain self-control, the anger inside her built. “You don’t even try to understand. I’ve got to go.”

      Ashley didn’t wait for him to move this time. She shoved past him, her shoulder connecting with his left bicep as she maneuvered around him.

      She knew it wasn’t really him she was mad at, but she couldn’t stop shooting blanks at the target he held in front of her.

      “Ashley. Wait. I’m sorry. I want to work on whatever this thing is between us.”

      She paused at the door and spun around to look in his direction. She hoped he didn’t notice she couldn’t quite look at him. “Everything is fine. I’ll be back no later than Wednesday. I just need to do this thing…”

      “You won’t be here for your birthday?”

      Exasperation puffed out of her lungs before she could hide her irritation.

      “I’m not sure, Dale. We can talk about it once I get there.” She was hurting him, and it wasn’t his fault. “I’m sorry. I’m not upset with you. I just… I need to go.”

      Her phone buzzed as her app alerted her to the Uber’s arrival, so she shrugged away from his touch again and dragged her suitcase down the front steps of their small cottage, cataloging every thump thump thump over the stone walkway instead of envisioning the hurt in his blue eyes. The stone walkway he had surprised her by installing when she was under deadline shortly after buying the home. He had hoped it would remind her of her family back in England. But the paving stones were no replacement for the ancient cobblestones her mother used to hop around on with her when they’d visit “the homeland.”

      She never told him, though.

      He stood at the top of the porch steps and shouted as she approached her ride.

      “At least call me when you get there.”

      Ugh, his exasperation gave her goosebumps, like someone rubbing styrofoam blocks together or scratching a bedsheet.

      “Yep. I will.” She opened the back door of the Uber and climbed in, closing it quickly and almost forgetting to greet the driver. As they drove away, she didn’t look back. She couldn’t deal with seeing his sad face one more time.

      This was just something they were going through. She loved her husband. She hadn’t meant to hurt him. And even though she was annoyed, she imagined it had more to do with her writer’s block and her inability to move forward with creating a story, even as her deadline approached. It couldn’t be him. He really hadn’t done anything wrong. He hadn’t changed at all.

      But maybe she had.

      Ashley lucked out with getting a row to herself on the airplane. Part of her had wanted to spring for first class so she could spread out comfortably, but it wasn’t in the budget and she couldn’t justify spoiling herself to that extent. Especially if she was going to have to repay her advance.

      That wasn’t going to happen. She’d get this done just like she always had. She had gone through tough times before and had struggled to meet her deadlines. Never quite like this, and she’d never had to dodge her agent’s calls before. But she’d written so many books. Ten, to be exact. She knew what she was doing. She’d pull it together and no one would know how close she had come to failing miserably.

      She just had to push through and make it past unlucky number eleven.

      Once the plane was in the air, she opened her laptop and logged in. She clicked on her work in progress, aptly titled Idon’tknowwhatI’mdoing. She needed to figure out a plot soon, as the book was due at the end of the month and she could only ignore her agent’s communication attempts for so long. As it was, she hadn’t written a fresh word for months and was more behind than ever.

      Worse yet… She didn’t even have a story idea. Not a single character whispered to her in the
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