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  Dedication
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With love for my son, Ethan,

whose passion is only matched by his compassion.

You inspire me with your independence, focus, and drive.

May your dreams take you far!
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Before you continue…



The author would like readers to be aware of the following, which are mentioned in this book:
          -Simultaneous parental loss, subsequent familial adoption
          -Manipulation by a parent and attempted blackmail.
          -Privacy violations by paparazzi
          -Meddling siblings and friends (with good intentions, honestly)
         - A lot of scenes with comfort foods including indulgent breakfasts, big plates of pasta, and cinnamon buns. (You know I'm not sorry.)






  
  Chapter One
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Owen 
There was nothing to worry about. Everything was going to go perfectly. The check-ins were almost done for the day, the dining room was reset for the morning, and we were ready for tomorrow’s arrivals. I had it all under control, just the way I liked it. As the manager of the Stewart Inn and Cabins, my family’s business, I could handle what was coming. 
But there was no harm in double checking. 
It was late in the afternoon when I placed a sign on the front desk to tell guests how to reach me in case of an emergency, put on my coat, and headed into the cold of the early January evening. I enjoyed Mondays. They were comparatively quiet after the energetic chaos of the weekend, which I also enjoyed. Some weeks I took the day off, but we were pretty busy today, since it was the week after the new year. Not filled to capacity, but there were a few couples and families with either college-age kids or preschool kids who extended their vacations with us. 
As I walked from the Inn to the narrow road in front of the cabins, I smiled and said hi to the Millers, who were staying in Cabin Eight. They were unpacking a combination of groceries and ski equipment.
“Need a hand?” I said, stepping closer. I wasn’t in a rush. There was plenty of time to get things done before family dinner. 
“That would be great,” said Barbara Miller with a happy-tired expression on her face. 
She handed me a bag from the Triangle General Store as I asked, “Good day on the slopes?”
Jack Miller unstrapped the skis from the rack on top of their car and said, “Excellent. Love the day after the weekend. Almost feels like we have the mountain to ourselves.”
That was the reason we typically had a few people stay through the early part of the week. But since half the restaurants in town were closed on Monday nights, it didn’t surprise me that the Millers had bought food to cook in the cabin’s kitchenette. Once I made sure they were settled, I wished them a good night and continued on.
When I was a kid, the Inn had eighteen rooms, four suites and six cabins. Soon after I graduated from college and started working here full time, we added four cabins, the first with two bedrooms, which drew more families. After proposing an expansion to my parents last year, I was given the go-ahead to clear some land and open two more, our largest so far. The first guests stayed in November, and the reviews were fantastic. 
Cabin Twelve was the last in the row, the larger of the new ones, with a spacious living room, good-sized kitchen, two bedrooms and two bathrooms, one particularly luxurious. There was also a gorgeous view of the mountains. I wanted it to be a place where both couples and families could be comfortable. 
Or one person staying for an extended visit.
I let myself in with the master electronic key and turned on the light, taking in the space with the eye of a guest. Beautiful. Warm and welcoming, done in shades of deep red and dusty pink. 
The furniture my mom and I had chosen was basic and sturdy since it needed to hold up to a lot of use for as long as possible, but there were small touches that brought the place together. Oversized pillows on the couches to make them good for lounging, a large television perfect for movie nights. Magazines on the coffee table. Fiction and non-fiction books on the bookcase along with a discount coupon to A Thousand Lives Bookstore. 
Yes, I’d added some extras that guests in the other cabins wouldn’t find. But they weren’t staying with us for eight weeks.
And they weren’t Paxton Jones.
I adjusted the faux fur throw carefully placed across the back of the couch which hadn’t been there until after guests checked out yesterday. The fireplace was ready to be lit, with a stack of wood piled next to it, with more in the box each cabin had at the foot of the porch stairs. I wondered if she’d need help to get a fire started. 
Thanks to the snow we’d been getting regularly since the end of November, the atomosphere outside was exactly what she wanted.
“I’d love to visit in the winter, so I could see everything covered in snow. It must be beautiful.” She’d said it offhandedly last June, while standing on the back deck of the Inn. She’d stayed with us for Cole Hanson’s wedding weekend. I’d caught the wistfulness in her voice, the way she’d looked out at the mountains like she was already picturing them under a fresh layer of white. It was one of the reasons I knew she’d like this cabin, the gorgeous views of the peaks.
Walking through to the living room, my eyes drifted to the coffee table, where I’d stacked a small collection of culinary-themed cozy mysteries. I’d seen her reading one during her visit, so I’d picked up a few. Hopefully these books were the start of series she hadn’t read yet. Other added touches included candles on the mantle and placed throughout the cabin. If she lit them, she’d be surrounded by the scents of bergamot, vanilla, and cinnamon. 
The kitchen was stocked with more than the usual basics. A six pack of assorted beers from my sister’s brewery. Two pints of Adam’s ice cream in the freezer. Half-sour and bread-and-butter pickles in the refrigerator from the Triangle. And a few things I’d found to help her recover. A jar of honey from White Mountain Apiary sat next to tins of loose-leaf tea, along with a strainer and large mugs, all the comforts needed by someone recovering from vocal surgery. I wasn’t sure if she liked tea, but it was here.
Absently, I ran my hand over the soft pink blanket again. As most people knew, Paxton was from Mississippi, and when she wasn’t touring, Southern California was home. New Hampshire in January wasn’t just cold—it was a whole different kind of cold. It settled deep, wrapping around you in a way that required hot drinks, fireplaces, and warm layers of clothes. I wasn’t sure she’d ever experienced that before. That was why I’d added the extra blanket.
Because she’s a guest, I reminded myself. And this is how we take care of guests.
Okay, Paxton was different, I admitted to myself. I’d thought about her often since her short visit, and I’d been looking forward to her arrival since she booked the cabin a few months ago. The number of times I’d wondered how to make her stay better, how to do more for her was embarrassing.
I went to the bedroom and stepped in to give it a final review. There were two different kinds of pillows, firm and soft, and four in total. Extra blankets were folded on the bench at the foot of the bed. I couldn’t stop the image that popped into my head. Paxton lying on the white sheets, her red hair fanned out around her, her eyes sleepy, opening to see me. She’d smile and reach out her hand and—
No.
She wouldn’t. I wouldn’t. Fantasies were one thing. There would be no making them a reality.
A knock on the doorframe made me jump. I turned to see my brother, Jeremy, leaning against it, arms crossed, looking entirely too amused. “You’re late for dinner,” he said. “Mom sent me to get you.”
I glanced at my watch. Shit. And how had my mother guessed where to find me? “Sorry, lost track of time.”
Jeremy tilted his head. “Let me guess. You’re simply making sure everything is perfect. No special reason.”
“I was,” I said, shutting off the light and walking to the living room, Jeremy on my heels. 
He pointed to the books on the coffee table. “Uh-huh. Because you personally curate a reading list for every guest?”
I shrugged. “She spent a lot of time reading when she was here in June. She might not feel well enough to go to the bookstore.”
“You don’t think the woman owns an e-reader?” He smirked, then picked up the blanket. “And you like to make sure Southern girls don’t freeze to death.” I ignored the jibes as I went to the front door, but his laughter followed me. Sometimes it wasn’t fun having siblings who knew you and saw too much.
A few minutes later, we arrived at my parents’ house, next door to the Inn. The scent of Mom’s cooking hit me the second I walked in. Roast chicken, mashed potatoes, something warm and buttery in the oven. It smelled like home. Too bad no one had ever made a candle that could capture this. 
I couldn’t remember a time when Monday night wasn’t family dinner. I loved the tradition. It was a special part of my childhood memories, and while there had been some changes as we grew up and moved out, it pulled us all back. Every week, whoever was available sat around the big wooden farmhouse table and talked over each other while passing food. 
“You live and work the closest,” Gabriel said, shaking his head as I slid into my usual seat, amusement in his tone. “How are you always the last one through the door?”
Harper York, the woman my brother, Adam, recently fell in love with, said, “Maybe it’s because he’s the busiest.” 
Adam grinned. “Oh, he’s busy. Right, Owen?”
I grabbed my napkin and tried to ignore them. I loved my siblings. Most of the time. I hoped my lack of response would lead to a change in topic, but no luck. Zack leaned forward and grinned. “We all know what he was busy with.”
A chorus of voices hummed in agreement. I took a deliberate sip of my water, then reached for the basket of rolls. If they were distracted, I was going to take advantage of it; I grabbed two, then said, “Yes, Paxton Jones arrives tomorrow, in case anyone wasn’t aware.”
“I heard,” Lucas said, flashing a grin from across the table, “that you’ve been personally overseeing the finishing touches on her cabin.”
“Which I can confirm includes specially chosen reading material and some very cozy blankets,” Jeremy supplied helpfully. 
I pinched the bridge of my nose. “You people are impossible.” 
Zoe Davis, my brother Gabriel’s girlfriend, shook her head. “You should all be ashamed of yourselves.” I glanced up, grateful. “You’re making it too easy for them, Owen. And I think it’s great that she wants to stay here during her recovery. It’s got to be a scary time, not being able to talk or sing when that’s what you do for a living.”
Baby Stella let out a happy little gurgle from Zoe’s lap, her chubby fist gripping the edge of her bib.
“She agrees,” Gabriel said, smiling at the baby who’d captured his heart as surely as her mother had.
“I liked Paxton when I met her at Cole and Mia’s wedding,” Laurel said. “Even if her visit caused Sheridan’s cinnamon rolls to go viral. She seemed kind.”
“She is kind,” I said. It was one of the things I couldn’t help but notice. Along with a lot of other things that I would not say in front of my family.
“And gorgeous,” Adam added with a sigh that earned him a poke from Harper.
“And talented,” Jeremy finished.
Lucas, who had been watching me like he was collecting evidence for a trial, leaned back in his chair. “So, you’re excited about her arrival?”
“Sure,” I said. “It’ll be nice to—”
“See her?” Jeremy suggested.
“Check on her?” Adam countered.
“Pine in silence while pretending everything is totally normal?” Zack smirked.
The table erupted again. I sighed. Mom saved me with a single, firm nod. “That’s enough.” The room got quiet, which was almost as uncomfortable as the interrogation. “I’m meeting with Mayor Keller this week,” she said. Conversation shifted to talk of building the new interactive playground that my mother was spearheading, and she sent me a smile. I was grateful for the change in topic.
But it didn’t change my thoughts. Tomorrow, Paxton would be here. And, despite all my best efforts, everyone already knew I was in trouble.

      [image: ]Unlike Jeremy and Laurel, who slept as late as they could, I enjoyed mornings, and mornings at the Inn were my favorite. Less than half an hour after I woke at six on Tuesday, I was getting coffee and a slice of banana bread from my mom, who was preparing breakfast in the kitchen. I greeted guests who were already in the dining area before heading to the lobby.
I loved this place. The steady rhythm and predictability of it. I appreciated the way the Inn, started by my grandparents, had been a destination for families for decades, some even returning with their kids and grandkids. I’d grown up here as much as at the house next door, running through the halls, hiding in the kitchen or behind curtains. I could fold towels and fitted sheets and fix a clogged toilet or sink long before I was legally old enough to work. 
It was home. And home mattered.
I took my place behind the front desk and reviewed how many checkouts we were expecting this morning along with the arrivals—and not only Paxton’s. I wouldn’t neglect our other guests. As I took another sip of coffee, I shoved last night’s family dinner conversation out of my head. 
Over the next hour, the lobby filled with the aroma of the fresh-brewed coffee we kept on a side table for people to grab as they left for the day, and the low hum of guests coming and going either heading home or heading into town. Later in the morning, I’d get a fire going in the living room/library, and the scent of burning wood would add to the atmosphere. 
I was deep into my routine when I heard a familiar, “Morning, Owen.”
I glanced up as Jill, my lead front desk employee, slid behind the counter, her cheeks flushed from the cold as she clipped a radio to her belt. Her arrival told me it was eight thirty. “First shuttle looked half full,” she said, tugging off her gloves. “Pretty good for a quiet Tuesday.”
I looked toward the front door of the Inn where a good-sized crowd was getting on a bus. Rather than overfill parking lots, the ski resort ran a free shuttle to several of the area lodges. It would go from our place to the Castle on the Hill before heading to the mountain.
“Nothing like taking an extra week to have fun after hectic festivities,” I said. This was Jill’s first winter working with us, and although she grew up in the White Mountain area, working in hospitality, we saw a different view of the tourism business. “With the snow we got this weekend, they’ll be busy.”
“I’ll make sure we’re well stocked with hot chocolate in the lounge for this afternoon.”
“Valerie had out the ingredients for shortbread cookies, so make sure you serve those, too.” I could have said Mom, but with employees, I usually referred to my mother by her first name. 
Jill started her shift with the same routine I did, checking departures and arrivals, looking for special requests. “Today’s the big day. With an early check-in, I see.” 
No need to start that conversation again. And yes, Paxton had requested a noon check-in. She was being discharged from Mass General’s Voice Center this morning, then she’d be driving herself here. Before Jill could say anything more, her radio crackled. 
A familiar voice said, “Hey, Jillybean?” My dad, who oversaw our maintenance staff and was in charge of the books, had a nickname for everyone. Not his kids, fortunately. “Got stopped by the guest in Cabin Six who says they need more towels.”
Jill pressed the button. “We’ll get them over now.” 
I took the radio from her. “Everything okay out there?” Most mornings, he was in his home office dealing with bills and other paperwork.
“Thought I saw some vole tracks in the snow. Don’t want to get to spring and discover we have a grounds issue.”
That was Dad. Always looking for, finding, and taking care of problems. It worked for the Inn as well as our family. “Sounds good. Let me know if you need anything.”
“The vole hunt continues,” he said cheerily before signing off. My mother always said Dad was happiest when he had a project to focus on. The vole didn’t stand a chance.
The morning moved along with nothing more than the usual requests. But once we passed 11:30, time slowed as I found myself repeatedly checking the clock. 
“I’m sorry. I’m sorry. We’re late to check out,” said Mrs. Gibson, coming up to the desk, her six-month-old in her arms. She and her husband had been in Cabin Eleven with their three kids since two days before Christmas. It had been fun to have them here and help them make plans in the area, but every time I saw Mrs. Gibson, she was harried. “Burt and I overslept, which never happens because the kids get us up, but apparently all this fresh air tuckered everyone out.”
“That’s a good thing,” I said. Over the course of their stay, I’d learned a lot about the family. Their third, born less than a year after their second, had been a surprise, and Mrs. Gibson had yet to find her footing with her larger-than-expected family. “Glad the sledding trips have been helpful and fun.”
“For us all,” she said. The diaper bag she carried landed with a heavy thud on the counter as she went through it searching for her wallet. Because her focus was needed elsewhere, that was the baby’s cue to wake and fuss. She turned to the little one and knocked the bag over. Things went flying. Jill and I came around to help. 
As Mrs. Gibson took the baby from his stroller, I said, “Let me hold him while you get everything together.”
She let out a deep sigh. “It’s going to take a lot more than picking things up to get everything together but thank you.”
I heard the frustration in her voice. Sometimes I wished my mom offered courses for mothers on what to worry about, what to let go, and when to ask for help. She was good at all of those. “Take a breath and take your time. No need to rush.”
I put the baby on my hip and gave him a bounce. There were always babies and kids staying at the Inn with their parents. When I was young, I played with lots of them. And my first crush had been a girl who’d stayed for two weeks with her family. Seemed silly now, but when she left, my thirteen-year-old heart thought it would never recover. But it did. 
As I cooed to the baby, I let my thoughts stray to Paxton, my current crush. I wished it were one of those fan-like infatuations people all over the world had for the gorgeous rockstar, because that would be easy to dismiss. But when she stayed here, I’d had the chance to spend time with her. To see the woman beneath the star. And I liked everything I saw. Her quiet sense of humor, her love of pizza and cinnamon rolls, how she enjoyed curling up in a chair or in a swing and reading. “Do you think you’ll like cinnamon rolls?” I asked the baby in a silly voice.
He smiled at me as if he wanted to answer. Then his face shifted. I barely had time to register what was about to happen when he opened his mouth and everything he had for breakfast came back up.
I had a split second to pull my head back, which saved my face, but nothing else. I was covered, neck to chest. Mrs. Gibson squealed, and the newly righted diaper bag landed on the floor again. 
“Oh, no, no, no. I am so sorry,” she said. “This is all my fault. I was rushing when I fed him and must not have burped him enough.”
I held the baby away from me so neither of us would get messier. “It’s fine. Really.”
But it wasn’t. Because the universe had a sense of humor. And that was the moment when the most beautiful woman I’d ever known walked into the lobby of our Inn.
Perfect, just perfect.






  
  Chapter Two
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Paxton 
I didn’t want to laugh. I didn’t mean to, but I couldn’t stop myself. One moment I was about to wave hello to Owen and the next, the cutest, chubbiest baby I’d ever seen decided it didn’t want its last meal anymore. After the stress of the last few months, it was exactly what I needed to lighten my mood.
Fortunately, because of my surgery, I couldn’t embarrass Owen more by laughing out loud. Instead, I put my hand in front of my mouth to cover the smile as my shoulders shook.
A few seconds ago, all I was noticing was the welcoming warmth of the Stewart Inn, the kind of warmth that comes from a place built on care and comfort. Something I ached to have more of in my life, which was one of the reasons why I’d chosen to recuperate here. The man grimacing next to the counter was the other. 
There was something that drew me to Owen Stewart. I couldn’t name it or explain it. I just knew I liked being near him. I loved the kindness in his blue eyes and the smile framed by a close-cropped beard, the waves in his dark brown hair.
The last time I was here had been for three days, but it was long enough to enjoy a few quiet, golden evenings with late sunsets that gave me a sense of peace I couldn’t admit to anyone that I craved. Back then, there had been fresh wildflowers and lilacs in vases, guests lounging on the deck with iced tea or lemonade in hand. And brief chats with a caring innkeeper who made me feel welcome and seen.
Today, things were different. The air outside was crisp and sharp, but inside, the Inn was a refuge from the cold. From the world. A place I could relax, if only for a little while. 
I noticed Owen as soon as I walked into the lobby. For a moment, I took him in. His broad shoulders, his dark hair which he’d worn shorter in the summer, the way he moved with easy confidence, and the way he was smiling at the baby he was holding as easily as if it had been his. He wore a button-down shirt with a thick cardigan over it that made me want to snuggle into him and see if there was room for me. Something tender and steady curled low in my stomach.
And then the change. One second, he was standing there, completely at ease. The next?
Baby spit-up. Everywhere.
It hit him full force, splattering across his sweater in almost slow-motion horror.
The mother of the baby—I assumed—let out a strangled sound. “Oh, no, no, no. I am so sorry,” she blurted, looking horrified. 
Owen didn’t move. Didn’t react. He stood there, completely frozen, staring ahead as if sheer willpower could erase the last five seconds. The mother tried to take the baby back, but Owen said, “Better wait until you can get him wiped off.”
“Of course. Right. What was I thinking?” 
Owen held the baby a few inches from him as the mother started cleaning what she could, and he tried to reassure her it was no problem. 
I pressed my lips together. I couldn’t laugh. Wouldn’t laugh. But the harder I fought it, the more it built—the tickle in my throat, the way my chest shook with the effort of keeping it in. And then his eyes flicked toward me. 
Blue like the winter sky outside, sharp and clear, and suddenly, it didn’t feel so funny. 
For a split second, the room seemed to shrink, the chatter and movement around us blurred at the edges. There was something about him that always made me want to sigh. As if he were the human equivalent of a weighted blanket. Around him, my stress melted away. I shouldn’t have been so happy to see him again, but I was.
And I definitely wasn’t going to think about why.
As his expression shifted ever so slightly, I saw resignation mixed with long-suffering patience. “Welcome back,” he said as he exhaled slowly, his lips pressing together like he was clinging to the last shred of his dignity.
Thank you, I mouthed wordlessly, exaggerating the movement of my lips so it would be easier for him to know what I was saying. I had a notepad and pen in my bag, and a notes app on my phone, but this was easier for a short sentence.
As if realizing what she needed to do, Jill, who I remembered from last time, scrambled for her radio. “Uh, Valerie?” she said, voice tinged with amusement. “We’ve got a situation at the front desk.”
There was a pause before a smooth, no-nonsense voice said, “Dare I ask what kind of situation?”
Jill hesitated, looking helplessly at Owen. “The kind that requires clean clothes and several towels. And a mop.”
There was silence followed by a soft chuckle that had Owen rolling his eyes. “I’ll be right there.”
Owen shook his head, shoulders visibly tensing. As I stepped forward, he muttered, “Your timing is impeccable.” I shrugged, shifting my bag higher on my shoulder.
When the baby was clean enough, Owen handed the cherub back to its very apologetic mother. As she turned to put the baby in the stroller, she noticed me, and said, “Sorry. Guess that was too much for…. Hey, aren’t you—”
“Anna?” someone said, and I looked up, grateful to remember to respond to my given name. I’d been Paxton since my mother entered me into my first beauty pageant with my middle name when I was four, but for occasions when I needed privacy, I used my legal name. Or Nancy Drew, my favorite childhood sleuth. “Welcome back to the Stewart Inn and Cabins. Do you remember me? I’m Valerie.”
How could I forget her? The Inn’s mom, Owen’s mom, with short brown hair framing a face with familiar blue eyes and a kind smile you couldn’t help but return, which I did now. 
Valerie reminded me of Helen Parr, the mother from The Incredibles. Maybe it was because I knew she managed so much so well. As I stepped up to the registration desk, I saw the guest leave, her focus back on her child, not on me. Good. I wasn’t here to be Paxton Jones, rockstar. 
“We’re so glad you’re here. Give me a second.” She handed Owen a sweatshirt with the admonishment, “Go get cleaned up.”
“What do you know? That’s the next thing on my to-do list,” he said, dripping with sarcasm and baby food. He shrugged and looked at me. “As Valerie said, welcome back. I’ll catch up with you later.”
I gave another nod. I was going to need physical therapy for my neck as much as voice therapy for my throat if all this nodding continued. I watched as he headed to another room to change. 
Valerie and Jill made short work of getting me checked in. “Let me take you to your cabin,” Valerie said, grabbing a keycard from a cubby behind her. I loved how old-fashioned it was, even if the key was electronic. I imagined guests once came to the desk to get messages and mail, and for a second, I was sad no one did that anymore. I pushed the thought from my head. Sometimes having too much time to think wasn’t a good thing.
I followed Valerie to the front entrance, and she grabbed a jacket from a coat rack at the door. As we headed outside, she didn’t even zip it, stepping into the cold with the kind of ease that came from a lifetime in New Hampshire winters. And probably a few layers of clothing.
I, on the other hand, wasn’t nearly as prepared and couldn’t stop the shiver as the sharp bite of the air hit my skin, seeping through my jacket, which was not as warm as promised. That’s what I got for buying a “winter” coat from a store in SoCal. I should have ordered something online, like from L.L. Bean. Maybe I still would, but as I was thinking it, Valerie noticed me pulling the coat tighter and said, “I think I have an extra you can wear while you’re here. Scarf, hat and gloves, too, in case you forgot.”
I offered her a smile. Yup, she didn’t miss a thing. Guess that happened when you had eight kids to raise and an inn to run. This time, I put my hand to my lips, then moved it away and down toward Valerie, the American Sign Language word for “Thank you.”
“You’re welcome,” she said. Fortunately, a few of the signs I’d learned were pretty universal. “Your boots look nice and toasty. Hopefully, you also have some warm socks.”
I shrugged. My definition of warm socks might not cut it living for eight weeks in the mountains. Guess I’d have to wait and see.
We walked to the SUV I’d rented. I might not have enough layers yet but knew winter driving in New England would require a sturdy vehicle. I’d had my assistant make certain my rental had all-wheel drive. It was odd driving such a large car, but I was getting used to it. I turned on the heat as soon as we got in, and Valerie showed me there were seat heaters. I’d had no idea what that button was for. Once we were buckled, I made a gesture that I hoped said, “Lead the way.”
“Pull out to your right, then take your first left. We’re going all the way to the end.”
I did as she said, and soon we were headed down a narrow road barely wide enough for a single car. As we passed each cabin, I saw they were numbered, the signs hanging on wooden plaques over the porches, some of which had chairs set up, others with swings. I couldn’t help but hope.
As we pulled up to cabin twelve, my heart gave a small jump. This one and the one before were larger than the earlier ones, and I smiled when I saw the long swing. I didn’t care if it was twenty below. I wanted to sit out here. 
I parked in the space on the side of the cabin, and Valerie helped me get my luggage from the back. I was sure I’d overpacked, but she didn’t comment as we both overloaded our arms so we wouldn’t have to make a second trip.
As we approached the cabin door, Valerie fished the keycard out of her pocket while somehow balancing my largest suitcase. When the door unlocked, she pushed it open with her hip, then stepped aside to let me enter first. “Here we are,” she said with a hint of pride. “Cabin Twelve.”
The warmth hit me like a welcome embrace. I could see someone had been here before us from the small fire already crackling in the stone fireplace. The cabin was cozy yet spacious, with high wood-beamed ceilings that gave it an airy feel. A plush couch faced the fireplace, topped with throw pillows and a thick blanket that looked perfect for snuggling under for hours. The kitchen area was small but well-equipped, with a breakfast bar separating it from the living space.
We set down my luggage, and I pulled out my phone to type a note. I held it up for Valerie to see. This is beautiful!
She smiled, her eyes crinkling at the corners. “We hoped you’d like it.” Did the ‘we’ include Owen? I pushed the thought from my head. “Since it’s the last one in the row, it’s more secluded than the others, which we figured might appeal to you. Plus, it has the best view.” 
She gestured toward the sliding glass doors on the far wall, and I walked over to see what she meant. Pine trees, forests, and snowcapped mountains in the distance. Exactly what I’d pictured. I typed again. Perfect. 
“The kitchen is stocked with some basics,” Valerie continued as she showed me around. She opened the refrigerator. “Milk, eggs, bread and, since we knew what time you were arriving, there’s a turkey club sandwich from the Triangle General Store for your lunch. Don’t forget to try the pickles.” I could hardly believe how much they had done. Sure, big hotels made a fuss when I stayed, but this felt different. “There’s coffee and tea and several condiments. Most of the restaurants in the area will deliver if you want, except Friday and Saturday dinner. And, you’re always welcome at the Inn for breakfast and afternoon tea. Whatever makes you comfortable.”
I appreciated her thoughtfulness. The near recognition by the woman in the lobby reminded me I wasn’t sure how I would manage being around the public during my stay. I was hoping to keep as low a profile as possible, but I didn’t want to be a hermit. 
“The bedroom’s through there.” She pointed to a door on the right. “I don’t think you want the one with the bunk beds. And the bathroom has a soaking tub that I personally would never leave if it were mine. I’ve already told Roger that the next time he wants a project, he needs to upgrade our bathroom and include one.”
I smiled, already imagining a long hot bath later tonight. Bubbles up to my chin, if there was bubble bath. 
“If you need anything, day or night, text or call the front desk. Someone will be there to help.” She paused, her expression softening. “We’re flattered you chose to stay with us, Paxton. I know this surgery and recovery must be daunting. We’ll do whatever we can to help. And if you need peace and quiet, you’ll have that, too.”
Something in her words touched me deeply. Was it that obvious that I was searching for something? I swallowed against the rise of emotions and mouthed, Thank you.
“I’ll bring that extra coat and some warm socks this afternoon. Tonight’s supposed to dip below freezing. Anything else you need at the moment?” I shook my head. “Then I’ll let you get settled.”
After Valerie left, I stood in the middle of the cabin, taking it all in. The silence here was different from the quiet in my Santa Monica home, which always felt loaded with expectation—the next call, the next meeting, the next decision about a tour or album. This silence felt like a gentle embrace, wrapping around me with a tranquility I hadn’t experienced in years.
I moved to the window again, looking out at the mountains, the noon sun making them shine in the distance. Eight weeks stretched before me. Eight weeks to heal my voice, but also maybe to heal something else that had been unspoken for far longer. 
Sighing silently, I went to the kitchen to make tea. This was one thing that didn’t have to change. Tea had always been my warm drink of choice, other than hot chocolate when it was offered. On the breakfast bar, I found an electric tea kettle, a half dozen different teas and a large jar of honey. Good. There wasn’t a lot of pain from this surgery, but my throat was often scratchy, almost like it itched.
A few minutes later, I was settled on the couch, wrapped in the cuddliest blanket I’d ever felt and sipping a fruity herbal blend called SereniTea. I wanted to disappear into a book or a nap but there were people who needed to know how I was doing. I sent out a series of texts. First to my older sister, Michelle, then to my mother and Brett Searle, my manager, and finally to my assistant. When no one responded immediately, I let out a sigh of relief. Other than Michelle, I didn’t want to talk to any of them. 
There was one other person who wanted to know when I arrived, so I texted Cole Hanson. I’m here. Getting settled. Cabin twelve. Cole and I had known each other for almost fifteen years, when I was chosen to be the lead singer for the band, Emporium, after the woman he loved left. After he quit almost two years ago, the band broke up. I’d gone out on my own as a solo artist. I’d been nervous about coming here to recuperate from surgery since I wasn’t exactly sure Cole’s wife, Mia, would want me around for an extended time, but Cole was thrilled when I suggested it.
“Where are you going to go?” he’d said. “Home? You know your mother will be there hovering and pushing you to get better faster than you should, and Brett would be there soon after. And you’ll listen to them.”
Sadly, he was right. There had never been a time in my life where I hadn’t done what my mother wanted. “Mia wouldn’t mind my being in town for so long?” She and I had managed to find solid footing in the months leading up to the wedding—I’d even sung at the event—but that didn’t mean she’d like my proximity.
Cole’s reassurance echoed in my mind. “Mia’s fine with it, honestly. Besides, you’ve stayed there before. The Inn is perfect for someone who wants to get away without being completely isolated.”
It still took me a few days to be comfortable enough to call Owen and make the reservation, but now that I was here, I was glad I did. As I finished my tea, happy to be doing nothing, my phone pinged with Cole’s response: Glad you made it. Welcome back to Fable Notch. We need to plan a time to get together. Come to the school. Or for dinner. Or both.
I was grateful for the warm welcome. And I wanted to see the music school he’d opened since leaving the band. Every time I heard from him, he sounded happier than the last. What must that be like?
I’ll stop by soon. Not like I had a lot of plans. Other than seeing my vocal therapist later this week, there was nothing on the calendar. Which felt both weird and wonderful. As long as you don’t cook, I added. That got me a laughing emoji. When the band was on tour, Cole was notorious for making bizarre and mostly horrible meals from rest stop food.
Since I’d finished my tea, I decided to explore the cabin and start unpacking. I put my phone in my pocket and dragged my two biggest pieces of luggage to the bedroom. The room was as welcoming as the rest of the space, dominated by a king-sized bed covered in a puffy down quilt. There was a small writing desk by the window, and a closet that was more spacious than I’d expected.
I put my bags on the bed, then went into the bathroom. As soon as I turned the light on, I saw that Valerie hadn’t exaggerated about the tub—it was deep enough to submerge completely. A basket on the counter held locally made soaps, bath salts, and, yes, bubble bath. There was even a tray to lay across, making it easy to read and have a drink. I knew where I was going to spend many of my upcoming nights.
I went back to the bedroom and started taking things out. Most of the places I checked into, I was there for such a short time, I lived out of my suitcase, so unpacking was a luxury. I’d almost emptied the first suitcase when I discovered a small present tucked into a side pocket. As soon as I opened it and saw the gilded cover of the lined journal, I knew who it was from. The card confirmed it. There was Michelle’s familiar handwriting: Don’t forget to actually REST. Write some poetry. Listen to your thoughts. Take care of yourself. Love you. 
Sometimes I wondered how Michelle was part of our family. She was so different from my mother and younger siblings, who always wanted something from me. Usually money. But not Michelle. 
I hugged the journal as if it were a stand-in for my sister, feeling a wave of gratitude wash over me. Michelle always knew what I needed, even when I didn’t. Although that could be because I was focused on what people needed from me. It had been so long since I’d written anything more than adapting a lyric or two for songs I was expected to record. I wasn’t sure I even knew how to write for myself. What would I write? How miserable and lonely I’d been?
Putting the journal on the nightstand, I finished unpacking, then headed back to the living room. The fire was dying down, so I grabbed a log from the stack beside the hearth and put it on the already burning wood. I’d never built a fire, but adding to it seemed simple enough. The new log caught quickly, and I watched the flames dance. I’d have to ask Owen what kind of wood it was, but I liked the sweet, smoky fragrance and the crackling as it burned.
As I got comfortable on the couch, my phone pinged again. My stomach clenched when I saw the caller ID. My mother. Not unexpected, but not welcome. Call me immediately.
Not “Good to hear you got there safely.” Or “Hope your drive went smoothly.” Just an order. Even though she knew I couldn’t speak. She knew the details of the procedure I’d had along with what was necessary for the recovery because she’d insisted on going to my appointments with me as if I were a child. Thank goodness she’d been more worried about my younger sister, Riley, who had substance abuse issues, or she would have been with me for the surgery and insisted on staying after. That would not help my recovery. 
Not being able to talk might be frustrating, but today I appreciated having a reason not to call her. Can’t call. Doctor’s orders. Will text updates.
Her response was immediate: This is ridiculous. How am I supposed to know you’re all right if I can’t hear your voice?
I’m fine. Will call when I can. I almost turned the phone off, then decided putting it down was good enough. There were some people I did want to hear from.
I considered getting another cup of tea, but I was too comfortable where I was. As I pulled the blanket over my chest, something caught my eye. On the coffee table were three cozy mysteries, each the first of a series. I smiled. Owen remembered.
When I’d stayed in June, the band and I had rooms in the main building of the Inn. I didn’t want to do any more socializing than would be necessary at the event, but I was too antsy about performing and seeing Mia to stay in my room, so after checking in, I took the book I was reading and went to sit in an oversized chair in the living room.
“There are some big chairs on the porch with views of the mountains.” I’d looked up to see Owen standing next to me with a plate of iced lemon cookies. He’d checked me in a few hours before, but as I’d looked into sexy blue eyes and a face that held kindness and welcome, something inside me melted. “And a swing,” he’d added.
I’d spent as many hours on that swing as I could for the rest of my stay. Even with the cold, I planned to take time to enjoy my porch swing along with other ways to relax.
The thought hit me. Could I do that? Truly relax and maybe do some writing as Michelle suggested? As I considered these questions, I felt something I hadn’t experienced in a long time: possibility. Not expectation or obligation or pressure—just the gentle opening of doors I hadn’t realized were closed. 
Eight weeks stretched before me. Eight weeks of recovery, yes, but maybe also eight weeks of discovery. Because the one thing I hadn’t told anyone—couldn’t tell anyone—was that I wasn’t sure I wanted to sing again.






  
  Chapter Three
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Owen 
It was getting dark by the time I had a chance to visit Cabin Twelve. The temperature had dropped to that bone-deep chill that comes with winter, the kind that not only makes your breath cloud in front of you but also makes the air hurt your face. It would be like this through early April, at least, but it was better than having tornadoes, tsunamis, or giant, venomous spiders. Or so I told myself as I pulled a hat on, wrapped a scarf around my neck, and slipped on a pair of fleece-lined gloves before throwing a backpack over my shoulder.
I took one of the Inn’s snowmobiles to the cabin. The wind was brutal, but it was faster. I waved to a few guests coming back for the evening from a day on the slopes but kept my focus on the last building in the row. The porch light of Paxton’s cabin was on, and I hoped she was feeling at home. I parked the snowmobile next to the SUV she’d rented. Smart woman. Glad I wouldn’t have to worry when she was on the road.
Once I killed the engine, I got off, removed my gloves, and pulled the Inn sweatshirt I’d grabbed out of my backpack before I headed to the cabin. Then stopped at the foot of the steps. Standing there, hoodie clutched in my hands, I wondered if she’d mind the interruption. Maybe I should give her the night to herself. 
Then I told myself, for the fifth time, this was part of my job. It was perfectly normal for a manager to check on a guest their first night. Especially a long-term guest. Bringing a welcome gift wasn’t unusual. Neither was choosing the pale lilac hoodie from the supply room because last summer she’d mentioned she liked the color even if she wasn’t sure it looked good with her red hair.
I didn’t know if she remembered saying that. Why would she? It was such a small moment. But I did. I remembered nearly everything about her visit. Including telling her she would look good in any color.
I finally stepped onto the porch. The swing creaked gently in the wind, the chains making a soft metallic chime. Again, my thoughts drifted to her previous visit. After I’d told her about the swing on the Inn’s porch, she’d been curled up there for hours. Before and after the wedding, relaxed and carefree.
A cold wind brought me back to the present. Stop hovering. Just knock. What was wrong with me? I was acting like a lovesick teenager instead of a thirty-one-year-old professional. And she was here to recuperate, not to be fawned over. 
Berating myself for acting like a fool, I stopped delaying and knocked twice. The sound echoed in the quiet evening. As I waited, I took a small step back so I wouldn’t be on top of her when she got to the door. I listened but couldn’t hear movement. For a second, I thought maybe she was taking a nap, but as I was trying to figure out if I had a way to leave a note on the sweatshirt, the door opened. She didn’t say anything—not that she could—but she smiled, and I was happy to see her wrapped in the thick rose-colored blanket. She looked cozy and content, which is what I wanted for her.
She gave me a small wave, tucked her hand beneath the blanket again, then shifted to let me in. I kicked snow off my boot on the door frame before walking in, closing the door behind me. “I hope I’m not disturbing you.” 
She shook her head and mouthed, “No.” As I took off my coat and hung it on the coatrack, she gestured to my torso, moving her hand from my neck to my waist.
“Yup, all cleaned up and no more baby incidents for the rest of the day, thank goodness.” She pulled at her shirt, and I said, “My sweater is fine. Nothing cold water couldn’t fix. Laundry is a big part of the hotel business.” Could I be any more boring? “Since I barely got to say hi to you this morning, I wanted to see how you’re settling in, make sure you have everything you need, and bring you this.” My voice was steadier than I
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