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Dedication


For my mother, Grace Feuk,
who taught me all about the stars when I was young,
and for my husband, Jan, the love of my life,
who has been watching those stars with me for forty years.
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Chapter One


THE MIRROR WAS her enemy. Once upon a time that hadn’t been the case, but now Joely Crockett Foster turned away from her reflection wishing memories were as easy to ignore.

They weren’t. After two months in the hospital and six in the assisted care apartment that was both home and rehab facility, living in the past was now her stock in trade.

“You look gorgeous!” Her favorite nurse, Mary, a pretty, rosy-skinned woman of Mexican heritage, voiced the compliment warily in her perpetually beautiful and happy accent. “I tol’ you we would make your hair and makeup turn out beautiful.”

“Thanks.” Joely sighed, accepting the praise with effort. This special day deserved her best behavior.

“Harper and Mia will be so excited,” Mary added. “They have been trying to get you fancied up for weeks.”

Her two older sisters.

Mirror, Mirror on the wall, who’s the fairest Crockett of all? It’s you, Joely!

She could hear Mia’s and Harper’s voices from across the years, from back when they would brush her thick hair, put it in ringlets and bows, and dress her like a honey-haired Snow White. She could remember smiling at her five-year-old image.

Now, unless forced—like today in order to prepare for her sisters’ double wedding—she no longer looked in mirrors.

A double wedding.

She was thrilled for her sisters, of course, but still, if she’d been in the mood, she would have laughed. All through their teenage years and even into adulthood, Mia and Harper had rarely gotten along. That the two of them were sharing a wedding day constituted nearly miraculous cosmic humor. To Joely, however, the humor and the miracle were overshadowed by apprehension.

Mirror, Mirror . . . Her sisters had honored her by begging her to be matron of honor for both of them, but the facts that she was no longer the fairest Crockett, that she hated photos more than she hated mirrors, and that she was about to be a sitting duck for every camera-wielding guest at this wedding, left her dreading the celebration.

The only consolation was that she would get two bridesmaid ordeals over with in one excruciating wheelchair roll down the aisle. She’d survive.

Just as she had survived after the accident.

The drifting back started, and she fought against all-too-familiar memories. This day was not supposed to be about her.

“Hey, you.” Harper’s soft, cheerful voice, brightening the small room as she entered, finished the job of shutting down Joely’s dark thoughts. “Ready for my wedding day?”

“No, but she’s ready for mine!”

Mia followed, the eldest Crockett sister commanding the room as she always did. But today, a warm smile and an aura of happiness that hadn’t come through her cool physician’s demeanor before she’d met Gabe Harrison softened the effect.

Harper all but skipped across the floor and threw her arms around Joely. Unlike Mia, Harper hadn’t always exuded confidence, much less the ability to command, but nowadays she did. After running the Crockett family’s huge Paradise Ranch with her fiancé, Cole Wainwright, for the past seven months, she’d gotten a fast dose of reality and life lessons that had turned her into the de facto head of one of Wyoming’s most prestigious ranching families. It seemed so weird to think of her sisters as moguls.

And they were both radiant moguls, even in jeans, T-shirts, and cowboy boots—blue for Harper and bright red for Mia. A rush of gratitude and love mitigated Joely’s deep sadness and unwarranted twinges of jealousy. She might have been the first to marry, but Harper and Mia would be the first to marry for rainbows, white doves, happily-ever-afters, and all the rest of true love’s platitudes.

The only cliché left to Joely was the one about a husband leaving his wife for another woman. Tim Foster, by far her worse half, was still legally married to her, yet she hadn’t seen his handsome, cheating face since last August—nine months ago when she’d come back to Wyoming for her father’s funeral. In September, when she and her mother had nearly died in a car accident, Tim hadn’t bothered to send more than an e-mail telling her he was so sorry and to let him know when she was on her feet again.

Joely had three more sisters in addition to Harper and Mia—sweet, beautiful triplets. The kind of young women who wouldn’t call cow dung shit if they were paid to do it. Their collective name for Tim Foster was DoucheWipe of the Year. Joely supposed that was accurate enough in the triplets’ cute way. But her husband didn’t deserve anything cute, even an epithet.

“Hey, Joellen Brigitta, come back here this instant.”

She focused on Harper, whose cocoa-brown eyes searched for her attention from mere inches away. Even though she wasn’t the sister with the medical degree, Harper had less tolerance for hiding away in depression than Mia the doctor did. With her artist’s intuition and understanding of people, Harper had an uncanny way of knowing exactly when Joely was falling into pits of memory or troughs of despair.

“Sorry, Harpo.” Joely forced lightness into a quick, covering lie. “I was imagining the whole wedding. You both look so beautiful, and I didn’t expect to see either of you before I got to the house. I thought you’d send Mom or the triplets.”

“No,” said Mia. “They’re herding the men, since we aren’t allowed to see them.”

“Besides,” added Harper. “We wanted to spend time with you. It’ll be crazy later, and we wanted time to thank you for doing this. We both know it’s hard for you.”

“This isn’t hard.” She lied again as a lump formed in her throat behind the words. “I’d do anything for you.”

“We know.” Mia took her turn giving a hug. “But you can’t fool us about it not being tough.”

Being in the public eye had once been Joely’s forte. Junior and senior rodeo princesses, high school rodeo queen, homecoming queen, Miss Wyoming . . . she’d had a lifetime of practice. But comfort in the spotlight had gone the way of mirrors and cameras. Now the thought of being in a crowd of people tied her stomach in knots strong enough to hold a bucking bronc.

“Okay, I’m out of practice,” she agreed. “I’m not ready to face all the pity and sympathy.”

Harper knelt in front of her wheelchair. With her forefinger, she gently touched the start of a long, crooked scar that ran from Joely’s right ear to her throat, traversing her cheek and angling across her jawbone. Joely flinched, caught Harper’s hand, and shook her head.

“It doesn’t show the way you think it does,” Harper insisted. “You’re beautiful, and I don’t care how much you chew me out for saying so.”

“Don’t lecture me on your wedding day.” Joely grumbled, but her melancholy lifted slightly.

Having her big sisters to herself, feeling them rally around her even though they were now in their early thirties and she only three years from joining them, made the world seem as it once had . . . safe and rife with possibilities. Life seemed less discouraging. In just minutes, however, life outside the confines of her contained world would pour in, threaten to drown her, and safety would flee.

“Time to go,” Harper said. “We’ve got your dress at the house, and by the time we get there, the men will have been relegated to the Double Diamond.”

The Double Diamond had once been a neighboring ranch belonging to Harper’s fiancé Cole and his family. It was now part of Paradise, and Harper, because she was a successful artist in addition to a ranch owner, had turned the former homestead into a community arts center and retreat. Today it was bachelor central. For the first time, Joely’s spirits lifted toward the joy of the day.

“So I won’t get to sneak a peek at your two gorgeous grooms before you do, huh?”

“Not if Mom has her way.” Mia laughed. “As much tradition as she can shoehorn in—that’s the theme of this wedding.”

“You two are far kinder than I’d be.”

“Nah,” Harper said. “You’d be fine with it, too. She’s finally absorbed in something fun and all-encompassing for the first time since Dad’s death. We stand up to her when it’s really important. Otherwise, we’re just glad to see her happy.”

Another small pang of jealousy, wrapped in a solid dose of homesickness, lanced through Joely’s heart. Since Harper had come back to Wyoming from Chicago and Mia had returned from New York, everyone but the triplets, who worked in Denver, had a place in the huge log ranch home their mother had named Rosecroft. The heart of Paradise Ranch. Because she’d been so long in the hospital and rehab, Joely missed the day-to-day interactions the others shared there.

Not that she could blame anyone but herself. Harper had been trying to get her to move home for months, but even once she’d grown more mobile many long weeks after the accident, Joely had opted for this assisted living apartment in the VA’s long-term care facility. Because of Tim’s VA benefits, she got a hefty chunk of the cost covered. The bills that weren’t covered still came out of his pocket, and she didn’t have a single qualm about continuing to take advantage of her absentee husband. In this place she could at least pretend she was independent, and she didn’t have to face the constant barrage of sympathy she’d get at home. To keep the status quo, she could most of the time ignore her jealousy.

Mary returned with a walker. “Take this with you,” she said. “You might need to go somewhere the chair won’t.”

Joely set her lips in aversion. She was permanently injured but not ninety.

“I’m going to Rosecroft, the church, and back. No walker.”

“C’mon, this is no time for vanity,” Mia chided. “Bring it. Bring your crutches, too. We want you prepared for anything.”

For a moment Joely had to fight back a surge of irritation. All along she’d done everything for this double party exactly the way she’d been asked. Couldn’t they let her make one decision? She let the testiness dissipate without a fight. Once again she reminded herself that the day wasn’t about her wishes.

“Fine. Put the walker in the trunk, but I’m not using it,” she said.

“Fair enough.” Harper kissed the top of her head and pointed to the overnight bag on the bed. “Is this your stuff?”

Joely nodded. Mia pushed her chair out into the hallway. Mary locked the door behind them.

“See you in two days. Make sure you have fun.” Mary kissed Joely on the cheek—more like a mother or a loving aunt than a nurse.

“I’m sure I will.”

She wished she believed it. She wished even more she was coming back to her safe cocoon tonight.

Her sisters chattered with each other all the way down the hall, and their voices blurred into white noise. Joely looked at her good right leg and foot that rested easily on the chair’s footrest. If only people could stand for hours on one leg like a flamingo. She rubbed the thigh of her shattered left leg, crushed when the payload chains on a flatbed had snapped and sent half a dozen eight-foot diameter logs plunging onto the highway in front of her truck and horse trailer.

After four surgeries and eight months of healing and therapy, she had mobility in her hips, could flex the left knee, careen around with crutches, and limp along slightly faster with a walker. Her left leg was an inch shorter than the right, however, and that foot turned outward about ten or fifteen degrees. Some of the nerves that controlled minor movements were crushed beyond repair. Even though there was no need to amputate the leg, she sometimes wondered if losing it wouldn’t have been less traumatic.

Give it time, they all told her—the doctors, nurses, and physical therapists. In time she could retrain the muscles to work differently. And there were braces. There were sleek new wheelchairs. There was always hope.

Hope for everything but the life she’d once known or the life she’d wanted to build.

“All right, Queen Joellen, your coach awaits.” Mia set a hand on her shoulder.

Joely blinked and saw the open car door. Leaving the building hadn’t even registered with her.

Easily she moved her good leg from its rest and flipped up the footrest. With two hands, she helped her left leg onto the ground where Mia took over, flipping the leg rest out of the way, setting the chair’s brake, and reaching for her hands.

“Up you come,” she said and pulled Joely to a stand.

In a move perfected over the months of occupational therapy, Joely braced a hand on Mia’s shoulder and hopped in a circle until she could back into the seat of Harper’s new hybrid Highlander. Moments later she was fully in and ready to go.

She had to smile at Harper’s choice of vehicle. Her second sister was determined to turn Paradise Ranch as green as she could, and she was perfectly happy to take all the jeers and teasing that came with implementing her convictions in a fairly conservative state like Wyoming.

Joely agreed whole-heartedly, and before her accident she had been primed to take over running the ranch herself. She would have run Paradise exactly the way Harper and Cole were doing. Now, however, she no longer had the fortitude to stand up to taunting from ranchers who thought windmills in Wyoming were ridiculous and ugly, or to oil company executives who badgered her to let them drill on the ranch. Then there were lesser fights, like ranch hands who thought a once-a-year, uneconomical, old-fashioned round-up using horses and cowboys instead of gas-slurping four-wheelers and helicopters was an inefficient and unnecessary way to show appreciation of their heritage.

As the third child behind two such strong and successful sisters—the artist and the surgeon—Joely had learned to use her assets to create success by following and people pleasing. She didn’t make waves.

The scenery on the way to her childhood home never failed to stun with its stark beauty. Paradise Ranch’s fifty-thousand acres lay forty miles south of Jackson and stretched west below the Teton mountain range. Even in her darkest moments, the land brought Joely tranquility—however fleeting. During the half-hour ride from the VA complex, neither Harper, who drove, nor Mia, who sat in the back leaning forward between the seats, seemed to notice that Joely’s minimal comments were only aimed at keeping them talking so she didn’t need to.

They reached the quarter-mile-long main driveway to Paradise, which wound through thick grassland dotted with stands of juniper, spruce, and cottonwoods. At the end stood Rosecroft, a sprawling, two-story log home with a front porch the full length of the bottom floor that could hold a small country’s population or a large wedding reception—which it would in several hours. Small gardens thick with colorful, welcoming flowers surrounded it.

Rosecroft was a slightly silly name for a main ranch house in the middle of cattle country. A croft, as Joely understood it, was a small English cottage. This, her mother’s pride and joy of a house, was anything but small. And her mother’s favorite flowers weren’t even roses, although they were a close second as evidenced by the number of them adding liberally to the rainbow of colors in the flowers. Morning glories. Those were Bella Crockett’s most beloved blossoms, and even as Harper pulled the truck up to the garage, Joely could see the mass of vines climbing delicately up the eastern side of the house with their sea of powder blue and lavender blooms open to the morning sun—the colors her sisters had chosen for their wedding.

But Joely’s father, Sam, so the story went, had promised to take his bride anywhere in the world for their honeymoon, and she’d chosen Scotland. Her favorite place had been a charming bed and breakfast called Rosecroft. She’d brought the name home and, when the time came, given it to her own dream house.

“Okey doke.” Harper called over her memories. “First stop.”

Joely didn’t have time to open the door before her mother had it open from the outside and nearly crawled into the seat to give a huge welcoming hug.

“Hello, sweet girl. Welcome home!”

Joely accepted the hug, thrilled to see her mother looking so healthy—her cheeks full of warm color, her stance strong and healed. She’d been injured badly, too, a fact that still haunted Joely with guilt. If only she hadn’t—

“Come on now, let us help you out and up the steps,” her mother said. “Look who’s waiting. She’s almost more excited than I am.”

Up on the porch, her hand raised in greeting, stood their grandmother, Sadie. Slim and snowy-haired, leaning easily on a signature black cane adorned with bright red poppies, she looked like a spry eighty-year-old. But Sam Crockett’s mother would be celebrating her ninety-fifth birthday in a month. Joely smiled in genuine pleasure. The woman was a force of nature. But it was getting harder for her to leave home, and Joely hadn’t seen her in over a month.

In fact, Joely had been home only a few times since the accident. Whenever the family got together, they usually came to her.

“Hi, Grandma,” she called when she stood on one leg beside the car.

“Hello, darling,” Sadie called back.

It took a sister on each side and a few awkward moments of maneuvering to get up the four porch steps. Once she’d accomplished the task, her grandmother wrapped her in yet another embrace.

“Welcome home, beautiful child,” she said, the love in the words sincere and almost tangible.

“So!” Her mother joined them. “Isn’t it exciting? What a beautiful day.”

It was—a gorgeous, blue-skied May 20, headed for a perfect seventy-five degrees.

“Everything looks gorgeous, Mom,” Joely said. “This is a perfect place for the reception. I saw the tent canopies out back when we drove in. Even the Henhouse Hilton is decked out.”

The Hilton was their father’s outrageously ornate chicken coop. Today its picket fencing was adorned with denim blue and lavender bows—Harper’s blue and Mia’s pale purple.

“How are the guys doing?” she asked, as Mia and Harper rolled the wheelchair behind her and helped her sit.

“According to Alec, they’re having a fine old time,” her mother said.

“Alec?” Joely asked.

“Gabe’s groomsman who couldn’t be at the rehearsal yesterday.”

She’d paid little attention to anything but learning her own job the night before. In all honesty, she didn’t realize a groomsman had been missing.

“Alec and Gabe served in Iraq together. He’s a very nice boy—handsome, polite. He’s inside now, in fact, picking up some forgotten items. The guys might be having fun, but they’re as scatterbrained as pregnant women today. Someone’s cufflinks, someone’s shoes, someone else’s cummerbund.” Her mother laughed.

“Did someone say Cummerbund?”

“Benedict Cummerbund?”

“He’s coming to the wedding? Awesome! I wonder if he likes triplets.”

With those words, the porch was invaded by three of the cutest young women on the face of the planet; they dropped the Benedict Cumberbatch jokes in favor of squeals when they surrounded Joely.

The trailer babies, the triplets, the movie stars. Joely hugged them all at once the best she could—Grace, Raquel, and Kelly.

“You three get more gorgeous every time I see you,” she said. “And you never ever dress the same—what’s with lookalike time?”

All three wore jeans and a solid red T-shirt. They exchanged a look of mischievous fun, more like high school sophomores than the twenty-four-year-old businesswomen they were.

“It’s been such a hoot to confuse the men,” said Kelly, who could charm heat from an Eskimo with her playfulness and bright personality. “They have no idea who’s who.”

“We haven’t done this since high school,” added Raquel.

“It’s mean but it’s also awesome fun,” finished Grace, the sister Joely always thought of as the spiritual soul of them all because she never failed to live effortlessly up to her name. It was fun to see impishness in her eyes—the tiniest of imperfections in her perfect self.

The triplets had always been eerily identical. Joely knew who was who—most of the time—but the girls had done their share of purposely trying to confuse parents and siblings when they’d been small.

“But that’s all beside the point. You look wonderful, Jo-Jo. You’re getting better; I can see it in your eyes.”

“Aw, Gracie, if you say it, it must be so. It’s good to be home,” Joely said truthfully.

“It is,” Mia agreed. “Come on, let’s go in and eat lunch—it’s not a big spread, but Kelly’s here, so it’s delicious.”

The triplets ran two successful restaurants in Denver, and Kelly was the master chef—which was clear every single time she took to the kitchen.

“I’m starving,” said Harper.

“How can you eat?” Joely asked, her own stomach already a fluttering mass of nerves.

“It’s going to be a long night.” Harper grinned. “I’m planning to have energy to spare. After lunch we’ll have plenty of time to get dressed and over to the church. We’ve assigned Grandma Sadie to be your personal assistant, Jo-Jo. We fought over her, and you won.”

The thought of spending time alone with her grandmother eased Joely’s nerves. Grandma Sadie had always been the best storyteller and imparter of wisdom in Wyoming.

“Sometimes a girl just gets lucky,” she said.

They moved inside and the earthy comfort of the big house enveloped her. Their mother had exquisite taste, but she’d also been a practical rancher’s wife, and the decorating was decidedly western, in maroons and reds and oranges with pools of blues and indigos to cool the space like a sunset. Rosecroft, with its sitting room to the right, then the two-story living room and the dining room with its table big enough to seat twenty people straight ahead, greeted her like another person.

She hadn’t lied—for a little while, at least, it was good to be home.

“We’ve got a chair set up with an ottoman for your leg,” Harper said. “Or would you rather just stay in the wheelchair?”

She would rather get the day over with and go back home, she thought, but she was already being annoying and ungrateful. Everyone was being so overly helpful that she couldn’t bear to let them see a lack of effort on her part. “The chair,” she said.

Once again they ensconced her like a queen, chattering with each other, including her as if she’d never been gone. But then, without warning, all five of her sisters, her mother, and her grandmother disappeared. One minute she was talking to Mia, the next everyone had left her and migrated to help in the kitchen.

Not that this was unusual. Or deliberate. Unless she was the center of attention—as she’d been at pageants or even this morning—she was always Child Three, the one people assumed would just be there following the crowd. Her sisters would return en masse from the kitchen and pick up where they’d left off—clueless that she’d been abandoned, but innocent of intentional neglect. It had never used to bother her, and she shouldn’t be irritated now, but she was.

Lately she seemed to live in a state of irritation.

The dining room was cavernous with nobody in it but her. This was the space her mother had dedicated to the country that had inspired the house. It boasted a stunning photo panorama of the Scottish Highlands, a picture of Rosecroft’s namesake in Scotland, and chair cushions, curtains, and a beautiful runner on the sideboard against one wall in the muted blue, green, and subtle red tartan of the clan MacKinlay whose ancestors owned the B&B where her mother had stayed and fallen in love with all things Scottish.

It was also as un-western Wyoming a room as would be found anywhere in the house. Joely had always loved the classy incongruity of their Scottish dining room, just as her mother did.

“You look lost.”

She started at an unexpected, masculine voice and swung her gaze to the dining room doorway. Her mouth went dry as a summer drought, and her pulse hiccupped before it began to race. The man who stood there with a hot smile and a confident demeanor owned a pair of the sharpest hazel eyes she’d ever seen, sandy-gold hair the color of a palomino stallion, and a jaw and cheekbones strong enough to have been chiseled out of Wyoming granite. Most unsettling of all was a smile that likely could have charmed Sunday school teachers out of their knickers—in any era past or present.

After she’d stared for an impolite number of seconds, Joely lowered her eyes and cupped her chin so her thumb rode up the left side of her in order to hide the scar. She’d convinced herself it made her look thoughtful and masked the self-consciousness she’d never suffered before the accident.

“I might be lost,” she said. “But I’m probably not.”

“You’re Joellen.”

“Not unless you’re angry at me.”

He raised one amused brow. “I’m not.”

“Then it’s Joely.”

“I admit it; I knew that. What I don’t know is how a pretty little thing like you could possibly be sitting all alone like this in a house full of women.”

She stared, not sure whether she was annoyed at the “pretty little thing” epithet or surprised at his mind-reading ability, since she’d been wondering the same thing.

“My whole family is in the kitchen through that door. I could ask you the same thing. What’s a patronizing cowboy like you doing in my mother’s dining room knowing my name when I don’t know yours?”

The grin widened, and he strode into the room, dark denim jeans fitted nicely on his hips, a subtle plaid shirt tucked at the waist, and a casual brown sport coat giving him a touch of western class. He reached her in three strides, his cowboy boot heels beating a soft, pleasant cadence on the oak floor. “Alec Morrissey,” he said, holding out his hand. “Alexander if you’re mad at me.”

The name left her stunned again. She knew it. Anyone who followed rodeo knew it. But he couldn’t be the Alec Morrissey—the one who’d won three PRCA titles and then dropped out of sight half a dozen years ago . . . She shook her head to clear it before she could blurt a question that would sound stupid. She kept her hand over her scar by pretending to scratch her temple and took his hand to shake it. His firm, dry masculine grip sent a small warning shiver through her stomach.

“I’m not,” she said.

“Not what?”

“Not mad at you.”

“Ah. Even if I’m patronizing? Or if I admit I’m not a real cowboy? Which I’m not, by the way. I wear the boots because they’re comfortable.”

She wanted to tell him she’d only forgive him if he promised never to call her a pretty little thing again. Her father had called her that, but not in a proud papa kind of way. It had been more a “you’re my delicate little flower, don’t worry your pretty little head over such things” kind of way. But based on the confidence this man exuded, Joely doubted she could tell him to do or not do anything.

“Well, I can’t lie. I’m disappointed about the cowboy part. But if you swear to quit being patronizing, I won’t be mad.”

He pulled out a chair beside her and sat backward on it, comfortable and easy, looking as if he’d lied about not being a cowboy and straddled seats and saddles every day.

“Ma’am, if calling you pretty is patronizing, I can’t swear because any promise I made I would break every time I saw you.”

The arrogant amber-eyed devil. She let her hand drop from her face without thinking, smiling in spite of herself. “So, really, who are you?”

“One of Gabe’s groomsmen. I’m up from Texas, and I’m supposed to be staying away from the girls, but I’m the designated errand boy, so I’m here collecting forgotten items.”

Alec. Of course. Her mother had far undersold the good-looking quality. But a boy? Lord, no. Whatever he was that wasn’t a cowboy—or a famous rodeo star—he was a man’s man, and dangerous if you were a female.

“Texas. That explains a lot.”

“I said I was from Texas. I didn’t say I was a Texan.”

“Semantics?”

“No, the truth. I worked in Houston for the last two years. I’m a born-and-bred Minnesota boy, although I grew up in central Wisconsin.”

“The land of dairy cattle.”

“It is. And you grew up in the land of beef cattle. Sometime I’ll tell you about all the things we have in common, pretty Joely.”

“Really. Please don’t bother ever to do that.”

“Why?” He looked her straight in the eye. “What’s wrong, Joely? Did you shut me down because you had a serious accident and now a little scar makes you too self-conscious to get close to anyone?”

Her shock was complete and paralyzing. How dare he?

“That was inappropriately rude.” She managed to croak out the admonishment while her cheeks flushed with embarrassed fury. “And it’s completely untrue.”

That was a lie.

“I’ve gotten to spend some time with your mother and sisters the past few days. They told me about your injuries and your unusually long stint in rehab. But I personally know a little something about long stints. I can promise you’ll come back from this. You shouldn’t hide.”

He leaned forward, gently placed a long forefinger beneath her chin, and tilted her head up, bringing their eyes to within mere inches apart. She hadn’t thought shock could drill any deeper into her heart, but he dumbfounded her. After staring at him too long one more time, she managed to jerk her head free.

“Who do you think you are?”

To his credit, he looked momentarily contrite. “I’m sorry,” he replied. “That was out of line.” His confidence bounced back almost immediately after his apology, and he flashed the knicker-removing smile once more. “In truth I’m only here because you’re part of my current mission.” He reached into the sport coat pocket and pulled out a thick envelope. “This was hand-delivered this morning. Gabe asked me to sign for it, so I did. Now it’s fallen to me to make sure you get it.” He handed her the letter and stood, pushing back his chair. “I’ll stop bothering you now. It was nice to meet you, Joely Crockett. I’ll see you in a couple of hours at the wedding.”

She didn’t correct his mistake with her last name and barely noticed him start back across the room. She’d read the return address on the envelope, and none of Alec Morrissey’s forwardness or his apology mattered any longer. After eight months, her husband had finally surfaced, and from the thickness of the envelope, she knew he hadn’t sent her anything good.

Alec turned to glance back at her. “Everything all right?” he asked.

“None of your business,” she said quietly.

“Fair enough. Hey?” His question from across the room forced her to look up even though doing so made her light-headed. “Save me a dance.”

Her jaw went slack. “Is that some kind of joke?”

“Not at all. Sounds like it’s time you got back out on the floor. I’d like to be one of your first partners.” He turned but hesitated. “You know. If you don’t want to sit here all alone—just get up and go find your family.”

Tears beaded in her eyes at the thoughtless ease with which he managed to insult and humiliate her at the same time.

“You’re awfully quick to judge me, Mr. Morrissey. What, you listen to a few things my mother has to say and now you think you know all about me? Don’t you dare presume to tell me what I can and cannot do. Or what, in your high-and-mighty opinion, I should do.”

“Joely. I’m sorry. I know I’m being a jerk. I’m just a guy not known for my tact, trying to toss out tough love. I shouldn’t have.”

“What makes you think I need tough love? That’s pretty arrogant.”

“You’re right. Let me make it up with that dance tonight.”

“I. Can’t. Dance.” She nearly spit the words.

He smiled and shook his head no. “Sure you can. I’ll see you later and prove it. And, I am sorry I pissed you off.”

He left. Finally.

She fumed at his retreat.

Pissed her off? There hadn’t been a bigger understatement since “Houston, we have a problem.” Of all the superior, condescending buttholes. She wouldn’t dance with Alec Morrissey if she had two working legs.

She cooled her irritation with a long, slow breath and dropped her gaze to the envelope on the table. She knew she should wait until after the weddings to open it, but aggravation had her ripping open the flap, pulling out the sheaf of papers, and attempting to slog through the legalese that swam before her eyes. Moments into the task her anger turned quickly to shock, and her stomach dropped even further from where Alec the Ass had left it. Tim the DoucheWipe had just pulled the plug on her life.

She covered her face with both hands, but this time it wasn’t to hide the scar.




Chapter Two


PLEASE BE INFORMED that benefits will be terminated as of June 1—

Five minutes after daring to read them for the second time, Joely tore her eyes from the words staring at her from the page and gave in to disbelief and anguish.

She didn’t care about the divorce Tim was finally willing to discuss “amicably,” according to his lawyer’s typed personal note—she’d demanded a separation and then divorce before he had. It was the dictated instructions, the lack of empathy or concern of any kind, and the straits she was now in, thanks to Tim’s actions, that left everything from her stomach to her heart feeling like it was curling up and dying.

She didn’t doubt for half an aching heartbeat that he knew exactly what day today was and that this was where his legal edict would arrive.

She heard the laughing, excited voices from the kitchen, heralding her family’s return. With the panic and swiftness of a thief about to be caught, Joely slapped the letter, divorce terms, and insurance notations into a rough pile and shoved them back in the envelope, ripping it in the process. She barely got it tucked beneath her butt before Mia, Harper, and Kelly entered.

“I’m so sorry,” Harper said. “We didn’t realize we’d all trooped into the kitchen at the same time.”

“It happens,” Joely said. “No matter. I met Alec.”

Her mother entered behind the three girls and let her gaze dart around the room. “Alec? He was here?”

Joely nodded.

“Isn’t he adorable?” Kelly asked. “Gabe is so happy Alec took him up on his invitation to come live here. He got a job with Breswell Trucking in Jackson, and he’s doing great.”

“He lives here?” Joely let her surprise show. “He said he’d come from Texas.”

Her mother nodded. “He did, about two months ago. We’d only met him once before all the wedding festivities. He’s such an inspiration.”

“Alec Morrissey . . . ” Joely tried out his name again, slowly.

“I know. It was like meeting a rock star at first,” Kelly said. “Didn’t you think?”

“So it is him? Alec ‘Mayhem’ Morrissey?”

As she recalled, he’d been the national junior champion saddle bronc rider and later PRCA champion several years in a row.

“Sure is,” Kelly agreed. “Since his time overseas, he hasn’t participated on any rodeo circuits. Even so, he’s still the hottest cowboy I’ve ever seen. With the exception of my new brothers-in-law.” She grinned at Mia and Harper.

“Nice save.” Mia raised her brows.

And yet, Alec Morrissey had made a point of saying he wasn’t a real cowboy. Why would a man whose profession was the quintessential definition of cowboy say such a thing? She’d answer that when she figured out why her husband had ignored her for the past eight months. Stupid men with their secrets and game-playing.

Alec Morrissey’s nickname, Mayhem, hadn’t had much to do with the rodeo itself but with the destruction of hearts and reputations he’d left in his handsome wake. Buckle Bunnies, those rodeo-crazy girls who had their cowboy hats set for the Mayhem Morrisseys of the world, might have been impressed with his prowess, his smooth tongue, and his penchant for his extreme sport—but she was finished with pretty, shallow men who thought their handsome faces and their laurels gave them license to say anything they wanted.

Or, in the case of Timothy Foster, take everything he wanted.

Joely inhaled again, slowly and deeply. “You do have two very sexy cowboys walking down that aisle today,” she said and shifted to make sure none of her special delivery papers showed. “A washed-up rodeo rider can’t hold a candle to them.”

“That’s my girl!” Harper set a bowl of sliced strawberries on the table and hugged Joely tightly. “Knows where her loyalties lie.”

That was her—always loyal as a rescued pup. Joely set a smile on her face and started the job of faking her way through lunch. It would be good practice for the rest of the day.

Kelly spoiled them with homemade potato leek soup and loaves of crispy-crusted rosemary bread. The salad was cool and fresh, and they sprinkled strawberries on the greens like candy, groaning in happy ecstasy over having their talented chef home to feed them. Everything was light and fun and girlie.

Joely smiled and laughed along with them, and she knew they’d all tell each other later how good the outing had been for their wounded, cloistered sister. They should try to get her out like this more often. And while she didn’t begrudge them their happy day or even their concern for her, Joely detested being the object of pity. Once more she wished she could go back to Mary where nobody worried and mostly left her alone.

“That was fantastic,” Harper said when they’d finished the dessert of individual fruit tarts Kelly had created. “What a perfect lunch. I might even still fit into my dress.”

“Me, too.” Mia rubbed her stomach. “I had visions of Raquel having to put her foot in my back and tug on the laces when I heard Kel was cooking for us. You found something perfect.”

Kelly beamed. “Thanks. I love tiny fussy lunches like this—and for this occasion it’s even better. What do you think, Jo-Jo? You’ve been awfully quiet.”

She smiled and waved to dismiss the accurate observation. “I’m overwhelmed by what you magically do in the kitchen,” she replied. “This was so good, and it’s fun to listen to all your voices and just be here with you.”

And it was, really, in an emotional whiplash kind of way.

“How’s the physical therapy going?” Grace asked. “I hear you’ve got your little apartment set up so pretty now. We all want to come and visit before we go back to Colorado next week.”

Those were two completely unrelated statements, and Joely didn’t know which would be the more immediately painful to address. However pretty the apartment had “gotten,” it wasn’t going to be hers much longer, and PT was nothing more than a necessary drudge.

“Therapy is . . . what it is.” She shrugged. “Not much more progress to be made. It’s like a maintenance session at the gym.”

“Haven’t they found you a good-looking therapist to spice things up yet?” Raquel asked.

Everyone asked the same question. Her sisters had been teasing her about it for six months. Wink wink, nudge nudge, everyone bet she was hiding a hunky PT somewhere—and that’s why she was still at the VA apartment. In truth a hunky PT in her world was as mythological as a unicorn. She rotated between three therapists—a fifty-five-year-old father of four, a very nice woman quite overweight, and a fresh-out-of-school girl who was so gung-ho she was more depressing than helpful.

“We’re still searching,” she said with a practiced grin. “Send any and all applicants my way.”

Her sisters were in heaven as the teasing continued, but she was just glad to be off the hook for answering any more questions about Alec Morrissey.

“I swear you girls are going to talk your way right into missing your own weddings.”

Grandma Sadie made her way into the room, her steps spry, her cane more of a security measure than a complete necessity. It didn’t make a sound on the oak floor, but it was still as much a part of their grandmother as her beautiful, white hair.

“We know you’d never let that happen!” Harper rose from the table and met Grandma Sadie with a kiss to her cheek. “We do tend to forget the time when we’re together, don’t we?”

“There were many years when you all weren’t together, so I understand your excitement,” Grandma said. “It’s a blessing that you’re together now. But come now, time to get a move on. Less than two hours until the ceremony.”

“Let’s clear the dishes,” Mia said. “Then head up to dress.”

“Melanie will get the dishes. She’s here now. Time for you six to forget anything but the party.”

In Joely’s opinion, Melanie Thorson, the wife of the ranch’s foreman, Bjorn, was Paradise’s resident superwoman. She homeschooled her three kids, kept track of all the ranch hands and their families, ran her household like a master contractor, and still had time to pitch in and help with anything anytime.

“Come on, Jo-Jo, we’ll get you back in your chair.” Grace and Raquel moved to her side.

The envelope beneath her leg burned. She couldn’t let them see it, not yet, but clearly she hadn’t thought through her plan to hide it.

“It’s all right,” she said quickly. “Let me talk to Grandma for a minute. Didn’t you say she’s my personal assistant?” She smiled as sweetly as she could and waved her sisters and mother out of the room. “You all get going and we’ll manage. We’ll just be slow.”

On any other day the sisters might have thought the request suspicious. On a double wedding day, however, they let her have her way with no questions. Only her mother hesitated.

“Is everything all right, sweetheart?”

“I’m fine, Mama, promise.” She accepted a kiss. “I have some questions for Grandma that’s all, and I haven’t had a chance to talk to her much yet. You go ahead and help the others.”

Her mother laughed. “Actually, Gracie is my minion today. You and I are in the ranks of elite for this party, I guess.”

“Then we’ll enjoy it while we can,” Joely said. “I can’t wait to see you in your dress. I remember when you brought it up to show me.”

“All right. I’ll go get started then. There’s a lot to do when you’re my age.”

“Listen to that girl.” Grandma Sadie spoke for the first time. “You don’t know anything about age, missy.”

It was true. Bella Crockett was far from an aged woman. At fifty-eight, she had lustrous chestnut hair she wore past her shoulders, flashing blue eyes, and she could still rock a pair of jeans and a T-shirt as well as her daughters. She’d worked hard on Paradise Ranch, but the life hadn’t bowed her. Now that she’d recovered from her accident injuries, she seemed prettier than ever to Joely.

“Some days, Sadie, I think you feel younger than I do.” Her mother smiled. “But not today. Today we bring a lot of life back to Paradise.”

She kissed Joely one more time, did the same to Grandma Sadie, and left the room with a smile and an elegance Joely knew she and her sisters had never noticed when they’d been kids. She wondered if her father had ever really known what a classy woman he’d been married to for thirty-four years.

A wave of sadness washed over her. They were closing in on a year since a heart attack, which even his doctors hadn’t seen coming, had taken the robust, active Sam Crockett. What would her tough, hard, focused father have thought of this day?

On the other hand, the chances they’d all be here celebrating two weddings together if he were still alive weren’t high. All six of his daughters had left home once they’d hit college age. They hadn’t returned to stay until his death. It was likely Harper would never have fallen in love with Cole and probably a sure thing Mia wouldn’t have met Gabe. The only one whose life might possibly have been better was her own. Chances were she’d have come back as she’d been planning before his death—but the trip with her mother to California wouldn’t have happened as it had. And she wouldn’t have been hurrying to get back to the ranch, pulling a loaded trailer too quickly to stop when the chains on that logging truck had snapped. She wouldn’t have killed—

“Joely, honey, time to tell me what’s wrong.” Her grandmother’s voice was strong with only a hint of elderly quaver.

Joely looked up, surprised. Unconsciously, she’d buried her face in her hands and was pressing away the start of a headache behind her eyes. Grandma Sadie had taken a seat beside her and waited for a reply. Joely admired her beyond words, the serene matriarch with sadness but no regrets in her life, and she still had a little time to go before it was finished. With determination, Joely pushed the past away and shifted in her chair to pull out the envelope.

“This came. I don’t want to tell the others yet. I’m always the bearer of bad news.”

Grandma Sadie took the envelope with its now-unruly sheaf of papers sticking haphazardly from the opening. “Tell me about this,” she said, as she pulled them out and unfolded them on the table.

“Tim is agreeing to the divorce but only to half of what I asked for. He says it’s time for me to stop being unreasonable because I more than used up any share I had coming of the household income on my horse and all she cost over the years.” Joely’s throat closed over the words, and tears welled in her eyes. Grandma put one mottled hand over hers.

“It’s all right to grieve. It was a terrible thing to lose Penny in the accident.”

Bless her grandmother. She never used unhelpful platitudes.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “It should be a happy day.”

“It will be. I promise, honey. What else is in the letter? I can see in your eyes there’s more.”

“He doesn’t want me submitting for benefits any longer. Once he can cut me loose, he’s planning to marry his girlfriend, so he’s ready to put her on his insurance. As of three weeks from today, I will no longer have coverage.”

Grandma Sadie sat thoughtfully, her strong hand still covering Joely’s. She patted softly with her fingers, and each tap sent a tiny dart of warmth through the skin. “Fortunately you will get new coverage,” she said. “But this will affect keeping your little apartment, I suppose. Oh dear, I’m sorry. That’s what’s upsetting, not Timothy. You know I think you’re well rid of him, even though it’s not pleasant.”

“You don’t think I’m terrible? God isn’t going to frown down on me for not trying harder with him?”

Her grandmother had the strongest belief system of anyone Joely had ever or would ever know. But for as staunch and forthright an old woman as she was, she had a gentle outlook on her faith. Joely craved the gentleness now.

“He doesn’t like it when his children hurt, Joellen. This was not your choice. I never told you this, but I took it upon myself to write that boy a letter when you were first injured. I didn’t mince any words with him.”

A mixture of pride, embarrassment, and utter gratitude bubbled into a giggle that helped effervesce a little of the dark hurt away. “I wish I could have read it. You’re a little fearsome when you’re on a tear, Gram.”

She looked positively affronted and then added a huge grin. “I don’t go on ‘tears.’ ”

“Not unintentional ones.” Joely grinned, too. “The politically correct term is ‘speak your mind.’ ”

“I’ll give you that one, child. I’m far too old to do anything less. But my point is that Timothy Foster didn’t even do me the courtesy of sending a rude reply much less come and care for you. I don’t know many humans who have that little charity in them.”

Joely had never thought of it in terms of Tim lacking a human quality. He’d simply been the man who’d hurt her and she the woman with so little to offer a husband that he’d walked away from her.

“Is it all right if I hate him?”

The words felt guiltily good to say.

Grandma Sadie patted her hands again. “If you can manage not to, after a time, you will feel the better for it. Right now? I’m afraid I’m struggling with a little hatred myself. He hurt one of my babes, and that’s difficult to forgive.”

For once the tears in Joely’s eyes were tears of relief, and for a few moments the anger and even hatred in her heart were pure, instead of jumbled and guilt-ridden.

“I honestly don’t know what I’m going to do,” she said. “If I lose access to my care . . . to my home I—”

“That apartment is not your home.” Grandma Sadie interrupted her without apology. “It’s your cave. You’ve been hiding there to do whatever healing you’ve had to do, and I’m not saying you didn’t need it. But you don’t need it any longer.”

The idea terrified her, as it always did. “I promised myself a year,” she said quietly. “That’s what the doctors always said. ‘Give your body a full year to repair and recuperate.’ Not that it’s made so very much difference.”

She lowered her eyes as the truth crashed around her in a familiar tidal wave. She would never walk normally again. She would never tear around the barrels on the back of a gazelle-like horse. She would never . . .

“You are alive.” Grandma Sadie’s admonishment cut through the roiling emotions. “Don’t look for sympathy about losing your home. It’s been waiting for you a long time.”

Speaking her mind. Here was proof her grandmother would speak it to anyone—even one of her “babes.” Joely stared at the table, chastised but not changed. She’d thought so often about returning to Paradise that she could play out the act of moving back in her head like a movie. It never had a satisfying ending.

“I’m not interested in coming back and being a burden to everyone here.”

“Why would you think such a thing?”

“I can’t run my own errands. I can’t get to my own doctor appointments. I can’t go up and down stairs, so everyone would have to move to accommodate me. Harper and Cole will be newlyweds. They don’t want a child to care for in their new life.”

A long, patient sigh floated through the air, and Grandma Sadie shook her head. “I could spend from now until the wedding ceremony begins listing the reasons all those complaints are wrong-headed,” she said. “But you’re going to have to figure some of them out for yourself. Until then, I will talk with you about your worries any time you’d like, but no more right now. You get yourself into that chair, and we’ll go to my room and get each other ready. I want only one promise from you—one sacrifice today.”

“What’s that?”

“You put yourself, Timothy Foster, and all your fears away for the day, and you don’t let them out again until we can concentrate on them. You were right and kind to keep this news from your sisters for the moment.”

“I’m not totally self-centered. I know it’s their day.”

Joely found another smile and her grandmother returned it. Sadie stood. She still held herself with pride and determination, the soft roundness of age only emphasizing the fact that once she must have been a curvy stunner.

“Oh, sweet Joely. You are self-centered. You always have been. But one thing you are not is vainglorious. You have possessed a heart of gold from the day you were born, and you want people to honestly like you. It’s time to turn a little of that inner kindness on yourself. Come now. Let’s get dressed for the big party.”

SHE DID, OR tried to do, what Grandma Sadie ordered. In her grandmother’s spacious bedroom suite on Rosecroft’s first floor, they spoke no more about Tim, or the foreboding papers he’d sent, or about the injuries that made it so much more of a challenge to do anything she’d once taken for granted.

Grandma Sadie regaled her with stories from her own wedding seventy-five years before. No fancy, frilly white dress for her—just her best blue-and-pink flowered Sunday frock with a single rose pinned to her shoulder. Joely’s grandfather, Sebastian, had been “handsome as Gary Cooper and Errol Flynn together” and had splurged on a new tie and a new pair of shoes for the occasion.

There’d been a small ceremony at the same little church the girls were getting married in today and, also the same as this wedding, a huge party here at Paradise with every kind of homemade treat conceivable and a fiddle band that played until all hours.

By the time Joely stopped giggling over the stories of cousins and neighbors plying the main fiddle player with whiskey so he’d play faster, she was dressed and ready to face the mirror.

“Now.” Grandma Sadie stood behind her, gripping her waist as Joely held the foot of the old sleigh bed frame and took a deep breath. “You look at yourself and tell me you don’t forget all your troubles.”

The dress was a confection. A floating, swirling combination of blue with lilac streaked through the chiffon layers, the gown flowed from a wide gathered ribbon of purple at her waist into a shimmery full-length skirt that covered her twisted leg. She couldn’t help but feel better wearing it. She’d been working hard enough on her upper-body physical therapy that her arms and shoulders didn’t even look too bad in the strapless bodice.

“It is pretty, isn’t it?”

“The girl in it is pretty. The dress just emphasizes it.”

There was the platitude. Joely turned in place and hugged her grandmother, who looked elegant in a peacock-blue suit worthy of Queen Elizabeth. She even wore a jaunty little fascinator, adorned with a peacock feather and a lavender bow. She was the pretty one.

“We both look good,” Joely agreed.

“Oh, much better than good. We’ll catch all the boys’ eyes.”

The twinkle in her eye proved Sadie Crockett wasn’t just talking to exercise her jaw. She’d lost a husband and both her sons, but she revered life. Two new grandsons were about to walk down the aisle into her world, and she’d already caught their eyes, all right—as the undisputed head and heart of Paradise. And because they were two amazing, good men, Joely knew they’d helped heal a little of the loss in her grandmother’s wounded heart. She would definitely dance with them, and other men, at the reception tonight.

Save me a dance.

Joely’s heart fluttered at the memory of those words from the arrogant Mr. Morrissey Rodeo Star, and she shut down the annoying sensation with a firm press of her lips one to the other. She still couldn’t quite fathom his nerve. The few men she had come in contact with since her accident had been kind, solicitous, understanding.

Cowboys were such . . . cowboys.

I’m not a real cowboy. I wear the boots because they’re comfortable.

Jerk.

A quick, snappy knock on the bedroom door preceded it being thrown open. In tumbled the start of the party—five women and a teenager dressed like the blue-to-indigo spectrum of a rainbow. The triplets; Mia’s best friend, Brooke, from New York; and Skylar Thorson, Bjorn and Melanie’s daughter who’d developed a friendship with Harper because they both shared a talent for art wore dresses in varying shades of blue and lavender in lengths from knee to ankle. Joely’s dress looked like a purposeful mix of all of them.

“Oh my,” Grandma Sadie said with a hand to her chest. “You all take my breath away.”

“And you two are gorgeous!” Kelly grabbed Joely in a tight embrace, and they both wobbled. “Sorry! Sorry!” She laughed. “I forgot. You okay?”

“Of course.” She tamped down resentment. This was precisely what coming back here would always entail—people being careful, apologizing, watching out for her.

Kelly backed up. “Harpo and Mia have gone ahead with Mom. Alec is here with the van for us.”

Alec?

Her heart sank. Great. Fantastic. She’d not only have to face him in close quarters again, but she’d have to hear him schmooze them the entire twenty minutes to the church. She pressed her lips together in frustrated compression to keep any hint of a snarky retort behind them.

But suddenly he appeared in the doorway, as if someone had rubbed a rusty horseshoe and summoned him. He looked past all the bridesmaids, who made eyes at his long, muscular body like he was Christmas and dessert all rolled into one package, and caught Joely’s gaze with laser-focused hazel eyes, the brown-green color of an autumn forest.

She shook her head, annoyed with the bad poetry invading her brain.

“Why, hello, pretty lady.” He tipped a tan cowboy hat—not part of the official wedding attire, so was that another fake cowboy item that was simply “comfortable”?—and winked. “Looks like you’re ready for that dance.”

A spark of annoyance at herself morphed into full-fledged anger at him. “Mr. Morrissey. Even if I could, I wouldn’t dance with you if we were the last two people on Earth.”

Her sisters gasped as one, but to her astonishment, Alec burst out laughing.

“Pretty Miss Joely, that’s the best challenge I’ve been issued in a long time. I accept.”




Chapter Three


THE TWO BRIDES were already at the small church when the van full of bridesmaids arrived. Joely wheeled herself into the small anteroom where the women would wait for the ceremony to start, and her eyes misted at the sight of her stunning sisters in their gowns. The dresses perfectly reflected the two women Joely loved with all her heart—the reason she was willing to go through this for them.

Mia’s dress was traditional: frothed with white ruffles on the bottom and a sweetheart neckline showing off the elegant length of her neck and the graceful sweep of her shoulders. The skirt parted slightly in the front—a subtle slit to her knees—allowing her to show off a pair of beautiful, red cowboy boots, something she’d worn for good luck since she’d been a child. With purple and blue flowers and one red rose in the center of her bouquet, she made a truly exquisite bride.

Harper’s dress was a simpler, strapless A-line with a pretty shirred bust. Below the gathers she’d laced a wide, denim belt that showed off her small waist and curvy hips, and the front of her skirt was embroidered with shades of exquisite, denim- and indigo-colored flowers. She looked like a beautiful explosion of fairy asters and bluebells. Her cowboy boots were gorgeous blue leather embossed with white flowers.

Joely momentarily forgot any self-consciousness. “You two could model in magazines. I knew you’d both be gorgeous, but this is way beyond what I’d imagined.”

Mia stooped and wrapped her in a hug. “Thank you, sis. It’s still a little surreal.”

“It won’t feel that way when the music starts.” Joely touched Mia’s cheek. “I’m so happy for both of you.”

Mia looked over her shoulder, smiled at Harper, and reached back to take her hand.

“Who’d have thought only a few months ago that I’d get to know my older sister better than I ever did when we were kids?” Harper asked. “It took two guys to knock some sense into our heads. It would be embarrassing if they weren’t so amazing. They brought a whole family together.”

Joely shook her head. “Maybe they were part of it, but this wouldn’t have happened if you hadn’t made steps toward each other. It’s true. I know for the most part I’ve been out of family dynamics for the past eight months, but I’ve still been watching. The family is healing.”

As soon as the words were out she regretted them. It was true the Crockett family had changed and even improved in some ways since the death of their father, but healing was something she herself would never fully experience. She might not have to spend her life in a bed, but the person she had been would never return. Still, she held her head firmly up and suffered through the smothering hug
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