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Chapter 1


Noelle’s girdle chewed at the flesh under her ribcage and the chub at the top of her thighs. And speaking of thighs, an itchy friction rash was forming. How on earth could her legs chafe when she wasn’t even walking? Good times. Sweat trickled under the unintentional cleavage bursting forth from the cotton V-neck she’d thought would travel well—thought wrong. Over the barren miles of highway, it became a stretched out, shapeless mess, like the rest of her come to think of it.

Eva and Emily, thank God, had finally stopped their incessant bickering and the manic buzz of some cartoon was the only sound blaring from the middle seat in the minivan. Normally she, and they, insisted they sit on separate bench seats, but the van was packed so full this trip, they had to share. The horror, the outrage!

When she was a kid, she and Melissa—Oh, God, sometimes the small, silly memories hurt the most, like her heart was being peeled—and their two brothers had traveled smashed into a big station wagon, sweaty legs sticking to the vinyl seats, miscellaneous elbows jabbing tender bits, not a gaming device or portable DVD player in sight. And yes, she used to walk to school up hill both ways, too. Her inner attempt at humor didn’t make her smile.

Noelle remembered those cramped road trips as happy times—or she did now, by comparison. Full of takeout chicken, raucous sing-alongs, and the glory of arriving at their destination, welcomed by their cousins and grandparents like they were long-lost, beloved relations, instead of people who lived just hours away and visited every holiday and random weekends too. So the beloved bit was true then, wasn’t it?

The white noise of the tires and the hazy blur of passing scenery didn’t have its usual soporific effect. Everything about this trip was the opposite of her family’s holidays those long years past. It was just her, the girls, and Cade. Except when punctuated by fighting—the kids’ or her and Cade’s—it was quiet. Dull, if she was generous. Joyless, if she was blunt.

And this second leg of their twenty-hour drive wouldn’t end with family fun to look forward to. Family would be there, yes, but at best, Cade and his parents and brothers tolerated each other. At worst, well . . . they were strangers, weren’t they? Cade had left after the last big blow out and said he was never going back. So why were they going to Greenridge? She’d asked, of course, but he’d just shrugged and muttered that a thirty-fifth wedding anniversary was nothing to sneeze at.

Noelle wasn’t so sure. Once she would’ve wholeheartedly agreed, but now she didn’t know if thirty-five years of marriage should be honored if it was the loveless, soulless union her in-laws were mired in.

She sighed heavily. Man, it was hot. So hot. They should’ve stayed one more night at the hotel and got the air conditioning fixed. She glanced at Cade. His knuckles were white on the steering wheel, and his well-muscled arms were taut. He always reminded her of a Viking or something, bear-like in size, with tawny hair, skin that turned honey brown with even the slightest sun, and glacier blue eyes. She hated that after all they’d been through, she still thought he was the most attractive man she’d ever met. Did he even look at her anymore? Did he see her at all?

She sighed again, but Cade didn’t so much as blink to register she’d made a sound. Nothing new there, either. When had he stopped asking if she was okay? Ah, well, it didn’t matter. It wasn’t like she was beating down any doors to find out what latest thing was stressing him out. And in some ways she didn’t blame him for kyboshing the extra hotel night to fix the air conditioning. It wasn’t the expense, not at all. Of all the marital stresses they could lay claim to, money issues weren’t one of them. It was sharing confined space that was tough. The hotel only had one room left, and even though they’d slept in separate beds, Emily tucked in with her, Eva on the couch, the room was awkwardly intimate.

She shoved the last thought away and wondered, not for the first time, if their financial ease wasn’t almost a curse itself. She had appreciated and fueled Cade’s determination to get ahead, but what if that hadn’t been their primary focus? Scraping by financially took a toll on a relationship, yes, but maybe the reverse was true, too. Maybe too much affluence had its own price. Maybe if they hadn’t been so focused on money and accumulating things, they would’ve risen to the challenge of being each others’ source of pleasure, comfort, entertainment, etc. and avoided this complete disconnect. No, she was just making excuses. For them both. As usual.

She fidgeted. Cade still ignored her, his eyes intent on the road. How was it, she wondered, with him always focused on where they were going, that they’d gotten so far off track?

She turned her head, willing away tears. Trees, trees, and more trees whipped past. How was she going to make it through the next month? And why did Cade insist on them staying for so long? If his reasoning behind the trip was unsatisfactory, his explanation for the trip’s duration was bizarre—especially timing wise. Who announces a big family vacation right after his wife asks for a separation?

“I just don’t get it,” she’d said for the umpteenth time before they left. “Pretending for a moment I understand your burning desire to have your first visit home in years coincide with some big dramatic anniversary shindig, why on earth does it have to be for so long? It’s way too much, and the kids will miss the first weeks of school.”

His response had been weary and resigned, like he considered talking to her some almost-too-heavy cross to bear. “I just want one more vacation with the girls while they’re young. Is that so much to ask? I want them to visit their grandparents, to get to know them a bit, before everything changes.”

Noelle’s eyelids were heavy and she was finally, mercifully, about to nod off when a bouncing motion in the backseat jolted her back to consciousness.

Emily was twisting in her seatbelt, peering at something out the window, and vibrating with excitement in that way only small children can, going from dead asleep to high alert in a heartbeat. “That was the sign. That was the sign!”

Her high-pitched glee sent a fire bolt of pain into Noelle’s brain.

“We’re almost there, Mom. Right, Dad?” Emily yelled at top volume.

“Inside voice, please,” Noelle said, about to add that yes, it was exciting, but Cade interrupted.

“She’s just happy. She’s not hollering to bug you.”

“Yeah, Mom. I’m just happy,” Emily parroted, and Noelle wanted to leap out of the vehicle. Cade was still talking to the girls.

“Just wait ’til you see this place, guys. You’ll love it.” Cade’s voice couldn’t have been warmer—and it hammered yet another nail into the coffin of their marriage. Noelle knew it made her a fundamentally bad person, or at least the kind of person she didn’t want to be, but she was jealous of her daughters. No matter how things deteriorated between her and Cade or how distant he was from her, he was always there for his kids with every fiber of his being. It was one of his good qualities too, of course, but sometime in the past year or two she’d been left out and hadn’t been able to get back into the circle.

She wouldn’t change his love and support for the girls one iota—that wasn’t really necessary to say, was it? She hoped it wasn’t. Maybe it was something she needed to repeat like a mantra. You do not begrudge your children their father’s love. You do not begrudge your children . . . and she didn’t. She really didn’t. But she also didn’t like how he so easily and so consistently undercut her authority. Sometimes they’d even look at him after she’d issued a direction, as if to confirm that yes, they had to listen to her. And all too often he did what he’d just done now: joke it away or dismiss it, like he was somehow defending them from her when whatever she was asking for was perfectly reasonable.

If you’d told her in their early years together that one day she’d curse—or envy, at least—the very thing she loved most about him, she would’ve called you an idiot or worse.

She struggled upright, grabbed a container of citrus-scented wet wipes from the floor, and waved them over the backseat.

“Wake your sister,” she said as Emily took the wipes. “And clean your face and hands and straighten your hair. We don’t want Nan and Pops to think we’re a bunch of ragamuffins.”

Was it her imagination or did Cade grip the steering wheel even tighter? What did he want from her? She was so sick and tired of always having to guess what was crawling through his head.

In the backseat, Eva scrubbed her eyes blurrily.

“Don’t!” she shrieked as Emily jabbed her in the ribs.

“Mom told me to wake you up.”

“I’m already awake, stupid.”

“Don’t call me stupid. You’re stupid.”

And with that oh-so-witty comeback, the fight was on. Doing her best to tune out the rising volume of sisterly love—they were completely impervious to her pleas for them to knock it off—Noelle flipped the van’s sun visor down and surveyed the damage in its small mirror. She attempted to smooth her heavy auburn hair and to blot away the feverish heat in her cheeks.

The girls’ bickering increased. Great, just great. Even if, by some miracle, the family didn’t think they rolled in looking like a complete mess, it would be harder to hide they were a grouchy, broken disaster.

Why did the best things in life always turn out to be fiction? True love. Happily ever after. Teleportation machines. What Noelle wouldn’t give for a Beam me up, Scottie moment. What.


Chapter 2


The oval sign loomed huge and unavoidable to their right. “You won’t be able to miss it,” his younger brother Callum had promised and as usual he was right, Cade thought gloomily. Still, the sign was attractive. To him anyway. He wondered if it was Noelle’s taste at all and a familiar leaden weight pushed in on him, making it hard to breath. But how long had it been since he’d had any clue what his wife wanted, what she liked, what would make her happy? Years maybe. Shouldn’t he be used to it by now?

As he turned into the long driveway, he slowed the minivan and studied the sign more closely. It was made from carved cedar and featured two mountains topped with glinting tin that looked like snow-topped peaks. A yellow sun rose up behind them. Block letters announced River’s Sigh B & B along the bottom. Somehow the effect was both artsy and businesslike. Cade wondered if his mother was behind its creation.

He shot a glance at the girls in the rearview mirror. They were squabbling as usual, but had listened to their mom and straightened their clothing. Eva was pulling her ebony curls—hair that always reminded him of his brother Callum’s—into a ponytail. Emily was scrubbing at the orange Slurpee stain that ringed her mouth. When had Noelle gotten so concerned about appearances anyway? He missed the woman who used to decorate with wooden plaques that said things like, “If you’ve come to see me, welcome. If you’ve come to see my house, make an appointment!” and who let the kids dress themselves no matter how outlandishly they did it. But she was gone because of him, so what could he really say?

He knew he overcompensated with the kids, was too soft which forced Noelle to be too hard. She was always the bad cop. He wasn’t even a cop. But after the battlefield that was his childhood with his dad, all he wanted was to keep the peace. He didn’t share every negative thought he had. He didn’t get enmeshed in long, pointless conversations about their problems. But instead of harmony in their home, it seemed to create the opposite.

And now they were on “holidays” with her suggestion that they separate, made just days earlier, burning a hole in his gut. She’d called it a “trial,” but he knew full well, even if she hadn’t voiced it out loud, what she really wanted was a divorce. She was just biding her time. He wanted to punch a hole in a fucking wall thinking about it—but, of course, he didn’t. He wasn’t like his dad. Not in all ways, at least. He could control himself. And he would. Why couldn’t Noelle see that? He was always working so hard to keep things together. Always.

“Wow,” Noelle said suddenly. “It really is gorgeous here, isn’t it?” The awe in her voice was cute and made her sound, for the briefest second, like the woman who used to love him.

The whole van went silent, as they each took in the ancient forest surrounding them. Massive cedars reached for the sky, some of them so big that Cade didn’t think the four of them, holding hands, could make a loop around their trunks. Other assorted conifers also crowded in, and random names came back to him. Hemlock. Spruce. Jack Pine. Fir. He was shocked by the variety of needle shapes, colors, and textures. How had he forgotten what a forest looked like? He’d grown up in Greenridge, for crying out loud. A leafy plant with jewel red berries drew his eye to the forest floor and its velvet carpet of gleaming moss.

Cade wasn’t an outdoors guy, not really—he spent his time obsessing about room dimensions and floor space—but he found himself wanting to get out of the van and rub some of the bark or touch the moss. He didn’t though. Instead he sped up. And then they were there, pulling up in front of a cedar shake home with a huge porch and old-fashioned multi-paned windows.

“Oh, look at the door!” Emily squealed. “I love it!”

Eva agreed with her sister for once, and they chattered on, pointing out log cabins visible here and there through the trees. Cade studied the bright blue door and wondered at it. Why paint it such a glaring, impractical shade? A neutral color would be better, less out there, more appealing to the masses—and Callum was running a business, after all. Maybe it was a gender thing. Maybe the color was the mysterious new wife’s idea—this Jo woman his old man couldn’t stand. Probably.

The door opened and Callum strode out, one hand raised in greeting, the other linked with the hand of a short woman with wild curls and a welcoming smile.

Cade almost restarted the van and threw it into reverse. This wasn’t the place for them. It was too cutesy. Too overtly cozy and cheerful. It would only highlight everything he and Noelle no longer had, everything they weren’t. It wouldn’t help her see they’d once had something good, something they should try to salvage.

It was too late though. Eva had pushed the release button on the side door, and she and Emily were piling out.

What had he done?

He patted his chest pocket and felt the reassuring outline of the letter folded there. At least he had a back up plan if this one failed, right?

Noelle climbed out of the van just as slowly as he did. Her forehead creased and her wide brown eyes narrowed. The weight on his chest increased. A huge desire to be anywhere but here might be the only thing he and his wife had in common anymore.


Chapter 3


The kids were tearing through the downstairs rooms like small tornados and every happy squeal was like a slap.

“I’m sorry,” Cade said. “I asked Callum for separate rooms. I guess he thought I meant separate from the kids.”

He looked as unhappy as she felt and Noelle fought to keep from crying for the second time in like, what, two hours? She’d been longing, no scratch that, she’d been desperately needing her own space, hence her suggestion about separating in the first place—so how had she ended up here on a so-called family holiday instead, standing so close to Cade they were practically physically touching, yet further apart emotionally than ever?

Jo’s warm greeting rang in her memory like a cruel joke. “I can’t wait to get to know you guys better, but first, make yourselves comfy. I think you’ll love Chinook, lots of room for the kids, but a private floor for mom and dad.”

Her assumption that Cade and Noelle would enjoy this amazing room that somehow managed to be both rustic and luxurious with its log walls, rough hewn wood floors, huge king size bed decked out in crisp cotton and denim, and deep soaker tub was worse than embarrassing. It made Noelle’s chest ache with loss and frustration—and, fine, she’d admit it: fury. Most of the tears she cried these days seemed caused more by impotent anger than sadness—no, she took that back too. There was ample sadness. She’d thought sharing the close confines of the generic hotel last night had been bad, but compared to this it seemed like a reprieve. This was a room for lovers. Not for the opposite of that. Not for . . . them.

Cade was talking again and she grew aware of his words slowly, like someone under water struggling toward the surface.

His voice was gruff. “It’s fine. I’ll just take Emily’s room downstairs. She can stay with you.” He exhaled through his nose, and Noelle was reminded of a bull just before it charged. And as usual, whether she spoke or held her tongue, it was like she was waving something red.

“No, it’s fine. It’s a big bed.”

Cade didn’t look convinced.

“Besides, it’d be weird if one of the kids happened to mention it to someone.”

Cade’s gaze seared hers. So for once her husband was actually meeting her eyes, but it only confirmed what she already knew: when he looked at her he didn’t like what he saw.

“Yeah, and that’d be the end of the world, right? For anyone to know something real about us.”

She didn’t know what he meant, or she did, but she was too drained to dwell on it. “I still don’t know the real reason you dragged us here, Cade, but please don’t make it harder than it already is. Let’s just get through it. You can have this big family reunion you have your heart set on, and when we get home, back to the city, I mean, we’ll get things sorted.”

His shoulders slumped, but his eyes continued to burn. Finally he shrugged. “I’ll get the suitcases. Callum said they want to feed us tonight. Dinner’s at six.”

The big dining room was half full when she entered, and Noelle was pleased she’d insisted on them dressing for dinner, despite Cade and the girls’ complaints. It didn’t matter that everyone else gathering around the table was slightly more casual than they were. She was bound and determined to never be the shoddily dressed ones at an Archer family event ever again. Then she scanned the room once more and realized Cade’s father, Duncan, wasn’t even there. Maybe their apparel was overkill after all.

Oh, well.

Suddenly the room fell silent behind her, and Noelle knew without looking that Cade must’ve finally graced them with his presence. It sounded bitchy when she said it like that—graced them—or like she was implying he was arrogant, but she didn’t mean the observation either of those ways. He just had that effect on people. They acted like he graced them. And she should’ve been used to it by now, but she never really was. It had occurred to her that this power of Cade’s might explain the attraction of Raymond’s friendship. He was as uncharismatic and unassuming as could be. But she didn’t want to think about Raymond, and how he’d ended up betraying her too. She’d been clear from the start that she was only interested in friendship, and he’d promised that was all he wanted too. Until suddenly, a week ago, when he’d made the stupid declaration that he wanted more. That’s what triggered her decision to leave Cade. Not that she wanted Raymond. She did not and had reiterated it. But the idea of using Raymond as an excuse, as a way out of her marriage, was so damned tempting, it shocked her—and made it cuttingly clear that her marriage was really over.

She ignored the well of sorrow and regret that hollowed out her stomach at the notion of ever being with someone other than Cade, of not being with him—and turned to watch the last steps of his entrance, and the group’s response to it.

A slip of a girl in a black T-shirt, her hair held up in chopsticks, with a baby on her hip, blushed and grinned then blushed some more when Cade nodded hello.

It was a relief to focus on the next woman’s response, a gorgeous blonde, tall and very thin, who gave Cade a full up-down glance. It wasn’t, however, followed by the come hither smile Noelle was expecting. Instead the woman turned to Jo and whispered something. Jo shook her head, darted a guilty look at Noelle, and held up a finger to say she’d be a second. “I’m so sorry,” she mouthed from across the room. Noelle’s curiosity flared. What had the blonde said? What made Jo, up to her armpits in last minute fiddling with a huge tray of appetizers, feel a need to apologize?

Callum was talking with his and Cade’s younger brother, Brian. Noelle hadn’t seen Brian in ages, but he didn’t seem to have changed much. A pretty young redhead with close-cropped hair hung off his arm, looking bored—until her eyes lit on Cade.

Noelle caught a glimpse of herself in a huge mirror hanging on one of the big room’s interior walls and sighed. She looked passable, at best.

Two women about Noelle’s age giggled, actually giggled, when their glances sparked on Cade, and one of them whispered, “I think our stay just got a bit more interesting.” The other just kept watching him, unconsciously—or not—twirling a strand of her hair.

Women and men always responded in over the top ways to Cade. Part of that, no doubt, was his sheer physical presence. His size and his looks immediately set him apart in a crowd, but it was more than that. He was one of those people who exuded power or something and it subconsciously pulled you toward him, made you feel like if you were in his inner quorum, you’d somehow be special too. In females, this awareness usually manifested in extreme flirting—or equally extreme shyness. Some men also flirted, but most wanted to either join his team or kick his ass. Both desires triggered the same types of behavior: bizarre showmanship spectacles and/or attempts to one up people.

This weird phenomenon used to make Noelle laugh, but that was when she trusted his ability to stay faithful—and her ability to keep her man. Later it had made her nervous and edgy, and prone to keeping a protective hand on his arm to show they were a couple. Still later it just made her irritated. Nowadays she was more immune, kind of looked at it as a weird social science experiment. The human animal was indeed very animal like sometimes.

Cade was shaking hands around the room as Callum made rounds of introductions—and then he was introducing Noelle and the girls, and Noelle got busy doing her own smiling and handshaking.

Noelle could tell the food was delicious from the way everyone at the table ate and ate, but she might as well have been shoveling in straw for all she tasted. The conversation was plentiful and lively—Emily and Eva, still on best behavior, were in constant swivel-mode taking everything in—yet Noelle couldn’t think of a single thing to interject. The air conditioning was running full blast and Noelle knew she should be comfortable and relaxed. She was anything but.

All she could see was Jo and Callum’s happiness, and the equal and obvious happiness of the tall blonde, introduced as Jo’s sister Sam, and her husband Charlie. There was still no hint as to what Sam had whispered when she first laid eyes on Cade, and though Noelle’s curiosity lingered, it paled next to the irrational jealousy ripping through her. Sam and Jo. Each still had a sister. Each still had a husband who loved her. Why didn’t she? Why didn’t she?

She forced herself to stop staring at them and switched her focus to something that didn’t make her chest seize like she was having a heart attack: Brian’s redheaded girlfriend. Yes, much safer. She seemed more engaged than she had earlier, and every so often Brian even looked at her like she might be more than just the flavor of the month.

All in all, it was the cheeriest, most festive meal Noelle had taken part in in months—and it all combined to make her feel like a melting wax farce of a person. Pretty soon she’d be nothing but a puddle of depression and longing.

Come on, Noelle exhorted in her head. It’s just three weeks. You can do it.

She felt anything but convinced though, and the minute the main course was finished, she excused herself, begging travel exhaustion, leaving Cade and Eva and Emily to continue the riotous fun.


Chapter 4


Cade took in Noelle’s stiff posture, stilted thank-yous to Jo and Callum, and her awkward “Nice to meet you” and goodnight to everyone else. Only the kiss and squeeze she gave each of the girls seemed genuine and held a trace of what he used to consider her indomitable warmth. She paused at his side and he flinched. Damn it, he actually flinched.

And then, he couldn’t believe it, she brushed her lips against his temple. He knew better than to put any stock in the small fire of hope that her nearness kindled. Knew way better. In fact, he couldn’t believe she had the fucking nerve. They could hardly exchange two words in private, but in public she’d kiss him? He’d always thought he brought all the problems to their marriage, but now he wondered. Maybe she had more in common with his folks than he’d ever known. She was obsessed with what other people might or might not think. She’d never been like that before, or not that he’d noticed. She’d always seemed the opposite—one of the reasons he’d fallen in love with her in the first place. Had she always been hiding this shallowness, or was it a poison he’d somehow injected into her over the years?

Still, despite how he knew, he deeply knew, the kiss was only for the benefit of those around the table, his stomach clenched thinking on it. Later he’d be crawling into bed beside her for the first night in how long? Yesterday, they’d cohabited a hotel room because there weren’t two available, but he’d been smart enough not to entertain any delusions of sharing a bed. And he’d been right. Noelle claimed one of the queen size beds for her and Emily, directed Eva to the couch because she didn’t like to sleep with her parents anymore, and him to the other bed so he’d “have enough space.”

Now Cade thought of the kid free room and Noelle in the bed beside him, imagined the possibility of her butter soft legs accidentally brushing against his, and felt gutted. Absolutely gutted.

“Cade. Cade.” Callum, a little loud, almost alarmed, brought Cade back to the here and now.

“Yeah?”

“Are you all right?”

Cade looked around, surprised. When had everyone left the table? The young mom—Aisha, he thought her name was—who was clearing the dessert dishes, the baby at her feet, and he and Callum were the only people in the room.

His face must’ve shown his next question because Callum said, “Outside playing Bocce. Don’t worry. Jo will take care of the kids. Now, seriously, are you okay?”

“Sure. Of course. Why?”

Callum’s eyebrow quirked and though he didn’t say a word, his face yelled bullshit loud and clear.

“I’ve just got a lot on my mind. That’s why I’m looking forward to helping you on that cabin like we talked about. Hard work’s exactly what I need.”

“You were serious about that?”

A terrible possibility occurred to Cade. “You weren’t just having me on, were you? You are renovating another cabin?”

“Well, yeah, I planned to. We were in a hurry to get the place open, so we hired a crew to get the first five cabins up to snuff, but I don’t want to let other guys have all the fun.”

“Oh, good. That’s that.” Cade lumbered to his feet, then realized Callum was holding something back. “What? Just because I work with design software more often than not these days doesn’t mean I’ve forgotten how to bang nails. I won’t get in your way.”

“It’s not that—well, it’s kind of that.” Callum grinned, but it faded fast. “It’s more like I don’t understand why. If I was surprised when you called and said you wanted to stay a month, I’m stunned that you want to spend it working on one of my shacks. What’s up with you?”

Cade scrubbed his hands over his face. Not only were they not a touchy-feely family, they weren’t a talky family. But you’re trying to change that, right, buddy?

“I, uh, well . . . me and Noelle . . . we need a change.”

Callum just stared.

“So, you know, I figured some time away from the city might do us good.”

A swinging door banged open and Aisha, who had disappeared into the kitchen, reappeared with a damp rag in hand.

Callum appeared to be waiting for more clarification, but when Cade didn’t add anything, he sighed. “So you guys need . . . a change . . . and you’re going to work on a cabin with me all day, every day?”

“Yeah. Exactly.” Cade nodded, relief flooding through him.

This time it was Callum who scrubbed at his face with his hands. “Okay then.” He shook his head. “I’ll see you bright and early tomorrow morning.”


Chapter 5


Noelle awoke in the huge bed, the whirring fan her only company. Its cool caress stirred the solitary sheet that half covered her torso and kissed her bare legs. She did a covert search of the room, saw she was alone, and stretched luxuriously.

Had Cade come to bed at all? she wondered—then remembered waking in the night and seeing him hugging the left hand side of the bed in deep sleep. An indent in the pillow beside her confirmed her memory as reality. So he was already up and gone. That was a good thing, right? Her skin warmed. She’d had the strangest dreams, as if her body had responded to the very presence of Cade, however far apart they lay, triggering her mind to replay every one of their hottest moments. And in sleep, all her disappointments and hurt were far away. She was happy to know her body could still enjoy the thought of sex, at least, and hoped the object of her fantasies wouldn’t always be Cade Archer.

At that thought, and becoming aware of the scent of rich dark coffee wafting up the stairs, the lovely, languid feeling of sensuality she’d woken with fell away.

She stood and walked to the huge window. The view was almost unbelievable. In the distance, huge navy mountains with gray craggy tips stretched into the bluest sky she’d ever seen. Closer in, sheltering a dancing creek, rows of evergreen trees stood sentry, so brilliant in the early morning sun they glinted and glowed like each limb was decked out in emeralds. Jewel-bright orange, scarlet and yellow Nasturtium blossoms with huge round jade-green leaves spilled from half-barrel planters. She opened the big window and leaned out, pulling air into her lungs. So fresh. So good. And she made a decision.

Cade, for whatever insane undisclosed reason, wanted them to spend time here before they took a break from their marriage? Well, fine. She’d do her best to enjoy herself—and to make sure Eva and Emily did too. She was not going to be the bad guy in this scenario, the grouch who wrecked their last family holiday. After all, who knew when they’d have a chance for this type of vacation again? Cade definitely wouldn’t let her starve or have the kids go without once they split, but she wasn’t planning on living extravagantly off him. Until she figured out what she was going to do for work, it would be back to living simply for a while. She wondered, just for a moment, if maybe that was Cade’s motivation. Maybe he wanted to remind her how much she’d be giving up in terms of ease and luxury. But she’d already thought about that and she was done going without all the things money couldn’t buy. It was too soul destroying. Not to mention, a terrible example for her daughters.

A small knock sounded on the
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