
  
    [image: One More Memory]
  


  
    
      One More Memory

      
        THE MISTLETOE MATCHMAKERS OF CLEARWATER COUNTY

        BOOK SEVEN

      

    

    
      
        BONNIE R. PAULSON

      

    

    
      CAPTIVA PUBLISHING, LLC

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        One More Memory

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Chapter 34

      

      
        Chapter 35

      

      
        Chapter 36

      

      
        Chapter 37

      

      
        Chapter 38

      

      
        Chapter 39

      

      
        Chapter 40

      

      
        Chapter 41

      

      
        Chapter 42

      

      
        Epilogue

      

      
        ***

      

      
        Books by Bonnie R. Paulson

      

      
        Copyright

      

      
        Chapter 1, sneak peek

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            One More Memory

          

        

      

    

    
      Mistletoe hasn’t lost its holiday charm, but David Dean and Elizabeth Wilson face other outside forces besides winter storm warnings and a meddling, conniving ex-wife.

      The king and queen of matchmaking need to face their own romantic longings outside the expectations of their families, friends, and the town. Heartbreak isn’t something they want, but sometimes past rivalries and secrets do more to break down budding love than anything else can.

      When David’s ex-wife comes back – again – she decides she’s going to get back together with David like nothing ever happened. The announcement is made the same day David declares his love for Elizabeth. She loves him in return and wants to be with him – on one condition. He has to give his ex an opportunity to make things right before they can give themselves anything that looks like a jingling chance.

      David and Elizabeth have to find out what’s more important before they lose everything they sell to the rest of the world.

      Matchmakers can match, but they can’t always do.
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      ELIZABETH

      Dropping the phone to her side, Elizabeth sighed, letting her head fall back against the knotty pine railing behind her. A wave of disappointed inevitability washed over her. She was doomed to a life of always looking behind her back in anticipation that her dead husband’s ex-mistress would be there to haunt her.

      Jennifer, the mistress, was out of jail because of a technicality. Something no one had been prepared for. Not surprisingly, her lawyers were good. The best money could buy.

      One more reason for Elizabeth to resent the woman who had done nothing but cause problems for the two prominent families in Mistletoe, Montana. She didn’t like the feeling simmering inside her. Normally, Elizabeth was able to give people the benefit of the doubt and not harbor negative feelings.

      But with Jennifer, that wasn’t the case. And Elizabeth wasn’t sure how to change it.

      Living in Mistletoe, Elizabeth usually was able to harness the feel-good emotions of the holiday year-round. Everyone who lived in Clearwater visited Mistletoe throughout the year to capture some of those feelings.

      But even a town named for the holiday had to have downtime somewhere. Right after the true holiday, there seemed to be a short lull in the year-long festivities. Smack dab in the middle of that lull, Elizabeth experienced negative emotions more intensely and doubted herself with a defined sense of insecurity when she was normally a confident person.

      A confident woman.

      Reaching up, Elizabeth rubbed her gloved hands down her face and shook her head. She had to snap out of her insecurities. Why stress out about things she couldn’t control?

      The soft nickers and whinnies from the stalls around her offered the sensation she wasn’t as alone as she felt. Even though, in reality, she was.

      She was alone.

      Elizabeth had been lonely for years, even before her husband, Simon, died. He’d emotionally abandoned her, having cheated and broken their marriage vows with another woman. Maybe multiple women. Elizabeth couldn’t even ask him to gain any amount of closure.

      His mistress… the one Elizabeth had known about, was the wife and mother of the Dean family. The Dean family where some of Elizabeth’s daughters-in-law came from.

      Not to mention, Simon had had a daughter with that woman and he’d let another man raise the child. Getting to know Amanda was less difficult than accepting Jennifer. Amanda was innocent. Jennifer was the catalyst.

      The complexities of the mess that Simon and Jennifer had left behind were hard to unravel and Elizabeth wasn’t sure she wanted to even try. Not when she was trying to get through the next big event in Mistletoe.

      And worse, poor David. The man had been through a lot. As the father of Amanda and the ex-husband of Jennifer, he’d raised another man’s daughter, all the while never knowing the girl wasn’t his. And when he found out, he hadn’t let it affect the way he felt about her.

      Elizabeth couldn’t help the soft smile at the thought of David Dean. There was so much about him she’d ignored for so long. But once they’d been brought together by a chance encounter at the clinic in town and the marriage of their first-born children, it was hard to stay away.

      Add to that the joining of two more of their children with grandchildren thrown into the mix and there was little they could do to avoid each other with any success.

      Not that Elizabeth wanted to avoid him. Quite the contrary.

      Indeed.

      The more time that passed, the more Elizabeth wanted to see him, speak to him, talk to him about the little things and the big. She got tingles when they accidentally touched and blushed if he caught her staring. She wasn’t in high school. The school girl emotions shouldn’t even be a possibility.

      And yet, butterflies fluttered in her stomach when she saw him.

      Elizabeth lifted her head from the pole and took a deep breath, reveling in the cool but not cold air in the partially-heated stable. She’d opted to let the temperatures cool off because one of the mares was with foal and her coat had started to shed.

      Mistletoe’s vet had advised her to keep it a little cooler in the stables until it was time to birth for the mare to keep her comfortable and less likely to lose more of her hair. She was already stressed and they didn’t need to add more to the poor mother’s nerves.

      A creak announced the opening of the man-door and Elizabeth jerked her head toward the intruder, unintentionally on edge from the bend in her thoughts.

      Her daughter-in-law, Lily, edged through the small opening and shut the door behind her. She turned, leading the way with her not-quite big stomach as she sought out Elizabeth. She spied her mother-in-law and her brow furrowed in concern. “Elizabeth? Are you okay?”

      Scooting to the side of the haybales set up like a bench, Elizabeth patted the prickly straw beside her and smiled at her daughter-in-law. “I’m fine. Come on in and sit down. Wow, look at you. You’re getting there. Time will pass faster than you know.” And in no time, her babies would be grown and married. But Elizabeth kept that morose thought to herself. Why dampen Lily’s excitement with thoughts of a sad-happy future?

      As if reading her mind, Lily sat and nudged Elizabeth with her shoulder. “Do you miss having babies in your house?”

      How did someone answer a question like that? Without crying. “Of course, but with grandbabies, it’s even better. I can give them back.” She winked but looked away. There was a lot she regretted from raising her own children and dealing with her own marriage. But again, those weren’t problems she needed to share with someone just starting out in her own happy-ever-after.

      It was no one’s fault that Elizabeth’s happily-ever-after had been more like mediocre-to-fair. She had beautiful boys she loved and who returned that love and respect.

      What more could a woman ask for?

      Love. But she ignored the whisperings of her heart. If she had it to do all over again, who was to say she wouldn’t have tried to find David and fall in love with him? That would have cost them both the children they had and Elizabeth wouldn’t trade their children for anything in the world.

      “What’s on your mind, Lily? I didn’t know you were coming out today.” Elizabeth smiled at the young woman. She wasn’t a teenager by any stretch of the imagination, but she was younger than Elizabeth which pretty much made her a toddler.

      “Brock and I came out to check and see if you’re okay. We got the text about… Jennifer getting out.” None of the girls called Jennifer mother or mom. They’d all been hurt too sharply by the woman in their past and in the near-past for them to recover just yet. Even if they ever forgave her, they wouldn’t forget.

      None of them would.

      Elizabeth forced herself to keep her hard-earned good-natured attitude around her. She’d been out in the barn for almost an hour before Lily showed up. That should have been plenty of time to get things straight in her head. Elizabeth almost had her normal attitude back in hand. She inclined her head. “I’m fine. Is everyone else okay? Where is she?”

      “She’s back in Mistletoe. She isn’t trying to stay at the bed and breakfast, but she’s got to be staying somewhere. I’m just not sure where. Certainly not with any of us.” Lily leaned back, folding her arms and casting her eyes toward the ground.

      “Well, she wants something. We just need to figure out what it is.” Elizabeth glanced at Lily, noting the discomfort in the way she held herself. “Are you hurting? Are you okay?”

      Lily didn’t say anything for a moment and then, she wrinkled her nose, pushing the blonde ponytail over her shoulder. “Okay, so, I don’t want to sound like I don’t know what I want or even like I’m ungrateful for my life, because I’m not. I love my life. I’m extremely blessed.” She cleared her throat, avoiding looking at Elizabeth like she had something to be ashamed of.

      They sat and Elizabeth waited for Lily to find more words. “The thing is, I miss a mother figure. Not necessarily my mom, let’s be honest. That’s missing something that isn’t there. But the concept of a mom is something we had a long time ago. Briefly. I think it might have been when she was with… your husband.” Lily finally met Elizabeth’s gaze with her own. After a minute, her voice dropped to a near-whisper. “Do you think… she was unhappy all that time and that’s why she didn’t love us?” Lily’s pain was obvious, even though she tried to cover it.

      Elizabeth reached out, wrapping her arm around Lily’s shoulders. She pulled her tight against her side. “Lily, your mom loves you girls. She just doesn’t show it the way she should. Maybe she doesn’t know how. Or maybe, like you said, she’s not happy which makes it hard to see beyond herself. I know when I’m sad, it’s hard to see past my own pain. Don’t think she doesn’t love you. She just doesn’t know how to love you like she should.”

      If only Elizabeth could apply her thought process to her own thoughts and feelings. Maybe then she’d be able to sort out the things that didn’t make sense and at least attempt to make something more understandable with them.

      Lily nodded, her hair rubbing on Elizabeth’s cheek. “Thanks. Is it… Is it bad that I feel like you’re more of a mom to me than she is? I don’t want to put you in a weird position, but I do feel like you’re more my mom than she ever was.” Lily sniffed, reaching up to wipe her cheeks.

      Squeezing Lily’s shoulder, Elizabeth smiled reassuringly. “I feel the same about you, Lily. I think of you as my own daughter.”

      “I wish my other sisters could experience it.” Lily’s smile held a tinge of regret.

      “Like Tanya? Or Brooke? I know I feel that way for Taylor. I just don’t think I can push my way onto the other girls who my sons aren’t married to. Things would be too weird. It’s not really my place.” Tanya had disappeared shortly before Christmas which alarmed the Deans but not the Wilsons. Colt and Levi disappeared often, making their way to Alaska or wherever else they went to carve out their own interests.

      “Yeah, I think she left to get away from the reminders.” Lily picked at the zipper of her coat.

      “I think we all would like that once in a while. Tanya will be back. Don’t worry. She just needs a break. Think of it like a vacation. We all need them once in a while.” That was the best way Elizabeth could help Lily understand that Tanya wasn’t upset with the family.

      She was just searching for a break from the confusion around their mother.

      “Yeah, I understand. I thought for sure with Jennifer in jail we could all start to heal, but she wasn’t even in that long. At all. So now… I don’t know how to feel. And she’s back. It’s just all so confusing.” Lily shrugged, waving her hands in the air. “Okay, skipping topics. I need to talk about something that isn’t so… emotionally conflicting.” She didn’t wait for Elizabeth to agree, but plowed on. “What do you think Dad was saying when he suggested we merge the matchmaking companies? Has he said anything to you about it since?”

      David’s plans were grandiose but usually he had a good business head. If he thought there was something beneficial to having their companies merge, then there was probably something there.

      “I think your father is brilliant in the business world. I haven’t had a chance to talk with him about a merge, but that doesn’t mean it’s off the table. We’re just trying to get through the official holidays. Are you guys coming for the New Year’s Eve party?” Another topic change, this time Elizabeth needed the break from discussing David.

      She wanted things to heal for the town and for the families. Talking about David was just dwelling on someone she couldn’t have, someone she couldn’t be with, for reasons outside her control. The last thing Elizabeth wanted was to do anything that would hurt their families or their town. She’d already witnessed the pain and confusion that Simon and Jennifer had caused. There was no way Elizabeth would ever participate in something like that willingly.

      Having already accepted that she and David were probably more like star-crossed lovers than anything else, Elizabeth had to accept that was probably a huge part of the reason why she felt the way she did even more acutely than normal.

      She couldn’t tell anyone that she had feelings for David that were more than platonic. She couldn’t do that or she risked disrupting the fine balance between their families, themselves, and their town.

      She couldn’t do anything like that. Elizabeth couldn’t be that selfish. She refused to be.

      “Of course, I wouldn’t miss the party for anything.” Lily grinned and studied Elizabeth. “Is it okay, if I just sit with you for a minute? I’m tired lately and I just want to be. Brock wants to talk and talk and talk. I need the quiet.” She laughed a little.

      Elizabeth reached out and patted her hand. She wouldn’t take it offensively that Lily needed quiet. Elizabeth had raised all of her boys. The house was never quiet. Even with some of them married and out of the house, the house seemed to echo with the sounds of wrestling boys and play between children.

      Escaping to the stables was a habit for Elizabeth, one she hadn’t stopped as the years had faded on.

      The two Wilson women sat back on the haybale in companionable silence, staring into space as the sounds of horses swelled gently around them.

      Peace.

      With Jennifer back in Mistletoe, Elizabeth had no doubt peace would be hard to find until things were figured out.

      Before the day was up, Elizabeth would cave under her resolve not to bother David and she would call him to find out how he was handling the news.

      She would justify it and tell herself they were friends, but deep down, she knew she just wanted to hear his voice.

      But she’d never tell him. That wouldn’t accomplish anything. So, what would be the point?
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      DAVID

      David paced from the kitchen to the living room, down the hall and back to stand at the counter. Once. Twice. He lost count around the twentieth time and then he just stopped.

      He braced his hands on the sides of the seamless sink and hung his head, offhandedly noticing the similar slump to his neck and shoulders that was in the stainless-steel faucet.

      “Dad? You okay?” Amanda’s soothing voice pulled David from the dark thoughts swirling through his mind and heart.

      He whirled, blinking as he forced a slight smile. “Amanda, of course. Ahem.” He studied her, noting the pallor of her skin and the way her eyes looked even bigger than normal. “What’s going on? Are you okay?”

      Amanda held up her phone, shaking her head and glancing at the screen. “I got a text… did you get it? About… Jennifer?” She scrunched her lips to the side, tears welling in her eyes.

      “I got that text. I’m trying to ignore it, to be honest.” David bit his lower lip and studied his daughter. He didn’t care what a paternity test said. David was Amanda’s father. Simon Wilson had no claims over the girl. None. And David would fight the man, dead or alive, to keep Amanda as his. “Are you okay?”

      “No. I’m not.” Amanda’s tears spilled over her eyelids, coursing down her cheeks as she wiped at them. “We did so much to get her arrested. We had so much evidence. Why would they let her out?”

      “I don’t know, honey. I don’t understand all of the laws myself. I wish I did. It’s times like these, I wish I had gone to law school.” David’s boots scuffed on the tile floor as he crossed the kitchen toward her. He reached for her hand. “Listen, it’s okay. She can be anywhere she wants to be. We won’t let her ruin things for us. Not anymore, okay? She doesn’t get to say if we’re happy or not. She doesn’t have any way to ruin this town or this family anymore. Do you understand?”

      Amanda studied his face and slowly nodded. “Yes. Okay.” She rubbed at her cheeks. “I feel like a fool, though. Tommy and I tried so hard to get things figured out. Get her out of Mistletoe so she wouldn’t be able to bother us anymore and now this. I just feel like I let everyone down.” She glanced down at her hands folded on the edge of the counter.

      Drawing back, David took a deep breath. He’d had no idea Amanda blamed herself for the things her mother did. “You didn’t let anyone down, Amanda. If anything, you’ve made us proud. You’re everything we could want in a daughter or sister.” David shook his head, tamping down his internal anger at the woman who would try to hurt his daughters. “Is there anything I can do to make it easier for you?”

      Amanda lifted her eyes and half-shook her head. “I heard she’s in town causing problems.” Her words were soft, but David heard every one and he tried not to wince.

      “She’s the type of person that holds grudges, Amanda. That’s just who she is. I’m not saying that to be mean. Some things are outside of our control.” David felt like he was constantly walking a tight rope, always on the verge of teetering one way or the other of hurting someone’s feelings.

      “I know. You’re not a mean guy, Dad.” Amanda chewed on her fingernail and then lifted her chin, dropping her hand back to rest on the granite countertop. “Dad… Can I ask you a question?”

      “Of course.” David leaned his hip against the counter, folding his arms while he waited for his middle child to ask whatever was making her nervous.

      She waited a moment, obviously trying to figure out how to frame her words. Finally, she furrowed her brow and lifted her gaze to meet David’s. “Okay, I’m just going to ask. Would you be upset if I tried to learn more about Simon and the Wilson family? Would you feel like I’m letting Simon usurp your spot in my life?”

      Before he could think too closely about what she posed to him, David plastered a reassuring smile on his mouth and squashed the hurt that followed. Of course, he would be upset. But that’s not what she needed. She didn’t need the guilt associated with how it would make him feel. She needed his blessing to do what she felt she needed to do.

      David was the adult – Amanda was an adult, but David was the father. He needed to be able to be there for his daughter. Encouraging her to discover even more about her genetic roots was the best way to empower her to find out who she was.

      There couldn’t be anything easy about knowing her mother and biological father had been the participants of an illicit affair, creating her. That would be hard enough as it was. Add to that the stress and guilt she had to be experiencing around where she came from and what the families were feeling and going through and Amanda was under a lot of pressure to just figure things out.

      David reached out, placing his hand over hers. “Amanda, I think you should do whatever you feel you need to do to come to terms with what he and your mother left you with. You have to figure out how all of this makes you feel. That’s the hardest thing you have in front of you. Absolutely, you should research him and his family. I know Elizabeth would love the chance to get to know you more.”

      He had spoken with Elizabeth only once since the fateful meeting where Jennifer had been trying to get back at Amanda. Both families had stood around, waiting for the news on what had happened.

      When they’d found out Jennifer had been arrested, they couldn’t believe it and there was plenty of extra celebrating going on at Christmas.

      But now, with Jennifer out, there was a distinct pall over everyone’s moods and it didn’t take a sixth sense to feel it.

      “Are you sure? I don’t want to push anything that you’re not comfortable with.” Amanda’s wide eyes searched David’s face.

      He shook his head. “I promise. You do what you need to do and I’ll support you the whole way.”

      As much as he wanted to support Amanda, how did he make things easier for himself? He needed to talk to Elizabeth. She would know. That woman had a way of making things seem tolerable, no matter how impossible they appeared.

      “What’s with the look? What are you thinking about?” Amanda licked her lower lip and leaned forward; her eyes wide as she studied him.

      “I was just thinking about talking things out with Elizabeth.” David leaned his hip more fully against the counter and folded his arms.

      “You like her, don’t you?” Amanda gave him a sideways glance, suddenly losing her sad-woe-is-me aura and shifting into her suspiciously fun mode.

      David grinned. Rather than pretending like he had no idea who she was talking about, he huffed. “I better. We have grandkids together.” But together sounded a whole lot more like together-together than it actually was. He shifted in his boots, suddenly uncomfortable with the direction the conversation had taken.

      “Yeah, you know what I mean. I’ll stop bugging you about it.” She gave a little wink and glanced at the delicate silver wrist watch on her left arm. “Oh, I need to go. Tommy is meeting me at the café.”

      “Is he making you happy?” David didn’t want to bring up the situation Amanda had gone through, but he had to ask. She was his daughter after all.

      “Very happy. Thanks, Dad.” Amanda leaned forward, brushing her lips across her dad’s cheek and grinning as she walked toward the door. “You focus on what that Mrs. Wilson is up to.” She waggled her fingers over her shoulder at him and laughed, ducking out the door.

      At least she was laughing. David would take the teasing just to see her laughing again.
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      TAYLOR

      “Isaac, are you ready to get a bear claw from Aunt Cari?” Taylor glanced in the small mirror that clipped easily onto the rearview mirror so she could have a clear view to what her children were doing in the backseat.

      Isaac nodded, his head barely moving with the warm hood pulled up from his puffy coat and everything strapped in securely with his child seat.

      “Mommy is, too. I’m having an éclair style though. I can’t wait.” She mostly spoke to herself. Isaac wasn’t old enough to really care what kind of donut she wanted. He just wanted his own and he probably wouldn’t even care what kind he had as long as he got a donut.

      All the donuts at Cari’s bakery were amazing and Taylor wouldn’t mind having one or two of any of the flavors. Even the newest flavor of jalapeno jelly and chocolate had made an impression on Taylor.

      And most of Mistletoe.

      Cari was sold out consistently on any of her bakery treats. Taylor had texted her that morning, begging her to put some of their favorites to the side so they could come in and not have to be disappointed that most of them were gone.

      Luckily, Cari would do anything for her niece and nephews and she’d said she would put donuts aside for all of them. Taylor had no problem using her kids to get the things she wanted.

      A woman had needs.

      Taylor pulled into the parking lot behind the bakery and claimed a spot. She left Isaac and the twins in their car seats while she pulled out the double-stroller and got it all set up to pull the kids from the car.

      After everyone was settled, she grabbed Isaac’s hand and pushed the stroller ahead of her onto the salted and well-maintained sidewalk.

      A line almost reached the doors as Taylor pushed herself through the door and into the bakery. She glanced around, recognizing most of the customers from around Mistletoe. Taylor nodded at another mother with children a bit older than Taylor’s own.

      “Taylor! Oh, Isaac, look at how big you’re getting. Auntie Cari thinks you need to have your very own donut and a cupcake.” Cari waved them to the side of the counter.

      She grabbed a small box and came around the side, stepping toward a table reserved with a small red table tent. She motioned them to the table, pulling a highchair into position so Isaac would be able to reach. He clapped his chubby little hands as Aunt Cari set the chocolate cupcake and the bear claw on a napkin in front of him.

      “Oh, seriously? Two? That’s a ton of sugar.” Taylor scrunched her nose and then eyed her sister expectantly. “Where’s mine, brat?”

      Arching an eyebrow, Cari laughed. “Wow, you’re so sweet when I’m giving you something.” She retrieved a paper sack from behind the counter and slid it across to Taylor like it was some illicit transation.

      Opening the bag, Taylor inhaled the sweet chocolatey aroma. She sighed. “I wish I could have you live with us. You’re the best baker I know.”

      “I’m the only baker you know. But thanks.” Cari grinned and reached out, tousling Isaac’s hair. She glanced up and her smile froze on her lips. “Don’t turn around, Tay, but I think Jennifer is here.”

      Taylor’s eyes widened. “No. I don’t want to see her. Did you hear that they let her out on a technicality? They’re not even taking her to court anymore.” Taylor stared at the donut she’d pulled from the bag and put on a napkin. Her stomach suddenly wanted nothing to do with the treat.

      “She doesn’t see us, right?” Taylor was doing everything she could to keep her kids away from the person who supposedly was her mother. She didn’t want that kind of influence on her children. Nothing good came from relationships with bad people.

      Cari flicked short glances at the front of the restaurant. “She’s looking around, but it looks like she’s looking for me. Oh, great, she found me and she’s coming this way. Remember, this is my business. We can’t hurt anyone… too much.” She smiled tightly as she stood, stepping around the stroller and blocking Jennifer from getting too close to the kids. “What do you want? I thought you weren’t supposed to come in here.”

      “I know. I wanted to talk to you about that.” Jennifer’s voice wasn’t vicious at all, but that didn’t mean anything. She’d proven she was a good actress. “Oh, wow, are these my grandchildren, Taylor?” Jennifer’s voice got past Cari, but Taylor continued acting like she didn’t hear her.

      “I think you should leave.” Cari’s tone firmed even further.

      “Listen, I just want to apologize for the way things happened last week. I didn’t mean to lose it in here and make you feel like I was threatening you or anyone else. I really am sorry. I want to make up for lost time. Get to know my daughters and my grandchildren.” Even her words weren’t enough to make Taylor acknowledge her. There was something in her tone that left the moment feeling oily and unsavory.

      How was Cari able to sit there and listen to that drivel?

      “Thank you for the apology. You’ll understand when I ask that you still leave, I hope.” Cari was unyielding and Taylor smiled at the donut sitting in front of her. If nothing else, Cari would protect them all, if it came right down to it.

      “I want you to leave.” Cari’s tone changed when Jennifer ignored her and even Isaac glanced at his aunt in alarm.

      Taylor peeked over her shoulder, taking in the careful way her mother’s makeup had been done and the way her hair had been coiffed. She had dressed conservatively and wore a knee-length duster over a pair of black slacks.

      “Why won’t you give me a second chance?” Jennifer didn’t sound confrontational, but they couldn’t be sure with her. There was something mercurial about her moods.

      Taylor pulled her phone out, careful to keep her gaze averted from her mother. She wanted nothing to do with Jennifer. She wanted her away from her children and Cari’s business.

      Pulling up the contact list, Taylor dialed Lily. But Brock answered. “Hey, Taylor, Lily’s outside.”

      “Hey, I’m at Cari’s bakery enjoying some donuts and the brass is here.” Taylor kept her tone light and then hung up. She didn’t need to go further into details. Either Brock would recognize the code name they’d given Jennifer or he wouldn’t.

      In seconds a text came through from Brock.

      
        
          
            
              
        Be right there.

      

      

      

      

      

      Taylor needed all the help they could get. She could have texted Lily, but calling made sure she made contact with someone instead of waiting for someone to receive the text. A call was real time.

      Jennifer wouldn’t leave. Taylor stood, unwilling to let Cari bear the burden of their mother in her business. “Jennifer, I thought we discussed this already. You’re not welcome. No one wants you in Mistletoe. You should go back to where you came from.” Taylor folded her arms and settled onto her hip jutted to the side.

      But Jennifer donned a pained expression and pressed her fingers to her chest. “Don’t you think I know how I’ve made you all feel? I can’t even imagine how poorly you must all think of me. Even your father.” What was she saying? What was she trying to get them all to do? What did she want?

      Jennifer only wanted something. She only took care of herself and her selfishness. Nothing was going to change, no matter what kind of words came out of her mouth.

      “You’re trying to say you want to be a part of our lives? Is that what you’re trying to lie about?” Taylor’s temper flared and her chest rose and fell.

      “I really just want to fix things with you girls and your father. I’ve made a lot of mistakes. Don’t you think people deserve another chance?” Jennifer batted her eyelashes at Taylor, the picture of sincerity.

      And yet, Taylor didn’t believe her.

      Where was her backup?
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      ELIZABETH

      Lily had a rough start to her pregnancy journey. She didn’t deserve the problems with getting pregnant that she’d had. No woman who truly wanted children did. But the poor girl had been through a lot with Elizabeth’s son, Brock, and Elizabeth didn’t want her to have anything but happiness.

      Sitting there in silence together seemed less lonely and more cathartic for Elizabeth. Maybe it worked for Lily, too.

      Brock suddenly appeared in the doorway to the barn, his features set as he reached up and tugged the brim of his Stetson low over his eyes. “Lily, we need to go. Mom, we’ll be back as soon as we can.”

      “What’s going on?” Lily stood, her eyebrows knit together as she glanced between Elizabeth and her husband.

      “Jennifer is at Cari’s bakery. Taylor called and asked for backup. We need to get there fast.” His rumbly voice was so like his father’s. But the way things were being revealed about Simon’s behaviors, Elizabeth would never tell Brock that.

      Elizabeth stood from the haybale, brushing the stray straw from the hem of her jacket and the back of her pants. “I’ll follow you guys.”

      “Mom, that’s okay. You don’t need to deal with…” Brock glanced to the side; his cheeks suddenly redder than they were a moment ago from the cold.

      “I don’t need to deal with your father’s ex-mistress? Or I don’t need to deal with your wife’s mother? This woman is a lot of things, Brock, but a danger to me or my mental health isn’t one of them. Now, let’s go. We need to support Taylor and Cari as much as we can.” Elizabeth set her own jaw and strode past her son.

      All the boys thought they got their stubborn streak from their father, but the iron hold came from Elizabeth.

      Simon gave in way too easily when he wanted something over what he had said he would do. Integrity had never mattered to that man.

      David had proven to be a man of his word and Elizabeth enjoyed that about him.

      Why had her thoughts turned to David so easily? Probably because Elizabeth was headed to deal with his ex-wife. That had to be it.

      She climbed into her own SUV and pulled out behind Brock and Lily in their truck.

      The drive into town normally took fifteen to twenty minutes, but they cleared it in less than ten.

      They parked in the lot behind Cari’s bakery and Elizabeth released a slight sigh of relief at the sight of Taylor’s car still there.

      Whether it was good or not, at least Elizabeth and Lily had made it to the bakery in time to support Taylor. Grabbing up those babies and getting them out of the situation might be the best thing for Elizabeth to do.

      Lily and Brock climbed from their truck and waited for Elizabeth
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