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  Welcome to Silvermist Lake


A place where memories linger, family ties run deep, and each season reveals new secrets, old wounds, and the possibility of healing. 
Welcome Back to Silvermist is an introductory novella that opens the door to the Silvermist Lake stories, beginning with Echoes of Summertime.






  
  Families are never simple. Neither are their stories. Step into this one, and let it carry you where it will…
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  Chapter 1
Memories Linger


Genna paused on the top step, heart pounding as she breathed in the heavy scent of lake water clinging to the humid air. She could do this. Had to do this. Thirty-five years was long enough to keep running from ghosts.
Resolute, she rapped her knuckles against the wooden frame of the old screen door. A green fleck of paint broke away and floated down onto her worn Birkenstock. Curious, she scraped off a larger piece with her thumbnail, revealing a hazed layer of pink underneath.
The knots in her stomach eased, and her lips curved into a wistful smile.
Years earlier, she’d slapped a vibrant bubblegum pink paint across the new wood of this door, claiming it reminded her of Silvermist Lake’s stunning sunrises. She’d known her brothers would hate it, but she’d won some silly bet fair and square, so she got to pick the color. She couldn’t remember what the bet was about, but she hadn’t forgotten how satisfying it felt to apply those first strokes of bright paint.
Her rebellious pink choice had faded now to the washed-out hue of a wad of gum stuck to the underside of a school desk. She sighed, suspecting she hadn’t escaped the ravages of time any better than the once-youthful shade of blush on the threshold to her family’s lake cabin.
She tapped on the door again. The only response was the peck-peck-peck of an ambitious woodpecker, hidden in the grove of trees skirting the backside of the cabin. The sound reminded her of the ticking of a clock. Her anxiety ramped back up.
Where was Darin? Their brother had promised to be here so all three of them could go to the first event of this family reunion together. This was his idea after all, and he’d pestered her endlessly to attend. And what was taking Liv so long? She suspected her sister’s excuse of leaving her phone in the car was a ploy to give Genna a few minutes to get acclimated to this place again.
Liv knew this wasn’t easy for her.
The dodgy woodpecker paused in its rat-a-tat-tapping. Was it watching to see if Genna was brave enough to step across this flimsy portal into her past?
Instead of going in, she turned back toward the gravel drive, but the height and breadth of the overgrown lilac bushes shielded both their rental car and her six-foot-tall sister from view. If their mother could see her once-prized lilacs now—the very ones she’d meticulously trimmed every Labor Day to ensure pretty spring blossoms—she’d smack Darin alongside the head for letting them grow unchecked. Or at least threaten under her breath to slap him.
Physical violence had never been part of their upbringing.
She wasn’t in regular communication with her mother, but she knew the older woman hadn’t returned here, either. The land hugging this side of Silvermist Lake belonged to Genna’s father’s side of the family. After that awful summer, both Genna and her mother ran away, each feeling broken. Last Genna had heard, her mom was living in the Pacific Northwest somewhere with a long-lost sister.
It was heartbreaking how one simple act of carelessness could forever alter so many lives.
“Where’s Darin?” Liv asked as she rounded the bend in the drive. “Are we too early?”
Her reappearance pulled Genna back to the here and now.
“He must not be home yet,” Genna said, turning back to the peeling door. She had to get this part over with before she lost her nerve. It would be too easy to jump back into their rental and speed away from this place, just as she’d done at seventeen.
But she’d promised her siblings she’d try. She’d allowed Liv and Darin to wear her down, convincing her how important it was to reconnect with her once-beloved extended family before it was too late. None of them were getting any younger.
Besides, coming here gave Genna the excuse she’d been looking for to get out of town for a few days.
Why does it always feel like I’m running from something?
She tugged the screen door wide and eased open the unlocked inner door, revealing the room that had once been her second favorite place on earth. Instead of stepping inside, she closed her eyes and pictured her brother Jay standing in front of an open refrigerator while he rustled around inside for something to eat. She imagined their father sitting at the dropleaf table with his morning newspaper, hollering at the boy to quit letting all the cold air out.
Liv yanked the screen door out of Genna’s left hand, then gave her a light shove from behind. “Darin will kill you if you let mosquitoes in. Get in there.”
Genna let her eyes flutter open as her sister’s nudge propelled her into the kitchen. Liv was right. Minnesota mosquitoes could be vicious. Was there still a pink bottle of calamine lotion in the bathroom’s squeaky metal medicine cabinet? It was always the best way to cut the itch of a mosquito bite.
The screen door slapped shut, and her current surroundings came back into view. She gazed around at the unexpected updates to their old family kitchen. The reality of today swirled together with her powerful memories, creating a dizzying mix. She whistled. “Darin spent some serious money renovating this place. It’s nice. But what do you suppose he did with the old mushroom canister set that always sat next to the stove?”
Liv snorted. “Those ugly things? I hope he used them for target practice over at the rifle range.”
Genna shook her head. “I loved those gaudy canisters. Cabins are supposed to have wood-paneled walls, frilly curtains above a sink deep enough to bathe a baby in, and kitschy clutter scattered across scarred laminate countertops. But don’t tell him I said that.”
Liv bumped Genna farther out of the way so she could close the inner door. “Sis, how many times do I have to tell you? Time doesn’t stand still. I know you used to love this cabin, but the charm had seriously faded to outdated and worn over the years. Do you remember how hot it used to get in here? Boy, it feels nice now. He’s got the air on,” she said, dropping her purse onto a table that didn’t jive with the one Genna had just been imagining their father at with his morning coffee.
She watched Liv cross to a shiny new refrigerator that dispensed ice through the door instead of from the unwieldy metal trays they’d used in earlier days. She’d hated the way her fingers used to stick to those trays when they’d struggled to get ice out as kids.
“Genna, you honestly didn’t expect the house to look the same as it did thirty-five years ago, did you? Darin lives here year-round. Way back when, he had to convince Dad to insulate everything so the pipes wouldn’t freeze over the winter. This kitchen remodel is brand new, though. He mentioned to me he was giving the cabin a facelift, but these are higher-end finishes than I expected.”
Genna sensed the first light throb of a tension headache behind her eyes. This weekend was going to test her. She dropped her purse next to Liv’s on the table and picked up a shiny black business card that caught her eye, studying the photo of an attractive brunette. The woman’s name meant nothing to her, but her breath hitched when she read the rest of the card. “Why would Darin have a business card from a realtor on his kitchen table?”
Liv wandered from the new fridge to a small peninsula where two dime-store type stools used to be bolted to the floor. Genna watched her sister run a hand over the new granite top, and it sparked more memories. All four of them used to fight over those stools to gain a front-row seat when their mother piled homemade donut holes onto a towel-lined plate to drain. They’d risked burning their fingers to get first dibs on those steaming treats.
Genna could still remember that sweet goodness on her tongue and wondered what had become of the stools.
Her stomach growled. She’d been too nervous to eat more than a few bites of her lunch.
Liv reached for the business card in Genna’s hand. “Let me see that.”
Genna passed the card over as fresh worry continued to blossom. She’d always assumed this place would still be here, untouched and waiting for her, if she was ever ready to return. Now, as she gazed around their brother’s updated kitchen and at the new glass-paned doors separating this room from the old living room, she realized how wrong she’d been.
Liv’s reminder about time moving on echoed around in Genna’s brain.
“This woman looks a little like Darin’s ex,” Liv said, waving the realtor’s card in the air. “He’s probably dating her. Or trying to.” Liv tossed the card back onto the table.
Genna wondered yet again what it would be like to go through life like Liv. Her sister wasn’t a worrier.
But even if Darin was considering selling this place, he’d be well within his rights. She’d never understood how he could stand to live here.
Knock it off, she told herself. She already had enough to worry about this weekend. Besides, things were a mess back home, too. She couldn’t afford to add the future of their old family cabin to her list of concerns.
A telephone rang, and Liv pulled a cell out of the back pocket of her jean shorts. She held up one finger at Genna, then headed for the door again. “Sorry, I need to take this. I’ll be right back.”
Genna wasn’t sure whether to be relieved or terrified to be left alone. But the sound of Liv’s laughter through the screen helped clear the panic that threatened. Her sister’s infectious laugh always lifted Genna’s spirits, and today was no exception. She closed the inner door, giggling at Liv’s carelessness. Darin wouldn’t appreciate their letting out his cooled air any more than he’d appreciate letting mosquitoes in.
Genna pulled her shoulders back and took a deep breath. If her brother could refuse to allow shadows of their past to rule his present day, she could toughen up, too. His work in the kitchen had her curious about the rest of the cabin. Maybe it would be easier if he’d changed everything and the cabin of her memories didn’t even exist anymore.
She slipped off her sandals. An eerie quiet accompanied her bare footsteps across the kitchen. Gone were the squeaky floorboards that used to give them away as teenagers. She ignored the fancy French doors leading to the living room for now, opting for the hallway instead.
The door to their parents’ old room stood open to her right.
She stepped inside, remembering the stormy nights when she’d tiptoed out of her and Liv’s bedroom to run down the hall to this room. Her parents never slept with their door shut. She’d crowd under the covers between them, hiding from the flashes of lightning and booming thunder.
At least storms didn’t scare her anymore.
The dark paneling that had covered the bedroom walls was gone, along with the two small windows that had flanked her parents’ bed. The back wall was glass now—an enormous expanse of curtainless windows. A new king-size bed hugged a corner to her left.
The stack of laundry near the pillows made her suspect Darin had claimed this room as his own.
She turned back to face the impressive windows and felt a twinge of jealousy. Every morning, her big brother got to wake up to this breathtaking view of Silvermist Lake. He probably even enjoyed the occasional pink sunrise, like the ones that enthralled her as a child and inspired her bold paint choice for the screen door.
This room was proof that some change was good.
Genna sat on the edge of her brother’s bed and let her gaze skip across the watery horizon. No boats disturbed the lake’s glassy surface despite the hot July afternoon, aside from a pontoon bobbing next to a dock, down on the beach. That dock hadn’t been there when she was a girl.
The peaceful view felt like a well-timed gift. She sat with it, willing herself to relax.
Then she spied half of an old ladder propped in a corner opposite the bed and smiled when she recognized the time-worn quilt draped over one rung. She could still remember how the soft feel of that fabric would soothe her on the stormiest nights of her childhood.
Was Darin more sentimental than he’d care to admit?
She pushed off from the bed, curious about other changes her big brother might have made to the remaining two bedrooms.
Her old room waited for her, down and across the hallway. 
Darin’s handiwork extended here, too. The two windows looked new, but this pair mirrored the dimensions and placement of the windows in Genna’s memories. A neutral paint shade blanketed the walls, masking the periwinkle color she remembered. Liv had begged for walls that mimicked the hue of their mother’s pretty lilacs. Genna had gone along with it.
Twin beds flanking one window were the same ones they’d slept in as girls, but a sleek coat of black paint covered the once-dinged maple of the head and footboards. The creamy, variegated shades of this bedding was in stark contrast to their old Care Bear festooned comforters.
Genna suspected she could enjoy a good night’s sleep in this peaceful room, but she’d declined Darin’s earlier invitation to stay here during their cousin-reunion weekend. She’d opted instead to make reservations at a nearby resort, worried she’d need a reprieve from the onslaught of memories reunions promised.
And despite Liv’s teeth grinding and blanket stealing, their first night at the Whispering Pines resort had indeed been pleasant.
Despite the sanctuary vibes of this updated bedroom, Genna was still convinced that staying at the quaint resort was the right call. If the events over the next couple of days got to be too much, she’d appreciate knowing she could jump into the car and escape to the resort a mere ten miles away.
The option comforted her. Whispering Pines was a beautiful little resort, free of any troubling memories.
A new dresser occupied one corner, and a matching bedside table stood between the beds. Genna remembered how sticky the drawers in their old set used to be, and she hoped those pieces of junk had ended up in the landfill. Not even her favorite aunt’s suggestion to run a candle across the internal runners had helped to make the drawers less sticky.
Genna pressed her hand down on the nearest mattress, testing its give, and grinned. Darin had replaced those lumpy old things, too. She adjusted the wooden blinds of the nearest window to allow in more light, and spied Liv, still talking on her phone outside.
Her sister’s lanky arms waved, punctuating whatever she was saying to the person on the other end of the call. She was probably talking to one of her daughters, and Genna couldn’t help but wonder which niece had phoned to share a hilarious dating mishap or a job-related complaint.
She wished her own kids were as quick to pick up the phone and share snippets of their lives with her as Liv’s seemed to be. But given how she’d recently doubted her daughter Naomi when she’d come to her with a series of shocking allegations, Genna supposed she couldn’t blame them.
Maybe the problems at work would clear up while she was away. Then Naomi might even forgive her.
In the meantime, she was still curious if Darin had upgraded the entire cabin. Ignoring the last bedroom for now, she headed instead for the bathroom.
“Wow,” she whispered as she opened the door. He’d bumped out the two exterior walls to double this room’s size and replaced the rust-stained tub with a glassed-in shower and separate soaker tub. The new bathroom finishes resembled the upscale ones in the kitchen.
Again, the overall effect was peaceful and calm, although Genna would hate to keep that shower glass clean.
Darin was transforming their old cabin into something modern and new.
Genna’s pulse kicked into overdrive as she contemplated the one remaining bedroom she had yet to investigate. She sank onto the toilet lid, bracing her elbows on her knees and dropping her forehead to her palms as the frantic shouts of that long-ago day threatened to flood forth from her subconscious.
Her therapist had taught her to recognize an impending panic attack. Slow, deep breaths helped calm the telltale signs.
Ten years had passed since her last full-blown episode. Ten years, seven months, and fifteen days to be exact. She’d never forget the date, as that attack kicked off both a brand-new year and a whole new phase in her life.
Back then, her husband’s inexcusable lapse in judgment had caused her to feel like she was losing everything for a second time, but she’d come to realize that it was the beginning of a freedom she’d been craving.
The divorce forced her onto a fresh path. She’d worked hard to rebuild a life she grew proud of. She’d survived, and eventually thrived, by keeping her eyes on the road ahead.
The strength and tenacity she’d had to summon to face the dissolution of her family yet again was one reason she’d stayed away from Silvermist Lake and her extended family for so long.
Was she strong enough to survive this trip back in time?
She supposed the heartbreaks hadn’t killed her yet, so maybe she could do this, too.
There was only one way to find out.
Determined, she stood with intention, moved to the sink, and splashed cold water on her face. Feeling calmer, she dabbed away the moisture with a plush hand towel, careful not to smear makeup onto it. Two swipes with a tissue cleaned up the rivulets of mascara under her eyes. She should have packed a waterproof version. This was sure to be an emotional weekend.
Leaving the bathroom, she faced the door to the last bedroom: her brothers’ room.
The closed door wasn’t quite latched. She eased it partway open with her left hand, her gaze catching on the pale, puckered scars that marred her skin. She hesitated, much as she’d done when facing the screen door again after such a long time. Her eyes followed the jagged line extending from the base of her pinky to the tip of her thumb. She didn’t have to turn her hand over to know the scars continued down the side of her thumb, across her palm, and up to her elbow.
The ugly scars always reminded her of things she struggled hard to forget.
She seldom noticed her scars anymore. They were an integral part of who she was. But ever since turning fifty, a dull arthritic ache would throb through that hand during cold or damp weather. Her right hand massaged the left, and she let it fall back to her side—the action automatic after all these years.
Wishing Liv was at her side—but unable to hold her breath any longer—Genna closed her eyes again, nudged the door fully open, and stepped into the room.
Cool, stale air hit her face. She didn’t need to open her eyes to see what was in front of her. The scent in the still air carried her back in time. A time when sports posters covered navy blue walls. Perhaps passing years would have curled the corners, but action shots of favorite athletes still moved around the room. Gold and silver trophies lined the top of a battered bookcase, and shelves overflowed with tattered Sports Illustrated magazines and textbooks about planets, astronauts, and ocean creatures.
If the gurgling fish tank remained beside Darin’s old bed, its glass walls would be thick with moss and blackened by age and decay.
There was no gurgling sound.
Only a heavy silence, steeped with memories and emotion.
Genna sneezed and coughed, her eyes forced open to compare reality with her nerve-induced, overactive imagination.
The scene before her wasn’t as bad as she’d expected.
The smell stemmed from disuse instead of her brothers’ sweaty socks and damp swim trunks.
Darin had packed most of the remnants of his boyhood away. Stacks of sealed cardboard boxes littered the open floor space. Naked mattresses lay stripped bare in a sun-streaked haze. Cracked, ineffective shades covered the windows, so she couldn’t tell if her brother had replaced the full window units in this bedroom like he’d done in other parts of the house.
There was no fish tank. Darkened outlines scarred the empty walls, quiet reminders of the posters that used to hang there. A few trophies remained, but a heavy coating of dust dulled their shine.
Dresser drawers jutted out at odd angles, empty of the swim trunks, T-shirts, and miss-matched socks that used to reside there.
A discarded lampshade sat atop Darin’s old mattress.
Genna eased farther into the hushed room as if pulled by ghosts of the past. A roll of packing tape and a pair of scissors, the red handles marred and scratched from use, sat atop one box. She recognized them as the same pair she’d used to hack away the annoying yellow curls from the head of Liv’s favorite doll. Genna had always wanted pretty blond curls like all of her siblings sported back then, and her jealousy had earned her a week of early bedtimes.
Darin had started to tackle this room, but it looked like he’d given
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