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        Your words are my food, your breath my wine.

        You are everything to me.

        Sarah Bernhardt
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      Liza couldn’t believe what she was seeing as her boys raced around Anna’s house into her sister’s backyard. Even though she had just gotten done telling them she needed help unloading the van.

      “George. Johnny!”

      She contained the frustration that threatened to bubble up and over and at the same time hoped someone would think to come and help her. If they did, they could make one trip instead of three with the jugs of lemonade and iced tea and, of course, the cake. It was Memorial Day and this family liked every reason to get together. As the family grew, there were more and more celebrations.

      It would have been so much easier to have it at her place, but it was Anna’s turn to host and she and her husband Colin wanted to show off their backyard, complete with an inground pool that had been finished just in time for the holiday weekend. She smiled to herself. That also explained why the boys had taken off like a shot from a cannon. It was hot.

      She pushed her blond bangs from her forehead and tapped the button to ease open the hatch on her minivan. She grabbed the sweat-covered tea jug and struggled to hold on to it before it slipped and crashed to the ground. The plastic top popped off, drenching her pale-blue capris with the caramel-colored liquid.

      “Damn it.” She tried to whisk the tea from her pants in vain.

      “Hey, Liza, can I help?”

      A deep male voice interrupted her next slew of profanity. Heat flushed her cheeks as she noticed Drew Cameron’s concerned face.

      “Hi. Are you here for the party?” She propped one hand on the side of the van in a poor attempt to look casual.

      “I am.” He bent over, straightened the gallon-sized plastic jug, and then reached under the van to retrieve the lid. He handed it to her. “I guess no tea today.”

      She glanced down and inwardly groaned. What a way to make a good impression on the man she had a tiny crush on for the last year or so. “Except on my clothes and it’s okay; it was just for a couple people who love my sweet tea.”

      He handed her a pure-white linen handkerchief from his back pocket. “Here. Use this.”

      What guy carried around a fancy handkerchief anymore? Her late husband, Steve, never had anything this fancy. She accepted it since it was better to try and blot the spots than let them stain her new outfit.

      “Thanks.” She gave him a smile so as not to appear ungrateful.

      “Colin invited me to stop over and see the new landscaping, and he mentioned the family was getting together. Since I happen to know some of the best cooks in the valley would be here, I took him up on the offer.”

      She held out the now-stained cloth and quickly withdrew it. “I’ll wash this and get it back to you.”

      “No need.” He took it from her. “Give me a sec to toss this in the car and I’ll help you get the rest of the stuff into the house.”

      She watched as he jogged to the sleek BMW. His long legs and backside looked pretty good in dark cargo shorts. He also wore an untucked pale-yellow short-sleeve button-down shirt and deck shoes. Classic preppy look. She had to admit Drew was easy to look at with his intense green eyes, dark-brown hair, and the scar just off from the center of his chin. He had well-toned arms that she guessed could hold a woman all night and make her sigh.

      She tore her eyes away lest he saw her ogling him. She felt an odd twinge in her stomach as she reminded herself it had been a long time since Steve died and there were things she missed.

      “I’ll take the cake if you can handle the jug of lemonade without turning yourself into an Arnold Palmer; you’re good the way you are.” The corners of his mouth quirked up and a deep dimple appeared in his cheek. It just enhanced his smoldering appeal.

      “We’ve moved on to beverage jokes now.” She bobbed her head. “Tea and lemonade. That would have been delicious on this hot day.” She fanned herself, but not from the actual temperature in the air. Rather, the way he looked at her made her internal temp spike. What was she thinking? He was her brother-in-law’s best friend. Not someone she was going to date.

      “Be careful with the cake; it’s got four layers and it’s heavier than it looks.”

      “Not to worry. I can deal with the cake-carrying job as long as you’ve got the jug.”

      She gave him a little shove in jest. “If you drop it—” Her voice held a playful warning tone.

      “What will happen?” He gave her an easy grin.

      “Um, you’ll have to arrange for a new cake.” Jeez, that sounded lame to her ears. What would he think?

      “Not to worry, dear Liza. If I drop the cake, it’ll give me a chance to ask you where it came from, and maybe you’ll take pity and help me find a new one?”

      She gave him a sharp look. Is he clueless about where to buy a cake or is he flirting with me? With a quick double-check of the lid before she picked up the jug of lemonade, Drew slid the cake from the back of the van.

      “Are we going in the house or out back?”

      Before she could answer, the front door opened. Anna hovered in the doorway. “Hey, you two. What’s going on? The party is this way.”

      Liza pushed the button on the van and the hatch shut with a soft clunk. She and Drew walked up the wide front porch steps.

      “I had a minor mishap. What iced tea isn’t on my clothes is puddled in the driveway.”

      Anna took the lemonade and stepped to one side so Drew could walk through the door.

      “Would you set the cake on the kitchen counter? It’s too hot out. I don’t want the frosting to melt off.”

      Liza looked down at her capris. “I’m going to run home and change. Can you keep an eye on the boys for me?”

      “There’s no reason to drive back to your place.” Anna pulled her into the house and closed the screen door. “Go upstairs and dig through my closet. I have something that will match your top. You might as well wear my clothes. I won’t be wearing any of those until next summer.” She rubbed her slight baby bump. “Things are getting a little snug.”

      “Thanks, sis. But are you sure?”

      “Don’t be ridiculous. We’re the same size; you’re just a little shorter.”

      Liza didn’t need to be told twice. Anna had developed a new appreciation for clothes after living in France for over a year and her closet was a dream come true.

      

      Drew watched as Liza zipped up the stairs. It was nice the sisters were so close they shared clothes; he’d never experienced that kind of a relationship as an only child. Inwardly, he groaned. Every time he saw her, he was struck not only by her beauty, with those golden hazel eyes, long blond hair, and the curvy, petite figure, but it was her mind with the quick, snappy retorts that was the most attractive part about her. She didn’t seem to care one iota about who he was or his bank account.

      Colin walked out of the kitchen and glanced curiously at Drew as he stood there, staring.

      “Hi. I heard you were here.”

      “Just. I met up with Liza in the driveway and carried the cake in.”

      Colin clapped him on the back. “From what I heard, if you had been one minute earlier, she wouldn’t have dropped the tea.”

      Drew gave him a sidelong look. “Timing is everything.”

      “Hmm. Not sure if you think your timing is good or bad.” He walked to the kitchen. “I’m bringing out some trays for Anna. If you think you can spare a few minutes from guarding the stairwell, wanna give me a hand?”

      “Yeah, sure.” Drew took one last look at the stairs before joining Colin.

      

      No one seemed to miss the iced tea, and Liza’s nephew Ben announced her lemonade was the best ever, so despite walking around in a borrowed skirt, which happened to match her top perfectly, things hadn’t turned out too badly after all.

      She noticed Drew was tossing the ball around with the kids, and her oldest brother, Don, was keeping a close eye on Jack’s youngest, Hannah, and his twins, Spencer and Madison. She leaned back in a chair and observed the controlled chaos. Funny how the first four grandsons were about the same age, and then the next three were a year apart. She and Steve had talked about having more kids. She had always wanted to have four, but after George was born, there had seemed to be plenty of time. She swallowed the lump in her throat and sighed heavily.

      “Penny for your thoughts.” Tessa bumped her chair. “You seemed a million miles away just now.”

      “Just a little trip to what might have been.” She gave her older sister a look. “What are you up to? Checking on me?’

      “You looked like you were sinking into a sad place, and this is a party.” Tessa handed her a glass of sangria and Anna leaned back in the deck chair facing the boys, who were running after a soccer ball around the yard.

      She gestured toward Don, who was chasing the little girls. “I was remembering that Steve and I talked about having more kids.” She looked at Tessa. “I liked growing up in a big family—well, most of the time. You have to get along with different personalities, and that’s a good life skill.”

      Tessa sipped her lemonade. “There were some days I’m sure Mom regretted having six kids, but since you and Leo were the babies, you probably never saw that side of things. It would be nuts around the house, especially on a rainy day when she couldn’t shoo us outside. I swear that’s why they kept adding on to the house.”

      With a laugh, Liza said, “To be able to send us to different corners?”

      “Something like that.” Tessa gave her a probing look. “How old are you?”

      “Mid-thirties.” Tessa knew exactly how old she was. “What’s with the question?”

      “You’re not ancient, and you can still have a couple more rug rats.”

      Liza followed her gaze. Tessa was looking at her husband. “What about you and Max? Will you have more than one?”

      She shrugged. “We’re not sure yet, but we’ll be happy with one if that’s all that’s in the cards for us.” She wagged a finger in Liza’s direction. “Stop changing the subject.”

      A stab of longing hit Liza like a ton of bricks. “I’m missing a crucial element to have a baby.”

      “Are you lonely?”

      With a snort, Liza shook her head. “I’m so busy and don’t have time to be lonely. The boys’ schedules are nuts, then there’s the house, and my event planning business has taken off much faster than I thought it would.”

      “What about at night when you go to bed? Wouldn’t you like someone to hold you, talk about the day’s ups and downs, you know, share the load?”

      Anna flicked the beads of moisture from the side of her glass. Sure she would, but Steve had been a special man. It would be hard to find another guy who was that amazing, and then she had the boys to consider. “I’ve thought about it, but I wouldn’t know how to go about dating. It’s been a long time, and what about my sons? How would they feel about me dating? Of course, there’s another unknown. Would this imaginary guy understand the boys have to come first?” She sipped her drink. “It’s overwhelming, so for now, it’s easier to be the enigmatic widow.”

      “Would you consider dating a friend of the family?”

      Tessa was looking at Drew. “I appreciate your concern but”—Liza gave her a forced smile—“the boys and I are just fine as we are.”

      “But”—Tessa’s eyebrow arched, which always meant she was up to something—“if there was a nice guy that was single and you found him interesting and easy on the eyes, would you consider going on a date?”

      Liza had to chuckle at the way Tessa drawled out the word consider. “I’ll tell you what. If the stars line up and someone drops into my life whom I like and who understands about the boys, then yes. I’d consider a casual date.” She set her glass down and stood up. “But since the stars will never align in perfect harmony, we don’t need to keep talking about it.” She crossed the short distance to the kitchen door and turned back around to her sister. “Thanks for worrying about me.”

      Tessa grinned. “That’s what big sisters are for, to butt in when we’re not asked.”

      Liza caught Drew looking at her and his smile caused her pulse to quicken.

      Too bad I don’t have time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Johnny and George bounded into the kitchen where Liza was sipping her morning coffee. The sun streamed in the bay windows by the table. School had been out for two weeks and summer camp started today.

      “Pour your cereal and milk. We need to leave in thirty minutes.”

      They plunked down in their chairs. Milk glugged from the carton over George’s bowl and onto the table.

      He gave her a grin. “Sorry, Mom.”

      She handed him a couple paper napkins. There was one thing she wasn’t going to do, and that was flip out over spilled milk. “Wipe it up, please.”

      He placed the napkins over the spill and began to shovel cereal in his mouth. Between bites, he mumbled, “Will Johnny be in the same group?”

      At eleven, Johnny was the older of the two and always paved the way for his somewhat shy ten-year-old brother, but it was time George broadened his comfort zone.

      “No,” she began carefully. “You’re going to be with kids in your grade. That’s how the camp breaks everyone up, but there will be some group activities when you can hang out.”

      George said, “Why can’t it be like last year? We got to be together all the time.”

      She looked between the boys. “You said you wanted to do sports camp, and this is the best one. It’ll be fun and just think. When I pick you up every afternoon, you can swap stories about all the fun things you did.”

      Johnny came to the rescue. It had been that way since their dad died. “George, I’ll bet we can eat lunch together and if anyone is mean to you, just let me know. I’ll punch their lights out.”

      “John Bradford. You will do no such thing. If either of you have any trouble, you’ll tell your counselor and they’ll take care of it.” She gave him the all-powerful mom stare and her sternest voice. “Do I make myself perfectly clear?”

      “Yeah, but⁠—”

      “No ifs, ands, or buts. You will not, under any circumstances, give the staff a reason to call me.”

      George kept his eyes downcast and pushed his cereal around in the bowl of milk. “It’s okay, Johnny.”

      She knew he was nervous without Johnny around, but they’d be going to different schools in the fall. It was time to create some healthy distance between them.

      “What kind of sports are at camp?” George lifted the bowl to his mouth and drank the last of the milk. When he was finished, he sported a fine-looking milk mustache.

      Choosing to ignore the obvious, she said, “There’s soccer, basketball, archery, boating, swimming, and hiking trails. I’m not sure what else.” She had their attention now. “And every other Friday, there is the option if you want to stay over and sleep in tents.”

      “Like real camping?”

      She suppressed a laugh. “Is there fake camping?”

      “Mom,” Johnny groaned, “it’s not like sleeping in a tent in the backyard, where we can come inside if it rains.”

      “Oh, I didn’t know that tenting in the backyard wasn’t camping. I’ll remember that the next time you ask.” She wanted to laugh, but seeing her son starting to think bigger than their backyard was gratifying.

      With their dishes in the sink, Johnny tossed the soggy napkins in the garbage.

      “Wash your face, brush your teeth, and grab your backpacks. Make sure you have your swim trunks, a towel, and a sweatshirt.”

      They thumped up the stairs. Despite George’s reticence about being separated from Johnny, she knew it was absolutely the best thing for both of them.

      She savored the last swallow of lukewarm coffee and wiped the table with a dish towel. After loading the dishwasher, she rinsed her mug for another cup when she worked from home later today. She had a mountain of phone calls to make for three upcoming weddings and she still needed to get several quotes out to more. Coffee was essential for this working woman.

      

      Liza slowed the minivan and joined the long line of cars in what appeared to be the drop-off lane. The boys unbuckled and, since they were barely moving, she decided to not harp on them about seat belt safety.

      “Wow, look at all the kids.” George’s face was within a fraction of an inch of the window. “I don’t know anybody.” He swiveled in his seat. “Do you know anyone, Johnny?”

      “Nope, but that’s cool. It means nobody knows us either.”

      She had to wonder what he meant by that but filed it away to ask later. She inched closer, moving up by a car length, waiting their turn.

      “Mom, what’s taking so long? Can’t we get out here?”

      “Johnny, there is a drop-off process. You’re met by counselors who put you in a group first, and then you’ll go into the main building.”

      “How do you know that?” Johnny thrust his chin out.

      Teenage years were going to be tough with this one. “I read it in the paperwork they sent.”

      George peered out the window. “Only three more cars are in front of us.”

      Johnny grabbed his backpack and adjusted his ballcap. “You don’t have to get out of the car, Mom.”

      “I need to introduce myself to the counselor and make sure they have my cell phone in case of an emergency.”

      “Mom.” There was that preteen groan again. “You’re gonna make us look like babies.”

      “If I didn’t check in, they’d wonder what kind of a mother you have. So be polite while I speak to the person in charge of your groups.”

      Finally, it was their turn. She set the emergency brake and left the van running. The boys tumbled out the passenger side. George waited for his brother to lead the way.

      A young woman with a clipboard hurried in their direction. “Hi, I’m Sandy.” She gave the boys a perky smile. “And you are?”

      “I’m Johnny Bradford and this is my brother, George.”

      She scanned her list and, with that huge welcoming smile, pointed over her shoulder. “George, you’re with the group behind the green line, and Johnny, you’re in the yellow group.”

      Liza took a step forward. “Hi, I’m Liza Bradford and I wanted to make sure you have my cell number.” A wave of nerves raced through her. It was like that each time she left them.

      “Hello, Ms. Bradford. I don’t have that information here but if you want”—she handed her a card—“call the office when you get to work and you can double-check.”

      “Thank you. I’ll do that.” She went to give the boys each a kiss goodbye, but from the look on Johnny’s face, she held back and gave them a wave. Somedays she just didn’t want them to grow up. “See you at four.”

      Sandy gave her a reassuring smile. “A few nerves are normal, but the boys will have a great time.”

      She gave them one last look. Johnny was talking to the girl next to him and George was looking at her, his huge brown eyes almost imploring her not to leave. She gave him one last wave and walked with purpose toward the van. Looking at him made her heart sink, as if she were abandoning him. It had been like this since Steve died. George seemed to be the most vulnerable.

      Liza pulled away from the curb and looked in the rearview mirror. The boy next to George was showing him something inside his backpack. Reassured, she concentrated on the road in front of her. She went over the mental checklist for the upcoming wedding at the winery and decided to make a stop to check on things with Peyton and Kate before going home. Her sisters-in-law had become like sisters, more than just her brothers’ wives. They each had their own unique ideas about how the upcoming wedding would work best. Chuckling, she guessed it would be a lively conversation. Since everyone seemed to work better over coffee and pastries, she’d stop at the coffee shop.

      She loved the painted white walls and bright-yellow-checked curtains that graced the front windows of the small cozy café. The display cases were yellow with a dash here and there of a bright sky blue. Small tables and chairs for two and four people were scattered around the room. The eclectic mix worked perfectly. In the middle of each table was one fresh daisy, the owner’s signature flower. In fact, the café was called Daisy’s Bakery. Sue Mallery had been open two years and business was brisk.

      Approaching the counter, Liza smiled at Sue. “Hello there.”

      “Morning. Where are the boys this morning?”

      “I dropped them off at Cam’s Sports Camp.”

      “Are they going for the summer?” She opened a small white cardboard box and waited. She wasn’t being presumptuous; she knew her customers’ routines.

      “Yes. I’ve heard really good things about it. Low camper to counselor ratio and lots of activities, so hopefully at the end of the day, they’ll be tired and want to go to bed.” She laughed. “They have too much energy.”

      “Don’t all kids.” Sue gestured to the case. “What can I get for you?”

      “I have a meeting with Kate and Peyton. I was thinking it would be nice to have some refreshments while we work.” She looked at the handwritten menu on the chalkboard. “Could I order three iced cold brews with cream and sugar on the side.” She studied the case, noting the variety to choose from. “How about four scones and four fruit Danish.”

      Sue put them in the box and then added two oversized sugar cookies before taping the top securely in place. “For the boys after they’ve had dinner.” She placed the box next to the cash register and took three large plastic cups and quickly filled them with ice and cold brew.

      “That’s so sweet of you. Thanks.” Sue was a thoughtful woman, one of the reasons her customers kept coming back.

      She secured them in a carboard tray and balanced the pastry box on the top. “Can I get you anything else?”

      “That’ll be it.” She handed Sue her credit card. “Wait. Can you add one more cookie to the box?”

      Sue gave her a wink. “They’re irresistible.”

      As she was on her way out the door, Stella Maxwell, Tessa’s sister-in-law, held it open.

      “Stella, this is a nice surprise.” Liza grinned.

      “I’m sorry I didn’t get much of a chance to talk with you at Anna’s picnic. I was on a deadline for the book I’ve been editing and wasn’t able to stay long.”

      Stella was related to the Price family through her brother Max, Tessa’s husband.

      “That’s fine. We should get together for lunch or something. Give me a call when things ease up.” Liza smiled.

      “Sounds like a plan.” Stella held the door for Liza with a promise to talk soon.

      

      Grapevines lined both sides of the road. They were loaded with tiny fruit and from Liza’s observation, it should be a good harvest, barring any weather issues for the remainder of the season. If there was one thing that was in her blood, it was wine.

      She drove between two massive stone pillars and under a large purple carved wooden sign. Crescent Lake Winery, established 1942. As always when she thought of it, a thrill raced through her. Her great-grandfather worked this land for his family’s future. He did his best to ensure the winery would provide for future generations. Well, however secure a farm of any kind could be. She remembered her grandfather saying people will always want to drink wine, in good times or bad.

      With a twinge of regret for not going into the family business, she reminded herself how nicely her event planning dovetailed with the winery. Things had worked out for the best. She brought clients to the winery and Kate referred clients to her as an event planner. Not that she didn’t use other venues when the client or occasion warranted it, but this was her favorite, and then Tessa’s winery, Sand Creek, was a close second. The Prices had become a family of business owners.

      She turned down the road that led to the tasting room, bypassing the main house for now. She’d swing by and see Mom later; it had been a couple of days since they’d chatted.

      She thought about how far she had come in the last few years. It was never her plan to start a business, but as an event planner, she was in demand and had begun thinking about hiring someone to be ready for the busy season next year. This year, she had to decline two events that had overlapped.

      Thank heavens Leo and his fiancée, Stephanie, took the boys overnight from time to time. Her brother had been amazing with the boys when Steve died. Even now, with Leo and Steph working to combine their two vintage car restoration businesses, they still made time to pitch in. Not that the rest of the family wouldn’t, but her twin, Leo, and the boys had a special relationship, and her other brothers had their hands full with their own expanding families.

      She parked outside the tasting room, noting Kate’s and Peyton’s SUVs. Maybe she should trade in the minivan for something like Kate had. It was roomy and she’d still have plenty of space to lug the boys’ stuff around, along with anything she might need for work. And some of the looks she got when she showed up to a job in the mommy van were downright insulting. It’s just transportation.

      Peyton stood in the open doorway. “Hey. It’s about time you got here.”

      She held up the carboard tray and box. “Provisions.” She nodded to Peyton’s hair. “Love the blond highlights.” Normally Peyton’s dark hair was in a short bob but recently she had grown it a little longer and the new style framed her light-brown eyes and pixie face perfectly.

      “Thanks. Trying something different.” Peyton held out her hands to take the coffees while Liza retrieved her laptop bag from the passenger side.

      She glanced over her shoulder. “What’s Kate doing?”

      “Tweaking the menu for the wedding. I gave her my suggestions for the wines. The groom only likes white sweet wines and the bride isn’t a fan.”

      Liza and Peyton went inside. The tasting room wasn’t open yet, so there were few lights on, which allowed the natural light to stream in from the windows overlooking the vineyard, creating a relaxing and comfortable environment.

      “Do you want to meet in the gazebo or inside?”

      “It’ll be hard to see my screen outside, so let’s pull a couple of tables together. I have samples to show you both.”

      Peyton set the refreshments aside and pulled two square tables together. “Better?”

      “Perfect.” Liza began to set out file folders and her laptop. She glanced up. “How are Hannah and Owen?”

      Her sister-in-law’s eyes lit up. “Owen is such a good kid. He asked if he could go to camp with the boys, but only for a couple of weeks; he wants to be able to play with his little sister too. Hannah is an absolute joy, so easygoing, smart as a whip, and follows her brother everywhere. Those two make quite a pair.”

      “Jack’s good too? I know this time of year requires long days.”

      “He’s hired two new guys and hopefully they’ll work out. He loves running the vineyard and tending to the vines; it’s managing people that’s harder for him. Anna’s better with the workers but she has her hands full with morning sickness.”

      Liza sat down and grinned. “I’m waiting for Tessa to announce she’s pregnant.”

      “In due time. I think they’re trying.” Peyton handed her an iced coffee and a couple of creamer packets before fixing one for herself. “All the Price kids will have kids soon except for Leo and Steph.”

      “He’s old-fashioned. Marriage first and then babies.”

      “Do you think they’ll have any?”

      As she asked the question, Kate walked in, tall and curvy with long, dark hair, emerald-green eyes, and an easy smile. Liza marveled at how she really was the perfect match for Don, not just that they made a striking couple but in temperament too.

      “Are we talking about Leo and Stephanie?” She spotted the white pastry box and untouched iced coffee. She pointed to the cup and to herself and grinned. “For me?”

      Liza chuckled. “Of course. I got scones and Danish, but leave the cookies. They’re for the boys later.”

      “I whipped up cupcakes. You both have a small tray waiting for you to take home.” Kate added sugar and then a splash of cream to her coffee before sitting down. “And to get back to your earlier question, Steph wants kids.”

      That made Liza smile. “Leo will be a great dad.” She tapped her pen on the pink legal pad sitting in front of her. “Let’s get down to business.”

      With a twinkle in her eye, Kate said, “Peyton, the mini mogul, has spoken. She’s softened us with snacks and no more time for small talk.”

      Liza shrugged. “What can I say? I’m my father’s daughter and I intend to conquer the event planning world.”
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      The balance of the day flew by, and at four o’clock, Liza was in line waiting to pick up the boys. Mentally, she had her fingers and toes crossed that they both had a good day.

      She inched forward and thought she saw the top of Johnny’s ballcap among a group of kids. But where was George? Shouldn’t they be together by now? Concern wrapped around her heart.

      Another car pulled away from the curb and she slid the passenger window down to speak with a guy dressed in baggy shorts, a camp logo tee, and sneakers.

      “I’m Johnny and George Bradford’s mom.”

      “Hold on.” He turned and called their names. Johnny stepped forward. No George. He called out louder, “George Bradford.”

      From the back of the group, she could see kids moving aside as he wove his way through. “Here I am.”

      She let out a stilted breath. He looked okay. No, he looked happy.

      The boys ran over, smiles plastered on their faces. The counselor opened the van door for them and Johnny jumped in and George plopped down next to him.

      “See ya tomorrow, Todd.” George waved before he closed the door.

      She watched them in the mirror as they buckled up before she pulled onto the main road. “Did you have fun today?”

      They nodded like bobbleheads. “George made a bunch of friends and I knew a couple of kids from school that are in my group.”

      George said, “It was awesome, Mom. We did bows and arrows, went swimming, and played kickball and a bunch of other stuff.”

      “Johnny, what did you do?”

      “Some of the same, but we also had an assessment of soccer skills. Tomorrow we’re going to meet some guy who’ll be our coach for the summer. He’s gonna break us into teams and part of the day we’ll do drills and then a scrimmage.”

      She caught his eye in the rearview. “Does that mean you don’t get to do other things?”

      “No. Todd said soccer was a two-hour block for our age group. Younger kids only have an hour. By the end of the summer, I’m gonna be super good. Just wait and see.”

      She focused on the road. He was good on the soccer field and his coach said he was a natural.

      “Mom.” George could barely contain his excitement. “Did you know that I’m tall for my age?”

      She felt the corners of her mouth pull upward. “Really? What makes you say that?”

      “Well, ya see, there’s this other coach. Her name is, um—” He tapped his chin and said, “I forget.”

      “It’s Faith, dummy.”

      “Johnny, don’t call your brother names.”

      George stuck his tongue out. “Faith said I could play center on our basketball team cuz I’m so tall.”

      “Your uncles and Dad are all tall, so you must take after them and not me.”

      “Yeah, maybe I do.” He sat up a little straighter in the back seat for the rest of the drive home and told her every detail about the day.

      Johnny interjected about the soccer coach, and it made Liza wonder if he’d be able to live up to John’s expectations.

      “As long as you boys had fun. That’s all that matters.”

      “It’s great, Mom.”

      She pulled the van into the driveway and stopped in front of the garage door. Before they could bolt from the van, she said, “Take your bags in the house and drop your swim trunks and wet towels in the laundry room.”

      “But Mom, we want to ride our bikes.”

      “It’ll take you three minutes and you can still ride.” She pointed to the back door. “Go.”

      They grumbled as they got out. She was grateful they wanted to be outside and not like some kids who plopped in front of a screen, playing video games all day. She wished she had a fraction of their energy. There was dinner to make, dishes, showers, a couple of new proposals, and then she could crash.

      I want to be a successful businesswoman, and that takes work and more hard work. She lingered in the van, watching the boys race from the house to take care of their swimsuits and toward the now open garage bay that used to hold Steve’s car. Now it was filled with bikes and other sports equipment. Shelves filled the rest of the space and didn’t serve as a constant reminder of what was missing.

      The boys were tugging on a small wooden bike ramp Leo had built for them to use for tricks.

      “Guys, what do you say about packing up some sandwiches, loading the bikes, and taking them to the rail trail? We can go for a ride and have a picnic.” It had been a while since they’d done anything spontaneous and she could use some exercise to boot.

      “Can we go all the way to the ice cream stand?” Johnny’s eyes grew wide.

      She leaned against the open doorway. “Sure. Come help me make sandwiches and I’ll change. Then we’ll hit the road.”

      “Come on, George. Let’s park the bikes next to the van. Mom’s too.”

      She pointed to the shelf where the helmets were stored. “Toss those in the front seat and I’ll see you inside.”

      As she veered to the back door, she overheard Johnny say, “Mom is so cool.” She couldn’t help but smile. It wouldn’t be long before they’d think the opposite.

      “Let’s hurry up so we can leave.”

      “Someone grab the insulated backpack,” she called out and heard a muffled okay. Sometimes it was good to shake things up. She hurried off to change into shorts and a t-shirt.

      
      “George, tighten the strap on your helmet.” She adjusted the weight of the pack over her shoulders. Along with sandwiches, she had bottles of water and a couple of apples.

      “Oh, Mom, it’s fine.”

      “We are not moving until you do.” Her voice held firm and kept her feet planted on the asphalt.

      “Come on, George. Hurry up. I wanna ride.” Johnny was balanced on his bike, using one foot and then the other to steady himself as he played with an empty water bottle. Which was odd since he finished one on the way over. Maybe he was a bit dehydrated from camp.

      With a tug, George tightened the strap and secured it under his chin. “Ready.”

      “Alright, as a reminder, bikers need to watch out for everyone else so make sure you be respectful to others on the trail.”

      Johnny rolled his eyes. “Yeah, okay, Mom. You say the same thing every time.”

      She suppressed a smile. “Just reminding you.” She nodded in the direction of the trail. “Go on. I’m right behind you.”

      
      They set an easy pace. From time to time, they’d pass people walking but for the most part, they had the trail to themselves.

      After about a half hour, Johnny pulled to the side. “Hey, Mom? Can we stop and eat? I’m starving.”

      She glanced at her fitness watch to check the time. “There should be picnic tables just a short way up the path. We’ll stop there and then change direction and head for ice cream.”

      The boys set off once again, with her bringing up the rear. In less than five minutes, she could see tables in the distance. With the bikes in a rack, the boys picked out a table. She slipped the pack from her back and from the pocket pulled out wet wipes for them to use on their hands. She gave them the mom look—no arguing. Then she pulled out a small bag to use for garbage. As she removed the drinks, sandwiches, and apples, she asked, “Are you guys tired?”

      “Nah.” Johnny took a big bite from his sandwich. “This is good.” Jelly was smeared on his cheeks.

      She laughed and took a bite of hers. He was right. It was.

      It didn’t take long for the sandwiches and apples to be devoured. After a long drink of water, she said, “We need to bear left at the fork ahead to find the ice cream truck.”

      “Do you think it’ll be there tonight?” Johnny’s hazel eyes were filled with concern.

      She tweaked his nose. “If it’s not, we’ll ride back to the car and go someplace else.”

      He grinned.

      
      They cruised around the corner and before Liza could shout a warning, a runner appeared out of nowhere. Johnny and George tried to swerve around him. The runner stumbled and fell. Liza locked up her brakes and jumped off her bike and the boys did the same.

      She dropped to her knees next to the man lying motionless in the grass. “Hey, are you okay?”

      He groaned, rolled over, and pulled earbuds from his ears.

      Deep-green eyes met hers. Drew Cameron. A pleasurable zing rippled through her system. She helped him sit up. The boys watched quietly.

      “Mom, is he okay?” Johnny asked. “We didn’t mean to run him off the road.”

      He half turned. “Boys, I wasn’t paying attention.” He gave Liza a lazy smile. “Any chance you’d help up an injured runner?”

      She slipped her arm under his and said, “Johnny, stand in front of Mr. Cameron in case he falls forward.”

      “Ready?” She tightened her arm. “Give me your weight. I’ve got you.”

      
      What would Liza Price think if she knew he was okay other than the wind being knocked out of him, but he liked her hovering? Her hair caressed his cheek.

      Her voice was slightly breathless. “I’ve got you.”

      Yes, she did—from the first time he had lain eyes on her. Goner hadn’t begun to describe it.

      “Oh, gosh. Your knee is bleeding.”

      He didn’t feel the sting. “It’s fine. I just had the wind knocked out of me.” He held her arm close, not ready to let go.

      “Are you feeling better?” Her eyes were filled with concern. “I have a first aid kit in my pack.”

      “Thanks.” He allowed her to steer him to a weathered stone bench. Lame way to see her again, but he’d take it.

      “Easy now.”

      He caught the fresh lemony scent in her hair. “You’re very kind, but I’m fine. Really.” Everything about her was perfect.

      “Drew, it’s our fault you got hurt.”

      “I should have been paying attention instead of listening to an audiobook.”

      “Hopefully it’s a good one.” Her smile reached her eyes. “I prefer to hold a book in my hands.”

      “Running gives me time to catch up on the classics.”

      “What are you listening to now?” She dug out the first aid kit and ripped open an antiseptic wipe.

      “You’ll laugh if I tell you.”

      Intent on cleaning his cut, she didn’t look up. “Try me.” She wiped an antiseptic pad over the wound.

      “Pride and Prejudice. The narrator is English and she tells the story perfectly.” He winced as the moist pad hit his knee. “Careful there.”

      “It’s okay, Mr. Cameron. Mom will blow on it so it won’t hurt.”

      He wasn’t sure if it was Johnny or George—but he was pretty sure they were joking.

      “George, I only did that for you and your brother when you were younger.” Color flushed her cheeks.

      He smiled at George. “Your mom’s a good nurse.”

      His smile faded. “She’s not a nurse. She plans weddings and stuff.” George looked at his mother.

      She lifted a shoulder and smiled. “He’s very literal.”

      “Good to know.”

      She handed him a Band-Aid and stuffed the first aid kit back in her bag. “There you go.”

      He placed the Band-Aid over the cut and flexed his leg
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