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        For my readers, who encourage me to keep writing.

        Thank you.

        To Caroline, a Scottish lass who shared her love of Scotland with me.

      

      

      

      
        
        There’s a bit of magic everywhere.
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      Thud. Jamie slammed the door behind her, shutting out the biting cold. The silence embraced her as she entered the quaint cottage. A familiar ache wrapped around her heart, this was home but she was alone. Kicking off black high-heeled boots she walked in stocking feet to the mantle, flipping a switch the gas fireplace whooshed to life. She held her hands out towards the fire and rubbed them together absorbing the warmth. Welcome home, Jamie.

      She wandered into her bedroom and changed into yoga pants, a well-worn fisherman-knit sweater and plush heavy socks, perfect for hanging out in the house. The back door chimed. Must be the girls.

      “Come in,” she called down the hallway.

      “Jamie, where are you hiding?” Kenzie shouted.

      “In the bedroom. Be right out. Is Grace with you?”

      “She’s right behind me.”

      Jamie walked into the hallway, her smile tugging at the corners of her mouth.

      “What’s going on?” Grace came bopping through the door, clear blue eyes dancing.

      Jamie tugged at a curl that had escaped from Grace’s bun. “I’m happy to see my sisters.”

      The sisters were exactly eleven months apart, Scottish triplets. Each sister was born on the eleventh of the month, Jamie in May, Kenzie in April and Grace in March. They had the same crystal-blue eyes and chestnut hair, but that was where the similarity ended. Jamie was tall and willowy, and her long hair fell in thick waves around her shoulders. Kenzie was vertically challenged and athletic, her short, spiky hair suiting an active life. Grace, the baby, was average height and her figure was curvy like her bouncy curls.

      “It’s about time you got here, Grace, I’m starving.” Kenzie grabbed two paper bags out of Grace’s arms and hurried into the kitchen. Over her shoulder, she said, “Hey, I thought Jamie was buying tonight.”

      Grace shrugged off her long tailored black coat and tucked the butter-soft pink leather gloves and pink beret into a side pocket, and hung it next to Kenzie’s deep blue pea coat. She tugged on the bobby pins holding her hair secured in a bun, letting her curls bounce free. Closing her eyes, she sighed, “Oh that feels so good.” She tousled the curls into place. “I volunteered to pick it up.” Glancing at the counter, and then at Jamie she smirked, “Is there wine?”

      Jamie’s eyebrow arched. She smiled in response—“But of course”—and pointed to the kitchen. “Help yourself, there’s white in the fridge.”

      Kenzie rummaged through the wine rack. Victoriously, she thrust the bottle in the air. “I’m opening the merlot.”

      “Pour me a glass too?” Jamie asked, and Grace echoed the request.

      Jamie sniffed appreciatively. “My gosh, the lo mein’s making my mouth water.” She rummaged in the second bag. “I hope you got extra dumplings.”

      The sisters quickly filled their plates and the wineglasses. Settling into the deep cushions in front of the crackling fire, plates resting on the square wooden coffee table, the girls held up their glasses—cheers!

      Kenzie twirled noodles around her fork and shifted her gaze to Jamie. “Your text said a box from Scotland arrived?”

      Jamie’s shoulders slumped and she munched on a slice of bread. “I got an email from Mom. She and Dad are cleaning out some of Gran’s things and found it. I guess it was addressed to us. I thought it would be better to open it together.”

      Kenzie looked between her sisters, her smile pained. “It’s hard to believe she’s gone.”

      Jamie wiped away a lone tear. “I keep expecting the phone to ring and hear Gran asking when we’re hopping on the next plane.”

      “Guys”—fighting back tears, Grace’s face sagged—“can we concentrate on what’s in the box? It hurts too much to talk about Gran’s death.”

      Kenzie wiped away the tears that had slipped down her cheeks. “Grace is right. Let’s open the box and see what’s inside, after we finish this amazing lo mein.”

      The girls bounced ideas around over what might be in the box until dinner was finished. Grace stood up and whisked away the empty plates. She called over her shoulder, “I’ll grab the wine if someone can get the box. You know how much I hate waiting to open any kind of box.”

      Jamie went in search of scissors and pointed to the closet. “Kenz, the box is in there.” Kenzie opened the door and carefully carried the box to the coffee table, as if it contained something irreplaceable.

      Jamie returned, and said, her hand hovering over the tape, “Here goes nothing.”

      Grace came in holding a bottle of wine. “Be careful, Sissy,” she whispered reverently. “It was Gran’s, so it’s really old.”

      Jamie held her breath as she cautiously sliced through the layers of packing tape and eased back the cardboard flaps.

      Standing on tiptoes, Kenzie peered over her shoulder. “What is it?”

      Jamie withdrew a cream-colored envelope. “It’s a letter.” Grace reached out to pull back the bubble wrap when Jamie touched her hand. “Wait. We should read it first and then we’ll see what’s inside.”

      Kenzie stretched out her hand. “I’ll read it.” She slit open the wax seal and pulled out several pieces of stationery. Glancing down, she said, “I don’t remember Gran’s handwriting so spider web like, so it might take a while.”

      Grace leaned in and studied the page. “I don’t think its Gran’s. What if it’s Great-gran’s? You know Dad’s grandmother.”

      Jamie admonished, “If we stop talking and let Kenz read, I’ll bet we find out.” She picked up her wineglass and settled back on the sofa cushions.

      

      My dearest granddaughters,

      This is your father’s grandmother writing to you long before you were even a gleam in his eye or even before he had any interest in lassies. If you have received this box, it means that I’ve had the joy of seeing my beloved daughter, your grandmother, again. I’m sorry for your loss and hope your memories of her will sustain you through the years to come and her wisdom will guide you. I will assume you have a box from your Gran. Have you looked inside? If not, carefully unwrap the contents and lay the three items I chose for you on a table.

      

      Jamie’s eyes grew wide as she looked at her sisters. “What the hell, is she psychic or something?”

      Grace clapped a hand over her mouth. “Remember, Gran said the women in our family were special. Maybe that’s what she was talking about.”

      Kenzie’s eyebrow shot up. “That would explain a few things about Gran. She always seemed to have eyes on us all the time.”

      Absentmindedly Jamie tapped her glass with her finger. “Do you remember the time…I must have been around ten. We decided to get up early and go fishing, and when we got to the bottom of the stairs Gran was dressed and waiting for us? I know we never talked about sneaking off while we were in the house where she could hear us.”

      “You’re right.” Grace let out a rush of breath. “Our sneaky plans were always hatched underneath that old willow tree near the creek.”

      Kenzie gasped. “Oh, wow. That does make me wonder about all kinds of things.”

      Jamie waved her hands toward the box. “Enough speculating about Gran being able to read our minds—let’s see what’s inside.”

      Taking care not to rush, Grace took a small package wrapped in plain brown paper. She pulled back the paper and cut the bubble wrap inside, to discover a carved wooden box. Her voice was barely above a whisper. “Should I open it?”

      “Hold on, let’s see what Kenzie has.”

      Kenzie withdrew a large floppy package wrapped in white tissue paper tied with the deep green satin ribbon. She pulled back the paper, revealing a large piece of wool, a Scottish tartan. “Isn’t this the MacLellan plaid?” She carefully placed it on the back of the sofa.

      Jamie and Grace nodded, eager to see the third item.

      “One item left, Jamie, your turn.” Kenzie slid the box in front of her older sister.

      Jamie pulled out an identical-looking package tied with the same ribbon. “Do you think it’s another plaid, maybe a cape?” She tugged the bow and eased back the tissue paper.

      “Oh my gosh! It’s a wedding dress.” Awestruck, Grace reached out and fingered the silky fabric. “Do you think it was Great-gran’s?”

      Jamie’s voice softened. “It must have been—look at the style. The simplicity of the cut is definitely vintage. The fabric feels like silk,” she turned the dress over, “and look at the laces on the back, that must have been how it was secured.” Jamie held it up to look closer. “This eyelet looks to be hand-sewn. It must have taken hours and the needle work is exquisite.”

      Kenzie picked up the letter. “Let’s see what Great-gran has to say about it.”

      “Wait! What’s in the little box?” Grace pried off the top and unfolded a square of the same silky fabric as the dress. Nestled inside was a large brooch. She held it up in the firelight. “Look, it’s a thistle, and I wonder if the stone is an amethyst.” Grace turned it over in her hand. “It’s stunning,” she said breathlessly.

      Kenzie’s eyes were drawn back to the letter. She began to read.

      

      Now that you have the plaid, the dress and the brooch unpacked, it’s time for you to know what this means.

      When I was a young woman I was convinced I would never marry. I was rapidly approaching spinsterhood. I was fine with not having a husband or a family, for a while. But there did come a day when I longed to have a man to share my life with and raise a family.

      One day while I was preparing a meal for my parents I had a vision of three lovely young women—Jamie, Kenzie and Grace. I didn’t tell anyone, but I knew deep in my heart that you were my legacy.

      

      Grace hit her hand on the table with a thud. “I knew it, Gran was a psychic.”

      Jamie felt goose bumps crawl over her arms.

      Annoyed, Kenzie looked over the top of the page. “Can I continue?”

      Grace sank back into the pillows and sulked. “Sure. Don’t let me stop you.”

      

      After my vision I wondered would I marry and have a family. The next day I went to an old wise woman who lived in our village. I told her what I had seen and asked, how can my blood flow in the veins of these young women I saw when I’m not betrothed?

      The old woman asked me to fetch her sewing basket. Of course, I did. When I handed it to her, she dug to the very bottom and pulled out a large spool of ivory silk thread. She handed it to me and told me to purchase the finest fabric I could find and make a wedding dress, but only use this thread. Once it was complete, put the dress on and look into a mirror. If I did as she instructed, the man meant to be my husband would find me.

      I was skeptical. However, the image of three lovely young women began to appear in my dreams. I made the dress you have in your possession. I followed the instructions exactly. I wore the dress one time after it was complete, as a woman without a man to marry.

      My parents thought I was touched with fever, but I was compelled to do this. Our family legacy depended on it. I guess by now you’ve figured out I did marry—his name was James Mackenzie. He was a good man and a good father, and we were blessed with one daughter.

      Your gran, Arabel, was hesitant to marry. She felt there wasn’t a man to live up to her standards. On her eighteenth birthday, I implored her to don my wedding dress. She did, and later that year she fell in love with and married Rory MacLellan. As you know, he was your Grandfather MacLellan.

      

      Kenzie looked over the top of the page. “Did you know any this, Jamie?”

      Shaking her head, Jamie fought to keep her voice steady. “I know some of the names, but nothing about the dress. Keep reading.”

      

      That leads me to you, my beautiful Great-granddaughters, and your current situation. Each of you is unmarried.

      

      Grace sucked in a breath. “What is she, a witch?”

      Jamie laughed, breaking the tension. “Remember she said she could see the future. But I don’t think she was a witch.”

      Kenzie’s voice cut through the giggles. “Hey, you two, let me finish.”

      

      As my last request to my daughter Arabel, I had her take the brooch my dear husband gave me on our wedding day, the MacLellan family plaid from Rory MacLellan, and the wedding dress that has been worn by two of your ancestors, and store it in a chest with instructions the items be sent to you upon Arabel’s death.

      It is time for each of you to try on this dress. As long as the original seams are untouched, this dress will continue to hold the magic of love and hope for the future in each stitch. Although we have never met, I have great love for you, daughters of my beloved grandson James.

      Be brave, my lovelies. I am with you always.

      Your Great-grandmother Ann

      

      Kenzie leaned back in the chair, clutching the sheaf of papers to her chest. “I never gave it much thought, but I was named after our Great-grandfather’s surname.”

      Jamie shook her head in disbelief. “I always thought I was named for Dad, but it seems like he was named after Great-grandfather. I never knew.”

      Sadness filled Grace’s eyes as she looked at her sisters. “So where did they come up with the name Grace? I’m not named after anyone.”

      Jamie hopped up and grinned. “Hold on, I have an idea. Give me a second.” She returned with her laptop. After flipping it open, she struck a few keys. “Just as I suspected. Ann means ‘graceful one.’”

      Grace beamed. “So, in some small way each of us is connected to our Great-grandmother Ann.”

      “It would seem so. But why do we need to get married?” Kenzie gingerly touched the dress. “Aren’t we all fine just as we are? We’re successful in our careers, financially stable, and what do we need men for? We’ve made a choice to be single thirty-somethings. So there’s no need to try the dress on, right?”

      Jamie closed her laptop. “Of course we’re happily single.” Her eyes grew misty. “You do have to admit it is kind of cool to get a letter from Great-grandmother Ann and have the brooch Great-grandad gave her, a dress she made, along with the plaid.”

      “It is, but weird at the same time. But don’t you think it’s a little creepy that Great-grandmother Ann seems to know so much about us?” Grace stood up and stretched.

      Kenzie mused, tapping her chin. “You know I never really thought about psychic ability, but it would explain why we seem to know what each other is thinking.”

      Jamie rubbed her eyes and shook her head in disbelief. “I really don’t think we’re psychic…but well, it does leave a lot of unanswered questions.”

      Kenzie yawned. “I’m beat—it’s time for me to head home.” She pulled herself up from the couch and handed the letter to Jamie. “Before we head out, we should toast to our family. It’s a Jameson kind of night.”

      The girls walked over to the granite-topped island. Jamie lined up three shot glasses and poured in splashes of whiskey. Holding her glass aloft, she waited until Grace and Kenzie joined her.

      Jamie said, “To all the women who came before us.”

      The girls downed the smooth liquid and set their glasses down.

      Kenzie broke the silence. “I guess, since you’re the oldest, it’s your responsibility to store everything.”

      Jamie trailed her sisters to the back door. Hugging them tight, she said, “I’ll put everything away for safe keeping, and if you get the urge to try the dress on, let me know.”

      Kenzie smirked. “Yeah, right, like any of us wants to try on a wedding dress.”

      Grace stifled a yawn and patted Jamie on the arm, “Talk to you tomorrow, sis.”

      Jamie watched her sisters’ cars drive down the deserted, snow-covered street. Shivering, she closed the door and flipped the lock. She wandered into the empty living room and tenderly folded the soft wool fabric, and laid it in the box, adding the wedding dress on top. She ran her hand over the lace and wondering how long it took her Great-grandmother to make it. She touched the brooch. “I need to get this appraised and then insured. I would hate for something to happen to this antique pin.”

      She replaced the top on the wooden box and carried them into her bedroom. She laid the large one on the cedar chest and the small box, which held the brooch, on her dresser, and she started to leave the room. Hesitating, she turned on her heel. It was as if the dress was calling to her.

      With a shake of her head, she pulled the dress and plaid out. “These are far too beautiful to be hidden away.”

      Jamie draped the plaid over her reading chair and dug around in her closet for a padded hanger. She slipped the hanger in from the bottom of the dress and hung it on her closet door. After propping the bedroom door open, she went back to the kitchen to clean up before calling it a night.

      When she was done, Jamie returned to her bedroom feeling wide awake. She curled up in her reading chair and picked up the novel she was reading when a chill came over her. She grabbed the blanket behind her, and tucked an afghan around her feet, and she got lost in her book.
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      Jamie stopped short before closing the bedroom door. The wedding dress looked lovelier in the early morning light than it had the night before. Jamie was inexplicably drawn to cross the room and run her hand down the length of the dress.

      She sighed. “It is beautiful. Ann was a talented seamstress.”

      Without another thought, Jamie hurried from the house and drove off to her office, ready to face testy clients and a desk full of paperwork.
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      Grace was dressed and waiting for a change when Jamie came out of the locker room. Kenzie’s face lit up when her sisters walked in the weight room.

      “’Bout time you two showed up. I just finished setting out mats and free weights. Are you ready to sweat?”

      Grace groaned and rolled her eyes. “For once, take it easy on your tired, stressed-out, overworked sisters. Today was brutal. I was on the run from the moment I walked through the door—it was a never-ending parade of patients.”

      Kenzie tipped her head in Jamie’s direction. “I can guess your lower half never got out of your cushy chair today. Right?”

      Jamie shrugged and held up her hands. “What can I say, I push papers for a living. And might I remind you,’ she razzed, “I take care of both your company and personal finances, so taking it easy on me might be a good idea too. It is tax time, you know.”

      “If I did, neither of you would ever break a sweat.” Tossing them each a small clean towel, Kenzie said, “Let’s get down to business. If you work hard, I’ll buy dinner tonight.” A mischievous gleam lit up her blue eyes. “How often do I voluntarily open my wallet?”

      “Ya know, Jamie,” Grace snickered, “I don’t remember the last time Kenzie bought dinner.”

      Jamie smiled, enjoying the camaraderie she shared with her sisters. It wasn’t often that siblings had such an intense bond. Maybe it was being so close in age, but from the time they were small, right through school, they were the best of friends.

      Kenzie encouraged and cajoled one more repetition, through abs, upper and lower body exercises, pushing them to the point of exhaustion. “Okay, last one rep and then we stretch,” Kenzie wheezed.

      Grace plunked the weight down in the rack and flopped onto her mat. Jamie melted into the floor with a little more poise, pushing stray locks of chestnut hair out of her eyes. She eyed Kenzie and panted, “Are you trying to kill us so you don’t have to buy dinner? I’ve never sweated this much.”

      With a mischievous look, Kenzie said, “Nope, I just want to make sure you work up an appetite for Italian. I’ve had a hankering, and who better to share pasta with than my favorite sisters?”

      Straight-faced, Grace said dryly, “We’re your only sisters.” She sat up from stretching her hamstrings and scrambled to her feet. “I’m going to take a quick shower. I can’t possibly be seen in public looking or smelling like this.”

      Jamie said, “I think we all could freshen up. Kenz, are you ready to lock up?”

      Kenzie bounced up from the floor. “Just give me a few minutes. I need to make sure the main room is covered and Robbie will close up when he’s done.”

      Grace elbowed Kenzie and teased, “There is one good-looking, one-hundred-percent male. Tall, soft brown wavy hair, and those eyes. Yummy.”

      “He is attractive.” Kenzie stepped back and looked through the glass separating the two rooms.

      “Well, most girls would be taking a good long look at him. Remind me again, how come you two haven’t seriously dated?” Grace wore a sweet, innocent expression.

      “If you recall we did, the summer between high school and college, but we came to our senses and decided we were better as best friends.”

      Jamie rolled her eyes. “Gracie, you never mix business with pleasure, and besides they’ve been best friends since our moms pushed them in baby carriages.”

      “I think it’s a darn shame. He’s smokin’ hot.”

      Kenzie’s laughter followed Grace and Jamie to the women’s locker room as she went in search of her right-hand man.
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      The girls walked into their favorite Italian joint, the Pasta Bowl. Joey Romano, one of the brothers who owned the place, greeted them with a peck on each cheek and escorted them to a table. “How are the lovely MacLellan sisters tonight?”

      “We’re ravenous, Joey. Kenzie put us through our paces, and for the record”—Jamie grinned and jerked her thumb towards Kenzie—“she gets the check.”

      Joey rubbed his hands together and smiled. “Ah, I remember the first time Kenzie bought dinner for your family. I think she emptied her piggy bank of every penny she had.”

      “Good news, Joey—tonight I’m using plastic.” Kenzie laughed “Boy, that sure takes me back to, what, almost twenty years ago?”

      Joey poured their water and placed the pitcher on the table. “I’ve been enjoying your family dining here for years. In fact, your parents celebrated their very first wedding anniversary in this restaurant. I guess you could say we’re la famiglia.” He handed the girls their menus. “I’ll be back for your order.”

      Jamie sank deeper into the deep-red fabric-covered cushions and sighed. “It feels good to relax.”

      Joey returned to the table with a bottle and three wineglasses. “I hope I’m not being presumptuous, but I have a new red I’d like to get your opinion about, if you don’t mind?”

      “Sure.” Jamie took one of the glasses and held it out. Joey poured in a small amount. She swirled it around, inhaled the bouquet and swallowed a sip. “Oh, this is nice. It goes down like velvet.”

      Joey grinned and poured wine into the remaining glasses. “Are you ready to order?”

      Kenzie handed him the menus. “Can we have an Italian pasta pu-pu platter for three and a large tossed salad with cheesy garlic bread?”

      “Excellent choice. I’ll put that right in for you.” Joey hurried to the host station and greeted a new arrival.

      Jamie’s gaze followed their old friend and fixated on a man waiting in the vestibule. Her eyes roamed his tall, lean frame. He wore a suit coat over what looked to be a white shirt. Somehow the semi-casual dress suited him perfectly. His dark brown hair dipped down over one eye. Casually, he pushed it back, and his eyes locked with Jamie’s.

      She dropped her eyes but seconds later found her gaze drifting back in the newcomer’s direction. He was very good looking. She kicked Grace’s foot under the table and whispered, “Hey, have you ever seen that guy before?”

      Grace cranked her head around.

      “Don’t make it obvious you’re looking!” Jamie hissed.

      “Who are we looking at?” Kenzie’s head swiveled from side to side. “Oh, that guy.” She grinned and poked her sister. “Jamie, blink.”

      Grace sniggered. Jamie wanted to sink under the table. “You are both impossible.”

      The newcomer’s steady gaze never left Jamie’s. He gave her a slight nod as Joey ushered him to a table out of Jamie’s line of sight.

      “You’ve never seen him before?” Jamie peeked around Kenzie to catch another glimpse.

      Grace crunched on a dried breadstick. “Nope, he’s probably just on his way through town to destinations unknown.”

      “Gracie, I think he’s tickled her fancy,” Kenzie teased.

      Jamie was spared having to answer as Joey set a bowl of salad on the table and a basket of cheesy garlic bread.

      As the girls crunched on the greens, Jamie tried to see where he was sitting, taking care her sisters didn’t catch her in the act.

      “So, what’s up with springing for dinner tonight?” Grace probed.

      Kenzie leaned back in her chair and took a sip of wine. “Well, I’ve been thinking about the letter from our Great-grandmother and what she said. Do you think the dress holds some kind of magic?”

      “Kenzie, really? I would have expected Grace to say something like that, not you.”

      “Hey.” Grace’s mouth formed a tiny pout. “What do you mean by that, Jamie?”

      “Ever since you were a baby you always thought fairytales would come true, whereas Kenzie’s levelheaded and logical and I’m the ultra-practical sister.”

      “We’re all pretty grounded, but I do love a happily ever after.” Grace groaned, “I can’t resist this garlic bread.” She helped herself to a crusty slice.

      Joey hurried over with steaming platters and bowls for the girls. After offering fresh grated parmesan cheese, he backed away, leaving the girls to dig in.

      “So anyway…” Kenzie dished up pasta and meatballs from a platter. “As I started to say, do you think the dress does help the women in our family find love?”

      “I doubt it.” Jamie laid down her fork. “But?”

      Kenzie’s eyes locked on Jamie. “Maybe one of us should try it on and see what happens?”

      Jamie’s fork hovered in mid-air. “Do you want to pick it up from my house and give it a spin? I didn’t know you were looking for a husband.”

      Kenzie sputtered and blinked hard. “I’m not. You’re the oldest—it might be better for you to take the plunge.”

      “Ha. Fat chance. Besides, it looks more like Grace’s size, not mine.”

      The girls ate in silence as they were lost in their own thoughts of the dress.

      Jamie leaned back, her plate almost empty and patted her mid-section. She looked at her sister’s plate and waved three fingers to Joey and did the sign for to-go containers.

      “I’m going to assume since we went hog wild with pasta, we’re skipping dessert?” Grace looked at her sisters with a glimmer of hope on her face. “You know, I could split a slice of cheesecake or have a bite or two of tiramisu.”

      Kenzie patted her belly. “Pass.”

      Jamie shook her head. “Sorry, sis, I’m stuffed.”

      Joey stopped over with containers and a small piece of paper. Kenzie handed him a credit card. Before he could leave, Jamie asked, “Joey, who was that guy you were talking to earlier?”

      Joey’s brow arched, and said. “I’m sorry, Jamie, I’m not sure who you mean.”

      Casually, she continued, “The tall guy who came in by himself.”

      “I don’t know, and unfortunately I can’t ask him as he’s already left.” He winked. “And he paid with cash. Not that I could tell you his name if he used a credit card.”

      Jamie smiled, avoiding his obvious curiosity. “No biggie. I thought he looked familiar.”

      Joey left with Kenzie’s card and the check.

      “I thought you said you didn’t know him.” Grace leaned forward. “Oh, that was a ruse to get Joey to spill the beans.”

      Jamie smoothed back a lock of hair. “A passing interest is all, baby sister.”

      Joey set the credit card and a slip of paper on the table. Kenzie took a look, dropped some cash down for the tip and signed the check. “Ready?”

      Once outside the girls hugged each other and went their separate ways. Jamie pulled the collar of her wool coat tightly around her throat. She felt around for her scarf, but it was gone. She retraced her steps back to the restaurant when she saw the mystery man from the restaurant walking toward her holding the scarf in his hands. Her heart quickened.

      “Excuse me.” His voice was smooth like good coffee, rich and stimulating at the same time. “Is this yours?”

      Jamie nodded, at a loss for words, and held out her hands. “Yes,” she stuttered, “I must have dropped it.” He handed it to her. She noticed his hand was warm as his fingers grazed hers. “Thank you.”

      “My pleasure,” he responded with a curt nod, and walked away.

      Jamie opened her mouth but closed it. What would she say to the handsome stranger? She looped the scarf around her neck and secured it. Walking to her car, she turned to look over her shoulder at the retreating figure of the man.

      “Why didn’t I ask for his name? I’m such a dope.”
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      Jamie flipped over and buried her pounding head under the covers. Sleep eluded her.

      Her sock-covered feet slowly shuffled across the floor to the medicine cabinet. After fumbling to unscrew the top of the aspirin bottle, she shook out three. She turned on the tap and filled a glass, tossed back the pills with water, and studied her reflection in the brightly lit mirror. She’d like to blame heavy food and wine on her lack of sleep, but if she was being brutally honest, dinner wasn’t the reason for the lack of Z’s. It was the wedding dress.
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      Dressed in her standard business suit, she stepped into the tidy office. She saw her note about calling an estate attorney for her parents. She called and left her attorney a voicemail asking for a referral. Next, Jamie prepped for a meeting with one of her larger clients, which consumed the next several hours.

      Her office phone rang. Jamie glanced at the caller ID. She picked it up on the third ring. “Hello, Ralph, thanks for calling.” Not giving him a chance to respond, she rambled on, “Do you have someone who could help my family untangle a couple of issues with my grandmother’s estate in Scotland?”

      “Well, hello, Jamie. You’re one of my favorite clients and I’m happy to help.” She could hear the smile in his voice. “I do have someone in mind. He’s in high demand and people usually have to wait months for an initial consultation. After I listened to your message, I gave him a call.”

      “And did he say he’d meet with me?” Jamie dared to hope she’d get this meeting behind her quickly.

      “As a matter of fact, he’s free on Friday at three. Can you meet him at his office in Rutland?”

      Jamie looked at her appointment book. “That’s perfect.”

      Rattling off the phone number he said, “His name is Steven Sullivan, and I said you’d call to confirm.”

      Jamie jotted down the number. “Thanks, Ralph. I appreciate you setting this up for me. I need to run. We’ll talk soon.” She poked her head out of the office as her client took a seat and held up a finger. “Be right with you.”

      Jamie looked at the pad and dialed the number. She got a prerecorded message with the standard electronic voice.

      “Hello, this is Jamie MacLellan, I wanted to confirm our appointment for Friday at three. If there is a change, please email me at Jamie dot MacLellan at MacLellan Accounting dot com. Thank you.” She replaced the phone. I’m surprised a hot-shot estate lawyer isn’t in Burlington. Maybe he’s not as good as Ralph thinks.

      Turning her attention back to the file folder on her desk, she left it open as she crossed to the door and escorted her client inside. All thoughts of her appointment with Steven Sullivan were on the back burner.
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      Every time Jamie worked with numbers and balanced endless columns of figures, her adrenaline hummed. She double-checked the calculations one last time before she clicked to the next screen on the tax return. Some would think this was a boring job, but she thrived on the predictability of the results. One and one always added up to two.

      Her days were filled with meetings and clients, lunch at her desk, and other than chatting with her sisters, most nights were spent alone in front of the fireplace while she watched television and surfed the Internet.

      For the next few nights, before drifting off to sleep, she lay staring at the wedding dress hanging on the closet door. Four days had come and gone with Jamie contemplating why she had never seriously considered marriage. She came to the stunning conclusion that she was terrified of letting herself fall in love. Most people she knew weren’t as lucky as her parents, married for over thirty years and not only best of friends but respectful and appreciative of each other’s individuality. It was easier to face life alone than be devastated by a shattered heart.

      In the gray morning light she flipped back the covers and got out of bed. As her feet touched the cold floor, she sighed. “All right, Great-grandma Ann, I give up. Since you went to all the trouble of writing the letter and Gran arranged to have the dress sent to us, I’ll try it on. Not because it will find a husband for me, but so at least one member of this generation can say she wore it.”

      She turned the dress around and looked at the delicate hand-sewn eyelet holes. Laughing to herself, she carefully loosened the laces. Of course they didn’t have zippers back then. This must be a two-person job, but I can get the idea of what it should look like.

      She shed her pajamas and stepped into the full sweeping skirt, then slipped the short lace-capped sleeves up her bare arms. The dress flowed in soft draping folds—she was happy to see her ample cleavage was adequately covered with a modest round neckline. Gathering the sash, she secured the lightly boned bodice in place.

      Turning, she studied her reflection in the mirror from different angles. She grabbed a clip from her dresser and secured her hair, exposing her neck. Color stained her cheeks and her blue eyes were bright. The dress fit to perfection. The underlayment fabric was soft and silky. She looked closely at the lace. It’s handmade; heather and thistle are part of the pattern. As she moved around the room the soft swish, swish filled the room. So this is what it feels like to be a bride wearing a gorgeous dress ready to walk down the aisle to the man she loves.

      Jamie gazed into the mirror; a pang of longing filled her heart. “Did I decide too quickly that I didn’t want to have a traditional life?” The woman looking back didn’t have an answer.

      A shadow flickered in the mirror. She turned quickly. Who was behind her?

      “Is there someone there?” Fear clenched her chest like a vise. Her breathing was short and shallow.

      Her answer—a shutter rattling against the window. She sagged against the doorjamb. She gasped. Was that a trick of shadows, or was a man hovering on the edge of the reflection? She looked over her shoulder, confirming she was alone. What was going on? “Am I going crazy?” Her pulse raced. She looked closer, unable to make out his face, but he was very tall…

      “Great-gran, is this a nudge from beyond the grave?”

      Freaked out, she quickly shed the dress and carefully hung it up. She pulled her pajamas on and sat on the edge of the bed. Holding her cell phone, hands shaking, she hesitated. She wanted to tell her sisters about the dress but was afraid of being seen as foolish.

      After setting the phone down on the bed, she crossed the room. Jamie pulled back the chair and sat down at the desk. She picked up a pen and grabbed a fresh legal-size pad of paper. Taking a deep calming breath, she thought, I’ll focus on my meeting with Mr. Sullivan.

      Father inherited working sheep farm in Scotland.

      Is there a requirement of residence to keep everything running as is?

      Manager on site for business.

      Taxes in United States.

      Could Dad work with lawyer, Sullivan, to determine path forward?

      She chewed on the end of the pen, then added,

      Plan for the MacLellan sisters as the next heirs?

      Jamie reread that sentence and then crossed it out with a double line. “That’s morbid.”

      The clock chimed the hour and relief coursed through her. Drained, she tucked the pad into her briefcase. “Time to get ready for work.”
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      Jamie flung open the heavy glass door to Mac’s Gym and stepped inside. Kenzie was perched on a stool behind the front desk.

      “Hey, sis, I’m here to work off some of the office stress.” Jamie’s smile didn’t reach her eyes. “Care to join me for some cardio?”

      Kenzie tilted her head toward the clock. “I’m on desk until close. I wish you had called. I would have gotten coverage.”

      “That’s okay—a little treadmill and bike with headphones will work just as well.”

      Kenzie’s eyebrow arched. “You’re going to do both?” She leaned forward. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing. I finished my notes for the meeting with the estate lawyer and I realized you, Grace and I don’t have plans for the next generation of little Scots, and it’s made me kinda sad.”

      Kenzie asked, direct and to the point, “Do you want to have a baby?”

      Jamie shrugged, attempting to look nonchalant. “I don’t know. Do you ever think about it? Having kids?”

      “I used to, but since I opened this place it’s taken up every free moment. I don’t have time to date, find someone I wanted to have a kid with and actually do it.”

      “Yeah, I hear ya.” Jamie hitched her gym bag on her shoulder. “I’m going to get changed. I’ll catch you later.”

      Adjusting her headphones, she cranked up the driving beat of the music and pushed up the speed and incline on the treadmill, finding her rhythm. Halfway through the workout, Grace walked in and waved. She stepped onto the elliptical. Jamie acknowledged her with a thumbs-up and let her thoughts wander.

      Who was the man she’d seen in the mirror? A shiver raced down her spine, despite the sweat soaking her shirt. She stopped the treadmill and hopped on the bike. Ramping up her speed, she thought it had to be stress playing tricks on her.

      Feeling someone watching her, Jamie’s eyes focused. Grace was tapping her wrist where normally her watch would be. Jamie nodded and slowed the pedals until she came to a stop. Mopping her face with a towel, she plunked down a mat.

      Grace did the same. “Good workout?”

      Jamie’s face was beet red. She grinned and gulped in oxygen. “It’s torture. Music keeps me in the groove.”

      “As far as I’m concerned, nothing helps. I don’t understand Kenzie—she thrives on sweating.”

      “Did I hear my name taken in vain?” Kenzie walked in the room, and gracefully sat on the mat. “Good workout, Jamie?”

      “Why does everyone keep asking me that?” Jamie frowned. “It’s not like this is the first day I’ve hit the gym after work.”

      Kenzie took the opportunity to point out the obvious. “True, but typically you don’t beat the hell out of the treadmill and bike unless you’re trying to work out a problem or avoid talking because one of us has ticked you off.”

      Grace’s head bobbed. “So, ’fess up.”

      “I give everything my all, so sorry, this time you’re barking up the wrong tree.”

      “Jamie, you have that same face when we were kids and Mom would ask who broke one of her favorite glasses. You wouldn’t answer so you didn’t have to tell her the truth or a lie. Which is it?”

      Jamie avoided her pointed look and held her hamstring stretch a little longer. “Grace, you should just let it go. It’s nothing, really.”

      Kenzie winked at Grace. “You’re on to something.”

      “Will you both just stop?” Jamie jumped up. Irritation flashed across her face.

      “Mac…” Kenzie used her childhood nickname. “Before you storm off in a huff, ask yourself one question—if you suspected something was weighing heavy on either of us, would you let it go?”

      Jamie stomped into the locker room, leaving her nosy sisters in the cardio room. She stripped off her sweat-drenched clothes, flipped the shower lever to hot and let the spray pummel her fatigued muscles. What are you afraid of? You should tell them you tried on the dress. You’re making it a much bigger deal than it is.

      Toweling off, she did a quick job of blow-drying her hair and secured it up in a high ponytail. Grabbing her tote bag, she pushed open the locker room door, not surprised to see her sisters lounging on the floor mats where she left them.

      Standing with hands on her hips, she looked at the ceiling and announced, “If you must know, I tried on the wedding dress.”

      Kenzie and Grace were slack-jawed.

      “You did?” Grace’s voice dropped to a whisper. “Why?”

      Jamie sat down on a bench along the wall and rested her elbows on her knees. “Last night I was having trouble sleeping. The moonlight was falling across the dress and I wondered what it would feel like to try on something our grandmother and Great-grandmother wore. I finally drifted off, and when I woke up that’s when it hit me—we don’t plan on getting married. We’re too busy with our careers. No one will ever wear the dress again, unless we decided to donate it.”

      Grace gasped, horrified. “We can’t donate the dress—it’s a family heirloom.”

      Kenzie said, exasperated, “I can’t believe you didn’t wait for us. I would love to have seen it on you.”

      Grace said in a hushed tone, “Aren’t you worried? You know what Gran’s letter said. If an unmarried Mackenzie woman or her descendant wears the dress, she will find love.”

      Jamie admonished, “Gracie, I don’t believe in such superstitious nonsense. A dress can’t make the perfect man materialize from thin air.”

      Grace’s lower lip jutted out. “Then how do you explain both grandmothers finding love after wearing it?”

      Kenzie snorted. “Coincidence.”

      Grace sniffed and leaned back on her hands, her legs outstretched. “Think what you want, but I happen to believe the dress is enchanted. All the stories Gran told us about Scotland were filled with magic.”

      Jamie stretched her arms above her head, letting them drop. “It doesn’t matter. Magic is for fairytales.”

      “Jamie, you still need to tell us about the dress!” Kenzie reminded her. “How did it fit?”

      “That’s the odd part of the story—it was a perfect fit. The style is simple and old-fashioned, but timeless at the same time. And the skirt made that swishing sound when I walked.” She sighed and, looking wistful, said, “I felt like a princess.”

      Grace nudged Kenzie, “Yeah, it sounds like something we should have seen with our own eyes.”

      Jamie scowled and flicked off a piece of fuzz from her leggings. “Knock it off. If you’re that curious about how it looks, you’re welcome to take it off my hands.”

      Kenzie held up her hands. “Not on your life. You’re the oldest—you need to see this through until the end.”

      “There’s nothing to see through, as you so eloquently put it.” Jamie stood and grabbed her wool hat from her bag. She tugged it firmly onto her head. “If you two are done torturing me tonight, I’m going to head home.” She slipped into her coat.

      Kenzie asked, “Before you take off, Jamie, when are you going to see the estate lawyer for Dad?”

      “I have an appointment tomorrow with Steven Sullivan. Want to get together for dinner when I get back? I’ll fill you in on the details.”

      Kenzie and Grace quickly agreed. “We’ll bring dinner,” Grace said.

      Jamie hugged them and went outside in the cold air. She looked up at the inky night sky. The stars were just starting to twinkle. Leaning back, the old childhood wish rushed through her thoughts. Star light, star bright, hear this wish I wish tonight.

      Jamie whispered, “I’d like to wear Gran’s dress again, on my wedding day.”
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      The directions to Mr. Sullivan’s office were straightforward. Jamie parked in front of a beautifully restored Victorian, complete with deep green house trim with accents of burgundy. An expansive porch screamed for hanging flower baskets, rocking chairs and maybe even a porch swing. She shook off the fanciful images and walked up the wide slate steps.

      The ornate brass door handle turned easily in her hand. The heavy wood door, with etched glass inserts, groaned as she eased it open. In the entrance, the dark mahogany wood floors gleamed. On either side of the hall were two sets of what Jamie guessed were original pocket doors. She assumed they would led to offices or a conference room. The oak reception desk was vacant, but there was a small bell with a sign sitting next to it that said Shake me.

      Jamie’s hand hovered over the handle. After looking around and not seeing a soul, she tentatively picked it up and gave it a quick jiggle. The tinkling was barely audible in the expansive space.

      “If you want someone to hear you, shake it like you mean it.”

      Jamie dropped the bell and did a double take. Standing before her was the tall, dark-haired man from the Pasta Bowl. A smirk hovered on his mouth and his eyes twinkled.

      Reaching the bottom stairs, he held out his right hand. “Allow me to introduce myself.” She could feel the flush rise in her cheeks. “Steven Sullivan, Attorney at Law.”

      Stammering, she said, “Jamie MacLellan, CPA.” She withdrew her hand and stuck it in her coat pocket.

      “Now that we have informed each other of our credentials, shall we go into my office and talk about what brings you in today?” Steven slid open one set of pocket doors. “Come in.”

      Jamie walked into the spacious room and took in her surroundings. The windows overlooked a snow-covered side yard and the room was dominated by a large oak table, hard-backed chairs and bookshelves lined two walls. The only open wall space was painted a deep tan. She noticed the law degree hanging on the wall. That settled one question—he’d graduated from Yale.

      Steven pulled out a chair. “Please, have a seat.”

      Jamie retrieved a pad from her laptop bag. “I’m not sure where to start.”

      A smile slowly crept across his face. “At the beginning is always the best.”

      She tilted her head and fidgeted in her chair. “All right. My father inherited a farm in the Scottish Highlands from his mother. We’d like to get advice on dealing with the estate. When I spoke with my lawyer, he recommended you. I’m really just the spokesperson for my family.” She played with her scarf, twisting it in her hands and prattled on. “Dad wants to make sure we do everything correctly.”

      Steven leaned way back in his chair, and Jamie wondered if he would topple over.

      “Is this something you could take on for us, untangling the paperwork so the farm can continue to operate? It provides several local families their livelihood and we don’t want to take that away from them.” She stopped talking, waiting for him to ask a question or two.

      Taking his time, he took a white legal pad from the middle of the table. “Ms. MacLellan, please continue.”

      “That’s pretty much it, and please, call me Jamie.” She smiled warmly.

      Steven’s face was transformed into what Jamie assumed was his attorney posture. “Why don’t you give me an overview of the property, how the ownership was transferred and how you think I can help your family?”

      “The farm has been in our family for over four generations.”

      Steven jotted down cryptic notes. “I am assuming your father resides in the States?”

      “Yes, he met my mother after she had finished college when she was traveling in the United Kingdom. They fell in love and he followed her to Vermont.” A tentative smile graced her lips. “Sorry, I tend to over-explain everything.”

      He responded with a curt nod. “Has he had anything to do with running the farm since leaving Scotland?”

      “My parents go back each year for an extended trip to check in with Gran. Of course, Dad would fly over at any time he was needed, but the manager is quite capable and he’s been with the farm for many years.”

      “What does your mother do for work?”

      “She was a teacher but has recently retired.”

      Steven made a few more notes. He looked directly into Jamie’s eyes, and her heart skipped a beat. “What is your dad’s profession?”

      “He was a banker.” Unsure why she was so nervous, Jamie rolled her shoulders in an attempt to relax.

      Steven paused, his pen hovered over the paper. “Does he plan to spend more time in Scotland?”

      She bobbed her head. “He retired a few months ago. I’m not sure what their plans are long term. I don’t think Mom will want to move there permanently, but I couldn’t say for certain.”

      “Tell me about the property and by chance do you have copy of your grandmother’s will?”

      Jamie picked her bag up from the floor and pulled out a large manila envelope. “Steven⁠—”

      “Everyone calls me Sully. My mother is the only person to call me Steven.”

      “Well, um.” Taken aback, she looked at the floor. “I’d prefer to maintain a business relationship and I just thought, well, you know, in your professional life you wouldn’t be so casual.”

      “I’m on the low-key side of professionalism. I don’t wear suits unless I absolutely must. Most days it’s jeans and a shirt. I keep a sport coat handy to slip on if a client seems like I’m too laidback, but hey, this is who I am.”

      “I thought all lawyers worth their salt were born to wear a suit and tie.”

      Steven chuckled. “We don’t have a ‘must wear suit’ clause we sign after passing the bar.”

      She gestured to the diploma on the wall. “I see you graduated from Yale. Isn’t that one of the toughest law schools in the country?”

      He shrugged, nonchalantly. “Something like ten percent of applicants are accepted.”

      Jamie’s eyes widened. “I’m impressed.”

      “It’s not that big of a deal. But we shouldn’t be talking about me, since we’re on billable hours. I’d like to hear a little more about what I can do for your family.”

      Her chin jutted up. “It’s a working farm. Sheep to be exact, and there are a couple of small cottages on the property Gran occasionally rented out for weddings and such. But I was doing some research on the web and I read that full-time residence is a requirement for the family to maintain ownership.”

      Steven opened the envelope and pulled out a sheaf of papers. He scanned them. “Is this the firm in Edinburgh?”

      Jamie walked around the table and peered over his shoulder. She could smell the clean scent of his cologne and decided it suited him. Anything else would have been overkill. She pointed to the name at the bottom on the first page. “According to Dad, this is the man he spoke with.”

      “Is this my copy?”

      “Yes, it is. Dad has the original and I have another copy in my office.” Jamie sat back down. “How long do you think it will take before we know what is required?”

      Steven laid down his pen and rocked back in the chair. “A few weeks, maybe? It depends on what I learn after contacting the solicitor who was handling your grandmother’s affairs.”

      “Do you need to speak with Dad? I’m not sure when they’ll be back from Scotland, but I can give you his number and email. They went over when Gran was asking for him. He got there before she passed.” Her heart twisted in her chest, the grief still raw. “She lived an amazing life.”

      “I’m sorry for your loss.” Steven got up and grabbed a box of tissues. He set it down in front of her. “Were you very close?”

      She took a tissue and dabbed the corner of her eyes. “As children, my sisters and I spent every summer there. We’d fly over with Mom, and Dad would join us for a couple of weeks. When we got older we’d go without our parents—they’d show up at the tail end of the visit. Mostly we’d hike with Gran in the hills, go fly-fishing in the creeks and rivers, and of course play with the sheep. Scotland has always been our second home.”

      “It sounds like a wonderful way to grow up, between the two countries and cultures.”

      Jamie blinked the tears away and wiped her nose. She felt empty inside. Talking about everything reminded her just how much life had changed. “If we’re done, I need to be on my way.”

      Steven’s chair scraped over the wooden floor, oblivious as Jamie cringed at the harsh sound of wood on wood. “I’ll give you a call if I have any questions, and of course once I have answers we can talk.”

      She extended her hand and shook his with a firm but distinctly feminine grip. “Thank you, Steven. My family appreciates you looking into this matter. I’m sure you understand we don’t want to jeopardize the farm or anyone who works for us.”

      “Of course.” He escorted her into the hallway. “I’ll walk you out.”

      A door banged somewhere in the house and Jamie turned just as sock-covered feet attached to incredibly long legs and a well-toned, jaw-dropping man, raced down the stairs.

      Steve frowned and said, “Jamie, this is my brother Caleb.”

      Jamie clasped her right hand in his. Her brain fizzled as a low hum warmed her blood. “Hello, it’s nice to meet you,” she murmured.

      She couldn’t read the expression on his face. Seconds ticked as Jamie stared into his captivating sea-green eyes.

      Caleb chuckled. “Can I have my hand back?”

      An unfamiliar scarlet heat warmed her cheeks. “Um, I was meeting with your brother on a legal matter. For my family.” She lowered her eyes and then met Caleb’s. She itched to let her finger trace the scar above his eye and brush back his dark brown hair. Giving herself a mental shake, she reluctantly withdrew her hand. The loss of contact left her feeling unsettled. “I was just leaving.”

      She turned to Steve. “Thank you for your time.”

      With a curt nod he said, “You’re welcome.”

      Jamie fumbled with the doorknob. Caleb reached around her and pushed it open. She mumbled thanks and hurried out into the cold air, thankful it would reduce the heat in her cheeks. Without a backward glance, she hurried to the car.
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      Jamie’s hands hovered over the keyboard, but her eyes checked the wall clock and then were drawn to the window. Maybe I could steal a couple of hours this afternoon and go riding. She looked at her appointment book and sighed. She had an appointment to meet with Steve Sullivan.

      Tap, tap, tap. Her pen clicked on the desk. “What will one afternoon hurt?” She mused. “The trail’s better than the gym for putting life into perspective.”

      Jamie made a hasty decision. She punched in a few numbers. Prepared to leave a voicemail, she was taken aback when a deep voice answered. “Hello?”

      “Hello, Mr. Sullivan. This is Jamie MacLellan.”

      “Jamie.” His voice was low and smooth. “What can I do for you?”

      “We have a meeting scheduled for this afternoon and I was wondering if we could meet later this week?”

      “Sure,” he drawled.

      She continued in a rush. “I don’t normally ask people to rearrange their schedules. I hate it when clients do that to me, but it’s such a beautiful afternoon I want to play hooky.” She hit her forehead with her hand. Why was she blabbing on about canceling the appointment?

      “Playing hooky sounds like fun. What did you have in mind?”

      Flustered, Jamie said, “What…well, I’m going horseback riding. There’s a stable about a half hour from here. I’m friends with the owner—we went to school together—so I don’t need to book time. I can just show up.”

      “Care for some company?” Steve suggested.

      “You ride?” Jamie tried to make her response sound more like a question than a smart retort.

      He chuckled on the other end of the line. “Yes, I’ve been known to. But I haven’t had the opportunity recently. You’d be doing me a favor. You know, helping someone new in town, so to speak.”

      “Uh, well, yeah. If you want.” Jamie rattled off the address.

      “Great, I’ll meet you there in an hour?”

      “Yeah, sure. See you later.” She sank back in her chair. “How did my nice quiet afternoon turn into a guided tour?”

      She pushed back the office chair and swept the papers on her desk into her briefcase. Glancing at her watch, she dashed out the door. Maybe I’ll get lucky and he won’t show up. I really need some time to clear my head.
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      The trip to Racing Brook Stables was typical for spring in Vermont. Mud season was in full swing and it was inevitable her car would make the drive back into town caked in brown globs of muck.

      Jamie tucked her key fob into her jeans front pocket. She zipped up her bright pink down jacket against the light breeze and tugged a magenta knit hat over her ears. Before locking the car, she grabbed carrots from the back seat deliberately leaving the green tops peeking out from her coat pocket, a certain horse she knew loved them. Adjusting her sunglasses against the glare from the snow banks, she scanned the muddy parking lot and grinned. He was late.

      She jogged over to the office and pushed open the red barn-style door. “Hey, Jo.” Her perky smile was contagious. “Is it okay if I take Chloe out today?”

      Jo pushed back from the desk, her smile sunny. “I wondered how long it would take for you to show up now that spring has finally arrived.”

      Jamie grinned. “It’s been a long few months—tax season, you know?”

      Jo’s bright red curls bobbed, and she pointed to the stack of papers on the desk. “Speaking of which, I need to set up an appointment to go over the books. Maybe next week, if that works for you?”

      “Of course. I almost forgot to mention…” Jamie’s voice trailed off as Jo stood up and peered out the small window overlooking the parking area.

      She gave a low, appreciative whistle. “Whoa nelly.”

      “What?” Jamie looked over her shoulder. “Oh. That’s what I wanted to tell you. I’m meeting my lawyer here. He wants to ride.”

      Jo gave her a sideways look and smirked. “Your lawyer? Nice try, Jamie. My lawyer doesn’t look like that. In fact, if memory serves, we have the same lawyer, Ralph, who is overweight and balding.”

      Jamie shook her head, laughing. “I stand corrected—he’s really Dad’s lawyer for Gran’s estate. Ralph claims Steve’s some hot shot in international law stuff. We were supposed to meet this afternoon and go over things, but I got the itch and when I tried to cancel he asked me what I was doing. Before I knew it, he was tagging along, so here we are.” She frowned. “I really hope he knows how to ride. I don’t have the patience to coddle someone, at least not today.”

      Jo snorted. “It doesn’t matter if he can ride. Just look at how those jeans fit his backside. Yummy!”

      Jamie slapped her playfully on the arm. “Stop ogling the attorney.”

      “It’s just an observation, nothing more.” With a flip of her curls, Jo turned. “Don’t look now, but he’s about to walk through the door.”

      Steve closed it with a thud. “Hello.” He stuck out his hand. “I’m Steve Sullivan. I’m meeting…” He caught sight of Jamie hovering near the window. A smiled tipped the corner of his mouth. “Jamie.”

      Jo looked from Steve to Jamie and beamed. “I hear you’re interested in going on a trail ride. Have you ridden before?”

      He nodded, but his eyes met Jamie’s. “Yes, I grew up around horses and have great respect for them.”

      “Excellent, then why don’t we head out to the barn and pick out a mount for you?” Jo coughed to cover her snicker. “Jamie, are you ready?”

      Jamie trailed behind Jo and Steve down the rutted lane to the barn, listening to Jo chatter about the age of the farm and her family’s deep roots in the Vermont soil. She trudged through the mud, wishing she hadn’t tried to cancel her appointment. Then she would have had a peaceful ride, even if it had been delayed a day or two.

      “Here’s Chloe, Jamie’s favorite. She’s been riding this paint for, what, six years now?”

      “Yeah.” Jamie reached out to stroke the mare’s velvety-soft nose. It quivered in her palm, and she cooed, “Hi, girl, sorry it’s been so long.”

      Chloe nickered. Her long brown nose nudged the young woman’s side, sniffing and then tugging the tips of the carrots from Jamie’s pocket. After Chloe munched the last of the treat, she nudged Jamie’s shoulder.

      Kissing her nose, Jamie murmurred, “Does this mean I’m forgiven?” The horse shuffled closer and leaned into Jamie. “I love you too, Chloe.”

      Jamie could feel Steve’s eyes on her. She patted Chloe and grabbed the blanket, laying it on the mare’s back. The saddle came next. She made quick work of cinching the girth, and lastly took the bridle and slipped the bit between the mare’s teeth and over the ears, securing everything with practiced ease all while Chloe waited patiently. It was a routine Jamie had done countless times.

      When she was ready to mount, she looked for Steve, half expecting him to still be gawking at her. She cocked her head. “I can see you’re ready.”

      “This isn’t my first rodeo,” he said in an amused tone.

      Jamie raised an eyebrow. She hated to admit it, even to herself, but he looked damn good on horseback, and his mount, Pirate, was black as midnight and full of spirit. He was one of Chloe’s best buddies. “We shall see. We haven’t left the barn yet. The trails around here can be tricky, especially at this time of year.”

      “Is that a challenge I hear, Ms. MacLellan?” Steve sat up a little straighter in the saddle. “If that’s the case, care to put a little wager on the ride?”

      Jamie snorted. “You want to bet on a trail ride?”

      “Sure, why not?” He grinned. “The loser buys dinner and the winner picks the place.”

      Jamie flipped him a semi-annoyed look. “Loser of what?”

      Steve looked at Jo, who threw up her hands and smiled as she took one step backwards. “Don’t look at me, this is between you and Jamie. All I ask is you don’t put my horses in any sort of jeopardy.” She wagged her finger. “No racing—there are icy spots on some of the trails.”

      “Jo, you don’t have to worry. I’m never reckless.” Jamie leaned over Chloe’s neck and whispered in her twitching ear.

      “All right then,” Steve said. “Our wager should be on who has the most normal walk when we dismount. It sounds like it
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