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      Fans of Robyn Carr’s Virgin River series will love this small-town, feel-good romance!

      

      Andrea Smith is determined to give her two sons a happy life in Sapphire Bay. After leaving an abusive marriage, the peace and stability she’s found in the small Montana town soothes her soul and gives her the courage to rebuild her life.

      

      With the development of the cottages on Anchor Lane underway, she sees an opportunity to open the café she’s always dreamed about. It will take a lot of hard work and more money than she has, but she needs to make this work—for her and her children.

      

      David O’Dowd is the Clinical Director of BioTech Engineering. The high-tech medical devices the company develops are changing people’s lives. When his boss decides to open a research facility in Sapphire Bay, it’s David’s job to find the perfect building and keep their investors happy.

      

      When he sees the cottages on Anchor Lane being remodeled, he’s intrigued by the woman who’s working day and night to open a new café. When he meets her sons, he can’t help but be inspired by what she’s trying to do. But with mounting costs and limited resources, Andrea needs help to fund the rest of the project.

      

      With David’s financial skills and Andrea’s enthusiasm, they work together to create a future that’s brighter than either of them imagined. But will their past tragedies allow them to build a new life together, or will they tear them apart?

      

      THE STARLIGHT CAFE is the second book in The Cottages on Anchor Lane series and can easily be read as a stand-alone. All of Leeanna’s series are linked. If you find a character you like, they could be in another novel! 

      

      Praise for Leeanna Morgan's books:

      

      "I am addicted to Leeanna Morgan's books! The only problem with them is that I hate coming to the end of one, and can't wait for the next good read. I love how she weaves the characters together and draws you right into their lives. If you haven't discovered her, please do give her books a try. You won't be disappointed, except for not having found her sooner!"

      

      "I thoroughly enjoyed this book! I couldn't put it down. I purchased it today and finished it just now. Captivating story from beginning to end. Definitely a five-star book."
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      Cold, unwelcome dread filled Penny Terry’s chest as she arrived at the hospital in Polson. Her sweet, adorable grandmother was dying. There were no drugs, no alternative therapies, nothing that could change what was going to happen.

      After a frantic call from her mom, Penny had caught a late flight into Kalispell, then driven to Polson. Flying into Montana was a bittersweet moment. She loved coming home, but knowing her grandma was so sick left her heart raw.

      Gripping her jacket tighter, she looked around the entranceway of the hospital. Allan, her dad, rose from a black plastic chair. His smile of welcome was burdened with grief.

      Everyone in their family was close to her grandma. With her endless smiles, crazy sense of humor, and never-ending enthusiasm for life, she lit their darkest days with happiness and joy.

      Rushing across the room, Penny threw herself into her dad’s open arms.

      “It’s good to see you,” her dad said. “How was your flight?”

      “It was okay. How’s Grandma?”

      Tears filled her dad’s eyes. “She isn’t good, but she’s looking forward to seeing you.”

      Taking a deep breath, she blinked back her own tears. “Can I visit her now?”

      “Of course, you can. The palliative care unit doesn’t have any set visiting hours.” With their arms linked, they walked toward the elevators. “Betty’s more frail than the last time you saw her.”

      Before Penny left Seattle, her mom, Mabel, had tried to prepare her for the changes that had happened over the last week. Her grandma couldn’t get out of bed anymore. She’d lost weight and the large doses of pain medication had caused other issues.

      But she was still alive. She was still the same woman who had sung to Penny and her sisters as they’d danced around the kitchen. The same woman who told them stories of princesses and dragons as they’d sat around the fire. The same woman who had looked after the roses in her garden as if they were her children.

      The elevator doors opened and she stepped into the palliative care unit with her dad.

      “Your grandma’s down here.” Allan pointed to a different corridor than the one they’d walked down a couple of weeks ago. “People who don’t have long to live are in this area,” he added softly.

      Penny swallowed the lump in her throat. She’d always known her grandma would die someday. Now that the time was close, she couldn’t bear the thought of never seeing her again.

      As if sensing her mounting distress, her dad wrapped his arm around her waist. “Betty has had a wonderful life. Hold that thought close to your heart when you see her.”

      All she could do was nod.

      As they walked down the corridor, she saw how much the hospital had tried to soften the clinical function of the ward. Carpet tiles replaced the usual vinyl flooring. They walked past small seating areas and colorful meeting rooms. There was also a small kitchen where people could make a cup of coffee and reheat food in a microwave. But nothing could disguise the antiseptic smell of the hospital; the reason everyone was here.

      She glanced at two people walking toward them. The look they shared with her bonded them in grief. They understood. They were going through the same thing themselves.

      “Here’s Grandma’s room.”

      Penny’s heart pounded. The plain, gray door seemed so normal compared to what was going on behind it. “Were Diana, Katie, and Barbara able to catch earlier flights?” Her sisters were scattered like leaves across the country, each pursuing careers that were as different as their personalities. They’d all booked flights for this weekend but, with Grandma’s health deteriorating, their parents had asked them to come home earlier.

      Her dad looked at his watch. “I can’t believe it’s after midnight. Diana’s flight arrives in seven hours, and Katie and Barbara will be here in the afternoon. Are you ready to see your grandma?”

      Penny nodded and, with a trembling hand, she opened the door.

      Sitting upright in bed, her grandma’s frail, sunken body almost disappeared against the pale linens. But when she turned her head toward Penny, the light of her gentle, loving nature still shone from her eyes.

      Penny had promised herself she wouldn’t cry in front of her grandma. So, instead of showing her how upset she was, she smiled and stepped toward the woman who made her life complete. “Hi, Grandma.”

      “It’s so good to see you, honey. I’m sorry about all this fuss.”

      A genuine smile pulled at the corner of Penny’s mouth. It was so like her grandma to put everyone else’s needs above her own. “I’m glad I’m here. How are you feeling?”

      “A little tired.”

      She gently hugged her grandma. Even though Penny knew her grandma had lost weight, she was still shocked by how little there was of her. “I should have brought a triple chocolate fudge brownie for you.”

      “My favorite,” Betty whispered in Penny’s ear.

      Her grandma’s raspy voice brought back memories of sitting around her kitchen table, talking nonstop as they enjoyed their marathon baking sessions.

      They were precious moments, and ones she’d always treasure. “Where did Mom go?”

      “For a walk. She’s spent every waking hour in here since I arrived.” Betty licked her dry lips.

      Reaching for the glass of water beside the bed, Penny held the end of the straw toward her grandma. “Water?”

      “That would be lovely.” After taking a small sip, Betty sighed. “Thank you. Tell me about the apartment building you’re working on. Is it finished?”

      Six months ago, she’d shown her grandma the plans for a large, multi-story building. “It should be finished in five months. We’ve already sold half the apartments.”

      “Your boss will be happy.”

      “I hope so.” For the last three years, Penny had been working alongside the senior property development manager at Barclays, one of the largest construction companies in Seattle. With her colleague’s upcoming retirement, she’d applied for his job.

      Marketing and selling the apartments had been her primary focus even before the foundations were laid. If she sold the remaining apartments in the next few months, she’d have a much better chance of securing the promotion.

      “Sit beside me,” Betty said slowly. “I have some things I need to tell you.”

      Penny’s dad was sitting in a chair on the far side of the room. He stood and smiled at them. “I’ll grab a cup of coffee while you’re talking. Would either of you like one?”

      “Not for me, Dad. I had something to drink on the way to the hospital.”

      Betty shook her head. “Not for me, either.”

      Allan turned his worried eyes toward Penny. “Call me if you need anything.”

      “I will.” After her dad left, she pulled a chair close to the bed. She didn’t know what her grandma wanted to say, but there was an urgency in her voice that hadn’t been there before. “What did you want to tell me, Grandma?”

      “I’m going to die soon, honey, and there are some things you need to know.”

      She didn’t know whether it was her grandma’s matter-of-fact voice or her determined expression that worried her the most.

      Holding her grandma’s hand, she told herself not to be too dramatic. Their family didn’t have any secrets that were worth repeating. They were a normal family with a very normal life.

      Or so she’d always thought.
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      Wyatt lifted his arms above his head and stretched. After six solid hours of painting, he needed to get rid of the kinks in his back or he wouldn’t be able to move.

      He hadn’t painted for this long in months and it felt great.

      With a critical eye, he studied the canvas that had kept him so focused. Most of his paintings were of landscapes: fields of corn, glowing golden brown in the late afternoon sun; seaside cottages on the shores of endless, sky-blue lakes; or towering mountain ranges stretching into forever.

      This one was different.

      His friend Ethan had challenged him to explore what it meant to be human. Three years ago, he’d given up trying to understand anything about being human. After losing his wife in a car accident, all he wanted was to be left alone.

      Ethan, in his wisdom as a counselor, made it clear that he needed to rejoin the world of the living and not hide in an overcrowded city.

      So, with almost everything he owned packed into his truck and trailer, he’d driven from Chicago to Montana, and made his home in a small town called Sapphire Bay.

      Walking across the room, he stared through a large window at the night sky. The stars were so bright that he felt as though he could reach up and touch them, hold them close, and make more wishes than were good for him.

      In the daylight, the view from the window was like looking at one of his paintings. Flathead Lake was every bit as grand as he’d imagined. With its glistening water and towering mountains, it was the perfect location to begin a new life.

      Wyatt’s cell phone rang, making him frown. It was after midnight. His parents would be asleep in Los Angeles, and the only person he knew in Sapphire Bay wouldn’t be calling him at this time of the night.

      When he read the caller display, he relaxed. It was Ethan. “Isn’t it a little late to be calling me?”

      “I was driving past and saw your lights were on,” said the familiar voice. “I hope you aren’t painting.”

      “I forgot about the time.”

      “That must be a good sign.”

      “Don’t read too much into it,” he muttered. “What are you doing awake, anyway? I thought you’d be enjoying your beauty sleep.” The silence on the end of the phone made him regret his words. “What’s happened?”

      “I’ve just come back from Polson. I took a patient to the mental health crisis team.”

      “Will they be okay?”

      “I hope so.”

      Wyatt didn’t envy Ethan’s career choice. His friend had a big heart and even wider shoulders. He was always there for anyone who needed his help. But that willingness to be everyone’s sounding board came at an emotional cost.

      “Where are you now?”

      “On my way home.”

      He leaned against the windowsill. “If you’d like some company, come and have a hot drink with me.”

      “It’s too late. I know how grumpy you are when you don’t have a good night’s sleep. Are you still able to meet me at the tiny home village at nine o’clock?”

      “Are you sure you want to? You’ve had a long day.”

      “I’m only showing you around and introducing you to some of the residents. We can talk about the art project in the next few days.”

      Wyatt was already regretting his decision to organize a community art project. As well as not knowing how many people would volunteer, he didn’t know if it would achieve what Ethan hoped it would.

      “There’s another artist in Sapphire Bay who runs art classes at The Welcome Center. We could ask her if she has any ideas about how we can make the lessons more enjoyable.”

      A smile pulled at Wyatt’s mouth. “Are you telling me my charming personality won’t be enough?”

      “I’m not answering that question. Just remember to wear a clean shirt.”

      He looked down at his favorite paint-splattered T-shirt. “There’s nothing wrong with my clothes. At least the residents won’t mistake me for anyone other than an artist.”

      “You’d be surprised,” Ethan said with a yawn. “I’m pulling into my driveway. I’ll see you later today.”

      “Sounds good. Sleep well.”

      “I will.”

      After Ethan ended the call, Wyatt looked around his studio. In a few hours, he’d find out if the community project had any chance of working. He already knew that using art as therapy helped on many levels. His only concern was that creating a way for people to express themselves could lead to disaster.

      All he had to do was look at his own life to see how bad it could get.
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      Penny leaned forward, trying to catch each word her grandmother said. Picking up the glass of water, she held the straw close to her grandma’s mouth. “Try this. It might make it easier to speak.”

      Betty took a sip of water and sighed. “Thank you. Where was I?”

      “You were telling me about your house.”

      Her grandmother’s wistful smile touched something deep in Penny’s heart.

      “I love that house. Your granddad and I moved there with such high hopes for a happy retirement, but it wasn’t meant to be.”

      Four years after her grandparents bought the large, two-story property overlooking Flathead Lake, Penny’s granddad had died. “Mom and Dad have been looking after it for you.”

      “It’s not the same as living there. When I die, I want you and your sisters to inherit the house.”

      Penny’s eyes widened. “Mom and Dad—”

      “I’ve already spoken to them. They’re happy living above the general store. When the time is right, there’s more than enough money in my estate for them to buy another house. I think you girls will enjoy living beside the lake. It’s special.”

      She didn’t want to upset her grandma, but she’d forgotten that her granddaughters had jobs, friends, and careers hundreds of miles away from Sapphire Bay. From what her sisters had said, moving home was the last thing they wanted to do.

      “Your granddad and I used to sit in the lovely oval sunroom and watch the sun set over the water. It’s such a peaceful location.” Betty’s blue gaze connected with Penny’s. “Look after your sisters. Diana is as fragile as a piece of fine china. Barbara needs to relax. She doesn’t realize there’s more to life than getting people to spend money on things they don’t need. The lake will be good for her.”

      Penny held back a smile. Barbara was the social media marketing manager for five of the largest companies in America.

      “And watch Katie. She’s a dreamer—always flitting from one idea to the next. She needs to work out what she wants and how she’ll get there. Tell her from me that a little planning goes a long way in life.”

      “Katie will be here tomorrow,” Penny said softly.

      A sadness swept across her grandma’s face. “I might not be here, honey. Remember to tell your sisters to stick together. Life will throw hurdles and challenges at them. Goodness knows, Diana has already had her world tested. Look out for each other. Treat your sisters like they’re the most precious gifts the good Lord has given you.”

      Penny wiped her eyes, wishing more than anything they weren’t having this conversation.

      Her grandma’s hand tightened on hers. “Before I go, I want you to promise you’ll do something for me.” She waited for Penny to nod before continuing. “I never knew my father. Momma always said he’d drowned when the steamboat he was on hit troubled waters. But no one found his body or talked about him after he was gone. Over the years, I’ve tried to piece together what happened, but nothing makes sense.”

      Betty winced and reached for the button on her morphine drip.

      “Are you okay?”

      “I will be in a few seconds.” Her grandma closed her eyes and took a deep breath. “There’s a chest in the attic. Look in there and see if you can figure out what happened to my father.”

      “Has Mom looked for him?”

      Her grandma nodded. “Mabel loves a good story as much as I do, but she was just as confused. Ask your mom about what she found.”

      Penny was getting really worried about her grandma. The morphine looked as though it hadn’t helped the pain. “Do you want me to get a doctor?”

      “Not yet. There’s one more thing. In the chest, there’s a small enamel box with a key inside. Momma always said as long as I have that, I’ll never need anything else. I wasn’t able to work out what the key unlocked. Keep it safe.”

      Her grandma’s eyelids closed, then slowly opened. She sent Penny a tired smile. “Be happy, honey. I’m so proud of you.”

      “I love you, Grandma.”

      “Love you, too.”

      Before Penny could push the emergency button, her grandma took one last shuddering breath. And with the same dignity and grace with which she’d lived her life, she began her next journey.
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      Wyatt stood in the foyer of The Welcome Center. For such a small town, Sapphire Bay had great community facilities.

      The sprawling building he’d just visited had two accommodation wings, shared living and dining rooms, and a large commercial kitchen. There was a range of meeting rooms of different sizes, and plenty of storage.

      The Welcome Center was also right beside The Connect Church. But the best thing was its proximity to the tiny home village. On the far side of the parking lot, twenty-five tiny homes had been built off-site and moved onto a large parcel of land. Each pod of eight homes had a larger communal activity and kitchen facility. As the homes were built, the residents had formed separate groups. The amount of social interaction between each pod of homes was minimal. Ethan wanted that to change.

      Basing the art project in The Welcome Center and the village might be enough to encourage people to work together and break down the barriers they’d created.

      Ethan handed Wyatt a sheet of paper. “Here’s a list of the regular bookings for the meeting rooms. If you want to use the large one, the only day it’s consistently available is Wednesday.”

      “The day of the week doesn’t worry me. Is there anything else on Wednesdays that people from the village might go to?”

      “Not that I’m aware of. The best person to ask would be Mabel Terry, but she isn’t here at the moment. I could ask one of the other volunteers from The Welcome Center.”

      “I can do that before we leave.”

      A young woman walked into the foyer and smiled at Ethan. “It’s good to see you. Thanks for all the help you gave us last Friday.”

      Ethan smiled. “It was no trouble.” He turned to Wyatt. “Andrea, this is my friend, Wyatt Johnson. He’s an artist and moved to Sapphire Bay a few weeks ago.”

      Andrea held out her hand. “It’s good to meet you. I work part time with Shelley, the Center’s accountant. My boys and I stayed at The Welcome Center for a few months when we first moved here. If you ever need any help with anything, just ask. When I’m not working with Shelley, I volunteer behind the reception counter.”

      “It’s nice to meet you,” Wyatt replied.

      “Has anyone heard from Mabel?” Ethan asked.

      Andrea shook her head. “No one knows how her mom is. We’re waiting for Pastor John to give us an update. But I do have some good news. Sam had her baby. It’s a little girl.”

      Some of the weight seemed to lift from Ethan’s shoulders. “That’s wonderful.”

      “I thought so, too.” Andrea checked her watch. “I’ll leave you to whatever you’re doing. I need to prepare two rooms for some new guests. It was nice meeting you, Wyatt.”

      “Same here.” After Andrea left, the smile on his face faded. “Why is everyone so friendly?”

      Ethan laughed. “It can be a bit of a culture shock, but it’s just the way everyone is. Most people are super friendly and willing to help with whatever needs doing.”

      “Doesn’t that seem a little strange to you?”

      “Don’t worry. You’ll get used to it.” Ethan pulled out his cell phone. “Talking about helping, Zac’s busy with the free community health checks at the moment. Would you mind if I dropped in to see if he needs me for anything?”

      “That’s fine by me. I want to have another look at the walls you want us to paint, anyway. Does meeting back here in twenty minutes suit you?”

      “It sounds good. I’ll see you soon.”

      With Ethan on his way to see Zac, Wyatt walked out of the center and headed toward the large concrete garages sitting between the church and the tiny homes. The art project would create an opportunity for the residents of the tiny home village to paint large murals on the outside of the garage walls. At the moment, all the residents saw were gray, concrete blocks.

      The idea behind the project was to encourage people to take ownership of the tiny home village and feel as though it was their home. It would also brighten the dull boundary between the buildings.

      With his tape measure and cell phone in his hands, he took some photos and added the dimensions of the garages to the images.

      “What are you doing?”

      Wyatt looked over his shoulder, then down at the red-headed boy standing behind him. He couldn’t have been more than six or seven years old. “I’m working out how long and high the walls are.”

      “Why?”

      “We might paint pictures on them.”

      The little boy’s face broke into a grin. “I like painting. Could I help?”

      Wyatt searched the properties for the boy’s parents. It wasn’t safe for him to be out here, talking to a complete stranger. “If it goes ahead, you can.”

      “What’s your name?”

      “Wyatt.”

      “I’ve got a friend called Wyatt. But he’s not as big as you.”

      That didn’t surprise him. Regardless of having the same name as the little boy’s friend, he needed to bring this conversation to an end. “It was nice meeting you. I might see you another day.” He walked away, but the boy followed him.

      “You didn’t ask me my name. How will you let me know about the painting if you don’t know who I am?”

      Wyatt frowned. “Where are your parents?”

      A frown wiped away the little boy’s curiosity. “Dad’s sleeping. My mom didn’t come to Sapphire Bay with us. She lives somewhere else.”

      Seeing the sadness in the little boy’s face made Wyatt wish he hadn’t asked about his parents. “Why aren’t you in school?”

      “Mrs. Beattie had some other stuff she needed to do. I like painting clouds and the sun. My name is Jack. Jack Richard Dawkins. Richard is my dad’s name, but I don’t call him that. I call him Dad.”

      A man in a wheelchair came toward them. “Who are you talking to, Jack?”

      The little boy turned and smiled. “Dad, this is Wyatt. He’s going to paint pictures on the walls and he said I can help.”

      Not without reason, the man who was about Wyatt’s age, frowned. Before he jumped to conclusions, Wyatt wanted to let him know why he was here. “Ethan asked me to organize an art project for the residents of the tiny home village. If everything works out, we’ll paint the walls of these garages.”

      The man’s gaze studied the three, concrete block walls. “When will you start?”

      “In a couple of weeks.”

      Apart from his frown deepening, the man kept his thoughts to himself. “Good luck. Come on, Jack. We have to get ready to go out.”

      Jack didn’t look too eager to go with his father. “Okay. But can I help with the painting?”

      “We’ll see.” Jack’s dad rolled his wheelchair around.

      “We live in house number eighteen,” Jack said quickly. “It’s beside the big green building over there.” Pointing across the property, Jack did his best to give him directions.

      “Thanks. I’ll remember.” The relieved smile on Jack’s face made Wyatt wonder what was going on in the little guy’s life.

      “See you later.” With a worried glance, Jack hurried after his dad.

      By the time they’d disappeared from view, three more people were heading toward Wyatt. Hopefully, there would be just as much interest in the project after they officially launched it.

      But before that happened, he needed to find out if any large community events happened on Wednesdays, and talk to the other local artist who was already running art workshops.
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      Penny stood in a daze as Pastor John prayed with them. He’d arrived in her grandma’s hospital room with her mom a few minutes ago.

      With infinite care, he placed the palm of his hand on her grandma’s forehead and bowed his head. His words echoed off the walls, filled the room with hope, love, and gratefulness for a life that was as precious as the stars shining in the sky.

      Her sisters would be devastated they weren’t here. Even now, Penny couldn’t believe her grandma was gone. Her last shuddering breath had taken her far from where her body lay, resting peacefully beneath the pale bed linens and fluorescent hospital lights.

      With tear-filled eyes, her dad held out his hand and pulled Penny into a hug. “Are you all right?”

      She nodded and, for a moment, let her head rest against her dad’s. A single tear fell from her eyes as she reached for his hand. She could wait until later, until after everyone had said goodbye, before she released the heartbreaking grief weighing her down.

      Her mom’s soft sobs were muffled by the tissues in her hand.

      “I’ll be okay,” Penny whispered. “Look after Mom.”

      While her dad comforted her mom, Pastor John stood beside Penny. A month ago, he’d sat in a different room with them, planning what would happen after her grandma died.

      Even during that conversation, her grandma hadn’t flinched from the reality of what was happening. She told them her wishes, what was important to her, and what wasn’t. Everything was documented and added to her will. No one, including Penny, thought the end would come so soon or so quickly.

      “I’m glad you could make it home before your grandma died.”

      Penny sent Pastor John a sad smile. “So am I. Diana will be here in a few hours. Do you think she’ll be able to see Grandma right away?”

      “I’m not sure. I’ll ask the funeral director and let you know. He shouldn’t be too far away.”

      She wiped her eyes. “I’ll get my parents something to eat and drink. They’ve been here a lot longer than I have.”

      “Would you like me to do that?”

      Penny shook her head. “I can do it.” She needed to get away, find some kind of normal in a world that had suddenly tipped on its side and left her reeling.

      Before she left, John placed his hand on her arm. “It’s okay to let go.”

      “I know. I’ll be back soon.” And with one last look at her grandma, she left the room.
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      Three days later, Wyatt held a cup of coffee in his hands and studied the portrait he was painting. It was coming together better than he’d expected. He still had a lot of work to do, but the balance of light and shadow was already adding another dimension to the story behind the faces.

      When Ethan suggested coming to Sapphire Bay, Wyatt had searched the Internet, trying to discover why his friend enjoyed living in the small Montana town. Sure, it had an incredible lake, stunning scenery, and some of the best fly-fishing in the state, but that wouldn’t be enough to keep his friend here.

      Then he’d read about the tiny home village, the fundraising events the church organized, and the candy store on Main Street. Those things were more than enough to attract Ethan, but what intrigued Wyatt was the town’s history.

      In the nineteenth century, steamboats had crossed the lake, taking people and cargo to undiscovered territory. There was something about the early settlers’ stories that appealed to him. In searching for a better life for themselves and their families, they’d left behind everything that was familiar. In a lot of ways, that’s what he was doing, too.

      After he arrived in Sapphire Bay, he started looking for inspiration for a new series of paintings. While he was visiting Polson, he found a photo of a woman and her child. There was strength and humor, with a purpose so strong and sure reflected in their faces. Their personalities captured his imagination, inspiring him more than anything else he’d found.

      He hoped this portrait would tell a story about what it was like to start a new life. To risk everything for a chance at happiness.

      A knock on the studio’s open glass doors made him turn around. It was Ethan. “Weren’t you going to Bigfork?”

      “Change of plans. Mabel’s mom’s funeral is today. Do you want to come?”

      Wyatt placed his cup of coffee on the table. Since Anya, his wife, had died, he hadn’t gone to any funerals. It brought back memories he’d sooner forget. “I’ll pass, but I’ll visit Mabel next week and give her my condolences. She was the first friendly face I saw when I arrived in Sapphire Bay.”

      “That’s Mabel for you.” Ethan nodded toward the painting. “How’s it going?”

      “Better than I thought. It won’t win any art awards but, as far as portraits go, it isn’t too bad.”

      “I’m not an expert, but it looks incredible.”

      “Even though they aren’t alive?” Wyatt smiled at his friend. They’d disagreed almost immediately about who he should paint. Ethan argued that the whole point of a portrait was to capture the essence of the person. If they’d died and Wyatt didn’t know them, there was no way he would know what they were like or what was important to them.

      Ethan shrugged. “I take back my misgivings, but I expect a full report on who they were.”

      “That might be a little difficult.”

      “Don’t tell me they never existed?”

      Wyatt crossed his arms in front of his chest. “Of course, they did. But all I know about them is their first names. A lady at the Polson Museum showed me their photo. Apart from that, I don’t know why they were in Polson or what they did while they were in Montana.”

      Ethan shook his head. “How do you make them appear so lifelike if you know nothing about them?”

      “I have a good imagination.” Wyatt had a feeling it was more than that. He felt an odd connection to Margaret and her young daughter. Some days, the pull of their personalities was so strong he could have been painting someone he knew instead of two people who’d died many years ago.

      “I spoke to Pastor John this morning,” Ethan said. “I’ve made another appointment for us to speak to him about the community art project.”

      “Has he seen the latest project plan?”

      “He reviewed the original one a couple of weeks ago and liked what he saw. The adjustments we made are minor and shouldn’t cause any issues.”

      “If he gives us the green light, I’ll need at least a week to get everything ready.”

      “That won’t be a problem. Are you sure you’ll have enough time to finish your paintings?”

      “I should be okay.” The opening of his exhibition in Berlin was getting closer. If the art project took longer than he thought, Ethan might have to take over. “What time are we meeting Pastor John?”

      “Two o’clock on Friday at The Connect Church. Is that okay?”

      Wyatt picked up a pen and made a note in his daily planner. “I’ll be there.”

      “Good. I’d better leave.” Ethan stepped out onto the veranda. “Enjoy painting your mystery family.”

      “I will. See you later.”

      Lifting his arm in a casual wave, Ethan left the house.

      With a resigned sigh, Wyatt took a copy of an old photo off the wall and studied the woman and child. “Who are you?” he whispered.

      And, not for the first time, he swore he heard the murmur of a voice drifting across the lake, telling him about another life in another time.
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      After they buried her grandma, Penny gave her family a hug and left the cemetery. She needed a few minutes on her own to process what had happened, to give herself time to breathe without someone saying they were sorry for her loss or telling her what a wonderful woman her grandmother had been.

      There was only one place she wanted to be. Turning the car she’d rented toward Flathead Lake, she drove back to her grandmother’s house on Honeysuckle Lane.

      When she saw the pretty two-story home, tears filled her eyes. Her granddad and grandma had spent a lot of time designing their home. It had everything they thought they’d ever need and, for many years, her grandma was happy here.

      Turning off the ignition, Penny opened the car door and walked toward the lake. For her, the best part of the house was the view. It didn’t matter what time of the year she was here, each day was incredible. Today, the water was a deep, dark blue. Sunlight danced off the water lapping against the shore, sending sparkles of white light glittering along the surface.

      She sat on the edge of the grassy bank. Lifting her face to the sun, she soaked in the warmth, trying to banish the icy chill that hadn’t left her since her grandma died.

      Even after Diana, Katie, and Barbara arrived, she still wasn’t able to think about anything other than her grandma’s last few minutes with her. She knew she was in shock. She was grieving in a way she’d never experienced before, and the pain of her loss was almost too much to bear.

      With a heavy heart, she watched a flock of birds duck and dive above the lake. She was amazed with their ability to read the air currents, to alter their course on a whim, and find food to fill their bellies.

      In the distance, children shrieked with laughter, reminding her that life carried on regardless of what had happened.

      She stood and, with one last look at the lake, walked toward her grandparents’ house.

      Some of the shrub roses her grandma adored were in full bloom. Bright pink, stark white, and soft purple petals filled the garden to overflowing. Grandma would be so proud of how lovely they looked and of the scent that filled Penny’s lungs with the sweet fragrance of home.

      Carefully, she picked a handful of flowers. She’d take them inside to her grandma’s favorite place, sit in her rocking chair, and enjoy what she’d taken for granted.

      “Hey,” a man yelled. “What do you think you’re doing?”

      Someone wasn’t happy. Penny looked over her shoulder. A tall man with dark hair was stalking toward her. She turned around, half-expecting a masked burglar to be hot-footing it out of her grandma’s house.

      No one was there. He couldn’t possibly be yelling at her. She hadn’t done anything—

      “Yeah, you. Stop picking the flowers. They don’t belong to you.”

      Normally, she would have ignored the frown plastered across his face, the smoldering good looks that probably charmed the socks off every female he met. She would have politely explained why she was here and accepted his apology.

      But not today. Something about the man annoyed the living daylights out of her. “I’m not a thief,” she yelled back.

      “What do you call picking flowers that aren’t yours?” He stood a few feet away, glaring at her as if she was a criminal. “The owner of this property died a few days ago. You’ve got no right to be here.”

      “I’ve got every right.” With an angry, pounding heart, she stepped closer to the stranger. Good grief. He was even more handsome up close. “It was my grandma who died. You’re yelling at your new neighbor.”
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      Wyatt stared at the woman. Deep brown hair the color of rich chocolate fell around her shoulders. Green eyes as bright and clear as a Leprechaun’s lucky jacket shot sparks of anger straight at him. It wasn’t until he looked at the flowers that he realized what he’d done.

      The woman waved the roses under his nose. “You should make sure you know who you’re yelling at before you accuse someone of being a thief.”

      A handful of petals fluttered to the ground. He felt like he’d fallen into a fairytale and woken up in another universe.

      He cleared his throat and tried to unfuddle his brain. “Sorry. I thought you were making the most of the lady who looks after the house not being here.”

      The woman’s eyes narrowed. “You know my mom?”

      He almost smiled. There was something about her that made him want to reach for his sketchpad and capture everything she didn’t want him to see. “I met Mabel and Allan Terry in the general store. I’m Wyatt. Wyatt Johnson. Your mom said she’s looking after the house for your grandmother.”

      Slowly, she lifted her hand to his. “I’m Penny.”

      She didn’t trust him, but at least she wasn’t tearing off his head and feeding it to the fish in the lake. “My friend told me your grandma died. I’m sorry for your loss.”

      Whatever he thought he’d seen in her face disappeared. It was as if a metal door slammed shut, keeping him away from what she was thinking. “I saw you from my studio.” He said unnecessarily, pointing toward the house he was renting. “I thought I’d better say something in case you took every flower in the garden.”

      Penny looked at the roses she was holding. “They were Grandma’s favorite.” As soon as the words were out of her mouth, she straightened her shoulders and stood a little taller. “Thanks for looking after the garden.”

      Before he told her again how sorry he was, she walked back to her grandma’s house. And for the first time in years, a spark of interest made him wish they’d spoken for longer.
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      An hour after Penny arrived at her grandmother’s house, her sisters joined her. They were sitting in the living room, watching the boats on the lake, and talking about the man she’d met a short time ago.

      “I can’t believe he didn’t recognize you,” Diana said indignantly. “It’s not as if this is the first time you’ve been to Sapphire Bay.”

      Barbara sat in the chair beside Penny. “Why didn’t he ask who you were when he first saw you? It would have saved a lot of confusion.”

      “I don’t think he’s been living in Sapphire Bay for very long. If he’s the same person Mom was talking about, he doesn’t know many people.”

      Diana frowned. “That’s no reason to be rude, especially when Grandma has just died.”

      Penny studied her sister’s face. Diana used to be the most relaxed, easy-going person in their family. But after a bitter divorce, her patience was as battered and bruised as her confidence. “He didn’t know I was related to Grandma.”

      Diana’s green eyes connected with Penny’s. “I’m doing it again, aren’t I?”

      “It’s okay,” she said softly. “Most people are more trustworthy than Derek.”

      Barbara made a scoffing noise. “Charlie is more trustworthy than your slime ball ex-husband.”

      Charlie, Diana’s happy-go-lucky Golden Labrador, pricked up his ears. His goofy smile and big brown eyes brought a smile to Penny’s face. “It’s okay, boy. We were just saying how wonderful you are.”

      Diana rubbed Charlie’s floppy ears. “You’re right. I need to stop judging everyone by Derek’s low standards and enjoy being here.”

      “How long are you staying?” Barbara asked.

      Diana shrugged. “I thought I’d stay for a few months. The thought of going back to Cincinnati makes me feel sick.”

      “Is Derek’s family still giving you a hard time?” The unguarded look Diana sent Penny was all the answer she needed. She held her sister’s hand and gently squeezed her fingers. “It sounds as though Sapphire Bay is the best place for you and Charlie. What about you, Barbara?”

      “I’ll head back to San Diego next week. I’ve got a ton of work to do and half my team is on vacation. What about you?”

      For a few seconds, Penny said nothing. Even though she’d come to Sapphire Bay for a sad reason, she was enjoying being home with her family. But she had a promotion to work toward, a team who relied on her expertise. And if she didn’t sell all of the apartments, her career would go nowhere.

      “I’d like to stay for longer, but I need to leave. We’ve got the meeting with grandma’s  lawyer this afternoon. I’ll go to that, then leave tomorrow night.”

      Diana’s eyes widened. “I thought you’d spend at least a week with us. Why do you have to leave so soon?”

      “A lot of people are depending on me to sell the apartments in our latest project. I can’t stay any longer.”

      “Yes, you can,” Barbara said. “Your grandma has just died. No one will complain if you stay here for a few more days. It might be the only time we’re together for a while.”

      That thought alone made Penny’s heart sink. Her grandma’s death had made her realize just how important her family was to her.

      “Don’t badger Penny,” Katie said as she breezed into their grandmother’s living room and flopped into the chair beside Diana. “She wants to be here as much as we all do. But she has other responsibilities.”

      Barbara scowled at their youngest sister. “We all have things we need to do, but family should come first.”

      “That’s easy to say when you earn a huge salary. We can’t all afford to take time off work.”

      Penny grabbed the plate of cookies that were sitting on the table and held them in front of Barbara. Her sister’s quick temper always got the better of her around Katie. “The gingerbread cookies are delicious with the coffee. Mom and I made them yesterday.”

      Reluctantly, Barbara took one of them. “So, when are you going home, Katie?”

      “Tomorrow night. I can’t afford to take more days off work.”

      When she wasn’t writing children’s books and trying to get published, Katie was a server in a family-owned restaurant. The pay wasn’t great but, combined with her tips, it was enough to pay the rent and utilities on her small apartment.

      Before her sisters started bickering again, Penny offered them the plate of cookies. “What does everyone think about inheriting Grandma’s house?”

      Diana looked at the framed photographs sitting on a chest of drawers, the vase of roses that Penny had picked from the garden. “I think it was really generous of her, but what are we going to do with it?”

      Katie curled her feet under her. “It’s too big to sit here empty. Unless anyone needs somewhere to live?” She looked at Diana. “Charlie would enjoy staying here.”

      “Before we decide what to do with the house we should wait to see if we’ve inherited it. Grandma might have something else written in her will.”

      Penny frowned. “She definitely said she was leaving the house to us. I told her Mom and Dad would be disappointed, but she said they’d have more than enough money to buy their own home.”

      Barbara bit into her cookie. “I’m with Diana. We’re seeing Grandma’s lawyer in a few hours. We can make more plans after that.”

      Penny looked at her sisters’ unhappy faces. They were all in shock but, as soon as they’d decided what to do with the house, she’d be on a flight back to Seattle, living a life that had suddenly lost its appeal.
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      Four hours later, Penny and her family were sitting in the lawyer’s office, frowning at the poor man who’d given them the bad news.

      “That can’t be right,” Penny said. “Grandma didn’t mention anything about us having to stay in Sapphire Bay for twelve months. Are you sure you didn’t make a mistake?”

      Mr. Rogers, her grandma’s lawyer, looked over the top of his black-rimmed eyeglasses. “I can assure you, Betty knew exactly what she was doing. Next year, you can do what you want with the house. But for now, you and your sisters have to stay in Sapphire Bay if you want to keep it. If you decide to live in the house, Betty was happy for you to do any remodeling work that is necessary.”

      Katie looked as worried as Penny. “What if we can’t stay?”

      “Then the house will be donated to The Connect Church. They’ll use it as a boarding house for people who can’t find other accommodation.”

      “A boarding house?” Diana repeated.

      “A lot of people come to Sapphire Bay without a job or anywhere to live. The church has been working hard to help them. Your grandma did what she could.”

      Barbara read her copy of their grandma’s will. “What about our jobs? If we stay here, we might have to resign.”

      Mr. Rogers’ eyebrows rose. “I can’t help you with those decisions.”

      Penny turned to their mom and dad. “Did you know Grandma wanted us to stay here?”

      Mabel shook her head. “The last time we talked, she didn’t say a word about you staying here.”

      Allan crossed his arms in front of his chest. “I might have known something about it.”

      Five pairs of female eyes swiveled around to look at him.

      “And you said nothing?” Mabel asked with a touch of annoyance.

      “Betty made me promise not to say anything. She knew the girls loved the house, but she wanted it to be more than somewhere they came for vacations.”

      “And she also wanted your daughters to reconnect with each other,” Mr. Rogers added.

      “We don’t need to reconnect,” Katie insisted. “I speak to at least one of my sisters each week.”

      Mr. Rogers looked over the rim of his glasses. “Your grandmother was old-fashioned. She believed that talking on the phone isn’t the same as seeing each other.”

      Penny agreed with her grandma. Even though she’d come home more in the last six months than she had in the last five years, she still missed her family when she wasn’t here.

      Katie frowned. “Can we contest Grandma’s will in court? It’s unfair to expect us to live here when we have jobs and lives in other cities.”

      “Of course, you have that option,” Mr. Rogers said. “But it can be a long and expensive process to go through. However, the decision remains with you.”

      Penny looked at her sisters and then at Mr. Rogers. “Maybe there’s another way of making it work. Do we need to stay in Sapphire Bay all the time?”

      Diana leaned forward. “What are you thinking?”

      “Well, most of us can perform some of our jobs from Sapphire Bay. Barbara can manage her clients’ social media accounts from anywhere in the world. Apart from her job at the restaurant, Katie can write from anywhere, too.”

      “And I don’t have a job at the moment.” Diana sent Penny a questioning look. “What about you?”

      “I have to fly back to Seattle. I can’t do my job from Montana but, if I could work from Seattle and only come home for one week a month, it might work.”

      “That’s not fair,” Katie grumbled. “I love Los Angeles. When I’m here it feels like I’m in the middle of nowhere. If you can work from Seattle, I can go home, too.”

      After seven years of living in Los Angeles and no book contract in sight, no one understood why Katie still wanted to live there. Penny leaned forward to talk to her sister. “If I could stay, I would. But if I don’t go back, I won’t get the promotion and I probably won’t have a job.”

      “I agree that Grandma’s request is a little extreme,” their mom said. “But it’s only for a year. You may not get another chance to spend this much time together.”

      Barbara turned to the last page of their grandmother’s will. “It says the twelve months doesn’t start right away. We still have some time to decide what we want to do.”

      “That’s correct,” Mr. Rogers said. “But coming home for one week in four doesn’t meet the requirements of the will.”

      Penny’s heart sank. They all loved their grandparents’ home. She didn’t want to be the person who forced it to be donated to the church, but she couldn’t see how she could stay.

      “Let’s think about how it could work,” Diana said.

      “It won’t change anything,” Katie muttered.

      Sometimes, Penny thought, her sister could be a real pain.

      Mr. Rogers glanced around the room. “Is there anything else you want to discuss?”

      Penny and her sisters shook their heads.

      Mabel took a deep breath. “Not at this stage. Thank you for everything you did for my mother.”

      “You’re welcome. I’ll be in touch to find out what you’re doing with the house. If you decide to contest the will, please let me know as soon as possible.”

      As her family left the office, Penny picked up her bag and shook Mr. Rogers’ hand.

      She wasn’t looking forward to their next conversation.
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      Wyatt stood in front of an easel, studying the layers of color he’d added to another painting. He was still working on the portrait of the mother and child but, today, he was desperate to lose himself in the familiar world of landscapes.

      This painting didn’t require him to do anything other than submit to the whims of nature, to express the tones and texture of the land in ways that were as mysterious as the rising and setting of the sun.

      He picked up a brush, dabbed it onto his palette, and frowned.

      Outside his studio, a dog was barking. People walked along the shore of the lake all the time, taking their pets for some exercise. It wasn’t unusual to hear a dog, but this one sounded as though it was standing beside the house, barking furiously at something he didn’t like.

      Throwing open the window, he leaned over the frame and glared at the dog. It didn’t make any difference. The golden-haired Labrador had his tail on high alert, barking at a…he looked again to make sure he hadn’t missed anything…a plastic bag?

      A woman with blond, curly hair rushed across the yard. “Sorry. Charlie’s hypersensitive to anything he hasn’t seen before.”

      “And he hasn’t seen a plastic bag?”

      “Not here. We only arrived a few days ago and everything is new. We’re staying in my grandma’s house.”

      “You’re Mabel’s daughter, too?”

      The woman nodded and held out her hand, stretching to shake his. “I’m Diana. You must be Wyatt. My sister said she met you the other day.”

      “Penny?”

      “You have a good memory.”

      It wasn’t that he had a good memory—it was because it was difficult to forget her. Whenever he started working on the portrait, Penny’s face interrupted his thoughts.

      “Diana!” Another woman yelled from the veranda of his neighbor’s house. Unlike Diana and Penny, this woman had bright red hair. “The timer is beeping. Do you want me to take the cookies out of the oven?”

      “Only if they’re ready,” his unexpected visitor yelled back. “I’ll be home soon.”

      Wyatt frowned. “Is that another sister?”

      Diana nodded. “That’s Katie. She’s a writer. In total, there are four of us. Penny’s the oldest. I’m next, then there’s Barbara and Katie.”

      Charlie let out a low-pitched growl.

      “It’s okay, boy,” Diana reassured him. “It’s only a bag.” In one smooth motion, she bent down, grabbed the plastic bag, and scrunched it onto a ball. “See. It won’t hurt you.”

      Charlie sat on his bottom, staring up at Diana with a goofy expression on his face.

      “Good boy,” she crooned.

      Charlie’s tail thumped against the ground.

      Diana looked up at Wyatt. “I’d better check the cookies. I’m sorry if we disturbed you.”

      “It doesn’t matter.”

      With a quiet command, Diana led Charlie back to their house, and Wyatt closed the studio window.

      Picking up his brush, he stared at the landscape and tried to immerse himself in the field he was painting. For the last few weeks, he’d been blissfully unaware of everyone around him. Apart from the walkers and runners enjoying the lake, he didn’t have to worry about unexpected visitors or too much noise.

      But with four sisters and a dog living in the house next door, the peace and solitude he’d enjoyed might be a thing of the past. And, unfortunately for him, he still had two paintings and a portrait to finish in the next four weeks.
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      Later that afternoon, Penny was sitting in her grandma’s kitchen with Diana, while Katie went through her carry-on, making sure she had everything she’d need for her return flight to Los Angeles.

      “Your neighbor didn’t seem too bad to me.” Diana handed Penny a cookie. “Maybe you were more sensitive than usual after Grandma’s funeral?”

      Penny’s eyebrows rose. “He was definitely obnoxious.”

      “Even if he was, you’ve got the thickest skin of any of us when it comes to dealing with rude people.”

      “I do not.”

      Katie placed a small container of cookies in the middle of her bag. “Yes, you do. Even when we were little you knew how to talk to angry people. Why do you think we asked you to get the ball from our neighbor’s property whenever it landed on the other side of the fence? Everyone else was too scared to talk to Mr. Wiseman.”

      Penny frowned. “He was lonely, that’s all. He’d forgotten how to talk to people.”

      “And that’s why you were Grandma’s favorite. You always see the best in everyone.”

      Penny studied her sisters’ faces. “I wasn’t her favorite. She loved all of us.”

      “She did, but she definitely had a soft spot for you.” Diana handed Katie a sweatshirt that was sitting on the kitchen counter. “We still haven’t decided what we’re doing about the house.”

      Barbara stuck her head around the door frame. “Don’t say anything until I get there. I just have to finish my call to Mom.”

      Penny looked around the open-plan kitchen and living room. If they stayed here, there was so much they could do to modernize the house. Instead of the rosebud wallpaper and pink counter, they could add pale gray cabinets, a marble counter, and new appliances. With a fresh coat of paint on the walls, the house would look stunning.

      Barbara hurried into the kitchen. “Oh, no. Penny’s planning something. She has the same look on her face that she had when I told her I was selling my apartment.”

      Katie laughed. “And we know how that turned out.”

      “You made eighty thousand dollars,” Penny said proudly. “And it sold for ten percent more than any other apartment in the building.”

      “I also couldn’t sleep for a month.”

      “I told you not to worry about the cost of the remodeling. I know what I’m doing.”

      Barbara sighed. “So, what would you do with Grandma’s house?”

      Diana sent her younger sister a worried frown.

      “I’m only asking,” Barbara muttered.

      Penny bit into her cookie. “I wouldn’t change too much. Even though the house is fifteen years old, it has great indoor-outdoor flow. The bedrooms are all good sizes, and there’s plenty of storage.”

      “And the view is amazing,” Diana added.

      “It is. But the kitchen, bathrooms, and laundry need to be updated.”

      “If we were living here, it wouldn’t matter.”

      Penny picked up her cup of coffee. “That’s true, but it wouldn’t hurt to do some remodeling. It would increase the value of the property and give us a project to work on together.”

      Katie zipped up her carry-on. “Does that mean you want to live here and not contest Grandma’s will?”

      Barbara frowned. “I called a friend who’s a lawyer. She said the same thing as Mr. Rogers. It can be expensive and time-consuming to contest someone’s will. I’m not sure it’s worth it.”

      “Maybe not for you, but I like living in Los Angeles.”

      “What about you, Penny?” Diana asked. “How do you feel about living here for a year?”

      “I can do it, but only if I can split my time between Seattle and Montana.”

      “What if you can’t?” Barbara asked.

      “Then I’ll have a big decision to make.”

      Katie poured herself a glass of water. “The only person telling us we can’t live in two places is Mr. Rogers. If we’re not going to contest the will, then all we have to do is convince him that Grandma wouldn’t have wanted us to lose our jobs.”

      “I don’t think he’ll change his mind,” Diana said. “Grandma wanted us to spend more time together. Commuting between two cities is the exact opposite of what she wanted.”

      “Grandma knew how important our jobs are to us,” Penny argued. “She wouldn’t expect us to give up everything we’ve worked so hard for to live here.”

      Diana leaned against the counter. “What’s so wrong about living in Sapphire Bay?”

      “Nothing, but it isn’t Seattle.”

      “Or San Diego,” Barbara added. She picked up a cookie and studied the large pieces of chunky chocolate. “About the only thing we’ve agreed on since we’ve been here is whose turn it is to bake more cookies.”

      At the sound of his favorite word, Charlie ambled across to Diana and sat in front of her.

      “No, you can’t have any,” she said firmly. “Chocolate is really bad for you.”

      Charlie’s big doggy mouth opened in a wide yawn and he flopped onto the floor.

      Diana rubbed his ears. “Mom and Dad will be disappointed if we don’t stay. They were looking forward to spending more time with us.”

      Barbara sighed. “I’ll think about moving, but Katie and Penny don’t want to live here.”

      Penny looked through the large French doors. The towering mountains on the far side of the lake were casting deep, mysterious shadows across the water. “I’ll cancel my flight and talk to Mr. Rogers. There has to be a way we can work from two places.”

      Diana looked at Katie.

      A bright red blush streaked across their sister’s face. “I’m still catching my flight to Los Angeles.”

      “Come on, Katie. At least say you’ll think about it. We all need to stay here.”

      “I’m not living in Sapphire Bay,” she said stubbornly.

      Penny cleared her throat. “We still have time to decide.”

      Katie checked the time. “I won’t change my mind. I’m heading into town to buy some fudge before I drive to the airport. Does anyone need anything while I’m there?”

      “No, thanks,” Diana said.

      After Barbara and Penny shook their heads, Katie headed toward the hallway. Halfway across the room, she stopped and turned to Penny. “Have you looked in the chest Grandma told you about?”

      The knot of grief in Penny’s chest tightened. “Not yet.”

      “Why not?”

      She didn’t want to answer Katie’s question. Even thinking about it made her heart pound.

      Diana placed her hand on Penny’s arm. “It’s okay. We understand.”

      Katie frowned. “It’s only a chest.”

      Barbara glared at their youngest sister. “Don’t you have any empathy for how Penny feels? She spent more time than any of us with Grandma.”

      “I couldn’t afford to fly home as often as Penny could. That doesn’t mean I didn’t love Grandma.”

      “We know,” Penny said quickly. The last thing she wanted was for Katie to go home upset. “And you’re right. It is only a chest. But I’m worried that once I look inside, I won’t be able to stop crying.”

      Katie looked confused. “Because of what Grandma found?”

      Penny shrugged. “It’s not so much what she found, but what it represents. Mom said Grandma spent a lot of time gathering scraps of information about her parents. If I can’t find out what happened to her dad, I’ll feel as though I’ve let her down.”

      Barbara sat beside Penny. “Grandma would be happy you’re willing to carry on where she left off. She knew the chance of discovering what happened to her dad was remote. But if anyone can figure it out, you can.”

      Katie stuck her hands in her pockets. “And you won’t be doing it alone. Four heads have to be better than one.”

      The smile on her sisters’ faces told Penny everything would be okay.

      Katie glanced at her watch. “I’d better go. I’ll be back in half an hour to collect my suitcases.”

      Diana patted Charlie. “And we’d better go for a walk. If I don’t see you before you leave, Katie, have a safe flight.”

      “I will.” Katie hugged Diana. “I’m sorry I can’t stay.”

      “There’s still time to change your mind.”

      “I know.”

      After Penny and Barbara hugged their sister, Katie picked up her wallet, gave Charlie a quick cuddle, then left.

      “I hope she stays,” Diana murmured. “I can’t imagine not coming back to Grandma’s house when I visit.”

      Neither could Penny. But with a promotion looming at work, she didn’t want to live here permanently, either.
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      Wyatt sat silently at the back of the art class in The Welcome Center, listening to Natalie Armstrong’s tutorial. Making a substantial living from selling art wasn’t easy, but Natalie had built a career that was the envy of many artists.

      From the information he’d found on the Internet, she exhibited her work at prestigious galleries across Europe and commanded high prices for her work. But, here she was, wearing an old paint-splattered shirt and jeans, and talking to a class of eager students.

      Although he wasn’t here to talk about photo journalism or any of the other interesting topics they were discussing, he found the conversation fascinating.

      By the end of the class, he could see why her workshops were so popular.

      After talking with her students, Natalie made her way over to him. “You must be Wyatt. Ethan told me you might be here.”

      He shook her hand. “I enjoyed the class.”

      “They’re a great group of people. Sometimes we don’t get a lot of painting done, but that’s okay. Ethan said you’re organizing a community art project?”

      “That’s right. I’m not sure what the best way of getting everyone involved would be. I’m hoping you’ll have some ideas.”

      Natalie slid awkwardly into a chair. She smiled when he jumped out of his seat to help her. “Thanks. Being pregnant can make it difficult to do simple things.”

      When she was standing, Natalie’s baby bump was hardly noticeable. But now, it was definitely there. “When is your baby due?”

      “In three months. Gabe, my husband, keeps telling me to slow down, but I enjoy what I’m doing. Tell me about the art project.”

      Wyatt handed her a folder of information. “I’d like to start in two weeks.”

      “That doesn’t leave you with a lot of time to organize everything.”

      “Pastor John is happy for us to paint the garage walls between the church and the tiny home village. So far, Wednesday seems to be the best day for the project meetings. Once we start painting, we can meet whenever it suits everyone.”

      “How long do you think it will take?”

      “It depends on how many people want to be part of the project. But if ten people are interested, it should only take a few weeks.”

      Natalie studied the pictures of other murals painted by community groups. “Do you have a theme in mind for the paintings?”

      “Not yet. I thought the residents of the tiny home village could come up with their own theme.”

      “Good idea. Ethan told me he wants the residents to get to know each other.”

      “The people who moved into their homes eighteen months ago don’t have a lot to do with the newer residents. Ethan and John are hoping the art project will bring everyone together.”

      “Have you told anyone who you are?”

      Wyatt’s eyes widened. There was no point pretending he wasn’t the person Natalie thought he was. “How did you know?”

      “Ethan asked if I knew you. I saw one of your exhibitions when I was working in Venice. It was amazing.”

      “Thank you. And to answer your question, Ethan and Pastor John are the only people who know I paint professionally.”

      Natalie grinned. “Don’t worry. Your secret is safe with me.”

      “It’s not a secret. The only reason people don’t know who I am is because I haven’t shown anyone my paintings.”

      “Well, if you have some spare time, you could give a guest presentation at The Welcome Center’s art program. The students would love to see your work and ask you questions. But, in the meantime, let’s look at your project plan. I’ve got some ideas about what could happen after you finish the murals.”

      As Natalie told him about another project she had been involved in, he wrote her ideas on a sheet of paper. Listening to her made him realize how much he had to learn about living in a small community. And how much he could enjoy it if he forgot about what had brought him here.
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      Penny pushed a lock of hair off her face with the back of her arm. After a lot of maneuvering, she’d lifted two small wooden tables out of the attic and onto the back lawn. With a little tender loving care they would make gorgeous bedside tables. All they needed was a light sand and a fresh coat of oil.

      She plugged her granddad’s sander into the extension cord and pulled on her mask.

      As a child, when her sisters were playing with their dolls, climbing trees, or daydreaming inside a book, she was with her grandfather, helping him build furniture, toys, or anything her grandma needed. Even though she hadn’t built anything in years, she was sure her carpentry skills were one of the reasons she was chosen to work for Barclays.

      With earplugs firmly stuck inside her ears, she turned on the sander and smiled in anticipation. In a couple of hours, the tables would look amazing.

      Halfway through the second table, the sander stopped. Flicking the switch back and forth didn’t help, so she turned around, ready to check that her sisters hadn’t unplugged the extension cord by mistake.

      Standing behind her, with the cord dangling in his hands, was her mysterious neighbor.

      Penny frowned. “Why did you do that?”

      “I’m trying to work and I can’t do that with the noise you’re making. Have you ever heard of using the garage?”

      “I can’t. We moved a lot of Grandma’s furniture in there and there’s no room.”

      “Well, make room,” came the gruff response. “Do whatever you have to do to stop the noise you’re making. As well as being annoying, it’s sending dust everywhere. I’m on a tight time frame and can’t afford to miss a few hours of painting.”

      “Don’t you think you’re being unreasonable? It’s not as if I’ve been sanding the tables for the entire day.”

      Wyatt’s eyes narrowed. “The noise you’re making is only some of the problem. Whenever your sister’s dog leaves the house, he sits under my window, howling. Then another sister knocked on my door an hour ago, wanting to know if I knew anything about the boat shed between our properties. It’s worse than living in Chicago.”

      He must be exaggerating. Penny waited for a smile to crack the stern set of his mouth. It didn’t happen. “I’m sorry we’re interrupting you.” She took the cord out of his hand. “I’ll tell Diana to keep Charlie away from your house and Barbara won’t ask any more questions.” She looked at the tables. “I’ll finish the sanding on the other side of the house. Hopefully, you won’t hear as much noise.”

      “Thanks.” Wyatt ran his hand around the back of his neck. “I’m sorry about the other day—when I thought you were stealing the flowers.”

      Penny took a deep breath. She hadn’t expected an apology, especially after he was so grouchy about being interrupted. “Don’t worry about it.”

      “You were right. I should have asked who you were before I yelled.”

      “It doesn’t matter.” She glanced at his paint-splattered clothes. “The paintings you’re working on must be important.”

      “They are. I promised a gallery I’d have them ready for an exhibition in a few weeks’ time.”

      Penny’s eyes widened. “Congratulations. You must be a talented artist.”

      “I do my best.”

      She bit her bottom lip. Even if she moved to the garage, the noise of the sander could still distract him, especially if he was feeling stressed. “I know what it’s like to work with a tight timeline. Last night, I went for a walk around the lake. It helped clear my mind.”

      Wyatt looked at the sander. “And if I’m walking, you could finish the tables.”

      Penny wasn’t sure if her suggestion annoyed or amused him. “By the time you return, everything will be a peaceful oasis of tranquility.”

      Wyatt crossed his arms in front of his broad chest. “Okay, but I’ll be back in thirty minutes.”

      Penny checked her watch. “I’ll make sure I’m finished before then.” Wasting no time, she plugged the sander into the extension cord. “Enjoy your walk.”

      Before Wyatt replied, she turned on the sander and ran it over the top of the table. And if she snuck a look at her neighbor’s retreating back as he walked toward the lake, no one would hold it against her. Especially when he had the type of body most women would sigh over.
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      Wyatt glanced at his watch. In the end, it wouldn’t have mattered how long Penny took to finish the tables. A few minutes after leaving his house, Pastor John had called. He wanted to finalize the registration process for the art program.

      With his mind on everything except his current painting, meeting John gave him an excuse to do something else. So, instead of dwelling on the fact that his painting was going nowhere, he drove to The Welcome Center and met Pastor John.

      “How many people will you need for the project?” John asked.

      Wyatt had been mulling over the same question since he’d seen the tiny home village. “I’d like to include as many people as possible. There are a few stages to the process. To make it easier to involve more people, I thought we could break the project into design, preparation, implementation, and follow-up stages.”

      John’s eyebrows rose. “It sounds as though you’ve done this before.”

      And just like that, his heart was heavy with grief. “After my wife died, I helped the local hospital organize a community art project. That’s why Ethan asked me to help you. We raised a lot of money for the hospital’s intensive care unit.”

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t know about your wife.”

      Wyatt shrugged, but the seemingly careless gesture hid a lifetime’s worth of sorrow. “Helping the hospital’s sponsorship team made me realize I wasn’t alone. Many people lose people they love in terrible circumstances.”

      “I’m grateful you’re here. When Ethan told me you were interested in helping us, I thought he was joking.”

      “It’s helping me, too. I never would have moved to Sapphire Bay if it weren’t for Ethan, so I guess we both have a lot to be thankful for.” Wyatt made a few notes on the sheet of paper in front of him. “We could hold an informal meeting with the residents at the tiny home village. If you have a barbecue, I’ll provide lunch for everyone. We could talk about the project and keep a register of anyone who’s interested in helping.”

      “You make it sound easy.”

      “It doesn’t have to be difficult.” A light tap on Pastor John’s door made Wyatt turn around. Standing uncertainly in the doorway was the little red-headed boy he’d met the other day.

      “Hi, Pastor John. Mrs. Devlin said to tell you the basketball game has just started.”

      John grinned. “Thanks, Jack. I’ll be there soon.”

      Jack’s bright blue gaze connected with Wyatt’s. “When are you painting the walls?”

      “We’ll start planning what we’ll paint at the end of next week.”

      “Dad is nearly okay with me helping. Can you talk to him?”

      Wyatt glanced at John. He knew nothing about Jack and his dad or what might make Jack’s dad hesitate.

      “Your dad probably has other things on his mind.” Pastor John knelt beside Jack. “Once we have the place and time we’re meeting, I’ll ask your dad if it’s okay if you come.”

      “Thanks. Dad likes you.”

      John ruffled Jack’s hair. “I like you both, too. You’d better hurry back to Mrs. Devlin or she’ll wonder where you’ve gone.”

      Jack lifted his arm in a silent wave to Wyatt before rushing out of the office.

      “He’s a good kid,” John said. “He’s been living in the tiny home village with his dad for the last six months.”

      “How did his dad end up in a wheelchair?”

      “Richard’s army truck hit a land mine in Afghanistan. His right leg had to be amputated.”

      “That must have been devastating.”

      “It changed his life in ways he never imagined. They gave him a prosthetic leg, but he has a lot of trouble with it. When the pain is too much, he uses a wheelchair.”

      “Can the leg be modified so it’s more comfortable?”

      John looked through the window. “His insurance only covered the first leg. Anything after that is seen as cosmetic. Richard has a few options, but he would have to see a specialist at a private clinic. That’s beyond his finances, so he makes do as best he can.”

      Wyatt stood beside John. Jack was running across the yard, heading at full speed toward the basketball court. “Is there anything I can do?”

      “Encouraging Richard to be part of the art project will help him and his son. Richard will feel more connected to the community, and Jack loves to be involved in everything.”

      A roar of applause filled the air. “You’re missing a great game.”

      “You’re right.” John picked up his baseball cap. “If you’re not doing anything you could join me.”

      “Maybe another time. I need to spend the rest of the day painting.”

      “Will you finish everything in time for your exhibition?”

      “I hope so. Enjoy the game.”

      Wyatt followed John out of the building and headed toward the parking lot. Halfway to his truck, another cheer filled the air.

      He enjoyed basketball. But, apart from the art project, he hadn’t taken time off work in so long that he felt guilty just thinking about it. His work consumed him, filled the darkest part of who he was with hope, and put food on his table.

      Without it, he worried that he’d go back to the person he was after his wife died—and he never wanted to be that person again.
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      For the tenth time that day, Penny checked her emails. After she’d arranged to take another week off work, her boss had told her he was emailing everyone about the vacant management position in her team.

      There were four new messages, but nothing from work. With a heavy sigh, she left the kitchen. As she grabbed her coat from the hallway closet, Charlie skidded to a stop in front of her.

      Penny patted his head. “Hi, boy. Where’s Diana?”

      Charlie’s head swung toward a room opposite them. She should have realized that’s where her sister would be. As well as being Penny’s favorite room, it had now become her sister’s, too.

      Their grandmother had affectionately named the oval room the tower because of its circular wall and high ceiling. When they were younger, Diana refused to cut her hair. Her one and only goal was to become Rapunzel and dangle her long golden locks from the highest window.

      Penny smiled when she saw Diana. She was sitting in a pool of late afternoon sunshine, sorting through some old photographs.

      “I’m going for a walk around the lake. Do you want to come?”

      “I’m okay here. I want to sort through these photos before I go into town tomorrow. Have you heard from your boss?”

      “Not yet.”

      Diana checked her watch. “You should hear from him soon.”

      “That’s what I’m hoping, too. I’ll be back in the next hour.”

      “Don’t rush. Barbara’s making dinner.”

      Penny had already seen the meat marinating in the refrigerator and the salads sitting on a shelf. Her sister was so organized, it was scary. “Do you want me to take Charlie for a walk, too?”

      As if sensing an opportunity to escape, the Golden Labrador sat at her feet, his big brown eyes focused entirely on Penny.

      Diana laughed. “It looks as though he’s decided for both of us. Enjoy your walk.”

      By the time they left the house, a gentle breeze was drifting across the lake. Penny breathed in the clean, crisp air. It was wonderful to be outside, to let go of all the thoughts that were racing around her head.

      She looked along the trail. With no one else in sight, she let Charlie off his leash and followed the path that would take them farther away from town.

      When her cell phone pinged, she checked her messages. With a pounding heart, she read the email from her boss. This couldn’t be right. He’d told her they would start the recruitment process next month. But, for some reason, they’d moved a manager from a different department into the role.

      She read the email again, wondering if she’d missed something. There was no way anyone could do the job without having previous experience in property management. A sinking feeling hit her stomach. Had asking for more time away from work been a mistake? Did her boss think she wasn’t committed to the organization? That she’d changed her mind and didn’t want the promotion?

      Charlie barked and she looked over her shoulder. Wyatt was walking along the same path. But instead of being able to enjoy the peaceful serenity of the afternoon, Charlie had ambushed him.

      Penny hurried toward them. “Charlie! Come here.” Diana’s bouncy, lovable dog ignored her. She reached into her pocket. “Here, boy. I’ve got a treat.”

      Charlie looked at Penny and licked his lips. With no extra coaxing, he ran back, wolfing down the dried chicken thins in one gulp.

      Wyatt’s eyes crinkled at the corners. “Thanks.”

      Penny attached Charlie’s leash to his collar. “You’re welcome. I’m sorry about the doggy drool.”

      He looked down at his jeans and shrugged. “It doesn’t matter. Charlie’s happy.”

      “He’s always happy when he sees someone he knows. Did you get plenty of painting done today?”

      “Not as much as I wanted. After I saw you, I had a meeting with Pastor John.”

      “About the art project?”

      Wyatt’s eyebrows rose. “You’ve heard about what we’re doing?”

      “Mom told us. She has a way of discovering what’s happening in the community.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind.” Wyatt’s blue eyes focused on her. “It looks as though we’re both going in the same direction. Do you want company?”

      “I thought…” Penny’s voice petered out. She didn’t want to sound rude, but she thought she was the last person he would want to spend time with.

      “If you’d prefer to walk on your own—”

      “No, it isn’t that.” She took a deep breath. “I’d enjoy your company. It looks as though Charlie would, too.” The dog in question was sitting on his bottom staring adoringly at Wyatt.

      “I’m surprised he isn’t barking. He usually does plenty of that when he sees me.”

      “Charlie only does that when he wants your attention. He’ll be better behaved after he’s had a walk.”

      Wyatt gestured toward the trail. “We’d better keep moving, then. Apart from sanding the side tables, what have you been doing today?”

      Penny slid her cell phone into her pocket. There would be plenty of time later to worry about the email. For now, Wyatt and Charlie were a welcome distraction. “I’ve been sorting through some furniture and boxes in the attic.”

      “That must have been difficult.”

      “It was hard seeing the things my grandparents had carefully packed away. Diana found an old scrapbook with all the pictures we’d drawn for them. They’d even kept the painted handprints we made before we started school.” Thinking about the pictures brought tears to her eyes. “Time goes by so quickly. When you’re young, you think you’ll never be twenty. And, before you know it, you’re thirty-five.”

      “And then you’re forty and sixty doesn’t sound far away.”

      Penny sighed. “That makes me feel worse.”

      “It’s part of life. Growing old is a privilege.”

      The words were spoken so softly that she nearly missed them. “I never thought of it that way.”

      Wyatt stuck his hands in his jacket pockets. “You seemed upset before Charlie saw me. Is everything else all right?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “I’ve had plenty of days like that. Is there anything I can do?”

      Charlie stopped to sniff a long tuft of grass. Penny waited beside him, not sure whether to tell Wyatt about what had happened at work.

      “I’m a good listener.”

      She looked into his serious blue eyes and sighed. Pulling out her cell phone, she showed him the message. “I really wanted the promotion. I’ve been working alongside the person who’s doing the job for months. Our latest project is ahead of schedule and under budget.” The more she thought about it, the more worried she became. “Why wouldn’t they ask me to manage our team? I have everything they need, including a good relationship with some of the biggest property investors in Seattle.”

      “Sometimes people make decisions that don’t seem logical.”

      Her hand tightened around Charlie’s leash. “I spoke to the manager who was doing the recruiting last month. He said I had everything they were looking for in a candidate. Why didn’t he tell me what they’d done when he called me?”

      “Perhaps he wasn’t the person who made the decision and he felt embarrassed?”

      Penny looked down at Charlie. She was probably overreacting, but the sting of disappointment was still raw. “Or it could be something else. I asked him if I could work from Sapphire Bay for a week or two each month. That might have changed his mind.”

      “Can your job be done from here?”

      “I live in Seattle, but work on projects along the West Coast. I could easily do half of my time from here.”

      “Was it important you work from Sapphire Bay?”

      Penny nodded and followed Charlie along the trail.

      “It might help to talk about it.”

      “It’s a long story.”

      Wyatt smiled and her heart pounded. “It doesn’t look as though Charlie’s in a hurry to go home.”

      She hadn’t spoken to anyone besides her sisters and parents about the clause in her grandma’s will. And even then, she’d kept her deepest fears to herself. “Are you sure you want to know? It would be a lot quieter if my sisters and I weren’t living in Grandma’s house.”

      “But not as much fun. The muffins someone leaves at my front door make all the noise worthwhile.”

      Penny’s cheeks burned. “We thought it might make you a little less grumpy when Charlie comes to visit.”

      With a cheeky grin, Wyatt leaned toward her. “It’s working. Why do you want to stay?”

      And with a worried frown, she told him why she was here, why she wanted to live here, and why it might not happen.
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      As Wyatt listened to Penny, his frown deepened. “They can’t do that.”

      “They might not call it firing, but Barclays could restructure the team and not need me.”

      “If they did, they’d be crazy. Apart from anything else, it takes months to bring a new person up to speed with what’s happening in an organization. Let alone a major project.”

      Penny shook her head. “They’ll say the staff at work have transferable skills, that another person won’t take long to fill the gaps.”

      “Even though you didn’t get the promotion, you still have a job. Has your boss told you if you can work from Sapphire Bay?”

      “Not yet.”

      “What will you do if he doesn’t want you to work from here?”

      “I don’t know. I have a lovely home in Seattle, a wonderful group of friends, and a job I love. But this,”—she looked at the lake, then lifted her chin as she followed the towering peaks of the mountain range—“this is where I belong. Grandma has given us more than her house. She’s left us with a legacy, a chance to change our lives and grow closer together.”

      Wyatt let the truth of what she was saying wash through him. He’d never felt the same sense of connection to anything. When he was living in Chicago, all he’d wanted was the soothing Tuscan landscape he’d given up for his wife. And when he was in Tuscany, he’d craved the rugged plains of Scotland or the hot, dry heat of the Australian outback.

      Before he met Anya, being a landscape artist had turned him into a nomad, searching the world for the perfect setting, the perfect light—somewhere to create the perfect painting.

      “I don’t want to let my family down.”

      He studied the stubborn tilt to Penny’s chin and saw more than she knew. “From what I’ve seen, your family loves you. They wouldn’t disown you if you put your career above your grandparents’ home.”

      “Diana wants to live here more than anyone. She’d be the most upset if I told her I was leaving. Barbara wants to stay and, out of all of us, could move here without too much bother. And then there’s Katie.”

      “Your sister who’s the writer?”

      Penny nodded. “She’s chasing a dream in Los Angeles and nothing anyone says can change her mind. If I’d stayed in Seattle, Katie would have been thrilled.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “She loves living in California.”

      “More than living here?”

      “Definitely. When we were teenagers she couldn’t wait to leave.”

      “People change.”

      “Not Katie.”

      Wyatt sighed. “I used to think people never changed, too. But I was wrong.”

      “What happened?”

      He looked away from the curiosity in Penny’s eyes. “I never thought I’d settle in one place. Dad worked for a humanitarian aid organization and we moved around a lot. As an adult, I did the same thing. It wasn’t until I met my wife, Anya, that I had to learn how to live in one place. Her work was based in Chicago, so that’s where we stayed. She died in a car accident three years ago.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      Wyatt took a deep breath. “Sometimes it feels like a lifetime ago. At other times, the grief is as raw as if it had happened last week. I guess what I’m trying to say is that people change, whether they want to or not.”

      Penny looked across the lake. “Did you enjoy living in Chicago?”

      “I loved my wife, so I learned to like Chicago.”

      Penny frowned.

      He knew what she was thinking, and she was right. “If I could have chosen where we lived, it wouldn’t have been in a city. But we bought a house in the suburbs, not the center of town. It wasn’t too bad once you got used to it.”

      “Your nose is growing.”

      His gaze shot to her face. Penny’s smile surprised him. “We always went on a long summer vacation. It helped to have something to look forward to. What will you do next?”

      “I’ll call my manager. If I can’t work from Sapphire Bay, I’ll think about what I’ll do next.”

      Charlie let out a deep-chested woof, then tore ahead of them.

      “That sounds like a good plan. In the meantime, we can enjoy the rest of our walk.”

      Penny looked along the trail. “If Charlie makes it home without jumping in the lake, I’ll be happy.”

      Wyatt nodded. Sometimes you had to look for the silver linings—even if they were small.
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      After thinking about it for far too long, Penny was finally ready to open her grandma’s chest. Earlier this morning, she’d told Diana about the mystery surrounding their grandma’s father. Since then, they’d both looked through their grandma’s closets and a few dusty boxes in the attic. But it was the old wooden chest they were both eager to open.

      “Do you have the key?” Diana asked.

      Penny held the tarnished silver lock in her hand. “I didn’t think it would be locked. Hopefully, Mom knows where it is.”

      “Do you want me to call her?”

      “That would be great.” She stood and looked around the dusty attic. “While you’re talking to Mom, I’ll hunt through the other things in here.”

      “Watch out for the cockroaches and mice.”

      Penny glanced at her sister. “They don’t scare me. It’s Katie who hates creepy crawlies.”

      “Talking about Katie”—Diana pulled out her cell phone—“has she called anyone since she arrived in Los Angeles?”

      “She spoke to Barbara before she started work. The flight was on time and the traffic from the airport was horrendous.”

      “She should have stayed here.”

      “If we need her, she’ll come back.” Penny opened the top drawer of a long-forgotten dresser. A layer of dust filled the air and she coughed, waving the worst of it away. “Once we figure out what we’re doing with the house, it might not matter, anyway.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “If my manager wants me to work from Seattle, I might not be able to stay.”

      Diana lowered her phone. “Don’t say that. You have to live here.”

      The last few months had been difficult for Diana but, seeing the worry on her sister’s face, Penny had a feeling it had been worse than anyone realized. “You could live with Mom and Dad.”

      “I know. I just…” Diana’s eyes filled with tears. “I’m devastated that I missed saying goodbye to Grandma. After I left Derek, I promised myself I’d see everyone in our family more often. But I only saw Grandma a few times before she died.”

      “She knew you loved her.”

      Diana wiped her eyes. “I hope so. I was grateful she wanted us to live together for a year. I’ve missed everyone.”

      “I’ve missed you, too, but I don’t know if I can stay in Sapphire Bay.” She rubbed her sister’s arm. “You’ve had a rough year. How are you feeling?”

      “Lost. I thought Derek and I would be married for the rest of our lives. Even after I found out about his affairs, it didn’t make leaving him any easier.”

      Penny didn’t know what to say to comfort her sister. Derek had seemed like a nice person. He had a good career, a friendly family, and he seemed to genuinely love Diana. Everyone, including her sister, was shocked when they heard about his double life.

      “At least you can make other plans now.”

      “I wish it was that easy. Our house is being sold, I don’t have a job, and Derek took half of everything I own in our divorce settlement. It will take me years to get back on my feet.”

      “And you think living here will help?”

      Diana nodded and sat on a dusty chair. “This house is full of wonderful memories. Do you remember when Katie cleaned the chimney?”

      It was hard to forget, especially when their granddad had spent the next two days getting the ash and soot out of the rug in the living room. “She wanted to make sure Santa could deliver his presents.”

      “And what about the time you cut a hole in the back door?”

      Penny sat beside her sister. “I thought putting in a cat door would be easy, but I didn’t realize how big Pickles had grown. What about the last time we went fishing with Granddad? Barbara was so excited when she caught a trout that she fell into the lake.”

      “But she still kept it on the end of her line.” Diana’s sad smile brought tears to Penny’s eyes. “This house feels like home. It’s part of who we were and who we’ve become. I’m not ready to give it to someone else.”

      “We might not have a choice.”

      Diana frowned. “We always have a choice, starting right now.” She opened the cover on her cell phone. “If Mom doesn’t know where the key to the chest has gone, I’ll call Dad. He might have a pair of bolt cutters in his garage.”

      While her sister was busy on the phone, Penny opened another set of drawers. Carefully, she pulled out a tiny baby bonnet and booties and smiled at the other hand knitting.

      Diana was right about one thing. Their grandparents’ house was full of special memories. And after everything that had happened, she wasn’t sure if she was ready to say goodbye to them, either.

      But before she could tell Diana if she was staying, she needed to call her boss. And she would, just as soon as the chest was open and they’d looked inside.
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      Within fifteen minutes of calling their mom, Mabel opened the attic door and smiled at Penny and Diana. “I should have given you the key the other day.”

      “You didn’t need to rush over here, Mom. Diana and I could have found something else to do.”

      “It was no bother. Besides, your dad is happy to look after the store while I’m here.” She pulled a silver key from her pocket and placed it inside the lock. “The last time I opened the chest was before your grandma went into the retirement village.”

      With a satisfying click, the lock sprung open.

      Penny leaned closer, eager to see what was inside. When she saw the carefully folded clothes placed between layers of tissue paper, she sighed.

      Her mom chuckled. “You won’t find any gold or silver in here, but treasure comes in all shapes and sizes.” She handed Penny a cotton dress with a delicate lace collar. “Your great-grandmother made this dress for your grandma. The bobbins and pins that she used to make the lace are in the attic, too.”

      Penny ran her fingers across the pretty dress. “It’s beautiful.”

      “Your great-grandmother was a wonderful seamstress. After her husband died, she made clothes for the people of Polson. It was the only way she could survive.” She handed Diana a heavy brown jacket. “This was your great-grandfather’s. It’s one of the few things of his your grandma kept.”

      Diana slowly unfolded the jacket and held it against her chest. “He must have been about my height, but twice as wide.”

      Mabel touched the sleeve. “Your great-grandfather’s name was Patrick Kelly. He traveled from Ireland to begin a new life in Montana. Your grandma told me he was a boxer before he worked on the steamboats.”

      “Have you checked the pockets?” Penny asked. “There might be a stray piece of paper or something that would tell us more about him.”

      “That was the first thing I thought of, too,” Mabel said. “But the pockets are empty.”

      While her sister draped the jacket over a chair, Penny took a handkerchief out of the chest. Embroidered in one corner were the initials PK. “What do you know about our great-grandfather, Mom?”

      “From what your grandma said, he had a lot of big dreams, but struggled to make anything work. Everything I discovered is written in the notebook I left in the kitchen. I made a list of everything your grandma told me, then added the other information I found.”

      “Did you ask the librarians at the Polson Public Library?”

      “I did. They helped me photocopy the census records and land information from when your great-grandparents lived in Polson. They have a historical photograph collection, but most of the images don’t have captions. After a couple of days of searching, I found nothing.”

      Their mom reached into the chest and handed Penny a leather journal. “If you want to understand your great-grandfather a little better, read this. It’s one of your great-grandmother’s diaries.”

      “I should wear gloves. This is too precious to risk getting dirty.”

      “I know what you can use.” Mabel hunted inside the chest. “Try these. They might fit.”

      The cream, cotton gloves were incredibly delicate. Penny admired the row of pearl buttons, the fine lace along the top edge. “Did these belong to our great-grandmother?”

      “I think they’re too old to belong to Margaret, your great-grandmother,” Mabel said as she pulled herself to her feet. “Most of the photos I’ve seen of gloves like this were worn in the 1890s. That would make them your great-great-grandmother’s or another woman’s from the same era.”

      “They’re so small,” Diana said.

      Penny carefully placed her hand inside a glove. Diana was right—they were far too small for her. “I’ll damage them if I pull them on. I’ll open the journal after I’ve found something else to wear.”

      “We have gloves in the first aid kit,” Diana said. “I’ll get them.”

      After Diana left, Mabel took a small enamel box out of the chest. “This is the box your grandma was talking about. There was no mention of it in any of the journals.”

      The box was painted a soft shade of blue with butterflies and birds decorating the surface. When Penny turned it over, she was surprised there were no marks on the bottom to show who had made it. “It’s lovely.”

      Mabel nodded. “Even though your grandma didn’t know anything about the box, she treasured it.”

      Penny unclipped a small metal catch and carefully opened the lid. Nestled within a black velvet lining was a small gold key.

      “We spent a lot of time looking for anything it might open.”

      The top of the key was shaped like a heart with filigree arches turning it into something special. Penny took it out of the box and rubbed her thumb across the metal. “I could look on the Internet. Someone might have taken a photo of another key that’s like this one. It might help us discover what it opens.”

      “Your grandma thought it opened a drawer, but it didn’t fit any of her mother’s furniture.”

      Diana hurried into the attic and handed Penny and their mom some gloves. “Is that the special box Grandma was talking about?”

      “It is. Do you want to have a look?”

      While her sister studied the small box and key, Penny pulled on a pair of gloves and picked up the journal. Considering its age, the binding and pages were in good condition.

      A lump formed in her throat as she read the beautiful handwriting. She’d never met her great-grandmother, but she’d heard many wonderful stories about her. She was a strong, brave, and very stubborn woman. In the early 1900s, with no family living in Montana, she’d raised her daughter on her own, started a business, and created a life that would make anyone proud.

      Diana held the key up to the light. “This looks like a Victorian skeleton key. They were used to open all kinds of furniture. Are you sure there isn’t a grandfather clock or a desk that you haven’t checked?”

      “We’ve already looked at everything in the house,” Mabel assured her. “I just hope no one sold the piece of furniture that matches the key.”

      “So do I. It would be wonderful to see what it opens.” Diana closed the box and handed it to Penny. “Have you talked to your manager about your job?”

      She kept her head bent over the journal. “Not yet.”

      Her sister’s silence spoke for itself.

      Mabel rubbed Penny’s arm. “Barbara told me you didn’t get the promotion. I’m sorry.”

      Penny closed the journal and held it against her chest. “It doesn’t matter.”

      “Of course, it does,” Diana said. “You have all the qualifications and experience they wanted. Even your manager thought you were perfect for the job.”

      “The recruiting team must have been looking for something else.”

      Diana frowned. “It’s still disappointing. The least they could have done was tell you before they sent the email.”

      Penny thought the same thing, but there was nothing she could do about it now. Talking to Wyatt had helped her figure out what was important. Reading her great-grandmother’s journal had sealed her fate. “When I call my manager, it won’t be to see if I can work from Montana. It will be to tell him I’m resigning.”

      Diana’s mouth dropped open. “You’re staying?”

      Penny nodded. “I have no idea how I’ll earn money or what I’ll do with my home in Seattle. But, for the next twelve months, I’m not leaving Sapphire Bay.”

      Diana let out a squeal of excitement and wrapped Penny in a hug. “You won’t regret it.”

      Tears filled Mabel’s eyes. “I’m so happy,” she murmured as she pulled her girls into a tight embrace.

      For the first time since her grandma had died, a weight lifted off Penny’s shoulders. It was the right decision made for all the right reasons—even if it was a little scary.
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      Two days later, Penny went for a long walk around the lake. Barbara and her dad were thrilled that she was staying in Sapphire Bay, but they knew what a tough decision it had been. She loved her job; loved creating and selling new homes that people would cherish.

      Living permanently in Sapphire Bay, even though it was spectacular, wasn’t something she’d ever imagined doing. For someone who was used to dealing with property developers, architects, builders, and prospective homeowners, living on the shore of Flathead Lake would be like going on a permanent vacation. As much as the thought appealed, she needed to find a job. And the chance of finding anything that she enjoyed as much as her role in Barclays was frighteningly low.

      “You don’t have Charlie with you today.”

      Penny nearly stumbled over a tree root. She was so lost in her thoughts she hadn’t seen her neighbor walking toward her. “Hi, Wyatt. Charlie stayed with Diana. She’s baking his favorite treats.”

      Wyatt’s eyes crinkled at the corners. “That makes sense. Did you enjoy your walk?”

      Penny nodded. “It’s a beautiful day. I haven’t seen you walking at this time of the morning before.”

      “I’m usually painting by now, but I’m talking to the residents of the tiny home village in an hour. I thought I’d get some exercise while I could. Have you called your manager?”

      “I did, but it wasn’t to ask if I could work from here. I resigned.”

      Wyatt’s eyebrows rose.

      “I know. It’s not what you expected to hear, but it’s the right thing to do. I want to spend time with my family and I can’t do that from Seattle. So, here I am.”

      “Your mom and dad must be happy.”

      For the first time that morning, Penny smiled. “They are. Barbara’s staying as well.”

      “And Katie?”

      Penny’s smile dimmed. “She’s thinking about it.”

      “If she could find a job here, it might make a difference.”

      “I’m not sure even that would help.”

      “What about you? Would finding a job in Sapphire Bay or Polson make it easier to live here?”

      “I need to find a job regardless of why I’m staying. If I rent my home in Seattle, it will cover most of my mortgage. But I still need money to live on while I’m here.”

      “What sort of job do you want?”

      “I’m happy to do anything. If you hear of any vacancies, let me know.”

      “I need help with the registrations for the art program. It doesn’t pay anything, but it would keep you busy until you find something else.”

      “When would you need me to start?”

      “Today?”

      “Do you want me to come to the meeting with you?”

      Wyatt nodded. “Only if you have the time. I could fill you in afterward if that’s easier.”

      Apart from cleaning out her grandma’s attic, she had nothing else planned. “Okay, but I’ll need to let Barbara and Diana know what I’m doing. Are you walking back to your house?”

      Wyatt nodded. “Do you have time for a quick cup of coffee? I could tell you a little more about the project.” He smiled when she didn’t immediately reply. “If we’re going to be neighbors and work colleagues, I’d better make an effort to be nice.”

      Making an effort was totally unnecessary. Each time she saw Wyatt a tingle of awareness skittered along her spine. After her terrible dating track record, she’d given up on ever finding anyone who made her want to know more about him. But her new neighbor intrigued her.

      “I’ll come for coffee if you show me some of your paintings.” She was surprised when he hesitated. It never occurred to her that he wouldn’t want anyone seeing them. Maybe he had some kind of superstition about people looking at the paintings before they were finished.

      “It’s okay if you don’t want me to see them.”

      “I’m not sure they’re worth seeing at the moment. Only one is finished. The others are in various stages of development.”

      “That sounds like something I’d say. For someone with a creative brain, you have a very analytical way of looking at the world.”

      “My parents had something to do with that.” Wyatt walked toward his house. “Because we traveled around so much when I was younger, I had to be more organized and independent than most children. At the time, I hated it, but it taught me some valuable life lessons.”

      Penny wondered if moving around had also had some negative effects on his life. She’d moved from city to city for more than eight years, searching for the perfect job. Making friends and creating a life for herself outside of work seemed futile. But when you spent a lot of time at work, it was too easy to become lonely.

      “When did you start painting?”

      “I can’t remember a time when I didn’t have a paintbrush in my hand. I sold my first painting when I was fourteen and had my first exhibition when I was seventeen. Since then, it’s all I’ve wanted to do.”

      Wyatt opened his back door and Penny stepped into the high-ceilinged mudroom. She slipped off her sneakers and looked through to the kitchen. White, glossy cabinets sat beneath a sparkling quartz countertop. Silver appliances and gorgeous pendant lights completed a kitchen most people would adore. “You were lucky to find this rental. There aren’t too many in Sapphire Bay, especially homes that look like this.”

      “My friend Ethan called me as soon as the property became available. It’s a little large for me, but it’s perfect for painting. There’s lots of natural light and plenty of room to spread out.” Wyatt turned on the coffeepot. “I’ll show you my paintings before I make us a hot drink.”

      Penny enjoyed walking through the house. From the street, the two-story building looked like a standard, modern home with a plaster exterior and large windows. But whoever owned it had spent a lot of time and effort taking it from an ordinary house to something special.

      The wooden floors, gorgeous floor-length curtains, and beautiful furniture made it feel like a wonderful family home. “How long are you staying here?”

      Wyatt opened a door at the far end of the hallway. “My rental agreement is for another two months, but I can extend the contract.”

      An unexpected lump formed in her throat. When it was time for him to leave, she’d miss seeing Wyatt on the trail around the lake, or taking muffins and cookies across to him most days. “Do you think you’ll stay here for longer?”

      “I’m not sure.” Clearing his throat, he waved her into his studio. “Welcome to my world.”

      If Penny didn’t know better, she would have thought he was nervous. Cautiously, she stepped inside the room. Enormous windows filled one wall, sending sunlight cascading across the room. Temporary shelving ran along another wall, holding all kinds of interesting-looking things.

      “I bought the shelving from your parents’ store after I moved here. It keeps everything in one place.”

      She walked toward a large canvas sitting on an easel. Soothing strokes of blue and green washed across a lake. Shadows from the towering mountain range cocooned the landscape in a deep and dramatic embrace, drawing her into the scene.

      “This is amazing. I feel as though I’m standing on the edge of the water, waiting for something incredible to happen.”

      Wyatt sighed. “That’s good. The painting’s called Anticipation. I should finish it in a couple of days.”

      Penny studied another painting propped on a different easel. This time, the colors were rich and golden. A cornfield stretched into forever, bending gently against a breeze that only her imagination could see. “I can almost feel the wind drifting across the field. How do you do that?”

      “Practice.”

      Her eyebrows rose as she looked at Wyatt. He was as deep and mysterious as the lake he’d created in the first painting. “I could practice for eight hours every day and I’d never be as good as you.”

      “Everyone has things they’re good at. For me, it’s painting.”

      Tilting her head to the side, she tried to work out if he was being modest or simply saw his gift as nothing unusual. “I sold a lot of multi-million dollar properties to wealthy clients. Their houses showcased some of the most incredible art I’ve ever seen. Your paintings, even unfinished, would make most of those canvases look like something I’d paint.” Penny pointed to the picture of the cornfield. “What would something like this sell for?”

      Wyatt picked an old rag off the worktable and placed it with some others. “The price isn’t important.”

      “It is if you want to pay your rent,” she said half-jokingly. “If I said three thousand dollars, would I be too high or not high enough?” She almost smiled when she saw Wyatt’s pained expression. She wasn’t an art collector, but she knew his paintings were worth a lot more. It was kind of cute to see how shocked he was.

      “If you bought it for that much, it would be the sale of the century.”

      “Okay. What about ten thousand?” The stubborn tilt to his jaw told her he wouldn’t tell her. “Have you given any of your paintings away?”

      “For free?”

      Penny nodded.

      “It’s not something I do all the time, but I’ve given away a few.”

      That was a surprise. “Who did you give them to?”

      “Different charities. The coffeepot will be hot. Come to the kitchen and I’ll get you a cup.”

      Penny took one last look around the room. “Can I see the paintings when they’re finished?”

      “I’ll call you before I send them to the gallery.”

      “And tell me the prices?”

      “No.”

      “Okay, but I don’t give up easily.”

      Wyatt smiled. “I’ve noticed.”

      With an answering grin, Penny followed him into the kitchen. She’d noticed a lot about Wyatt, too, and she wanted to know more.
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      Wyatt looked around the meeting room at The Welcome Center. Eighteen people had come to the first group meeting of the art project. They’d listened to what he’d said, asked questions, then moved into groups to discuss possible themes and ideas they might have.

      So far, everything had gone well. The only downside was that Jack and his dad, Richard, weren’t here.

      “How’s everything going?” Pastor John asked.

      “Better than I expected. Everyone seems happy to share their ideas and help with the murals.”

      “I didn’t think you’d have any problem finding volunteers. Penny looks as though she’s enjoying herself.”

      Wyatt looked across the room. Penny was smiling and making notes about what her group was discussing. It felt good to have her here, to have her experience what art could bring to a community. “I think she’s enjoying herself more than she realized.”

      John smiled. “Everyone’s enjoying themselves. This project is exactly what the tiny home village needs. We’ve grown so quickly over the last eighteen months and it’s time we found something to bring us together.”

      “If this doesn’t work, nothing will.” From first-hand experience, Wyatt had seen how powerful a well-run art project could be. “I updated the project plan to include a barbecue lunch after we finish the murals. Mabel and Allan Terry said they’d sponsor the food, so all I need to do is find some activities for the children.”

      “I know a company in Polson who’ve helped us with other events. I’m happy to call them if it saves you time.”

      “That would be great. Penny can help with anything that needs to be done. If we include her in our meetings, she could coordinate everything for us.”

      “How’s life with the Terry sisters as your neighbors?”

      Wyatt wasn’t sure what John meant. “I’m enjoying their company. I see Penny more than her other sisters. Charlie, Diana’s dog, doesn’t bark so often and, most days, someone brings across some home baking.”

      “It sounds as though you’ve got the best of both worlds. Peace and quiet when you’re painting and company when you need a break.”

      He supposed he did. After living on his own for the last few years, knowing Penny was next door with a fresh pot of coffee made a difference. Instead of dwelling on his own thoughts, he could talk to her about whatever was going through his head.

      John looked across the room as the meeting room’s doors swung open. “Thank goodness for that. I didn’t think Jack and Richard were going to make it.”

      Instead of the serious young boy Wyatt always saw, Jack had a smile on his face. It probably had a lot to do with his dad bringing him to the meeting. When he saw Wyatt, he raced across the room. “Are we too late?”

      Wyatt shook his head. “It’s the best time to be here. Everyone’s talking about what they’d like to see in the murals. I’ll show you which group you can join.”

      “Dad’s staying, too. Do you know where we’ve been?”

      Wyatt shook his head. Wherever it was, it seemed important to Jack.

      The little guy’s big blue eyes filled with excitement. “Mrs. Armstrong gave Dad and me a ride to the hospital. The doctors were real nice and helped Dad’s leg feel better.”

      “That’s great.”

      “And they said if Dad sees them later in the year, he might get a new leg.”

      Richard met them halfway across the room. Usually, he was in his wheelchair when Wyatt saw him. But not today. He stood tall and proud, looking more confident than when he’d last seen him.

      “Sorry we’re late. I had an appointment at the hospital.”

      Wyatt shook his hand. “So I heard. It’s good to see you again.”

      “We haven’t missed much,” Jack told his dad. “Wyatt said we can join one of the groups.”

      It didn’t look as though Richard was as excited as his son. In case he decided to leave, Wyatt pulled two chairs away from the table on his right. “You can sit here.”

      Andrea, a volunteer at The Welcome Center, was taking notes at the table. “Hi, Richard and Jack. Ellie just suggested a fish theme for one of the murals. What do you think?”

      Richard looked as though he’d rather go to the dentist than discuss Ellie’s idea. Jack, on the other hand, eagerly sat forward. “Dad and I go fishing on Flathead Lake. We catch brown trout. Sometimes, we don’t even use bait.”

      Ellie looked intrigued. “How do you catch fish without bait?”

      “You just throw in your line and it works. We even gave my friend Danny a fishing line with no bait and he caught a fish. You have to be real quick with your net. Otherwise, the trout jumps away.”

      As the other people at the table joined in with their fishing tales, Wyatt had a feeling the lake would feature on more than one mural. He looked at each of the tables, trying to gauge whether they had finished discussing their ideas.

      As his gaze skimmed across Penny’s table, she looked up. Their eyes collided and a sharp jolt of awareness hit him with the force of a sledgehammer. As if sensing his shock, Penny’s smile disappeared.

      Taking a deep breath, he forced his gaze away from her. He hadn’t been attracted to another woman since his wife died. He’d loved Anya with all his heart and couldn’t imagine feeling the same way about anyone else.

      But Penny had worked her way under his skin, filled his dreams, and made him terrified of what it meant.
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      Penny waved a French fry in front of Wyatt’s nose. “Are you listening?”

      The faraway look in his eyes disappeared. After the meeting with the residents of the tiny home village, she’d dragged Wyatt to The Welcome Center’s café. After some not-so-gentle persuasion, she’d convinced him that everyone needed to eat. Especially people who had six hours of painting ahead of them.

      “I’m listening,” Wyatt grumbled. “You were telling me how much the property values in Sapphire Bay have increased over the last three years.”

      “And why did I mention it?”

      Wyatt stared at her blankly.

      “I knew you weren’t listening. Trust me, this is the best time to buy a house, especially if it’s beside Flathead Lake. Compared to other locations, lakeside properties here are still selling well below the national average.” She dipped the French fry into a blob of ketchup. “If you’re looking for a solid investment, you’ll get better returns if you buy a property instead of putting your money in the bank.”

      “I’m happy where I am. I’m not staying in Sapphire Bay permanently.”

      That odd sinking feeling hit Penny’s chest again. “You don’t have to live here permanently to earn a great capital return. You could buy a property and rent it to someone else. The rental market is crying out for new houses.”

      Wyatt helped himself to one of her French fries. “I like the house I’m renting. Looking for something else would take too much time away from my painting.”

      “You could always ask the people who own the house you’re renting if they want to sell?” That suggestion went down just as well as the one of buying an investment property.

      Sitting back in his chair, Wyatt studied her face. “You’re having withdrawal symptoms.”

      “From what?”

      “Work. You’re so used to wheeling and dealing in the property market that you can’t stop—even when you’re living with your sisters.”

      Wyatt was right, but she wasn’t ready to admit that she could be a workaholic. “It doesn’t matter who I’m living with. Profit is profit, and house prices in Sapphire Bay will increase like they have in other towns around Flathead Lake. Just look at Woods Bay. Four years ago, you could buy a really nice three-bedroom home with a lake view for under two hundred thousand dollars. Similar properties are selling for at least half a million dollars now.”

      “Are you thinking of expanding your property portfolio?”

      “I don’t have enough equity in my Seattle home to buy an expensive property, but I’m thinking about buying a fixer-upper and starting from scratch.”

      “Have you talked to a realtor?”

      “Not yet.” That was on her list of things to do tomorrow. “I asked a few businesses if they were looking for staff, but no one has any jobs available. Buying a house was my next idea. Diana needs a job, too, so I thought she could help with the remodeling.”

      Wyatt plucked another French fry out of her basket. “Has she done anything like that before?”

      “No, but she’s enthusiastic and ready to learn.”

      Wyatt’s eyebrows rose. “If that’s all it took, we’d all be aerospace engineers and doctors.”

      “Haven’t you heard the saying, girls can do anything?”

      “You still need to know the basics. Otherwise, someone could get hurt. Do you want the rest of your fries?”

      Penny pushed the basket closer to him. “I’ve had more than enough. If Diana doesn’t help me, she’ll have the same issue when she looks for work.”

      “Have you thought about starting a business a little closer to home?”

      Penny frowned. “You can’t get much closer than remodeling houses in Sapphire Bay.”

      “Yes, you can. The other day, you told me I was lucky to find somewhere to stay.”

      “You were.”

      “And why was that?”

      “Because there aren’t many houses to rent.”

      “What’s the next best thing to renting a house?” Another fry disappeared into Wyatt’s mouth.

      “Renting a room?”

      “Exactly.”

      She waited for his cryptic comment to make sense, but it didn’t. “Tell me what you mean.”

      With a sigh, Wyatt picked up a paper napkin and wiped his fingers. “How many spare bedrooms are in your grandmother’s house?”

      “You think we should rent rooms to strangers?”

      “You and your sisters inherited an enormous house. Renting the spare rooms would be another way for Diana to earn money while she waits for you to buy a property or looks for another job. Before I moved here, I looked at different accommodation options. There aren’t many Bed and Breakfasts on this side of the lake.”

      Penny’s mind was moving at a million miles an hour. “I never thought of starting a Bed and Breakfast. There has to be a reason there aren’t a lot more around the lake.”

      “Most people don’t have the room that you do. It’s something to think about.”

      It was more than something to consider. Wyatt’s idea was brilliant.

      The first thing she needed to do was talk to her sisters. Diana would be the perfect host. With Barbara’s marketing and digital skills, they could have a website and social media advertising up and running in no time. Even Katie, if they could convince her to come home, would enjoy meeting their guests and using her amazing cooking skills to create mouth-watering dishes.

      Wyatt leaned forward and smiled. “You’re already ten steps ahead of me, aren’t you?”

      “I can’t believe I didn’t think of it myself. We have more than enough room and, if we cleared out the attic, it would make the perfect honeymoon suite. We could showcase local crafts and food, and organize sightseeing trips for anyone who wanted to explore the lake. Thank you for your amazing idea.”

      “You’re welcome. If you need a glowing review of your home baking, just ask. I haven’t tasted muffins and cookies as good as yours in years.”

      “I’ll let Barbara and Diana know you’re impressed. They do most of the baking.” Penny held up her coffee cup. “To great ideas, good friends, and an exciting twelve months.”

      Wyatt clinked his coffee cup against hers. “I’m looking forward to seeing what happens.”

      Penny smiled. “Even if it means more noise coming from our house?”

      “Make as much noise as you want. I bought a pair of earplugs from your mom.”

      The teasing light in Wyatt’s eyes made her sigh. Remembering that he would only be here for another couple of months was even more important than telling her sisters about his idea.
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      Wyatt looked through his studio at his neighbors’ house and frowned. The earbuds he’d bought silenced most sound but, for the last fifteen minutes, an almighty screech had set his teeth on edge.

      The painting he was working on was going nowhere so, instead of wondering what on earth Penny and her sisters were doing, he cleaned his brush and headed across the lawn.

      Charlie was lying on the back veranda with his nose pressed to the ground and his paws over his ears. If Wyatt had to be in the same house as the noise, he’d cover his ears, too.

      With a quick knock on the door, he let himself into the kitchen. No one was there, so he followed the noise into the dining room.

      Ten feet up a rickety ladder, Penny’s jean-clad figure was perched on a rung as she cut through the drywall. Under any other circumstances he would have taken a moment to appreciate what she was doing, but not today. He hurried across the room, grabbed both rails of the ladder, and choked through a cloud of plaster dust.

      The screech of the reciprocating saw stopped and Penny looked down. “Wyatt? What are you doing here?”

      “I wanted to see who was making so much noise. I should have known it would be you.”

      Penny unhooked her face mask. “We needed to do a little reorganizing to make your Bed and Breakfast idea work. What do you think?”

      “You’ve cut an enormous hole in the wall. My only question is why?”

      “If five couples stay at the same time, we’ll need more space in the dining room. So we’re opening this wall to make the dining room larger.”

      Wyatt could see the sense in what they were doing, but it didn’t make the job less messy.

      Penny handed him the saw. “I just need to pull off the last piece of drywall and then I’m done.”

      “Be careful.”

      “I’m always careful.” With the saw and Wyatt out of the way, Penny grabbed hold of the drywall and twisted it sideways. It hit the floor with an almighty bang.

      From where he stood, it was easy to see why they’d removed part of the wall. Large French windows in the unused room opened onto the veranda, letting in lots of natural light and a view of the rose garden. It would make an impressive addition to the dining room, but it would take more than a hole in the wall to finish it.

      “Do you know how to frame the hole you’ve created?”

      Penny pulled a hammer out of the tool belt strapped to her waist. “I wouldn’t be my father’s daughter if I didn’t.”

      He couldn’t help smiling. The hammer in Penny’s hand was pink. Bright, in-your-face pink that stood out like a neon sign in Las Vegas. “Where did you find your hammer?”

      “Dad gave it to me for my last birthday. It’s a limited edition and really hard to find. Were you going for a walk or did I interrupt your painting?”

      “I was working, but it doesn’t matter.”

      Barbara and Diana walked into the dining room carrying two long lengths of wood.

      “Hi, Wyatt,” Barbara said. “I told Penny we’d have to cut through the wall quickly so we didn’t interrupt you.”

      “It was no problem. I needed a break, anyway.”

      Diana lowered her end of the wood to the floor. “That’s good, because so do we.”

      “We do?” Penny asked.

      Holding out her hands, Diana showed Penny the blister on her palm. “Chopping firewood is hard work. I understand why we need to get ready for winter, but doing it now seems a little crazy.”

      “It always pays to be prepared,” Penny insisted. “Once we open the Bed and Breakfast, we’ll be too busy with our guests to worry about having enough wood for the winter. I’ll bring in the rest of the timber framing while you and Barbara make coffee.”

      “Diana can make the coffee,” Barbara said. “You’ll need someone to help you carry the wood inside.”

      “I’ll help Penny,” Wyatt said.

      “Sounds good to me,” Diana said. “Can you bring in the cans of paint, too? I left them in the back of the truck.”

      Penny raised her eyebrows. “Is there anything else you want us to do?”

      “You could stand outside and give your T-shirt a good flick. You’re covered in plaster dust.”

      Penny looked down at her shirt. “It’s not too bad.”

      Diana’s scrunched up nose told Wyatt exactly what she thought of her sister’s comment.

      “It was okay when you pulled it on this morning.”

      He didn’t have any issues with Penny’s clothes. In fact, he thought she looked positively cute in her ripped jeans and baggy T-shirt.

      Penny picked up an old piece of drywall and threw it in the bag of trash. “If you want the room finished, you’d better be nice.”

      With an impish grin, Diana brushed the dust off her sister’s shoulders. “I’m always nice. Especially when we’re working together.”

      Barbara shooed Diana toward the kitchen. “Come on. We’d better get something for everyone to eat and drink before Penny quits.”

      Wyatt smiled. He was getting used to the way the sisters talked to each other, the way they came to a compromise even when one of them wanted the complete opposite of what the others wanted. And when Mabel and Allan were here, there was no doubt they were family. In a lot of ways, it reminded him of his own brothers.

      When they were outside, he turned to Penny. “Are you enjoying being back in Sapphire Bay?”

      She nodded. “Even though I resigned from work, it’s great to be back. What about you? Is Sapphire Bay everything you thought it would be?”

      “I didn’t have high expectations so, overall, it’s a lot better than I thought.”

      “Ah, you’re one of those people.”

      That didn’t sound like a good thing. “What are those types of people?”

      Penny’s footsteps slowed. “The types who keep their expectations low so they don’t get hurt.”

      His heart pounded. Before Anya died, he’d considered himself a risk-taker; the least likely person to settle for anything other than the best. But, after the funeral, when everyone’s life went back to normal, his world had collapsed.

      He’d retreated into his work, finding comfort in the routine of everyday life, in keeping his head above water and doing what he could to survive. “There’s nothing wrong with being realistic.”

      “No, there’s not. But don’t let it stop you from making an amazing life for yourself.”

      “I already have an amazing life.”

      “I’m glad.”

      Wyatt frowned. “You don’t believe me.”

      “Usually, when people tell you they have an amazing life, they smile. You didn’t.”

      He tilted the corners of his mouth upward. “Better?”

      “Your eyes aren’t gleaming like they do when you’re happy.”

      “I can’t do anything about that.”

      Penny raised her eyebrows. “I think you can, but it will take a few months to make it happen. In the meantime, we can carry the timber inside.” She walked toward the truck and opened the tailgate. “Three lengths shouldn’t be too heavy.”

      Holding the opposite end of the wood, Wyatt lifted them clear of the truck. They were lighter than he thought they’d be. “If you want to take everything inside at once, we could take the rest with us.”

      Penny looked at him and smiled. “I think we should be realistic. We can come back for another load after we’ve had something to eat and drink.”

      “What happened to being amazing?”

      “I’m saving it for the things that really matter.”

      So was he.
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      Two days later, Penny opened the door to her favorite jewelry store. She’d driven into town with Wyatt, hoping to discover more information about the mystery box her grandmother had given her.

      While Wyatt collected the art supplies he’d ordered, she went to see Cassie, her friend and the owner of a jewelry store. Cassie designed and made all the necklaces, earrings, and rings sitting on the beautiful display shelves. Whenever Penny came here, she imagined she was stepping into Aladdin’s cave.

      Cassie walked out of the workroom and smiled. “It’s great to see you.”

      The last time they’d seen each other was at Penny’s grandmother’s funeral. Even though it was only a couple of weeks ago, it felt like a lifetime. “It’s good to see you, too. Thanks for coming to Grandma’s funeral.”

      “It was a privilege to be there. Your grandma was an amazing lady.”

      A knot formed in Penny’s chest. “She was. How’s Noah?”

      “He’s great. His company has just updated their online store, so the entire team has been busy. Is everything all right? You don’t normally come into work to see me.”

      “I need your help. Before Grandma died, she told me about a small enamel box she wanted me to have. I’m hoping you can tell me something about it.”

      Cassie placed the necklace she was holding on the counter. “I’ll do my best. What did your grandma say?”

      Penny took the box out of her pocket and handed it to her friend. “Not a lot. Her mom gave it to her, so it could be over one hundred years old. Inside the box is a key. Grandma and Mom tried to find the piece of furniture it belongs to, but it wasn’t in my grandparents’ house.”

      Cassie studied the box. “I don’t know a lot about the history of enameling, but I do know it became popular in the late nineteenth century. This is really pretty.” She turned the box over and sighed. “I thought there might be some marks to tell us who made it. Have you looked on the Internet?”

      “I have. One article talked about the enameling that was done in Switzerland. They used a lot of designs that included butterflies, birds, and fish. That matches this design but, if this box is Swiss, I don’t know how it came to belong to my great-grandmother.”

      Cassie ran her finger over the enameled birds on the lid. “Did her parents come from Europe?”

      “No, but my great-grandfather was born in Ireland.”

      “It’s closer to Switzerland than we are. In the 1900s, a box like this would have been expensive. Could he have afforded to buy it?”

      “He was a boxer who emigrated to America. From what mom told me, my great-grandparents didn’t have a lot of money.”

      “That makes it even more of a mystery.” Cassie opened the box and touched the key.

      “Diana told us it’s a skeleton key. They were popular during the Victorian era.”

      Cassie nodded. “Furniture makers still use them, but it’s usually in high-end pieces.”

      “If I wanted to buy a key as old as this one, would it be easy to find?”

      “There are probably hundreds of thousands of these in collectors’ cabinets, antique stores, or hidden in people’s attics.” Cassie held the key up to the light. “The age of the key definitely matches the age of the box. If it doesn’t fit any of the furniture in your grandparents’ house, you could have a lot of trouble finding where it belongs. Have you spoken to anyone in the historical society?”

      “I didn’t know we had one.”

      “It’s an off-shoot of the Polson group. They meet once a month in Sweet Treats.”

      Penny couldn’t think of a better place to have a meeting than the candy store. Just the smell of the freshly baked fudge and rich coffee beans would make the meeting worthwhile. “Do you know who’s in charge of the group or when they’re next meeting?”

      “I don’t, but try Brooke. She does all the bookings.”

      Cassie placed the key inside the box.

      “I’m sorry I couldn’t be more helpful.”

      “It doesn’t matter. I’ll talk to Brooke and see what she has to say. Are we still getting together next week?”

      “You bet. I wouldn’t miss having dinner with you and your sisters for anything.”

      Penny gave her friend a hug. “Barbara’s making her world-famous barbecue ribs.”

      “I can’t wait to taste them. I’ll see you in a few days.”

      “Bye.” As she left the store, Penny’s hand tightened around the box. Someone had to know something about it. Otherwise, the secret of her great-grandmother’s gift to her daughter would stay buried with her forever.
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      Luckily, Wyatt had checked his cell phone before he left the general store. Penny was at Sweet Treats, talking to Brooke, the owner of the store.

      If there was one place in Sapphire Bay that he enjoyed spending extra time in, it was the candy shop. Looking at the line of people standing outside, so did half the people of Sapphire Bay.

      While he was waiting, he checked his emails and scrolled through Facebook.

      “I should have known you’d be here.”

      Wyatt looked up and smiled at Pastor John. “It’s not what it looks like. I’m meeting Penny.”

      “Well, you chose the right place. They made fresh chocolate fudge this morning.”

      “Is that why so many people are waiting to go into the store?”

      John looked ahead. “It’s normally like this in the afternoons. Most of the people would have come from one of the tourist buses parked at the end of the street.”

      “I didn’t know Sapphire Bay was so popular. How did they discover Sweet Treats?”

      “Word gets around, especially when food critics from big cities come visiting. Brooke had to double her kitchen capacity after they published the first review. She even used the commercial kitchen in The Welcome Center for a few months.”

      Wyatt was impressed with how successful the business had become. He hadn’t read any of the reviews, but he didn’t need to. Even if you hadn’t bought anything from the store, the sweet smell of the fudge was enough to draw people inside.

      “Penny sent me the latest list of registrations for the art project. It looks as though all the spaces will fill up fairly soon.”

      “That’s what I’m hoping.” Wyatt shuffled forward. “Why are you here?”

      John didn’t seem the least surprised by his question. “To buy candy, of course. The bottom drawer of my desk is getting a little bare. And if I don’t replace the fudge I took from my wife’s desk, she won’t talk to me for a few days.”

      Wyatt smiled. “It sounds like you’re a match made in heaven.”

      “When it comes to the candy from Sweet Treats, we are. Oh, by the way, Penny likes the peppermint cream chocolate bars.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “She was here when I was doing my last candy shop run. When she was younger, she used to buy it for her grandmother.”

      Wyatt stepped through the front door. “Is there anything you don’t know about the people of Sapphire Bay?”

      “There’s plenty. You’d find out more, too, if you asked the right questions.”

      “Are you trying to tell me something?”

      John looked over his shoulder before leaning forward. “You seem to be getting along really well with Penny. I hope it works out for you.”

      The heat of a blush raced up Wyatt’s neck. “She’s my friend, that’s all.”

      “Being friends with someone is a great place to start. It would have made my life a lot easier if Shelley wanted to be my friend when I met her.”

      Wyatt smiled. “You mean your easy-going charm and engaging personality didn’t win her over? I’m shocked.”

      “She’d heard about me but, before she met me, she thought I was eighty years old and losing my marbles.” John nodded to the people in front of them. “The line’s moving. You have to keep up. Otherwise, the people behind you start moaning and groaning.”

      The door behind the front counter opened. Wyatt’s heart rate kicked up a notch when Penny walked into the store. There was something about her that made him wish his life was different. That he had the time and space to see just how far their relationship could go. But he wouldn’t be here for long enough.

      John nudged him from behind. “I told you she liked Brooke’s candy.”

      Penny was holding two large paper bags. If she enjoyed the peppermint cream chocolate as much as John said, he wouldn’t be surprised if she’d bought enough for everyone in her family.

      When she saw Wyatt, she smiled and waved.

      “I think she likes you, too.”

      He turned around and glared at John. “You’re a pastor,” he whispered, “not a matchmaker. She’s being friendly.”

      John shrugged. “Okay. But when a woman smiles at you like that, smile back.”

      So Wyatt did what came naturally. He frowned.
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      Penny bit into her bar of chocolate. “I can’t believe how delicious this is. If Cassie hadn’t suggested going to see Brooke, I might have missed out. Are you sure you don’t want a piece?”

      Wyatt shook his head, then looked in his rearview mirror before turning right. “Peppermint isn’t my favorite flavor.”

      “That’s okay,” she said as she picked up the second bag of candy. “I’ve bought all sorts of things in here. There’s orange ripple chocolate fudge, salted caramel fudge, and caramel chocolate frogs. The frogs are Barbara’s favorite. But I’m sure she wouldn’t mind sharing a few with you.”

      “I’ll try a piece of the salted caramel fudge. I haven’t tasted it before.”

      Penny handed him a piece. “Brooke only makes it twice a month. It usually sells really fast, which is why I was lucky. And that’s not the only luck that was on my side.”

      “You pre-ordered more fudge for next month?”

      “I didn’t, but that’s a great idea. I’ll text Brooke and ask her to put some aside for me. Do you want some?”

      “No, thanks.”

      Her fingers flew across her phone. When a reply came straight back from Brooke, she smiled. “I now have enough fudge ordered for my entire family. And, if you change your mind, there will be plenty for you, too.” She slid her phone into her bag and looked at Wyatt. “Did you know that Sapphire Bay has its own historical society?”

      “No, I didn’t. Are you thinking of joining?”

      Penny shook her head. “Brooke gave me the phone number of the person who organizes the meetings. I’m looking for a piece of furniture my grandma owned.”

      Wyatt pulled into his driveway. “And you think they might have it?”

      “It would be extremely unlikely, but they might know where it went. Brooke said they have records of all sorts of things that happened in Sapphire Bay.” She undid her seatbelt, more excited than she’d been in a long time. “My great-grandmother gave my grandma an enamel box with a key inside. She said that as long as she had it, she’d never need anything else. Grandma never found the piece of furniture the key opens.”

      “And you want to find it for her?”

      “I think it might have something to do with my great-grandfather.”

      Wyatt seemed as confused as her sisters had been when she’d told them her theory. “What happened to him?”

      “He was supposed to have drowned in Flathead Lake. But, a few years later, a couple of people told my great-grandmother they saw him in Polson. She died not knowing if he was alive or dead.”

      “That must have been hard on your grandma.”

      “It was. I promised I’d try to find out what happened to him. I’ve got a feeling that if I find the piece of furniture the key opens, I’ll discover what happened to my great-grandfather.” She reached into her bag and pulled out the enamel box. “This is what my great-grandmother gave Grandma. And this”—she opened an envelope and handed Wyatt a copy of a photograph—“is the only photo I have of my great-grandmother.”

      Wyatt studied the enamel box before looking at the photo. A few seconds later, his gaze shot to Penny’s. “Are you sure this is your great-grandmother?”

      “Positive. On the original photo, her name and the date they took the photo are on the back. Why?”

      Wyatt handed her the photo and the box. “Come with me.”

      Penny grabbed her bag and hurried out of the truck. “Where are we going?”

      “To my studio. Before I came here, I visited the museum in Polson. The lady who was on duty showed me some photos of people who lived and worked around the lake in the early 1900s.”

      “And you found another photo of my great-grandmother?”

      “I think so.” He opened the front door and walked toward his studio. “My friend Ethan challenged me to paint a portrait. I was in the museum looking for inspiration. When I saw the photo, I knew I had to paint them.”

      Penny’s heart pounded. “Them? Is there a man in the photo, too?”

      “No.” Wyatt walked across to his desk. “Take a look at this and tell me what you think.”

      Her breath caught as she studied the people in the photo. The woman standing beside the little girl was definitely her great-grandmother. With her fair hair piled on top of her head and a dimple in her left cheek, there was no mistaking the resemblance to the woman in her own photo.

      “The little girl could be my grandma.”

      Wyatt pulled out a stool. “Have a seat. You look as though you’re about to faint.”

      Gratefully, she sat down. “We don’t have many photos of Grandma, especially when she was this young.”

      “I only know the first names of the people in the photo. The woman is Margaret and the little girl is Elizabeth.”

      Penny’s eyes widened. “Everyone called Grandma, Betty, but her full name was Elizabeth. Her mom’s name was Margaret, but she was called Maggie.” She looked down at the photo. Sadness overtook her at the thought of what both women had been through.

      Taking a deep breath, she took the photo her mom had given her out of her bag. Maggie looked a lot younger and happier in her photo. It must have been taken before her daughter was born, possibly before she was married. “Mom will want to see the photo. Can you scan it and email me the file?”

      “I can do better than that,” Wyatt said softly. “Take it with you. I bought some extra copies in case I needed them.”

      “Thank you.” Penny wiped the tears off her face. “You must think I’m being too emotional.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with crying.”

      “I don’t usually…” She thought about her words, about how difficult it was for her to talk about how she was feeling. “I hold too much stuff inside. Grandma said I need to tell people how I’m feeling. Otherwise, I’ll feel a lot worse.”

      “What if there’s no one you can talk to?”

      “I find another way of dealing with my emotions.”

      Wyatt studied her face. “What do you do?”

      “I used to mountain bike, except I fell off and broke my elbow.”

      “Ouch.”

      “Exactly.” Penny let out a shaky laugh. “It was my fault. I was racing someone who’d been biking for years. It would have been a lot easier to talk to a friend about how I was feeling.”

      “Hindsight is a wonderful thing.”

      Penny nodded. “What about you? Do you find it difficult to talk about how you’re feeling?”

      Wyatt looked at an easel that was facing the wall. “You could say that.” He took Penny’s hand and led her across the room. “This is what I do instead of riding a mountain bike.”

      When she saw the portrait, she forgot about how good it felt to hold Wyatt’s hand, how long it had been since she’d let anyone close. Instead, she stood still and absorbed the beauty of the painting in front of her.

      “Oh, my goodness. It’s stunning.” Her great-grandmother stood tall and proud in front of a lake, holding her daughter in her arms. Penny could feel the love, the joy, and the sheer determination of Margaret Mae Gregory as she gave the best of who she was to her child. It was so beautiful that more tears filled Penny’s eyes.

      Wyatt smiled. “Painting doesn’t have the same ouch factor as falling off a bicycle.”

      “Does it help relieve the pressure?”

      His smile faded. “Sometimes.”
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      It was just as well Wyatt started work early. The following morning, just as he was adding milk to his Fruit Loops, a text message came through on his cell phone.

      It was from Penny, asking if she could bring her sisters to see the portrait of their great-grandmother. Within minutes of telling her they could come whenever they liked, there was a knock on the back door.

      Barbara, Diana, and Penny stood on his veranda.

      “We know it’s early,” Penny began.

      “And we don’t want to be a nuisance,” Diana added.

      “But we’re here because Penny said the painting is amazing.” Barbara held out a basket. “We brought muffins. They’re huckleberry and custard.”

      Penny cleared her throat. “We made them this morning. Especially for you.”

      He scrunched his forehead into a fake frown. “Do you seriously think my favorite muffins will make up for coming here at”—he looked at the clock on the wall for extra emphasis—“six thirty-seven in the morning?”

      After looking at each other, Penny and her sisters nodded.

      Wyatt smiled and held open the door. “You’re right. Come in. Didn’t you bring Charlie?”

      “He’s at home, feeling sorry for himself,” Diana said. “I was worried about bringing him here. You know what he’s like before he’s had his morning walk.”

      Charlie was a walking disaster before he’d burned off all his exuberant energy. Nothing in his path was safe. Especially three large canvases sitting on wooden easels.

      Barbara looked around the kitchen. “I’m impressed. Everything is so tidy.”

      “Did you expect to see a week’s worth of dishes sitting on the counter?” he asked.

      “We know you’ve been extra busy painting. I thought you might be buried under takeout containers and frozen meal wrappers.”

      He closed the door after Penny. “I prefer fresh food.”

      “And freshly baked muffins,” Diana said as she turned on the coffeepot.

      “Fruit Loops?” Barbara pointed to his breakfast. “They’re definitely not healthy. Do you know how much sugar is in them?”

      Wyatt grabbed the cereal box and shoved it in the cupboard. “How about we go to the studio?”

      Penny nudged Barbara away from the kitchen. “Stop giving Wyatt a hard time. He won’t invite us back again.”

      Wyatt’s eyebrows rose. “Actually, I didn’t invite—”

      Diana waved away his concerns. “Ignore my sisters. They can be annoying.”

      For the first time in his life, he was grateful he only had two brothers. Before the sisters could find something else to comment on, he led them into the hallway. “My studio is through here. Don’t touch anything.”

      It wouldn’t surprise him if the warning fell on deaf ears.

      Diana saw the painting first. “Oh, wow. It’s even more gorgeous than I expected.”

      Barbara took a moment to absorb what she was seeing before leaning closer to study the canvas. “There’s even a dragonfly hovering above the lake.”

      Diana sent a startled glance at Penny, before returning her gaze to the portrait. “Is it my imagination or does Penny look a lot like our great-grandmother?”

      Three pairs of eyes swiveled toward Penny.

      Wyatt took a closer look at the portrait. He froze, then looked again at the shape of Penny’s jaw, the way her eyes tilted up at the corners, and the smile that was never far from her face. Diana was right. How did he miss the resemblance?

      “We don’t look anything alike,” Penny said.

      “You do,” he said softly.

      She moved closer to the portrait and tilted her head, mirroring her great-grandmother’s stance in the photo he’d found.

      “If you pulled back your hair, you’d see the shape of your face is almost identical. You have the same jaw, the same brow, and the same eyes. Even your smiles are similar.”

      Penny lifted her hands and held her hair in a ponytail. The resemblance was uncanny.

      “You do look like our great-grandmother,” Barbara said in disbelief. “If your hair was a lighter color, you’d almost be identical.”

      Diana held the photo of their great-grandmother beside the canvas. “The painting is exactly like the photo. Why didn’t we notice the similarities last night?”

      “Because the painting is in color and it’s bigger,” Barbara murmured. “I wonder if Grandma ever noticed the family resemblance.”

      Penny frowned. “I still don’t think we look alike.”

      Pulling out her cell phone, Diana looked at Wyatt. “Would it be okay if I took a photo of the painting? When Penny gets home, she can look in the mirror and see what we’re talking about.”

      “Okay, but it’s not finished.”

      “That’s all right. If Penny can’t see what we’re talking about, she needs to get her eyes checked.”

      Penny frowned. “There was nothing wrong with my eyesight when I found the necklace you’d lost.”

      “That’s different. I’m always losing things.”

      While Diana and Penny bickered, Barbara moved around the studio, looking at each of his semi-finished canvases.

      She stopped in front of a painting hanging on the wall.

      He’d created that a few months after he’d returned from his honeymoon. It was an image of the Grand Canyon, glowing under the burnished bronze of the setting sun.

      “Why don’t you paint under your own name?” she asked.

      Wyatt ran his hand around the back of his neck. He was hoping no one would notice his signature at the bottom of his paintings. “I don’t like the publicity that comes with being a well-known artist.”

      Barbara’s eyes widened. “How well-known?”

      “I told you Wyatt is exhibiting his paintings in Germany,” Penny said to her sister. “You have to be pretty good for that.”

      “There’s a big difference between good and really good.”

      Penny glanced at Wyatt. She must have realized how uncomfortable he was because she sent him an encouraging smile. “It’s not our business. We’d better get home before Charlie tears up the house.” Before her sister could say anything, Penny pushed Barbara toward the door. “Thanks for letting us see the portrait.”

      Diana followed Penny into the hallway. “Thanks, Wyatt. I hope you enjoy the muffins.”

      “I know I will. Thanks for baking them.”

      Before they made it to the front door, Barbara looked back over her shoulder. “Thanks for letting us see the painting. And just for the record, I think you’re a really good artist.”

      “Barbara!” Diana hissed. “Leave the poor man alone. He came to Sapphire Bay to get away from everything, not to add another person to his fan club.”

      Penny sighed and silently mouthed, “Sorry,” to Wyatt.

      “It’s okay,” he said. Because he knew it would be. Penny and her sisters wouldn’t tell anyone he was here, Ethan and Natalie were sworn to secrecy, and Pastor John had his confidentiality clause with God to uphold.

      As long as Penny’s mom didn’t discover who he was, everything would continue on as normal.
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      Penny was undercoating the new door frame in the dining room when Barbara hurried toward her.

      “You won’t believe this.”

      For her sister to be this excited, it must have something to do with her job. “Have you been asked to manage the social media accounts for the company in Dallas?”

      “This isn’t anything to do with work. I just searched for Wyatt’s name on the Internet. I was right. He is a hotshot in the art world.”

      Penny wasn’t surprised by his success, but she was annoyed with her sister. “Wyatt’s here because he needs peace and quiet. If he doesn’t finish the paintings for his exhibition, it can’t go ahead. Snooping into his life won’t help anyone.”

      “I wasn’t snooping. If you know the name he paints under, the information is there for anyone to see. Do you want to know how much his last painting sold for?”

      Now she was stuck between a rock and a hard place. She should have looked on the Internet after they came home from Wyatt’s house. But, while they were gone, Charlie had torn apart two cushions. By the time they’d cleaned up that mess, fed him, and taken him for a walk, it was time to add another coat of paint to the door frame.

      “It sold for one hundred twenty-two thousand dollars!”

      Penny nearly dropped the paintbrush. “Are you serious?”

      Barbara nodded. “And it wasn’t the largest painting on display. That one sold for an undisclosed price.”

      Suddenly, everything about Wyatt began to make sense. He talked about his family and friends, but not about his career. Apart from his upcoming exhibition, Penny didn’t know what he planned on doing for the rest of the year. Maybe he thought she would tell the world where he was or sell his story to a newspaper.

      But if he was so secretive, why was he organizing the tiny home village art project? It was such a feel-good activity that it was guaranteed to generate publicity. And the last thing Wyatt wanted was extra attention.

      “Don’t tell anyone who he is or what his paintings are worth,” Penny warned her sister. “Especially Mom and Dad. If it gets anywhere near the community Facebook page, he’ll think we said something.”

      Diana walked into the dining room with Charlie trotting at her heels. “Who thinks we’ll say something?”

      “Wyatt,” Barbara said. “Penny thinks we shouldn’t tell anyone the name he uses for his art.”

      “That sounds fair. I wouldn’t want everyone poking their noses into my business, either. Have either of you seen the color chart I left on the chair in the living room?”

      Penny shook her head. “Not since last night.” She glanced at Charlie. “You don’t think he ate it, do you?”

      Barbara studied their canine buddy.

      Charlie’s tail banged excitedly against the side of a chair.

      “He doesn’t look guilty.”

      Diana frowned. “He never looks guilty, especially when he’s been up to mischief. I’ll have a look in the attic. I don’t remember taking it there, but you never know.”

      After Diana left, Barbara stayed behind. “What do you think of Wyatt?”

      Penny held the paintbrush a little firmer. “He’s okay, why?”

      “You seem to get along really well. You haven’t dated all that much since you broke up with your last boyfriend.”

      “I’ve been too busy working. And speaking of work, I need to finish this frame before I paint the attic.”

      “You can’t change the subject that easily. Most mornings you go for a walk with Wyatt. You take him muffins and you’re helping him with the art project. That sounds as though you’re more than friends.”

      “That’s because you haven’t had a friend who was male in years.”

      Barbara made a scoffing noise. “Most of the men I meet are even more caught up in computer programming and website development than I am. I’d sooner be on my own than have dinner with someone who talks about search engine optimization techniques.”

      Penny laughed. “At least they speak your language.”

      “It’s not that language I want them to speak,” Barbara muttered. “But I’m not the one with a handsome neighbor who spends every spare minute he has with you.”

      “Wyatt doesn’t do that.”

      “Of course he does. But that’s not the point of this conversation. What I want to know is; what are you going to do about him?”

      “Nothing.”

      Barbara sighed. “You can’t do nothing. Ask him on a date.”

      Penny blushed. “He’s leaving Sapphire Bay soon and, as much as I can tell, he isn’t coming back.”

      “Ever?”

      “Ever.”

      Barbara tapped her chin. “In that case, we’ve got a lot of work ahead of us.”

      Relieved that their conversation was over, Penny dipped her brush into the paint. “That’s exactly what I was thinking. Do you have any ideas for our Bed and Breakfast website?”

      “A few. Do you want to be more than friends with Wyatt?”

      “I thought we’d finished talking about him?”

      Barbara grinned. “We’ve only just begun. So, do you want to be more than friends?”

      Penny remembered the feel of his hand in hers, the way her heart pounded as they walked around the lake, and the way his eyes lit up when he saw her. She was thirty-four years old but, when she was around him, she felt as though they were at the beginning of something special.

      “Well?”

      Taking a deep breath, she nodded.

      “Good. While you’re painting, think of something he enjoys doing. If we can tie that into your first date, it might make him see how perfect you could be together.”

      “It’s not that simple.”

      Barbara sighed. “It never is. That’s what makes falling in love so beautiful.”

      “You used to tell us that romance doesn’t exist. Why have you changed your mind?”

      “I’ve seen the way you and Wyatt look at each other. After everything that’s happened, you deserve to be happy.”

      Tears filled her sister’s eyes and Penny gave her a hug. “We’ve all been through a rough time. I appreciate you wanting to help, but Wyatt and I are okay. Whatever happens will be for the best.”

      Barbara blew her nose. “If you leave it to chance, nothing will happen.”

      “We’ll see.” Penny wiped her brush against the rim of the paint can. She had other things to focus on apart from Wyatt. Over the next few weeks she had to transform her grandparents’ home into a Bed and Breakfast, help with the art project, and discover what happened to her great-grandfather. That was more than enough to keep her busy.
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      Wyatt handed another bucket and brush to a volunteer. This morning, everyone was getting together to wash the garages in the tiny home village. Three water blasters would get most of the dirt and grime off the walls but, for some areas, an old-fashioned bucket and brush were the best option.

      He smiled when he saw the next two people waiting in the line. “Hi, Richard and Jack. I’m glad you could make it.”

      “We marked it on our calendar,” Jack said happily, standing beside his dad. “Dad said we should come early so we can use a water blaster.”

      “Your dad was right,” Wyatt said as he handed Richard the last water blaster. “The other two are already being used. This is for you.” Wyatt handed Jack a bucket and brush. “If you go to the first garage, Penny will show you what to do.”

      “Thanks.” Jack squinted up at Wyatt. “Is Penny your girlfriend?”

      “Jack. Don’t ask people personal questions like that.” Richard looked apologetically at Wyatt. “Sorry.”

      “It’s okay. I don’t have any nephews, but I’ve been around enough kids to know they don’t have filters.” He knelt on the ground in front of Jack. “Penny is my friend, not my girlfriend.”

      “What’s the difference?”

      “Usually when you have a girlfriend, you live in the same town. I’m leaving soon and going to the other side of the world.”

      “Can Penny go with you?”

      Wyatt frowned. He hadn’t thought of that. “She has things she wants to do here.”

      “I like Penny.”

      He ruffled Jack’s hair. “So do I.”

      “Does that mean she could be—”

      “We should leave Wyatt to hand out the rest of the cleaning equipment,” Richard said to his son. “Penny will wonder where the people with the water blaster have gone.”

      As if by magic, Jack forgot about Wyatt’s relationship status and gripped his bucket. “We’re here.”

      “But we need to be over there.” Richard pointed to the garage. “Let’s go, kiddo.”

      Jack hurried across the yard.

      Before Richard left, Wyatt sent him a grateful smile. “Thanks.”

      “You’re welcome. If Jack asks too many questions, distract him with anything mechanical. He loves pulling things apart and putting them back together.”

      “I’ll remember that. Thanks for helping.”

      “I’m happy to be here. Everyone’s talking about the designs we’ve come up with. They’ll brighten the village once they’re finished. Do you want me to return the water blaster to you when we’re done?”

      Wyatt shook his head. “Give it to Penny. We’ll take it back to its owner tonight.”

      “Sounds good.”

      Jack rushed back to them. “Come on, Dad. Everyone’s waiting.”

      With a glance across the yard, Richard picked up the machine and followed his son.

      Wyatt smiled at the next person in the line and handed them a bucket and brush. It would be interesting to see how the day unfolded. They had a lot of work ahead of them, but more than enough enthusiasm to make it fun.
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      Penny lifted her arms above her head and stretched sideways. Somewhere in her back, a bone clicked, making her wince.

      Diana walked onto the veranda. “Hard day?”

      “It was tiring but good. We cleaned all the garages for the art project and then prepped the walls for the next stage.”

      “You’re still smiling, so it must have been enjoyable.”

      “It was. Pastor John brought lunch for everyone and Wyatt ran a competition to see who could make their garages the cleanest.”

      “It sounds better than my afternoon. Charlie rubbed himself in a dead animal and it took three shampoos to get rid of the smell.”

      Penny sat on the porch swing. “Where is he now?”

      “With Barbara. She’s decorating the cupcakes for tomorrow night.”

      “He’ll enjoy that, especially if any crumbs fall on the floor.”

      “He’s already licked the floor clean.” Diana sat beside her. “I called Katie. She still doesn’t know if she’s coming home.”

      That was the last thing Penny wanted to hear. “I can’t believe she’d stay in Los Angeles when we want to keep the house in the family. I’d better call Grandma’s lawyer. We might get an extension on having everyone living together.”

      “I’ve already done that. He’s okay with us taking a little more time. I don’t know how she can sleep at night knowing we’re all here, waiting for her.”

      “She doesn’t realize how much we’ve given up to be here.”

      Diana looked across the backyard to the lake. “We need to make her feel guilty so she hurries back.”

      “We’ve tried to make her feel guilty before and it’s never worked. Half the time, Katie has her head in the clouds. I’m surprised she remembers what day of the week it is.”

      “What if I fly to Los Angeles? She might take us more seriously if we speak to her in person.”

      “It hasn’t helped before.”

      “But it might this time.”

      Penny’s eyebrows rose. “Do you really think so?”

      Pulling her feet beneath her, Diana shook her head. “No, but it made me feel better. I’ll call her again tomorrow.”

      Knowing their sister, it wouldn’t matter how many times they called her. She would still do exactly what she wanted to do. “I like the lights you and Barbara wrapped around the veranda. They’re romantic.”

      The large, white bulbs were strung beneath the timber frame, casting soft light across the deck.

      “I thought it would brighten up this area for our guests. Barbara painted the outdoor chairs and table, and we’ll move a few of Grandma’s roses into pots and display them here. I just hope Katie comes home. Otherwise, everything we’re doing is a waste of time.”

      Penny thought of the light, bright spaces they’d created. Most of it was done by moving furniture around, taking down old and dated curtains, or painting a couple of walls. “Someone will appreciate what we’ve done. I just hope it’s our Bed and Breakfast guests.”

      The screen door opened and Barbara appeared carrying three mugs on a tray. “Hot chocolate, anyone?”

      Diana uncurled her legs and pulled a chair closer to where they were sitting. “That sounds perfect. You sit here while I get everyone a slice of cake.”

      After their sister had left, Barbara carefully lowered the tray to a table. “Diana still looks stressed,” she whispered. “Did she tell you about Katie?”

      “She did. I hope Katie changes her mind.”

      “So do I. If she doesn’t, Mom said you, Diana, and Charlie can stay with them.”

      “What about you?”

      “I’ll go back to San Diego.”

      Penny’s heart sank.

      “I feel the same way. Hopefully, it won’t come to that. Did you get the garages ready for painting?”

      “We did. Everyone’s looking forward to seeing what the murals will look like.”

      “I bet they are. It isn’t often that you’re able to add your own personal touches to a housing development.” Barbara handed Penny a mug. “Mom said she popped down to see you. She was impressed with how Wyatt included everyone.”

      “She’s always impressed by Wyatt, especially when he gave each of the volunteers a bag of candy from Sweet Treats.”

      Barbara grinned.

      “No! I’m not asking him to go out with me. It will spoil our friendship.”

      “Or push things in the right direction.”

      Diana opened the screen door. “I’ve got the cake and Charlie.”

      At the sound of his name, Charlie’s ears twitched.

      “No cake for you,” Barbara said to Charlie. “You’ll get a tummy ache.”

      As if knowing he wouldn’t get what he wanted, Charlie flopped on the floor.

      Leaning down, Penny rubbed his soft ears. “I can’t believe it took Grandma’s death to bring us back to Sapphire Bay at the same time.” She lifted her gaze to her sisters. “I’ve missed you guys. It didn’t matter which city I was in, something didn’t feel right.”

      Barbara gave Penny a hug. “Me, too. Living here is different, but I’m enjoying being away from the smog and noise of city life.”

      “I’m enjoying being away from my ex-husband,” Diana said softly.

      Barbara lifted her mug of hot chocolate in a mock salute. “I’ll drink to that. I always thought you were too good for him.”

      Suddenly, Charlie leapt to his feet and ran down the veranda steps.

      Penny quickly followed. “Charlie! Come back.” She ran around the corner of the house and almost collided with Wyatt.

      Charlie was on his hind legs, leaning against their neighbor and getting lots of love and attention.

      Wyatt’s grin was almost as wide as Charlie’s. “I think I know what your missing piece of furniture looks like.”

      Penny was so surprised to see Wyatt that she had to refocus her brain to piece together what he’d said. “The furniture that goes with the key?”

      With a gentle command, Wyatt untangled himself from Charlie’s exuberant welcome. “It’s in the photo.”

      “Which photo?”

      “The one I’m using from the library.” He pulled out his cell phone. “I took a photo of it to make it easier to enlarge. Here, look at this. It’s in the dresser behind your great-grandmother,” Wyatt handed her the phone.

      She zoomed in on the dresser, slowly moving down the image so she could check each drawer. They all had locks but, so far, they were all empty. By the time she reached the bottom drawer, she thought Wyatt must have been imagining a key.

      “I don’t see…” Hidden in the shadow of Margaret’s skirt was a blurry object.

      Wyatt peered over her shoulder. “It’s not very clear but, if you fully enlarge the image, you can just make out the shape of the key.”

      No matter how hard she tried, it was just a blurry shadow. “Come to the back veranda. I might be able to see the key in a better light.”

      When Barbara saw Wyatt, she grinned. “We were just talking about you.”

      “You were?”

      A blush streaked across Penny’s face. If Barbara mentioned anything about dating, her sister wouldn’t be getting a birthday present from her.

      The look Barbara sent her was pure mischief. “Penny was telling us what she did today. It sounds as though the art project is well underway.”

      “We’ve finished the first part,” Wyatt told her. “The tricky bit will be keeping everyone motivated until the end. Hi, Diana.”

      “Hi.”

      Holding Wyatt’s cell phone in front of her, Penny stood under one of the lights. As soon as she saw the top of the heart-shaped key, her mouth dropped open. “You’re right.”

      “What are you doing?” Barbara asked.

      With a trembling hand, Penny showed her sister the key. “That’s the piece of furniture we’ve been looking for.”

      Diana leapt out of her chair and hurried across to them. “Let me see.”

      Penny handed Diana the phone.

      Barbara bit her bottom lip. “You can’t see the entire dresser.”

      “But there’s enough to give us a good start.” Diana lifted her gaze to Penny. “I haven’t seen anything like this in the house.”

      Neither had Penny. “We could look in the attic again. I’ve cleared out most of the things we want and pulled everything else into the center of the room.”

      Wyatt searched each of their faces. He wasn’t the only one who was excited. “It looks as though we’re heading into the attic.”

      With Penny leading the way, they hurried upstairs. Maybe, if they were lucky, the answer to their mystery might have been in front of them all along.
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      Wyatt rested his hands on his hips and surveyed the attic. Fresh white sheets were draped over a dozen pieces of furniture. One wall looked as though it had received a fresh coat of paint, and someone had scrubbed the floors. There wasn’t one cobweb, one dusty shelf anywhere in the room.

      He knew Penny had spent hours up here, cleaning years of dirt and grime from every surface. She’d done a good job.

      Barbara lifted a sheet off the closest piece of furniture. “We should look for anything with an ornate edge of wood along the top.”

      “Or anything that looks as though it could have had one,” Diana added. “Someone might have removed the fancy trim.”

      Wyatt helped Penny take another sheet off a bookcase. “What are you doing with the furniture after you’ve remodeled this area?”

      “Some pieces will stay here and Barbara’s taking a couple of dressers back to San Diego. Mom and Dad don’t have room for anything else in their apartment, so we’ll probably sell what’s left.”

      Diana ran her hand along the top of a mahogany table. “If we could turn the house into a Bed and Breakfast, I’d like to keep as many pieces as possible. Some of the furniture might have come from our great-great-grandparents.”

      Barbara lifted another sheet. “We’re lucky it’s so dry up here. If the roof had leaked, it could have damaged the furniture. Has anyone found anything that looks like the dresser in the photo?”

      Penny draped a sheet back over an old bookcase. “Not yet. What about you, Diana?”

      “All I’ve found are small tables and a dresser that’s completely different. With all the work we’ve done upstairs, we would have found the dresser if it were here.”

      Wyatt looked under the last sheet. The large dresser was beautiful, but it wasn’t what they were looking for. “Penny said the attic used to be full of furniture and old family keepsakes. Did your grandparents give anything away or store some of the furniture in another place?”

      “Not that I know of,” Barbara said. “But we could ask Mom.”

      Diana pulled out her cell phone. “I’ll call her now.”

      While Diana talked to her mom, Wyatt helped Penny and Barbara cover the furniture. “The attic’s huge. Are you turning all of it into a honeymoon suite or just some of it?”

      “We’ll use all of it.” Penny pointed to the far side of the room. “The walk-in closet and bathroom will be over there. On the wall facing the lake, we’ll add a large window with some pretty curtains.”

      “We want whoever stays here to see the lake as soon as they wake up,” Barbara said.

      Penny moved to the other side of the attic. “On this side, we’ll create a relaxing living and dining area. Diana has already found a really nice sofa and Barbara chose a few pieces of furniture from the house.”

      “It will be amazing when it’s finished,” Barbara said. “Even the first coat of paint makes a difference to how it looks.”

      Diana turned back to them. “Mom said to check the building that used to be the old steamboat museum. Granddad used to volunteer there and she thinks he stored some furniture in an unused room.”

      Penny looked at her watch. “It’s too late to call anyone, but what if I speak to someone tomorrow?”

      Barbara wiped her hands on her jeans. “Sounds good to me. If they’re happy for us to look through their spare rooms, I’ll go with you.”

      “Me, too,” Diana said quickly. “I can’t wait to see what’s there.”

      Wyatt had a lot of painting to do, but solving the mystery surrounding his neighbor’s great-grandfather and the key in the box was too good to miss. “If you want another person to help, I’m in.”

      Penny’s smile was instant. “That would be great. I’ll let you know when we can go. In the meantime, does anyone want another hot drink?”

      Diana flicked a sheet over a side table. “I do. What about you, Wyatt? Do you want to join us on the back veranda? Penny made Grandma’s special carrot cake this morning.”

      “And the frosting is delicious,” Barbara added.

      He didn’t want to overstay his welcome, but Penny and her sisters didn’t seem to mind his company. “I can’t resist delicious frosting. I bought some cookies from the bakery in town. I’ll get those.”

      “You don’t need to,” Penny said. “We always have plenty of food in the kitchen.”

      “I know, but that’s not the point. I’ll be back soon.” Before Penny could disagree, he left the attic and headed to his house. Even though they were a small step closer to discovering what happened to Penny’s great-grandfather, they were still miles away from knowing the truth.

      And if the dresser didn’t give them any information, they’d be back at square one.
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      Later that night, Penny walked with Wyatt back to his house. “Thanks for helping us tonight.”

      “I didn’t do much.”

      “Are you kidding? You found the picture of my great-grandmother and my grandma. And the key. That’s more than any of us have discovered since we started looking for my great-grandfather.”

      Wyatt stuck his hands in his jacket pockets. “This might sound strange but, from the moment I saw the photo of your grandma and great-grandmother, I’ve felt an odd connection to them. Even when I’m painting, it’s as if Margaret’s talking to me, describing her life and what it was like living in Polson one hundred years ago.”

      “I don’t think it’s strange at all. After Grandma died, I could have sworn she was still in the house, watching what we were doing. It was like…” Penny tried to think of words that described how she felt without sounding too far-fetched. “It was as if her spirit was still here. Some rooms had a strange energy that wasn’t in them before she died.”

      “Maybe she was there. No one knows what happens after we die. She could have been in an in-between place, figuring out where she belonged.”

      Penny looked up at the stars and sighed. “Wherever she is, I hope she’s happy.”

      “If your grandma was anything like you, your mom, and your sisters, there’s no way she won’t be happy. She’s probably rearranging everything your granddad got ready for her.”

      That made Penny smile. “That sounds exactly like the sort of thing Grandma would do.”

      Wyatt sat on a concrete step and stared at the sky. “After my wife died, I couldn’t think straight. Everything reminded me of her. I’d hear a noise and think Anya was coming in the front door. When I walked through a mall, I’d smell her perfume and think she was there. At one point, I thought I was going crazy.”

      “You missed her.”

      “More than I thought possible. But after the bone-numbing grief went away, I was left with nothing except my painting. Focusing on that gave my life purpose. It helped me get out of bed each morning and put one foot in front of the other.”

      “Do you still find it difficult?”

      Wyatt’s gaze connected with hers. “Before I came here, I did. My friend, Ethan, thought living in Sapphire Bay would be good for me. He was right.”

      The warmth in his eyes sent goose bumps along Penny’s skin. “It must be the fresh mountain air and the amazing scenery.”

      Wyatt reached for her hand. “I think it’s more to do with my neighbor. She makes me smile and talk about things I’ve never told anyone.”

      She held her breath as their hands touched. “I’m glad I could help.”

      “You’ve done more than help.” Wyatt’s fingers tangled with hers. “If I asked if you wanted to go out to dinner with me, what would you say?”

      Penny’s heart pounded. “I’d say I have to be careful. You’re leaving in a couple of months and not coming back.”

      “I haven’t decided what I’ll do after I finish in Berlin. You could always come with me.”

      Her eyes widened. “To Germany?”

      “Why not? If you open the Bed and Breakfast, your sisters can run the business while you’re gone.”

      “I can’t do it. Grandma wanted everyone to stay here.”

      “If Berlin’s out of the question, what about dinner?”

      Penny smiled. “Has anyone told you you’re stubborn?”

      “Not recently, but it’s for a good cause. Dinner?”

      So many thoughts rushed through her mind. She liked Wyatt a lot. He was kind, patient, funny, and one of the most talented men she’d ever met. But he was still grieving for his wife. And after losing her Grandma, she was just as vulnerable. It would be so easy to fall in love with him, to look into his blue eyes and tell him he could be the center of her world. But then he’d leave and she would stay here, trying to put her life back together.

      Wyatt lifted her hand to his mouth and kissed her knuckles. “One step at a time,” he whispered.

      “It’s not that easy. My life has turned upside down. I don’t know what we’ll do if Katie doesn’t come home and—”

      Lips as soft and sweet as a spring breeze silenced the words tumbling from her mouth. She leaned forward, meeting Wyatt halfway as their kiss deepened, leaving her breathless and needy, and a whole lot of other things she hadn’t felt in years.

      He groaned and Penny forgot all the reasons why this wasn’t a good idea. Wyatt was an amazing man, and that’s all that mattered.

      When their kiss ended, she rested her forehead against his. “I like the way you kiss.”

      His sigh settled some of the butterflies jumping inside her tummy.

      “I like the way you kiss, too. What are we going to do with each other?”

      Penny smiled. “Have dinner?”

      “Tomorrow night?”

      “Okay.” She cuddled into his chest and enjoyed being close to him.

      Wyatt wrapped his arms around her. “If you don’t want to go to a restaurant, you could come to my place. I make a pretty good spaghetti sauce.”

      “I love spaghetti.”

      A rumble of laughter echoed against her ear. “Are you saying that to be nice or because you really like spaghetti?”

      “A little of both.”

      “That’s good.”

      As the stars glistened overhead and a cool wind drifted off the lake, Penny closed her eyes. She couldn’t imagine a more perfect moment than to be sitting here, wrapped in Wyatt’s arms.

      For now, this was all she needed. Tomorrow would look after itself.
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      The following morning, Penny drove to the old steamboat museum building with her sisters. Wyatt was following in his truck in case they wanted to stay for longer.

      When she was a teenager, the Steamboat Museum closed its doors for the last time. Even at that stage, the volunteers who ran it were only using a small part of the huge red-brick building.

      She had wonderful memories of following her granddad around the museum, examining old pieces of machinery, and discovering lots of collectibles. It was a treasure trove of memories, and her grandfather seemed to have a story for everything she saw.

      Before the museum moved here, the building had sat empty for decades. Originally, it was the center of all activity in Sapphire Bay. Built at the height of steamboat travel, dances were held here each Friday night. On Saturdays, the land surrounding it became one of the first Farmers’ Markets in Montana. Inside the building, rooms were dedicated to repairing parts of the steamboats. Her granddad had told her there were upholsterers, carpenters, welders, and many other people all working to keep the steamboats on the water.

      On one of her visits back to Sapphire Bay, Penny had been thrilled to see the beautiful old building once again being used. Pastor John had created a workshop in the main hall to build the tiny homes he was creating.

      The town was one hundred percent behind the tiny home village. The number of vehicles in the parking lot showed there was no shortage of volunteers to help on the project.

      “Mom wasn’t exaggerating when she said we might not find a parking space,” Barbara murmured as she stared through the windshield.

      “It’s because of the new contract,” Diana said. “The church has to build thirty tiny homes and take them to Missoula for another tiny home village.”

      “Is that what Dad was talking about the other day?” Barbara asked.

      Diana nodded. “He donated some tools for the workshop. No one can believe how successful the project has become.”

      A truck reversed and Penny waited patiently behind it for the parking space. “Has Wyatt found somewhere to park?”

      Barbara looked over her shoulder. “He’s pulling into a space about five vehicles behind us.”

      “That’s good.” Penny turned off the ignition and smiled. “Are you ready to look for a missing dresser?”

      An excited grin lit Diana’s face. “I can’t wait.”

      Barbara opened her door. “I haven’t been here in years. I wonder if the ghost of Old Man Biggins is still prowling the empty rooms?”

      “I’d forgotten about Granddad’s friendly ghost,” Penny said.

      Barbara shivered. “I’ll never forget. Granddad pretended he was the ghost one day and gave me bad dreams for weeks afterward.”

      Diana frowned. “But he was a friendly ghost.”

      “A ghost is a ghost,” Barbara stated.

      Wyatt walked toward them. “I didn’t think it would be so busy.”

      “It’s surprising where everyone comes from.” Penny held her hand above her eyes. “It looks as though someone’s tidied up the front of the building.”

      The faded sign above the front door had been replaced with a new one. Pots full of colorful plants stood on either side of the wide concrete steps and a new mailbox gleamed in the sunshine.

      As they entered the large entranceway, Pastor John came to meet them. “You’re on time as usual.” He looked at Barbara and Diana. “How are you finding being back in Sapphire Bay?”

      “It’s almost as if we never left,” Barbara said.

      The smile on Diana’s face faded. “It’s nice to be back with my family and friends. Thanks for showing us the storage areas.”

      “It’s my pleasure. Unfortunately, we don’t have any information about individual items stored in each room or who put them there. All I can tell you is that quite a few rooms contain furniture. Are you ready to go exploring?”

      Penny took a flashlight out of her pocket. “Ready and prepared.”

      John smiled. “As much as I hate to admit it, your flashlight might come in handy. We’ve fixed the lighting in the rooms we use, but the ones you’ll be visiting haven’t been touched.”

      Barbara and Diana pulled out their flashlights, too. “Don’t worry. Between us, we have enough light to brighten the darkest room.”

      John led them across the foyer and down another hallway. “If you see any rats or mice, let me know. I bought a supply of traps yesterday.”

      “It sounds as though we’ll have an interesting time,” Barbara said hesitantly.

      Penny hoped it was more than interesting. If they could find the piece of furniture the key belonged to, they might find another clue about their great-grandfather. And, if they were really lucky, it might unravel the mystery of his life.
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      Wyatt turned on the lights in another storage room and frowned. The single light bulb lit where they were standing, but the rest of the room was left in murky shadows.

      He knew the old steamboat museum was in a large building, but he’d never imagined how many unused rooms were hidden within the brick exterior.

      In its day, the building must have been humming with events and activities. Some rooms they searched were small storage areas sitting side-by-side to accommodate all the equipment and tools the workers needed. Other rooms were the size of his living room. Some held relics from the steamboat years. Others contained an odd assortment of decorations, furniture, and clothes.

      Penny walked around him and shone her flashlight into the far corner. “I keep thinking we’ll find the dresser in the next room. But, so far, all we’ve found are bits and pieces of furniture that no one wanted to keep.”

      “At least this room isn’t as crowded as the last one. We should know quite quickly if the dresser’s here.” Wyatt walked toward a canvas drop cloth covering a large, bulky object. “Can you give me a hand with this?”

      Carefully, they lifted the cover off the object.

      Penny coughed as a cloud of dust flew into the air. “We should have brought our face masks.”

      “If it’s too much, I can ask John if he has any in the workshop.”

      “I’ll be okay.” She looked at the writing desk they’d found. “It’s not the dresser, but it’s beautiful. I wonder how old it is?”

      Wyatt ran his hand over the dark, gleaming wood. “I don’t know, but it’s the type of thing you’d find in an antique store. I’ll take a photo for John and let him know which room it’s in. He might be able to find a home for it.”

      “That would be better than leaving it here under an old drop cloth.” Penny walked to the far side of the room. “There are only boxes of books and some old household appliances over here.”

      He lifted the edge of a sheet and smiled. “Come and have a look at this. It matches the style of the desk.”

      When Penny saw the small sofa, she smiled. “The pink velvet upholstery and dark wood make it look as though it belongs in a lady’s parlor.”

      “You could be right. I wonder if there are any other pieces of furniture that belonged to the same house?”

      After a few minutes, they found a matching footstool, a piano seat, and a small bookcase.

      “Instead of solving the mystery of my great-grandfather’s life, we’re finding another family’s treasures.” Penny looked around them. “I think we’ve seen everything there is to see in this room.”

      Wyatt pulled the covers over the smaller pieces of furniture. “I agree. Out of all the rooms we’ve checked, this is the most interesting. Can you give me a hand with the drop cloth for the desk?”

      Barbara rushed into the room. “I think we’ve found the dresser.”

      Wyatt and Penny looked at each other. Without speaking, they left the drop cloth on the floor and followed Barbara into another room.

      “Be careful where you step. There’s lots of furniture in here.” Barbara wove her way through what looked like enough furniture to fill an entire house. “The dresser is right at the back of the room behind an old wardrobe.”

      Diana appeared from behind another piece of furniture. She shone her flashlight toward the back wall. “It was too heavy for us to pull out, but it has the same scrollwork along the top edge.”

      Wyatt studied the dresser, comparing it to the photo he had in his pocket. “It’s identical. If this isn’t the dresser, it must have been made by the same furniture maker.” He moved out of the way so Penny could see what they were talking about.

      “It looks as though no one’s touched it since it was left here.”

      Diana moved another box out of the way. “I don’t think anyone has. Everything was covered in drop cloths and dust.”

      Penny borrowed Wyatt’s cell phone, shining his more powerful flashlight toward the top drawer. “There’s definitely a lock, but we can’t open it while the dresser’s stuck between the wall and the wardrobe. We’ll have to move all the other furniture.”

      Wyatt looked over her shoulder. “It doesn’t look as though it’s resting on the wardrobe. I’ll try to slide it along the wall before we move everything else.” He changed places with Penny and placed his hands on either side of the dresser. Planting his feet against the wooden floor, he pulled the wooden frame toward him. It moved an inch. “It’s heavier than it looks.”

      Diana sighed. “I guess that means we’re moving the rest of the furniture.”

      Barbara was already one step ahead of her. “We don’t have to move everything out of the room unless we want to take the dresser home. For now, all we need is enough room to put the key into the lock. If we move the furniture in front of the dresser a few feet forward, that should be enough.”

      Wyatt had a feeling it would be easier said than done. If the other large pieces of furniture were as heavy as the dresser, they could be here for a while.

      Forty sweaty, dust-filled minutes later, they’d finally made enough room for Penny to squeeze between the dresser and wardrobe.

      She looked at the large wardrobe and frowned. “Are you sure I won’t create a domino effect and knock the other furniture over?”

      “Just keep your bottom pulled in,” Barbara said seriously. “If the furniture starts wobbling, Wyatt will pull you out.”

      It was just as well Barbara had complete faith in him. Penny didn’t seem so confident.

      She looked at him and frowned. “My life could be in your hands.”

      With a smile, he lifted his arm and flexed his bicep. “I’ll take care of you.” He wasn’t sure if his display of manly muscle made her feel better or worse.

      With one last look at the rows of furniture, Penny wiped her hands on the back of her jeans. “Okay. I’m ready.”

      Barbara took the key out of her pocket and handed it to her sister.

      Wyatt didn’t know how Penny and her sisters were feeling, but he was more anxious than excited. If the key didn’t fit, they’d decided that Penny and her sisters would drive to Polson and talk to the lady from the museum.

      Even if the key did fit, they didn’t know what they’d find inside the drawers.

      “The suspense is killing me,” Barbara said from behind him. “What’s happening?”

      Penny wiggled a little farther into the cavity. “Three of the drawers are locked. I’m putting the key into the top one.”

      Silence filled the room.

      Then, click.

      “It unlocked the drawer,” Penny said excitedly. “I’ll open it now.”

      Wyatt held his breath, waiting for what Penny had to say.

      “It’s empty.” He didn’t need to see her face to know she was disappointed.

      Barbara and Diana sighed.

      “I’ll try the others.”

      One after the other, each drawer opened to reveal nothing.

      Penny appeared from behind the wardrobe. “I can’t believe the dresser is empty.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” Diana said. “At least we found it.”

      “What are we going to do with it?” Barbara asked.

      Wyatt looked at the other pieces of uncovered furniture in the room. “Everything is in good condition. You could leave it here.”

      Penny bit her bottom lip and looked hesitantly at Wyatt.

      “What is it?” he asked.

      “I want to take it home.”

      Barbara groaned. “You can’t be serious? It took us more than half an hour to move everything so you could squeeze between the furniture. It will take us hours to pull the dresser into the hallway.”

      “I can’t explain it, but this dresser needs to come home with us.” Penny looked at Wyatt and her sisters. “If you don’t want to stay, I could ask Pastor John if he has anyone who could help me move the furniture.”

      Diana’s gaze traveled over the carefully placed rows of bookcases, tables, and chairs. “I’m happy to help. But finding more people to give us a hand is a good idea. Otherwise, we’ll be here all day.”

      “Okay,” Barbara grumbled. “I’ll stay, too. But you owe me an enormous mug of hot chocolate.”

      “I’ll stay,” Wyatt said.

      Penny frowned. “What about your paintings?”

      “If John can supply a few extra people, it won’t take long to remove the dresser.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Positive.”

      “In that case, thank you.” Penny looked at her sisters. “I know it would be a lot easier to leave it here, but I can’t.”

      Barbara wiped her hands on her T-shirt. “I’ll find Pastor John and asked him if he has anyone who can help.”

      “I’ll start moving the boxes in the front row,” Diana said. “Don’t worry, Penny. We’ll have the dresser home before you know it.”

      It wouldn’t be that easy, but Wyatt was impressed with Diana and Barbara’s attitude. And he would be even more impressed once the dresser was on the back of Penny’s truck.
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      That evening, Penny knocked on Wyatt’s front door. She inhaled the rich, sweet scent of the pasta sauce he was cooking and smiled. It reminded her of the amazing meals she’d had with her grandparents.

      The door opened and Wyatt grinned. “Hi. How are your arms?”

      “Still a little sore from moving the furniture. Something smells yummy.” She handed him a bottle of red wine.

      “It’s my grandma’s secret spaghetti sauce recipe,” he said proudly. “It’s foolproof and guaranteed to make you come back for seconds.”

      “In that case, I’m glad I came. Did you get a lot of painting done this afternoon?” Wyatt had stayed with them until her truck pulled away from the old steamboat museum building. She’d never been happier to see a piece of furniture sitting in her grandparents’ living room, or more worried that it had taken too much time.

      Wyatt walked through to the kitchen. “I spent a few hours painting. I’ll get another couple of hours done before I go to bed tonight.”

      “Thanks for helping us.”

      “You’re welcome. Even though the dresser was empty, I’m glad we found it. What did your mom say when she saw it?”

      Penny hesitated before answering. “She cried. She misses Grandma and seeing the dresser made her wish she was here.”

      Wyatt stopped by the kitchen counter. “How are you feeling about your grandma?”

      “I miss her, too. We all do.”

      He held her hands and stroked her skin with his thumb. “You pick a rose from your garden most mornings.”

      “You see me?”

      Wyatt nodded. “I usually have breakfast about the same time you come outside.”

      “Roses were Grandma’s favorite flower. When they lived at their previous house, Granddad used to grow them in his greenhouse so Grandma had fresh roses all year.”

      “She must have enjoyed that.”

      “She did. We left her rocking chair in the circular room overlooking the lake. I place a fresh rose in there most mornings, just for Grandma.”

      Wyatt’s hands tightened around hers. “That’s a wonderful thing to do.”

      Penny breathed through the knot of grief clogging her throat. “My family is trying hard to support each other. It helps that Mom’s such an extrovert. If you’re having a bad day, she wants to know how you feel, why you feel that way, and what you’re doing to feel better. The rose is my feel better solution. Barbara bakes and Diana takes Charlie for long walks.”

      Wyatt left a tender kiss on her cheek. “If you ever run out of roses, come and see me. I’ll paint one for you.”

      Despite the wave of sadness that had washed over her, she smiled. “In fifty years’ time, it could be worth a million dollars. Just think how many roses I could buy with that kind of money.”

      Wyatt tapped the end of her nose. “If I don’t finish the last two paintings going to Berlin, the picture won’t be worth anything. My reputation will sink like a stone to the bottom of the lake and no one will buy my paintings.”

      “It can’t be as bad as that?”

      “Not quite.” He smiled as he turned to stir the pasta sauce. “But I wouldn’t count on being a millionaire from one painting.”

      “Oh, well,” Penny said with a dramatic sigh. “I’ll just have to be content with what I’ve got. Can I help with dinner?”

      “Nope. I’m all organized. I’ll pour you a glass of wine and then you can tell me about the rest of your day.”

      Penny sat on a kitchen stool. “There isn’t much to tell. I spent a little time researching what other Bed and Breakfasts are offering their guests.”

      “And?”

      “Their services and facilities are as different as night and day. Once we settle on a room rate, it will make deciding what we’ll offer a lot easier. I also called a couple of lake cruise companies and some fishing guides. We can definitely offer a lot of outdoor options.”

      “That has to be an advantage over places that don’t have a lake nearby.”

      “It is. Diana’s been working on menu options and finding the best places to advertise. Barbara’s busy designing websites for three new clients, and Katie is still in Los Angeles.”

      Wyatt handed her a glass of wine. “Is she coming home?”

      “I don’t know. All of us are feeling on edge while we wait to see what she does.”

      “One of my brothers is like Katie. It doesn’t matter what you say to him, he does what he wants. He’s a good person, but it can be frustrating. Hopefully, she’ll realize it’s important to be here.”

      “I hope so.”

      Wyatt placed uncooked spaghetti pasta into a saucepan of boiling water. “What happened to the box the key was in?”

      This time, the smile on Penny’s face was less strained. “A man called Nick Costas owns an art gallery in Bozeman. He knows people all over the world who deal in anything from sculptures to hugely expensive paintings. He’s asked one of his friends to have a look at it and give us an idea of its age and where it was made.”

      “That will be helpful.”

      Penny nodded. It could also be one of their last chances to find more information about her great-grandfather. “He doesn’t think it will take too long for his friend to answer our questions.”

      “That’s good.” Wyatt held his hand under a wooden spoon and brought it across to her. “Taste this and tell me what you think.”

      She ate a small mouthful of the rich tomato sauce and smiled. “It’s delicious.”

      “I’m glad you like it. All I have to do is take the salad out of the refrigerator, cut a loaf of bread into thick slices, drain the pasta, and pour myself a glass of wine.”

      Penny slid off the stool. “I’ll pour your wine and get the salad.”

      Wyatt wrapped his arms around her waist. “I like your priorities.”

      “You can never go wrong with a glass of wine.”

      “Or someone to share it with.”

      She leaned forward and kissed his lips. “I like your priorities, too.”
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      Later that week, Wyatt arrived at the tiny home village with chalk, paint, and paintbrushes in all shapes and sizes.

      “It looks as though we’ll be busy,” Ethan said behind him.

      He looked over his shoulder and smiled. “We have two hours to outline the murals on the garages. I’m not sure we can do it in that time, but we’ll give it our best shot.”

      Ethan picked up a box. “I heard you found Penny’s great-grandparents’ furniture in the old steamboat museum.”

      “How did you know?”

      “Mabel’s keeping everyone up to date with what’s happening on the community Facebook page. She even added a picture of the dresser.”

      Ethan had warned him that Mabel knew everything that was happening in Sapphire Bay. The community Facebook page had become her primary way of sharing information with the rest of the town. He had no problem with her telling everyone about her own family. But, from what he’d seen, she sometimes went a little far when she shared information about other people.

      “Don’t be so worried,” Ethan assured him. “She’s doing it for the right reasons. Mabel’s hoping someone will read the posts and know something about her grandfather.”

      The chance of that happening was fairly low, but he knew how much it meant to Penny and her family to solve the mystery of their ancestor’s disappearance. “We were hoping there would be something in the dresser that would tell us what happened to him.”

      “Judging by the comments at the bottom of the post, so was half of Sapphire Bay. Don’t be surprised if Mabel shows up today. She wants to do a post about the murals.”

      Wyatt took two cans of paint off the truck. “We’d better get started, then. How many volunteers are here?”

      “Fifteen. They’re hanging the stencils on the wall as we speak.”

      A few days ago, Wyatt had met with a group of volunteers and explained the next stage of the painting process. The teams had already decided on the design of the murals and made draft images. With the help of the volunteers, he’d transferred their ideas to stencils, and they were now ready to be hung this morning. After that, it was only a matter of filling in the gaps.

      “You should know that Jack and Richard aren’t here.”

      That surprised Wyatt. “When I saw them last week, they were excited about the project. What’s happened?” He left the first two cans of paint in the shade of a tree and returned to the truck for more.

      “Richard isn’t doing too well. The new pain medication his doctor prescribed is causing other issues. He’s had to stop taking it.”

      “Is there something else he can have?”

      “That’s what his doctor is looking into now. But, in the meantime, he’s using his wheelchair a lot more. That’s causing other issues that aren’t pain-related.”

      Ethan didn’t need to explain what he meant. Wyatt had already seen the difference it made to Richard when he was standing upright. He had more confidence and a more balanced view of the world. When he was sitting in the wheelchair, it seemed to dominate his personality and make him feel less than who he was.

      “Is there anything I can do?”

      “Once everyone knows what they’re doing, I could supervise the teams while you talk to him. Jack doesn’t understand what’s happening to his dad and that makes the situation even worse.”

      “I’ll do what I can.”

      “I’d appreciate it. How’s the portrait coming along?”

      “Slowly. I’m concentrating on my other paintings at the moment. Don’t tell me Mabel’s updating everyone about that, as well?”

      “Nope. On that matter, her lips are sealed.”

      Wyatt breathed a sigh of relief.

      “You’ll have to tell everyone who you are sooner or later.”

      The paintbrushes landed on the ground beside the paint. “I’d rather it be later.”

      “Does Penny know who you are?”

      “She knows I paint using the name W.J. Johnson, and she knows about Anya.”

      “Everything about her?”

      Wyatt refused to look at his friend. If he did, Ethan would know he hadn’t told Penny the entire truth.

      Ethan stood beside him with his hands on his hips. “We talked about this.”

      “No. You talked about my inability to deal with Anya’s death. It’s not easy telling someone you care about that you killed your wife.”

      “You didn’t kill her. It was a tragic accident.”

      “An accident that was my fault. If I’d paid more attention to the road, she wouldn’t be dead.”

      “Would it have made you feel better if you’d been left with serious injuries?”

      Wyatt glared at his friend. “If you’d asked me that three years ago, I would have said yes. But I doubt even death could have made me feel less guilty for what I did.”

      “And now?”

      His eyes narrowed. “You’re not my psychiatrist.”

      “Maybe I should have been.”

      Wyatt strode back to the truck and handed Ethan two more cans of paint. “What if Penny thinks I’m the jerk I used to be?”

      “What if she doesn’t?”

      “Do you know how much I hate it when you answer a question with another question?”

      “Sometimes it’s the only way to make you question what you’re saying.” Ethan frowned. “From what I’ve seen and what you’ve told me, Penny likes you. Maybe you should give her the benefit of the doubt and trust that she knows you better than you think she does.”

      “What if she doesn’t know me?”

      “Then you need to show her who you are.”

      Wyatt’s heart sank. That would mean letting her into the deepest, darkest part of who he was. And that person scared him more than pretending to be someone he wasn’t.
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      An hour later, Wyatt knocked on the door to Richard and Jack’s tiny home.

      When Jack opened the door, his little face was so sad that Wyatt wanted to give him a hug.

      “We can’t help you today. Dad’s leg is sore.”

      “That’s okay. We’re only outlining the design. There’ll be plenty of time for you to paint the mural. I came to see how you are.”

      Richard wheeled himself to the door. “I thought I heard your voice. I’m sorry about today. It’s not a good time.”

      “That’s okay. How are you feeling?”

      Richard frowned. “I’m okay.”

      “Ethan said if you want Jack to help with the art project, he’ll look after him and bring him home after we’ve finished.”

      The hopeful expression on Jack’s face was heartbreaking. “Please, Dad. I’d really like to go.”

      Richard looked at his son. “Ethan will be busy doing other things.”

      “It’s okay,” Wyatt assured him. “There’s plenty of staff from The Welcome Center helping.”

      Jack’s hand tightened on the arm of his dad’s wheelchair. “Please, Dad. I’ll be good.”

      Reluctantly, Richard nodded. “All right, but you need to come home as soon as everyone’s finished.”

      “Yeah!” Jack threw his arms around his dad. “I’ll be back real soon, just wait and see.”

      “Take an old T-shirt,” Richard reminded him. “And if you have any questions, ask Ethan.”

      As soon as Jack found a T-shirt, he raced outside, running at full speed toward the garages.

      It was time for Wyatt to push the boundary of the friendship he’d made with Richard. He knew how quickly pain and grief could eat you alive. It didn’t matter how it found you, it colored everything you did and made it hard for anyone living with you.

      The last person Richard would want to hurt was his son, but Jack was part of his father’s pain whether or not Richard wanted him to be.

      “I was speaking to Ethan. He said you’ve had a bad reaction to the new pain medication the doctor gave you.”

      “He shouldn’t have said anything.”

      “The only reason he told me was because I asked where you were. I know what you’re going through.”

      Richard grunted. “You wouldn’t know what I’m going through unless you’ve lost a limb. And from what I can see, you’ve still got two arms and two legs.”

      “You’re right, but I know what it’s like to have your life fall apart. Three years ago, my wife died in a car accident. It was my fault.”

      Some of the tension on Richard’s face disappeared. “I’m sorry. It must have been devastating.”

      “It was. I wanted to dull the pain, so I tried all kinds of prescription drugs. It wasn’t until I went to a counselor that I began to accept what had happened.”

      “I spent a year talking to a psychologist.”

      “Did it help?”

      “A little, but it didn’t help the physical pain of my amputation.”

      “What did your doctor say?”

      Richard pushed his wheelchair backward. For a second, Wyatt thought he was going to shut the door. But he motioned for him to come inside. “You might as well sit down while we talk.”

      Wyatt stepped inside and looked around the tiny home.

      “This home is bigger than the others. It makes it easier for me to move around with my wheelchair. Do you want a cup of coffee?”

      “That would be great.”

      Richard turned on the coffeepot and took some mugs out of a drawer. “My first doctor was all about using drugs to deal with the pain. I was like a zombie when I was taking them. After I moved here, I started seeing the local doctor, Zac Hilary. We’re trying some different meds and alternative therapies. I had a reaction to one pill and ended up in the hospital for a few days.”

      “Is there anything else Zac can give you?”

      “I’m taking other pain medication, but it doesn’t last as long as the others. The best thing would be to get a new prosthetic leg. I thought I was getting one, but my insurance company won’t cover the cost.”

      Wyatt felt for him. It was hard enough being a single parent. Having to take pain medication to get through each day added another layer of complexity to Richard’s life. “Are there any funding organizations that could help?”

      “Zac gave me a list, so I’m going through those and filling out the forms. Working at the old steamboat museum helps. But on the days when I need to use my chair, it’s impossible.

      “You can always call me. I can help with whatever you need—even if it’s looking after Jack.”

      “Thanks. I appreciate the offer.”

      How often had he said the same thing? “I mean it,” Wyatt said. “You have a good life and an amazing son. Jack needs as much support as you do, and I can help. What’s the most important thing you need right now?”

      Richard sat silently for a few seconds. “If you know anyone who makes prosthetic legs, let me know.”

      Wyatt’s eyebrows rose. Why didn’t he think of his friend sooner?

      “You know someone?”

      “I helped an organization in New York City a few years ago. I met someone who used 3D technology to create medical devices.” Peter did a lot more than that now, and he might be able to help Richard. “I’ll call him.”

      “Thanks. If he can’t help, it doesn’t matter. Would you mind if we went to see what Jack’s doing?”

      Wyatt smiled. “That’s a great idea.” And before Richard changed his mind, Wyatt opened the door and waited for him on the veranda.
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      Penny was in a deep sleep, dreaming about steamboats, when the floorboards in her bedroom creaked. She leapt out of bed, caught her foot on the edge of a blanket, and ended up flat on her back on the floor.

      “Are you all right?” Barbara whispered.

      With her hand on her pounding heart, Penny stared at her sister. “What on earth are you doing in my room? It’s still dark.”

      Barbara held her finger to her lips. “Ssh! You’ll wake Diana and Charlie.”

      After rubbing the sleep from her eyes, Penny sat up and paid closer attention to what her sister was holding. “You bought me a present?”

      “That’s usually what you do when it’s someone’s birthday.”

      Penny frowned.

      “I can’t believe it. You forgot it was your birthday?”

      She pulled herself to her feet. “I remembered a few days ago, but I lost track of what day it is.” Penny rubbed her sore arms. In the last week they’d spent a lot of hours remodeling the house and moving furniture. On top of that, she’d had dinner with Wyatt twice and rescued Charlie when he ran into the lake trying to catch a bird.

      Barbara handed her the present. “Happy birthday.”

      Penny kissed her sister’s cheek. “Thank you.” She touched the soft pink ribbon tied around the pretty floral box. “This is too good to open.”

      “I thought the same thing. You can lift the lid without undoing the bow.”

      Carefully, she removed the lid. “Oh, wow. This looks delicious.” Nestled on a bed on white chocolate flowers was a large pink chocolate heart.

      “It’s a strawberry chocolate heart filled with raspberry jelly. Brooke made it especially for you at Sweet Treats.”

      Penny inhaled the heavenly berry scent. “It smells as delicious as it looks.” Picking up the heart, she lifted it to her mouth.

      “You’re eating it now?”

      “Of course, I am,” she said with a grin. “Mom’s not here to tell me it’s too early. And besides, I need all the energy I can get. Someone woke me up when everyone else is sleeping.”

      A heavy knock sounded on the front door.

      Barbara frowned and looked at her watch. “It’s only six-thirty. Who could it be?”

      “Unless it’s Wyatt, I don’t know.” Penny made sure she was decent before walking onto the landing. Charlie was already barking and racing down the stairs ahead of her.

      Diana stumbled to her bedroom door, her hair a tangled mass of curls. “Who’s at the door?”

      “We’ve got no idea,” Barbara said as she hurried after Penny. “You might want to brush your hair. You look like the Wicked Witch of the West.”

      Diana frowned and disappeared into her room.

      Before Penny reached the ground floor, Diana was already coming downstairs. She’d thrown on a sweatshirt and pulled the curls off her face with a hair tie.

      Penny peeked through the glass panel beside the door. “Katie?” Throwing open the door, she frowned at her youngest sister. “What are you doing here?”

      She held out her arms. “I thought it would be obvious.”

      When Barbara joined them, she stared at her sister in silence.

      Katie stuck her hands on her hips and frowned. “It’s Penny’s birthday. You know; presents, a special family meal, and looking at photos we’d sooner forget.”

      Diana scrambled past her sisters. “Katie,” she squealed. “It’s so good to see you!” She shooed Charlie away and threw her arms around her sister. “How did you get here at this time of the morning?”

      “I flew into Kalispell last night, then rented a car to come here this morning. I wanted to surprise you.”

      She’d certainly done that, Penny thought.

      “It looks as though someone has already been enjoying their birthday.”

      Penny looked at the chocolate heart she was still holding. The bite mark on one side made her smile. “I needed the sugar. Thanks for coming.”

      Now that she was over the shock of seeing Katie, Penny studied her sister’s face. Even as her sister laughed and hugged Barbara, she looked pale and drawn, as if the weight of the world was on her shoulders. It must have something to do with finding a literary agent. For a long time, she’d tried to get her children’s books published. It was disheartening when she couldn’t even get beyond the first hurdle.

      When Katie saw Penny looking at her, she frowned. “I’m okay, just tired.”

      Diana pulled Katie toward the kitchen. “Come and have breakfast and tell us what you’ve been doing.”

      Katie stopped in the middle of the dining room. “Good grief. Is this the same house?”

      “We’ve done a little remodeling,” Barbara said proudly. “Do you like it?”

      As she turned in a slow circle, Katie’s eyes widened. “It’s amazing. You took down the wall between the dining room and the study and you’ve painted the walls.” She looked above her at the modern pendant lights. “You’ve even replaced the light fixtures. It looks incredible.”

      Charlie woofed in agreement and everyone smiled.

      Katie knelt on the floor and gave their canine buddy a big hug. “I’ve missed you, boy. Did you help everyone with the painting?”

      Penny smiled when Charlie made playful growling noises. It was as if he was telling Katie all about his adventures around the house.

      Barbara patted his head. “Charlie was a good boy and only supervised. Although he got close to dragging his tail through some paint.”

      “Your mommy wouldn’t have been impressed.”

      Diana grinned. “Penny saved the day. She whisked him outside before too much damage was done. We’ve remodeled a lot more than this room. I’ll show you the rest later on.”

      They continued through to the kitchen. While Barbara made everyone a drink, Penny put two slices of bread into the toaster, and Diana and Katie took their favorite breakfast cereals out of the cupboard.

      Katie leaned against the counter. “Apart from Penny’s birthday, there’s another reason I’m here.”

      Everyone stopped what they were doing and looked at their sister.

      “I thought over what you said about Grandma and Granddad’s house and how important it was for it to stay in our family. So, I’ve decided to come home.”

      Penny, Barbara, and Diana threw themselves at their sister, wrapping her in a huge family hug.

      “I can’t believe you’re staying,” Barbara said.

      Diana grinned. “I knew you wouldn’t let us down.”

      “I’m sorry it took me so long to make up my mind.”

      “You’re here now,” Penny said happily. “That’s all that matters.”

      Charlie ran around the kitchen, excitedly woofing at everyone.

      Stepping away from her sisters, Penny took a doggie treat out of a drawer. Like magic, Charlie sat on his bottom with his tongue hanging out and not a woof in sight.

      “Good boy,” she whispered. Once Charlie was quiet, her sisters’ chatter returned to normal. As she buttered the toast, Penny looked over her shoulder at Katie. “Do Mom and Dad know you’re staying?”

      “Not yet. I thought I’d go to this morning’s church service and surprise them.”

      “That’s a wonderful idea,” Diana said. “They’ll love seeing you.”

      As they made their breakfast, Penny listened to Katie tell everyone what she’d been doing in Los Angeles. She was happy her sister was here, happy they could finally make plans for their future. But sad that their grandma wasn’t here to share the day with them.
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      Wyatt tied his shoelaces and walked outside. He’d been awake since four o’clock this morning, thinking about his wife and what happened after she’d died. Usually, when he was feeling down, he played some music and looked at the pictures of her in his photo albums.

      But this morning, Anya’s smiling face did nothing to reduce the heaviness in his heart or the raw emotion clogging his throat.

      It was the anniversary of the day they’d met. They’d always gone somewhere special to celebrate their relationship and the new life they were creating together.

      He breathed in the sweet scent of the new day before walking along the gravel trail beside the lake. When his muscles were warm, he broke into a jog, steadily increasing his speed until he was running. After a few minutes of pushing himself hard, he slowed down, gasping for air. He hadn’t been running in months and it showed.

      He looked along the shore of the lake, half expecting to see Charlie bounding toward him. He and his neighbors had a sixth sense when it came to the timing of their walks. It didn’t matter whether Wyatt left home earlier than usual or at the normal time, Charlie and Penny, and sometimes her other sisters, would meet him at some point along the trail.

      This morning, he needed to be alone, to think through what was happening in his life. When he came to a fork in the trail, he veered left, going in a different direction than usual.

      He started running again. Images of Anya flashed in front of his eyes. Before the accident, she’d asked him what he wanted her to do if he died. They’d only been married for a couple of years, and he’d jokingly asked if she was tired of him already.

      She’d said she was serious, that she really wanted to know. He’d told her he expected her to move on with her life, find someone to love, and have that love returned. Anya’s response was simple. She wanted the same for him. She wanted him to be happy, to live the life he’d always dreamed about.

      Over the last few days, he’d replayed that conversation over and over, trying to relate it to how he felt about Penny. No matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t get his wife out of his mind. She had been his rock, his safe place to fall. And today, more than ever, he felt that loss like a dagger to his heart.

      When he could breathe without gasping, he jogged again, only stopping when he couldn’t suck any more air into his lungs. For forty minutes, he kept running, willing his unfit body to believe he was actually enjoying himself.

      By the time he arrived home, he was exhausted. Slowly, he stretched, easing the tension in his calf muscles and hoping he didn’t live to regret going so far.

      After he’d finished, he walked onto his veranda and frowned. Attached to the door was a large piece of paper showing a picture of a gift-wrapped box. Inside was a message from Penny. It was her birthday. Her family was going to church and she wondered if he wanted to come over for lunch.

      He looked across the yard at her house, at the roses that always seemed to be in bloom. Her family had enjoyed a wonderful life in Sapphire Bay. They’d lived, loved, and died with the knowledge that this was the place where they wanted to live.

      And now, unexpectedly, he felt the same way.
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      Penny handed her mom a bowl of pasta salad. So far, lunch had been the usual boisterous affair it normally was when one of her sisters came home. But with all four daughters under one roof, their parents were in seventh heaven.

      “I can’t believe my girls are all staying in Sapphire Bay for twelve months. Just wait, you’ll never want to leave.”

      Katie’s mouth dropped open. “We only agreed to one year, Mom. Not a lifetime.”

      Mabel waved her hand in the air. “I said the same thing to your father when we came back to Sapphire Bay. After spending two years in Denver, I wasn’t happy coming home. But, thirty-five years later, I’m still pleased we returned.”

      Penny’s dad handed Wyatt a plate of barbecued steak. “What about you? Have you caught the Sapphire Bay bug yet?”

      “Dad!” Penny said quickly. “You know Wyatt’s leaving in a couple of months.”

      “A man can change his mind. Especially if he has the right incentive.”

      While she was getting over the shock of her dad calling her an incentive, he wiggled his eyebrows and grinned.

      “Don’t worry, Penny. Wyatt knows us well enough by now to know I’m joking. If he wants to leave God’s own paradise to live in a concrete jungle, that’s his decision.”

      She didn’t dare look at Wyatt.

      He helped himself to a piece of meat before holding the plate toward her. When he didn’t let go, she looked at him. He smiled and a blush heated her cheeks.

      “I’ve enjoyed living in Sapphire Bay a lot more since your daughters moved into this house.”

      Her dad, for whatever reason, seemed happy with Wyatt’s reply.

      Seated on the other side of the table, Diana grinned. “We like having you as our neighbor, too. Don’t we, Penny?”

      “We do.” Oh, no. Everyone was looking at her as if she should add something more. What did they want her to say? That Wyatt was the most amazing man she’d ever met and it would devastate her when he left? She wasn’t ready to admit that to anyone, let alone the man sitting beside her.

      “I think it’s incredible that you found our great-grandmother’s dresser,” Katie said. “It must have been like a modern-day Sherlock Holmes adventure.”

      Penny breathed a sigh of relief. Thank goodness for Katie. Out of all of her sisters, she was usually the least likely to bail her out of an awkward situation. Not because she didn’t want to, but because she was usually dreaming about her next story.

      Mabel added a buttery cob of corn to her lunch. “It’s a pity there was nothing inside.”

      “We all thought it might have some information about our great-grandfather,” Barbara said. “I even went to the Polson Public Library and the local Historical Society. But no one had any information about him—or none that I could find.”

      Penny looked around the table at the people she loved. “Do you think we’ll ever know what really happened to him?”

      “He disappeared many years ago,” Mabel said. “If your grandma couldn’t find any information about her father, it’s unlikely we will. Did you find anything that might help in your great-grandmother’s journal?”

      “There was only a brief mention of someone thinking they’d seen him after he’d drowned. Margaret spent a lot of time looking for her husband but, after the first sighting, no one else saw him.”

      Diana reached for the corn. “I have a feeling we’ll discover what happened to him.”

      Penny’s dad tapped the edge of his glass with a spoon. “On that positive note, I’d like to propose a toast.” He waited for his family to stop groaning before continuing. “I promise to keep it short. First, I’d like to wish Penny a happy birthday. We love you with all our hearts and hope you have an amazing year.”

      Everyone clapped and cheered.

      “And,” Allan continued, “I’d like to thank our girls for coming home. Your grandma would be proud of everything you’re doing. I’d also like to thank Wyatt for being here. It’s good to know there’s someone living beside my daughters who looks out for them.”

      “It’s the muffins Penny takes to him each morning,” Barbara whispered.

      Penny scowled.

      Wyatt laughed and held her hand. “And I look forward to them each day.”

      “You do?” Penny asked.

      “I do.”

      Her dad studied them with a smile. “May this year bring us all love, hope, and joy—and, if we’re lucky, a slice of your mom’s delicious apple pie after lunch.”

      Mabel chuckled. “Wyatt isn’t the only man who enjoys his home baking. Let’s have lunch and then I’ll show you what I brought for dessert.”

      Allan kissed his wife’s cheek. “I’m looking forward to that.” He raised his glass and smiled at Penny. “Happy birthday, honey.”

      After the last glass had clinked against the others, Penny smiled at Wyatt. The day had started with a surprise visit from her sister and had only gotten better.
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      After lunch, Wyatt sat in the living room with Mabel and Allan. They’d been banned from the kitchen while their daughters did the dishes and packed away the leftovers.

      While Allan told them about a fishing trip he was going on with some friends, Wyatt glanced at the dresser they’d found.

      “Gordon is determined to catch a bigger fish than me,” Allan continued. “But he’ll have his work cut out for him. I’m taking my secret weapon.”

      Wyatt frowned. “I didn’t know anglers had secret weapons.”

      Mabel laughed. “I thought the same thing before I saw what Allan was talking about. Over the years he’s developed quite a knack for creating fishing flies that work. I keep telling him to get some kind of patent and sell them to other people. But he’s worried it would spoil his advantage when he goes fishing with his friends.”

      Wyatt leaned forward. “I’m with you, Allan. I’d keep my secret safe for a few more years.” He frowned and turned back to the dresser. If he had something he wanted to keep safe, he wouldn’t tell the world about it, either. He’d hide it where no one would look, but somewhere that was easy for him to find. Somewhere like a hidden compartment.

      He walked across the room and ran his hands along the back of the dresser.

      “What are you doing?” Mabel asked.

      “When Allan was talking about his secret weapon, it made me think about your grandfather. Penny said he didn’t have a lot of money, so this dresser would have been a special piece of furniture. If there were any papers or information I didn’t want to share, I’d hide it somewhere no one would think to look.” Starting at the top, he pulled the first drawer away from the frame.

      Bending down, he looked through the cavity from the front to the back, then used his hand to pat the underside of the wooden top.

      Mabel and Allan stood beside him.

      “I never thought of that,” Mabel said. “How can we help?”

      “There’s not a lot you can do at the moment.” It wasn’t until he reached the third drawer that he found something interesting. “I’ll get Penny and her sisters.”

      When he walked into the kitchen, Penny was loading the cutlery into the dishwasher. “You should come into the living room. There’s something strange about the dresser.”

      Penny dried her hands on the dishtowel. “What is it?”

      “I think I’ve found a hidden compartment.”

      Diane and Barbara looked at each other before dropping what they were doing.

      “Come on, Katie,” Diana said. “This could be exciting.”

      Wyatt tried to keep calm. The chance of finding any clues about Penny’s great-grandfather’s life was so remote it wasn’t funny. But, even so, he couldn’t help the excitement building inside him.

      He followed the sisters into the living room. “Your dad was talking about keeping things safe and I wondered if your great-grandfather had secrets he didn’t want to share. I guess I’ve seen too many movies where there are hidden drawers and compartments in desks.”

      He pointed to the third drawer. “Feel the base and then compare it to the others.”

      Penny ran her hands over the wood, then tapped the base. Picking up another drawer, she did the same thing. With a frown, she repeated the same thing on the first drawer she’d tested. “That’s odd. The bottom of this drawer sounds hollow compared to the other one.”

      Mabel held her hand over her chest. “Oh, my. This is terribly exciting.”

      Penny studied the base. “I think we can remove the top layer of wood without damaging the rest of the drawer.”

      Barbara rushed across the room. “Wait a minute. I’ll take a photo to document what we’re doing.”

      “You’re right,” Mabel said. “I should video this for the community Facebook page. Everyone will want to know what we’ve found.”

      Diana looked inside the drawer. “Whatever’s here won’t be very big. If there’s a compartment, it isn’t deep.”

      “It could be a will or a passport,” Katie guessed. “Or maybe it’s money.”

      Barbara frowned. “Did they even have passports when our great-grandparents were alive?”

      “I don’t know,” her dad said. “But we’re about to find out.”

      Standing over the top of the dresser, Barbara took at least a dozen photos. “That should do it. I’ll take some more when we see what’s inside.”

      Diana looked at Wyatt. “You were the person who thought of a hidden compartment. You should be the one who sees what’s inside.”

      Penny disappeared into the hallway and returned with a tool belt. “If you need a screwdriver, chisel, or hammer, I’ve got some here.”

      Wyatt chose a narrow chisel. “It should be easy enough to wiggle it loose.”

      Mabel leaned over his shoulder. “If my grandfather needed access to whatever’s inside the compartment, I don’t think he would have made it too difficult to open. Especially if he needed the information quickly.”

      “Mom’s right,” Barbara said. “Is there a panel on the front that slides open?”

      Wyatt turned the drawer around and felt along the front edge. “Nothing that I can find.” Holding the drawer to his ear, he gave it a good shake. “It doesn’t sound as though there’s anything inside.”

      A disappointed sigh rippled around the room.

      Penny sat on the edge of the chair. “Have you tried pushing the panel down? It doesn’t look as though the wood is very thick. It could bend enough to pry the edge open without damaging the drawer.”

      Allan nodded. “Good idea. If I wanted to get something out of the drawer quickly, that would be my way of opening it.”

      Wyatt placed the drawer on the floor and pushed against the top layer of wood. Penny and her dad were right. The wood was more flexible than he thought. The narrow chisel appeared over his shoulder.

      “Use this to lift the side of the wood,” Diana said.

      Holding his breath, he wiggled the chisel into place and gave it a gentle nudge. The thin wooden cover popped off the drawer.

      Mabel gasped. “I can see something.”

      He didn’t know whether it was his imagination but, everyone seemed to lean forward, straining to see the piece of paper sitting in the cavity.

      He jumped when Penny leapt out of her chair. “Don’t touch anything until you’re wearing gloves!”

      Diana hurried after her sister. “I moved the first aid kit to the cabinet under the sink.”

      Within seconds, the two sisters returned to the room.

      Penny thrust a pair of Latex gloves at him. “Be careful. The paper could be really fragile.”

      Wyatt pulled on the gloves and carefully lifted the piece of paper out of the drawer. Luckily, it was only folded in half. The thick paper had yellowed with age, but the black ink was still visible. His eyes widened when he read the date. “Someone wrote the letter on November 16, 1863.”

      “That was seventeen years before my grandfather was even born,” Mabel murmured. “Why would it be in the dresser?”

      With a pounding heart, Wyatt re-read the first paragraph. It couldn’t be. He turned over the sheet of paper and gasped when he saw the signature.

      “What is it?” Katie asked.

      His hands shook so much that he had to put the letter down. “It’s a letter that was sent to Robert Todd Lincoln from his father.”

      Penny frowned. “You can’t mean—”

      Barbara gasped. “Abraham Lincoln?”

      Mabel’s cell phone dropped to the floor.

      Wyatt took a deep breath. “As well as a message to his son, it contains a handwritten copy of the Gettysburg Address.”

      He moved out of the way so Penny could have a closer look.

      Her shocked eyes lifted to his. “You’re right. After he asks how his son is doing, Abraham tells him what he’s going to say at the Soldiers’ National Cemetery in Gettysburg.” She took a deep, shaky breath. “It’s all here; ‘Four score and seven years ago our fathers brought forth, upon this continent, a new nation, conceived in Liberty, and dedicated to the proposition that all men are created equal.’”

      She sat on the floor, looking as stunned as Wyatt. “It must be a fake. Why would our great-grandfather have this letter, let alone hide it in his dresser?”

      Wyatt didn’t know, but he was determined to find out.
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      An hour after Wyatt had gone home, Penny knocked on his front door. 

      When the door opened, she smiled and handed him his cell phone. “You left this beside the sofa.”

      “Thanks.”

      “You’re welcome.” She studied his face. For some reason, he didn’t look happy. “Is everything all right?”

      “It’s fine. I…” Wyatt ran his hand around the back of his neck. “No, it’s not all right. Do you have time for a hot drink?”

      “Sure. I was worried about interrupting you. I thought you might be painting.”

      “I was, but I couldn’t concentrate.”

      On the way through the living room, Penny saw some photo albums sitting on the table. Were they part of the reason he was so down? “Everyone’s excited about finding the letter. Dad rushed back to the general store to get one of the fireproof boxes they sell. He doesn’t want anything happening to the letter before we see if it’s real or not.”

      “That’s a good idea.”

      Something definitely wasn’t right. When Wyatt was having lunch with them, he was just as excited as they’d been. Now he sounded deflated, as if all the energy and enthusiasm the letter created had been sucked out of him.

      She looked around the kitchen. Not for the first time, she was amazed by how pretty it was.

      “Would you like coffee or a mug of hot chocolate?”

      “Hot chocolate, please. Did you get hold of your parents?”

      Wyatt nodded. “When I called earlier, they were at my brother’s house. They enjoyed the candy I sent them.”

      Penny smiled as she sat on a kitchen stool. “Brooke makes the best chocolate I’ve ever tasted.”

      She watched Wyatt move around the kitchen, waiting for what he wanted to talk about. If he was worried about them and their friendship, she wasn’t sure what she would do.

      He placed a mug of hot chocolate in front of her. “Would you like something to eat?”

      Penny shook her head. “I’m still full from lunch. Mom’s apple pie was delicious, but the extra scoop of ice cream I had was a little too much.” 

      He made himself a drink, then sat beside her. “I’m glad you came. I’m feeling a little depressed.”

      “Why?”

      “Today is the anniversary of the day we met. Having lunch with your family took my mind off everything. But when I came home, I felt more alone than ever.”

      She wasn’t sure there was anything she could say to make Wyatt feel better. “Is there anything I can do?”

      “Just having you here is enough.” He took a deep breath. “There’s something else I need to tell you.”

      Penny wrapped her hands around her mug. Wyatt looked so sad she wanted to give him a hug. But something told her to wait, to give him time to sort through what was worrying him.

      “I don’t usually talk about Anya because”—he took a deep breath—“I feel guilty about how she died. It was my fault.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “She died in a car accident. I was driving and we were arguing. I took my eyes off the road for a few seconds and didn’t see a car crossing the center line. By the time I saw the vehicle, it was too late. Anya died two hours later in the hospital.”

      Penny reached out and held Wyatt’s hand. “I’m sorry.”

      “I killed her. If I’d paid more attention to the road, it might never have happened.”

      “It was an accident.”

      He took a deep breath. “On most days, that’s what I tell myself. But on days like today, I don’t believe it.”

      Penny thought about her grandma. They were all struggling in different ways with her death and trying to carry on as best they could. “Grief is never easy. It hits us at different times in the most unexpected ways. For me, it’s a reminder of how much I loved someone, not a burden to carry.”

      Wyatt looked at their linked hands. “Before Anya died, I was a different person. My paintings sold for enormous amounts of money and people treated me differently. It went to my head. I thought I was better than everyone else, that I had some God-given talent that made me special. After my wife died, I realized how wrong I was.”

      “Is that why you came here? To start again?”

      He lifted his head and looked into her eyes. “When Ethan suggested I stay for a few months, he sent me some photos of Sapphire Bay. Most of them were of the lake and Main Street. Then I saw the photos of this house and I knew I had to move. I thought coming here would give me a chance to think about my life and what I want to do.”

      “And has it?”

      “It’s made me appreciate who I am. I used to be self-centered and driven by how much money I made. I don’t want to be that person again.”

      “Is that why you don’t talk about how much your paintings are worth?”

      Wyatt nodded. “It’s also why I didn’t tell you my artist’s name. I wanted you to like me for who I am, not because I’m a well-known artist.” 

      “Well, you did that. I like you because you’re kind and honest and make great pasta sauce. And last but not least, you don’t mind Charlie’s doggy dribble.”

      “If I’d known it would be that easy, I wouldn’t have stayed awake worrying about us.”

      Penny squeezed his hands. “It means you care.”

      “More than you probably realize,” Wyatt said gently. “Penny Marie Terry, would you do me the honor of being my girlfriend?”

      Apart from being surprised by his question, she was impressed that he knew her full name. “How did you know my middle name?”

      “Your mom told me just before she showed me your baby photos.”

      Penny cringed. “Please don’t tell me she asked what your intentions are?”

      Thankfully, he shook his head.

      “But your dad did.”

      Her mouth dropped open. “You’re kidding?”

      “Don’t worry. He was only doing what any dad would do.”

      “Maybe when their daughter was sixteen or seventeen years old, but I’m well past that.”

      “It doesn’t matter how old you are. You will always be your parents’ little girl.”

      Penny sighed. “Talking about little girls, can I see the portrait of my grandma and great-grandmother?”

      Leaning forward, he kissed her gently on the lips. “For you, anything. But before we see it, I’d like to know if you want to be my girlfriend.”

      His smile made Penny grin. “I would be honored to be your girlfriend.”

      Wyatt pulled her into his arms. “That’s the best thing that’s happened all day.”

      “I thought that award would go to Mom’s apple pie.”

      “It’s a close second, but don’t tell her.”

      Penny whispered in his ear, “Your secret is safe with me.”
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      A few days later, Penny breathed a sigh of relief.

      Diana looked up from the spreadsheet she was creating. “That sounds like it could be good news.”

      “It is. The county has approved the building permit for the changes in the attic.”

      “The plumbers will be thrilled.”

      “I just hope they haven’t started another job while they’ve been waiting for us.” Getting the remodeling project this far had been hard work. Penny thought living in a small town would make the process quicker, but the opposite was true. The county was more relaxed than in a larger city, and no one seemed to worry if time frames had to be extended.

      She pulled out her phone. “I’ll call the plumber now. Is there anything you need them to do while they’re here?”

      “Hang on a minute. I’ll check the project plan.” Diana looked intently at her laptop screen. “Okay, let’s see. The plumbers have already finished in the kitchen and three of the bathrooms are ready to go. Apart from a leaky faucet in Katie’s bathroom and the work that needs to happen in the attic, we’re all right. When are the electricians arriving?”

      Penny checked the time. “They should be here any minute. Have you talked to Katie about the draft menu you created?”

      Diana nodded. “She liked my ideas, but wants to add a few more dishes. Don’t worry. It will all be within our budget and easy to prepare.”

      “Thank goodness for that. It’s probably one of the few areas where we won’t have a budget overrun.”

      “Do we have enough money to finish the attic?”

      That had been on Penny’s mind for the last few days. The longer the county took to issue the building permit, the more unlikely they were to finish the attic to the level they wanted. “I think we’ll have enough money for most of the fixtures and fittings. But we might have to be careful about the furniture we need to buy. It might be better to look at pieces we could use from other parts of the house.”

      Diana shrugged. “That’s okay. Grandma and Granddad had great taste in furniture and at least it will be in keeping with the age of the house.”

      Penny admired Diana’s spirit. Nothing seemed to faze her. If there was an issue, she just got on and did what was necessary to make it go away. You couldn’t ask for a better person to work with.

      “Have you heard from Wyatt?” Diana asked.

      “He’s finishing his paintings, so I haven’t seen him for the last two days. But I have called him. He’s doing okay.”

      “I’m glad. He has a big heart and I imagine it gets bruised easily.”

      The front doorbell rang and Penny jumped to her feet. “That will be the electricians. I’ll be back soon.”

      “There’s no hurry. I’ll be here for at least another hour. Just warn me if they need to turn off the power. I don’t want to lose what I’ve been doing.”

      “Okay.” Penny hurried to the front door with the approved house plans clutched in her hands and a smile on her face. 

      Half an hour later, she wasn’t quite so cheerful. “Are you serious?”

      The electrician looked her straight in the eye. “Totally serious. Rats have chewed through your cables. The good news is that, when we were working in the kitchen, it looked okay. But the attic and the bedrooms directly below need to be rewired.”

      That wasn’t the news she was hoping to hear. “How much will it cost and how long will it take?”

      “Let’s see.” The electrician took his cell phone out of his pocket and leaned over the house plans. Using far too many numbers, he added the square footage of each room together, then did some other calculation that Penny couldn’t figure out.

      She bit her bottom lip. They’d already dipped into their contingency fund. If she couldn’t claw back some money from another area, they’d be in danger of having an unfinished house.

      “I could do the attic and the three bedrooms for fifteen hundred dollars. My team will try to be as careful as possible. If we can drop the cables through from the ceiling it will reduce the amount of drywalling and re-plastering you’ll need to do.”

      “If you can do that, I’d appreciate it. When can you start?”

      “We’ll remove the cables today, then come back tomorrow to finish the job.”

      There went her time line for the plumbers.

      “I’m sorry the news isn’t better.”

      “It’s not your fault. I’ll order some rat and mice traps. The last thing I want is more chewed cables.”

      “Good idea. If you need us to place them in the ceiling, let me know.” The electrician picked up his tool belt and walked back to his van. 

      While he was getting ready to start work, Penny called the plumber. At least they were only a couple of days behind in their schedule. It could have been a lot worse.
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      Wyatt opened another can of paint and gave it a good stir. So far this morning, twelve volunteers had arrived to paint the three garages. Outlining the design last week was making an enormous difference. Everyone knew what they were doing and, regardless of how much painting experience they had, they were enjoying themselves.

      Penny walked toward him holding a clipboard. “Do you have a can of Sienna Gold paint?”

      He looked at the cans on the ground and picked up the one she wanted. “I just need to give it a stir. How’s your team doing?”

      “They’re making great progress. The outline makes it so easy. It’s almost like painting by numbers.”

      “We used the same process for the last community project I worked on. It’s a lot easier when different people are painting on different days.”

      “Hopefully, the same people come back tomorrow.” Penny tilted her head to the side, watching him intently. “How are you feeling?”

      “Much better. Your phone calls have helped.”

      Penny smiled. “I thought it was the muffins I left on your veranda that made a difference.”

      “They definitely helped, too.” He gave the paint one more stir. “Have you heard anything from the Smithsonian?” 

      “Not yet. It could take a few weeks to find out if the letter is real.”

      After they’d found the letter in the dresser, everything moved quickly. Penny had called Nick Costas, the gallery owner in Bozeman who was helping them discover more information about the blue enamel box. After sending him a scanned image of the letter, Nick had contacted a woman who worked at the Smithsonian Institute. The following day, she flew to Montana and took the letter back to Washington, D. C. for analysis. 

      Wyatt wasn’t the only person who was looking forward to seeing if Abraham Lincoln had written the letter. Yesterday morning, he’d met Diana, Barbara, and Charlie on the trail around the lake. The two sisters were still excited.

      He placed the lid on the can of paint and handed it to Penny. “I’m surprised by your mom’s restraint. She hasn’t posted anything on the community Facebook page about the letter.”

      “The lady from the Smithsonian said not to say nothing until we know the outcome of their tests. For once, Mom listened.” Penny kissed him on the cheek. “Katie wants to have a few evening meal options for our Bed and Breakfast guests in case they want to eat in. We’re trying one of the recipes tonight. Do you want to come for dinner?”

      “I’d love to. What time?”

      “Six-thirty. If you need to go home straight afterward to do some painting, we’ll understand.”

      “I should be okay to stay longer. The paintings are almost finished.” Before Penny returned to her team, he wrapped his arms around her waist. “Have I told you how adorable you look in your coveralls and red polka dot headscarf?”

      Penny’s cheeks turned pink. “It’s my new work uniform. After what’s happening at home, everyone’s wearing clothes that keep the dust off them.”

      Wyatt frowned. “I thought most of the messy work was finished?”

      “I did, too. But we had some hungry rats who chewed through our cables. And, believe me, a little dust is the least of our worries.”

      “Is there anything I can do?”

      Penny shook her head. “I’ll show you what happened when you come for dinner.”

      Despite her rat problem and the other things on her mind, she kissed him and walked back to her painting team.

      He cared about Penny and wanted her Bed and Breakfast business to be a success. For her sake, he hoped there weren’t any more surprises that were too big or too expensive to fix.
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      By the time Penny returned home, the electricians were still hard at work ripping out the old cables. Luckily, they would be able to replace most of them easily. The others would need a little more work, but she was determined the job would be done correctly. The last thing they wanted was a house that wasn’t safe.

      Barbara ran onto the front veranda. “Nick Costas from Bozeman called. He had some news about the enamel box.”

      Penny’s eyes widened. “What did he say?”

      “You were right. The box was made in Switzerland around the mid-1800s. He had it appraised by an antique dealer in New York City. How much do you think it’s worth?”

      “I don’t know.” Penny chose a number that was four times what she thought it would be. “What about two thousand dollars?”

      Barbara grinned. “If it went to auction this week, the dealer thought it could make about fifteen thousand dollars.”

      Penny couldn’t believe it. “Are you sure? It’s just a small snuffbox.”

      “A small snuffbox that’s worth a fortune. If we sold it, the money could pay for the remodeling.”

      “Maybe, but the snuffbox has been in our family for a long time. It wouldn’t feel right selling it. What do Diana and Katie think?”

      “They want to keep it. Katie thinks it’s too pretty to give to someone else and Diana’s attached to the sentimental value. If you want to keep it, that’s okay with me.”

      “I think we should. Did Nick say when it will be sent back?”

      “He’s using a special courier company. It should be here in the morning.”

      “That’s great. We’ll have to find somewhere safe to store it.” Penny took off her jacket. “Have you been able to do any work this morning?”

      “I only came back half an hour ago. It was too noisy here, so I used Mom and Dad’s apartment as my office.”

      “How are they?”

      Barbara sighed. “You know Mom. She puts on a brave face but, underneath, she’s sad. Dad’s keeping extra busy in the general store. He wants me to buy an orbital sander.”

      Penny smiled. Their dad had been trying to entice Barbara, Diana, and Katie into his workshop for years. But his daughters had completely different interests that didn’t involve sawdust and tools.

      “I’m assuming you didn’t want the sander?”

      “I told him I’m a lost cause. I’m much happier behind a computer.”

      “It sounds as though he needs some company in his workshop. Katie wants me to fix a bookcase she found in the attic, so I could do that with him.” Penny walked through to the kitchen. “Do we have power?”

      “Not yet, but we have some yummy food and drinks. Mom gave me a container of fresh lemonade. There are also sandwiches and pie on the counter, and some chocolate bars from Sweet Treats. Brooke heard about our rat infestation and thought a little chocolate might brighten our day.”

      “That was nice of her. I’ll put it in a plastic container so the rats don’t eat it.”

      Barbara took two glasses out of a cupboard. “Think positively. Once the traps are set and we’ve replaced the cables, we won’t have any more issues with four-legged rodents.”

      “I hope you’re right.” They didn’t need unexpected bills or more holdups. “Have you thought about what you’d like to call our Bed and Breakfast?”

      Barbara pulled a piece of paper from her pocket. “It’s funny you should mention that. Diana, Katie, and I had the same conversation while you were at the tiny home village. These are our suggestions.”

      Penny read the list. “The Lakeside Inn, Bluewater Inn, and The Rose Inn. They all sound like great names.”

      “We thought so, too. But we can’t use Bluewater Inn. Another Bed and Breakfast not far from here has the same name.”

      “Which one was your favorite?”

      “Diana and I liked The Lakeside Inn. From a marketing perspective, it tells potential guests exactly what they’re getting; bed and breakfast accommodation right beside a lake. Katie liked The Rose Inn because it sounded romantic.”

      “If we use The Lakeside Inn, we could tie the name into the images we use on our website and Facebook page.”

      “Exactly,” Barbara agreed. “All our marketing and promotions should reinforce how wonderful it would be to have a vacation beside the lake.”

      “Was Katie okay with calling Grandma’s house The Lakeside Inn?”

      “She’s fine. If anything, it made her menu choices easier. She’s adding more fresh fish dishes to the optional meals we’ll offer our guests.” Barbara took the glass of lemonade that Penny handed to her. “Thanks. Now that we have a name for our Bed and Breakfast, when do you want to open?”

      Originally, they’d planned to open their business at the end of June. But now, with an extra two days needed to replace the electrical cables, and the flow-on effect, Penny wasn’t sure when they could take their first bookings. “If I were being optimistic, I’d say we might open on the second weekend in July. But I really don’t know. A lot depends on what the plumbers find.”

      Barbara crossed her fingers. “I’m hoping none of the water pipes need to be replaced.”

      “So am I.” Penny took a sip of her mom’s lemonade. The sweet, refreshing liquid was delicious. “We should ask Mom to make some of her lemonade for our guests.”

      “She’d love that. It would give her an excuse to introduce herself to everyone.” Barbara held up her glass. “To The Lakeside Inn. May we have plenty of guests, wonderful reviews, and water pipes that don’t burst.”

      Penny laughed. “I’ll second that.”
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      Wyatt cleaned the last of his paintbrushes. Finally, after one gigantic push, he’d finished the paintings for the exhibition in Berlin. His agent would be thrilled and the gallery owner relieved.

      After the paintings arrived in Germany, it would be a busy time for the gallery owner. They already had a draft plan of where each painting would go. If the lighting design was as good as it appeared, the paintings would look incredible and sell for a lot more than his last canvases.

      Standing with his hands on his hips, he studied the paintings. Wide brush strokes, understated colors, and layers of texture pulled his work from the ordinary and into something special. Usually, he was incredibly happy after he finished a painting. But not today. These canvases had been his escape, a way to balance the crazy, mixed-up emotions he’d experienced as he painted the portrait of Penny’s grandma and great-grandmother.

      His gaze landed on their portrait and the photo beside it. While he’d studied the way Margaret stood, the tilt of her head, the dimple that hinted at a sense of humor, he was busy imagining her life more than one hundred years ago. When he was painting, layering personality and purpose into the portrait, he’d discovered the most important part of being human. 

      Through this portrait, he’d met Penny. And, because of her, he’d learned to love and be loved again. 

      For more than three years, he’d allowed his world to settle under a suffocating blanket of grief. He’d hidden behind his paintings, slowly losing sight of who he was and what was important to him.

      And now that he’d found it, he wasn’t letting go.

      With one last look at the canvases, he headed to the kitchen.

      While he was having something to drink, he’d check his emails and then go for a walk around the lake. 

      At the top of his inbox was a message from his agent. He probably wanted to know how the landscapes were going and if he was ready to commit to another exhibition later in the year.

      Over the last few days, Wyatt had imagined taking time off from his busy schedule to paint whatever he liked. But his agent worked hard on his behalf. Together, they’d created a career that was exceptional by anyone’s standards. He didn’t want to let him down or the people who collected his work.

      He opened his agent’s email and frowned. Instead of the message he expected to see, it was an invitation. The Academy of Arts in Berlin was offering him a twelve-month residency at their award-winning arts school. As well as providing five-star accommodation and a generous allowance, they would display his work in their impressive landscape gallery.

      If he accepted their invitation, his paintings would hang beside some of the most influential artists the world had ever known. The prestige and the publicity that came with the appointment would lift his career to even greater heights.

      His agent, unsurprisingly, wanted him to say yes straightaway.

      If he’d received this email when he first arrived in Sapphire Bay, there was no doubt he would have gone. But now, after meeting Penny and becoming involved in her life, he wasn’t so sure. He’d already asked her to travel to Germany with him, and she’d refused. He didn’t blame her. Family was important and, with her sisters moving here, there was no way she’d leave.

      That left him with a really hard decision to make. A year wasn’t a long time, but it could mean the end of his relationship with Penny. Whatever decision he made, it would upset someone.
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      Later that afternoon, Penny sat in her bedroom with the contents of her great-grandmother’s treasures spread around her. When the electricians started removing the damaged wires from the attic, she’d moved the chest to her room to keep it safe.

      She’d already gone through it once but, with no power in the house, this was the next best thing she could find to keep herself busy. She was amazed the chest and its contents had survived nearly a century of wear and tear. It contained linens so delicate that a brisk breeze would have damaged the fine cotton, and hand-stitched gowns as beautiful as the day they were made. 

      She touched the gloves her mom had suggested she wear to read her great-grandmother’s journal and the baby clothes that made her feel sad.

      “What are you doing?” Diana asked from the doorway.

      “There isn’t much I can do in the house, so I’m having another look in Margaret’s storage chest. Can you imagine packing all your belongings into one box?”

      “I suppose it made it easier to transport everything.” Diana carefully stepped around a blue cotton gown and knelt in front of a small stack of envelopes. “What are these?”

      “They’re the letters I told you about.”

      “The ones Margaret wrote to her parents after she moved to Polson?”

      Penny nodded. “I’m amazed her parents kept them.”

      “It must have been difficult when she left home. Her family wouldn’t have known if they would ever see her again.”

      “It’s the same for a lot of parents, regardless of the century you live in. Some of my friends from college went overseas to work and still haven’t come home.” 

      “But your friends’ parents can get on a plane and be on the other side of the world the following day.” Diana looked around the room. “Do you have a spare pair of gloves?”

      Reaching behind her, Penny pulled two Latex gloves out of a box. “When I read Margaret’s journals, I felt sorry for her. At some point, she must have regretted being so far away from her family.”

      “Or she could have enjoyed it,” Diana said with a mischievous smile. “Even after the shock of losing her husband, she could have reinvented her entire life and no one would have known who she really was.” She opened one of the letters and read it. “Margaret sent this letter to her parents a few weeks after she arrived in Polson. She sounds happy. I wonder if that was real or if she was being positive for her parents’ sake?”

      Penny picked up a different envelope. “If she was as courageous and determined as Grandma told us, she probably was happy.” She looked at the envelope she was holding and frowned. “This letter was sent to her parents about a month after her husband was supposed to have died.”

      When Penny read the letter, the same level of emotion didn’t spill from the pages as some of the earlier ones she’d read. “Do you remember Grandma talking about spending a lot of time waiting on the dock?”

      “I do. She said her mom met each steamboat as it came from the other side of the lake.”

      Penny hunted for another letter she’d read a short time ago. “I always thought she was grieving for her husband and hoping he would return. But I don’t think so. Look at this.” She moved closer to Diana. “Margaret’s telling her parents how well she’s doing. The sewing business she started is attracting a lot of wealthy clients and her daughter is happy. Does that sound like a grieving widow to you?”

      “Maybe she’d put her husband’s death behind her and was moving on with her life? If she hadn’t, she would have starved.”

      “But it sounds so positive. It’s almost as if our great-grandfather’s death had never happened.”

      Diana looked up from the letter she was reading. “Do you think she knew her husband was still alive?”

      “I don’t know what to think. It was the 1920s. She was a single mother with a young daughter, living in a small town in Montana. Her life should have been one struggle after another, but she started her own business and it was successful. She must have been getting financial support from somewhere, and it definitely wasn’t from her parents. Grandma said her mother’s family were as poor as church mice.”

      Diana placed the letter she was reading in its envelope. “Let’s pretend that she knew her husband was alive. What did she have to gain by telling everyone he was dead?”

      “Her independence. A chance to be herself for the first time in her life. A chance to make actual money that she could spend on anything she wanted.”

      “They’re all big things, especially for a single mom.”

      Penny knew she was talking about something that was impossible to prove, but she was at a loss as to how the blue enamel snuffbox had ended up in Margaret’s chest—and a letter in a set of drawers that could have been written by Abraham Lincoln.

      “Did you know our great-grandfather had gambling debts?” Diana looked up from the next letter she was reading. “This letter is dated about a month before he supposedly died. Margaret’s worried about their safety. Her husband must have been in trouble with someone important.”

      Penny looked up. “Grandma said he had issues, but she wouldn’t say what they were. I thought she meant he had a quick temper and got into a lot of fights.”

      Diana bit her bottom lip. “What if we’ve just found a motive for our great-grandfather’s disappearance? He might have owed someone a lot of money and needed to disappear.”

      Suddenly, Penny remembered something she’d seen the last time she searched through her great-grandmother’s chest. “Why didn’t I think of this sooner?” She scrambled across the room to a small pile of postcards her great-grandmother had kept. “A woman called Jane wrote these. I assumed she was a friend.”

      Diana looked at the postcards. “They’re from all over Europe. What was she doing there?”

      “Visiting all the tourist hot spots. She went to Switzerland—”

      “And Germany”—Diana turned over two more postcards—“France, and Spain.”

      Penny studied the signature at the bottom of a postcard. “Our great-grandfather’s middle name was James.”

      Diana’s eyes widened. “And Jane and James sound similar. What if he called himself Jane in the postcards? No one except his wife would have known they were from him. Do you think he sent Margaret the snuffbox as a present?”

      “If we’re right, he could have.” 

      “What about the key? That was inside the box.”

      Penny frowned. “Maybe not at the beginning. Margaret could have put it there later on. She told her daughter that, as long as she had the key, she’d never need anything else.”

      Diana took a deep breath. “Do you think she knew about the letter and how valuable it was?”

      “I’d be surprised if she didn’t. Abraham Lincoln died eighteen months after he wrote the letter. Even then, anything of his would have been worth a lot of money.”

      “We could be descended from a family of opportunists and imposters.”

      Penny smiled. “At least they were lovable imposters. But, if we’re right, Mom will be upset. If our great-grandfather staged his own death to get out of trouble, he wouldn’t have been as wholesome as Mom wants everyone to believe.”

      “And then there’s the letter,” Diana said with a sigh. “If our great-grandmother had anything to do with putting it in the dresser, she could have been just as bad as her husband. It’s no wonder Margaret didn’t tell Grandma about her dad and what he was like.”

      Penny looked at the postcards. If the letter from Abraham Lincoln to his son was authentic, the people from the Smithsonian would want to look at the dresser and everything in the chest. And maybe, with the resources at their disposal, they might be able to tell them exactly what happened to their great-grandfather.
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      Three days later, Wyatt parked his truck in the parking lot beside the tiny home village. He was no closer to deciding what he would do about the residency in Berlin, but he still had a few days to think about it.

      His agent, as expected, couldn’t believe he hadn’t said yes. But Wyatt wasn’t ready to commit to living overseas for twelve months without talking about it with Penny first.

      And that was the problem. It didn’t matter how often he rehearsed what he wanted to say, he still couldn’t bring himself to talk about it with her.

      Someone knocked on the side of the truck and Wyatt jumped.

      He looked through the open window and then down. Jack’s grinning face beamed up at him.

      “Are we doing more painting today?” he asked.

      Wyatt shook his head. “Not today. Everyone’s getting together on Saturday morning to paint the rest of the murals.”

      “Dad said we’re doing a great job. He took a photo so I could show the kids in my class.”

      He took off his seatbelt and opened the truck door. “I bet they’ll be impressed. Is your dad home?”

      “Yep. He worked at the Steamboat Museum while I was at school. His leg isn’t too bad today.”

      Wyatt was hoping the letter in his pocket would mean Richard never had to worry about his leg again.

      “You should see what Dad did yesterday,” Jack said proudly. “Pastor John wanted some more cupboards in The Welcome Center, so Dad made them.”

      “That was a clever thing to do.”

      Jack nodded. “I know. My dad’s super-clever. I want to be just like him when I grow up.”

      Wyatt locked his truck and walked toward Jack’s home. “I’m sure your dad would like to hear that. Are you enjoying school?”

      “It’s okay. I’ve made some friends. They like the things I do. But I don’t like Jesse Mulligan. He scares all the dogs and talks a lot in class.”

      “That wouldn’t be very helpful.”

      “I can’t hear what the teacher says, so Dad said to sit at the front of the class. But only the naughty kids sit there and I’m not naughty.”

      “The front of the class can be for people who really want to learn, too,” Wyatt said earnestly. “It’s much better to hear what the teacher says than be distracted by someone who’s talking.”

      “Dad said that, too. You’d make a good dad.”

      As he lifted his hand to knock on Richard’s front door, he froze. He’d always wanted children, but that dream died the day of the accident. When he thought about Penny, he imagined a house full of children, a dog as exuberant as Charlie, and a home overlooking the lake. None of that would happen if he went to Berlin.

      “You don’t need to knock. We can go right in.” Jack pushed open the front door. “Dad! Wyatt’s here.”

      “I’m hanging the washing on the line.”

      They walked to the end of the room and stepped through the back door. It was good to see Richard standing.

      He gave his son a hug. “How was school?”

      “Good.”

      “What new things did you learn?”

      “Nothing much. I showed my friends the photo of the paintings. They said they’re coming to have a look.”

      “That’s good.”

      “Yep. Can I go to the after-school program at The Welcome Center? Willow’s teaching us how to play the guitar. It’s free and Mrs. Devlin makes us a snack and all the kids enjoy it.”

      “Do you need me to add your name to the list of people going?”

      Jack shook his head. “Pastor John said just to turn up. He’s got lots of guitars we can use.”

      “Okay. I’ll meet you at the end of the program.”

      Jack wrapped his arms around his dad’s legs. “Thanks. Bye, Wyatt.”

      “See you later.” He smiled when Jack bolted across the yard, then stopped when he hit the boundary between the village and The Welcome Center.

      “He knows not to run across the parking lot. Some of the trucks are too high for the drivers to notice him darting across the asphalt.” Richard took a shirt out of the laundry basket and hung it on the line. “I didn’t think we’d see you until Saturday.”

      “I’ve got something for you. Do you remember the person I told you about who makes 3D medical devices?”

      “The person you thought could help me?”

      “That’s him. Well, I heard back from Peter. Over the last year, he’s developed a product called an Interactive Neurological Prosthetic. It’s made from a special type of gel that molds to a stump to create a perfect fit. The gel also transmits information from the brain to help the prosthetic move like a normal limb. It’s still in the testing stage, but the results are better than anyone expected.”

      “It sounds too good to be true.”

      Wyatt didn’t understand Richard’s skepticism. At the very least, he thought he’d be overjoyed to know there was something that could help him. “It’s ground-breaking technology.”

      “How much will it cost?”

      “Nothing.” He handed him the envelope. “You’ll need to stay in New York City for two weeks while Peter’s team fit the prosthetic and implant a neural processor. As well as that, you need to return to the clinic once a month to be retested. Look in the envelope.”

      Richard opened the flap and read the letter.

      “The company will pay for your airfares and accommodation. Peter’s phone number is at the top of the letter. If you’re interested, call him. He can answer any questions you might have.”

      “I don’t know what to say.”

      “Neither did anyone else when Peter developed the first prototype. It’s up to you whether you take him up on his offer.”

      Richard folded the letter in half and returned it to the envelope. “Thanks for contacting your friend.”

      Wyatt thought it was time he left Richard alone to think about what he’d just told him. “It’s a lot to take in at once. Call Peter when you’re ready, but I wouldn’t take too long. He rarely has openings on his trial teams and, when he does, there’s always a list of people wanting to be part of what he’s developing.”

      “I won’t take long to decide.”

      Wyatt shook Richard’s hand. “Let me know what you decide, too.”

      Richard smiled. “You can count on it.”
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      Penny was eating her breakfast when she saw her mom’s latest Facebook post. “Oh, no.” Throwing back her chair, she ran out of the kitchen and upstairs to the first floor. “Barbara!”

      Her sister’s head poked around the door frame. “I was just getting in the shower. What’s wrong?”

      “It’s Mom. She told everyone about the letter.”

      Katie joined them on the landing. She was already wearing her exercise gear, ready for the run she did each morning. “Abraham Lincoln’s letter?”

      Penny nodded. “I knew I should have kept reminding her about not putting anything on Facebook. Why would she do something like that?”

      A sleepy-headed Diana stepped out of her bedroom. “I missed the first part. What’s happened to the letter?”

      Katie had grabbed her cell phone. “Mom’s told everyone about the letter.” She tapped the screen, then turned her cell phone toward her sister.

      Diana squinted at the screen. “What was she thinking? We don’t even know if Abraham Lincoln really wrote it.”

      Penny leaned against the wall. “I should have known something like this would happen. She was so excited about finding the letter that she couldn’t wait to tell everyone.”

      Barbara read the Facebook post and sighed. “I wonder what Dad thinks?”

      A horrible thought crossed Penny’s mind. “It’s not Dad we have to worry about. He’s used to Mom. I’m more concerned about Wyatt. His face appears in nearly all the photos as well as the video.”

      Diana bit her bottom lip. “If a journalist picks up the story and they see him, he won’t be left alone.”

      Penny ran toward the stairs. “I’ll let him know what’s happened. If he calls, tell him I’ll be there soon.” She just hoped Wyatt was still asleep and hadn’t looked at his Facebook page. The last thing either of them needed were buses of Abraham Lincoln fans descending on Sapphire Bay. Especially if the letter turned out to be fake.
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      Penny ran to Wyatt’s back door. She couldn’t see any movement inside the house, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t awake and reading the community Facebook page or, even worse, his own.

      Before she knocked on the door, she pressed her nose against the glass and peered inside. Wyatt wasn’t in the kitchen or the dining area, so that had to be a good thing. Just in case he was on his way downstairs, she banged loudly on the wooden frame. Nothing.

      With a sigh of relief, she leaned against the door and tried to think of some way of deleting the post before he saw it.

      “Are you looking for me?”

      Penny froze. Slowly, she turned and looked at Wyatt. “Hi.” Taking a deep breath, she plastered a smile on her face. “Have you looked at Facebook this morning?”

      Wyatt frowned. “I haven’t been anywhere near the Internet. I’ve just come back from an early morning walk.” He reached into his back pocket. “Should I—”

      “No!” Penny rushed forward, holding his hand at his side. “There’s something you need to know before you look at your phone.”

      “Your mom has done something she shouldn’t, hasn’t she?”

      She cringed. “Why would you say that?”

      “Because the only time you get nervous is when your mom’s involved in something that could cause problems. What’s Mabel done?”

      Penny cleared her throat. “You know how the lady from the Smithsonian said not to tell anyone about the letter we found?”

      Wyatt groaned. “She told everyone about it on the community Facebook page, didn’t she?”

      She looked down at her feet.

      “It’s worse?”

      “Much worse. She included six photos and a video clip of when we found the letter. And you might be in one or two of the photos.” She didn’t want to tell Wyatt just how many times he appeared in her mom’s post. That would be far too stressful.

      Wyatt’s eyes widened. “Why did she tell everyone?”

      “I’m not sure, but it’s probably because she’s excited about finding the letter. I don’t know what she’ll do if the Smithsonian tells us the letter isn’t real.”

      “I’m sure she’ll think of something,” Wyatt muttered. He gently removed Penny’s hand from his arm and turned on his cell phone. For the next few seconds, the phone didn’t stop beeping.

      With a sinking heart, she hoped those beeps didn’t mean what she thought they did. “Are they messages that have been left for you?”

      Wyatt checked his cell phone. “Sixty-four to be precise. When did Mabel post the message?”

      That’s what worried Penny the most. “Fifteen minutes ago.”

      “You’ve got to be kidding?”

      “I wish I was. I’m really sorry. I didn’t know Mom was going to tell everyone. She promised she wouldn’t.”

      He opened his email account and cringed. “More than thirty people have emailed me to ask about the letter. What am I supposed to tell them? The Smithsonian is still working through all the scenarios to see if the letter is real.”

      “A lot of people won’t care whether or not it’s real. They’ll be more interested in why it was written and how it ended up in Sapphire Bay.”

      Wyatt took another look at his cell phone and frowned. “The local television station wants to do a story about the letter.”

      “Maybe if you ignore everyone, they’ll go away.”

      “No one goes away,” he muttered. “And no one is safe. If I don’t talk to them it will only take a few minutes for them to find you and your sisters.”

      “We could always stay somewhere else for a few days?”

      “It will take more than a few days for the interest in this story to disappear. Have you talked to your mom?”

      “Not yet.”

      Wyatt crossed his arms in front of his chest. “In that case, I suggest we go and see your parents now. Otherwise, your mom might do something even worse.”

      “I don’t think that’s possible.”

      “You might be surprised.”

      Penny sighed. Nothing her mom did should have surprised her. But she was caught off-guard this morning.
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      “Why did you do it, Mom?”

      Wyatt was impressed with Penny’s restraint. On the way across town, she didn’t make any excuses for her mom’s behavior. She’d sat quietly in the front of his truck while her sisters talked non-stop in the back seat, squashed around a confused-looking Charlie.

      “I thought the community would want to know what we found. I told everyone we didn’t know if the letter was real, but most people have overlooked that comment.”

      The phone rang again. Allan muttered something under his breath before pulling the cable out from the wall.

      Diana frowned. “You promised you wouldn’t say anything. What if someone breaks into Grandma’s house to look at the dresser?”

      Mabel bowed her head. “I never thought of that.”

      Wyatt almost felt sorry for her. Mabel had a kind heart but, from what he’d heard, her lack of good judgment sometimes led her into a lot of trouble.

      “I didn’t think it would cause such a stir,” Mabel said.

      Katie handed her mom a cup of coffee. “Everything causes a stir when a President of the United States is involved.”

      Barbara paced back and forth across the room. “We could use this to our advantage.”

      Wyatt couldn’t see anything positive about being overrun with enthusiastic Lincoln fans, reporters, and emails. From the expression on everyone else’s faces, neither could they.

      “You’re looking at what Mom did from a purely personal perspective.” Barbara threw her arms in the air. “We need to look at the bigger picture. If you made a list of the presidents most recognized by the American public, Abraham Lincoln would be near the top. To have that kind of publicity associated with Sapphire Bay is huge. Tourists will flock here just to see the building where the letter was found. And, now that we’ve returned the dresser to our house, they’ll pay a fortune to stay here.”

      Penny scowled. “Are you saying we should use the publicity to promote our business?”

      “Why not? We have an amazing house. Regardless of whether the letter is authentic or fake, people will stay with us just to be part of the mystery.”

      “That seems awfully devious,” Diana said. “It’s like we’re cashing in on someone’s personal information.”

      “If Robert Lincoln didn’t want anyone to find the letter from his father, he would have thrown it away. If it’s real, it could make an enormous difference to a lot of businesses in town.”

      In other circumstances, Wyatt would have applauded the way Barbara thought. But they were talking about Sapphire Bay, the town where people came to get away from the hustle and bustle of everyday life.

      “What about you, Wyatt?” Penny asked.

      He raised his eyebrows.

      “People know who you are. How will the extra publicity affect you?”

      “My agent will be thrilled,” he said dryly. “He’s already texted me four times wanting to know what’s happening.”

      “How do you feel about the extra publicity?”

      He looked at Penny and sighed. “I’ve finished the paintings for my exhibition, so some extra noise around our properties isn’t a big deal. But if the interest in the story doesn’t die down, it could be a nuisance for everyone who lives around you.”

      Katie patted Charlie. “When do you go to Berlin?”

      “Soon. Whatever you decide to do about the letter won’t have as much impact on my life as it will on yours.”

      Penny frowned. “How long will you be gone?”

      Wyatt cleared his throat. “Originally, I was going for three weeks and then returning to Chicago.”

      “And now?”

      He looked into Penny’s worried eyes. “We should talk about it later.”

      Barbara, Diana, and Katie sent uneasy glances to each other.

      “I’d like to talk about it now.” Penny’s chin was set at a stubborn angle.

      “I still don’t know what I’m doing.”

      “But you know enough to say you’re not coming back to Sapphire Bay?”

      Wyatt felt the daggers from Penny’s sisters digging into his back. Even Charlie was lying on the floor with his paws over his eyes.

      “We’re not here to talk about Wyatt’s plans,” Penny’s dad said. “We need to work out what we’re doing about the Facebook post your mom made.”

      Wyatt’s shoulders slumped forward. Allan was willing to give him the space he needed to work out what he was doing.

      He hoped Penny could do the same.
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      Penny walked through her yard and into Wyatt’s. She couldn’t think of a more beautiful night for her world to fall apart.

      Two days ago, Wyatt had dropped the bombshell that he didn’t think he was coming back to Sapphire Bay.

      Against every instinct inside her, she hadn’t mentioned it again. Surprisingly, after all the anguish of deciding not to say anything, the last forty-eight hours had gone by quickly.

      Between the reporters, television crews, and radio stations all clamoring for an exclusive story, she hadn’t had time to think about anything except staying out of everyone’s way.

      Even the residents of Sapphire Bay were caught up in the drama of the letter and waiting to see if it was authentic. The number of vehicles driving by their property had quadrupled and people they’d never spoken to introduced themselves and said hello.

      Yesterday, the lady from the Smithsonian Institute had called to find out what had caused the sudden interest in their research. When Penny told her what had happened, she seemed resigned to the fact that the news would have been leaked at some stage.

      It was just unfortunate it was Penny’s mom who’d told everyone.

      Barbara had taken the extra attention in her stride and did everything she could to capitalize on it. Over the last two days, she’d created their website and launched their Bed and Breakfast business. The photos they’d used featured the dresser that was still sitting in their living room, and the parts of the house that were remodeled.

      When Penny checked the reservations, they were filling up fast. As long as the house was ready for their first guests, she would be happy.

      With all of that happening, she hadn’t expected Wyatt’s phone call this afternoon. He wanted to talk about his plans for the future. Even the way he phrased his request made her eyes fill with tears. His future wouldn’t necessarily coincide with hers. She couldn’t move from Sapphire Bay, and she had a feeling he couldn’t stay.

      “I’m glad you could make it.”

      Penny stopped beside the old oak tree that grew between their properties. Her gaze traveled over the worried expression on Wyatt’s face. “Whatever you have to say, just say it. I’d sooner know what you plan on doing instead of second-guessing everything you do.”

      He pointed to a wooden seat overlooking the lake. “Do you want to sit down?”

      Penny’s heart pounded. She followed him to the shoreline and sat on the edge of the seat. At least she had something solid she could hold onto.

      Wyatt ran his hand around the back of his neck. “A few days ago, I received an email from my agent. The Academy of Arts in Berlin has invited me to be their next artist in residence. It’s a twelve-month term and would start a few days after my exhibition.”

      She didn’t know what being an artist in residence involved, but it sounded important. “Will you get time to paint or will you be teaching art classes?”

      “I’ll be doing both. The master classes I’ll take will be for experienced artists. The work I complete over the twelve months, as well as some of my earlier paintings, will be exhibited in their gallery beside other world-renowned artists’ work.”

      “That would be incredible for your career.” Penny was trying to be positive, but it wasn’t easy when all she could think about was not seeing Wyatt for more than a year.

      “It would. Not many people are given this opportunity.”

      “Has the publicity from the letter we found affected the academy’s offer?”

      Wyatt shook his head. “They’re even more excited about me going to Germany. Especially when they read about the portrait I painted of your great-grandmother and grandma. They want to exhibit the painting in Berlin beside my other work.”

      Penny’s eyes widened. The painting meant a great deal to her family and she couldn’t imagine it being hung anywhere except in their home. Her dad had even asked Wyatt if they could buy it from him.

      “Will you send it to Berlin?”

      Thankfully, Wyatt shook his head. Even if he sent it to Chicago, it would be better than having it leave the country.

      “That leaves us with a difficult situation,” Wyatt said softly.

      Penny looked across the lake. The moon rose above it like a big, shiny orb. It looked so close that she felt as though she could reach out and touch it. But that was about as likely as Wyatt deciding to stay.

      Instead of being angry or hurt, she was resigned to the fact that they were two different people living completely separate lives. Without Wyatt’s friend suggesting he come to Sapphire Bay, they never would have met and they wouldn’t be having this conversation.

      Her mouth tilted at the corners.

      “Why are you smiling?” Wyatt asked.

      “When I was younger, I used to watch old black and white movies with Grandma. At the end of Casablanca, Humphrey Bogart said, ‘We’ll always have Paris.’ I guess that applies to us, as well.”

      Wyatt took a deep breath. “Do you want me to fly off into the sunset and never see you again?”

      She swallowed the regret and grief clogging her throat. “I don’t want you to go anywhere, but it’s not my decision to make. Life is too short for regrets, and the residency in Berlin sounds like an amazing offer. You should do what will make you happy.”

      “What would make me happy is staying here.”

      “But?”

      “If I agreed to live in Berlin for a year, it would take my career to another level.”

      Penny gripped the edge of the seat. “Then you do have a hard decision to make.” Sitting a little taller, she forced herself to look Wyatt in the eyes. “We’re not teenagers exploring our first relationship. I’ve fallen in love with you, but we need to spend time together to see if this is something amazing or a summer romance that’s coming to an end. I made a promise to my sisters that I can’t break, and you have a career that’s taking you to the other side of the world.”

      “It doesn’t have to be like that. Are you sure you can’t stay with me in Berlin? It wouldn’t have to be for the entire year.”

      “I could only visit you a couple of times for short vacations. We can’t find out if a relationship between us would work if we’re living separate lives for most of the year.”

      Wyatt dropped his head to his chest. “I don’t know what to do.”

      Her eyes filled with tears. “I can’t help you.” Leaning toward him, she placed a gentle kiss on his cheek. “You deserve to have everything you’ve ever dreamed about. Do what makes you happy.” And before she broke down, she walked away—from the lake, from the man who made her feel alive, and from a future she wanted to share with him.
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      Wyatt stood at the back of the crowded yard in the tiny home village. Today was the official reveal of the murals. It should have been a day of celebration, but all he could think about was Penny and the flight that would take him to Germany tomorrow.

      Thanks to Mabel’s organizational skills, the morning had gone smoothly. After Pastor John thanked everyone for coming, he’d made a brief speech, then introduced each of the volunteers who’d created the murals. The pride on their faces was humbling. 

      For a group of people who’d never painted anything like this before, they’d done an amazing job. 

      The team that Jack and Richard were on had created an underwater-themed mural in deep blues and pure white. The fish they were so keen on recreating added color and whimsy to the scene.

      Another team created a mural that spoke volumes about the community of Sapphire Bay. Their painting focused on a circle of people holding hands. Their faces were raised to the sun, absorbing the heat like a safe, warm blanket.

      The last team had settled on the theme of togetherness. Colorful handprints from the tiny home village residents, and people from the community, were pressed against the wall. It was a reminder that no matter where you came from or where you lived, everyone shared the same traits that made them human.

      Ethan slapped him on the back. “Well done. I was worried the murals wouldn’t be finished before you went to Berlin.”

      Wyatt smiled at his friend. “The volunteers were great. Everyone worked hard to finish them for today.” 

      “I spoke to Richard. He told me about the prosthetic trial he’s on. It sounds incredible.”

      “It is. My friend, Peter, sent me some photos of what they’re doing. The amazing thing is that the prosthetics look exactly like the recipient’s missing limb. It should make Richard’s life a lot easier.”

      “How’s Penny?”

      A stabbing pain hit him in the chest. “I don’t know. I haven’t spoken to her for a few days.”

      Ethan’s eyebrows rose. “Why?”

      “I thought it would be easier on both of us if we got used to not seeing each other.”

      “Are you doing the residency?”

      Wyatt nodded. “I might not get another opportunity to do it.”

      “I can’t blame you. It must have been a tough decision to make.”

      The only thing he could do was nod. After countless sleepless nights and long conversations with his agent, he’d finally decided to be part of the residency program. But he still didn’t know if he was making the right decision.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Everything.” Wyatt looked unseeingly across the yard. “I fell in love with Penny and now I’m leaving.”

      “I take it she won’t be visiting you in Berlin?”

      “If she leaves Sapphire Bay for more than a few weeks, her grandmother’s house will be given to the church. Her sisters have given up too much for that to happen.”

      “A year isn’t a long time.”

      “It is when you’re the one leaving.”

      Ethan frowned. “I guess it’s a matter of prioritizing what’s important.” He looked over Wyatt’s shoulder. “Penny’s coming this way. If you want to see me before you leave, I’ll be at home.”

      Wyatt’s heart pounded. “Thanks.” As he turned, everything around him stilled. With her hair caught in a ponytail and a cap pulled low over her eyes, Penny could have been another local enjoying the sunshine. But there was something about her, something that drew him in and made him want to keep her close. 

      He’d thought it was bad when Anya died. The feeling of loss, of never seeing her again had been unbearable. But this was so much worse. He was the one leaving, the person who was turning his back on the special relationship building between them. And the worst thing was that he didn’t have to leave. He could stay in Sapphire Bay, be part of Penny’s life, and be happy. 

      But he’d chosen to find happiness thousands of miles away, surrounded by art students and Europe’s finest landscape painters.

      It wasn’t until Penny was a few feet away that he saw the dark circles under her eyes, the wariness in her gaze. 

      He walked toward her, not wanting to make this difficult for either of them. “Hi.”

      “Hi. I just wanted to say congratulations. The murals are amazing and everyone is super-proud of what they’ve done.”

      “You did an amazing job, too.”

      “I enjoyed myself as much as the volunteers.” She stuck her hands in her pockets. “Mom and Dad are working today and couldn’t be here. But they asked me to say goodbye from them.” She took a box out of her pocket and handed it to him. “Dad made these for you. He hopes they give you as much luck as he’s had with his.”

      Wyatt lifted the lid. Four colorful fishing flies lay side by side in the box. “They look amazing. I’ll give him a call to thank him.”

      Penny scuffed her sneakers along the grass. “He’d like that. Have you got everything ready for your trip?”

      “The paintings are already in Berlin. My suitcases are packed and I’ve tidied the house. All I have to do tomorrow is drop the spare house keys off to the realtor.”

      “Are you looking forward to living in Berlin?”

      “I’ll look forward to it once I’m on the plane. Berlin is a beautiful city, but nothing can compare to what you have in Sapphire Bay.” 

      Penny nodded and cleared her throat. “Thanks for everything you’ve done. You’ve made a difference in a lot of people’s lives.” She lifted her chin and smiled through a sheen of tears. “I’ll miss you. I hope Berlin gives you everything you wanted and more.”

      He wanted to pull Penny into his arms and tell her he’d sooner stay with her, but that wouldn’t do anyone any good. He’d made his decision. It was the right one for his career, for the future he’d always wanted. But that didn’t stop his heart from breaking. “Coming here was the best thing I’ve ever done. I didn’t think…” Taking a deep breath, he tried to control his breathing, to push back the tears that were threatening to spill down his face. “I didn’t think I’d ever love anyone again. But I have. I love you. I hope you have an amazing life.”

      Penny widened the gap between them and wiped her eyes. “I hope you have a wonderful life, too. Goodbye.”

      As she walked away, Wyatt clenched his hands, willing himself to stay where he was and not run after her. Moving to Berlin would allow him to follow his dreams, but he didn’t know if it would make him happy.
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      Barbara handed each of her sisters a cup of coffee and sat at the dining table. “Since the story of the letter hit the Internet, we’ve had a lot of bookings. But before anyone arrives we need to finish the attic, and our budget isn’t looking great.”

      Penny helped herself to a chocolate chip cookie. “All we need to do is paint the walls, make some curtains, and decorate the rooms.”

      “I spoke to Dad last night,” Katie said. “He has some paint we can use. Someone ordered the wrong color. It’s a soft mossy green color and should look good with anything we put in the attic.”

      “And I’ve made a list of the furniture we haven’t placed anywhere.” Diana handed each of her sisters a sheet of paper. “The bed in the front room has hardly been used, so I thought we could move that to the attic. And there are enough tables and chairs in the house to create a lovely intimate setting.”

      “So that just leaves us with the curtains,” Barbara said as she read through Diana’s list. 

      Penny looked at the budget update her sister had prepared before their meeting. “If Dad’s happy to donate the paint, and we can reuse the furniture we already have, that leaves us five hundred dollars for the curtains. I might know how we can make that happen.”

      “I measured the height and width of each window yesterday,” Barbara said. “We’ll be lucky to afford the fabric, let alone pay someone to make the curtains.”

      “This might be a long shot but, when I was speaking to Pastor John at the old steamboat museum, he gave me a tour of the building. He has a team of volunteers who make curtains for each of the tiny homes. What if we asked the volunteers to make the curtains for the attic? Once we have paying guests, we could give them a donation that will more than cover the cost of sewing them.”

      “We’d have to find the fabric quickly.”

      “That won’t be a problem. I’ve already seen what I want in Polson. I’m sure the store would send it to us. If you’re happy for me to go ahead, I’ll call Pastor John and see who I should ask about making the curtains.”

      Katie added another spoon of sugar to her coffee. “That sounds great. If the volunteers can’t make them, we’ll have to borrow Mom’s sewing machine and dust off our sewing skills.”

      Diana grimaced. “I’ll leave that to someone else. The last time I tried sewing anything, it was a disaster.”

      Barbara looked at their agenda. “The only other thing we need to discuss is the reporters who keep knocking on our door. If it’s still happening when our guests are here, it could interfere with their vacation.”

      Penny had thought the same thing. Last night, a reporter had banged on their front door at ten o’clock. If her sisters weren’t living with her, she would have been more annoyed than she was. “I don’t mind them asking questions, but they need to leave us alone when we say we don’t know what’s happening. Some reporters have been here three or four times.”

      Diana nibbled on the edge of her cookie. “Have we heard anything from the Smithsonian?”

      “Not yet. But their initial findings shouldn’t be too far away.” Barbara wrote something on her spreadsheet. “At this stage, we can’t afford to be distracted by the letter. If Mom is happy to speak to the reporters, should we send them to her?”

      Diana, Penny, and Katie nodded.

      “Just warn her not to say too much. You know how excited she can get,” Penny said to her sister.

      Diana sighed. “That’s like telling a river to stop flowing. As long as she doesn’t go into our family history, I don’t think there will be a problem. Besides, she learned a lesson after the Facebook post she wrote. She won’t make the same mistake again.”

      “I hope not,” Penny said. “But on the more positive side, there has been a lot of good publicity for Sapphire Bay. I haven’t seen Main Street this busy since last year’s Christmas parade. The business owners will be thrilled that the letter was found here.”

      “And talking about finding things,” Barbara said. “Have you heard from Wyatt?”

      Penny shook her head. He’d only been gone a week, but it felt like a lifetime. “He called Dad from Berlin to say he’d arrived safely and to thank him for the fishing flies. By now, he’ll be busy with all the pre-exhibition publicity he needs to do.” 

      She didn’t tell her sisters that each day she checked Wyatt’s Facebook page for news of what he was doing. He’d uploaded photos of the art gallery where his exhibition was being held and showed his followers what each painting looked like after it was hung. 

      It was hard for her to reconcile the paint-splattered man who’d lived next door with the artist who was about to showcase his work in a prestigious gallery.

      “Earth to Penny?” Katie said with a smile. “Diana said we have something to show you.”

      Penny pulled her mind away from Wyatt and frowned. “What is it?”

      Diana rubbed her arm. “You’ll have to come with us to find out.”

      She looked at each of her sisters. Their expressions ranged from worried to excited. If they’d found another rat’s nest, she wouldn’t be excited. Especially if they’d gnawed their way through more wires. “What’s going on?”

      Barbara took her coffee cup to the sink. “You won’t find out any quicker by asking questions.”

      Penny had no idea what was going on. But if they’d found something on the property that needed repairing, she’d better take her measuring tape and a notebook. At the rate they were going, the last of the budget would be spent before she talked to Pastor John.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Penny followed her sisters toward the house that Wyatt had rented. “What are we doing here?”

      “Wyatt wanted us to show you something.” Diana took a key out of her back pocket. “Don’t worry. The realtor knows we’re here.”

      Since Wyatt had left, Penny had kept an anxious eye on the home he’d lived in. Each day, she expected new tenants to move in. But, so far, she hadn’t seen anyone around the property.

      Katie ran up the wooden steps to the front door. “You’ll love your surprise.” 

      Barbara held her finger to her lips. “Shh! You can’t say anything.”

      “I wasn’t going to,” Katie said as she waited impatiently for her sisters. “But you have to admit it’s awfully exciting.”

      Penny frowned. “Do you all know about the surprise?”

      Diana glanced at Katie. “We do, but we aren’t allowed to say anything.” She unlocked the front door and smiled at Penny. “Close your eyes. That was a strict instruction from Wyatt.”

      “Do I need to? Wyatt won’t know.”

      “I wouldn’t be too sure about that,” Katie said. “He has a sixth sense when it comes to you.”

      Penny pulled back her shoulders. “He has a funny way of showing it. If he even remotely cared about my feelings, he wouldn’t have gone to Berlin.”

      Diana gave her a hug. “That would have been so much more believable if your bottom lip hadn’t trembled.”

      Hot tears filled Penny’s eyes. “I love him.”

      “I know you do. But sometimes, no matter how hard we try, it just isn’t the right time.”

      Penny wiped her eyes. “He could have tried harder.”

      “Maybe he did, but he didn’t tell you.” Katie jumped when Barbara poked her in the ribs. “What did you do that for?”

      “Shh!”

      “Oh, for goodness’ sake,” Katie whispered. “Anyone would think none of us have been in love before.”

      Diana unwound the bright orange scarf from around her neck. “Not everyone’s happy-ever-after ends happily.”

      Katie blushed. “I’m sorry. I didn’t think.”

      “That’s okay. My ex-husband was a jerk.”

      Barbara grinned. “Good for you. That’s the first time you haven’t made excuses for his behavior.”

      “It must be living beside the lake. I feel…liberated.” Diana smiled and waved the scarf in front of Penny’s nose. “I’m tying this over your eyes so you don’t peek. That way, when you speak to Wyatt, you won’t have to lie about it being a surprise.”

      “Okay. Fine. Cover my eyes, but make it quick. I still have to call Pastor John and collect the paint from Dad.” As soon as the scarf was on, Penny lifted her chin toward the veranda ceiling. “If I was really sneaky, I could walk like this and see where you’re taking me.”

      Someone’s hands landed on Penny’s nose, squashing the scarf close to her face. 

      “What about now?” Barbara asked.

      “I should have known it was you,” Penny muttered. She lowered her head and turned to where her sister had been standing. “I promise not to peek.”

      “Good.”

      A key clicked in a lock. “All right,” Diana said. “Barbara, you take Penny’s arm and move her to where we need to go. Katie, you lock the door after us. I don’t want reporters coming anywhere near us.”

      Moving through Wyatt’s house without him being there felt wrong. There was an eerie silence to each room. It made his temporary home feel abandoned and unloved.

      “That should do it,” Barbara said from beside her. “Don’t take the scarf off yet,” she warned when Penny lifted her hands to her head. “We still have a few things to do before you see the surprise.”

      Somewhere behind Penny, a switch flicked on and a glow of light appeared through the scarf. 

      Barbara moved her slightly to the left. “That’s better. How are you feeling?”

      “Worried.”

      “You don’t need to be. Are we ready?” Barbara waited a heartbeat before squeezing her hand. “Okay. You can take the blindfold off now.”

      Penny lifted the scarf off her head and blinked a few times. 

      Looking straight ahead, she saw the shelves Wyatt had added to his studio. There were no brushes, but all his paints were there. “Why did you want me to see Wyatt’s storage shelves?”

      Katie grinned. “It’s not the shelves you need to see. Turn around.”

      Slowly, Penny turned to face the other side of the room. Sitting on an easel was the finished portrait of her grandma and great-grandmother. It was even more beautiful than she remembered. “I don’t understand. I thought Wyatt sent this painting to Chicago.”

      “He never intended it to go anywhere except to us.” Barbara smiled. “He knows how special this is and he didn’t want it sitting in a room somewhere gathering dust.”

      Penny doubted dust would get anywhere near it. The painting was exquisite and every detail made her grandma and great-grandmother’s images seem more real. So real that she could imagine them stepping out of the painting and talking about their lives.

      “He’s given us the painting?”

      Diana nodded. “He’s a good man.”

      “I can’t believe it,” Penny said in awe. “The portrait must be worth a fortune.”

      Barbara shrugged. “He had it insured for more than one hundred thousand dollars before he left. A security company was here a few days ago, installing cameras and a special alarm. If we want to move the painting to our house, Wyatt said he’ll pay for a high-quality alarm system to keep the painting and us safe.”

      “I thought the people in the van were doing some maintenance on the house.”

      Diana pulled her gaze away from the portrait and looked at Penny. “I spoke to them before they started. They don’t put advertising on the outside of their vans. The fewer people who know they’re installing a security system, the better it is for everyone.”

      “That makes sense.” Penny sighed. At that moment, it was the only thing making sense. Why would Wyatt give them the painting? It was an absurdly generous gift that she wasn’t sure they deserved. From the first moment he’d seen the photo of the woman and child, he’d connected with them. This portrait belonged to him in a different, but equally important way. 

      “What are we going to do with it?” Penny asked her sisters.

      Barbara wrapped her arm around Penny’s waist. “Until we’ve finished our remodeling, I think we should leave the portrait here. It’s safer than taking it to our house and having dust and paint floating around it. We can decide what to do with it after we see how the Bed and Breakfast goes. What does everyone else think?”

      Diana nodded. “I’m happy with that.”

      “Me, too,” Katie added.

      “In that case,” Barbara said. “I think we should get back to work. We can look at the portrait again tonight after we’ve organized a few more things.”

      Penny took one last look at the magnificent painting before turning to her sisters. “I still can’t believe Wyatt didn’t send the portrait to Chicago.”

      “He wanted us to have it.” Katie handed her a piece of paper. “This is his cell phone number with all the international codes at the beginning. We thought you might want to call him to say thank you.”

      She looked at the crumpled piece of paper. 

      Katie smiled. “You came downstairs before I got the chance to hide it. It got a little scrunched in my pocket.”

      Penny didn’t care. She was just grateful she had an excuse to call Wyatt. “I’ll talk to him tonight.”

      Diana handed Penny her cell phone. “You’d better call him now. Berlin is eight hours ahead of us. By the time you call, it could be the early hours of tomorrow morning.”

      With a pounding heart, Penny took the phone.

      “Text me when you’ve finished,” Barbara said. “I’ll need to reset the alarm before you leave.” And as silently as her sisters had walked through the house, they left. And now it was up to Penny to thank Wyatt for the painting. Except she didn’t know where to start.
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      Wyatt closed the door of the hotel’s business center and walked toward the elevators. The one thing he disliked above everything else before an exhibition was talking to the media. And the more well-known he’d become, the longer it took.

      His agent had been on hand to answer any questions he wasn’t willing to discuss. But, unlike other interviews, most of the sessions today had focused on the letter Wyatt, Penny, and her sisters had found in the dresser in Sapphire Bay.

      It was an easy topic to discuss because they still hadn’t heard from the Smithsonian Institute. Diana was keeping him updated with any relevant news, and Barbara was looking after Penny.

      His first week away from Sapphire Bay had been stressful. Not because of the exhibition—the gallery owner was one of the most efficient he’d worked with—but because of the way he’d left Montana. 

      He missed Penny more than he thought possible.

      On his first day in Berlin, he’d downloaded an app that took him on a self-guided walking tour of Museum Island. Filled with several world-famous museums, the island was full of wonderful architecture, statues, and trees. Penny would have loved the gardens. The carefully chosen plants added shape and form to the green spaces between the buildings.

      Since then, his time in Berlin had been filled with one meeting after another. At least his paintings had arrived safely and looked their best in the gallery.

      He pushed the elevator button and waited to be whisked to the tenth floor.

      Tonight, all going well, he was meeting the person who managed the residency program for the Berlin Academy of Arts. It would be a chance to ask questions and hear first-hand what was required of him during his twelve-month contract.

      As he left the elevator, his cell phone rang. “Wyatt Johnson speaking. How can I help you?”

      “Hi. It’s Penny.”

      Her call was so unexpected that he nearly dropped the phone. “Are you still there?”

      “I’m here.”

      “Good. That’s good. How are you?” Wyatt closed his eyes. Surely he could have thought of something else to say? It was almost as bad as asking about the weather.

      “I’m okay. We’re working hard to finish Grandma’s house before our first Bed and Breakfast guests arrive.”

      “Diana said you were…” Jeez. Now he was admitting he was keeping tabs on what she was doing. 

      “It’s okay, Wyatt. Diana and Barbara told me what you’d asked them to do. Though you might have to talk to Katie. She’s slightly put out that you didn’t ask her to do anything.”

      The heat of a blush streaked across his face. Thank goodness she wasn’t here to see him. “I didn’t think you’d appreciate me calling you, so Diana and Barbara were the next best thing.”

      Penny sighed. “You’re probably right. How are the preparations for your exhibition going?”

      After a slight hesitation, he decided not to tell her they would be going better if she were here. Penny had enough happening without having to deal with his insecurities. “They’re going well. I finished the last of the media interviews this afternoon. I have a meeting tonight, then a free day before the exhibition opens.”

      “It sounds as though you’re busy.”

      “I am. But not too busy for you to call me,” he added quickly. If he sounded desperate to hear her voice, he couldn’t help it. Just knowing she’d taken the time to talk to him meant a lot.

      “You’re probably wondering why I called? I wanted to thank you for giving us the portrait.”

      Wyatt opened the door to his room. “That’s okay. I couldn’t imagine it staying with anyone else except your family.”

      “But you spent months painting the picture. Are you sure that’s what you want?”

      “I’m positive. You told me you don’t have a lot of photos of your grandma when she was young. Now you have the photo and a large portrait to remind you of where you’ve come from.”

      “That’s really generous of you.”

      Wyatt sat on the end of his bed wishing he could give her what she really wanted. “What are you doing tomorrow?”

      “It’s all hands on deck for a painting extravaganza in the attic.”

      His lips twitched. “You make it sound exciting.”

      “It would be if you were here.” He heard Penny’s sharp intake of breath. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to say that.”

      “It’s okay. I’m sorry I’m not there, too.” The silence on the other end of the phone was deafening. “Are you still there?”

      “I’m here.”

      He breathed a sigh of relief. “Forget I said that.”

      “I don’t want to.”

      Wyatt rubbed his hand across his forehead. “I don’t want you to, either. I miss you, Penny. Are you sure we can’t be friends and see what happens when we next see each other?” More silence. His last-ditch attempt to keep in contact with her had probably ruined whatever relationship they still had.

      “What would being your friend mean?”

      He wanted it to mean everything, but he was willing to grovel at her feet just to hear her voice. “We could call each other. Talk about what’s happening and things like that.” He shook his head. No one in their right mind would want to speak to someone who was having trouble stringing more than two sentences together.

      “Okay.”

      “Okay?”

      Penny laughed. “Yes, I will be your friend, Wyatt Johnson. But I have to go. I need to talk to Pastor John about some curtains.”

      “Will you call me tomorrow?”

      “All right. What time?”

      “It doesn’t matter.”

      There was a brief hesitation before Penny said, “I’ll call you at noon, your time.”

      Relief surged through him. “That sounds perfect.”

      After he ended the call, he dropped the phone onto the bed. He’d spoken to Penny and healed a little of the hurt he’d created. Now all he had to do was figure out what to do next.
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      Penny and her sisters gathered around her laptop in the dining room. They were on a conference call with Chloe Anders, the woman who had taken the letter back to the Smithsonian Institute in Washington, D. C.

      Chloe had given them some background information about the people analyzing the letter and where they were in their investigation.

      Penny found the whole experience fascinating. She hadn’t realized how much work was involved in authenticating items people found.

      “So, what you’re saying”—Barbara said as she looked up from the notes she was taking—“is that you’ve completed some aspects of the analysis but not everything?”

      “That’s correct,” Chloe replied. “A full statistical, historical, and scientific analysis will take months to complete. The only thing I can do at this stage is give you an update on whether our staff think the letter could be authentic.”

      Penny glanced at her sisters. They were all waiting to hear what Chloe had to say.

      “So far, our investigation looks promising. In order to complete a statistical analysis, we compare the document we’ve been given to other verified documents. In your case, to letters and journals we know Abraham Lincoln wrote. We also do a stylistic analysis and look at the purpose of the item, in this case the letter.”

      Barbara leaned forward. “How did our letter compare to the others you looked at?”

      “It compared very well. So far, our forensic team has been unable to detect any forgery. That’s a very good sign. The composition of the ink is consistent with what would have been used at the time the letter was written. The paper is consistent with other paper used by Abraham Lincoln in his correspondence. We still need to complete a variety of scientific procedures but, overall, the team is very excited about what you’ve found.”

      Penny grinned. “I can’t believe it.”

      Katie high-fived Diana. “This is amazing. Who would have thought a letter written by Abraham Lincoln would be in a dresser our great-grandparents owned?”

      Chloe’s voice came through the speaker. “This is probably a good time to ask if we can examine the dresser and everything in your great-grandmother’s chest. It won’t make any difference to the authenticity of the letter, but it may give us a greater understanding of how the letter ended up in Montana.”

      Penny looked at her sisters. Each of them nodded. “When you’re ready,” she said to Chloe, “we’d be happy to send the dresser and chest to you.”

      “That’s marvelous. We won’t need them for a few months. I’ll talk to our transportation team and ask them to contact you. I’m sure you realize this but, if the letter is authentic, it will be worth a lot of money and have significant historical value. Have you thought about what you’ll do with the letter if Abraham Lincoln wrote it?”

      Diana spoke into the microphone. “We’re still thinking about it. If it’s real, we won’t keep it here. We don’t have the security we’d need to keep it safe.”

      “I’m going to do a little PR for the Smithsonian now.”

      Penny heard the smile in Chloe’s voice. Even though they’d only met once, she seemed like a nice person.

      “We have a program whereby you lend the Institute the item for a specified period. In return, we would provide world-class archival storage and security for the letter. Although it would be kept at the Smithsonian Institute, your family would still own the letter. Another option is to sell it. If that’s your preference, I can recommend some good auction houses that specialize in historical documents. And finally, you could lend it to other museums.”

      Penny didn’t know about her sisters, but the thought of selling the letter didn’t sit well with her.

      “Could you send us some information about the different options?” Barbara asked. “That way, we’ll have a better idea of what’s involved before making a decision.”

      “Of course, I can,” Chloe said. “If it makes it any easier, I’m happy to fly back to Sapphire Bay and speak with you in person. If you have more questions or need clarification about anything, I’m here to help.”

      Even though Chloe worked for the Smithsonian, Penny appreciated her advice. If the letter was authentic, it was far too precious to have its future decided by people who didn’t know the best way of looking after it.

      Barbara looked at her sisters. “Does anyone have any more questions for Chloe?”

      Diana nodded. “How long do you think it will take to do the full analysis of the letter?”

      “At a rough guess, I’d say another three to four months. The letter isn’t the only one our team is analyzing. But it’s the most exciting document they’ve seen in a long time. There are many scientists and historians who are incredibly excited and humbled to see the letter.”

      Goose bumps rose along Penny’s arm. “We were just as excited when we found it. Thanks for taking the time to speak to us today.”

      “That’s more than okay. Remember to call me if you have any questions.”

      After each of them said goodbye, Barbara ended the call. “Well,” she said. “That was interesting.”

      “They think it’s authentic,” Katie said with barely concealed excitement. “Mom and Dad will be thrilled.”

      Diana grinned. “I can’t believe we held the same letter Abraham Lincoln wrote. It gives me the chills just thinking about it.”

      Penny checked her emails for the information Chloe was sending through. As if reading her mind, the message appeared in her inbox. “It’s wonderful to know the experts are excited. That has to be a good sign.”

      “Especially when they would have seen their fair share of forgeries,” Barbara said as she closed her notebook. “If the letter is real, what do you want to do with it?”

      “Photocopy it and put it on my wall,” Katie said wistfully. “The Gettysburg Address is one of the most important speeches ever delivered by a president. It’s a pity we can’t live by the same principles today.”

      Diana leaned her elbows on the table. “Do you think Abraham Lincoln realized just how inspirational those words would become?”

      Penny forwarded the email from Chloe to each of her sisters. “I hope so. And maybe that answers Barbara’s question, too. I think we should give the letter to the Smithsonian. That way, more people can enjoy the letter and what it represents.”

      Diana nodded. “I agree, but I’d like a copy for my wall, too. And I know Mom and Dad would appreciate a copy.”

      “What about Wyatt?” Katie asked. “Do we want to ask him what he’d like to do with the letter?”

      Diana nodded. “That’s fair. If he hadn’t realized there was a hidden compartment in the dresser, we wouldn’t have found the letter.”

      “If Wyatt hadn’t found the photo of our grandma and great-grandmother in Polson, I doubt we would have come this far.” Penny looked at her sisters. “He started this chain of events.”

      Katie smiled. “It’s a pity he’s living in Berlin. He’s earned himself a lifetime’s worth of home baking.”

      Penny laughed. “He’d like that.”

      “He likes you more,” Barbara told her in a stern voice. “And you like him. What are you going to do about it?”

      Penny’s smile disappeared. “I don’t know.”

      Diana patted her hand. “Yes, you do. You’re going to call him and tell him about the letter. Then you’ll keep talking to each other to see what you can do about your relationship.”

      Penny looked at her sisters and sighed. If only it were that simple.
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      A week later, Penny looked at the curtains Richard was hanging. “I really appreciate you coming here this morning to help us.”

      “It’s the least I can do,” Richard said as he connected the last few curtain hooks into the track. “You can’t have people looking at the honeymoon suite without curtains on the windows. Besides, I was going to call you, anyway. I forgot to get Wyatt’s phone number.”

      “I’ll give it to you before you leave.”

      “Thanks. Was his exhibition a success?”

      “It was. All of his landscapes sold, including the ones he painted in Sapphire Bay. He starts the artist in residency program in a few days.”

      Richard moved the curtains back and forth. “How does that look?”

      Penny took a few steps away from the ladder. “They’re perfect.” The floral curtains were stunning. They couldn’t have chosen a prettier fabric for the honeymoon suite. It reminded her of her grandma’s rose garden and the blooms they replaced every few days in the house.

      Carefully, Richard backed down the ladder. His new prosthetic leg looked incredible. Even the way he walked and moved was so much smoother than when she’d first met him.

      The sound of someone hurrying up the wooden stairs made her turn around.

      “Barbara wants to know if the curtains are hung yet?” Katie said breathlessly. “Just about everyone we invited to our official opening has arrived.”

      Penny checked her watch. “I thought most people would be a little late. It’s just as well Richard’s here. Thanks to him, the curtains are all finished.”

      Katie looked over Penny’s shoulder as Richard pulled open the heavy drapes. “They look fantastic. I love the rose fabric with the chandelier you chose. It looks elegant and inviting.”

      Penny looked at the clipboard in her sister’s arms. “We only have fifteen minutes until Barbara is supposed to thank everyone for coming. Is there anything else we need to do?”

      Katie ran her finger down the spreadsheet Barbara had given her. “I think everything’s done. The food and drinks are on the tables, the information desk is ready, Diana has blown up enough balloons for ten children’s birthday parties, and now the attic is beautiful. Everyone will be impressed with the transformation.”

      Penny hoped so. It had taken a marathon effort to complete the house before their opening day. To add more stress to the occasion, they’d had inquiries from people all over America wanting to come and see the town where a letter from Abraham Lincoln was found. They didn’t seem worried that the Smithsonian hadn’t said it was real, they simply wanted to be part of the excitement.

      That excitement grew even more when people realized the dresser and her great-grandmother’s chest were still in their grandma’s house.

      To keep her family sane, Penny had spoken to Pastor John. They’d decided to offer tours of the house and the old steamboat museum for the three days before their first guests arrived. Within a few hours of opening registrations, all spaces were booked. After that, the only way people could see where the letter was found was to look on The Lakeside Inn’s website or stay with them.

      Richard folded the ladder in half, and Katie followed him toward the stairs, making sure he was staying for the opening celebrations.

      Before she joined their guests, Penny took one last look around the attic. Her grandma would be so proud of what they’d done, of the changes that meant her granddaughters could stay in the house together. With a lot of hard work and a small budget, they’d transformed the house into a gorgeous Bed and Breakfast. Now all they had to do was get through today. After that, a new chapter in each of her sisters’ lives would begin.

      “Are you coming downstairs?”

      Penny froze. Her heart was pounding so hard she was sure it would jump out of her chest. It couldn’t be Wyatt. He was on the other side of the world getting ready for the residency program.

      Slowly, she turned around.

      His shy smile was her undoing. All the anticipation of the day, the grief of knowing she was here without her beautiful Grandma, the pain of losing him, rushed to the surface.

      “Hey,” he said softly. “Why are you crying?”

      She met him halfway across the attic, falling into his arms and holding him tight. “I’ve missed you, I miss Grandma, and everything is just too much.”

      “It will be okay.”

      Penny burrowed her head into his chest and let go of everything she’d tried so desperately to hide. Wyatt rubbed her back, holding her safely inside the shelter of his arms. When the tide of emotion drifted into an easy ebb, she lifted her head and wiped her eyes. “I’m sorry.”

      “There’s nothing to be sorry about.” He handed her a tissue. “The house looks fantastic.”

      She nodded and blew her nose. “We couldn’t have done it without a lot of help. The women who make the curtains for the tiny homes made the ones for the attic. Richard has been amazing. He spent last weekend here with Jack, tidying up all the little things we hadn’t finished.” Penny took a deep breath. “And now you’re here.”

      His hands wrapped around hers. “I didn’t want to miss the opening of the Bed and Breakfast. You’ve worked hard and deserve every success it will bring.”

      Penny dropped her chin to her chest. She wouldn’t read too much into Wyatt being here. He probably had other things he wanted to sort through, friends he wanted to see. “How long are you staying?”

      He placed his hand under her chin, waiting until she was looking him in the eyes. “I’m staying here for as long as you want me to.”

      “But the residency—”

      “I’m not doing the residency program. I miss you too much.”

      Her eyes widened. “But it’s everything you’ve ever wanted. You said it could take your career to the next level.”

      “I lost track of what’s important. We’ve been given a gift, Penny. Finding someone you can share your life with, laugh and cry at things no one else would understand, that’s what’s important. I want to spend time with you. I want to know you as well as you know yourself and show you how special you are. And one day, when the time is right, I’ll ask you to be my wife.”

      More tears filled her eyes. “When you decide what you want, you don’t waste time.”

      Wyatt frowned. “Is it what you want, too?”

      She placed her hands on either side of his worried face. “I love you. I want to grow old with you spend the rest of our lives together.”

      Wyatt breathed a sigh of relief. “Thank goodness. For a moment I thought—”

      Penny stepped closer and kissed him, showing him just how much she loved him. How much joy he brought into her life by being the kind, caring, and humble man he was.

      When they both needed to catch their breath, Wyatt held her against his chest. “I guess this means we’re officially dating again?”

      Penny smiled. “I guess you’re right. If you need somewhere to stay, you can sleep here. We’ve kept a spare bedroom for our own guests, so there’s plenty of room.”

      “I don’t need to. I’ve moved back into the house beside yours.”

      “That’s wonderful. The realtor will be pleased she didn’t have to find another tenant.”

      Wyatt’s grin deepened. “She’s even happier than that. I bought the house. You’re kissing your new neighbor.”

      For the second time that morning, Penny was stunned. “Are you serious?”

      “I signed the sale and purchase agreement three days ago.”

      Penny wrapped her arms around Wyatt’s waist. “I can’t believe this is really happening.”

      “And it’s only the beginning.”

      As they stood locked in each other’s arms, Penny couldn’t imagine a more perfect way to celebrate the beginning of their new lives. Or the start of an exciting adventure with her sisters.
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      Thank you for reading The Lakeside Inn I hope you enjoyed it! If you did…

      

      
        	Help other people find this book by writing a review.

        	Sign up for my new releases e-mail,  so you can find out about the next book as soon as it’s available.

        	Come like my Facebook page.

        	Visit my website: leeannamorgan.com

      

      

      To discover what happens to Diana, Barbara, and Katie, keep reading to enjoy an excerpt from Summer at Lakeside, the second book in the Return to Sapphire Bay series!

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          
        

      
      
        
        Summer At Lakeside

        Return to Sapphire Bay, Book 2

      

        

      
        Fans of Robyn Carr’s Virgin River series will love this small town, feel-good romance!

      

      

      

      Diana Terry’s life has been turned upside down by a bitter divorce. When her beautiful, eccentric grandmother dies, she’s devastated. Taking nothing but a battered suitcase and her canine buddy, Charlie, she leaves her old life behind to comfort her family and find a new kind of normal.

      

      Ethan Preston is a former Navy SEAL and a counselor at the medical clinic in Sapphire Bay. For him, the best thing about living in the small Montana town is the way the community embraces people who come there seeking refuge, compassion, and support.

      

      Meeting Diana centers him like nothing else has managed to do. Her kindness and quiet strength lifts the weight of what he has seen and done during his military career from his shoulders. Before long, he begins to see a brighter future for both of them.

      

      When a family heirloom disappears from The Lakeside Inn, a series of events is set in motion that tests Diana and Ethan’s growing relationship. Can Diana trust Ethan or will her past experiences overshadow what is in her heart?

      

      SUMMER AT LAKESIDE is the second book in a new series that will follow the Terry sisters as they return to a community with big hearts and warm smiles. Romance, adventure, and intrigue are waiting for you in Sapphire Bay!
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      Diana peeked around the curtains of her grandma’s house and sighed. At least eighty people were waiting in the front yard, ready to celebrate the opening of the newest Bed and Breakfast in Sapphire Bay.

      For the last few months, Diana and her three sisters had remodeled their grandparents’ home, turning it into The Lakeside Inn. Sitting on the shore of Flathead Lake and surrounded by some of the most stunning scenery in Montana, it was the perfect destination for anyone wanting a stress-free vacation.

      “You can’t stand there forever,” her younger sister, Katie, told her. “Barbara gave us strict instructions to mix and mingle.”

      “I’m not good with crowds.”

      Katie rearranged the cushions on the sofa. “Just pretend everyone’s related to us. It’s not difficult—we know most of the people outside, anyway.”

      It was easy for Katie. She’d moved to Los Angeles when she was barely out of high school. Dealing with large groups of people was an everyday occurrence for her, but not for Diana.

      “Oh, for goodness’ sake,” Katie huffed. “Come with me.”

      Grabbing hold of Diana’s hand, she pulled her toward the kitchen. “We’ll circle around the back and sneak in behind everyone else.”

      “Did you see Charlie when you were outside?” Diana’s lovable, but slightly crazy Golden Labrador had abandoned her when their guests started arriving.

      “The last time I saw him, he was eating a sandwich Jack had given him.”

      As well as being a bouncy, cuddly dog, he was a sucker for anything resembling food. “I’d better find him before he eats more than a sandwich.” She relaxed a little when she thought of Charlie, but it didn’t make her nerves completely disappear.

      On their way through the kitchen, Diana smiled at her mom and dad.

      “Thank goodness Katie found you,” Mabel said as she took a sheet of cookies out of the oven. “I thought you must have gotten lost. Has anyone seen Penny?”

      Katie frowned. “She was in the attic when I last saw her. I thought she’d be outside by now.”

      Allan, their dad, took a cookie off the baking sheet. “She could be there for a while. Wyatt’s in the attic with her.”

      Mabel’s mouth dropped open. “When did he arrive back from Berlin?”

      “About an hour ago.” Allan blew on the cookie. “This is hot.”

      His wife swatted his arm with a dishtowel. “That’s what you get for helping yourself. I’ll have to go and see Wyatt and ask him how long he’s staying.”

      Allan turned her toward the back door. “No, you won’t. Penny and Wyatt have some talking to do, and we need to go outside.”

      “But—”

      “Whatever you need to say can wait. Come on. There are plenty of people who want to ask you about The Lakeside Inn.”

      Diana was grateful her dad was here. Their mom had a generous heart and loved each of her daughters dearly. But she also liked to know exactly what was going on in their lives.

      When their parents were halfway across the room, Katie tapped her on the shoulder. “You don’t seem surprised that Wyatt’s here,” she whispered. “Did you know he was coming back to Sapphire Bay?”

      “He called me last week. He wanted to make sure we were still having the opening of the Bed and Breakfast today.”

      “And you didn’t say anything?”

      “He asked me not to.” Diana looked around the kitchen. Apart from the sheet of cookies, everything was clean and tidy. “I can’t wait to welcome our first guests.”

      “They’ll be here soon enough. In the meantime, we have lots of excited people waiting for us to officially open The Lakeside Inn. Let’s go.”

      With no other option, Diana straightened her shoulders and followed Katie.

      Today was about new beginnings, new opportunities, and living a happy life.
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      Ethan looked at the crowd of people waiting outside The Lakeside Inn. Mabel had kept everyone up to date with the remodeling that was going on inside, but it was the discovery of a letter that could have been written by Abraham Lincoln that had caused the most excitement.

      He still couldn’t believe that a dresser stored in the old steamboat museum had hidden such a treasure. No one, including the Terry family who owned the dresser, knew how the letter had ended up there. But, with the help of the Smithsonian Institute, they were doing everything they could to see if it was authentic.

      “I didn’t think you’d be here today.”

      Ethan looked over his shoulder at Theo, his friend and the owner of the only radio station in Sapphire Bay. “After reading Mabel’s Facebook posts, I had to see it for myself. Are you here to do an interview about the letter or the opening of the inn?”

      “I wish I was interviewing someone about the letter. I’ve been trying to talk to Mabel, but she’s been too busy to see me. I’m hoping I can interview one of her daughters. Do you know where they are?”

      Ethan looked across the front yard and pointed to their left. “There’s Mabel. I’ve only met two of her daughters, and I haven’t seen Penny or Barbara anywhere.”

      “Katie and Diana, her other daughters, are walking around the side of the house toward Mabel. Katie has red hair and Diana’s wearing a bright blue scarf.”

      Ethan shifted his gaze. Katie’s shoulder-length red hair was easy to see, but it was her sister who took his breath away. Diana’s curly blond hair caught the sunshine and turned it into a halo around her face. Even from this distance, she was stunning. But, unlike Katie, she looked worried as a group of people moved toward them.

      Theo frowned. “I’d better talk to them before they get ambushed by other people. Remember to give me a call. You haven’t been to my place for dinner in a while.”

      “I’ll call you tomorrow.” Ethan watched Diana push a stray lock of hair off her face and glance at her parents. A look that could only be described as panic crossed her face.

      Instead of standing here, watching her feel more uncomfortable by the second, he decided to do something about it.

      “Theo! Wait.”

      His friend turned around. “What did I forget?”

      “Nothing. I’m coming with you.”

      “Sounds good. If anyone mentions being interviewed tell them it’s a great idea.”

      Ethan looked across the yard. The number of people surrounding Diana and Katie had grown. “We’d better hurry. You aren’t the only person who wants to talk to them.”

      Theo muttered something under his breath and walked faster.

      That suited Ethan. He’d never been anyone’s knight in shining armor, but he did know what it felt like to have the world closing in around you. And right now, Diana looked as though she could do with an excuse to move away from everyone.
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      Diana stood half a step behind Katie as more guests approached them.

      “Just smile and let me do the talking,” Katie whispered. “You’ll be fine.”

      Diana hoped so. It wouldn’t have been so difficult if she’d visited Sapphire Bay more often. But while she was married, she’d stayed in Cincinnati most of the time. Looking back, it was obvious that the farther away she was from her family, the more control her husband had of her life. But she was young and in love, and she thought the sun, moon, and stars shone from Derek’s eyes.

      Katie waved to someone she recognized. The tall, blond man smiled and moved toward them. “That’s Theo,” her sister explained. “He opened a radio station in Sapphire Bay six months ago. He called Mom last week, asking if he could interview her about the letter we found.”

      Diana couldn’t remember their mom telling them about a radio interview, so she assumed it hadn’t happened. Not that it surprised her. They’d all been busy finishing the remodeling of her grandma’s house.

      Diana’s gaze moved to the man beside Theo. If he worked at the radio station, he was the complete opposite of any reporter she’d ever met. He was tall, dark-haired, and solid. But it was his eyes that stunned her. They reminded her of a summer sky; clear blue with flecks of silver that twinkled in the sunlight.

      He smiled and some of Diana’s worries disappeared.

      “Hi, Theo,” Katie said in her usual bubbly voice. “I wondered if you’d be here.”

      “I couldn’t miss the opening ceremony. Congratulations.”

      “Thanks. It took a lot of work to get to this point, but we did it. Did you interview Mom?”

      “She’s been too busy to speak to me. Can I interview you about the letter?”

      “As long as you ask me easy questions, I’m all yours. Have you met my sister, Diana?”

      Theo held out his hand. “I’ve seen you around town, but we haven’t been formally introduced. I’m Theo Olson.”

      Diana stepped forward and shook his hand. “It’s nice to meet you.”

      Theo turned to the man beside him. “This is my friend, Ethan. He’s a counselor at the medical clinic in town.”

      That surprised Diana. He looked more like a professional athlete or a soldier. “Hi, Ethan.”

      “Hi. You must be looking forward to opening The Lakeside Inn?”

      She nodded and tried to relax. “We are. Over the last couple of months, we’ve painted and redecorated most of the rooms. It will be interesting to hear what everyone thinks of the changes.” Talking to Ethan hadn’t been too hard. It helped that his broad shoulders blocked most of the people from her line of vision.

      “From the photos Mabel posted on the Facebook page, it looks as though you’ve done an amazing job.”

      “It was a lovely house to start with. We just added a few finishing touches.”

      Katie smiled at Ethan. “Including knocking out walls and rewiring half the house. Once we’re open, Diana will look after our guests and coordinate all their activities.”

      Theo took a notebook out of his back pocket. “And what will you do, Katie?”

      “I’ll prepare everyone’s breakfast as well as making extra meals if our guests want to eat at the inn. We have five bedrooms and a honeymoon suite for people to book.”

      “Can I ask about the letter you found?”

      “You can,” Katie said. “But there isn’t a lot to say. The Smithsonian Institute is still running tests to see if Abraham Lincoln wrote it.”

      Barbara rushed up to Diana. “Thank goodness I found you. Has anyone seen Penny?”

      Ethan looked over Barbara’s shoulder. “She’s coming toward us with Wyatt.”

      “Wyatt’s here? How did that happen?”

      Mabel joined them and looked at her watch. “We can ask him later. If we don’t open the inn soon, all the food will be ruined.”

      Barbara consulted her clipboard before searching the crowd. “All we need is Pastor John.” And then, with a relieved sigh, she looked back at her family. “John’s already waiting for us. Is everyone ready?”

      Diana looked anxiously around the yard. Before they opened the inn, she really needed to find Charlie.

      “Is everything all right?” Ethan asked.

      “I can’t see Charlie, my Golden Labrador.”

      Barbara wrapped her hand around Diana’s arm. “He’ll be okay. We can look for him later.”

      “But I need to find—”

      “It’s okay,” Ethan said. “I’ll look for him while you go with your family.”

      “Are you sure? You didn’t come here to—”

      “I’m positive.”

      She breathed a sigh of relief, then pulled a bag of treats out of her pocket. “Thanks. Charlie loves food. If you give him a couple of these, he’ll follow you anywhere.”

      Her heart pounded when she saw the gentle smile on Ethan’s face. She had no idea why she was so attracted to a man she’d only just met. The stress of the day must be addling her brain. “I’ll meet you on the front veranda after the speeches have finished.”

      Barbara tugged on Diana’s arm. “Come on. It’s almost time to start.”

      Diana didn’t want to leave without telling Ethan about Charlie. “My dog has a red collar. If he won’t follow you, tell him you’re taking him to the—”

      “Mom and Dad are waiting.” Barbara pushed her forward.

      With an apologetic look at Ethan, Diana walked through the crowd. She just hoped Charlie hadn’t chased another bird into the lake. Otherwise, they’d have a smelly, wet dog to clean while a lot of people wandered through their house.
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