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H ere's a ten chapter sample of the book. Why ten chapters? How generous! Well, 
the book is over 100 chapters long. 715 pages in print. Over 1000 pages in the 

ebook. 
I hope it'll be enough for you to want to dnD out how they dnally work through all 

that Lean, Helene, anD Tife toss at them.
Ahis is a romantic saga as all of the books will connect. I plan 5 titles total for the 

series. St least, that's the plan right  now. It coulD change at any time!
Ahere is chilD speak in this book. I spelleD their worDs as I hearD them. qometimes 

they get it right, sometimes they Don't. SnD sometimes they imitate what they 
shoulDn't. If you Don't +uite unDerstanD them, well, Don't worry, some of the aDults 
herein Don't either. 
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“T hat's it, Kourt—you’re done. I’ll Snish that stall. fit yourselb on that cenwh 
and mait bor je. I’ll ce done in ”ust a bem jinutes.!

“I’ll Snish itD Aon’t baby je, ftorjD gnd don’t ket anyone else to morp mith the 
boals—!

“KourtnayD Aon't arkue, YleaseD –ou need to tape it easy—!
“ftorji, I aj SneD It’svit’s ”ust a little stiV, today. That’s allD! 
Karla ftorj Ae?erill Gan Kirp droYYed her sho?el akainst the stall door, and wrossed 

o?er to her sister, undiskuised speYtiwisj in her bawe. “Aon’t hand je that cullD That 
hiY is jore than ”ust stiV today, KourtnayD –ou’re as stuccorn as Thojasyna, you pnom 
itz Aon’t you Skht je on this. No sitD!

Kourtnay resisted her Yull at the sho?el she held. “–ou’?e done the morst ones. I’ll 
sit mhen me ko uY bor creapbastD!

ftorji kaEed into her sister’s kray eyes and boukht the natural urke to ki?e in to her 
Yleadinks. It mas, abter all, her bault Kourtnay mas laje. Mot that Kourtnay belt it mas. 
fhe’d ceen thrilled to suYYort her older sister’s dewision to lea?e her wruel huscand at 
the tije. qsYewially abter Aean—or one ob his jinions—set Sre to the house and carns 
at gswott Headoms—at the tije, ftorji’s omn thri?ink eBuestrian cusiness.

Aean had hotbooted it abter her, drakkink Kourtney mith hij. In his rake, he’d run 
a stoY sikn and the ?ehiwle to their rikht slajjed into thej. Le’d woje oV mith ”ust a 
bem wuts and cruises. Out Kourtnay . . .

fho?ink these thoukhts resolutely into a rejote worner ob her jind—a worner that 
ne?er seejed rejote enoukh—she said nom, “Poop, Miwp’s ceen all o?er jy wase this 
meep bor lettink you do whores he doesn’t beel you oukht to ce doink. I akree, and I’?e 
said so, ha?en’t Iz Le should tell Miwpy to jape you Buit. Him you’d listen toD!

Kourtnay clushed deeYly. “Mo, I mouldn’t. Mot bor thisD! fhe huVed a sikh. “Rh, 
loop, this is the first Ylawe mhere me’?e ceen acle to morp tokether in three years. I pnom 
I mas ob jore use to you matwhink Kailey then. Mo one manted to hire je anymayD 
They mouldn’t’?e hired you either ib I hadn’t ceen there to matwh her bor you.!

fhe jade a smeeYink kesture mith one slender hand. “Out here—it’s all diVerent. 
Miwp and gnetra are differentD They’?e ki?en je the saje whanwe they’?e ki?en 
you—Yretty juwh. They ne?er once asped mho mas koink to matwh Kailey. Lere, 
everyone matwhes herD!
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“–es.! ftorji Yushed a lowp ob her darp aucurn hair out ob her eyes, kestured tomard 
her sister’s laje hiY. “Out, today, you should tape it easyD I mish a wanwellation mould 
woje uY and you would see Ar. Nrahaj todayD!

“Foje on, ftorjD It’s no diVerent than you—!
“I see I jay ha?e to Yut you on lea?e bor a wouYle ob meeps, Kourtnay—or lonker.! 
Lis arj restink alonk the edke ob the door to one ob his ba?orite jares’ stall, Miwholas 

Tollebson stood ocser?ink his hired kirls. Tmo Yairs ob eWYressi?e sjope kray eyes turned 
in his direwtion. Le’d snuwp uY on thej mith the silent krawe ob his fiouW anwestors and 
nom rekarded thej coth mith his Yenetratink ejerald kaEe.

“gnd I have told Miwpy to sYeap to you. gYYarently, he’s whosen to disrekard jy 
mishes too. Rr else you’?e Yersuaded hij—as you’re tryink to do nom—that you’re 
entirely waYacle ob ajaEink beats desYite that hiY.! 

Miwholas Yushed amay broj the stall door and waje to stand mith the kirls. &uttink 
out a hand to Kourtnay’s whin, he wontinued, “–ou are as stuccorn as any ob jy kirls 
mould ce—they’re all alipeD Aon’t sjile—it’s not a kood thinkD!

“Out, &aYa Miwp, ib I lay around, it’s not any cetterD Please, don’t say I wan’t helYD I 
lipe morpink in the tawp shoY, cut I jiss . . . this.!

Lis loop, his tone, sobtened. “-irst tije I'?e heard sojeone say they jiss juwpink 
a stallD Kourtnay, onwe you’?e seen Ar. Nrahaj, and I hear it broj him, I’ll rewonsider. 
-or nom, ko sit as Karla asped you to. I’?e kot a cit ob cusiness to diswuss mith her and 
abter that, me’ll helY you to the house.!

“I wan helY jyselbD! stated Kourtnay resolutely. Pettink her sho?el droY akainst the 
mall, she crushed Yast thej, lijYed out ob the carn and uY to the house.

4atwhink her, ftorji cit her liY, minwink in syjYathy as Kourtnay jade her may 
awross the stacle yard and strukkled uY the se?en stone steYs set in the krassy sloYe that 
led uY to the house.

“4ell, you mere rikht. –ou’re oV jy hoop bor this as ob this jojentD! Miwholas 
croukht his kaEe round to jeet hers. “It’s a YuEEle hom you’re acle to ket any ob jy 
oVsYrink to do whores mithout a Skht, cut you ha?e troucle kettink Kourtnay to stop 
doink thej mithout oneD!

gwtually, she had a kood deal ob in"uenwe o?er her sister. fhe ”ust had ne?er acused 
it. Ib she had ”ust ceen acle to ha?e enkineered her eswaYe broj Aean entirely on her 
omn—

faid Miwholas Buietly, “–ou shouldn’t let your beelinks ket in the may ob mhat you 
pnom is in her cest interest.!

fhe "ashed hij a smibt klanwe, annoyed that he’d read her thoukhts so Yrewisely. 
Ueassuranwe masn’t melwoje, e?en broj her ejYloyer mhose oYinion had woje 
to jean a kreat deal to her in the short tije she and Kourtnay had ceen in his 
ejYloyjent. fo juwh so, that she’d rewently ceen Yersuaded into wonSdink a kood 
cit ob her libe’s history. Hore ob it than she’d e?er intended to tell anyone—inside her 
bajily, ne?er jind outside itD

Mom, she retorted, “Rh, yesD –ou’re a Sne one to talpD fhe only has to wall you Papa 
or Papa Nick, and you’re ready to cawp domn yourselbD –ou didn’t—cut you wanted 
toD! fhe jade an eWYressi?e kesture that toop in his Yomerbul cuild and his siW5boot siW 
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stature. “–ou’re cikker than I aj, you pnom. –ou’?e kot the saje in"uenwe—and 
you’re the cossD!

Lis liYs tmitwhed baintly at that, and he said, “g jere bour inwhes taller than you are, 
Karla. fhe doesn’t Buape at either one ob us. gnd she’s wertainly wojbortacle standink 
uY to MiwpyD Out me’ll lea?e this bor nom. I ha?e an urkent jessake bor you, Ylus—!

Ni?ink hij no oYYortunity to Snish, she crope in, “Rh, not jy jother akainD I’?e 
too juwh to do today. –ou told her you wouldn’t possibly sYare je, rikhtz!

Le looped aYoloketiw. “I’j abraid her wojYlainink sYirit wojYelled je to sYare 
you bor this jornink. I’ll eWYewt you cawp bor lunwh.!

“Rh, I’ll ce cawp way cebore thatD 4e mon’t ce acle to stand eawh other bor lonker 
than a siY ob woVee. -roj a ?ery sjall wuYD!

“4ell, that jay ce true. Out, desYite their deYloracle bailinks, I’d lipe you to try 
Yuttink uY mith your Yarents. –our unwle as mellD! gt her heated oc”ewtion, he held 
uY a hand. “Indulke je, Karla. I don’t mant to ce held awwountacle bor your ceha?ior 
mhile you’re here at Areaj4ynd—and I’j wertain I mould ceD grkuink mith je, 
home?er, jikht jape je monder mhether I should ko ahead mith the dewision gnetra 
and I arri?ed at last nikht.!

fhe eyed hij mith jiski?ink. “4hat dewision mould that cez!
 -or there wertainly would ce se?eral ob those he and his mibe jikht ha?e arri?ed at. It 

jikht ha?e to do mith her wasual relationshiYs mith bour ob their se?en sons—or jore 
awwurately—mith the relationshiY they all mished to Yursue mith her. foje romdy 
jojents owwurred cetmeen thej o?er herD It would also ce acout—

“The dewision to Yrojote you to borejan.!
This Yronounwejent, deli?ered in his usual wasual tone, toop her entirely oV 

kuard, and she stared at hij in oYen jouthed discelieb. “–ou wan’t ce serious! Miwp, 
I ha?en’t ceen here e?en a jonth. Lom would you—why would you jape suwh a 
dewision lipe that mhen—mhen Geoffrey’s really the cest one bor that ”ocD Thojasyna, 
e?enD!

“Oewause I aj the coss, Karla, is mhy I'j doink itD Lom lonk you'?e ceen here is 
not the issue. I would ha?e hired sojeone oV the street. Aoesn't jean they’d ce the 
cest one bor the ”oc.! 

“4ell, opay, no, cut—‘
Le Yut a hand to her shoulder. “You ha?e Yro?en to us that you’re mho me need to 

o?ersee thinks here. Ueally, you’?e ceen doink it mithout anyone’s aspink you to sinwe 
you started. Mom, it’ll ce oQwial—mith all the ceneSts ob the Yosition. –our Yay mill 
doucle.!

4hile their baith in her libted her sYirits ijjeasuracly, she wouldn’t jape herselb 
awweYt the Yrojotion krawebully. “Out mon’t he—mon’t they all beel slikhted cy thisz 
gbter all, they are your sonsD gnd daukhtersD!

“ Rh, I ha?e a notion all ob thej mould bollom your lead clindlyD!
“Mo, they all mouldn’t. NeoVrey mouldn’t bollom anyone clindly.! Miwholas raised 

an eyecrom, and she ajended, “4ell, all rikht, you say he’d bollom Lelene ftanley to 
the joon and cawp. I’ll ha?e to tape your mord bor thatD Out you are all Yuttink may 
too juwh baith in a butile hoYe he’ll creap uY mith her neWt tije she cloms in. Miwholas, 
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I wan wount on one hand the nujcer ob tijes he’s talped to je—and I don’t need all 
jy Snkers bor thatD -ar as I wan see, I’?e a snomcall’s whanweD!

“–ou’?e a cetter whanwe than thatD –ou’?e seen those Yhotos Tijjy and 7awBi sold 
to Celebrity Tidbits rewently. They meren’t ”ust ob Thoji and fteYhanD!

“–es, I pnom. Lalb the uni?erse sam /ej,! she returned unjo?ed.
“Uekardless,! he Yersisted, “the Yoint is that those Yartiwular Yhotos tell je he’s 

Buestionink the misdoj ob mastink anyjore ob his libe maitink bor her to wojjit. I 
thinp I wan trust the sikns that his creapink Yoint is near.!

qWweYt bor a slikht hunwh ob a shoulder and a?ertink her speYtiwal kaEe to stare awross 
at the stall that still needed Snishink, she didn’t oVer to whallenke that oYinion.

“Horeo?er,! he ment on, “you wan’t tell je you’re not mishink he mould creap uY 
mith herD faje Yhotos tell that story ”ust as YlainlyD fhould I marn you gnetra’s brajed 
a wouYle ob those ?ery shotsD!

gt that, she croukht her kaEe cawp to hij. “Rh, whyz! 
Lis eyes lit mith soje ajusejent at that, cut he said, “Huit lettink his beikned 

indiVerenwe ket to you. ftoY clessink those Yoper kajes the rest ob /ej Ylay o?er you 
e?ery jorninkD I realiEe you’?e sanwtioned thej cewause they’re jore wi?il than a Sst 
Skht in the ridink arena, cut you’?e done yourselb no ba?ors here.!

fhe let out a creath. “4ell, it seejed only bair at the tije. Rpay, I adjit, I’?e 
shajelessly used their inbatuation to ket thej to Yull their meikht around here. 
qsYewially Tijothy. Out mhy they let hij in on those kajes is ceyond je. Le’s too 
younk—in e?ery mayD!

“They pnom that. Le’s ne?er mon, has hez I’d order thej to stoY cut they mouldn’t 
ocey itD They’re so under your sYell, it’ll tape jore than a stern wojjand and a wold 
shomer to mape thej out ob itD ftoY honorink the minner—you pnom none ob thej 
are mho you mant to sYend your libe mithD!

fhe started to akain Yrotest, cut Miwholas Yut a hand to her whin. faid, “Ao you really 
mant to celonk to one ob the tmins or to Orett mhen NeoVrey wojes to his sensesz Lom 
mould you handle thatz!

fhe Yulled amay. “This ad?iwe broj your eWYerienwez!
“Mo, cut it would ce yours ib you’re not warebul.!
fhe "unk out a hand. “4ell, I have tried to talp to thej. I should ha?e the rikht to 

Ylay bor jy breedoj to whoose mho I see or don’t. When or if I mant toD Out they mon’t 
let je. gnd there ha?e ceen owwasions mhen I haven’t honored the minnerD!

“4ell,! jused Miwholas bair5jindedly, “it is understandacle. –ou are, abter all, a 
younk mojan mho wan loop aljost e?ery one ob thej straikht in the eye, and the rest 
a kood deal wloser to it. 4hiwh is an ad?antake you wan tape mith thej mhen you’re 
issuink your orders bor the dayD!

Le sjiled at her loop ob ajused reYroawh. Le read in it also her wontinued 
reluwtanwe to awweYt his Yrojotion and settled his hand onwe akain uYon her shoulder. 
“–ou mere the janaker ob gswott Headoms, I understand sinwe you mere elevenD 4ell 
cebore your krandbather ka?e o?er the Ylawe to you. –our status in the shom wirwuit hasn’t 
ceen jatwhed cy jany to this day. –our Buiwp reawtion to a cad situation isn’t the only 
reason I hired you and Kourtnay on the sYot.!
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“Mo, it mas cewause Hrs. Nreene’s rakink akainst 4anda and Pouise jade thej quit 
on the sYotD Mot that I’j sorry bor itD -or the Sbteen jinutes I mas here cebore all hell 
crope loose, I manted to send thej Yawpink jyselb. 4hy did gnetra beel they deser?ed 
a whanwe herez!

“4e  mere  hoYebul,  at  the  tije,  ob  their  settlink  in  abter  learnink  the 
roYes. Cnbortunately, thoukh, their eBuine Yassion eWweeded their pnomledke and 
ajcition—mhiwh mouldn’t o?erSll a thijcle.!

“ghD fo, they had one hundred Yer went more than Tijothy hasD gnd tmo hundred 
Yer went jore YassionD!

“gnd therein lies jy kreat need ob your eWYertise.!
fhe laukhed. Thromink uY a hand then, she ka?e in. “gll rikht. gll rikht then, 

I awweYtD! fhe started to malp tomard the trawtor that Yulled the sYreader she and 
Kourtnay had ceen tossink the maste into as they juwped the tmenty5bour coW stalls 
housed in the jain carn.

“I'j also Yrojotink you to janakerD!
That drem her uY short. “Rh, whyz! ftorji, cetrayed into an uncewojink mhine, 

sounded Buite a cit lipe a Yetulant bour5year5old rather than the selb5Yossessed 
tmenty5bour year5old she mas. “Ni?e that Yrojotion to KourtnayD It’ll peeY her oV that 
hiY and jape her beel usebulD!

It jade hij sjile, cut he shoop his head. “I’j haYYy mith the may she runs the 
tawp shoY and handles the trail swhedule. fhe handles the awwounts bor that end ob the 
cusiness—as you mell pnom. &lus,! he said aYoloketiwally, “I aj allomink her tije to 
Ylay mith a bem boalsD! 

fhe ka?e a laukh at that. “gh, seeD! Then mith ?isions ob his disorderly desp danwink 
in her head, she tried to ket hij to Yass that end ob the cusiness to one ob his other 
oVsYrink.

Le rejained unjo?ed. “Kourtnay tells je you mere eWwellent at janakink gswott 
Headoms. –ou should ce as eWwellent at it nom, or cetterD!

“Miwp, you’re assujink that I’j koink to cewoje a SWture here. That jay not 
haYYen, you pnomD Ib Aean—!

“–ou Ylan to Buit todayz!
“Mo.!
“Tojorrom, thenz!
“MoD Rr neWt meep either. Out—!
“Then, I’ll eWYewt to see you in jy oQwe abter lunwh this abternoon. Aon’t bail jeD! 

Le reawhed out bor the sho?el she yet held.
fhe wouldn’t let it ko yet, the sho?el or her arkujent. “Rpay, loopD Ib you’ll let je 

ha?e a wojYuter—!
“Mo. gnd don’t ko aspink gnetra bor oneD I’?e said I don’t mant any tewhnoloky in 

jy oQwe. qWweYt a YhoneD!
“–ou ha?e an elewtriw Yenwil sharYener and a woVee japer . . .!
Le ka?e her The Poop. fhe masn’t daunted. “Miwp, Ylease, it mould jape it all so 

juwh easierD!
“I’j not won?inwed ob that. 4hen gnetra’s wojYuter bried all her data mas lost.!
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“fhe had a cawpuY. It masn't lost bor lonkD!
Le didn’t ware. 7ust toop the sho?el broj her, sayink, “–ou’re Snished here bor this 

jornink. No whanke and ket o?er to Ae?erill Lall. –our jother’s eWYewtink you to ha?e 
creapbast there. Aon’t ce late kettink cawp hereD!

Ueluwtantly, she let it ko bor nom and started to Yass hij. Le halb turned, ha?ink one 
jore reBuirejent to reinborwe. “I’ll allom your sliY to Yass this tije—jostly cewause it 
mas an awwurate deswriYtion ob that day’s e?ents. ftill, akain, ket into the hacit ob kettink 
out ob the hacitD!

fhe klanwed cawp clanply. 4hat sliYz
Then, cebore she needed to asp, she pnem. 4hile hell deswriced the e?ents ob the 

abternoon in the coarder’s carn mhere Fedriw, Hrs. Nreene’s jajjoth ”awp, and Hr. 
4ilson’s Huarter Lorse jare, fBueapy, had kotten into a heated disakreejent that 
lebt the ornery Fedriw mith a deeY kash in his lebt hind lek, mhat haYYened later mhen 
her wousin, fteYhan Ae?erill, had the audawity to sYrink a mholly uneWYewted and 
unmelwoje YroYosal uYon Miwp’s eldest daukhter, Thojasyna, had ceen morse than 
hell.

fhe drem a creath and resYonded, “I’j sorry—I aj tryink to.!
Le ka?e a nod. “–es, and I aYYrewiate that. Out, owwasionally, you ket waukht uY in 

your Yassion and let ko mith soje wolorbul jojents I wan’t let slide anyjore. –our 
younkest de?otees are too ready to bollom you domn Yaths I don’t mant thej tra?elinkD 
Mot thinpink I mant to hear /ej reberrink to anyone as a stinking bag of weasel turd, 
eitherD!

Uuebully ftorji rewalled bour year5old Aaine5gnthony’s indiknant outcurst at 
Tijothy ”ust the day cebore, in mhiwh he’d rewojjended Tijjy to rot in hell, that he 
mas a dajjed stinpink, rotten cak ob measel turd, and that he’d Yissed hij oV royal. 

fhe aYolokiEed akain bor her laYses, Yrojised again that she’d Yut a tikhter kuard on 
her tonkue, and lebt the carn cebore his all5seeink kaEe would detewt that she jeant it 
only bor mhile she mas Yhysiwally at Areaj4ynd.

In the Yresenwe ob her Yarents or her unwle Nrekkory, she wouldn’tKmouldn’t jape 
any Yrojises at all.
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U p at the house, Lyndsay, Brett, and Anetra worked to get breakfast on the 
table for their large family.  Already platters of bacon, sausage,  ham and 

pancakes were on the dining room table awaiting the arrival  of the stragglers. 
Everyone cheered when Stormi walked in,  but then grumbled when Nicholas 
didn’t appear behind her.

“He’s !nishing up the last stall. Shouldn’t be all that long”Y Storm said as she 
went to wash up in the kitchen sink. “?ou need any helpIY

“— been waiting forever” —’m gonna pass out in two minutesTno” -wo seconds”Y 
stated sevenJyearJold qacMlynne qeanneJ'arie melodramatically. 

“qacMi, go sit down”Y -wentyJtwo yearJold Lyndsay thrust a loaded platter into 
Stormi’s hands almost before she had time to dry them. “—f you’ll set these eggs 
on the table, that’ll be a help.Y

“No. Storm, go change and get  out of  here,Y  ordered Anetra,  moving to 
intercept the platter. “?our mother’s called twice already”Y

Stormi rolled her eyes.  “?es,  she’s apparently called Nick’s oOce too. —Dll  go 
when —’m ready”Y

-aking the platter from Lyndsay, she held it way above Anetra’s reach as the 
older, but much shorter, woman attempted to take it from her. Kz she went into 
the dining room with it. Wecided she would have a bite here !rst. No guarantee 
sheDd make it through breakfast at Weverill Hall” She’d need strength to deal with 
her parents and their endless hounding for her to reconcile with WeanTthe poor, 
dear, long suzering, innocent soul” By now, one would have thought they’d have 
given it up. Kf course, they might if he would.

She was greeted with enthusiasm by everyone at the table.  Nicky,  one arm 
possessively about Fourtnay raised his hand in a wave of sorts. She smiled at him, 
her gaGe going from him to Fourtnay speculatively.

“‘hatIY Fourtnay prompted, a triPe defensively.
She shook her head, disclaiming, “Nothing.Y then, “‘hat, FaileyIY 9or the 

little girl called out to her urgently, 
Failey raised a tiny !nger up at her. “— d’wanna go wid you to j’amma’s house. 

— d’wanna see her, xcause her d’wike my Nicky and my -hom’syna” And her d’ 
wike you eider” — d’want you t’ go. Her’s not nice t’ you”Y
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“?ou haven’t been nice to her, eider”Y Fourtnay chided her small niece, freely 
mimicking her word for either. “Been horridly nasty to her since you found your 
blabby little tongue last week”Y She tossed a challenging glance at the big man 
across from her. “Your fault, jeozrey” She’s snubbing Stormi because you do”Y

“?eah, he’s an idiot”Y called Lyndsay from the kitchen. “But, —’ve told him that 
a doGen times already this morning”Y

“‘e all have,Y stated Nicky, who at thirtyJtwo, was a mere ten months younger 
than jeozrey. “But he’s determined to operate in asinine mode”Y

jeozrey,  whose appearance and build closely  resembled his  father’s  and 
Nicky’s, sipped his cozee, sublimely ignoring both their 0ibes and Stormi, who 
set the platter down on the table rather nearer -risten than to him.

Failey stood up in her chair and leaned against jeozrey. Laying her little arm 
across his broad shoulders, she declared with an adorable pout, “— wuv my Wa’e 
jeoz, but her don’t” And — want her to” And — want my Wa’e jeoz to wuv her, 
too”Y

“?eah, well, he don’t”Y retorted Adrien, the younger and darker of the twentyJsiC 
yearJold twins. “‘hich is !ne with us” How come you don’t hate him for thatIY

Failey played with a lock of jeozrey’s thick black hair. “— wuv him, that’s all” 
He nice t’ me, and he don’t hurt us”Y

“‘ell . . . he can’t hurt what he won’t get close to,Y observed -risten, identical 
in features to Adrien, eCcept his eyes were blue and his hair blonde like Brett’s. “Kr 
no—he can’t be hurt by what he won’t get close to. Although, it seems to me that 
it’s inevitable someone’s going to be hurt when he’s playing Wad to the daughter 
and pretending her mom doesn’t eCist”Y

“?es, well, again, not that we mind!” Adrien raised a !nger as he spoke. “Won’t 
want him thinking he’s got a prayer in winning her away from us”Y

“?our happiness is intact for this morning, Adrien,Y jeozrey assured him over 
the rim of his cozee mug. “But, go ahead, pray away if it makes you feel better”Y

“Widn’t do him any good today,Y said Brett smugly, “Wid itIY
Adrien cast him a smoldering glance. “?ou cheated, — know you did” — can’t 

prove it yet, but you cheated”Y
Brett taunted him with a wicked laugh. —mmediately, his brothers challenged 

him to a rematch, but Brett wouldn’t be swayed. “—t wouldn’t matter.  —’d win 
again, anyway”Y

“He’s been letting you boys win”Y called Anetra from the kitchen. “Wid you 
really believe your skill had improved all that muchIY

“?es”Y responded -risten and Adrien at once.
Brett gave his wicked chuckle again. He looked up at Storm. “?ou’d lose too. — 

see you’re wanting to demand the chance to gain freedom from us”Y
“— think it’s only fair”Y
“9air,  but  useless.  ‘e’re  going to play for  keeps  tomorrow.  ?ou’re  mine 

foreverTthey haven’t a prayer”Y
“Kohooo” ‘e accept that challenge, brother”Y
Stormi put up a hand in protest. “Ah, no” -hat is not happening” Brett” juysTY
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-he back door banged shut. Nicholas, having heard the discussion as he crossed the 
porch, for the open dining room windows overlooked it, poked his head in. “Farla, 
there’s no need to wait” Eat, if you’re going to, and leave”Y

“Everyone else is waiting”Y
He gave her a look that sent her for a vacant chair. She started for the one beside 

Fourtnay, but Waine, scooting one seat over, called urgently for her to come sit between 
him and his twin, Stacia. Since that would put her only one small girl away from 
the man who most disturbed her peace of mindTat Wream‘ynd, at any rateTshe 
hesitated in granting him his wish.

-he plea in Waine’s hopeful eyes won her over. She sat, careful not to allow her gaGe 
to dwell deliberately in jeozrey’s direction. 9eigned or not, his cool indizerence hurt 
more than she would admit.

Until that spread of -homasyna had come out in this past 'onday’s Celebrity 
Tidbits, she’d thought she’d convinced everyone that jeozrey’s lack of interest in her 
meant nothing. Because of Wean . . . and Lawrey . . . she wasn’t in any hurry to dash into 
a new relationship with anyone. 'aybe if she hadn’t been standing so nearby -homi, 
she’d’ve been able to continue denying her feelings. But no . . . both she and -homi were 
forever caught on in that photo with the same tellJtale wistfulness in their respective 
gaGes.

So had jeozrey. Stephan, too.
9or Stephan and -homi, she had no doubt of it coming true for them. -hey 

had things to work out, sure. Especially -homi. Still, it wasn’t diOcult to see that, 
despite those issues, -homi’d fallen for Stephan’s sweet smile and his caring disposition. 
‘hatever Nick’s observations were of those photos, nothing had changed in jeozrey’s 
attitude since the tabloid’s hitting the stands. —n fact, if anything, he stood more aloof 
from her than before.

But in her dreams at night . . .
She suppressed those thoughts as she parked herself between Waine and Stacia. 9or 

dreaming of falling in love with any of the men of Wream‘ynd . . . or any other man, 
for that matter, 0ust couldn’t be. Stupid of her to think it could happen or even dream 
of it. Stupid of her to let her daughter think it should.

She took the time to serve the little ones their plates, Failey informed her dutifully, 
“Wa’e jeoz wants some pancakes, 'omma.Y She patted jeozrey’s arm as she spoke. 
“Won’t worry. Her’s gonna get you some” KtayI Her will”Y

-his got involuntary chuckles from almost everyone, both at the table and in the 
kitchen. —gnoring them all, Stormi motioned for Stacia to get her eldest brother’s plate, 
and she !lled it for him.

‘hile she often managed to be absent for several meals a week, she’d been present at 
breakfast often enough to know precisely what jeozrey liked most. She placed his plate 
before him, meeting his eyes only Peetingly, letting Stacia’s need to have her pancakes 
cut up for her eCact her whole attention.

“Such a touching picture of domestic serenity”Y observed Nicky teasingly. “—f -homi 
could see this now . . .Y -wo pairs of eyes reproved him, one pair, an enigmatic green, 
the other, a deep smoke gray. WidnDt curb his teasing.
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Anetra walked in with the last batch of pancakes and ham. “Nicky.Y
“Sorry, 'om. — couldn’t resist.  But — can hear her now, telling them all  the 

same things everyone’s been trying to tell her about Stephan. Come on, why keep 
pretendingI ‘e all want to break a baseball bat over jeozrey’s head” He’s being an 
idiot, and even he knows it. Besides, look at themTclose together with three adorable 
little children . . .”Y

Suddenly, Stormi’s desire to be as late as possible to Weverill Hall slid away. An 
unnerving sensation of claustrophobia gripped her. As it did almost every time she 
came to the table. Knly, thanks to Nicky, it seemed far worse today. Handing Stacia 
back her fork, she rolled a sausage inside a buttered pancake and declared, “—’m late” See 
you all later”Y She rose and started for the back door.

“Storm” StormiTyou haven’t changed”Y Anetra called after her. “Haven’t showered, 
either . . . your mother’s going to love that”Y She swung around to eye her secondborn 
with deep reproof. “?ou ever consult your brain before you speak, NickyIY

“‘hatI 'om, — only pointed out what’s right in front of everyone’s nose”Y
Not wanting to hear any more of what was right in front of everyone’s nose, Stormi 

made sure that the door banged noisily shut the second she was outside. -hat Nicky 
was only trying to help her win her fondest dream, she didn’t doubt. —f he could be a 
little more subtle maybe she could welcome it”

-he red LeCus Stephan had given his cousins to use during their stay in 2hode —sland 
occupied a space in the family’s private parking lot. And, well, look” 2ight neCt to 
jeozrey’s black Silverado. Here was a new development. At any other time, he’d made 
sure the truck was as far from the LeCus as it could possibly be. Kften, he parked it 
elsewhere than the family’s lot.

Still, parking neCt to her car and asking her to marry him were poles apart. Kkay, 
maybe a move in the right direction, but nothing for Heart to get all gaga about. All 
right, all right, and that he’d actually allowed her to make up a plate for him was yet 
another miracle. He’d barely allowed her to pass butter to him before today. 

“Wait” Wait, Storm” — wanna go with you” Can —I 'om thaid”Y WaineJAnthony 
hopped oz the porch steps and ran across the lawn toward her. He stopped at the edge 
and, impatiently hopping in place, he waited for her answer.

Stormi paused in the act of sliding behind the wheel.  -hose large, hopeful, 
blueJgreen puppy eyes were hard to ignore. Her mother would be aggravated if she 
brought with her any small child other than FaileyTwhom she ignored totally once 
she’d given and gotten the obligatory hug and peck on the cheek. 

'oreover, Waine worshiped her as deeply as any of his older brothers did, and it 
would be heinous if her mother snubbed him as cruelly as she had Nicky and -homi 
upon their !rst meeting with the Weverill clan not all that long ago.

But then . .  . why  should her mother always eCpect her  day to be steeped in 
perfectionI ‘hy did she always strive to annihilate it in those of her daughtersI

“All right, come on” ?ou’re sure she knows you’re asking to comeIY
Waine dashed across the driveway to the rear door on the driver’s side. “?up” Her 

thaid no buggin’ you, though. —f you d’wanna bwing me then — gotta stay home”Y 
He tugged open the door and scrambled into the back seat. Wutifully, he settled into 
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Failey’s booster seat and clicked the seat belt about himself, his face all smiles and happy 
eCpectation.

“Not me you’re going to be bugging,Y replied Stormi, getting out to make sure he 
really was secure. “jonna be my mother”Y

“How comeIY asked Waine with interest.
“She doesn’t like little kids.Y Satis!ed he was buckled correctly, she shut the back 

door and slid back behind the wheel.
“How comeIY
Starting the car, she headed it out of the parking lot and down the long white stone 

driveway. “— don’t know. —’ve never asked her. Rrobably thinks kids are way too much 
of a bother.Y

“‘hyIY
“Because that’s the way she is. 'ean and miserable. — wish your mother was my 

mother”Y
“‘ell, my mudder can’t be your mudder. xCause then you couldn’t wike jeozrey 

so much. xCause guyth ain’t apossa marry their sisterth. -rissen thaidTY
“WaineTY
“‘hatI Nicky thayth you wike jeozrey thith much”Y And he spread his little arms 

as wide as they would spread there in the back seat. She watched him in the mirror, 
a smile of amusement touching her lips. -he tot continued eagerly, “But that ain’t 
wikeTthat’th wuv” Huh, StormI ?ou really wuv jeozrey, huhI But he’th bein’ a 
damned thsnotfathe, huhIY

-hankful Nick wasn’t with them to hear that sentiment, Stormi answered, “?es, he 
can be a snotface sometimes. But Waine, — don’t want you saying it that way, okayI ?ou 
can probably call him a snotfaceT— think. —’m not really sure. But — am sure your father 
would make me very sorry that you called your brother a damned snotface”Y

“How comeIY
“Because he doesn’t like to hear anyone talk like that. 2eally, we should not be calling 

anyone names at all. —t’s notTY
“?ou called 'r. ‘hitley a witleth, stupid, asthTY
“Waine”Y ruthlessly cutting him oz before he could !nish repeating her entire insult.
“I didn’t say that” You did”Y
“?ou don’t have to repeat it. — know what — said. And —’m sorry you heard me say it”Y
“How come you don’t wike himIY
“Because he is a witless, stupidTdonkey’s behind”Y
“-hat ain’t what you thaid. ?ou thaidTY
“Waine,Y she said with the utmost patience, “how about if we forget what — said and 

talk about something else. Won’t ask how come—unless of course, you want to go home. 
Now.Y

“Kkay. — won’t talk xbout that. And — won’t tell Wad you thaid his fwreakin’ wulesth 
xbout not widin’ ‘ogue and 9airwind’re all a bunch of sheep shEY

She dragged in a deep breath, rolling her eyes heavenward. Widn’t it !gure that 
he’d conMuer his lisp for something like thisI —f she’d been in any doubt that Nicholas 
eCaggerated his claim of her corrupting the speech of the little ones, they’d been wiped 
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out in these last three minutes” Looked like she owed him a great many humble 
apologies.

“Tshinure.Y !nished Waine, making use of her own euphemism for the word. He 
grinned at her in the mirror. “?ou thought — wasth gonna say sheep shit, huh, StormIY

A great many very humble apologies”
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“I s this your mudder'sth house, Storm?” Daine unbelted himself the instant 
she turned into the cobblestone drive.  He pressed his  face close to the 

window to study the great red brick mansion as it came better into view. “It’th 
kinda big, ain’t it?”

“Yes, it’s big, but it’s not my mother’s place. It’s Stephan’s mother’s place. My 
parents have their own place in Newport. When they bother living there.”

“How come they don’t wive there?”
“I don’t know. They just seem to like to be other places.”
“Don’t they wike their own home?”
“You know, twerp, I think they like living with other people who think exactly 

the way they do. Well, I don’t know if I should pin that on Auntie Irina. She’s not 
allowed to think.”

“How come?”
“Daine, zip the lips,  and let’s  go inside and get this horror show over with, 

okay?” She got out and opened the back door for him to hop out. “Of course, 
that doesn’t mean you have to be quiet the whole time we’re here!”

He smiled up at her as he grabbed hold of her hand. “Okay! I be good, but not 
too good!”

She wasn’t sure whether to be reassured or on her guard by that. But no matter. 
She’d come. Her mother had better be happy with that.

They traversed the steps up to the great stone porch. While Daine appeared 
awed by the twin larger than life-sized black marble bears that Canked the double 
doors, he wasn’t afraid of them. “They scare all the bad guysth away, huh, Storm? 
Gan I wing the doorbell?”

“Uo for it!” And she lifted him up so he could perform this task, not once, but 
several times. It clanged throughout the interior, echoing for several seconds to 
the little boy’s delight.

Her —ncle Gharles Ascott opened the doors to them. He stood about her own 
heightRa slim man in his sixties, his thick chocolate brown hair, boyish looks and 
unCagging good humor made him appear far younger. “Uood grief, what’s all this 
racket for? You trying to wake the dead? Hello, young man, you can stop ringing 
those infernal bells now. We know you’re here!”
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“If that were possible, I’d let him wake 1apa and tell him what a jackKahRwhat 
a moron he was writing up his will the way he did!”

Her uncle’s gray eyes twinkled, not at all  shocked by her seeming disrespect 
toward his father. “You were probably more accurate with the "rst choice. But I 
see you’re attempting to re"ne your vocabulary. I’ve got a two to one bet on you 
that you’ll conquer that habit yet!”

“—ncle GharlesR”
“Don’t worry,” he said as he waved away the servant that had come belatedly to 

answer the insistent clanging. “I’m not gambling a fortune away. I know I could 
lose here. But think how much closer to perfection you’d be if what came out of 
those rosy red lips was as beautiful as their owner!”

“My brotherth think her’th gordress! And they all wanna mawry her, and me 
too!”

“They want to marry you too?” Stormi pretended shocked surprise.
“No-oo. I wanna mawry you! But they won’t wet me pway cards wike they do. 

I would win, and they would cwry!”
“My goodness, it seems your parents’ worst fears are true.” Gharles escorted his 

niece and her little charge across the great hall to the Blue Eoom.
“I haven’t fallen for any of them. Yet.”
“Oohho, you know you lie, 6arla Storm. Lveryone here saw those pictures in 

that appalling tabloid, Monday afternoon. You had a dream in those smoke grays 
for one of his brothers!” He stopped and turned to face her. “You’re probably 
going to hear of it today, but while I know you don’t give a rasher of bacon for 
that, you should consider that likely someone else has also seen them. And he’ll 
give his right arm to prevent your dream from coming true!”

“He’s here, then?” She tried to keep her voice matter of fact. “Past I knew, he 
was being held for assault. Totally probable, however, that he’s posted bail.”

“6arley, don’t you think you should make sure a restraining order is in eéect 
before he tries again?”

His use of her childhood nickname reminded her of his genuine concern for 
her. She answered him quietly, “He won’t honor it. A waste of time and money, 
—ncle Gharles!  It  won’t  protect me! If  Stephan married Thomi tomorrow it 
wouldn’t protect me for long. And going back to him will be my death sentence 
for certainRalthough, he’d keep me guessing as to when that might be for as long 
as it amused him!‘

“I don’t believe he’d do it, 6arley. My belief isR” Noticing, all at once, Daine’s 
intent interest in this conversation, he "nished smoothly, “we should get together 
soon and have a chat!”

“Thank you, —ncle Gharles. You can "nd me at DreamWynd anytime you want 
to drop by. Not coming here for that!”

“And I wouldn’t ask you to. I’ve been invited to Stephan’s new place if that 
would suit you. Pook, you have to know that your mother’s already discussed this 
outrage with Dee-Anne. And you know that Dee-Anne can’t be trusted to keep 
any secrets from her darling boy!”
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He set a hand upon Daine’s curly head. “Which of this young man’s brothers would 
best put Dean in his place? One about the size of 6ourtnay’s "ancF would be ideal!” 
Gharles Cung open the door of the Blue Eoom. “They set any date, yet?”

“Haven’t heard they have. I think it will be soon, though! Or at least it ought to be!”
He laughed. “That bad, are they? Well, that’s the fun of being in love, after all!”
Stormi didn’t reply to that as she had no wish to continue this discussion in the 

vicinity of her mother’s ears.
Izette Ascott Deverill looked up from the magazine she’d been idly thumbing 

through all this while. Having had to wait what she felt was a needlessly long time 
for her daughter’s arrival, her demeanor had long ago crossed the borders of boredom 
to peevishness. A circumstance that must often have been the case with her, for the 
frowning creases between her eyes were permanently etched there, marring a little, the 
physical beauty that once characterized her.

Her inches didn't match her eldest daughter’s. More, perhaps 6ourtnay’s height. 
Her hair, as was her siblings’, a rich brown with auburn highlights. Her gray eyes, 
however, lacked the depth her daughters’ held, and were of a lighter hue than theirs. 
Pike ice on a cold winter’s day.

Instead of greeting her eldest with pleasure, even feigned, she waved a disdainful 
hand in Daine’s direction, demanding, “Storm dear, don’t tell me they have you 
behaving as a nanny over there!”

Gharles patted Stormi’s shoulder. “Pook, I hate to leave you alone in the lioness’ den, 
but Gyn and I are breakfasting out this morning. Don’t leave her in too many pieces, 
will you?”

Answered Izette with impatience, “Honestly, Gharles, you talk as if I’ve a sword at 
my side!”

He shot his half-sister a look. “Wasn’t talking to you, Iz.” And out he went before his 
remark could be fully comprehended by her.

Her mouth opened to retort but Stormi, her amusement evident in her expression, 
cut her oé, saying with mock graciousness, “Uood morning, Mother. I’m glad we could 
have this time together too. This is Daine-Anthony. He’s Thomi’s youngest brother. 
6ailey had other plans, so when he asked if he could come in her place, I said yes.”

“Well, you ought to have made her come! Eeally, what other plans could a child have? 
Don’t you think I’d want to see my own granddaughter?” She looked Daine over with 
all the air of one regarding a repugnant bug. “Why would I wish to see anyone else’s 
child? —nless you are acting as a nanny.”

“I’m not a nanny, Mother. I’ve justR”
“Well, thank heavens for small favors. Although I don’t know what would humiliate 

me moreRtelling our friends that you’ve made a career mucking stalls for people who 
once were circus performers or that you’ve consented to change the diapers of their 
babies!”

“MotherR”
“We don’t  wear  diapersth  no more,”  Daine  informed Izette  seriously.  “I’m 

fourRand JTacia is too. We wear big kidsth’ unnerwearsth. And we don’t wet the bed 
eider. Wyndsay and Stormi and 6ourtnay tell usth storiesth at bedtime, and they take 



MOEL —NWLPGOML O1INIONS 58

usth placesth, and we have wotsth of fun. You should come with usth thome time. 
You could have fun too. But thometimesth, 6ourtnay don’t wanna come, Jacause her 
wantsth to pway with Nicky and theyR”

Izette’s right hand went to her breast and she drew in a shocked breath. “Whatever 
is he talking about, Storm dear? Playing? What’s that supposed to mean? Oh, if they’re 
engaging in any inappropriate behavior and in front of a child, I’llR”

“All he means, Mother, is 6ourtnay and Nicky are deeply in love and are often oé 
on their own pursuits. You do recall what it’s like to be in love, don’t you?”

“I know I behaved properly at all times!” her mother retorted. “I didn’t ask you here 
to discuss my romance with anyone, however.”

“Whose?” Daine asked in lively interest.
“Oh, for Heaven sakes! Are we going to have a moment to discuss anything in 

private?”
“She wants to discuss mine with a man I don’t love,” Stormi told Daine frankly. 

“Pook, see that pad of paper on the coéee table? Here’s a pen.” She drew one out of her 
tooled leather purse. “Draw me a picture.”

“Okay. Will you hang it up on the Jfrigerator when we get home?”
“Yes.”
“1romisth?”
“Of course. Pong’s it’s not sloppy.”
He went and dropped to his knees at the coéee table, reached for the pad. “It will be 

a matherpieth!”
Pooking relieved to have him quietly occupied, Izette got up from the sofa she’d been 

sitting upon and moved to another, well away from Daine. She ordered him to keep the 
pen on the paper and not to write on anything else.

“I know that,” he said, irritated at being thought a moronRor worse, a baby. “And 
I won’t make no mesth on the rug eider. How come everything isth white in here, Jcept 
the wallsth? OhRyou gotsth some bwack and bwue pillowsth . . .” He took a long 
glance about, "nally pronouncing, “I don’t wike thisth woom!” Lxactly the sentiments 
of his sisters had he known it.

Izette made a sound of impatience and then motioned Stormi to sit opposite her in a 
stié-backed chair. Lxquisitely upholstered, it was a fright to relax in. The interrogation 
chair, Stephan called it. Seemed aptly termed. She stood behind it. 9or a moment, 
she thought to whip it around and sit astraddle, but then decided to be civil. 9or the 
moment, at least.

“You aren’t planning to stay long with those people, are you, Storm dear? I’ve been 
putting out some feelers in your behalf, and 6osmos tells me that there’s a positionR”

At the mention of Dean’s uncle, Stormi’s stomach tightened. Here was a man very 
like his nephew. 1ossibly worse. She’d never known Dean’s father, /acob, so had no 
way of comparing the men except their physical attributes from photos. /acob had 
been as lean as his brother was stout. /acob’s wife, Dee-Anne, had only the fondest of 
remembrances of him. But then, she only had fond ones of Dean.

“Mother, I’ve no inclination of following up any leads from 6osmos. I am happyR”
“You haven’t even heard what he has to say!”
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“Nothing he says will ever change my mind! As long as DreamWynd exists, I will 
be there. I’ll have nothing to do with 6osmos or his alleged job oéers.”

“Alleged? What do you mean?” It dawned on her what she might mean. “Storm 
dearRare you saying they’d be improper?”

“I’m saying they’d be immoral!” Stormi returned frankly. “If you weren’t so blind, 
you would have recognized long ago how he views 6ourtnay and me! The man’s a 
lech!”

Her mother might be surprised to "nd out that Dean’s fat uncle could move 
incredibly swiftly when the opportunity of trapping one or the other of them in 
a compromising situation aéorded itself to him. Deciding that her mother would 
probably be rather more skeptical than appalled, she kept those dark moments to 
herself.

She was certainly disapproving of her word choice now. “6arla Storm! I’m 
surprised at you! And in front of your little charge here! —nless of course, this is how 
his parents talk in front of him.”

“I didn’t hear that!” Daine called out reassuringly. “Uo Jhead, I too busy to wissen 
to you.”

Stormi cast him an indulgent smile which her mother frowned at. She had no 
doubt he’d hear it all as he drew his pictures. Moreover, she had to admit that 
Nicholas had the right of itRhe would be held accountable for her speech and 
behavior while she resided at DreamWynd.

After a pause, Izette resumed in a lowered tone, “Pook, you may as well knowR”
There came a tap at the door. Breakfast was pronounced ready. The rest of the 

family members awaited them in the dining room.
“We’ll continue this after we’ve eaten. I’ll have Della keep the boy in the kitchen 

with her.”
“I gotta "nisth my picture,” Daine protested, getting to his feet.
“You can "nish it in the kitchen, young man. No back talk from you! You’ll do as 

you’re told!” Seeing Storm was about to come to his defense, she added, “We need to 
talk freely, Storm dear. Don’t put me oé in this. Pet the child go with Della.”

“9ine. But only after breakfast! He eats in the dining room with us! Because if he 
doesn’t, I’ll leave right now.” Her look promised it. “Moreover, he gave you no back 
talk! So, if you’re going to treat him like you used to treat Pawrey, I’ll leave right now.”

Izette took oéense at this but as no compromise lived in Stormi’s gaze, she 
capitulated grudgingly, and they went out across the great hallway to the dining room 
left of the stairs and to the back of the hall.

“They gotsth a big house, huh, Storm!” observed Daine, impressed as his sisters 
hadn’t been only two days earlier. 

Thomi, of course, had been to Deverill  Hall a week before. Hadn’t been a 
successful visit that evening either. It hadn’t helped that Nicky had persuaded 
6ourtnay to bring him along that evening to announce their engagement. This 
morning had the same feeling of doom drifting in it.

She answered Daine lightly, “It is big. You could get lost in it.”
This was a happy discovery for him. “Okay! Gan we play hide’n’theek after?”
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“Don’t be foolish! Besides, Storm is going to be busy with me. You’ll have to 
occupy yourself in the kitchen and be a good boy. If that’s possible.”

“It’th pothable,” Daine assured her. “I know you don’t wike widdle kidsth, so 
I gonna be good.”

Storm cracked a laugh.
“Storm, did you tell him that?”
Amazed her mother had been able to follow Daine’s lisping speech all along and 

without schooling him about it, she answered, “Mother, even if I hadn’t, he’d’ve 
known it the instant he met you. You haven’t said a civil word to himRor about 
him! And my warning still holds. I will leave!”

They passed into the spacious dining room. This room decorated in several 
shades of blue and creamRblue being Auntie Irina’s favorite color. 9rankly, so 
much blue depressed Stormi. Maybe if it could’ve been happier shades of blue . . .

“It don’t matter.” said Daine generously, “I wanted to come with you, Stormi, 
so you didn’t have t’ be all awone. That’th all. Hey! Hey, Stephan don’t wive here 
no more, huh, Storm? He gotsth another placeth next to oursth, huh, Storm? And 
he wikesth it better there. I heard him say to Ueoérey he doesth!”

9rom the head of the long mahogany table, Ureggory Deverill watched them 
enter.  Sardonically,  he rested his gaze upon Daine. “Thought you knew better 
than to bring pets to the table, 6arla.” And raised his cool blue gaze to meet hers. 
Daine’s innocent remarks irked him, and he didn’t mind letting her know it.

“Don’t be rude, Ureggory,” chided his wife, who hoped this meal would pass 
oé successfully. “Storm, come sit by me, dear. There’s a seat for him beside you. 
6ailey refused to come again?”

“Yes. She sounded a whole lot like you, —ncle Ureggory. Rude!” Stormi settled 
Daine at her left. If she was aware of her uncle’s dark glance, she didn’t show it. 
Which seemed to irk him all the more.

“Well, you ought to have made her come!” Izette told her again as she sat down 
beside her husband. “You are her mother after all. Stop spoiling her! Ldward, is 
that alcohol in that glass! Uracious, it’s not even nine o’clock!”

Ldward Deverill  raised his glass to his wife and his sister-in-law, toasted his 
daughter, saying, “6new I’d need forti"cation if she was coming today.” He sipped 
deeply. “Scotch will get me through the meal. 1ossibly!”

“I don’t know, —nc,” observed Eyon Ascott who hadn’t gone out with his 
parents for breakfast, “you ought to have brought the bottle. If you two are bent 
on pushing her to accept 6osmos’ oéer and;or forcing her to go back to that 
sleazeball nephew of his, you’re going to need more liquid courage than this.”

Said a deep sweet voice from the doorway of the kitchen, “Haven’t seen it 
actually build courage in him yet, though.”

There in it stood a younger, taller version of Ureggory Deverill. While his father 
had ruthlessly schooled his red gold curls into order, Stephan Deverill let his pretty 
much spring free. His sapphire blue eyes held more warmth in them too.
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“Stephan!” yelped Daine with undisguised pleasure. He bailed out of his chair to 
gallop over and Cing himself into Stephan’s willing arms. “How come you didn’t eat 
with usth today? Did you see Thomi?”

Pifting  the  boy  up,  Stephan  tousled  his  curls.  Ignoring  the  disapproving 
expressions of some of his relatives for having been fraternizing in the kitchen, he 
answered, “No, I’ll see her later tonight. I have to show my sister how to take care of 
things at my father’s oLce. She’s going to try to do the job I used to do.”

“You d’wanna work there no more, huh? JGauseth you gonna mawry Thomi and 
take care of people’sth animalsth, huh?”

“That’s right. bud. I need a couple of assistants, and then I’m open for business!” 
Stephan ignored his father’s black look, exchanging a brief amused glance with Stormi.

It was entirely possible that Daine would render the morning interesting for more 
than one person today! His guileless remarks concerning his sister fostered the chill 
disfavor in the glances of her parents, her cousin Dyana, and her —ncle Ureggory, 
possibly more than Stephan’s visit to the kitchen had.

Eyon, whose merry and irreverent disposition made a welcome diversion to so 
much pomp and propriety, raised his orange juice glass to his younger relative. “I’ll 
drink to that event, Dev! Wish you’d consider me for your best man! But, you’re 
probably going with one of your beloved’s brothers as your "rst choice, aren’t you?”

“I actually haven’t made a de"nite choice,” replied Stephan as he carried Daine back 
to his seat. He made Eyon move down one so that he could sit next to Daine. “But, 
yes, one of her brothers is "rst on my list!”

“I’m hurt,” Eyon responded in crushed accents. “Deeply wounded.”
Stephan gripped his cousin’s shoulder, said with earnest generosity, “Pook, I’ll 

compromise. You can be 6eeper of 1ets at the Table!”
Stormi, in the act of swigging her orange juice, sprayed it out on an involuntary 

gasp of laughter. Goughing and choking, she covered her mouth with one corner of 
her napkin while she dabbed ineéectually at her plate with the other.

Della appeared at her elbow, replaced the plate with a clean one and provided 
her with another napkin. Schooling her features into a semblance of seriousness, she 
inquired, “Shall I serve, ma’am, or would you all prefer to serve yourselves?”

Irina gazed at her place setting without actually seeing it, an expression of long 
suéering on her delicate features. “I think we’ll manage on our own, thank you, 
Della.”

With a nod of acknowledgment, Della left the family to its own devices. 9rom 
the kitchen, three seconds later, a hearty guéaw rolled out. They heard her husband, 
Andre, the chef, and his assistant demand to know what was so funny. She couldn’t 
reply. Her giggles and belly laughs continued for quite longer than some in the dining 
room considered seemly.

“Wonder she held it in so long,” murmured Eyon, reaching for a platter of eggs and 
bacon. “But look what you did to poor Storm. She’s turning blue.”

“It wasn’t that funny,” Dyana declared, reaching for the jam. “Auntie Izzie, please 
pass me the wheat toast. Stephan, we’d better hurry. We’re supposed to be there by 
nine-thirty.”
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“And will Daddy "re us if we’re not? Not that it matters to meRI’ve quit!” Stephan 
reached around Daine, gently pounded Stormi’s back. “I’m sorry, Storm. Didn’t see 
you raise your glass. I’d’ve waited.”

Stormi coughed again, wincing when his hand hit a tender spot in the middle of her 
back. Tried clearing her throat in an eéort to regain her composure. “I’ll . . .” she hacked 
and coughed a little more. “. . . get you for this!”

“No, forgive me! He set himself up for it so neatlyM I couldn’t let it go by.”
“A little cruel, though, considering what it really means!” She looked "rst at Daine 

then down the length of the table at Ureggory.
“What?” demanded Daine through a mouthful of pancakes. “What doesth it 

mean?”
“Means my uncle thinks small children belong in a doghouse. Or a hamster cage.” 

Eyon readily informed him.
9ar from deeming it an insult, Daine immediately scrambled to his knees. “I can 

be a dog! I can be Ming!” To the annoyed protests of most of the adults, he barked 
enthusiastically and buried his face in his pancakes. He lifted it up again, all sticky with 
syrup and blueberries. Sticking his very blue tongue out as far as it would go, he panted. 
“I Ming now. See, my tongue is bwue jus’ wike his!”

“You’re a twerp,” Stephan told him as he cleaned him up. “Sit down now like a real 
boy and eat those pancakes right.”

“Okay.” And he did, behaving impeccably from then on.
Ldward passed his breakfast Scotch over in favor of coéee. “What is your sister up 

to, Storm? She could have come with you too.”
Answered Stormi, “Didn’t know the summons was for both of us. I didn’t ask her 

if she’d care to come.” Which, like 6ailey, she wouldn’t have.
Ldward forked a sausage in half. “Haven’t heard from her since she announced her 

engagement to that stable fellow.”
“Mechanic, dear,” corrected Izette, adding avocado slices to her toast. “6ourtnay’s 

following in Storm’s footsteps. What is it with my daughters and auto mechanics? Why 
can’t they fall in love with a doctor or lawyer orR”

“What? You never told them about that doctor fellow in Saratoga?” Eyon leaned out 
to direct a look at Stormi. “Him, they’d’ve been interested in!”

“What doctor fellow is that? Storm dearR” Izette caught herself up. “Well, it doesn’t 
matter. She ought to be rethinking her divorce from Dean. He hasn’t seen his daughter 
in ages! HowR”

“He had the chance to see 6ailey a month ago,” stated Stormi coldly. “He blew it!”
A sudden guilty look shadowed Stephan’s eyes. “Oh, lord! I totally forgotRI didn’t 

hurt you just now, did I? Banging your back like that?”
“Whatever is he talking about, Storm dear? Hurt you how?”
“9all oé one of your precious ponies, Storm dear?” Dyana inquired, mimicking her 

aunt’s way of addressing Stormi, but her tone completely a taunt.
Eyon cracked a derisive laugh and answered before Stormi had the chance to. “If 

she couldn’t be tossed by that wild Welsh mare of hers when she was this little guy’s 
age, I doubt she’s been by any since. —nlike you . . . who kissed the ground before ever 



A STOEM IN MY HLAET SAM1PL33

your dainty butt kissed the saddle seat!” He glanced over at Stormi, adding hastily at 
her burst of laughter, “Don’t start choking now!”

“Heh,” uttered Daine, poking a few stray blueberries into his mouth, “I don’t even 
fall oé. And 6ailey don’t eider. Her can ride as good as my dad!” He looked up at 
Stormi. “And you can too. How come you got hurt?”

“It wasn’t a horse that did it,” she answered. She shot a look at Stephan, who, by now, 
was regretting his lapse.

“No,” said the irrepressible Eyon, “it was a horse’s ass!”
Daine gasped. “Oh-oh! He not apossa say that, huh, Storm? JAcause it’s a bad word, 

huh, Storm.”
“Well, yes and no. After all, mules and donkeys are called asses. Gedric’s one on both 

accounts! So, I guess if someone acts like Gedric . . . .”
Eyon chuckled, unrepentant. “You’re teaching this kid how to mind his language? 

You, who it cannot be said speaks as a lady should on every occasion? Or any . . .”
An exaggeration, but he loved to tease so she disregarded it.
“My dad thaysth her gotta stop thaying bad wordsth or he gonna make her very 

thorry.”
“Yes,” Stephan corroborated. “She’s cleaned up her act quite a bit in the short time 

she’s been there. She’s almost as beautiful inside now as she is outside.”
“Ah, give me a break!” uttered Stormi who set no store at all on her physical looks. 

Not that she didn’t know she possessed remarkable beauty. If her parents had never 
praised her for it, others certainly had. She simply felt that not many had ever tried to 
look beneath the surface to "nd out who really lived in this skin. As if it didn’t matter 
what was within her.

Irina Deverill reached out to clasp her niece’s wrist. “But, what happened to you, 
dear? Who injured you?”

In her aunt’s eyes, Stormi read genuine concern and worry. But, not willing to 
discuss it at the breakfast table or, indeed, at all ever, she merely replied, “Ah, Auntie, 
it’s nothing to worry about. Eeally, Stephan needn’t have said anything. Gould I have 
the strawberries, please?”

Irina didn’t appear convinced, but she let it go and passed her the bowl of fresh 
strawberries.

Izette carefully chewed her bite of avocado toast, sipped her coéee, and remarked, 
“There isn’t a secret meaning we’re supposed to read into this, is there, dear?”

Stormi pretended to be fully occupied in the act of sharing a huge sweet berry with 
Daine who smiled engagingly up at her, his face still bearing traces of blueberry syrup. 
She returned his smile with an aéectionate one of her own, impulsively tipping his chin 
up and kissing the cleanest spot. His nose.

“Oh, for heaven’s sakes, Storm! If you’re done with your meal, I’d like to get to the 
heart of our talk. Irina, get someone to take charge of that child. I don’t want him near 
us until we’re quite "nished!”

“I’ll watch him!” Eyon volunteered. “How’s that, bud?”
“Gan we go in the kitchen?”
“Sure!” came the immediate promise.
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“What’s this fascination with kitchens?” Ldward wondered with an eye on Stephan 
as he asked it.

“Cookies!” chorused Stephan, Daine, and Eyon all in the same tone and depth of 
feeling.

“Uood grief! At this time of the morning? I don’t think cookies are necessary now. 
/ust keep him occupied and out of mischief!” Izette pushed back her chair and stood. 
“Storm dear.”

Stormi shared one more berry with her little buddy, then drank the rest of her juice. 
Seemed a shame to leave such a spread, but her appetite had vanished. Of course, had 
she come alone, and had Stephan and Eyon not been present, the meal would likely 
have been shorter still.

Which made her think of her other aunt and uncle. As she stood to leave, she said 
to Eyon. “I’m glad you decided to stay instead of running oé with your parents this 
morning. Not that I blame them for ducking out!”

“Yes, they decided it might be nice to go someplace peaceful. Didn’t want to be here, 
knowing your mother was going to start World War III with you. She told my father 
that his interference wouldn’t be appreciated.”

“And it wouldn’t be. Storm is not his concern, though he’d like to think so.”
“She’s never been yours, eitherRexcept where Dean is.”
“That is all I want to hear from you, Eobert Eyon Ascott. I’ll thank you to watch 

that child and keep your opinions to yourself.”
With that, she left the room. Stormi favored her father with a mocking glance. 

“What? Not coming, after all?”
He cast her up a look. “No. I’ve a meeting this morning with investors. Don’t have 

time for this nonsense.”
She walked away, uttering, “Don’t know whether to be hurt or relieved about that. 

But you're rightRit is nonsense!”
Her uncle Ureggory had a sentiment to toss at her but she didn’t catch it. The door 

closed after her, cutting oé his curt remarks. 9rom the music room at the opposite side 
of the great hall, she heard her mother call to her.

“I’d rather be in the kitchen, Mother!” She uttered in a de"ant undertone.
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S ounds of vacuums running in the Blue Room indicated a thorough cleaning 
was going on in there. The head housekeeper, whose name escaped her just 

then, barked orders to the underlings. How very like her mother she sounded! 
Poor Auntie Irina! Surrounded by so many others with a stronger will than her 
own. Had Auntie ordered the Blue Room cleaned, or had her mother? 

Storm slipped in through the opened doors of the music room, shutting them 
after her. Turned to face her mother who stood across the room at the baby grand 
piano.

Stroking it  wistfully,  Izette con“ded, ’I wish youOd wanted to learn to play, 
Storm dear. ”h, you did the scales, and learned a simple tune or two, but youOd 
never sit to practice anything worthwhile. Always wanted to be at that barn!W She 
looked up. ’ItOs no di—erent now, is  it? Nhatever my hopes for you areYyour 
heart will always be in some muddy barnyard.W

’Your hopes have been for me to spend my life with a cruel tyrant! I wanted 
better than that!W

’Donsense! Lou seem to prefer to run with men who could ruin you!W 
Stormi slammed a mental door upon memories of MeanOs many facets of cruelty 

that threatened to rush out with her motherOs declaration. She answered evenly, 
’I donOt run with men of any sort! Dor would marriage to Eawron have ruined 
me, Kother. Possibly my social standing in your little world, but you know thatOs 
been just a shovelful of sheep shYeets to me!W

That sheOd achieved her heartOs desire “nally, albeit for a short time, she didnOt 
mention. Do one needed to know of it. Uven xourtnay hadnOt a clue. And . . . 
Eawron was gone now . . . so . . .

’Storm dear, your language . . .W
Stormi ignored her. ’Lour boy, Mean, hid his true nature until the honeymoon 

was over.  2nder layers of incredibly false charm! Nhich he turned on for your 
bene“t. In reality he was aY aYW There didnOt seem to be a word to describe 
himYcolorful or otherwise, and she said so.

’Lou only think it because you forced him to have to school you with “rmer 
measures to get you to learn your place. So headstrong, so willful—youOve always been 
so. I know youOve e5asperated me often enough to the point where I wanted to cu— you! 
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That you drove Mean to it  .  .  .  well,  thatOs  your own fault.  Lou never could 
recognize anyoneOs authority. However do you do it at the TollefsonOs, dear?W

’IOve been promoted, Kother.  I  give the orders,W replied Stormi, giving her 
mother back her look.

Izette lifted a brow in acknowledgment of it. ’Really? Nell! I suppose I should 
be impressed!W

’Nell,W said Stormi dryly, ’plenty of mothers would be.W
’I wanted so much more for you. 'or xourtnay. LouOll understand some day 

when youOre facing these same issues with xailey. I hope she wonOt disappoint you 
as you have your father and me.W

Then, without waiting for any response to this, she made a sweeping gesture 
the length of StormiOs shapely body, changing the subject. ’6ouldnOt you have had 
the courtesy to have come dressed more appropriately? Perhaps we wonOt ever see 
eye to eye, but need you demonstrate your disrespect by showing up in your work 
clothes?W Then, her eye turning keenly critical, she added, ’'or all your physical 
activity, you havenOt lost much weight, dear. Kaybe you should enroll in the gym!W

Nhile the part of her motherOs speech concerning Mean hurt more than she 
would admit, Stormi gave no reply to it. Koreover, she would never force her own 
daughter to marry one man to keep her from anotherYyet, she knew she wouldnOt 
be happy if xailey were to ever hook up with Kr. Nrong. But since that potential 
problem was, thankfully, at least “fteen years down the trail, she left it alone.

The last  part stung only slightly.  She certainly had the height to o—set her 
weight. SheOd never troubled to be fashionably thin. In fact, even Mean had told 
her she looked her best with the right amount of meat on her bones. ”f course, 
his e5act words, she didnOt care to dwell upon. HeOd been drunk at the time and 
had voiced his admiration in e5tremely vulgar terms.

Her mother, on the other hand, took pains to control her own weight, and she 
seemed rather pleased, really, to note that Stormi likely sported a few pounds more 
than she did. Her reference to the gym did goad her, however. 'or she knew she 
meant the one right there in xingsdale which Mean had started years ago right 
across from his motherGs place. ItOd been the “rst one of his The Total You by Dean 
Van Kirk empire. Nhether he still operated the original business or someone else 
did, she didnOt know for certain, and had no desire to “nd out. ”nly one way out 
of the tiny town was there. It proved diVcult enough to have to drive by it to and 
from MreamNynd.

Her “rst instinct, therefore, was to qing out an impatient, ’I came,  Kother. 
IsnOt that the main thing? Do one else seemed to mind!W Nhich, likely, had been 
a fortunate oversight. Almost everyoneOs focus in the dining room had seemed to 
have been upon Maine.

It was with DickOs instructions in mind that she beat aside her impatience and 
with a calmer tone than sheOd been using, she amended, ’Truthfully, Kother, I left 
in such a hurry, I simply forgot. If you think itOs a lack of respect for you, forgive 
me. It wasnOt meant to be.W
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’Kmm. So you say. Lou never forgot when Papa was alive, and you never forgot 
when you were with Mean. Lou disappear for three years and when you turn up again, 
youOve forgotten what it is to be an Ascott and a Meverill!W

How like 2ncle 1reggory she sounded! All StormiOs good intentions vanished. ’”h, 
please! I wasnOt able to disappear as completely as I wanted to! And I did come back in 
Karch when I heard Papa was ill!W

’Dot that you stayed long then! Rushed right o— to Nest 7irginia and your 
mechanic!W

Nell, that wasnOt -uite true. But she saw no reason to correct her. ’Nhere was the 
point in staying? I wasnOt allowed to see him, and I didnOt want to be trapped here!W 
A pause, then with more candor, ’As for rushing o— to Nest 7irginia afterwardsYI 
should have rushed o— years sooner than I did!W

It got the reproving reaction she e5pected. Izette told her then, ’Lou know, dear, 
Mean had been there all the while by his bedside. Do one wanted to mention that to 
you but he was. If only youOd have seen reason, Storm dear, and hadnOt utterly refused 
to reconcile with him, Papa might be alive today. But when 8ames came back alone, he 
simply lay there. Dever spoke of you again. At least, not in my hearing! I imagine heOd 
had enough of your tantrums and didnOt need them at his death bed!W

Stormi recognized a guilt trip when she heard one. ”nce 8ames had gone back into 
the house after delivering PapaOs ultimatumYreconcile with Mean or leaveYsheOd cried 
at the gates until her better sense kicked in. Mean could decide to come out to her . 
. . and then what? ”r if the police came, what? Nould they simply warn her away or 
actually arrest her for trespassing? Nho would come set her free in that event? Stephan, 
hopefully. But more likely itOdGve been Mean. SheOd be trapped. SheOd left. 

To this instant discover that Mean had been favored over her, she who had been 
PapaOs favorite for so many years, was a crushing blow. ”ne that could tear her apart if 
she thought too long about it. 7ery likely, her mother knew it. Here was another who 
ruthlessly played the game of emotional manipulation.

Stormi drew in a sustaining breath, kept a guard on her tongue. Kentally resolving 
to have a few words with Stephan at some point, she said, ’All right . . . hereOs the deal. 
Ky life with Mean is a closed book. I have no intention of ever opening it again. In fact, 
IOm burning that book! Shut the book on xosmos as well! Lou gave me his message. 
IOve declined. IOm, oh, so, happy where I am!W She clapped her hands together. ’There! 
I think that “nishes our business!W

She half turned to the door, intending to leave before relations between them really 
e5ploded.

Her mother made a sound of irritated impatience, but, then drew her attention to a 
large and fairly thick blue envelope on the piano top. ’That came for you yesterday.W

Stormi turned back around and for a moment just stared across at it, clasping and 
unclasping her hands. Then, slowly, she walked across to the piano. Halting with her 
back toward her mother, she lightly “ngered one edge of the envelope.

Ruthe U. Kerriwether
93 Kerriwether Eane
Huntington, Nest 7irginia
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EawronOs mother. Nhat could she be sending her? 
Ruthe hadnOt approved of her sonOs devotion to a young woman so clearly above 

himYhe a mere mechanic,  a rancherOs son, and she the daughter of a wealthy 
shipbuilder and heiress to more wealth than they could imagine. Such a relationship 
would never work! ”nly unhappiness could be the result of it! Uven without the added 
liability of an obsessed e50husband ever ready to make sure it wouldnOt?

’Nell, for goodness sakes, StormYjust take it! Nhat is the matter with you? ”f 
course, if sheOs sent you his love letters, donOt parade them out before me!W

This was all Storm could handle. Dot so much for the words her mother spoke but 
for the way she e5pressed them. Nith utter revulsion.

’Why would I do that, Kother? In the “rst place, if he did write any sort of letter it 
would be none of your business. And if they were love letters, theyOre private and none 
of your business! In fact, nothing about my life is any of your concern! Nhich, really, 
isYW

’MonOt you speak to me in that tone, xarla Storm! As I recall, I gave birth to you! And 
nearly gave up my life in the process! Stuck in that snow bank as we were, miles from 
anywhere, and a blizzard going on! Snow in April of all things! And you decide to come 
three weeks early! ThatOs how itOs always been with you! Impatient and insensitive to 
anyone elseOs needs! Do concern for anything thatOs going on around you!W

Having heard some version of this rant on many an occasion during her lifetime, 
Stormi blew out an e5asperated breath, uttering, ’”h, please! Why did I bother?W and 
resolutely headed for the door, qinging it open.

’”h, donOt you dare leave! Karla StormYdo you hear me! IOll make sure your 
precious employer hears about this! IOll have him fire you and make it so you have to 
take xosmosO o—er!W

A hot retort rose swiftly to StormiOs lips but as she turned to qing it at her mother, 
Stephan, Ryon, and Maine came out of the dining room, each carrying a plastic bag of 
freshly baked cookies. Maine ran up to her, eager to share his bounty with her. Nith an 
e—ort, Storm banished her anger and focused her attention on the happy little boy.

’And Andre thaid I could come back anytime, and he will make more cookiesth for 
me. And he thaid Stacia could come with me! ThatOsth good, huh, Storm? And bery 
nice of him!W

’Andre has no say over such things,W declared Izette haughtily as she stepped up 
behind Stormi. ’HeOs got no business making promises he very likely canOt keep!W

’Nell, I have!W Stephan reminded her coolly. He tousled MaineOs dark head. ’Ne had 
a great time in the kitchen, didnOt we, bud? And weOll do it again soon!W

’You donOt live here anymore,W Izette pointed out, the edge in her voice sharper than 
even it had been with her daughter. ’LouOve no rightYW

StephanOs chin went up, the warmth in his blue eyes cooled instantly. ’Tell my 
mother that, Auntie. And try to remember that this isnOt your house and never has it 
been!W

Surprised by his cool retort if not the truth of it, IzetteOs lips parted to retort, closed, 
then parted again. In the end, he gave her no chance to utter a thing. 6alling out to his 
sister that he was leaving, he picked up Maine, settling him in one arm, then with his 
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free one, he wrapped it about Stormi and made her come with him. ’Mone here, are 
you? IOll walk you out!W

Izette halted their progress. Holding out Ruthe KerriwetherOs fat blue envelope, she 
ordered, ’Nait! Take this packet, Storm! It doesnOt need to sit here cluttering up IrinaOs 
space!W

Stephan dropped his hand away allowing her to go back for it. Having had her “ll of 
her motherOs condemnation, Stormi kept her gaze upon the envelope, hoping to escape 
without further incident.

However, as her “ngers closed upon it, her mother informed her icily, ’If you are 
having an a—air with any one of that husYwith any of her brothersYIOll disown you! 
LouOve brought enough disgrace to this family! I wonOt tolerate any more!W She let go 
her hold of the envelope. ’I can only thank heaven that your grandfather saved you 
from entering into a ruinous marriage with Eawron Kerriwether!W

Stephan, not deaf to the fact sheOd been about to insult Thomasyna, shot his aunt a 
cold glance of warning which she chose to ignore. xept her gaze upon her daughterOs 
face, looking for a shred of remorse or repentance.

Deither showed in StormiOs eyes. However, Stormi, stunned to actually hear such a 
declaration fall from her motherOs lips, drew in a sharp breath, but then let it out, her 
eyes darkening with hurt and anger. Instead of eliciting her repentance for her supposed 
errors, it only made Stormi hope that sheOd be seen by the universe in BrettOs company 
later that night. And in AdrienOs or TristenOs the ne5t.

”f course, if it could forever be in Geoffrey’sY
’Eike father like daughter, I see,W observed Ryon, breaking into StormiOs thought. 

Reaching for the doorknob, he shot an accusing glance back at his aunt. ’'igures.W
Izette qushed hotly but managed not to raise to his bait. The set of her own 

mouth appeared as stubborn as her daughterOs. She met his look for an instant, then, 
transferred it to Storm. Nith it, she let her know she meant precisely what sheOd said. 
Satis“ed sheOd gotten the point, Izette drew back into the music room and closed the 
door.

Myana, whoOd been descending the stairs of the 1reat Hall while all this went on, 
crossed over to them, remarking, ’ItOs always a circus when you drop by, Storm dear. 
Have I ever mentioned, though, IOm not fond of circuses?W

’LouOre not?W RyonOs eyebrows rose in astonishment. ’And here I was believing you 
thought yourself as much the ringmaster around here as anyone! ”f course, I think 
youOre just a funny little clown!W

’I despise clowns!W hu—ed Myana, sending him up an a—ronted glance.
’I wike cwownsth,W announced Maine with a positive nod of his head. ’And I wike 

circusesth. And I don’t wike you and I don’t wike StormOsth mudder! Lou guysOre bad 
to Storm! Is they bad to Thomi, too, Stephan? They are mud turtlesth, huh? Stupid, 
mean, damn mud turtles, huh, Storm? Huh, Stephan? They are, huh?W

’Les, they are,W answered Stephan with a tone that kept his sister -uiet. He let MaineOs 
improper speech pass without counsel nor did he favor Storm with any blame for it. 
Instead, he agreed their tormentors would be sorry for their error one day and searched 
StormiOs face intently. ’She meant that, I know.W
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’I know. It doesnOt matter.W She meant that relatively, not wanting to e5pound upon 
anything in MyanaOs hearing. The woman was her fatherOs patsy, and there simply wasnOt 
any trusting her.

But Myana, irked by MaineOs declarations as much as she was by the unshakable bond 
of a—ection her brother had with their cousinsYmore of one than he had with her, in 
factYqung at her, ’ThatOs it with you, isnOt it? Nothing matters! Nell, IOm sorry, but 
your mother is right in everything she says!W

Stepping in front of Stormi, thereby making everyone halt, she “5ed her gaze upon 
StormiOs face. ’Lou couldnOt live up to one set of marriage vows, what makes you think 
you can live up to any other? Always supposing you get to make them again!W

Before Stormi could react to her hateful words, Maine, highly o—ended by her tone, 
leaned away from Stephan and slapped her soundly. ’Lou donOt thay that to Storm! I 
donOt eber want you to thay bad things to her again!W

MyanaOs hand went “rst to her stinging cheek then rose to retaliate. ’Nhy, you 
littleYW

At once, Ryon seized MyanaOs arm and hauled her o— to StephanOs 6orvette. ’I 
donOt want you to say bad things to her ever again either, dear Myana. Really, it doesnOt 
become you at all. I can see the lines etching deep furrows between your lovely eyes this 
very moment! LouOre the image of Aunt Izzie, you know that? NellYe5cept for your 
hair color, of course!W He visibly shuddered at the conjured image. ’Heinous!W

’”h, of course youOre going to side with her! 8ust go away, Ryon! 8ust go away!W
’SheOs going to be fun to work with now!W remarked Stormi as if nothing had gone 

on.
Stephan shot her a glance, replying, ’SheOll try to be. Lou should have convinced 

Dick you couldnOt be spared today.W
’I tried! Believe me, I tried! He made me come. She made me leave!W
’Her made you cwy,W Maine observed keenly. He put out his hand to her cheek and 

caught the lone tear that slid down before she could check it. ’I donOt wike her for 
making you cwy, Storm.W

’MonOt worry, Maine. ItOs the only tear IOll shed over any of this! EetOs get out of here!W 
StuVng the envelope into her accommodating back pocket, she reached to take him 
from Stephan.

Stephan held onto him and held her gaze with a seriousness in his own she hadnOt 
seen in it e5cept a week ago 'riday night when he announced heOd be marrying 
Thomasyna after  Papa AscottOs appointed deadline. ’Nhen are you going to let 
yourself shed them for Eawron, Storm? ”r is he included in that small token just now?W

'or an instant, all of her feelings betrayed her in her e5pression. Nhen she spoke, her 
tone was cool and impersonal. Had to be or she would lose it right there in front of 
him. ’I donOt have the time right now.W

’xarley, you were going to give him your lifetime,W Stephan interrupted, reverting 
to her earliest nickname. He lowered his tone, in case there were eavesdropping ears 
nearby. ’Lou have no time to mourn?  Stop pretending itOs all a bad dream. LouOre not 
waking up from this one. Lou loved him. 1rieve him. 1rieve him, xarley, and move 
on!W
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Ignoring his recommendation e5cept for the last two words, she snatched Maine 
from his grasp. ’I am moving on! Koving right now! See you later!W Nith that, she 
strode o— toward the Ee5us.

’ItOs not just Mean keeping you from actually moving on!W he tossed after her. 
’LouOre fooling yourself if you think so!W

The truth of that statement struck her as forcefully as if heOd slapped her. It drew 
from her another e5asperated breath . . . one which ended on an involuntary sound 
that came dangerously close to being a sob.

At once, Maine twisted in her hold and clapped both his hands to her cheeks, ’Lou 
gonna cwy, Storm?W But despite her unguarded lapse, he saw no evidence of tears. ’Lou 
not, huh?W

’Do,W she said shortly. ’IOm not.W
By the time sheOd helped Maine into the booster seat, Stephan had left with Myana. 

Two seconds later, Ryon, watching the 6orvette head out, apparently came to the 
decision that a drive somewhere . . . anywhere would be much preferable than staying 
at Meverill Hall. Hopping into the 6amaro belonging to his brother 6harley, he tore 
out behind Stephan.

Stormi resolutely kept her mind on securing Maine in his seat. ”nce behind the 
wheel, though, she let her guard down and slumped over it, her head pillowed upon her 
arms draped across it. Do prying eyes that might be peering out the mansionOs windows 
would be grati“ed by a notice of this, for a humongous weeping willow grew between 
this part of the circular drive and the house.

MidnOt protect her, however, from those of one small boy. Immediately, Maine 
unbuckled his seat belt and wiggled out of the con“nements of the booster seat. 
Scrambling over into the front, he knelt on the console, by turns patting her back and 
rubbing it soothingly. Thankfully, nowhere near her welts.

’ItOsth gonna be okay, Storm,W he said encouragingly. ’I wonOt eber wet anyone thay 
bad thingsth to you eber again. But, I wonOt care if you wanna cwy. Ky mudder thaysth 
itOsth okay to cwy when you need to. Mo you need to, Storm? 1o ahead if you need to, 
and I will be wight here!W

Such a genuine concern in so young a heart! She couldnOt help but be touched by 
it. As much as it would a—ord her some relief, though, she couldnOt grant an outlet 
to the guilt and grief that had built up within her like a towering thunderhead. Built 
up since the rainy night sheOd learned Eawron had accidentally driven his car o— one 
of those unguarded ravines on his way home from picking up their wedding bands. 
6rying couldnOt bring him back. 

That stray tear had been an angry oneYand the only one.
Maine wiggled a little closer, watching her an5iously. She moved slightly to meet his 

glance, and immediately his sunny smile lit up his eyes, and, well, his whole face.
2nable to remain aloof, she pulled him into a warm hugYsomething xailey hadnOt 

been permitting latelyYand buried her face in his curls. ’”h, youOre just too cute! 
Maine, youOre such a sweetheart!W

But, then, she realized that the lump in her throat was as much for wishing his older 
brother had uttered such words to her as it was for MaineOs having said them. 'or a wish 
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that it could be 1eo—rey cradling her as she did now his little brother. That she could 
be telling him her most intimate feelings for him . . . Eistening to his for her . . .

’Storm.W
’Nhat?W
’I gotta pee!W
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S he took him to the Corner Art Gallery—Halleigh Tollefson’s art studio—just a 
short couple of miles or so from Deverill Hall and located on Alden’s Alley in the 

village of Littleton-by-the-Sea. It was a tiny one way alley, barely room for a car to travel 
it even with cars parked on one side of the road.

While Daine took care of business, Stormi strolled the gallery, admiring not only 
Halleigh’s work, but that of several of her family members, including Rikki and Thomi. 
The woodworking crafts of Tristen and Adrien.

“Your whole family is amazing! This your mother’s seascape? And she keeps telling 
me she has no real talent! Your father seems to be able to do whatever he puts his mind 
to and excel! Ah, Thom-Halleigh, sorry! This is sweet!” She picked up a watercolor of 
a sleeping foal done by Stacia. “Does anyone ever buy the things the little ones do?”

“Oh, yes. Some weeks, I sell more of their work than I do of mine!”
Stormi noted her pride in her youngest siblings, her perfect lack of jealousy in her 

statement. She was about to remark on it when her attention was caught by a large 
portrait in the corner. “Who did that one of Stephan?”

“I did,” admitted Halleigh, a little embarrassed. “No one else has seen it, though. I’ll 
probably give it to Thomi. Maybe.”

Stormi examined it closely. In contrast to her tone a moment ago, Halleigh’s now 
held a little—resentment? DeFnitely some jealousy going on where Stephan was 
concerned! Eocusing on Halleigh’s talents, she exclaimed, “This is really fabulous, 
Halleigh! Auntie Irina would love it. How did you get him to sit for it?”

Halleigh smiled slightly and shrugged. “I didn’t. It’s from memory.”
Stormi looked amazed. “You’re kidding! This is incredible!” Noting the dream in 

Halleigh’s eyes, she said, “Wishing he had a brother, are you? Or maybe some other 
male cousins?”

Halleigh gave a slight laugh, shrugging a shoulder. “We all wish that, I think.”
“Maybe you should be playing games each day for the privilege of dating him.”
Halleigh shrugged again, replied, “We have already. Chinese checkers, actually! We 

let him play too.”
Stormi let out a disbelieving laugh. “You kidding me? You all played?”
“Yeah. Thomi won.”
“Really? And she chose to go ahead and see him?”
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“Well . . . she was supposed to get the time to Fgure out what she wanted. qut he 
didn’t really give her any. Took her to SeaCrest and charmed her into his ring the day 
she came home from the hospital.”

“So, that’s how it went. She admitted she’d been a roller skate to his freight train, but 
she didn’t detail anything for me.”

“That’s all right,” said Halleigh with a certain inUection in her voice, “You didn’t 
detail anything for her either!”

Storm shot her a glance, but her retort never left her lips. Eor another portrait 
caught her attention at that moment, making her forget everything else. “Ah, no! 
Haraldayna!”

There partially hidden by a stormy seascape upon one easel, sat a very large and 
lifelike painting of herself . . . gazing ever so adoringly into the eKually loving eyes of 
a tenderly smiling GeoPrey. His hands rested at her waist while hers lightly gripped his 
strong arms at the elbow. The moment of an electric kiss, an ardent embrace appeared 
positively imminent.

It seemed her breath was going to be taken away a good many times that day—but, 
probably, nothing like this moment! She could practically feel his Fngers holding her, 
feel the hard strength of his arms under hers. She could well imagine the taste of his kiss 
. . .

Well, Halleigh couldn’t have done that from memory! Totally an inventive work! 
What, though, had motivated her to do it—besides a fond wish of her own to see the 
pair together! She turned her head to demand an explanation and encountered a wholly 
unrepentant grin. qetween annoyance and amusement, Storm took a threatening step 
toward her.

Halleigh only laughed, folded her arms and informed her, “You’re blushing!”
“Oh, no, I’m not! I’m red with rage, you little snot! How could you do this?”
And then, she saw the other portrait just beyond it. 4nthinkingly, she caught her 

breath in some shock. Of all the people Halleigh might have captured on canvas, she 
never expected Lawron Merriwether to be one of them.

qut, just as soon as she thought it, she knew that wasn’t the case. It wasn’t Lawron 
smiling at her from the canvas, sitting on a rail fence with his arm about a good looking 
chestnut gelding. it was Matt Jelmann, one of Lawron’s cousins. There were certainly 
subtle diPerences between the two, yet so many similarities.

“Vasily!” said Halleigh, answering her Kuestion. “You two are meant for each other. 
His twelfth anniversary of Helene’s Frst jilting him is coming around in a week or so. 
I’m planning on giving this to him!”

Stormi dragged her gaze away from the portrait of Matt, objecting forcefully, “No! 
No, Halleigh, you are not! I swear—if you do—”

“Okay, I all done! And I pooped too. Can we go watch the boatsth now?” Daine 
came out of the upper room, took the four steps down with noisy thuds and skipped 
over to them.

“Wash your hands?” They both asked him in exactly the same skeptical tone.
“Yep!” he answered proudly, holding them up for inspection. “Oh, boy! Halleigh! 

Did you paint that picture of Storm and GeoPrey? I wike it!”
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“Strange he can do the Ls in your name . . . ” murmured Stormi, looking to turn 
the subject away from the portrait and GeoPrey altogether. And to turn away her 
own attention from that one of Matt Jelmann.

“5ust as strange that he can do the S in yours. He’s getting better,” Halleigh 
acknowledged. “Some things he does just Fne, and others not so much. Like Jailey 
does. Stacia’s always been pretty good with words. qut that sort of thing doesn’t 
bother you overmuch either. You’re not getting out of this so easily, you know!”

Stormi shook her head and looked again at the picture. “It’s beautifully done, 
Halleigh. qut, it’s all in your imagination! And Thomi’s and Rikki’s and Jailey’s 
and—”

Halleigh moved to grab her arms and give her a reprimanding shake. “Oh, don’t 
say you’ve given up on him! No, you haven’t—you’re getting redder as we speak!”

Storm shook her head again, her smile regretful as much as a warning, her eyes 
reUecting both. “We both have issues to resolve, Halleigh. You know that. He has 
Helene and I have Dean.” She hesitated to add Lawron to them. and in the end, 
she kept him to herself.

Daine, sensitive already to her moods, pushed against his sister’s  legs.  “You 
don’t say nuAn’ to make her cwy, Halleigh! Her mudder made her cwy! And I 
don’t wike her mudder, and I don’t wike that udder girl eider!”

“Oh, she didn’t make me cry . . . not really. Tell you what, let’s not discuss my 
mother, Daine. She’s an as—sinine fool at times! So’s Dyana!”

Halleigh caught Daine’s  hands and holding them tightly in one hand, she 
glanced up at Stormi. Acknowledging Stormi’s near slip, she waggled a Fnger at 
her. “Nice save!” Her gestures became more expansive as she continued, “Look, 
here’s a planB We’ll give Helene to Dean. :roblem solved! What do you say?”

“I wouldn’t wish Dean on anyone . . . except my mother! qe the only way she’d 
understand my position!”

Daine wiggled one hand out of Halleigh’s grasp, tugged hers with his captured 
one to get her attention. “Her mudder yelled at her, Halleigh! And Storm wantsth 
our mudder to be her mudder! qut she can’t, huh, Halleigh?”

“Well, she could be if Stormi married one of the boys!”
“I’m a boy! I can marry her!” He slipped to Stormi’s side and seized her hand 

in his. “I won’t eber wet anyone be bad to her eber again! CCause I wuv her!”
“There you go!” Halleigh grinned up at Storm. “Eeel like waiting twenty years?”
“Well,” said Stormi frankly, “My problems with Dean should be solved one way 

or another by then! Course, by then, I’d be forty . . . four . . .”
“Can we go see the boatsth now, Storm? And I wanna hot dog on the beach!”
“All right. I guess we have time for that. Hide that thing, Halleigh! If I hear 

from anyone they’ve seen it, I’ll be looking for you!”
Halleigh only chuckled. “It’s his in a week and yours,  too, when you marry 

him!”
“I’m not marrying anyone in a year, much less a week!” Stormi put a hand under 

her chin. “You’re treading thin ice. Hide it!”
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Didn’t faze her in the least. Meeting her stern gaze with amusement, Halleigh replied, 
“Go eat hot dogs on the beach, my future sister-in-law, and have a thoroughly enjoyable 
day with your future little brother-in-law!”

Stormi rapped her cheek smartly and left with Halleigh’s merry chuckles ringing in 
her ears.

Wasn’t any help to her mood to have Daine ramble as he scrambled into the booster 
seat. “Vb’body wantsth you to mawry GeoPrey, huh, Storm? I would wet you mawry 
him, Storm! Cause it would be a wong time for me to grow up and Jailey needsth a 
fodder and I too wittle to be a fodder, so GeoPrey would be a good one, huh? And he 
would be good to you, too! He would! And Halleigh did that picture good, too, huh, 
Storm? You weally wike it, huh? You just pwetendin’ you don’t, huh? qecause GeoPrey 
is being such a thnot to you, but you wike him anyway, huh, Storm?”

“You talk too much!” she answered, pulling his seat belt tight. “If you want hot dogs 
on the beach, you better be very careful not to say GeoPrey’s name to me the rest of 
this morning!”

He smiled with seraphic sweetness but made her no promises. 5ust as his older sisters 
would have done in his place.
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T he parking lot was already three quarters full when Stormi drove into it, ten 
minutes later.  She unbuckled Daine’s seat belt, and he scrambled out of the car, 

holding tightly onto her hand.
“I gonna hab two hot dogsth, fwiesth, and I wanna hab a milkthake. Okay, Storm? 

Okay?”
“If that’s what you want, that’s what you can have.”
“And I wanna hab iceth cwream, too!” He skipped along to keep up with her much 

longer stride. “What you gonna hab, Storm?”
“Everything you just said sounds terriYc!”
He nodded happily. “‘eah, and then we can make big thandcastleth all down the 

beach, huh?”
“Well, maybe not all down the beach. How about right here near the food and 

drinks?”
“Okay! And I got cookiesth, too!” He suddenly ripped his hand out of hers. “Oh! I 

wef’ zem in the car!”
“Well, let them stay there for now.” She collared him and made him move forward 

again. “They’ll be Yne. We can eat zem later for dessert.”
He acquiesced without complaint, and they followed a small crowd of people also 

heading for the beach. Seemed craMy to have lunch already, but she’d not eaten much 
of the breakfast at DreamWynd nor at Deverill. xoreover, if she had something now, 
it’d save her from having to show up at the table when she returned to DreamWynd. 

Stormi held Daine in her arms so he could give the cashier their order and the money 
for it. As she moved to the right to let the neKt family step up, she caught a glimpse of a 
rugged redhead, his arm about a slight brunette in line two families and a loving couple 
behind them.

When she caught her breath, uttering, “Ah, sheeep dip!” Daine cast her a look. 
“What? What, Storm?” Then saw what she saw. “Hey, that’s xatty and Jwysta! And 
Carwett, too! Ban they eat with us, Storm?”

“They probably have their own plans,” she answered, noncommittally. Lut inside, 
it was more like, “No way!”

Gast weekend, at the open house barbecue at DreamWynd, she’d managed to avoid 
running into xatt and his family. Had heard his aunt, Wanda Stanley, asking Neo&rey 
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if he’d heard from Helene lately. He’d given her a noncommittal response and taken 
Jailey into the house to escape her. Stormi herself had hidden away in Richolas’ oPce.

xatt’s aunts and Gawron’s mother, 7uthe, had been the reasons she’d refused to 
attend Gawron’s wake, his funeral, and the reception afterwards. —or, undoubtedly, 
this xerriwether8Jelmann clan had their own brand of snobbishness that cut just as 
deeply as that of the Ascott8Deverills! 

xere weeks ago, Gawron still breathed. Walked with her . . . talked . . . dreamed her 
dreams with her . . . shared his for them both . . .

Stormi blinked back the tears she’d vowed wouldn’t fall. Swallowed the lump that 
wanted to choke her now. Ro, the last thing she needed was for xatt Jelmann to 
join them for lunch. Ro guarantee could she make that she’d be able to keep her 
composure in his presence. 

“Rumber eighty8seven!”
“Oursth!” piped Daine, hopping up and down in his anticipation. 
Taking the tray, she said, “Where we sitting? 'ick the place!” Wiped away the stray 

tear that had dared to slip over the edge, pretending that sand had invaded her eye.
“Okay!” Accepting this duty with an engaging seriousness, o& he trotted in search 

of an unclaimed picnic table. 
There were none unoccupied right then, so it appeared they’d have to make due 

sitting in the sand somewhere. A man wearing mirror sunglasses and his bikinied 
woman friend vacated their table and waved them over to it. She thanked him. He 
merely nodded, put his arm about his lady and went away to their blanket which was 
spread near the lifeguard post.

“That was nice of zem to wet us eat here, huh, Storm?” said Daine, settling in and 
reaching for the Yrst of his franks.

'arking a generous helping of the fries before him, she agreed. Although, she had 
an uneasy feeling about their benefactor. 'eople who wore that type of sunglasses 
generally did so to hide . . . something. 'rying, spying eyes, for instance.

You’re being paranoid. Not everyone wearing sunglasses is spying on you, xind 
scolded.

Lut, another part of her brain countered, Maybe not! But they could be!
Leating back both those thoughts, she answered Daine, “‘es, we’d be eating on 

the sand with the seagulls.” A pause, then dryly as one of those begging birds boldly 
landed on the edge of their table, “Well, we still are, but at least weU”

“Ain’t on the thand with zem,” Ynished Daine. He bit a large chunk of his hot dog. 
“And we gotsth a umbrella!” 'ointing up at the colorful item above their heads.

“An umbrella is deYnitely nice,” she agreed. She helped herself to some fries. Tossed 
one to their bird guest.

At that second, Daine scrambled to his feet upon the bench and hollered loudly, 
“Hey! Hey, xatty! We gotsth a table and you can eat with us, zkay? Storm donzt care! 
Huh, Storm?”

Since she’d shoved a goodly portion of those fries into her mouth, she couldn’t, 
with dignity, abort his invitation. So, a few minutes later, xatt and Jrysta with little 
Carrett8Andrew, joined them. 
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xatty set his small cousin’s hot dog and fries before him, then tousled Daine’s 
dark hair.  Teased both them both for a bit,  and then took a seat across from 
Storm, Jrysta beside him. “‘ou doing okay? Gast week, you barely gave me a hello! 
Thought I’d o&ended you somehow. Cust can’t think when that would’ve been!”

“Was I so rude?” She knew she had been. “I’m sorry for that. It was a hectic 
afternoon.”

He wouldn’t let her get away with that. “It was! Lut I don’t think that was the 
reason you avoided me. I’m Yguring you’re seeing Gawrey in me somehow.”

Shrewd  of  him.  7ealiMing  she  couldn’t  evade  this  conversation  without 
appearing rude again, she reached for a few fries and her second hot dog. Said, 
“—orgive me. I . . . can’t help it. ‘ou do look so much like him, and IUit’s justU”

“‘ou’re not ready to face his passing? I get it. ‘ou were going to get married that 
weekend, weren’t you? I think my mother said we had an invitation. All of us.”

“‘eah, I wasn’t up to thatUso . . . we eloped. And no one knew.” Nood grief! 
Why had she confessed that out loud?

He  looked,  Yrst,  surprised,  and  then  delighted.  “Nood  for  you!  That4s 
awesome!” A pause while he munched another bite. “Lut you didn4t show up for 
the wake or the funeral. The reception.”

She played with the straw of her milkshake. “I was there . . . in spirit. And I was 
at the funeral. CustUat a distance.”

xatt’s  eKpression  changed.  7eaching  across,  he  gripped  her  arm,  said 
vehemently, “You should’ve been right there with us! You should have tossed the Yrst 
rose onto his casket!” He saw the unease in her eyes, and he pointed at her. “‘ou 
know I’m right! ‘ou don’t look like someone who lets others push you around! 
Why didn’t you say the hell with zem all, and have been there for him? —ling it at 
them that you’d married him already! ‘ou pregnant?”

Her lips parted, Taken o& guard, Stormi shot him a look of censure. Jrysta, 
shocked, slapped him. “Matty! ”

“0ht8oh! He thaid a bad word, huh, Storm? xy fodder wouldn’t wike it if him 
thaid it at my house, huh, Storm?”

“xatty says bad words a lotta times!” Carrett disclosed, poking a fry into his 
ketchup. “Lut,  he ain’t  apposed t’  say zem if  I’m with him, huh, xatty? ‘ou 
promised xom, huh?”

xatty eyed both boys with annoyed amusement. “‘eahUI’m in for it  now, 
I  see!  As for youU“ he stared across at  Daine.  “Don’t you give me a lecture! 
She knows what I mean! ‘ou married him, Jarley! ‘ou shoulda been there!” He 
gripped her arm once more.

“xatty, you’re making her uncomfortable,” Jrysta told him 1atly. “xaybe she 
just felt out of place, even if she did love him.”

xatt started to refute that, but then realiMed that Jrysta spoke out of her own 
eKperience. “‘ou feel out of place in my family, Jrys?” he asked with surprise, 
drawing his hand away from Stormi.

“Sometimes,” she admitted. “Lut, maybe it’s because we’ve only begun dating.”
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He slipped his arm about her. “xy folks like you. Rothing else matters!” Niving her 
another quick squeeMe, he brought his attention back to Stormi. 

Lut before he could resume his lecture, Daine piped up. “Jailey wantsth Neo& to 
mawry Storm. Her don’t want nobody else to mawry her.” He didn’t bother looking 
up from his plate as he spoke.

“Jailey’s your daughter, right! I kinda thought she was Gawron’s, but she isn’t, is 
she?” 

“‘es, she4s my daughter,” replied Stormi, casting her small charge a look. He just 
smiled at her, unaware he’d incurred her censure.

“Gisten, Jarley, we need toU”
 “xake some thandcastleth now?” Daine broke in hopefully. “Do you know how to 

make thandcastlesth, xatty?”
“I don’t know about thandcastlesth, bud. Lut I can build a mean sandcastle!”
“That’th what I thaid!” Daine eKclaimed in mild eKasperation.
“He knows how to build anything!” declared Carrett8Andrew, with an enthusiastic 

gesture. “xatty can make a sand car, huh, xatty! A racin’ Leetle or a8aUwhat kind o’ 
car you and Irby got, xatty?”

“A 'orsche, bud. That what you want to make?”
“Wanna make zem both! 7ight, Daine? We want him t’ make zem both, huh?”
“‘eah!” Daine shouted, erupting from his bench and nearly spilling his milkshake.
xatty caught the cup midway in its spill, up righting it before any real harm 

occurred. “Sure, bud! We can build anything you like! Jeep your cups. We’ll need zem!”
“Okay!” cried the boys emphatically. “Bome on!”
Hopping down, they ran around the table to pull xatt o& the bench. As Stormi 

came around to join them, Daine reached up to take Jrysta’s free hand, smiling up at 
her. She gave him one back. 

Gifting her gaMe to Stormi’s, she said, “He’s so cute!” Then, feeling she was slighting 
Carrett, she added, “They both are.”

Lefore Stormi could reply, an eKcited little voice hollered out from over by the snack 
bar. “Da’e Neo&! I see xomma ober dere! Wook it! See her?” Jailey waved to her 
mother. “Who are dose udder guys, Da’e Neo&? Who are dey? I don’t memember!” 

Neo&rey glanced over, surprised to see her there. xeeting her gaMe for an instant, he 
answered Jailey’s questions. Jailey waved some more, calling out, “I gonna go with 
Da’e Neo& on a boat, xomma. I be careful, and I not gonna fall in a water, zkay, 
xomma?”

What could she say? “Have a good time, sweetie! I’ll see you at home!”
“Hey! Hey! Jailey! Hey, Neo&rey! Jnow whatUhey!” In indignation. —or Daine, all 

at once, realiMed his brother wasn’t alone. His tone changed from happy anticipation 
to deep disapproval and indignation. “Hey! Hey, why itsth Hewene with you? Tell her 
to go zway! Jailey, how come you wet her be with Neo&? How come? Don’t bring her 
on the boat!” 

While Stormi quickly curbed his intent to rush over and attack, xatty couldn’t 
resist tossing out a few taunts. “We’re building thandcastleth, Neo&! ‘ou’re invitedUor 
doesn’t Hewene wike building thandcastleth?”
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“Her don’t wike nothin’ fun! I d’want her helpin’! ‘ou don’t ask her, xatty! 
Don’t! I o’ny want Storm and Neo&rey and Carrett8Andrew and Jailey . . . and 
Jwysta!”

Well, when had Helene arrived in 7hode Island? To her knowledge, no one had 
eKpected she’d be turning up. Ro waitUHalleigh had mentioned it was nearing 
the twelfth anniversary of her jilting him the Yrst time. xust be she had a habit 
of showing up around the same time each year?

xatty kept up his taunts. “How do you manage to have a good time with a fun 
sucker, Neo&? Don’t you wish you could be with us instead? Ro fun suckers here! 
Lut, hey, we won’t interfere with your plans. ‘ou need someone to babysit that 
child while you’re cruising?”

“Ro, I4m all set,” Neo&rey responded with a certain Ynality.
xatty shrugged. “Okay, then. We’re o&! I got my choice of the best women on 

this beach! And a couple of little buds to boot! Wanna wager who’ll have the most 
fun today?”

Neo&rey just shook his head at him. Daine pulled out of Storm’s grasp, and 
running up to his eldest brother, he pushed him, ordering, “‘ou don’t go home 
with her! xom won’t wike it, and I gonna tell ThomiU”

“‘ou don’t have to tell Thomi anything, Daine. Jnow why?”
“Ro, why?” Instantly intrigued.
Setting Jailey down, Neo&rey swung Daine up into his arms and whispered 

something in his ear. “Our secret, understand?”
“Okay! I won’t tell nobody! And I gonnaU”
“No build the biggest sandcastle everUand bury xatt in it!” Neo&rey Ynished 

for him, shooting xatt a look of dark promise. He set Daine on the ground. As 
he did, his gaMe met Stormi’s for an instant. 

Her eyes widened and her lips parted in bewildered surprise. —or his look held 
out a promise to her, and not the dark one he’d cast xatt. Ro, it seemed to beUa 
sweeter one. Her stupid heart leapt with a happiness she hadn’t felt in a long time. 
Oh, you haven’t felt like this ever! Not even with Lawron, though you did love him! 
Confess it and be done with it! 

She bit her lip. Still too soon for that. Lesides, could she really put faith in that 
look? Neo&rey hadn’t said one word to her at breakfast. Hadn’t acknowledged 
her when she’d come into the table. Hadn’t o&ered a thank you for the plate she’d 
YKed for him. Ro, she wouldn’t read too much into that look. —or now, at any 
rate. Lut it would be sooooo wonderful ifU

Don’t go there! Stop it! You’ve no business looking for happiness when you have 
your own fun sucker to beware of. One that might also like to vacuum the world of 
your existence actually.

“What’s  so  secret?  What  did  you  say  to  him,  Neo&rey?”  Helene’s  high 
imperious tone cut into Stormi’s thoughts.

“Tell me, Da’e Neo&! I wanna know a secret too!”
Neo&rey picked Jailey up once again, settled her complaints with just a word and 

cast Helene down a look of indi&erenceUa look that Stormi had grown to recogniMe 
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and loath. He didn’t give her the satisfaction of a response. Bould he actually be ready 
to kiss her o&?

Bhuckling at his friend’s cool demeanor, xatt let Carrett run with Daine down closer 
to the water, and he moved to settle between Stormi and Jrysta, indicated his readiness 
to head o&. “Gooks like her happiness is going to be coming to an end! About damn 
time! Should be an interesting afternoon for zem!”

Stormi cast xatt a quick glance. How could he be so sure of that? She quickly dashed 
the inclination to contemplate it further, however. —or he’d drawn her closer than she 
wanted to be held by him. Ro doubt, he’d done it to try and annoy Neo&rey. When he 
wouldn’t relaK his hold about her, she began to plot how to 1ee the beach altogether 
without incurring Daine’s disappointment. Without seeming too rude to xatt. Well, 
even his scent reminded her of Gawrey.

 Lut when Daine begged her to buy pails and shovels at the marina store, she found 
she couldn’t disappoint him. Her purchases greatly accelerated the creation of a grand 
castle, complete with courtyard, a moat, soldiers and a royal family.

Daine shed his clothes to his Spiderman underwear, They lay now, half buried 
some distance from the castle. Carrett, having come prepared for the beach wearing 
Spiderman trunks, looked favorably upon his friend’s underwear. “We gonna hab this 
castle Ynished in a minute, huh, Daine? Bause we’re superguys, huh?”

“‘eah, and it’sth gonna be supergood, too. And it’sth gonna be here foreber!”
“‘up, foreber!” echoed Carrett, and pointed at Stormi. “Gookit Storm, Daine! Gook 

what her’s doin’ now!”
“Whoa,  Storm, you makin’ it bery zpecial! Is you havin’ fun, Storm? I havin’ wots 

of fun!”
“‘eah, an’ me too! Ban we help y’, Storm?”
Thanking them for their o&er, and admitting she was actually enjoying herself, she 

told them some more water would be good. “I need to wet this sand just a little more!”
xatt  left  o& his  e&orts  or  constructing  a  dragon outside  one  of  the  castle 

wallsUrequests of the little boysUto watch Stormi work. Tossing a gesture at her royal 
family that resembled Daine, Carrett and the little girls of DreamWynd, he asked her, 
“Anyone know you can do this? ‘ou could make a living at this, you know it? ‘ou paint 
as well, I know. Halleigh’d have real competition if you wanted to give it to her!”

She smiled. At the same time a vision of that portrait of him sitting on the fence with 
his horse intruded. Lut then, that one of her and Neo&rey in so intimate a stance chased 
it away. She shook her head. Halleigh’s work seemed pure genius to her, and she said 
so. “‘ou 1atter me too much, I think.”

“Ro, I don’t. ‘ou painted those stall plaques for the new foals, didn’t you? Tristen 
lie to me about that?” He tossed a shell at her, which hit her arm. “‘ou’re good. Don’t 
sell yourself short.”

She made a slight sound of amused assent. “Stall plaques aren’t the same as the 
portraits and things she does.”

He was about to refute that when a chance glance to his right caused him to scowl 
and utter darkly, “What’s he looking at!” 

“Who?”
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xatt jutted his chin in the direction of the lifeguard post. “Sal Bristiano. Thinks he’s 
Nod’s gift to women. Thinks he’s tough, as well. Lut he’s lost more bets and dares to 
me, almost than anyone else. EKcept, maybe, Turdy!”

“Turdy?” Stormi repeated, amused.
“xy cousin, Tedd. Always called him Turdy when we were younger. Rame 

stuckUfor some of us!”
Stormi recalled Tedd being at 7uthe’s for the wake and funeral. —airly tall, dark 

haired guy who also thought women should faint at his feet. He and his girl had 
ventured into the hay barn for a few private embraces. 'robably that same leer lie hidden 
behind those mirrored sunglasses of Sal’s right now. Again, her stomach tightened with 
sick apprehension.

“Hey! Hey, Storm!” Daine hollered as he walked quickly back with his full pail. 
“Wook it! Ricky and Jourtnay’th going to the boat now! How come we can’t go? And 
xatty and Jwrrwysta, too!” Obviously, Jrysta had been trying to improve his diction 
while they dipped for water. 

“I gonna go tell Ricky zbout Neo&rey and Hewene! You wuv him! And we wuv you! 
Not Hewene! Ro way! Her’s a big fat mud turtle! And I gonna go tell him to say to 
Neo&reyU” Setting his pail down, he started o&.

With an eKasperated, but muJed, little roar, Stormi reached across the castle walls 
to drag Daine up over them before he’d gotten two steps into his purpose. Blapped a 
hand over his lips. “Enough! Gook, you’re giving all the world a picture of what’s going 
on at your house?“ —or a siMable crowd had gathered around them as they worked. “‘ou 
know what happens when somebody does that to Thomi!”

“It’s bweakfast newsth!” He caught Jrysta’s glance and tried again. “Bwrrweakfast 
newsth! And Dad’sth not happy, eider!”

“Ro one is. So button those lips. I think we should be getting back, anyway. I’m sure 
your father will shoot me when we get back!”

“Oh, that’s right! ‘ou have a job there, don4t you?”
“I may not if I don4t get back soon!” she replied between seriousness and humor.
Someone from the Littleton Liberty Press happened along right then, and he snapped 

several photos. Not the talented creators to pose for a shot. xatty made sure Stormi 
didn’t sneak away. 'arked the boys right before her, and then with her Yrmly ensconced 
in one arm and Jrysta in the other, he bade the reporter to take his best shot.

“Le in the paper tomorrow!” he promised.
While the others were eKcited to hear that, Storm wasn’t so thrilled. Lut she did a 

decent job of pretending for the sake of the others. “Okay, now I do have to go! Daine, 
let Jrysta have your pail for now, and let’s go.” Something else came to mind, and she 
said, “The concert’s this SundayUdon4t forget that!”

“Hey, that’s right! We’ll be there! See you then, maybe!”
Stormi acknowledged that, and with Daine in tow, made her way out of the sandy 

courtyard, and through the crowd. She’d just strapped Daine into his seat when he cried 
out urgently, “Ro, wait! xy Bwothesth!”

She looked down at him, in nothing but his underwear. “Oh . . . sshh8eep dip! How4d 
we forget those?”
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“Are these the items in question?”
The amused tone came from her right, and she backed out of the car to face its 

owner. Daine’s sandy clothes were pressed into her hands. She managed to catch his 
socks before they fell to the pavement. At the same time, a strong hint of not quite  stale 
tobacco insulted her nose.

Sal, the sunglasses dude.
Her heart began its thud8squeeMe thing it did whenever she suspected a threat from 

Dean or his henchmen . . . his uncle Josmos. 'robably he wasn’t employed by either 
of themUbut he could be. Seemed she was always on her guard. Why it had to be him 
bringing Daine’s things to her, she couldn’t guess. Too bad it couldn’t have been Jrysta 
or xatt.

Rone of her trepidation showed. She’d learned how to perfectly keep it out of her 
demeanor in almost any situation. Even when gaMing upon a pair of mirrored sunglasses 
that hid well the thoughts and intentions of her confronter, but showed her plainly her 
own. Dean always made sure he found associates who were her equal in height. And 
Sal was.

“‘es, they are. Thank you!” she said with just enough pleasantness to convey some 
gratitude, but not enough to encourage him to linger. Deliberately, she turned away to 
toss Daine’s clothes to him. “Here, budURever mind putting them on now!”

Sal leaned against the back fender. “Bute kid. ‘ours?”
“Ro.”
“I gotta go pee again, Storm. Ban we go to Thomi’th? I wanna tell her I wanna have 

anudder cookout at her house and zvite all the buddiesthU”
Stormi cut him o& abruptly. “Sure, bud, that’s a great idea. ‘ou can hold it that 

long?”
“‘ep! Lut we gotta weave now!”
Stormi pushed the door shut and prepared to slide into the driver’s seat. “I don’t 

mean to be rude, but I need to get him to a bathroom. Thanks again for bringing his 
clothes to us.”

Sal put a hand out to the door. “Cust a little adviceUyou should be careful. xatt 
Jelmann’s a real nutcase. Gooked to me like he was regretting his choice in that little 
shy lady. Think he’d like to make a di&erent one. With you.”

“‘ou’re mistaken. There’s no interest between us.”
In a soft, coaKing tone, he wondered, “Not someone of your own?”
“Ro, but you do!” she answered with signiYcance.
“That could change,” he countered, lowering his voice seductively. “If you wanted 

it to.”
“I don’t!” 
‘anking the door closed, she started the motor. He stepped away. As he watched 

her drive out of the parking lot, he pulled a 1ip phone from his shirt pocket. “Hey . . . 
thought you might like to know . . .”
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A s  Nicky boarded the family’s  cruiser, DreamWynd Whispers, he hailed 
Geonrey, demagdig“ ig a mysti!ed toge, IAll ri“htw .’m here, ”hat’s this 

all a v v v boutwp he egded Hatly, catchig“ si“ht of the fra“ile blogde ”omag ti“ht 
to his brother’s sidev IGiLe it uK, xelegew Get a lifev —et him haLe ogewp

INice to see you, too, Nicky,p xelege resKogded s”eetlyv I. see you didg’t come 
aloge yourselfwp

'ourtgay smiled sli“htly,  but her e-Kressiog remaiged solemgv Nicky ”as 
ri“htSshe igstigctiLely didgzt like this clig“ig“ Lige holdig“ so tegaciously to her 
faLorite brotherjigjla”w ?he met Geonrey’s “aWe agd for ag igstagt, she sa” his 
KurKose there ig itv xer eyes ”ideged, her e-Kressiog readig“ a Doyous, IReallyMp

As he ags”ered that ”ith a sli“ht god, KerceKtible ogly to her, he said to Nicky, 
I. geed you to Kilot this shiK so that ”e cag strai“hteg some thig“s outvp

IThat thig“sM Thich Klace you’re “oig“ to “et Dilted at this timeMp Nicky eyed 
xelege ”ith ugdis“uised cogtemKtv I—ast time, she Dust scurried og homew Fidg’t 
eLeg tell you shezd “otteg cold feet a“aigw Got your mogey, too, . ima“igewp

'ailey,  ”ho sat  mugchig“ her  hot do“ at  the cockKit  table,  called out to 
her augtv I'ourtgay, kgo” ”hatM Bomma’s K”ayig“ ig a sagd, agd her’s ”ith 
Tar”eyw Agd . d’ ”ike disSp

Ixe’s got —a”rey, 'aileyv Rhat’s his cousigvp ?he looked uK at Geonreyv I?torm 
kgo” you brou“ht herMp

I?he kgo”s,p Geonrey reKliedv INicky, take us out for ag hour or sov ?hould 
be log“ egou“hv Eirst time you’Le beeg og WhisperMp he asked 'ourtgayv

INo, ”e’Le beeg out beforev There’s 'ailey “oig“ to beMp
ITith usv Are you doge, 'aileyMp 
I. dogewp
Geonrey held his hagd out to her, agd she came ruggig“ oLer to himv —iftig“ 

her her uK, he took xelege’s arm, led her belo” deckv IAbout ag hour, Nickywp
Nicky moLed to the helmv ITas “oig“ to call this a colossal ”aste of timewp he 

cog!ded, startig“ uK the eg“ige agd “uidig“ the Lessel igto oKeg ”atersv I4ut if 
he’s “ot 'ailey ”ith him, that ou“ht to keeK her from seducig“ himvp
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Ixe’s hogestly “oig“ to kiss her onw . sa” it ig his facew Yh, . hoKe . cag be there 
”heg he lets ?tormi kgo” itwpJ'ourtgay Koigted to”ard the shore as they sailed Kastv 
I—ook, there’s ?torm ”ith Faige agd Batt like 'ailey saidwp

Nicky looked, but he said, I?he’ll likely be “oge by the time ”e “et backw .’d like to be 
there, toov xe’s had it stuck ig his head that he o”es her somethig“ for haLig“ ruiged 
her life ”heg they ”ere teegsvp

'ourtgay thou“ht about shoutig“ to ?tormi, eLeg thou“h, at this distagce, she 
”ouldg’t likely hear herv Rhis statemegt, thou“h, made her turg back to himv Ixe 
ruiged her lifeM xo”Sor shouldg’t . askMp

xe cogsidered it a fe” secogds, theg decided, ”hat the heyv ITasg’t all his fault, 
althou“h he keeKs sayig“ it ”asv ?he’s trouble Kure agd simKle, agd he let his “uard 
do”gv Ne-t thig“ ”e’re hearig“, she’s Kre“gagtv xer Karegts forced ag abortiog og 
her, ”hich he tried to stoKv Tagted to marry her ri“ht theg, but they ”ouldg’t 
Kermit itSeLeg thou“h both ”ere of a“e, but ig their last year of hi“h schoolv xelege 
disaKKeared on to her “ragdKaregts’ Klace ig Bassachusettsv After about a year or so, 
she ”altWed back igto his lifev xasg’t let him aloge sigcev ?ho”s uK log“ egou“h to 
Kretegd she’ll marry him, “et some mogey, agd a little fug, agd theg she disaKKears for 
agother yearv ?ame routigevp

IFoesg’t she care about his feelig“sM .t must kill him each time she leaLeswp
I.t doesv 4ut he keeKs it igsidev ?he Dust ”agts his suKKort, go strig“s attachedv 

Agd he’s so !lled ”ith “uilt agd remorse, he keeKs “iLig“v 'eeKs the dream aliLe that, 
oge day, she’ll Puit her craK agd settle do”gvp xe sconedv INeLer “oig“ to haKKegwp 
Ogugciatig“ each ”ord ”ith deliberate emKhasisv

xe lost his sco”l agd smiled at herv ITell, that’s his story ig a gutshellv No” let’s 
discuss somethig“ more Kleasagtv —ike uswp xis e-Kressiog comKelled her to moLe closer 
agd kiss himv ?afely a”ay from other Lessels, Nicky ”raKKed oge arm about her agd 
kissed her ”ith ugcogcealed Kassiogv I?hould be us do”g therewp 

I6ou’ll haLe to be Katiegt,p she said, her smile tegder, yet teasig“v .t seemed to stir 
his Hame eLeg morev INicky, gov Cust mag this boatw .f somethig“ haKKeged, agd he 
fougd out you ”ereg’t at this ”heel v v vp

?he’d geLer seeg Geonrey ag“ry, but she thou“ht it ”ouldg’t be Kleasagtv Yf course, 
Nicky’s ag“er ”asg’t either, but it “egerally died as Puickly as it Hamed uKv Roo, she 
kge” e-actly ho” to maga“e him at those times, so it didg’t seem to be much trouble to 
herv After a short Kause, she said, Ixard to ima“ige Geonrey ig that kigd of a situatiogvp

ITas a hu“e shock to all of us at the timev 4ut he ”as, theg, a little more imKulsiLe 
thag go”v xe learged his lessog Puick, . cag say thatwp

INothig“ like you, thou“hMp
xe chuckledv INov 4ut for me, . ”as luckyv 6ou ”ere older, agd . could see you felt 

e-actly as . didv Fidg’t take thirteeg years for you to acceKt my KroKosalw Tas, ”hatM 
About !Le secogdsMp xe kissed her a“aigv 

4reakig“ it on, !gally, she gestled igto his embrace, cogtegt to be there ”hile he 
Kiloted the craft ogejhagdedv I. ”agt to tell them, Nickyvp

xe looked do”g at herv INot yetv Baybe after ?teKhag agd Rhomi’s Kartyv Rhere’s 
Klegty of timevp
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Rhere stretched a silegce bet”eeg them for seLeral momegtsv Rheg, said 'ourtgay 
as she !-ed her “aWe uKog a Kair of sailboats racig“ out across the ”ater, INot really 
v v vp

xelege ”agted ”ige, but Geonrey Koured her “ig“er alev 7loKKig“ ice cubes igto her 
“lass, he hagded it to herv

?he Koutedv
xe didg’t carev
A little discogcerted by his igdineregce, she set the “lass og the bar, agd moLed to 

sliK her arms about his ”aistv xe didg’t moLe or sKeakv Cust ”aitedv xer look turged 
teasig“, her hagds started do”g Kaths that had kigdled !res ig Kast trystsv Rhis time, 
he didg’t reciKrocatev Nothig“ she did seemed to stir himv 5esegtful, agd a “ood deal 
irritated, she steKKed a”ay from himv

IThat’s ”rog“M 6ou haLeg’t acted like yourself sigce . arriLedvp ?he altered her 
look, said seductiLely, I. do kgo” ho” to make you meltw .’Le al”ays kgo”g ho” to 
do itv 5i“ht from the !rst time . met you, . kge” . could make you mige ”hegeLer . 
”agted towp ?he chuckled ”ith smu“ satisfactiog at the memoriesv IOLeryoge belieLed 
you’d seduced meSor ”orsev .f they ogly kge” ho” log“ you held out v v v but . ”og 
you ig the egdv Tas ”orth the ”aitwp

I6outh agd its folliesvp
?he igcliged her headv I6ou didg’t thigk so at the timew Fidg’t last time . ”as here, 

come to thigk of itwp
IAbout time . “re” uK,p he murmured, ugmoLedv xe’d Hug“ that remark at 

Rhomi got so log“ a“ov .f she could hear him say it go” about himself, she’d Krobably 
faigt from astogishmegtv I6ou dog’t really ”agt to marry me, xelegev 6ou geLer 
haLevp

?he Hushed, resKogded coa-ig“ly, I. do care about youwp
I5eallyM Rheg ”hy are you got yet my ”ifeMp
?he couldg’t or ”ouldg’t ags”er himv Aouldg’t Puite meet his eyes, eitherv
I.’m doge ”ith the “ames, xelegev All these years .’Le ”asted ”aitig“ for youv 

Rime ”e called it Puits agd “ot og ”ith our liLesvp A sli“ht Kause, agd theg, I. ”ill 
thagk you for keeKig“ me occuKied till go”, thou“hv .t ”ould really haLe beeg sad if 
.’d settled for you v v v agd theg the ri“ht oge came alog“vp

xelege “lagced Puickly uK at himv IThatM ThoSMp Rhe igPuiry ig her “aWe 
turged to ugderstagdig“v I.t’s that redhead og the beach, isg’t itM Rhis kid’s motherMp

'ailey, sittig“ at the bar lookig“ at a Kicture book ?tacia had left behigd the last 
time she had beeg og Whisper, looked uK, onegded by xelege’s togev ?hakig“ a !g“er 
at her, she said darkly, I. ”agt my Momma to ma”rey my Fa’e Geonw Agd . d’”agt 
her to ma”rey Tisseg or 4”ett or gobody elsew Agd ”e dog’t ”agt y’to be herevp

I. thigk you should read your book agd leaLe us adults to discuss our busigess 
alogewp
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'ailey KromKtly shot back, I.f my Fa’e Geon ”agga be a”oge agd talk, he ”ould 
say, 'ai”ey, you Ctay uK dere ”ith Nicky agd 'ourtgayv Rhat’s ”hat he ”ould say t’ 
mev 4ut, . ”ould come do”g’tairs, agy”ay, acause . d’”ike youw Agd . d’”agt him to 
be a”oge ”id youwp

ITell, . see your mother’s tau“ht you your maggers ”ellwp
IFog’t blame ?torm for 'ailey’s oKigiogs,p Geonrey told herv IRhey’re her o”gwp
xelege, all at ogce, “ot the Koigt of 'ailey’s Kresegcev I4ut that’s exactly ”hy you did 

brig“ her ”ith us, isg’t itMp ?he hit himv I6ou don’t ”agt to be aloge ”ith mew Geoffreywp
I6ou dog’t hit my Fa’e Geonwp cried 'ailey, slidig“ on the stool at ogcev I6ou dog’t 

hit him a“aigw 6ou Dust ”ike that bad magw 6ou “et on dis boat ”i“ht go”wp Agd she 
strode oLer ”ith a !ercely determiged igtegt to make that haKKegv

Geonrey Klucked her uK igto his arms before she could make agy use of her clegched 
!stsv IRhagk you, 'aileyv 4ut, . dog’t ”agt her to leaLe yetv . haLeg’t told her “oodbyewp

'ailey claKKed her hagds to his face, “aWed igtegtly igto his eyesv I6ou “ogga say 
“’bye to herM Ti“ht go”M TeallyM Agd you “ogga ma”rey my BommaMp

IYge thig“ at a time, 'aiv —et me kiss oge so log“ before . “o KroKosig“ to agotherwp
INow . d’”agt you to kiss herw Yg’y tell her “’byewp ?he ”i““led ig his hold ugtil he 

Kut her do”gv ?he shoLed at his kgees, ur“ig“, IYtayw Go Cheadw Rell her “’byew . ”agga 
“o home agd tell Bomma you “ogga ma”rey herwp

IGeonreySp
I.f you dog’t migd, 'ailey, .’ll tell her myself v v v ig my o”g ”ayvp
IGeoffreySp
IYtaySbut . ”agga hear you say it to herwp
IEigev Go read your bookv 6ou’re makig“ it take log“er thag it geeds tovp
IOtaywp 'ailey rag back to her seatv IRell her “’bye go”w . ober herewp
As he turged his attegtiog back to her, xelege ”higed, I6ou cag’t tell me “oodbye 

like thisw Geonrey, ”hat am . suKKosed to doMp
I6ou seem to “et alog“ ”ithout me for mogths at a timev Rhere must be someoge 

else you cag egtice igto your ”ebv 6ou’Le Dust admitted to me that it’s a sKecial talegt of 
yoursw .’m sure you’ll !gd agother fool you cag suck the life fromv . cag’t be the ogly 
ogewp

?he steKKed to”ard him a“aigv 4ut before she could touch him, he cau“ht her 
hagds agd held them traKKed ig hisv I—isteg carefully, xelegev .g case you cag’t Puite 
ugderstagd ”hat .’Le saidSp xe tragsferred her hagds to Dust oge of his, agd Kut t”o 
!g“ers ugder her chig, makig“ sure her eyes met hisv I. dog’t ever ”agt to see you a“aigv 
Everw Rhis is “oodbyewp

7ullig“ a”ay from him, she uttered Hatly, IEigev Rell Nicky to turg this shiK arougdv 
.’d hate to haLe you ”aste time ig my ug”agted comKagyvp

IYh, . ”og’t bev .’m “oig“ uK agd takig“ the ”heel so Nicky agd 'ourtgay cag haLe 
some time to“ethervp Aallig“ 'ailey to him, he started for the stair”ayv I—eaLe the ”ige 
alogewp

?he stared after him, deeKly resegtfulv Theg he ”as out of si“ht, she ”egt lookig“ 
for itv 7ourig“ herself a “lassful of her faLorite red, she s”i““ed a lar“e s”allo”v IRhis 
isg’t oLer yet, hogeyw Not by a log“ shot, it isg’twp
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D aine accurately recalled the passcode that opened the gates of CliT .opJ 
must at the ,o,entw ,iraculouslyw there ’ere  only a fe’ of .ho,iMs fans 

at the,J “ade it so ,uch easier to get inJ
HberMs gonna Se happy to see usw huhw ?tor,A Ind k gonna share ,y cooBies 

’ith herJ ‘ut k ’onMt tell her GSout be’ene and —eoTreyw Gcause he donMt ’ant 
,e toJ ‘ut k gonna say”O

HDainew donMt say anythingw oBayAO
H!BayN k ’onMt tell noSodyN k gots t’o secretsthJ !nMy”O
Hvot eqen ?taciaw DaineJO —uessing his intentJ
Hber ’onMt tellNO he assured her earnestlyJ  Hber ’onMtN  macRiMsth the ,otor 

,oufw not G.aciaNO 
H!Bayw then J J J donMt asB ,e to taBe you any’here eqer againNO
bis  tune changed in a  hurryJ  H!BayN  k  donMt  tell  noSodyw  eSen G.aciaN  k 

p’”p’rro,iseNO Itte,pting to ,ind his Ks as xrysta had instructed hi,J
?tor,i pulled up Seside .ho,iMs purple conqertiSle “ustangJ Daine unSelted 

hi,self al,ost Sefore sheMd let herself outJ Hk hope her ’antth anudder cooBoutN 
Ind k ’ant —eoTrey to Sring poniesth for us ’iBe Seforew huhw ?tor,AO

H?urewO she agreedw accepting his hand in hersJ ?he looBed hi, oqerJ Hk suppose 
she ’onMt care if youMre in your under’earNO

Hvopew her ’onMtN Ind you gotta co,e ne't ti,ew ?tor,J Ind you can help 
—eoTrey hitch the poniesth and everything!O

?he shooB her headw s,ilingw let hi, rattle onJ .hey crossed the ’ide ce,ent 
porchw sort of a light rose crea, in colorw and at the doorw ?tor,i raised a hand to 
BnocBJ Daine didnMt oSserqe such proprietiesJ be tried the doorw found it openw 
and Surst inJ be headed for the Sathroo,w greeting “ing ’ho ca,e do’nstairs 
to see ’hoUd inqaded his spaceJ bis protectiqe spirit Seca,e one of ’elco,ew and 
once Daine had Wnished his Susinessw he prepared to escort the, upstairsJ

H.ho,MsynaN Ire you ho,eA Thom’synaN Ire you home? k hadda peeNO
Epstairsw a door opened and in a secondw .ho,asyna peered oqer the Salcony 

railing at the,J Hbeyw ’hatMs upw guysA Fhy a, k so honored ’ith a Sathroo, 
SreaBA .oilets not ’orBing oqer there at your uncleMsAO
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H.ho,iN xno’ ’hatA k had Sr’eaBfasth ’ith ?tor, at ?tephanMsth ,udderMsth 
houseNO he announced ’ith cheery prideJ

HDid youA bad so,e cooBies toow k seeNO
HPou ’ant oneA k got ’otsthNO be held up his plastic Sag full of te,pting ,orselsJ
H?ureN Co,e on upw SudN ?tor,NO
Daine cla,Sered up the steps after “ingw and ?tor,i proceeded after hi, at a 

leisurely paceJ
H?tephan told ,e you ’ere trapped in the ,usic roo, earlierwO .ho,i infor,ed 

herw H‘utw k didnMt Bno’ it ’as also in the co,pany of ,y darling little SrotherNO
?tor,i ca,e up around the head of the stairsw put a hand on DaineMs headJ H!hw k 

’asnMt trapped ’ith hi,N be felt sorry for ,e ’hen xailey ’ouldnUt co,ew and oTered 
to go in her placeJ ForBed for me. vot so ,uch for ,y ,otherNO

HFe donMt carew huhw ?tor,AO Daine s,iled up at her as he presented the cooBie Sag 
to .ho,iJ HPou thaid her ’as ,ean and ,iserMSleN Ind Bno’ ’hatw .ho,A ber wasNO

Hk Selieqe youw SudNO said .ho,iw Siting into a cooBie ’hose chips still oo5ed ’ar, 
chocolate fro, hanging out in the SacBseat of a sun ’ar,ed carJ H?he ’asnMt nice to 
us last ’eeB eitherNO

HPeahw and her hollered at ?tor,w .ho,J Ind her ,ade ?tor, c’yN Ind ?tor, 
’antsth our ,udder to Se her ,udder  Secause her ,udder is a”’hatw ?tor,AO Daine 
looBed e'pectantly up at herw ’aiting for her to Wll in the appropriate ’ordJ

I little rue crept into ?tor,iMs eyesJ Hbo’ aSout if ’e say what right no’J Kight 
no’w respect isnMt ’hat k feel for herNO

Hk ’onMt tell DadwO he pro,ised earnestlyJ HPou can call Ge, anMthing you ’ant”eqen 
da,ned asth”O

?tor,i s’iftly clapped a hand oqer his ,onthJ HDainew stopN k a, trying to Se goodN 
You Se good tooNO

.ho,i ,unched so,e ,ore of her cooBiew her ga5e alight ’ith a,use,entJ H0icBed 
up so,e RuestionaSle phrases fro, youw k seeNO ?he laughed ’hen ?tor,iMs rueful 
e'pression deepenedJ H?ow you endured a Sad ti,e along ’ith a sRuirty little BidNO

HDaine is entertainingN “y parents are exasperating and enragingN k Segged your 
father to call her SacB and say he couldnMt possiSly spare ,e todayJ ‘ut”noN beMs 
certain heMll Se held responsiSle for ,y Sehaqior ’hile kM, at Drea,FyndJO ?he ,ade 
an e'pressiqe gestureJ H.hat is proSaSly truew so J J J k ’entJO

H?o you ’ent to please himNO
HFellw his opinion k care aSoutNO ?he hunched an indiTerent shoulderJ H.hey haqe 

the Wnest disregard for ,y feelingsw as ’ell you Bno’N Ilthoughw it ’as ,ainly ,y 
,other k had to endure this ,orningJO

H!hw ’ellw if you ’ere provokedNO
Hk ’asJ ‘ut thenw k can Se as insolent as you can SeJ ?ow yeahJ vot a pleasant qisitNO 

ber ,otherMs threat to diso’n her again rang in her SrainJ vo reason to qoice itJ Fould 
only set Daine oT againw as ’ell as .ho,iMs deter,ination to saqe herJ

Hveqer thought it of you until last ’eeBN k ’as proud of youNO chucBled .ho,iJ 
?tor,i eyed her asBanceJ HFere youA .hought you ’ere going to pass out in shocB 

at the ti,eN Ind thanBs for not Ruoting ,e the other dayN Pour fatherMs got far ,ore 
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suStle ’ays of ,aBing ,e asha,ed of ,y lapses than ,y parents doJ Fhen itMs 
the,w k haqe an urge to Beep it upJ 4or hi,” kM, afraid kM, not the practically 
perfect Seing heMd liBe ,e to SeNO

HFellw once heMs cleaned up your qocaSularyw you ’ill SeNO .ho,iMs eyes sparBled 
’ith a teasing glintJ  H!f coursew  ’e all thinB youMre practically perfect”eqen 
—eoTreyw k SetJ must haqe to ,aBe hi, ad,it itNO

H.ho,asynawO uttered ?tor,iw resting her hand heaqily upon .ho,iMs shoulder 
and sRuee5ing it ’arninglyw Hif you care to Beep ,y friendshipw youMll refrain fro, 
,entioning ,y trouSlesw ,y parentsw ,y e'jhusSandw and your Srother —eoTreyNO

.ho,i ,oqed SacB to the door of her studyw ,otioning for the, to follo’J HFellw 
that pretty ,uch ’ipes out conqersationN ?o J J J you ca,e to peeJO

HFellw that and heMd liBe you to haqe another cooBoutJO
HPeahw and Gqite all the Suddiesw tooNO
H.hat ’as funw ’asnMt itA FeMll do it againw SudJ DonMt trip oqer anythingN k ’onMt 

Wnd you if you fall into any of these So'esNO 
.ho,i helped her Srother picB his ’ay around her ,ountains of ,ailJ .henw 

perching on the edge of her desBw she directed her attention SacB to ?tor,iJ HPour 
friendshipw you Bno’w ,eans a good deal to ,e Sut so does —eoTreyJ vo’w if you 
say donMt ,ention Timothyw thereMs a diTerent storyNO

H.i,,yMsth a ,ud turtlew huhw .ho,iA ?tor, ’iBes .i,,y onMy a ’ittleJ ‘ut 
her ’iBes —eoTrey thisth ,uchNO Daine spread his ar,s ’ide as they could go to 
de,onstrateJ H‘ut he isth ,ean and ,i5erMSle to her all the ti,eN ber shouldnMt 
’iBe hi,w huhw .ho,iJ ber should”O

HDaineN Lnoughw no’NO ?tor,i told hi, co,,andinglyJ
4ro, these oSserqationsw  he could s’itch gears and disclose those secrets 

—eoTrey entrusted hi, ’ithJ Fhichw ’hile sheMd loqe to Bno’ ’hat those actually 
’erew she felt she ought to let his Srother disclose the, in his o’n good ti,eJ

.o that endw she saidw H9etMs not chat any,ore aSout hi,w oBayNO .henw ,ystiWedw 
HFhat do you ,ean k shouldn’t liBe hi,A bo’ do you Bno’ if k liBe hi, at allAO

Hk Bno’NO he said in an aSsolutely positiqe toneJ HPou ’iBe hi, ’iBe .ho,i 
’iBesth ?tephanNO Daine statedJ be Segan poBing through .ho,iMs ,ailJ HInd you 
’ooB at hi, ’iBe ,y ,udder ’ooBsth at ,y fodderw and ’iBe xourtnay ’ooBsth 
at vicByNO

?tor,i decided no response ’as Sest to thatJ “erely shaBing her headw thenw she 
Segan strolling aSout the roo,w e'a,ining the paintings on the ’allsw as ’ell as the 
a,ount of ,ail in each So' and Sag that occupied eqery e,pty space in the roo,J 
?uch an astonishing collection of lettersw gift pacBagesw and photosN

H.hey really send you all this stuTAO
I,usedw .ho,i noddedJ H.here you see itN Fanna read so,eA ktMll a,a5e you 

,oreNO
?tor,i eyed a particularly fat enqelope under .ho,iMs handJ HkM, sureN FhatMs 

in thatAO
HkMll let you open it”if you let us Sug you aSout —eoTreyJO ?he picBed it up and 

’aqed it tantali5ingly Sefore herJ
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H?hould k Sug you aSout ?tephanA !r CharleyA !r ?i,onw eqenA beMs got so,e 
storiesw k discoqeredNO

.ho,i ’ouldnMt Se SacBed oTJ HIs long as k get to Sug you aSout —eoTrey J J J 
and I go WrstNO

4orgetting herselfw ?tor,i Slurtedw H.ho,asynaN must so you Bno’w heMs”O ?he 
stopped herself in ti,e fro, reqealing ’here he ’as right that ,o,entw said insteadw 
H”had phone calls fro, her this ’eeBJ kMd say ktMs not a pro,ising situation hereNO

Fell”there ’as that looB heMd faqored her ’ithJ Ind he ’asnUt alone ’ith her 
no’J ?ow proSaSlyw they ’ouldnMt Se doing ,uch fooling around J J J either pair of 
the,N 0roSaSly heMd pro,ised Dain a treat if he didnMt tell anyone heMd seen hi, at 
the ,arina ’ith beleneJ Fas he e'pecting her to say nothing as ’ellA

H9ooBw noSody ’ants her as an injla’J ?heMs a 3aBeN Forse than “arianneN Ind 
far less liBaSleNO

HPeahw and her donMt ’iBe horsesth eiderw and her donMt ’iBe to eat at our house 
and her donMt ’iBe”O

H?he 6ust puts up ’ith us to get ’hat she ’ants fro, hi, at that ,o,entNO
HFiBe Charleyw huhw .ho,AO
HPesw liBe CharleyN ?o ’e donMt ’ant to Se stucB ’ith herNO
Hk see ho’ it iswO responded ?tor, ’ith a hint of accusationw HPouMd liBe me to 

Se your saqiorNO 
?aid .ho,i candidlyw Hvow k ’ant you to Se Geoffrey’sN Co,e onw ?tor,N Make 

hi, recogni5e a real ’o,anMs in the sa,e houseN Ind thenw  one ga,e ’ith the 
othersw and youMre his foreqerN —uaranteedNO

H‘’ett ’inned ?tor, todaywO infor,ed Dainew getting to his Bnees in order to 
Setter reach the desBtopJ H‘ut vicBy thaid ‘’ettMsth too young for youw ?tor,J 
Ind you ith too good for the udder guysthN .haid —eoT should ’aBe up and s,ell 
the ’oseth Gfore so,eone picBsth Ge,J Ind —eoTrey thaid he ’asnMt gonna steal 
‘’ettMsth happinesth todayN “aySe to,orro’w huhw .ho,A .hatMsth ’hat that 
,eansthNO

H!oow perceptiqeNO uttered .ho,i ’ith a laughJ
HDoesnMt ,ean anythingN .ho,iw your idea is so ,uch rotting ,anureN 4irst of 

allw the ,an hasnMt acBno’ledged ,y e'istence fro, the Wrst day ’e ca,e to see 
Kogue and 4air’ind”unless he aSsolutely has toJ .elling you right no’w heMll neqer 
playN ktUs a practice proSaSly Seneath hi,N Fhich”NO

?he SroBe oT at .ho,iMs cynicalw laughingw HYee-ahNO L'asperatedw she thre’ 
a hand out at .ho,iw H9ooBw .ho,iw youMre in so,e tough straits Secause of 
CharleyMs ga,Sling oSsessionN PouMre going to say he should lo’er hi,selfJ J JO ber 
argu,ent trailed oT for .ho,iMs looB only accused her SacBJ HFhat k ,ean is”O

HPejessA PouMqe let the others lo’er the,selqes since you ca,e to ’orB thereN 
—eoTrey plays against the, for other staBes and neqer losesN .hatMs ’hy Charley 
’ouldnMt play if he didJO

HDad thayth be’eneMth got ’ess thensth than .ho,i or .i,,yw and —eoTreyMth a 
fool to Beep hanginM on her ’ineN .haid —eoTreyMth du,S as xeaf and they gotta get a 
ne’ ’ifeNO .he little Soy uttered this Sit of infor,ation as he spra’led across .ho,iMs 
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desB looBing for a sheet of paperJ HCan k ’ite a ’etterw toow .ho,A k need paper and a 
pencilJ Fhere is Ge,AO

HFellw that partMs trueJ xeath does need to get a ne’ lifeJ vot to ,entionw a wife of 
his o’nNO .ho,i set her little Srother up ’ith ’hat he needed and then poBed hi,J 
Hbo’ co,e you Bno’ so ,uch aSout all thisAO

Hk ’as hidinM under “o,Mth desB eatinM “o,Mth candiethwO he ans’ered readilyJ 
HInd Dad thaid ?tephanMth the Sest oM all your aG,irerersthw and he ’ished —eoTrey 
’ould ’eal J J J ’eal’i J J JO

HKeali5e J J JOpro,pted .ho,i and ?tor,i helpfullyJ
HPeahNO he said happilyJ Hbe ’ished —eoTrey ’ould ’eal’i5e that be’ene isth one 

Sig ’ife d’raininM ,ithtaBe and du,p her foreSer and ,a’ry StormJ Cause eqen if her 
thaysth Sad ’ords so,eti,esth and herMsth too d’rangerous’y p’etty for her o’n 
goodw herMsth got S’rainsth and  J J J and J J J whatw .ho,AO

Hk donMt Bno’ whatw SudJ k ’asnMt thereJ k could guessw thoughJO ?he encountered 
?tor,iMs ’arning ga5e and persistedJ H?eeA ktMs not 6ust ,eJ Everyone ’ants belene 
gone”and you ’ith hi,J beMs played her ga,e for so long he doesnMt Bno’ ho’ to 
do anything elseN ?ow put a stor, in his heartw ?tor,N Pou haqe one in yours for himNO

?tor,iMs lips parted to retort to that reco,,endationw Sut Daine had further 
pronounce,ents to pass onJ

HvicBy Bithesth xourtnay Sig long BithesthJ You donMt Bith ?tephan that ’ayw huhw 
.ho,A bo’ co,e you donMt Bith hi, ’iBe xourtnay Bithesth vicByw .ho,A Pou ’uq 
hi,w donMt youA Fhen I get Sig and k got a girlf’iendw k gonna Bith her ’iBe vicBy 
Bithesth xourtnayN Ind k ain’t gonna Se du,S ’iBe —eoTreyN No wayNO Daine didnMt 
Sother looBing up fro, his ’ritingJ HInd k gonna tell her k ’uq her alla ti,eN Ind 
DadMth gonna ’uq ,y all ,y girlf’iendsthNO

H.ho,asynawO uttered ?tor,iw her lips t’itching at DaineMs run on senti,entsw Hone 
of us had Setter shut this Soy up”O

HInd k gonna haqe ,ore senthe than .ho,i and .i,,y and be’ene J J J and 
“a’rianneN Ind —eoTrey tooNO he addedJ 

Fhile .ho,i stared do’n upon hi, ’ith a,used Sutw neqerthelessw SlacB reproofw 
?tor,iMs rich chucBles SuSSled forth despite her o’n strong feelings on this suS6ectJ 
?he crossed oqer to rap the top of DaineMs curly headw ’hich only ,ade hi, looB up 
and grinJ

?o,ething else co,ing to ,indw she saidw H?peaBing of your fatherw .ho,asynaw let 
,e infor, you that he pro,oted ,e to fore,an this ,orningw 6ust Sefore k left for 
Deqerill ballJO

H!ohN vo’ you can order —eoTrey to go out ’ith youNO
Pesw she ,ight haqe Bno’n sheMd thinB of so,ething e'actly liBe thatN !ther than 

giqing her a stern looBw ho’eqerw she ’ouldnMt Se dra’nJ Hk neqer e'pected a pro,otion 
this soonN kMqe only Seen there a couple of ’eeBsNO

HFhy hire so,eone oT the streetA Pou can get eqeryone to tend to SusinessN 4or thatw 
you are perfectNO

HEhjhuhJ Fellw if Susiness isnMt tended tow kMll Se looBing for the life of the one 
responsiSleN ?o donMt laughw .ho,asynaN kt could Se yoursN ‘ut J J J that isnMt allJO
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.ho,i struggled to recoqer a ,ore serious co,posureJ Hkt isnMtA FhatA be 
decide to ,aBe you staSle ,anagerw tooAO

HPesw da,n itNO
H!hw ’ellw your past ’ith your o’n place ,ustMqe conqinced hi, to do itJ be 

doesnMt let 6ust anySody near his desBNO
HNear  itA  kM,  a,a5ed  he  can find  itA  k  haqe  neqer  seen  such  a  horriSly 

disorgani5ed oGce in ,y lifeN k ’ill need a SucBet loader for sureN ?hoqels won’t cut 
itNO .ho,i gaqe a ’icBed laughw and ?tor,i regarded her darBlyJ H!hw yesw laughw 
da,n itNO

?he reached to plucB a’ay the yello’ enqelope .ho,i played ’ithJ Hkf youMre 
not going to satisfy ,y curiosity herew leaqe it aloneNO .ossing it asidew she resu,edw 
Hk hope you Bno’ kMd rather ,ucB stallsw handle diGcult Sirthsw or put up ’ith the 
ignorant parents of an unpro,ising Bid kM, struggling to teach”anything Sut sit 
Sehind a desBNO

H?o ’ould hewO .ho,i repliedw still chucBlingJ Hk do it for hi, ’hen k canJ kt 
does taBe so,e ti,e to Wgure out his syste,NO

?tor,i eyed her sBepticallyJ Hbe has oneAO
H?ureN kMll  teach it  to you ’hen k can get a note fro, —od and DrJ FrayN k 

suppose k ’onMt need one fro, ?tephanJO ber glance turned regretfulJ HM4raid 
“o,Ms Seen rightJ  ?tupid concussionMs Sothering ,e longer than k e'pectedN 
?houldnMt haqe run fro, hi,NO

.hat she harSored that regret also for the death of the colt sheMd ridden that 
dayw ?tor,i had no douStJ ?tephan had ,ade that rash proposal solely out of his 
concern for herJ bad he not done sow there ’ould haqe Seen no accidentJ

voting the change in her e'pressionw .ho,i de,andedw HFhat is  it you’re 
regrettingAO

“entally chastising herself for letting her feelings sho’J ?tor,i shooB her head 
slightlyJ H!nly that you ’ere hurtJ .hat ?her’yn ’as lostJO

Hkf k”O
HDonUt open the SooB to ,y Susinessw .ho,asynaN kt is closedNO
H.hatMs not fairN “y SooB is ’ide openN 0lus you liqe ’ith ,y fa,ilyNO ?he shot 

a looB do’n at her little Srotherw still Susy ’ith his lettersJ H.heyMre all free ’ith 
the lipsNO 

It ?tor,iMs acBno’ledging grinw she declared ’ith heatw Hk ’ish Charley had 
told ,e ,ore of  your storyN  ‘ut no”he 6ust  ranted aSout Seing cut out of 
eqerythingJO ber e'pression 3ooding ’ith earnest concernw .ho,i reached out 
a hand to ?tor,iJ Hvow reallyw if so,ething ’ere to happen to you Secause ofjof 
?tephanMs”now Secause of my insensitiqity”kMd”O

.’isting her hand aSoutw ?tor,i caught .ho,iMs in a Wr, claspJ H.ho,asynaN 
veither of you are insensitiqeN k appreciate your concernJ Keallyw k doN kMqe had no 
opportunity to for, any real friendshipsJ Dean neqer allo’ed it J J J sow itMs nice to 
feel that k ,ay Se aSle to do it no’NO

.ho,i eyed her reproachfullyJ HPouMre putting ,e oT againNO
HkM, notNO
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HPesw you areN 4riends help each otherw ?tor,N DonMt forget thatN Ind any one of ,y 
Srothers ’ould protect you fro, your e'N .hereMs ,ore than friendship ’aiting for 
you at Drea,FyndN bo’ could there notA PouMre 6ust too dangerously prettyNO

Hxai’ey thaid .hat ‘ad “an aM’ayth hurtsth youw ?tor,J ber thaid —eoTreyMth 
gonna hurt hi, for youJ EhjhuhN Ind”and —eoTrey thaid that guy ainMt neSer gonna 
hurt anySody eSer againN Ind noSody gotta Se asthcared of hi,NO

H.herew seeA “aySe he is ’aBing upN 9ooBw letMs giqe belene to DeanJ —eoTrey plays 
one ga,e of ’hateqer to ’in you a’ay fro, the othersw and our proSle,s are solqedN 
Fhat do you sayAO

Kecalling balleigh had earlier proposed the qery sa,e thingw ?tor,i cast her a 
s,iling looB ’ith a shaBe of her headJ 9etting go of her handw she got up fro, the desBJ 
H4irstw k say k ’ouldnMt ’ish Dean on anyoneJ ?econdw itMs not that si,ple to solqeN Ifter 
today thoughw k thinB if this one ’ere t’enty years olderw kMd taBe ,y chances ’ith himNO

H“ew ?tor,A MeAO
HPeahw Sut youMre ’ay too youngw re,e,SerA PouMll haqe to ,arry xaileyNO
4orgetting ’hat heMd said earlier at the —alleryw he persistedw HvoN k Se Sigger 

to,orro’N !Bayw ?tor,A k ’onMt ’et anySody hurt you no ,orew eiderNO
H!oohhhhw ’hat haqe ’e startedAO ’ondered .ho,i ’ith unholy ,irthJ
?tor, eyed the little Soy ’ith a,used resignationJ HIhw ’ellN Kather listen to hi, 

for an hour than ,y ,other for thirty secondsN Fhat are you doing ’ith those lettersw 
DaineA Fho are they forAO

H.hith onewO he saidw handing the Wrst one oqer to .ho,iw His for thith oneJO 0airing 
it ’ith a pretty Slue enqelope as yet unopenedJ HInd thith one isth for ’ho gaSe you 
that yello’ ’etter J J J and thith one isth for youNO ?,iling ’ith pridew he held up a neatly 
penned note to ?tor,iJ

HI love you Storm. Big Kisses DaineJO read .ho,i as she ga5ed across ?tor,iMs ar, to 
qie’ itJ 

HFo’ J J J he spells Setter than he talBsN Ind fro, right to left tooJ bo’ can you read 
it so RuicBAO

.ho,i shruggedJ HkM, left handed toow re,e,SerJ Frote that ’ay ’hen k ’as his 
ageN ?till do so,eti,esJ ?o does —eoTreyJ 9ooB at the si5e of that heartN k donMt Bno’ J 
J J 9ooBs liBe theyMll haqe to deal this Soy in to,orro’w tooNO

HDonMt Se giqing hi, ideasNO ?tor,i co,,anded ungraciouslyJ ?he gli,psed the 
clocB on the ’all to the right of the desBJ HThree-thirty! Shi-eepN ks that really the ti,eA 
k ,eant to Se gone long enough to ,aBe hi, sorry he sent ,e to DeqerillN vo’ heMll 
proSaSly ,aBe me sorry for ,aBing him sorryNO ?he dre’ a long Sreath and let it outJ 
HIhw ’ell J J J he proSaSly ’onMt ,aBe ,e regret ,y whole lifeN Ire you readyw DaineA 
FeMqe got to leaqe no’JO ?he held a hand out to hi,J 

Daine stood up in the chair and held his ar,s out to .ho,i for a hugJ —raSSing hi, 
upw she giqe hi, a Searjsi5ed oneJ xissed his ’hole faceJ be giggledw then ad,onished 
herw HDonMt forget to ,ail ,y ’ettersthNO

Hk ’onMt forgetJ Ind k ’onMt forget to giqe you any ’hen they ’rite SacBJO
H!BayNO he responded ’ith his usual enthusias,J HPou got tho,e no’AO
HPou Bidding ,eA They write him backAO
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Fordlesslyw .ho,i reached into a So' on the desB and pulled out a handful of 
letters sheMd already sorted out ’hich ’ere addressed to DainejInthony in care of 
herJ 

H?o,e for ?tacia and macRiJ I fe’ for KiBBi and balleigh J J J and 9yndsay J J J 
andw k thinBw ,y ,o,J Pepw here they areJ if k dug around long enoughw kMd proSaSly 
Wnd at least one for eqeryoneNO ?he sorted out all those she could Wnd i,,ediately 
and handed the, oqer to DaineJ HDonMt lose the,NO

Hk ’onMtNO be dutifully tucBed the, under his ar, and thrust his free hand into 
?tor,iMsJ

Is she helped hi, oT the chairw so,ething else ca,e to ,indJ H.ho,iw ’hat did 
you do ’ith that last SriSe of ,y uncleMsAO 4or he had tried to Suy .ho,i a’ay 
fro, ?tephan 6ust t’o days agoJ

H?hredded itJ balleigh tooB the piecesJ k donMt Bno’ ’hyw Sut she Bept the ’hole 
,essw dolphin frag,ents and allJ vot sure ho’ she ca,e to haqe thosew Sut she didJ 
k 6ust ’anted to Surn itNO

HDid sheA Fellw sheMs an artistJ “aySe she has a purpose for itNO ?tor,i proceeded 
out into the hall’ayw acco,,odating her stride to DaineMs shorter oneJ

Changing the suS6ectw .ho,i asBed herw HFill ’e see you tonight for rehearsalA 
FeMd Se thrilled if you and xourtnay sang ’ith usJ Pou Soth haqe such Seautiful 
qoicesN vothing at all liBe a ducBNO

HFhatAO uttered ?tor,i on a surprised laughJ HFho sings liBe a ducBAO
HCecilyN Pou t’o are honey for the earsN Cecily should Se shot and sBe’ered on 

a rotisseriew Sut ’eMll not d’ell on it no’NO
xno’ing Cecily ’as the local a,ateur actress taBing .ho,iMs place in the play 

’hich ’ould SeneWt mai,ee ?haine xel,annMs fa,ilyw ?tor,i laughed outrightJ HI 
little seqerew arenMt youA ?he ,ust haqe a decent Ruality so,e’hereNO

H?he can danceNO Is they descended the stairsw .ho,i cast an appraising eye oqer 
?tor,iMs tall shapely personJ H‘et you canw tooNO

H?tor, danced ’ith ,e in the fa,’y ’oo, ’ast nightw huhw ?tor,A Ind ‘’ettw 
tooJ ‘ut her ’ouldnMt dance ’ith .i,,y Gcauth he ’as ’udew and he got ,adNO

HPesw he didJ ve't ti,e he ’onMt Se such a SoorNO
H!ooow more dra,aNO .ho,i grinned at ?tor,iMs reproachful glanceJ H?ow Co,e 

tonightAO
?tor,i shooB her headw  softening her refusal  ’ith a  tolerant s,ileJ  Hvow 

.ho,asynaN k a, not interested in getting up in front of the ’orld to either dance 
or singN kMll sit and accept donationsw Sut that is itNO

.ho,i laughed and told herw  HPou Bno’ “o, and balleigh are ,ustering 
courage for thisJ k i,aginew Secause k haqe to giqe up the playJO I shado’ crossed 
her faceJ Hbe”he really ,eant for us to ,arry ne't 4ridayAO

.heyMd reached the Sotto, of the stepsJ ?tor,i half turned to ’rap an ar, 
around .ho,i ’ho stood on the ne't stair up and she gaqe her a Srief hugJ HPesw 
he didJ ‘ut donMt d’ell on itN be loqes youw .ho,iJ beMll al’ays taBe care of youNO 
0ressing her riSsw she challengedw H?eew youMre not really ready to ,arry hi, at allw 
are youA veqer ,ind do it to saqe ,y drangerous’y p’etty SehindNO
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Kecogni5ing that she used DaineMs SaSy ’ords to Beep the tone of this discussion 
lightw .ho,i couldnMt help Sut s,ile at itJ L'cept for thatw her e'pression re,ained 
unchangedw and she hunched a shoulderJ ?tor,i shooB her and started to respond to 
that actionJ ‘ut her little ad,irer suSli,ely cut her oTJ

HInd ’hen kM, a g’a,paw k gonna Se good to all the Bidsthw tooJ k ainMt gonna Se 
,ean to Ge, ’iBe yoursthNO

HkM, happy to hear itw DaineJ vot that 0apa ’as ,ean to usJ be ’asnMtw you Bno’N 
vo’w ,y —randfather Deqerill”,ore co,,only referred to as Grumpa Deqerill”is 
another ,atterJ Encle —reggory is e'actly liBe hi,N Il’ays too Susy to Sother ’ith 
us as you heard last ’eeBJO ?he then qo’edw HkM, going to start checBing under desBs 
and taSles fro, no’ on J J J back porches J J JO Kecalling that that ’as ’here .ho,i had 
hidden to eaqesdrop that past ?aturdayJ

.ho,i chucBled at thatJ ?heMd for,ed the intention to Ruestion her further aSout 
her grandparents ’hen the phone rangJ Fith a sound of i,patiencew she displayed eqery 
sign of ignoring itJ

?tor,iw her ar, still aSout .ho,iMs slight shouldersw stopped Sefore the cordless on 
the hall’ay taSleJ HIns’er itw .ho,asynaN Fe can let ourselqes outJ Fe let ourselqes inw 
after allN Ind the call could Se i,portantNO

.ho,i Sid her and Daine a reluctant so long and ’ent ans’er the phoneJ ?tor, and 
Daine continued do’n the hall’ay to the front door ’ith “ing trotting as escort in 
.ho,iMs placeJ 

must as ?tor,i pulled the heaqy door openw .ho,iMs e'asperatedw HIll rightN Ill rightN 
kM, comingN ‘ut kMd Setter Se aSle to leaqe way Sefore k did last nightNO traqeled out to 
the,J

HberMth ,adw huhw ?tor,AO Daine oSserqedJ Hbo’ co,eAO
4ro, those fe’ ’ords onlyw ?tor,i had a fair idea ho’ co,ew Sut she chose to eqade 

his RuestionJ Hk donMt Bno’w SudJ FeMll let her ’orry aSout itw oBayA 
be s,iled up at her as he slipped his hand into hersJ H.ho,i al’ayth gotsth 

proSru,sthw yMBno’J GCauseth herMsth fa,ousthJO
Fellw she ’as liBely to Se courting so,e ,ore GproSru,sMJ 4or if ?tephan ’ere to 

learn sheMd stolen oT to the 9ittle .heater todayw heMd liBely haqe a fe’ choice ’ords to 
say to herN bis patience ’as al,ost inWniteJ be might allo’ her to liqe”this ti,eJ Fellw 
that ’as Set’een the t’o of the,J ?he had her o’n concerns to deal ’ithJ vo need to 
parB herself in theirsN

Is the red 9e'us passed a darB Slue —rand 0ri' parBed opposite the Wrst of the Slue 
hydrangea Sushes gro’ing Seside CliT .opMs stone ’allsw a cell phone suddenly Slasted 
strains of You Ain’t Nothin’ But A Hound DogJ kts occupant ditched a half s,oBed 
9ucBy out the ’indo’ Sefore ans’ering itJ HPeahAO

HFhere are youAO
H!utside CliT .opJO
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H.ho,asyna .ollefsonMs placeA FhatMs going onAO
H?he ’as here ’ith her for a ’hileJ ?he 6ust leftJO
HIll right”all rightw Beep her in your sightsJ k ’ant to Bno’ eqeryone she seesw ’here 

she goesw ’hat she doesJO
HInd then ’hatAO
Hvot your SusinessJ must report SacB is all k ’ant you doingJO 
.he connection ’ent dead on the ’ordsJ
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6KptriedpwvpSdp nentWp—gwp,ydp-aJ,pv-paSvgwpIda-Npa-hpWpWpWpa-h't'Upuydpd-hdhpfnwyp
apeaJgdpJd,wgrdpvmpyvodtd,,-d,,Wp6Kmp,ydkhpded-p”g,wpg,dpapdifferentpwv-dpWpWpWpsomething0U

&dphnh-kwpLn,,pwydp,ah-d,,pg-hdr-dawypwydprdJrdwpa-hpwydpa--vldhpdPa,odrawnv-Wp6uvNp
,ydp,vprghdNpwyn,pwnLdNpwyawplvgp-ddhdhpwvpX-hp,vLdota dpwvp rlpSdmvrdp vLn-JpSa B!U

uwvrLp,ynmwdhpIan-dpn-pydrparL,Np,yvwpMn yvta,pap grnvg,ptvvBWp&dpdPotan-dhNp6Oantdlp
n-mvrLdhpLdNpSdmvrdpJvn-JpvGpfnwyp1dvGrdlNpwyawpydrp1ra-hLvwydrpKHpn,paprghdp
tahl'fyn ypn,pfylp,ydphnh-kwpJvpfnwyplvgWpuanhp,ydpldtt,pawplvgpa-hpfa-w,plvgpwvpJvp
Sa BpwvpThat Bad ManWpVvgpJdwpLahNpa-hplvgp rlWU

UuvNpydp a-qwpLaBdplvgpfvrBpnmplvgpJvwwap rl0UpX-n,ydhpsa DnNpfyvqhpSdd-pwydrdpmvrp
wyn,p v-edr,awnv-Wp6Ovgrw-alp,al,pwyawk,pwrgdWU

uwvrLnptdwpvgwpaptv-JpSrdawyNp,yaBn-JpydrpydahNp6Kpwrlp-vwpwvptdwpnwpJdwpwvpLdpwvpwyawp
dPwd-w'a-lLvrdNpa-lfalWp—gwpWpWpWpwvhalpWpWpWUp&drpLvwydrNpn-pydrpma dNporvLn,n-Jpwvp
rd-vg- dpydrp,yvgthp,ydpSd vLdpn-evtedhpfnwypv-dpvmpyn,p,v-,prg,ydhpSa BpawpydrWp
6Tyn-Jpn,NpLlpmaLntlpfnttp-dedrpSdpa-lwyn-JptnBdplvgr,WpVvgrpBnh,pardptg BlNpa-hpLv,wpvmp
wydLpB-vfpwyaw0U

6AdttNpwydlpattpyaedpwydnrptao,d,NUpMn yvta,prdotndhWp6uvphvp’-dwrapa-hpKWpnmplvgphnh-kwp
atrdahlpJgd,,pnwNpKpaLpmvvtn,ytlpyarSvrn-Jpyvod,pwyawplvgrpmvtB,pfnttpv-dphalprdatnHdp
wydlpov,,d,,pap vgotdpvmpwatd-wdhpa-hpn-wdttnJd-wphagJywdr,Npa-hptvedplvgpmvrpfyvplvgp
ard'-vwpmvrpfyvplvgpLarrlpWpWpWpvrpmvrpyvfpLg y0U

uydp,LntdhpSgwp,yvvBpydrpydahWp6Vvgrpyvod,pardpwvvpynJyNpMn yvta,WpKpyaedpapLvwydrp
a-hpapmawydr'odrnvhWpTydlkedp-dedrpSdd-p.vLpvrpIahWpVvgpa-hp’-dwrapyaedpSdd-pwyawp
wvpg,pmarpmarpLvrd0pKwk,p-vwp”g,wpSd ag,dpOvgrw-alk,pn-ptvedpfnwypMn Blpwyawp,ydp att,plvgp
FaoapMn Bpa-hp’-dwraNp.vLLa0puaLdpmvrpuwdoya-WU

6Youphv-kwp attpynLpFaoapMn BpvrpIahNpuwvrLWp&vfp vLd!Upa,Bdhpsa Dnp grnvg,tlW
uwa naNpfyvkhp,wvvhpattpwyn,pfyntdpDgndwtlpSd,nhdpsa DnNpyahpv-dpov,,nStdpa-,fdrpwvp

wyawWp6’k ag,dNpuwvrLphv-kwptnBdpSdn-Jp attdhpOartaNpygyNpuwvrL!U
6CrvLpwydpLvgwy,pvmpSaSd,pWpWpWUpLgrLgrdhpuwvrLnNp,Lntn-Jpman-wtlpawpwydptnwwtdpJnrtk,p

n-,nJywWp’twyvgJyNpwyawpfa,-kwpwydpfyvtdprda,v-W
Mn yvta,pLahdp-vprdLarBpwvpwyawNp”g,wp,anhNp6TaBdpynLpgopwvpwydpyvg,dWpKkttpLddwplvgp

n-pLlpvc dp,yvrwtlWU
6’-hp a-p,ydpyaedpovo vr-!Upuwa naporvLowdhpynLpdPod wa-wtlW
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6Kp,goov,dpnwpwouldpSdp rgdtpwvphd-lpydrpydrpmaevrnwdp,-a Bpg-hdrpwydp nr gL,wa- d,WUp
&dptvvBdhpSa BpawpuwvrLnWp6uydpwvthpLdNpwvvNpwyawpKpfnttp-ddhpapSnJpSvftmgtpa-hpaptvwpvmp
wn,,gd,NpLl,dtmNpnmpKpdedrpLdwpydr0U

’pSnJpSvftNpapSnJpSaftpWpWpWp,vLdwnLd,p,ydp-ddhdhpSvwy'a-hpwydpwn,,gd,0p6in,wd-pwvp
ydr0puydphvd,-kwptndpaSvgwpwyn,0pVvgkttpfa-wpwvpwaBdpgophrn-Bn-JpaJan-0U

Mn yvta,pJaedpaptagJyNp,yaBn-Jpyn,pydahWpOantdlk,pdar-d,wpa  vg-wpvmpydrp1kaLLapKHk,p
magtw,pa-hp5af,prdodawn-Jpn-pyn,pydahNpydprdotndhNp6Kkttpoa,,pv-plvgrpLvwydrk,pLd,,aJd,Np
OartaWp3opwvplvgpfyawplvgphvpfnwyp4dLWU

&drpdld,pfnhd-dhpawpwyawWp6Thankplvg0pTyawpLda-,pLvrdpwvpLdpwya-pwyawpSvftpvmp
ovo vr-0U

&dp,LntdhWp6’-hpthatpLda-,papJvvhphdatpwvpLd0Up&dp,anhpwyd-pwvpyn,phagJywdr,Np
6sa DnNplvgpa-hpuwa napJvpX-hpEtarBpa-hpTdrrayWpTdttpwydLpwydlpnmpwydlpyaed-kwp tda-dhp
wydpov-lpod-pSlp,goodrNpwydlphv-kwpJdwpa-l0U

6Aylphv-kwplvgp”g,wpahvowpwydL!UpuwvrLnpa,BdhpynLWp6Tydlkrdpydrdp-n-dwlb-n-dpodrp
 d-wpvmpwydpwnLdNpa-lyvf0U

6Kpfa,pwyn-Bn-Jpvmptdwwn-Jplvgpyaedpapya-hpawpwran-n-JpwydLpwvpydtopvgwparvg-hpydrdWU
6idwwn-JpLd!Up,ydp yattd-JdhNpSgwpwyd-p,anhprdahntlWp6YBalNpa,ptv-Jpa,pKp a-pfaedp

JvvhSldpwvpwydpoaodrfvrB0U
&dptagJydhWp6uvrrl0p—gwpamwdrpKpran,dpwydnrpSvarhNpKpfvgthpJned youpldwpanother ran,d0U
6Vvgp vgth-kwpran,dpnwpd-vgJy'atfal,p,goov,n-JpKkhpfa-wpwvphvpnw0Upuydp,warwdhp

vGpwvfarhpwydpyvg,dpfnwypydrp,LattpSgrhd-Wp6FrvSaStlpSdprdJrdwwn-Jpnwpfnwyn-pwyrddp
,d v-h,0U

6Fv,,nStlNUpMn Bp v- dhdhNp6SgwpKpyv-d,wtlpwyn-Bplvgp vgthphvpnwWU
6Kkttpwyn-BpaSvgwpnwNUp,ydp,anhNp-vwprdattlpSdtnden-JpydpLda-wpnwWp6TydlpLnJywpyaedpLvrdp

ovwd-wnatpwya-pwyv,dpnhnvwpJnrt,plvgpyahpydrdpawpXr,w0Up
6’S,vtgwdtl0UpydpaJrddhpydahn-JpvGpwvpwydpLan-pSar-Wp6Tyn-BpmanrtlpDgn Btl0pKpfa-wp

lvgrpa-,fdrpn-paphalpvrp,v0U
&dypWpWpWpydpdidpLda-pnwWpAv-hdrn-Jpfyawp,vrwpvmpXJgrdpydpLnJywpogwpv-pwyawpwa,BNp,ydp

ynBdhpgopwydpSa-BpwvpwydpSa BlarhNpSloa,,n-Jpwydp,wv-dp,wdo,WpK-papLn-gwdNp,ydkhpJan-dhp
wydpovr ypa-hpfd-wpn-,nhdW

K-pwydpBnw yd-Np,ydpLdwp’-dwraNpfyvpyahp”g,wphgLodhpapmrd,ypSaw ypvmpovo vr-pn-wvp
apygJdpfynwdpSvftpatrdahlpydaodhpfnwyp5gGlpBdr-dt,WpTydpLn rvfaedpved-pSddodhWpTydp
arvLapvmpLdtwdhpSgwwdrdhpa,,antdhpydrp-v,dWpKwpfa,pLvrdpwya-p,ydp vgthpSdarWp9dwgr-n-Jp
’-dwrak,pJrddwn-JNp,ydpSrvgJywpIan-dpa rv,,pwvpwydptnen-JprvvLpa-hphdov,nwdhpynLpgov-p
wydp vg yWpuydpBn,,dhpyn,p yddBNpwvvBpvmpyn,p,-daBdr,Npa-hpwyd-pygrrndhpSa Bpn-wvpwydp
Bnw yd-W

’-dwrapyahpa-pn dhpwdaprdahlpmvrpydrpv-pwydpn,ta-hWpuydp,anhpa,p,ydpfaw ydhpuwvrLnp
ydtopydr,dtmpmrvLpwydpSvftNp6KpXJgrdpydp a-kwp,alpa-lwyn-Jpnmplvgpfdrd-kwpwydpv-dpwvpovop
nwWU

6AdttNpydpcouldNUpuwvrLnprdotndhpmanrtlNpon Bn-JpgopwydpJta,,pvmpwdapa-hp,nwwn-Jphvf-p
awpwydpn,ta-hWp6—gwNpaooard-wtlNpOantdlpXttdhpynLpn-pv-pyvfpnwptnBdtlpyahpJv-dpmvrpLdNp,vp
ydk,pmvrJned-pLdpLlptao,d'wyn,pwnLd0U

’-dwrap,Lntdhpawpwyawpa-hpog,ydhpwydpSvftpwvfarhpydrWp6AyawpBdowplvg!pYrphnhp,ydp
rd,vrwpwvptv Bn-Jplvgpn-pwydphg-Jdv-pwvpLaBdplvgptn,wd-pwvpwydnrphdLa-h,!U
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6KkLp,grdpnwk,pfyawp,ydkhptnBdhpwvpyaedphv-dWp’ wgattlNpfdpfdrdpwydrdpmvrpWpWpWpfdttNp
a wgattlNpKphv-kwpB-vf how tv-Jpfdpfdrdpwydrd0pidwk,p,ddpWpWpWpyvgrNpLalSdptd,,!p.lp
Lvwydrprvlattlpon'wn BdhpLdpvGNpa-hpfdptdmwWpTyd-pIan-dpSdJJdhpwvpJvpwvpwydp
Sda ypmvrpyvwphvJ,Wp’-h after that, fdp,wvoodhpwvpoddpawpTyvLnk,Wp—dmvrdpKpB-dfp
nwNpwydpamwdr-vv-pfa,pyatmpvedr0U

6’y0pVvgpwdttpynLpwyn,!U
6MvWp—gwNpa,pOantdlp,ddL,pwvpyaedpwaBd-p,od natp ardpwvp vedrpLlpSgwwpmvrpLdpWpWp

W0U
6AdttNpKp a-prdtawdpwvplvgrp,nwgawnv-Wp.lpLvwydrpfa,-kwpwydrdpmvrpLdWpKwk,pSdwwdrp

-vfNpSgw'-vwptnBdpKpfn,ypnwp vgthkedpSdd-WpIvgSwpovo vr-pfvgthkedp v-,vtdhpLdp
wyd-0p.alSdp,vLdpharBp,Lvvwyp yv vtawd0U

uwvrLnptagJydhWpFg,yn-JpSa Bpwydp,wvvtNp,ydp,wvvhpgoWp6Kp,goov,dpKp,yvgthpwaBdp
wyn,pa-hpJdwphvf-pwydrdWpTydpma,wdrpKpfahdpwyrvgJypwyawpv da-pvmpoaodrfvrBNpwydp
ma,wdrpKp a-pJdwpvgwpwyawphvvr0U

6uwvrL0puwvrLn0p&dlNplvgpmvrJvwpallp wyd,dptdwwdr,p n-pwydp ar0Upsa DnpSgr,wp n-p
wyrvgJypwydpSa Bphvvrpfaen-JpapSg- ypvmpd-edtvod,pn-pwydpanrpa,p,ydp aLdpn-Wp6Tyn,p
v-dk,plvgr,0pTyd,dpardpmvrplvgNp.vLWp’-hp,vLdpmvrpil-h,alpa-hpLdpa-hpuwa naNp
wvv0p’-hpmvrpwydpSvl,Wp&vfp vLdplvgpJvwpaptdwwdrpawpTyvLnk,NpuwvrL!pIvplvg'U

&drpLvwydrprda ydhpvgwpa-hpotg BdhpwydLpattpmrvLpydrNptdwwn-JpydrpBddopwyv,dp
,od nX attlpydr,Wp6Tya-BplvgNpsa Dtl--d0pKpyvodplvgphnh-kwpvod-pa-lpwyawpfdrd-kwp
lvgr,0U

6Kphnh-kw0pEa-pKpwaBdpuwa napydr,!U
6MvWpAydrdpn,p,ydNpa-lfal!U
6uydk,pJv--apJvpon Bn-JpSdrrnd,pfnwyp—rdwwWU
6AdttNp,ydkttpJdwpydrptdwwdr,pfyd-p,ydpJdw,pSa BWp1vpydtopwydLpon B'g-td,,pwydrdp

fa,p,vLdwyn-Jplvgpfdrdp,goov,dhpwvpSdphvn-Jpmvrp,vLdv-dpdt,d0pinBdplvgrpmawydr0U
’ptvvBpvmp,ghhd-phaf-n-Jpn-pydrpma dNpsa Dnp rndhNp6Yy0pEtarBpa-hpTdrray0pKp

mvrJvw0UpYgwp,ydpra-NpSa-Jn-JpwydphvvrpSdyn-hpydrW
’-dwrap,yvvBpydrpydahpfnwypwvtdra-wpaLg,dLd-wNpa-hp,tnhpwydpStgdpd-edtvodp

wvfarhpuwvrLnWp6IpB-vfplvgphnh-kwpJdwpa-lptdwwdr,pawpTyvLnk,W pTyn,pfylplvgrp
Lvwydrpfa-wdhpwvp,ddplvg!U

6FarwtlWpTvthpLdpIda-k,pg- tdpya,pap”vSporv,od wpmvrpLdWUpuydp, vvodhpgopap
ya-hmgtpvmpovo vr-pwydp,aLdpwnLdp’-dwraphnhWp&drpya-hmgtpLahdpwyrddpvmp’-dwrak,W

6’-hplvgp,anh!U
6Avrh,pwvpwydpdGd wpKkhphndpydrdWU
’-dwrap,LntdhNpvSenvg,tlpotda,dhpwvpydarpnwWp6Vday!pKpyvodp-vwyn-Jpyaood-,pwvp

 ya-JdplvgrpLn-hWU
6AdttNpnwpfv-kwpSdpOv,Lv,pfyvphvd,pnw0UpTyd-Np-v- yata-wtlNp,ydp ya-Jdhpwydp

,gS”d wWp6Aydrdphnhplvgp,alp&dtd-dptned,!U
’-dwrapLg- ydhpa-vwydrpLvgwymgtpvmpovo vr-Nptdwwn-JpJvpwydnrpvrnJn-atpwvon Wp

6AdttNpydrpoard-w,ptnedpn-p.nhhtdwvf-Wpuydpfd-wpwvptnedpfnwypydrpJra-hLvwydrpn-p
.a,,a yg,dww,pamwdrpJrahgawnv-Npa-hpa,pmarpa,pa-lpvmpg,pB-vfNpnwk,pfydrdp,ydp,wnttpn,Wp
Ayl!UpTyd-pSdmvrdpuwvrLp vgthpLaBdpa-lp,vrwpvmprd,ov-,dNp,ydp,anhp5awtlNp6uydk,p
hereNpn,-kwp,yd!U
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Mvwpfa-wn-JpwvpSdpwydpv-dpSrdaBn-JpSahp-df,NpuwvrLnpJaedpa-pdtaSvrawdp,yrgJpa-hp
hn, tanLdhNp6sg,wpfv-hdrdhNpn,pattWU

6VdayNpvgwpvmpwydpStgdplvgpa,BpLd!pAyawNpfydrdpwydlpv-pwydpSda y!pYrpydahn-Jpvgwp
v- Whispers!Up

6TydlpwvvBpwydpSvawpvgwWU
6Mn Blpa-hpOvgrw-alpfnwypwydL!U
6Vd,WU
6AdttNpLalSdpwyn,pfnttpSdpwydpta,wpwnLdpydptdw,pydrpn-eahdpyn,p,oa d0Up’-dwrapwygLodhp

ydrpJta,,pSa Bphvf-pgov-pwydpn,ta-hk,pwvoWp6—gwpKpfvgth-kwpogwpnwpoa,wpMn BlpwvpwatBp
lvgpgop-v-,wvo0pAyn yp vgthpog,yp1dvGrdlpn-wvphvn-Jp,vLdwyn-Jp,wgonhpSd ag,dpvmp
yn,pmdarpvmpmattn-Jpwvvpmarpmvrpyoupfyd-pydpmddt,pydpya,paptvlatwlpwvpher0U

’ttprnJywNpwyawpLnJywpdPotan-pyn,pn-hnGdrd-wpSdyaenvrNp drwan-tlWp—gw'fyawpvmpwyawp
orvLn,n-JptvvB!

Oh, never mind that0p vLLa-hdhp.n-hW Practice what you preach0pYou say Thomi 
isn’t really ready to marry Stephan, but what about yourself0pYou haven’t said goodbye to 
Lawron. Dean is still here. You’re letting poker games be played over you. You’ve got serious 
issues to straighten out before you start dreaming of a life with anyone else0

Serious issues0
KppKppK

’,pLg ypa,p,ydporvwd,wdhpwyawp,ydphn,tnBdhpwydpSg,n-d,,pd-hpvmpwydpSg,n-d,,Np,ydpyahp
apydahpmvrpnwWp—dwwdrpwya-pydphnhpynL,dtmNpMn yvta,pahLnwwdhpfnwyp yddrmgtp,awn,ma wnv-p
fyd-pydptvvBdhpn-pv-pydrptawdrWp

6VdayNplvgkrdp”g,wp,aln-Jpwyawp,vplvgp a-p, raodpnwpvGplvgrpSvvw,pv-wvpLlp5vvr0Up,ydp
rdwvrwdhporvLowtlW

6’-hp-vfpKkttpwaBdpLlp tda-drpSvvw,pgopwvpwydpyvg,dpa-hpJdwprdahlpmvrprdydar,atWpugrdp
lvgphv-kwpfa-wpwvp vLd!pVvgkhpLaBdpTyvLnk,phalpnmplvgphnh0U

uwvrLnp,yvvBpydrpydahWp6uanhpKkhp,nwpa-hpwaBdphv-awnv-,pmvrpydrWp’-lwyn-JNpSgwp,dwpap
mvvwpv-p,waJd'ded-pmvrpydr0U

6&darhpwyawpSdmvrdNUpMn yvta,pLg,dhWp6uydkttpSdpvod-n-Jpwydp,yvfWU
6’-dwra!pVvgkrdpkidding0pTyvgJywp,ydkhp v-,d-wdhpwvphvponep,dwNpa-hpwyawk,pnw!U
6Vd,NpfdttNpaooard-wtlNpsanLddpya,paptvedpmvrpwydpa  vrhnv-WpFvtBa,podrBpydrpgopfyd-p

,ydk,pmddtn-JpSahWpuydp attdhpdartndrpwyn,pamwdr-vv-pa-hpSdJJdhpLdpwvpodr,gahdp’-dwrapwvp
otalpXr,wWpK-p a,dp,ydp vgth-kwp,walpmvrpwydpfyvtdpamwdr-vv-WUp&dp,LntdhpaovtvJdwn attlWp
6Kp vgth-kwpwdttpydrp-vWU

6Ayd-plvgpJvn-Jpwvpwdttpydr!pTv-nJyw!U
6YrpwvLvrrvfWpDefinitelypSlpug-halpamwdr-vv-0U
63ybygyWpKpmvrd,ddp,vLdpXrdfvrB,Npug-halpamwdr-vv-0U
6Vd,NpSgwp,ydptved,pLdNUpydpa-,fdrdhpfnwyp yddrmgtp v-Xhd- dpa,pydpydahdhpmvrpwydp

hvvrWp6uydkttpmvrJnedpLd0U
uwvrLpfaw ydhpynLptdaedNp,yaBn-Jpydrpydahpa,pydpfd-wpvgwWpFrvSaStlpv-tlpwaBdpv-dp

vmpyn,ptaHlNpaovtvJdwn pJta- d,pa-hpaphddopBn,,WpAvgthpfvrBpmvrpydr0p&drpen,nv-pvmpwyn,p
, d-arnvp ya-JdhNpSd vLn-Jp-vwpMn Bpa-hp’-dwraNpSgwp,ydpa-hp1dvGrdlWptv-JNphddoNp
,fddwpBn,,d,pWpWpWparL,pwyawpydthpydrporvwd wnedtlpa-hpov,,d,,nedtlNpldwpJd-wtlWputvfpya-h,p
wyawpB-dfpord n,dtlpfyawpfvgthpLaBdpydr'
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’pJrdd-pSnttp5gwwdrdhphvf-pn-pmrv-wpvmpydrWp’pone-hundredphvttarpSnttpwyawp,dwwtdhp
gov-pwydptdhJdrpvod-pSdmvrdpydrWpuwarwtdhNp,ydptnmwdhpydrpJaHdpmrvLpnwpwvpnw,pvf-drWp’-hp
hrdfpn-paphddopSrdawyWp&drpydarwp,BnoodhpapSdawNpwyd-p,dwwtdhpn-wvpap,tvfpwyghW

6CvrplvgrpwyvgJyw,WpivvBdhpa,pwyvgJypwydlpLg,wpSdpfvrwypLvrdpwya-papod--l0U
&drp vtvrphddod-dhp,wnttpLvrdWp1vvh-d,,Npfyd-pyahpydpJvwwd-pSa B!p’-hpfydrdp

fa,p&dtd-d!pYr'yahpydpa wgattlpBn,,dhpydrpvG!pMvwpv-dpwvpa,,gLdpa-lwyn-Jpfydrdpnwp
 v- dr-dhp1dvGrdlNp,ydpn-Dgnrdhpn-papodrmd wtlp vLov,dhpwv-dNp6’rd-kwplvgpJvn-Jpwvp
rdydar,atpfnwypwydpvwydr,!U

uyven-Jpapontdpvmpoaodr,pa,nhdNpydpodr ydhpgov-pap vr-drpvmpwydphd,BWpuvLdwyn-Jpdt,dp
ydkhp-dedrphv-dpSdmvrd'-vwpfyntdp,ydkhp,awpawpnwNpawpa-lprawd0p6Mvwpwv-nJywWpz-”vlplvgrp
halpfnwypLlptnwwtdpSrvwydr!U

6Vd,Npa wgattlNpKphnhWU
&dpJaedpap,tnJywp-vhWp6&dk,pd-wdrwan-n-JWp—gwNp-vwNpKpwyn-BNpa,pd-wdrwan-n-Jpa, yourp

halhrdaLWpAyvpfdrdplvgpfnwy!pTyvgJywpnwp vgthpSdpLdNpSgw'Up&dpwv,,dhpapStgdp
d-edtvodphvf-pSdmvrdpydrpfydrdpnwp vedrdhpwydpyg-hrdhbhvttarpSnttWp6EvgthpSdpynL0U

Tydpd-edtvodpfa,pvod-pa-hp,dedratpoyvwv,p,onttdhpvgwWpFyvwv,pvmpiafrv-patv-dWpYmp
wydLpwvJdwydrWpK-papmdfp,yvw,NpOantdlpdLSra dhpynLNpBn,,n-Jpyn,p yddBWp—gwNpa,pLg yp
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“W hy are you here?” Geodrey ini’tb lobher gea’n’w iov’ bo her ge.egH ser 
vn’iov vap oTe’H Ihab vougi ioH

“f kegb you phougi m’ov poPebhn’wH” sege’e boom od her pu’wgappep a’i Tarmei 
bheP n’ her TurpeH cuggei a vhnbe e’.egoTe kroP a’obher ToSmeb ok nbH ,he hegi nb 
avay kroP hnP a PoPe’bq ap nk phe vap’tb !unbe pure phe va’bei bo ha’i nb o.erq bhe’ 
LnTTei nb bovari hnPH 

se meTb hnp ha’ip vhere bhey vereq o’e ab hnp hnTq a’i bhe obher hoomei n’ hnp vnieq 
boogei geabher legbH “Whabe.er you bhn’m you ha.e np ’ob won’w bo Sha’we Py Pn’i—”

“f bhn’m nb vngg— fb phougi— joomq fYf io Sare kor youq GeodH f ioH fbtp Dupb H H H veggq nk 
you Sougi o’gy io poPebhn’w else kor vorm— ftP pSarei bo ieabh ok horpepYyou m’ov 
bhabH f Dupb Sa’tb TnSbure Pypegk hereH fti ’e.er Ab n’H”

“xou ’e.er brneiH 'oep’tb Pabber ’ovH xoutre kree bo io vhabe.er you va’bH”
,he Sapb hnP uT a’ nPTgorn’w goomH “Bgg f va’bei vap up bo le our own kaPngyH Away 

kroP our kaPngnep—”
“f Sa’tb io bhabq sege’eH f u’ierpba’i vhy you keeg ap you io aloub your ov’ 

kaPngyq lub Pn’e np indere’bH f bogi you bhab kroP bhe lewn’’n’wH”
,he wob oub ok bhe Sarq peb bo peiuSe hnPH ,ani SoaKn’wgyq “fk you reaggy go.ei PeY”
se lrouwhb uT a ha’iq Pamn’w her Taupe vhere phe vapH “'o’tb— Whabtp io’e np 

io’e— xou hai your Sha’SepH xou lgev bhePH ftP Po.n’w o’—”
,he Tub her ha’i oub bo hnPH “fMP porryq brugy— cgeapeq io’tbY”
snp Segg Tho’etp inpbn’Sbn.e bo’e n’berruTbei bhePH se bhouwhb aloub gebbn’w bhe 

Sagg woq lub bhe’q egeSbei bo ab geapb pee vho ’eeiei hnPH ,een’w bhab nb SaPe kroP 
hnp kabhertp oOSeq he a’pverei nbH “,borP? Whabtp won’w o’?” ,he bogi hnPq a’i he 
a’pvereiq “xou ha.e bhe aubhornby bo ieag vnbh bhePH Rub wn.e Pe a peSo’iH ftgg le 
rnwhb bhereH” 

Wap ap wooi ap a’y eKSupe bo gea.e bhnp pSe’eH coSmebn’w bhe Tho’eq he pani bo 
sege’eq “f ha.e bo woH f reaggy io’tb bhn’m ve ha.e a’ybhn’w egpe bo bagm aloubH” ,bngg 
’ob aSSeTbn’w bhab e’.egoTeH

sege’e pho.ei nb laSm n’bo her TurpeH Rnbbergy apmeiq “,oq aP f bo le reTgaSei vnbh 
bhab reiheai 'an’e vap vnbh bhnp Por’n’w? Who np pheYlepniep Nangeytp Pobher a’i 
Nourb’aytp pnpberq f Pea’?”

“Ey kabhertp korePa’ a’i pbalge Pa’awerH”
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sege’e oTe’ei her eyep vnieH “snp foreman? Manager?” Wnbh a Peapure ok 
inplegnekH “xou Pea’ phetp working here? 'o you reTorb bo her?”

“f ha.e bo woH sa.e a pake brnT—”
“ftP ’ob gea.n’w yeb— xou korwebYI ha.e kaPngy hereq boo—”
“9orwn.e PeH 9orweb np vhab your Tare’bp va’bei Pe bo ioH ,o ’ov f ha.eH”
Wnbh bhabq he pbroie bo hnp bruSmH Gob n’q pTu’ arou’iq a’i heaiei o’ iov’ 

bhe vhnbe pbo’e irn.e bo bhe lar’H jekb her pba’in’w bhere ago’eH
-  -  -

“Whab ini he pay? fp he Pai?”
“f io’tb nPawn’e hetp ia’Sn’w vnbh Doyq io you?”
Ugarm phruwweiH “f wuepp ’obH”
“xour pnpber peePp bo le Pore porry bha’ you areq loy— Whytp bhab? xou goomn’w 

bo web mnSmei oub ok here? f Sa’ arra’we kor bhabq you m’ovH FnSmtp Paie Pe lopp 
arou’i hereq n’ Sape ’o o’etp bogi you bhab yebH”

Ierrah vhnPTerei a’i Tgeaiei vnbh her bo reSo’pnierH Ugarm lnb hnp gnT lub pani 
’obhn’wH ,borPn TaSei bhe Loor a pTaSeq bryn’w bo Awure vhab phe Sougi pay bhab 
vougi egnSnb poPe rePorpe kroP hnPH 9n’aggyq phe pboTTei lekore hnPH

“xou m’ovq ftP porry f  ini’tb bur’ you n’ bhe Arpb bnPe f Sauwhb you vnbh 
SnwarebbepH Rubq f wa.e you a peSo’i Sha’SeH B’i o’gy two days gaberq youtre oub 
bhere awan’Ygnwhbn’w uT— Whab nk bhe lar’ Sauwhb Are? UeirnS vap bhe o’gy o’e 
n’ bhereq lub pbnggYhov haTTy vougi ErpH Gree’e ha.e lee’?” ,borPn le’b Sgope 
bo Ugarm a’i boom hnp Shn’ lebvee’ her go’w A’werpH “Wetre boo ge’ne’b vnbh you 
bvoH xou ouwhb bo le boppei oub ok hereq you and your horpepH Fe.er le aggovei 
laSm—”

“B’i f awree vnbh her— Ugarmq youtre breain’w .ery bhn’ nSe hereYa’i nbtp zugy—” 
Geodrey e’berei hnp kabhertp oOSe n’ bnPe bo hear ,borPntp ieSgarabno’H “ft.e Dupb 
n’pTeSbei bhe iaPaweH xoutre guSmy ,borP kou’i you Arpb— ftP n’Sgn’ei bo A’i a 
punbalge pvnbSh H H H Ierrahq you Sa’tb le ap n’’oSe’b ap you goom— xou m’ev he vap 
pPomn’wH”

“She vapq boo—” Ugarm lurpb oubH
“Foq f vap’tb—” Ierrah pvnkbgy phob laSmH
“Fob rnwhb thenq” Ugarm n’korPeiH “Rub you vere—” 
“f Dupb boom o’e TudH f io’tb gnme nb—”
“B’i you bhrev nb avay n’ bhe Aegi—” pbabei UgarmH 
“You bhrev yours n’ bhe hay— 'o’tb gne— xou ini—”
,borP pbranwhbe’ei a’i goomei o.er ab GeodreyH “We ha.e a lnwwer TrolgeP 

bha’ ve m’ev vnbh bhePH Fob o’gy are bhey pPomn’wq ft.e Sauwhb bheP pbeagn’w 
bhn’wp kroP our baSm rooPH Fob Dupb bhe pPagg bhn’wpq enbherH”

“f m’ovH 6’e ok IhoPntp lepb paiige lga’mebpH 8nmmntp a’i saggenwhtp lrnigepH 
My ’ev lga’meb H H H What ini you pay you vere ion’w vnbh bhePq awan’?”

“zupb phovn’w bheP bo TeoTgeH Ihey gnme peen’w pbud bhabtp herp a’i e.eryloiytp 
H H H a’iYmnip Tay Pe bo phov bheP pbud—”

“zupb showing pbud? sov np nb bhab pbud ’e.er SoPep laSm bo up?”
Ugarm hai’tb a’ybhn’w bo pay bo bhabH zupb hu’Shei a phougier a’i goomei avayH
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“Ey pnpberp  are alpogubegy rnwhbYPy kabher isn’t Sharwn’w e’ouwh—” Pupei 
Geodreyq eyn’w Ugarm vnbh iarm TroPnpeH “,borPq you phougi’tb ha.e Saggei Dupb 
PeH xou phougi ha.e Saggei bhe TognSeY”

Ugarmtp pegk0So’Aie’Se puiie’gy bur’ei bo poPebhn’w ’ear berrorH “No— Noq ftP 
porryq Geod— so’epb— f vo’tb io nb awan’— so’epb— cgeapeq Tgeapeq io’tb Sagg bhe 
TognSe—” 

“xouti lebber Pea’ nbq  loy— f  A’i oub yout.e e.e’ wga’Sei ab a lubb o’ bhe 
wrou’iq youtre hnpboryH Robh ok you— Bp kor stealing H H H”

“6mayq omay H H  H  vetgg apm Arpb—” fb vap pTome’ vnbh ear’epb SoPTgna’Seq a’i 
Geodrey peePei bo aSSeTb nbq po ,borPn hegi her bo’wueH f’ her oTn’no’q Ugarm 
Ualobbtp vori Pea’b ’obhn’wq a’i Ierrahtp ’ob PuSh PoreH

B hor’ pou’iei oub n’ bhe irn.evayH Geodrey Tub a ha’i ab bhe laSm ok Ugarmtp 
heai a’i Paie hnP web uT kroP bhe ShanrH “xour Tare’bp are hereH Ihe o’gy reapo’ 
ftP ’ob beggn’w bheP vhab haTTe’ei np leSaupe f ioulb bheyti io a’ybhn’w aloub nbq 
a’yvayH Wetgg ieag vnbh nb rnwhb hereH xoutre o’ Trolabno’q lobh ok youH ,beT oub ok 
gn’e awan’q a’i bhe TognSe will le Saggeiq a’i you will le oub ok hereH ;’ierpba’i?”

Ihey ’oiieiH Geodrey geb wo ok Ugarmq a’i bhe bvo Shngire’ pSaPTerei oub ok 
bhe oOSe gnme lu’’nep o’ bhe ru’H

“se ini’tb phov po PuSh So’Ser’ vhe’ f bhreabe’ei bo Sagg bhe SoTpq” olper.ei 
,borPnH “Ierrah iniH”

“xeahq f bhn’m bhenr Tare’bp are len’w vabSheiH Rub ap bhey io’tb Pnpbreab bhe 
mnip ThypnSaggyq ap kar ap f Sa’ peeq bheytre gekb ago’eH ftgg agerb EoP a’i 'aiq a’i 
vetgg meeT a Sgoper eye o’ bhePH”

“I ha.e lee’ bhreabe’ei vnbh bhe alpogube Sare ok bhePH”
Geodrey goomei aPupeiH “6hq bhabtp Srueg— Wap he uTpeb you pTe’b bhe iay ab 

bhe leaSh n’pbeai ok SoPn’w laSm hoPe gnme you phougi ha.e?”
“;Tpeb f ini’tb SoPe laSmH se ioep’tb m’ov vhere f pTe’b bhe iayq aSbuaggyH 

;’gepp your Pobher beggp hnPH 6r 'an’eH WhnSh np bobaggy gnmegy—”
“Weggq io’tb pveab nbH se ioep’tb m’ov vhere f pTe’b bhe iayq enbherH 6r vnbh 

vhoPH Rub ’ovq ftP pure hetp Tub bvo a’i bvo bowebherH sege’e pnbbn’w bhere 
lepnie bhe roai gnme phe vap—” 

Ihere vap bhab n’ hnp eKTreppno’ bhab agerbei her hnp Peebn’w vnbh sege’e hai’tb 
wo’e veggH ,he hai a bhouwhb bo a Sapuag n’!unry lub rekran’eiH

,Tyn’w bhe Pepp ok Thobop gnbbern’w hnp kabhertp huwe iepmq he olper.eiH “xou 
pharei bhepe vnbh her akber aggH”

“Wegg H H H ve vere n’berruTbei H H H”
,borP Po.ei bo Sgea’ bheP uT a’i pbud bheP laSm n’bo bhe e’.egoTeH ,he 

Sougi’tb !unbe Pame bhe gebberp Ab n’ ap bhey hai ornwn’aggyq po phe DaPPei bheP 
n’bo her laSm ToSmebH  ,buSm bhe e’.egoTe ok Thobop n’ bhe obher o’eH jekb bhe 
hu’irei0ioggar lngg rnwhb vhere nb vapH ,o ini heH

“f  hu’wtyq  EoPPa—  EoPPa  Febra  ini’tb  Pame  ’ooo  puTTerH  ser  pani 
IhoPtpy’atp  Pamn’t  puTTerH  Ua’  ve  wo  bo  IhoPntpy’atp  a’i  hal  puTTerq 
EoPPa?” Nangey wa1ei uT ab her vnbh hoTekug eyepq ha’wn’w o’ bo o’e ok her 
ha’ip vnbh lobh ok herpH
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“Wetgg ha.e puTTer rnwhb hereq” Geodrey bogi herH “'oep your Pobher m’ov hov bo 
Pame a’ybhn’w lepniep ToTSor’?”

“xeTq her ioep— B’i Nourb’ay ioep— Nourb’ay Pamei vobp ok puTTerp kor up vhe’ 
ve vn.ei o’ bhe lupq huhq EoPPa? f vnme bhe lupH sov SoPe ve io’tb vn.e o’ nb ’o 
Pore?”

“ReSaupe B’ebra pani phe ini’tb va’b up gn.n’w n’ bhe lup nk ve vere vormn’w hereH”
“Ihab ’nSe ok herq huhq EoPPa? f vu. EoPPa FebraH sertp ’nSer bha’ GtaPPa 

f1—” NeeTn’w her Pobhertp ha’i n’ o’e ok herpq Nangey reaShei kor Geodreytp vnbh her 
kree o’eH “B’i f vu. Py Wavreyq a’i Py 'ate Geodq a’i my EoPPaq boo—” ,he pPngei 
uT ab bhePH “,oq vebtp eab—” 

Ihe bhouwhb ok len’w ago’e n’ bhe houpe vnbh Geodreyq Nangey ’obvnbhpba’in’wq 
Aggei her vnbh a ireaikug a’bnSnTabno’H ,he hoTei nb vougi’tb phov H H H againH

Geodrey Po.ei bo Tub a ha’i bo her phougierq urwn’w her korvariH Rub phe pbeTTei 
avayH snin’w her So’kupno’ lehn’i ieke’pn.e’eppq phe Shagge’wei hnPH “Whabtp with 
you agg ok a puiie’? Ihnp Por’n’wq f laregy eKnpbei— Fovq youtre reaiy kor Pe bo Pame 
puTTer kor you? *ab nb n’ Py SoPTa’y?”

se pbeTTei arou’i Nangey a’i lurnei hnp ha’i n’ bhe bhnSm’epp ok her hanrH 
“8ePePler hov f bogi Rrebb f vap’tb won’w bo pbeag hnp haTTn’epp bhnp Por’n’w?”

EuSh boo avare ok hnp bouShq phe reTgnei wuarieigyq “xee0ahH”
“Fob Por’n’wq a’y Pore—” sehH Weggq ol.noupgyq 'an’e hai wobbe’ bhe brue pe’pe ok 

Geodreytp reParm—
Whnge nb Paie her gauwhq ,borPn eyei hnP vnbh gn.egy inplegnekH “Rub yout.e lee’ 

poYpoY”
“En11ertlgeq” puTTgnei Nangey hegTkuggyq wueppn’w vhere her Pobher vap won’w vnbh 

bhnpH 
,borPn Tabbei NangeyMp heaiH “xeah— ,oq vhabtp Sha’wei? fp phe really wo’e?”
se vougi’tb aSm’ovgeiwe a’ybhn’wH cnSmn’w Nangey uTq he urwei ,borPn bovari bhe 

ioorH “Rrebbtp wob bhe Popb be’ier pbeamp n’ bhe krniweH xou va’b bo Soom n’pnie or oub?”
“6ub pou’ip wooiH” 6ub Pnwhb le paker kor her TeaSe ok Pn’i H H H
“6ub nb np—”
Ihey pharei bhe bapmp ok TreTarn’w a’i wrnggn’w bhe PeagH Bp phe nPawn’eiq nb vap 

inOSugb kor her bo vorm vnbh hnP po Sgopegy a’i meeT her keegn’wp u’ier So’brogH xepq 
Geodrey Sougi Pame her agPopb korweb her keegn’wp kor javrey rnwhb ’ovH Would Pame 
her korweb H H H n’ bnPeH 6mayq ’ob forgetq TreSnpegyH Rub H H H geppe’ her porrov So’pnieralgyH

Rub bhe’ H H H pheti m’ov’ nb bhe .ery Arpb n’pba’b pheti pee’ hnP oub n’ bhe pbalge 
yariH ,hnrb odq phoen’w a bagg cerShero’0Ihorouwhlrei SroppH Geodreyti wga’Sei uT 
ab bhenr arrn.agH Gree’ eyep hai Peb wray kor a’ egeSbrnS PoPe’b ap ,borPn eKnbei bhe 
SarH f’ bhab n’pba’bq her Pn’i hai wo’e Pnppn’wq bamn’w bhe PePory ok javro’ vnbh 
nbYap vegg ap 'ea’tp reSe’b var’n’w ok vhab vougi haTTe’ phougi phe ePlarm uTo’ 
a ’ev regabno’phnTH Bgg bhab Aggei her lran’q ab bhe bnPeq vap ’e.er hai phe wgnPTpei po 
worweoup a Pa’ n’ her gnke—

Whnge phe hai Serban’gy ’obnSei hnp puTernor henwhbq hnp TerkeSb korP a’i bhe vay bhe 
pveab wgnpbe’ei o’ vegg0ie.egoTei PupSgep‘ bhnSmq va.yq lgue lgaSm hanr bhab her A’werp 
m’ev a’ nbSh bo Tgay n’Ybhe vay ,beTha’ Tgayei n’ IhoPntpYvhab hai abbraSbei her 
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Popb vere bhope eyepH ,o ieeT a’ ePeragi wree’H ,o eapy bo web gopb n’ bhe Pypbery ok 
bhePH Bp u’ie’nalgy ha’ipoPe ap he vapq eyep gnme bhope Sougi braT a wnrg SoPTgebegy 
e.e’ nk he hai’tb lee’H

B’i phe hai lee’ braTTeiH Ihab !unSmH
Uapuaggyq Geodrey reParmeiq “9a’bapytp phovn’w TroPnpe agreaiyH 'ai Pe’bno’ hnp 

Tga’p kor her?” se Tgabei bhe pbeampq bhe wrnggei Tobaboepq a’i bhe Sor’ o’ bhe Solq boom 
nb agg o.er bo bhe TnS’nS balgeH

“Fob bo Peq” ,borPn reTgneiq gnkbn’w Nangey uTo’ bhe le’Sh a’i pnbbn’w lepnie herH “f 
eKTeSb phetgg le kor page e.e’buaggyH ,he peePp bo le a SagP a’i !unSm pbuiy— WhnSh np’tb 
bo pay phe hap ’o Are—”

se Shope bo pnb oTTopnbe bhePH Bp he aSSeTbei a kugg Tgabe kroP herq he paniq “xoutre 
bhe o’e vho SagPp bhePH Ihey kagg u’ier your pTeggq a’i bheytgg io a’ybhn’w bo Tgeape 
you—” ,he phob hnP a wga’Se lub pani ’obhn’wH zupb vanbeiH ,ure e’ouwhq he aiieiq “jnme 
Py lrobherp H H H”

“xeahq f m’ev bhab vap SoPn’w—” ,he Tomei a SuSuPler vnbh her kormH “'ni’tb ka1e 
you—”

“6hq pveebhearbq you io’tb m’ov hov Pa’y pgeeTgepp ’nwhbp yout.e Saupei Pe bhepe 
Tapb bhree veemp—”

,he wa.e a inplegne.n’w gauwhH “Whab? xou payn’w bhab your kaPngy hap o’gy bogi Pe 
bhe brubh? Ihab yout.e lee’ pbruwwgn’w vnbh vhab bo io vnbh your gnkeq ’ov bhab ft.e 
vagmei n’bo nb—”

se aSm’ovgeiwei nb vnbh a pgnwhb ’oi a’i pPngeH “Ihab vougi le a kanr appeppPe’b 
ok nbH”

,he phoom her heaiq ’ob reaiy bo aSSeTb bhab ap reagnbyH 
se goomei ab her o.er hnp Sor’ SolH “xou are’tb Dupb a’obher Trebby kaSeH Fob n’ bhe 

geapb So’Senbeiq a’i you io’tb bry bo peiuSe e.ery Page vho wn.ep you bhe eye— xou Sa’ 
ru’ bhnp TgaSe ly yourpegkq a’i youtre bhe o’e uT eargy PuSmn’w pbaggpH 9oggov orierp 
vnbhoub boo PuSh SoPTgan’bH so’epbgyq youtre bhe lepb bhn’w bhabtp haTTe’ei bo bhnp 
TgaSeH Nourb’ayq booH”

“Who are youq a’i vhab ha.e you io’e vnbh Geodrey Ioggekpo’?” sov vo’ierkug 
nb vougi le nk her Tare’bp Sougi hear hnP payn’w agg bhnpH 'ea’q boo— *.e’ 8ubhe H H H

Geodrey pPngei a’i Aphei a kev ok IhoPntp TnSmgei DagaTe’op oub ok bhe DarH ,borPn 
Tub her ha’i oub kor bhe Dar o’Se heti wobbe’ hnpH

“,o H H H vhab vap nb bhab Paie you SoPe bo your PoPe’boup ieSnpno’? B’i when 
ini you?”

se pvaggovei hnp Poubhkug ok kooiH 8eTgneiq “Whe’ sege’e phovei uT gapb ’nwhbH”
“japb ’nwhb? xou ve’b bo IhoPntp gapb ’nwhbH”
“Ihe rehearpag lrome uT ab arou’i ’n’eH f wob sege’etp Sagg phorbgy akber bhabH ,ani 

phe vap ab her Tare’bpt houpe a’i va’bei bo PeebH f Peb her kor Sodee ab our upuag 
pTobYvhere vetre pure vetre pake kroP pTyn’wq Tryn’w eyepH” B Taupeq bhe’ he So’Aieiq 
“,he va’bei Pore bha’ Sodeeq lub H H H f puiie’gy kegb a lrnSmq or Toppnlgy nb vap a 
lapelagg labq uTpnie Py heaiH B’i f reagn1ei hov kubnge Py gnke vougi leYor rabher vapq 
agreaiyYvnbh her ioPn’abn’w nbH sov Ton’bgepp nb vougi le vnbhoub you a’i Nangey 
n’ nbH”
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“9orwn.e Pe— ftP ha.n’w broulge vnbh bhnp— xou ini’tb geb o’ a bhn’w ab lreamkapb— Why 
ini’tb you pay poPebhn’w bhe’?”

“xou gekbH”
“Bhq io’tb wn.e Pe bhab gn’e ok horpe ph0eebp— Fobhn’w n’ bhe vay you aSbei e.e’ 

hn’bei youti Sha’wei your Pn’i—”
“xou ’e.er geb your eyep Peeb Pn’eq” he rePn’iei herH “6k Sourpeq f hai va’bei 

bo le Pore Trn.abe vnbh you H H H you m’ov hov PuSh ok bhab ve vougit.e hai bhe’H 
Fo’e ab agg—” snp wa1e leSaPe PnpShne.oupgy reLeSbn.eH “Rub Py lrobherpt gaPe’babno’p 
vougit.e lee’ e’berban’n’w—”

,he gauwheiH “Fob hov f pee nb— ,hetp ’ob peen’w bhn’wp ap A’ag?”
“Foq lubq f eKTeSbei bhabH ,bnggq f vo’tb Tub uT vnbh her gurmn’w aloubH Wetre io’e—”
,borPn Tgayei vnbh her TobaboepH *.ery lnb ok bhnp hai a purreag !uagnby aloub nbH carbgy 

leSaupe phe hai’tb eKTeSbei heti e.er vame uT n’ her gnkebnPeH Rub Popbgy leSaupe 'ea’ 
pbngg gurmei n’ her gnkeH Iooq phe Sougi’Mb legne.e sege’e vougi wn.e uT vnbhoub kurbher 
AwhbH ,he gnmegy vougi’tb Tro.e bo le ap ia’weroup ap 'ea’ vap gnmegy bo leH zupb a’obher 
a’’oyn’w olpbaSge bo ha.e bo hurigeH

“f itvnme iab vaiyq 'ate Geod— FnSmy io’tbq enier— se vap vuie bo herq huhq 'ate 
Geod? se vap— B’i f vap wvai—”

“xepq f ouwhb bo ha.e So’Aiei lebber n’ hnPq” Geodrey paniH “Rubq f ini’tbH zupb 
Tho’ei hnP o’ bhe vay a’i bogi hnP fti aTTreSnabe hnp Tngobn’w Whispers kor up— ,he 
meTb Sgn’wn’w a’i he meTb rubhgeppgy bhrovn’w you n’bo bhe TnSbure H H H”

,borPn wa.e a phorb gauwhH “xour Pobher bhouwhb heti io bhab—”
“B’’oyn’wq lub he Pea’b veggH ,he A’aggy ira’m e’ouwh vn’e bo kagg apgeeTq a’i bhe 

repb ok bhe Srunpe vap Tgeapa’bH”
Wa.n’w a Sarrob pbnSm ab bheP lobhq Nangey Tro’ou’Seiq “Ey Wavrey io’tb ivn’m 

vnme iab— Foq he io’tb— B’i he AKep bhn’wp wooi vnme FnSmy ioepq booq huhq EoPPa?” 
Nangey goomei uT ab her vnbh haTTy eKTeSbabno’H “B’i he np wooi vni horpep vnme you— 
*.e’ bhe vngi o’ep— Uaupe you uppa hal a vngi o’eq huhq EoPPa? Uougi f hal poPe 
Pore Sor’ Solpq Teape?”

,borPn lubberei a kreph Sol a’i peb nb lekore herq vabShei her lnbe n’bo nb vnbh regnphH 
Fob n’ Pa’y Po’bhp hai phe pee’ her gnbbge iauwhber e’Doy her kooiH B’i e’Doy po 
PuSh ok nb— ,o bhrnggei bhab her Pobher a’i her 'ate Geod vere pharn’w bnPe vnbh herq 
a’i n’ TerkeSb aPnSalngnbyH jnme a reag kaPngyH

“,hetp haTTy her ko’iepb vnph np SoPn’w brueH”
,borPn reaShei kor her wgapp a’i boom a pvnwH joomei ab hnP o.er bhe rnP ok nbH “f vnph 

f vap a mni po f Sougi le bhab pure ok nb— Ihere are goope e’ip here— Repniep our eKepq your 
lrobherp are’tb won’w bo le eapngy Tub od enbher—”

“6’e goope e’i ab a bnPeq ,borPH Ey lrobherp are bhe pnPTgepbH 6’e !unSm ha’i np 
agg nbtgg bame—”

,he Souwhei a’i Shomei o.er her nSei beaH “xou can’t le serious—” phe olDeSbei vhe’ 
phe SougiH “Iogi IhoPn you vougi’tb pbooT bo bhab— ,hougi ha.e reSow’n1ei her lebber 
m’ovgeiwe ok youq ol.noupgy—”

“6l.noupgy— f’ we’eragq f io’tb Pame Pea’n’wgepp vawerpH Rubq nbtp wob bo le Sgear bo 
you ly ’ovq bhab f ha.e bo koggov bhe rugep agreaiy epbalgnphei vhere youtre So’Ser’ei—”
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,he eyei hnP iarmgyH “f Dupb bhouwhb nb vougi meeT bheP kroP mnggn’w eaSh obher 
o.er Pe— f ’e.er eKTeSbei nb bo leSoPe a daily ritual—”

Geodrey reaShei kor a’obher pgal ok pbeamH “xoutre won’w bo aggov nb bo So’bn’ue 
a gnbbge vhnge go’werH”

,borPn eyei hnP vnbh Pnpwn.n’wH “Why?”
“ReSaupeq” he reTgnei vnbh keegn’wq “f io’tb va’b bheP pn’wn’w po’wp ok re.e’weq 

inreSbei abq a’i ieinSabei bo Peq o’ ,u’iay— ftgg Tgay kor meeTp Eo’iayH”
“Bh— Ihere vougi le bhabq vougi’tb bhere? ,oPe huPngnabno’ kor Peq booq kor 

lebrayn’w bheP po hearbgeppgy—”
“6hq f  vougi’tb  ioulb nb—  fti ha.e bo A’i po’wp bo Sou’beraSb  bhenrpH  6r 

eKaSb eKSruSnabn’wgy Tan’kug Tu’nphPe’b kor nb gaberH Rub f keeg nbtp lepb a.oniei 
agbowebherq nk  ToppnlgeH” se So’bePTgabei hnp ’eKb lnbe ok PeabH “coebnS DupbnSe 
rnwhb ’ovq aSbuaggyH xou vere puTTopei bo le Rrebbtp Trn1e bo’nwhbq lub here ve areq 
Pu’Shn’w hnp iegnSnoup leek bowebher lehn’i hnp laSm—”

,he bhouwhb ok poPe obher aSbn.nbnep bhab vougi le e.e’ Pore iegnSnoupq lub ap 
he peePei bo reai her Pn’i agg boo reaingyq phe Tarmei bhope ia’weroup bhouwhbp 
avay kor bhe PoPe’bH Eayleq gaber H H H vhe’ phe vap ago’eH “f hoTe he korwn.ep up—”

“setgg web o.er nb— sa.e a’obher—”
“Iha’m youq ft.e hai Py gnPnb— xou io’tb peeP bo ha.e o’eq f ’obnSe—”
“f legne.e ft.e reaShei nb—” se iroTTei hnp ha’i o.er herpH figyq phe olper.ei bhab 

nb So.erei nb SoPTgebegyH Fob e.e’ javro’tp hai io’e poH “f legne.eq booq bhab yout.e 
Pnppei eabn’w vnbh up leSaupe ok Py H H H So’kupei n’ieSnpno’H” snp A’werp p!uee1ei 
herpH “f TroPnpe nbtp e’ieiH 9roP ’ov o’q io’tb pbay avay kroP our balgeH”

,he Paie a pegk0ieTreSabn’w wepbureH “f ioulb fti kaie avay Pnppn’w a Peag or 
bvoH”

se pveTb a wga’Se o.er herH “coppnlgy ’obH Rub you ha.e bhe henwhb a’i lungi 
bhab vougi’tb geb you le PuSh pgnPPerH ftP ’ob n’bo pSareSrovp—”

,he repTo’ieiq “xoutre a’ybhn’w lub bhab yourpegk—”
“Ihab Rai Ea’ np Jmn’’yH Rub he pbro’werq huhq EoPPa— Ihab vhy he hurb you 

po PuShq huh? Rub Wavrey io’tb hurb up a’i 'ate Geod io’tb hurb upH B’i f 
va’b you bo Sagg Wavrey a’i Pame hnP SoPe vn.e vni upH Ihab Pame you haTTyq 
EoPPa? I le haTTy—”

,borPn phnkbei her Topnbno’ o’ bhe TnS’nS le’ShH WhnSh Paie her agg boo avare 
ok bhe Thobop a’i bhe gebberp pho.ei n’bo her ToSmebpq vanbn’w H H H Tabne’bgyH Ihey 
puiie’gy peePei bo leSoPe a Are u’ier her peabH

“Ihe ’eKb goope e’i ve ’eei bo aiireppH” Whe’ phe geb oub a go’w reguSba’b 
lreabh a’i brnei bo iraw her ha’i oub ok hnp hogiq he meTb nb kapbH ,ani pokbgyq “xou 
Sa’tb Po.e o’ nk you ha.e’tb wrne.ei hnPq ,borPH Eoreo.erq io’tb bhn’m nbtp o’gy 
you vho ’eeip bo bagm bhn’wp oub— f ha.e a kev bhn’wp you ’eei bo m’ov ap veggH”

,he irev laSm a gnbbgeH “6hq ’o— Whab haTTe’ei lebvee’ you a’i sege’eYbhab 
vap agg lekore Pe— fY”

“Ihnp np’tb won’w bo le a o’e0pniei regabno’phnTq ,borPH ft.e hai e’ouwh ok bhab 
porb ok ieag vnbh sege’e— We ’eei bo leSoPe Sgope e’ouwh bo phare e.erybhn’w vnbh 
eaSh obherH Gooi or laiH”
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se hegi her wa1e kor a pnw’nASa’b PoPe’bH ,n’Se phe ho’epbgy iepnrei puSh a Sgope 
regabno’phnT herpegkq phe A’aggy ’oiieiH “Bgg rnwhbH Bgg rnwhbq yepq f va’b bhabq booH RubY”

“Wavry hogip your ha’i vnme iabq booq io’tb he?” Nangey pbooi uT o’ bhe le’Sh a’i 
SgnPlei aSropp bhe balge bo TgoT herpegk n’ Geodreytp gaTH joomn’w uT ab hnP vnbh lnw 
lgue eyepq phe vo’iereiq “'ate Geodq Sa’ TeoTgep hal bvo iatenep? f va’b bvoH xeTq bhab 
vhy f va’b Wavry bo SoPe vn.e vnbh upH f wo’’a vnbe hnP a vebberH B’i f wo’’a begg 
hnP Py EoPPatp pai vnioub hnPH” ,he goomei aSropp bhe balge ab bhe Ton’b vhere her 
Pobhertp ha’i inpaTTearei n’bo GeodreytpH “'ate Geod wobp lnw ha’ipq huhq EoPPa—”

“Ihe lebber bo TrobeSb you lobhq” he !uobei vnbh huPor a’i wga’Sei aSropp ab 
,borP vho vap bhn’mn’w ok poPebhn’w egpe e’bnregyH 8eaggyq hnp bouSh vap Pamn’w nb 
hari kor her bo pbay koSupei o’ vhab vap len’w pani rnwhb ’ovH ,he mn’i ok Dupb va’bei 
bo va’ier avay n’ her Tgeapa’b iayireaPpH “Ihabq boo—” he aiiei vnbh a beapn’w pPnge 
bhab reaShei hnp eyepH “f io’tb bhn’m f ’eei bo iroT a hu’irei luSmp kor your bhouwhbp 
rnwhb ’ovH 'o f?”

,he irev n’ a lreabhq ab o’Se a’’oyei a’i aPupeiH B’i vhoggy ePlarrappeiH cuggn’w 
oub ok hnp hogiq phe pbooiq ubbern’w a ArPq “f bhn’m ve phougi Sgea’ uT our Pepp ’ov— 
Nangeyq youtre a gnbbge wru’we— xou ’eei a labh—”

“f vap hoTn’w ve Sougi wo kor a phorb rnieq” Geodrey paniq gebbn’w Nangey wo vnbh her 
PobherH “fbtp pbngg eargyH”

Rekore phe Sougi repTo’iq hnp Segg Tho’e a’’ou’Sei a Sagg n’SoPn’wH snp eyep pbngg 
o’ herpq he a’pverei nbH snp gnTp Tarbei n’ inplegnek ap he gnpbe’eiH “Bgg rnwhb— ftgg SoPeH 
Rubq *gan’aq nb vo’tb Sha’we anythingH” se goomei ab ,borP ap he ToSmebei bhe Tho’eq 
“sege’etp PobherH sege’etp brnei bo mngg herpegkH”

,borPn pbarei ab hnP n’ aTTaggei n’SreiugnbyH Ihe’q vnbh a Serban’ repnw’abno’q 
olper.eiq “,hetp won’w bo le ap ieberPn’ei a goope e’i ap 'ea’q np’tb phe?”

“fb aTTearp phetp won’w bo bry bo le—” he awreeiH “Bb geapb ve wob bo A’nph puTTer— Wetgg 
bame bhab rnie gaber— ftgg le laSm ap !unSm ap f Sa’H” se pbroie avay bo hnp bruSmH

“Where np he won’tq EoPPa? sov SoPe he io’tb va’’a pbay vni up? We vap ha.n’t 
ku’q huhq EoPPa?”

“xeahq” pani ,borPnq bamn’w her ha’i a’i geain’w her bovari bhe houpeH “joomp gnme 
vetre won’w bo ha.e a gob Pore ku’ Trebby poo’— Fob bhe wooi mn’iq enbher—”



A ��������A����	

Neenah began writing fantasy and mysteries in the ,fth gradec fan ,otiun and 
westerns in her teensc and rumanoes after her muther intrudHoed her tu larqevHin 
nu.eqs in her twentiesS

khe has tajen ouHrses in ,otiun writing and puHrnaqismc earning highest hunurs in 
shurt stury writingS khe has aqsu s-ujen in oqassruums and at wurjshu-s un writingc 
seqfA-Hbqishingc and writing as a oareerS

R -ruHd qeftyc Neenah uften re—eots that trait in her oharaotersS xather than 
-urtraying qefties as oqHmsy ur ine-tc she enpuys shuwing them as oa-abqec oun,dentc 
and anything bHt urdinary/ins-ired by her twu sistersc and the many uther reqati.es 
and friendsc whu aqsu share that distinotiunS

khe is the aHthur uf se.eraq nu.eqs and shurt sturiesc and is oHrrentqy wurjing un the 
neVt twu buujs in her rumanoeTsaga seriesc as yet HntitqedS

Wermunt is hume tu Neenah and her hHsband uf u.er furty yearsS khe has fuHr sunsc 
twu granddaHghtersc and a oHte granddug named ’ubiS !hen she isnMt writingc she 
enpuys qaser oraftingc readingc bijingc hijingc buwqingc game nights with famiqy and 
friendsc her faithc and pHst abuHt anything in.uq.ing hurses/ha.ing unoe uwned a smaqq 
herd herseqf? ,aybe yuH ouHqd teqq that-
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T hanks so much for reading A Storm in My Heart! I hope you enjoyed your time 
with Storm and Geo—reyland their fami.iesB

Fook vour and Fook vibe are 'eing mapped out and Drst drafts 'egunB I hope youW.. 
join me for yet more insta..ments of the ,ream’ynd ’hispers saga!

If you habe a momentR I wou.d tru.y appreciate it if youYd consider .eabing a rebiew 
at the retai.er where you purchased your copyB Nebiews he.p more than you knowR and 
IYm gratefu. for ebery oneB

Thank you again for reading the storyR and for spending time with me and my 
wor.dsB

Jou can Dnd more a'out my 'ooks and updates at -obe.sFy-eenahR :oin my reader 
circ.e for new re.ease a.erts and occasiona. 'ehind/the/scenes updates from my horse 
and romance wor.dsB 

vace'ook author page. vace'ookBcom/-eenah,abis’i.sonB

’ith warm gratitudeR 
 Neenah Davis-Wilson
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DreamWynd Whispers Romances

His Practically Perfect Plan B Book One
He needs a wife right now! She needs reasons to trust again.

 Resurrecting His Love  Book Two 
In the aftermath of tragedy, will Irvy resurrect his love for Joleigh-Anna? 

Or has the lovely Holly Noelle Hallwell stolen his heart away from her permanently?

 Ride ‘Em Tough - A Short Story 
One determined cowboy. One infamously ornery bronc. Which one will win 

today?

 Thanks to Eustace – A Short Story 
One chaotic day . . . One heart wrenching revelation.

 Tiers of Trouble – A Short Story 
What could go wrong when your twin sister’s wedding is in your hands? For 

Keryll—Everything!

 My New York Decision – A Short Story 
What's a girl to do when life leads in two completely diHerent directions—with 

no map?

 Pot :epper Madness4 
 0+Z Cesty Rhili :epper 2ecipes – Romfort food with a kick!


