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    Summary 
 
      
 
    Since her ex-fiancé cheated on her, Anna Keller wants nothing to do with weddings. Unfortunately, weddings are her life. As part of her family’s wedding planning company, Anna decorates wedding cakes for a living. Now that her own wedding is off, all she wants to do is go somewhere far away where she can start over—and not have to see everyone else’s wedding day in and day out. But a new chance at love has her questioning all her decisions, and she can’t stop thinking about the man she used to see as a friend. 
 
      
 
    Beckett Hansen has been in love with Anna for years. Now that she’s free, he enlists her sisters’ help, trying to make a plan for Anna to finally notice him. But once her ex-fiancé returns to the picture and Beckett discovers Anna is considering leaving her family and her job for a new start, his plan and his heart is put to the test. 
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    Chapter One 
 
      
 
      
 
    Life just couldn’t suck any worse today. 
 
    It wasn’t only that she had to be at work at 5 am. It was that she had to do it on June 15th. 
 
    The day Anna Keller was supposed to get married. 
 
    She parked her car in one of the spaces behind the bakery, headlights still on. The sky was only beginning to see hints of light, but otherwise the world was quiet. 
 
    No, not completely quiet. Anna spotted another car in the lot. Her sister, Jillian. She was the only one Anna knew who actually liked to be up before the sun, and did it with enough enthusiasm she barely even passed for human.  
 
    Anna shuffled through the door in her moccasins and leggings. Her cake decorating clothes. 
 
    After all, it wasn’t her wedding day anymore. She’d change for the ceremony later. Grudgingly. 
 
    How was she supposed to summon enthusiasm for someone else’s wedding when everything involving weddings made her feel like vomiting? Only six months before she was supposed to walk down the aisle, she’d discovered her fiancé was cheating on her. Not only had she felt betrayed, but she’d felt stupid for not seeing it sooner. When he was in the shower, she’d tossed his wallet and keys in a bowl of cake batter and left him.  
 
    Weddings had lost all of their appeal since then. 
 
    Pretty unfortunate considering her family ran a wedding planning company. With her mother at the helm and all her siblings running various parts of the operation, she was surrounded by wedding bliss. And damn it, she couldn’t exactly stay away from weddings when they were part of her life every single day. 
 
    Anna washed her hands at the sink, the scent of lemon surrounding her, and dabbed them on a towel before grabbing an apron. She frowned at it. It was the one her sister, Poppy, had given her as an engagement gift.  
 
    She closed her eyes and took a few calming breaths. This, too, would pass. She had to keep reminding herself of that. It was a good thing she hadn’t married Tom, but that didn’t mean his betrayal hadn’t hurt. It had been six months. But six months going to everyone’s wedding but her own made moving on next to impossible.  
 
    In fact, lately she’d been thinking she might need a fresh start. She was thirty years old and ready to settle somewhere. Preferably nowhere near her ex-fiancé.  
 
    Anna opened her eyes and glared at the apron before turning it inside out and tying it on. Whatever. She’d buy a new one later. Burn the old one if she had to. That jackass Tom had ruined what was supposed to be the best summer of her life. Not even baking consoled her lately. 
 
    She pulled her hair back loosely with a clip, cinched a bandana over the top of her head, and docked her iPod to listen to music. Pat Benetar blared through the speakers, and Anna sang along, pretending to feel empowered as she slid over a bowl. 
 
    She didn’t want the cake done too early, so she started with cookies. The wedding was a late morning ceremony followed by a luncheon reception in the barn at Beckett’s place. It was a popular location for weddings even if it did sound casual. If fact, it was where she had wanted to get married before Tom had insisted on a hotel in the city. 
 
    She gritted her teeth, rolling the fondant so flat she had to start over. “Shit.”  
 
    She turned the music up to distract herself. After another try, the fondant was the right thickness and she embossed it before cutting circles to layer on top of the cookies. Better. 
 
    Anna made up her own lyrics to the next song, putting some power into her voice. Fake it till you make it, right? Eventually the feeling of betrayal would go away. Eventually she’d feel normal again. 
 
    It was barely 6:00 when her oldest sister, Jillian, breezed in, tablet in one hand and a cup of coffee in the other. 
 
    Anna stood up straighter and said, “Ready to report, drill sergeant.” 
 
    Jillian flashed a smile. “Funny.” 
 
    “It’s early. I haven’t had any coffee. My decorating hand isn’t as steady without all that caffeine.” 
 
    “That’s what this is for. I heard you pull up.” She passed the coffee over, then nestled her glasses on top of her head. “So…how are you doing?” 
 
    “Peachy.” Anna covered her irritation by taking a long swallow of coffee before filling a bag with icing.  
 
    “Liar.” 
 
    Anna glared. “I did mention I hadn’t had any caffeine, right? You sure you want to mess with the bull this early on?” 
 
    Jillian’s lips twitched, but she didn’t push it any further. “Need any help?” 
 
    Anna lifted a brow. “You? In the kitchen? I didn’t know you could be so funny this early.”  
 
    “I meant I’d see if Summer or Mom could come help. And it’s not that early for me.” 
 
    Of course it wasn’t. Jillian was just like their mother. Orderly. Precise. She was the wedding planner—the one who organized it all and kept their whole operation running. Jillian hardly ever had a hair out of place and never, ever forgot anything. She never would’ve ended up with a man like Tom.  
 
    But being an organized soul meant Jillian had also remembered what today meant to Anna. She’d come to check in on the baking, but she’d also come to check in on her. Anna had to appreciate her big sister for that even if it pissed her off at the same time. 
 
    Anna blew out a breath, searching deep for that mantra again. This, too, would pass.  But why the hell did it have to be so hard?  
 
    “I’m good,” she said, waving Jillian off. “I’m getting to the cake in just a minute and it won’t take long.” 
 
    Besides, she was going to be terrible company and she knew it. 
 
    Jillian nodded and put her glasses back on. She made a few notes on her tablet. “Good. We’re on schedule. I’m going to check on Poppy.” 
 
    One of her older sisters, Poppy was appropriately named for her first love. Flowers. Her shop was on the other side of the main offices to Keller Wedding Consultants. Years back, her mom and dad had bought both stores that connected to their headquarters and they’d added onto their already thriving business. 
 
    Not only did they plan weddings, they had access to most of the necessities that came with it. Poppy ran the florist shop. Anna and her team at the bakery handled cakes and goodies for events leading up to the weddings. Her brother Eli, who was away on vacation at the moment, did photography for the events when he was here, and Summer consulted on the dresses and accessories. 
 
    Jillian was the only one organized enough to keep it all together. 
 
    Anna set out the cake, which had been baked yesterday and was ready for her to decorate. Easy and simple this time. Just buttercream frosting on three layers with raspberry filling and a topping of live roses she’d add before the reception. 
 
    “Can you remind Poppy to bring the roses for the cake?” Anna asked her sister as she prepared to leave. 
 
    Jillian poised her stylus over her tablet. “What color?” 
 
    “Isn’t it in there?” Anna peered over Jillian’s shoulder to see the tablet. “Along with the key to world peace?” 
 
    “No making fun of my tablet. Yes, it has everything in here.” Her lips curled. “Even your deepest, darkest secrets. So you’d better be nice.” 
 
    Anna rolled her eyes and stirred the frosting. “Red. Just red for the roses.” 
 
    Jillian made a note, and then smiled. “Perfect.” 
 
    And it would be. Perfect. Everything Anna’s wedding should have been. Especially with Jillian helping to plan it. 
 
    Everything had been perfect. Everything but the groom. 
 
    As Jillian walked out, Anna turned up the music and sang to cover her hurt while she frosted someone else’s wedding cake. 
 
    {} {} {} 
 
    Beckett Hansen drove the golf cart, balancing his insulated mug of coffee in one hand while he dodged dips and ruts on the back road from the main house. He enjoyed the spackle of sunlight through the tall trees and the hint of a breeze that stirred the air. 
 
    Damn, it just didn’t get any nicer. One of the reasons he never thought of leaving Park Creek. He got mountains, trees, heat in the summer, snow in the winter, and all his closest friends and family. 
 
    He’d also grown up right here on the Hansen property, with his parents and dogs and cats and pretty much any animal a young boy could want as a pet. 
 
    The rest of the property housed a large barn, the old homestead that now belonged to the county, gardens, and various other attractions his parents had set up over the years. Like the pumpkin patch open to the community every year. Or the giant treehouse that kids liked to play in during the summer. And all the goats and chickens they could feed. 
 
    Beckett slowed for some geese on the gravel road. The main house where he lived was far enough away, of course, that he had privacy. Privacy he didn’t really need. He liked being around people. Even more so since his parents had decided to buy an outrageously large motorhome and tour the United States. Permanently. 
 
    He picked up speed again after the geese were clear. At least he still had the Kellers. His family and theirs had been close ever since he’d been born. And Beckett, as an only child, spent most of his time tagging along with the five Keller kids, wishing they were his siblings. 
 
    And with Anna…wishing there was more. 
 
    Beckett parked the cart at the back of the barn, not surprised to find Jillian had already arrived. It was barely 7:00, but with the rest of the flowers to put up, the tables to set, and catering to accommodate, there wasn’t time to waste. 
 
    He walked inside the barn and found Jillian with her tablet in hand, staring at the table chart through her thin-rimmed glasses. She murmured a hello and made a few changes with her stylus. 
 
    Poppy stood on the other side of the barn where the head table sat under a high loft.  
 
    “Morning, Beckett,” she said, flashing him a smile.  
 
    She was the complete opposite of Jillian, with a billowy dress on, a flower in her hair, and an easy laugh. Jillian had on a dark suit with heels that made him grimace. How did she walk in those? Anna hardly ever wore heels and she looked more comfortable. Carefree. Except the last several months since she’d broken it off with Tom. 
 
    Since then, he’d seen her less than he liked. And what he’d seen made him want to kick the shit out of Tom. He’d hurt her, and Anna had the tired circles under her eyes to prove it. 
 
    “Lost in your thoughts?” Jillian murmured from next to him without even looking up from her tablet. 
 
    He jerked his attention to her, frowning. “No.” 
 
    “She’ll be here soon.” 
 
    “The bride?” 
 
    This time Jillian did look up, and an amused smile curved her lips. “Anna.” 
 
    “I don’t—” He broke off and tugged a hand through his hair. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “It’s pretty obvious. More roses.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    She waved her arm toward the end of the table and said to Poppy, “Two more vases, I think. It’s not balanced.” 
 
    Poppy took more arrangements from her bin and set them on the table, twisting them and organizing the blooms inside. 
 
    “It’s pretty obvious how you feel about her.” Jillian made another note on her tablet.  
 
    Damn it. He hadn’t been as careful as he thought. Jillian probably wasn’t the only one who knew how he felt. In fact, Anna might be the only one who didn’t know. But she was busy getting over Tom. And before that, she was busy falling in love with Tom. Before that, it had been Lewis and some other guy who drove a Corvette. 
 
    Any chance Beckett had had at trying a relationship with Anna was always shoved to the side because of something. Sometimes a Corvette. Sometimes a cheating fiancé.  
 
    And other times because he didn’t know how the hell to tell a woman who’d been a friend his whole life that he wanted something more.  
 
    “It’s none of your business,” Beckett said, though not with any malice. He was practically Jillian’s brother and that’s how they did things. 
 
    “Ah, Beckett, you always were good at avoiding my questions.” 
 
    “You didn’t ask a question. What do you need help with?” 
 
    Jillian turned to the tables and pointed. “These two in the middle need to go a few feet this way to leave more room for the dance floor.” 
 
    Relieved to have a task, Beckett moved the tables, taking Jillian’s direction as she had him go one way, then come back a few feet, and finally end up where she’d had the tables in the first place. 
 
    “That looks perfect,” Jillian said. 
 
    He chuckled. “If you say so. What else?” 
 
    “You should talk to her.” 
 
    Beckett rubbed a hand over his eyes. When he looked up again, Jillian was staring at him. “The bride?” he asked hopefully. 
 
    She nudged his arm. “Anna.” 
 
    He shook his head. “This is why I’m an only child.” 
 
    “So you can have an excuse to be socially awkward?” 
 
    “You’re hilarious. No, so I don’t have sisters butting in my life.” 
 
    “Your love life?” Poppy crooned. 
 
    Beckett groaned. He hadn’t noticed her listening, but now Poppy stood with her arms folded, a rose hanging from her fingertips, smiling at him. 
 
    But she was right. Beckett had been in love with Anna for years, and now that he could do something about it, he was frozen. 
 
    “You’re going to run out of time,” Beckett told Jillian. 
 
    She poked the screen of her tablet. “No, I’m not. But we need to get going.” 
 
    That had done the trick. He got her back to work and for now, it seemed, she’d forgotten about his interest in Anna. He didn’t need someone else to remind him of his feelings. He’d had them since college.  
 
    After another hour under Jillian’s direction, Beckett heard a car arrive at the back of the barn. 
 
    It had to be Anna. 
 
    “Help!” he heard her call. 
 
    “The cake,” Jillian said with a nod, nudging him in that direction.  
 
    He strolled out the wide barn doors. Anna was leaning in the back of her beat-up van, the one she deemed necessary for all the cakes she had to haul. One he figured might fall apart any day. He kept trying to get her to look for a new one. Something more reliable. And she kept insisting it was fine. 
 
    He took a moment to admire her long legs, forgetting all about the van, before stepping to her side. “Hey.” 
 
    Anna glanced up, cheeks flushed. “Oh, Beckett. Good. I have to get this cake inside and we’ve got cookies and my dress and—what?” 
 
    He shook his head, dropping his gaze to the cake. “Nothing.” 
 
    Just that her eyes were almost aquamarine in the sun. And once again they looked tired. 
 
    “How are you doing?” he asked. 
 
    “Fine,” she said in a low voice. Irritated. “Can you help me?” 
 
    “Sure.” He said it with an easy shrug of his shoulders, but he knew she wasn’t fine. She also didn’t want to talk about it. But that was the problem. He’d spent so much time with Anna over the years, he knew exactly what she needed, and that was someone to talk to. To vent. Even if she didn’t want to admit it. 
 
    Anna helped settle the cake in his arms so he could carry it to the small guesthouse connected to the barn. It worked as a staging area, with a kitchen as well as two separate rooms for the bride and groom to get ready. A trellis and the gardens were outside the guesthouse and worked perfectly for pictures and the ceremonies they hosted for at least half the weddings booked here. 
 
    “It looks great,” he said. 
 
    “It’ll look better when the flowers are on.” 
 
    “Poppy’s here already. I can get the flowers.” 
 
    She waved a hand at him. “Not yet. I’m going to change and make sure I’m ready first. We still have time before the ceremony starts. Why do you keep looking at me like that?” 
 
    He set the cake on the wide island in the kitchen. Had he been doing it again? It’s just that she looked so worn out. He wanted to hold her, kiss her. Tell her it would be okay. That he was here for her if she needed it. 
 
    But he couldn’t find the words. 
 
    Instead, he smiled. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “If I had more energy, I’d get it out of you.” She rubbed her eyes. “I’m tired, I know it. But it doesn’t make me feel better that you keep staring at me like you and everyone else knows it, too.” 
 
    He started to apologize, but Jillian walked in, going straight for the cake. She examined it and nodded. “Looks good.” 
 
    Poppy followed but instead of looking at the cake, she looked at Anna. “Hey. How are you doing?” 
 
    Anna’s lips turned down in a frown and he could see by her face she was biting back half a dozen curses. “I’m fine. And I’m going to change.” 
 
    She vanished from the room. Poppy winced. “I guess she doesn’t want to talk about it.” 
 
    “She does,” Beckett said. “She just doesn’t want anyone to feel sorry for her, and asking her how she’s doing like she can’t handle it makes her feel like we don’t think she can.” 
 
    Poppy and Jillian both stared at him.  
 
    “What?” he asked. 
 
    Jillian smiled. “Nothing. You know Anna as well as we do and that’s exactly what’s going on. Talk to her, Beckett.” 
 
    “Do something,” Poppy said.  
 
    “No time,” he answered, checking his watch. 
 
    “Fine.” Jillian turned. “I’ll make you dance with her later. I have to get to the church. Mom will be by soon and the caterers are going to start setting up their tables and the food.” 
 
    Poppy touched his arm. “No pressure, but I think you should tell her how you feel.” 
 
    He sighed. “I really don’t think today’s the best day.” 
 
    “Not today. Tomorrow.” 
 
    “Thanks, Poppy,” he said wryly. “That’s very helpful.” 
 
    “I’ll get the flowers for the cake.” 
 
    Once she and Jillian were gone, he propped his hip against the counter and shook his head. He knew they meant well, but it wasn’t that simple. Anna was going through a rough time right now. He didn’t need to complicate it by telling her how he felt. And what if she didn’t feel the same way?  
 
    No sense in screwing over their friendship, too. 
 
    Anna returned to the kitchen in a fitted green dress that stopped just above her knees. His throat dried. Her eyes stood out even more now, making him want to lose himself in her gaze.  
 
    He could ask her on a date. He could tell her to save a dance for him, even. Anything. But instead, he just stood there without words. 
 
    “Poppy left?” Anna frowned and turned around. “Could you get this zipper? It’s stuck right at the top there.” 
 
    She bent her head and his fingers fumbled for the zipper. He couldn’t help but sweep his gaze over the gentle line of her shoulders. Her soft hair twisted into a loose bun at the nape of her neck. 
 
    He opened his mouth and said the first thing that came to mind. “Not all guys are like Tom, you know.” 
 
    She froze as he tugged the zipper the rest of the way up.  
 
    “I know it’s none of my business,” Beckett continued. 
 
    “No, you’re right.” Anna turned, and when she lifted her eyes to his, he saw moisture at the corners, and it nearly broke his heart. “Not everyone is like Tom. You’re not.” 
 
    “No, I’m not.” He wouldn’t ever cheat on Anna like Tom had.  
 
    To his surprise, she smiled. And then said the last words he wanted to hear. “You’re a good friend, Beckett.” She walked back to the other room. “I’m going to finish getting ready.” 
 
    When she disappeared, he released a breath of ironic laughter. Of course. A friend. That’s how she saw him.  
 
    Well, Beckett thought, trying to boost his resolve, he was just going to have to get her to see him as more than a friend. 
 
    And he had a plan. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
      
 
      
 
    The next day, Beckett brought his coffee with him into town. The Keller’s storefronts lined half of Main Street, with the flower shop on the end where Poppy worked. Next to hers was the main office, the largest space, where Jillian and her mother ran the whole operation. On the other side of the main office was the bakery. Anna was probably in there right now, her honey blonde hair pulled into a colorful bandana and some 80s or 90s rock blaring from her iPod. 
 
    The only store that wasn’t attached was the boutique Summer ran in a space across the street. She settled a mannequin in the window and waved when she saw him. 
 
    He waved back and squinted his eyes against the glare of the sun, second-guessing himself for being here. For his plan.  
 
    Since when had life and love gotten so damn complicated? It used to be he liked a girl, he’d ask her out. Simple as that. But it had never been Anna before. Never a friend. Never someone he couldn’t stand to see hurt and worried his actions might harm their relationship. 
 
    He missed Eli. As the only son in the Keller family, he and Beckett had been close as they grew up. Especially with so little testosterone around. But he wasn’t sure sharing his feelings for Anna would go over well with Eli—not after what had happened with Tom. Eli was protective of his sisters, and wasn’t likely to want to see Anna with anyone after what had gone down. 
 
    Before he could change his mind, Beckett walked into Keller’s Flowers. Poppy stood behind the counter chatting with another employee. She was dressed as bright as a tulip today, in strawberry colored capris and a printed shirt.  
 
    “Hey, Beckett. What’s up?” 
 
    He got right to it. “I need your help.” 
 
    Her eyes glittered with mischief. “You’ve never said that to me before. I like the sound of it.” 
 
    She excused herself and left Maya, one of her employees, to run the store. She linked her arm through his and led him outside. They sat on a colorful bench at the front of the store while the sun warmed the day.  
 
    “What’s going on?” Poppy asked. 
 
    Beckett scratched his chin. “She thinks I’m a friend.” 
 
    Poppy blinked. “What?” 
 
    “Anna.” He glanced around, halfway expecting her to walk out of the bakery and see him talking to her sister. “She said I was a good friend.” 
 
    “You are.” 
 
    Beckett frowned.  
 
    “Okay, sorry.” Poppy brushed her short, wavy hair from her forehead and sighed. “You’re like a brother to us, Beckett.” 
 
    “Shit.” He didn’t appreciate the laugh she gave at his curse. “That’s worse than being a friend.” 
 
    “I can’t believe you’re talking to me about this.” 
 
    Beckett felt a flicker of defense. “You told me to do something.” 
 
    “No, Beckett, I’m sorry. That’s not what I mean. I just thought you’d…I don’t know. Take a step back, or keep going like you were. I’m glad you’re doing this. We should talk to Jillian.” 
 
    “No,” he said when she stood. “Poppy, sit down. You’re the closest to Anna. I don’t need anyone else’s help.” 
 
    “Yes, you do. Come on.” 
 
    “Poppy—”  
 
    But she walked straight into the main office, tossing a smile at him over her shoulder when he called her name again. 
 
    They both stopped when Jillian and Mrs. Keller looked up from the lobby area where they’d clearly been discussing an event. Jillian held color swatches and had her tablet nearby. 
 
    “Poppy.” Jillian angled her head. “Beckett. What’s going on?” 
 
    Beckett groaned inwardly, silently hoping Poppy wouldn’t say anything in front of her mother. That was the last thing he needed. Gail Keller involved in his love life.   
 
    “We need your help,” Poppy told Jillian. 
 
    Beckett shook his head. “No, we don’t. Poppy—”  
 
    “Yes, we do.” Poppy curled her hand around his arm and flashed a winning smile. “Trust me.” 
 
    Mrs. Keller laughed and stood. “I’ll leave you kids alone.” 
 
    Beckett opened his mouth to protest, but she didn’t even look his way, just exited the room to the hallway that lead to the tiny kitchen in back.  
 
    “God, I swear you don’t know when to quit,” he told Poppy. 
 
    “One of my many charms.” 
 
    Jillian sat in one of the chairs that were grouped together on a plush rug. She set her tablet aside. “Okay, what do you need my help with?” 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    “Beckett, please.” Poppy sat as well and waved him over. “This is Jillian. Don’t be embarrassed.” 
 
    Her saying that made it worse. He didn’t sit but instead paced at the edge of the rug. “I’m not embarrassed. I’m frustrated you can’t keep your mouth shut.” 
 
    Poppy grinned and then lowered her voice conspiratorially. “It’s about Anna.” 
 
    Jillian picked her tablet up again. “Are we making a plan?” 
 
    “Seriously?” Beckett asked. “You’re going to put it in your tablet? Like a job?” 
 
    “A very serious job,” Jillian said. It looked like she was paging through her calendar. “Are we talking something more subtle or something more obvious?” 
 
    “I don’t—” Beckett sighed. “I have no idea. I came to talk to Poppy because I wanted some ideas how to…I don’t know…” 
 
    “Woo her?” Poopy asked, slapping a hand over her heart and leaning dramatically low over the arm of her chair. 
 
    “Poppy,” he warned. 
 
    She sat up, crossed her legs, and folded her hands in her lap. “All right. Seriously. This is serious.” 
 
    He bit off a curse and dropped into a chair. Maybe he did need help. He eyed Jillian’s tablet again. “Why are you looking at that?” 
 
    “The schedule,” Jillian said. “We have a meeting this afternoon for our monthly open house. And since the open house is at your barn, it’s absolutely necessary you come to the meeting.” 
 
    “But I hardly ever come to—”  
 
    “The meeting where Anna will be,” Jillian added. 
 
    Beckett glanced at Poppy, who grinned at him again. “I told you we needed Jillian’s help.” 
 
    “There’s more where that came from,” Jillian said, still looking at her tablet. “Trust me, I know what I’m doing.” 
 
    {}{}{} 
 
    Even though she didn’t have another event for two days, Anna kept busy at the bakery. She put a check next to the third item on her list on the white board by the back door. It was far less sophisticated than Jillian’s system, but not everyone could be Jillian. 
 
    Anna had decided long ago that she thrived in chaos, as evident by the flour, batter, and pots and pans all over the kitchen. 
 
    The cleaning part was less fun, though. And it was hot in here. Only the middle of June and already warm, even for how high they were in the foothills. Park Creek had been Anna’s home since she was born. And except for time away during college, which was only an hour west, she’d been here her whole life. 
 
    Maybe I need a break. Anna rubbed the back of her hand on her cheek and went for the door. She’d been thinking the same thing for months now. That maybe it was time for her to try something new. Somewhere else. 
 
    But that would mean leaving her family. That would mean leaving— 
 
    “Beckett!” Anna slapped a hand to her chest when she opened to the door to reveal him standing there. “What are you doing?” 
 
    He took in her appearance, a slow smile spreading on his lips. And those cute dimples she’d always loved that probably drove girls crazy winked back at her. “I came to help you.” 
 
    Anna propped the door open to let in a breeze and tried to tuck some stray hairs underneath her bandana.  
 
    “You have some flour.” He reached out but his hand stopped just short of her cheek. “Right there.” 
 
    Her mind whirled at the strange flutter she felt in her stomach. What the hell? This was Beckett. Beckett. Damn those dimples. He could charm the pants off a nun. She brushed at her cheek. “Better?” 
 
    “There’s still some—”  
 
    “Can you just get it, please?” He balked, and she frowned. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Nothing.”  
 
    He used the pad of his thumb to brush her cheekbone, stepping far closer than necessary in the warm kitchen. And there went the flutter again. He had to be a whole head taller than her—and of course she’d noticed it before, but Beckett was…well, a friend. Like she’d told him. 
 
    A friend who smelled like the woods, like a deep forest full of magic and secrets. 
 
    She had serious issues. 
 
    “You’re good,” Beckett said, stepping back. 
 
    Anna blinked. And focused. She was probably just missing having a man in her life. One that was strong and sturdy—and nothing like Tom.  
 
    Lonely. That’s all. She was lonely. And Beckett was a good guy. The best. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” She backed to the counter and then started stacking pots in the sink. 
 
    “What for?” 
 
    “For snapping at you yesterday at the wedding.” She turned with a spatula in hand and waved it while she spoke. “You were trying to make sure I was okay because it was—well, you know—the day, and I snapped at you.” 
 
    “You didn’t snap.” 
 
    She pointed the spatula at him. “I did. So I’m trying to apologize. It wasn’t fair.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “That’s all?” 
 
    “Uh…” He scratched his chin. “Maybe if you tell me what you want me to say this will be a little easier.” 
 
    She laughed. “Say you forgive me.” 
 
    “I forgive you.” 
 
    “Say you won’t hold it against me.” 
 
    “I won’t hold it against you.” 
 
    “Good.” She flashed a smile, on even ground again. In fact, she was practically flirting with him. “So, why are you here again?” 
 
    “Jillian sent me over to help clean up before the meeting.” 
 
    “Clean up? How did she—” Anna sighed, propping her hand on her hip. Of course Jillian knew she’d made a mess. Jillian knew everything. “Why did she send you?” 
 
    He hesitated a minute. “Because everyone else was busy.” 
 
    “But why…oh, are you going to the meeting?” 
 
    He hardly ever went to their meetings. She didn’t know why he’d start coming now. Beckett was always so easy going. He let them use the barn whenever they needed to. For weddings, for open houses, for rehearsal dinners and any other events surrounding the weddings. And he didn’t ask many questions. It worked out well for him because he got a cut of the deposit and well for the Kellers because they got to use the best venue in town. 
 
    “I’ll be there,” Beckett said, rolling up his sleeves. “So, what do you need me to help with?” 
 
    “Dishes, I guess.”  
 
    Anna watched as he turned on the water without another word. Here to help? Since when had he ever come in to help her with dishes? And he said Jillian had sent him? 
 
    “Something’s going on,” she murmured. 
 
    Beckett glanced over his shoulder. “What was that?” 
 
    Anna shook her head. “Nothing.” 
 
    He went back to the dishes, and she turned to the counter again to clean it off. Yes, something was definitely going on. And she was going to find out what it was after the meeting. 
 
    {}{}{} 
 
    Keller Wedding Consultants was a product of her mother’s inability to sit still. And probably the fact that Gail had four daughters she longed to see married off one day. Anna loved her mom for her passion and innovation, but it was hard to be around a woman so consumed with weddings. 
 
    It made her feel like a failure since she was supposed to be the first one married. 
 
    At this rate, Anna was going to be the last. She was so far over Tom it wasn’t funny, but that didn’t mean she was going to trust another man anytime soon. Beckett said they weren’t all like that, but Beckett was a special case. He was the most trustworthy person she knew. He didn’t seem to understand that most guys weren’t like him at all. 
 
    In typical Gail fashion, even family meetings were planned down to the smallest detail. The perfect kind of coffee or tea. The best snacks. They gathered in one of the two meeting rooms at the main office with drinks centered on the table and a basket of croissants and muffins Anna had baked this morning. 
 
    But Jillian was the one who took the lead. She sat at the head of the table in her dark gray suit, legs crossed, tablet in hand, and studious glasses framing her deep blue eyes.  
 
    “I want to see a few more winter and spring options for the flower arrangements this time. When we find the ones we like, we’ll have Eli photograph them for the booklet and website as well.” 
 
    Poppy made a few notes before grabbing a croissant. “You want plum this time? Maybe midnight blue?” 
 
    “Midnight blue,” Summer said. “That’s going to be in this winter. And speaking of Eli, when’s he coming back?” 
 
    “If you’d check your email once in a while, you’d know the answer to that question,” Jillian said. 
 
    Anna smirked at her younger sister. Summer wasn’t a fan of technology. Her cell phone was the oldest model out there and she only used a computer because it helped keep inventory at her store. She always said things like, Life’s about more than how many friends you can make on Facebook or Don’t text me because I won’t answer. If you want to talk to me, call me or come by. 
 
    But the only reason Anna knew when Eli was coming back was because she’d seen his email this morning after sending a response to her old college roommate. Celeste had emailed her yesterday with the same thing she’d been asked all day. How are you doing? 
 
    Anna actually vented to Celeste, however. It seemed safer over email. Less chance of her breaking down. 
 
    “Next week,” Beckett said. “That’s when Eli said he’d be here.” 
 
    He stretched his long legs beneath the table, and one corner of his lip quirked when he caught her looking at him. He was the only one without a notebook—probably the only one Jillian would even let in here without some way of taking notes. 
 
    “What are you thinking for samples?” Jillian asked her. 
 
    Anna snapped her attention to her sister. “Uh…red velvet and probably something with a raspberry filling. Opposites.” 
 
    Jillian made a note. “Good. And a cake alternative—”  
 
    “For the unconventional customer,” Anna said, nodding and catching Poppy’s grin. “Yeah, I got it. I’ll start prepping this afternoon. Leah is going to come in to help.” 
 
    “Oh. No.” Jillian shook her head.  
 
    “What?” Leah always came in to prep for their open houses. She knew the routine and they got things done. In fact, she was beginning to think it made sense for Leah to take on more of the baking, learn the ropes. Just in case. 
 
    “She called this morning. Something came up,” Jillian said. She tapped on her tablet as though searching for a solution. “I’m sure there’s someone else who can help.” 
 
    Anna looked at her mom, reading the confusion there. And then the amusement. What was going on? 
 
    “I can help,” Beckett said. 
 
    Anna opened her mouth, but nothing came out. Seriously?  
 
    “That’ll work,” Jillian said, eyes lighting. “Are you sure you can spare the afternoon?” 
 
    “No problem.” 
 
    Anna didn’t miss Poppy’s snicker or the way Summer seemed overly fascinated with her own notebook. 
 
    “But…” Anna stared at Beckett. “Do you even know how to bake? I mean, I’m pretty sure I saw you burn pancakes once.” 
 
    Poppy laughed into her hand. “Sorry,” she said when everyone looked at her. “But it’s true.” 
 
    “See?” Anna asked. “No offense, Beckett, but are you sure you really want to help? I think—”  
 
    “You can teach me.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Show me what you need me to do.” Those dimples flashed again, dumping a load of confusion on her. “I’m a fast learner.” 
 
    Anna slid her gaze to Jillian and tried to read something there. Anything that would give her a clue as to what was going on. 
 
    And then it hit her. They felt sorry for her. They were looking out for her and making sure she was handling things okay by sending Beckett to help her.  
 
    She started to protest again, but Jillian nodded and stood. “Great. That’s settled. We have another meeting with a newly engaged couple in ten minutes, so everyone needs to clear out.” 
 
    Beckett turned to her and extended a hand to help her up. “Ready?” 
 
    Anna stared into his hazel eyes, reading nothing but genuine helpfulness there. But she knew he was in on it, and she wasn’t going to let them get away with it.  
 
    She’d show them all just how capable she was of handling herself and her problems. And if that meant playing along a little to make her point, she planned to do just that.  
 
    Putting her hand in Beckett’s, she held back a smile. “You want to learn how to bake? Then I’m going to teach you.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
      
 
      
 
    Anna went easy on Beckett the first day. She let him crack eggs and stir batter and wash dishes. But when Leah continued to need time off and Anna was left without an assistant, she was through playing nice. Instead of confronting her sister and Beckett, however, she decided to teach him a lesson. 
 
    Anna was waiting for him at the back door of the bakery when he arrived that afternoon. Her stomach wobbled a little when he flashed his dimpled smile at her, but she stood firm. Beckett was in on this just like the rest of her family. She had to stick to her plan. 
 
    He carried two Styrofoam boxes to the door with him. “Hey.” 
 
    “I’m so glad you’re here.” She inserted a little breathiness into her tone for effect. 
 
    He set the boxes on the counter. “Everything okay?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said, unfolding an apron. “But we have a lot of work to do and we need extra cookies for additional guests.” 
 
    “But I brought lunch.” He eyed the apron with uncertainty. 
 
    “No time for that. Here, put this on and wash your hands.” 
 
    He took the apron, holding it gingerly between two fingertips. It was red, a perfectly reasonable color. But it had polka dots. And a ruffle at the bottom. 
 
    She bit her lip to keep from smiling. “Problem?” 
 
    “No…” 
 
    Anna reached for the apron. “Forget it. I know you have a lot to do. I’m sure Summer can help me. Or Poppy—”  
 
    “No.” He held tight to the apron. “I’m up for it. I can do whatever you need me to do.” 
 
    Her lips curved. She gave the apron a little tug. “You sure?” 
 
    Laughter lit his eyes. “Bring it on.” 
 
    She released the apron, and to her surprise, he put it right on and turned to the sink to wash his hands. She watched the way his shoulders moved, the play of muscles pulling tight against the too-small apron as he hunched over at the sink. 
 
    Her throat dried. She swallowed hard to moisten it. No getting off track. And definitely, definitely no thinking about Beckett’s muscles. Ones he’d gotten from working hard at the barn. From growing up being part of the outdoors. From running around with her and her family.  
 
    The complete opposite of Tom. 
 
    She tried to scrub those thoughts from her mind and squared her shoulders to prove she was perfectly composed. He grabbed a towel and straightened again, standing at his full height. 
 
    Beckett was all man. And he was helping her bake. She gave a choked laugh at the flutter in her chest. Damn, this was a problem. She wasn’t supposed to be thinking about men at all, let alone an old family friend.  
 
    Besides, he could have any woman he wanted. Sure, he spent most of his time at home or with her family, but maybe he was shy. Maybe he just needed a little push. 
 
    He’d make any woman happy.  
 
    “Now you’re staring,” Beckett said, setting the towel aside. 
 
    Anna’s eyes snapped to his. “What? No. Just thinking. Ready to start?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Good.” She flipped on some music and pointed to the counter. “Let’s do this.” 
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    Beckett was pretty sure his plan wasn’t working. As funny as it had been to see Anna’s face when Jillian agreed to let him help prepare for the open house, she’d seemed suspicious. Not only that, she’d spent the last few days teaching him words like fondant and piping, and stuck to business as she instructed him on how to bake cookies and layers and stir the filling. Totally out of his comfort zone. He’d gone home each evening covered in flour and sticky dough and no closer to telling Anna how he felt. 
 
    Now he was starting to get the feeling Anna was enjoying bossing him around. 
 
    “We’re going to practice decorating these cookies so you can help me finish the rest tomorrow morning. And then we’ll move onto the cakes,” she said. 
 
    He nodded easily. “Sure. Just tell me what you need me to do.” 
 
    Eventually she’d get sick of him screwing things up, but he’d give it a decent try first just to keep up the ruse. 
 
    Anna pulled over a tray of cookies, her delicate fingers moving deftly as she transferred several to the surface they were working on. “I baked these this morning and they’re already cool and ready for us to work with.” 
 
    With her hair tucked into her bandana, the long line of her neck was exposed, and he imagined brushing his fingers over the flawless skin. He imagined leaning in, breathing in deep the scent of her. Sugar and spice. And then he’d set his lips on hers and— 
 
    “Beckett.” 
 
    He jerked his eyes from her neck. “Huh? Yeah?” 
 
    “Are you focusing?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Her lips twitched. “What did I just say?” 
 
    “Uh…” He squirmed in the tiny apron, resisting the urge to take it off. He had to play along for this to work. “Roll out the fondant stuff and something about embossing something.” 
 
    She laughed, the throaty sound of it hitting him right in the gut. 
 
    “Close enough,” she said. “Here, you try.” 
 
    She passed him a rolling pin and pointed to the off-white doughy blob on the surface of the table. It looked like a lump of clay. 
 
    “Just roll it?” he asked, distracted by how close she stood to him. 
 
    “Yes. But not too thin.” 
 
    How did he know how thin too thin was? He pressed the rolling pin to the fondant and rolled it lightly on the surface. 
 
    “A little more pressure. It’s going to have to be thinner than that.” 
 
    She set her hands on his, pushing them down so the rolling pin pressed into the fondant. Her skin was like silk, soft and smooth, and covered in flour. Had she ever touched him like that before? No way. He would have remembered. 
 
    “Good. Right. A little more pressure,” she said. 
 
    It didn’t help that she smelled so good. Or that her arm kept brushing his. How was he supposed to focus? 
 
    She let go and he stopped rolling.  
 
    “How’s that?” he asked. 
 
    She angled her head at him. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Those eyes said a lot. Held questions and answers and so much more he wanted to hear. Conversations he had with her every once in a while and wanted more of. He opened his mouth to ask her to dinner, but she moved away. 
 
    “You did good,” she said. “Now we need to emboss the fondant.” 
 
    She handed him another tool that looked like a clear rolling pin—or a thick magic wand. It was smaller than the rolling pin he’d used to flatten the fondant, and this one was decorated with a design all around it. 
 
    Then she brandished a cookie cutter and made small a circle in the large piece of fondant. She set the smaller piece in front of him. “Roll it gently over the top, enough to transfer the design.” 
 
    It was such a delicate process; he was afraid he was going to smash the whole piece. Too much pressure, not enough pressure. But Anna was a natural.  
 
    It had to be hard on her, preparing for weddings day in and day out after missing her own. 
 
    “Good,” Anna said, leaning in to see his progress. She glanced up, and in that moment, all he could see were her expressive eyes and happiness. 
 
    And he wondered how Tom could have treated her the way he had.  
 
    “Perfect.” She held up the piece of fondant gently. “See? Just right.” 
 
    Right there it clicked. He needed to make this work with Anna. And he needed her, plain and simple. 
 
    “You place it on the cookie, right in the center.” She demonstrated, making the whole process look simple when he probably would have fumbled it. “And now we decorate.” 
 
    “No, that’s not—” He stepped back and held up his hands. “I think you should do that part.” 
 
    “Come on, Beckett, I need your help. We’re going to have to do a few dozen of these tomorrow.” 
 
    “A few dozen?” 
 
    Her lips curved. “I take that back. Probably several dozen. Including the cakes. And we have to set up beforehand, too.” 
 
    His brain immediately scrambled with excuses. Okay, so it had been a good idea to offer to help Anna, but he hadn’t known it would involve so much work.  
 
    “You look scared, Beckett.” 
 
    He laughed, though it didn’t come out as smooth as he intended. “Not at all. I like work. The more the better.” 
 
    “Mmm hmm.” She smiled. “And how about the apron? Do you like that?” 
 
    “Uh…” Damn. What was he supposed to say? No, he didn’t like it. It wasn’t manly. It was for a girl. But he wasn’t going to tell her that. “It’s…a nice color.” 
 
    “How about icing cakes? And flowers?” 
 
    Her eyes twinkled with mischief, and he crossed his arms. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    She poked him in the shoulder. “I know something is going on.” 
 
    He kept his expression even. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “You don’t really want to be here decorating cookies with me and wearing a girly apron. Whose idea was it?” 
 
    Another trick question. “Nobody’s idea. I mean, my idea because Leah wasn’t going to be here. I’m happy to help. Really.” 
 
    “I appreciate it, Beckett. I do.” She sighed. “But I have a feeling all this has been orchestrated.” 
 
    She knew. How did she know? Had Poppy told her? Did that mean she knew how he felt, too? 
 
    “I…” He didn’t know what to say. It was even harder to find words when he wore a polka-dot apron and had a rolling pin in hand.  
 
    “You guys think I can’t handle it, right?” Anna’s eyes looked wounded. “I know you guys care, but I’m okay. I don’t need the extra help. I don’t need you all checking in on me to make sure I’m okay. It’s been more than six months. I’m moving on, and I’m okay.” 
 
    He released a breath. She thought they felt sorry for her or that they were keeping an eye on her. That’s all. It should have relieved him, but it didn’t because of how she was looking at him. 
 
    “It’s not that,” he said. 
 
    “Sure it isn’t.” 
 
    “Really, Anna. Shit, I—” He broke off. Was he just supposed to come out with it? Tell her how he felt? Tell her the plan? It would probably make this better. But what if she didn’t feel the same way? 
 
    Her cell phone buzzed from inside her pocket. She pulled it out and pressed the screen. He watched as her eyes zoomed over a message, then flashed up to his. 
 
    “Something wrong?” he asked. 
 
    Anna tucked her cell phone back in her pocket. “No, nothing. It’s fine. Just an email from a friend.” 
 
    It didn’t feel true, but he accepted her answer. None of his business. But damn, now the moment had passed and he was stuck again. She didn’t bring up him helping anymore and seemed lost in her own thoughts, instructing him about the decorating with an almost robotic voice. 
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    Anna had already opened a bottle of wine by the time Poppy got home. Their two-bedroom apartment was only a few blocks from Main Street, on the top floor of a modern complex built within the last five years. Despite the apartment being small, it had a balcony with a view that made the whole place worthwhile. 
 
    Mountains. Trees for miles.  
 
    Probably the only other spot in town that had a view better than hers was Beckett’s place. 
 
    As she listened to the jingle of Poppy’s keys from her place on the couch, Anna rubbed a hand over her eyes. Why was she thinking about Beckett again? She sighed. It was just because she’d been spending so much time with him. Jillian probably put him up to it. Or her mother. Maybe even Poppy. 
 
    But she couldn’t get that image of him wearing an apron out of her mind. Or the idea of all the muscles beneath it. And more, the crinkle of his eyes when he smiled or the way he always seemed to be there when she needed someone. 
 
    She always went for guys like Tom. Confident. Bordering on cocky. Sometimes even flashy. Why hadn’t she ever thought about someone like Beckett before now? 
 
    “Please tell me you saved some for me,” Poppy said, leaning over the back of the couch to give Anna a smile. 
 
    Anna pointed to their tiny kitchen, one not nearly big enough for the baking she enjoyed doing there. “On the counter.” 
 
    Poppy’s short heels clicked on the floor as she walked to the kitchen. “All set for the open house?” 
 
    “Good enough.” Anna stood and carried her wine to the sliding door, exiting to the balcony. The sun sank close to the mountains, warm on her cheeks and arms as she stared at the trees and listened to the wind whisper through them. 
 
    It didn’t take Poppy long to join her. She’d taken off her shoes and her sweater, and she leaned on the rail like Anna.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” she asked. 
 
    Anna shrugged. “Nothing really.” And everything. The email she’d gotten from Celeste this afternoon still weighed heavy on her mind.  
 
    “I’m calling B.S.” 
 
    Anna sat in one of the colorful wooden chairs, propping her feet on the balcony rail. A few pansies Poppy had planted waved in the soft breeze. “I got an email from Celeste today.” 
 
    Poppy sat in the chair next to hers. “Oh yeah? How’s she doing?” 
 
    Anna sipped her wine. Poppy was her best friend. If she was going to talk to anyone, it had to be her. “Good. She’s loving Paris and her training. There’s a bakery nearby that wants to hire her.” 
 
    “That’s great, right? Why do you look so serious?” 
 
    Anna smiled at her, stalling. “No, it is great.” 
 
    “You miss her?” 
 
    Anna nodded. She did. She’d grown close with her college friend and they’d been there for each other through a lot of ups and downs. But more than that, Anna missed the space. The time to think. The chance to get away from her life here like she had in college. And it was all because of Tom. 
 
    “She said there might be another opening at the bakery,” Anna said. 
 
    Poppy’s hand froze with her wine glass halfway to her mouth. “What are you saying?” 
 
    Anna took another sip for encouragement. “She also said she needed a roommate once her old one moved out.” 
 
    “You’re moving to France?”  
 
    “No. Not—no. I mean, I don’t know. It was an idea. She said I should come visit.” 
 
    “Do you want to?” 
 
    “I don’t know.”  
 
    Poppy slowly sipped her wine, keeping quiet for so long Anna turned to her and asked, “What are you thinking?” 
 
    “I’m thinking…Tom was an ass and we all knew it. I should have said something sooner, but I never thought he’d cheat on you.” 
 
    Anna felt her defenses go up. She didn’t like talking about Tom—especially with her family. “What does this have to do with Celeste and France?” 
 
    “I think you might want to go because of him. To…I don’t know, have a chance to start over or something.” 
 
    Anna couldn’t answer. That was exactly it. She wanted to leave all this behind. Not because she wasn’t over Tom, but because she’d been humiliated in front of her family. And still, day in and day out, she had to plan weddings and watch other people get married, wondering if she was ever going to find the right one for her. 
 
    “Is that why you’ve been sending Beckett to help me so much?” Anna asked quietly. 
 
    Poppy opened her mouth, but nothing came out at first. She looked surprised. No—caught. Like she was guilty of something. 
 
    “That’s it, isn’t it?” Anna continued. “I wondered why you and Jillian—even Beckett—were acting so weird. I don’t want you to feel sorry for me. I’m fine.” 
 
    “No. No, that’s not it at all.” Poppy started laughing, hard enough she had to set her wine down. “Oh, Anna. I’m sorry if that’s what you thought.” 
 
    “Then what is it?” 
 
    Poppy stopped laughing, but her smile still stayed in place. “You’d have to ask Jillian. You know how she always has plans for something or another.” 
 
    “Are you hiding something from me?” 
 
    “Why would I do that?” 
 
    “You sounded guilty.” 
 
    Poppy pressed her lips together and shook her head, mirth still dancing in her eyes. “We know each other too well, don’t we?” 
 
    Anna lifted her wine again and sighed, her gaze drawn to the emerald treetops. “We do.” 
 
    “I understand why you’re thinking about going to France, but I don’t want you to leave without giving it another chance here. Tom’s an asshole for screwing around behind your back, but he’s the one who’s going to end up regretting it in the long run. Move on. Prove to everyone that you have. Maybe even try dating. Someone you know, even. Someone you trust.” 
 
    Again, Beckett came to mind, and Anna bit her lip to keep from saying anything. How ridiculous was that? He was a friend. He’d laugh at her if he knew she’d been thinking about him as anything else. 
 
    “Maybe you’re right,” Anna said. 
 
    Poppy nodded. “I am. Give it some time, at least a few weeks. And if you still feel like you need to go, I’ll support your decision.” 
 
    “And you’ll tell me what you’re so guilty about?” 
 
    Poppy’s lips curved. “Deal.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
      
 
      
 
    As the open house wound up at the barn, Beckett jogged back to his house to grab the cell phone he’d forgotten. It rang as he headed back outside. 
 
    He grinned when he saw who it was. “Hey. Long time no see.” 
 
    Eli’s laughter came through on the other end, surrounded by the noise of several people talking. “I wanted to check in when I had a minute, but it’s the middle of the month on a Saturday. I figured the family would be busy with an open house.” 
 
    “You figured right. I’m heading back over there, actually. Where are you?” 
 
    “Uh…some restaurant. Meeting a friend for lunch, but I’m early. Glad I caught you.” 
 
    Beckett stopped on the porch, curious. “Something going on?” 
 
    “I haven’t heard back from Anna. I wanted to make sure she’s okay. You know, after the date for the wedding passed and everything…” 
 
    Beckett walked to the rail on his wide wraparound porch. It was peaceful here. He couldn’t hear any of the noises from the open house. The pine trees moved in the slight breeze and a squirrel scampered across the back of a bench that sat farther down the walkway of the property. 
 
    He cleared his throat. “So why are you calling me?” 
 
    Eli didn’t answer for a long moment, then finally said, “Poppy emailed me something about a plan—or some project—you two have.” 
 
    “Shit.” Beckett dropped his chin to his chest with a heavy sigh. “Poppy has a big mouth.” 
 
    Eli’s laughter boomed on the other end. “She does. She really does.” 
 
    He jogged down the steps and headed back to the barn. He figured now the entire Keller family knew about his feelings for Anna. He should have guessed that would be the case. They were close and it was hard to keep anything a secret around them. But Eli?  
 
    “Are you okay with that?” Beckett asked. 
 
    “With you being in love with my sister?” 
 
    Love? Damn it. Beckett blew out a breath. “I didn’t say anything about being in love. She doesn’t even know how I feel. I only asked for Poppy’s help because—”  
 
    “Whoa. Beckett. You sound defensive. You don’t have to justify your feelings to me. I just want to make sure you’re—you know, in this for the right reasons.” 
 
    Beckett still had his back up. This was going way too far. Especially because Anna had no idea what was going on.   
 
    “She doesn’t even know how I feel,” Beckett repeated. “But I care about her. I’m not that asshole Tom. I wouldn’t treat her like that.” 
 
    Beckett rounded a corner down the wide dirt path and the barn came into view. A few people exited through the front doors, walking to their cars in the lot.  
 
    “I know that,” Eli said. “Sorry. I don’t doubt you, I just don’t want to see her hurt again.” 
 
    He jerked an agitated hand through his hair. “Me either.” 
 
    Neither of them said anything for a moment, and finally Beckett broke the tension by changing the subject. “When are you coming back?” 
 
    “A little later than I expected. In time for the Fourth of July, probably. You know Mom and Jillian—they’ll want to have some big celebration. In fact, I’m surprised Jill hasn’t mentioned anything yet. She usually has these things planned out months in advance.” 
 
    “She’s been busy.” 
 
    “You should do something out at your place. You can see the fireworks over the lake from your front porch and you’ve got enough room for everyone.” 
 
    “I don’t—it’s a family thing.” 
 
    Eli laughed. “And you’re family. Easy solution. Talk to Jill about it and let me know. I’ve gotta head out.” 
 
    “Stay safe. And stop talking to your sisters about my love life.” 
 
    “Then tell them to stop emailing me about it,” Eli returned. 
 
    Beckett laughed and they said goodbye. He stuffed his phone in his pocket and entered the barn again. A few women still lingered at the tables Jillian had set up with special linens and place settings to simulate how the space could look for an event. They ate cake and paged through brochures. Anna wasn’t anywhere in sight. 
 
    But Poppy was.  
 
    He went straight to her and plucked a flower from her hand before she could load it back into her bin. 
 
    She yelped and then slapped a hand on her chest. “Beckett! What are you doing?” 
 
    “Wondering why you have such a big mouth. Eli called.” 
 
    Her lips twitched, but she had the courtesy to hold back a smile. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “One of these days, Poppy. You’re going to be in the same situation, and I’m going to email your family all about it.” 
 
    She laughed and patted his cheek. “Sure you are, Beckett. Because you email all the time to gossip about my love life.” 
 
    “You’re going to make this up to me, you know.”  
 
    “Oh yeah?” She took the flower from him. “I guess I owe you. What did you have in mind?” 
 
    “Convince Jillian to let me host a Fourth of July barbecue at my house. Everyone’s invited.” 
 
    She angled her head. “You want to have a party at your house? Oh…I see. Because then you can help Anna bake something for dessert and really start heating things up in the kitchen.” 
 
    “Seriously, Poppy?” He glanced around, worried that Mrs. Keller or Anna might overhear. “Big mouth, like I said.” 
 
    “I’m sorry about Eli. He kept asking about Anna and I wanted to assure him she’d gotten over Tom. Then I mentioned how you were distracting her from all that, and…yeah, I have a big mouth.” 
 
    He folded his arms with a nod. “Maybe I should just tell her.” 
 
    Jillian appeared at his side and bumped his shoulder. “No way. You have to let her fall for you naturally. If you tell Anna how you feel, she’ll freak out. It’ll be too much right now.” 
 
    Beckett frowned. Too much? Maybe a relationship in general was too much for her right now. Especially with him. Someone she saw as a brother or a friend. 
 
    “No, don’t do that,” Poppy said as if reading his mind. “Don’t get discouraged. That’s not what she meant. You just need to give it time. It needs to feel natural to Anna. That’s all she meant. But don’t take too long. I have an idea.” 
 
    Beckett gave her a wary look, but she ignored him to smile at Jillian. 
 
    “Beckett should host a Fourth of July party here,” Poppy said. “We can see the fireworks from the porch and we can barbecue…you know, get the two lovebirds together.” 
 
    Beckett groaned. “I’m going to kill you, Poppy.” But at least she was trying to get him his barbecue. 
 
    “No, she’s right,” Jillian said. “A barbecue at your place would be good.” 
 
    She turned when the women stood from their table and hurried over to walk them out. 
 
    Poppy curled her arm through Beckett’s with a sly smile. “Do you forgive me now?” 
 
    “I’ll think about it. You could have been more subtle.” 
 
    She fluttered her lashes. “I’ll ask Anna on a date for you.” 
 
    “That’s not subtle.” He pulled away and gestured to her table of flowers. “Maybe you should focus on work before you get yourself into even more trouble.” 
 
    She laughed and got to work. “Yes, sir.” 
 
    {}{}{} 
 
    She’d seen them. All three of them. Poppy and Jillian and Beckett. Talking. No, conspiring. 
 
    Anna knew it. But about what? 
 
    She spotted Beckett by the cart of chairs and tiptoed over, trying to keep silent before she surprised him. When he leaned down to fold up another chair, she followed his movements and whispered, “I know what you’re up to.” 
 
    He jerked straight, eyes whipping to hers. “What?” 
 
    She had the pleasure of seeing him flustered, trying to stuff his hands in his pockets and then take them out again. But then Poppy’s words came back to her and it wasn’t as funny anymore. Try dating. Someone you know, even. Someone you trust. 
 
     And Beckett was standing in front of her, looking guilty and handsome and completely trustworthy even if he had been conspiring with her sisters. 
 
    “I said I know what you’re up to,” Anna repeated, trying to shake her previous thoughts. 
 
    He swallowed. “I don’t know what you mean.” 
 
    “Sure you do. You were talking to Jillian and Poppy about it about ten minutes ago.” 
 
    “The Fourth of July,” he said quickly, adding a nod. “I asked Jillian if she wanted me to host something at my place. Eli’s coming back and I thought it would be fun. For everyone.” 
 
    “Oh.” Why did that disappoint her? She thought he was going to give something away. But this wasn’t a secret at all. “That’s a good idea. That would be fun.” 
 
    He nodded again, looking more relaxed as he returned to stacking the chairs. “So you should come. I’ll barbecue and we can light a fire in the pit and spend some time together. I mean, everyone will spend time together.” 
 
    “I can make something. Dessert, if you want.” 
 
    “That would be great. I’d appreciate it.” 
 
    And now he wouldn’t even look at her. What was that all about? Had she hit a nerve? Embarrassed him? It was possible he had absolutely no interest in her at all and he could pick up on how weird she was acting. 
 
    Maybe she could ask Poppy or Jillian…and maybe they’d think she was crazy, too. Dating Beckett? That had to be against some sort of friend rule. After all, she’d known him since she was a kid when they both thought the opposite sex had cooties.  
 
    Anna turned. “I’m going to clean up.” 
 
    He made a noise of agreement but kept working. 
 
    Her stomach clenched. What was wrong with her? Even Beckett was avoiding her. Maybe going to France was a good idea. No, a great idea.  
 
    She couldn’t very well start over here in Park Creek with everyone she already knew, around the same people she saw every day. Including Beckett. 
 
    Propping the back door open for some extra air, she closed her eyes. Focus. She needed to focus on cleaning up and going from there. She promised Poppy she’d give it time before she made a decision and maybe even try dating someone. If she could even meet someone. 
 
    When she turned for the table with the cakes on it, something ran across her foot and she shrieked. She spotted the mouse as it dashed under the table and to the wall. 
 
    “Shit, shit, shit.” She shuddered and spotted Becket running over. 
 
    He gripped her arms. “What happened? Are you okay?” 
 
    She pointed. “A mouse.” 
 
    Jillian and Poppy hurried over as well, eyes wide. 
 
    Beckett blew out a breath and ran his hand through his hair with a laugh. “Damn it. You scared the shit out of me.” He turned to the others. “Just a mouse.” 
 
    Jillian wrinkled her nose. “That’s disgusting. And a health code violation.” 
 
    “They run around in the trees back there.” Beckett gestured to the wooded area outside the door. “It’s fine, I’ll get it.” 
 
    “Damsel in distress,” Poppy said with a grin before walking away. 
 
    What was that supposed to mean? Anna frowned at her back, and then rolled her eyes, heat in her cheeks. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said to Beckett. 
 
    He retrieved a broom from the corner. “Why’s that?” 
 
    “I just had a total girl moment. I can handle spiders, but mice…” She gave another exaggerated shiver. “They’re too fast. And it ran across my foot.” 
 
    He flashed her a grin and repeated what Jillian had said. “That’s disgusting.” 
 
    The mouse ran to the corner and Beckett dashed forward to block it. It froze, and then ran the other way. He raced after it with the broom until it zoomed out the door and disappeared into the trees. 
 
    “Thank you,” Anna said. She reached for the broom. “I can put this back.” 
 
    He moved at the same time and her hand collided with his, fingers warm and strong, as they both gripped the broom handle.  
 
    She pulled back with a strangled laugh. “Sorry.” 
 
    They both went in the same direction, trying to get around each other. Back and forth in an awkward dance until Beckett finally reached out, putting one of those strong hands on her arm. He gently pushed her to the left and nodded. 
 
    “You go that way, I’ll go this way.” 
 
    Her throat dried when he smiled. It was an everyday, normal Beckett smile, but this time it made her heart flutter. She could still feel his hand on her arm, the strength in his grip. And the gentleness, too. 
 
    She returned to her table. God, she had to be making him uncomfortable by now. The typical flirty Anna had been replaced by an awkward teenager and it was all Beckett’s fault. 
 
    When she glanced at him, he’d gone back to work like nothing had happened. She sighed. Okay, someone to date…maybe she’d have to cross Beckett off her list and find someone else.  
 
    {}{}{} 
 
    Beckett made sure he was available to help Anna to her car when she was ready to leave, but he’d lost some of his momentum. She wouldn’t even look at him now. It was a broom—a damned broom. And it had been enough to make her nervous. How was he supposed to take it further than that if she couldn’t even touch him without flinching? 
 
    It didn’t help that Poppy and Jillian were watching like he was in a soap opera.  
 
    “Beckett.” Anna pointed to the table. “You have to take some of this cake.” 
 
    Two trays still sat on the surface, holding several pieces. “That’s a lot of cake.” 
 
    She flashed a smile that didn’t last long. “You can freeze it. Please take some.” 
 
    He couldn’t say no to her. But he wished she’d look at him. “Sure. I’ll take some.” 
 
    “Good.” She left one of the trays on the table and hefted the other into her arms. 
 
    “Wait. Let me get that for you.” 
 
    Anna glanced up, her cheeks flushed. “It’s really not necessary.” 
 
    But he took the tray before she could say anything else. She grabbed her purse off the table, caught it on the edge of the chair, and then cursed when the contents spilled all over the floor. 
 
    He bent automatically, but she shook her head. “I got it.” 
 
    When he looked back at Poppy, her eyes were round. She lifted her hands in a gesture that said she didn’t know what was going on either. He was ruining it. That’s what was going on. 
 
    When Anna stood again, he followed her silently out of the barn. The light from the sun hit the highlights in her hair, bringing out the gold in it. He blew out a breath and tried to keep his thoughts from straying. 
 
    She opened the van’s back doors. “You can put that in here.” 
 
    He settled the tray inside. “Anything else?” 
 
    “No, that’s it.” Anna leaned against the side of the van, staring at her shoes. “Thanks.” 
 
    “You okay?” 
 
    When she looked up, she caught his eye this time and gave a small smile. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “About the purse. And the mouse. And—” She waved her hand and avoided his gaze again. “I’m not normally such a girl about these kinds of things. It’s been a long day…” 
 
    Beckett ventured a step closer, hating the tension he saw in her shoulders when there was nothing he could do about it. “Anna.” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “You know I’m here for you, right? If you need to talk or anything. Or even if you just want to get out and take a walk or…” Go on a date. Spend some time at his place. 
 
    “I know.” She reached for the door handle. “Thanks, Beckett.” 
 
    “Sure.” He opened his mouth to say something else, but she hopped inside and shut the door. He stepped back and waited while she pulled out of her space, giving a short wave before she headed down the long road that led away from the barn and his property. 
 
    When he walked back inside, Poppy hurried up to him. “Did you ask her out?” 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    “Ask her out. Or ask her somewhere. Or kiss—”  
 
    “No, I didn’t. You should really mind your own business.” 
 
    This made her smile. She linked her arm through his. “Right now, you are my business.” 
 
    Jillian laughed. She perched against the last standing table, paging through her tablet. “Poppy’s tenacious, Beckett. You know that. She’s made this her personal project.” 
 
    “I’d rather you didn’t. I don’t think Anna’s…ready for anything.” 
 
    “Oh, yes she is,” Poppy said. “She told me. She’s over Tom. She just—”  
 
    When she didn’t continue, Beckett lifted his eyebrows. “What?” 
 
    “Nothing. She is ready to move on. But, come on, Beckett, she was engaged for two years. She’s just not sure how to get back into the whole dating thing. That’s why you have to make the first move.” 
 
    Great. Not that he didn’t date. He just didn’t date friends. And that’s what he and Anna had been for so long, it was hard to see it from a new perspective.  
 
    “Cooking lessons,” Poppy said suddenly. 
 
    Beckett frowned. “I’m sorry?” 
 
    “That’s it,” Poppy said, releasing him to pace. “That will be perfect. Tell her you want cooking lessons.” 
 
    “Why would I do that?” 
 
    “So you can spend more time with her. Kiss her. Fall in looove—”  
 
    “I mean,” Beckett said, trying to keep his patience, “why would I want cooking lessons?” 
 
    Jillian glanced over from her tablet. “So you can cook.” 
 
    “That was brilliant, Jillian,” he said with a roll of his eyes. “Why didn’t I think of that?” 
 
    Poppy grinned at him. “So you can bake. Tell her you want to make something for the Fourth of July thing and ask her if she’ll help you. Start there, and then if it works, tell her you had such a good time want to do it again and again—until death do you part.” 
 
    Beckett dropped his chin to his chest with a long sigh. “You have it all figured out, don’t you?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    But he had to admit, it wasn’t a terrible idea. 
 
    “Come on,” Poppy said, stepping closer and appealing to him. “Anna deserves someone who cares about her, and who will treat her right. So do you. You’re perfect for each other. Anna just needs time to see that.” 
 
    Beckett blew out another breath and forced a nod. He tried to adopt Poppy’s optimism, but it was hard. He’d known Anna his whole life and she’d never once looked at him like she looked at Tom. Or any of the others. If she needed time, he wondered how long it would really take for Anna to see how much he loved her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
      
 
      
 
    Anna avoided her family for the rest of the weekend and tried to get over her embarrassment. She’d actually felt something for Beckett. The distinct flutter, no spark that told her there was more. That was how she felt when she first met Tom. And all the other guys she’d fallen for in the past. 
 
    But this was Beckett, and it was completely insane. 
 
    When she walked into the bakery on Monday morning the next week, she hung her purse and jacket on the hook by the back door and closed her eyes briefly. Beckett. She couldn’t even tell Poppy, it was that bad. They were all family, and when she pictured Beckett in his casual flannels, his shirt underneath tight against his chest, she definitely wasn’t thinking of him as a brother.  
 
    After pulling on her apron, she worked a solid two hours before Leah came in. Once she was finally able to take a break, she grabbed a bottle of water from the refrigerator and forced herself to get back to real life and deal with her family. 
 
    She let Leah take over and left through the back door. She opted for the cute brick path around the back of the building, where there was additional parking and buckets of flowers Poppy had planted. Above the stores were three connected apartments, one of which Jillian lived in and the other Eli stayed in when he was here. The other was currently in need of a renter. 
 
    When she spotted Poppy’s car, she walked the rest of the way to the flower shop and let herself in the back door. Poppy wasn’t in the store room, so Anna made her way to the front of the building and found her sister organizing a vase of flowers at the counter. 
 
    “Morning,” Poppy said without looking up. 
 
    “Almost afternoon.” Anna took a swig of water. 
 
    The store smelled fresh and floral, mostly like the roses Poppy arranged. Light music played in the background as Poppy worked, continuing to organize the flowers. 
 
    “Isn’t that interesting,” Poppy said. 
 
    Anna held back a smile, already knowing where this conversation was heading. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    Poppy flicked a glance up at Anna but didn’t say anything. 
 
    Anna decided to go straight for the apology first. “I’m sorry for leaving so early this morning and—”  
 
    “Ignoring me the whole weekend? Ignoring everyone the whole weekend, actually. I wanted to go to the greenhouse and you said you’d come with me, but—”  
 
    “The greenhouse,” Anna repeated, remembering. “Poppy, I’m sorry. I forgot.” 
 
    “I know. Tell me what’s wrong.” 
 
    Anna leaned against the counter, squeezing her water bottle tight enough it crinkled on the sides. “It’s not…I was just in a funk.” 
 
    About Beckett. About her life. About France. But mostly about Beckett. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because…” Anna sighed. No, she still couldn’t tell Poppy. “I feel like I’m in a rut.” 
 
    Poppy slid the vase aside and leaned her elbows on the counter. “I get it.” 
 
    “You do?” 
 
    “Sure. We all get in ruts. But hey—I know something that’ll bring you out of your funk. And it’s a good way to make it up to me. You know, for ignoring me the whole weekend.” 
 
    Anna checked her watch. “I can leave early today. We can go to the greenhouse. Or tomorrow—”  
 
    “Not that. We can go next weekend, or whenever. I just wanted to check out the new Calla Lilies. You can make it up to me in a different way.” 
 
    Anna narrowed her eyes. “Are you going to tell me?” 
 
    “Okay, you know Beckett’s friend, Jake?” 
 
    Anna straightened at Beckett’s name. She tried to keep her face even. Poppy had no idea what was going on. She just needed to act natural. “Jake. The teacher?” 
 
    “Right. Him. Beckett said he wanted to get together, like maybe a casual date or…” Poppy shrugged. “Whatever. So I thought maybe me, you, him and Beckett could all go out this weekend.” 
 
    Anna’s throat dried. “No. No, I don’t think that’s a good idea.” 
 
    “Why? I thought you were ready to move on. Get out. Live a little.” 
 
    Anna shook her head. “I’m am. I mean—that’s not the problem.” 
 
    “There’s a problem? What? You don’t like Jake?” Poppy flashed a smile. “Because he’ll be my date, not yours.” 
 
    She said date. Which meant if Jake was her date, Beckett would be Anna’s. “I don’t think…” 
 
    Poppy angled her head, her green eyes curious. “What?” 
 
    Anna blew out a breath. “I don’t really think Beckett is into that double dating thing. Besides, we’ve known each other forever. It’s like hanging out with friends.” 
 
    “Perfect. Because then you don’t have to be there with someone you end up not knowing how to talk to.” 
 
    Not perfect. Horrifying. That’s exactly what would happen. She wouldn’t know how to talk to him because it was too awkward between them now. Especially when she couldn’t stop imagining his hands on her waist, sliding up her arms, into her hair. His mouth… 
 
    “Maybe Summer wants to go,” Anna blurted. She pointed across the street. “I could go ask her right now.” 
 
    Poppy frowned. “Summer on a double date? I don’t think so. Besides, it’ll be fun. We can get ready together. You owe me.” 
 
    Anna gritted her teeth. She did owe Poppy. But not a date. Not a whole evening with Beckett. She swallowed, preparing another protest. 
 
    “This weekend,” Poppy persisted. “I’ll call Beckett and see if we can set it up.” 
 
    “Poppy…” 
 
    Her sister knew she’d won. She grinned. “We’ll have fun, you’ll see. Let’s check with Summer later this week and see if she has something new for us to wear.” 
 
    Anna’s shoulders slumped. “Okay. Sure.” 
 
    “Great.” 
 
    Once Poppy set her mind to something, it was hard to change it. After a few more minutes of talking, Anna left through the front door and went to the main office, walking inside with a new plan in mind. She’d just see if Jillian had any extra events coming up. Then she could volunteer to help and use the excuse that she had to work. 
 
    Beckett could find someone else to go with. It’s not like he didn’t have his choice of any woman out there. It was for both their sakes, really. Better all around. 
 
    Inside, her mother sat on one of the four chairs in the lobby. They centered around a low table that held a tray with a coffee pot and dishes for cream and sugar. 
 
    “A meeting?” Anna asked.  
 
    Gail nodded. “In a few minutes. Jillian’s coming back from next door with some of those croissants you baked this morning.” She flashed a smile. “I’ve already had two.” 
 
    “You always were my biggest fan,” Anna said. 
 
    Gail’s eyes softened. “You always were my best chef. Even when you were little. Wouldn’t even eat macaroni and cheese unless it was homemade.” 
 
    She’d heard the story before. More than once. But her mom liked to brag about her kids. 
 
    “What was that?” Gail asked, standing. 
 
    Anna focused on her before her thoughts could wander back to Beckett. “What was what?” 
 
    “That look.” She walked to Anna and brushed a lock of hair from her cheek. “Poppy said you’ve been kind of down lately.” 
 
    “Poppy has a big mouth.” 
 
    Gail gave a gentle smile. “And a big heart. She wants you to be happy. Do you need a vacation?” 
 
    Anna laughed. “No, I need Jillian to give me a job.” 
 
    “A job?” Gail asked, looking confused. 
 
    Jillian returned with a box and went straight for the tray. She unloaded the croissants into a basket and smiled at Anna. 
 
    “What made you decide on croissants this morning?” she asked. 
 
    Anna shrugged, but it had been a conscious decision. The bakery was specifically geared toward weddings, so she baked wedding-themed cookies and cakes and desserts most often. Sometimes she just wanted to branch out—especially when lately, wedding-themed anything was giving her a headache. 
 
    “You’re welcome to sit in on the meeting if you want,” Gail said, concern still in her eyes. “Or Jillian can handle this, and we can go to lunch.” 
 
    Anna forced a laugh and stepped back. “No. I’m fine. I’ll come back after the meeting.” 
 
    Jillian glanced to the glass door. “There she is now.” 
 
    When Anna saw the long blonde hair, she froze. It couldn’t be. But then she saw the face and her heart thudded. “Catrina Whitmore,” she whispered. “Shit.” 
 
    Jillian jerked a glance at her. “How did you know?” 
 
    “Mother fu—”  
 
    “Anna!” Gail said, eyes wide. 
 
    “I have to go. I need—” She needed to hide. It felt like the whole room was closing in around her. And Catrina was already coming through the door. She stumbled over her feet in her haste to get away. “Sorry, I’ll come by later.” 
 
    She didn’t wait for a response, but raced down the long hallway, deciding whether to lock herself in one of the bathrooms or one of the meeting rooms. She rounded a corner and slammed into someone. 
 
    “Whoa. Anna?” Beckett’s eyes narrowed as she yanked in a sharp breath. “What’s going on?” 
 
    She didn’t answer, just grabbed his shirt, hauling him into the closest meeting room and shutting the door. 
 
    “Anna—”  
 
    “Shh.” She slapped a hand over his mouth before thinking. “Be quiet.” 
 
    He pried her hand loose, but before he could say anything, she ducked to peer through one of the small windows on the side of the door. She couldn’t see anything but the hallway. 
 
    When she glanced up, Beckett’s brows were drawn together. She slumped against the door. “I can’t believe this.” 
 
    “Breathe, Anna,” Beckett said. “Do you want me to go get your mom? Or Jillian—”  
 
    “No.” She grabbed his hand before he could reach for the handle. “Please don’t.” 
 
    He peered into her eyes. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “She’s out there. Catrina Whitmore.” 
 
    His fingers curled around hers and he guided her to a chair in the dim room. “Who’s Catrina Whitmore?” 
 
    Anna pressed her hands over her face and blew out a breath. “She’s the woman Tom cheated on me with.” 
 
    {}{}{} 
 
    That asshole. Beckett clenched his hands into fists. “She’s actually out there?” 
 
    Anna nodded, her hands still covering her face. 
 
    How dare she come in here. Who cared if she was the mayor’s daughter? She had to know who owned this place. She couldn’t be completely clueless. And it was probably Tom who’d put her up to it. 
 
    Another thought occurred to him, and he gritted his teeth, speaking in a measured tone. “Is Tom out there?”  
 
    Her hands fell away and the blood drained from her face. “You think he is? Beckett, no—”  
 
    “Wait. Hold on.” His heart squeezed at her look, ached at what she was going through. “We don’t know if he’s out there.” 
 
    Anna stood, and he was surprised to see her hands shaking. He clasped them between his own and found them cold. He rubbed them to infuse some warmth back into them. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter if he’s out there,” Beckett said. Although he couldn’t imagine Tom would have the guts to walk right into a business his ex-fiancée’s family owned. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter?” Anna asked, incredulous. “How can you say that? Beckett—if he’s out there…you don’t think…” Her eyes lifted to his. “You think they’re getting married?” 
 
    Beckett’s gut clenched. He wouldn’t put it past Tom. And sending his fiancée in here was a low move—but also just like Tom. 
 
    “If he comes in here, your family will tell him to leave,” Beckett assured her.  
 
    “They’ll realize who Catrina is soon enough. I’m surprised Jillian didn’t already put it together.”  
 
    He wasn’t. They would have realized sooner if Anna had told them anything more when it was all happening, but she’d only said Tom had been cheating and then been secretive about the rest.  
 
    “He’s such an asshole,” Anna murmured. 
 
    He wrapped his arms around her, and she leaned into his embrace, resting her cheek on his chest.  
 
    “It’s fine.” Beckett said, his voice soothing. “They’ll realize it’s her and she’ll leave.” 
 
    “Better if they kick her ass out of here.” 
 
    He chuckled, and after a moment, heard her laughter as well. The scent of her shampoo wafted up, and before he could help it, he breathed in deep. It was a punch to the gut. To be this close to her and not be able to do anything but support her. He couldn’t ask her out now, couldn’t kiss her, couldn’t do anything. Not with the situation she was facing. 
 
    “First the mouse and now this,” Anna said, easing back. He reluctantly let go. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Why are you apologizing?” 
 
    She ran a hand through her hair. “Because it’s not—I mean, you don’t have to be here dealing with this. I just…panicked. You can go if you need to.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Her eyes flashed to his. “What?” 
 
    He folded his arms. “I’m staying in here with you until you feel comfortable enough to go back out there. Or until she leaves.” 
 
    She studied his expression, eyes wandering his face like she thought he was lying. Finally, she said, “Thank you.” 
 
    “Of course.” He took a step closer to her, completely ignoring his previous thoughts. Who cared if it wasn’t the time? He needed to say something. “Anna, you’re…” 
 
    Before he could get the words out, words he’d been dying to tell her for years, the door opened. Jillian walked in, with Gail close behind her. 
 
    “It’s her, right?” Jillian asked. 
 
    Anna nodded. 
 
    Jillian grimaced. “I had no idea.”  
 
    “Well, now you do.” Anna sank into a chair again. 
 
    Gail sat next to Anna. “I’m sorry. We figured it was her, and I wanted to kick her out, but Jillian wouldn’t let me.” 
 
    Anna gave her a ghost of a smile. 
 
    “It’s not that,” Jillian said. “She’s the mayor’s daughter. We don’t want bad publicity.” 
 
    “But you don’t want her business either,” Beckett said, staring at her. “Right?” 
 
    Jillian folded her arms. “It’s going to be a huge wedding.” 
 
    Beckett winced at her words and watched Anna for her response. She was right. Catrina and Tom were getting married. 
 
    Anna stood slowly, taking a few deep breaths. “I need to go.” 
 
    “No, you’re right. This is ridiculous.” Jillian took off her glasses and rubbed her eyes. “Of course we’re not going to help with the wedding. There are other wedding planners out there.” 
 
    Gail smiled and put her arm around Anna. “Yeah, not our fault we’re the best. They’ll just have to go with second best.” 
 
    “No.” Anna shook her head. “That doesn’t make sense, does it? If you turn her away, we will get bad publicity. I wouldn’t put it past her and her family, or even Tom, to make a big deal about how Keller Wedding Consultants discriminated against them. Get it in the paper, and maybe even—” She broke off, her breath hitching. “I can’t do this right now.” 
 
    Beckett reached for her. Her cheeks were tinged in red, and her lips pressed into a tight line. “Anna—”  
 
    “I have to get to work,” she said, shaking her head. 
 
    She brushed past him, mumbling an apology when her arm hit his, and left the room. Silence followed. 
 
    Finally, Gail stood with a frown. “I can’t believe she had the audacity to come in here.” 
 
    “She’s the mayor’s daughter,” Jillian said. “I’m willing to bet her family wants the best, and that’s why she came here. Maybe she doesn’t even know who Anna is. Besides, she was just checking us out. Maybe she’ll go with someone else.” 
 
    Beckett folded his arms. “And if not?” 
 
    “We’ll tell her it’s a conflict of interest,” Gail said simply. “We can’t do this to Anna.” 
 
    Jillian nodded. “You’re right. Of course you’re right.” 
 
    But Beckett could tell she didn’t want to agree. Getting the Whitmore wedding would be a huge deal for Keller Wedding Consultants, and losing it might hurt the business. Still, this was Anna. They couldn’t very well have her make a cake for her ex-fiancé.  
 
    Beckett turned for the door. “I should go check on her.”  
 
    “Just give her some space.” Gail set her hand on Beckett’s arm. “She’ll get through this like she got through Tom the first time, but I know my Anna needs her space.” 
 
    He sighed and nodded. He could give her space, but he hated that she wanted it. He hated that she wouldn’t let someone be there for her. He’d give her space for a few days, but then he was going to do what he could to get her mind off Tom for good. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
      
 
      
 
    When Anna arrived home from work late Friday afternoon, Poppy was already there with a smile on her face.  
 
    “It’s the weekend,” she announced. 
 
    Anna narrowed her eyes at her sister. “Yeah…and?” 
 
    “Date night.” 
 
    Anna plopped on the couch. “Shit. I forgot.” 
 
    She’d busied herself with baking and putting on a smile and anything else she could do to get through the week. It had helped. A little. Pretending she was fine was easier than dealing with the problem. Especially because she’d decided Jillian and Keller Wedding Consultants should take Catrina and Tom on as clients. 
 
    It just made sense. Her family business was the best and it was a smart decision for them to host what was sure to be one of the biggest wedding events of the year, or whenever Tom and Catrina decided on a date. 
 
    Poppy frowned. “Don’t sound so enthusiastic.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I’ve had my mind on other things.” 
 
    “Beckett and Jake are going to meet us at Pearl’s. Pool, wine, music.” Poppy walked to the back of the couch and set her hands on Anna’s shoulders. “Just what you need.” 
 
    “A lot of wine,” Anna mumbled. “Or tequila.” 
 
    Poppy chuckled. “I’ll drive, then.” 
 
    “You know, I’m really wiped out from this week.” 
 
    “Then relax. Take it easy. Have fun tonight.” 
 
    “I’d rather stay home and watch a movie.” Or lock herself in her room and brood. But she’d done enough of that after she’d discovered Tom’s affair. At some point she had to move on, right? 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Or take a hot bath.” 
 
    “You can do that before we go.” 
 
    “Or sleep.” 
 
    “You can do that after we come back.” 
 
    Anna opened her mouth to give another option, but Poppy walked around the couch to face her. “No way. You’re not backing out of this. You owe me, remember?” She held up a finger and smiled. “Actually, you owe yourself. It’s time to move on and you deserve to be happy.” 
 
    Anna sighed and pushed herself off of the couch. “Fine, I’ll go. But if you and Jake start getting all lovey-eyed and mushy, I’m leaving.” 
 
    Poppy chuckled. “I’ll make sure we watch the mushiness.” 
 
    Anna followed Poppy into her room and found her sister had set out two dresses on the bed. 
 
    “Nope,” Anna said. “I changed my mind.” 
 
    “It’s just one night.” 
 
    “I wear dresses all the time for work. I should get a break.” 
 
    Poppy walked to her closet and pulled out a skirt. “Option number two?” 
 
    Anna folded her arms. Poppy leaned back in the closet and grabbed a shirt and scarf to match.  
 
    “Better?” Poppy asked. 
 
    “Better.” 
 
    Anna took the clothes to her room. The skirt was light and summery, and the shirt made her eyes stand out. Not that it mattered because it was Beckett. But still. She wanted to look nice. Poppy was right; she owed it to herself. 
 
    By the time she’d taken a bath and put on the outfit, she felt more like herself. Enough that she planned on wowing Beckett, even if they were only friends. It had been a long time since she’d dressed up and gone anywhere, especially with a man. Even if they were only friends.  
 
    She had to keep reminding herself of that. 
 
    When Poppy met her at the door, her eyes went wide. “Anna, you look great.” 
 
    “So do you.” 
 
    Poppy grinned. “Maybe Jake will want another date after this, and then Mom will stop asking me when I’m going to meet someone.” 
 
    “She’s worse with Jillian, always telling her she works too hard. That she should settle down with someone already.” 
 
    Jillian was the oldest at thirty-five. Anna admired her for going for what she wanted. A career. But their mother had gotten married to their father, who’d died ten years back, when she was only twenty. Gail wanted grandkids. Anna had thought she might be the first to give her some, but now she had to be grateful things had never gotten that far with Tom. 
 
    Poppy drove them through the peaceful neighborhood, away from their apartment complex and to Main Street. Pearl’s was two blocks down from their stores and one of the most popular restaurants on the street because of its atmosphere and brick-oven pizza.  
 
    They parked in back, where there was an additional entrance. Anna fought the butterflies in her stomach, rolling her eyes at herself for making this bigger than it was. 
 
    Inside, upbeat music played on speakers overhead, people occupied all four pool tables, and the bar was completely full. She spotted Beckett and Jake at a table halfway to the front door and plastered on a smile.  
 
    Beckett looked good. No, great. Dark jeans and a T-shirt just snug enough she could see muscles. He’d shaved and his hair looked intentionally disheveled. He laughed at something Jake said and the sound hit her all the way across the room, making her stomach clench. 
 
    Poppy linked her arm through Anna’s. “Remember, tonight you’re supposed to have fun. So if Beckett asks you to play pool, you’d better.” 
 
    She choked out a nervous laugh. “He’s not going to ask me to play pool. He’s not even—”  
 
    She broke off before she said anything that would give her way. And her heart thudded when Beckett stood from the table and smiled at her. Damn. That smile. There wasn’t much she wouldn’t do if he asked her right now. 
 
    “Hey,” he said.  
 
    He slid his arm around her in a natural greeting, but this time his hand lingered on her hip. Anna pressed her cheek against the softness of his button-up shirt. He smelled woodsy and his heartbeat was strong beneath her ear. 
 
    He released her too soon and Anna was left off balance, the warmth of his grip fading away. 
 
    She seated herself on the same side as Poppy, trying to ignore the heat in her cheeks. It was going to be harder than she thought to stay away from Beckett if he was going to do that every time he saw her. 
 
    She kept her focus on the menu, but after they ordered and Jake dragged Poppy away to play pool, she couldn’t keep avoiding him. 
 
    “I’m glad you decided to come.” Beckett cleared his throat. “You know, after everything that happened this week. It’s good to get out.” 
 
    Anna smiled. “Poppy wouldn’t let me stay home.” 
 
    He glanced back at her as Jake explained something near the pool table. “Yeah. She’s tenacious.” 
 
    “Tell me about it. She had an outfit picked out for me and everything.” 
 
    “You look nice.” 
 
    Anna blinked. “Thank you. So do you. How’s the party planning going?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “For the Fourth of July?” 
 
    “Right.” Beckett shrugged and swirled his glass of beer on the table. “I don’t know how Jillian does it. Planning is definitely not my strong suit.” 
 
    “I’m sure she’d be happy to help out if you ask her.” 
 
    He shrugged again. “I want to do it at my place. It’ll work out.” 
 
    She opened her mouth to say she’d help. And then closed it again. Making things even more awkward between them wasn’t going to help. 
 
    “Actually…” Beckett scratched his chin. “I was kind of hoping you might help me with the dessert.” 
 
    Dessert? That’s what he wanted from her? “Sure. I can make a cake or—”  
 
    “Like I said, I want to do it. Your family is always hosting everything and inviting me like I’m part of the family. I want to do it this time.” 
 
    She searched his face, melted a little at the sincerity there. The kindness she wasn’t used to coming from a man. At least not one she was interested in. “You are a part of the family. But I’m happy to help. You could always make something like pineapple upside down cake? Because that’s perfect for summer. And an alternative for people who don’t want that. A berry cheesecake—”  
 
    “Hold on. That sounds complicated.” 
 
    “For someone who’s used to baking from the box.” 
 
    He laughed. “Exactly. So…maybe if you come over the night before, you can help me make something? Show me how it’s done.” 
 
    Anna froze in her seat. Was he asking her on a date? No, he’d asked her to his place—somewhere she’d been hundreds of times. But baking there instead of at her shop was more intimate. 
 
    “If you’re busy, I understand,” Beckett continued. “I know you’ve got a lot going on.” 
 
    “No. Actually, I don’t.” And Poppy kept telling her to live her life. “I’m in.” 
 
    He smiled, and she melted even further in her seat. It might be perfectly innocent on his end. In fact, knowing Beckett, it was sure to be. But maybe…maybe if they spent more time together, things would change. Something could shift between them. 
 
    She jumped when the waitress arrived with their pizzas. Beckett’s lips curved, and she swore he was actually enjoying her discomfort. Or flirting with her.  
 
    What the hell was going on?  
 
    Poppy and Jake returned to the table as they dished out slices and ordered more drinks. 
 
    “Who won?” Anna asked, trying to distract herself. 
 
    Poppy frowned. Jake grinned. 
 
    “I want a rematch,” Poppy said. “I was just warming up. We should play teams next.” 
 
    Anna swallowed her bite of pizza. “I need to warm up first.” 
 
    Jake gestured. “There’s a table free now if you’re quick. They fill up fast.”  
 
    “I’ll play with you.” Beckett stood and held out a hand to her. “Come on, I’ll go easy on you.” 
 
    She smirked. “I’ll go easy on you.” 
 
    She placed her hand in Beckett’s large one and stood, shooting Poppy a look as she walked from the table. To her amusement, Poppy gave her a thumbs-up and continued eating. 
 
    Beckett held her hand in his the entire way to the tables, keeping her firmly in tow and only looking back once to give her a smile. 
 
    This wasn’t the real Beckett, or she was in some alternate universe. Even more so because it felt right.  
 
    He handed her a cue stick at the table. When she reached for it, he wouldn’t let go.  
 
    “Beckett,” she said, her voice coming out in a whisper. 
 
    His hand rested just above hers on the stick and he leaned in slightly. “Do you even know how to play pool?” 
 
    “Uh…” Her throat dried at the mischief in his eyes. “Not really.” 
 
    “I’m going to teach you.” 
 
    Damn, he was flirting with her. “Bring it on.” 
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    Beckett knew how to play pool. But he didn’t know how to teach someone to play pool when he was distracted. Especially by Anna. Her hair, her smell, the way she’d toss a laughing smile at him every time she missed the cue ball and almost scratched the table. 
 
    He itched to have his hands on her, easing slowly into a kiss, fingers gliding up to brush her cheeks, to run through her hair. The more he was around her, the less patience he had—and that was one thing Beckett had always had plenty of. Patience. 
 
    “You’re getting better,” Beckett told her after another shot. 
 
    “You’re not a very good liar.” 
 
    He laughed. “You just need to hold the stick a little different and kind of…lean down so you can see where you’re shooting.” 
 
    She stared at the table and wrinkled her nose.  
 
    “Here.” He stepped to her, setting his hand on her hip and moving her to the end of the table. The smell of her perfume wrapped around him, tugging on him, making him want to get closer and closer. “Right.” Beckett cleared his throat. “Lean down so you can line up the cue ball with yours.” 
 
    “The red one,” she whispered, so quietly he barely heard her above the music. 
 
    “The red one,” he confirmed. He leaned in next to her and it was everything he could do to keep his senses. He exhaled, resisting the urge to turn his face to her. To run his lips along her jawline.  
 
    What the hell was wrong with him? They were in a bar with dozens of other people, and all he could see was her. 
 
    “Like this?” she asked. 
 
    He reached out, setting his hand over hers and adjusting it. “Better. Just tap it and aim for the left corner.” 
 
    “Easier said than done.” But surprisingly, she kept her focus. 
 
    She moved the stick just slightly, tapping the cue ball. It rolled slowly into her ball. He didn’t think it was going to have enough momentum to get in the pocket, but at the last minute, it fell in. 
 
    Anna straightened, and then whipped to him. “I got it.” 
 
    “See? All it takes is practice.” 
 
    “And a good teacher.” She touched his arm, fingers light against his skin. “Who would’ve known you could get such a rush from pool?” 
 
    He leaned in with a smile, mouth close to her ear to be heard above the music. “Wait until you win a game. It’s even better.” 
 
    She turned slightly, cheek brushing his, fingers tightening on his arm. When her eyes came up to meet his, they lingered, and he saw something there he’d never seen before. 
 
    Interest. A spark.  
 
    “Excuse me,” someone said. 
 
    Beckett straightened and turned. The whole restaurant came to a standstill. 
 
    He reached automatically for Anna when he saw who it was.  
 
    Tom. 
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    Anna’s feet were glued to the ground, mouth frozen shut. 
 
    Tom looked exactly the same, his dark hair gelled into place and outfit perfectly ironed. When he smiled, it reminded her of when they’d first met, three years ago. 
 
    The charm. The confidence. His focus just for her, for the one thing he knew he wanted. 
 
    “Hi, Anna,” he said. 
 
    She swallowed hard, a fresh wave of hurt and anger almost blinding her. Beckett touched her arm, his fingers strong and warm. When Tom’s gaze dipped to the place of contact, she felt a surge of empowerment. 
 
    She was on a date. Sort of. She was moving on. And it wasn’t with Tom. 
 
    “Hi, Tom.” She straightened her shoulders. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “I was walking by and saw your sister. I took a chance you might be here and stopped in. It’s good to see you.” 
 
    She couldn’t repeat the sentiment. Seeing him again was the last thing she wanted, but it was inevitable. He visited town often and she knew Catrina lived here as well. 
 
    “We’re in the middle of a game,” Anna told him, glancing at Beckett. His jaw clenched, but he kept silent. “Is there something I can do for you?” 
 
    “I was hoping we could talk. Alone.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    He shifted from one foot to the next, chin dropping. What was going on with him? Tom never looked anything less than poised.  
 
    “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” she said before he could answer. 
 
    “Just for a minute?” 
 
    To her surprise, Beckett shook his head. “You heard her, she said it’s not a good idea.” 
 
    “Be reasonable,” Tom said. 
 
    “Reasonable?” Anna’s eyes widened. “Is that what you call cheating on me?” 
 
    “Please, Anna. Let’s not make a scene.” 
 
    “Anything you have to say, you can say in front of Beckett. He knows what happened.” 
 
    For the most part, anyway. She’d been too embarrassed to tell anyone but Poppy the whole story behind Tom’s cheating. It didn’t matter anyway, it all boiled down to the same thing. He was a cheater. And he’d planned on marrying her anyway. 
 
    “I don’t want things to be awkward between us,” Tom said. 
 
    “You mean because your fiancée walked into my family’s place this week?” 
 
    He winced. “I didn’t want you to find out like that. She wasn’t supposed to go until I told you.” 
 
    Anna folded her arms. “Well, now I know.” 
 
    Before Tom could say anything else, Poppy appeared, her mouth set into a firm line. She glared at Tom. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    Tom looked around at everyone, realizing he was outnumbered. 
 
    “Tom was just here to share his good news,” Anna answered for him. 
 
    She saw Beckett’s quick smirk from next to her. Tom scratched his chin, trying but failing at one of his charming smiles. 
 
    “Okay, yeah, I should go. It was nice seeing you, Anna. Maybe we can catch up later.” 
 
    Poppy started to say something, but Anna cut her off. “We don’t have anything else to say to each other. But congratulations on the wedding.” 
 
    “And you don’t need to come back to Keller Wedding Consultants,” Poppy added. 
 
    “No.” Anna gave a rueful smile. “We don’t turn away business. If your fiancée needs someone to plan her wedding, at least you’re smart enough to come to the best.” 
 
    Beckett made a noise low in his throat, but she ignored it. Poppy eyes widened as though she couldn’t believe Anna had just said that. It didn’t matter. If Tom could move on, so could she. 
 
    Tom nodded. “I’ll see you around.” 
 
    He walked past Poppy and headed for the front door. Anna blew out a quiet breath, hating that it came out shaky. Beckett set a warm hand on her back. 
 
    “You’re not really serious,” Poppy said, stepping closer to be heard above the music.  
 
    “About him having Jill plan the wedding?” Anna asked. “Yes, I am. If that’s where Tom and Catrina want to go, I’m not stopping them.” 
 
    “But…” Poppy looked lost. She glanced at Beckett, as if for help. 
 
    “Should we finish our game?” he asked. 
 
    She folded her arms across her chest to keep her hands from shaking. “No. I think…I want to go home.” 
 
    Poppy glanced at Jake, who’d joined their group just as Tom left. “Of course. I mean, if you’re sure—”  
 
    “You don’t have to leave,” Anna said, forcing a smile. “I want you to stay and have fun. I can walk.” 
 
    “No, you can’t.” 
 
    “I’ll take you,” Beckett said. “My car’s out back.” 
 
    Anna hugged Poppy and assured her she’d be fine. 
 
    “I’ll bring home some leftover pizza,” Poppy said when she pulled back. Concern still lingered in her eyes. “Maybe I should just go with you—”  
 
    “No way. You were looking forward to this all week. Enjoy it.” 
 
    With Beckett’s hand still firm on her back, they walked to the door and out into the warm air.  
 
    “You really don’t have to take me. You can stay and eat—”  
 
    “Anna.” Beckett closed his fingers around hers, glancing over in the dim light of the evening. “I want to.” 
 
    When they got inside the car, Anna squeezed her hands together in her lap, wishing they could get back that earlier moment when they were playing pool and Tom hadn’t shown up. Wishing he’d distract her with something—anything. A kiss. A sign. She didn’t want to think about Tom. She’d already taken up too much time on him. 
 
    “I’m sorry for tonight.” 
 
    “Why?” A muscle worked in Beckett’s jaw. “Because Tom showed up? He never should have come. You don’t have to go through with this, you know. He can get married somewhere else. Somewhere far, far away.” 
 
    Anna actually smiled at that, surprised to find Beckett nearly as angry as her. “No, he’s moving on with his life and I should move on with mine. This will prove to everyone, especially me, that I’m over Tom.” 
 
    Beckett’s fingers clenched on the wheel. She couldn’t read the expression there, and she was too tired to try. They rode to her house in silence.  
 
    Beckett got out before she could stop him and walked her up the stairs to her apartment. “Think about it before you make a decision,” he said. “Tom can have his wedding somewhere else.” 
 
    She opened the door but stopped on the precipice. “You think that’s what I should do?” 
 
    “I think you should do what’s best for you. You don’t need extra stress.” 
 
    There was so much compassion in his eyes, she reached up to touch his cheek. “It’s nice of you to say that.” 
 
    He set his hand over hers. “I mean it. Let me know if you need anything.” 
 
    She nodded and said goodnight. Too bad she’d ruined his evening, but she’d been so caught off guard by seeing Tom, she hadn’t known what else to do. 
 
    Anna carried her laptop into her bedroom and changed into comfortable pajamas while it booted up. When she sat down, she read through Celeste’s email again. She talked some about her job, her apartment and the culture there, ending with an offer for Anna to come stay with her for a while. 
 
    Too tired to do much more, Anna typed in a brief note. I’m thinking about it. 
 
    Then she sighed. She’d prepared a long email in her head, but now all she wanted was to relax and get her mind off of Tom. She did a search on France and scrolled through pictures and articles while she imagined what it would be like to live somewhere else. Like Beckett said, Somewhere far, far away. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
    The rain poured down over Park Creek the following day, coating Main Street and no doubt making Jillian a nervous wreck because they were supposed to have a wedding and reception at his barn in three hours.  
 
    She’d sent him into town to help Anna. A good excuse to see her, but he was about through with Jillian and Poppy meddling in his love life. Every time he saw Anna with a new story of how Jillian had sent him, he felt another flicker of guilt.  
 
    Like he was keeping a secret from her.  
 
    He pulled the hood of his raincoat over his head when he jogged from his car to the back door of Keller Bakery. When he shoved open the door, a rush of rain followed him inside.  
 
    Anna whipped around, a piping bag in one hand and her eyes wide. “Beckett?” 
 
    He drew off his hood, but words froze in his throat. She was already dressed for the wedding, wearing low heels and a dress that hung just past her knees, fluttering as she moved. A ruffled apron covered the top. 
 
    “You’re already ready,” he finally managed. 
 
    “I didn’t want to have to carry all my clothes in the rain, too.” 
 
    “That’s why I’m here.” 
 
    She set the bag down, angling her head at him. “To help me carry my clothes?” 
 
    He forced himself to focus, to pull his eyes from the long line of her neck. “No, to help carry whatever else you need me to carry.” 
 
    “Doesn’t Jillian need help at the barn?” 
 
    “She’s the one who sent me here.” 
 
    Beckett winced as she wiped her hand on a towel. It was true enough, but the real reason he’d come was because he wanted to. He was tired of making up excuses to spend time with Anna. He shouldn’t need another reason more than what he already had. Love. 
 
    “I want to help,” Beckett amended, taking off his jacket and hanging it on the hook by the door. 
 
    “You’ve been helping a lot lately.” 
 
    Shit. He could see it in her eyes. She knew something was going on. He opened his mouth to tell her the truth, to explain that her suspicions were right on, and then her phone rang. 
 
    She looked at the ID and then smirked at him when she answered. “Hey, Jillian. Yes, I’m aware that it’s still raining. Yes, Beckett’s here. Yes, I’m coming soon.” 
 
    He chuckled and eyed the boxes she’d stacked neatly on the counter. The rest of the kitchen was a mess. He could hear Leah out in the store talking to someone and wondered if she’d be the one to clean it up. 
 
    Anna said goodbye to Jillian and ended the call. “She keeps everything so organized in that tablet of hers, you’d think she would have scheduled the rain for another day.” 
 
    He laughed, and before he could help himself, he reached for her. His hands connected with her waist. Her eyes widened and her lips parted as she looked up at him, completely still. 
 
    “Beckett?” The word came out hushed. “What are you…Jillian didn’t send you for this, did she?”  
 
    She’d hit so close to the truth, he couldn’t answer for a minute. “No. This is all me.” 
 
    When her lashes fluttered, eyes close to drooping shut, he took that as an invitation to lean in. She exhaled, her breath hitting his lips a moment before her mouth. His hands slid on the material of her dress, running from her waist up her back to hold her against him. 
 
    Her mouth parted under his, fingers gripping his shirt in a flash of heat. His brain short-circuited, a jolt so brilliant he couldn’t think, only feel. Everything. Her hands, the softness of her bare skin as he skimmed his fingertips along her arms. Her heartbeat racing against his. 
 
    “Beckett,” she murmured. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “This…” She lifted her chin, eyes meeting his. They were still cloudy with passion, making him want take her mouth with his again. “I don’t know…” 
 
    He couldn’t tell whether she was shocked or angry. But her fingers still clenched on his shirt, heart still beat as fast as his. And she didn’t move. 
 
    “I want this,” he said. 
 
    Her eyes searched his, a thousand emotions flashing through them. He willed her mouth to form the words, to say something in return that would show him where he stood. I want this, too. 
 
    When her phone buzzed, she jumped, pulling back. He released her waist reluctantly, watching as she read the message. 
 
    “Just Jillian telling me to park around the side. It’s muddy.” She smiled at him. He couldn’t tell if it wobbled because of nerves or embarrassment. “We should probably get going.” 
 
    Just like that. We should probably get going. But what had he expected? For her to jump on him again? For her to tell him she loved him? This was hitting her out of nowhere.  
 
    “What can I help with?” he asked. 
 
    “All of this has to go.” 
 
    His eyebrows lifted at the spread on the table.  
 
    “Groom’s cake, top tier and second tier for the main cake, which I’m going to put together at the barn. And extra frosting and all that.” She went for the door. “I should pull the car closer.” 
 
    “Wait,” he said, making her pause. “Don’t you have an umbrella or something?” 
 
    She glanced around as though just realizing she was forgetting something. She pointed. “My jacket.” 
 
    He held out his palm. “Give me your keys. I’ll move it.” 
 
    “Beckett—”  
 
    “No arguing.” He reached to brush a lock of her hair behind her ear.  
 
    She exhaled, otherwise frozen beneath his touch. “No arguing,” she whispered. 
 
    He let his hand trail down her cheek to her shoulder and then turned. “I’ll get your car.” 
 
    “Beckett?” 
 
    He glanced back. 
 
    Her eyes danced with amusement. “This…whatever this was…I think I need to try that again.” 
 
    “Me too.” He grinned and dashed out into the rain, barely feeling the cold water against his face as he thought about kissing her again. 
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    Jillian’s stress couldn’t seep over to Anna. She was still too shocked about what had happened in the bakery, still lost in the haze from the kiss. Damn. Beckett was a good kisser. No, a phenomenal one. Who would’ve thought? 
 
    But when she wanted to think about kissing, she had to focus. She had to make sure the cake was perfect and then help out the caterers, who were short two people because of the storm. 
 
    The bride looked beautiful and the groom completely in love with her. After they cut the cake, Anna brought it to the kitchen to cut pieces to serve the guests, and for once she didn’t mind the happiness she saw in the couple’s eyes. 
 
    She wanted what they had. She wanted love and someone to share her life with. But after Tom, trusting someone enough to believe that could happen was damn near impossible.  
 
    As she transferred the cake to plates, she felt someone behind her and glanced over her shoulder. 
 
    Beckett stood there with a smile. “Need some help?” 
 
    A chill traveled up her spine, and she straightened, trying to keep her focus. “Yes. Set these plates on the trays so the server can bring them out. And…” She gestured with her elbow. “I need more plates.” 
 
    He didn’t say anything, just did as she instructed. She watched him work for a moment, studying the strong line of his jaw, his long fingers. The same big hands that had just been on her, gentle but restrained. Like he was holding back. 
 
    Had this come out of nowhere for him like it had for her? Or maybe…maybe it was an accident. Sure, he’d said he’d wanted it, but why now? Why after all this time? 
 
    Once the cake was served and the rest was stored away for the bride’s parents to take home, Anna tried to find Jillian but couldn’t locate her. She found Poppy instead, leaning against the post just past the door to the barn. The sky behind her churned with dark clouds. 
 
    “It’s still raining,” Poppy said when she saw Anna. “And look—they’re so happy, they don’t even care.” 
 
    “You’re right. They look really happy. What about you? How did the rest of last night go with Jake?” 
 
    “We had fun. I get the feeling he’s looking for a little more, though, and me and relationships...” Poppy shrugged.  
 
    “Don’t let Mom hear you say that. Especially not now, with them out there looking so in love.” 
 
    The bride and groom swayed in the middle of the dance floor, completely oblivious to everyone else. On the other side of the wooden flooring, Anna saw Beckett. From here, she couldn’t tell if he was looking at the couple or at her. 
 
    Heat wormed its way into her cheeks. God, how was she supposed to get anything done now? She couldn’t stop thinking about him, the kiss, his hands. His smile. And then worrying about what the kiss really meant. How had her life suddenly gotten so complicated? 
 
    “Yeah,” Poppy continued. “I guess in theory it looks good. But damn—you’d have to find someone really special to want to go that route, right?” Poppy glanced over. “I mean it’s forever and…Anna? You okay?”  
 
    She couldn’t say anything. Not yet. Maybe it was a fluke, maybe they’d both been caught up in the moment.  
 
    But then she remembered Beckett’s words again. I want this. 
 
    Panic flickered inside. She wanted this, too, and it scared the shit out of her. There were so many what-ifs and so much uncertainty. And then there was plain, old-fashioned longing. Beckett made her feel again, and made her want. Him. 
 
    “If you don’t think Jillian will mind, I’m going to head home,” Anna said.  
 
    “Don’t you want to stay for the rest of the wedding?” 
 
    A flash of Tom and Catrina went through her mind. No, she still wasn’t the best at weddings. “I’ll pass this time. Everything is finished in the kitchen. I’m going to head out.” 
 
    Poppy gave her a quick hug. “I’m going to help clean up so I won’t be home for a while.” 
 
    Anna nodded and waved before scooting her way around the crowd to the back of the barn. She found her jacket and pulled up her hood before turning to the door. 
 
    When she glanced back, Beckett was gone and she still didn’t see Jillian. She debated. Did she say something to Beckett? What were you supposed to say to someone after something like what just happened in the bakery? 
 
    Let’s do that again? Because yeah, she was itching to be close to Beckett again, but her mind could stop sorting through what it meant.  
 
    Rain pounded her head as she raced to her car. She’d talk to him later, and ignore the thought that she was hiding from him. She had to fumble with the lock through the deluge of water, but managed to get the door open in the blur. 
 
    Once inside, she shoved back her hood and wiped her cheeks. The hem of her dress was soaked and her shoes slipped off her feet. At least her house wasn’t too far. She looked forward to a hot bath, even if she dreaded the emptiness of home. 
 
    She twisted the key in the ignition. The van whined, but didn’t start. 
 
    “Shit. Come on,” Anna whispered. Sure, her van was old but it hadn’t given her any huge problems up to this point.  
 
    She tried the key twice more and the van still wouldn’t start. Dropping her head against the steering wheel, Anna closed her eyes. Just what she needed. 
 
    When the passenger side door opened and someone got into the seat next to her, Anna jumped, her heart in her throat. 
 
    “Beckett!” 
 
    He smiled, pushing back his hood and settling his umbrella at his feet. “Car trouble?” 
 
    She exhaled, willing her breathing back to normal. He looked carefree and happy, even with water running down his face. 
 
    “It won’t start.” 
 
    “Try it again,” Beckett suggested. 
 
    Anna complied, twisting the key in the ignition. It made the same whining noise, and the engine wouldn’t turn over just like before. 
 
    She gritted her teeth. “See?” 
 
    “Yeah. I could take a look at it, but we’re going to have to wait for the rain to stop. No problem.” 
 
    No problem? Anna tried to force some of his enthusiasm but no matter how she looked at it, it was a problem. In fact, right now it felt like her life was full of problems. Her car was going to have to be replaced soon, she was going to have to see Tom and his new fiancée as they planned their wedding, and she had no idea how to deal with Beckett. 
 
    France was starting to look better and better. 
 
    Anna looked back to the barn. “I guess I can wait until the wedding is over.” 
 
    But her outfit was a disaster and all she wanted was to be somewhere warm and quiet. 
 
    She started to pull her keys from the ignition, but Beckett’s hand closed over her own. 
 
    “I can take you home,” he said. 
 
    Her gaze flashed to his hand still over hers, and back to his eyes. “You don’t have to. I know you have stuff to do here.” 
 
    He grinned, ignoring her comment. “Better yet, come on up to the house. Get into something warm and then I can take a look at your car when the rain stops. You’re going to need it for this week. We might as well get it taken care of.” 
 
    “But—”  
 
    “I’ll let Jillian know I’ll come back in a bit to help put away the tables and chairs.” 
 
    She tried to think of another argument, but he continued to smile. And she wanted to spend time with Beckett. He made everything seem so easy. Car trouble? No problem. Dress all wet? No problem. 
 
    “Okay.” Anna stuffed her keys into her pocket.  
 
    “Good.” 
 
    Before she could say anything, he hopped out of the van. She flipped her hood back over her hair and laughed when Beckett appeared at her door, taking her hand to pull her out. 
 
    He guided her to his truck and opened the passenger side door for her. She got in and he framed the doorway with his body.  
 
    “I’m going to let Jillian know where we are. I’ll be right back,” he said. 
 
    He shut the door behind him, dashing through the rain and into the barn again. She swallowed down laughter. What was going on with Beckett lately? He’d always been so reliable, and suddenly he was a completely different person. 
 
    No, Beckett was the same. It was how he looked at her that was so different. 
 
    And she was starting to look at him differently, too. 
 
    When he returned to the truck, she was shivering in her seat and ready for the warmth of his house. He started the engine and flipped on the heater. 
 
    “Wait,” she said, glancing back to her car. “My change of clothes is in the back.” 
 
    He smiled and smoothly pulled out of his space, heading in the direction of the main house. “You can borrow something of mine.” 
 
    Her laugh caught in her throat.  
 
    He glanced at her, turning the wheel to avoid a bump. The water was starting to rush over the gravel and pool in the ditch alongside the road. “What? You embarrassed to wear my clothes?” 
 
    “No,” Anna said quickly. It just seemed…so intimate. Kind of sexy if it had been someone else. But Beckett? 
 
    She already knew his clothes would be soft and worn-in, and smell like him. Like trees and the outdoors, like the inside of his truck smelled.  
 
    He stopped as close to the back deck as possible. Together, they ran through the rain, up the wooden steps to the porch. Water poured off the overhang like a sheet, pooling in the flowerbed below. 
 
    As Beckett put the keys into the lock, she watched his lips turn upward at the corners of his mouth. His hazel eyes swung in her direction. “Why are staring at me?”  
 
    “No—no, not staring.” 
 
    He grinned. “I saw you.” He pushed open the door and settled his hand on her back, giving her the chills again. “You can tell me all about it inside.” 
 
    The stepped inside, water dripping from their clothes, but Beckett didn’t seem to care. 
 
    “You were trying to leave without being seen,” he said. 
 
    She pulled damp material away from her body. “What?” 
 
    “At the wedding. You didn’t say goodbye.” 
 
    She licked her lips and opted for honesty. “I didn’t want to make things more awkward. Beckett…this is complicated.” 
 
    “Not complicated for me. I meant what I said before. I want this.” 
 
    Her heart squeezed tight, the strength of his words hitting her and leaving her reeling. Why not? Why couldn’t she go with this? If they were both on the same page, maybe she could give it a try. 
 
    “Clothes,” Beckett said, letting her off the hook as she lingered in the entryway. 
 
    Anna stepped out of her shoes and left them on the tile by the door. Beckett took her jacket as well, and she followed him into the kitchen, her feet cold as she walked barefoot through the space. 
 
    It was clean and open, always welcome after being in her small apartment. She traced her fingers along the island as they passed, heading toward the living room. 
 
    “This way,” Beckett said, as though she didn’t know her way around his house. 
 
    But he didn’t stop at the hallway. He led them all the way into his bedroom. She paused in the doorway. She’d never been in his room before, not since it had been his parents’ and she’d been a kid. Probably no older than twelve. 
 
    God, it even smelled like Beckett. Her eyes traveled to the bed before Beckett’s voice made her jerk them back.  
 
    “You can come in, you know.” He gave her an easy smile. 
 
    Shit. She should have talked to Poppy before. She was slipping into dangerous territory, and ready to let herself slip if she didn’t keep a level head.  
 
    She stepped inside, the carpet soft on her feet. The rain knocked against the house but in here she was warm.  
 
    A million words hovered on her tongue. But the big ones, like How long have you felt like this? or What if it doesn’t work out? wouldn’t seem to come. In fact, all she wanted was to settle in here and let herself take everything Beckett was willing to offer for the moment. 
 
    Just one day where she didn’t question it all and worry that she was going to fail at yet another relationship. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
    When Anna padded into the kitchen wearing his oversized shirt, sweats, and wool socks, he couldn’t help but smile. There was something sexy about seeing her in his clothes. Even sexier that she was in his house wearing those clothes. 
 
    And not more than ten minutes ago, she’d been in his bedroom. It wasn’t enough anymore to be near her. To help out at the bakery. He wanted more, wanted what they’d started earlier today. 
 
    “So…” Anna’s eyes strayed to the window. “It’s still raining.”  
 
    “It is.” He’d changed into a simple T-shirt and shrugged in it, comfortable in his own home, even with Anna here. She looked like she belonged. Probably because she’d been here so many times before.  
 
    But she looked uncomfortable. She rolled back the sleeves of the shirt and continued to stare out the window.  
 
    He turned to the counter. “I’ll make coffee.” 
 
    “Coffee sounds good.” 
 
    Normal is probably what she meant. Coffee was normal. It gave them something to do, though what he really wanted to do was kiss her again.  
 
    He stuffed a filter into the top, and before he could swivel to get the coffee, he found that Anna was there handing it over. 
 
    He lifted his eyebrows at her and she shrugged. “I remembered where you put it.” 
 
    “You probably know your way around everyone’s kitchen,” he mused. 
 
    She leaned against the counter and looked around the spacious room. “I love your kitchen. I’d bake in here every day if I lived here. Probably—”  
 
    She broke off as if she just realized what she said. He started the coffee and pretended it wasn’t a big deal, even though it was. He could picture her here, in his house, with him. Forever. 
 
    “You’re welcome to come over and bake anytime you want. I’d like the company.” 
 
    “You miss your parents?” she asked. 
 
    “Yeah, I do. Just…the simplicity of it. The everyday routine. Knowing someone is going to be around.” 
 
    “What about us? We’re not good enough company for you?” 
 
    Her wide eyes winked with mischief. He took a step closer to her. “No, your family has been great.” 
 
    “Well…” She ducked her chin. “You’re one of us.” 
 
    She couldn’t know how right that felt. The Kellers had been his adopted family, but he was hoping they’d truly be his family one day. 
 
    Anna cleared her throat and stepped back. “So how are your parents?” 
 
    “Good. Great. They email pictures every time they get an internet connection.” Any why the hell was he standing here talking about his parents when all he wanted was to pull her into his arms again? “My computer’s loaded with shots of Mount Rushmore and the Grand Canyon and everywhere else they visit.” 
 
    “I’d love to see them.” 
 
    He glanced up. “Yeah?” 
 
    “Beckett.”  
 
    He paused, waited while she started to say something, then stopped. The kiss. That’s what she was thinking about. He needed to know where she’d stood. She hadn’t pulled away, hadn’t stopped him. She’d kissed him back. And now… 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    But pushing her wasn’t the way to go. Not right now. 
 
    He flashed a smile, trying to get back on even ground with her. “Grab that laptop there and I’ll get the coffee.” 
 
    She settled herself at the counter as he pulled mugs from the cupboard. Outside the window above the sink, the rain showed no signs of slowing. Which meant he had time. And he’d better take advantage of it. 
 
    His phone rang and he pulled it from his pocket, smiling when he saw Poppy’s number. 
 
    “It’s your sister,” Beckett told Anna. 
 
    “Which one?” 
 
    “Poppy.” 
 
    She angled her head, probably expecting Jillian. He pointed to the computer. “You can go ahead and look. The pictures are on a slideshow.” 
 
    She started up the computer while he answered the call. “Hey, Poppy.” 
 
    “Jillian said you left with Anna.” 
 
    “That’s right.” He set a mug in front of Anna and watched as she wrapped her hands around it to warm them. 
 
    “Where are you?” 
 
    “At home.” 
 
    “She’s there with you right now?” Poppy asked. “In your house?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “You work fast.” 
 
    “Her car broke down.” 
 
    “Oh. Kind of romantic, though. What are you guys doing?” 
 
    Anna glanced up, giving him a curious look. 
 
    “We’re looking at my parent’s pictures,” Beckett said. 
 
    “Please tell me that’s code for something,” Poppy told him. “Did you kiss her?” 
 
    His coffee sloshed when he lifted the mug. He cast an apologetic look at Anna and wiped up the liquid on the counter.  
 
    “Poppy,” he warned, trying not to sound obvious. “I’ll be back later to help clean up.” 
 
    “Kiss her. Go in for it nice and slow and—”  
 
    “Goodbye, Poppy.” God, what were they? Teenagers? 
 
    He returned the phone to his pocket. Anna stared at him. 
 
    “She just wanted to check to see when I’m coming back,” Beckett lied. He set his jaw, the guilt creeping up on him again. He really needed to stop lying to her about this. And Poppy really needed to stop encouraging him to do it.  
 
    “You and Poppy have gotten really close lately,” Anna said. 
 
    He slid his mug across the counter and joined her in front of the computer. “You know Poppy.” 
 
    “I do know Poppy,” she said. “She’s hiding something. And so are you.” 
 
    {}{}{} 
 
    She was putting him on the spot and she knew it. But she wanted to get to the bottom of this. Her entire family had been acting strange lately, and Beckett was in on it. If the kiss had anything to do with it, she needed to know. Tom had already broken her heart, there was no way she was going into anything blind again. 
 
    “How’s the coffee?” Beckett asked.  
 
    “You’re trying to distract me.” 
 
    He smiled again, and it worked even better this time. The dimple, the crinkle of his eyes. His strong hands wrapped around his coffee mug. All of it made her doubt herself, just for a moment. But she knew she hadn’t imagined the secrecy between him and Poppy. Or how often Beckett had been around. At the bakery, at wedding events.  
 
    “The coffee’s good,” she answered. “Now, tell me.” 
 
    He shifted on the stool, facing her. She waited. It was still raining—she had plenty of time. 
 
    “Uh…” Beckett scratched his chin. “About what happened earlier. It wasn’t an accident.” He shook his head at her look. “I mean, I meant to kiss you. I wanted to.” 
 
    Her heart fluttered. She completely forgot that he hadn’t answered her question, that he wasn’t even talking about the same thing. “I wanted you to, too.” 
 
    His face relaxed. He looked like he’d expected something else.  
 
    She forced herself to focus. “Is it because of Tom?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Anna’s fingers fumbled for her mug, her stomach sinking. “You know, Tom. Because he came to the restaurant last night. I know you’re worried, and so is the rest of my family. Is that what’s been going on with you and Poppy? Why all this is happening?” 
 
    “Anna…” 
 
    The way he said her name made her look back up. It wasn’t pity he saw in his eyes. In fact, it was laughter. 
 
    “What?” she asked, voice quiet. 
 
    “It’s not about Tom at all.” He reached out, closing his fingers over hers. “I hate what he did to you and I hate that he walked into Pearl’s last night, but even if he hadn’t, I’d still want to be here with you.” 
 
    She swallowed surprise and found herself clinging to his hand. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I think that’s probably the third time I’ve accused you of hanging out with me because of Tom or the wedding, or—”  
 
    “Fourth,” he said with a smile. “I think it’s the fourth time.” 
 
    She chuckled. “I didn’t realize you were counting.” 
 
    He nudged the computer over. “You want to see those pictures?” 
 
    Really? Wasn’t this where he pulled her off the stool and kissed her? Where she got another taste of what he’d given her in the bakery today?  
 
    How could he be so calm when her heart raced a mile a minute? Beckett looked so different to her now. She could see a side of him she’d never noticed before, and she wanted to explore it. 
 
    “Sure.” She flashed a smile, forcing herself to be patient. To relax. “Let’s look at the pictures.” 
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    After they finished, the rain began to slow. Beckett grasped at the first thing he could think of to get Anna to stay longer. 
 
    “I think I need help planning the food for the Fourth of July party.” 
 
    “If you tell Jillian, I’m sure she’d be happy to figure it out.” 
 
    Beckett frowned at her. “You have so little faith in me.” 
 
    “That’s not what I meant. It’s just that planning is Jill’s thing.” 
 
    “And what’s my thing?” Beckett asked, leaning against the counter and crossing his arms. 
 
    Her lips curved and she pushed up the sleeves of his oversized shirt. “Your thing?” 
 
    “Yeah, if planning isn’t my thing, then what is? Obviously not baking.” 
 
    “You’ve been very helpful regardless. In fact, that’s part of your thing. Helping out—without complaint. Even if it means decorating cookies.” 
 
    He almost pointed out that he was doing that because he wanted to be near her, not because he’d been roped into helping out, but she continued on. 
 
    “You’re considerate and thoughtful and caring and you pretty much put everyone before yourself.” Anna propped her chin on her hand. “So, planning might not be your thing, but I think you make up for it in other ways.” 
 
    He set his coffee aside, ready to round the counter and pluck her right off the stool for a kiss. 
 
    “Do you have paper?” Anna asked. 
 
    He lost his momentum. “Sorry, what?” 
 
    She grinned. “Never mind, I know where it is.” 
 
    Paper. For planning the party. Of course. But she’d enchanted him with her smile again and he realized he was lost in her. He’d already taken all the other steps today. Might as well not stop now. 
 
    “Hold on,” Beckett said as she reached for the drawer at the end of the counter. 
 
    He caught her hand, linking his fingers through hers as she lifted her chin.  
 
    “I can’t keep doing this,” he said. 
 
    “Doing what?” 
 
    “Pretending like what happened earlier didn’t happen.” 
 
    She blinked, either with surprise or confusion. “I’m not pretending.” 
 
    “I didn’t mean you. I meant me.” 
 
    “You meant me, too,” Anna said. “I’ve been avoiding it. A little.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because…you’re Beckett. You’re—”  
 
    “Don’t say I’m like a brother.” He put her hand to his chest, making her exhale. “I don’t think I could take it.” 
 
    “No. No, not a brother. Well, actually, you’re supposed to be like a brother. Honestly, that’s how I’ve been thinking of you. Until lately. Right now I’m definitely not thinking of you like a brother.” 
 
    It was enough for him. He pulled her in, pressing a hand against her back to get as close as possible. Her fingers linked around his neck, drawing his mouth to hers. Every nerve ending in his body came alive. 
 
    He skimmed her bottom lip with his tongue, enjoying the way her body arched against his and the soft gasp she made. He’d been waiting so long for this moment, for any moment with her, it was hard to take it slow. He let his hands wander, running them up her sides and back down her spine.  
 
    He wanted to touch every inch of her, but settled for slow and steady, turning her so her back pressed against the pantry. 
 
    “Beckett,” she whispered. 
 
    He eased back, hands on her hips. Amused when he found her eyes cloudy. “Yes?” 
 
    “I’m not really sure how to do this.” Her hands were still against his chest, making it hard for him to focus. 
 
    He answered in a hoarse voice. “That’s not what it feels like from this end.”  
 
    “Ha. I meant with a friend.”  
 
    His momentum stalled some, and he dipped his chin, trying to find the right response. A friend. A friend? 
 
    “No. Not—damn it.” She blew out a breath. “I meant with someone I’m already such good friends with. I usually do it the other way around. This is—Beckett, say something.” 
 
    He smiled. “I like it this way. A foundation first.” 
 
    She returned his smile. “I like it this way, too.” 
 
    When he leaned in, his senses were on high alert. He could smell the subtle scent of strawberries and feel the quick shiver that went through her body. And when their mouths touched, she tasted like coffee and wonder.  
 
    He brushed his thumb on her jaw, unwilling to step back. He’d waited too long to have Anna in his arms to ease away just yet. 
 
    “This is why you wanted me to come here?” she asked, voice low. 
 
    He nodded.  
 
    “Did you do something to my car?” 
 
    It took him a moment to realize she was joking. He laughed and finally let his arms slide away from her. 
 
    “No, but it worked out well for me. It gave me an excuse to get you here.” 
 
    Anna’s gaze flicked to the window. “It stopped raining.” 
 
    Beckett scuffed his shoe on the tile. “I can take a look at your car whenever you’re ready.” 
 
    Her lips curved and she lifted her shoulders. “Maybe we should make a list first. You know, figure out what you’ll need for the party. That way you’re prepared.” 
 
    “Good idea.” 
 
    He reached past her to grab a pen and paper, determined to distract her for the rest of the afternoon so she’d stay with him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
    The next problem was her family. 
 
    Anna hadn’t told any of them what had gone on between her and Beckett, and every time she considered it, she also considered the consequences. That this might not work out in the long run. Then it wouldn’t just be a ruined relationship, but a ruined friendship. 
 
    Which meant she’d been careful around Beckett. When he’d go to take her hand or run his fingers down her arm, she’d sidestep. And she’d worry.  
 
    By Thursday, she couldn’t take it anymore and dashed across the street to see Summer. 
 
    Summer was safe. Summer was impartial. The youngest of the five kids, Summer was still way beyond her years. She was also a huge romantic. 
 
    When Anna walked into the store, she found Summer arranging a mannequin with a flowery skirt on. 
 
    “Taking a break?” Summer asked. 
 
    “It’s slow over there.” Which was her version of small talk. To stall. Maybe she’d just leave out Beckett’s name. Make it a hypothetical situation.  
 
    “Same here. No new appointments until tomorrow. And another one at the beginning of next week.” Summer’s eyes met hers. “Jillian warned you, right?” 
 
    Anna released a long breath and nodded. Tom and Catrina were coming in for a consultation. 
 
    “I’m not planning on being there. I know they’re big clients and they’ll expect to see the cake options, but Jillian has it covered.” 
 
    Summer nodded, her blue eyes compassionate. “No one expects you to be there. I still don’t think Jillian should do the wedding for them. Mom’s against it.” 
 
    “That’s because Mom’s protective. But I told Jillian to do it. It’s important for our business.” 
 
    Summer made a noise of disagreement and stopped fumbling with the mannequin’s skirt. “Who cares?” 
 
    “You’ll care if they say something negative about Keller Wedding Consultants and no one wants to buy your clothes anymore.” 
 
    “Everyone’s too smart for that. Besides, Tom and Catrina aren’t even in love,” Summer said. “Seems like a waste of everyone’s time to me.” 
 
    Anna bit her lip, so distracted by Summer’s comment for a moment that she forgot about her own dilemma. “You don’t think they’re in love?” 
 
    Summer laughed, walking to the counter to shove some pens back in the holder. “No way. Tom had love with you—or at least something better than what he has with Catrina—and he threw it all away. So many people don’t get that opportunity in life and he gave it up without blinking. They’re both going to be unhappy and it just seems like a waste of a perfectly good wedding.” 
 
    Anna choked on a laugh. “Summer.” 
 
    “Well, it’s true. There’s so much other shit to deal with in this world, might as well make love count.” 
 
    Anna sighed. Make love count. And that brought her right back to Beckett.  
 
    “Now that you’ve heard my rant,” Summer said, leaning her elbows on the counter, “you can tell me why you’re here.” 
 
    Anna frowned. “How did you know?” 
 
    “I can see it on your face.” 
 
    “See what?” 
 
    “Conflict.” 
 
    Anna fiddled with a necklace hanging on a rotating rack at the edge of the counter. “Yes, I’m conflicted. A little. And you’re…impartial.” 
 
    “Impartial about what?” 
 
    “My love life.” 
 
    Summer’s eyes lit with amusement. “I wasn’t aware you had a love life.” 
 
    “Screw you. I’m just quiet about my love life is all.” 
 
    “All right,” Summer said with a laugh. “Tell me about your love life.” 
 
    “You have to remember you believe in all this.” 
 
    “All what?” Summer asked. 
 
    “This happliy ever after stuff.” 
 
    “So do you.” 
 
    Anna lifted another necklace to give her hands something to do. “Sometimes I wonder if Tom ruined it for me.” 
 
    Summer was silent long enough, Anna looked over at her. “What?” 
 
    “You said sometimes,” Summer informed her. “What about the rest of the time? Is there someone else?” 
 
    Of course Summer could see it on her face. Summer should have been a matchmaker instead of a store owner. Would she have set Anna up with Beckett? 
 
    “There might be…” Anna fumbled with a bracelet this time. Shit. How was she supposed to say this? “Sort of. Maybe someone else.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “And we’re supposed to be just friends, but we sort of…kissed.” 
 
    “Kissed?” 
 
    “No, he kissed me. And I…” 
 
    “Liked it?” 
 
    Anna laughed. “Yes. No. I mean, yes, I liked it, but it surprised me.” 
 
    “You’re so cute all flustered like that. Middle school romance.” 
 
    “God, you’re right. That’s exactly what it sounds like.” Although, she wasn’t thinking about Beckett in a middle school way at all. And their kiss hadn’t been a middle school kiss. Hands and mouths and heat. She could have spent the rest of the afternoon in his arms. 
 
    “You’re going to tell me who it is, right?” Summer asked. “Otherwise I can’t give you my opinion.” 
 
    Anna shifted on her feet, cheeks flaming.  
 
    “Just say it,” Summer told her. “Or I’m going to think it’s…Buster.” 
 
    “Buster? The flower delivery guy? He’s at least sixty—no, probably more like seventy. And isn’t he married anyway?” 
 
    With a laugh, Summer came around the counter and calmly took the necklace Anna was holding to return it to the rack. “It’s Beckett, isn’t it?” 
 
    “What?” Anna’s mouth dropped open. “How did you know?” 
 
    “I’ve seen how he looks at you.” 
 
    “What?” she said again, mind whirling. “He doesn’t look at me in any way. I thought—no, he doesn’t look at me—”  
 
    “Yes, he does.” 
 
    This wasn’t right. Anna was the one who’d started to have feelings for him. She was the one who had imagined their friendship as something else.  
 
    “Don’t look so surprised,” Summer said. 
 
    “But…” 
 
    “But what?” 
 
    “I thought it was just me, that I was the one who wanted something more. And—I don’t know, he kissed me, but I thought it was just because of the rain and because he’s been spending so much time around me lately.” 
 
    “Why do you think he’s been spending so much time around you lately?” 
 
    “Not because—” Anna’s eyes flashed to Summer, who started laughing. “You think that’s why he’s been everywhere lately? God, you’re right. This is middle school. And I’m completely clueless.” Anna huffed. “Why didn’t you say anything to me? Am I the only one who didn’t know about this?” 
 
    “Does it matter?” Summer soothed. “You should focus on what happened and go from there.” 
 
    Her stomach dipped. “How am I supposed to go from there? It’s Beckett. And no one else knows, so it’s been hard to be around him. I’m kind of avoiding him a little.” 
 
    “What? Why?” 
 
    Anna frowned, reaching for the necklace again, unable to stay still. “Because,” she mumbled, “I don’t want it to be weird. He’s like family. And I don’t want to ruin what we already have.” 
 
    Summer’s eyes twinkled with understanding. “How do you know if you don’t try?” 
 
    Anna didn’t answer. 
 
    Summer ran her hand down Anna’s hair, just like her mom might have done. “I understand. It’s Tom’s fault, but I understand.” 
 
    Anna let out a quiet laugh. “I’m messed up. That’s the problem. Am I destined to think every guy is going to walk out on me? I mean, Beckett—”  
 
    “Isn’t like that,” Summer finished for her. “You should talk to him. If this is what you want, talk to him. Take a chance.” 
 
    Anna groaned, pressing her hands over her face. “What is my problem? He kissed me, like really kissed me—” 
 
    “Was he smooth about it?” Summer asked, clearly wanting details. 
 
    “God, you don’t even know. You probably don’t want to know if you think about Beckett like we’re supposed to think about Beckett.” 
 
    “As family?” 
 
    “Yes.” But then she couldn’t stop feeling his mouth on hers, the warmth of his hands.  
 
    “But you’re not thinking about him like family now, right?” 
 
    “No. No way.” 
 
    “Is that what you want?” 
 
    Anna rubbed her hands over her face, then chuckled. “It’s like you’re my therapist.” 
 
    “And how does that make you feel?” 
 
    She laughed, nudging Summer with her arm. “This whole thing makes me feel weird. It’s exactly what I wanted, for Beckett to kiss me. And now I’m avoiding him.” 
 
    “If that’s what you wanted and it’s clearly what he wanted, then why not go for it?” 
 
    “You don’t think it’s strange?” Anna asked. “It’s Beckett. Beckett, Summer. He put worms in my lunch box when I was a kid.” 
 
    “That’s sweet.” 
 
    She snorted. “It was disgusting.” 
 
    “Sure, but it just shows how long he’s been trying to get your attention. And now he has it. Right?” Summer put her arm around Anna’s shoulders. “I say go for it.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Like, right now.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Summer pointed, and Anna looked out the window to see Beckett across the street at the flower shop. He was helping Poppy hang new baskets of colorful pansies on the hooks in front of the building. 
 
    Her heart stuttered. “I should talk to him,” she whispered. 
 
    “Then do it.” 
 
    “It’s not as simple as that.” 
 
    Summer tilted her head as if to say, What’s so complicated about it? 
 
    “Come on.” Summer nudged her toward the door. “Don’t put it off, you’ll just convince yourself you shouldn’t talk to him and that’s a bad idea.” 
 
    “A bad idea,” Anna repeated, her feet moving automatically toward the door. 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    Anna drew in a long breath and nodded. “Okay. Thanks, Summer.” 
 
    “Of course. Come back later and I’ll show you this new top I think you’ll like.” 
 
    But Anna barely heard her before she stepped out of the shop. Across the street, Beckett said something to Poppy. She nodded her head before they both went inside. 
 
    Maybe he was talking to her about Anna. Telling Poppy all about their kiss and how Anna was avoiding him now. And why? Because she couldn’t handle it? 
 
    That wasn’t fair to Beckett. And she realized, she could handle it. If Beckett could, she could. 
 
    She crossed the street between the traffic and had almost reached the flower shop when she heard someone call her name. 
 
    As she turned and saw who it was, her feet cemented to the sidewalk.  
 
    Tom. 
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    “Hi, Anna.” 
 
    She swallowed hard, forcing herself to stay calm even though her hands wanted to shake. It was a confrontation—one she hadn’t had with Tom since she found out he was cheating. 
 
    In fact, she’d never really confronted him about that. Just walked out on him and never looked back. 
 
    She focused on the man in front of her. He hadn’t deserved any more of her time. So what was he doing here now? Again? 
 
    “Isn’t your meeting next week?” she asked. 
 
    He nodded, putting his hands in his pockets. His eyes were covered by designer glasses, and she couldn’t tell what was going on in them. She used to think she was so good at reading his moods, but now she had no idea. Once she’d found out he was cheating, she didn’t want to trust anything about him. 
 
    “Then what are you doing here today?”  
 
    He sighed. “I wanted to talk to you.” 
 
    “There’s nothing to talk about. Unless you need to discuss the wedding cake—and then you’ll need to make an appointment because I’m in the middle of something right now.” 
 
    Mostly true. She was on her way to talk to Beckett. More than ever right now, she wanted to talk to Beckett. 
 
    “Come on,” Tom coaxed. “It doesn’t have to be like this.” 
 
    “What doesn’t have to be like this?” 
 
    “Us.” 
 
    She gritted her teeth and forced another calming breath. “There is no us.” 
 
    “You know what I mean.” 
 
    “No, I don’t. We have a professional relationship now. In fact, not even that because you’re working with Jillian. I’m sure she’ll be happy to discuss any concerns with you at your designated appointment time.”  
 
    Tom’s jaw shifted. “It’s not about the wedding.” 
 
    Her breath hissed in. “I really need to go.” 
 
    “Please, Anna. Let’s get coffee or something. Let’s talk about what happened.” 
 
    “What happened was that you cheated on me and lied about it. Clearly, I’m not the type of person who marries a cheater. Nothing else to say.” 
 
    “But—”  
 
    He stopped what he was saying when the door to the flower shop opened and Poppy and Beckett stepped out.  
 
    “Hey,” Poppy said, stepping closer to Anna. “Everything okay?” 
 
    “Sure.” Tom flashed her a smile. “It’s fine.” 
 
    But Anna’s hands shook. Half of her wanted to run away and the other half to scream at him. No, things weren’t fine. Even worse that Tom and this whole situation could still get under her skin. 
 
    Beckett’s eyes skimmed her face and then moved to Tom. “You’d probably better be on your way.” 
 
    Tom glanced at him, flashing a cocky grin. “We were just having a conversation. None of your business.” 
 
    “No,” Anna said. “Our conversation is over.” 
 
    “You heard her,” Beckett said. “Your conversation is over.” 
 
    Poppy put her arm around Anna’s shoulders. “Come on. Let’s go inside.” 
 
    Tom held up his hands. “Hey, didn’t mean to cause any problems.” 
 
    “Go,” Beckett said to Tom, surprising Anna. 
 
    She walked inside with Poppy and Beckett followed shortly after, shaking his head. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Anna said. “You didn’t—you don’t have to get involved—”  
 
    “What was he doing here?” Poppy asked. 
 
    Anna frowned, crossing her arms. “He said he wanted to talk.” 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “Nothing. He just—” Anna shook her head. She had no idea what that was about. All she knew was that she wanted nothing to do with Tom. 
 
    “If he keeps bothering you, let me know,” Beckett said. 
 
    His hand clenched at his side like he was trying not to reach out to her. Of course he was. She’d been keeping her distance the whole week. He probably thought she didn’t want to have anything to do with him. 
 
    “Thank you, Beckett.” 
 
    He gave a curt nod and turned for the door. “I have some stuff I need to do. I’ll see you all for the Fourth.” 
 
    The briskness of his words lanced out at her. Before she could open her mouth to say something—anything—Beckett was gone. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
      
 
    Beckett drove home from the grocery store with a car full of items for the Independence Day party tomorrow, though he was tempted to cancel it. Partying wasn’t on his mind. Anna was. Like usual.  
 
    He’d cracked a little yesterday when he’d seen her with Tom. He wanted to stand up for her, to comfort her, but he couldn’t. Not when her family didn’t know about them and she wouldn’t let him say anything. It was a secret on top of another secret. 
 
    When he pulled in the drive and saw her van parked in front of the house, his hands clenched on the wheel. The pies. That’s right. She was supposed to be here helping him bake the pies. But part of him had expected her to bail.  
 
    Beckett pulled around the back near the kitchen entrance and hopped out. Anna met him at his truck. 
 
    “Hey,” she said, shielding her eyes from the sun that sank close to the mountains. 
 
    “Hey.” Damn. She looked good. Simple pair of skinny jeans and a tank that showed off her tan arms. “You been here long?” 
 
    “It would have been longer but it took ten minutes to get my car started.” 
 
    He frowned. “We’re going to have to get that fixed for you.” And then he remembered himself and shrugged. “Or, you know, get it into the mechanic.” 
 
    Which didn’t make sense since he could fix it himself, but she didn’t seem to want his help.  
 
    To his surprise, her lips twitched. “Yeah, I need to take care of that.” 
 
    He started hauling bags out of the back of the truck. 
 
    “Let me help,” Anna offered. 
 
    He went to protest, but she was already reaching in for bags, lugging them toward the house. He followed her, trying to keep his eyes from her long legs or her ass. But the jeans made it hard. And so did his teenager brain again. It would be so easy to catch up to her, to reach out and pull her into his arms. 
 
    And then what? She’d just avoid him again. 
 
    “Did you get the ingredients for the dessert?” Anna asked, depositing her bags on the counter. 
 
    He nodded, setting his bags next to hers.  
 
    She shook her head. “Sorry, that’s not why I’m here.” 
 
    “To help with the dessert?” 
 
    She laughed, twisting her hands together. “Maybe we should get the rest of the bags before the food gets warm.” 
 
    And she was off again. He trailed behind her, growing more amused than impatient. She was nervous. But he could read her well enough to know it wasn’t something bad. 
 
    She passed him with several more bags, flashing a smile on the way. He grinned back and hauled the rest of the bags inside. Couldn’t stay in a bad mood for long with Anna here looking so uncomfortable it was cute. 
 
    She made herself at home in his kitchen, pulling items out of the bags and putting them away. And he had to think, once again, how good she looked in here. He could picture days like this, where they worked side by side, or enjoyed a glass of wine on the front porch in the evenings.  
 
    He could picture more, too.  
 
    Beckett passed her condiments and she loaded them into the refrigerator before turning and blurting, “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “What for? I hate unloading groceries and you just did it for me.” 
 
    Her breath came out in a half-laugh. “I’m serious.” 
 
    “So am I.” 
 
    “Beckett.” She twisted her hands together again. “I meant about this week. About…not talking to you. Being distant. And Tom.” 
 
    It seemed natural to shrug it off because she looked so uncomfortable, but he chose to let her continue. He needed to know. 
 
    “Uh…” She brushed a lock of hair off her cheek, distracting him. “This is hard.” 
 
    He took a step closer to her, making her chin come up. “Just talk to me, Anna. You could always do it before.” 
 
    Her eyes locked on his. “Because that was always about my family or work or Tom. Sorry, I should not be talking about Tom—”  
 
    “Has he bothered you again?”  
 
    She blinked. “No.” 
 
    Beckett scrubbed a hand across his jaw, frustrated with Tom and the situation, and more. “Doesn’t seem like he wants to take no for an answer. You’ll tell me if he bothers you again, right?” 
 
    “So you can chase him off?” 
 
    He curled his fingers around hers, bowing his head. “I’m serious.” 
 
    “I know. Sorry. I’ll tell you if he comes around again. He said—”  
 
    When she didn’t continue, he pressed it further. “What did he say?” 
 
    Anna sighed. “Really, Beckett, I didn’t come here to talk about Tom. I want to talk about us.” 
 
    “Us?” 
 
    “You know what I mean.” 
 
    He grinned at her, trying to forget Tom and focus on them. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean, I don’t want you to think I was avoiding you.” 
 
    “But you were, weren’t you?” 
 
    “Beckett,” she breathed. And to his surprise, she leaned forward, resting her forehead against his chest. “Yes, I was. But it wasn’t because of you.” 
 
    He put his arms around her, even though it was against his better judgement. The more time he spent with Anna, the more he wanted to be with her. But he couldn’t keep pushing. She needed to meet him halfway.   
 
    She linked her arms behind his back and held tight. “My mind’s been going crazy. I mean, at first, I thought it was an accident—a mistake,” she mumbled. 
 
    He looked down, but she wouldn’t look up at him. “What?” 
 
    “I mean when we kissed, we were both caught up in the moment and—”  
 
    “Twice?” He eased back and tipped her chin up so he could see her eyes. “I kissed you in the bakery and here, in my kitchen. You think I’d make that mistake twice? ‘Oops, I tripped and accidently landed on your mouth?’” 
 
    Her breath rushed out in a laugh. “No. I mean, I talked myself into thinking that, but when you say it that way…And then, God, I’m a mess. I’m terrible at relationships. As you’ve seen.” 
 
    His heart broke a little for her. “You’re not terrible at relationships. You’ve just had to deal with shitty ones in the past.” 
 
    She put her hands over her face. “I know. It’s ridiculous. I wanted this.” 
 
    “Wait.” He pulled her hands away, searching her eyes. “What did you say?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You said you wanted this.” 
 
    She almost looked like she was going to deny it. Then she nodded. “I did. I said that. And it’s true. You kissed me and I wanted it. Before you did it and after.” 
 
    It was more than enough for him. He swooped in, lips catching hers, hearing her gasp as they connected. Her hands ran up his chest, making his control break. Just that. Her hands, and he was practically on his knees.  
 
    He hiked her up, making her breath hitch, and set her on the counter so he could reach her lips better. So he could run his fingers up her spine and catch her sigh with his mouth. He pressed between her thighs, dying to get as close as possible.  
 
    When her hands dove under the back of his shirt, he groaned, reveling in the contact of skin on skin. He reciprocated by sliding his lips down to her jaw, then her collarbone, and getting a grip on her hips to jerk her closer.  
 
    She smelled like sugar, spices, everything sweet and warm. Her hair was like silk, brushing his cheek, and making his circuits fry. 
 
    Her head arched back. “We’re…in the kitchen.” 
 
    His laughter was breathy. “Good observation.” 
 
    “I mean, uh…” Her eyes closed when his hands found the sliver of skin between her shirt and jeans. “We were in your kitchen the last time this happened, too.” 
 
    “We could take it somewhere else,” he murmured, lips brushing hers. 
 
    He didn’t miss the hint of tension that straightened her shoulders. Her eyes locked on his. “It’s…” 
 
    “Fast,” he answered for her, reining himself in. Not that he didn’t still have the image of her lying naked on the bed in his bedroom branded in his mind. 
 
    She nodded. “Fast. But, God, Beckett. It’s not that I don’t want this.” Her lips curved. “I really want this, but I need to make sure I’m taking steps.” 
 
    “I understand.” He gathered her hands in his, lifting one to kiss her fingers. “Believe me.” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “And kissing you wasn’t a mistake,” he said. “None of this is a mistake. It’s something I should have done sooner.” 
 
    She looked up at him. “Really?” 
 
    “Do you know…” He sighed and shook his head. He couldn’t get into all that now. How long he’d waited to tell her how he felt. How he wished he would have done something before Tom ever came along. Tom had already caused enough problems as it was. “Yes, really.” 
 
    She gave him one more kiss. “We should work on the pies.” 
 
    “I’m going to have to stand really close just to make sure I’m doing it right.” 
 
    She laughed. “I’m good with that.” 
 
    “That was easy. Oh, and I’m fixing your van this weekend.” 
 
    Her eyes danced with amusement. “Yes, sir.” 
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    They were mixing together the ingredients for the pineapple upside-down cake when Anna’s phone chimed from her pocket. 
 
    She wiped her hands on a dish towel and pointed at the bowl, telling Beckett, “Keep stirring.” 
 
    He grinned as he continued to mix the ingredients. “It’s probably your sister.” 
 
    “Which one?” Anna asked, pulling the phone from her pocket. 
 
    “Jillian, wondering why you’re not at work. Or Poppy, wondering why you’re not at home.” 
 
    “Should I tell them I’m with you?” Anna smiled at him. “You think that would cause gossip?” 
 
    She was surprised when Beckett didn’t return her smile. 
 
    “What is it?” she asked. 
 
    He stopped stirring and she took the moment to glance down at her screen. Her amusement faded as well. 
 
    “It’s not Jillian?” 
 
    Anna shook her head and opened the message. 
 
    Beckett took a step closer. “Is it Tom?” 
 
    She glanced up, a startled laugh escaping her lips. “No. It’s Celeste.” 
 
    He visibly relaxed. “Your friend from college?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Anna’s stomach twisted when she read the message. Got ur email. Roommate is out in 2 mos. U should come visit—or come stay. 
 
    “Anna?” Beckett said. 
 
    She forced a neutral expression. “Yeah?” 
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Nothing.” She tucked her phone away. Right now she couldn’t imagine leaving Park Creek, or Beckett. But she knew better than most how things could change at the drop of a hat. “It’s nothing. She was just telling me about her job.” 
 
    Anna hated lying to him, but how did she tell him she was thinking about leaving? Especially after what had happened between them.  
 
    “You sure?” 
 
    “Positive.” Anna returned to the counter and reached for the vanilla flavoring.  
 
    The truth was, it wasn’t nothing. She’d given some serious thought to staying with Celeste—even if it was just for six months so she could clear her head and get some distance. 
 
    But she hadn’t told Celeste yet. She hadn’t told anyone yet, not even Poppy. Not the whole truth anyway. It was a huge step. And now, with Beckett in the picture, her mind whirled with uncertainty. 
 
    Beckett was too quiet next to her and she blurted the first thing that came to mind. “Why did you think it was Tom?” 
 
    His hand froze on the spoon. His eyes lifted to hers. “I’ve seen how Tom looks at you.” 
 
    “What? He—he doesn’t look at me like anything. I haven’t seen him in months, except for at Pearl’s and in front of Poppy’s shop yesterday.” 
 
    Beckett smiled at her, though it was strained. “Why do you think he keeps trying to talk to you? And showing up out of nowhere?” 
 
    “Because…” Anna slumped against the counter. She didn’t want to think about Tom, let alone talk about him with Beckett. She’d made the mistake of bringing him up when she should have kept her mouth shut. “Maybe he wants to make amends.” 
 
    Beckett scratched his chin. “Maybe.” 
 
    She plucked the spoon from his hand. “That wasn’t very convincing.” 
 
    “You think he just wants to set things straight.” 
 
    “Sure. I mean, maybe he…feels bad.” Anna ran a hand through her hair, agitated, and started pacing. 
 
    “You think he wants to apologize?” 
 
    She blew out a breath. No, that was probably the last thing he wanted. He hadn’t looked particularly sorry when he’d approached her outside the flower shop. 
 
    “I don’t know,” she finally mumbled, spoon still in hand. 
 
    “Anna.” Beckett walked around the island. 
 
    She continued to pace, even when he said her name again. 
 
    “I shouldn’t have said anything,” Beckett told her. 
 
    “Well, it was obviously on your mind.” 
 
    He stopped in her path and she froze. “Let’s forget it.” 
 
    She squeezed the spoon. “Let’s not.” 
 
    He lifted his eyebrows, looking surprised. “Anna.” 
 
    “You don’t think Tom wants to apologize.” 
 
    “We don’t have to talk about this now.” 
 
    “I think we do.” 
 
    Beckett’s eyes searched hers. He looked as uneasy as she felt. “I don’t think he wants to apologize,” he finally said. 
 
    “Then…what? What do you think he wants?” 
 
    Beckett bowed his head, staring at his shoes. “Like I said, I saw how he looked at you.” 
 
    “How’s that?” 
 
    He grimaced, and then eyed the spoon. “You’re not going to hit me with that, are you?” 
 
    “Beckett.” 
 
    “He wants you back.” 
 
    Anna’s heart stopped. Her mouth opened and closed soundlessly, unable to form words. 
 
    Beckett reached out slowly, carefully, and took her hand. “Come on, let’s finish dessert.” 
 
    “I can’t finish dessert,” she mumbled. “Beckett, you’re wrong. It’s—that’s not what’s going on.” 
 
    “Okay,” he said simply, pulling her hand. “Let’s bake.” 
 
    Her breath whooshed out. “This is crazy.” 
 
    “I shouldn’t have said anything.” 
 
    “You…” Anna pulled away again, waving the spoon in his direction. “Tom is getting married, Beckett.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “He’s engaged.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “So…this is just…a mistake. Shit.” She set the spoon on the counter. “It’s a mistake.” 
 
    Beckett rubbed his jaw, giving a nod. “A mistake. Okay. I just don’t want to see you hurt again.” 
 
    Frustration made a swift circuit through her body. “I’m not going to get hurt. Tom has his own life now and I have mine. Please, just let me take care of this.” 
 
    “I’m trying,” he said. 
 
    Anna looked around the kitchen, at the mixing bowl half full of ingredients, and Beckett looking like he regretted ever bringing up the topic. 
 
    “I don’t want to fight,” he murmured. 
 
    Is that what they were doing? Fighting?  
 
    Anna shook her head. “We’re not fighting.” 
 
    Beckett nodded, but his smile came out forced. “Should we finish the dessert?” 
 
    “Sure.” But before he moved two steps, she had her arms around him from behind, pressing her cheek to his back.  
 
    “Anna?” The surprise in his voice was tinged with worry. “I wish you’d talk to me.” 
 
    She felt his hands rest over the top of hers as she closed her eyes for a long moment. She had to remember Beckett was just doing what he’d do with any of her sisters. Caring. Making sure she wasn’t hurt. But he was invested now, and that made it so much more complicated. 
 
    When they got back to work with the pies, Anna kept giving directions, all the while thinking if she were in France, she wouldn’t have to deal with any of this. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
      
 
    Beckett was setting out horseshoes by the fire pit in back when he heard a car in the drive. He figured the Kellers would start showing up early for the party, but it was barely afternoon. When he walked to the front of the house and spied Eli, he grinned. 
 
    Eli got out and lifted his chin in greeting. “Hey, Beckett. Long time no see.” 
 
    “Yeah, some of us don’t have time for a vacation.” 
 
    Eli laughed and hugged Beckett with one arm. “I needed time to unwind.” 
 
    “You sure it wasn’t because of Olympia?” Beckett asked. Eli’s old girlfriend from high school had just moved back to town after her husband passed away and Beckett knew they had a complicated history. 
 
    Eli shrugged easily. “It wasn’t because of any specific thing. But I had to come back. I couldn’t miss out on this thing you and Poppy have going. The plan.” 
 
    Beckett frowned. “There’s nothing going on anymore. No plan.” 
 
    Eli pulled a few bags from the back seat of his car and passed one to Beckett. “I don’t believe you. This is my sister we’re talking about here. You have to tell me what’s going on. It’s your job.” 
 
    Beckett allowed for a chuckle. “Don’t give me any of that bro code shit. I don’t have to tell you anything I don’t want to.” 
 
    They brought the bags inside. Beckett opened them to find Eli had brought more provisions. Beer and chips and party cups. He set them out with the rest on the counter and brought the drinks to the refrigerator. 
 
    “Come on, I need details,” Eli told him. “You and Anna. This is epic.” 
 
    Beckett pulled a cold beer from the fridge and passed it over before getting one for himself. Instead of telling Eli about his relationship with Anna, he chose to bring up the other issue still weighing heavily on his mind.  
 
    “Did Poppy tell you about Tom?” 
 
    Eli’s eyes darkened. “What about him?” 
 
    “That his fiancée waltzed into the store last week looking for a wedding planner.” 
 
    “What? Wait—his fiancée?”  
 
    “Yep.”  
 
    “Shit.” Eli shook his head and took a long swig of beer. “He’s already hitched? And his fiancée? Don’t tell me it’s that woman—”  
 
    “One and the same.” Beckett scrubbed his hand over his jaw. He could barely believe it himself. He hated that Anna was having to deal with this. Hated it more that there was nothing he could do about it. 
 
    “So he cheats on Anna with the mayor’s daughter and now he’s marrying her?” Eli cursed again. 
 
    “I hear you,” Beckett said.  
 
    “What do you want to bet he’ll cheat on the daughter before the wedding?” 
 
    Beckett shifted uncomfortably. He didn’t enjoy the topic of conversation, but he was grateful to have someone else to talk to about it. He knew Eli shared his same feelings about Tom. They both agreed he was an ass who should have nothing more to do with Anna. 
 
    “What else aren’t you telling me?” Eli asked. 
 
    “He’s kind of been bothering Anna.” 
 
    “What do you mean bothering her?” 
 
    “I mean, he keeps coming around saying he wants to talk to her.” Beckett considered what he wanted to say, then finally just came out with it. “I think he wants her back.” 
 
    Eli slammed his beer on the counter. “Over my dead body. Hasn’t he done enough? We should go talk to him right now, or—”  
 
    “Hold on,” Beckett said. “Trust me, I want nothing more than to tell Tom how I feel and to get him out of Anna’s life for good, but this isn’t the way to do it. Besides, she wants to deal with it on her own.” 
 
    Eli gave a choked laugh. “Sure. Like we’re supposed to just stand by and do nothing.” 
 
    “I don’t like it either, but I think that’s what Anna expects. She…” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Beckett sighed and walked to the living room to look out the window and see if any of the others were arriving. The sun burned bright in the afternoon sky, warming the day and promising a nice evening for the holiday.  
 
    He heard Eli’s footsteps approach behind him and turned. “Anna and I have been spending some time together.” 
 
    Eli had brought his beer with him and he lifted it to his lips, taking another swallow before saying, “I thought that was the plan. Figure out a way to spend some extra time with her. That’s what Poppy said.” 
 
    “I mean, it’s been more than that.” 
 
    Eli’s lips curved. “What’s more?” His eyebrows lifted. “Wait, if it’s that, I don’t want—”  
 
    “Hell, you had to take it there? No.” God, they hadn’t slept together. Not that he didn’t want to. Not that he hadn’t been more than ready to take that route when Anna had last been at his house, but he could see where she was coming from. It made sense to take those smaller steps.  
 
    “You care about her. I get it,” Eli said. 
 
    It was even more. He was in love with her. And it was the first time they’d ever had a chance. 
 
    When Beckett didn’t answer, Eli asked, “You’re taking it easy with her, right? I mean, after Tom—”  
 
    “I’m not trying to push her into anything if that’s what you’re talking about. But I brought up Tom and what I thought he was doing and she wasn’t happy.” 
 
    “She can’t blame you. Come on, you’re like family. Of course you’re going to look out for her—especially with Tom in the picture.” 
 
    “I know. I just don’t want to step on her toes, you know? Push her away. I need…” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I need to do this right,” he decided.  
 
    Which meant he needed to talk to Anna and tell her about the plan he’d had with Poppy and Jillian. He had to tell her how he really felt and make sure he was as open as possible with her. So that their relationship could start on solid ground. And then he’d convince her to be open with her family. They couldn’t have a relationship if it was a secret. 
 
    Eli nodded toward the window. “Looks like the gang’s here.” 
 
    “Could you do me a favor?” Beckett asked. 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “Don’t say anything to anyone yet. Especially not Anna.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because this is new, and we haven’t really talked about what’s going on between us. I don’t want her to hear that everyone already knows about us and how I feel before she does.” 
 
    Eli held up his beer in salute. “If that’s what you want. But if I were you, I’d get it figured out fast. My family isn’t that great at keeping secrets.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Beckett sighed. “I know.” 
 
    Eli grinned. “Let’s party.” 
 
    {}{}{} 
 
    Anna had finally returned Celeste’s text, feeling bad about putting it off. But now Celeste was intrigued and kept sending her messages Anna wasn’t sure how to answer. Celeste was persistent. 
 
    “Who are you texting?” Poppy asked her as they pulled up in front of Beckett’s house. 
 
    Jillian turned from the front seat and looked at her with a smile. “A secret boyfriend?” 
 
    Anna’s cheeks heated thinking about Beckett. He was a secret. But a boyfriend? She wasn’t sure. All she knew was how she felt when she saw him, when he had his arms around her. She felt safe. Wanted. And damn, she was attracted to him. More than attracted. She’d been completely under his spell the last time she was at his house, barely able to keep her head. A nice change from the monotony of her relationship with Tom. Or any of the others. 
 
    “It’s Celeste,” Anna told them before getting out of the car. 
 
    Poppy looped her arm through Anna’s, stopping her from following Jillian and the others inside.  
 
    Anna frowned at her. “What?” 
 
    “Nothing, I’m just concerned about you. You’ve been…distant since yesterday.” 
 
    “I have a lot on my mind.” 
 
    Poppy nodded, pressing her lips together briefly before saying, “Are you telling Celeste that you’re going to go there?” 
 
    “She wants me to come visit.” 
 
    “Visit or stay permanently?” 
 
    Anna sighed, torn. She normally told Poppy everything, but she’d been quiet about this because she knew how Poppy would react. “Both,” she said honestly. 
 
    Poppy’s eyes widened. “Anna! Why are you keeping this a secret?” 
 
    “I’m not. I just haven’t made up my mind yet. I don’t want to jump into something before knowing exactly what I want.” 
 
    “But you can’t really be considering leaving. Have you even told Mom?” Poppy released Anna’s arm and placed her hands on her hips.  
 
    “No. Because, like I said, I haven’t decided yet.” 
 
    “This is not something you can decide on your own. If you leave, it affects everyone. Everyone. Mom and the whole business, Beckett and—”  
 
    “Wait,” Anna said, stopping Poppy. “Why would this affect Beckett?” 
 
    Poppy glared at her. “Because he’s your friend. You know what a friend is, right? Someone you talk to instead of keeping everything to yourself—”  
 
    Poppy broke off as Anna felt pain trickle into her heart. Poppy had never talked to her like this before. They were always so close, and Poppy was right, they talked. A lot. About everything. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” Poppy blew out a breath. “Listen—”  
 
    “No, let’s not do this now. Everyone’s waiting for us.” 
 
    She didn’t want to argue. And she definitely didn’t want to think about how this would affect Beckett.  
 
    “But—”  
 
    “I need some space, okay?” Anna asked. 
 
    Poppy stepped back, looking as surprised as Anna felt. “Okay. Fine.” 
 
    They both walked up the front steps. Gail was already inside with the others, and when Anna saw Eli, he gave a lopsided grin. He pulled her into a hug that made her feet come off the floor.  
 
    “Eli, I’m so glad you’re back.” 
 
    His eyes searched her face. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Nothing. I just—I missed you.” 
 
    “I missed you, too.” He hugged her again. 
 
    Her phone chimed from her pocket. When she pulled it out and saw a familiar number, she frowned and opened the message. 
 
    I’d love to catch up. Can you meet for coffee this week? 
 
    Tom. She’d deleted him as a contact from her phone after they’d split up, but she still recognized the number.  
 
    As her stomach twisted into knots, she felt a light touch on her elbow. When she looked up into Beckett’s eyes and saw the concern there, she didn’t know whether to turn away or lean into him for support. 
 
    She didn’t do either. No, she couldn’t. Her family didn’t know about them. And he didn’t know about France.  
 
    “Are you okay?” Beckett asked.  
 
    Anna shoved her phone in her purse. “I’m okay.” 
 
    “You look…sick.” 
 
    “I think I just need some water. Maybe something to eat. I forgot lunch.” 
 
    He started to reach for her again, but then stopped and pulled back, eyes scanning the crowd. “Let’s get you something from the kitchen.” 
 
    She followed him across the living room, grateful when she found they were the only ones in the kitchen. She was torn between telling Beckett about Tom and keeping quiet. She didn’t know how he would react, but she needed to talk to someone and she didn’t think she could go to Poppy with this right now. 
 
    Beckett pulled a bottle of water from the refrigerator and opened it for her, his eyes still concerned.  
 
    “I got a text from Tom,” she said.  
 
    His hand froze as he passed the bottle over. She took it from him and tipped it for a long swallow before meeting his eyes. 
 
    “If he’s harassing you—”  
 
    “It’s not like that,” Anna said, shaking her head. “He wants to meet for coffee.” 
 
    “And what do you want?” 
 
    She thought about this for a moment before saying, “For him to leave me alone.” 
 
    “Then he’s harassing you. I’ll talk to him or—”  
 
    “Beckett. I didn’t tell you because I want you to do something about it.” 
 
    “Then why did you tell me?” 
 
    She frowned and set the bottle of water aside. “Because you told me to tell you if he talked to me again and I didn’t want to keep it from you. But—”  
 
    “No, you’re right.” He sighed and ran a hand through his hair. “I did say that. I do want you to tell me. But it’s hard knowing he keeps bothering you and you don’t want me to do anything about it.” 
 
    When he moved a step closer, her heart picked up speed. She could smell him from here, like pine and the outdoors and everything that felt safe and warm to her. And she had no idea why things were so difficult when she enjoyed being around him so much. 
 
    “There’s something I want to talk to you about,” Beckett said. 
 
    She tipped her chin as he moved even closer. His height dwarfed her, and a chill ran through her body. She leaned into him, loving the feel of his hands running up her back. 
 
    “What do you want to talk about?” she asked. 
 
    He started to tell her when they heard footsteps approaching the kitchen. She backed up and hastily reached for her water for a distraction.  
 
    “Good. Food!” Summer said. She pulled Anna close for a quick hug before grabbing the potato chips. 
 
    “Horseshoes,” Eli said matter-of-factly. “Anna, I challenge you.” 
 
    She looked helplessly to Beckett before averting her gaze. She wanted to finish their conversation. She wanted to be alone with him. 
 
    But she also hadn’t seen Eli in forever. 
 
    “You’re going down,” she told him. 
 
    He grinned and looped his arm around her neck. “You wish. Let’s go.” 
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    Beckett watched Anna walk outside with Eli, cursing himself for not pulling her aside to tell her how he felt. He needed to clear things up with her about Tom. If she didn’t want him involved, she was going to have to compromise. He didn’t want Tom around her. And if Tom tried to get in touch with her again, he wasn’t going to be able to keep his distance. 
 
    Along with that, they needed to tell her family about them. Get it all out in the open. The sooner, the better. 
 
    He went to follow the rest of the group outside, but Poppy stopped him at the door. 
 
    “No way,” he said when he saw the look on her face. “I’m not doing any more planning with you about Anna.” 
 
    She shook her head. “No, you’re right, that’s probably for the best. But…” 
 
    “No,” he said again. “I know that look, Poppy. I know you have a secret and you aren’t sure whether or not to tell me.” 
 
    She laughed. “You always wanted to know before.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, before I wasn’t involved with your sister.” 
 
    Her smile turned sly and she lowered her voice even though everyone else was outside. “Involved?” 
 
    “You know what I mean,” he hedged. 
 
    “No, I don’t. I want details.” 
 
    “Then ask Anna.” 
 
    “She doesn’t know I know about you guys and she’s not…Let’s just say we’re not communicating like we used to.” 
 
    He folded his arms across his chest. “Why not?” 
 
    “I thought you didn’t want to talk about Anna like this. You know, behind her back.” 
 
    “You’re right, I don’t.” 
 
    “But there’s something going on between you two. I can see it in your eyes.” 
 
    He glanced out the window and spotted Anna with a horseshoe in her hand. She laughed at something Eli said and it made his heart squeeze. He was in love with her. Plain and simple. 
 
    Poppy joined him at the window. “I see how you look at her. She looks at you the same way now, too.” 
 
    “She does?” 
 
    “She just needs a little push.” 
 
    “That’s not something I want to do. Push her in any direction. I want this to be natural. Right. I don’t want her to regret anything.” 
 
    “If you don’t move a little faster, she’s going to end up regretting something anyway,” Poppy mumbled. 
 
    He narrowed his eyes. “What?” 
 
    “I…I’m trying hard to keep everyone’s secrets but it would be a lot easier if everyone knew what everyone else was up to.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    Poppy gripped his arm. “Do not tell Anna I told you this, but she’s thinking of leaving.” 
 
    “Leaving? The party?” 
 
    “No, the town. The state.” She frowned. “The country.” 
 
    “Poppy, what are you talking about?” 
 
    “Celeste invited her to France to stay for a while and Anna’s considering it. With Tom in the picture now…” She trailed off. 
 
    Beckett’s stomach dropped. Leaving her family? Her job? Him? But they’d only just started something. And that didn’t sound like Anna at all. Sure, she avoided her problems sometimes when she could have dealt with them head on, but family was the most important thing to her. And he’d been trying to become a part of that. 
 
    Beckett peered through the window again, his mind whirling with decisions. Maybe stopping his plan with Poppy wasn’t a good idea. Maybe now, more than ever, he needed all the help he could get. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Have a nice day,” Anna said and ended the call with the customer. 
 
    “Anniversary?” Leah asked. 
 
    “Yep.” Anna wrote down the last of the information. She always enjoyed replicating wedding cakes for a couple on their anniversary. “The Smiths. Red velvet cake, red roses, three tiers and big heart on top.” 
 
    Leah smiled. “Oh yeah, the one that looked like a Valentine’s Day wedding.” 
 
    “Right. But it was pretty.” 
 
    She’d enjoyed it, especially because it was right after Tom had proposed. After dating for more than two years, he’d taken her out to eat at a nice restaurant in the city and asked her to marry him at the end of the meal.  
 
    With a huge diamond.  
 
    That should have been her first clue. She wasn’t a diamond kind of girl. She liked keeping it low-key. Beckett would never get something that extravagant. No, he’d go simple, probably his grandmother’s engagement ring. And maybe a picnic or at his house. He— 
 
    “Anna?” 
 
    She snapped to attention, realizing Leah was staring at her. “Sorry.”  
 
    She busied herself with wiping the counter, her heart twisting in knots. What had she been doing? Thinking about Beckett and marriage? They’d barely even started something and now, marriage? Besides that, after Tom cheated on her she’d pretty much given up on the idea of marriage. She didn’t need love in her life. She needed consistency—and men certainly couldn’t give her that. 
 
    She had to find it on her own. 
 
    But, Beckett… 
 
    She straightened her shoulders and told herself to focus. The Smiths needed their cake by the end of August, just a small copy of the original since they weren’t having a huge party but instead celebrating on their own.  
 
    She added the note to her board. She’d transfer it to her planner by the end of the week, along with all the new assignments Jillian brought her. Mostly weddings, but sometimes other events, like showers and luncheons and even a bachelorette party or two because the barn made a great space for those kinds of gatherings.  
 
    “Eli will be here in fifteen,” Anna reminded Leah, “so I’ll need you to stay up front in the store.” 
 
    Leah waved. “No problem.” 
 
    Anna returned to the kitchen, sighing. She pulled her phone out of her apron pocket, ready to call Poppy. Then she paused. Poppy was probably busy. And maybe Poppy wasn’t ready to talk to her yet. 
 
    Anna gritted her teeth, still sore over what her sister had said. Of course she planned on talking to her mom and the rest of the family if she decided to go to France. But she didn’t want to worry them unnecessarily if she ended up not going. 
 
    She understood how important the business was to all of them. She was as much a part of it as anyone else. But it didn’t seem to fit her life anymore. Not after everything that had happened with Tom. 
 
    The back door opened and Eli appeared, lugging two bags of camera equipment and a tall light. “Morning.” 
 
    She reached for the bags and set them on the table by the door. “It’s afternoon.” 
 
    Eli shrugged and turned for the door again. “I’ve only been up a few hours. It’s still morning for me.” 
 
    “Eli…” Anna rubbed her eyes and laughed. “I really missed you.” 
 
    He stopped at the door and looked back. His gaze lingered on her face. “You look tired. You want to talk about it?” 
 
    She hesitated. Yes, she did. She wanted to talk about it with Poppy, but she and Eli had always been close. He might have a different perspective on it all, too. 
 
    “Why don’t we set up while we do,” she suggested. “Jillian wants these pictures for the next brochure and open house.” 
 
    “When’s that?” Eli asked, stepping out the door and into the sunshine. 
 
    “Three weeks.” 
 
    “She still keeps a tight schedule, huh?” 
 
    Anna laughed. “You weren’t gone that long. Not much has changed.” 
 
    “I don’t know about that.” 
 
    The sunlight warmed her cheeks as she followed Eli to his car. “What’s that supposed to…” 
 
    Her words trailed off when she saw Beckett’s car parked next to Eli’s. 
 
    “I thought we might need some help with the lighting and everything,” Eli said, keeping his gaze from hers. 
 
    And as happy as she was to see Beckett, she narrowed her eyes at her brother. “What about Shane?” 
 
    “What about him?” 
 
    “He’s been covering for you this whole time. I think he knows what he’s doing.” 
 
    Beckett got out of his car and paused next to it, his lips curving. “There a problem?” 
 
    A knot of desire unfurled in her belly. She tried to ignore it. 
 
    Eli looked at her, lowering his sunglasses so their eyes met. “Yeah, Anna. Is there a problem?” 
 
    Her mouth opened but nothing came out. Did Eli know something? Had Beckett told him what was going on? 
 
    She swallowed and smiled. “No, there’s not a problem.” 
 
    But the way Beckett was looking at her right now might cause a problem. His eyes were glued to her face, a faint curve still on his lips. He wore a simple T-shirt that stretched tight across his chest, showing off his muscles and making her throat dry.  
 
    “Hi, Anna,” he said, stepping closer.  
 
    Damn it. There was a problem. How good Beckett looked. How he made her feel. 
 
    She nodded. “Hi, Beckett.”  
 
    And then she ducked into the back of Eli’s car to grab the rest of the equipment. When she straightened, Beckett stood next to her with a grin on his face. 
 
    “Need some help?” 
 
    She peered around him and saw Eli disappear inside. “Did you say anything to Eli?” 
 
    He angled his head. “Nice to see you, too.” 
 
    “Beckett—”  
 
    The words froze in her mouth when he lifted his hand and brushed a finger down her cheek. She almost melted at his feet. And then she heard Eli, and she jerked back, her neck growing warm. All she could think was how much she missed Beckett. How much she wanted to be back in his house. Alone. 
 
    It was going to be a long afternoon. 
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    Beckett enjoyed seeing her flustered. Keeping Anna off guard was a bonus. The more he showed her there was nothing conventional about their relationship, the more she might believe they could have a future beyond friendship. 
 
    Anna put on an apron, a blue and white stripped one which happened to be one of his favorites, and tied a bandana on her head. A few strands of her honey blonde hair escaped, and more than once he had to stop himself from tucking them in for her.  
 
    “Help me, Beckett,” Anna said, pulling a cake out of the refrigerator.  
 
    He helped her set it gently on the table, and stood back to admire it. “You made this just for the photo shoot?”  
 
    She nodded, adjusting the flowers to the side facing the camera. “We had one like it for a very small wedding last month, but Jillian wanted to see it with another tier since we usually do larger events, and more piping all over.” 
 
    “I don’t know how you do it. It’s like art.” 
 
    “Steady hands.”  
 
    “I bet you’re really good with your hands.” 
 
    Her gaze flashed to his, her mouth opening in surprise. Then she seemed to notice Eli was watching their exchange and turned away. “I’ve had lots of practice.” 
 
    He made eye-contact with Eli behind Anna’s back. Eli gave him a laughing smile. 
 
    Funny. His friend could laugh it up now, but one day he’d be in the same position and Beckett wouldn’t hesitate to give him a hard time. 
 
    “All right, step back so I can see,” Eli instructed. He aimed his camera and then shifted over a few feet. 
 
    Beckett stood clear of the table with Anna. He touched his hand at the small of her back and she straightened, giving him a look. 
 
    He only smiled and stepped closer to her. “Are you scared of me, Anna?”  
 
    “Are you trying to be obvious?” she returned, voice low.  
 
    “What are you whispering about over there?” Eli asked, keeping his camera on the cake. 
 
    Beckett grinned. “Anna smells like strawberries.” 
 
    She gaped at him. 
 
    Eli chuckled. “Is that so?” 
 
    Beckett nodded. He started to say something else, but she elbowed him in the side and he let out a whoosh of air. 
 
    “Can someone adjust that light?” Eli asked. 
 
    Anna hurried to it. “Sure.” 
 
    “To the side a little. A little more.”  
 
    She moved the light another inch, glaring at Beckett the entire time. 
 
    He held back a laugh. 
 
    “Good. There,” Eli said. 
 
    Anna made a wide berth around Beckett and gestured to the front of the store. “I’m going to check on Leah.” 
 
    When she was gone, Eli cleared his throat, snapping a few more pictures. “Doesn’t look like things are going very well.” 
 
    “She doesn’t want you to know anything about this,” Beckett said, keeping his voice low. 
 
    “Anything about what?” Eli stepped on a short stool. “Looks to me like you guys are just trying to balance getting to know each other with the friendship you already had.” 
 
    “It’s a big step for her, though.” 
 
    Eli nodded. “I guess you’re right. After Tom, any kind of relationship is a big step. But with you, it’s huge.” 
 
    Beckett let the weight of his words settle. Eli was right. It was huge. Not just because it was a relationship, but because they were friends. Close friends. If starting a relationship screwed with that, he didn’t know what he’d do. And it would probably devastate Anna. 
 
    “Do you think she needs more time?” Beckett asked. 
 
    Eli stopped taking pictures for a moment and looked over. “No, what I think she needs is for someone to sweep her off her feet. She trusts you, Beckett, and if you’re doing the sweeping then maybe she won’t be so afraid to get into a new relationship.” Eli lifted the camera again, then paused. “Just don’t hurt her. And don’t go too fast. And don’t—”  
 
    “Yeah. I got it. One thing at a time. It’s already too much pressure.” 
 
    Eli chuckled and got back to taking pictures. “Relationships aren’t easy. That’s why I’m single.” 
 
    Beckett wisely kept his mouth shut. 
 
    {}{}{} 
 
    Once he finished with the pictures, Anna helped Eli return his equipment to his car. “Doing anything later?”  
 
    “Sorry,” Eli said as he loaded the trunk. “I’ve got to get going.” 
 
    He tossed a wave at Beckett, gave her a quick kiss on the cheek, and hopped in his car, leaving her standing with her mouth open.  
 
    Great. So much for getting his perspective. She pulled the bandana off her head before turning to face Beckett.  
 
    “I guess that’s it,” Anna said. “Thanks for your help.” 
 
    She waited for Beckett to move, to walk to his car and head home, but instead he stood there, eyes bright in the sun, and stared at her. He kept doing that. 
 
    “What?” she asked.  
 
    “You’re not avoiding me again, are you?” 
 
    “What? No. I just thought—”  
 
    “I wouldn’t want to spend some time with you?” He grinned. “’Cause you’d be wrong.” 
 
    Her lips twitched. “I figured you might already have plans.” 
 
    “This is supposed to be the fun part, right?” he asked, leaning against the back of his truck. 
 
    “What is?” 
 
    He reached out and snatched the bandana from her hand with a smile. “The beginning of a relationship.” 
 
    “It is. You’re right. I’m…being cautious.” And he had to understand that. She didn’t trust in relationships anymore. 
 
    “I get it.” He nodded. “And it makes sense. You’re closing soon, right?” 
 
    “Leah said she’d finish up the last of what needed to get done but I might as well help her before I head home.” 
 
    “I have a better idea,” he said. “Why don’t you come with me?” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes at him. “Come with you where?” 
 
    “Why are you looking at me like that?” he said, taking a step closer.  
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Like you think I’m playing a trick on you?” 
 
    Nervous laughter bubbled up in her chest. “I’m not. I mean, I don’t think you’re playing a trick on me.” 
 
    He reached out, running his hand along her arm. “Let me break this down for you. This is me, Beckett, a guy you’ve known all your life. I wouldn’t play a trick on you. I just want to spend time with you. Why is that so hard to believe?” 
 
    “Maybe because Tom never did. It was more like a business relationship than a romantic one,” she blurted. When he didn’t answer, she grimaced. “Shit. Sorry. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t be talking about Tom. I know you’re not Tom. I—”  
 
    “Anna. Take a breath.” 
 
    And she did, because she didn’t know what else to do. He wasn’t Tom and she’d just insulted him. 
 
    “I’m not Tom,” he said. 
 
    “I know. I promise you, Beckett. I know that.” 
 
    “He treated you like shit, and I get you’re still dealing with that. I swear I’d never treat you like that.” 
 
    Her heart squeezed tight in her chest. She wanted to believe him. Wanted to believe in happliy ever afters like Summer did. And with Beckett, she almost thought it was possible. 
 
    “Thank you,” Anna murmured. She stepped closer, leaning up to kiss him. “Thank you for saying that.” 
 
    When she would have eased back, he wrapped his arms around her, tight enough to snatch her breath. 
 
    “I meant it,” he said. 
 
    Her lips met his again, soft at first, then a slow slide into complete bliss. His hands were gentle, skimming her sides and running up her back to sink into her hair. For a moment, the world went silent around her, all sounds drowning away, except for the catch of her breath and the beating of her heart.  
 
    And then she remembered herself. Remembered that anyone, especially one of her sisters or Leah, could see them. 
 
    She stepped back even though her body still hummed with need for him. She held up a hand. “Hold on.” 
 
    “They’re going to find out eventually.” 
 
    She blinked. “What?” 
 
    He only smiled. “Your family. Your friends. Everyone. They’ll find out about us. And I’m okay with that.” 
 
    “I’m not—that’s—” She broke off. How had he known that’s what she was thinking? It made sense to keep this a secret. Just for now. Just in case it didn’t work out. “I don’t…” Anna shook her head and untied her apron. “I should probably get back inside.” 
 
    “No, you shouldn’t. You should come with me. To dinner.” 
 
    “Like a date?” 
 
    “Exactly. I need more of you, Anna.” 
 
    A laugh tumbled out. That didn’t sound like Beckett. Or maybe it was just that it was directed toward her. Beckett was smooth, and it was working. 
 
    “I can’t believe you just said that,” she whispered. 
 
    “It’s true.” 
 
    She needed more of him, too. 
 
    Beckett grinned. “What? Are you scared?” 
 
    “I’m not scared.” She laughed and backed up a step. And when his grin widened, she realized she had just proved him right. “No, I’m not scared. Beckett, you…” 
 
    “Come with me,” he coaxed. “If I have to, I’ll keep my hands to myself, even though I don’t want to.” 
 
    Her stomach quivered with anticipation. No, she didn’t want him to keep his hands to himself. Not anymore. 
 
    “I’m not dressed for dinner…” Anna began, glancing down at her casual jeans and T-shirt. 
 
    “You look perfect.” Beckett took her hand and led her around his truck. “Get in and I’ll tell Leah you’re leaving now. Does that work?” 
 
    Anna opened her mouth, but he smiled again.  
 
    “Don’t change your mind,” he said. “Just trust me.” 
 
    He took her apron and bandana and jogged inside before she could respond.  
 
    Anna stood outside Beckett’s truck, staring toward the mountains and wondering how she had gotten herself here. In a matter of weeks, her world had flipped upside down.  
 
    She’d gone from a low place about her future to a potential new relationship and a potential new job and life overseas. But she wasn’t sure about either. Was leaving and starting over fresh her best choice? Or staying here and seeing how things went with Beckett? 
 
    With a sigh, she leaned in to look at the side mirror and fix her hair as well as she could. What she needed right now wasn’t a mirror, but Poppy’s guidance. 
 
    Unsure about that situation in her life either, she decided to do what Beckett suggested and trust him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    To Anna’s surprise, they headed away from town and toward Beckett’s house. “I thought we were going to dinner.” 
 
    “We’re going to have dinner. In a less conventional way.” 
 
    “Are we going to your house?” 
 
    “Just for a minute.” He flashed her a smile. “I need to grab something before we go.” 
 
    “Beckett,” Anna said. 
 
    He took a turn in the road before glancing over at her. “What?” 
 
    “I’m not used to you being like this.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Mysterious.” 
 
    He laughed, deep and throaty, and the sound warmed her all the way to her toes. “You think I’m mysterious?” 
 
    “You planned something and you’re not telling me what it is. You keep showing up everywhere I am. It’s not a coincidence.” 
 
    He reached out, his fingers closing around hers. “No, it’s not.” 
 
    “I see,” Anna said, trying to keep her voice even. It had been a while since she’d flirted, and she’d never flirted with Beckett. “You’re stalking me.” 
 
    His laugh sounded again. “Not quite. But you’re mysterious, too, Anna. I can’t seem to figure you out. So I’m just trying to make sure you don’t slip through my fingers before I do.” 
 
    Her heart stalled, even as she tried to make sense of his words. This wasn’t the Beckett she was used to. 
 
    “Here we are.” He stopped in front of the house. “I’ll be right back.” 
 
    “Wait.” She reached for the handle. 
 
    “Don’t ruin the surprise.” 
 
    But she hopped out before he could say anything else and walked around to his side. “I have something say first.” 
 
    His eyebrows lifted. He leaned his back against the door. “I’m listening.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I know I said that before, but I wanted to say it again.” 
 
    “You don’t have to apologize.” 
 
    She stepped up to him, reaching out to rest her hands on his chest. “I do. For both of us. I like that you keep stopping by my work and showing up everywhere I go. I’m not used to it, but I like it. I want more of it.” She smiled, echoing his earlier words. “More of you.” 
 
    He snatched her against his chest, nothing restrained about his kiss this time. His mouth captured hers, hungry and full of passion. And this time she didn’t hold back. She pressed against him, reveling in the feel of his body, the strength in his muscles and the warmth from his skin. His hands slid under her shirt in the back, running up bare skin and giving her the chills. 
 
    “Dinner can wait, right?” she asked between kisses. 
 
    His lips brushed hers when he said, “If that’s what you want.” 
 
    “That’s what I want.” 
 
    Her whole body already alive from his touch, she laughed when he grabbed her hand and pulled her to the house. He stopped on the porch to kiss her again. Her fingers squeezed a handful of his dark hair and he groaned, shooting desire straight to her middle. 
 
    “Inside,” she whispered breathless, trying to stop herself from pulling his shirt off on the porch. 
 
    He fumbled with the door, then cursed when he realized it was locked. He dug his keys from his pocket. She reached around, hands sliding up the front of his shirt, along his abdomen and to his chest. 
 
    “Shit. Keys,” he said, voice coming out hoarse.  
 
    He finally shoved them in the lock and pushed the door open. She stumbled in after him, and he grabbed her again, kicking the door closed with his foot. 
 
    He tugged on the hem of her shirt, rising it over her belly, and then pulled it over her head. Her hair dropped back down, sweeping across her bare shoulders. And suddenly, Beckett’s mouth wasn’t on hers. He stepped back, eyes raking her body. 
 
    When she reached for him, he caught her hands with a shake of his head. “Hold on,” he said, voice low. “I don’t want to rush this.” 
 
    She resisted the urge to pluck her shirt off the floor. “You’re making me self-conscious.” 
 
    He exhaled. “You’re beautiful.” 
 
    Her throat dried. “Beckett.” 
 
    “I’ve been waiting for this. For you. For a long time.” 
 
    And the love she heard in his voice almost undid her. She forgot her anxiety and let herself go. Let herself feel without thinking. 
 
    This wasn’t just Beckett anymore, it was a man who treated her like she meant something. Who knew her better than most. Who made her melt when he talked to her or had his hands on her. 
 
    He took her hand again, leading her to the bedroom. Inside, the blinds were half-drawn, the bed made and the room cool.  
 
    Beckett grazed his knuckles over her jaw and gave a smile. “Let’s see what’s under here.” 
 
    And just like that, he’d caught her off guard again. When those same knuckles brushed her belly as they undid the button on her jeans, her body shook with anticipation. How in the hell wasn’t Beckett nervous? He looked so cool, so composed. 
 
    “Relax,” Beckett suggested, sliding her jeans down her legs. He nudged her to the bed, easing her onto her back. His eyes wandered the length of her body, lips curving slightly.  
 
    When he pulled off his shirt as well and went for the button on his jeans, all the thoughts left her mind. What did he do? Work out every day? Every part of him was toned. Firm. And she wanted him all over her. In her.  
 
    She reached for him, and he joined her on the bed, hands wandering, brushing, sliding. Her heart hammered out of control, nearly exploding when he pulled off the rest of her clothes and reached to cup her between her legs.  
 
    Her eyes shut automatically, breath catching.  
 
    “Open your eyes, Anna,” she heard him whisper. 
 
    Her eyes flickered open, filled with his smile, the kindness behind his gaze. “I want to know you’re here with me. In this with me.” 
 
    “This just…doesn’t feel real.” Her voice came out breathy as she tried to find the words. “You—you’re Beckett, one of my closest friends, and part of our family. I always thought you were going to make some other woman fall completely in love with you and be wonderful to her and, you know, live happily ever after.” 
 
    He rolled over so his body covered hers. “Is it too far of a stretch to believe that woman could be you?” 
 
    Her world tilted. Was he really asking her this? Could she fall in love with Beckett? 
 
    “Hold that thought,” he murmured, and then slid inside of her, making her eyes close again. 
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    Beckett rocked his hips slowly, enjoying the feel of Anna’s body brushing against his. The soft sighs that escaped her lips. With her eyes closed, hair spread on his pillow, she looked like she belonged. In his house. In his life. Forever. 
 
    When he leaned down, his teeth grazing her nipple, her breath caught and her eyes flew open. Her fingers clenched on his shoulders. 
 
    “Oh, God,” she said, body tightening. “You could have told me before…that you were so good at this.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I might have taken you up on the offer sooner.” 
 
    He chuckled, and then blew out a breath as sensations hit him. The feel of her fingers running over his chest, her hips pumping against his. She picked up the pace, body sliding against his like silk. He gripped her hands and pinned them to the pillow by her head before plunging hard and deep. 
 
    Her body shook against his as they both went over the edge. 
 
    Beckett collapsed on top of her, body warm, her hair brushing his cheek. When he moved to roll off of her, she wrapped her arms around him.  
 
    “Not yet,” she murmured. 
 
    He returned the embrace, easing to the side so she could pillow her head against this chest. She smelled like frosting from the cake she’d set out earlier for Eli to photograph. He turned his face into her hair, breathing in deep. 
 
    “You always smell like you just baked something.” 
 
    He heard the smile in her voice when she answered. “That’s because I usually just have.” 
 
    He traced one finger down her cheek, his entire body relaxed. He never thought he’d end up back here in his bed before the day was over. And he definitely hadn’t thought he’d end up here with Anna. 
 
    Her body curled against his, fitting right up against him. Perfect. 
 
    “What are you thinking?” she asked.  
 
    “That this feels right.” 
 
    She shifted, looking up at him with wide eyes. “How can you be so sure about everything?” 
 
    “Doesn’t this feel right to you?” 
 
    Her chin lowered as she thought about it, fingers working in lazy circles on his chest. When her hand slid lower to his abdomen, he caught it in his.  
 
    “Anna,” he warned, voice rough. She might not be trying to distract him but she was going a good job. “I’m fine with staying here all afternoon. Just give me the word.” 
 
    She exhaled, then sat up, giving him a better view of her body. And he couldn’t help it when his eyes dipped, or his hands reached out for her again. 
 
    She choked on laughter. “Beckett. I can’t—I need my clothes.” 
 
    He snatched her around the waist before she could get out of bed and straddled her, pinning her to the mattress. 
 
    “Don’t be shy,” he said with a grin. 
 
    “But it’s—you’re—”  
 
    “Don’t say a friend. Or family. Friends definitely don’t do this.” 
 
    She closed her eyes for a moment. When she opened them, she smiled. “Yes, I was going to say that. Sorry. This is a weird situation.” 
 
    “Good weird or bad weird?” He let his gaze wander. “Because from this view point, I’m definitely thinking good weird.” 
 
    Her cheeks turned red, amusing him. 
 
    “See, when you say things like that, it makes it worse.” She grimaced. “No, not worse. Bad phrasing. It makes it hard. This seems natural to you. Normal.” 
 
    He released her, letting her ease up. She pulled the covers over her with an apologetic smile. 
 
    “I don’t know if I’d say normal,” he said, taking her hand. “But natural, sure. I’m attracted to you. I have feelings for you. This is pretty much the usual way of going about doing things.” 
 
    “When you say it like that. Then yes.” 
 
    He gave her fingers a squeeze. “Good. I want to be with you, Anna, and this feels right to me. Let me know if it’s a problem for you.” 
 
    Her lips curved. “Not so far. But maybe I’d better test it out again just to be sure.” 
 
    He started to chuckle, and then groaned when she dropped the comforter and crawled over to him, looking like a feline on the prowl. 
 
    And when she swung one leg over, straddling him, and set her mouth on his, he couldn’t think. His brain wouldn’t function. All he knew was how right this felt and how badly he wanted his hands all over her again. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Almost an hour later, Anna was dressed again, feeling the most relaxed she had in weeks. God, Beckett really knew what to do with his hands. And he seemed to always know the right thing to say. Her family was going to die when they found out. 
 
    Her stomach clenched as she walked to the front door, waiting for Beckett to return from the kitchen. Her family. What was she supposed to tell them? Or when? After Tom, she’d decided to take a break from men, and her family had agreed with her. 
 
    She needed to move on in other ways. To get her life back to normal. And now here she was potentially starting over with someone else. Sure, it had been months. And yes, it was Beckett, not a random acquaintance or someone she’d just met. 
 
    But still. Telling them meant this was official. No going back. 
 
    She blew out a breath when Beckett appeared at the door with a picnic hamper.  
 
    “Is this dinner?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    It was just like Beckett. Just like him—and she’d never realized it before.  
 
    He took her hand and led her to the truck, opening the door for her when she reached it.  
 
    “You planned this,” she said. 
 
    His eyes crinkled with his smile. “I did.” 
 
    “I told you, you’re the one who’s a mystery,” she told him as she got inside. 
 
    He deposited the hamper in the bed of the truck and then got in the driver’s seat. “Trying to keep you on your toes.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “So you don’t look at this like a friendship anymore.” He glanced over, looking like he was choosing his words carefully. “So you’ll give this a chance.” 
 
    She clicked her seatbelt into place, mulling over his words as he started the truck and turned away from the house. 
 
    “I’m giving this a chance,” Anna said. “I want to give this a chance.” 
 
    She held in the rest of what she could have said. But it’s hard. But I’m scared. But relationships with me never seemed to work out. 
 
    Beckett deserved all of her. If he could believe this might work, she could try, too. 
 
    He clasped her fingers in his, casting her one of his dimpled smiles. “Good.” 
 
    “So where are we going?” 
 
    “I’m not going to tell you. You know, to keep up the mystery.” 
 
    She grinned at him. “Ah. But I’m pretty sure you didn’t plan what happened back there in your house.” 
 
    “No. No, I didn’t plan that. For before dinner or after.” 
 
    Neither had she. All she knew was that she’d wanted Beckett. She hadn’t considered whether it would be awkward or hard to meet his eyes afterward. Something inside her knew it would be perfect.  
 
    And for now, that was enough. She was willing to trust in that, and enjoy the rest of the afternoon. 
 
    She rolled down the window and smiled into the sunshine, letting the wind ruffle her hair as they headed away from Beckett’s house and away from town. 
 
    {}{}{} 
 
    Beckett hadn’t lied. Anna was a mystery to him. Even before they’d ever started anything, she’d been one of the sisters he couldn’t read. Like him, Anna tended to keep a lot to herself. And maybe that’s why things had been so smooth for them before. They’d been friends, plain and simple, without complicated conversations.  
 
    But now, he wanted her words. He wanted her to open up. About her life. About the chance of leaving for France. About their relationship.  
 
    The lowering sun cast reddish highlights on her hair. It blew freely in the breeze from the window, whipping across her face. 
 
    When she tossed him a laughing smile, his gut clenched. Just an hour ago, that laughing mouth had been on his. Everywhere on him. He could still feel the heat from her lips and her breath. Still feel her entire body moving against his.  
 
    It was already too late for them to go back now. He was ready for the next steps. To tell her family, to stop with the secrets.  
 
    Anna glanced at the picnic basket. “What’s in there?”  
 
    “Dinner. It’s a surprise.” 
 
    “You’re full of surprises today.” 
 
    “It’s a good thing, right?” 
 
    She smiled. “Sometimes. Sometimes surprises are a good thing.” 
 
    “This one’s a good surprise.” 
 
    When she turned her attention back to the scenery, she leaned forward in her seat, hands touching the dashboard. “This looks like the place we used to come to when we were kids.” 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    He pulled the truck to a stop at the edge of the clearing and grabbed the picnic basket before he got out. Anna had already opened the door when he reached her side, taking in everything. 
 
    “I’ve never seen it from this side,” she said. 
 
    He pointed. “There’s the trail we used to hike on. The one that leads to the house. That’s where we built that fort one summer.” 
 
    “I remember. Summer tried to help and one of the logs fell on her. We all thought she had a concussion and your parents threatened to make us stay away from the fort from then on until Summer told them she’d had the best day of her life.” 
 
    Beckett chuckled. “That’s right. Me and Eli carried her the whole way back and Jillian kept saying we should have built a stretcher out of our backpacks.” 
 
    “She was practical even back then.” 
 
    “You want to look around?” Beckett asked. 
 
    “Please.” 
 
    He captured her hand and led her to the trees, setting the basket down as they reached the edge of the clearing. The sun vanished behind the clouds, giving them a reprieve from the warmth, and he watched as Anna wandered closer to the forest. 
 
    “Which one was it?” she asked, branches cracking under her feet. 
 
    He glanced over. “What?” 
 
    “The tree we buried the time capsule at.” 
 
    He pulled on her hand and led her to the nearest pine tree, where he’d set the metal box. 
 
    “Oh my God, Beckett! Is this it?” 
 
    She dropped to her knees, reaching for the box. 
 
    “I dug it up this morning. I thought you might want to see it.” 
 
    Of course he’d had to dig a few other holes first before he’d found the box. It had been buried there for fifteen years, holding mementos he and each of the Keller children had put in there to rediscover in the future. 
 
    “I can’t believe you did this.” She opened the box, brushing aside dirt that clung to the lip. She pulled out a quarter. “Eli put it in here because Dad always used to twirl a quarter in between his fingers.” 
 
    He remembered Mr. Keller and the quarters well. He crouched next to Anna. “What else?” 
 
    “Summer’s pony.” She grinned at the small stuffed pony that had dirt stains on the muzzle. “Poppy drew a picture…though you can’t really tell what it is now.” 
 
    “And I’m pretty sure you put in cookies you baked.” Beckett grinned at her. “Guess some little critter got to them. The box wasn’t closed all the way when I found it.” 
 
    She laughed and unwound another paper that had been rubber banded. “I remember that. And here’s our list. Remember our list? We all got to write one thing we wished for before we buried the capsule.” 
 
    “Eli said a camera. I remember which one he wanted, too.” 
 
    Looking at the list, she nodded. “That’s right. And Summer wanted a sketchbook. Poppy said a garden because she was so jealous of yours. And I said I wanted cooking lessons.” 
 
    “What about Jillian?” 
 
    Anna glanced up, tears shimmering in the corners of her eyes. “She said she wished Dad would get better.” 
 
    Beckett reached out, rubbing her back. They’d written their list just after her father’s first heart attack. It had been a blow to him as much as the Keller children. 
 
    Anna returned the paper to the box and they both stood. She turned, arms coming around him, cheek resting on his chest. “Thank you, Beckett.” 
 
    “You’re welcome.” 
 
    He listened to her breathing and the wind through the trees, allowing himself to hope for dozens of moments like this in the future. When Anna finally eased back, she looked up and angled her head. 
 
    “What did you wish for?” 
 
    “I didn’t write anything on the list?” 
 
    She shook her head. 
 
    Beckett scratched his cheek, trying to remember. That had been so long ago. “I think I was too busy digging the hole. And then it started raining so we had to hurry.” 
 
    “That’s right.” She pulled away and ducked down to the box again. “We should add your wish now.” 
 
    He raised an eyebrow. “Now?” 
 
    “Yes.” She took out the piece of paper. “What do you wish for right now, Beckett?” 
 
    He stared into her eyes and said the most honest thing that came to him. “You.” 
 
    {}{}{} 
 
    Anna reclined on the flannel blanket Beckett had set out for them in the clearing as the sun sank behind the mountains. Her heart and her stomach were full. 
 
    The evening remained warm, and she closed her eyes, feeling more at peace than she had in weeks. She still couldn’t believe Beckett had dug up the time capsule. She wasn’t normally a sentimental person, which had worked great for Tom, but she was quickly turning into one with Beckett around. And for now, she was all right with that. 
 
    “There are still some strawberries,” Beckett said, voice deep next to her. 
 
    “I’d explode. There’s no room.” Anna smiled, keeping her eyes closed. “I can’t remember the last time I had fried chicken.” 
 
    “It’s from that place your mom likes so much.” 
 
    Anna opened her eyes, surprised to find Beckett leaning his head on his hand and staring at her. He reached out, brushing a finger down her cheek. 
 
    “Is that where you got the idea for the picnic?” Anna asked. 
 
    When he gave her a blank look, she said, “Did you get the idea for the picnic from my mom?” 
 
    “No. The idea was all mine.” 
 
    She grinned. “You get points for that.” 
 
    She’d never gone on a picnic with Tom. It’d wrinkle one of his expensive suits. Or the bugs would bother him. Or the sun would give him a headache. God, she’d been so caught up in his world.  
 
    Maybe—no, for sure—she’d lost part of her herself. The young girl who’d loved picnics and hiking and being outside in the sunshine with people she cared about. 
 
    Beckett caught her hand in his, rubbing his thumb over the knuckles. “What else do I get points for?” 
 
    “Just being you.” She leaned in to kiss him, still reeling over how good that contact felt. How Beckett had changed so much in her eyes since a few weeks ago. “For reminding me how much I missed stuff like this.” 
 
    “We’re going to have to do this more, then. It’ll be easier when we tell your family.” 
 
    She tensed, hand flexing in his. “I don’t know if that’s a good idea. At least not right now.” 
 
    She didn’t miss the muscle flexing in his jaw, or the way his eyes dropped to the blanket before meeting hers. “I don’t see why not.” 
 
    “It’s…” She swallowed, searching her mind for a way to make this make sense to him. “We’re just starting this. Starting us.” 
 
    He nodded, relaxing some and running his thumb in circles on her palm. “We are. And your family is so much a part of you, it makes sense. In fact, they’re a part of me, too. A big part. Keeping this from them—”  
 
    “Is best.” 
 
    “For who?” 
 
    “For—for everyone.” She resisted the urge to pull her hand away. This was what she was trying to avoid. Tension. If it was someone else, it’d be too early to tell her family. Too soon to introduce him into her life. At least until she had her head on straight and knew where her heart lay. 
 
    But with Beckett…everything was backward.  
 
    “So we’re supposed to keep this a secret?” Beckett asked. 
 
    Yes.  
 
    “Not forever,” she said instead. It was a compromise. 
 
    He ran his fingers up her arm, giving her the chills. “So I can’t come visit you at work?” 
 
    “Of course you can. You have been already.” 
 
    “And when I want to touch you, to kiss you, I have to keep my hands to myself?” 
 
    “You can touch me now.” 
 
    Heat flickered in his gaze, eyes locking with hers. “Anna,” he said softly, a note of warning in his voice. 
 
    “Beckett,” she countered. 
 
    “I don’t want secrets. I want to be able to touch you when we see each other. To have you and your family over to my house at the same time and not have to stand on the other side of the kitchen wishing you were in my arms.” 
 
    Her breath lodged in her throat. When he said it like that, she wanted it too. She wanted all of him. But that meant giving all of herself, and she’d been there before. It hadn’t worked then, so how in the world could she believe it might work now? 
 
    Her cell phone rang. She normally would have ignored it while she was in the middle of a conversation, but this time she grasped at it like a lifeline. Something to take her away from a discussion that was tying her heart in knots. 
 
    When she looked at the number, her stomach clenched even tighter. 
 
    “Who is it?” Beckett asked. 
 
    She looked up, the answer jumbling in her mouth. 
 
    When she didn’t answer, he said, “Tom?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Don’t answer it,” Beckett said. 
 
    Her gaze jerked to his. “I need to deal with this eventually.” 
 
    “And you will. But this is bordering on harassment. I wish—”  
 
    He sat up, running his hand through his hair and not finishing what he was going to say.  
 
    Anna let the call go. She wasn’t ready to talk to Tom yet. And right now, she wasn’t having much luck with Beckett either. He saw way too much. Sometimes it felt like he wanted too much. Beckett deserved someone who could give him everything, and she wasn’t sure she could. 
 
    Reaching deep for the calm she’d felt earlier today, Anna touched Beckett’s jaw. “What do you wish?” 
 
    His eyes looked so dark from here. Even this close. The sun had vanished and the sky swirled with purples and reds and oranges. Why couldn’t they just get back to where they’d been ten minutes ago? Happy. Peaceful.  
 
    And keeping the secret Beckett didn’t want to keep. 
 
    He caught her hand, pulling it away from his cheek to hold it in his own. “I wish you’d let me help you. With Tom. And the rest…” 
 
    He sighed and didn’t continue again. The rest, meaning their relationship. Telling her family. Couldn’t he understand how big a step that was for her? 
 
    A cricket chirped nearby, breaking the silence. 
 
    “Shit,” Beckett said, squeezing her hand. “This was supposed to be relaxing. Forget it. Forget all of it for now.” 
 
    For now. That was the problem. This wasn’t going to go away. Not until she fixed it. Tom. Her budding relationship with Beckett. And her own little secret about France.  
 
    “Anna,” Beckett said, bringing her attention back to him. “You okay?” 
 
    She boosted some energy into her smile. “You’re right. We should forget it for now.” 
 
    Conflict still raged in his eyes, but he only reached out for her, pulling her into his lap. “You should eat some strawberries.” 
 
    She laughed, the knot unfurling in her belly. “I think I might have a little room. But first…” 
 
    She shifted to straddle him. He exhaled, hands finding her hips, squeezing with a possessive pressure that sent a thrill through her. Anna blocked all her worries from her mind and kissed Beckett with everything she had.  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Tom’s a dick,” Eli said as they pulled chairs off the stack in the barn to prepare for the wedding this evening. “I still think we should head over to his office and deal with it.” 
 
    “Like I really need to make things more complicated between me and Anna,” Beckett said, yanking another chair down.  
 
    “Complicated? How’s that?” 
 
    Beckett blew out a breath and went for the tables next. He didn’t mind complicated. What he did mind was the lack of trust. If Anna wouldn’t tell her family about them, what did that say about their relationship? That she expected it to end?  
 
    Or she didn’t want them to know because it was him?  
 
    “She doesn’t want to tell your family about us,” Beckett said when Eli followed him over. 
 
    “No?” Eli looked amused. “A dirty little secret, huh? Go Anna.” 
 
    Beckett rolled his eyes. “Love how your mind always goes to the kinky.” 
 
    “Isn’t that supposed to make it more exciting? Keep it a secret?” 
 
    “Yeah, so I have to keep my hands to myself the whole damn time we’re around anyone else. Which is all the time.” 
 
    Eli scratched his cheek in thought. “Not that I want to picture your hands anywhere near my sister, but I get where you’re coming from.” 
 
    Beckett settled another table over a tiny X Jillian had made on the floor and arranged the chairs around it. 
 
    “So tell her everyone already knows,” Eli said. “’Cause they do, right? The whole family except maybe Mom. Tell her we’re all in on it.” 
 
    “Sure. That’ll go over well. By the way, everyone knew about our relationship before you did? Hell, that’ll make Tom’s dick status go way down. Then where does that leave me?” 
 
    Eli shrugged. “With the truth. There’s something to be said for honesty.” 
 
    Beckett bit back the flicker of frustration that brought. This wasn’t Eli’s fault. More than that, he was right. Beckett knew it was way past time for telling Anna what had been going on. It wasn’t even a huge deal, but it was becoming one the more it progressed. Now that her entire family knew about them, he couldn’t just keep it quiet.  
 
     “You should bring her flowers,” Eli said. “Open some wine. A little romance. And then tell her the truth. She’ll understand. She’s Anna. Usually all those emotions don’t get in the way.” 
 
    Which didn’t make him feel better. He wanted her emotions involved in this. He wanted her to think with her heart—to see if they really had a future beyond this. “Not sure that’ll work.” 
 
    Eli smirked. “Bake her a cake. Oh, wait—she’s probably already doing that right now.” 
 
    “Forget it. I don’t want your help.” 
 
    Eli chuckled and then immediately looked contrite. “Okay, sorry. My bad. Listen, it’s going to take time.” 
 
    “I don’t have time,” Beckett mumbled. 
 
    “Why’s that?” 
 
    He turned, leaning his hip on the edge of the table, and debated whether or not to tell Eli about France. It didn’t feel like his place to say anything, but at the same time Anna wasn’t telling anyone, and Eli was her brother. His best friend. He didn’t know who else to talk to. 
 
    Finally, he gave in. “Poppy said Anna’s considering going to stay with her friend Celeste for a while.” 
 
    “Celeste?” Eli squinted like he was trying to remember. “Doesn’t she live in France?” 
 
    Beckett nodded. 
 
    Eli straightened. “Wait, Anna’s thinking of going to France? Moving to France for a while?” 
 
    “Not so loud. You can’t tell anyone about this.” 
 
    “But—”  
 
    “Poppy told me Anna hasn’t told anyone. You can’t say anything.” 
 
    “But this is a big deal.” 
 
    Beckett sighed. “Which is why I feel like I’m running out of time. And it seems to me like Anna’s just considering it because of Tom and how everything else is going in her life right now.” 
 
    “Well, you’d better not tell her that.” 
 
    “You mean, on top of all the other shit I’m keeping from her?” Beckett asked.  
 
    Eli paced to one table and then back again. “I can see your dilemma.” 
 
    “And what do I do about it?” 
 
    “I have no idea.” 
 
    Beckett groaned and started setting out tables again. “You’re so helpful.” 
 
    “I can’t believe she’s thinking about going to France. It’s not like she can just up and leave. She’s got a job here. Family.” 
 
    And me, Beckett wanted to say. But maybe Anna didn’t see it that way. He didn’t want to believe that, though. He’d seen the way she looked at him. Like she thought there could be something more. They fit. Like the last pieces of a puzzle.  
 
    “She also has a past,” Beckett reasoned. “With Tom in the picture, I can see why she’d want to find an escape.” 
 
    But with him in the picture, he was supposed to be the escape. The new start. And she wouldn’t even let him help with Tom. 
 
    He checked his watch. “I should head back. I told Jillian I’d help with the flowers and whatever else she needs hauled over here.” 
 
    “I’ll come with you. I need to pick up the last of my gear before I head over to the church.” 
 
    They took Beckett’s truck into town. Summer had hit full force and already waves of heat rolled off the street this early in the morning.  
 
    “Busy today,” Eli commented. 
 
    Beckett nodded. Cars lined the sides of Main Street, leaving little parking. Summer crowds. It got busy this time of year, especially with the warm weather they’d been having. He stopped at a crosswalk and waited as a group crossed. 
 
    “Hey.” Eli leaned forward in his seat. “Is that…?” 
 
    “Tom.” Beckett ground his teeth together and watched as the man headed into the bakery. 
 
    “What’s he doing?” Eli asked.  
 
    “Looks like he’s going to talk to Anna.” 
 
    A car horn sounded behind him and Beckett reluctantly pulled forward. 
 
    “Go around the back,” Eli said. “If he’s not out of there in ten minutes, we’re going in to make sure everything is okay.” 
 
    Beckett turned right toward the street behind the storefronts. “Ten minutes,” he agreed. Though it was going to be hell to wait even that long. 
 
    {}{}{} 
 
    “This is going to look great,” Leah said, stepping back from the cake. 
 
    Anna nodded, adjusting the bandana on her head. Four tiers of white wedding cake with intricate piping, roses, and beads. And she’d only had to come in at six this morning to get it.  
 
    But it was a masterpiece. Times like this made her realize how much she loved her job. And how much she’d miss it if she ever left. 
 
    She had so much creative license here. She got to make people happy. Those moments were priceless.  
 
    But so was having peace about her future, and Anna had been struggling with that since her talk with Beckett. She realized it wasn’t fair to make him keep this secret. Their secret. But it scared the shit out of her when she thought of telling her family. 
 
    Not because they wouldn’t support her. No, they’d probably love the idea. And then everything would fall apart if it didn’t work out. It’d create a rift. Could they even work together after that? 
 
    When she heard the bell at the front door jingle as someone walked in, her heart did its slow roll of pleasure because she assumed it was Beckett. He stopped in every day. Sometimes more than once. She wanted now more than ever to see him. To take a little of his confidence for herself. 
 
    Anna started around the table. “I’ll get this,” she told Leah. 
 
    She hurried to the front of the store, but her feet came to an abrupt halt when she saw Tom instead of Beckett. 
 
    He stayed close to the door, hesitating like he wasn’t sure he was welcome. Anna paused behind the counter. 
 
    She tried to keep her voice even when she said, “We’re not doing any tastings today.” 
 
    Tom flashed his charming smile at her. “You know that’s not why I’m here.” 
 
    “Why are you here?” 
 
    He ventured further inside, giving her a casual shrug. “You haven’t been taking my calls or answering my texts.” 
 
    “Because I don’t have anything to say to you. If you have a concern about the wedding, you need to talk to Jillian.” 
 
    “I do have a concern and it has nothing to do with the wedding. It has to do with me and you.” 
 
    Anna curled her hands into fists, her stomach twisting. He looked so easy going, standing there like they were talking about the weather instead of their past. Their very painful past. 
 
    “There is no me and you,” she said calmly. 
 
    “Come on, Anna. We were together a long time, and then all the sudden it’s over. It’s not that easy to walk away from.” 
 
    Her mouth dropped open. Was he out of his mind? He’d cheated on her. What did he expect? They’d stay together? That he’d keep cheating and she’d just pretend it hadn’t happened? 
 
    Anna walked around the counter, determined to keep herself calm. She’d moved on the best she could, and she wasn’t about to let Tom bring her back to that night she’d found out about him. 
 
    “Does Catrina know you’re here?” she asked.  
 
    Tom stared at his shoes with a sigh, and she knew her answer. Catrina had no idea. 
 
    “I didn’t want her to get upset,” Tom said, looking back up. “But I needed to see you.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because I want to talk this through. You left before I even got home. A note—that’s all I got. I didn’t even have a chance to tell you my side of things.” 
 
    A fire of rage lit inside Anna. “Damn it, Tom. There are no sides to cheating. It happened and that was it. Nothing else to say.” 
 
    A muscle worked in his jaw. He scooped a hand through his hair and blew out a breath. “Nothing else for you to say, maybe, but I didn’t get a chance to say anything.” 
 
    “I can’t do this right now,” Anna said. “I have to finish decorating a cake.” 
 
    “But you’ll talk to me, then?” 
 
    “I don’t know—”  
 
    “You have to, Anna. We need this.” 
 
    She shook her head at the word “we” but he ignored it and stepped closer, reaching out for her. 
 
    “Anna, please.” 
 
    Words clogged at the back of her throat, and she stood suspended for a long moment, unsure of what to do. And then the door opened. 
 
    She saw Beckett first, and then Eli following close behind, and she took a hasty step back. 
 
    “Shit,” Tom mumbled. 
 
    “Everything okay?” Beckett asked Anna. 
 
    She nodded, hating the anger she saw in his eyes. Or the fact that she couldn’t take any comfort from him right now. “It’s fine.” 
 
    Eli brushed around Tom to stand at her side. “You don’t look fine. You’re pale.” 
 
    “I’m…” She pressed a hand to her cheek. “Just stressed. I have a cake to finish.” 
 
    She met Beckett’s eyes and saw that he didn’t believe her. 
 
    “What is he doing here?” Eli asked, not even looking at Tom. 
 
    “I needed to talk to Anna,” Tom answered anyway. “And I don’t see how it’s any of your business.” 
 
    Eli whipped around, getting in Tom’s face. “My business? It’s my business because Anna’s my sister and you cheated on her. You cheated and treated her like shit and you think you can just walk in here whenever you want? You—”  
 
    “Eli, stop.” Anna reached for him, but he shook her off. 
 
    Tom moved in as well and panic somersaulted in her stomach. 
 
    “Beckett, please,” she said. 
 
    He gripped Eli’s arm, trying to get him to back up. 
 
    “He deserves this, and you know it,” Eli told Beckett. 
 
    Beckett glanced over his shoulder at Tom. “It’s better if you go now.” 
 
    Tom’s jaw hardened. He looked at Anna. “Just say you’ll talk, okay? Just once. Coffee and talk.” 
 
    “No!” Eli glared at him. “You leave her alone.” 
 
    “Just once,” Tom repeated. 
 
    “Fine.” Anna made a shooing motion. “Just once. Go.” 
 
    Tom dipped his head in a nod, like he’d gotten exactly what he’d come in for. Then he left through the front door. 
 
    Eli turned on her. “Anna, this is bullshit. He—”  
 
    “I don’t have time,” she said. “I need to get this cake done.” 
 
    “He’s been bothering you. Someone needs to take care of this.” 
 
    “How do you know he’s been bothering me?” Anna turned her attention to Beckett. “Did you tell him?” 
 
    Beckett folded his arms with a nod and no hesitation. “I thought maybe you’d listen to Eli. And Tom needs to back off. He—”  
 
    “Stop.” Anna closed her eyes briefly and set her hands on her hips. “Just stop. I can handle this on my own. I need to handle this on my own.” 
 
    “We’re trying to help.” 
 
    “I don’t need your help, Eli. I just need…” 
 
    She pressed her hands over her face, taking a long, calming breath. She needed to deal with Tom. To say to him what she should have said before so this could be over. So it could finally, after all this time, be done. 
 
    “Please,” she said, already turning. “I need to finish the cake.” 
 
    She didn’t wait for a response, just returned to the kitchen. Leah threw her a wide-eyed look but wisely stayed quiet. 
 
    Neither Eli nor Beckett followed her and she was grateful. She’d handled Tom in the first place on her own, she could do it this time, too.  
 
    But that little bit of guilt tried to nip at her. Eli was just doing what was right. And Beckett…Beckett had a big heart. He wanted to help. And she couldn’t blame him. It was his style, and she was trying to take it away. 
 
    You’re being unfair, that voice said. She shoved it aside for now. Cake first. Then she’d talk to Beckett and smooth the edges. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Dance with me, Beckett,” Gail said. 
 
    He grinned at the woman who might has well have been his second mom. The one who’d been there when he’d broken his wrist. Who’d made him hot chocolate along with all her other children when they’d come in from the snow. She’d shared as many moments with him as he had with his own parents.  
 
    He admired her for her strength, for her ability to keep a level head while raising half a dozen kids if you included him, and for building up such a successful business mostly on her own.  
 
    A live band started up a slow song and he took Mrs. Keller’s arm, leading her around a throng of bridesmaids to get to the dance floor. 
 
    “You look wonderful,” Beckett told Gail. She was dressed in a tailored navy suit that looked like it had come from Jillian’s closet. 
 
    She smiled. “You always were a charmer. Both you and Eli.” 
 
    “He taught me everything I know.” 
 
    “I believe it.” Her lips curved. “It’s a beautiful wedding.” 
 
    He glanced around with a nod. Lights glowed softly everywhere, candles danced in holders on the tables, and the air was scented with jasmine. They’d opened up the wide doors on the side of the barn as well, and lights dangled over the patio outside, where other guests dined and chatted in the warm evening. 
 
    The bride danced with her groom and everyone seemed happy. He’d be happier, though, if he could get some downtime with Anna. Find her in a corner and kiss her, let her know he was here for her whether she wanted him to be or not.  
 
    He hated what Tom had done to her. It hadn’t been like this before. She’d always been willing to accept his help. But then, things were different on other levels now, too.  
 
    “I know what’s going on, you know,” Gail said. 
 
    His gaze snapped to hers. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Do you think I don’t notice how you look at Anna?” 
 
    “I, uh…” He shook his head. “Anna?” 
 
    “Don’t you play dumb with me, Beckett Hansen. You know if your mother were here, she’d say the same thing. She’d leave you two to what you need to do, just like I am, but she wouldn’t like it. And I don’t either. Especially not after Anna showed up at my house this afternoon, clearly needing someone to talk to.” 
 
    “So she told you?” Beckett asked.  
 
    “She didn’t tell me one thing,” Gail answered.  
 
    “But…”  
 
    Great. Now Gail knew, too, and Anna was probably the only one who had no idea her whole family was aware of what was going on with them. 
 
    “You know my Anna. She thinks she can handle everything on her own. I could tell she needed to talk, but she wouldn’t open up. Just made up some excuse about it being nice to get ready for the wedding together.” 
 
    Beckett’s teeth clenched. Damn it. Why hadn’t she talked to her mom? Talked to someone?  
 
    “But she can’t keep going like this,” Gail said. “It’s all going to catch up to her.” 
 
    It seemed like it already had. But he knew Anna wasn’t going to admit it. And at this point, it felt like there was nothing he could do to help her. 
 
    “Are you in love with her?” Gail asked. 
 
    The question made him stop dancing. The world, the music, the lights, the people—they all faded to the background. 
 
    “You don’t have to answer that,” Gail said, letting go of him. “It’s only that I’ve been keeping a close eye on her. She needs…” 
 
    Beckett swallowed. “What? What does she need?” 
 
    “You. She needs you. Even if she hasn’t realized it yet.” 
 
    He moved to the side as the deejay started to make an announcement. He touched Gail’s arm, wanting to reassure her as much as she had just reassured him. “Yes, I love her.” 
 
    “Good.” Gail nodded. “Then don’t give up.” 
 
    {}{}{} 
 
    It was what she needed. To spend the afternoon with her mom, even if they’d only talked about clothes, and Dad, and weddings. She needed to remember her parents together and how happy they’d been. She needed to take some time away from her own thoughts and be around one of the most upbeat people she knew.  
 
    She left the dance floor and walked to the kitchen, prepared to start setting out plates. If they were on schedule, which they always were under Jillian’s direction, they’d cut the cake in twenty minutes.  
 
    Her mom walked in right after her with a wide smile. 
 
    Anna couldn’t help but return it. “You look really great, Mom.” 
 
    “So do you.” Her mom smoothed Anna’s hair off her shoulder. “But tired. You can talk to me, you know.” 
 
    And before she could change her mind, Anna blurted, “Tom came to see me today. And this isn’t the first time.” 
 
    Gail slowly crossed her arms, her expression going stony. “And?” 
 
    “He wants to talk.” 
 
    She waited as her mom took a few calming breaths. Gail rarely got angry, but she’d been furious when she’d found out what Tom had done. She and Eli had both wanted to go give him a piece of their minds. “I hope it’s to apologize.” 
 
    “I…I’m not sure.” Anna guessed it wasn’t. Or at least not only that. She was starting to get the feeling Beckett was right about Tom. 
 
    “Are you going to talk with him?” 
 
    Anna lifted her shoulders. “I don’t know. I didn’t talk to him when it all happened. I just walked out. And every time I see him, I still get angry.” 
 
    “You need closure.” 
 
    The words sunk in, and Anna nodded. “I think I might.” 
 
    Gail hugged her. “If you think it’ll help, you should do it. So you can move on.” 
 
    Jillian breezed into the kitchen. A handful of servers followed her. “It’s time to cut the cake.” 
 
    “Time for cake,” Gail told Anna with a wide smile. “You should have a big piece and find someone to dance with.” 
 
    Anna laughed, even though she felt dangerously close to crying. Her mom always knew how to make a situation seem manageable. She wished she had time to tell her about Beckett. 
 
    But even as they wheeled out the cake, Anna knew what she needed to do. She needed to talk with Tom, no matter what he had to say, and tell him where she stood. And more importantly, she needed to get on the same page with Beckett. 
 
    Anna watched the bride and groom cut the cake, smiled at the cheers from their family and friends, and helped the servers cut slices. By the time the last of the pieces went out to the tables, Anna was impatient to find Beckett. 
 
    She grabbed a large slide of cake and a fork and left the kitchen, searching for Beckett in the crowd. When she eased around the back tables, she ran into Eli. 
 
    “Hey,” he said, letting his camera hang from his neck. “You brought me cake?” 
 
    Anna smiled, but it was tight. “It’s not for you.” 
 
    Eli sighed and propped one hand on his hip. “Look, I’m sorry, okay? But I know Tom’s been bothering you and I’m your family. After what he did, all of us wanted to go after him, but we didn’t because you said it was over and finished and you didn’t want to deal with it anymore. We respected that. But now…he’s back and it’s not so easy to stand aside while he tries to weasel his way into your life again.” 
 
    “He’s not trying to weasel anywhere.” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    Anna bit her lip instead of answering. She didn’t. And that was the worst part. She was starting to feel like a fool all over again. If she’d dealt with this head on in the first place, maybe she wouldn’t be in this position now. 
 
    Eli reached out and touched her shoulder. “I’m just saying, we all want to be there for you. It’s a natural response-especially for me and Beckett—to want to protect you from Tom. So just…try to understand that, okay?” 
 
    Anna blew out a breath and nodded. “And try to understand I need to deal with him on my own eventually. I need to…find closure.” 
 
    “Closure. I get it.” 
 
    “Good.” Anna glanced around again, still searching for Beckett. 
 
    “He’s outside, on the patio.” 
 
    Her gaze whipped back to his. “What?” 
 
    “That piece of cake is for Beckett, right?” 
 
    “No. I mean—yes. He’s been so busy working, I don’t think he even had dinner. I thought—”  
 
    “Hey.” Eli held up his hands with a chuckle. “You do whatever you want with your cake.” 
 
    Anna grumbled out a response, and he laughed again before lifting his camera. 
 
    “Back to work,” he said and vanished into the crowd, snapping pictures on the way. 
 
    Gathering herself, Anna squeezed around the crowd at the back of the dance floor and walked to the patio. She spotted the Mother-of-the-Bride and chatted with her a few minutes before finding Beckett. 
 
    Their gazes connected in the crowd. She finished her conversation and walked toward him. He leaned against the metal railing at the edge of the patio, the glow from the hanging lights reflecting in his eyes. 
 
    She’d never noticed before how handsome he looked in a suit. How well it fit his frame and how comfortable he seemed either dressed up or laid back. How had she never noticed so many things about him before? Like how kind he always was to her or how he seemed to know her better than herself most of the time? 
 
    “I brought you some cake,” Anna said. He took it from her but looked cautious. “Don’t worry, this isn’t a trick. I’m not going to yell at you after this. I promise.” 
 
    He rested the plate on a nearby table. “Thanks for the cake.” 
 
    “I was surprised to see you and Eli earlier at the store.” 
 
    “I was surprised to see Tom at the store, too.” 
 
    “I know…” Anna swallowed and studied her shoes. She hated feeling like she needed to stick up for him, when really what she needed to do was stick up for herself. “I guess he got tired of me ignoring his phone calls.” 
 
    Beckett made a noise of agreement but didn’t comment otherwise. He sampled a bite of cake and nodded. “Good.” 
 
    She frowned. “You’re mad at me.” 
 
    “Do I look mad?” 
 
    “You look…really good, actually. I like that tie.” 
 
    He pressed his hand flat against it and looked down. “Really?” 
 
    She almost reached for him right there. Set her lips on his. No matter who was watching. Screw secrets. She just wanted to be in his arms. But she made herself hang back. 
 
    “Really,” she answered. “And I don’t blame you if you are mad at me. You probably should have picked another sister if you wanted into this family so badly. I’m not exactly the most stable one. And I have baggage.” 
 
    He smiled. “Your instability aside, I don’t want to pick another sister. I want you, Anna.” 
 
    Chills raced across her arms. How could he say that with such certainty? “Even with what’s going on with Tom?”  
 
    He set down his fork and moved closer to her. He kept his hands to himself, but his eyes warmed. “I’ll admit, I don’t like Tom being around you, but that’s because I’m afraid he’s going to hurt you again.” 
 
    “I need to talk to him so I can…deal with what happened between us. I hope you can understand that.” 
 
    “I can. I do understand.” 
 
    Her shoulders dropped in relief. She brushed her fingers on his arms briefly. “What are you doing after this?” 
 
    “Whatever you’re doing.” 
 
    She grinned. “Poppy’s staying at Mom’s with Summer. My place is open.” 
 
    “That’s not fair.” 
 
    “What isn’t?” 
 
    A muscle worked in his jaw. “Telling me that when I can’t touch you.” 
 
    Her stomach clenched. God, he killed her when he said things like that. “Maybe that’s something we can talk about. Tonight.” 
 
    He flashed her a smile and checked his watch. “I’m all done here. Ready?” 
 
    She laughed. “Soon enough. I just have to clean up the cake.” 
 
    “Hurry.” 
 
    {}{}{} 
 
    Beckett stepped inside Anna’s apartment behind her, admiring himself for his patience. It had taken everything he had to keep himself from going to her several times throughout the wedding. From pulling her into his arms and kissing her.  
 
    He’d waited, but he hadn’t liked it. 
 
    When Anna flicked on the lights, she glanced around, as if checking for something. Or someone. 
 
    “I thought you said Poppy wasn’t going to be here,” he said. 
 
    She turned and smiled. “She’s not. Sorry.” 
 
    “Would it be better if we went back to my place?”  
 
    She hesitated for a split second. But that split second told him a lot. “No, it’s fine. Unless you want to.” 
 
    “No.” He buried that tiny flicker of frustration and reached to pull Anna into his arms. “I like your place. We’re taking steps, right?” 
 
    Like the ones he planned on taking tonight. Telling her the truth. Convincing her to tell her family. Telling her how he’d really felt all these years.  
 
    She reached around him to lock the door, and then settled her cheek against his chest. “Steps. Right. When was the last time you were here?” 
 
    “When you first moved in, I think.” 
 
    She pulled back. “No. You came over after that, didn’t you? For our housewarming party.” 
 
    He scratched his cheek, looking around. “The one it took you three months to have?” 
 
    “That one.” She grinned. “Yeah, well. It was wedding season, and I was busy…” 
 
    With Tom. That’s who she was busy with. He remembered clearly. Remembered when she’d introduced him to the family. Remembered when she’d stopped coming to family functions because he had a dinner to go to in the city. Or he had a fundraiser to attend. Always something with Tom.  
 
    She wrung her hands, glancing toward the kitchen. “How about some wine?” 
 
    “Sure.” He followed her to the kitchen, letting her go through her small routine to get comfortable. “A goat crisis.” 
 
    Anna paused with a wine opener in hand. “A what?” 
 
    He grinned, taking the opener from her. “A goat crisis. That’s why I couldn’t come. Mom and Dad were out of town and one of the goats got sick. I had to call the vet.” 
 
    She passed over a bottle of merlot. “I remember. You helped us move in all our furniture and then didn’t even get to come to our housewarming party.” She leaned against the cabinets as he opened the bottle of wine. “I even made those quiche tartlets you like so much.” 
 
    “You did?” 
 
    “Sure. To say thanks.” 
 
    He set the opened bottle on the counter and leaned past her to grab the glasses she’d pulled out. His senses went on high alert. All at the simple scent of her. Something sweet. Cake frosting?  
 
    He exhaled. “You always smell so good.” 
 
    “That’s because I always get cake ingredients on me whenever I bake. I’m not the tidiest person in case you haven’t figured that out yet.” 
 
    “Part of your charm.” He smiled, sliding the glasses aside and boxing her in at the counter. He propped his hands on either side of her. “I’ve known that about you my whole life.” 
 
    Her chin lifted, eyes locking with his. “You’re more perceptive than I gave you credit for.” 
 
    “You can thank me now.” 
 
    She blinked. “What?” 
 
    “For moving your stuff in here. Since I didn’t get to eat the tartlets.” 
 
    Her arms wound around his neck as a smile curved her lips. “What did you have in mind?” 
 
    He pressed her against the cabinets, bodies flush. “Surprise me.” 
 
    Her lips found his, soft but demanding, and it nearly brought him to his knees. It still didn’t seem real that he had Anna in his arms. That she’d kiss him without hesitation because she wanted to. Because she obviously felt more for him than he ever imagined possible.  
 
    His hand tangled in her hair. And in the background, somewhere outside her door, he heard the sound of a voice. Of laughter. 
 
    Anna jerked away, eyes wide. Then she froze, listening as the voices faded away and it was silent again. She breathed out, dropping her gaze. “Sorry. I thought…” 
 
    “You thought it was Poppy.”  
 
    She reached for the wine glasses, clearly using the motion to distract herself. She poured them both a generous amount and passed his over. “You want to sit outside on the balcony?” 
 
    “We’re going to have to talk about this,” Beckett said. 
 
    He studied her face, watched for what she wasn’t saying. Waited for her to brush it off like she always did. Before, when she was distracting him with her hands, he might have been able to forget about it. But now, tension lingered in the air. It wrapped them up tight and wouldn’t let go. 
 
    “You’re right,” Anna said finally, giving a nod. “Let’s sit outside.” 
 
    He hid his surprise. He hadn’t expected her to give in, but if she hadn’t, they would have gotten here eventually. Wine or not. Sex or not, they needed to have this conversation. 
 
    He took her hand and pulled her toward the back doors. “Outside, then.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
      
 
    How did she start? She couldn’t very well tell him that opening up to her family about their relationship spelled disaster. He was probably floating on that new relationship high. The same one she should have been enjoying, but instead couldn’t seem to embrace. 
 
    On the other hand, she owed it to him. She owed it to him to give their future a chance. She just had to get rid of some baggage first. 
 
    Anna sat in one of the colorful chairs, wine in one hand as she watched the stars come out above the mountains. Beckett joined her, seemingly comfortable anywhere. After a moment, he reached out to take her hand in his, and then sat in silence. 
 
    Waiting. 
 
    “You ever think about moving somewhere else? Going away to start over completely?” Anna asked. 
 
    She stared at his profile. Didn’t miss the muscle working in his jaw, or how long it took him to answer.  
 
    “No,” he said. “I’m happy here.” 
 
    And even with France as an option, she thought she could be happy here, too. After all, it wasn’t really the place that made it hard for her to move on. It was the people. The history. The fact that she couldn’t seem to escape what had happened. Or open up to her family about it all. Space sounded like a good idea. Until Beckett came long. 
 
    He looked over, as if waiting for her to say more. But he couldn’t know anything about France or her longing to start over. And now, that option was fading further and further to the back of her mind. She was starting over here. With Beckett. 
 
    “I think you’re right about Tom,” she said. 
 
    He met her eyes, the light from the moon flickering in them. He came out here expecting her to talk about Poppy and the family, but she had to start here. 
 
    “A little off topic,” she said, sipping her wine. “I know. But it’ll make more sense if I tell you this first.” 
 
    He squeezed her hand. “Then tell me.” 
 
    “I think he wants to talk to me for a reason,” Anna said. “And I don’t think it’s to apologize.” 
 
    “You don’t have to. Just because he keeps showing up doesn’t mean anything. If he doesn’t leave you alone—”  
 
    “No, Beckett, that’s not why I’m telling you. I don’t expect you to do anything.” 
 
    Beckett’s fingers flexed on hers before he spoke. “I don’t feel obligated, Anna. I want to help. I know you think you can handle this on your own—”  
 
    “I can handle this on my own.” She bit her lip and then shook her head, making herself calm down. Eli’s words came back to her, and she reminded herself Beckett was just being Beckett. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “No, you’re right. You can handle this on your own. But you don’t have to.” 
 
    She met his eyes, drinking in the certainty there. The compassion. The love. 
 
    Her stomach twisted. Love? She swallowed. Of course. He was a part of her family. There was a certain kind of love there, something that went deep and back to their childhood. But lately, she saw more. She felt more, too. 
 
     Anna blew out a breath. “I know I don’t have to, but I want to.” 
 
    “You’re still going to talk with him then?” 
 
    “Yes. Because I need closure. I need to end this for good this time. I want to make sure Tom and I are on the same page.” She glanced over. “But I appreciate that you want to help.” 
 
    He gave a slight nod. 
 
    “Really, Beckett.” She set aside her wine glass to grip his hand with both of hers. “I get defensive because I don’t want anyone else to have to deal with Tom and I think it’s my responsibility. But I know you’re just trying to help.” 
 
    “I am trying to help. I don’t trust him.” 
 
    “I’m not interested in getting back together with him.” 
 
    He set his wine aside as well and reached out to squeeze her leg. “I know you aren’t, and it makes this that much more perfect. I missed my chance with you before Tom came along, and had to stand by while he treated you like you weren’t worth anything to him. But I don’t want to miss my chance again.” 
 
    Her lips parted. Before she could say anything, he lowered his head and kissed her. His scent, his warmth, everything about Beckett enveloped her. His fingers slid into the back of her hair, giving her chills, and she pressed closer.  
 
    When he broke the kiss, her gaze came back into focus and settled on his face. “You didn’t even ask what that had to do with telling my family.” 
 
    He brushed his thumb over her cheekbone. “Closure, right. One thing at a time?” 
 
    She nodded, relieved he understood.  
 
    “Doesn’t make it any easier on my end. I want to be here with you tonight. Without you worrying someone will walk in on us.” 
 
    She stood, taking her wine with her. “I want you to be here, too.” 
 
    She couldn’t deny it. She wanted Beckett in her life. And Poppy wasn’t going to be back until tomorrow morning. They had time.  
 
    “Good.” He stood as well, curving his hand around her waist and pulling her close. His mouth stopped inches from hers. “These are steps, right? Good ones.”  
 
    “How can you be so sure what you want? So certain everything will work out? We’re friends and I don’t want to mess it up. I’m afraid I will.” 
 
    “What makes you so sure you will? What if it ends up being the best thing that could have happened?” 
 
    “And if not? Will we still be friends?” She placed a hand over his heart. “Because I don’t know if I could take it if we aren’t. I care about you too much to lose that.” 
 
    His lips brushed hers. Once, twice, before he leaned back. “It goes a lot deeper than that for me.” 
 
    Her heart fluttered. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I care about you as a friend, yes, but it’s more than that.” 
 
    Her throat dried. She already knew what he was going to say, could see it in his eyes, and the whole world around her froze. 
 
    “Anna. I love you.” 
 
    Her mouth filled with words. Words that wouldn’t come, words that didn’t fit in the space between them. She cared so much for Beckett, but it was like jumping off a ledge and not knowing whether or not there was a safety net below. 
 
    “You don’t have to say anything,” he whispered, lips brushing hers. “It’s enough right now for me to tell you. For you to hear it. To know we’re working toward the same goal. There are other things I need to tell you, too.” 
 
    “Not right now,” she whispered. 
 
    If she couldn’t give him the words, she could give him her heart. She could show him just how much he meant to her.  
 
    Wine still in hand, she fused her mouth to his, nipping his bottom lip.  
 
    His arms tightened around her. “God, Anna. You’re killing me. You better be sure about me staying here.” 
 
    “You mean stay the night?” 
 
    His lips curved. “I mean more than that, but yes. I need this time with you if I can’t be with you during the day.” 
 
    “Beckett…” 
 
    He brushed his lips on her cheek. “Yes?” 
 
    “Why did it take so long for me to see this side of you?” 
 
    “Don’t ask why,” he said, pulling her back inside the apartment. “Enjoy the now.” 
 
    He took her wine glass and set it on an end table as they passed the couch. She took his words to heart and slid her hands under his shirt, running them up his bare back. 
 
    “Better not waste any time then,” she said, kneading her fingers in his muscles. 
 
    He growled and, in a flash, had her back against the wall in the hallway. His hands slid down her sides, and then back up, taking her dress with them. He pulled it off and tossed it on the ground while she ran her tongue on his lower lip. 
 
    His groan reverberated deep inside, thrilling her. Then her pulse tripled when he hiked her up. She wrapped her legs around his waist as he turned for her bedroom. 
 
    “Last door on the left,” she murmured. 
 
    Amusement tinged his voice when he answered. “I remember.” 
 
    The room was cool and dim, with only a small lamp lit on the corner of her dresser. Beckett released her, letting her body slide down the length of his before her feet touched the floor. She reached for the button on his slacks, undoing it in one quick flick. 
 
    Her body, mind, everything filled with Beckett’s smell, his touch, the deep timbre of his voice when he murmured words in her ear that caused her to shiver. He tugged off his shirt, and then stepped out of his pants and boxers, leaving him naked before her. Her heart zoomed out of control, fingers itching to wander all over him. 
 
    But he caught her hands in his, slowing her momentum, and kissing her fingertips. “Slowly.” 
 
    It was hard for her to think with him pressing into her hip, his muscles flexing in front of her, voice soft. But she took a breath, arching her head back, and letting him take his fill when his mouth began to roam.  
 
    His fingers undid the latch on her bra, and let that fall to the floor as well. His breath hitched, and she opened her eyes to meet his. Dark. Hungry. 
 
    “Beckett,” she whispered. 
 
    He yanked her against him, plundering her mouth. “What was I thinking?” he asked between breaths, hands tugging on her panties until those dropped to the floor. “Taking your time is really overrated.” 
 
    She laughed, and then her breath caught when he pulled her to the mattress, directly on top of him. His body was firm everywhere, all of him strong and toned, and hot against her skin. Their lips fit perfectly together, giving and taking while their bodies rubbed and slid against each others. 
 
    His fingertips danced down her back, to her thighs, and then between. When he plunged them inside of her, her head dropped back, muscles quivering. 
 
    He caught her gasp with his mouth, locking them together once more, while his fingers worked in and out, like a race against the beat of her heart. 
 
    And when it hit her, the hot zap of lightning, she clenched her fingers around Beckett’s shoulders, body shuddering against this. 
 
    His hand smoothed her hair, lips touched hers once again. 
 
    “I like your room,” he murmured. 
 
    She smiled, heart still thundering, and rose up to straddle him. She eased him inside of her slowly, watching as his eyes closed, lips parted slightly, until their hips met. His hands slid up her belly and to her breasts, thumbs circling her nipples as she swiveled against him. 
 
    And as his body tensed, reaching its peak, she pressed her lips to his heart. She couldn’t say the words out loud because she could hardly believe it herself. 
 
    She was falling in love with Beckett Hansen, one of her oldest friends. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    He’d only just woken up, reaching out to curl Anna’s warm, naked body against his when he heard Poppy’s voice outside the door. 
 
    Anna jerked, eyes flying open. She was out of bed in an instant, digging through her dresser to find a robe.  
 
    “Anna,” he said. 
 
    She whipped around, shoving her arms into a T-shirt instead, and held a finger to her lips. 
 
    “Anna?” Poppy called. 
 
    Her face went pale. “Our wine glasses.” 
 
    “Your clothes,” he added, then winced when she went even paler. That probably wasn’t helping, but he did remember yanking her dress off in the hallway somewhere. 
 
    “I shouldn’t have fallen asleep.” 
 
    He sat up in bed, watching as she walked to the door, hand hovering on the knob. “It’s just Poppy.” 
 
    “I told you I wasn’t ready,” she murmured. “Stay there.” 
 
    He frowned when she walked into the hallway and closed the door softly behind her. He could hear their murmured voices and considered for a moment simply walking out there and saying good morning to Poppy. With clothes on, obviously.  
 
    But instead, he got out of bed and found those clothes scattered around the room. He wanted a late morning in bed with Anna, knowing she didn’t have to be into work early. He wanted a shower with her maybe, to make her breakfast, and then to talk about what they hadn’t gotten to last night. 
 
    Anna returned to the bedroom, closed the door again, and slumped against it. “She didn’t see anything.” 
 
    He gave a curt nod. “Good.” 
 
    “Beckett.”  
 
    He tugged on his shirt and returned his wallet to his jeans. 
 
    “Beckett, please.” She walked to him, lifting her chin so she could look up into his eyes. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “It’s just Poppy,” he repeated. “She’d understand. Hell, I think she actually might be happy for us. You ever think about that?” 
 
    Conflict bloomed in her eyes. “It’s not you, okay? It’s—I’m not ready. After I talk to Tom, or maybe—”  
 
    “Maybe what? You want to wait even longer?” 
 
    “That’s not what I said.” 
 
    He blew out a breath. “Sounds like that’s exactly what you were implying.” 
 
    Her lips went soft, tilting down at the corners. Disappointment blended with frustration on her face. 
 
    “God, Anna.” He propped his hands on his hips and dropped his chin to his chest. “I’m sorry. That’s not…I’m just tired of secrets. Last night was perfect and now what? I have to sneak out of here?” 
 
    “Poppy’s going to hop in the shower. You can leave then and she won’t know.” 
 
    His jaw clenched. “So I have to sneak out of here. This doesn’t feel…” 
 
    What was the word? It didn’t feel right. It didn’t feel like she wanted this relationship as badly as he wanted it. He’d been waiting so long, he couldn’t let go now. But how long did he have to wait to see if they were on the same page? To see if she was truly invested like he was? 
 
    Anna pressed her hands against his chest, appealing to him. “I’m going to talk to Tom, like I said. And then we’ll go from there.” 
 
    He had to believe those words. Had to compromise. She wasn’t coming at this from the same angle as he was. He hadn’t been cheated on like she had.  
 
    He captured her hands in his, spotting the relief on her face. “All right.” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    He nodded, bending his head to kiss her once. She leaned up on her toes, and he could feel her body through her thin T-shirt. 
 
    “I really wanted to spend the morning with you,” he murmured. 
 
    “We’ll see each other again. Soon.” She glanced to the door. “I hear the shower.” 
 
    He eased back, releasing her. “I’ll stop by the bakery later.” 
 
    She smiled, almost enough to buoy his spirits back to when he’d woken this morning. “I’m looking forward to it.” 
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    Anna pulled off her apron. The cake was almost finished and Leah offered to complete it for her so Anna could go to her meeting. With Tom. 
 
    After last night with Beckett, after he told her he loved her, she convinced herself dealing with Tom better happen sooner rather than later. She wanted this done and over with so she could move on. 
 
    The next step, dealing with her family, well…she’d figure that out when the time was right. 
 
    After saying goodbye to Leah, Anna walked out the back door to her van and stopped when she saw Poppy’s car in the next lot over. She blew out a breath and hesitated. If they’d been getting along, Anna would have told Poppy where she was going. She would have gotten her advice. 
 
    She might even have asked her to come along just in case. In case of what, Anna wasn’t sure. All she knew was that she was nervous. 
 
    They’d barely said a handful of words this morning when she came home. Just a quick greeting, and then Poppy said she needed a shower before she got to work. 
 
    They’d never fought this long before, and it was starting to take its toll. 
 
    She sighed and continued to her car, hoping the meeting wouldn’t take long. In fact, she’d make sure it wouldn’t take long because she didn’t want to be around Tom longer than necessary. But Tom was unpredictable. She’d learned that in the worst way possible. 
 
    Anna got into her car and started the air conditioning. She dialed Beckett and settled her sunglasses over her eyes.  
 
    He answered with a smile in his voice. “Hey, Anna.” 
 
    “Hi.”  
 
    “Sorry I’m running late. I’d hoped to be there by now. Maybe fifteen more minutes?” 
 
    “No, Beckett. Don’t come to the bakery.” 
 
    He paused before answering. “Why not?” 
 
    Anna dug in her purse for her lipstick. “I mean, you can come here, but I won’t be here.” 
 
    “Are you going to be gone long?” 
 
    She started to put on the lipstick, then frowned. No, lipstick wouldn’t help her meeting with Tom. Then she put it on anyway. It would help her. She needed that boost of confidence—and to show Tom she’d moved on and she was doing well. 
 
    Better than well. She had Beckett in her life. And he loved her. 
 
    “I don’t know,” she answered. “I’m going to meet Tom.” 
 
    The silence on his end dragged on longer this time. She wished she could see his face, see what he was thinking. Wished she could reassure him. 
 
    “Beckett?” 
 
    “That was fast. But it’s good, right? So you can get it taken care of.” 
 
    She nodded to herself. He understood. “Yes, it’s good. I want to get it over with.” 
 
    “Don’t get mad, but do you want company? I could be there for you, or—”  
 
    “No. Beckett.” She laughed, touched by his offer. “That’s sweet, but I think I’ll be okay.” 
 
    “You sure?” 
 
    She had to be. She had to prove to herself she could do this. “I’m sure. Thank you, though.” 
 
    He sighed on the other end, and she could picture him pacing, running a hand through his hair.  
 
    “I still want to see you,” she told him. “It’ll just have to be later.” 
 
    “I understand. Let me know if you need anything.” 
 
    She started to tell him again that she’d be okay, she’d take care of it. But she knew Beckett. That’s how he showed he cared. By helping out. “I will,” she said. 
 
    She ended the call and drove from the parking lot, heading several blocks down to a café she and Tom had shared lunch at a few times. 
 
    Her hands clenched so hard on the wheel that by the time she got there, her fingers felt numb. She parked and flexed her hands a few times, swallowing down nerves. 
 
    Tom’s car was already here. She could see him through the window of the café, staring out as he realized she’d just pulled up. 
 
    He waved. She looked away. 
 
    “You have to do this,” Anna whispered to herself. 
 
    But all she really wanted to do right now was go see Beckett. To step into a hug and close her eyes and feel what it was like to be safe. And loved. Not just loved, but loved by someone she trusted completely. 
 
    When Tom continued to wait for her, Anna grabbed her purse and slid out of her seat. She entered the café, the aroma of coffee hitting her right away.  
 
    Keeping her hands loose at her sides, she walked to the table where Tom sat. He stood as she approached, and then leaned in like he was going for a hug or maybe a kiss on the cheek. 
 
    She sidestepped him and dropped into the seat opposite his. “Hi.” 
 
    He returned to his seat as well. “I’m really glad you called.” 
 
    “I thought it was time that we talked, finally got some closure.” 
 
    He nodded. “Would you like something to drink? To eat?” 
 
    He’d ordered a coffee, and she figured she might as well get one, too. It would give her hands something to do—a distraction if she couldn’t seem to find the words. 
 
    After she ordered her coffee, she blew out a breath and was about ready to start when Tom spoke. “I’ve missed you, Anna.” 
 
    She straightened in her chair. For a while there, she’d missed him, too—or rather, the familiarity of having someone to see every day. Someone she’d known for a long time. They’d been friends once upon a time. 
 
    “I know it was abrupt,” she conceded. “Everything that happened. But it was for the best.” 
 
    “You ended it without telling me what was going on. All I got was your note saying we were through. It came out of nowhere.” 
 
    She took a long breath, trying to stay calm. “Like I said, it was best. I didn’t know how to deal with what you’d done and what I needed at the time was to leave. I didn’t want to talk to you about it.” 
 
    “That’s not fair.” 
 
    “Fair?” When her voice rose, she made an effort to take another calming breath. The waitress arrived with her coffee and she took a slow sip before finally meeting Tom’s eyes again.  
 
    “I’m just saying,” Tom continued, “I wish you would have talked with me. Let me explain.” 
 
    “That’s exactly what I didn’t want to do. It didn’t need explaining, Tom. You cheated. And to me, that isn’t a negotiable part of a relationship.” 
 
    He frowned and gripped the handle of his mug. “It’s not something I planned. I didn’t want to hurt you—and I was going to tell you.” 
 
    “Before or after we got married?” she asked. 
 
    His eyes widened as though he hadn’t expected her to fight back. “Before, of course.” 
 
    “And then what? We would have been over anyway.” 
 
    “I thought we’d work through it. I thought—”  
 
    He broke off and sighed, glancing around the coffee shop like he was worried they were making a scene. “This isn’t why I wanted to talk to you today.” 
 
    “It’s why I wanted to talk to you. I should have told you that I was leaving you and why, for my own peace of mind at least. And now I am.” 
 
    “I still wish we could have talked more. Would it have helped to slow things down some? We could have postponed the wedding. We could have—”  
 
    “It’s not going to help to think about all the what-ifs.” 
 
    Tom shifted in his seat and lowered his voice. “That’s sort of why I’m here.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    He gave her one of his charming smiles, the kind that made her fall in love with him in the first place. The kind of smile that made a woman feel like she was the only thing in the world that mattered. “Look at you. You look different. Calm. Collected. Like this isn’t bothering you at all.” 
 
    “I’ve moved on.” 
 
    His jaw shifted. “Is there someone else? No—don’t answer that. It doesn’t matter.” 
 
    It mattered to Anna. But Tom wasn’t in the picture anymore. She didn’t have to tell him anything. 
 
    He reached across the table, close enough his fingers brushed hers before she jerked back. “Anna,” he said, appeal in his voice. “I want to start over.” 
 
    Her throat dried and she shook her head, unable to say anything for several long seconds. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean, I still care about you, and—and maybe we could just start off as friends and then see where things go.” 
 
    Anna’s stomach rolled. Beckett had been right. Tom wanted another chance. But even if she wasn’t seeing where her relationship with Beckett went, she wouldn’t want to be with Tom.  
 
    “Things aren’t going to go anywhere,” Anna said. “And besides, you’re engaged. Remember Catrina?” 
 
    He winced at her name, and then sighed. “Yes, we’re engaged. But…” His voice trailed off and then he looked up abruptly. “It’s him, isn’t it? Beckett? That’s why you don’t want to give us another shot.” 
 
    “Tom.” Anna straightened in her seat. “It’s none of your damn business.” 
 
    “I knew it. I always saw how he looked at you—like he was ready to steal you away at any moment.” 
 
    Her hands shook and she pressed her lips together to keep from saying something she might regret. 
 
    “He convinced you not to give me another chance, didn’t he?” Tom continued. 
 
    Her chair legs scraped against the tile floor when she scooted back abruptly. She fumbled in her purse for a few dollars to pay for the coffee. “This conversation is over.” 
 
    “Wait, no—” Tom stood as well, grabbing his wallet. 
 
    She turned on her heel and strode from the café, hopping in her car as Tom exited the front doors. Her hands still shook as she pulled away, leaving Tom staring after her from the sidewalk. 
 
    Anna went straight to the bakery, unsure where else to go. She had no idea where Beckett was, and she had to make sure the cake was finished. 
 
    But as she sat in the parking lot, her hands weren’t steady yet and her heart still pounded—mostly from anger, but a little from shock. What was Tom thinking? He was getting married! Was he trying to do to Catrina the same thing he’d done to her? 
 
    She covered her face with her hands, taking deep breaths until her heart slowed down. When someone knocked on her car window, she gasped, jerking her hands from her face. When she saw Beckett, she got out of the van. 
 
    “Anna?” 
 
    Without warning, she was in his arms, holding tight in hopes that his strength and steadiness would rub off on her.  
 
    “Anna,” Beckett said, voice low and full of concern. He tried to lean back to look at her face, but she just held tighter. “What’s wrong? You’re shaking.” 
 
    “I’m okay,” she whispered. 
 
    This time, Beckett took her shoulders and firmly eased her back. Jaw tight, he looked straight into her eyes. “What happened? What did he do?” 
 
    “Nothing.” She didn’t want to answer questions right now, she only wanted to be close to him. “I’m just really glad to see you.” 
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    “We should go back to my place,” Beckett began. “I can make coffee and we’ll talk.” 
 
    Her hands still shook slightly when she shoved them into her hair. “No. No, I’m managing. It’s fine. And I have to make sure this cake gets done.” 
 
    He gritted his teeth but didn’t argue. Damn Tom. When would he finally get the hint he wasn’t wanted? And it pissed him off that Anna could still be rattled by him.  
 
    She gripped his hand, jerking him from his thoughts. “I promise. I’m okay.” 
 
    He gave a curt nod, letting her hand slip from his as they entered the back door of the bakery. This was precisely why they needed to tell her family about their relationship. Tell everyone. So he could be there for her. It wasn’t just about a touch or a kiss, it was about support. And he couldn’t do that with this secret looming between them. 
 
    Leah looked up with a smile. “That was fast.” 
 
    Anna nodded, and he hated that she was trying to pretend everything was fine when it clearly wasn’t. “I can finish this up if you want to head out to lunch.” 
 
    “Sure,” Leah said. “Nice to see you, Beckett.” 
 
    She left, and Beckett closed the gap between them again. “Talk to me,” he said. 
 
    Anna flashed a smile he could tell was forced. “Nothing to talk about really.” 
 
    She used a spatula to smooth one side of the cake before adding more flowers.  
 
    “Anna,” he said, touching her arm. 
 
    “The Shanes will be here in thirty minutes for their cake. Just a few more flowers,” she said, keeping her gaze focused on her task. 
 
    He folded his arms, losing his patience. “I need to know you’re okay.” 
 
    This time she did look up. She reached out, giving his arm a squeeze. “I’m fine, Beckett, really. I—it was just harder than I expected.” 
 
    “I wish you’d talk to me,” he said. “I was already worried about you going to talk to Tom. Now I’m even more worried because of the way I saw you back in your car.” 
 
    “I shouldn’t have let him rattle me like that.” They heard the door at the front of the store and Anna gestured. “I need to get that. Maybe they’re here early for their cake.” 
 
    Beckett nodded and let her go, keeping his place by the back door. He rubbed his hands over his face and told himself to give her time. She was at work, it’s not like she could stop what she was doing so they could talk. 
 
    When Anna breezed back in, she nodded. “They’re here for the cake. Beckett?” 
 
    He nodded. “I can go.” 
 
    “No. Please. I’ll get this out there, and then yes, we can talk. I need to.” 
 
    She gave the cake another once over and adjusted one of the flowers before boxing it up and carrying it to the front. He listened to her chat with the customer, voice light and easy like she was perfectly fine.  
 
    When she returned to the kitchen, she didn’t hesitate. Just walked straight around the counter and wrapped her arms around his waist. “This is hard for me.” 
 
    “What is?” 
 
    “Opening up.” 
 
    He rested his cheek on her hair. “I know. You always like to handle things yourself.” 
 
    “But I understand where you’re coming from, too. If you were going to talk to your ex-fiancé, I’d be worried.” 
 
    He smiled. “I don’t have an ex-fiancé.” 
 
    “You know what I mean.” 
 
    He tipped her chin to give her a kiss. “Yes, I do.” 
 
    “And you were right about Tom.” 
 
    The words jolted him. He kept his voice even when he said, “Which part?” 
 
    “He, uh…” She dropped her chin to stare at her shoes a moment before looking back up. “He wants a second chance.” 
 
    Beckett’s hands slowly clenched into fists and he had to force himself to relax them, to rub her back and remind himself she was here. With him. She’d made her choice. “I thought that might be the case.” 
 
    “Even worse, he acted like what had happened wasn’t his fault. He—” She broke off, squeezing her arms tight around him. 
 
    “I want to break his legs,” Beckett growled. 
 
    “Beckett,” Anna said, her voice coming out choked. She tipped her chin to look up at him. “He’s not a part of my life anymore.” 
 
    “He hurt you. And now he won’t leave you alone, even though you’ve made it clear that’s what you want. Someone needs to teach him a lesson. Asshole.” 
 
    “Not you.” She touched his cheek, her eyes earnest. “He’s already having to deal with the consequences of his actions. That’s enough, isn’t it?” 
 
    Beckett didn’t answer. No, it wasn’t enough. Not for him. And it made him wonder what else he’d said to Anna.  
 
    “I talked to him, and now I’m done,” Anna continued.  
 
    “Good. What about Catrina?” 
 
    Anna sighed, her gaze dropping. “I don’t know. I have no idea if she even knew about me and Tom when we were together. If not, I don’t want him to do the same thing to her. But I also don’t want to be in the middle of it. I—I don’t want to see Tom again.” 
 
    “You don’t have to.” 
 
    “But with the wedding—”  
 
    “No.” He shook his head. “If you don’t want to see him, we’ll find a way around it. You have to do what’s best for you.” 
 
    He lifted her chin back up so he could meet her eyes. “I’m serious, Anna. Take care of yourself. Don’t let Tom get to you.” 
 
    He kissed her, hoping to get her mind off Tom and Catrina and anything else that was bothering her.  
 
    “Thank you,” she murmured. “For being here.” 
 
    “I always will be.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Business picked up the further into summer they got. Because he knew the family needed the extra hands, he helped out as much as possible. Being near Anna was just a bonus. She’d opened up to him about Tom. Also a bonus. But she’d said nothing about telling her family.  
 
    Jillian found him sweeping the floor in the barn and followed along with him. “Thanks for helping out today.” 
 
    He smiled. “That’s what I’m here for.” 
 
    “How are things going with”—She glanced around—“Anna?” 
 
    “Can’t complain.” Keep it cool. That’s what he had to do. No more secrets. 
 
    “I noticed you’re at the bakery almost every day. And she seems really happy lately.” 
 
    He glanced over. “She does?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Good. I’m glad.” 
 
    “So…are you guys dating or something?” 
 
    He stopped sweeping and propped both hands on the top of the broom handle. “Are you asking for Poppy or Eli? Or your mom?” 
 
    She pursed her lips, and then rolled her eyes. “All of them, I guess. Everyone wants to know what’s going on. And she and Poppy still aren’t talking.” 
 
    He frowned. “Anna didn’t say.” 
 
    “Yeah.” She adjusted her glasses. “It’s strange. They always go everywhere and do everything together. I expected they’d be past this by now.” 
 
    Maybe that’s why Anna hadn’t told Poppy about them. But what about the rest of the family? What could it hurt?  
 
    She started to ask something else, but Anna came back into the room carrying trays. 
 
    Beckett leaned his broom against the wall and walked over to help. “Can I take a few of those?” 
 
    She gave him a subtle shake of her head. “Beckett.” 
 
    “I’d help you with trays no matter what was going on between—” Her nervous laugh cut him off, and he frowned. “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Of course you can help me,” Anna said, her voice going back to normal. 
 
    She passed him most of the trays and then accompanied him outside to put them in her van. The air was cooling with evening approaching. They were expecting rain over the next couple days, giving them a reprieve from the heat. 
 
    Once she’d closed the trunk, Anna turned to go back in the barn. He caught her arm.  
 
    “Hold on,” he said. “Can we talk a minute?” 
 
    “There’s not much left to do.” 
 
    “And the rest of your family is working on it. It’ll just take a minute.” 
 
    Anna folded her arms, keeping her voice down even though they were the only ones out here. “I’m just not ready to tell everyone.” 
 
    “I thought that was the plan after you dealt with Tom.” 
 
    Her eyes strayed from his. To the trees surrounding the barn, the skies clouding over, her van. Anything but him. “I don’t want them involved.” 
 
    His jaw shifted. “What does that mean?” 
 
    “It means I don’t want them involved. If something goes wrong and this doesn’t work out, they’re going to try to tell me what to do, or be angry that I messed it up, or it’ll cause awkwardness between us. I don’t want them to have to deal with that. And I don’t want to have to deal with it either when it happens.” 
 
    Her words were like a punch in the gut. “When it happens? Why are you so sure something is going to go wrong?” 
 
    She dropped her chin and scuffed her shoe on the gravel. “That’s not what I mean.” 
 
    “Hey, slackers,” Eli called from the back door of the barn. “What are you doing out here?” 
 
    Anna straightened when he strolled in their direction and took a step back to distance herself. She pleaded to Beckett with her eyes, willing him to keep his mouth shut. 
 
    He gritted his teeth, but said nothing. 
 
    Eli slung an arm over Anna’s shoulder. “We’re all going to Pearl’s after we’re finished in there if you two are up for it.” 
 
    “Sure,” Beckett said easily. “Sounds fun.” 
 
    His eyes met Anna’s. He already saw the hesitation there. Eli must have seen it, too. 
 
    “Come on, Anna, don’t be a party pooper. We need even numbers so we can play teams for pool or darts.” She started to answer, but Eli was already continuing, a twinkle in his eye. “You can be on Beckett’s team.” 
 
    Anna squirmed out from beneath Eli’s arm and gave it a playful whack. “You just don’t want me on your team because I suck at pool.” 
 
    Funny how easily she could cover her unease with her family. Were there things she was covering or keeping from him? She’d yet to say anything about France. But then, he’d yet to say anything about his agreement with Poppy. 
 
    Anna grinned at Eli, and it killed him that she wasn’t aiming that smile at him. “Better get back to work then.” 
 
    She turned for the barn and headed inside without glancing back.  
 
    Eli waited until she was gone before lifting a brow at Beckett. 
 
    “What’s going on with her?” 
 
    Beckett sighed. “She still doesn’t want to tell you or the rest of your family about us.” 
 
    Eli grinned. “So there’s an ‘us’.” 
 
    “Not if you ask Anna.” Beckett rubbed his hands over his face. “Okay, that wasn’t fair. She told me she wants a relationship, but she’s not ready to tell all of you.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because she thinks when it ends it’ll be awkward with all of us.” 
 
    Eli grimaced. “Well, it was kind of awkward when everything happened with Tom. We wanted to help her deal with the situation, but she didn’t want to tell us the details. She didn’t want our help either.” Eli shrugged. “It’d be a lot more awkward if it didn’t work out between you two.” 
 
    “First of all, we don’t know that. Secondly, that’s assuming something’s going to go wrong. I love her. Why isn’t that enough?” 
 
    Eli whistled. “Strong words.” He clapped Beckett on the shoulder. “Give her time. Give it a few more days—or weeks—and maybe she’ll be convinced. Anna’s been like this her whole life, you can’t expect her to change in one summer. Even if it’s you who’s trying to change her.” 
 
    “I’m not trying to change her.” 
 
    “Bad choice of words. I can see where you’re coming from.” Eli nodded, walking back to the barn. “Really, I can. I just think it’s going to take Anna longer to adjust.” 
 
    Beckett grumbled out a response. Eli was right. But that didn’t mean he was going to stop trying, even if that meant showing how he felt about her around her family.  
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    “You’re going to have to talk to someone sometime, you know,” Summer said from the driver’s seat. 
 
    Anna squeezed her hands together in her lap. “He wants to tell everyone. The whole family.” 
 
    “I think you missed something,” Summer said, turning onto Main Street and glancing over, her eyebrows raised. 
 
    “Missed what?” 
 
    “Last I heard, you weren’t sure about Beckett. And now, you guys are together. As in—”  
 
    “I don’t know.” Anna shook her head and rolled down the window. It felt hot and stuffy in the car. She needed fresh air. “He…he told me he loves me.” 
 
    Summer’s mouth dropped open. “You can’t say things like that when I’m driving. Anna! This is huge.” 
 
    Surprisingly, it made Anna’s throat ache. “It is huge,” she murmured. 
 
    Summer reached out and put a hand over hers. “Then what’s wrong?” 
 
    “I couldn’t say it back. And now he wants to tell everyone—I mean, all of you—and I can’t do that either.” 
 
    “Oh, Anna.” Summer turned into the parking lot and found a space near the back. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    Anna swallowed hard. “You don’t think that’s crazy? Because if you were Poppy or Jillian even, you’d probably think I was crazy.” 
 
    “For being cautious? Even for being uncertain? For not wanting to get hurt again?” Summer shook her head. “Don’t be silly. I understand.” 
 
    Anna narrowed her eyes. “That doesn’t sound like you. You’re…Summer. You’re always about the happliy ever after.” 
 
    She smiled. “I know.” 
 
    “Then what else aren’t you saying?” 
 
    “It’s Beckett. I’m sorry, but if I could believe in the happliy ever after with anyone, it’d be him.” 
 
    Anna blew out a slow breath. “I must be really hopeless, then. You’re right. It’s Beckett. He doesn’t cheat on women. He doesn’t go behind their backs.” 
 
    Summer gave another gentle smile. “That doesn’t mean you can’t take your time. Beckett will understand.” 
 
    He had been understanding, but now…Anna could sense he needed something more. She reached for the door handle. “We’d better go in.” 
 
    “Just try to see where Beckett is coming from,” Summer reminded her. “This is a good thing for him. He’s happy about it—and that’s why he wants to share it with everyone.” 
 
    Anna nodded, feeling emotional again. She was right, of course. For Beckett, it was as simple as that. He was happy about them being together and he didn’t want to hide it. He wanted everyone to know. 
 
    When they stepped inside, they found Jillian and Poppy at a booth in the corner, with two chairs pulled up on the outside. Within minutes, Beckett and Eli arrived at the crowded restaurant. Music boomed from the speakers overhead and the pool tables filled up. 
 
    Anna’s stomach grumbled as she slid into the booth. Beckett sat quickly next to her and she shot him a look of surprise. He grinned and passed her a menu. 
 
    He’d done that on purpose.  
 
    Summer had a similar grin on her face. Anna glared at her, and she snickered before burying her face in her menu. 
 
    “We need one with everything,” Eli said, ignoring the menu and shoving aside the specials at the middle of the table. “A large. And then another large with pepperoni and mushroom.” 
 
    “No mushrooms,” Jillian said. 
 
    “Yes, mushrooms,” Anna insisted. “A pizza without mushrooms is just wrong.” 
 
    Beckett’s arm brushed hers. “I agree.” 
 
    He was so close she could feel the heat of his body on hers. She straightened when his hand dropped to her leg, giving it a squeeze.  
 
    “Okay,” Eli said easily. “And another large with just cheese. And maybe another—”  
 
    “Seriously?” Poppy asked, making a face at him. “We don’t need four large pizzas. Three is enough. More than enough.” 
 
    “I’m hungry,” Eli complained. “Come on, Beck. Back me up. You know we’ll eat most of it anyway.” 
 
    “I’m hungry too,” Beckett said, his eyes flicking to Anna. 
 
    Her eyes widened, but everyone was distracted by Summer, who choked on a laugh.  
 
    “Sorry,” she said, shaking her head. She pointed to her throat. “I swallowed my gum.” 
 
    Eli gave her a curious look. “Listen, the pizza’s on me. Let’s just get a lot of it.” 
 
    Squirming away from Beckett, Anna said, “I need to wash my hands.” 
 
    “Me too,” Beckett said from right behind her. 
 
    She gritted her teeth. What the hell? He wasn’t even trying to be inconspicuous. 
 
    He slid out of the booth after her and caught up to her in a few long strides. 
 
    “I know what you’re doing,” Anna said. 
 
    His fingers brushed hers, and she jerked away. “Being with you the only way I can right now.” 
 
    “Beckett.” 
 
    He caught her arm as they reached the hallway, turning her to the opposite hall from the bathrooms. The music was quieter back here, the lighting dimmer. 
 
    “Can we talk? Just for a minute?” he asked. When she opened her mouth, he linked his fingers with hers. “Please.” 
 
    She blew out a breath, hand tightening on his. “I’m sorry. About before at the barn. I—”  
 
    His mouth closed over hers, stopping the rest of what she wanted to say. Her heart slammed into her ribs, hands instantly seeking his arms, his chest, wrapping around his neck as he pressed her against the wall. 
 
    Then she remembered the restaurant, the people, her family back at the table waiting for her. She jerked back. “Wait. Stop.” 
 
    Beckett’s breath came out in short bursts, eyes blurring for a minute before they focused on hers. “Stop? I’m not familiar with that word.” 
 
    She couldn’t help but laugh. Then she nudged his chest, eyes darting to the hallway. “Hold on a minute.” 
 
    He sighed and moved back a step, still close enough to make her nervous. He propped his arm above her head on the wall. “I can stop for a minute. That’s all.” 
 
    “Beckett. This is serious. You said you wanted to talk.” 
 
    “I did. But I was lying. I want to be with you, and I’m taking advantage of it.” His jaw clenched. “Like I said, it’s the only way I can do it right now.” 
 
    “It’s not—” She broke off. She was going to say it wasn’t permanent. And it wasn’t. But was she really ready to tell everyone? Right now? 
 
    “Listen. I shouldn’t have dropped that on you at the barn. I know you were working. It was bad timing.” He reached out, wound a lock of her hair around his finger.  
 
    “Bad timing,” she agreed. “I could have handled it better, too.” 
 
    “So let’s deal with it. Soon.” 
 
    “Soon.”  
 
    He leaned in, lips brushing her cheek before she could slide down the wall and away from him. He reached out, but she sidestepped. 
 
    “They’re waiting for us,” she said. 
 
    “I really don’t think that was enough to tide me over.” 
 
    She lifted her hands with a grin. “I don’t know what to tell you.” 
 
    “I might not be able to make it to the end of the night,” he warned, blocking her with his arm again. “Just saying. I can’t be held responsible for what I do in front of your family if you don’t give me something else here.” 
 
    Lips curved, she rose on her toes, her body just a breath from his, and kissed him. She expected it when his arms came around her, and let herself get lost in the kiss for a moment. His hard body pressed against hers, his fingers winding into her hair, her hands locked around his neck. 
 
    Then she danced away, laughter lodged in her chest. “That should buy me a few hours.” 
 
    “But—”  
 
    “No. Hands off. I gave you what you wanted.” 
 
    And it was what she wanted, too. What she’d wanted all day.  
 
    Someone rounded the corner, and she blew out a breath when it wasn’t any one of her siblings.  
 
    “Come to my place tonight,” he suggested, following her back to the table. 
 
    “I…” 
 
    “Yeah.” He ran a hand through his hair. “Never mind.” 
 
    “Beckett. I’m sorry.” 
 
    Before he could say anything else, Eli caught their attention at the dart boards. “Anna! You and Beckett against me and Jillian.” 
 
    She glanced up, relieved when Beckett smiled at her. “You know how bad I suck at darts.” 
 
    “I’ll be your teacher. We got this.” Beckett brushed her arm with his and lowered his voice so only she could hear. “Just so you know, I’m probably going to have to be pretty close to show you how to do this.” 
 
    She tipped her chin up to meet his eyes, feeling playful. “Bring it on.” 
 
    Eli threw first, hitting the twenty three times in a row. 
 
    “You practiced while I was in the bathroom,” Anna said. 
 
    He shrugged. “Not my fault you took so long.” 
 
    Jillian stepped up next to her when Beckett threw his darts. “You do know this is just so they can compete against each other without seeming like they’re competing.” 
 
    Anna smiled at her. “I know. It’s nice to be out with everyone, though.” 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    A new song came over the speakers, someone hit a pool ball behind her, and she heard laughter from their table where Poppy and Summer sat. It seemed so normal. Like everything might finally be settling down. And Beckett fit right in. With her family. In her life. 
 
    After Jillian threw her darts, Beckett passed her the set they shared. “We need a twenty,” he said. “So their team can’t score on us.” 
 
    She looked from her line on the floor all the way to the twenty on the board. “You seriously expect me to be that accurate?” 
 
    “You’re the one who said you had steady hands.”  
 
    He stepped closer, and her heart raced. Her gaze flicked to Eli and Jillian, who waited for her to throw.  
 
    “I think, uh…” Anna flashed Beckett a smile. “I think you’re going to have to show me how to stand.” 
 
    He set his hands on her hips, fingers squeezing tight enough to send a flicker of need through her. “Straight. With this foot here. Focus.” 
 
    She lifted her chin, turning her head so their faces were only inches apart. “And how to aim.” 
 
    She saw him swallow and barely held in a smile. This time he cupped his hand under her elbow and positioned her arm.  
 
    “You don’t want to pull back too far,” he said, voice low. “You just want to—”  
 
    “Come on, throw it already,” Eli said, grinning at them. 
 
    Anna threw the first dart and completely missed the board. She glanced back and wrinkled her nose at Beckett like she actually thought she was going to make it. “I think I need more help.” 
 
    He laughed. “I think you do, too. And, by the way, I know what you’re doing.” 
 
    “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” she said. 
 
    “Just keep going, then. I like it.” 
 
    This time she laughed. She lifted her arm to throw again when Jillian muttered, “Oh, shit.” 
 
    Anna glanced over, arm still poised for the throw. “What?” 
 
    Eli frowned. “Is that asshole following you or something?” 
 
    She dropped her arm and followed his gaze to the front of the restaurant where she saw Tom entering alone. 
 
    Beckett tensed next to her. He placed his hand on her back and she took comfort from his strength. 
 
    “He’s probably just ordering pizza,” Anna said over the music. “Let’s keep playing.” 
 
    But Tom didn’t stop at the bar or wait for a hostess. He strolled in their direction. Eli stepped closer and she felt Beckett’s hand flex on her back.  
 
    “Hi, Anna,” Tom said. “I’ve been seeing a lot of you lately.” 
 
    “Doesn’t seem like a coincidence,” Beckett muttered. His jaw hardened, but he kept his gaze focused on Tom. 
 
    “We’re in the middle of a game,” Eli said. “I think it would be better if you left.” 
 
    Something flickered in Tom’s eyes, but he kept his smile in place. “I was stopping in to order a pizza. I saw you over here and thought I’d say hi.” 
 
    “Well, you said it,” Eli told him. “Now you can go.” 
 
    Anna glanced at him. “Eli.” 
 
    “What? He won’t leave you alone.” 
 
    “He’s right,” Beckett said. “He’s been bothering you every week.” 
 
    Anna’s stomach clenched. The last thing she wanted right now was a scene. She glanced back to their booth, catching Poppy’s eye, and then Summer’s. Like a plea for help.  
 
    “I think Anna’s old enough and smart enough to be able to decide what’s going on,” Tom said. “She doesn’t need you two telling her what to do.” 
 
    “We’re not telling her anything,” Beckett snapped. “She’s made her decision and she doesn’t want anything to do with you.” 
 
    Eli nodded. “Just leave.” 
 
    “You can’t tell me what to do either,” Tom said. He appealed to Anna. “They’re just trying to get in the way of us—”  
 
    “Us?” Eli echoed. “You piece of sh—”  
 
    “I meant our friendship,” Tom added, but Beckett cut him off before he could continue. 
 
    “There is no friendship. There’s nothing between you. She’s not with you anymore, and she never will be.” 
 
    Anna gripped his arm when he looked like he was going to lunge forward, but her gaze jerked to Tom’s when he gave a chuckle.  
 
    “Wait,” he said, eyes flicking between her and Beckett. “I was right? You two? Together?” 
 
    She opened her mouth to tell Tom to walk away, but Beckett nodded. “That’s right.” 
 
    The air seemed to freeze around her. Her entire family stood around her now, Tom in the middle. All of them had just heard what Beckett said.  
 
    Jillian pressed against Eli’s chest. “Eli, walk away. Come on, our pizzas are at the table.” 
 
    Eli gritted his teeth, but finally relaxed. Summer pulled on Beckett’s arm. “Let’s go.” 
 
    She turned her back on Tom, shock still coursing through her body. She hadn’t wanted her family to find out like this. Hadn’t wanted any of this.  
 
    Beckett reached for her, but she shook her head. How could he have said anything knowing how she felt? She’d told him soon. Soon they’d tell everyone. And now she didn’t have a choice.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
      
 
    For the first time in over a year, Anna called in sick to work. She hadn’t even skipped work when she’d found out about Tom. She hadn’t skipped work on the day she was supposed to get married. 
 
    But she couldn’t face the world today. 
 
    She locked herself in her room as she heard Poppy getting ready. She couldn’t talk to anyone, couldn’t face what had happened last night. No one had mentioned anything at dinner, pretending like Beckett had never revealed their secret. But it all had to come out sometime. That she’d kept the relationship from them. That Beckett hadn’t waited until she was ready.  
 
    Anna pulled her laptop off her nightstand and turned it on. She owed Celeste an email. But when it finally came up, her fingers hovered over the keyboard, unmoving. She didn’t know what to say.  
 
    Moving to France was taking the easy way out, wasn’t it? But Anna deserved a little easiness in her life. She deserved to have a new place and a new job to get her back on her feet. 
 
    She typed, Thinking about it in the subject line and then paused again. 
 
    Her heart and her mind fought an exhausting battle, and she didn’t want to be involved. She wanted someone to decide for her. 
 
    Finally, Anna put her fingers to the keys and typed a brief message. I’m still thinking about your offer to come live there with you. It sounds like a great opportunity, but I need to take some time and make sure it’s the right choice. Either way, it would be fun to come visit sometime. Love, Anna 
 
    She sent the email before she could change her mind and then stood up. The room was still dark and she opened the blinds, forcing herself to face the day. She dressed slowly, debating. It was tempting to mope in her room all day. But Anna wasn’t much of a moper. She was a do-er, and doing meant figuring out how to face everyone.  
 
    When she pulled on a light sweater, she heard a knock at the front door. She froze, images of Beckett flashing through her mind.  
 
    No, he would have called if he were going to come. But Tom wouldn’t. 
 
    Anna clenched her teeth together. It had better not be Tom. 
 
    She ventured to the living room, ready to peek through the peephole when her phone rang. She grabbed it off the counter and saw her mom’s number. 
 
    When she answered, her mom laughed. “Open the door. I know you’re in there.” 
 
    Anna blew out a breath and opened the front door. Her mother stood there with two bags in her hands and a wide smile. 
 
    “Morning,” she said cheerfully. 
 
    Anna angled her head, stuffing her phone in her pocket. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “Since you weren’t feeling well,” Gail said with another smile, “I brought provisions.” 
 
    “I—I’m not really sick, Mom, I just—”  
 
    “Need a break. Yes, I get it. Are you going to let me in?” 
 
    “Oh.” Anna stepped back and took one of the bags from her mom. “Sorry, why are you here again?” 
 
    “Honey…” Gail set her bag on the kitchen counter and turned to her daughter, concern in her eyes. “I’m here because you need someone to talk to. You need to let someone help take care of you. No, don’t get defensive. It’s not because I think you’re weak or you can’t handle yourself. It’s because I don’t want you to be stressed or hurting, and sometimes talking about it helps.” 
 
    Anna swallowed the lump of emotion in her throat and gave in, letting her mom wrap her arms around her.  
 
    When she eased back, Gail already had a tissue ready to press into her hand. 
 
    “Sit,” Gail instructed, and Anna did what she was told. “Now, talk to me while I make some tea.” 
 
    Anna folded her legs up on the couch, squeezing the tissue tight in her hands while her mom started the water on the stove. 
 
    “You heard what happened last night,” Anna said. 
 
    Gail glanced over. “Summer said Tom showed up at the restaurant and things got a little tense.” 
 
    “A little tense,” Anna murmured, shaking her head. “Yeah, you could say that. I thought they were going to fight.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Tom and Beckett and Eli.” 
 
    Gail brought over a plate of croissants and tapped her bright pink fingernails against her lips. “I have to say, Tom has it coming.” 
 
    “Mom.” 
 
    Gail held up her hands. “Just an observation. Besides, I hear that he’s been bothering you.” 
 
    Anna shrugged. 
 
    “Then it has to be pretty bad if you won’t even talk about it.” 
 
    Anna looked up. “Did Summer tell you the rest?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    She groaned and buried her face in a pillow. Of course she had. But why did it matter now? Everyone else knew, her mom might as well, too, 
 
    “Not much of a secret, you two,” Gail said, rising again and returning to the kitchen. 
 
    When Anna peeked out from behind the pillow, her mom was pulling mugs from the cupboard. She narrowed her eyes, making Gail laugh. 
 
    “You and Beckett,” she said. 
 
    Anna crossed her arms. “I know who you’re talking about.”  
 
    “Anna. You think I didn’t notice? He watches you wherever you go, looks at you like…like your father looked at me.” 
 
    She felt that familiar clench in her heart. The one that told her how she really felt about Beckett. The one that was always followed by another familiar flicker of hurt when she remembered how many times she’d given her heart and it was stomped on. 
 
    When her mom returned to the couch with two mugs of tea, Anna held hers tight until the heat made her wince.  
 
    “So why was it a secret?” Gail asked. 
 
    “I think…he wants more than I can give. He told me he loves me.” 
 
    Gail nodded. “I know he does. What did you say?” 
 
    “What am I supposed to say?” 
 
    “How do you feel?” 
 
    Anna swallowed and distracted herself with the tea bag, dumping it over and over in the water. “Scared.” 
 
    “Beckett isn’t Tom.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “But that doesn’t mean it’s easy to try again.” 
 
    “There’s more,” Anna said miserably.  
 
    Gail reached out and set her hand on Anna’s. “Tell me.” 
 
    “Celeste emailed me. She said her roommate is moving out and she invited me to stay with her. In France. And I…I’m thinking about it.” 
 
    Gail’s expression didn’t change. No judgment or anger that Anna would be leaving the family and the business. “Naturally. It’s new and different and came at a time in your life when everything else is changing for you.” 
 
    “But…” Anna swallowed, lifting her eyes to her mother’s compassionate ones. “The bakery. And all of you.” 
 
    “There are other people who know how to make cakes, Anna. That’s why you were training Leah. So we’d have extra hands. And there are planes so we could come visit—or the other way around. If you really wanted to go, we’d all support you.” 
 
    “Not Poppy. She’s pissed because I didn’t tell you all sooner. And—”  
 
    “She’s hurt,” Gail said. “Because you’re her best friend and she doesn’t want you to go.” 
 
    Anna sipped her tea, letting her mom’s words settle. 
 
    Gail rubbed Anna’s arm. “Start with one thing at a time. How do you feel about Beckett?” 
 
    “I think…” The words stuck in her throat. She cared so much for Beckett, but she was afraid it wasn’t going to work out. 
 
    “You love him.” 
 
    Anna’s eyes filled with tears. “I do. But what if–” 
 
    “No what-ifs. You have to be strong. If you really care about him, and you want to see a future with him, then you have to take that next step—even if it’s to commit to waiting it out. But you have to do it all the way. Be there for him like he’s there for you, and understand that this is new for him, too.” 
 
    Anna nodded. It was new for him. They were friends for so long and now they were both exploring uncharted territory. And he was doing a far better job at it than her. 
 
    “Come on,” Gail said, lifting a plate. “Eat something and we’ll figure out the rest.” 
 
    {}{}{} 
 
    He’d screwed it up. The whole night. Tom had provoked him, sure, but he’d been an ass. He wanted to prove to Tom how easy it was for Anna to move on. And yeah, selfishly, he wanted the secret out.  
 
    He walked into the bakery just before lunch, hoping he might be able to take Anna out somewhere to explain. To fix this.  
 
    Leah stood at the counter helping a customer and he waited a moment before gesturing to the kitchen. “I’m going to go on back.” 
 
    She shook her head. “Anna’s not here. Or are you picking something up?” 
 
    “No.” He waited while she finished with the customer and then stepped up to the counter. “You think she’ll be back soon?” 
 
    “I’m not sure she’s going to be coming in. Jillian said something about her not feeling well?” 
 
    “She didn’t come in at all?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    Beckett frowned. Anna was sick? Or was it what had happened last night? 
 
    “Thanks,” he told Leah and left. 
 
    He’d check in with Jillian and see what was going on. But when he got to the main office, she was meeting with a bride and her family. He waited for several minutes, but it didn’t look like the meeting was going to be over anytime soon. 
 
    With a sigh, he headed to the next store down to see if he could find out anything from Poppy. Her hands were deep in potting soil when he walked in.  
 
    She gave him a smile. “Hey. Look at my new plants.” 
 
    He scanned them and nodded, but couldn’t find it in himself to take much interest. “Is Anna at home?” 
 
    “She said she wasn’t feeling well when I left this morning. I haven’t seen her since, so I bet she’s still there.” 
 
    Beckett leaned against the counter, debating whether or not it was smart to visit her. “Like a cold or something more serious?” 
 
    Poppy smiled. “I think she’s just stressed and needed a break. I probably should have checked in on her but…” She sighed. “I guess I didn’t think she’d want me to.” 
 
    “Poppy, you guys have to talk this out. Neither of you is happy about what’s going on.” 
 
    “She’s thinking of moving to France, Beckett—”  
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “And she wasn’t telling anyone.” 
 
    “I know,” he repeated. Which hurt him, too. He wished that Anna would be open with him about that at least. “But we weren’t telling her things, too.” 
 
    Poppy frowned. “That’s not the same thing. We were just…trying to help her. With the wedding not going through and her feeling so bad, I didn’t want to make it worse. We weren’t doing anything wrong—just making it easier for her to move on.” 
 
    “And talking behind her back even when she was suspicious, and—”  
 
    “Beckett,” Poppy said, pulling her hands out of the pot and walking to the sink to wash them. “It’s not a big deal.” 
 
    “I need to tell her.” 
 
    He heard a noise at the back of the store and froze when he saw Anna, eyes wide and cheeks pale. 
 
    “I think you just did,” Anna whispered. She turned on her heel and walked from the store. 
 
    “Anna, wait!” he called. 
 
    Poppy’s eyes were wide. “How long do you think she was standing there?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    Beckett ran after Anna, calling her name. She’d made it all the way to her van before he could get her to stop. 
 
    “Please, Anna, just listen.” 
 
    She spun around, eyes flashing. “I knew something was going on.” 
 
    “It’s not what you think.” 
 
    “Secrets are pretty much always what you think. Something you don’t want the other person to know.” 
 
    “You didn’t tell me about France, what’s that then?” he asked. 
 
    She reeled back like he’d slapped her. “Not a secret! I was conflicted. I didn’t know what I was going to do. I wouldn’t have just run off without telling you. And if—if things had worked out with us—I wouldn’t have gone. It wouldn’t have been an issue.” 
 
    He ran his hand through his hair and blew out a breath. “I should have told you. But, still, it’s not—”  
 
    “Not a big deal? You and Poppy were—what? Just conspiring to get my mind off of Tom? You thought I needed some help getting past it, so you planned things behind my back. You—” Her eyes widened again like she was piecing it all together. She started pacing, wringing her hands in front of her. “That’s why you kept coming to help me, isn’t it? You were pretending like it was because you were interested in me, but it was just an assignment—”  
 
    “That’s not true.” 
 
    “Then why did you need to keep it a secret?” She stopped pacing and swallowed, tears shimmering in her eyes. “Jillian knew about it, too, didn’t she? And probably Eli.” 
 
    “We were all trying to help. And it has nothing to do with how I feel for you.” 
 
    She licked her lips and shook her head. “God, I feel like an idiot. All of you knew about this—that’s why everyone kept whispering about things and planning dinners at Pearl’s and—”  
 
    “They did it because I wasn’t sure how to—to do this. To show you how I felt for you.” 
 
    “Talking to me might have been a good start,” Anna murmured. 
 
    Beckett opened his mouth to say something else, but he wasn’t sure what would make the situation better. A stray tear slipped down her cheek and he stepped closer, trying to touch her. 
 
    Anna backed away. “I don’t—no, just stay there. I thought…I thought I could trust you, Beckett.” 
 
    “You can,” he said. 
 
    She shook her head again. “I don’t think so.” 
 
    With a yank, she had the door open and she got inside. He appealed to her through the open window. “Can we talk? Please?” 
 
    “No.” Her voice broke on the word. “Just leave me alone.” 
 
    With that, she drove from the parking lot, her car disappearing from view around the corner. He scuffed his foot on the pavement and then shoved his hand through his hair again. 
 
    Space. That’s all. She needed space and then he’d try again. He’d lay it all out there and hope she’d listen. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-One 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You’ve got to give her space,” Eli said from the barstool on Beckett’s right. 
 
    Poppy nodded from her seat on his left, picking at her pizza. “He’s right. Space. I’m not going home until tonight, so she can…you know, take some time.” 
 
    “How do you know that’s where she is?” Beckett asked.  
 
    She shrugged. “I’m assuming. She wouldn’t go to Mom or Summer because she’d want time to think things through. And, obviously, she’s not going to be talking to me, so…home it is.” 
 
    Eli threw a straw wrapper in her direction. “This is partly your fault, too, you know.” 
 
    Beckett lifted his eyebrows at Poppy.  
 
    “I know,” she conceded, setting down her slice of pizza. “She—she just seemed so sad about Tom and the wedding, and she was talking about France! I mean, if she really wanted to go, she would have been excited about it. She would have come straight to me and told me. Instead, it was a secret at first and she said it grudgingly, like she didn’t want to do it. It just seemed like a default…like it was her best choice to get away from all this.” 
 
    Beckett rubbed his hands over his face. “Yeah, so she couldn’t talk to you, and then she finds out you and I are plotting behind her back.” 
 
    “I’m not sure if plotting is the best word considering it was a plan that just happened to coincide with a time when she needed cheering up the most.” 
 
    Eli sipped his soda and shook his head. “I don’t care what you call it or what you were planning, you kept it from her for a long time. That’s what Tom did—already one strike against you. And then she finds out you were doing it to get her out of her funk—”  
 
    “I was doing it because I care about her,” Beckett growled. Because he loved her.  
 
    “That’s not what I’m saying. I’m telling you, that’s probably how she sees it. You just wanted help getting closer to her, help showing her how you feel, but she sees it as a pity move. Like everyone felt sorry for her so they set up a plan for you to get close to her to make her feel better.” 
 
    “That sounds like Anna.” Poppy frowned at her pizza. “And she couldn’t even talk to me about it because we were pissed at each other.” 
 
    Eli took a large bite of pizza, his appetite unbothered by the conversation. “You both screwed up.” 
 
    “You’re not helping,” Beckett said. 
 
    Poppy sighed. “He’s right. It wasn’t the best way to go about handling this.” 
 
    “But, on the other hand,” Eli added, consideration in his voice, “Anna’s got to get over what happened. If this does it, then maybe everything will turn out okay.” 
 
    “Silver lining. Great.” But that didn’t take away the sick feeling in his stomach. 
 
    “Or,” Poppy said, “she’s going to use this as an excuse to go to France.” 
 
    Beckett gritted his teeth and stood. “I’m going over there.” 
 
    “No.” Eli blocked his way. “Bad idea. Not yet.” 
 
    “She needs more time,” Poppy told him. 
 
    Beckett returned to his seat against his better judgment. “One hour and that’s it.” 
 
    “Make it two,” Eli said, “and I’ll drive you myself.” 
 
    {}{}{} 
 
    Anna paced the floor of her living room in her socks, mind whirling. They’d plotted behind her back. Felt sorry for her and made a plan for Beckett to cheer her up. 
 
    Her entire family! Was she really that pathetic? They felt so bad for her, they thought distracting her with a man, a friend, would get her past it? 
 
    And she’d fallen for it. Fallen for Beckett. She’d let him have her heart—or at least part of it. Was it even real? 
 
    The more she thought about it, and the more she paced, the angrier she got. After she’d practically worn a hole in her carpet, she walked into her bedroom and stared at her laptop. 
 
    She might have a message from Celeste. In fact, she might have more than a message. She probably had a place to live and somewhere to work. A place to start over. 
 
    Anna bit her lip, still frozen in her doorway. Moving to France was a huge deal. Even thinking about moving was a huge deal. But it would solve so many problems. Or at least give her the chance to sort them through. 
 
    But she’d thought she sorted them through this morning with her mom. In fact, she’d felt at peace about everything—including not moving to France—because she wasn’t sure that’s what she really wanted.  
 
    Now, it was the only thing that seemed to make sense. 
 
    Before she could think any more, she heard a knock at her front door. 
 
    “Seriously?” she huffed.  
 
    Who the hell was that? Beckett? Because he so didn’t want to try to talk to her right now. She had a million things to say to him and her family and most weren’t good. 
 
    She stalked to the door, whipped it open, and those words caught in her throat. 
 
    “Hi,” Tom said. 
 
    “What are you doing here?”  
 
    “I didn’t know where else to go. Catrina and I broke up.” He swallowed and met her eyes. “Can I come in?” 
 
    “I don’t—that’s a really bad idea. We’re not—”  
 
    “Together anymore, I know.” He gave a bitter laugh. “We’re not even friends and it’s my fault.” 
 
    It was the first time he’d taken any kind of responsibility for what had gone on between them. But still, she didn’t want Tom here. And she definitely didn’t want Tom here talking about his other ex-fiancée. 
 
    “Please?” he asked. “I know you hate me right now. I know you don’t want to have anything to do with me, but it’s a long drive back to the city and I don’t think I’m going to make it. She made me pack up all my stuff and move out. I don’t have anywhere else to go except for a hotel and…” He appealed to her with tired eyes. “You’re the only one I know who knows how this feels.” 
 
    “Did she cheat on you?” Anna asked in a low voice. 
 
    “No, but she might as well have. She told me we weren’t going to work out and she said she wanted to see other people.” 
 
    Anna hesitated. Tom in her apartment? Horrible idea. But God, he didn’t even look like himself. He looked beaten. And he was right; she knew exactly how he felt. 
 
    She stepped back from the door and let him in. 
 
    “Thanks,” he said. 
 
    “You want some tea or coffee?” 
 
    “Coffee would be great. Thanks.” 
 
    Anna walked to the kitchen, expecting him to sit on the couch and wait. Instead, he followed her, perching on a stool at the other side of the counter. 
 
     He shoved a hand through his hair. “I blew it. I get it now. I completely blew it with you, and I understand why you left. I still wish you would have talked to me, but if I had been in your shoes, I probably would have walked out, too. Or burned all your clothes just to be dramatic.” 
 
    Anna allowed for a small smile. “Don’t get me wrong, something more dramatic was definitely tempting.”  
 
    Tom laughed though it sounded rough. “I would have deserved it.” 
 
    She turned on the coffee pot and looked over at him. “Are you just saying that or do you really mean it?” 
 
    “I really mean it.” His dark eyes were sincere and met hers straight on. “I do. To tell you the truth, I felt guilty after the last time I talked to you and I—well, I sort of thought it would be best to tell Catrina the truth.” 
 
    “That you came to talk to me?” 
 
    He nodded, dropping his eyes again. “And that I sort of…wanted another chance with you.” 
 
    Anna kept her voice even when she said, “That must have been hard for you.” 
 
    “It was.” He tapped his hands on the top of the counter and looked up again. “Which means it must have been just as hard for you to hear it from me after everything I did.” 
 
    Surprise flickered through her. Was he really apologizing? Truly understanding where she came from and what he’d done wrong? 
 
    Unsure what to say, Anna turned for mugs and set them on the counter next to the coffee pot. “Cream? Sugar?” 
 
    “Both.” 
 
    She pulled cream from the refrigerator and set out a dish of sugar.  
 
    Tom cleared his throat. “It’s just…you’re being awful nice to me considering what I put you through.” 
 
    “I had a pretty shitty day, too. I guess misery loves company.” 
 
    He smiled at that. “Sometimes.” 
 
    “You want to sit in the living room?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    They took their mugs to the couch and settled in on opposite sides. 
 
    Tom stared at his coffee but didn’t drink it. “I guess the other reason why I came here is that…I wanted to say sorry.” 
 
    She hadn’t thought she needed to hear the words, but at the moment, they filled something inside her. Set her at ease about the past. 
 
    “I thought I was in love with Catrina. It was new and different, and her family’s position meant good exposure for me in my career and…” His voice trailed off when he looked at her. He sighed. “Yeah, I guess you don’t need to hear all the reasons behind why I did what I did.” 
 
    “It helps,” she said. “It helps knowing where your head was at. That—”  
 
    “I didn’t do it just to hurt you? Because I swear I didn’t. We’d been together so long and when Catrina came along, I got caught up in the excitement of it all—and everything else it promised. And…about three months into it, I realized I still loved you and there was nothing I could do about it.” 
 
    Anna sipped her coffee. “It’s good that you told Catrina.” 
 
    “Feels like shit right now. But yeah, maybe in the long run.” 
 
    “You’ll move on. We all do.” 
 
    Tom frowned. “How’s that working out for you?” 
 
    Anna laughed, but it came out rough. “Not so well today.” 
 
    “It’s Beckett, right?” 
 
    “I don’t think I’m comfortable talking about that with you.” 
 
    “I get it.” He shrugged. “We’re not friends.” 
 
    “Not yet.” 
 
    He smiled, even though his eyes still looked tired. “I knew he loved you, even when we were together.” 
 
    Anna stared at him. “What?” 
 
    “I could see it. Every time he was around you. I got so mad about it one time, I told him to stay away from you.” 
 
    “Tom!” 
 
    “I know. It was a bad move considering how close you two were as friends. But it made me jealous and I thought if you spent too much time together, something might happen.” 
 
    An ache bloomed in her throat. If Tom had seen how much Beckett had cared about her back then, and her mom had seen it…maybe he really had been in love with her before any of this ever started.  
 
    “You love him.” Tom shifted on the couch and set his mug aside. “I can see it in your eyes.” 
 
    She opened her mouth to protest, but nothing came out. She did. She loved Beckett. But that didn’t fix the giant hole she had in her heart. The only thing keeping her together at this point, ironically, was Tom. He gave her something else to focus on. 
 
    When she heard another knock at the door, she pressed her hands over her face. “God, doesn’t anyone call anymore?” 
 
    “You want me to get it?” Tom asked. 
 
    She gave a choked laugh and stood. “No. I got it.” 
 
    “I’ll refill your coffee.” 
 
    Once he had disappeared in the kitchen, Anna opened the door.  
 
    Beckett stood there, his hair mussed like he’d run his hand through it more than once. She couldn’t help the quick flutter of her heart at seeing him.  
 
    “Anna,” he said. 
 
    She closed the door a little, but she could still hear dishes clinking from the kitchen. “Beckett, this isn’t a good time.” 
 
    “I know you want your space,” he said, “but I can’t leave things like this.” 
 
    “It’s not that. I just don’t want company right now. I need—”  
 
    “Please. Please, Anna.” He stepped closer to the door, hands out. “It’s not what you think it is. I asked Poppy for help because I didn’t know how to tell you how I felt. I just—I wanted to do it right. You seemed so down about Tom still—”  
 
    “So you guys did all this to help me get over Tom?”  
 
    He winced at the words, and guilt flickered. No, she didn’t believe he’d intentionally done anything to hurt her. 
 
    “No,” Beckett said. “No, not just that. I care about you, Anna. I—”  
 
    His words were cut off at the sound of Tom’s voice from behind her. 
 
    “Anna, you’re out of sugar.” 
 
    She grimaced, and Beckett’s face twisted, going from confusion to hurt. 
 
    “I didn’t realize you had company,” Beckett said, taking a step back. 
 
    Tom appeared next to her with a frown. “I’m sorry. Sorry, I’ll just—”  
 
    He didn’t finish what he was saying, just returned to the kitchen. But it was too late. 
 
    Anna’s stomach clenched. “He just stopped by because—”  
 
    “No.” Beckett held up a hand. His face went blank, shutting off all emotion. “You don’t have to explain. I get it.” 
 
    “No, you don’t. This is just—”  
 
    “A miscommunication?” Beckett asked, voice clogged with hurt. “Yeah. This whole day has been one big mess of miscommunication. I’ll let you get back to your company.” 
 
    Before Anna could stop him, he disappeared down the hallway. She slowly closed the door and rested her forehead against it, tears pricking the corners of her eyes. Now what was she supposed to do? 
 
    And why, when she thought she’d never forgive Tom, was he the only one she felt like she could talk to? 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
      
 
      
 
    It killed him to help out with the weddings day after day with Anna so close, but so far. He was civil, he’d nod his head, and then he’d get the hell out of there.  
 
    The more he wasn’t around her and the more he focused on something else, the better it was. Or at least, the more he could cope. 
 
    Today’s wedding was only two hours away now, though, and he knew he couldn’t avoid her forever. Unless he went home during the reception and came back after it was over. Commitments could kiss his ass. The last thing he wanted was to make it worse, and being around Anna was worse.  
 
    Unfortunately, he’d already promised Jillian he’d help out clearing tables and cleaning up afterward and he couldn’t go back on his word. 
 
    When he walked to the front of the barn to make sure the parking lot was cleared and ready for guests, he spotted Eli with his camera. 
 
    “Aren’t you supposed to be taking pictures of the bride?” Beckett asked him. 
 
    “She’s almost ready. I thought I’d get a few shots of the front and the inside before the guests get here.” Eli lowered the camera. “You don’t look good, man.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “I didn’t mean it like that. I just don’t want to see you hurting like this. You know Anna’s not getting back together with Tom. I still can’t believe she let him into her apartment, but she’s not getting back together with him.” 
 
    Beckett shrugged like it didn’t matter. But he knew she wasn’t. Once he’d had time to calm down, he’d come to the same conclusion. Anna was through with Tom. But then what was he doing in her apartment? And why was she trying to hide it like she’d done something wrong? 
 
    “You know she isn’t,” Eli tried again. 
 
    “Then why hasn’t she come and told me that herself?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Maybe she’s still trying to sort through her feelings, too.” 
 
    Beckett swallowed and turned for the barn. Eli followed. Anna had been right about one thing. It was awkward. When things weren’t working between them, it affected his relationship with the whole family.  
 
    Inside, Jillian instructed the caterers and adjusted flowers on the tables. Poppy walked by, giving him an apologetic look. 
 
    “I’m sorry about the mess.” 
 
    He shrugged again. 
 
    “Really, Beckett,” she said. “I didn’t want any of this to happen. You guys are great for each other and I ruined it.” 
 
    “No, you didn’t,” he said. “It’s a misunderstanding.” 
 
    “And you’re caught in the middle.” 
 
    “Isn’t that where I should be?” He fiddled with a vase on the edge of the table. “It was my choice to pursue this and it’s my life.” 
 
    She dipped her head with a nod. “You’re right. I just…I feel bad.” 
 
    “There’s nothing you can do about it right now,” Jillian said, breezing by and taking the vase from Beckett’s hands. “We have to do our jobs.” 
 
    “There is something I can do,” Poppy said. “Talk to her.” 
 
    Jillian shook her head. “Bad idea. You know Anna likes her space.” 
 
    Poppy frowned. “She’s had enough space. I’ve been waiting for weeks for her to talk with me, giving her space like she said she wanted, and she hasn’t said a word. It’s time for an intervention.” 
 
    “I think you’ve done enough,” Beckett said, but it didn’t get through to Poppy. 
 
    “I’m doing this. And you’re going to help me.” 
 
    Jillian closed her eyes briefly. “Please don’t mess up this wedding. Do your intervention somewhere else, and keep quiet about it.” 
 
    “I’m not getting involved in this,” Beckett said. “No more conspiring, no more secrets. If Anna wants to talk to me, she will.” 
 
    Poppy nudged him with her elbow. “You just leave that to me.” 
 
    He watched her walk away with a brick in the pit of his stomach. “Someone needs to lock her up.” 
 
    Jillian smirked. “Maybe this time she’ll actually fix things.” 
 
    Beckett tried to be reassured by that, but it didn’t help. Especially not when he saw Anna enter the barn through the back. She wore a long dress the color of emeralds, and her hair was twisted up high in a bun at the top of her head. 
 
    His throat dried. She looked so good—and so worn down. He just wanted to go to her and fold her against him and fix it for her.  
 
    But Anna wouldn’t want that. She wanted to deal with everything herself, so this once, he’d let her. 
 
    Her gaze swept in his direction but just as their eyes met, she looked away. 
 
    Screw it. He had work to do. 
 
    {}{}{} 
 
    The cake was extravagant. Three tiers with elaborate swirls and loops done in pink. Crystals hung from each loop, making it sparkle, and she’d added edible shimmer to the entire thing.  
 
    This cake had saved her. It had given her something to focus on these past several days. Without the cake, she probably would have gone crazy. 
 
    Every time she went to call Beckett or talk to him, she stopped herself. If he wanted to talk to her, he would have called. He would have stopped by. He wouldn’t be avoiding her. 
 
    She checked the cake one more time before Jillian arrived in the kitchen, holding her tablet and nodding. She spoke into an earpiece connected to an attendant at the entrance to the barn and Summer in the back house where the bride was touching up her makeup. 
 
    “Twenty minutes until they cut the cake,” Jillian said to her, looking it over with a smile. “It looks really good, Anna. Eli got pictures?” 
 
    Anna nodded, adding another stack of plates to the counter. 
 
    “Leah’s still here, right?” Jillian asked. 
 
    Anna glanced up. “Sure. We don’t really need her, but she said she’d stay and help when we cut the cake.” 
 
    “Good.” Jillian looked at her tablet and then murmured, “I can’t believe I’m going to do this.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Jillian flashed her a smile, though it looked forced. “Nothing.” 
 
    “You sure?” 
 
    “Yes.” Then she frowned and pulled the earpiece from her ear. “That’s strange. It stopped working.” 
 
    “Your earpiece?” 
 
    “Having problems all night.” Jillian smiled at her, clearly unruffled. “Do you think you could go get Summer for me since I can’t call her on this thing?” 
 
    Anna checked her watch. She had time. They were covered. “Okay. Sure.” She wiped her hands on a towel and turned for the back house. “I’ll be back.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    Anna strolled through the short hallway, breathing in the outside air from the open windows. It was still warm, with a soft breeze blowing. She could see the moon low in the sky, full and glowing gold. She took another slow breath and felt the stress sliding from her shoulders. 
 
    Now that she’d settled things with Tom and figured out France, she should feel better. She had a purpose. But nothing was settled with Beckett and that still weighed heavily on her. 
 
    The guesthouse was quiet. Anna stepped in, confused. Hadn’t Jillian said Summer was in here? Maybe they’d already left. 
 
    Just to be sure, she walked back to the dressing room, reaching to retrieve a ribbon someone had dropped on the ground. “Summer?” 
 
    All the lights were on, but she didn’t hear anything. She stepped into the dressing room and slapped a hand to her chest when she saw Poppy. 
 
    “What the hell, Poppy? What are you doing here?” 
 
    Poppy hurried to the door and shut it, leaning against it like she was guarding the exit. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Anna asked. 
 
    “An intervention.” 
 
    “A—what?” 
 
    Poppy waved her hands in the air like she was erasing her words. “Okay, not an intervention, but I need to talk to you and this was the only way I could do it.” 
 
    “We’re in the middle of the wedding and—” Anna broke off, her eyes wide. “You got Jillian to help you! Damn it, Poppy.”  
 
    “I wanted to talk to you and this way you can’t run away.” 
 
    “I haven’t been running away from you—”  
 
    “Bad choice of words.” 
 
    “You’ve been keeping your distance just as much as I have.” 
 
    “I know.” Poppy nodded, her face going serious. “Trust me. I thought—you know, first I thought I was giving you space and then…” 
 
    Anna checked her watch. “The cake, Poppy. We don’t have time for this.” 
 
    “Leah is helping with the cake and they don’t need me in there right now.” 
 
    “Seriously? Right in the middle of a wedding? A big wedding?” 
 
    “I don’t want to do this anymore,” Poppy burst out. “Please, this is killing me. We used to talk every day. Several times a day. Now we act like we barely know each other.” 
 
    Anna sank into the chair at the vanity, twisting the ribbon through her fingers. “I don’t want to do this anymore either.” 
 
    “So I can stop blocking the door?” Poppy asked, hopeful. 
 
    Anna released a low laugh and nodded. “Yes, you can stop blocking the door. I’m not going to try to escape.” 
 
    “Good. Because my feet are killing me.” Poppy dropped into the nearest chair. 
 
    “That’s why I always tell you not to wear those shoes.” 
 
    “But they’re so cute. It’s worth the pain.” 
 
    Anna rolled her eyes. “If you say so.” 
 
    “Seriously, though, I don’t want us to fight anymore. Or ignore each other or whatever it is we’re doing. I was…” She stared at her shoes before looking at Anna again. “I was surprised you were seriously thinking of going to France and I—I didn’t want you to go. I said things I shouldn’t have.” 
 
    “And I should have talked to you—or at least brought up the topic. I wasn’t trying to keep it from you, but I’m sure it looked like I was.” 
 
    Poppy met her eyes. “Are you going, then? To France?” 
 
    Anna nodded. 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Just to visit.” Anna flashed a smile. “I have no idea when, though.” 
 
    Poppy got up. “Really? Just a visit? Not permanent?” 
 
    “Not right now. I—”  
 
    “Good!” Poppy nearly knocked her over with a hug. “You’re my roommate. You can’t leave. Summer doesn’t understand me like you do and Jillian tries to organize how many times a minute I breathe. I need a little spontaneity in my life.” 
 
    Anna chuckled and pressed her cheek into Poppy’s shoulder. “I do, too. Just not secret spontaneity.” 
 
    Poppy pulled back, already lifting her hands in explanation. “I swear, it was not how it looked. Beckett is so in love with you and—” Her eyes widened and she slapped a hand over her mouth before saying, “Please tell me I didn’t give anything away. I didn’t—”  
 
    “He already told me.”  
 
    “He did? Anna, this is huge.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “What did you say?” 
 
    Anna swallowed and looked away. “I didn’t know what to say. I was surprised and confused and conflicted.” 
 
    “All that?” Poppy’s eyes narrowed. “Because of Tom, huh? I swear that guy needs a good kick in the balls. What was he thinking?” 
 
    “He wasn’t. He just…it doesn’t matter.” They’d resolved it and Tom knew where she stood. She hadn’t heard from him since he came to her apartment except for one brief text saying thanks. “Tom and I settled things. We’re good.” 
 
    “I still want to know the whole story, but that’s not why I trapped you in here.” 
 
    “I thought you trapped me in here to apologize.” 
 
    Poppy wrinkled her nose. “Well, yeah, there is that. But it was also to explain the situation with Beckett. Jillian and I—”  
 
    “Jillian too? Poppy, was everyone involved?” 
 
    “No. I mean, not directly.” She returned to her seat, shrugging her shoulders. “It’s not Beckett’s fault. All he wanted was advice on how to get closer to you since the timing always seemed off. I mean, there was Tom, obviously, and before that, Lewis—or was it the guy with the Porsche—”  
 
    “It was a Corvette, and it was a mistake.” 
 
    “But you were with him for eight months and then barely got over him before you got together with Tom, and then after that, we knew you needed time to get over him and…it just wasn’t a good time. Beckett didn’t want to push you—especially since you guys were friends. It was…new territory.” 
 
    New territory. Scary territory. Which was exactly why she hadn’t wanted to tell her family.  
 
    “Beckett said you told him he was a good friend,” Poppy continued. “On the day, uh, you know the day you were supposed to get married.” 
 
    Anna tried to think back. She remembered making the cake on the same day that was supposed to be her wedding day. She remembered her dress and talking with Beckett in the barn. “Shit…I remember. I did. I said he was a good friend. And he kept looking at me weird and he wouldn’t tell me why. That’s why he did this?” 
 
    “He didn’t want to be your friend, he wanted something more, but he didn’t know if it was the right time.” 
 
    “But he didn’t want to miss his chance,” Anna surmised. 
 
    Poppy nodded, her eyes going compassionate. “He loves you, Anna. I’m the one who made it into this big secret plan, but it was really just advice on how he could spend more time with you. Kind of ease you into a relationship. Hopefully.” 
 
    Anna’s heart ached, and she stood to pace across the room and back. “How come I never saw it before?” 
 
    “You had other things going on.” 
 
    “I know, but…” 
 
    Poppy stood next to her and took her hand. “There’s nothing you can do about the past. But if you care about him, you guys have a chance.” 
 
    Anna swallowed emotion, but it bubbled over anyway. 
 
    “No, don’t cry.” Poppy put her arms around Anna. “This isn’t a bad thing. It could be a really good thing.” 
 
    “Beckett’s mad at me.” 
 
    “No, I don’t think he is. He’s just dealing with things—same as you were. It’ll work out.” 
 
    “I need to fix this,” Anna said, easing back and finding a tissue to wipe her eyes. 
 
    “I agree. I’ll help.” 
 
    Anna looked over. “Really?” 
 
    “As long as it doesn’t involve keeping any secrets.”  
 
    Anna narrowed her eyes. 
 
    Poppy laughed. “Okay, just not keeping them for long.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
      
 
      
 
    Beckett hadn’t gone to town for two days. He’d shut off his cell phone yesterday to avoid any calls and when he got up this morning, he decided to keep it off. If anyone truly needed him for something important, they’d leave a message on his home phone. Or stop by. 
 
    They didn’t have another event at the barn for a few days and he planned on taking all the peace and quiet while he could get it. 
 
    The weather had taken a turn, showering the town with rain for the last three days, leaving the grounds around his house muddy. It suited his mood just fine. 
 
    Close to lunchtime, he wandered into the kitchen and heard the phone ring on the way. He didn’t check the caller ID, just let it go straight to the machine. He paused in front of the refrigerator, listening for a message, but the caller hung up. 
 
    Part of him kind of hoped it had been Poppy or Eli calling to invite him to dinner at Pearl’s or a family event. Then he remembered how awkward it had been at the last several events, how hard it had been to be around Anna, and he ignored the phone again. 
 
    Though he tried to convince himself differently, his house was getting a little lonely. He’d been visiting Anna nearly every day. He’d gotten used to walking into the back door of the bakery and smelling whatever delicious dessert she was making that day. He’d gotten used to seeing her in her apron, usually with flour smudged on her cheek or arm. 
 
    Anna. 
 
    Beckett yanked open the refrigerator door and browsed. Forget it. Right now he didn’t know how to fix the situation. But damn, they were bigger than this, right? It shouldn’t have to be this hard. 
 
    The fridge was nearly empty, and out of what was left, nothing looked appetizing. He could remedy that by a trip into town. Check to see if Anna was available for lunch. 
 
    And…that was a shitty idea.  
 
    Beckett opened the refrigerator door again, just to see exactly what he’d seen last time. Nothing had changed. And he still didn’t know what he wanted. 
 
    The doorbell rang and he checked the time again. Who was here in the middle of the day? 
 
    When he saw the silhouette of someone petite just outside the door, he thought for a moment it might be Poppy. Then he got closer and recognized honey blonde hair, and stopped with his hand on the doorknob. 
 
    Anna. What was she doing here? Was she the one who had tried to call? 
 
    When he opened the door, she gave a nervous smile. Her hair was loose around her face and she had on a pair of dark jeans tucked into tall brown boots. Her hands were snug in the pockets of her navy jacket and earrings dangled at her ears. 
 
    Damn, she looked good. Refreshed. Far better than he felt.  
 
    “I’m glad you’re here,” Anna said. 
 
    Beckett peered out to the drive. “Where’s your van?” 
 
    “I walked.” 
 
    There was a slight flush to her cheeks, and he opened the screen door, beckoning her inside. “You walked all the way here?”  
 
    “No.” She laughed and shook her head. “I mean, I walked from my car. I—it broke down again. I was…just out for a drive and then it sort of…stopped.” 
 
    “Shit, I’m sorry, I thought it was fixed. I really should’ve looked at it again.” He forgot all about the awkwardness between them, digging in his pockets in search of his keys. 
 
    “It’s fine. The rest of the family is in a meeting, and I tried your phone but no one answered.” 
 
    Guilt flickered. That’s what he got for not answering his phone. He’d left her stranded without a working vehicle, and she’d had to walk all the way here from… 
 
    “How far away were you?” he asked, noting her slight shiver. He reached out automatically for her hands, to warm them up, but then paused. He pulled back, not sure whether to touch her or keep his hands to himself.  
 
    “I wasn’t far, just down the road. I was hoping if you had a few minutes, you could take me back. Maybe check the van out. Only if you have time. You don’t—”  
 
    “Of course. I’m not doing anything right now.” 
 
    She peered toward the kitchen. “Not having lunch?” 
 
    “I…” He shook his head. “No. I guess I need to go grocery shopping.” 
 
    He opened the coat closet and pulled out his own jacket before turning back to her. “You want to wait for a bit? Warm up some before we head back out?” 
 
    “No, it’s fine. I’m not really cold, just…” 
 
    Nervous. She was nervous because she didn’t know what to say to him. And she probably wished someone else could have come to get her, but he was the best option. 
 
    So much for smoothing things over between them. 
 
    He found his keys and opened the door again, walking to the truck. “Which way?”  
 
    “Uh…” She glanced over. “You know, kind of by the place we went for the picnic.” 
 
    “No problem.” 
 
    They got in, and he pulled away from the house, hating the heavy silence between them.  
 
    He cleared his throat. “Your cake at the wedding last weekend was amazing.” 
 
    “Thanks. It took forever, even with Leah helping. Eli got a picture and Jillian wants to put it in the new brochure.” 
 
    “Which means you’ll be making more of the same cake for the next dozen or so weddings.” 
 
    She laughed, and the sound made him relax slightly. “Yeah, probably. But I enjoy it.” 
 
    Did that mean she wasn’t going to France? That she’d decided to stay here because she loved her job?  
 
    When he glanced over, Anna was staring at him. “What?”  
 
    She smiled. “Nothing. How have you been?” 
 
    He shrugged. Miserable. “Not bad.” 
 
    “But not good?” 
 
    He glanced over again and looked straight into her eyes. What was she looking for here? Trying to patch up the friendship? Or was it more? 
 
    “It’s been a long week,” he conceded. 
 
    Anna squeezed his arm. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    He shrugged again, but it took everything he had not to reach out to her. Not to pull over the car and jerk her across the seat to kiss her. To fix this somehow. 
 
    He distracted himself with the road and drove around a few potholes before nearing the clearing they’d picnicked at. “Where is it again?” 
 
    “Just uh…” She gestured to a tree coming up on their right. “Pull over here.” 
 
    He slowed the car but narrowed his eyes at the road. “Where’s your van?” 
 
    “Right here,” Anna said, nodding. “Pull over.” 
 
    He did as she instructed and left the truck running, not seeing her van anywhere. “What’s going on?” 
 
    She blew out a breath and spread her hands. “Okay, my car’s not out here.” 
 
    “Anna.” 
 
    “I just needed to get you out, to talk—”  
 
    “I do have a house we can talk in. In fact, we were just there if you remember.” 
 
    “I know. I’m sorry. I wanted to talk here because…I’ll show you.” 
 
    He didn’t move, his hand squeezing the keys still hanging from the ignition.  
 
    “Please, Beckett. Just a few minutes and I promise you can go if you don’t want to stay. You can even leave me here.” 
 
    “I’m not leaving you here,” he said with a huff, turning off the truck and reaching for the door handle.  
 
    His shoes squished in mud when he got out of the car. He cursed, then rubbed his hands over his face. God, he hadn’t realized how hard this week had been until just now. How much of a toll it had taken. 
 
    Anna met him on the other side of the car, her hands tucked in her pockets. “Can we walk over here just a bit?” 
 
    “You can’t tell me right here?”  
 
    Her smile was apologetic. “Nope.” 
 
    His lips twitched, but he held back. Whatever she was doing had obviously been planned. He didn’t know whether to be flattered or pissed, but at the very least, he wanted an explanation. And he wasn’t sure he wanted to trudge across the clearing to get one. 
 
    He followed her through the grass, dodging tall weeds and keeping his eyes from her backside. Didn’t need that distraction right now. When they’d walked several feet, he noticed something at the edge of the clearing.  
 
    “Since you didn’t have lunch yet, I thought maybe we could start there.” She glanced over and saw his face, and quickly continued. “Or—not. Whatever you want. If you need to go or you don’t want to be here—”  
 
    “Anna.”  
 
    She wrung her hands. “I know it’s wet. It wasn’t supposed to be like this, but see? Chairs, so we don’t have to use a blanket, and—”  
 
    “What’s going on?” 
 
    She reached out, gripping his hands with cold fingers and tugging him toward the chairs. “So we’ve got fried chicken just like last time and the strawberries. Also—”  
 
    “The time capsule.” His eyes zeroed in on the tin box he’d dug up for their last picnic. “Did you do this?” 
 
    “Yeah. And it was hell to find. I think another critter got to it, which is why there are sort of…pieces everywhere.” She shook her head. “Not the point.” 
 
    He eyed her outfit and the flush to her cheeks. “Is this what you were doing before you came to my house?” 
 
    “Yes. Poppy helped me and dropped me off at your house and everything.” 
 
    “I didn’t hear her car.” 
 
    “It was down the road a bit so you would believe my story about the van.” 
 
    His lips twitched again. “All this to get me out here?” 
 
    “Yes.” She squeezed his hand. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because I realized the time capsule was missing something.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “My new wish.” 
 
    He released a slow breath, taking in her words, trying to sort through how he felt about them. “What’s your new wish?” 
 
    “You.” 
 
    {}{}{} 
 
    For a moment, it looked like he didn’t believe her. He didn’t move, didn’t speak, only stared at her. Finally, in a low voice, he said, “Are you sure?” 
 
    She swallowed and nodded, her stomach a mass of nerves. “One hundred percent, without a doubt. Tell my entire family, and my extended family kind of sure. I love you, Beckett.” 
 
    A thousand emotions flickered across his face before he crushed her to him, arms like a band of steel around her. “I love you, too,” he murmured, voice next to her ear. 
 
    His lips found hers, warm and urgent, before they traced a path across her cheek and down to her jawbone.  
 
    “Beckett,” she whispered, body already responding to his.  
 
    “You lied to me about your car.” 
 
    Her stomach jumped, but when she glimpsed his face, he was smiling. He tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. 
 
     “I’m sorry.” 
 
    He smiled. “I forgive you.” 
 
    “And I’m sorry about…everything else. I—I was scared about falling in love again. I was scared it wouldn’t work out.” 
 
    “You were scared of being hurt.” 
 
    She nodded. “Yes.” 
 
    “I’m not going to hurt you, Anna. I might mess up—threaten to kick your ex-fiancés ass or something—but I’ll never intentionally hurt you.” 
 
    She laughed, but it was close to a sob. “I know.” 
 
    When her eyes filled with tears, he brushed her cheek with his thumb. “Don’t cry. This is a good thing.” 
 
    “It’s a great thing,” she said. 
 
    He kept her hand in his, pulling her to the chairs. The clouds parted, speckling the field in sunlight. 
 
    “What about France?” he asked. 
 
    “You knew about it?” 
 
    “I knew about it.” 
 
    “It’s not where I need to be. I need to be here with you.” 
 
    And she meant it with her whole heart. It had taken her nearly thirty years to find what had been right in front of her the whole time. 
 
    He smiled and squeezed her hand. “I’ll take you someday.” 
 
    She nodded. “I’d like that.” 
 
    “And what about…” His voice trailed off. 
 
    “Tom?” Anna asked. 
 
    He winced. “Yes.” 
 
    “He came over that day because Catrina broke off their engagement and asked him to move out.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Yes. And he apologized.” 
 
    Beckett narrowed his eyes. “Really,” he said again. 
 
    “Really. I was surprised, too, but we kind of worked through things. Anyway, he moved back to the city.” 
 
    “Best news I’ve heard all day.” 
 
    She smirked. “He’s out of the picture.” 
 
    “I should have told you about Poppy and our plan,” Beckett began. 
 
    “No, Poppy told me everything and you guys didn’t do anything wrong. I—I just wasn’t ready for the next step. I guess I needed an out, and that was a good one.” 
 
    He rubbed his thumb over her knuckles. “You talked with Poppy?” 
 
    “I did. We’re good.” 
 
    “Good.” His lips curved. He kissed her again, lingering, taking his time, letting his hands roam. 
 
    When he eased back, she said, “One more thing.” 
 
    He arched an eyebrow. “What?” 
 
    “After our picnic, we should go tell my family.” 
 
    “About us? They already know. Pretty sure I had a hand in that one.” 
 
    She grinned. “I mean officially. We’ll do it right this time.” 
 
    He cupped her cheek with his hand. “I’d like that.” 
 
    “I love you, Beckett. And I want everyone to know it.” 
 
    He grinned. “I love you too, Anna Keller. But you know your family is going to make a big deal about this.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t expect anything less. Just remember, you’re part of my family now.” She gave his hand a squeeze. “Which means Poppy is half your responsibility.” 
 
    He laughed, and it was the best sound she’d heard in weeks. 
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    Summary 
 
      
 
    Fitz Tennyson doesn’t believe in forever. His parents have been through a series of marriages and divorces and have proven to him that long-term love doesn’t exist. When he’s sent by the editor of his magazine to write a story on Keller Wedding Consultants, he meets Summer and all the sudden his ideas of romance are turned on their head. Not only is the attraction instant, but he finds himself falling for a woman whose beliefs are the exact opposite of his. 
 
      
 
    Summer knows Fitz’s type. Cocky, arrogant, and most of all, a relationship nightmare. She’s in the business of happliy ever afters and Fitz Tennyson definitely isn’t looking for long-term love. Then why can’t she stay away from him? When he integrates himself into her life, she finds herself falling for him—the real him. He’s everything she’s looking for except for the most important thing: He doesn’t want to get married.  
 
      
 
    When things start to get serious, Summer’s ready to run. She can’t stand the idea of a broken heart and would rather get out before it happens. Fitz is in over his head, but he can’t let Summer go. He’ll do whatever he can to earn Summer’s trust and show her the kind of person he’s grown to be before it’s too late.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
      
 
    Postcard perfect. 
 
    Fitz jotted the words on a notepad he pulled from his jacket pocket. Main Street Park Creek was just as close to perfect as it could get. Cute town, tight community, ideal wedding venue. 
 
    “Shit.” He frowned when his pen ran out of ink. 
 
    Fantastic. Just what he needed. As if it wasn’t bad enough he had to be in perfect Park Creek, covering the perfect wedding planning company and all their perfect brides and grooms.  
 
    Fitz shoved the pen and notepad back in his pocket and decided to make use of his powers of observation instead. Despite his irritation, the town did have its own special charm. And he was a day early—might as well take his time. Get a feel for the place. 
 
    It wasn’t the best story assignment he’d ever gotten—in fact, far from it. But it could be worse. The parent company of the travel magazine he wrote for merging with the same one who owned a wedding magazine was a smart move. But that didn’t mean he enjoyed being a team player. They hadn’t asked so much as told him to cover this story, and there wasn’t anything he could do about it. 
 
    Headquarters for Keller Wedding Consultants sat down the row of storefronts on his left, sandwiched between the bakery and flower shop. All three had baskets of flowers and inviting benches set out front. The storefronts looked more like cottages than businesses. More charm. 
 
    In fact, he didn’t know why Kiss the Bride! magazine hadn’t found this place sooner. They were going to eat this up. 
 
    He gazed across the street. Keller Designs. The last piece of the puzzle. This family had it pretty much covered, didn’t they? Flowers, cakes, dresses, and as far as he understood, the only male in the family acted as photographer. 
 
    Fitz shook his head, his lip quirking. Family business. He wouldn’t be caught dead working for his mother. Or his father. And he had no siblings to speak of—not that he’d consider working with them either. 
 
    He watched a handful of giggling women exit Keller Wedding Consultants. Half walked to the flower shop and the other half to the bakery. He stepped off the curb and strolled over to Keller Designs instead. It didn’t look as busy. He might as well get a head start. The sooner he got the information for this article, the sooner he could get back to his real job. 
 
    A soft chime above the door tinkled when he walked through. He heard the sound of laughter and then saw a woman peek out from behind a display where she stood with two other women.  
 
    “I’ll be with you in a moment,” she said, dimples flashing. 
 
    “No problem.”  
 
    He shoved his hands into his pockets. No problem at all. He pretended to browse, listening as she talked with the women, laughter in her voice. And when he caught another glimpse of her, long legs, strong shoulders, and those dimples again, he froze. 
 
    Damn. How long had it been since he’d felt that zap of attraction? Too long. 
 
    He searched his mind for her name. Sunny? No, Summer. That’s right. She had to be Summer. The youngest of the Keller children. And far too attractive to be unattached. 
 
    He found himself leaning around a mannequin to try to see her hand. Married? No, wait, he’d read that, too. None of the children were married, though they all helped run the wedding planning company.  
 
    Fitz smiled. Interesting. And maybe an angle he could work. 
 
    Then he checked that thought. No, he was writing an article about the business, and the editors probably weren’t after the juicy details. They wanted to know how Mrs. Keller had gotten the place up and running, learn more about each of the businesses within the business, and maybe a couple stories about their bigger weddings. They’d play it up with photos, too. The family all together. Each of the stores. A shot or two of a cake, a centerpiece, a dress, the venue—which he heard was a barn. 
 
    Still, it was a pretty good spread. The article would probably boost business for the family at the very least. 
 
    “This one,” Summer said to the women. “It’s perfect. Magical.” 
 
    Magical? Sounded like a line. But a sale was a sale, right? 
 
    “You should try on the rest, too, though,” the older woman said. Probably the mother of the bride. “Just in case.” 
 
    “Of course,” Summer said. “Let me get you set up in the room on the end here.” 
 
     She hauled four dresses to the changing area and settled them on a rack, disappearing inside the closest room with one of them. Once the women vanished, she flashed her dimpled smile again and walked to Fitz. 
 
    “How can I help you?” she asked. 
 
    Blue. Her eyes were blue, like jewels. Like the ocean. Deep, tropical waters. “Magical, huh?” 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    “You said the dress was magical.” 
 
    She tucked her hair behind her ear with a grin. “It is. It’s the perfect one for her.” 
 
    “How do you know? She hasn’t even tried it on yet.” 
 
    “I know. I have a sense for these things. Like the bride and groom—I met him last week. They’re perfect for each other, too.” 
 
    He angled his head. “There’s no such thing as perfect. You know most marriages end in divorce, right?” 
 
    She lifted a brow calmly. “I’m not in the business of divorce. I just see what I see.” 
 
    He grinned. Feisty. He liked it. Sure, he didn’t believe a word she was saying, but she looked good saying it. 
 
    “If you don’t believe in marriage, you must not be a groom.” 
 
    He shrugged. “It’s not that I don’t believe in marriage, I just don’t believe in forever.” 
 
    “Why not? It does happen sometimes.” 
 
    “Love? Forever?” He chuckled. “Doesn’t happen.” 
 
    “Is that so?” 
 
    “My mom—she’s on her third marriage. My dad is ending his fourth. So yeah, I believe in marriage. A profitable industry. But forever? No such thing.” 
 
    “And definitely not forever and perfect, right?” 
 
    “Precisely.” 
 
    Something flickered behind her gaze. He couldn’t tell if it was frustration or amusement, but then a squeal from the dressing rooms made them both jump. 
 
    The bride appeared, hands over her mouth. “Oh, my God. It’s perfect.” 
 
    She stepped in front of the mirror, doing a little twirl. The bell of the dress flared out just slightly and a shimmer caught the light from the overhead chandelier. 
 
    The mother of the bride oohed and ahhed and fluffed up the dress on the bottom, nearly melting on the floor. “Not too poufy, but just enough. Not too shimmery, but just enough.” She turned to Summer, a smile wide on her face. “You’re right. It is perfect.” 
 
    Summer arched her brow at Fitz, lips twitching. “If you’ll excuse me.” 
 
    He held in a chuckle. Well, what did he expect? Brides were primed for the magical. They were in love. They wanted to believe the world and everything in it was perfect, as was their life.  
 
    Maybe Summer did have a knack for calling it like she saw it. Or maybe she just got lucky. 
 
    But, Fitz thought as he left the shop and headed across the street, he was intrigued. And he just might have to find out a little more about Summer Keller. 
 
    {}{}{} 
 
    Summer skimmed her pencil down the paper. A small train, soft and lacey. Just enough to give the dress some romance. She leaned back, tapping the end of her pencil on the desk. Just a little more romance. She added scalloped edges to the lace and nodded. 
 
    Perfect. 
 
    She rolled her eyes. Okay, perfect to her. 
 
    What the hell had that been earlier? Men hardly ever came into her store, and they were never alone. Unless they were picking up something for someone. Or purchasing a gift. 
 
    The man who’d come in this morning hadn’t been doing either. 
 
    So what was that all about? And damn, why couldn’t she get that cocky smile out of her mind? Yeah, he had a kind of cynical view on love. Maybe the world in general. But he’d challenged her, and there was something about a man who knew his own mind that she found intriguing.  
 
    Even if he was wrong.  
 
    She heard footsteps behind her and then her oldest sister’s voice. “Meeting in fifteen.” 
 
    Summer straightened. She pulled her phone out of her pocket and checked to see if she’d gotten a text. 
 
    Jillian propped her shoulder against the wall, glasses dangling from her fingertips. “I didn’t text you.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “You wouldn’t have seen it anyway.” 
 
    Summer grinned and scooted her chair away from the desk. Her space was small back here, just enough to fit a mannequin, which wore a simple wedding gown right now, her sewing machine, and room to bring clients in for alterations. She would love her own studio, somewhere she could spread out and create. Her favorite was wedding gowns, but anything flowy and romantic gave her a little thrill. And that was… 
 
    …wishful thinking. No, a dream. And unnecessary. She loved her job. She didn’t need anything more. 
 
    Jillian peered over Summer’s shoulder and eyed the newest sketch. “That’s beautiful.” 
 
    She closed her sketchbook with a shrug. “It’s getting there.” 
 
    “Is that for a client?” 
 
    “No. Just an idea.” 
 
    Jillian put on her glasses and opened the sketchbook again, examining the drawing. “I like the cap sleeves. Romantic.” 
 
    “I thought so.” 
 
    “You should really make some of these. You know people would go crazy for them.” 
 
    Summer stood, closing the sketchbook again. “One day, maybe.” 
 
    But she didn’t add that she’d already put together a small collection of dresses that hid out in the back storage closet of the store. One day when she had the courage, maybe she’d put them in the front window. Or on a back rack, at least. Or show them to her mom. 
 
    Maybe. 
 
    Carole, her part-timer, stood at the front desk organizing jewelry. 
 
    “Afternoon meeting,” Summer told her. “You good here?” 
 
    “No problem.” 
 
    Jillian lead them out into the sunshine, warm air blowing a soft breeze through Main Street. Pretty soon, school would start back up and the streets would be a little less busy. Business, however, wouldn’t slow down for months. 
 
    They crossed at the walk just in front of the bakery. On breezy mornings you could almost smell the goodies that Anna made inside those doors. Sometimes Summer would walk by and breathe in the sugar and spices and occasionally pick up a muffin or scone if Anna made some that morning. 
 
    “Just fair warning,” Jillian said as the reached the main building, “Mom has an idea.” 
 
    “Mom always has an idea.” 
 
    Jillian stopped outside the door. “Well, this one is going to be an adjustment. And only if everyone is on board.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “We still have clients asking about on-site makeup and hair for our events.” 
 
    “I know. They ask me all the time, too. And I still think it’s a good idea, but I thought Pam was too busy. It’s just her and Denise at the salon over there—they can’t spare anyone to make house calls.” 
 
    Jillian removed her glasses again. “They hired someone new. With experience. In fact, they asked Mom if she still wanted someone who was willing to do events. Specifically events.” 
 
    Summer nodded, reaching for the handle. “Sounds perfect.” 
 
    “It’s Olympia.” 
 
    She froze. “Olympia? You mean Eli’s Olympia?” 
 
    Jillian grimaced. “You might not want to say that in front of him.” 
 
    “I won’t. I mean—I don’t know how this is going to go over.” 
 
    Eli had been in love with Olympia back in high school. But when he’d broken her heart and left for college, she’d been devastated. When she was finally ready to move on, Eli came back into her life and asked for another chance.  
 
    Summer had been wrong about that relationship. The only time she could remember that her sixth sense hadn’t worked out. She thought Olympia and Eli were meant for each other, but she’d been wrong. 
 
    “Listen,” Jillian said, “just feel Eli out. We’ll talk about it today, but we won’t make the decision right away. We need someone for hair and makeup. Olympia needs a job.” 
 
    Olympia had a kid now. Summer knew this much. And her husband had passed away early last year. She needed a break and that’s probably exactly what their mom was thinking, too. 
 
    Jillian pulled open the door. “So if you talk with him, just kind of…see where he stands.” 
 
    Where he stood was probably emotionally, just like Summer. It was a complicated situation. But with Jillian, almost everything was black and white. And Summer tried to see it from that end as well. Business was business. 
 
    But family was more important. 
 
    They entered to find Gail Keller talking with Poppy and Eli in the sitting room, no trace of the tension she worried might come. The door opened behind them and Anna and Beckett appeared, holding hands. 
 
    Now that was one match Summer hadn’t gotten wrong. She knew since she was a teenager that Beckett and Anna were meant to be together. Sure, Tom had screwed things up some, but it had all turned out all right in the end. 
 
    In fact, she expected a proposal any day now. 
 
    “We brought muffins,” Anna announced, gesturing to the basket Beckett held. “Early payment for helping me move.” 
 
    Eli reached for the basket, snickering at Beckett. “You sure you have room in your place for all that girly stuff?” 
 
    Gail pointed at him. “Last time I checked, you carried way more with you every day than Anna.” 
 
    “Camera equipment doesn’t count.” 
 
    “Are we meeting in here?” Jillian asked, already prepared with her tablet. “We have to make it quick this time since we’ve got another meeting in half an hour.” 
 
    Everyone sat, most of the group drawing out their phones or notepads to mark dates of upcoming events.  
 
    Like usual, Gail let Jillian take the lead, sitting back in her chair with her muffin. Summer didn’t miss her quick smile at Anna and Beckett, or the strain at the corners of her mouth when she glanced at Eli. 
 
    “First off,” Jillian said, “we have our biggest wedding yet next weekend. I’m going to need everyone’s help early to set up chairs and tables. Summer, I saw the dress back in your shop. You’re on track, right?” 
 
    “I’ll finish the last of the alterations tomorrow and the bride will be in for a fitting the next day.” 
 
    “Good.” Jillian made a note on her tablet and continued on, checking with everyone on their status. “Also, don’t forget Kiss the Bride! magazine will be here for the rest of the week. We’ll each be doing interviews as it fits in our schedules and they’ll be at this weekend’s wedding.” Jillian arched her brow. “You didn’t forget, did you Summer? I emailed you. And texted you. And left a note on your desk. And—” 
 
    “No, I remember. That lady, right? Said she’d be hanging out, getting some pictures, doing interviews.” 
 
    “Yes to everything except for the lady. Her baby came early so they’re sending someone else. A man by the name of…” Jillian checked her tablet. “Fitz Tennyson.”  
 
    An image of the man in her shop flashed through her mind. The quirk of his lip, his eyes steady on hers. But no, he wasn’t supposed to be here until tomorrow. It was someone else completely. 
 
    She was surprised at the flicker of disappointment she felt at possibly never seeing him again. She didn’t meet a lot of men in her field. Or the ones she did were either married or on their way to getting hitched. 
 
    She chided herself for those kinds of thoughts. She’d meet the right person at the right time. Wasn’t that what she always told her sisters? And Eli? Even her clients. It would happen when the time was right. 
 
    Which meant she needed to put the man out of her mind and focus on work. 
 
    And Eli, because Jillian was already turning to him. “One last thing.” 
 
    She braced herself for the news and hoped Eli wouldn’t be too upset. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
      
 
    Fitz hadn’t planned on staying at the little inn the magazine was paying for, but he’d gotten distracted by the town and by the people. It was only an hour and a half drive to his place in the city, but why turn his back on a free vacation? 
 
    After all, he usually wrote travel articles, and Park Creek was new to him. Maybe after he was finished telling fairy tales for Kiss the Bride!, he could do an actual story on the town. The inn he was staying at had history, the pizza place on Main had a loaded pie to die for, as he’d discovered last night, and the antique store just down the street had a nice collection of baseball cards. 
 
    He ate a bagel in the dining room while he caught up on emails, and then grabbed a cup of coffee to go and headed out into the sunshine. Right next door, he spotted a park with a gazebo and shaded benches, and headed in that direction. 
 
    Today he had to suck it up and get to work. Brides, grooms, cakes, tulle, “I do,” “You may kiss the bride,” and all that. He’d gone through those steps half a dozen times with his parents. Any day now, he expected a call from either one with new news. 
 
    “Hey son, it’s a destination wedding this time. Don’t forget your snorkel.” Or eventually, a call from his mom. “Honey, you work too much. You should settle down. And speaking of settling down, I’m engaged…” 
 
    He was pretty sure they had a bet who could get married the most times. His dad was winning, but not for long. Mom was tenacious. 
 
    Fitz settled on a bench facing the town. The photographer would be down later this morning to start with the wedding cakes, so he planned on meeting with Anna Keller first to check out the bakery and interview her. 
 
    But it wasn’t Anna he really wanted to talk to. In fact, he had half a mind to head over to Keller Designs first just to get another glimpse of Summer. Maybe charm a little smile out of her. Maybe see if she was free for lunch. 
 
    To his left, a group of women did yoga on the lawn. And just behind them, arms full of bags and trays of coffee, came the exact woman he wanted to see. She headed toward the bench next to his. 
 
    He stood automatically, setting aside his own coffee and reaching for the tray she was about to fumble. 
 
    Her eyes flashed to his, and he didn’t have to charm the smile after all. It came on its own. 
 
    “Let me help,” he said, taking the tray and setting it on the bench. 
 
    She lowered the rest of the bags to the seat and sighed, rolling her shoulders. He tried to keep his eyes from her collarbone, or the soft slope of her neck. Or any of the exposed skin he could see around her printed dress. But damn, it looked soft. Same with her hair. Just a sweep of deep blonde across her shoulders. 
 
    “You must really need the caffeine this morning,” he said. 
 
    She laughed. “It’s not for me.” She gestured to the yoga ladies. “It’s for them. And decaf so they don’t get all jittery.” 
 
    “You brought coffee for all of them?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    He eyed her outfit. “But you don’t…” He mimed a yoga position, making her laugh again. 
 
    “Nope. I just watch.” 
 
    She unloaded one of the bags, pulling out a sketchbook and a pencil holder. 
 
    He lifted his eyebrows. “Just watch? I don’t think you get quite the same amount of exercise doing it that way.” 
 
    Again, those dimples flashed. “Nope, but it’s good practice.” 
 
    With that, she sat on the bench, faced the other way, and opened her sketchbook. 
 
    Dismissed. Or at least, that’s what it felt like. Of course, he had given her a bit of a hard time yesterday. But it was all in good fun. 
 
    He hoped she didn’t act like this when it came time for the interview. Probably best if he told her who he was. 
 
    Fitz returned to the seat, picked up his coffee, and narrowed his eyes. He could barely make out the outline of a form on her sketchbook. The shape of a body, one of the yoga ladies. The arms stretched to the side, willow-slim, and toes pointed like a ballerina. 
 
    So she was an artist? She used the figures for inspiration? That’s what she meant by good practice.  
 
    As he continued to watch, she sketched a gown over the top of the form. Not just a gown; it looked like a wedding dress. 
 
    When she shifted and he glanced up, he found her eyes on his.  
 
    “Is there something I can help you with?” she asked. 
 
    He hid a smile and shook his head. “No, nothing at all. I like your sketch.” 
 
    Her eyes fell to the pad of paper. She shut the sketchbook and set it aside, standing once more. Okay, a sore spot, maybe? Either that or she thought he was rude. So he’d been staring. Who brought a whole group of women coffee and…croissants? Is that what he smelled? Something fresh, anyway.  
 
    She unloaded the bags in front of her, pulling out more than just croissants. Muffins. Bagels.  
 
    “I didn’t mean to stare,” he said, trying to get her to open up to him again.  
 
    “No problem.” 
 
    “Would you like some help?” 
 
    Her lips curved. “No, thanks. I’ve got it.” 
 
    “I’m Fitz, by the way.” 
 
    She stopped, propping one hand on her hip. “I know who you are, Mr. Tennyson.” 
 
    He blinked, mouth open. But she abruptly turned as the ladies finished their yoga, giving a wave and immediately striking up a conversation with the instructor. So much for getting her to open up. 
 
    He grabbed his coffee cup again, hauled the strap of his satchel over his shoulder, and headed back to the inn. No problem. He’d talk with Summer later—she’d have no choice. And maybe then he’d see just what it was about her that intrigued him so much. 
 
    {}{}{} 
 
    She knocked on Eli’s door, loud enough to wake him if he’d still been sleeping. Knowing him, he was, but he didn’t get that luxury anymore. Per Jillian’s warning this morning, they all had to be at headquarters or in their own shops all day long in case the reporter came by. Or the photographer. 
 
    After a moment, she knocked again and grinned when she heard a loud thump and his curse. Eli opened the door, hair askew and a scowl on his face. 
 
    “Dammit, Summer. It’s not even—is that coffee?” 
 
    She held it out for him. “You weren’t up? Jillian is going to kill you.” 
 
    “No, I was up. Damn coffee pot broke, though. Please tell me you have food in that bag.” 
 
    “Anna’s croissants.” 
 
    He snatched the bag. “Thank you.” 
 
    She followed Eli to the small table off the kitchen, amused when she nearly tripped over a tripod. “You need a housekeeper.” 
 
    “What I need is an espresso machine. No, I take that back. I need my own chef. Omelets for breakfast, with a cappuccino. Maybe a BLT for lunch. Or a spicy tuna roll.” 
 
    She joined him at the table, laughing when he pulled out a croissant and ate half of it in one bite. “And dinner?” 
 
    “God, anything with meat. Bacon cheeseburger, sirloin with—” 
 
    “Bacon?” 
 
    He laughed. “Sure, why not? Thanks for bringing this over. I’m pretty sure I drank half the bar at Pearl’s last night.” 
 
    “Eli,” Summer said softly. “I’m sorry.”  
 
    He scrubbed a hand over his eyes. “Yeah, laid it all out there for some guy who looked like he might be doing his own commiserating. Said true love was overrated, there’s no such thing as forever. Why waste my time, right?” 
 
    Summer stiffened in her seat. “Did he have short hair? Kind of light brown? Probably some sort of messenger bag or—” 
 
    “Shit. How am I supposed to remember? Sounds about right, but hell, I don’t know.” 
 
    “He doesn’t know what he’s talking about. Eli, if you don’t want to work with Olympia, just say so. I know Mom will understand.” 
 
    He rolled his eyes. “And Jillian? She’ll give me that look. You know the one.” 
 
    “When she puts on her glasses and kind of looks down her nose like she’s your eighth-grade teacher and she just caught you cheating?” 
 
    He chuckled, finishing the last bite of the croissant. “Yeah, that one.” 
 
    “You still care about her, don’t you?” 
 
    “Jillian?” 
 
    She gave him a gentle smile. “Olympia.” 
 
    He shoved the bag aside and stood. “It’s—whatever. It was a long time ago. We’re adults now. We should be able to work together in a professional capacity, right?” 
 
    “That doesn’t mean you don’t have feelings for her. That doesn’t mean it’s not hard to be around her.” 
 
    “That’s life, right? I’m beginning to think the guy at the bar was making a lot of sense. He said to move on and not look back. Who needs a relationship anyway? Life’s too short to worry about all that bullshit.” 
 
    Summer frowned, but didn’t say anything. It had to be Fitz. What the hell was a guy like that doing writing for a wedding magazine? He should be writing his own Love Sucks or Yes, You Should Definitely Get a Divorce column instead.  
 
    He’d better be a little more professional than that when it came to his job. Marriage was a magical thing for most people. And more, Keller Wedding Consultants was one of the best. The last thing they needed was a cynical reporter making it look like some big joke. 
 
    “Whatever.” Eli sighed. “I’d better get ready or Jillian’s going to send me to the principal’s office.” 
 
    “She just might.” 
 
    “You ready for this?” he asked, tossing his empty coffee cup in the trash and rooting around in the cupboard for some Advil. “The interview?” 
 
    “I’m ready,” Summer said. 
 
    In fact, she was more than ready. And Fitz Tennyson was going to get an earful. 
 
    {}{}{} 
 
    Since Carole was already at the store, Summer decided to go right to the source. She’d find Fitz, warn him to keep away from her brother—except for the interview—and then she’d stay as professional as she could until he was far from town. 
 
    Summer hiked down the stairs that lead to the overhead apartments and walked straight to the rear entrance of their main headquarters. She spotted Beckett pulling up to the bakery, but didn’t stop when he slowed and leaned out the window. 
 
    “Hey, Summer.” 
 
    “I’m on a mission,” she said, casting him a wave. 
 
    “But—I had a question.” 
 
    She kept going, calling back, “No time!” 
 
    She was running on anger right now. No one messed with her family, and if she didn’t speak up, he might go trying to ruin someone else’s day. Like Anna’s, if he found out she and Beckett had just gotten together. The last thing they needed was someone telling them love wasn’t worth it. They’d waited too long to be together, and they were perfect for each other.  
 
    Inside the building, she passed the meeting rooms and headed straight for the front. When she heard voices, she paused, her courage faltering. She couldn’t very well chide him in front of her mother or Jillian. 
 
    Taking a calming breath, she walked into the lobby and spotted her mother chatting with Fitz. When he saw her, he stood. 
 
    “Oh.” Gail smiled. “Fitz Tennyson, this is my daughter Summer. She runs—” 
 
    “Keller Designs,” he said smoothly with a nod. “That’s right. I had a chance to stop in there yesterday.” 
 
    Gail angled her head. “Is that so? Summer didn’t say.” 
 
    She forced a bright smile. “It got busy last night. I didn’t have a chance. Where’s Jillian?” 
 
    Gail stood as well. “She was supposed to be putting on some coffee. I’ll go check and see if she needs some help. Summer, why don’t you tell Mr. Tennyson a little about your shop.” 
 
    “It’s Fitz,” he said with a wink. 
 
    Her blood boiled. She waited until her mom left the room before jerking her thumb to the front door. “Can I speak with you, please? Outside?” 
 
    His eyebrows shot up. “On or off the record?” 
 
    “Off the record. Outside.” 
 
    He left his messenger bag on the seat and followed her out the front door. They stopped in the shade of the overhang, and she folded her arms. 
 
    “Where were you last night?” 
 
    His mouth popped open. Then he grinned slowly. “Why? Am I in trouble?” 
 
    “Were you at Pearl’s? At the bar? Sharing your idiotic ideas on love and forever?” 
 
    Fitz’s smile faded, and he crossed his arms, mirroring her stance. “I’d say ‘idiotic’ is a matter of opinion. And it’s my business who I share my ideas with. The guy seemed to agree wholeheartedly, though, in case you were wondering.” His eyes narrowed and the smile appeared again. “Wait a second. That wasn’t your boyfriend, was it?” 
 
    “I don’t have a boyfriend,” she said, keeping tight control over her temper. Even her family couldn’t get her this riled. “It was my brother.” 
 
    “Your brother? Oh, the photographer. Isn’t that ironic?” 
 
    “That he’s a photographer?” 
 
    He reached out, and to her surprise, touched her shoulder, nudging her closer to the building. “People are trying to pass.” 
 
    She glanced over her shoulder and murmured, “Sorry,” when she saw a couple waiting patiently for her to move.  
 
    Fitz gave her a laughing smile, and even though she could still feel the warmth of his fingers on her bare skin, the anger wouldn’t subside. 
 
    “It’s ironic,” he said, “that he’s in the throes of angst over a woman, and yet your family is all about happliy ever afters.” 
 
    “He’s not—the throes of angst? Are you—are you serious?” she sputtered. “This is real life. People get their hearts broken sometimes, but that doesn’t mean all is lost. Might as well give up and resign ourselves to a life without love. Man, you must be depressed all the time if that’s how you really feel.” 
 
    He grinned. “Not depressed at all. But thanks for your concern. You look really cute when you’re flushed. Anger suits you.” 
 
    Shit. He was flirting with her. Her cheeks burned hotter, and she frowned. “I know we have to work together. At least for an interview. A short one. But will you please keep your opinions to yourself? Especially around Eli?”  
 
    He’d gotten hurt enough by the situation with Olympia, and he felt bad about it. He didn’t need it being shoved in his face again.  
 
    Fitz considered this. “What do I get in return?” 
 
    “You’re getting your interviews. With the best wedding planning company in the state, if you want to know the truth.” 
 
    His lips twitched. “True. But.” 
 
    “I could call your editor,” she threatened, surprised to hear the words come out of her mouth. She’d never truly jeopardize his career, but he did have a way of making her want to fight with him. 
 
    “And what would you say? ‘Fitz doesn’t like weddings’? ‘Fitz doesn’t believe in forevers’?” 
 
    She didn’t answer. She had no idea what she’d say. 
 
    Fitz grinned. “And you know what my editor would say to that? ‘I know.’ She’d say, ‘I know Fitz doesn’t like weddings, even though he’s been to half a dozen in the last two years alone. But hey, we’re paying him to write an article, not to love the topic.’” 
 
    “Sounds like a poor way to run a business to me,” she said. “Employing people who hate the job.” 
 
    His eyes flashed, and for a brief moment she felt triumphant. Good. Now he knew what it was like to be on edge. To have someone he hardly knew light a fire of frustration inside. 
 
    “I love my job,” Fitz said. “But everyone has to do things for their job they’re not so fond of. Even you, Miss Everything-Is-Magical, should know that.” 
 
    She gritted her teeth together, remembering her mom and Jillian were waiting inside for them. “I’m asking nicely. Please leave Eli alone about this. You don’t know the situation, but he doesn’t need any comments about his love life.” 
 
    “In my defense, he started talking to me, not the other way around. But, yes, I’ll keep my thoughts to myself when I’m around your brother.” He held out a hand. “It’s a deal.” 
 
    Warily, she put her hand in his, already sure he’d find some way around the agreement. But she nodded. “Deal.” 
 
    He squeezed her hand when she tried to pull it back. “You really are hot when you’re angry.” 
 
    She yanked her hand from his grasp and turned for the door. “They’re waiting for us.” 
 
    “Let me.” He tried to reach around her to grab the handle, but she didn’t move.  
 
    “I’ve got it,” she said. 
 
    Then she yanked the handle, hard enough to have the door flying open and hitting Fitz with a thud. Her mouth dropped open, and when she glanced over to see him covering his nose, she gasped. 
 
    Then she saw the blood. 
 
    “I think,” he said calmly, “you might have broken my nose.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
      
 
    Fitz watched as her eyes widened, amused despite the throbbing in his nose.  
 
    “Oh my God, you’re bleeding,” she said, the anger gone. She reached for him, seemed to change her mind, and slowly pulled the door open. “I’m so sorry—come inside and we’ll find something. Oh, God—” 
 
    “It’s fine. I’m fine,” he assured her. “I was joking about the broken nose.” 
 
    But she didn’t seem to hear him. And once they returned to the lobby and Mrs. Keller and Jillian saw him, there was a rush of hands and gasps and a whole lot of chaos he could have done without.  
 
    “What happened?” Jillian asked. 
 
    “She hit me with the door.” 
 
    Summer’s mouth dropped open, and guilt ran across her face. “It was an accident. I didn’t mean to—” 
 
    “Just joking.” 
 
    Her eyes flashed at him, and already he felt better. “If you’ll excuse me, I’ll just clean up in the bathroom.” 
 
    Mrs. Keller looked lost, but Jillian gestured to the hallway. “Of course. Second door on your left. I’ll get you some ice.” 
 
    When he entered the hallway, he overheard Jillian’s chiding voice and Summer’s guilty one. Damn, the girl sure knew how to speak her mind. Too bad that only made him more curious about her.  
 
    And standing up for her brother? He didn’t have siblings, but he could see the love there. Tell all of them cared about each other. It was nice. Something he didn’t have with his parents. Sure, they loved him. But their idea of showing him love was giving him space so they didn’t all nag each other to death. 
 
    Inside the bathroom, he found tissues to mop up the rest of the blood, and then gently washed his face. It was mostly dry by the time he heard a knock on the door. 
 
    He opened it to reveal Summer holding an ice pack. She bit her lip while she eyed his face. 
 
    “How bad is it?” she asked. 
 
    “Dire.” 
 
    She stepped closer, eyes narrowing. His nose must have been functioning just fine because her scent swirled around him. Something floral, almost sweet but not quite. Mysterious. 
 
    “Are you serious?” she asked. “Because now I feel like you’re messing with me.” 
 
    He exhaled, trying to clear his head. Then he reached for the ice pack, fingers closing over hers. “I think I’ll survive.” 
 
    She blinked, stepped back. Then the moment vanished and her eyebrow arched. “Well, you might want to tell Jillian that because I’m pretty sure she’s preparing to fire me.” 
 
    “Oh yeah?” 
 
    “Don’t sound so happy about that.” 
 
    He grinned. “Good thing you’re family. She’ll have to go easy on you, right?” 
 
    “You sure you’re okay?” 
 
    He leaned against the door. “I’m sure. Although…maybe your sister will take it easier on you if you help me with something.” 
 
    “Help you? I got you an ice pack.” 
 
    He chuckled. “I meant something with the article.” 
 
    “I’ll do the interview. I’ll even stop myself from opening any doors near you just because I’m nice like that.” 
 
    “Ah. Well. I was thinking more like…a guide.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    He enjoyed the way she bit her lip again, confusion in her eyes. No, not confusion. Wariness. This was working out perfectly. “I need someone to show me around. You know, each of the places, get a little more background.” 
 
    “Anna’s at the bakery, and I’m sure she’d be happy to give you the full tour. Same with Poppy. And Eli—” 
 
    He grinned when she broke off. “Yeah, I’m supposed to stay away from him, remember?” 
 
    “You know what I meant. I—” 
 
    She sighed when Jillian joined them in the hallway.  
 
    “Everything okay?” Jillian asked. “I’m so sorry about this, Mr. Tennyson—” 
 
    “Fitz.” 
 
    “Fitz.” Jillian settled her glasses on top of her head. “I’m sorry. Is there anything else I can get you?” 
 
    “I’m fine. Truly. Though I’d love to take a look at the shops and maybe some of your venues.” 
 
    “Absolutely.” 
 
    Fitz smiled. “Summer was telling me about the barn and mentioned she might have time to take me by there this afternoon since I know you have other meetings scheduled.” 
 
    He didn’t miss the quiet flicker of irritation in her eyes, or the way the fingers of one hand curled into a fist.  
 
    “Oh.” Jillian glanced at her sister, thrown for a minute. “Uh, sure. I mean, I have the morning free and I know the photographer will be here soon. But that would be great for this afternoon.” 
 
    Summer’s mouth opened. He could tell she was searching for an excuse. “I have a fitting in an hour. Not sure how long it’ll take.” 
 
    “No problem,” Fitz said. “I’ll do the bakery photos and interview first and then head on over to the flower shop. Should be plenty of time, right? Then I’ll swing by and get you.” 
 
    Jillian nodded before Summer could say anything. “Carole is there all day, right? Then you two can do your interview if you have time so we stay on schedule.” 
 
    “Perfect.” Fitz smiled at Summer. “Looking forward to it.” 
 
    Summer was barely tolerating him right now, shooting daggers with her eyes in his direction behind Jillian’s back. But he wasn’t going to back down. If he had to be in Park Creek writing an article he wanted nothing to do with, he might as well have some fun at the same time. 
 
    {}{}{} 
 
    The fitting went way too smoothly. Summer had hoped she’d be able to stretch it out, use the excuse that she was far too busy to work to babysit someone so cocky. Frustrating. 
 
    Attractive.  
 
    But that was beside the point.  
 
    The best they could hope for was to withstand each other’s company and politely—no, professionally—go their separate ways. But the worst…well, that spelled disaster. 
 
    She’d injured the man. If that didn’t show how incompatible they were, what would?  
 
    Summer jabbed a pin through the hem of the dress and then yelped. It stuck her right in the finger.  
 
    She backed away hastily so she wouldn’t get blood on the dress. Her finger throbbed, and she put it to her mouth. Footsteps behind her made her turn, and when she spotted Poppy, she tried to release the tension in her shoulders. 
 
    Poppy grinned at her. “Stab yourself again?” 
 
    Summer shook her hand as though that would take away the sting. She went for her desk drawer in search of a Band-Aid. “No big deal.” 
 
    “I heard you broke the reporter’s nose.” 
 
    Summer whipped around. “Did he tell you that? It was an accident. He was standing right in the way. And—” 
 
    “Whoa.” Poppy backed up as far as the small room would allow. “I’m steering clear of the danger zone.” 
 
    Summer sighed, fished a bandage out of the drawer, and ripped open the package. “It was an accident.” 
 
    “Jillian’s the one who told me. And you know Jillian. She can be dramatic when it comes to the job.” 
 
    “Maybe he deserved it,” Summer mumbled. 
 
    “Wait. Repeat that. A little louder.” 
 
    “I said maybe he deserved it.” Summer gave her a rueful smile. “He doesn’t even believe in marriage, you know. He practically told Eli he might as well give up on relationships because—” 
 
    “Hold on.” Poppy grabbed the bandage from her. “Finger.” 
 
    Summer held out her finger. It wasn’t bleeding anymore, but she didn’t want to risk getting anything on the dress.  
 
    Poppy bandaged it and then nodded. “There. Now, take a breath.” 
 
    Summer obliged, turning back to the dress to pick the pin off the floor. “Aren’t you supposed to be over there getting interviewed by Fitz?” 
 
    “Fitz? You’re already on a first name basis?” 
 
    “He said to call him Fitz.” Summer rolled her eyes. It suited him. Sounded snobby, pretentious. Probably short for Fitzgerald. 
 
    “He stopped by, all charming with his smile and quick wit, and then the photographer—who’s pretty decent himself—wanted to break for lunch. So they’ll be back later.” 
 
    Summer turned. “Good. So you guys probably have a few hours to go.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “No reason.” 
 
    Poppy’s lips curved. “You’re not going to keep me in the dark.” 
 
    “Is that why you came over here? To gossip about the writer? Or the photographer?” 
 
    “No, but Anna only has eyes for Beckett now, and Jillian probably wouldn’t notice a hot guy if she ran him over with her car. You, on the other hand, have a wonderful set of eyes so I thought I’d come see if you got a look at them. The guys I mean. Which you obviously have.” 
 
    “I don’t want to talk about it.” 
 
    “Aha. Okay, well, I’ll work it out of you. So…” Poppy sat at the desk while Summer continued on the hem of the dress. “Almost all of Anna’s stuff is out.” 
 
    “Must feel strange having the whole place to yourself.” 
 
    “I was hoping it wouldn’t be for long.” 
 
    Summer glanced up with a laugh. “You didn’t convince Eli to move in with you, did you? You know he leaves his camera equipment everywhere. An accident waiting to happen.” 
 
    “No, I was hoping to convince you to take the spare room.” 
 
    Summer poked herself with the pin again and winced. “Dammit.” 
 
    “Summer. Maybe you should step away from sharp objects. Take a lunch break.” 
 
    She stood with a sigh. “I’m not hungry.” 
 
    “Are you upset?” 
 
    “No. Yes. I mean—” She rubbed her hand over her eyes. After dealing with Fitz this morning and knowing she had to deal with him later, she didn’t need additional stress on her plate. “You know I can’t.” 
 
    “Move in? Why? Because of Mom?” 
 
    “She’ll be in that big house all on her own. I know she still misses Dad. I couldn’t do that to her.” 
 
    Summer had only been a teenager when her dad had died, but the rest of her siblings had already been off to college or getting jobs. She felt obligated to stay with her mom. To help take care of her. That’s why jumping into the family business had been so easy. It made sense all around. 
 
    Poppy shifted in the seat, lowering her chin. “She’s sort of…the one who brought it up.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Not—I mean, not that you should move out, just that I have extra space. And she wants you to be happy.” 
 
    “She thinks I’m not happy there?” 
 
    Poppy shook her head. “That’s not what she said, and not what I meant. Sorry, that didn’t come out right. I just think she wants you to live your life. To…branch out. And she’s ready. She’s got the job and her group with the church. She doesn’t need a roommate.” 
 
    Summer let the words settle. It was one thing for her to leave because she wanted her own life, but another for her mom to want her gone. What if something happened? What if her mom got hurt or felt lonely in that big house all by herself? 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Poppy said, standing. “Don’t look at me like that. It was just an idea. I’d love another roommate and…Just think about it.” 
 
    “Sure. I will,” she murmured. “I need to finish this.” 
 
    Poppy leaned in, giving her an apologetic hug. “We should go out tonight. Get some dinner.” 
 
    “We’ll see.” 
 
    She waited until Poppy turned to leave before sitting at the desk. Her finger throbbed. So far today she’d almost broken a nose and poked herself twice with pins. At least she hadn’t stabbed the client. Maybe Poppy—and her mom—were right. She needed a life. She needed to get out there. 
 
    It hadn’t been too long ago when she’d had big dreams for the future. Designer dreams. Once her mom had taught her how to sew when she’d been only ten years old, there wasn’t anything she didn’t try to make. 
 
    But wedding dresses were her favorites. Big ones, simple ones, lacey ones. All types. But she considered herself lucky that she got to work in an industry she loved. And sure, she wasn’t designing many dresses—none of which were out in the store—but she had inspiration every day. She enjoyed her job. 
 
    Sometimes, though, just sometimes, she wanted more.  
 
    She heard the chime at the front of the store, then Carole’s cheerful greeting. The voice murmured a hello and said her name. 
 
    Shit. Fitz. She checked her watch. Here already? Didn’t he have to finish up with Poppy? Or maybe he wasn’t taking any of this seriously. Maybe he didn’t care at all how the article turned out. 
 
    When she heard his footsteps, she turned in her seat, bracing herself. 
 
    She saw his grin first, then the boxes in his hands. “It’s still lunch time.” 
 
    “Nice to see you, too,” he said. 
 
    “I mean, I still have work to do. I said—no, you said—I’d show you around this afternoon. It’s barely after twelve.” 
 
    He held up the boxes. “Right. And it looks like you’re still here. Working. So I thought I’d bring you lunch.” 
 
    “But…” Words dried in her mouth. There was no way he did this for all the people he interviewed. “Did you bring Poppy lunch? Is that who the other box is for?” 
 
    He laughed. “It’s for me. And no, I didn’t bring Poppy lunch. Why do you ask?” 
 
    She stood, the little flicker in her stomach telling her to be cautious. “This seems like preferential treatment. Do you do this for everyone you interview or are you trying to bribe me?” 
 
    “I thought you might be hungry, and since I sort of roped you into being my tour guide even though I’m sure you have work to do, I thought I’d try to make your life a little easier by bringing you lunch.” 
 
    “Oh.” She looked at the boxes, spotting the name Angie’s scrolled across the top. “That’s my favorite sandwich shop.” 
 
    “I know. Anna told me.” 
 
    Summer blinked. “She did?” 
 
    What the hell was he doing talking to Anna about her? 
 
    “Just wanted to make sure I brought you something you’d actually eat.” 
 
    She doubted it. Angie’s was several blocks away. Not exactly a quick and easy stop next door. 
 
    But she remembered her manners. “Thank you.” 
 
    “See? That wasn’t so hard. Not much room back here to sit.” 
 
    She glanced around, brushing her hair behind her ear. “No, we should go outside.” 
 
    “What happened to your finger?” 
 
    “My finger? Oh, I jabbed it with a pin on accident.” 
 
    “You’re dangerous,” he said with a grin. 
 
    She nodded. And sort of accident prone. But she didn’t tell him that, only put warning in her voice when she said, “Maybe you’d better have lunch with someone else.” 
 
    He considered this for a beat before shaking his head. “No, I think I’ll take my chances.” 
 
    Her stomach fluttered again. No, he wasn’t just being nice. He was after something. 
 
    Either that, she told herself, or he’s interested. 
 
    Wonderful. The first guy she met that she was actually attracted to was an ass. But he had gone out of his way. And she had mangled his face—though it looked perfectly fine now. 
 
    “All right.” She sighed. “There’s a bench outside that’s right in the shade. You can see the park. We should eat there.” 
 
    “Good. Show me the way.” 
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    Bonus Preview: ALL OF ME 
 
      
 
    Summary 
 
      
 
    Tori Birch has visions.  
 
      
 
    Sometimes they’re harmless and sometimes they’re deadly. There’s a long line of women in her family with this gift, and she knows she should listen to it, but all she wants is a normal life. Especially when she meets her sexy new neighbor and his daughter. A normal relationship is within her grasp—until she starts having visions of her neighbor’s daughter, and all signs point to danger.  
 
      
 
    Cole came to Garden Creek to find safety for his daughter and to give her a sense of normalcy. His incredibly hot neighbor not only provides that for his daughter but for himself—and he’s starting to fall in love. But Tori has secrets. Secrets that make him question everything he’s ever believed and threaten to derail his daughter’s progress. Cole wants Tori more than he’s wanted any other woman in his life, but will their secrets tear them apart? 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Prologue 
 
      
 
      
 
    Garden Creek 
 
    2001 
 
      
 
    Her room was muggy when she woke, the night creeping through the window and clogging her breath.  
 
    A dream. That’s all it was. 
 
    But Tori sat up anyway, trying to make out familiar shapes in her room. The chair by her closet. The dresser. Her teddy bear, which had fallen on the floor while she slept. 
 
    Tendrils of hair stuck to her forehead and neck. She swiped at them, unease rolling around in her stomach. The dream, the dream…what had it been about? 
 
    A fire. 
 
    She swallowed hard. Fire. She’d had these dreams before, remembered the same thing. Her mom. A fire. Screams. 
 
    She bolted from bed, racing to her door with bare feet and stepping into the hallway. It was cooler out here, air from a fan swirling against her hot face. She walked to her mom’s room, surprised to find the door open. 
 
    Her mom’s bed was empty. 
 
    Anxiety clawed at her. Tori spun and ran to the kitchen, hoping to find her mom at the table with a glass of milk because she couldn’t sleep. 
 
    But it too was empty. 
 
    “No. Mommy…” Tori’s voice came out in a sob as she rushed back down the hallway and to her Grams’ room. “Grams? Grams, wake up!” 
 
    She spotted her grandmother’s form sitting up in bed. “Tori?” Her voice was groggy from sleep. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Mommy’s gone. The fire—”  
 
    When the phone rang, a ball of dread dropped in her stomach. Grams gripped her shoulder, fingers so tight they ground against the bone. Even in the dimness of the room, she saw her grandma’s face drain of color as she spoke quietly to someone on the other end. 
 
    “What’s wrong, Grams?” 
 
    Grams hung up the phone and wrapped her arms around Tori. “It finally happened. The fire.” 
 
    Just like her mom knew it would. She squeezed her Grams’ waist and cried. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
    Garden Creek 
 
    Present Day 
 
      
 
    Victoria Birch could turn off the dreams if she wanted to. At least, those dreams. The ones that sometimes showed her things she didn’t want to see. But last night, after a hot bath and a glass of wine, she’d been relaxed enough to let them come. 
 
    Fortunately, she woke refreshed and relieved. The only thing in her dreams last night had been the moving van, the same moving van she’d dreamed about three times in the last two weeks. It was probably curiosity that had her wishing these dreams would come instead of stay far away. After all, the moving van in her dreams was always parked next door to her house and there was always a man inside. A sexy man with eyes the color of emeralds. Eyes most women only dreamed about. 
 
    Tori laughed and stood from her queen-sized bed. It was just a dream now, but it wouldn’t be for long. She knew that much. 
 
    Tori stretched, raising her arms high overhead and feeling the strain in her shoulders. She could probably use a massage, but as a rule (aside from last night), she tried to never get too relaxed. Relaxing opened her up and lowered her control. 
 
    Good thing Tori was a fan of keeping busy. Life had too much to offer to let it pass her by. 
 
    So, she turned up the volume of her stereo as she did twenty minutes of yoga, and filled her mind with lyrics and plans for the day—one of which included finding a whimsical birthday gift for her grams.  
 
    After a shower and more planning, she wandered to the kitchen for a cup of coffee. At work, it was tea. All day long, cinnamon tea and lemon honey tea and every other type of tea they brought in from vendors all over the world. But here, at home, she took pleasure in a single cup of coffee. 
 
    She was at the kitchen sink when she saw the van. It was a jolt, even though she’d been expecting it. A bright green moving van, exactly the same color as the one in her dream. Admittedly, when she’d first seen the van, it had been in a brief vision when she’d gone outside to check her mail. And that time, it had been blue. But once she’d let herself relax and open up to it, she’d seen the van as green. 
 
    It happened like that a lot. Details could be wrong—were often wrong if she wasn’t open to them. Her mother had seen the wrong details, and that had cost them everything. 
 
    Tori watched the van for another moment. There was a man and a child, she knew that much, but she hadn’t seen anyone else. Just in case, she’d made a large dish of lasagna and stored it in the freezer for whenever they finally showed up. 
 
    She walked over and transferred the dish to the refrigerator. It didn’t hurt to be neighborly, as they often were around here. Garden Creek wasn’t a big place, as the newcomers were about to find out. But it was a community and they looked out for each other. 
 
    And as an extra bonus, her new neighbor wasn’t hard on the eyes either. In fact, she’d had more than one dream about him that made her wake up panting. She couldn’t help it. He was built, had eyes the color of the forest, and he had a daughter. That hit a weak spot inside of her. 
 
    She sighed. Eye candy. That’s all. Even if he was open to something more, Tori didn’t have that luxury. Most people didn’t understand her history, and even though she tried to keep the visions in the past, they were still a part of who she was. 
 
    With another glance at the green moving van and still not seeing anyone, Tori grabbed her car keys and left for work. 
 
    # 
 
    Flowers dotted the storefronts and baskets hung from the old-fashioned lampposts on Drury Street. She adored the cobblestones that lined the entire length of Garden Creek’s main strip. No stop lights or parking spaces crowded the picturesque stretch of road, just stores, benches, trees, and everything else that drew in shoppers and families. 
 
    They were only fifteen minutes from the city but tourists were fond of visiting Garden Creek for a day away from the hustle and bustle or for a bite to eat.  
 
    Her shop, Reverie, sat right in the middle of it all. Back when her grandmother had opened the place, it had been at the end of the road. But times changed and stores had sprung up all around them. Now they were at the center, directly in front of the Riverwalk, which provided them with the perfect patio spot for people to drink their tea and enjoy the sound of the rushing water. 
 
    Tori parked her car in the lot on the north side, under the cover of tall, shady trees, and snatched her purse off the passenger seat. The day was already heating up, sunshine filtering through the leafy cover and speckling the dirt with spots of cheer. 
 
    She was helpless against sunshine. There’d been too many rainy days in her past. 
 
    Inside the back door, Grams had dawned an apron and patted her hair into a tidy bun. “Your Mr. Colton already stopped by this morning.” 
 
    “He’s not my anything, Grams.” 
 
    Grams waved a hand, dismissing the comment. “You know what I mean. He was standing outside the front of the store in that ridiculous suit of his and holding a mug from Grounds, which was already in bad taste—” 
 
    “Grams.” Tori tied her own apron around her waist, a checkered pattern that had been Reverie’s uniform from the day it opened. “If you don’t have anything nice to say…” 
 
    Grams sniffed and walked to the kitchen. She hadn’t been a fan of Grounds, the local coffee shop, since the day it had opened fifteen years ago. She didn’t care that it was competition, she cared that they overpriced everything and went to sneaky lows to try to steal Reverie’s customers. 
 
    Tori’s best friend, Cassidy, had dared her to go in there once when they’d been teenagers. Tori wasn’t against a little healthy rebellion here and there, but she’d feared her grandmother’s wrath the entire time she stood in line for a latte. In the end, the barista had sneered at her and she’d ended up leaving her drink on the counter. If Reverie employees disliked Grounds, Grounds employees downright despised Reverie and all it stood for. 
 
    Even for all their tricks and attempts to steal customers, Reverie had flourished. It wasn’t just the prices or the fact that the Birch’s had been in Garden Creek since the beginning, but it was also ambiance and community. They knew every face that came in and talked with everyone like they were family. 
 
    “Anyway,” Grams continued as they walked into the kitchen, “there he stood, like he was on Wall Street or something, tie done just so…” 
 
    Their baker, Hannah, flashed Tori a grin. Grams had never been to New York or any other big city for that matter, but she often insisted that was right where Brooks Colton belonged. She said his name and his conceited attitude belonged up there in the Big Apple. 
 
    Grams took the tray Hannah passed to her, a batch of fresh scones they’d put out in the display case for the early risers. Baked goods were their big sellers in the mornings, with the occasional smoothie. Once the afternoon rolled around, business picked up, particularly in the summers and on warm days. Customers would take their drinks out to the patio and chat or people watch, and Grams would visit with everyone while Tori took her own version of a break and played with the kids. 
 
    Just off the patio, where flagstones led to the water, there was an area with wood chips and all manner of animals made out of metal. Large enough for kids to sit and play on. Pigs, geese, horses, all heights and sizes. A little metal farm.  
 
    Tori would hop on the back of one of the pigs and pretend to ride just like the rest of the kids. They loved it, and so did she. It was the next best thing to having one of her own. 
 
    She jumped when her grandmother squeezed her arm, directing her out to the floor of the shop away from Hannah’s prying ears.  
 
    “Grams,” Tori whispered.  
 
    “You’re distracted.”  
 
    Sexy green eyes, abs like a god…Gah! She’d never even seen her neighbor in person and she was already drooling over him. “I’m working.” 
 
    “Tell me.” 
 
    Tori frowned. “There’s nothing to tell.” 
 
    “Is it Brooks? Because he asked about you, and I told him you weren’t coming in until later. You know what that means.” 
 
    Tori straightened chairs at a table and flashed her Grams a smile. “What does that mean?” 
 
    “It means he’ll be back later.” 
 
    Shit. She ignored the clench in her stomach. Brooks had been a lot more persistent lately. It wasn’t that he wasn’t attractive or a good catch by anyone else’s standards. But he was cocky. He’d been with half the women in town and had decided she was his next catch. Tori had no interest, and she was starting to think that being polite every time she turned him down wasn’t working. Even though he wasn’t her type, she really wasn’t in the position to have any type right now. It wasn’t in her future, she’d decided. A relationship was a bad idea. 
 
    But when she told Brooks that, he didn’t listen.  
 
    Grams tightened her apron, then folded wrinkled hands across her stomach. “I’ll tell him he’s not welcome here anymore.” 
 
    “Grams, you can’t ban people from the shop.” Even if that’s what Brooks Colton deserved. 
 
    “I sure as hell can. It’s not like he orders anything when he comes in anyway.” 
 
    “It’ll just make him mad.” 
 
    Grams shook her head. “I don’t care if he’s mad.” When Tori gave her a pointed look, she glanced away. “Then we’ll have Cass do it. You know she’d like nothing more than to teach his sorry ass a lesson.” 
 
    “Grams,” Tori said with a laugh. “You are in a mood this morning. Ten minutes until we open. Why don’t you channel your energy into stocking the display case?” 
 
    “Who made you the boss all the sudden?”  
 
    Tori didn’t answer, letting Grams grumble a little more before she finally went behind the counter to stock the display case. Yes, Brooks was a pain in the ass, and yes, it’d give her a little thrill to have him kicked out of here permanently. But it wouldn’t solve the problem. 
 
    Besides, she’d already talked to Cass about it. As one of the town’s few deputies, Cass was more than willing to deal with Brooks on a professional level, but on a personal one, she agreed with Tori. Giving Brooks any fuel was going to make it worse. 
 
    Better to firmly—and consistently—let him down until he finally dropped it and moved onto his next victim. Maybe she’d be just as cocky as him and he’d find his perfect match. Even better, she’d convince him to move to New York and give the whole town a break. 
 
    “This cash register isn’t going to fill itself!” Grams called. 
 
    With a grin, Tori joined her grandmother behind the counter and forgot all about Brooks. She didn’t, however, forget the green moving van or the fact she hadn’t told Grams anything about it. She normally told her all about her visions and dreams. If only to have a sounding board. But this time…for some reason, it felt too personal. Maybe it was the little girl, the one with sunny pigtails and freckles sprinkled across her nose. Or maybe, maybe, it was the man, who even in her dreams seemed to get to her, to touch little places of her heart she’d worked long and hard to close off. 
 
    # 
 
    Cole looked for the giant red ball every time he made a trip inside the house. He’d carry another load in, peer out the window above the sink, make sure he saw Morgan tossing her ball, and then head out the front door for another armload of boxes or items. Fortunately, they didn’t have much. And, though it would have been nice to have some help, there was something to be said for setting up house all on his own. 
 
    In a brand new town. 
 
    He walked down the front steps and angled for the moving van. The only large piece of furniture he’d brought was Morgan’s bed so she’d have somewhere to sleep. The rest had been taken by his ex a few years back when he’d asked her to move out. Small price to pay to get her off his back and out of his life. She’d been so hung up on the furniture and dishes, she hadn’t even said anything about Morgan. 
 
    It didn’t matter anyway. He had full custody of the five-year-old, and Morgan was better off without her mother. Sad, but true. 
 
    He figured he’d save the bed for the next load and get that set up before they scrounged something up for lunch.  
 
    After bringing in another box of clothes, Cole peered out the back window again and frowned. No red ball… 
 
    But there she was. Morgan stood at the fence that separated his lawn and his neighbor’s. She peered through the cracks, clearly searching for something. 
 
    Cole blew out a half-laugh, half-sigh. Probably her red ball. 
 
    He couldn’t complain. They hadn’t had a yard in the city. They’d hardly had much of an apartment. Here, he got three bedrooms and a huge backyard. If that meant retrieving Morgan’s red ball here and there, he didn’t mind. 
 
    Before he could make it to the back door, she ran through, panic in her voice. “Daddy!” 
 
    “It’s okay,” he said, already trying to smooth things over. She was dangerously close to tears. 
 
    The ball was brand new and the novelty hadn’t worn off yet. It was her first big red ball, her first backyard, her first everything almost. And she deserved it. 
 
    Cole had finally gotten his ass in gear and decided to get out of Houston. It was more because of Morgan’s mom and everything the city stood for than the fact he actually wanted to move. But it had been the best choice for both of them. And, in the long run, probably the best choice for Deirdre, Morgan’s mom. She hadn’t ever wanted a child and she’d made it clear. 
 
    “My ball,” Morgan said, eyes brimming. “It went over the fence. What if there’s a dog there and he eats it? What if—” 
 
    “There’s not a dog,” he said automatically. 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    Cole grinned and scooped her up. “Okay, I don’t know. But he can’t eat that ball. It’s way too big. Come on.” 
 
    “Are you going to climb the fence?” 
 
    He tugged one of her blond braids. They were uneven and barely staying in their barrettes, but he’d done the best he could. Doing hair wasn’t one of his fortes. 
 
    “No, we’re going to go over there and get it.” 
 
    Cole carried her out the front door. The sun already burned mid-way in the sky, promising a hot afternoon. They were used to the heat, but there was definitely more humidity in Garden Creek. When he had the chance, and any hope of finding a Wal-Mart or something similar, he’d pick up one of those little kiddie pools for Morgan—and maybe himself—to cool off in. 
 
    He eyed the fence on the side of the house. There was a gate, just like the one he had. Did neighbors do that around here? Just go into each other’s backyards to get their daughter’s balls? 
 
    He walked past and opted for the front door. Didn’t want to make any enemies. This wasn’t a rental he had here, it was permanent.  
 
    Cole set Morgan down. “You want to ring the bell?” 
 
    She automatically ducked behind his legs, holding on tight. 
 
    “It’s okay. I’m right here. It’s nice to make friends.” 
 
    She balked, so he reached out and pressed the button, taking it in stride. It was his ex that had caused this. Her temper, mood swings, her inconsistencies. All of it had made Morgan retreat further and further into her shell.  
 
    He listened for voices or the sound of footsteps while Morgan peered around his legs. The house looked a lot like his own. Same shape and size, same simple cement slab for the front porch, though there were colorful metal chairs on this one. Four different colors. He could see drapes and blinds in the windows, something else he’d have to take care of eventually, and the screen door sported a sign that said, Solicitors Welcome! 
 
    He chuckled. Didn’t see a lot of that in the city.  
 
    “Daddy,” Morgan said, peering up at him. “We have to get my ball. It’s looonely over there. Daddy—” 
 
    “I know.” He pressed the doorbell again but figured they still wouldn’t get an answer. It was almost noon. Whoever lived here was probably at work or out getting lunch. 
 
    Damn. He’d have to find something to distract Morgan from her ball. He backed up, eyeing the side fence, then decided against it. He’d wait and drop by later. 
 
    “How about we leave the ball there to surprise the neighbor?” Cole asked, putting optimism into his tone. He hurried on before Morgan could say anything. “Then when they get home, we could come by and say hi and see if they’ll let us go into their backyard.” 
 
    “You think they have a tree house?” 
 
    “I don’t know. We could ask.” 
 
    Morgan reached up to take his hand. “But…” 
 
    “I could really use some cereal.” 
 
    Her mouth moved into a small pout, but she straightened it out. “Me too. I’m dying of hunger!” 
 
    And it was a good thing she wanted cereal because that was all he had. He didn’t even have milk. But he let her pour some into a paper cup and bring it out to the front porch while he grabbed another box from the van.  
 
    “This is the last one for now,” Cole told her. “Then we’ll go hunting.” 
 
    Mouth full of Cheerios, she asked, “Hunting for what?” 
 
    “Lunch.” 
 
    She followed him inside and watched as he set the box in the living room. It held a pile of sheets he could use for her bed tonight. Good enough. And unless he came across a store that happened to have a queen-sized bed and mattress, he was sleeping on the cot tonight.  
 
    Could be worse. Deirdre could be here. Then he’d probably have a bed, but he’d have no idea what the middle of the night would bring. If she’d come home high or wasted.  
 
    No, he’d trade a thousand nights on a cot—or the floor—for peace of mind. For consistency.  
 
    A far cry from the life he used to lead before Morgan was born. But things changed. He’d changed, and it was all because of Morgan.  
 
    He couldn’t imagine his life without her. 
 
    “Lunch hunt?” Morgan asked hopefully. 
 
    He ruffled her hair. “Yes. A giant cheeseburger with fries.” 
 
    “And a milkshake!” 
 
    He grinned and pulled out his keys. “Let’s see what we can do.” 
 
    Cole locked the front door and stood on the porch for a long moment. This was their house. Their new beginning. 
 
    Morgan tugged on his hand. “I’m hungry!” 
 
    “Let’s go.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
    “The newcomers stopped in an hour ago for lunch,” Cass said as she squirted ketchup next to her fries. 
 
    Tori watched the pile of ketchup grow and grow before Cass finally capped the bottle and grinned at her. 
 
    “I like ketchup,” Cass said. 
 
    Of course, Tori knew this about her like she knew everything about Cassidy Winters. They’d been friendly in elementary school, but when Cass didn’t judge her for her little psychic episode in seventh grade, Tori knew she’d found a friend for life. Most of the town was accepting of the unusual way of the Birch family, but few knew the truth behind it all. 
 
     Cass was not only her friend, she was her confidante. 
 
    “You mean my neighbors, right?” Tori asked. “The newcomers?” 
 
    “Only ones I know of that are new to town.” 
 
    “A guy and his daughter?” 
 
    Cass nodded, cutting her burger in half. “I stopped in to say hi, welcome them to town, let them know Charlie’s has the best burgers—which they were already having, so it wasn’t necessary.” 
 
    “They got here this morning.” 
 
    “Figured. You have another dream?” 
 
    Cass didn’t bother to keep her voice down, but Cass rarely bothered to keep her voice down. As deputy, she was friendly with most everyone and would talk your ear off if you’d let her. Usually Tori let her. Cass’s life was much more interesting than Tori’s. Tori’s goal was to stay friendly, but not involved. Cass’s goal was to involve herself in everything. And in everyone’s business. 
 
    “Same one,” Tori admitted. “Good thing I made that lasagna ahead of time.” 
 
    Cass smirked. She wore her uniform, but her hair was loose, waving around her shoulders. She didn’t look like the law. She looked like she belonged on the cover of some beauty magazine, with her flawless skin and shiny hair. But she’d never been interested in any of that. No makeup, no fancy hairstyles. No, that was all Tori. 
 
    Tori had wanted to be her friend when she was younger. She wanted to be someone different. Anyone but the daughter of Eleanor Birch, the woman who had killed herself because of some vision—the wrong vision. She’d thought she’d been doing the right thing, but it had torn Tori’s family apart. 
 
    After that, Tori had had a hard time embracing her gift. But Grams had taught her how to accept who she was and she’d finally grown out of that awkward phase of wanting to be anyone—and anywhere—but who and where she was. 
 
    “He was hot,” Cass said. “Why didn’t you tell me he was super hot?” 
 
    Cass scanned the restaurant as she ate, always on the lookout for disorder, anything out of the ordinary. Not much of that happened in Garden Creek. Every once in a while someone got drunk and ran their car into a pole, but nothing huge. 
 
    “Your neighbor,” Cass prompted. 
 
    “Was he?” 
 
    “What’s up with you? You seem distracted.” 
 
    The same thing her grams had said. “Nothing. Restless, I guess.” True enough. Those dreams had gotten to her more than she’d expected. Usually when she had a dream more than once, it meant something. She’d dreamt about the moving van and her neighbor four times. What did that mean? 
 
    “His daughter was the cutest little thing. Morgan. I told her she could come down to the station and see what cops do all day, and you’d think I’d given her a bag of lollipops. Told her dad he could come down to the station, too. Maybe play around with the handcuffs—” 
 
    Tori choked on a French fry. “Cass.” 
 
    Her friend grinned. “Just making sure you were listening.” She glanced over when the door opened. Her eyes narrowed. “Shit. Look what the cat dragged in.” 
 
    Tori knew who it was before she looked up. He was part of the reason she’d gone out for lunch today instead of stayed in. Brooks Colton.  
 
    He caught her eye and walked to the stool at the bar, one directly across from their booth. “Hey, Tori,” he said, swiveling around to give her a smile with perfectly straight, white teeth. 
 
    “Hi, Brooks.” 
 
    “You’re not easy to track down.” 
 
    “Why were you trying to track her down?” Cass asked, leaning back in her seat. “Tea emergency?” 
 
    Brooks’ gaze flicked to her, a scowl on his lips, before he smiled again and shrugged. “Just wanted to say hi. See what you were up to this weekend.” 
 
    “We were planning on wading down in the creek, try to catch some catfish,” Cass said easily. “Want to come?” 
 
    His jaw flexed, and Tori could tell it took everything he had not to snap at her. She was messing with him, and it wasn’t the first time. But he didn’t dare make a scene. Not when it would make him look bad. And not in front of a deputy.  
 
    “Heading into the city for a nice dinner sounds better,” Brooks said to Tori. He purposefully kept his gaze from Cass. “What do you think?” 
 
    Because he didn’t give up, and because she was irritated with him for bothering her grams this morning, she said, “I was really looking forward to the catfish thing.” 
 
    Someone snickered from the next table over. Brooks’ neck turned red.  
 
    Cassidy’s phone rang and she pulled it from her jacket pocket. “’Lo? Winters here.” 
 
    Tori pretended Brooks wasn’t still staring at her while she ate the rest of her chicken sandwich. He finally turned around and ordered a coffee, which made the waitress frown. 
 
    “It’s in the file. No, not that…” Cass rubbed her hand over her eyes and sighed. “Yeah, I’ll sort it out when I get there.” 
 
    She hung up and stuffed her phone into her pocket again.  
 
    “Paperwork crisis?” Tori asked. 
 
    Cass ate a large bite of her burger with a nod. “They can’t function over there without me.” 
 
    “You need to go?” 
 
    She considered this, then washed her bite down with her soda. “Let them sweat for ten minutes. I’ve shown Bree how to fill out those forms six times, I swear. I’m pretty sure she’s ignoring me. And her mama’s been by at least a dozen times to see how things are going. Molly was fine, she knew what she was doing. She had a system. Her daughter is…” Cass’s eyes shifted to take in the diner again. “Something else.” 
 
    Tori chuckled. She didn’t need to be psychic to predict that. Bree had always been flighty. One time the town had put her in charge of coordinating the Fourth of July floats and her lack of organization had caused a major roadblock on Duncan Road for an hour in the middle of the day. 
 
    They finished their meal, paid, and stepped outside to the sunshine. When Brooks left a moment later, Cass gave her a meaningful look. “You want me to tell him to get lost?” 
 
    Tori shook her head and started walking with Cass to her car, hoping Brooks would go the other way. But he caught up, calling her name. 
 
    “Don’t let him give you any shit,” Cass told her. 
 
    Tori nudged her toward her car. “Yes, Deputy.” 
 
    Cass grinned at her and hopped into her car. Brooks watched her drive away, then pocketed his hands, letting his shoulders relax.  
 
    “You don’t really go catfishing, do you?” 
 
    Part of her wanted to continue the ruse, but she felt bad for lying to him, so she shook her head. “No, Cass was joking.” 
 
    “Figured.” He frowned. “So, dinner, then?” 
 
    Tori blew out a slow breath, deflating her lungs. “Brooks…” 
 
    “I know you said you weren’t ready before, but it’s been a few months. I got my Mustang fixed up. We could drive to the city, have dinner. I know this great place—” 
 
    “Brooks.” She held up a hand to stop him. “I’m not looking for a relationship. Truly.” And she couldn’t help but try to counter the hurt on his face. “You’re a good guy, but—” 
 
    “Then give me a chance.” 
 
    Tori squeezed the strap of her purse. She’d always been bad at saying no, even to people like Brooks, who needed a good, firm answer to get them to understand. 
 
    “Like I said, I’m not looking for a relationship right now. I’m sorry. Really. But this isn’t going to work.” 
 
    She turned on her heel and walked in the opposite direction, heading straight toward Reverie. She forced herself not to look back. He had to get the message this time. She’d made it clear, hadn’t she? 
 
    Of course, she’d thought she’d made it clear all the other times, too. 
 
    Tori returned to the tea shop and said nothing to her grams about Brooks, even though she could feel her grandmother’s eyes on her in scrutiny. She didn’t need anyone to fight her battles—she was a grown-up. Grams, and even Cassidy, always thought they needed to take care of her, but she was doing just fine on her own. 
 
    # 
 
    “I’m hungry!” 
 
    Cole pressed his fingertips to his temples as he took a break and sat on Morgan’s bed. Morgan had been saying the same thing for the last two hours. She’d barely eaten anything at lunch, saying she was full, and then ten minutes later she was hungry again. Some days she ate like a horse and others he wondered how she sustained herself. 
 
    How come no one had ever told him kids were so fickle? Maybe it was because he’d never wanted to have kids in the first place. He’d thought Deirdre had been on birth control. Or maybe she had and it had been a legitimate accident. But she’d conveniently found out she was pregnant after he tried to break it off with her. 
 
    He hadn’t been able to walk away. He could have. Hell, she’d been cheating on him. She might not have even been able to prove Morgan was his. But that sense of responsibility kicked in—the one his mom had been trying to instill in him since he was a kid. Finally, at twenty-five, he had something other than work to be responsible for. So he’d stuck it out with Deirdre. And by the time Morgan had come along, he was committed. And in love with his daughter. 
 
    Unfortunately, Deirdre hadn’t been, and suddenly all the responsibility was on him. 
 
    He sighed and stood, his back cracking. Fuck. He felt old. Moving would do that to you. Kids would do that to you. 
 
    He cared less about food right now than a hot shower, even though his stomach had started grumbling, too.  
 
    “Food, food, food!” Morgan ran into the room, carrying a jump rope they’d bought at the store next to the diner. She’d spent more time dragging it on the ground and pretending she was walking the dog than jump roping, but he didn’t care. She was entertaining herself, and that was exactly what he’d needed this afternoon. 
 
    It had taken longer than he expected to put the bed together, but now Morgan had somewhere to sleep tonight. 
 
    “Cooper wants Cheerios,” she said. 
 
    “Hmm?” 
 
    “Cooper. He loves Cheerios.” 
 
    Cole tossed the sheet over the bed and tucked it under the mattress. “Who’s Cooper?” 
 
    “My dog. Daddy. Daddy. Daddy—” 
 
    “Yes, Morgan?” 
 
    “Cooper wants Cheerios. He wants Cheerios. Daddy—” 
 
    “Okay, okay.” He took a slow breath, held it for a few seconds while she stared at him with wide eyes, then let it out. He’d forgotten about the stuffed dog they’d gotten on the drive here. “One thing at a time. Dogs don’t eat Cheerios. He eats dog food.” 
 
    She started to say something, but he cut her off. “After they do their chores. Dogs eat after they do their chores.” 
 
    “Doggy chores?” She grinned. “You’re gonna make him clean the bathroom?” 
 
    Cole blew out a breath of laughter. “I wish. No, we need to finish the bed.” 
 
    She frowned. “Dogs can’t make beds.” 
 
    He turned to find a pillowcase and pointed to a blanket he’d tossed in the corner of the room. “No, you make his bed so he has somewhere to sleep tonight, and I’ll finish your bed so we’re not all sleeping on the floor.” 
 
    Morgan happily got to work wadding the blanket up and setting it at the foot of her bed. Then she adjusted it, sat on it, and tried to flatten it out as much as possible. It gave him enough time to stuff her pillow in the case and pull up the comforter.  
 
    He showed her how to screw a lightbulb into the lamp he’d set on a box by her bed, tucking the cord neatly behind the mattresses. “It’ll do.” 
 
    “It’ll do,” Morgan agreed. “Cheerios!” 
 
    When the doorbell rang, Cole shoved a hand through his hair. Again? The last time it’d been his neighbor from across the street. A nice old lady with a steaming dish of tuna casserole Morgan deemed unfit for even a dog. 
 
    “More tuna?” Morgan asked. “That’s fish, you know. You said it’s fish and—” 
 
    “Okay.” He blew out another breath, burying a curse. A break, that’s what they needed, or he was seriously going to lose it. What made him think he could move everything, get Morgan situated, and start work again all in the same week? “Let’s get the door.” 
 
    She followed along behind him until they reached the door, then tucked herself behind his legs in her usual position. He spotted a head of hair through the front window and pulled it open. 
 
    “Hi, I’m Natalie from a few doors down.” She grinned, lips coated in a pink nearly bright enough to fit into the neon category. “Saw we had a new neighbor and thought I’d bake you something. It’s a Bundt cake.” 
 
    She passed over a plate topped with chocolate colored cake dripping with icing. His stomach grumbled. At least it looked better than the tuna casserole. Smelled better, too. 
 
    “It’s a family recipe,” she said, eyes dipping to his legs. “Oh, who do we have here?” 
 
    Cole stepped back and nearly tripped when Morgan’s arms tightened around him. “This is my daughter, Morgan.” 
 
    He didn’t miss the way Natalie’s eyes flicked to his ring finger, then back up before she gave him another wide smile. She shifted her shoulders, pushing her breasts out just slightly. 
 
    “Isn’t she a doll?” Natalie asked. 
 
    Morgan squeezed tighter. He reached back to touch her shoulder. “Do you want to say hi to our neighbor?” 
 
    She shook her head. 
 
    “She’s shy,” Cole told Natalie. 
 
    “I understand. New place, new people.”  
 
    She wound a lock of hair around her finger and he searched his mind for an excuse to end the conversation. He hadn’t been with anyone since Deirdre. No time. But he could tell a flirt when he saw one. Natalie’s hair looked just so, her makeup fresh—just like Deirdre’s before she’d gone out at night. She wore a skirt a little too short for her age, which he’d put at maybe five years older than himself.  
 
    “We’re just getting ready to make dinner,” Cole said. 
 
    “Yeah? Whatcha having?” 
 
    Shit. That was supposed to be her cue to leave. Were all people in small towns slow to pick up on social cues or just the ones in his neighborhood? 
 
    “Uh…tuna casserole.” 
 
    Natalie blinked. “Mrs. Chutney’s been by, huh? Her tuna casserole’s been known to send people to the hospital.” 
 
    Morgan’s hands switched to his other leg. “Dead fish,” she mumbled. 
 
    “What’s that, sweetie?” Natalie asked, leaning down to get a better view of Morgan. 
 
    Or to give him a better view of her chest. Her shirt was criminal. He jerked his eyes away and forced a smile. 
 
    “We’ll steer clear of the casserole then. Thanks for—” 
 
    “You could always have the cake,” Natalie said, straightening again. She grinned. “I could come in and cut it up for you.” 
 
    “No. I mean, we still have to find the plates. There are boxes everywhere—” 
 
    “Oh, that’s no problem. I could run back home and grab some if that’s easier.” She backed up a step, ready to dash right off. 
 
    “That’s nice of you, but Morgan’s still getting used to being here. I don’t want to overwhelm her tonight. Thanks for the cake,” he said, grabbing the door and starting to close it.  
 
    “You’re welcome. Let me know if you need anything.” 
 
    “Will do.” 
 
    He shut the door. Morgan emerged from behind him, looking up with her wide eyes. “Cake for dinner?” 
 
    “Not cake for dinner,” he said, carrying it to the kitchen. Though cake for dinner was tempting. All they’d need were forks. And it was better than heading back into town. “We’ll find something…” 
 
    “Not fish.” Morgan dragged the stool to the counter. “Not fish or I’ll throw up all over the—” 
 
    “Not fish,” Cole agreed. The last thing he needed was vomit all over the kitchen floor. 
 
    But he eyed the dish. Better than going out again. Better than cereal. 
 
    The doorbell rang. “Shit,” he whispered. 
 
    Morgan snickered. “I’m going to tell.” 
 
    Cole rubbed her head. “Who you going to tell? Just don’t repeat that. Run to the front and check it out.” 
 
    Morgan dashed off to the front window while he lifted the cover on the casserole. He sniffed, leaned back, and then sniffed again. 
 
    “It’s a lady!” Morgan called. 
 
    “Same one as before?” 
 
    “No. Another one.” 
 
    “Young or old?” 
 
    “Like you, Daddy! Old!”  
 
    He chuckled, dropping the lid of the casserole back over the dish. Old. Yeah, he felt it right now. 
 
    This was the last visit for tonight, he decided. After this, he was locking the door and ignoring the bell. Who cared it if wasn’t neighborly? He couldn’t handle neighborly anymore. Not until his stomach was full and he’d had a shower, followed by a full night of rest. 
 
    And a beer. God, he’d kill for a beer right now. 
 
    Cole opened the door again, eyes going straight to long, long legs in a pair of mint colored shorts before he forced them up to a young face, at least a few years younger than him. He pushed the screen open to greet her. 
 
    “Please tell me I’m not too late,” she said. 
 
    Words jumbled in his mouth. She wasn’t even wearing makeup, cheeks pale and dusted with a few light freckles, lips drawn together in worry. But that didn’t stop him from staring at her mouth a moment longer than necessary. 
 
    “Too late for what?” 
 
    Morgan clutched his leg from behind.  
 
    “Tuna casserole,” she said. 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    “I wanted to make sure I got this to you first,” she said, holding up a casserole dish. 
 
    Another one? Did she want to come in too? Damn, he’d thought this one looked normal at least. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” She brushed chocolate-colored hair behind her ear. “I’m Tori. I live right next door.” 
 
    “My ball,” Morgan whispered. 
 
    Tori smiled but held his gaze. “I tried to hurry home from work. Mrs. Chutney’s a sweetheart, but her tuna casserole is…” She leaned in, and he swore he smelled blueberries. “Let’s just say, Dr. Westbrook gets a lot of house calls because of it. Please tell me you haven’t eaten it yet.” 
 
    “No.” Cole’s shoulders relaxed. She’d just come to warn him. That was normal enough. “Not yet.” 
 
    “Good. I thought I was going to be too late. Our shipment came in at the last minute, and—” She stepped back and laughed. “Okay, let me start over. Hi. I’m your neighbor, Tori.” 
 
    He took the hand she offered, small and slender, but her grip was strong. “Cole,” he said. He reached back and touched Morgan’s head. “This is my daughter. Morgan.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you, Morgan,” Tori said. “Uh…Mrs. Chutney has a lot of cats.” 
 
    Morgan eased her head around his leg just slightly, so Cole went along with it. 
 
    “Cats?” he asked. 
 
    Tori nodded, her hair falling over her cheek again. “Cat lady. And sometimes when she doesn’t have time to go to the store or gets distracted…she uses the cat food instead of…” 
 
    Cole’s stomach twisted. “Instead of the tuna? Are you serious?” 
 
    Tori’s eyes went apologetic. “Like I said, Mrs. Chutney’s a sweetheart, but we all know to stay clear of her cooking. She brings tuna casserole to pretty much everything, so it’s easy to know which dish is hers.” She held up her own offering. “Maybe this’ll make up for it? It’s lasagna.” 
 
    His mouth watered. Morgan peeked her head out a little further.  
 
    “Do you like lasagna, Morgan?” Tori asked. 
 
    Morgan tucked her hands tighter around his leg. “Yes,” she mumbled. 
 
    “We both love lasagna,” Cole said, “and you really saved us with this.” 
 
    “Just bake it at 350 for about thirty minutes and you’ll be all set.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    She nodded. “Well, I hope you’re settling in. Like I said, I’m just next door if you need anything.” 
 
    “My ball,” Morgan said. 
 
    Tori ducked her head, leaning down to Morgan. “Did you say something about a ball?” 
 
    “She lost it in your backyard,” Cole explained. 
 
    Tori grinned. “I see. Would you like to come get it?” 
 
    Morgan nodded, but wouldn’t let go of Cole’s leg.  
 
    “Let me just…” He gestured to the kitchen. “I’ll set this down and we’ll come over.” 
 
    Cole walked the lasagna to the kitchen with Morgan on his heels.  
 
    “She’s pretty, Daddy,” Morgan said. 
 
    “She is.” 
 
    Beautiful, he decided. Not in a classic way. Her bottom lip was a little heavy, eyes wide like Morgan’s, and a small nose. But damn… 
 
    “Daddy?” 
 
    He snapped himself out of his thoughts and took her hand. Maybe being neighborly wasn’t going to be all that bad after all. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tori ordered herself not to stare even though her neighbor was a lot more attractive in person than in her dreams. But it wasn’t just that. No, it was his eyes. Those same green pools of mystery with a hint of yellow flecks around the irises.  
 
    They were exactly the same as her dream. Held hers in exactly the same way. 
 
    Fighting back a chill, she led them to the gate on the side of the house. Morgan trailed behind her dad, but Tori considered it progress that she’d at least spoken to her about the ball.  
 
    New towns could be scary, Tori knew. Just as old ones could be. There were as many things to fear about not knowing people as there were about people knowing too much about you. Garden Creek knew far too much about the Birch’s and chose daily to embellish whatever details suited them. 
 
    But Cole and Morgan were new, and had no clue about her history here, about her mother, or about the dreams that had told her they were coming. 
 
    “You can go back anytime you need to get your ball.” She pressed the latch at the gate and then grabbed the side of the wooden planks before the whole thing fell. “Sorry, the hinge is broken. I can just leave it open a little.” 
 
    She’d meant to fix it, but there was always something else that needed to be done. She wrestled with the gate a moment before Cole stepped in and grabbed it smoothly, inching it open the rest of the way. 
 
    “Sorry,” she said. “I keep meaning to fix it.” 
 
    “I can do it for you.” Cole’s eyes squinted against the glare of the sun as he pocketed his hands, the muscles in his forearms standing out. “It’s the least I can do for the warning about the casserole.” 
 
    She laughed. “Payment for advice. I like it.” 
 
    “Payment for saving us a trip to the doctor. I’d say we’re even.” 
 
    Tori gestured to the backyard. “Morgan?” 
 
    The little girl flashed a timid smile before racing into the backyard. Tori and Cole followed her inside. The gate might have needed some attention, but the rest of the yard was her sanctuary and she treated it as such. On warm days, she’d do her morning stretches and yoga out on the lawn. The emerald blades were thick and had just been mowed over the weekend. 
 
    “Flowers!” Morgan said, scooping up her ball as she ran to the garden. 
 
    “It’s a hobby.” 
 
    Cole glanced at her. “You do all this yourself?” 
 
    “With my own two hands. Vegetables on the left. I used some of the tomatoes in your lasagna. I’ll have pumpkins there in the fall, too, Morgan,” she called. 
 
    Cole’s eyes squinted with a smile. “She’s always wanted a garden. We didn’t have any outdoor space at our old apartment.” 
 
    “You’ve got more than enough now. I bet Morgan would love to get out there and plant something.” 
 
    “I don’t have much of a Green Thumb.” 
 
    “I’d be happy to show her,” Tori said, the words slipping out before she could help it.  
 
    That’s what they did around here. They helped each other. And Morgan was a cutie. But Cole…he made her stomach tighten for more than one reason.  
 
    Morgan turned, squeezing her ball in her arms. “I want roses.” 
 
    Tori smiled at her. She could do roses. She could do a lot more than roses, but it wasn’t her place. She didn’t know their history. All she knew was that dreaming more than once about the same thing meant something.  
 
    But in this case, she wasn’t sure what. 
 
    Tori felt a tickle in her throat. She put a hand to her neck, absently rubbing at the skin there. Morgan walked back to her dad and the tickling turned into an ache. She cleared her throat. 
 
    “Like I said,” Tori began, then coughed. “Sorry, my…” 
 
    Morgan’s eyes met hers, and the future danced in them. Tori saw a clear picture of Morgan in bed, her father hovering at her side with a thermometer while she complained of a sore throat. 
 
    “Tori?” 
 
    She blinked. Cole’s hand gripped her arm.  
 
    “You okay?” he asked. 
 
    Shit. She hadn’t meant to have a vision right then. Right in front of her new neighbor, the only person in town who had no idea of her history. Who probably thought she was normal.  
 
    “Just a minute,” she said, turning to the house. “There was one more thing I was supposed to give you with the lasagna.” 
 
    She didn’t wait for an answer, just let herself in the back door, and then leaned against the counter for a moment. She rubbed her throat.  
 
    Morgan was going to come down with something, poor thing.  
 
    Just like Tori did with the customers at the tea shop, she went through her mental inventory. Peppermint and licorice root should do the trick. She opened the pantry and drew down a metal box with a few samples of everything. She took out what she needed, then added peppermint to the mix before putting the tea in a container and adding an infuser ball for the loose leaves. 
 
    Then she snagged the bottle of wine she’d meant to pair with the lasagna but hadn’t grabbed because she’d remembered tuna/cat casserole and didn’t want to waste any time. 
 
    When she returned to the backyard, Morgan had her head bowed over the tea roses, breathing in deep. 
 
    “They smell pretty, Daddy.” She noticed Tori and walked back to Cole’s side. 
 
    Cole glanced over, then shook his head with a smile. “You people sure do like to make new neighbors feel welcome.” 
 
    Tori laughed, her throat already feeling better, and her mood improved as well. Neighborly. That’s all. She was being neighborly, and that’s how he was taking it. Good. Neither of them needed complicated. 
 
    “This was supposed to go with the lasagna,” Tori said, passing over the wine. 
 
    “I owe you even more now.” He scanned the label briefly.  
 
    “And this is for Morgan.” She opened the box. “It’s loose leaf tea. We carry it at the shop. The chamomile to help her sleep just in case she’s too wound up.” She glanced up with a smile. “Or for you if the wine doesn’t do the trick.” 
 
    He grinned. “I don’t see why it wouldn’t. And this?” He touched the other satchel of tea. 
 
    She shrugged. “Just in case she’s feeling a little under the weather. Sore throat and all that.” 
 
    They both looked at Morgan, who squeezed her ball and smiled. She wasn’t hiding behind her dad now, and she looked the picture of health. 
 
    But Tori knew better. 
 
    “Say ‘thank you’,” Cole told Morgan. 
 
    “Thank you,” she whispered. But when she lifted her head, there was a smile in her eyes. “I like your flowers.” 
 
    “You’re welcome to come visit them again. They like the company.” 
 
    Morgan’s eyes moved the garden, amazement in them. The garden was a little bit of magic to Tori as well, a place to lose her troubles and create something beautiful. Not a bad way to spend an afternoon. 
 
    Definitely a place she’d bring her own child if she ever had one. No, if she ever could have one. 
 
    “Thanks for the lasagna and everything.” Cole walked to the gate with Morgan in tow. “We’re going to have to get used to this. The hospitality of a small town.” 
 
    Tori grinned at him. “It’s a trade-off. You get the hospitality, and you also get the gossip.” 
 
    “And cat food casserole, apparently.”  
 
    He waved with the bottle of wine still in hand, and Tori watched as they walked back to their house before she went inside again.  
 
    She rubbed her throat absently. The effects lingered sometimes, which wasn’t always the most pleasant. Last year, Mr. Toby had come in for orange spice tea and left with her strong recommendation to head straight to Dr. Westbrook and tell him about the pain he was starting to have in his chest. 
 
    Not everyone listened to her, though. In fact, there were still people in town who wouldn’t even come into the tea shop because of the supposed voodoo her and Grams practiced from time to time.  
 
    Tori sighed. You couldn’t win them all. 
 
    # 
 
    Sure enough, Morgan woke with a sore throat. She walked into Cole’s room twenty minutes before the alarm forced him awake and tugged on his covers. 
 
    “Daddy.” 
 
    He rolled over, almost falling off the cot after being lost in a dream of flowers and tuna casserole. Tori was in the dream, in her mint green shorts and yellow sneakers, her chocolate hair like a layer of silk over her shoulders. Her legs were bronzed from the sun, eyes wide with a come-hither look that made his throat dry… 
 
    “Daddy.” 
 
    Cole jerked awake, gaze coming to focus on his daughter. Tori’s eyes, her legs, all of her still flashed behind his eyes and he shifted on the cot, pulling the covers up to cover himself. “Uh…what is it? Why are you up?”  
 
    “My throat hurts,” she said. 
 
    He noticed a definite hoarseness. He reached out automatically to touch her forehead, something that would have shocked his mother. She had told him once she never thought she’d see a domesticated Cole, only the carefree, laidback, and sometimes irresponsible man he’d grown into. 
 
    Having Morgan changed him. He thought it might change Deirdre one day, too, but she clearly wasn’t the parenting type. Domestication changed his late nights to early mornings, his weekends drinking to playing dress up, and his pizza habit to…less of a pizza habit. 
 
    Maybe only once or twice a week instead of every day. 
 
    Progress was progress. 
 
    “You don’t feel too warm,” Cole said, pushing aside the covers. “Anything else hurt? Your tummy?” 
 
    Morgan blinked sleepy eyes, her lips curving. “No, I didn’t eat the cat food casserole, remember?” 
 
    He did. He remembered throwing it in a trash bag last night and making a note to pick up a heavy-duty garbage can this week at the store. He also remembered the lasagna and thinking it was better than his grandmothers, which was saying something. 
 
    “Your head?” Cole asked. 
 
    “It feels really…big,” Morgan decided, rolling it on her shoulders. 
 
    Cole chuckled and picked her up, carrying her in her nightgown to the kitchen where he’d set the tin Tori gave him. If Morgan was joking, she couldn’t feel that bad. Maybe enough to save them a trip to the doctor. 
 
    “Let’s try some of this tea,” he suggested, setting her on the counter. 
 
    He opened the tin and took out the tea ball, considering it for a moment. Put the tea leaves in the ball, he assumed. And dip it in the hot water. 
 
    That’s right, he could manage a household. 
 
    So he still didn’t have any milk for the cereal in his house and he’d slept on a cot last night. But Morgan had a bed, and he kept her fed, and she was healthy for the most part. He was doing a damn good job if he said so himself. 
 
    Better than Deirdre. Better than he had when he was still with Deirdre. It was easy to get caught in her reckless enthusiasm. Let’s go out tonight. Let’s get a drink. Let’s smoke some pot. And it was just as easy to get caught in her depression. I’m too miserable to go out. Let’s have another drink until we can’t think anymore. Let’s forget the bills this month. It’s not fair we have to pay them anyway. 
 
    Once Morgan had turned three, he’d had enough. You couldn’t raise a child with that kind of inconsistency. He’d told Deirdre it was over.  
 
    He hadn’t expected the fight. Hadn’t expected her to get a lawyer and drag him to court. In the end, she’d never shown up for the custody hearing. She’d packed her stuff one day when he was at the park with Morgan and after that, only showed up when she needed money or someplace to stay. 
 
    By the time Morgan turned four, he was a single parent. By the time she’d turned five, he was ready for a new start. 
 
    Cole found a mug, filled it with water, and heated it in the microwave. He brought Morgan to the couch and sat her with Cooper, urging her to drink some of the tea. When it cooled enough she wouldn’t burn herself, he left her with it, made sure the front door was locked and grabbed a quick shower. 
 
    By the time he stepped out, Morgan had finished her mug and sat on the floor with Cooper. “More tea, please,” she said in a high-pitched voice like it was her dog talking. 
 
    “Cooper wants more tea?” he asked, walking to the kitchen. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Is he going to share it with you?” 
 
    “Of course. He can only have half a cup because he’s allergic to peppermint.” 
 
    Cole chuckled. 
 
    He made more tea, added a paper cup of Cheerios, and dropped them off for Morgan before snagging his laptop. So much for work today. He needed to get the basics taken care of first. Groceries. Medicine in case Morgan got a fever. Phone numbers in case she needed to go to the doctor. 
 
    He glanced out the window in his study, catching sight of one of the colorful windsocks on his neighbor’s porch. Tori would know all these things. He stepped closer and looked for her car in the driveway, but saw it was empty.  
 
    Probably at work. She said a shop. Someplace that has tea. 
 
    He’d have to figure that out, too. To check the place out. Stop in and say hi and thank her for the tea. 
 
    Just being neighborly. That was how it was done around here, as it seemed. 
 
    So he’d work to fit in. After all, if things went well, he and Morgan might be here a while. 
 
    # 
 
    The warm afternoon brought a wave of regulars to the back patio. Many opted for iced tea instead of their usual hot tea and chatted to the sound of the creek behind the shop and the laughter of kids playing on the animals. 
 
    Tori brought another round of blackberry tea to the red table, dropping a tray of quiche tartlets along with it. Hannah made breakfast, lunch, and afternoon fare fresh every day. Much better than Grounds, if she had to be honest.  
 
    “Whatcha got going next for the zoo?” Layla Morton asked, snatching a quiche tart and popping it in her mouth. 
 
    She, her mom, and a cousin from just south of the city owned their own hair and manicure salon at the end of Main Street. It must have been cousin Jess’s turn to man the store. 
 
    Tori brushed her hair from her cheek, a dark strand curling in the humidity. “I’m pretty sure I can convince Jack to make a goat.” 
 
    Layla’s mom chuckled. “A goat?” 
 
    Tori nodded. They already had a pig, a goose, and a pony. More and more families came in the afternoon, so they needed a larger zoo.  
 
    “What about a rooster?” Layla asked. 
 
    Tori watched a young boy she didn’t recognize scoop up wood chips and pretend to feed them to the pony. “A rooster would fight with the goose.” 
 
    “You could do a sheep. Or a dog. That’d be precious,” Mrs. Morton said.  
 
    The boy’s mom shouted at him when he left the circle of animals and wandered toward the wooden swing by the creek. “You stay away from that water!” 
 
    Which was a hard feat when there were already three other kids wading up to their ankles. One carried a quiche tartlet, and Tori made a mental note to talk to Hannah about adding them to their menu every week. 
 
    “I’ll think about the dog,” Tori said. “Anything else I can get you?” 
 
    Layla snagged another mini quiche. “Not yet, but we’d love a jar of your Grams’ clotted cream and a bag of scones when we head out.” 
 
    Mrs. Morton rolled her eyes. “Got my sister coming into town tonight. I pretend I can actually bake and she pretends she’s not a huge pain in my ass.” 
 
    Tori grinned. “Sounds like a fair trade.” 
 
    “What would be a fair trade is if she’d do the cooking for once. She’s the one who eats it all anyway.”  
 
    Before Tori could turn for the shop again, Layla cast her a sly smile. “You talked with that neighbor of yours yet?” 
 
    “Brought him lasagna last night, warned him about Mrs. Chutney’s casserole.” 
 
    “Bless your heart,” Mrs. Morton said. “You should tell Cass to outlaw Mrs. Chutney’s tuna casserole. Doc Westbrook doesn’t have time for that nonsense, not with this cold that’s been going around.” 
 
    “You feel a tickle in your throat, you take some of our peppermint tea home with you tonight and have a cup before bed and one tomorrow morning.” Tori touched her shoulder. “It’s on the house.” 
 
    She left over more discussion of Cole, the same kind of gossip she’d warned him of. But it was going around today as she’d expected. Garden Creek didn’t have anything better to do on a Friday afternoon.  
 
    They had a new band playing at Stonewalls tonight, but that wouldn’t get going for another four hours yet, and it seemed everyone had taken off work early to gossip out by the zoo of animals. 
 
    Grams stood inside at the register, bagging four tins of their lemon tea. “It’s all chatter out there,” she said, shaking her head. 
 
    “Which is why you let me man the patio today.” Tori gathered empty mugs from the bin by the register.  
 
    “I don’t want to be biased. I want to see for myself.” 
 
    “See what for yourself?” 
 
    “See him for myself,” Grams said. When the woman by the shelf of tea merchandise stepped back to the register, Grams rang her up and passed over the bag. “Enjoy the tea.” 
 
    “You mean my new neighbor,” Tori said. 
 
    Grams wiped her hands on her apron and cocked her hip against the counter. “That’s right.” 
 
    “What makes you think you’d be biased? He’s just a regular guy. With a cute little girl, and probably no interest in walking around a town that can’t stop talking about him.” 
 
    Grams lips curved. “Defensive.” 
 
    Tori frowned and carried the mugs to the back, where Hannah was washing up the rest of the pans from lunch. “Those quiche tartlets were a big hit. I think we should make them a Friday regular.” 
 
    “And the new blackberry tea,” Grams said, “because I don’t think I’ve sold anything else to our patio customers all day.” 
 
    Tori nodded. “Blackberry tea and quiche special. Maybe a scone to go on the side.” 
 
    “Or one of those double fudge brownies,” Hannah suggested. 
 
    “Too sweet,” both Tori and Grams said at the same time. 
 
    Grams followed her back into the shop, carrying a rag to wipe the counter. “So you brought him lasagna?” 
 
    “By him, I’m assuming you mean my neighbor. Cole. The one you don’t want to hear any gossip about.” 
 
    Grams grinned. “When you tell it, it’s not gossip.” 
 
    “It’s conversation?”  
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “He’s nice.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “He’s tall.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    And I want to run my hands under his shirt, just to feel how hard his pecs and abs really are under there… 
 
    “His daughter has blond hair?” Tori asked, trying to focus. “I’m not sure what you’re looking for here, Grams.” 
 
    “Reasons,” she said with a nod. 
 
    “What reasons?” 
 
    “Why you’re not talking about him like the rest of town. Even Cass was in here earlier. And, sure, she’s not a gossip either, but she didn’t have any trouble mentioning how fine she thought he was.” 
 
    Tori couldn’t help but laugh. “Fine?” 
 
    “Handsome? Is that better? What you’d expect from an old lady like me?” 
 
    Tori wrapped her arm around her Grams’ shoulders. “You’re not old.” 
 
    “Sophisticated. Experienced. Whatever.” 
 
    “Use all the synonyms you want, I still don’t think you’re old. Now, when I’m pushing you around in a wheelchair and you start cooking like Mrs. Chutney, then I might call you old.” 
 
    Grams grimaced. “She brought him the cat food casserole, didn’t she? Oh, Lord, you made it there in time, didn’t you?” 
 
    “Just in time to see Natalie sashaying back home, and yes, in time to stop him from making a trip to see Doc Westbrook.” 
 
    Grams wiggled her eyebrows. “Now, this is the kind of gossip I’m talking about.” 
 
    Tori lifted her hands. “That’s all I’ve got. He seems normal, which is out of the usual for my neighborhood, but what can I do?” 
 
    “Turn him to the dark side,” Grams snickered. 
 
    With a laugh, Tori stepped to the register and spotted Brooks pulling up in front of the store. Her spine stiffened.  
 
    Grams followed her gaze, then her nose wrinkled. “Go on, now. Out the back.” 
 
    “We don’t close for another hour.” 
 
    “You came in early. Get yourself some wine, take it easy tonight, and I’ll see you tomorrow.” 
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