

LOVE AND THE HARVEST FESTIVAL
[image: ]


LONDON JAMES


[image: ]



CONTENTS


Exclusive Boxed Set
ONE
TWO
THREE
FOUR
FIVE
SIX
SEVEN
EIGHT
NINE
TEN
ELEVEN
TWELVE
THIRTEEN
FOURTEEN
FIFTEEN
SIXTEEN
Love and the Christmas Inn
ONE
TWO
Exclusive Boxed Set
Love and the Four Seasons
Enjoy Seven Holidays in Stone Rivers!
ONE
Cold Creek Ranch Series
About the Author



EXCLUSIVE BOXED SET
LOVE AND THE FOUR SEASONS


[image: ]


While you can order and read all four titles in the Love and the Four Seasons Series from all your favorite retailers (see the back of the book for links), you can also order the exclusive boxed set direct from Long Valley Press for one low price! This boxed set is not sold anywhere else.

Order today


ONE
[image: ]
JULIA



Ah, Brookstone. One of the smallest towns in Vermont. Why was it so appealing? One will never know. Or perhaps one did know.

Or at least Julia Williams thought she knew.

She’d always loved living here and hadn’t ever thought of living elsewhere. But she also thought that the allure of the place had a fair hint of mystery to it. Perhaps it was because of people and all their eclectic selves, mixing so many different personalities in one place. Or perhaps it was the town itself. Tiny and yet packed with so much vibrancy that it could—if challenged to do so—jump right off the map with bright flashes of light, screaming for people to visit it.

It was the town of all towns.

And the best one to ever live in.

Or at least Julia Williams thought it was.

Julia stepped out in the crisp fall air. Although she loved all the seasons in Brookstone, Autumn was her favorite. There was just something about it. The air was cooler. The leaves were red, orange, and yellow. And in just a few weeks, it would be the start of the holiday season.

Well, the start of her holiday season.

While others often argued that Halloween wasn’t part of the holiday season that included Thanksgiving, Christmas, and New Year’s, she thought it was. And she couldn’t wait to see all the town’s children running around in their costumes, knocking on every door and chanting trick or treat. She could almost hear them gushing about the different chocolate bars and bags of candy.

Each year she would sit on her mother’s front porch, sipping apple cider while they handed out candy, enjoying all the different characters that came looking for treats. Superheroes, princesses, witches, animals, ghosts, goblins, and the occasional one that either confused her—she wasn’t into the latest cartoon or childhood trends as she was when she was a little girl—or even scared her a little. She had to give those kids props for rocking the creepy stuff. She never had the guts growing up.

“Good morning, Julia.” Mrs. Oberman, the owner of the town café, Pigs ‘N’ Pancakes, waved from across the street as she held the café door open for a few customers who were leaving. She thanked them for coming, and after wishing them a good afternoon ahead, she turned her attention back toward Julia. “Are you coming in for breakfast?”

“I wouldn’t miss it,” Julia said, shouting back at the woman. “I just need to grab my morning newspaper.”

“I’ll get your usual started then.”

While Julia considered telling the woman to wait and that she might be interested in trying something new that morning, she stopped herself. Of course, she’d always wanted to talk herself into stepping out of the box when it came to everything in life, but no matter how much she wanted to, something always told her not to. Why pass on a good thing? Wasn’t doing—or eating—something new a risk? Julia didn’t want to start the day with that. She wanted to enjoy a good breakfast before heading off to work at her mother’s flower shop.

As the woman rushed back into her café, Julia continued down the street, shoving two quarters into the machine before the front unlocked, and she reached inside and grabbed the newspaper.

“And what are the headlines today in Brookstone?” she whispered to herself.

Aside from the news article about repaving the road to the Brookstone Bridge—the main entrance into the town, the only thing that splashed across the front page was news about the Fall Festival. It was in three weeks, and Julia couldn’t help but smile as she read about last year's festival and looked at the pictures. ‘Will this year’s Fall Festival beat last years?’ the article read.

Different pictures of last year’s events littered the front page. So many had such a fun time, and Julia couldn’t help but hope this year would be the same—if not better than before.

She tucked the paper under her arm and crossed the street, looking both ways before trotting toward the café. Scents of bacon, pancakes, eggs, and hashbrowns filled her nose as she stepped inside.

“Just sit anywhere, love,” Mr. Oberman called out from the kitchen behind the counter.

One of the only restaurants in town, the café saw more customers in a day than any other business in town, and this morning was no exception. Tables were filled with locals and tourists, and as Julia meandered through the chaos of chatter coming from all different directions, Mrs. West and Mrs. Ellis waved at her from two chairs at the counter.

“Over here, Julia,” Mrs. West said. “There’s a seat over here if you want it.”

“It’s busy this morning,” Julia said, sitting next to the two women.

“It’s going to get even busier in the next few weeks with the Fall Festival, too.” Mrs. West fetched her cup of coffee and took a sip.

“Speaking of the Fall Festival, are you excited to get to the plans for the event?” Mrs. Ellis asked Julia.

“I am.”

“I heard Mr. Rivers has some ideas for the festival this year too. I can’t imagine what kind of a display he’s planning on putting on. Mr. Highfalutin, himself.”

“I’m still shocked over what he did at the Spring Festival. I can’t imagine those fireworks were cheap.”

While the two women continued to talk about Mr. Rivers, the new inn owner, Julia rolled her eyes and focused on the cup of coffee Mrs. Oberman put in front of her. She didn’t want to talk about that man ever, least of all this early in the morning.

Mrs. West heaved a deep sigh. “Well, I guess we will see what he has to say at the town meeting.”

Julia cringed slightly, thinking about the town meeting tonight. With any luck, Mr. Belleville, the Town Selectman, would pick her to head up the festival committee, giving her the power and permission to tell Mr. Wes Rivers to shove all his ideas where the sun didn’t shine.

“Here, Julia. My famous pancakes with a side of bacon—extra crispy.” Mrs. Oberman set the plate in front of Julia, who let the smell of butter and syrup distract her.

She wasn’t about to ruin her breakfast with thoughts of Wes Rivers.
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The doorbell chimed over Julia’s head as she entered the flower shop. The flowers' scents wafted in the air, and she inhaled a deep breath, closing her eyes for a moment. It was her favorite moment of every day—smelling the flowers as she walked into the store or, even better, into the cooler. Even if it was cold, it was the most aromatic place she’d ever known.

“Oh, hi, honey, I didn’t think you’d be in for another hour.” Her mother, Maggie, looked up from the bouquet she was arranging and smiled.

“Really?” Julia looked down at her watch. “But it’s after ten o’clock.”

“Huh. I guess I lost track of time.” She motioned toward a few rose stems lying on another table feet from her workstation. “Can you hand me those?”

“Oh. Sure.” Julia moved across the store, grabbing the stems. “Are they cut?”

“No, I haven’t done them yet.” Her mother shook her head. “But you don’t have to. Just give them to me.”

Julia handed her mother the stems and then leaned against the tall workbench. “Here.”

“Oh, by the way, Steven called. He said to tell you hello and ask if you could call him.”

Julia raised one eyebrow. A hint of confusion washed through her. “He didn’t tell you why he wanted me to call him?”

“I don’t know. Perhaps it’s about your cousin Lexi staying at the house in Florida.”

“Yeah, but that was a month and a half ago. What could he possibly be calling about now?”

Her mother shrugged, raising both eyebrows as she looked at Julia. The words ‘I don’t know’ were written all over her face.

“I know Lexi didn’t leave the house in poor condition. Max had it cleaned, even.”

“Is that the race car driver?” A smile spread across her mother’s face, and her voice turned light like a teenage girl wanting gossip from her friend about her friend’s new boyfriend and how good of a kisser he was.

“Yes. Her fiancé now. I can’t believe she is engaged and so quickly.”

“Well, when you know, you know. You know?”

Julia stared at her mother, furrowing her brow for a moment. “Not really.”

“I suppose that’s true.”

She folded her arms across her chest, letting out a scoffing sound. “And just what is that supposed to mean?”

“Oh, nothing, dear. I was just talking for the sake of talking.”

Julia stared at her mother. She didn’t know how the subject came up—yet again—about men, dating, and relationships, but it had.

Just as it always did.

“Mother, we’ve been over this. I don’t—”

“Don’t want a relationship right now. I know. You’ve already told me.”

“Then why the backward comment about Lexi and Max?”

“It wasn’t a backward comment. I was just trying to . . . say that I’m . . . I’m happy for her. When is the wedding?”

“Next spring. It’s in Florida, so I guess I’ll start planning a trip down there after the new year. I wonder if Steven will let me have the house.”

“I’m sure he will. You’ve always been a daughter to him even though you two were never blood and even after we divorced.”

“True. I’ll call him tonight after the town meeting.”

Her mother let out a gasped groan and glanced up at the ceiling. “I forgot about the meeting. What time is it at again?”

“Mom, you know that it’s at seven-thirty. It’s always at seven-thirty.”

“Right. Right. It’s about time for the Fall Festival, so it’s about time to have a town meeting.” Her mother wiped the back of her hand across her forehead. “Just another excuse for more town gossip. I wonder what it will be about this time.”

“You should have heard Mrs. West and Mrs. Ellis talking at the café this morning.” Julia chuckled at the thoughts in her memories.

“Yeah? What were they saying?”

“Oh, they were just talking about the Fall Festival, and then they started talking about the Spring Festival and what Mr. Rivers did.”

“He had to have spent a pretty penny on those fireworks,” her mother said, nodding.

“That’s what they said too.”

“Well, the whole town is looking forward to the Fall Festival. I swear it’s what everyone is talking about. It will be interesting to see whom they name head of the committee tonight at the meeting.” Her mother cocked her head to the side, raising one eyebrow. Her tone hinted at the thought that she was trying to play it cool in predicting—or knowing—that Julia would be the woman for the job.

“Yeah, well, let’s hope that Mr. Belleville thinks the same way you do.”

“You know he will pick you, Julia. You’ve been working so hard.”

Although Julia wanted to think as her mother did, a tiny part of her still worried whether or not Mr. Belleville would make the smart choice in picking her. Sure, he knew she wanted it and was more than qualified to pull off the event of the year, but she couldn’t help but think that a fly could land in the cup of honey, spoiling the whole thing.

And she knew just who that fly was.

Mr. Wes Rivers.

“Did Mrs. West or Mrs. Ellis say anything about them being impressed with what Mr. Rivers did?” Her mother glanced at her with her eyes but did not move her head.

“I didn’t listen after they brought up the fireworks.” Julia let out a sigh. “But it doesn’t matter. I’m confident the town will know what to do.”

Her mother shook her head as though shaking thoughts from her head. “I’m sure they will too.” She bit her lip.

“What is it?” Julia asked, noticing her hesitation.

“Well, I hate to do this, but I have a delivery for you.”

“Where?”

Her mother bit her lip again. “I don’t want to tell you.”

She stared at her mother for a moment, both wanting the answer and yet, by the look on her mother’s face, not wanting it at the same time. There was only one reason her mother would take the stance of not telling her.

It was because she knew Julia wouldn’t like it.

“No. Mom. Please, don’t tell me . . .”

“I’m sorry, dear. But he wanted new arrangements for the front desk and . . . well, he’s one of my biggest customers. Between the arrangements for the rooms and the dining room, he’s the one who is keeping the lights on in this place.”

“The shop was doing just fine before he moved into town and bought the inn.”

“Well . . . I was able to make my bills, yes, but money was tight every month. I hate to say it, but there were months I worried if I could keep my doors open. But Mr. Rivers’ orders each week . . . they really help the shop.”

“But why do I have to deliver them? Why can’t you take them over to the inn?”

“Because I have all these other orders to fill, and you said you don’t like making the arrangements.” Her mother pointed to a stack of papers on the corner of the counter. Julia wanted to agree and disagree, but she knew she couldn’t. It wasn’t that she didn’t like to arrange the flowers; it was the stress of perfectionism that always messed with her head. While she knew that flowers can’t always be perfect, she still wanted them to be.

“Fine.” She rolled her eyes. “I’ll deliver the bouquets. But if he makes one annoying or arrogant comment toward me . . .” She lifted her finger, and although she wanted to finish her sentence, she also knew there was more of an empty threat behind it than not. She could say all day that she would give Mr. Rivers a piece of her mind, but when push came to shove, she also knew it would be harder to do.

Meaning she wouldn’t actually do it.

“Great.” Her mother clapped her hands. “Let’s get the car loaded up. All the arrangements are done and in the cooler.”


TWO
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“So, how did the meeting with the accountant go?” Sam slid behind Wes and laid the reservation book on the front desk. The hefty rectangle tome took up nearly the whole desk and made a thwapping sound on the wood.

Wes glanced at the pages, groaning slightly at the lack of pen marks scribbled on the pages. Although Spring had drawn a good crowd of tourists to Brookstone with the different activities, Summer had dwindled the excitement around the small town. With the allure of longer vacations to farther-off destinations like family-friendly theme parks and camping trips into the mountains when kids were out of school for longer than a week, small towns—or at least this small town—weren’t as appealing of a vacation destination.

“He said what he said last month, the month before, and the month before. We are spending too much money and don’t have enough coming in to cover all the costs.”

“So, what does he say to do about it?”

“Spend less.”

Sam laughed. “That was his brilliant plan?”

“Well, it’s the truth. We need to cut costs.”

“And where do you plan to do that? We’ve already cut costs in the kitchen and the staff. You don’t know how much I have loathed doing turn-down service at night or being responsible for taking the luggage up to the rooms. I swear if you make me collect the dirty linens or clean the rooms, I will quit.”

Wes laughed. “Don’t worry. I’m not cutting any more of the staff.” He looked at the reservation book. “With school back in session, I’m hoping that weekend trips and short family vacations will pick back up around here. Everyone loves to see Vermont in the fall with all the colors, and what better place to see the fall foliage than Brookstone? This town should be on postcards.”

“I think it actually is.”

Wes furrowed his brow as he looked over the reservations they did have. “Instead of cutting costs, I’d rather get more guests staying at the inn.”

“And how do you wish to do that?”

“I know the town is planning a big Fall Festival.”

“That could bring the tourists. Remember what you did for the Spring Festival?” Sam chuckled. “Even though you caused quite the ruckus with a lot of people in town, those fireworks were amazing.”

“Yeah, and ridiculously expensive. I can't do anything like that again.” He rested his elbow on the front desk and leaned his chin on his hand, tapping his lips with his fingers as he mulled over different ideas.

He wasn’t about to throw in the towel on his dream of owning an inn, and now that he was here, he didn’t want to leave. Even if he had been successful in New York, he didn’t want to go back there. Not even if he was homeless.

In fact, the thought made his body shudder.

He never wanted to go back to New York. While it had been a city he had once loved, the love died when his ex-fiancé decided to not only cheat on him but drag his good name through the mud with all their friends and most of his business associates.

“You could still plan great things for the festival and perhaps get the town funds to do it.” Sam opened the desk drawer, grabbing a pen and a pad of sticky notes.

“Actually, that’s not a bad idea. I know there will be a committee. What if I talked the Town Selectman into making me the head of the committee? Then I can plan it with the town's funds, but make it so huge that people all over will come . . . and of course, where are they going to stay? In my inn.”

The idea percolated in Wes’ mind, and the more he thought about it, the more excited he got. He could make it the event of the year, and no one in the town would mind since it would also bring money into their business. Not to mention bring in tourist revenue to the town itself.

It’s a perfect idea, he thought. Absolutely perfect.

“Hey, do you want to know one way we could save money?” Sam’s question pulled him from his distracting thoughts.

“What?” he asked.

Sam pointed toward the big bay window in the inn’s foyer. “I know where you can save money.”

Wes glanced out the window as the flower shop van pulled into the inn parking lot and parked.

“Oh, come on, I don’t spend that much on flowers.”

“You do spend a sizable amount, and it’s not needed. I mean, the inn isn’t ugly without them.”

“I know. But the guests love them. Especially the women, and you know what they say?”

“What’s that?”

“Happy wife. Happy life. They will surely return if I can keep the wives happy when staying here.”

“Still. Do you have to buy so much? I mean, take your pick, Wes. You can have them in the rooms or on all the tables. But do you have to do both?”

“I suppose I could pick one or the other.”

Sam stared at him for a moment as though he was thinking, and then a smile spread across his face, and he pointed and wiggled his finger at Wes. “I know what’s going on.”

“What?”

“You like her.”

“Her? Who her?”

“The flower shop owner’s daughter. What’s her name? Julie . . . Jamie . . .”

“Julia?”

“Julia. That’s it. You like her, and you think ordering hundreds of dollars worth of flowers from her mom each week will get her to notice you.”

“That’s not true at all. I happen to think Miss Williams is annoying, arrogant, and . . .” Wes clenched his fists. “She drives me nuts.”

“Aha. Keep telling yourself that.”

“I will because it’s true. That woman grates on my last nerve. Now, Maggie Williams, the mother, she’s a nice lady. Although I don’t have feelings for her other than she reminds me of my own mother.” Wes grabbed the pen out of Sam’s hand and opened the desk drawer, yanking out the checkbook. He clicked the pen, wrote the flower shop's name on the pay-to line, and then signed his name on the signature line.

“Well, feeling nostalgic for your mother even though she’s gone and spending money when you don’t need to—especially when you don’t have it are two different things.”

Wes glanced up, looking past Sam as the front door opened and Maggie William’s daughter, Julia, met his gaze.

Lovely, he thought. Just the person I wanted to see today.

A slight groan left his lips.

“Hey, Julia,” Sam said to her.

She gave him a half smile. “Good morning, Mr. Mills.”

He chuckled. “You know you are the only one who calls me that around here.”

“And you always remind me.”

Even her voice grated on Wes’ nerves, and he closed his eyes for a moment. Part of him felt a little guilty for thinking such things. She’d never done anything to him per se, and he couldn’t pinpoint what made him feel that way about her. She always seemed so standoffish, as though she either didn’t think much of him—for one reason or another—or felt she was better than him.

He didn’t care for people like that—the arrogant, the haughty, the egotistical.

His friends in New York shared those qualities after he broke up with his ex.

“Where do you want all the bouquets?” she asked.

“We can start in the dining room.” Sam turned to Wes. “Do you want to help us unload them from the van this time?”

“Want is a strong word,” Wes said, trying to keep his gaze on the desk.

Sam rolled his eyes. “Fine. I’ll get them myself.”

Without another word, Sam threw down the sticky notes in his hand and trotted out the door, leaving Wes and Julia in the foyer.

“By the way—” she started.

“How much do I—” he tried to say.

They both stared at one another until he motioned toward her. “You can go first.”

She cocked one eyebrow. “How gentlemanly of you.” Although her words should have sounded friendly and appreciative, her tone was anything but. It was more condescending than anything. It was as though she thought the word gentlemanly when describing him was absurd.

She yanked a folded piece of paper from her pocket and handed it to him. “Here is the invoice.”

“Thank you. I was about to ask how much I owed you.” He took the paper from her, unfolding it. Although the bill had been less than he thought, a part of him cringed when he saw the total amount and then again as he wrote the check.

He knew he would hear about it from his accountant.

“I’m going to go help Sam,” she said, watching him fill out the check.

“Sounds good. Tell your mother they are beautiful this week. I was hoping I could tell her, but . . .” He motioned toward Julia as if silently saying, ‘she sent you instead.’ “Anyway, please tell her I’m hoping to add more fall colors with the Fall Festival around the corner.”

“I will let her know.”

“Actually. I can tell her at the town meeting tonight.”

She cocked her head to the side, and annoyance flickered in her eyes. “You’re going to the town meeting tonight?”

“Well, yeah. Why wouldn’t I? I am a resident of the town.”

“Yes, I know.” She folded her arms across her chest, mumbling the word unfortunately under her breath.

“Do you not think I should go?” he asked. Although a slight hint of dislike for the woman bubbled in his chest, he asked out of curiosity why she didn’t want him there.

“It’s just going to be boring Fall Festival stuff. I don’t think much town business will be touched upon.”

“But I’m interested in the Fall Festival. Anything to draw tourists in is a topic that I find fascinating.” He lifted his hands, motioning at the inn around them. “I mean, that’s kind of what my business is about. Tourists.”

“I think the town has done a good job so far bringing in tourists without your input . . . or your over-the-top shenanigans.”

“My over-the-top shenanigans? Like what?”

“The fireworks at the Spring Festival.”

“Everyone loved those.”

“No. Everyone didn’t.”

“Well, everyone I spoke to did.”

“Then they were lying.”

The two of them stared at one another for a moment. He didn’t want to think about how, although his dislike for the woman grew every moment in her company toward hating her, she also had the most amazing eyes he’d ever seen. They were like dark emeralds, so green that a leprechaun would think they were four-leaf clovers and want to steal them, just for luck.

“I just want to make sure that the Fall Festival is a success,” he said.

Her eyes narrowed. “For whom?”

“What is that supposed to mean?”

“Do you want it to be a success for the town or for you? Is that why you spent all that money on the fireworks?”

“That’s not why I did it. I wanted the Spring Festival to be a hit.”

“It’s always been a hit, long before you came along. Just like the Fall Festival always has and will continue to be a hit. Which is exactly what I’m going to make sure of.”

“You? What do you have anything to do with it?”

“It doesn’t matter. You don’t need to worry about anything. As the head of the committee, I'll make sure this event will fill your inn.”

“You are the head of the committee? When did that happen?”

She inhaled a sharp breath, glancing around the foyer at everything around them. “Well, it hasn’t happened yet, but it will tonight. I’ve been talking to Mr. Belleville about it for months. He knows what I have planned this year and that I’ll be the perfect one for the job.”

“Oh, you think so, huh?” Now the anger was bubbling in his blood, and he didn’t ignore it. Just who did this woman think she was?

“Yes, I do.” She rested her hands on her hips.

“Well, I guess we will just see about that.”

Her head jerked, and her brow furrowed. “What is that supposed to mean?”

“It just so happens that I was going to volunteer as head of the committee tonight at the meeting.”

She snorted a laugh. “That’s crazy. When would you have the time to plan the festival?”

“You don’t know my schedule.”

“But I do know that you run this inn.”

He pointed his thumb into his chest. “I own this inn.”

“Whatever.” She waved her hand toward him. “It doesn’t matter anyways, and you will see that tonight at the meeting when Mr. Belleville picks me as the head of the committee.”

Wes opened his mouth to argue further, but she reached out, snatching the check from the desk in front of him, and spun on her heel, storming out the door and slamming it shut. The force nearly knocked a few books from the shelf on the same wall.

A growl vibrated through his chest, and as he clenched his fists and shook them in the air, Sam trotted back inside.

“She was madder than a fox in a hen house. What did you say to her?”

“It doesn’t matter. All that matters is I speak to Mr. Belleville before the meeting tonight.”


THREE
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JULIA



“We’re going to move onto pressing matters this evening.” Mr. Belleville stood at the podium in front of those attending the meeting. He’d only banged in the meeting a few minutes ago and already seemed a little on edge as he heaved a deep sigh, glancing up at the ceiling. “I would like to open up the discussions for the upcoming Fall Festival. Mainly, we need some volunteers for the planning committee this year.”

Julia started to raise her hand, but as she did, Thomas glanced over her and pointed toward the back of the room.

“Yes, Mr. Rivers?” the Town Selectman said.

Julia sucked in a breath, and she closed her eyes. No, no, no. Not him.

“I just wanted to let you know I’d be more than happy to volunteer as head of the committee for the festival this year.”

Although no one said a word around her, Julia felt everyone staring at her. Some even turned in their seats toward her. Their eyes burned into her on all sides.

“Oh . . . well . . . I . . .” Thomas glanced at her. “Miss Williams, didn’t you wish to volunteer as the head of the committee this year?” he asked.

“Yes, I did.” She smiled, blinking several times to keep herself calm.

“With all due respect, Mr. Belleville,” Wes said. “I think if we want to make this event a success, perhaps we should have someone with planning experience.”

She whipped around in her chair, unable to bite her tongue. “I have event planning experience.”

“Yes, but is it for events this big?”

She cocked her head to the side. “And you have experience with events this big?”

“I have friends in New York that are party and event planners. I know I can call them anytime I need them.”

“That’s nice, and I’m sure it is helpful. But I’ve been on every committee for every town event for the last seven years. I think I have a little more experience than you just calling someone for advice.” She wanted to get up, walk back to where he was sitting, and slap him, but she knew she shouldn’t. It would be fun. But it would be wrong.

“You didn’t mention your event planning friends when you came to me earlier today.” Thomas leaned on the podium, resting his elbows as he looked at Wes. A crease formed his brow as though he was confused by the lack of detail.

“Well, I just didn’t want to name-drop. You know how I don’t like to boast.”

Julia rolled her eyes. “Mr. Belleville,” she said. “You know what I’ve done for this town in the past, and you know what I can do. May I remind you of the fireworks fiasco at the Spring Festival?”

“Oh, yeah.” Mr. Belleville let out a slight groan.

Wes stood, holding up his hands. “About that. While I thought it was a good idea, I know some—if not most—didn’t agree with me. But I promise nothing like that will happen again, and I will surround myself with the best committee to ensure nothing like that happens again. I’m only interested in making the Fall Festival the best ever, so it draws in tourists.”

Julia caught her breath and closed her eyes. She knew where Wes was taking this campaigning speech, and she didn’t like it. She knew, as did everyone else in this town, that Mr. Belleville had one weakness—the town treasury. Anytime he could gain revenue for the town, he would do whatever it was anyone suggested.

It had been a weapon she thought of using but didn’t have the guts to. Not because it wasn’t brilliant, but because it was a dirty way to manipulate someone.

“Just think about how much the town could make from a successful Fall Festival. We’re talking tourists filling our streets, eating at the café, shopping at all the local boutiques.”

“And staying at your inn?” Julia asked, trying to point out the ulterior motive behind his diatribe. She wasn’t a fool. She knew why he wanted a blowout town event so his inn would be brimming with guests, and he’d rake in the dough. She just hoped that Mr. Belleville would see it too.

“Well, yes, they would need a place to stay. But think of how much money we could make for the Christmas Tree Lighting Festival in December or the Winter Carnival over New Year’s weekend.” He wiggled his eyebrows, glancing around the townsfolk sitting around him.

“You know, that doesn’t sound like a bad idea.”

Julia’s heart thumped. The Town Selectman can’t seriously be falling for this, can he?

“Mr. Belleville, I know how important this festival is, just like all the other ones,” she said, standing up to match Wes’ stance. “Which is why I intend to make this event one to remember. I’m sure my ideas will draw in the crowds just as much as Mr. Rivers’ ideas would.”

“Why don’t you two work together?” a voice asked.

Julia closed her eyes, recognizing her mother’s tone immediately.

What was the woman thinking?

She turned toward her mother. “What did you say?”

“I asked why you and Mr. Rivers can’t work together. It sounds like you both have good intentions for the event, and you have experience. You both want to make it a huge success. Why not put your two heads together?”

Julia snorted. “You can’t be serious.”

“You know, Maggie, that sounds like a wonderful idea.” Thomas pointed toward the two of them, shaking his finger. “I mean, we’ve never had two heads in a committee, but you know, there’s a first time for everything, and if this event is even half as wonderful as you two are making your ideas out to be . . . well, I think it’s a fabulous idea.”

“Well, I don’t.” Julia pressed her hand against her chest. Her breath quickened, and the banquet room walls closed in on her. She couldn’t work with Wes Rivers. Not today. Not tomorrow. Not any day this week, month, year, decade, or even century.

This isn’t happening, she thought. Tell me this isn’t happening.

“I don’t think two heads would be good,” Wes said. His tone matched the unease in Julia’s mind. “Who would be over the other?”

“You could be fifty-fifty, and you could split who gets to bring in the rest of the committee.”

“But how would that work? What if we disagreed on something?”

“Or everything,” Julia said, folding her arms across her chest. The room had moved from closing in on her to full-on spinning around her, and her stomach clenched with her dizziness.

“Now, Julia, I’m sure you and Mr. Rivers can work things out. You are two adults, after all.” Her mother crossed her legs and straightened her shoulders as she sat in her chair.

What is my mother doing, she thought. Or thinking?

“I tend to agree with your mother on this one, Miss Williams,” Mr. Belleville said. He pointed toward Julia and then back toward Wes. “How does working with Miss Williams sound to you, Mr. Rivers?”

Wes clenched his jawline and closed his eyes. He looked as enthusiastic about the idea as Julia felt. “I . . . I guess if we must.”

“Sounds good to me.” Mr. Belleville slammed the gavel down on the podium. “That settles that matter. Mr. Rivers and Miss Williams will be the heads of the committee for the Fall Festival. You may talk to them if you’d like to volunteer to help.” He pointed toward the crowd. “And I expect all of you to take an interest in this matter. Now, moving on . . .”

Julia sat down as the Town Selectman continued. His words were nothing more than muffled sounds that didn’t register in her mind.

“And just what was all that about?” she asked her mother.

“Nothing, dear. I thought it would improve the situation if you two worked together instead of having the town choose.”

“Really? Because I thought it would have been better if the town chose.”

“You are just saying that because you don’t like him.”

“Right. I don’t. So, why on earth would you force me to have to work with him?”

Her mother waved off her question, shaking her head. “Oh, I don’t think it will be as bad as you think it will.”

Mr. Belleville slammed the gavel down again. “Meeting adjourned.”

All the townsfolk stood and began filing out of the town hall, and while Julia wanted to follow them, making a run for it, she knew she couldn’t. No matter how much she detested what she had to do and dreaded the whole thing, she knew she had to speak with Wes about when they would get together to discuss the first committee meeting. Fortunately for her, he also knew this and approached her before she had to approach him.

He gave her a forced smile, inhaling a deep breath and blowing it out with a slight groan. “So,” he said.

“So . . .”

“Would you want to meet tomorrow afternoon? We can have lunch at the inn.”

Lunch? With him? Could she even manage to eat while around him?

“I guess that’s fine. However, it doesn’t have to be lunch. I don’t think it will take that long.”

“Really?” He raised one eyebrow. “I figured it would be at least an hour.”

There wasn’t a chance she was spending an hour with him.

“I have most of it started, so I don’t think it will be that long.”

“Yeah, but it’s started with your decisions and ideas. You don’t have any of mine.”

“You don’t seriously think that you have better ideas than me? I’ve been planning this event in my head all summer. I know everything that everyone is looking forward to.”

He furrowed his brow and snorted. “Except an open mind, of course.”

“Whatever. I will see you at noon tomorrow.” She turned and looked at her mother as she grabbed the sweater off the back of her chair. “I definitely think it will be as bad as I think it will.”
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“Hey, do you want to go to the café for a bite to eat before you go home?” Sam nudged Wes on the shoulder as Wes watched Julia and her mother walk away from the town hall. A slight snort left his nose, and he rolled his eyes.

“Can you believe that woman?” he asked Sam. “You always wonder why I don’t like her; well, that’s why. Her attitude. It’s just . . . just so . . .”

“Cute?” Sam laughed.

Wes glanced at his longtime friend with his mouth gaped open. “Cute? You call how she acted cute?”

“Well, sort of. I mean in a roundabout way.”

Wes shook his head, exhaling a deep sigh. “You are weird. You know that, right?”

“Come on. Let’s get some dinner, and I’ll explain it while we eat.” Sam slapped Wes on the back, and the two trotted down the stairs and headed toward the café.

The café was always busy after town meetings, but it seemed like more people went home instead of going out tonight. Not that Wes minded. The lack of a crowd meant getting a decent table and one with a window looking out on the town. Upon taking their order, Mrs. Oberman disappeared in the kitchen, and after a short time and several bangs from pans on the stove and fry baskets being picked up and put back in the fryer, she returned to their table, setting down two plates of burgers and fries in front of them.

“Can I get you boys anything else?” she asked.

They both shook their heads as they took turns dumping massive amounts of ketchup on the fries and the burgers.

“So, anyway, as I was saying, Julia’s attitude isn’t cute. But her fierce determination to get what she wants is. Don’t you like independent women?” Sam asked.

Wes shrugged. “I suppose I do. She just takes it to a whole other level.”

“She is pretty, though. You’ve got to give her that.”

Truth be told, Wes couldn’t argue with Sam on that. Julia was pretty. Very pretty. One of the prettiest girls he’d seen and undeniably his type. Her looks weren’t the problem, however. It was everything else.

“All right, fine. Yes, she’s pretty. But you know, looks aren’t everything. She could be the most beautiful woman in the world and if she’s dumb or mean . . .”

“Oh, now, why did you have to throw dumb in there?” Sam laughed. “There are lots of great women out there who aren’t smart but are still a lot of fun.”

“Maybe for you. But I like to be at least able to carry on a conversation with the women I date.”

“Okay. Okay. So, you like them to know what they are talking about. Julia is smart.” Sam grabbed a fry from his plate, dipped it in the ketchup, and shoved it in his mouth. He chewed as loud as he spoke when he was excited.

“Why do you keep trying to get me on board with liking Julia?”

“I just think that if you’re going to have to work with the woman, you might cut her some slack and see her for the creature she is. She’s more than just an attitude. I’ve gotten to know her, and she’s a good person.”

Wes rolled his eyes, picking up his burger before taking a huge bite. He didn’t want to admit that while he wanted to disagree with Sam, the man had a point. Wes and Julia would have to work together on this Fall Festival, and if he wasn’t careful, she could dig her feet in so deep that he wouldn’t get to plan any of it. If he wanted her to entertain any of his ideas, he would have to come at her with honey instead of vinegar.

Unfortunately.

He cleared his throat as he realized what he would have to do. “I’m going to have to play nice, aren’t I?”

“Oh yeah. Really nice. Like a puppy dog following her around kind of nice.”

“But why? Why can’t I just tell her exactly what I think? Perhaps she’ll see why my ideas are so much better than hers?”

“You think she’s going to just listen to you if you come at her all hot and formidable?”

“She might respond to it that way. You never know.”

“Or she could punch you in the face. Which is what I would do if I were her.”

As much as he would have rather done it his way, he knew Sam’s way far outweighed his own.

Honey, not vinegar, he thought to himself. Honey, not vinegar.

It would probably become his new mantra by the time the Fall Festival was finished, but as long as the inn stayed in the black, he didn’t care.

He was just desperate enough.
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JULIA

Julia and her mom walked home in silence, and after following her mother inside the house, she slammed the door behind her.

“So, are you finally going to speak to me, or are you just going to stomp around until it’s time to go home to your house?” her mother asked.

She glanced at her mother and then moved around her, walking off toward the kitchen. Leo, her mother’s fat, orange tabby, meowed as he came trotting out to greet them, and she bent down, picking him up. He melted into her arms, purring while she scratched his ears and kissed his head. She made her way to the refrigerator and opened the door, reaching for a bottle of water before setting Leo on the table. He meowed again and flicked his tail.

“I’m trying to think of a reason as to why you did what you did tonight,” she said.

“What? You mean help you?”

Julia laughed as she twisted the cap off the bottle and took a sip. “You did not help me. In fact, you did the exact opposite of helping me.”

“And how did I do that? You got the job, didn’t you? You are the head of the festival committee.”

“Yes, but I have to share the job . . . and with . . . with . . . him. Ugh. It’s not even my job.”

“And what would you have done if Mr. Belleville gave him the job alone?” Her mother pointed and wiggled her finger at her. Leo trotted over to her side of the table and rubbed the side of his face on her pointed finger. His loud purrs echoed. “Then what would you have done?”

“He wouldn’t have done that.”

“You don’t know that.”

“Yes, I do. He already had chosen me when that stupid Wes Rivers stood up and opened his big mouth.” Julia closed her eyes, picturing the moment in her mind. It made her growl.

“He might have been about to pick you, but when Mr. Rivers volunteered, he could have changed his mind. At least this way, you are still working on the festival.”

“Yeah, with the biggest . . .” She clenched her fists and waved them in the air. “Ugh. Why did he have to volunteer?” Her mother opened her mouth to answer, but Julia held up her hand. “Don’t answer that. I know why he volunteered. He wants the festival to bring guests to stay in his inn. It’s all about the money. He doesn’t care about the event or the town.”

“You don’t know that.”

“Yes, I do. I know how he is. I know his type.”

Her mother heaved a deep breath and then made her way over to the kitchen table, yanking out a chair before sitting. “So now that I’ve done what I’ve done, what are you going to do?”

“What do you mean?” Julia took another few gulps of water and sat on another chair across the table from her mother. Her annoyance had simmered, but it was still prickling through her chest. Leo trotted to her side of the table, and his tail stood straight in the air. Still looking for affection, he meowed and jumped in her lap. She scratched the sides of his face and kissed his head again. Even though he was a couple of years old, she swore he still smelled like a kitten.

“Well, how are you going to handle the situation going forward? What are you going to do?” her mother asked.

“I’m going to plan the festival I’ve been picturing in my head.”

“And you just expect him to go along with whatever it is you want?”

She opened her mouth but closed it without a word. It wasn’t what her mother said, but it was the tone she used. As though she heard the utter ridiculousness behind the thoughts in Julia’s head and had dug them up and laid them out for Julia to see for herself. Of course, she couldn’t demand that Wes follow everything she said or did. She also couldn’t not consider his ideas. She wouldn’t want him to do that to her, so she couldn’t do that to him.

Still, she didn’t like the idea of listening to his thoughts and ideas.

Surely, they would be outlandish, boastful, and downright stupid.

Perhaps that was a bit harsh, she thought. Calling them stupid like that. I should be a better person than that.

She groaned as she laid her arms on the table and then leaned forward, resting her forehead on her forearm.

“I suppose I should give him a chance, shouldn’t I?” she asked.

“Well, I’m not going to say yes or no to that, and I think you know why I’m not.”

“It’s because I need to learn for myself.” She sat up, looking at her mother. “Isn’t that what you always taught me? My own choices are the best learning tools.”

“Well, that’s because they are.”

“So, I guess I’m just going to give him the benefit of the doubt. I’ll listen to his ideas; they might be good. Even if I would hate to admit it.”

“See? I think that’s the best thing for you to do. And who knows, you might find that he’s a different type of man than you might think. Perhaps you two might even get along after this.”

Julia didn’t want to be that optimistic. However, she couldn’t help but have a little hope that it wouldn’t end up being as bad as she thought.

Lord, help me if it is, though. She cast another glance at the ceiling. Please give me strength.
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Julia hadn’t gotten much sleep the night before. Instead, she tossed and turned while she envisioned how the afternoon at the inn would unfold. Different scenarios played out in the depths of her mind while questions danced around her thoughts. She didn’t want to think about how it would go, planning the event with Wes, yet that was all she could think about—especially now as she pulled her car into the parking space near the inn's front door.

Of course, she’d been here before—more times than she could count. But still, there was a difference to this time. Perhaps it was because she knew she wouldn’t just be dropping off flowers and leaving. This time she would have to stay.

“Stay and have lunch,” she whispered as she glanced over at the inn. “I guess there’s no time like the present.”

She flipped the key, turning the car off before she opened the door and slid out from the driver’s seat, grabbing her tote bag before shutting the driver’s side door. A warm breeze blew through her hair as she rounded the back of the car and made her way up the stairs and into the inn’s foyer. The scent of meatloaf warmed her nose, and she caught sight of a couple of guests already in the dining room, enjoying their meal.

“Good afternoon, Julia,” a voice said.

She glanced over, seeing Sam, the concierge standing at the front desk. “Good afternoon, Mr. Mills.”

He chuckled, tucking his chin down and shaking his head. “Are you ever going to call me Sam?”

“Well, that depends.” She closed one eye, cocking her head to the side as she smiled.

“Depends on what?”

She cocked her head to the side. “I don’t actually know.” They both laughed, and after they settled, she continued. “I guess it just seemed funny to say at the time.”

“Then you can keep calling me Mr. Mills however long you want.” He paused for a moment, glancing down at the front desk and then back up at her. “Wes is in the kitchen, but he asked me to seat you in the dining room. He won’t be long.”

“Oh. Okay.”

She followed Sam through the foyer, sitting room, and dining room. The few guests who had caught her attention were still there, and they looked up at her when she entered, returning to their meal and conversation after smiling.

At least his guests seem happy, she thought. Perhaps that says something.

Sam led her to the corner table next to a fireplace. A fire burned in the hearth, and although she hadn’t felt cold, her body invited the warmth. Goosebumps flecked her arms, and she snuggled down in her seat.

“May I get you a glass of water or iced tea?” Sam asked.

“Water would be great.”

“I’ll be right back.”

While Sam went off to fetch her water, she bent over, opening her tote bag. She yanked out her set of pens and highlighters, setting them all on the table before she dug around again for all the binders. She laid each one on the table, and the different notebooks thumped against the wood.

“I don’t know if I should be encouraged or intimidated,” a voice said.

She glanced up to see Wes standing over her. His eyes were wide as he blinked at all the notebooks on the table. The sight of him brought a groan to her lips. She didn’t want to think about how this afternoon would go.

“Encouraged or intimidated about what?” she asked.

“Are all those notebooks for the Fall Festival?” He pointed toward the stack of notebooks and raised one eyebrow.

“Huh?” She glanced at the stack. “Oh . . . well, yeah, I guess so. When I started planning, I had everything in one, and it just got all messed up. I couldn’t find certain notes I’d taken or phone numbers I jotted down. It was easier to start over, organizing all my notes into different notebooks.”

“But there’s like ten there.”

“Yeah?” She shrugged, and a slight hint of annoyance whispered through her chest. She’d been trying to keep herself calm, not letting his tone or I’m-better-than-you-attitude bother her. “So?”

“What have you planned that you would need all those notebooks?” His voice lightened like he’d been punched in the gut and cracked on his last word.

“Well, there’s one for different vendor ideas and information that have to do with games. And then one for different food trucks and stands. And then one for decorations and one for music.”

“Music? It’s an outdoor event.”

“Yes, it is. But we might want to have a singing group, or we could have a band and perhaps a dance floor where people can square dance. Nothing says hometown harvest like a good old-fashion barn dance. But then we would need a dance floor, so I started another notebook for different set-ups we will need for the different vendors and attractions. And then that got me into this whole barn, country theme, so I started another notebook for that. You know, with things like pony rides and petting zoos.”

“But wouldn’t that just go in the vendor notebook?”

She stared at him, blinking. “No. Those vendors are for games. You know, like ring toss or throwing the baseballs at the bottles. Things at a carnival where people win little stuffed animals.”

“So, the animals would be?”

“Attractions. Not vendors.”

“Attractions. Right.” He raised one eyebrow. “Well, that covers what four, five of the notebooks. What are the other ones?”

“Well, there is one for the committee, like who will join and what they will be responsible for, and one for the budget. That must be kept separate because we will be the only ones besides Mr. Belleville who knows what we are spending on the festival.”

“And the last three?”

“One is for me and my responsibilities.” She picked up the last notebook, the one on top of the stack, and handed it to him. “And this one is yours.”

He stared down at the notebook with his name etched across the front.

Part of her wondered if his silence meant that he thought she was crazy, and the other part wondered if he stared at it because he didn’t know what to do with it.

“You’re not a note taker or keeper, are you?” she asked, a slight growl vibrating through her chest.

“Nope. I never saw the need for it.”

Her stomach twisted, and she dropped her gaze to the table. This was it. This was how the afternoon would go with him making fun of how she organized things. At least she could tell her mother that she tried to go there with a better attitude and tried to be nice. “I suppose you think it’s crazy. Don’t you?”

“Uh, yeah.” He sucked in a breath, then his eyes widened again, and he shook his head. “I mean, no. No. I don’t. If this is how you want to do things, then it’s great that you do what you think is best and what you need to do.” He paused, clearing his throat. “I have to say, though,” he continued. “This is impressive.”

For a moment, his answer shocked her. But then she realized he was probably just trying to fool her into some false sense of security that he actually would be pleasant this afternoon, and she rolled her eyes. “You don’t have to say that just to be nice.”

“No, I’m not saying it just to be nice. I really mean it. I’ve never been one for notes or being so organized, and it shows. Sam is always on my case about not having a better guest tracking system, and don’t even get me started on the things my accountant says about my bookkeeping.” He chuckled, causing her to laugh.

“Well, I tend to overdo things.”

“But it works for you. If I could do something like this for the inn . . .” He grabbed several notebooks and set them in front of him as he sat on the chair across the table from her. He opened the one on top and scanned the first page. “This is detailed.”

“Well, I’m sure you’ve been jotting down your own ideas for the festival.”

He shrugged. “Not really a note taker, remember? But they are all up in here.” He tapped the side of his temple.

“Right.” She nodded and bit her lip, trying to keep herself from saying anything mean.

He was being nice, and there was no reason she shouldn’t give him the same courtesy in return.

“Here is that water for you.” Sam approached the table and set the glass in front of her. He eyed the notebooks. “What is all this?”

“It’s Miss William’s notes for all the festival ideas. Isn’t it something?” Wes glanced up at his concierge, whose eyes widened.

Sam looked at the stack, then at her. “I’m going to need you to teach this man everything you know.”

Wes swatted at his friend, who ducked and shifted out of the way. The two laughed, and then Wes grabbed a napkin lying on the table, wadded it up, and threw it at Sam.

“Don’t you have a front desk to manage?” he said.

Sam laughed harder and trotted across the dining room, heading back to the front desk. It was a playful moment between the friends she hadn’t ever seen before, and it almost made Wes Rivers seem normal, seem human.

“Sorry for the interruption.” He closed the notebook and picked up the ones he’d removed from the stack, placing them back on the others before grabbing the one she’d made for him. He opened it up. “It already has tabs.”

“Oh, yeah, I did that this morning too. You’re welcome to rip out those pages if you want to make up your own system. This is just how I set mine up, and I think it’s fairly easy to follow.”

“I don’t need to rip out the pages. It does look easy to follow.” He studied it a bit more and then glanced up at her. “You know what I don’t see, though? There’s nothing in any of these about advertising.”

“Oh. Well. We don’t really need to advertise.”

He snorted. “You can’t be serious. How are people outside of the town supposed to know about the festival?”

“Word of mouth. People who come to our town events are already aware of them.”

“You’re banking the success of the event on people telling their friends?” He raised an eyebrow, and for the first time, the old Wes reared his ugly, judgmental head.

“Well, seeing as how all the past town events have been nothing short of spectacular, I don’t see why we would need to do anything other than what we’ve done in the past.”

“Which is nothing.”

“Exactly.”

He rested his elbow on the table, covering his mouth with his hand. He cleared his throat. “Would you be all right with me taking over the advertising?”

She inhaled a sharp breath. While she’d given him some responsibilities, they were all tasks she didn't want to do. Little busy-work tasks that held hardly any meaning in the grand scheme of the event. But to give him the advertising? She bit her lip. “Um . . . I don’t know.”

“Oh, come on. I’ve got to do something. Besides, I have some experience in the field.”

“I guess it will be all right.”

A huge smile spread across his face. “See? That wasn’t so hard. I think we are going to have a great working relationship.” He winked and then leaned forward, spurred by a newfound excitement that made Julia uneasy. “Are you hungry, Miss Williams?”

“Um . . . actually.” She didn’t want to admit that the smell of the meatloaf had made her stomach growl the moment she'd stepped inside, but it did, and the longer they sat there, she knew it would only get worse. She was starving. “I kind of am.”

“Great. I’ll be right back.”

Before she could utter a word, he vacated the chair and darted toward the kitchen, shoving through the swinging door with a force that caused it to swing back and forth several times after he vanished.

Julia glanced around the room. She didn’t want to jinx it, but she was quite surprised at how well the afternoon had started. Perhaps this would be easier than she thought. Even if it’s still planning the event with him, he was at least acting as though he was a normal human being.

He was—dare she say—even being cordial.

If she weren’t so relieved, she almost would have hated it. Not because she wanted him to be mean, but because it made her mother right.

“Here you are.” Wes set the plate in front of her. “I hope you like meatloaf.”

“I do. Thank you.” She smelled the food, closing her eyes as her stomach growled again. “It smells wonderful.”

“It was my grandmother’s recipe.”

“Your . . . your grandmother’s recipe?”

“Yeah.” He set his own plate down and then returned to his seat, grabbing the napkin and whipping it before laying it in his lap and fetching his fork off the table.

“Did you . . . did you make this?”

“Yeah. I make the lunch menus we serve here. Charlie, my chef, makes breakfast and dinner. It’s better that way since those two meals are more crowded. Not too many guests eat lunch here. They are usually off exploring the town or sightseeing.”

“I . . . I didn’t know.”

He glanced up at her with just his eyes and without moving his head. “There’s probably a lot you didn’t know about me, Miss Williams. Just like I’m sure there’s a lot about you I don’t know. I would have never guessed you were addicted to notebooks.”

She smiled and nodded. “Yeah, you’re right.”

They dug into their meals, and the meatloaf tasted as good as it smelled with all the herbs and seasonings. Along with it, the mashed potatoes were creamy and buttery with just the right amount of salt.

“You can call me Julia,” she said, swallowing a bite. “If you want to, that is.”

He glanced up at her again, finishing a bite of his own. “Sure. I would like that.”

“You would like what?” a woman’s voice asked.

Both Wes and Julia looked up as a young woman approached the table. A broad smile spread across her lips, and she opened her arms.

“Well, aren’t you going to give me a hug?” she asked.

Wes’ mouth dropped open, and he jumped up from the table. “Michelle? What on earth are you doing here?”

“What? You sound so surprised that I would come to visit one of my favorite people in the whole world.”

The two of them embraced, squeezing each other tight. Julia watched for a moment, but as their hug lingered, she tucked her chin to her chest, suddenly uncomfortable with the notion of him holding onto the unknown woman.

She didn’t know what made her feel that way, and she shoveled in another bite of meatloaf just for a distraction.

“Of course, you can visit. I’m just wondering why.”

She playfully slapped his arm. “Do I need a reason?”

“I guess not, but . . .”

“All right. All right. I’m on a tour of inns for sale, and there was one in Bridgecreek I was looking at this morning. Since I was so close, I thought I would stop and see how you were.” She glanced over at Julia, hesitating on her words. “I can see you are busy though, so . . .”

“Oh, I’m sorry.” Wes slapped his hand over his forehead for a second, then motioned to Julia. “This is Julia Williams. She’s the florist in town, and she’s here so we can discuss the plans for the Fall Festival.”

The woman’s head jerked, and although she furrowed her brow in confusion, she smiled again. “You’re helping plan a Fall Festival?”

“Well, you know.” He shrugged. “I live here, and it’s about time I get involved in town events and matters.”

She snorted, then slapped his shoulder again before turning to Julia and sticking out her hand. “Hi. I’m Michelle, Wes’ sister. It’s nice to meet you.”

Relief spread through Julia’s shoulders, and she smiled, shaking Michelle’s hand. “It’s nice to meet you too.”

“So, I can see you are busy,” Michelle said, glancing between them. “But is it okay with you if I stay for a few days?”

“Of course. Stay as long as you want.” He dug into his pocket and yanked out a ring of keys. “I’ll be home after this meeting.”

“Oh, take your time. I’m just going to catch up on a few calls, maybe take a shower and wash all the traveling off me.” She glanced between them again, turning her attention to Julia. “Don’t let this lug of a guy fool you. He’s one of the biggest and softest teddy bears you will ever know.”

Before Wes could say a word, she kissed him on the cheek and trotted off. A slight hint of laughter echoed from her lips.

“Don’t listen to her,” he said, sitting back down. His cheeks flushed with a slight pink color. “She doesn’t know what she’s talking about.”

“I’ll remember that.” Julia poked her fork around the food on her plate, trying to keep from laughing.

Wes cleared his throat and grabbed one of the notebooks, flipping it open. “So, Fall Festival . . . where should we start?”
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After watching Julia leave the inn, Wes grabbed the telephone on the desk. His stomach clenched with the thought of dialing the phone number he hadn’t dialed in over a year. There were so many reasons he didn’t want to make this phone call, yet there was one he did. He’d made a promise, and now it was time to keep it.

“Here goes nothing,” he whispered to himself.

He pressed the numbers into the number pad and listened to it ring. Part of him hoped to get voicemail, yet the other part didn’t.

“Hello?”

“Andrew?” Wes asked.

“Yeah. Who is this?”

“What’s up, man? This is Wes.”

“Wes? Is it really you?”

He closed his eyes, turning his face toward the ceiling. He could hang up now if he really wanted to. “Yeah, It’s me.”

“No kidding. What’s going on?”

“Oh, you know. A little of this and a little of that.”

“Where have you been this last year? All I heard is that you just up and moved out of the apartment. Even Monica didn’t know where you went.”

Wes cringed at his ex-fiancée’s name. He hadn’t heard it in a while. A long while. And part of him questioned if he ever wanted to hear it again.

“I’ve been in a small town called Brookstone in Vermont.”

“What on earth are you doing in Vermont?”

He cringed again. Did he really want to tell Andrew everything? Sure, Andrew was once his best friend. But he was also the guy who ended his engagement.

“I bought an inn. It’s doing really good, too.”

“You bought an inn?” Shock resonated through Andrew’s voice, and Wes could almost see him standing in the middle of his office, frozen as he contemplated the words Wes had said. Wes needed to end this call. Now.

“So, listen, the reason I called, was to ask if your cousin still owns that farm? The one where people can get hay and such?”

“My cousin, David McCray? Yeah. Why?”

“Can I have his phone number?”

“Did you buy horses too?”

“No, I need to get in touch with someone who can sell me hay bales for a maze.”

“A maze?”

“It’s for a town festival, and we’re doing a hay bale maze.”

“Oh. Okay. Yeah, I’ll text you the number when I get back to my desk.”

“Thanks. I appreciate the help.” He paused again. “Well, I won’t keep you. I’m sure you’re busy with work.”

“Yeah . . . I should get back to looking over my reports. It’s good to hear from you, Wes. I’ve thought about you from time to time, hoping you’re doing good. You’re doing good, aren’t you?”

“Honestly, Andrew, I’m doing great. Really great.”

“That’s good to hear. Don’t be a stranger, okay?”

“I won’t. And thanks for the phone number.”

“No problem.”

Although Wes had been dreading the phone call, he couldn’t help but feel a little closure as he hung up the phone. What he thought could have turned into one of the worst things he would have to do today hadn’t been bad, and while he didn’t want to give her sole credit for it, he couldn’t help but wonder if Julia hadn’t had something to do with it. Not because she was there but because she’d shown him there can be another side to a person if you’re nice to them.

“Who was that?” Sam asked, pointing toward the phone Wes had just hung up.

“A friend of a friend. I told Julia I would call him about something for the festival.”

“It seemed like the meeting between you two went well today.” A slight hint of mocking curiosity whispered between Sam’s words and his tone.

“Yeah. I guess it did. She was slightly less annoying than usual.”

“Don’t think you can fool me. You looked like you were having fun.”

“I wouldn’t say that. But it was easier when I kept telling myself to give her honey instead of vinegar. I will say, the one thing that surprised me was the organizational system she had.” Wes cleared his throat, trying not to think about her, but failing. It wasn’t just her personality that drew him in, but by the time they had finished their meeting, he was a little more than envious of her proclivity for organization. In fact, he was in plain awe. Sure, even if a little part of him thought it was over-the-top and perhaps several of the notebooks were a little unnecessary, there was still something about the system that made him wonder about his own unorganized chaos surrounding his business. “So, I think I’m going to stop by the office supply store on the way home,” he said, moving around Sam to get to the computer. “Is there anything you need?”

“Uh oh.” Sam looked at him with one eyebrow raised. “She got to you, didn’t she?”

“What? No. I just wanted to pick up a few things. Mr. Cartwright is always telling me things he thinks I should do to help, and since I’m probably at the mercy of all her Fall Festival ideas, I think I need to do more than just put my hope in the event to save money and get this business back in the black.”

Sam smiled, shaking his head. “Whatever you need to tell yourself, man. But I think she got to you.”

“She didn’t get to me.” Wes deepened his voice, hoping the change of tone would hide his lie.

“It seems like you two had a nice time.”

“Yeah, I guess we did.” Wes didn’t want to let on how much he’d enjoyed the time spent with Julia, and he tried to play it off, waving his hand at Sam’s statement and rolling his eyes. “I mean, I knew that going into today, I would have to strategize how I approach her.”

“So, it was all for show? You could have had me fooled. I thought you were having fun.”

“No, I wouldn’t say that either. I just . . . I just want the event to be a hit. That’s all. I don’t care what she does or thinks or anything about her. I’m just here for the event, and if that means I have to be nice, then I will be too. Luckily, she seems to feel the same way, and today, we had a good meeting.”

“Good, huh? So, all it takes is a good meeting for you to smile like that?”

“Smile like what?”

“Dude, you might be able to hide it from yourself, but you can’t hide it from me.”

“Hide what?”

Sam laughed, shaking his head. “You are either the dumbest man on the planet or the worst actor on the planet. I haven’t decided which . . . yet.”

“Whatever, Sam. Do you need anything from the office supply store?”

“Nope. I’m good.”

“Fine. I’ll see you tomorrow.” Sam cocked his head to the side, giving Wes a playful wave as though he was a smitten kitten filled with endless amounts of love. “Try not to think about her too much; you’ll drive yourself crazy.”

Wes rolled his eyes, grabbed his keys, and headed out the door. He didn’t want to admit that he’d already thought of her as much as he had, and while part of him wanted to stop, another part didn’t.

And it was that thought that made him a little on edge.
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“Michelle? Are you here?” Wes called out as he shut his house’s front door. The bags of office supplies shifted in his hands and banged into the door, knocking it from his grip. It slammed a little harder than he meant for it too.

“I’m in the kitchen,” his sister answered.

After setting his keys on the table in the foyer, he rounded the hallway, coming into the kitchen just as Michelle bent down and opened the oven. She had a large casserole dish of enchiladas in her hands, and she slid it into the oven on the middle rack.

“I hope you’re hungry,” she said. Looking at him, she pointed at the bags. “What’s in the bags?”

He shrugged. “Just office supplies.”

“Office supplies?”

“Yeah. You know, for the business and inn I own.” He cocked his head to the side, giving a slight condescension to his tone.

She glared at him. “I know you have a business. You don’t have to take that tone with me. What I’m curious about is why all of a sudden, you are walking in here with all of it. You’ve never been the type to do any of that kind of stuff. I was surprised when I saw your guest logbook on the front desk in front of Sam this afternoon.”

He shrugged. “I don’t know. Perhaps I’ve realized that a business should have a system. You know, like notebooks for keeping track of things.”

She stared at him. “A system? Don’t you have a computer for stuff like that?”

“Yes. But maybe I want to keep track of different advertising ideas or amenities to offer other than what I normally do. Or maybe I could have themed or game nights—things the guests could do for fun. It might make them want to come back.”

“Okay, who are you, and what have you done with my brother?”

“Oh, stop.” He rolled his eyes, waving his hand toward her as he set the bags in the corner and made his way to the refrigerator. He opened it and grabbed a can of soda from one of the shelves. “You know all these things could help the business.”

“I know they could help the business because it’s what I planned to do with my own inn. But they aren’t anything that you’ve ever talked about.”

“Speaking of your own inn, you were talking about looking at one in Bridgecreek. How did that go?” Although it was risky to change the subject so abruptly, he hoped that getting Michelle to talk about her own ideas might stop her from asking more questions about his.

“Yes, I was, and it went okay. It’s an older place that needs a lot of work.”

“Wait. You aren’t talking about The Hollow Leaf Inn, are you? That place is for sale?”

“Yeah, and the owners are motivated to sell. I don’t know if I want to take on all that work.”

“So, you’re finally going do it, huh? You’re finally going to buy an inn?”

“Well, I figure if you, of all people, can do it, then I can. Besides, you know it was my dream long before yours. Well, it was mom’s dream before either of us thought of it. But how you managed to own one first is beyond me.” She spun and opened one of the cabinets. “I see chips. Do you have salsa?”

“Um . . . second shelf. Behind the soup.”

“Ah. There it is.” She grabbed the jar and the bag of chips from the first shelf and set them on the table before taking a seat. She opened the bag and jar, taking a chip and dipping it before shoving it into her mouth. “So, I thought since I was close, I’d stop to see you. What I didn’t expect was to find you on a date.” She glanced over at him, giving him a wink.

“It wasn’t a date.” A flutter whispered through his chest at the mention of a date with Julia Williams. She’d been cordial today—dare he even say fun—but a date? He wasn’t about to go there yet.

Yet, he thought. Did I really want to say yet? Did that mean I was thinking about a date in the future?

He shook his head, trying to rid his mind of the questions that just popped their ugly little heads inside his thoughts.

“Are you sure? It looked like you two were pretty cozy eating by the fire.”

“Julia was just at the inn so we could go over the plans for the festival.”

“And that’s another thing.” Michelle lifted her hand, pointing at Wes as she wiggled her finger. “Since when are you interested in planning and being a part of town events?”

“You say it like I’m this anti-social grumpy hermit that doesn’t want to be involved in anything. I get involved. Last spring, I planned for the fireworks during the Spring Festival.”

“I don’t know why, but you just don’t seem like the type of guy to attend meetings with someone else about planning a festival.”

“Well, maybe I’ve changed.” He straightened his shoulders, standing a little taller while he wiggled his head as a way of proving a point that he wasn’t the type of man his sister thought he was—even if he was just a little.

Sure, he’d had fun this afternoon, talking about the different game and food vendors they could hire. Talking about all the festival food took him back to the days of his youth when his parents would take him to a carnival or circus. A time before all the fighting started, and his father left. He’d sucked down everything he could when they took him, corndogs, popcorn, cotton candy, even the chocolate-dipped cheesecake. He made a mental note to ask Charlie if he could make chocolate-dipped cheesecake for dessert one night this week at the inn.

“Well, if you want to say it wasn’t a date, I’ll believe you. I, however, saw something. Even if you don’t want to admit it.” The oven alarm dinged, and she got up from the chair and moved over to the appliance, bending down to open the door before grabbing a pair of oven mitts lying on the counter. “I hope you don’t mind that I made dinner.”

“Why would I mind? I get a meal without having to do any work.”

“I used the last few things you had in the refrigerator.”

“It’s not important. I’ll go to the store tomorrow. How long do you plan to stay?” The scent of the enchiladas made his stomach growl. Michelle had used their mother’s recipe. He’d know the smell anywhere.

“Trying to get rid of me already?” She winked as she straightened up and pulled the casserole dish from the oven, setting it on top of the stove burners. The sauce and cheese bubbled.

“No. I’m just wondering.”

“I don’t know. A few days. A week. My agent is still looking around for a few inns.”

“Are you trying to stay in Vermont?”

“At first, I was, but now we are looking outside the state.”

“Outside the state, huh? You think you want to move?”

“For the right place . . . yeah.” She moved to the other side of the kitchen, opening a different cabinet where she grabbed a couple of plates. The dishes clanked together as she made her way to the table and set them down—one in front of her chair and the other in front of him.

Although he hadn’t seen her in several months because she traveled a lot and lived a couple of hours away in Montpelier, the thought of her moving far away twisted a little in his stomach. After their mother died, she was all the family he had. They didn’t know where their father lived and hadn’t seen, talked to, or heard from him since the night he left all those years ago. Wes had been ten years old at the time.

Michelle set the casserole dish on the table and scooped two enchiladas onto his plate before digging out another two for herself.

“So, do you want to tell me about the woman you didn’t have a date with today?” She cocked her head to the side, giving him a wink.

He laughed. “I don’t know if I know where to even start.”
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“Tell me everything.” Julia’s mother leaned against the counter, pushing aside a bouquet she’d been working on when Julia entered the flower shop that morning.

“It was a meeting. That’s pretty much all there is to tell.”

“Oh, come on. There’s got to be more than that. What did he say? Was he rude? Was he nice? Did you two have lunch?”

“He was . . . nice. I was a little shocked.”

“Nice as in?” Her mother cocked her head to the side, raising one eyebrow.

“Nice as in nice. At first, I thought he would make fun of me for all my notebooks, but he didn’t. I had made him one, and he took it and used it. He actually wrote things down.”

“Well, how did the planning go? Like did you disagree over anything and argue?”

“No. I told him all my ideas, and he liked them. He did have one idea I hadn’t thought of, and I think it’s a good one.”

“What’s that?”

“A hay bale maze. Just a small one on the outskirts of the festival. He said he had a friend who has a cousin or a friend or something along those lines that knows where we can get an order of hay bales to make the maze. I’m going to look up plans this afternoon on how to set one up.”

“It does sound like a fun idea, and I don’t think we’ve ever done it before.”

“I thought so. And it’s much better than the fireworks.” Julia laughed, shaking her head as though the idea was ridiculous. Truth be told, she had never thought of it as a bad idea. It was just not suitable for the town. But as a whole, she loved fireworks. They were pretty, and they brought back many childhood memories of celebrating the fourth of July on her grandparents’ farm. She’d always loved those days and nights on the farm, swimming and fishing in the pond with her grandpa and sitting out on the back porch drinking iced tea with her grandma. It was those hot, long summer nights she looked forward to the most when they were alive, and she didn’t realize how much she’d missed them.

Still, even with those memories, fireworks at a town event just weren’t suitable.

“So, did you have lunch?”

“Yes. He cooks the lunches at the inn. Did you know that?”

“No, I didn’t.”

“I didn’t either. He has a chef that cooks breakfast and dinner, but he handles lunch. He made a meatloaf that day, and it was good. I was surprised.”

“At least you know he can cook.” Her mother winked.

“What does that have to do with anything?”

“It’s always a blessing when the husband can cook. Trust me.”

“Mom. Stop. It doesn’t matter if I know he can cook. Nothing is going on between us, and there never will be. We are just planning the Fall Festival together. That’s it.”

Her mother wiggled her head as though to ignore her words of denial nonchalantly. “If you say so, dear.”

“I do say so.”

The bell over the door chimed, and Julia glanced over her shoulder as Wes walked inside the flower shop. A flutter whispered through her stomach, and she cleared her throat, trying to ignore it.

“Good morning,” he said as he approached the counter.

“Good morning, Mr. Rivers.” Her mother waved before grabbing a rose and cutting the stem. “What can I do for you this morning? Did you want to order more bouquets for the inn?”

“No. I mean, well, yes, I do need to place an order for next week. But that’s not the main reason I came in. I came to talk to Julia.”

Julia’s stomach fluttered again, and she smiled again, trying to ignore the feeling. “What about?”

“I called the vendor for the hay bales, and they will be delivered in three days.” He handed her a slip of paper. “Here is the invoice for your files. I had hoped we could meet tomorrow morning before they arrive to finalize the plans for the maze. Like which design we want so that we can start the setup. Is that going to work for you?”

“Of course, it will. She never has plans,” her mother said.

She whipped her head toward her mother. “Mom!”

“Well, it’s true.”

Heat flushed her cheeks as Wes tucked his chin toward his chest to hide his smile.

“Tomorrow morning will work for me,” she said, handing the slip of paper back to him.

“Oh, you keep it. It’s your copy. I’ve already put the names and phone numbers in my notebook.”

“So, you’re using the notebook?” A slight hint of amusement warmed her chest.

“Of course. Having one is a good idea, so everything is in one place. In fact,” he tucked his chin again, snorting a laugh, “I have to admit that I went to the office supply store and bought a few more to keep things organized for the inn.”

“Oh, please, don’t tell me you have turned this man into an obsessed notebook person like you,” her mother said, throwing her hands up in the air.

“Your business wouldn’t run half as smooth without my systems.” Julia pointed toward her mother, half trying to keep a serious tone and half laughing at the look on her mother’s face.

Her mother winked, then turned back to the bouquet she was working on, grabbing a couple more stems of roses and cutting them before shoving them into the vase.

“Anyway,” Wes continued. “I just wanted to ask you about meeting tomorrow. I should get back to the inn. Have a nice day, Julia.”

“Thanks. You, too.” She watched him walk out of the store, and as the bell above the door chimed again, she turned toward her mother, pointing at the woman again. “I don’t want to hear a word out of you.”

Her mother held up her hands and smiled. “At least you know he can cook.”
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Julia closed the car door and looked at the inn’s porch. She didn’t want to think about how nervous she’d been just driving over here. It was stupid of her to feel that way. It wasn’t like she and Wes were dating, or she even thought of him that way. Not to mention, this wasn’t a date, nor would they be alone. This was a meeting with the rest of the Fall Festival committee to discuss important matters.

Period.

“Good afternoon, Julia,” Sam said as she crossed the threshold.

“Good afternoon.”

“He’s in the dining room.” He pointed toward the other room, and she followed in the direction he pointed, finding Wes sitting at the same corner table they had used the day before yesterday. His head was down as he wrote in his notebook, and he looked up as she approached the table.

“Ah! Julia, you’re here.” He stood from his chair and rounded the table, grabbing the back of one of the other chairs and pulling it out from under the table. “Let me get you a chair.”

“Thank you.”

“May I get you anything? Water? Iced tea?”

“No. I’m good.”

“All right.” He rounded the table again, returning to his seat as she bent over and dug around in her bag, yanking out all the notebooks before setting them on the table. “I hope it’s okay, but I took the liberty of looking up a few different maze plans last night on the internet. I found a couple that I liked, and so I printed them out.” He pulled a few pieces of paper out of the back of his notebook and set them on the table in front of her.

She glanced at Wes, trying to ignore how cerulean his eyes looked while he wore the same color shirt. She hadn’t noticed them the day before yesterday. Today she did, and they were like a sky she wanted to stare at forever. She cleared her throat, shaking her head slightly. “And all of them have the number of bales you ordered?”

“Yes. Give or take a few. But my friend’s cousin said if we needed any more, just to let him know. His farm isn’t far from here, actually, which is why I thought to call him.”

“That’s fortunate.”

Wes reached for his notebook, flipping open the cover. He grabbed a sticky note inside and handed it to her. “This is his name and number. I wanted you to have the information in case you needed it.”

She took the sticky note, trying to ignore the slight attraction she had for his diligence. “How long do you think it will take to set up?”

He shrugged. “A few days. It’s big but not that big if that makes sense, so it should be ready in plenty of time before the festival starts. My friend’s cousin will bring enough men, and I figure I’ll help and . . . you . . . if you want.”

“Sure. My mom can help too.”

“And Sam and my sister will help. We should have plenty of people to knock it out in no time.”

They both looked through the pictures, pointing to the things they didn’t like as well as the things they did. Each design had good qualities and bad, but they both seemed drawn to one in particular they thought would be fun.

“So, is this the one you pick?” Wes picked up one of the pieces of paper and smiled as he wiggled his eyebrows.

“Yeah. I think that one will be the best.”

As the two continued looking over the plans, Sam trotted into the dining room. His eyes were wide, and he blinked as he made his way over to Wes. A slight shiver seemed to run through him as though he’d seen a ghost or something terrible had happened.

“Wes? I need to talk to you.”

“Sam, can’t you see I’m busy?”

“But I need to talk to you.”

“Is there a problem with one of the guests?”

“No, but—”

“Is there a problem with one of the rooms?”

“No, but—”

“If there isn’t a problem with any guests or rooms, then can’t it wait until after the meeting?”

“No. It can’t.”

Wes swiveled in his seat, looking up at the concierge. “What is so important that it can’t wait another ten minutes?”

“Me,” a voice answered.

Julia and Wes spun in their seats toward the direction of the voice, and as Julia’s eyes fell upon a tall, beautiful woman, she sucked in a breath.

“Monica?” Wes asked. “What . . . what are you doing here?”

“I came to see you.”

Wes glanced around the table and rose from his chair. He glanced down at Julia. “I . . . excuse me.” Without another word, he made his way over to the woman.

Julia’s heart thumped. Was this woman another sister? A cousin? She wanted to hope that it was, except the way Wes had reacted told her it wasn’t. The woman motioned for them to go to another room, and while Wes shook his head at first, looking as though he was refusing her request, he finally nodded, and as she walked out of the dining room, he came back over to the table.

“I’m sorry, Julia. But I’m going to need to cut this meeting short.”

“It’s all right. Is everything okay?”

“Yeah, I think so. I just . . .” He rubbed the back of his neck, letting out a deep sigh. “I need to talk to her. I’ll make copies of the plans we picked so that everyone will have a copy when the hay bales arrive, and we are getting it set up.”

“Sounds good.”

“I’ll see you . . . around.”

Before Julia could say another word, he spun on his heel and walked out of the dining room. She had hoped he would have said later tonight or tomorrow. But around? What did that mean? She shook her head as though trying to shake away her thoughts and began closing notebooks and stacking them. Her heart pounded with the different questions rolling through her mind.

“May I help you?” Sam asked. His voice made her flinch, and she gasped and laid her hand on her chest.

“Sorry. I thought I was alone. Yes, yes, of course, you may help.”

Sam smiled, bending down to grab her bag before grabbing a few of the notebooks and sliding them one by one. One caught on the others, and he moved the bag toward him to untangle the coils.

“Sam, may I ask you a question?” Although Julia didn’t know if she wanted the answer, she knew that not knowing would drive her crazy more. “Who was that woman that came in here wanting to speak to Wes?”

Sam glanced up at her. “I’m not sure I should be the one to tell you.”

“Please. Just tell me.”

“Well, she’s Monica, Wes’ ex-fiancée.”

His ex . . . what? He was engaged?

She had been wrong. Not knowing would have been better.

A lot better.
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Wes didn’t know what he didn’t like more—seeing Monica again or leaving Julia with what he was sure was a ton of questions. Even if they were . . . he supposed just friends and not together or anything of the sort, he could only imagine what she was asking herself about the unknown woman and why he had left the meeting without so much as a word regarding a reason. He didn’t like it. Not one bit.

He led Monica back into the storeroom off the kitchen and turned around to face her, folding his arms across his chest. “Okay, we are alone now. Can you please tell me what you’re doing here?”

“I told you I just came to see you.”

“How did you know I was . . .” He closed his eyes, exhaling a deep breath. “Andrew. Of course. He told you I spoke with him, didn’t he?”

“Yes, he did, and he mentioned you were in . . . what is this town called again, Brookridge?” She cocked her head to the side as she shrugged just one shoulder and held her arm out as though to exaggerate her question.

“Brookstone.”

“That’s it.”

“And does he know you are here?”

“Yes. Well, I think he does.”

“And he didn’t care?”

She snorted. “Why would he?”

“Because you two are together. Why would he be okay with you coming all the way to Vermont just to see me?” He rolled his eyes as he repeated her excuse.

“He doesn’t care what I do since we aren’t together anymore.”

For a moment, Wes wondered if the news deserved a response. Surely, he had a bit—okay, more than a bit—of animosity toward his best friend and his fiancée at the time for what they’d done. But he also knew that holding a grudge would only keep him locked in a world of bitterness he didn’t want to dwell in.

He hadn’t forgotten. But he had forgiven.

At least enough to give himself peace about the whole situation.

“I’m sorry to hear that,” he said, only half meaning the words.

“Are you?” She cocked her head to the side, giving him a mocking smile as though she knew he didn’t really mean it.

“I said it didn’t I?” Although he felt bad for snapping, he also hated that she seemed to still be able to read him. Just once, he wanted her to be wrong.

“Well, I guess thank you. Although, it doesn’t matter. In the end, I know it was a mistake, and we weren’t meant to be together.” She heaved a deep sigh and bit her lip, reaching out to grab his arm. He shifted away from her. “My only regret is that it took me walking away from you to figure that out.”

“Why do you say such things?”

“Because I want to be honest with you.”

“There’s no point, and there’s no need. It was a long time ago, and I’ve moved on.”

“So, you’re dating someone? Engaged?” Her eyes widened. “Are you married?”

He jerked his head, furrowing his brow at the ridiculousness of her question. “Monica, I haven’t even been here a year. Do you think I would just jump into another relationship and get married? I’m not you.”

As soon as the words slipped from his lips, he closed his eyes and exhaled deeply. While he didn’t want to talk to her or want her here, he also didn’t want to be rude to her. Even if part of him thought she deserved it—at least a little.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to say what I did.”

“It’s all right. I understand. I know I messed up, and I know I treated you horribly. I’m sorry for the hurt I caused.”

He stared at the tall woman in front of him, soaking in what she had to say. In all the years he’d known Monica, she’d never once apologized to anyone for anything she’d done. He’d once been attracted to that and her independent-didn’t-take-anything-from-anyone attitude. She had been—and perhaps still was for all he knew—a cutthroat woman and marketer regarding her client’s investments.

Characteristics that bled over into her personal life.

She still had the same long raven hair, and although she wore her make-up a little differently, she still looked like the same woman he’d met at the club. A friend of a friend, they had bumped into each other several times before she took the reins and asked him out. Of course, he had wanted to ask her but never thought he should. He knew her type, and he wasn’t it.

Which is why he wasn't surprised when he found out she’d cheated on him.

“Well, I guess . . . thank you for the apology. Though, you don’t need to say it.”

“But I do.” She stepped closer to him, reaching out again to grab his arm. Her fingers laid on his shirt, but as she went to clutch the material, he pulled away.

“So, is that all you came here for? Because if it was, don’t think you have to stay on my account. I’ve heard your peace, and I’ve said mine, so . . .” He motioned toward the door.

She glanced over her shoulder, following to where he pointed before she turned her attention back to him. “Actually, I was hoping I could stay at your inn. Just for a few days.”

“Stay here? Why?”

“I don’t know. Perhaps it’s just where I need to be to get away from things going on. I haven’t had a vacation in I don’t know how long, and a weekend away might be what I need.”

“It’s Tuesday.”

She laughed and waved off his words. “You know what I mean. I think a few days would do me some good.”

He inhaled a deep breath, exhaling it as he considered what he would say to her. Of course, he had an available room. But did he want to fill it with the one guest he didn’t want in his inn?

She stepped even closer to him. Close enough, he could smell the soft scent of her perfume. He hadn’t smelled it in a long time. It had been a Christmas present from him. “Perhaps you could even show me around this little town of yours.”

“No.” He shook his head. “I don’t think that would be a good idea. Not to mention, I’m . . . I’m busy. I have this inn, and we have a Fall Festival coming up, and I’m helping with the planning.”

Her eyes widened, and his stomach clenched. He’d said too much. He should have left it at he was too busy. Period.

“When is the festival? I would love to stay to see it. Especially if you’re planning it.”

“I’m not planning all of it, and it’s still a week and a half away. You don’t want to stay that long.”

“Maybe I do.” She clasped her hands in front of her at her waist and batted her eyes.

“I have far too much stuff to do, and I hope to have a packed inn. I’m going to need all the rooms available.”

“Perhaps I can stay at your house, then.”

He knew she wasn’t a fool and was getting the hint. The problem was that she wasn’t taking it. In fact, she was ignoring it and not even accepting that it was staring her right in the face, telling her no.

“Monica, look, I . . . you can stay one night. Then I’m going to check you out.”

She opened her mouth to argue, but he walked off before she could say a word. He couldn’t be in the same room as her for another minute. He had to get out of there, had to get away.

“Sam?” he called out as he walked past the foyer.

“Yeah, Wes?”

“Put Monica in room number five. I’ve got to go find Julia.”

“Room number five? Wait. She’s staying?” Sam raised one eyebrow, cocking his head to the side.

“Just one night. She’s leaving in the morning.”
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The hay bale hit the ground mere feet from her feet, and Julia jumped back, letting out a tiny scream.

“Sorry!” the man on the truck bed yelled.

She glanced up at him, muttering under her breath with a slight growl in her voice. “It’s not like you couldn’t see me standing here.”

She glanced around at the different piles of hay bales. While most had been unloaded from the truck and were in piles around, there were still two truckloads waiting to be unloaded. Men walked in every direction, and with the maze plans in their hands, they pointed toward different areas of Murry’s field—the location Wes secured from the local family for the maze site. Everyone had a job, and everyone had a section, and as the rest of the bales were unloaded in Julia’s section, she yanked the plans out of her back pocket, glancing over them.

“I’m sure glad I took an allergy pill this morning,” her mother said, scratching her forehead. “What section are we doing again?” She glanced over Julia’s shoulder, pointing at the piece of paper.

“This corner. But we should wait until they create this line here.” She pointed toward the connecting outer wall and then toward several workers who were working on the wall. “That way, we know we are in line.”

“So, we are just supposed to wait?” Her mother’s eyes squinted from the sun as she looked around.

Julia nodded. “We could eat lunch. I’m starving.”

“Me too. I packed us some sandwiches. They are in a cooler in the car.”

They headed over to where her mother had parked, and while her mother got the cooler from the trunk, Julia grabbed a blanket from the back seat and laid it on the ground.

“So, are you ever going to explain what that is all about?” Her mother pointed across the field toward Wes who was walking around with two women. Although he had tried to talk to Julia when she arrived to help, she had managed to avoid him.

Thankfully.

“I don’t understand what you mean.”

“Who are they?”

“The blond is his sister, Michelle, and the black-haired one is Monica, his ex-fiancée.”

Her mother’s head whipped around to face her. “His what?”

“You heard me.” Julia shot her a look as she reached for the cooler and opened the top, looking down inside before she reached in and pulled out the wrapped sandwiches.

“When did she get into town? And why is she here?”

“Yesterday and I don’t know. She showed up at the inn while I was there to go over the plans.”

“And what did he do?”

“We were pretty much finished, so he went off to talk to her, and I left.”

Her mother’s mouth fell open. “And you didn’t think to tell me because?”

Julia unwrapped her sandwich in her lap, taking her thumb to her lips to lick off a bit of mayonnaise. “I didn’t think it was that important.”

Her mother glanced up at the sky. “She didn’t think it was important?”

“Who are you talking to when you do that?”

“Whoever will listen, which is God for one.” She inhaled a deep breath. “So, you don’t know why she’s here? Like not even a clue? Did she come here as some sort of closure to the end of their relationship? Or are they going to get back together?” With each question, her voice rose in a higher and higher pitch.

“I don’t know.”

Her mother took a bite of her sandwich, glancing over at Wes, still walking with Monica, as they pointed toward the different bales. “I wonder if she’s the connection for the hay bales. That would make sense, and I suppose it’s stupid to think they are getting back together now that he’s talking to you.”

Julia snorted and then took a bite of her own sandwich. “I don’t see how us talking matters at all. We aren’t together, Mom. I’ve told you several times that we are just two people who are planning the Fall Festival. That’s all.”

“But you don’t see the way he looks at you.”

Julia watched Wes across the field again. He moved around the hay bales, pointing and shouting orders while Michelle and Monica moved with him. At one point, Monica reached out, grabbing his arm as she turned toward him. She let out a loud laugh Julia heard even with the distance between them. A knot twisted through Julia’s stomach, and she suddenly wasn’t hungry for her lunch anymore. She rewrapped the sandwich ad stuck it back into the cooler before pointing at the section of the maze.

“I think I’ll get started.”

“But what about lunch?”

She shrugged. “I’m not hungry anymore.”
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Julia collapsed in her seat at the café table. Having finished her section of the maze with her mother’s help, she was exhausted, and she needed a shower. First and foremost, however, she needed something to eat.

“What can I get you, dear?” Mrs. Oberman stood on the other side of the counter and looked down at the order pad and pencil in her hand.

“Cheeseburger and fries.”

“For here or to go?”

“To go, please.”

“You look like you had a hard day.”

“I was helping set up the hay bale maze for the festival, and I don’t want to see another hay bale as long as I live.”

The café owner cocked her head to the side, giving her a sympathetic smile before moving down the counter, asking the other customers if they needed anything to go with their meals. A few asked for various things like more coffee, sugar packets, and one even asked for another side of bacon to go with the one side he already ordered with his bacon burger.

Julia ignored them all, focusing on the container of sugar packets and the bottles of ketchup sitting on the counter.

“Were you going to just avoid me all day?” a voice asked behind her.

She turned in her chair, meeting Wes’ gaze. “I’m sorry?”

“You didn’t return any of my messages and you ignored me all day today. Is that how it’s going to be from now on?”

She glanced to her left, noticing how Sheila and Betty had both perked up as they looked from Wes to Julia, then back to Wes. Forever ones to soak up any gossip they could, their ears flapped.

Julia motioned toward a table in the corner, out of their earshot. “Let’s go over here where we can talk.”

He followed her to the table, and the two each took a seat.

“Did you get any of my messages?” he asked again.

“I did.”

“And you didn’t call me back because?”

“I . . . I don’t know why. I suppose I didn’t want to bother you.”

“I asked you to return my call. Why would you doing so bother me?”

She hated not having an answer. Although, if she were honest with herself, it wasn’t that she didn’t have an answer. She did. It was because she didn’t want to admit it. She didn’t want to tell him how she hadn’t called because of how she felt, knowing he was having a fun time gallivanting around town with his ex-fiancée. What he did shouldn’t have mattered to her. They weren’t together. She didn’t even like him in that way.

And even if she did, they wouldn’t work as a couple.

Wait. Did I just say even if I did, she thought.

“Well, I’m sorry,” she said. “I just didn’t want to bother you. I figured you were busy with . . . whatever her name was.”

“Monica?”

“Oh, is that her name?”

“Did someone call me?” a voice asked.

Julia glanced up, and the woman from the other day at the inn stood behind Wes. Her long raven hair was pulled back in a half ponytail, and a smile spread across her face. Wes spun in his chair.

“Monica?”

“So, this is where you snuck off to. I’ve been looking all over for you.” Monica glanced around the café, nodding as though doing so helped her take in all the sights of the place. “It’s quaint, and it kind of gives you a homecooked meal type of feeling. I bet I could gain ten pounds just by sitting at one of the tables.” She chuckled at her joke and folded her arms across her chest.

Wes opened his mouth, but his cell phone rang, and he closed his eyes, groaning. He fumbled in his pocket, yanking the phone out before glancing at the number. He held his finger up toward Julia. “I’ve got to take this, but please don’t leave. I want to talk to you,” he said.

Julia didn’t want to stay, yet she couldn’t leave. She’d already been rude enough, and no matter how tempting it was to think of leaving . . .

No. I can’t do it, she thought.

Monica let out a sigh and sat down in the chair Wes vacated. “So,” she said, holding out her hand as though to shake Julia’s. “I’m Monica.”

“Julia.”

One of Monica’s eyebrows lifted, and she leaned against the back of the chair. “And what do you do, Julia?”

“My family owns the flower shop in town.”

“The flower shop? That must be fun, creating all the beautiful bouquets that men send to the women they love.” She brushed her fingertips across her collarbone, and Julia’s stomach twisted. “Plus, working with flowers. They are all so pretty and smell so wonderful. It must be one of the best jobs.” A fake smile spread across her face. Julia wanted to slap it from her lips.

“And what do you do for a living?” Julia asked.

“I’m in advertising.”

Advertising. Of course. The one job that Wes suggested they have for the festival and the one thing he volunteered to do. He had been pushy about it too, and suddenly, the reason Monica had shown up at their meeting became clear.

Crystal clear.

Julia stood, bumping the table in her haste. “Well, I should see if my food is ready and get home. I need a shower, and I’m exhausted.”

“It’s too bad we can’t get to know each other more. Any friend of Wes’ is a friend of mine. You are friends, right? Or are you more than that?”

“I don’t know if I would say we are even friends. We are two people who were forced to plan the Fall Festival together. That’s all.”

The café’s door opened, and Wes came back inside. He looked at Julia and his eyebrows furrowed. “Are you leaving?”

“Yeah. I’ve got to get home.”

“But we need to talk. I’m sorry about the phone call. That was Sam.”

“About what?”

He tucked his chin, glancing at Monica with just his eyes and not his head. It was obvious he didn’t want to say anything in front of her. But what wasn’t obvious was why?

Anger flickered in Julia’s chest. “I don’t think there’s anything we need to talk about. I think everything is clear.” She saw Mr. Oberman standing at the counter holding her bag of food. “Have a good night.”

Without waiting for Wes to say anything, she moved around them, nearly shoving past Wes to get to the door.

Her eyes welled with tears as she hit the street.

She couldn’t believe she’d been so stupid.
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Wes watched Julia walk away from the café through the window. He wanted to go after her but didn’t. It wasn’t because he didn’t think he should. It was because he didn’t know if he should. They weren’t together as in a couple in a relationship. They were working together on a festival.

A festival she seemed determined to plan herself and not let me do anything, he thought.

A hint of anger warmed through his chest. He didn’t understand why she thought only her opinions mattered or only her ideas were good ones.

“Well, that was rude. Who is that woman anyway, and who does she think she is?” Monica folded her arms in the chair and exhaled a deep breath.

Wes glanced at her. “What are you even doing here, Monica? I thought you went back to New York after you checked out of the inn two days ago.”

“I’m staying at a place in Bridgecreek.”

“Why?”

“Because you told me to leave your inn. What else was I supposed to do?” She spun in her seat, cocking her head to the side as she looked up at him.

“You were supposed to go back to New York.”

“Well, it’s lucky for you I didn’t.”

“And why is that?” He rolled his eyes, letting out a mocking half laugh littered with annoyance.

She stood and moved toward him, pointing her finger into his chest. “Because you’ll need my help if you want to make this Fall Festival a smashing hit.”

“And why do you think I need that to happen?”

She raised one eyebrow. “I’m not stupid, Wes Rivers. Sure, I might make mistakes, but I know good and well you need this event to fill that inn of yours. I’d say you have what, six months' worth of money in your bank account, and then you’re going to run out.”

His head jerked. “How do you know that?”

“Well, one, because I know you and you like to have six months' worth of living expenses in your accounts at all times, and two, I’ve been to your inn. Don’t think I didn’t notice all the empty rooms and the empty dining room when I was there. You have twenty rooms and only had two guests while I was there. An inn can’t stay in business if it doesn’t have a steady stream of guests. I bet that if this Fall Festival was a hit, people might come back to Brookstone.” She rolled her eyes and then glanced around the café. “Although, I don’t know why. I swear, this town is like a cupcake; it’s so sweet.”

He didn’t know whether he wanted to punch the wall or scream. He hated that she knew him so well and that somehow, she’d known his situation.

“Perhaps that is what I love about it,” he said. “It’s not like the city where everyone is cutthroat and out to walk over anyone who gets in their way.”

“That’s not cutthroat. That’s life.”

“Not to me, it isn’t.”

“But it was at one point.”

“Yeah, well, not anymore.”

The two stared at one another, and she rested her hands on her hips. “I don’t care about what lies you are telling yourself. Tell yourself whatever you want. But the bottom line is that you need my help. Period.”

“I was in advertising too, you know. I think I know what I’m doing.”

“Yes, but I have more connections.” She cocked her head to the side again and raised an eyebrow. Her lips pursed in the same I-told-you-so manner she had given him countless times before. He hated that look, but he also knew that more often than not, when she gave it, it was because she was right and whomever she was talking to was wrong.

Not that he thought he was wrong.

But he knew that while he could do it, it would be better to have her help.

“So, what do you think I should do?” he asked.

“For starters, don’t cancel the hay bales. In fact, I think you should make the maze bigger.”

“And how am I supposed to pay for it?”

“Go to your Town Selectman and ask him for a check from the festival bank account. I’m sure all you’ll need is an invoice and purchase order number.” She pointed to the phone. “Which you can get.”

“And what do I tell him if he questions why I’m asking.”

“Uh, hello. You said you are also planning this shindig. Anyway, lie to him if you have to. Tell him that . . . whatever her name is, knows about the purchase and has allotted for it. She can’t do anything about it if the funds are already gone, and by that time, it will be too late to cancel.”

“All right. Then what?”

“Then I make a few calls to a few newspapers in New York telling them about this fabulous festival going on in Vermont.”

“I can’t pay for a bunch of ads.”

“You won’t have to. I can call in a few favors, no problem. Besides, reporters and editors love these types of things. They think that they add that certain down-home type of family vibe. Trust me. Your phone will be ringing off the hook by tomorrow morning. It’s a shame you only have twenty rooms.” She grabbed his hand, tugging him toward the door. “Now, let’s get that check for the hay bales.”

[image: ]


“The hay bale maze?” Sam adjusted the phone receiver against his head as he looked at Wes.

Wes nodded, sure that whoever was on the line was asking about the maze just like everyone else who had called the inn in the last several hours.

Monica had been right. It wasn’t long after newspapers had dropped for the morning that the phone started ringing. It wasn’t just the New York papers reporting on the festival either. But New Hampshire and even Vermont newspapers had picked up the story. Or at least that is what Monica said.

He hadn’t actually seen any of the news stories.

“Yes. There will be the hay bale maze.” Sam paused, listening again. “Yes. We are looking forward to it too. We are sure it will be the hit of the festival.” He paused again. “All right. That sounds good. We will see you then.” Sam hung up the phone and shook his head. “Well, we just booked the last room for the festival, and we are also all booked starting the day after tomorrow, and we don’t have an available room until the first weekend of next month.”

Wes stared at his concierge. While he loved that the inn was booked solid for pretty much a month straight, he also hated that it was because of Monica and her connections.

“I guess word about the festival is getting out.” Sam elbowed him in the side. “And all your advertising efforts are paying off. What did you do, by the way? Take out some ads in city newspapers?”

Wes smiled and nodded, unable to tell Sam the truth about what had happened. He could barely admit that he’d allowed Monica to take over to himself, let alone tell someone else, especially when he didn’t want it to get back to Julia. Even if he was still annoyed at her for thinking she called all the shots, he didn’t want to purposely hurt her feelings.

Not like she’d done to him.

At least he would still get what he wanted, though, as the hay bales were paid for and on their way, set to be delivered this weekend, so they would have enough time to get the maze set up. He’d gone through the internet last night, picking out a great maze with the instructions on how to set it up, and he couldn’t wait to get started.

“So, can I ask you something?” Sam asked, closing the reservation book and sliding it across the desk toward the keyboard and computer.

“What?”

“Why do people keep asking about the town-sized hay bale maze?”

“The what?”

“Yeah. Everyone keeps asking about it. I didn’t think it was that big of one; wasn’t it only supposed to be like a half of an acre?”

“That’s what I have planned. Are they really using those words?”

“Yeah. Every single one.”

“Perhaps they are just misunderstanding the size of it.”

“Maybe.” Sam glanced at him with his eyes but without moving his head. “You don’t think the newspapers made a mistake, do you?”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, you don’t think the newspapers said it was a town-sized maze by mistake, do you?”

“I . . . I don’t know.” Wes’ heart thumped as he thought about everything Monica could have told them. Details she could have gotten wrong or embellished on.

No, he thought. She wouldn’t have done that. Would she?

The front door opened and slammed shut as Michelle stomped into the lobby holding a newspaper up in the air.

“Exactly when were you going to tell me?” she shouted.

“Tell you what?” Wes asked.

“About this!” She slapped the paper down on the front desk, and there, on the front page, was a picture of Brookstone with the caption, ‘Small town celebrates Fall Festival with a town-sized hay bale maze!’

Wes sucked in a breath and grabbed the newspaper, clutching it tightly. He continued to read out loud. “It’s going to be the event of the season, says local inn owner Wes Rivers, and we are excited to share it with everyone.” He read the rest of the article to himself, cringing as it continued to talk all about the huge hay bale maze and his inn. “No, she didn’t,” he whispered.

“Who didn’t? Julia?” Sam asked. “What did Julia do?”

“No, not Julia. Monica.”

“Monica?” Michelle made a face as though she’d smelled something rotten, furrowing her brow. “Why on earth are you talking to that crazy woman? And about the festival. What is going on?”

Wes waved off her questions as he reached down and grabbed his car keys from the shelf below the desk. He didn’t want to think about what Monica had done or how this would ruin everything. He hadn’t ordered enough bales to make the maze any bigger, and he didn’t want to think about what people who were expecting a maze the size of the town—would say when they saw the real thing.

This could ruin the whole festival.

This could ruin the whole town.

“I . . . I can’t right now. I need to find her. I need to find out what happened.”
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Keeping to herself at home, she spent all night and the next day curled up on the couch, trying to talk herself out of feeling like the biggest idiot on the planet. Although she wanted to hide away again today, she knew she couldn’t. She had work to do at the shop.

The cold air of the flower cooler did little to help, but along with the scents of all the flowers, it was enough of a distraction from the world outside. She didn’t know what she felt foolish for more, believing Wes Rivers’ lies or caring enough to be upset about it now. She had it far better when she didn’t like him, and she almost longed for those days again.

A loud beeping noise came from outside. It sounded like a semi-truck or a large piece of equipment backing up. Beep. Beep. Beep. The longer it continued, the louder it became until it sounded like it was just outside the shop.

“What on earth?” she whispered to herself as she shoved the cooler door open and stepped out into the shop. “What is that?” she asked her mother.

Her mother shrugged and pointed toward the window. “I think it’s that truck.”

“What truck?”

“The one with the hay bales.” Her mother answered as she glanced out the window, noticing the hay bales stacked on the bed just as her mother said the words. “I thought we finished the maze. Were we not done?” her mother asked.

“We were.”

“Then why did he order more?

Her mother’s question grated on her nerves. She already knew the idea for the attraction was a hit; she didn’t need to be reminded.

With a groan on her lips, she left the shop, hitting the street just as the truck finished parking and two men got out, hurrying around to the back where a third had already climbed up into the bed. The three started grabbing hay bales and throwing them down to the ground.

“Excuse me,” she called out, rushing toward them. “I’m sorry, but I thought all the bales we needed were delivered already.”

One of the men jerked his head as he looked at her. His brow furrowed, and then he shook his head. “They were. These are for the second order.”

“What second order?” A lump formed in her throat. Just what had Wes done?

“The second order that he placed two days ago.”

She sucked in a breath, and a flicker of anger bubbled in her chest. “Well, I hate to do this to you, but I’m going to have to ask you to stop unloading, load what you’ve thrown off, and cancel this order.”

The man shook his head. “I can’t do that.”

Another flicker of anger bubbled in her chest, and she glanced around the town. Not only had the truck caught the attention of the townsfolk, but most who had noticed it stopped and watched as the three men unloaded the hay. A few were pointing as they chatted, and they all smiled.

“Julia! Julia!” a voice called out behind her.

She spun as Wes approached, and the tiny flickers of anger inside her began to burn into a raging forest fire.

“Why did you place a second order?” she shouted.

He held up his hands. “I can explain.”

“Well, then I suggest you start talking.”

He heaved a deep sigh. “I’ve been trying to get ahold of you since you left the café the other night. You haven’t answered any of my calls, and you haven’t been anywhere around town. Did your mother tell you I’ve been looking for you?”

“I’ve . . . I’ve been busy.” She motioned around them. “Apparently, you have been too.”

As they both glanced over toward the truck, several other men had arrived, and while the three unloaded the bales, the rest began stacking them. Every ten feet or so, they would stop and glance over a large sheet of paper that Julia guessed was a map for the maze.

“Why are they even setting it up over here?” she asked. “It’s supposed to be at the edge of town near the Murry’s farm.”

Wes inhaled a sharp breath. “You haven’t seen the articles, have you?”

“What articles? What are you talking about?”

He held out a few folded-up newspapers, and she grabbed them, tucking all but one under her arm. She unfolded the one she kept out, reading the headline splashed across the front page. “Small town festival brings town-sized hay bale maze for fall fun.” She glanced up at him. “What is this?”

“It’s the article that was released to all the newspapers. There was a misunderstanding about the size of the maze, and they all ran that it would span throughout the town.”

“Are you serious?”

“I wish I wasn’t.”

“What newspapers ran this?”

“All the major ones in New York, New Hampshire, Vermont. I think even a few in Connecticut picked up the story. No one has ever seen anything like this.”

She glanced down at the newspaper again, folding it up and picking another one from under her arm, opening the second one to find a similar headline on the front page.

“They are all the same. There’s no point in wasting your time reading them,” Wes said, a slight hint of annoyance whispered in his tone.

“I don’t understand why you did this. Why would you tell them this? This is going to ruin the festival!” By the time she finished her sentence, she was screaming loud enough that everyone around them whipped around to see the commotion.

He jerked his head, and he pressed his hand against his chest. His voice raised to match hers. “I’ve ruined the festival? How?”

“None of the vendors are prepared for the number of people coming to the festival. We usually have a couple thousand. She grabbed the newspapers under her arm and handed them back to him. “Because of these, there will be tens of thousands.”

“Won’t that be a good thing? The more attendees, the more town revenue.”

“No, it’s not a good thing. We can’t handle a crowd that large. Not to mention, even if the vendors could handle it, we don’t have enough. The lines for food and restrooms . . .” She covered her face with her hands, shaking her head. “I don’t want to think about how we will do this. You don’t know the damage you have caused.”

He opened his mouth to answer, but before he could speak, his sister Michelle trotted up to them.

“Wes, David needs you. He’s trying to figure out the layout of this maze.” She bent over for a moment, heaving and trying to catch her breath from running.

“Tell him I’ll be there in a moment.”

“He seems like he’s in a hurry, though.”

“Michelle, I’m in the middle of a conversation. Can’t you see that?” He whipped around to face her.

She folded her arms, glaring at him. “Don’t you take that tone with me, Wes Rivers. Here I am helping you with something I don’t have to help with, and I don’t deserve that.”

He grabbed the bridge of his nose, exhaling a deep breath. “I know. I’m sorry. It’s just that things are so messed up. I messed up.”

“What did you do?” Michelle glanced between him and Julia.

“I let Monica use her connections at the newspapers to run a few articles about the festival.”

“Why on earth did you do that?” She held up her hand. “No, don’t answer that. Why on earth are you even talking to that woman?”

Julia growled at the two of them. “I don’t mean to get in between the family drama here, but I need to find Mr. Belleville, so we can figure out what we’re going to do.”

“If you give me a minute to deal with the hay bales, I’ll come with you,” Wes said.

“No. I think you’ve done enough.” She took a few steps and then stopped. “You’re fired from the committee. I don’t want you doing anything for the Fall Festival. Just . . . just forget that you were even a part of it.”
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Mr. Belleville banged the gavel against the podium. “Everyone, please settle down and take your seats. We have some important business to get to tonight.” He waited for everyone to take their seats and then adjusted his glasses. “Now, I’m sure you are all aware that the second order of hay bales was delivered today. It’s been brought to my attention that several newspaper articles were published regarding our upcoming Fall Festival. Of course, we welcome anyone who wants to attend our festival, and the more that come, the more revenue it brings our fine town.”

Several people in the seats glanced at one another, and Wes could sense a change that washed through everyone.

More money was never a bad thing.

“Unfortunately, with this good news, we have some not-so-good news.” He motioned toward Wes, and Wes stood. His heart pounded as he faced the crowd. The last thing he needed was more judgment like what he received after the fireworks, and here he was, probably about to get it. He glanced over at Julia, sitting next to the Town Selectman, and although he looked at her, she didn’t look at him. Instead, she kept her eyes on the crowd as though she was purposely trying to ignore him.

He cleared his throat, turning toward the townsfolk as he outstretched his hands. “Hello, everyone.”

“So, what’s the bad news?” Mr. Brown, the town postman, asked.

A few others around him echoed his question, asking the same one, and the room went silent as Wes finally raised his hands to stop them.

“Well, as it turns out, the press was given an . . . exaggeration as to the size of the maze.”

“What does that mean?” Mr. Brown asked.

“They were told that it would weave through town and that it would be, in their words—town-sized.”

“What does that mean?” Shelia West asked. She glanced at her husband, whispering something to him that Wes couldn’t hear before she leaned the other way, whispering to Betty Ellis. The two cackled like chickens.

Wes ignored them, focusing on the town even though he was answering Sheila’s question. “Well, it means that hundreds of thousands of people have read the articles, and while we don’t expect them all to show up, the ones that do . . . well, they are expecting a maze far bigger than the one we made.”

“And if we don’t deliver this town-sized maze,” Mr. Belleville said, taking back the attention of the meeting. “We could be in for a disaster. Our reputation could be ruined, and we could become a laughingstock in the state of Vermont.”

A collective number of gasps filled the room, and Wes’ stomach clenched even more. Julia had been right. He had ruined the event because he couldn’t get his ego out of it and because he couldn’t say no to Monica.

He glanced at his ex-fiancée sitting in the crowd next to his sister. He’d been such an idiot allowing her to waltz back into his life as though the last year and their goodbye had meant nothing. As though she hadn’t done all the damage she’d done or hurt him as she had. He suddenly felt like he’d given her a pass on treating him badly—like it didn’t matter.

What had he been thinking?

“So, what are we supposed to do?” Mr. Brown asked.

“Well . . .” Wes glanced at the Town Selectman, who nodded as if to tell him to answer the question silently. “We ordered more hay bales, and we’re going to expand the maze to take over some of the town.”

“And what about the vendors?” Sheila’s eyes widened, and her mouth fell open as she looked from left to right at everyone around her.

“We could cut down on them to free up some room,” Mr. Brown suggested.

“That wouldn’t be a good idea,” Julia said. She glanced at Mr. Belleville, who motioned toward the floor in front of him as though giving her permission to take over the meeting. She took it. “If we are going to have a bigger crowd, then cutting vendors would ruin everything. In fact, we need to hire more vendors to keep the lines from getting too long.”

“But where are we supposed to put these vendors?” Wes asked her.

Julia finally met his gaze. A scowl spread across her face, and she inhaled a deep breath. “It’s simple. We build the vendor booths inside the maze. It would make the maze more fun and allow more room.”

“I think that would work.” Although it was Sheila who spoke, the rest of the townsfolk all nodded, expressing their agreement with different hummed sounds.

Julia stood and clapped her hands. “Great. Then that’s what we will do. Now because of the nature and size of the maze and the fact that we don’t have much time to build it, we will need as much help as possible. We expect all volunteers to be at the maze by dawn. Please, please consider helping. We have a lot of work to get done and not a lot of time.”

The gavel slammed against the podium behind them, causing Wes to flinch. “That’s all we have for you tonight. We will see everyone in the morning. Meeting adjourned.”

With the announcement, people stood and began filing out of the town hall. Julia returned to where she was sitting and bent down, fetching her purse from under her chair. Wes darted toward her.

“Julia? May we talk for a moment?”

She straightened up and sighed as she turned toward him. “I can’t. I’m tired, and I’d like to get home so I can get to bed. I have a lot of work tomorrow.”

“It won’t take long. I want to explain.”

She snorted as she glanced down at the floor and then back up at him. “You don’t have to. I think everything that’s happened is pretty self-explanatory at this point.”

“But I don’t think it is.”

“I’m sorry you think that.”

Before he could say another word, she spun and marched out of the town hall, leaving him standing there, watching her. Michelle moved up beside him, folding her arms across her chest.

“Wow. You really made her mad,” she said.

“I know. The question is, how do I make it up to her?”

“I don’t know that you can, brother.”
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Julia worked for several hours after the emergency town meeting, then most of the next day, and continued working late into the next night, even after everyone else—with the exception of a few—had gone home. Her body ached, and although she felt like crying most of the last few hours, she pressed on, checking the mapped-out plan for the maze and vendors several times while she moved hay bales and carried the wood through the labyrinth for the different booths.

“It’s getting late,” her mother said, wiping her forehead with the back of her sleeve. “I think it’s time to call it a night.”

“You can if you want.” Julia bent down, grabbing a few pieces of lumber. “I just want to get this last booth set up.”

“Can’t you do it in the morning?”

“Why put off what you can do tomorrow when you can do it today . . . is that even the saying?”

“I don’t know. I’m too tired to know or to care at this point.”

“Well, no matter. I want to finish this booth; then I will go home.”

“All right. Since I know there is no talking you out of it, this is where I will leave you.” Her mother moved toward her, hugging her. “I think you are crazy, but I’m proud of you. You know that, right?”

“I do. Thank you.”

As her mother walked off, Julia glanced over at the rest of the few who had stayed—Wes, his sister, Michelle, and the ever-present ex, Monica, who never seemed to leave his side. It was apparent they were back together, and while it shouldn’t have bothered Julia, it did. The problem was she didn’t know why. What did she care if the jerk was back with his ex? Sure, she had thought he had changed or thought, perhaps, she’d misjudged him. But she’d been wrong, so what did it matter to her?

Not long after her mother left, she saw Michelle reaching for her coat and lunch bag. Although she was too far away to hear, from the look of the conversation, Michelle was trying to get a protesting Monica to leave with her. Julia watched for a few moments, but as Monica continued to refuse, glancing over at Julia every few seconds as though she was concerned not only about Julia’s whereabouts but that she wasn’t leaving, Julia turned away from all three of them, minding her own business as she picked up several boards and entered the maze.

What did she care about what they did? All she wanted to do was finish the last booth and go home. Her bed called her name, and she couldn’t wait to get to it.

Weaving through the maze, she tried not to think about the last week and a half. So much had happened, and while she thought some of it was good, she knew now she’d been wrong. Then again, she also knew that God used the wrong things to bring her to the right things. Even if she didn’t understand why—or ever find out—He has his plan. He knows what it is.

Proverbs 3:5-6 Trust in the LORD with all your heart and lean not on your own understanding; in all your ways, submit to him, and he will make your paths straight.

She might not know now or ever what the reason was for her facing what she had, but there was a purpose, and she had to have faith that that purpose was necessary.

She found the corner where she’d already brought the material for the last booth and set down the last of the boards she needed. After laying everything out in the small square space, she grabbed her hammer and some of the pieces, nailing them together until she had a finished booth in the corner.

There, she thought. That’s what I would call a job well done.

She stepped backward to admire her work and ran into something, knocking her off balance. A pair of hands gripped her shoulders, and she jerked free, spinning around.

“I’m sorry,” Wes said. “I didn’t mean to scare you.”

“It’s all right.” She could only look at him for a moment before she dropped her gaze to the ground and cleared her throat. “I was just finishing up.”

“I see that. The booth looks good.”

“It will look better when the vendor hangs their sign and gets it all organized.”

“Well, I’m sure they will appreciate it just the same.” He shoved his hands in his pockets and glanced down at the ground, kicking at a tiny rock in the grass.

“I should get going. The festival starts the day after tomorrow, and I still have a lot to do.” She bent down, grabbing the handle of the lantern in one hand and the handle of her tiny toolbox in the other as she looked all around for the maze map. A slight flicker of panic welled in her chest as she tried to think of the last place she’d seen it.

Mom had it . . . where she had picked up the wood. Julia had left it behind. It’s all right. I know how to get out . . . I think.

“Julia, before you go, can we talk?”

“I don’t think there is any reason for us to.”

“But I do. I wanted to explain why I let Monica take the lead for the advertising.”

She held up her hands, shaking her head. “It doesn’t matter. I really don’t care about—”

“It was because I was stupid.”

She sucked in a breath, staring at him. “Well, at least you can admit it. I’ve heard that is the first step.”

He chuckled. “Yeah, I’ve heard the same. Anyway, I shouldn’t have done it, and I know I messed up.”

“It’s all right. We do the craziest things when we are in love.”

His head jerked backward, and he furrowed his brow. “I’m not in love with her.”

“I thought you two were back together. I mean, she’s still here.” Julia snorted, hoping to hide her annoyance that Monica was still hanging around.

“No. We aren’t.”

Although a flicker of relief warmed through her body, she fought to ignore it. It didn’t matter whether she’d been wrong about them being together or not. “My mistake, then.” She tried to move around him, but he reached out, stopping her.

“I don’t ever want to get back together with her, and I . . . I can’t believe I allowed her to get inside my head.”

“Why haven’t you told her to leave?”

“I have. She won’t listen. You can ask Michelle. I told her I didn’t want her coming to help tonight, but she came anyway. That’s her, though. She’s never listened to anyone but herself.”

“Well, hopefully, for your sake, she does finally leave.” Julia tried to move around him again. This time he let her.

Although she had wanted him to stop her, she also wanted him to let her go, and she bit her lip, fighting back tears as she rounded the corner. She wanted to stop to calm herself, but she also wanted to get away.

She turned around another corner and held up the lantern, staring at a dead end.

Hmm, she thought. I thought for sure it was this turn. Maybe it was the next.

She spun and returned the way she came, turning down another path leading to another corner and another dead end. She turned around again, furrowing her brow as she tried to remember the combination of the left and right turns she’d taken to get to the booth space. She could only slightly remember the way in, knowing she took two turns to the left and a few to the right. But after those first few parts, she couldn’t remember what came after that.

More panic settled in her chest, and as she rounded another corner, she spun in a few circles before striding off again. This time when she rounded the corner, she came face to face with Wes, who was still standing by the booth she’d just finished. With his own lamp sitting on the ground at his feet, his body had a slight glow.

“Did you forget something?” he asked.

“Yes. But I don’t want to tell you what it is.” Her heart thumped.

“Why?”

“You don’t happen to have a map on you, do you?”

“A map for the maze? No. I left mine behind when I came in with the last of supplies for the booth I was working on.”

“But how did you find me without a map?”

“I followed the sound of your hammering.”

Her heart thumped even harder. “I forgot my map.”

He closed his eyes and inhaled a deep breath. “And you can’t find your way out, can you?”

“I thought I could, but all I’m finding are dead ends.”

He stared at her for a moment, then rested his hands on his hips as he threw his upper body back and laughter roared from his chest.

“This isn’t funny!” She stomped her feet.

“Oh, it is. It’s hilarious.”

He laughed again, and although she didn’t find the situation funny, his laughter brought a chuckle to her chest. The more the amusement whispered through her mind, the more it grew until they were both laughing.

“I don’t know why we are laughing. We are stuck in the maze,” she said through her fits of laughter.

“It will be okay. I’ll call Sam.” He laughed a little more as he yanked his cell phone from his pocket and dialed the number.

The more it rang without someone answering, the less they both laughed, and by the time Sam’s voicemail answered, they both had calmed.

“Hmm. Let me try that again.” He redialed the number, listening until the voicemail picked up a second time.

“I can call my mom.” She dialed the number, not wanting to admit how a rock sank in the pit of her stomach with every ring that went unanswered. “She’s not answering.”

“Neither is Michelle.”

They stared at one another, both heaving deep sighs.

“What are we supposed to do?” she asked.

“We could just start walking and hopefully find our way out.”

She outstretched her hand, motioning for him to lead the way. “After you.”

He grabbed his lantern and moved to walk past her but stopped beside her, reaching for the toolbox in her hand. “Let me carry that.”

She handed it over and followed him as he set off to the left of where they started.
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“May I ask you something?” Wes glanced at her as they continued through the maze. It had been almost an hour, and they had yet to find their way out. If Julia was honest with herself, she had stopped keeping track of where they had gone.

“Depends on what it is,” she said.

“When was your last relationship?” Wes reached up, scratching the back of his neck.

His question wasn’t one she had been dreading per se, but she didn’t exactly like answering it either. “Um. I think my senior year.”

“In college?”

“High school.” She buried her face in her hands, chuckling.

“Why are you hiding?” He laughed. “There’s nothing wrong with that.”

“But it was such a long time ago.”

“It can’t be any more embarrassing than a failed engagement.” He laid his hand on his chest and wiggled his eyebrows. “Imagine having to tell everyone what happened after making a bunch of plans and losing several thousand dollars in deposits. Talk about a kick in the teeth when you’re already down.”

“I’m sorry that happened to you.”

“Eh.” He waved his arm. “It’s over and done with.”

“May I ask what happened? If you don’t want to tell me, I understand.”

“Nah, it’s all right. I came home early one night after work and found her . . . well, she wasn’t alone.”

The realization of what he was saying hit her, and she blinked. “Oh. That must have been . . .” She shook her head, unable to finish her sentence.

“Yeah, that is exactly how it was.” He shoved his hands in his pockets. “But I think it was for the best. We wouldn’t have lasted, and all getting married would have done was leave me divorced with half my things.” He yawned and yanked out his phone, blinking as he checked it.

“What time is it?”

“Three in the morning.”

“Well, no one is going to answer their phone at this hour.”

He scratched his forehead and yawned again. “I need to sit down.”

She followed him as he made his way over to a corner and sat down, leaning his back against the maze’s wall. She sat next to him. Her eyes fluttered, and although she tried not to, she yawned too.

“I can’t believe we are stuck in our own maze,” she said, exhaling a deep breath.

“I know.” He glanced at her. “I do have to say, though . . . there’s no one I’d rather be stuck with in here more than you.”

Her heart pounded, and as she looked at him, he slid his hand along her jaw and around the back of her neck. He leaned toward her, kissing her.

“I’ve wanted to do that for a while,” he whispered.

She let out a tiny laugh. “Then I suppose it was lucky I forgot the map.”

“Very.”

He kissed her again, and after he pulled away, they laid back in the grass, looking up at the stars in each other’s arms.

“There’s only one thing I would change about this moment,” he said.

“What’s that?”

“I wish we had a blanket.”

They both laughed, and soon, they both fell asleep.
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Ring. Ring. Ring.

Wes’ eyes fluttered open, and he looked up at the sky.

Ring. Ring. Ring.

He dug around in his pocket, and his movement woke Julia, who sat up and rubbed her eyes.

“Hello?” he said into the phone.

“Hey, man. What on earth were you doing calling me at midnight last night?” Sam asked on the other line.

“Never mind. Can you come down to the maze, grab the map and come find us.”

“Us?”

“Julia and I got stuck in here last night.” He glanced at her, and she blinked at him in her still sleepy haze.

“Are you telling me you two spent the whole night in the maze?”

Wes lowered his voice. “Yes.”

Laughter erupted on the other end, and Wes turned away from Julia, hoping she couldn’t hear Sam’s amusement. “Dude, just get down here. Okay?”

“Yeah, man. I’ll be right there.”

He hung up the phone, rose to his feet, and stretched. “We should probably try to find the nearest vendor booth. That way, they will know where we are at.”

“Good thinking.” She stretched too, then stood. “I haven’t slept on the ground in I don’t know how long. I don’t remember being this sore the last time.” She rubbed the small of her back as she stretched from side to side.

He watched as she wiped her hands over her face, ran her fingers through her hair, then brushed the grass from her pants. She bent down, grabbing the lantern and the toolbox.

“Oh, wait. I’ll take that,” he said.

She handed it to him, and he grabbed his own lantern with his other hand. Although the sun hadn’t yet peeked over the horizon, the darkness had faded into a blueish gray. Although his back had a hint of an ache and he was chilled, he hadn’t remembered the last time he’d slept that well.

It must be the fresh air, he thought. Or perhaps it was the company.

“So, Sam is on his way?” she asked.

“Yeah. It’s the one time I’m thankful he’s a morning person and is up before dawn.” He chuckled as his gaze traced over the lines of her face and the softness of her hair. Although she was beautiful at any time of the day, there was something about her early in the morning in the gray light. He didn’t know what it was, but he almost fell in love with her more, just watching her sleep.

Did I really say love?

He sucked in a breath with his thought. He hadn’t thought he would ever date again after what Monica did to him, let alone fall for someone. He had to admit that it terrified him, yet not in a bad way—just in an odd way. Odd because he didn’t know yet how he felt about it. Of course, he didn’t fear love, marriage, or the thought of a family. But he did fear getting hurt again, and he didn’t know how Julia felt about him or them as anything other than two people forced to work together to plan a festival.

Sure, she kissed him back, but that didn’t mean she felt the same way for him as he felt for her.

He didn’t want to move, yet he knew he couldn’t lay in the grass forever. If anything, there would be thousands of people traipsing around this maze the day after . . . well, today.

He cleared his throat, glancing down at the ground. His heart pounded, knowing what he was about to do. He knew they needed to talk about last night and the kiss. “So, about last night—”

Ring. Ring. Ring.

A slight growl whispered through his chest, and he dug his phone back out of his pocket, checking the number. Michelle. Perfect timing. He answered it, knowing that if he didn’t, she would continue to call until he did.

“Hello, Michelle,” he said into the phone.

“Where are you?” Her voice blared across the speaker.

“Good morning to you too.”

“Yes, yes. Good morning. Now, where are you?”

“I’m at the maze.”

“You’re what?”

“Julia and I . . . we . . . we got lost in the maze. Neither of us had a map.”

A slight chuckle came from the other line.

“Don’t laugh,” he said.

“Oh, I’m going to. I’m going to laugh all day. And probably tomorrow and the day after that.”

He heaved a sigh and rolled his eyes. “I’ll be home soon. Sam is coming to help us.”

She laughed again, and although she started to say something, he hung up and glanced at Julia. “That was Michelle.”

She smiled and wiggled her eyebrows. “I figured.”

He cleared his throat again. “As I was saying, about last night—”

Ring. Ring. Ring.

This time it wasn’t his phone, and the ringing came from her pocket. She dug out her phone, checking it.

“It’s my mother.” She veered off a few feet, putting the phone to her ear. “Hi, Mom.” She paused, listening to the other line as she glanced up at the sky and scrunched her face. “Well, I got stuck in the maze last night.” She paused again, and although Wes could hear her mother screaming on the other line, he couldn’t make out what the woman was saying. “Mom, you don’t have to come to the maze. Sam is on his way. We are heading to one of the vendors to wait for him.” Another pause. “We? Well, Wes got stuck too.”

Julia glanced at him, pulling the phone away from her face. “My mother will be here shortly. She was on her way to the flower shop.”

He nodded, unsure of what he should say.

“You don’t have to stay on the line with me, Mom.” Julia threw her hands up in the air and started walking down another pathway. She paused a moment, then pointed as she looked back at Wes. “I found the way out.”

“Really?”

“Yeah. It’s right here.”

The two followed the path she pointed to and came out of the end of the maze. Julia’s mother approached from the left, and a look of relief spread across her face as she pressed her hand to her chest. Sam approached from the right, and as Wes looked at his concierge, the man started laughing.

“Of all the things to happen to you, man.”

“Don’t start with me.” Wes pointed at Sam, cocking his head to the side. Of course, he still found the situation just as funny as Sam did, but he still had wanted to talk to Julia about last night, and the words sitting on his tongue plagued him. He had so much to say to her about how he was falling for her, how he wanted the kiss last night not to be their only but to be the first of many, and how he wanted them to go to dinner tonight and every night after that.

And now he didn’t know when he would get to talk to her.

“Are you hurt or anything?” Julia’s mother asked her.

“No. I’m a little cold and hungry, but I’m fine.”

“Well, let’s get you home, then.” The woman tugged on her daughter, and Julia glanced over at him. There was nothing he could do but smile and wave.

She waved back and then walked off with her mother.
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“Ican’t believe you were stuck in that maze all night. I bet you were freezing.” Her mother opened the door to Julia’s house and yanked her daughter inside. “Have a seat on the couch. I’ll get your heating blanket from upstairs and get you a hot cup of coffee.”

“Mom, you don’t have to do that.”

Her mom glanced over her shoulder, giving her a hard stare before pointing to the couch. “Sit.”

Julia hadn’t wanted to leave Wes at the maze, but at the same time, she also feared what he would say so much that she almost thanked her mother for dragging her off. She didn’t know how she would feel if he had told her that the kiss was a mistake, and while she didn’t know if he was going to say that, she got the feeling he was.

Why else would he act differently today?

He hadn’t reached for her hand. He hadn’t tried to kiss her again. He hadn’t done anything other than clear his throat and look at the ground a lot.

That had to mean something.

And the something was that he’d realized in kissing her, he’d made a mistake.

“Once I get the coffee, I’ll make you breakfast.” Her mother made her way down the hallway and laid the blanket over her. “Let me plug the blanket in, and I’ll start making the coffee.”

“Mom, I’m fine. Really. You don’t have to do anything.”

“Nonsense.” She reached into her pocket. “Let me call Mary Ellen and have her open the shop.”

“No, Mom. Not Mary Ellen.” Julia rolled her eyes. “She doesn’t know how to work the computer.”

“It’s okay. She’ll write things down like she always does.”

That’s the problem, Julia thought.

Her mother dialed the number, and as she made her way into the kitchen to make the coffee, her voice muffled to where Julia couldn’t hear a word she said. A slight growl vibrated through her chest. Didn’t she have enough to worry about? Now she would have to undo any mistake that Mary Ellen would make. While Mary Ellen was one of her mother’s dearest friends, who would often open the shop when needed in a pinch, she didn’t know how to do much and often left the shop in such disarray that it would take nearly half a day to figure out all the mistakes she’d made.

“Okay. The coffee is brewing, and Mary Ellen is going to the shop.” Her mother walked back into the living room and sat down on the coffee table in front of her. “Now, do you want to tell me what happened last night?”

“Nothing happened. I just forgot my map.”

“And Wes forgot his?” Her mother raised one eyebrow, cocking her head to the side.

Julia nodded. “Yep.”

“So . . . did you guys at least find each other?”

Julia nodded again.

“Oh, come on, Julia. I need details.”

“What details? We first tried to call people, which is why I called you. When no one answered, we walked around to try to find our way out, and when we couldn’t, we decided to wait until morning.”

“That’s it?” Her mother slapped her hands on her knees. “I thought for sure that man would finally make his move.”

“What is that supposed to mean?”

Her mother waved her hand. “Oh, you know exactly what I meant. I know he likes you. I thought he would at least tell you.”

“Well, he didn’t tell me.” Her stomach flipped with the thought of her next words. “He kissed me. But he didn’t tell me.”

“I knew it!” Her mother jumped to her feet and pointed at her before laughing.

Julia laughed too. “Mom, stop. Just calm down.”

“I knew it. I knew it.” Her mom danced around the living room until she heard the coffee maker beep. “Hold the details until I come back.”

Julia watched her mother trot off to the kitchen, and when she was finally alone in the room, she yanked her phone out of her pocket, checking to see if she had any missed calls or text messages.

Nothing, she thought as she bit her lip. No messages or missed calls.

“So, does this mean you two are dating?” her mother asked as she returned to the room. She handed Julia one of the mugs full of coffee and sipped her own as she sat back down on the coffee table.

“No. I don’t think so. We haven’t talked about what happened.”

“Why not?”

“Well, he tried to bring it up once, but Sam called, and then his sister called, and then you called me, and then we left. We haven’t had the chance to talk.”

“Why don’t you go to the inn? Or call him?”

“I don’t want to do either of those. I just . . .” Julia let her voice trail off as her mind wandered into the darkest place of rejection. “What if he thinks it was a mistake?”

“But what if he doesn’t? And what if you not talking to him makes him think you think it was a mistake?”

Julia didn’t like the sound of that any more than she liked the thought of rejection. But even still, she couldn’t bring herself to dial his number.

“I’ll talk to him this afternoon when I go back to finish with the rest of the festival plans. It starts tomorrow, and I still have way too much to do.”

“All right.” Her mother shrugged. “Just don’t let this chance slip through your fingers.”

“I know, Mom. I won’t.”
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“So, are you going to tell me what happened last night?” Sam leaned against the front desk of the inn and clicked his tongue. He cocked his head to the side, giving Wes a mocking look.

“I’m debating.”

“On what? Telling me? Why?”

“Because I’m not sure I want you to have any more ammunition than you already have.” A slight chuckle whispered through Wes’ words.

Sam’s mouth fell open, and he pressed his hand on his chest. “Me? Ammunition? What possibly gave you the idea that I would store this information and use it against you?”

“Shall I remind you of the trip to New Hampshire? You mocked me for weeks.”

Sam laughed. “Oh, man. I forgot about that. I wonder if that cop still thinks about the man who tried to flirt his way out of a ticket.”

“I thought it was a woman cop approaching in my mirror.” Wes rested his hand on his forehead and shook his head. Sam laughed again, and Wes pointed at him. “And that’s why I won’t tell you.”

“Oh, come on. It’s not that bad. Did you at least talk to her about what happened with the maze and Monica?”

“Yeah. I think she understood.” Wes paused and cleared his throat. It didn’t sit well with him, keeping everything in. He wanted to talk to someone about what happened and how he felt, and even though there were times he regretted telling Sam stuff, he also couldn’t deny that Sam was pretty much his best friend. Sure, he might make snide comments now and then, but it wasn’t like Wes didn’t do it to him, either. They both mocked each other. “I have to say . . . I think I like this woman.”

“Who? Julia?”

“Yeah.”

“Is it like you like her, like her, or you like her like you could fall in love with her one day?”

“Um . . . the latter.” While Wes thought that would be hard to say out loud, he was surprised to find that it wasn’t.

Sam jerked his head, and his smile vanished. Not in an angry type of way, but in a shocked manner. “Wow. Okay. So, what does that mean?”

“I don’t know.”

“Did you tell her how you felt?”

“Not exactly. I kissed her.”

“But then what? Did you talk about the kiss or how you felt?”

“No.” Wes’ shoulders hunched, and he hung his head. “I didn’t get the chance to. Honestly, I’m glad. Not because I don’t want to talk to her about it, but because I don’t know what I want to say, and I’m scared.”

“Of?”

“That she won’t feel the same.”

“Dude, sometimes you just have to rip the band-aid off and tell a person how you feel. Will it go bad? Who knows. Will it go good? Again, who knows. But you’ve got to do it. Otherwise, you’ll regret it.”

“I know.”

“Maybe you should call her?”

Wes shook his head. “I don’t think it’s something I should do over the phone. Shouldn’t it be in person?”

“Yeah, you’re probably right.” Sam clicked his tongue again. “You could do something for her. Something romantic.”

“Like what?”

Sam crunched his eyebrows and lifted his hand, tapping his finger against his lips. “I don’t know. I’m not good at these kinds of things.”

“Neither am I. I never have been.”

“I would say you can send her flowers, but I don’t think it would be romantic for her to create her own bouquet and deliver it to herself.” Sam laughed at his joke, then clapped his hands together. “You could have them delivered here, and then as she hands them over to you, you give them back and tell her they are for her.”

Although Wes didn’t mean to, he made a face. “That’s not a good idea.”

“Yeah. I guess it isn’t.” Sam clapped his hands again. “I got it. Why don’t you set up a picnic? Women love picnics, don’t they?”

“I guess they do.” Wes folded his arms across his chest as the idea swirled around his mind. He could put together a couple of great sandwiches, add a couple of bags of chips and a fruit salad, and voilà, a perfect lunch for an afternoon outside. “A picnic, huh? I think that would be just the right thing to do. I can even make it a surprise. You know, set it all up, then call her to have to meet me. We could have a dinner picnic. Kind of like the last quiet before the storm of the festival rages tomorrow.”

Sam slapped him on the back. “Now you’re talking. I think she would love it.” His smile faded a little, and he leaned in. “Of course, it also depends on what you’re planning on saying to her.”

“Well, I think . . . I think I will tell her I want to be with her.”

The inn's front door slammed, and Wes and Sam looked at each other. They both waited for someone to come into the front desk area, but when no one came inside, Wes moved over to the window. He glanced out, peering out into the parking lot as Monica marched toward her car. She glanced over her shoulder, giving the inn one last look before she climbed in the car and shut the door.

“Who is it?”

“It was Monica, but she’s leaving.”

“Leaving?”

“Yeah. Hopefully, she’s on her way back to New York right now.”
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JULIA

After finishing breakfast with her mom, Julia took a shower and changed her clothes, heading into town to finish the last bits of plans before the festival started tomorrow. She didn’t want to think about where Wes was or what he was doing, but at the same time, she didn’t want the distraction. She had already checked her phone more times than she cared to admit, and she had too much to do for the festival.

“Hey, Julia.” Mrs. Oberman smiled as Julia stepped into the café. “What can I get for you?”

“I just need a burger and fries to go.”

“To go, huh? You aren't going to eat here this afternoon?”

“Nah. I can’t. Too much to do.”

“I was just talking to Sheila and Betty about the festival and how everyone is excited for it to start tomorrow. I can imagine you’re busy.”

Julia nodded.

“Well, I’ll get that burger going for you and will have it done in no time.”

The woman spun and headed into the kitchen as Julia sat on one of the counter’s chairs. She tapped her finger against the counter, glancing around at the people eating their lunch. She tried not to think about Wes, who was probably at the inn, and set her mind on her to-do list instead. She still had to meet with a few vendors to give them a maze map and set up the fencing for the petting zoo. The tent for the bake-off had already been set up, but she still needed to get the tables laid out as well as set out the voting box.

“Well, well, well. Fancy meeting you here,” a female’s voice said behind her.

She spun in her seat, inhaling a deep breath as her gaze met Monica’s.

“I thought you were heading back to New York.”

Monica chuckled, brushing her hand against her chest. “No. Not yet. I still have things to do to help Wes, and we have plans for this evening.”

Julia’s heart thumped. “You do?”

“Yep. He wanted to have a picnic dinner before the start of the festival tomorrow. Something about him thinking he’ll be too busy once the festival starts, so he wanted to have a quiet dinner. I don’t know if those were his exact words, but that is the jest.”

Julia didn’t know what she felt more, sadness or anger, but they both had taken up residence in her chest. She didn’t know what she wanted to do more, scream or slap the raven-haired woman in front of her. Both options begged her to pick it.

How could she be so foolish again?

Of course, he was the type to have his cake and eat it too. Either that or the kiss was a test, and she had failed. Perhaps it was a bad kiss, and after kissing her, he decided he wanted Monica instead.

“Well, that’s nice. I hope you two have a good time,” Julia said, trying to ignore the pain in her heart.

“Oh, we will.”

A bag tapped against the counter, and Mrs. Oberman laid her hand on Julia's shoulder, drawing her attention. “Here you go, Julia. A burger and fries.”

Julia grabbed the bag and rose from the chair. “Well, I should get going. I have a lot to do before tomorrow.”

“You know, you shouldn’t eat so many burgers and fries,” Monica said. She lifted her hand to the side of her mouth and leaned in, lowering her voice to a whisper. “You don’t want to have all that fat go to your hips.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“Oh, it’s nothing. Never mind what I said. Have fun, and I’ll see you tomorrow at the festival.” Monica waved as Julia left the café.

Not if I can help it, Julia thought to herself.
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By the time Julia reached the festival grounds, the tiny hint of anger she felt had raged deep inside her chest. Although her stomach growled, she wasn’t hungry, and she tossed her hamburger aside, ignoring how the bag fell over in the grass.

It was no wonder he hadn’t called her. He kissed her, figured out he didn’t like her and had gone back to his ex.

Duh.

She smacked her forehead, causing a husband and wife who had arrived to set up their lemonade stand to flinch and stare at her.

“Sorry.” She said to them. “I just realized I forgot something.” She handed them a map. “We set up your booth here in this corner of the maze. And don’t worry if you lose your map. I have several copies.”

They both nodded and took the map, heading off toward their booth.

“Great,” she whispered to herself. “Now they think I’m crazy.”

She set down her clipboard and moved to the spot under the trees to start putting together the fence for the petting zoo. The sides were heavy, and she laid them all out first to get an idea of how big the pen would be and how to fit the pieces together, securing the ends.

She grabbed the first section and stood it up, shoving the wire stakes at the bottom into the grass. They slid into the dirt with force as the wires made dents in the skin of her hands.

“Do you want any help with that?” a voice asked behind her.

She closed her eyes, knowing who it was by his tone the second she heard his first word.

“Julia? I asked if you wanted any help?” Wes stood beside her, resting his hands on his hips.

“I don’t need help. Thanks.” She didn’t like giving him the cold tone, but she couldn’t muster up any thoughts of kindness.

His head jerked, and his brow furrowed. “Is everything all right?”

“Fine. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to get this fence installed before the animals get here.”

“They aren’t going to be here until tomorrow morning.”

“Then it will be lucky to have it done now, won’t it?” She grunted as she picked up the second section of the fence and lined it up with the first. With the sides in line, she dropped the first of the pins down between them, locking them in place with the J-shaped pin. “Where did you even come from, anyway?” She glanced over her shoulder, squinting in the sunlight. She hadn’t realized how late it had gotten, and spending the night in the maze had thrown her whole day off.

“I was in the maze.” He stared at her for a moment. “Is something wrong? Did I do something wrong?”

“No. I’m just busy.”

“Listen, I meant to call you, but I didn’t know whether you had gone home to take a nap after last night or were with your mom. But I did want to.”

She closed her eyes again as she grabbed the third section of the fence along with two more pins. Lining the third one up with the other side of the section, she also dropped those pins. Did he not see she was busy? Did he not see that she didn’t want to talk about this? He picked Monica. He knew it. She knew it. Could they go on acting as though nothing had happened between them?

“It’s all right that you didn’t. I mean, it’s not like you had to. Or I should say it’s not like you should have. It’s probably better that you didn’t.”

His head jerked again. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Don’t worry. Monica told me, so you don’t have to.”

His brow furrowed again. “What did Monica tell you?”

“That you two are getting back together. Well, she didn’t use those words exactly, I guess. But you two are having a picnic dinner, so I assumed that meant you were giving it another chance with her.”

“But we aren’t. We aren’t getting back together, and we aren’t having a picnic. I planned the picnic for us. You and me.”

She stopped working on the fence and looked up at him. Her stomach twisted, and she scratched her forehead. “But why would she say what she did?”

“I don’t know. To cause doubt. To make you mad at me. She must have overheard me telling Sam the plans. We discussed it earlier, and she came into the inn but left without saying a word. I had hoped she was heading back to New York. I guess I was wrong.”

Julia stood and moved closer to him, folding her arms across her chest. “You were really planning the picnic for us?”

“Yes, of course. And it’s all done. Do you want to go?” He held out his hand, and she glanced down at it. Her heart thumped. She had been stupid, but it wasn’t for the reason she thought. It was for something else entirely. She hated letting Monica get inside her head and cast doubt in her mind.

She took his hand, following him as he led her into the maze.
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Afew turns left, and right, Wes led her to a back dead-end corner of the maze. As she rounded the hay bales, the picnic came into view, and she sucked in a breath. A whole bunch of food was spread out on a blanket surrounded by bouquets.

“Your mom helped me with the flowers,” he said as he ran his hand through his hair. His cheeks flushed with a slight pink color.

“Oh, I bet she did.”

“She wouldn’t even let me pay for them either.”

“Oh, I believe you on that.”

“I made us some sandwiches and a few different salads. Plus, we have some fruit and vegetable trays and even a meat tray.”

“It’s a lot of food.”

“Well, I didn’t know what you would want, so I made everything. Or I guess I had Charlie cook most of it. I wanted it to be the best it could be. But I did make the dessert. Chocolate cupcakes.” He pointed toward a tray of chocolate cupcakes with half chocolate and half white icing.

“It all looks delicious.”

“Well, I hope you’re hungry.”

“I am. I had ordered a burger from the café, but after Monica told me . . . I tossed it.”

“I’m sorry she did that. I wish I could have stopped her somehow.”

“It’s not your fault.”

He moved around her and motioned toward the blanket. “Shall we sit?”

“Sure.”

After they both settled onto the blanket, he reached into the picnic basket, digging around for a moment before he pulled out a sandwich and unwrapped it, setting the two halves, one on each of the two plates. He handed her one of the plates.

“I hope you like meatball subs.”

“I do.” She took the plate. “They smell amazing, by the way.”

“They are one of Charlie’s specialties. I don’t know what he does to the meatballs, but they are the best I’ve ever had.”

They both took a bite, and Julia closed her eyes as she chewed. Different herbs and spices filled her mouth, along with the juiciest meatball she’d ever had. Topped with blended herb sauce, melted mozzarella, and parmesan, and with perfectly toasted bread, it was the best sandwich she’d ever had.

“Why have I never had one of these before?” she asked, wiping the sauce from the corner of her mouth.

“I don’t know. We serve them every Thursday night at the inn. I don’t think I’ve ever seen you in the dining room, though.”

“Ah. Yes. That’s why. I have never eaten at the inn before.”

He cocked his head to the side. “Why is that?”

Heat warmed the back of Julia’s neck before moving up her cheeks as she thought of the honest answer sitting on the tip of her tongue. “Um . . . I . . . don’t know.”

He snorted and raised one eyebrow. “Why do I get the feeling I shouldn’t believe you?”

“Well, it’s just that I . . . well, up until we had to work together on the festival plans . . .”

“Yeah?”

“I . . . didn’t really like you.” She laid her hand across her forehead. “That’s so awful to say.”

He snorted. “Don’t think that. To be honest, I didn’t like you much either.”

“Really?”

They stared at each other for a long moment before both started laughing.

“So, do you still feel the same way about me?” Wes cocked his head to the side and wiggled his eyebrows.

Julia’s heart thumped. Here was her chance, and while she wanted to take it, she was scared to. Heat warmed through the back of her neck, spreading to her ears and cheeks. She took a bite of her sandwich, chewing as she mulled over what she would say.

“Do you want me to go first?” he asked.

For a second, she felt silly. As though it was childish to hesitate as she did. Which she supposed it was.

She nodded.

He dropped his gaze for a moment, sucking in a deep breath. “I think that I misjudged you. I thought you were . . . not a snob, but you seemed to think down on people, or I guess it was probably just me. Of course, now I know why.” He chuckled as he motioned toward her. “You didn’t like me.” He inhaled another deep breath, meeting her gaze as seriousness took over his face. “Lord, I sure hope that’s not the case anymore.”

Her heartbeat kicked up even more, and she set the sandwich down.

“It’s not,” she said.

He leaned over, kissing her just as he had the night before.

“I’m sure glad to hear that,” he whispered. He leaned away, cocking his head to the side. “What are you doing tomorrow?”

“Me? Oh, you know, I have this little thing called the Fall Festival going on. I planned it with this guy. I didn’t like him at first, but now I think he’s just about the most perfect guy in the world.”

“Sounds like I should meet him.” Wes winked.

She leaned in, pressing her forehead against his. “You’ll meet him tomorrow at the festival.”
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The whole town buzzed with the excitement of the festival, and so many visitors had come to the town, enjoying the activities, vendors, and, most importantly, the hay bale maze.

“Julia, I think this is the most successful Fall Festival we’ve ever had,” Mr. Belleville said, looking over the crowds meandering through the town and the festival.

She stood with the Town Selectman to her left and Wes to the right.

“I think so too,” she said.

“I’ve spoken to most of the shop owners in town, and they are the busiest they’ve ever been, too. This has been a real kick in the pants to what this town has needed. You don’t suppose you want to plan the Winter Festival too?”

“I’m going to have to think about that.”

“Oh, come on.” Wes wrapped his arm around her shoulder. “Don’t you want to have the chance to work with me again?”

“Work with you?”

“That’s right. I already volunteered to help plan the Winter Festival.”

“Well, as long as you’re in, I guess I am too.”

The Town Selectman clasped his hands together, rubbing them as he laughed, and Julia could almost see the dollar signs in his head. “Well, I think I’m going to take a crack at this maze everyone is buzzing about.”

Before Wes or Julia could say another word, Mr. Belleville trotted off toward the start of the maze. His gate was awkward with his short legs and huge belly, and he tipped his hat at several women as he passed them. Faint echoes of greetings whispered from his lips, and they all smiled and waved.

“How long do you think it will take before he gets lost?” Wes asked.

“I would say about ten minutes.”

“Really? That’s generous.”

“You think it will be less?”

“Part of me does.”

She glanced at him. “You know, we really aren’t ones to talk, seeing as how we got lost in that maze.”

Wes chuckled, then turned toward her, wrapping his arms around her waist before drawing her body tight into his. “That’s right, we did.” He kissed her forehead, then pressed his into hers. “I have to tell you something.”

“What?”

“I had the map in my pocket.”

She pushed off his chest, pulling away from him as he laughed. “But why didn’t you say anything?”

“Because I wanted to spend time with you.”

They both laughed, and she shook her head, brushing her fingers against her temple. “I suppose I have to tell you something.”

“What?”

“I’m glad you didn’t pull out the map.”

He grabbed her waist again, drawing her back into him and kissing her. “Who would have thought I would have found love over a hay bale maze,” he said.

“Don't you mean in a hay bale maze,” she said, motioning toward the hay bales stacked all around the town.

“Yeah, I guess you’re right.” He chuckled for a second, then calmed. “I love you, Julia Williams.”

“I love you too, Wes Rivers.”

“So, now, what do we do?”

This time she kissed him, then grabbed his hand. “Now, we enjoy the maze.”

THE END
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When Michelle finds the perfect inn to buy, she heads to Colorado, booking a stay at the place just in time for Christmas. Her imagination runs wild with thoughts of owning the inn.

What it doesn’t include is another guest, Briggs Bevan, who is also staying at the inn and has intentions of making the place his.

ORDER Love and the Christmas Inn

And Turn the page for a sneak peek.
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Follow your dreams. They are and will be all that you have.

Michelle opened her eyes, looking up at the bedroom ceiling as her mother’s voice whispered in her ear. She often heard her mother’s words, for they were the last her mother uttered before she died, but Michelle had heard them more often in the last few weeks.

She didn’t know why, but she figured it was because she’d been more active in the search for an inn. She’d wanted an inn for more years than she could count. It was a dream she knew her mother had—and one that died with her mother—and it was also one she shared with her brother, Wes.

Wes had found his inn, and now it was time to find hers.

Or at least that was what she hoped.

A knock rapped on the bedroom door. “Michelle?” Wes’s voice asked from the other side. “Are you awake?”

“Yes.”

“Breakfast is ready. I have about an hour before I have to leave for the inn, and I wanted to show you something.”

“All right. I’ll be right down.”

As his footsteps thumped down the hallway and staircase to the first floor, Michelle slid out from the covers and slipped on her robe and slippers. She’d been staying with her brother for the last month—about three weeks longer than she had planned—and although she loved spending time with him, she also knew it would be time to move on soon.

Veronica, her real estate agent, had to have something soon. Right?

She opened the door and made her way downstairs, inhaling the scents of eggs and bacon, and as she rounded the corner, Wes stretched his arm out with a cup of coffee in his hands.

“Thank you,” she said, taking the cup. She took a sip before setting it down on the table and grabbing a plate from the place setting he’d already set.

“You’re welcome.” He moved to the other side of the table and sat down, picking up his fork before taking a huge scoop of eggs and shoving it into his mouth. “Help yourself to breakfast.”

“I was thinking about calling Veronica this morning after I eat.” She grabbed the clean plate off the table and moved to the stove, scooping a heaping spoonful of eggs onto her plate before grabbing a few strips of bacon.

“Do you think she’s found a place?”

“Well, I don’t know. I mean, if she has, then I would have heard from her, which I haven’t, so who knows? But I need to know if there’s any update. I can’t stay here forever. I’m sure you want your guest bedroom back.” She returned to the table, licking the grease off her finger and thumb as she sat down.

“You know you’re more than welcome to stay however long you need.”

“I know. But that still doesn’t mean I want to become a burden.”

“You could never do that.”

“Just the same; it’s time I get out in the world.” She shook the saltshaker over her eggs, watching the crystal-white grains land on the eggs.

“Speaking of getting out into the world . . .” We yanked a box out of his pocket, setting it on the table before sliding it across the cream tablecloth. The linen bunched slightly, and as he removed his hand from the box, he grabbed the cloth and yanked it back out flat.

“What’s that?” she asked.

“Open it and tell me if you think Julia will like it.”

Michelle grabbed the box, and while part of her knew it was a ring box, there was a little bit that was wondering if she’d find earrings or a bracelet inside instead. She flipped it open, finding a platinum band ring with a huge center diamond.

“It’s beautiful,” she said.

“Do you think Julia will like it?”

“If she doesn’t, then she doesn’t have good taste in jewelry.” Michelle closed the box and handed it back over. “Do you think you’re ready for that kind of commitment?”

“Do you think I’m not?”

“I don’t know.” Michelle chuckled and shrugged. “Are you?”

“I think I am.” He took the box and shoved it back into his pocket. “I know we haven’t been together that long, but I love her. I can’t imagine spending my life with anyone else.”

“Well, I’m sure it will all work out, and she will love it.”

He cocked his head to the side, raising one eyebrow. “Since when did you stop being a hopeless romantic?”

“What is that supposed to mean?”

“I show you the engagement ring that I’m going to give Julia, and all you can do is ask if I’m ready. The old Michelle I once knew would have flown out of that chair and been gushing around the room, trying to plan a wedding that wasn’t hers.”

“That’s not true.” Although she said the words, she knew they were a lie even before they left her lips. She would have done that. Now, it was hard. Not only had she seen the bitter sting of every failed relationship in her past, but her parent's divorce left her not even knowing if she wanted to try finding a forever with someone.

“It is true, and you know it,” he said.

She opened her mouth to argue but knew the fight was pointless. “All right, fine. I guess it is true. But I don’t know why.”

“Are you sure about that?”

“I just don’t want what happened to mom to happen to me.”

“I doubt that it ever will.”

“But you don’t know it won’t.” He furrowed her brow as she picked up a piece of bacon and took a bite off one end. She needed this conversation to end. Now. “I’m so happy for you and Julia; I think she’ll love it. I wish you both many wonderful and happy years together.”

He stared at her for a moment, then inhaled a deep breath. “I know where you are.”

“What does that mean?”

“I know where you are in life. I was there not too long ago, not thinking about love or marriage. But people change. I know you always thought about it before.”

“That was a long time ago.” She pointed her finger at him before taking another bite of food. “Now, I’m only interested in finding an inn and getting my business off the ground.”

“I can understand that.”

He cocked his head to the side and winked at her. She snorted.

“So, how are you going to propose?” she asked.

“I don’t know. I thought of wrapping it in a box, then putting that box in a bigger box, and putting that box into a bigger box, and doing it several more times.”

“That could be fun. It could also be slightly annoying.”

They both laughed.

“Well, I think Julia would get a kick out of it.”

“What other plans have you thought of?”

He shrugged. “Part of me wonders if Christmas isn’t too cliché, and I know New Year’s Eve is. I won’t make that mistake again. No matter what I do, I know it will be a surprise.”

“Oh, I don’t doubt that.”

“I’ve got some time.” He finished the rest of the eggs on his plate and grabbed a slice of bacon, ripping off half in one bite. “Or I could just do it over breakfast one morning.”

“Honestly, out of all the ideas, that one sounds the most romantic. Like a spur-of-the-moment, just jump-off-the-cliff kind of way. Not to mention, it’s completely unpredictable. She won’t even see it coming. I think that’s how I would like my proposal to be.”

“So, you are thinking about love and marriage?” A slight chuckle vibrated through his chest.

Michelle rolled her eyes. “Just promise me that if I’m not here, you’ll call me after she says yes.”

“Done.”

The two finished their breakfast, and after Wes left the house for the inn, closing the back door behind him, Michelle started clearing the table, setting the dishes in the sink so she could wash them.
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By the time she wiped the last dish dry and put it away in the cabinet, the early morning hours had moved into the late morning. The sun beat in through the window, warming her whole body, and she hung the dishtowel on the hook after finishing the last dish and putting it away.

She made her way back upstairs, and her cell phone rang as she reached the bedroom.

“Please be Veronica,” she whispered as she fetched the phone off the bedside table.

“Hello?”

“Hey, Michelle, it’s Veronica.”

“I was just about to call you.”

“What can you say? Great minds think alike.” Veronica laughed on the other line. “Anyway, how are you doing?”

“I’m good. You?”

“Same as always.” She paused for half of a second, then continued. “I’m calling because I found a property that I think is perfect for you. It’s in your price range and already established so that you would have revenue right off the bat.”

“That’s good. Where is it?”

Veronica paused again, and Michelle imagined her agent biting her lip.

“Veronica? Did I lose you?”

“No. I’m here. The property is in Colorado.”

Michelle’s heart thumped and a lump formed in her throat. “Colorado?”

Of course, she had thought of finding an inn far from the east coast. She hadn’t been picky about locations—if it was the perfect place. But in the last few weeks of her staying at Wes’s house, she’d grown accustomed to seeing him, and now the thought of leaving . . .

He was all she had left.

“Okay. Where in Colorado?”

“It’s in a small-town North of Denver called Cedar Creek. So, you have the traffic of Denver but with a small-town feel. As I said, the inn is established. The owners have been in business for over forty years. They don’t like the thought of giving up the place, but they want to retire and do something new. They are looking for the perfect owner to replace them. You can look up their website for more information and pictures. I will also email you the listing.”

“Are there any other buyers who are interested?”

“As of right now, no. But that could change. I suggest we book our flights today and get there as soon as possible.”

“I can do that.”

“Great. I’ll also call the inn and book us a room, so they know we are coming. I’ll text you all the information.”

“Sounds good. I’ll see you at the airport?”

“See you there.”

Michelle hung up the phone and rushed over to her bag. She yanked out her computer, curling up in the bed with it in her lap as she opened it up and clicked on the internet. Her fingers tapped on all the keys, typing in the words to search for the Cedar Creek Inn. The website popped up first on the list, and the site appeared after she clicked on the underlined words.

Her heart skipped a beat.

“It’s utterly perfect,” she whispered to herself.
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“Order up!” Briggs shouted across his café as he set the plate in the window. He spotted his sister, Tori, across the room, and she nodded as she crossed the dining room to the window.

“I also need two more orders of pancakes with two sides of bacon.” She ripped a sheet off her order pad and stuffed it in the silver order wheel.

“Thanks.” He grabbed the slip of paper. “And thanks again for filling in.”

“It’s my pleasure. It gives me a break from being at home with a newborn.” She heaved a deep sigh, wiping her forehead with the back of her hand. “Plus, it gives Grandma a good excuse to babysit.”

Briggs snorted. “Like she needs a reason.”

“I guess that’s true.”

Tori grabbed the breakfast plate off the counter and turned away from the kitchen, taking the order to the table and setting it down in front of the customer. Briggs watched his sister laugh with the old gentleman at the table. She always knew how to light up a room, but in the last few weeks, he’d seen even more change in her.

“She seems happy,” a voice said behind him.

Briggs glanced over his shoulder at Dane, his brother-in-law, and smiled. “Yes, she does. I get the feeling it’s mostly because of you too.” A slight chuckle vibrated through his chest.

Dane laughed too. “Not all me. Miss Maggie has something to do with it. Ever since she was born, Tori has . . . well, she’s taken to being a mom like a fish takes to water. It’s been amazing to see.”

“Yeah. I’ve seen it and through that too.”

“So, what about you?” Dane nudged Briggs in the shoulder. “Isn’t it time you thought of settling down and finding some lucky lady to marry?”

“Me? Hardly. I don’t have time for anything like that.”

“Sure you do. Everyone does. Especially those who think they don’t have the time.”

“Maybe they do, but I don’t. I’ve got too much going on even to consider it. This place has been busier than ever and . . .” Briggs paused, inhaling a deep breath as he hesitated to tell Dane a secret he’s been hiding from everyone.

“And what?” Dane cocked his head to the side, raising one eyebrow as he leaned against the counter and set a knife on the cutting board on which he’d been chopping onions.

“Well, I’ve hired a real estate agent.”

“Are you buying a house in Clarksville?”

“Not exactly. You know I love this town, and I love this café. When Mr. Harrison gave it to me, I promised him I would take care of the place and run it just like he and his wife did for all those years.”

“It sounds like there is a but in there.”

“Well, it’s just that I’ve always had another dream in the back of my mind.”

“I know. You want to run an inn. You’ve talked about it a lot since the Pear Festival all those months ago.”

Briggs inhaled another deep breath. “Since you have come on board at the café, I’ve been thinking about making some changes.”

“What kind of changes?” Dane glanced from Briggs to his wife, who was still running around the dining room, talking to customers and pouring them drink refills. He had a slight hesitation in his voice, as though he didn’t know if he wanted the answer to his question, even if he had to have it.

“You and Tori love this place, and you are doing amazing in the kitchen. I think it might be time to hand it to you two and finally go after my dreams.”

“Are you telling me you’re leaving Clarksville?”

“I wouldn’t say that. Well, I mean, my agent is looking for properties all over, so I suppose it’s a possibility. But I think it’s time. I’m ready.”

“Why haven’t you told anyone about all of this?”

Briggs shrugged. “You and Tori just had Maggie, and with the holidays coming up, I didn’t want to overshadow anything. Besides, it’s not a done deal. Tyler hasn’t even called me with any locations for sale yet.”

“Where are you looking?”

“All over. California real estate isn’t exactly cheap. Sure, I’d love to stay close, but let’s face it, that might not be a possibility. And I don’t think I mind. I’ve lived in Clarksville all my life. It might be time for a change. You know, be like Lexi and follow my heart to another state.”

Briggs hadn’t thought much about Tori’s childhood friend when she lived in Clarksville. Lexi had always been the annoying little being that clung to his sister. However, the older she got, and when she started working at the café, he’d come to know her as a caring person with hopes, dreams, and goals just like everyone else. He always felt bad that she seemed stuck in a bad relationship, or at least she was until she went on vacation to Florida and met her fiancé. She now lived there, basking in the sandy beaches while she enjoyed her newfound career and life.

He almost envied her now.

A detail that always shocked him.

“So, when do you think you will tell Tori and your grandmother?” Dane’s brow furrowed.

“I don’t know. Probably not until I know it’s happening. I don’t want to worry or upset them.”

“Well, I know it will be hard, but I think they will understand.”

“I sure hope so.”

“Hey!” a voice barked at them, and they both flinched. “Where’s my pancakes and bacon?” Tori cocked her head to the side as her eyes narrowed. “Don’t make me come back there and cook too, or I just might have to—”

“It’s coming right up, Love,” Dane said, scurrying off to the stove. He grabbed the pancake mix bottle off the shelf and poured several blobs onto the hot griddle. The batter sizzled while he grabbed several strips of bacon from the container in the fridge and threw those on another grill.

She looked at her brother. “And just what were the two of you talking about that was so important?”

Brigg’s heart thumped. “Uh . . . just how you are the greatest . . .” He offered her a smile.

Her eyes narrowed again. “I like the compliment, but I get the feeling you are lying.”

“No, seriously. That’s what we were talking about.” He cleared his throat. “I should get back to my office. Those orders aren’t going to make themselves, and if I don’t get them in on time, I don’t get the stuff I want.” The café door opened, and the bell above the frame chimed as another customer entered. “You have another customer, too, so you better get to it.”

Tori gave him another hard stare as he waved his hand toward the new customer and backed up before retreating to the office. He didn’t want to think about how she would take the news of him leaving.

Or how his grandma would take it.

Of course, he wanted to think they would be happy for him, and he was sure they would be. But he also knew they would be sad. He hated the thought of it all, yet, he also hated the idea of forever staying in Clarksville and not following his heart.

It was something he couldn’t do.
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“When will that order arrive?” Briggs ran his pen down the list of food supplies, mentally checking off each one as he waited for an answer from the customer service agent.

“It will arrive by Friday.”

“That’s perfect. Thank you.”

“Is there anything else I can do for you today, Mr. Bevan?”

“No, thank you. That’s it.”

He hung up the phone, snorting slightly at how the name Mr. Bevan always made him feel odd, and he never knew why.

He set the order sheets on the side of his desk, leaning back in the chair as he looked around the office. Pictures of Mr. and Mrs. Harrison throughout the years owning and running the café still lined the walls. Each one gathered dust on the frames, and although there was no order or reason to them, they all seemed to tell a story. It was no secret by any of them that the husband and wife had shared so many memories in this place, and they’d been happy here. Briggs thought he once wanted the same when he first took over the place and dreamed of running it with the future Mr. Bevan.

Another odd thought.

Of course, it would be stupid to think that he didn’t want such things as marriage and family as he did. Or at least he had. Wanting them right now was a bit of a stretch. But the point was that he wasn’t against those things.

He just didn’t know if now was the right time for them.

And along with that, he didn’t know if now was the right time to continue with the café.

He’d loved every second of running and owning it. But he couldn’t escape the deep-down feeling that he’d been living in someone else’s dream.

And his was different.

He cleared his throat and furrowed his brow as he grabbed the phone receiver off the hook and dialed Tyler’s number.

“This is Tyler Marks.”

“Tyler? It’s Briggs Bevan. How are you doing, man?”

“Briggs! My favorite client. I’m good. How have you been?”

“Good.” Briggs paused for a second and cleared his throat again. “I was just calling to see if you’d come across any properties that I could go look at.”

“You know, I have you on my list of people to call today. It just so happens that I came across a listing for an inn for sale in your price range.”

“Really?”

“Yeah. It’s not really on the market. It’s just being thrown out there to agents as a hush-hush type of situation to see if there is any interest. When I saw it, I thought of you.”

“Sounds like it could be something interesting. Where is it?”

“That’s the only thing. It’s in Colorado, man.”

Brigg’s heart sank a little and his gut twisted. Colorado wasn’t exactly close to Clarksville, and while he’d always tried to keep an open mind about locations, having to tell his sister and grandma . . .”

“Colorado, huh?”

“Yeah. I know you aren’t opposed to leaving California, but I wasn’t sure how serious you were about that.”

“I guess I just thought it would depend on the place. If it’s something I want and like, then I’d be willing to move. If it’s something that is nice, but I could live without, then that’s a different matter.”

“I understand. Well, if you want to look at the place, it’s the Cedar Creek Inn in Cedar Creek, Colorado.”

“Okay. Hang on.” Briggs moved his chair to the side of the desk and moved the mouse around, lighting up the computer screen before he clicked on the internet button and waited for the search engine to pop up. He typed the inn's name into the search, waiting for the list, and after he clicked on the website, the homepage popped up.

“Oh . . . wow. Dude. This place is . . . it’s amazing.”

“Yeah, I thought you’d like it. I wanted to wait and see what you really thought, though.”

“So, you said it’s a hush-hush deal right now. Does that mean that not a lot of people know about it?”

“Kind of. I’m not the only agent that knows, so I’m sure there is interest. But there aren’t any offers yet, so it’s still fair game at this point.”

“Can I make an appointment to see it?”

“Yes, I can do that, and I’ll book a couple of rooms for us too. We might as well stay there to see how business is. The owners have been there for a long time, so I’m sure it’s got a decent occupancy rate. How soon can you leave?”

“I can leave anytime. Even tomorrow if need be.”

“Okay. Let me make a few phone calls, and I’ll text you the information.”

“Sounds good, man. I’ll see you soon.”
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“It’s a tradition rich with history, so it’s important!” Nicole’s father, Mick Jones, stood at the podium in front of the whole town. As the Town Selectman, he’d only banged the meeting into order ten minutes ago, and already the man was on fire with his fist clenched while he shook it at Thomas Graves, standing in the front row.

“You just want to open a museum so you can once again parade around your family's civil war artifacts, shouting about your ancestor's victory!” Mr. Graves shook his fists back, and the two men stared at one another.

“I just love town meetings,” Nicole whispered to Rachel, her sister.

Rachel smiled, covering her mouth to hide any laughter that might blurt out. “Especially when Thomas and Dad get into one of their arguments.

It had been a well-known fact for all the years that the Jones siblings—three daughters and three sons—could remember that Thomas and their father had never cared for one another. A rift had torn apart these once close friends back in elementary school. While the reasons were always rumored—first, it was over which school lunch was the best, and then it was because of Nancy Parker, a girl they were both keen on, to last, there was a notion going around that Dad—trying to seem cool to the popular kids in school—unleashed a series of pranks on Thomas that ended up with Thomas locked in an outhouse . . . for an entire day. The gossip even went a step further to explain that Thomas had been found crying and huddled on the floor with his arms wrapped around his legs. His voice was so hoarse from shouting that he could barely speak for a week.

The whole town had a pretty good laugh over the latter reason.

“Do you think this fight will get to the heated level of last month's town meeting?” Nicole asked.

“You mean where Thomas ended up throwing his French fries—”

“Which Dad does not allow any food in the meetings.” Nicole pointed toward her sister.

Rachel covered her mouth again. “And one of the fries pegged Dad right in the eye.”

“He was so mad. Bentley said he refused to order fries with his hot ham sandwiches for a month.”

They both snorted and ducked their chins, hiding their laughter, as they remembered their brother telling them the joke.

“I don’t know what you are talking about, Thomas,” Mick said, shoving one hand on his hip. “I don’t parade my family’s heirlooms for my enjoyment. This museum will be for the town and the tourists. History is a part of Stone Rivers, and we can’t just let it fall by the wayside because your family was known for their insurrection.”

“My great-great-great grandfather did nothing of the sort. They were framed.”

“Well, that is something you will have to take up with God or them or whoever is in charge of dealing with the mistakes of our ancestors.” Mick laid his hand on his chest and cocked his head to the side. “However, mine were steadfast patriots to this country and the state of Montana, and as their descendent, I will make sure the museum opens, no matter who protests in this town.”

“I’m not protesting. I’m simply saying, isn’t there something new that we can celebrate? We only seem to do the historical events you want to do.”

“I am the Town Selectman,” Mick wiggled his head from side to side as though he thought doing so would make his point. “However, if you wish to bring your concerns to the Historical Preservation Society, we would be happy to hear your suggestions.”

Thomas waved his fists in the air. “You are the Historical Preservation Society!”

Nicole and Rachel covered their mouths a third time as they leaned forward and hid their faces, trying to cull their laughter.

“Well, then, I guess I will be hearing from you about when you’d like to schedule a meeting.”

The two men stared at one another while the rest of the town watched.

Nicole felt a tap on her shoulder, and she glanced behind her as her two brothers, Shane and Bentley, sat behind them. “What’s going on?”

“Thomas is mad over the reenactment again.”

“Has he thrown any fries?” Shane asked.

“Not that I know of.” Bentley sat next to his brother and folded his arms across his chest. As the town diner's owner, he smelled greasy as though he’d just come from work.

BANG. BANG.

“If we could please just get back to the topic at hand,” Mick said, hitting the gavel on the podium. “We can’t get derailed again, people. We need to talk about the dance for Valentine’s Day. As you know, for more years than I think I can count, Bill Moore has not only planned the dance but hosted it at his farm.”

The whole town let out a collective groan at the mention of Old Man Moore, and Nicole and Rachel glanced at one another. The two had only known Bill Moore a little bit, and from what they knew, they could understand the town’s reaction. Perhaps the grumpiest man in town, no one ever knew why—even though he hated people—he hosted the dance every year.

“Upon Mr. Moore’s death,” Mick continued, “there have been questions regarding the location of this year's dance, not to mention all the planning since Mr. Moore did most of it himself. I’m asking you all tonight if there is anyone who would like to volunteer.” Mick looked around the room.

As did everyone else.

The whole town seemed to glance at one another, yet no one spoke, not even a word.

“No one?” Mick asked. He let out a deep sigh. “Listen, people, I know it’s a huge undertaking, but someone has to be interested.” He waited for someone to raise their hand.

No one did.

Nicole glanced over at Rachel and bit her lip. Rachel shook her head.

“Nicole, no. You have way too much on your plate with Valentine’s Day coming. You own a flower shop, remember? Everyone and their mothers buy flowers on Valentine’s Day. It’s perhaps the busiest day of the year for you and your flower shop. You can’t possibly plan the dance too.”

“But what if you helped me? We could do it together.” She clicked her tongue and winked at her sister.

“Nope. You’re not reining me in on this one. I’m still trying to bug Dad into letting me have the bookstore—which I have no idea why he’s dragging his feet, and I’m helping you at the shop. Jennifer has the bakery, Shane has his vet clinic, Bentley has the diner, and Matthew has . . . whatever it is that a pastor does on days that aren’t Sunday. None of us can help you when you get into trouble with this . . . and you know you will.”

“But—”

“No. Don’t you dare.”

“Why not?”

“I’ll tell you why because I know you will get in way over your head, and then I’ll have to help, and I’m not about to spend all my waking moments for the next few weeks planning the dance.” Rachel shook her head. “Nope. Not doing it.”

“Oh, come on, it will be fun. Besides, we might get to plan a fun dance for a change.”

“A fun dance?” Rachel cocked her head, raising one eyebrow.

“Oh, you know what I mean.” Nicole waved her hand. “Every year, it’s always the same with the dance. The same music. The same decorations. The same food. At least this year, we can switch it up. Maybe have some games and a photo booth.”

“Old Man Moore would roll over in his grave if he heard you talking about changing all of his plans. I wouldn’t be surprised if it were in his will how everything was to be handled for the dance for the next one hundred years.”

Nicole waved her hand. “Let the man roll, then, because I think it should be done differently.”

Shane, their older brother, who was sitting behind them, leaned forward, resting his forearm on the back of Nicole's chair as he whispered. “Exactly how long do you think Dad will give them time to step up before he just calls someone out to do it?”

“He better not pick Nicole,” Rachel said, shaking her head.

Shane snorted and nudged their other brother, Bentley, who was sitting next to Shane. “If he picked any of us, it would be Nicole.”

“And just what is that supposed to mean?” Nicole looked over her shoulder, raising one eyebrow at her brother.

“You’re the only one stupid enough to get caught up in planning town events.” Bentley folded his arms across his chest as he leaned back in the chair, stretching his legs out in front of him. He yawned as though bored of the meeting and shook his head to wake himself up.

Nicole shot her brothers a glare, then pointed to each of them. “For your information, town events are fun and what makes this town money. Without them, we wouldn’t have tourists filling up your diner or . . . well, the tourists don’t use your vet clinic, but the town draws people to move here, people with animals. We all benefit from town events.”

“Okay, Mother, we don’t need a lecture.” Bentley rolled his eyes as he leaned his head back and adjusted the cowboy hat on his head to cover his face. “Don’t be all of a sudden turning into Jennifer. You’ve always been the fun one.”

“You better never let Jennifer hear you talk like that,” Rachel said, pointing toward Bentley.

As the oldest of the Jones siblings, Jennifer had taken on the role of being the mother figure after their mother died. But she never liked the gig, nor being reminded that she’d taken it on.

Nicole turned away from her brothers and bit her lip as she glanced up at her dad, who was still looking around the room for a volunteer. She wanted to stand up and raise her hand, yet she hesitated. Not only because of what Bentley said but because of what Rachel said. It was true. Valentine’s Day was fast approaching, and while she loved it for the business it brought her flower shop, she also knew taking on anything else—especially something as big as the town dance would be a stretch to her schedule.

Still, she’d always wanted to do something like this, and while she’d helped at other events throughout the year in the town, the dance had been something she had eyed for many years. She just never got the chance with Bill Moore in the way.

Now the chance danced around her—no pun intended—and it pointed and laughed as though it mocked her to reach out and take it. The trouble was she didn’t know if she could.

“All right, fine.” Mick growled under his breath. “If anyone would like to come to talk to me after the meeting, you can. Please do so as soon as possible. The dance is in just a couple of weeks, and a lot of work needs to be done. I suppose I will think on the matter and try to devise a solution.” Mick hit the gavel on the podium a few more times. “Is there anything else anyone would like to talk about?” The room was silent, and Mick banged the gavel again. “Meeting adjourned.”
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