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      Katie loved New Orleans. She loved the old, worn streets and secret alcoves, the architecture of old buildings, the aroma of Cajun food in the air; but most importantly, she loved all the colorful characters who lived there. Not a day passed by where Katie didn’t have an odd interaction with one of the locals or one of the numerous tourists in the city.

      Today was no exception. Katie sat underneath a pop-up canopy sweating her youth away when a woman came to browse the wares she had on display. For a street market like this, Katie tended to keep it simple. She displayed beautiful pieces, but she kept her more expensive work under lock and key inside of her walk-up apartment. Street fairs were fun and sometimes lucrative, but theft was a serious problem. She’d seen people robbed blind after turning their attention away for a moment. After Katie had two sterling silver and turquoise pieces stolen right out from under her nose, she’d gotten a lot more vigilant about protecting her property.

      The enormous baseball bat she kept by the side of the table helped too. It was a Louisville Slugger, and Katie had painted it black with fire stripes down the side.

      Overkill? Probably. A good deterrent for would-be thieves? Usually. No one wanted to get smacked with a bat by a petite crazy woman.

      In some parts of New Orleans, it was survival of the fittest. The police either weren’t present or they didn’t do a lot about street theft. Katie knew from experience if she wanted to keep all of her wares, she needed to take security into her own hands.

      The woman who stood in front of her looked…normal. A lot of people in this city did, but Katie knew better than to accept her at face value.

      She gave the woman a smile and welcomed her to the tent.

      The woman ignored her, also not uncommon when the tourists were around, and perused Katie’s wares. Warning bells began to clang in Katie’s head when the woman picked up a silver and moonstone bracelet. She didn’t mind when people tried things on. In fact, she encouraged it. But the way the woman was moving and the way her gaze kept moving to a person standing several feet away made her think the woman wasn’t here to buy.

      Katie sighed. These were the days when she missed her hometown. There were a lot of shenanigans in Pecan Grove, Texas, but she’d never met a single thief there.

      Katie pulled the bat a little closer and made earnest eye contact with the woman. Something flickered there. Katie hoped it was fear, but she knew she wasn’t exactly the most fearsome woman to walk the earth. She was on the short and petite side. Katie made up for it by being ornery. Not all the time. Mostly just when it came to her business.

      "Would you like the price on that?" Katie asked, plastering her sweetest smile on her lips. The more you got to know them, the guiltier they felt about stealing from you.

      At least, she hoped.

      The woman shook her head. She was on the taller side, borderline rangy in build. Wild black hair careened around her head like it couldn’t decide which way to go. She had plain brown eyes, tanned skin, and the broomstick skirt she wore was way too bright to blend in.

      If she were planning to steal from Katie, she was no old hand at it. Katie would be able to point her out from a mile away.

      They were still making awkward eye contact with each other. Katie’s smile was beginning to slip.

      "I make everything out of my apartment," she began. "I’m a one-woman shop and support myself with my art." The woman’s gaze was beginning to flicker. With doubt, Katie hoped. "I also send twenty percent of my profits as a donation to a local charity each month." She was lying about that, but if Katie made it out of here today without a loss, she’d definitely start.

      The woman put the bracelet down and gave her a wan smile. "Thank you," she murmured.

      Katie glanced over to the other person standing outside of her booth. The look of abject disappointment on the kid’s face was obvious. They were going to have to steal from someone other than Katherine Thomas today.

      She’d learned guilt tripping from the best and applied those concepts shamelessly today.

      Her mother would be so proud.

      Katie watched until the woman and her co-conspirator were far away from her booth before she started packing everything up. She memorized her features just in case she ever came sniffing around again. The woman was obviously new at this game, but if she came around again, Katie knew she’d have to be even more vigilant.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Thirty minutes later, Katie’s tiny Ford Ranger was filled to the brim with merchandise, decor, tables, and the canopy from the show. She slid into the front seat, started the vehicle, and cranked the air conditioning to an obscene level. Louisiana summers were no joke. She pulled up her tank a little to wipe the sweat away before she leaned over and let the vent blow air on her.

      Katie grimaced. Even the air was hot right now. Once again, her thoughts drifted back to Pecan Grove. It was still hot there, but the air was drier. She would know. She’d just been there about a month ago visiting her best friend, Ava, and attending a wedding for high school friends. A New Orleans summer was like throwing a blanket into boiling water and putting it on as soon as you walked outside.

      Brutal.

      Pecan Grove summers were blue jean shorts, tank tops, cold beer, and bonfires.

      She put the truck into gear and pulled away, giving a little wave to Sherry, the woman who sold produce right next to her jewelry booth. She was a farmer and made her living selling veggies right out of her gardens. Sometimes she had eggs if the chickens were in a good mood, and Sherry felt like sharing. Katie bought two dozen of those eggs today. They were superior in every way to store-bought, and she liked supporting local artisans.

      The air finally cooled down. Katie cranked it up to max and slowly made her way home. The traffic wasn’t too bad right now because it was still early. Give it two hours and she’d be ready to bang her head against the steering wheel if she got caught in it. But today she made it home in record time. She pulled into the drive and looked up at the old apartment she’d found perusing the newspaper a few years ago. It wasn’t much from the outside. Painted a bright yellow, it had seen better days. The once cheery color was now chipped and fading, and the screen was missing from one of the main windows.

      Still, Katie grinned as she slid out of her truck. Never judge a book by its cover. She pulled out the small cart and set it up so she could load the boxes of jewelry on top of it. She could probably leave some of the market stuff in her truck, at least for a little while, but she never took a chance with the metalwork. Still, she wouldn’t dally.

      Katie loaded several boxes on top of the cart and then set her purse on top of it. Getting up the stairs wasn’t fun, but it was doable.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Thirty minutes later, Katie was covered in sweat. Again. "Blasted humidity," she muttered to herself as she flipped open the mailbox attached to the outside of her home and grabbed the contents. Katie shut the door behind her and idly flipped through the mail.

      She froze when she flipped to a cream-colored envelope addressed to one Ms. Katherine Thomas. Her heart pounded as she flipped it over.

      It was a wedding invitation. From her hometown.

      She’d just gotten back from Pecan Grove. The only reason she’d gone was to see her best friend. The wedding she was invited to was secondary. Little had she known that Ava was a little busy being swept off her feet at the time. As soon as they’d made it official, Katie had slipped out of the reception, left a note on Ava’s door, and hightailed it back to New Orleans. It wasn’t the best way to leave it, but there was a reason Katie left Pecan Grove. There were too many memories there, some of them painful to think about.

      A few days was all she’d lasted before she heading home. Even then, she’d been careful to stay by Ava’s side. Plus, she looked a lot different than she did in high school. Most people hadn’t even recognized her because she’d only told a couple of people she was coming. Her good friends knew who she was. That was all that mattered.

      With apprehension curled in her belly, Katie slid open the envelope.

      "Shoot," Katie whispered as she saw the names of the bride and groom.

      She would never hear the end of it if she didn’t attend. Forrest Woods, an unfortunate name for sure, and Harmony Mitchell were getting married. She’d grown up with the groom, and her mother had repeatedly tried to push Katie and Forrest together, even after both of them had told her they didn’t like each other like that.

      She wasn’t sure her mom listened, though. Every time they talked on the phone, she still asked Katie when she was going to settle down.

      While her answer was truthfully never, she always told her mom she hadn’t found the right man yet. It was true, but Katie wanted more than just the right guy. She wanted the right relationship. Something to last. One like her parents had. They still grossed her out with their rampant public displays of affection. She had yet to find anything similar and was tired of trying.

      As soon as she said it, though, her mom would bring up Forrest again, and Katie would make excuses to get off the phone. At least one good thing would come out of this. Her mom would have to find some other handsome bachelor to hound Katie about. In the town of Pecan Grove, it might take awhile. Especially since most of them had moved away to bigger and better pastures.

      Guilt flooded her veins. She hadn’t called home in a while. When she did, she’d started trying to steer her mother away from the incessant relationship questions. She had more important things to worry about. Her jewelry line was slowly catching fire. She’d been accepted to sell in quite a few of the local boutiques and she was beginning to build a website to sell from. She had a site parked, but it was a lot of work trying to create and trying to figure out how to build the kind of site she wanted.

      Plus she wasn’t so great with the technical side of things, so she was thinking about hiring someone to do it. The control freak side of her nature wasn’t so happy with that thought. But the more balanced side knew she couldn’t do it all. Especially since she had big plans to approach some larger stores within the next few months. There was one store, in particular, she was gunning for.

      American Chic. One of the largest department stores in Houston. They were slowly expanding into other markets. Katie liked a lot of things about them, but her favorite was their focus on American-made products. They bought from and supported numerous local and nationwide artisans. It was a good way to get your foot in the door and get national recognition. She’d tried for months to get a sit-down with them but was politely rebuffed each time. Too busy, they said. Try again in a few months.

      A few months had turned into two years.

      She wasn’t giving up.

      Katie tossed the envelope down on the table by the door and wondered how she could make her excuses to the happy couple. She wasn’t familiar with the bride, but she and Forrest played in the woods almost every day during their childhood. He’d spent more time over at their house than even Ava had when they were young, and that was saying something. During their freshman year of high school, Forrest finally discovered girls. Before that, he was more into books and movies than having any kind of meaningful relationship. Once he turned 17, Forrest discovered football, got a car, and scored a lot of girls. After that, they slowly drifted apart, but it was still poor form not to show up to his wedding.

      Katie sighed as she slipped off her shoes and padded into her kitchen. She knew who could help her, but she hated to bother her. Ava was about to get married and was probably swamped with trying to do too much. She worked as a florist back home so Katie knew she’d be torturing herself trying to create the perfect flower arrangements instead of handing it off to another qualified professional.

      Katie couldn’t blame her for it, though. The only other florist in their town was a snide woman who undercut Ava at almost every opportunity. If her friend had the opportunity to snub the woman by not offering the work on her big day, then more power to her. Even if it did result in four times the amount of work a bride should have.

      Chuckling to herself, Katie picked up the phone. Ava wouldn't forgive her for not calling when she really wanted to. Plus, her friend was always up for giving advice, especially since Katie had sort of shoved her and her soon-to-be husband together during an awkward pre-wedding dinner.

      Technically, Katie should be given a medal, perhaps a crown, for putting those two together. Even if Ava saw it a little bit differently.

      She picked up on the second ring. "Katie!"

      Ava's voice was warm and friendly as always. A rush of warmth hit her in the heart. She loved Ava to death. "Hey, you. How's that hot man of yours?"

      Ava snorted. "Like fire. But also a giant pain in my rear end. He actually likes wedding planning. Who even is this guy?"

      Katie laughed out loud. "Seriously? He picks out matching napkins and stuff?"

      "Yes!" Her mock outrage came through over the distance. "He wants monogrammed napkins." Katie could almost hear her shudder over the line. "Monograms."

      Her distaste was evident. "And let me guess, you're all for supermarket Brawny wipes?"

      "Cheaper and more absorbent. We're in Pecan Grove. The only thing someone is going to do with a monogrammed napkin is wipe their mouth with it."

      "Or spill their wine on it."

      "I'd high-five you if I were there," Ava said. "What's up, chick? This is the second call this week. One time is good for catching up. Two times means you're bothered by something and don't know how to deal with it."

      "Forrest Woods is getting married."

      Ava laughed long and hard. Katie waited patiently on the line.

      "I forgot about him! Oh." She was still chuckling. "What an unfortunate name."

      Katie laughed. "But that's not why I'm calling. Well...I'm sort of calling about that, sort of not."

      "Umm, okay," Ava said. "Spit it out."

      "I've been invited to the wedding."

      There was a pause. "And?" Ava finally asked.

      "And I don't have a date, and I don't want to explain to my mother why I'm still single. She thinks Forrest Woods and I are soulmates."

      "Ewww," Ava said.

      "Right?" Katie rubbed her forehead. "Anyway, I need advice. I feel like it would be a snub if I didn't go, and I really care about Forrest."

      "It would be," Ava agreed. She knew how close they were when they were growing up. "So bring a date."

      Katie's huff made Ava start laughing all over again. "There is no one here in New Orleans I would take on an overnight trip."

      "I'm sure there's someone," Ava drawled. "Maybe you just haven't met him yet."

      "Spare me your mumbo jumbo there's a plan for everyone speech. I've been single since I got here, and it isn't for lack of trying." She was lying a little bit. It was definitely from a lack of trying.

      "Uh huh," Ava said. "I'm sure you've been trying very hard by not Netflixing the first five seasons of Friends?"

      "Monica and Chandler for life," Katie mumbled. "Okay, you got me. I haven’t been trying. I'm just not interested in anyone right now."

      "Oh, Katie..." Ava began.

      "Don't do that," she said. "I'm fine. Things are good. My jewelry business is going well. I have friends here. I am not without human companionship."

      "If you don't have a boyfriend in the next six months, I'm bringing you a shelter puppy."

      "Don't you dare," Katie said. "I like my furniture unchewed, thank you very much."

      "But you need a boyfriend," Ava said.

      Katie let out a long sigh. "I don't need anything. I'm perfectly capable of taking the world by storm all on my own, thanks."

      Ava fell silent. "But don't you want one?" she asked.

      Katie couldn't help but laugh. "Listen to you. All pro-boyfriend now. I'm going to have a chat with that Adam and stop him from putting fluffy ideas in your head."

      "I just want you to be happy, Katie."

      "As long as the price of sterling silver stays the same for a while, I'll be deliriously happy."

      "Don't be a nerd," Ava said. "Listen, you may not want to hear this, but if you really want to know what I think, you should ask Max."

      It was like a lead balloon had dropped on their conversation. Max Cordell. Her male high-school best friend. The one who made her laugh like a hyena. The one she hung out with as much as she did Ava. The one she'd fallen for but never told.

      "No," Ava said.

      "You know he'd take you."

      She was right. He would take her. And she'd probably have the time of her life.

      She'd probably fall even more in love with him than she'd been as a kid. It took her years to get over him. Not that it was some all-consuming kind of love. She was a teen. A hormonal one at that. And he was always easy on the eyes, free with the compliments, and generous with hugs. Everyone in their high school loved Max Cordell at some point in their lives. It had just taken Katie a lot longer to get over it than everyone else.

      "I think it's a terrible idea," Katie said. "He doesn't live in Pecan Grove anymore, so he might not even be going."

      "It's Forrest," Ava said. "There were only a few cliques growing up, and he was in yours. I'd be very surprised if he wasn't invited. If you want to ask, I'd ask soon."

      Katie frowned. What Ava was inferring but not outright saying was if she didn't ask soon, someone else would. Max never wanted for a date. It had always been that way. Katie was always a moment too soon or a little too late. Her timing with him had never been right, so she took it as a sign from the universe to stop trying. Not that she ever tried hard enough for Max to notice. He was adorably clueless ninety percent of the time. Even Katie had gotten tired of trying to make him notice her, so she'd gone back to just being herself and not the weird, desperate Katie she'd become around him during their last year of high school.

      Katie really needed a date, and the prospects on the horizon were nil. "I'll think about it," she told Ava. She was lying a little, but she'd give it more than a passing thought. She just wasn't sure if she'd be brave enough to pick up the phone and call him. They hadn't spoken for over eight years. A lifetime for them considering they'd spoken every day in school.

      Once they graduated, they'd drifted apart. No phone calls, no texts, no bumping into each other awkwardly. All those years relegated to their memories and pages of their yearbooks. She wasn't sure what happened to them. It was fine one day and the next, they'd both moved away from Pecan Grove without even so much as a goodbye.

      She knew going home this time would be different. Ava wouldn't be there, for one. She had vacation plans with Adam and would be gone for a full two weeks.

      "You should," Ava encouraged. "Just ask. It won't be as big of a deal as you think. You were best friends once."

      Katie shook her head. "And so were you and Adam. You can't tell me it wasn't awkward."

      "I'm not saying that at all. But we still talked, Katie. Even if it hurt us both. Stop avoiding this. You need a date. He's probably going. If you ask, maybe you can talk about what happened."

      Katie made a face at the phone. "That, my friend, is a terrible idea."

      Ava laughed. "I love you, friend," she said.

      "Back at you, brat." Katie disconnected the line.

      She stared at the cell phone like it was a snake about to bite her. "I'm not calling him," she pronounced and stuck her phone back into her purse.

      Then she stuck her tongue out at it like it had offended her. There was no way she wanted to hear Max's voice over the telephone line after not speaking to him for almost a decade.

      He probably had a receding hairline. And a paunch. A penchant for bad dad jokes. Maybe he was married, had twelve kids, and had moved to an Amish settlement.

      Katie sighed. Or maybe he was just as hot as he ever was, and she was being a chicken.

      "Bawk bawk," she muttered to herself.

      Better to be chicken than horribly embarrass herself.
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          Max

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      The woman in front of him was making art with her spaghetti. With her bare hands. In a nice restaurant. In full view of several people. He stared at her like he was being pranked, but her attention was squarely on the swan she was making out of a limp piece of pasta. Her tongue stuck out of the side of her mouth just a touch in concentration.

      Her name was Amelia. She was gorgeous, long-legged and slim, with long blonde hair and bright green eyes. She was also stark raving mad.

      It didn't start that way, of course. The best blind date stories never do. He'd showed up at her apartment at six on the dot. She'd opened the door looking incredible in a one-shouldered cocktail dress and heels that emphasized her lightly muscled calves. She wouldn't let him into the apartment. He respected this. Men weren't always gentleman these days.

      Two hours later, he suspected she might be keeping bodies in the closet or something equally unsavory. They'd driven to the restaurant in one car⁠—Max's. She played with the radio. That was a mark against her. He was particular about a lot of things, but the radio in his car was in the top five. First of all, he could never remember how to program his car radio, so he never adjusted anything. He had it just the way he liked it.

      Then she got in and went to town on everything. He wanted to shudder when he thought about it. Instead, he sat across from someone, who by all accounts should be a normal person, and watched her stain her hands with spaghetti sauce.

      He was going to kill his co-worker when he saw him. He’d insisted Amelia was the total package.

      Max would have to disagree with that assessment. She was pretty, yes, but she was also the kind of woman who'd send you eight hundred text messages if you failed to respond to the first one.

      Even with the car radio incident, he was still ready to give it a go. They'd walked into the restaurant and noticed right away all the admiring glances she was getting. He'd puffed up with pride as he held her seat out. She'd promptly sat down and declared she'd like the most expensive wine in the house.

      Max had blinked at her then and laughed, assuming she was joking.

      Spoiler: she was not, in fact, joking.

      Once he realized it, he'd excused himself to go to the coat check (which didn't exist), and tracked down his waiter to beg him to substitute something much cheaper. It wasn't that Max didn't have the money. He did. And quite a lot of it. He just didn't waste money on frivolous things like wine. Max was the kind of man who liked experiences.

      Fermented grapes, in his opinion, were not an experience.

      When he'd gotten back to his seat, Amelia already had the menu open and was discussing lobster options with the waiter.

      He sighed, then, and figured since he was already committed, he'd at least get a good meal out of it. At first, he thought she was a gold digger. It wasn't until the dessert round that he realized she was crazy too.

      She asked him about children. It was a somewhat risky first date question but not completely out of line, especially for someone who was looking for a serious relationship. So, he made a huge mistake by answering honestly.

      As soon as he admitted he'd like to have three children, Amelia had started discussing ring options. Square cut, round, platinum or white gold. Also, she asked him if he wanted to get married in Houston or have a destination wedding.

      Max, deft in conversation, sometimes awkward in real life, had navigated those waters like an amateur sea captain caught in a squall. Not well at all.

      So...he was pretty sure he was engaged now.

      He'd planned to drive Amelia home and drop her off at the curb. He was a gentleman, but she was making it difficult for him. He was scared to walk her up to the door for fear she'd clobber him over the head and he'd wake up the next morning married.

      So he did something he wasn't proud of. He excused himself from the woman currently smearing red sauce all over the restaurant's white tablecloth and found his waiter. The waiter showed him to the phone and he picked it up.

      "Yes, boss," came the sound of his driver, Caleb's voice.

      "Please don't judge me," were the first words out of his mouth.

      Caleb was silent for a moment. "Should I be disturbed? Do I need to bring a shovel?"

      Max sighed. "None of that. I...need you to pick someone up."

      "Okay," Caleb said. "That doesn't sound hard."

      "It's my date," Max said.

      The silence was longer this time. "And why would I be picking your date up when you're supposed to be with her?"

      "Because in a few seconds I'm no longer going to be with her."

      "Max," Caleb said. He almost never called him Max even though they'd been friends for years. Caleb firmly respected the employee/employer relationship. It was Max who had occasional trouble with boundaries. "Don't ditch your date. That's low class, man."

      "She's making animal shapes out of her spaghetti."

      Silence fell like an anvil. "Excuse me?"

      "I didn't stutter," Max said. "Also, I might be engaged."

      A long-suffering sigh came over the line. "Double pay. Also, next time my contract is up we discuss hazard pay."

      "Done," Max said.

      "Get out of there with your virtue, sir."

      "I'll try my best." Max disconnected the line. His waiter still stood there. The poor guy was trying so hard to be stoic, but Max knew he was dying to laugh. "Call me an Uber and there's a hundred dollar tip in it for you."

      "Done," the waiter said.

      Max counted out enough bills for the meal, the Uber, and the tip. "Also, please stall the lady if she tries to leave. Someone will be coming to pick her up and escort her safely home."

      The waiter nodded and scooped the money off the counter. "Your Uber will be here in two minutes."

      "Good man," said Max. With one look over his shoulder to make sure he wasn't being followed, he stepped out of the glass doors and out to the curb. If he were lucky, he'd be almost home by the time she realized he wasn't coming back. If she ever did. She looked awfully engrossed in her swan art.
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* * *

      The driver pulled up to Max's driveway less than fifteen minutes later. He tipped him generously and was already loosening his tie as he got out of the car. He grabbed the mail from the front box and unlocked his door.

      He stepped inside, kicked the door shut, and began to idly flip through the envelopes. One of them made him pause. It was a cream envelope addressed to his full, formal name. Max tossed the rest down on the hall table and carried that one with him as he headed into the kitchen.

      It was a massive affair with a Viking stove he rarely had time to use. The cabinets were an antiqued white, and half of them were empty.

      He was never sure why he'd purchased this house. Was it loneliness and the future hope to fill it with kids? Or was he just a narcissist with too much money?

      Maybe it was both.

      He unsealed the envelope and smiled as he read the contents. Forrest Woods, his friend from high school, was marrying a woman he'd met last summer while on a trip abroad. But as soon as he felt happiness, his stomach dropped.

      He'd be expected to attend.

      His mother would be expecting to meet his fiancée.

      The one he'd made up over six months ago to get his mom to stop hounding him about marriage and grandkids. If he didn't attend, he would never hear the end of it. If he did attend without his fiancée, he would still never hear the end of it.

      His thoughts roamed back to Amelia and for a heartbeat, he thought maybe, just maybe, he could pass her off as his fiancée. It was only for an evening anyway.

      As soon as that thought intruded, he winced and promptly shut the door on itt. After all, Caleb should be there within the next minute or two and she'd realized she'd been ditched. Guilt flooded Max's stomach. He'd never done that before. Even paying for the meal didn't stop the shame he felt over it.

      Women like Amelia, though, wouldn't get the hint. He didn't have the time or patience for someone that nuts. He had an image to maintain, after all. At least at work.

      He was Max Cordell, superstar architect. Eligible, handsome, and intelligent. At least that's what the magazines said about him.

      In reality, he was introverted, a bit of a video game aficionado, and tired of the dating game. This one had been the craziest, but Max had his fair share of dating horror stories. It was a never-ending cycle, and so far he couldn't seem to get off the ride. When he'd finally had enough of his mom's incessant marriage questions, he did the only thing he could.

      He made up a woman.

      Looking back, it wasn’t his finest moment. In his defense, if he had to listen to his mother ask one more time about when she could start buying baby clothes, he would lose it. So, he did the only thing he could in the moment. He invented a woman, not realizing he would have to pay the piper and introduce her eventually.

      The moment had come. Or would come. In just a few weeks.

      Max ran his hand through his hair and let out a growl of frustration. He needed to find a date. Not only a date but someone who was willing to participate in ridiculous fake fiancée shenanigans. He reached into his pocket and pulled out his cell. Flipping through the contacts, he mentally discarded each one.

      Max rarely deleted a number. He was a man who never burned his bridges and always tried to stay in touch with everyone he knew. It wasn't always feasible, but he did the best he could. He had friends, quite a few of them, but there wasn't a single person in his contacts he would trust with something like this.

      He'd been single for as long as he could remember, and his longest relationship was with someone he didn't like thinking about anymore. Megan, his high-school girlfriend steamrolled over his heart. They'd broken up after two years together, and even now he didn't like to think about it. It was partially due to his ego, and partially due to the fact he wasn't ready to break up with her. They didn't have the perfect relationship, but he would have stayed and worked on it. When she'd broken up with him, for another guy no less, he was devastated.

      Thoughts of the other girl he tried not to think about came at him in a tsunami of memory. Katie. His best friend. He shook his head even after a thought came to him that started him plotting. Katie was good friends with Forrest.

      She would be at the wedding.

      Hmm.

      He went through a few more contacts before he tossed his phone onto the couch. Katie would do this if he asked her to. After eight years of no contact, would she even want to hear from him? A lot had happened in those years. Some good, some bad, some too painful to bear.

      He eyed his cell again, thinking about picking it up and calling. He still had her number. Max had kept tabs on her over the years. He knew she was living in Louisiana and trying to make it as a jewelry maker. A metalsmith or something. Not surprising. She had an area in her room dedicated to crafts when they were growing up. Or so she said. Half the time it looked like the area had been struck by a bomb, but she insisted it was where she went when she needed an idea.

      The phone rang, a jangle in the silence. Max practically leaped on it in desperation but pulled back at the last minute before answering just in case it was his mother. He peered at the phone and he couldn't believe the timing of it.

      Katie Thomas was calling.

      His heart began to pound in a staccato rhythm, almost painful in its intensity. He still waited until it was on the third ring to answer, though. No need to look desperate.

      "Hello?" If his voice was deeper than it normally was, he wouldn't admit it.

      There was a pause on the line. His heart began to pound faster. This was Katie. Katie of the pixie haircut and spaghetti brain. The mad genius who constantly got him into trouble with her harebrained schemes.

      He hoped she'd grown up.

      He shut his eyes for a moment as he waited for her to speak. No. He was lying. He hoped she was the same outrageous person she'd always been.

      "Hi," the voice on the other end said. It was just a tad coarse like she was a smoker, but Max knew she never touched the things. She sounded like a jazz singer at the end of a set, but there was enough sweetness in it to keep from being too much.

      "Katie?" he sounded surprised. Max cringed. He also sounded like a loser. Caller ID had been on everyone's phones for at least ten years now.

      She laughed. The sound of it ricocheted around in his head. He'd missed her so much he couldn't even bear it. Max gripped the receiver a little bit tighter.

      "You know it's me," she said. "How have you been?"

      Terrible. Wonderful. He wanted to tell her everything and nothing all at the same time. "I've been good," is what he said. "You?"

      They sounded like they were on an office call about to go into a sales pitch for providing paper needs or something. He rolled his eyes and made a face at the ceiling.

      "Very well, thanks."

      Max let out a huff of laughter. "Well, now that we've gotten that out of the way."

      A breath escaped Katie over the line. He recognized the sound. She needed something, and she didn't want to ask. He'd heard the same sound numerous times over the years. He waited. It was the only way she'd ask. If he pried, she'd shy away and pretend she was only calling him to say hello. They both knew that would be a lie since neither one of them had picked up the phone in years.

      Katie could hold a grudge like nobody's business. If someone angered her and she told them she'd never speak to them again, she was telling the truth. If the person didn't make an effort, Katie would basically build The Great Wall of China right around her home to keep them out.

      It was part of why he used to be best friends with her, but it was also one of his least favorite things about her. She took no prisoners in the game of life. You were either with her or against her.

      He had always been with her. She just never realized it.

      "So," she said after a pause that had gone on too long. "I got a wedding invitation."

      "From Forrest," Max said.

      "You got it too." She sounded relieved.

      "Of course I did. You going?" He sounded calm, cool, and collected when all he really wanted to do was pop some popcorn, get a blanket, and spend the next three hours catching up. It was a totally girly and unfamiliar feeling. He used to do it all the time. But he'd grown up. So now, here they were. Calm and borderline cold.

      A self-conscious chuckle came over the line. "That's actually why I'm calling."

      His heart sped up. It would be so awesome if she was about to ask him to go with her. That way he wouldn't have to throw himself at her mercy. He'd have the upper hand here. And he liked having the upper hand. "Oh?" he asked. "Something wrong?"

      "No," she quickly reassured him. "I just thought if you were going to be there, we could maybe go together."

      Max wanted to jump up and fist pump. It took great effort not to sigh with relief. Instead, he made her work for it. "Well," he said, "I'm not sure. I need to check my calendar. Want to hang on for a moment?"

      Max did not have a calendar. He paid people to do that for him, and he had the next two weeks wide open because he was between projects. There was no way on earth he was going to tell Katie, though.

      "Sure," she said, her voice a tinge less friendly than it was before.

      Max had to cover his mouth and press his hand against it to keep from laughing. He waited an appropriate time and flipped through a magazine to make it sound like he was actually doing something.

      "Looks like I have that weekend free," he said. "I think we can go together."

      "Wonderful!" Her relief was palpable even over the telephone line.

      "There's just a couple of small things," he said.

      "A couple?" She was on high alert now.

      "Yes." Max took a deep breath and piled it on her. "My mother thinks I'm engaged, so if we go together, I need you to act as my fiancée."

      Dead silence on her end.

      "Katie?" he asked when the silence had gone on for longer than what was comfortable.

      "There is no calendar, is there?" she asked, her voice dry as dust.

      "I assure you, there is definitely a calendar."

      "Uh huh. It's blank, isn't it? You were waiting for someone to fix this problem for you, weren't you?"

      "Whatever gave you that idea?" he asked, his voice as sweet as honey.

      "You made your poor mother believe you're engaged?" Her voice was rising. Max knew if he didn't get this under control quickly, she was going to lose it. When Katie Thomas lost it, explosions happened, worlds collapsed...

      "Just hold on a minute, Katie."

      "Your mother is not going to believe for one hot minute you and I are engaged."

      Katie might be right about that one. They would have to work twice as hard to make it believable. "What do you want?" he asked when he realized she really was going to back out.

      "Nothing," she said flatly. "I needed a date, but I'll find some other poor schmuck who's not so desperate."

      "Desperate!" Max spluttered. "I'll have you know I just had a spread in Architectural Digest!" It sounded lame, even to him.

      "No one cares about architecture, nerd," Katie said, but her voice sounded amused.

      "They care about it when the building collapses down around their ears!" He sounded too grumpy to keep the upper hand.

      "That’s engineering. Not architecture. Nice try, though. I called you needing a favor and you made me squirm! That's dirty pool," she accused. "Turned out you needed the bigger favor. So who has the upper hand now?"

      Max let out an aggrieved sigh. "I suppose you do. Now, what do you want?"

      "Unfortunately, I can't think of a single thing. I'm sure I can find someone who wants free food and booze to take me."

      He thought about Katie for a moment. He'd always been able to get into her head. Eight years had passed, but at the heart of it, people's deepest desires never changed. He knew what she wanted. "How's your jewelry line doing?"

      The abrupt change of subject took her off guard. "You know about that?" she asked.

      He couldn't tell if she was pleased or annoyed. Par for the course with her. "Everyone who's from Pecan Grove knows." He was lying, of course. Max had indulged in some light internet stalking over the years.

      "It's going well," she said. "I'm trying to get into a few more stores around the south."

      "American Chic?" he asked.

      It sounded like Katie had dropped the phone. "Hello?" he asked.

      She picked it up and sounded breathless when she spoke again. "Sorry! Yes, I'd love to get in there but haven't had much luck."

      "Sorry to hear that." Max drew it out a little bit. "If you agree to help me, I might be able to pull some strings and get you a meeting with the head buyer."

      Dead silence on the other end. "Might is not a definite." Her voice was deadpan.

      "I'll tell you what. I'll be getting to Pecan Grove the week before the wedding. Mom has been wanting to see me, and she's been dying to meet the blushing bride. You act as my fiancée for the week, and I guarantee you I'll set the meeting up."

      "When did you get so devious?" Katie asked. "When you show up with me, your mom is going to know something is up. She's known me since I was a kid! What possible reason could you have for not telling her it was me?"

      "Mom is so desperate for the white wedding, she will believe anything. I'll tell her I wanted to surprise her."

      "This is a terrible idea. You're going to break her heart."

      Max winced. "You have no idea how concerned she is with me settling down."

      "Then settle down," she said, no-nonsense as usual.

      "Considering you called me for a date, I'm going to go out on a limb here and figure you know as well as I do how difficult it is to find someone."

      "I'm single because I want to be," Katie said, her voice sharper than usual.

      "We will be doing each other a mutual favor. Although, you'll be getting more out of it than me."

      "I'm not so sure about that," Katie grumbled.

      "American Chic," he said. "Do this for me and you'll get in there. I guarantee it."

      "And if I don't?" she asked, her tone becoming surlier by the minute.

      "I can only lead the horse to water," he said. "I can't make it drink."

      "I hope the horse drowns you," Katie said.

      "So that's a yes then?" Max asked.

      "I hate you," Katie said.

      "You say those words, but I don't believe them." Max got off the couch and did a little victory dance. The chance to see Katie and not have to listen to his mom harp on him the entire time he was there? It was worth the discomfort of seeing her again after all these years.

      "You should," Katie grumbled.

      A grin spread over his face.

      She was in.
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      Max's blatant bribery was borderline egregious. He always knew the right buttons to push to get her to do something she didn't want to do. But this one was a big one. A huge one, in fact. She'd been trying to get into that department store forever. During his blackmail, Katie jumped on the computer. In the few seconds he'd had to make his proposal, she'd been on the store website. Then Max's architecture firm. Sure enough, he'd designed their store.

      So he really did have an in with them.

      Posing as someone's fiancée was about the worst thing to happen to her in years, but if it got her foot in the door, she would do it. She wasn't real excited about all the time she was going to have to spend with him because they had serious issues, but she'd do it for her career.

      "One week," Katie said, even as she cringed. "But everything has to be in writing."

      "Excuse me?" Max said. "In writing. Like a legally binding agreement?"

      Katie grinned at the outrage in his voice. "Exactly like a written agreement," she said.

      "But I'm your best friend!"

      "You were," she said quietly. "I don't think you can claim that title after a period of five or more years of silence."

      He let out a harsh breath. "I have a lot to say about that, but this is not the time or the place. This is ridiculous. I'm not signing anything."

      "You've exhausted all your contacts, haven't you?" she asked.

      The silence over the line was deafening. "You were my first choice," Max said.

      Katie laughed loud and hard. "I don't believe that for a second. You don't have anyone else to ask. Put the agreement in writing and I'll wear a pretty little bonnet and skirt for you and pretend like I'm the most doting fiancée on the planet."

      "Oh?" The interest in his tone was unmistakable. "And will you have my dinner ready each night?"

      "Just once. Full of arsenic."

      "Takeout then," Max agreed. "What kind of terms for the agreement?"

      Katie was about to speak, but he interrupted. "Do we really have to do this? We've been friends for years."

      "I take no chances with my career, Max."

      "Fine," he said. "I think it's ridiculous, but I'll do it. One week. No more, no less. And you pretend like I hung the moon, got it?"

      "We'll see. First of all, I want the American Chic deal in writing from you. At minimum, I want a sit down, no shorter than thirty-minute meeting with the person in charge."

      "Thirty minutes? That's pushing it. Twenty."

      "Done. Twenty." Katie clicked her pen and began taking notes.

      "We have to share a room," Max said.

      "Absofreakinglutely not," Katie said.

      "If we're engaged, we won't have separate rooms. This is 2019."

      "Non-negotiable. We are not sharing a room. I need privacy, and I haven't seen you in almost ten years."

      "A suite, then. Separate bedrooms."

      "No," Katie said.

      She could hear the desperation in his voice. "No one is going to buy this if we don't!"

      "A suite with bedrooms across the room from each other and separate bathrooms."

      "That's...asking a lot. It will be expensive if we can manage to find one."

      She studied her nails. "You had a spread in Architectural Digest. I'm sure you can afford it."

      Max chuckled so low it sent a shiver down her spine. "You play dirty pool too. Fine. If I can find it, it will be done."

      "And if you can't?"

      "Then we might have to discuss adjoining rooms."

      "I won't do that unless you can be completely locked out," Katie said.

      "You drive a hard bargain."

      "You need this more than I do," she reminded him.

      "Fine," he said. "What else?"

      "No PDA."

      "Katie," he groaned. "We're not monks. We're supposed to be engaged."

      "One arm around the waist. No rear slaps. It's not the 1950's."

      "I'm a little concerned that rear slaps are a valid concern of yours."

      "It's a possessive habit, and I don't like it." Katie flopped back onto her couch and played with her hair. She was enjoying this far more than she should.

      "Fine. One arm around the waist and kisses twice a day."

      "Chaste kisses," Katie rebutted. "On the cheek."

      "One on the lips, one on the cheek."

      "This is ridiculous," Katie muttered.

      "It has to be believable. There has to be some affection between us."

      "Top of the head and one on the cheek," she said.

      "No. Top of the head and one on the lips," he said, amusement in his tone.

      "Fine." Katie frowned. "And kisses do not roll over! These are not like cell phone minutes."

      "I’m concerned about how averse you are to kisses," Max said.

      "I'm not averse to kisses!" This was going to be a disaster; she could feel it. "I'm averse to business transaction kisses."

      "You're the one that wanted to turn this into a transaction."

      "This is to make sure we're on the same page. If we know what the rules are, we can get through the week without incident."

      "Katie, all you have to do it look at me like you're blissfully happy. Do that and we won't have any trouble."

      That was all Katie once wanted, but Max had eyes for anyone except her. She tamped down the heartache that thought caused. "I still don't think your mom is going to buy this."

      "Mom has always loved you, you know." Max sighed on the other end of the line. Maybe he hadn't meant to say that.

      "I know," Katie admitted. She did. She'd always loved Mrs. Cordell, too, but when she lost contact with Max, she felt funny about keeping in contact with the rest of his family. Even though she missed his mom over the years, Max was really the one she wanted to talk to. Also, Mrs. Cordell was kind of terrifying.

      "She'll be happy to see you."

      "And I'll be lying to her the whole time." Every cell in Katie's body was telling her to run from this insane idea. But if there was even a hint of a meeting with American Chic, she'd do whatever she needed to make sure it happened.

      "She never has to know," Max said. His voice lowered. "Listen, you're right. I had no one else I could trust enough to do this. You know me more than anyone else in my life."

      It was a stunning admission after all these years. Katie was flattered, but she also wondered about what kind of people Max had in his life.

      He lived in Houston, three hours away from Pecan Grove. He had two older brothers, but he'd never been particularly close to them. His older sister, Holly, had moved away before Max started high school so Katie never met her. She knew they were close, however. Katie didn't know who his friends were these days or even if he had any. Her stomach turned. Max was making her feel guilty.

      "I already agreed to it," she said.

      "I know. I can tell you don't want to, though."

      "Would anyone?" she asked. "It's going to be hard to be myself."

      "It should never be hard to be you. That's all I want. You to show up and be yourself."

      "With kisses," Katie said.

      "A small caveat," Max agreed. "Something you can surely do for me just this once."

      "Add no kisses in private to the list," Katie said.

      "You are the killer of fun," Max said, his voice an amused pout.

      "I changed my name last year to reflect that," she said. She scribbled on her list.

      "I wasn't planning on kissing you in private, but now you've left no room for any fun on impulse."

      "Impulses are not part of the deal," Katie said, though a fleeting smile stole across her mouth. Despite the ridiculousness of this situation, she was having fun bantering with him. "I need to go," she said. "I'll make the rest of my demands via email. Give me yours?"

      Max rattled off his email address. "I have some of my own. I'll send those."

      "Remember who has leverage here," Katie said.

      "Like you'd ever let me forget it," he said.

      They disconnected the line. Katie stayed on her couch for a long while thinking about Max, their friendship, and how in the world they were going to fool everyone in Pecan Grove. She still thought it was going to end in a total disaster, especially since she was a terrible actress. Katie couldn't even think about the kisses right now. That was way too much, and she'd deal with it when she had to. She pulled the notebook closer to her and made a yes and a no column. Then she added an additional column called "Dealbreakers." Once she and Max hashed everything out, she'd make sure she took it with her when she flew home. Then they'd both sign it.

      Katie might have been an artist, but she still liked knowing all the rules. Especially in a game like this. She couldn't afford to get invested again.

      Especially not with Max.
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* * *

      Her list was insanely long. Max was not going to agree with many of these. If any of them. She chewed on the lid of the pen. So maybe she'd gone a little crazy with the terms. Maybe she'd gone a little crazy with him. It had been so long since she'd seen him and when they were kids, they had no rules. Look what happened to her. She went and fell in love with him, and he was totally oblivious about it for years. Still oblivious, in fact.

      With this, they would follow the rules. They'd get through the wedding. Then they'd go back to their separate lives, and Max could finally find someone to make his mom happy.

      She leaned her head back and groaned. None of this would be so bad if they weren't trying to fool people from back home. They'd both grown up there and everyone knew she and Max were just friends. In fact, he'd dated a girl for two years while she did nothing but grin and bear it.

      Stupid all the way around on her part. If she would have been braver, she could have just treated her feelings like a bandage and just ripped them off. The only thing that would have happened was Max saying no.

      Wouldn't that be better than the uncomfortable place they currently were?

      She kind of wanted to call Ava back and chew her out. She'd suggested this. Now all of a sudden, she was participating in some kind of rom-com movie farce. Except in the rom-coms, it always worked out. This had the potential to hurt some feelings, so she still had a strange feeling about it.

      Her gaze trailed over to the small and cozy nook she had set up in her house. Normal people would call it a dining room, but she couldn't think of a single person who used that room for its intended purpose. She had a large wooden table set up in the middle of it with an ergonomic chair behind it. She did a lot of her designing standing up, but during the planning phases, she was sitting down.

      Most of her jewelry equipment was in the room. Everything but the power tools. Those were in the small garage. She had a clothesline set up with additional jewelry she made, though she was careful to keep it away from the window. She didn't want anyone seeing inside the place. There was a lot of money tied up in stones, silver, and equipment. All of her jewelry was sterling silver, most of it made with uncut precious stones. There were moonstones and labradorites, onyx and topaz, citrine and amethyst...anything a jewelry artist could want or need. Too much, if you asked her. Even if she did refuse to get rid of any of it. You never knew when a stone you bought would be the perfect one for a piece. Just last year, she'd learned how to make her own bezels so she could custom fit the stone without having to cut it.

      Yes, she'd do this if she got her jewelry recognized on a national scale. She'd grin and bear it. Again. She wasn't fake engaged to him last time, but her feelings were all too real.

      This time, though, the stakes were higher. She needed to put on her game face, cut down the shenanigans. Get in, get out, get famous.

      She snickered at that one. It wasn't fame she necessarily wanted. It was recognition. She was making some beautiful pieces. They were all handmade⁠—from the clasp to the bezel. While there were a lot of jewelry artists out there, working in metal wasn't as common as some of the others. Plus, Katie had taken a lot of courses in gemology and was registered as a gemologist. She'd never been one for a traditional four-year college, but her parents had insisted on her at least getting an associate’s degree. So she rushed through those two years and graduated with a degree in Massage Therapy. Her parents were horrified, but they never specified what the degree had to be in.

      However, she earned a good living giving massages, and she continued to work in the field until she saved enough money to buy the equipment she needed and sock away multiple pieces to sell. Once she'd started taking custom orders, she began to earn enough money to focus solely on jewelry.

      Today, it was paying her rent and all of her other bills while still giving her a little room to save and have some fun. She still wanted more. If she needed to be beholden to Max Cordell for a little while to get there, she'd do it.

      She picked up her pen to write a few more notes. Once she finished, she fired up her laptop. She wanted to get the document finalized as soon as she could. As soon as she saw him in Pecan Grove, she'd make him sign it.

      Katie smiled. This was working out in ways she'd never expected it to.
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      He laughed out loud when he saw the most recent email from Katie come through with the subject line: Ransom Demands. As much as he regretted having to basically blackmail her, he was glad it was with her and not someone he didn't know as well. Whether they still knew each other as well as they used to was still up in the air, but he knew Katie. Her appearance and some aspects of her personality might change, but her heart was still the same.

      He double clicked on the email and blinked at the massive list of demands. He should decline all of it on principle. Max scanned the list and laughed a few times. He was mostly perplexed, though. Katie always had strong boundaries, but this seemed like overkill. One of the items on the list stood out.

      No more than three drinks during any one period of time spent together.

      Max wasn't a big drinker. He'd have a beer sometimes when he went out, but that was usually the extent of it. Unless his dad was around. Then he'd drink Scotch. Even though he hated it.

      He had no idea if Katie drank either. How odd.

      The one he would absolutely not agree to was the time limit. She wanted to delegate their relationship down to hours.

      Breakfast from 7:30 to 9 a.m. Lunch from 12 to 2 p.m. One public viewing around 4 p.m., then dinner from 7 to 9 p.m. First of all, it made her sound a hundred. Who planned three squares a day? As a matter of fact, who planned anything this much? They weren't on vacation. They weren't going to miss a tour if they didn't get up for breakfast until after 9 a.m.

      Max frowned at the screen. Why was she being so cautious about everything? He scanned the list again and didn't see anything else outrageous, so he hit reply and fired back a message agreeing to everything except the time limit.

      Within sixty seconds, he had a response.

      We have to set boundaries if we plan on being successful.

      Max replied.

      Stop being a weirdo and let some things happen naturally.

      A mere few seconds later, he'd received a response.

      Nothing about this is natural.

      Max laughed out loud. She was right. Faking a fiancée was probably worse than lying about one in the first place. He did not have an endgame. Once the wedding was over, Katie would go back to her city and he'd go back to his. They were going to have to figure out an epic break up story to appease his mother because once she saw Katie, wedding planning was going to be well in hand.

      He fired off one more response to her, shut his laptop, and got up to start packing. He still had some time before he had to leave, but he was staying for a week. And he wanted to impress Katie.

      He frowned at that one. He shouldn't want to impress her. It bothered him that he felt that way, but a part of him had never stopped caring about her.

      Max stepped into his closet and flipped the light on. His last girlfriend had taken one look at it and abruptly announced she was moving in. She was kidding, but it didn't last long after that. Max didn't love being a bachelor, but he loved the freedom it entailed. Now he looked at his oversized closet with different eyes. Katie would hate it.

      Someone could stage a Broadway play in it and still have room for clothing. There were two massive clothing racks on each side and built-in shelves for shoes, a spinning hanger for belts, a built-in area for hats (of which he had none), a large mirror, and a storage area in the middle for ties.

      Max had an inordinate amount of ties. He frowned as he looked at them. Purple, blue, paisley, striped⁠—you name it, Max had it in tie form. He selected several of varying colors and walked out to lay them on the bed. After that, he selected a crisp, white button-down shirt and a dark navy suit. The wedding was in the afternoon, so he didn't want to wear black. He chose a shiny pair of designer loafers and a matching belt.

      It took him hours to carefully select everything he thought he might need for his trip. Normally, he slapped together suits and business attire with ease. This trip was different, though. He had to be prepared for anything. Especially when Katie was involved.

      When he finally managed to get everything together, he frowned at his luggage. He had two massive suitcases and a garment bag.

      "What am I?" he muttered to himself. "A reality star?" Max shook his head and left the bedroom. He'd come back to that later and try to pare some things down. If he rolled up with that much luggage and Katie saw him, she'd never let him live it down.
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* * *

      Max stepped out of his vehicle and sighed as the temperate Pecan Grove air hit him. It was strange how you could be in the same state and have completely different atmospheres in certain cities. Houston was shirt-wringing damp almost as soon as you stepped out of the house. Plus it was hot, so hot you could make cookies on your dashboard if you took the time and effort.

      Pecan Grove was hot, no question about that, but the humidity was less than a quarter of Houston. You could walk outside and not immediately start to sweat.

      He'd missed that part of this little town.

      Max reached into his trunk and grabbed his one suitcase and garment bag. He knew if he showed up with two suitcases, he'd get some funny looks, so he'd gone through everything twice in order to pare some things down. As it was, the one suitcase he did bring was screaming at the seams. It would be a miracle if he managed to get everything back in on the return trip.

      If he walked into the hotel, this farce was a go. He and Katie would be spending more time together than they had in years. He let out a nervous breath and moved his head from side to side like a boxer about to step into the ring. As if that would help him sort out all the conflicting feelings he had.

      A moment later, he snapped up the handle of his suitcase, slung the garment back over his shoulder, and headed for the glass doors.

      This was the only nice hotel in town. They had others, but this was the place everyone held all their events at. If they could afford it. If they couldn't, most people used the rec center toward the middle of downtown.

      This place had a nice garden area and two big ballrooms for receptions and parties, plus there was a restaurant which served all day. Pecan Grove hadn't changed a whole lot in the time he'd been gone, but over the years there had been some good changes. He stepped in and a blast of cool air hit him in the face.

      "Welcome to Pecan Grove Suites," said a short, older woman as he walked in. He smiled at her and allowed himself to be led over to the check-in desk.

      He pushed over his ID and credit card. "Please leave an extra key for my fiancée, Katherine Thomas," he said. Max almost choked on the word fiancée. This was going to be harder than he thought. He smiled at the woman helping him.

      "She's already picked one up, sir," the woman said as she processed his registration. "She said to tell you to meet her in the restaurant when you're ready."

      Max's gaze immediately went to the restaurant. He strained to see her, but the place was too big to spot her.

      "Thank you," he said. His stomach clenched at the thought of seeing her again. The last time he and Katie were together was his graduation party. She had a short pixie cut, cropped short and close to her head. Max loved it. The cut wouldn't have looked good on just anyone, but she had the fine bone structure and large green eyes to pull it off. He even remembered what she was wearing: a pair of cut off denim shorts and a blue tank top. Brown flip flops and bright pink toes.

      He took the receipt the woman offered and rushed over to the elevator. He'd waited long enough to see her. Eight years was too long to miss his closest friend. Life was too short to not be around people you cared about.

      Max snorted at himself. He was a textbook introvert and stayed away from this place even after his mom had begged him to come home.

      He just missed Katie. That was why he was suddenly waxing philosophical.

      He stepped into the elevator, greeting the couple inside as he wrestled with his bag, and punched his floor in. Awkward silence and bad music filled the compartment. When the bell dinged, Max rushed out, ready to get his stuff in his room and see his friend.

      He slapped his keycard against the lock and when it opened, he was pleasantly surprised at the view. A small hallway led into a large living area. There was a large bay window that looked out into the gardens below and not much else. Pecan Grove wasn't a place with a whole lot of scenery other than tall trees and small houses.

      The kitchen was on the smaller side, but he didn't mind. More than likely, they would be out of their room more than they were in it. He looked to the left and saw a closed door, which must have been Katie’s room. To the right, the door was open to another bedroom. He pulled his luggage in and tossed his garment bag on the surprisingly large bed. Max poked his head into a conjoining room only to see a large room with only a shower.

      He grinned to himself. This suite sported a large soaking tub. He remembered it from the booking. He could only assume what room that was in. With a quick check in the mirror, he nodded at his reflection. Even with the travel, he was still holding up okay. Shorter blonde hair styled appropriately. He wasn't into trendy things, but some styles were classic. He didn't like hair gel, so he kept it cut at all times. Not too short, a little longer on the top, but short enough so he didn't look like he was unemployed. His eyes were a lighter brown, closer to amber than chocolate, and his face was pleasant enough.

      Or so his mother told him.

      He did a quick check of his teeth, scooped up his room key and stuck it in his pocket, and headed back downstairs. Max would unpack later. First things first. He had to see Katie and make sure their stories were straight.

      When the elevator doors opened, Max shook his hands out to steady his nerves and headed over to the restaurant. He found her almost the instant he walked in. He almost stopped in his tracks. Instead, his feet did a little stumble he hoped he was quick enough to catch before anyone else noticed.

      The pixie cut was gone.

      Katie Thomas had always been pretty. But more in an alternative kind of tomboy way.

      The woman who sat in front of him right now set the bar for pretty. She was still Katie, but she was definitely not the same girl he'd left behind.

      Long brown hair spiraled down her neck and shoulders, ending close to her waist. It was perfectly styled in long, loose curls. Her face was still heart-shaped and her lips were still full and expressive. She wore a pair of dark wash skinny jeans, a peach flowing top, and a pair of light brown flats. A large bracelet with bright orange gemstones rested on her thin wrist.

      Her eyes were still the same. Bright, vivid green, and piercing him to the deepest core of his soul.

      She was smiling at him, and he remembered those slight crinkles at the edges of her eyes. She still had those. But he knew her smile was somewhat forced. When Katie gave you a real smile, it was devastating. She had a wide smile, with bright white teeth, and the laugh of a Texas truck driver⁠—loud and genuine.

      Today, that smile was a little dim.

      Katie was nervous. It made him feel a little better about how he was feeling.

      She lifted a hand and gestured him over. His steps felt like he was walking in molasses. She was heart-stoppingly gorgeous. Not in the way of the women he'd been recently dating. Just in a...Katie way. It made no sense. She was non-traditionally pretty. When women heard that sometimes, they rolled their eyes and thought it wasn't a compliment. But it was. Katie looked like she was secure in her own skin and knew what she wanted. That only added to her physical beauty.

      "Hey," she said as she stood.

      Max couldn't help it. He opened his arms and pulled her in for a hug. She was as short as he remembered. Her head fit right onto his chest, and she turned it to rest against it for a moment. Katie put her arms around his waist. It took him a moment to remember they were supposed to be engaged. He didn't want to let her go.

      Katie stepped away first. Her cheeks were just a touch pink.

      "Hey," he said. "It's good to see you."

      "Same," she said, but her tone betrayed her words. A pang of hurt touched him. Katie was here, but he didn't know if she was glad to see him.

      "You look well," she said.

      He glanced down at the dark jeans and button down he was wearing. "A long way from my high school wardrobe."

      A self-conscious smile touched her face. "For sure." She tugged at her peach top. "I would have ruined this in five minutes if I'd worn it when I was a teen."

      A smile lit his mouth. "Definitely. I seem to recall you had a thing for climbing every tree that could hold your weight."

      "I'm sad to say my tree climbing days are mostly over. I'm more of an indoor workout girl these days." She hadn't fully met his gaze yet. She was looking at a spot below his chin.

      Max ducked his head a little. Those emerald eyes were brilliant in their intensity. She blinked at him, then narrowed her eyes.

      "You look different," he said.

      "You don't," she responded.

      A grin stretched his face. "I'm the same person I always was."

      "Mmm," she said, which didn't tell him much. She leaned over and rummaged through her massive leather purse for something.

      Pulling out a stack of papers, she slapped them on the table, along with a nice pen. "I trust you'll find everything in order.'

      A sigh escaped him. "That's how we're doing this? Not even a drink first?"

      She gestured to the bartender. "We can have a drink while we wait for you to read through it."

      The bartender plodded over, a large man wearing flannel and a glorious beard. "Help you?" he said. His words were as slow as his gait.

      Katie ordered a soft drink. Max ordered a beer, even though he didn't really want it. When the bartender left, Max slid the sheath of papers toward him.

      "I can't believe you wrote all those things out."

      She shrugged. "I've never done anything like this. It seems like there's a lot of opportunities to blur the lines. I'm not up for that."

      "Blurred lines?"

      She gave a sharp nod. "Exactly. I'll be your fiancée so you can be a terrible son, and I can get my jewelry in my favorite store. But there have to be rules."

      Max spluttered. "Terrible son? Ouch."

      She leaned forward. "I never lie to my mother."

      Max leaned forward as well, so close their noses were almost touching. "You skipped out on second period English for an entire week when you were standing in line to get Boyz II Men tickets."

      Her nose flared. "That was different."

      "Was it?" He held up two fingers. "You also lied to her when you told her you were going on a college visit in Austin, and instead, we went to a bonfire party."

      The memory sparked bright and hot in his heart. They'd driven up in her beat-up old Nissan, and he had to hunch down in the floorboards until they were twenty minutes out of town so none of their nosy neighbors would see them. When he finally got up, his neck was so sore, he had to ice it for two days. He remembered her silhouette dancing in front of the fire. She was loose and limber and free. They both were.

      It was one of the few times their last years of high school where they'd been able to hang out without Megan getting jealous.

      "It was worth it," she murmured. "So was Boyz II Men. Point being, I've never lied to my mother about anything in the relationship department. Not that seriously, at least."

      He spread his hands. "You're right. It's not nice. But she's older. I'll get married. One day. I'm just not ready to right now."

      Katie tilted her head. "Not finding the right people?"

      The spaghetti animal artist reared her head in his memories. "Not even a little," he admitted. He would tell her that story one day, but now didn't feel like the right time. It felt like they were circling around each other like cautious cats. Wary and only partially friendly.

      "You?" he asked.

      She shook her head. "Nothing can measure up to Hank and Marie Thomas."

      He was surprised she voiced that opinion. She was right, though. Hank and Marie Thomas were the epitome of a happily married couple. Every time he'd come to their house, her parents were either touching each other in some way, shape, or form or close enough to touch. When you looked at them, you could see how much they loved each other. It was written into every word and every touch they exchanged.

      "How are they?" he asked.

      "Still stupid in love. It's kind of gross." Katie made a little gagging noise which made him laugh.

      The bartender dropped their drinks off and made his way back behind the counter, slow as molasses. Max held his beer up. "Cheers, Katie. To friends and new experiences."

      A small frown appeared between her brows. "To friends," she said as she clinked his glass against hers.

      He was going to make a point of being her friend again before he left. Even if it killed him.

      She motioned to the agreement. He gave her a mock glare and picked it up. Max's lips twitched as he read over it. Two full pages were dedicated to specifying all the rules with physical contact.

      "This is very modern," he remarked.

      Katie scoffed. "That should be standard legalese in every hiring paperwork."

      His face grew serious. "I would never touch you without your permission. It's almost insulting you've written this in."

      Heat colored her cheeks. "I didn't mean it like that. I know you wouldn't. I'm just concerned about pretending to be engaged. There are a lot of liberties that could be taken there I'm just not comfortable with."

      Max's lips pressed together. He picked up the pen and made a note in the margins. Katie's brow furrowed as he pushed it over to her.

      Always ask Katie for permission, he had written.

      "I know it's weird," she admitted.

      "This entire thing is weird, though, yes, this statement is weird. We're sharing a suite, Katie. Nothing else." He studied her. "Relax."

      She blew out a breath. "Sorry. Yes. I will."

      A grin spread across his face. "You're genuinely terrified." A laugh broke from him.

      "Shut up," she said, though a small smile was forming on her face.

      "My mother is not that scary," he said.

      "She is," Katie rebutted. "Your mom has always been a little frightening."

      "That's because you've never really seen her let her hair down. She's just very no-nonsense. She has three boys, Katie. You have to be stern to stay sane."

      Her nervousness didn't seem to abate, even with his words. She knew Katie loved his mom, but he also knew she'd always been a little wary of her. She never liked it when he lied to her, and most of the time, she excused herself from any mischief that involved directly fibbing to her. Of course, there were a few times when her free spirit got away from her and she caved. Most of her mischief didn't involve any real harm, but he did have to spin some tales a few times to get out of trouble for breaking his curfew.

      "What if she asks me specifics?" Katie asked.

      "Like where we met again?"

      She nodded.

      "Keep it simple. We met at a conference. You were a vendor." He pointed to her handmade bracelet. "I was an attendee. We ran into each other, decided to catch up, and you fell madly in love with me all over again."

      Katie looked like he'd struck her.

      "Katie?" Concern knitted his brows. "Did I say something?"

      She cleared her throat. "Not at all. Keep it simple. Got it." She pulled another pen out of her bag and pulled the paper toward herself. She signed it in a long, loopy scrawl and pushed it back.

      Max wasn't convinced. "Is there something bothering you?"

      She gave him a bright, false smile. "Not at all." Katie picked up her drink and took a long swallow. "Let's just sign it and get this over with."

      Max signed the document but couldn't figure out what he'd said to bother her so much. They did have to pretend to love each other if they were going to pull this off. Was that what it was?

      Katie slapped a few bills down on the table, took the papers from him, grabbed her purse, and left him sitting there. He shook his head at her behavior. It wasn't like he wouldn't see her again tonight. They were sharing a suite.

      For the first time since this whole debacle, he started to doubt himself. Maybe they had too much history to pull this off. He couldn't deny the undeniable tug he felt every time he was around her. She was beautiful, even more so with age. Max reached up and scratched the side of his face. He wasn't super great with women. Obviously. He was now participating in romantic shenanigans to fool his mother. But if he wanted to pull this off, he'd need to stay on Katie's good side.

      He paid the rest of the check and stood to head back to his room when a couple walked into the restaurant. Just as he was picking up the receipt, he smelled the scent of mango.

      Max’s nose wrinkled. He couldn’t stand the scent of the fruit anymore and…yet…there was only one woman he knew who wore perfume that smelled like it. He took a closer look at the couple.

      His stomach clenched.

      Megan was here.

      With a man who was surprisingly short.

      He knew the moment he’d been spotted. Megan had always had a homing beacon when it came to men. He liked to think it was just him, but he suspected her spidey senses tingled for whatever poor man she had in her sights.

      "Max!" Her voice was just as breathless as he remembered, as if she was constantly at the finish line of a race. "Oh my goodness. It is so wonderful to see you!"

      She rushed up to him, and he couldn’t help but smile as she plastered herself against him in an outrageous parody of a hug. If it was a hug, it was the most indecent one he’d ever been involved in.

      The years had only improved Megan Brooks. She was tall, blonde, leggy, and drop-dead gorgeous. Even in high school, she was a looker. Feeling the pinpoint glare of her new beau, Max carefully extricated himself from her overeager embrace.

      He stuck his hand out to the other man. "Max Cordell," he greeted with a smile.

      The man was shorter than him by at least three inches. He’d put him at 5’7". He was ordinary, which was a surprise coming from Megan. Dark hair, dark blue eyes, average features and hair beginning to thin. His build was average too. Not too muscular or athletic, a bit on the thin side. He’d bet money the guy worked out maybe twice a month, just to save face with his buddies.

      Max suspected he was also filthy rich.

      The man took his proffered hand and give it a quick, thankfully dry, shake. "Horace Crane," he said.

      Horace. Was this the wedding of terrible names or something? Max slapped a smile on his face. "Nice to meet you. I see you’re here with Megan. Lucky guy." He lightly slapped the guy on the back, and he could tell the moment the man relaxed his guard around him.

      A slight drooping of the shoulders, a more genuine smile, less stiff posture. Max didn’t want any drama, but Megan thrived on it. Best to head this off at the pass before it was even an issue.

      The man’s chest puffed up. "Guess I am." He smiled at Megan.

      Her smile was bright, wide, and as false as his Grandma Bertie’s teeth. "You certainly are," she breathed and poked him in the chest.

      Max was torn. He hadn’t really wanted to see Megan while he was here, but she was still a beautiful woman. And still as fake as ever.

      Thoughts of the woman a few floors up intruded into his brain, and he wanted to slap them away. Katie looked incredible. Personality wise, Katie had Megan and there wasn’t really a competition.

      But Katie didn’t really like him much right now, and Megan was staring at him like he was a delicious pork chop. For a moment, he wondered if he’d made a mistake. Maybe he should have asked Megan to do this instead of Katie.

      Thoughts of Cecilia Cordell made that flight of fancy come to a screeching halt. She wasn’t what you’d call a Megan fan. In fact, his mother had once called her a graceless, apathetic troll and that was what she’d said to her face. After she’d left, Max received the dressing down of a lifetime over her, and yet, he’d chosen to stay.

      He tried not to stare at Megan too much, especially with her boyfriend breathing down her neck. What was it about her that made him act foolishly? Her beauty?

      These days, he was around beautiful women all the time. They were practically beating down his door. Not to see him, although they pretended that’s what they were there for. These women wanted his money.

      Funny story, though. He had no money up until recently. Most architects didn’t earn that much right away. But Max won a contest and was selected to design one of Houston’s premier skyscrapers. After that, he was in high demand and could command much higher sums for his work. He never thought something as simple as a contest could boost his career to the lengths it had, but he was grateful. Max had already been on the way up the ladder, but this skyrocketed him to the top.

      He planned to stay there.

      Megan was worth watching. Literally and figuratively.

      He excused himself with a check of his phone and told the couple he had to make a light night call.

      "Oooh," Megan said, "Houston? Something with work?"

      Max blinked at her. There was a zero percent chance of her being interested in architecture. He’d bet money on it. "Sure is," he said and offered only a polite smile and no more information.

      He waved and turned to leave. Someone’s gaze was boring into his back the entire time, and he was pretty sure it was not Horace’s.

      Megan was a complication for more than one reason. He still liked her, though he couldn’t figure out why.

      From the signals she was giving off, she still liked him too.
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      A suite was a huge mistake. The only saving grace of it was the extra door which allowed her to go right out into the hall without having to see Max. He must have been shelling out a fortune for it. She rushed into the kitchen to grab a glass of water and hurried back into her room.

      Katie locked both of the locks and collapsed on her bed. She was impressed at how comfortable it was, though she wasn't sure she'd get a wink of sleep with him just across the hall.

      "I'm an idiot," she whispered. This was the most asinine thing she'd ever participated in, and she was the queen of idiotic shenanigans in high school. The more pranks, the better. She'd mellowed with age, so this wasn't sitting very well with her.

      Plus, she knew very soon she'd be facing Mrs. Cordell and she wasn't sure she could keep it all together with this charade. She hadn't seen her in years, but Katie remembered the way those hawk eyes seemed like they could see into her very soul. She never outright lied to the woman, but she still wanted to confess all of her deepest, darkest secrets every time she looked at her for more than a second or two.

      Max was a grown man lying to his mother about something really important. She was no better. She was leveraging his screw up into something advantageous for herself.

      Serves him right, she thought.

      He looked better than he had any right to. He didn't look much different, but he’d finally grown into his skin. He'd always been on the thin side, but that had filled out to a leanness that could only come from sports like running or swimming. He'd kept in shape over the years. His blonde hair was just a hair lighter than it used to be, maybe from being outside a lot. Those eyes were still just as amazing as they always were—a sort of lighter honey tapped right from the hive. She'd always loved his eyes. Katie always thought brown-eyed people were nicer in general. Not that she had any concrete statistics, but Max had always been her go-to guy. Until all of a sudden, he wasn't anymore.

      She pulled the pillow over her face and let out a short scream inside of it. She was sure that wouldn't be the only one she'd be letting out over the next week.

      And why she was here for a week was frustrating beyond belief. Turned out, when she got here, there had been a wedding itinerary listed out for special guests of the bride and groom. Max must have known this and bamboozled her. This had better not involve group tours or trust exercises. If it did, she was going to make Max pay.

      In high school, Max was a genius at getting her into uncomfortable situations. Katie did so many things with him she'd never do with anyone else. Not that she was an angel, far from it. She was constantly getting into mischief and usually dragging Max with her. But Max...he would do small things and they would ultimately have a huge impact on her life.

      He was good like that.

      Katie groaned. She could not fall back into like with him. Certainly not love.

      There was a public speaking class credit Katie needed to graduate. She flat out refused to take it her freshman and sophomore years. Katie hated everything about public speaking. The speech itself. Standing up in front of people. Stumbling over her words. The pressure with everyone looking at her and judging. She couldn't do it.

      Until Max signed up with her. He'd seen the trouble she was having with it and the resistance she had to signing up for it. He'd taken public speaking his freshman year and aced it. Of course he had. Katie didn't know he'd already taken it, so when he offered, she jumped on it. He'd sat through the entire class with her, encouraged her when she didn't think she could do it and ended up acing the class again.

      As a matter of fact, she did too. With Max's help.

      She found out during their senior year he never had to take it after she overheard some girls questioning what he was doing in the class. He was over by two credits and could have gotten out of school early. Max chose not to in order to support her. She never told him she knew.

      It was just the sort of thing Max would do. It didn't stop there either.

      Tears pooled in the sides of her eyes. Their last year of school, Katie tried desperately to get him to notice her. She cut her hair. She made her shorts a little too short. She stood a little closer. Nothing. It was him and Megan. Even though he never liked her as much as he should have. Before Megan, it was everyone else. Just not her. Never her.

      Thinking back, she shouldn't have done any of it. If she'd succeeded in stealing him away from Megan, she wouldn't have been very proud of herself.

      It was just her luck to find herself in a situation like this now. She was with the one who got away. In a fake relationship. At a wedding. Could it get any weirder?

      She let out a sigh and rolled onto her side. The curtains to the windows were closed, but she knew what she would see if she looked outside. A lot of trees. A snort escaped her. Pecan Grove never changed much. The people just multiplied into generations. But she'd loved it once upon a time.

      Especially during the summers. She and Max did everything together. Usually with a group of people, but sometimes she'd get him all to herself.

      Katie shook her head. Best to keep that train of thought parked firmly at the station. Let that train out, and it was sure to go skidding off the rails and end in a fiery crash.

      She sat up and pulled a case off of her nightstand. She carried the old leather carry bag everywhere she went. The best advertisement for her jewelry was hers or someone else's neck and wrist. She untied the leather strips holding it closed and carefully rolled it out.

      Dozens of pieces of handmade jewelry lay carefully secured inside. She'd chosen turquoise for most of the trip, which made her choose mostly white and black clothing. There were a few labradorite pieces, some moonstone earrings, and a gorgeous boulder opal bracelet. She pulled the bracelet out to look at it. It was one of her favorite pieces. Sourcing the stones had taken her months. Boulder opals weren't exactly common. Neither were they cheap. She tilted one of the bezels and the stone flashed bright blue and orange.

      This was the piece she wanted to show the American Chic buyers. It was exquisite in her opinion. Of course, she was biased, but she thought they'd agree if they saw it. Katie had never shown anyone else this bracelet. It was lucky. She could feel it. Katie carefully secured it back in the pack and took the earrings she was wearing off. She added those in and rolled the case back up. When she got up in the morning, she'd secure everything in the safe.

      She'd had a long day and all she wanted to do was collapse into the oblivion of sleep, but she couldn’t yet.

      She heard the beep of the door and Max's footsteps as he entered. He paused at the entrance of her room. Katie squeezed her eyes shut and prayed he wouldn't knock. She'd only been around him for a little while, and she was already finding it difficult.

      There was an event tonight she had to be present for, per their written contract. She had a couple of hours before she needed to get ready.

      For now, she'd get some rest and try to put some things into perspective. Tonight she had to play the happy would-be bride for a little while. Once this charade started, neither one of them could stop it until the wedding was over. She blew out an annoyed breath.

      She never should have agreed to this. Katie reached over, set her alarm for an hour and a half into the future, and squeezed her eyes shut.
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      Putting Megan's face out his mind was more difficult than he thought it would be. It was disturbing on several levels. She'd broken up with him years ago and left him brokenhearted. It took him months to get over her, with some embarrassing outbursts before he had. All of those were with Katie. She'd taken it in stride, and hadn't said one word against her, even though he knew Katie couldn't stand her. She rarely disliked people on principle, but Megan seemed like one of the only people Katie just couldn't get on board with. Not that she was ever mean. She wasn't. But there was definite tension when the two were together that he wasn't able to overlook.

      Hopefully, none of those old tensions came to play during this week. He didn't even want to think about his mother's reaction when she realized she was here.

      Shaking the foreboding feelings off, he focused on Katie. His supposed fiancée and the one he should worrying about way more than Megan. Who currently had a boyfriend.

      Get it together, Max.

      The look on Katie's face when she left him this evening was one he'd never seen before. And he was a man familiar with the many faces of Katie Thomas. He racked his brain trying to figure out what it was he'd said, but he came up with nothing.

      Maybe she was just having a terrible day.

      Probably not. It was Katie. She rarely had a day she couldn't turn around. Something was wrong.

      Max paused at her door, his fist clenched at his side. He wanted to knock. Max stared at the white door for a moment, overcoming his urge to demand what was wrong. He no longer had that right. When they were kids, yes. He could get into her personal space and not get thrown out on his keister.

      Those days had long passed them by.

      He raised his hand to knock and paused just as his knuckles were about to brush the door. He could not screw this up before it even started. Max's mother wouldn't forgive him.

      He cringed at himself. Since when had he become a mama's boy, so eager to please her?

      He dropped his hand. Since always. It was well known around this town that Max Cordell was a mama's boy. It was one of the reasons he'd moved. He loved his mom, yes. But he didn't want that association following him around. It was tough. Cecilia Cordell was a woman everyone wanted to please.

      Max walked away from Katie’s room. Frustration burned in his stomach. He tugged off his jacket and tossed it over the back of the recliner before he went into the kitchen to see if there was anything to drink stocked.

      Flipping open one of the cabinets, he frowned. It was stacked to the brim with mini bottles of hard liquor. Having no interest in that, he shut the door and opened another only to see a box of tea bags, coffee, and herbal tea.

      What did a guy have to do to get a Gatorade around here? He shut that door and went into his room to kick off his shoes.

      There was no sound from Katie’s room.

      If this was an indicator of how things were going to go, it had the potential to be a long week.

      The one good thing was, Katie was here posing as his fiancée and Megan had no idea. When she saw who he was with, it would more than make up for the feelings he had when she dumped him all those years ago.

      Any guilt about asking Katie to participate in this farce died a quick death when he thought about that. Yes, he and Katie had some things to talk about if they were going to try to repair their friendship, but the thing with Megan? That was just sweet revenge.

      Max tugged open the fridge, a smile playing over the edges of his lips. He knew he shouldn't be so petty, but the thought was easily shaken off when he remembered how deeply Megan had hurt him.

      There was an event tonight, so Katie would have to put her game face on. Maybe he'd try to talk to her then. They needed to have a clean slate if they were going to get through this unscathed.
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      Max Cordell was stupid good-looking. Katie blinked as she stood at the entrance to the door he'd just knocked on. She knew this, yes; she'd have to be blind not to. But she was annoyed at him before and now she was just tired. Being tired and being around Max Cordell was a recipe for disaster because she was now noticing exactly how good-looking he was.

      It was annoying.

      Katie frowned as she stared up at him.

      His brows crinkled adorably and Katie could tell he was trying to figure out what was annoying her.

      It was him and his stupid, cute face.

      "Hey," he said. He reached up and rubbed the back of his neck as if it were sore. This was a classic nervous Max gesture.

      "Hey," Katie said.

      He wore a pair of black slacks, black loafers, and a royal blue button-down shirt. It brought out the honey color of his eyes. Katie always thought he looked a bit like a lion when he wore that color. She always wanted to turn out the lights and see if his eyes glowed in the dark like a cat’s would.

      His hair was perfectly style, and he was freshly shaven.

      Max smelled yummy, like cedar and cookies. He always smelled like that to her. She'd never told him because he'd accuse her of being a goofball, and he would be right. If ten people were standing shoulder to shoulder and she walked in blindfolded, she'd be able to identify Max with zero trouble.

      It wasn't his body wash, she didn't think. That was a little bit spicy. Nor was it his cologne, which he rarely wore. There was just something about him that made her feel good.

      Cookies made her feel good too. Maybe that was the association.

      She didn't know.

      "Uh...Katie?"

      She startled. Color flooded her cheeks. She'd been blatantly staring at him thinking about cookies. "Sorry. My mind wandered for a bit there."

      Max tilted his head and studied her. "Everything okay?"

      She pasted a smile on and nodded.

      "No," he said.

      Katie stepped back. The smile dropped from her face. "Excuse me? No what?"

      "You look like your mouth has rigor mortis."

      A laugh burst from her and she smacked him on the arm. "Shut up," she said through her laughter. "I'm nervous."

      "That's no reason to channel the Joker," he said. "My mother will see through that in a heartbeat."

      "Your mother is like Perry Mason. Or Hercule Poirot. Or—"

      Max interrupted her. "My mother is not a fictional detective. She is a fallible human woman."

      "Says you," Katie grumbled. "She's never given you the stare."

      Cecilia Cordell had dark gray-blue eyes and when she looked at you, you felt like a bug pinned on a board. It was terrifying.

      "I've been the recipient of that stare more times than I'd like to discuss."

      "Doubtful," Katie argued. "You were her favorite."

      Max grinned then, a devastating thing that sent her heart racing. "It's true. I am her favorite."

      Katie laughed again.

      "But I do know the weight of that stare. So you need to get it together. Katie, you're my only hope."

      "I'll get it together if you stop making lame Star Wars jokes."

      "Is it lame if you get them, Katie?" He wiggled his eyebrows at her. "I think not."

      She stepped out from the doorway and into their shared suite. It was so strange to think that they were staying here together.

      After all those years of silence. Max's gaze darkened briefly as he registered what she was wearing.

      A warm, fuzzy feeling spread over her. She could tell he approved.

      Katie packed quickly but with care for the trip. She liked to be prepared. Tonight, she'd chosen a simple black shift dress. It was sleeveless, skimmed over the curves of her hips and stopped right at the top of her knee. She'd chosen nude heels which elongated the shapely calves she'd honed after years of lugging craft show stuff around. For her jewelry, she'd chosen only the best pieces, though the opal bracelet was still in her roll in the case. She'd chosen a loose updo so she could showcase the freshwater pearl earrings she'd made. They were hanging on a twisted silver wire and bobbed freely. Katie had forgone the necklace and chosen an oval bezeled labradorite bracelet. The stones let off an unearthly blue glow when the light hit them.

      Max's expression opened when he saw it. He took her wrist and tugged it a little bit. "You did this?" he asked. His gaze went to hers.

      Uncomfortable with his proximity, Katie swallowed hard and nodded.

      "This is stunning work." He turned her wrist to the left and right and toyed with the handmade metal hook clasp. "You should be proud of yourself."

      She was. But hearing those words made her burn with it. Max was someone who very much enjoyed aesthetics. His job was making something pleasing and beautiful, so for him to acknowledge her work...well, she'd probably bask in that compliment for at least a week.

      "Thank you," she said. She couldn't say more for fear she'd get choked up.

      "You're welcome."

      He flicked a glance to the digital clock on the television. "We'd better go." He held out his arm. "Remember, Cecilia Cordell is merely human."

      "Funny guy," she said as they walked out the main door toward the elevators. "Maybe I'll tell your mom some stories about her precious little son."

      Max blanched. "I forbid it," he said. "If you do that, I'll find your parents and tell them about all the times you tried to get me into trouble."

      Katie snorted. "Tried. Hardly. You always told on yourself, you goody two shoes."

      Max laughed out loud. "We got away with the bonfire."

      "And I'm still surprised by that. I thought for sure you'd tattle on yourself."

      He jabbed the button for the lobby. "Oh, ye of little faith. I've kept a lot of secrets over the years, my friend."

      Katie was taken by surprise at his tone. She knew of some of the darker, sadder ones. The entire town did. But if he was keeping other things from her, she didn't know about them. Not that she'd have a right to. They hadn't exactly been on speaking terms over the last few years.

      The doors slid open, and they stepped into an empty elevator. Max pressed the button again and the doors closed, leaving them alone in the small space.

      "Remember," Max said, "keep it simple, and the fewer lies we have to tell."

      "If you try to make out with me during cocktail hour, I'm going to knee you in a sensitive area."

      The corners of his eyes crinkled in amusement. "Oh? And what protection do I have from you if you suddenly decide I'm irresistible."

      Katie rolled her eyes. "You can have me arrested."

      "For being all hot and bothered?"

      Katie gave him a fierce grin just as the doors opened. "For assault."

      Max's deep chuckle followed her out.
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* * *

      Katie immediately regretted saying yes. There were so many people here it was like a sea of well-dressed bodies. She could feel Max's warmth behind her and knew he was about to touch her. She kept repeating over and over like a mantra, You're engaged, it's okay, you're engaged, because she knew as soon as he touched her, it was game on. People would expect them to act like they were going to be married. But how did people who were getting married act like? Different than normal? Sloppy with the public displays of affection? Aloof. Stressed? Max stepped up beside her,

      She stood ramrod straight and knew her smile was off.

      An elbow gently nudged her in the ribs. "No," Max said. "You look crazy."

      "I can't help it," she said between clenched teeth. She dropped her smile and was about to glare at him when she heard the trill of a voice she'd heard a thousand times in her nightmares.

      "Max!"

      Megan Brooks was making a beeline right for them. Katie knew there was a distinct possibility she'd see Megan again. Pecan Grove wasn't that big of a town and many of the weddings were going to have crossover.

      But did she have to be at the one where Max was going to introduce her as his fiancée? It was awkward enough. The last thing she needed was Megan breathing down her neck for the next week. She'd already had enough of that when they were in high school.

      As soon as Megan's laser gaze stopped boring a hole through Max, she noticed Katie. She stumbled just a tiny bit, a hitch in an otherwise sultry sprawl across the floor to them. Megan was not happy Katie was here.

      That made two of them.

      She stopped in front of them, and Katie had to blink a couple of times. Megan Brooks looked like a starlet in an old Hollywood movie. She was generously curvy but also slim, like a perfect hourglass figure. Katie had some curves, but she'd have to spend a year in a corset to get that hip to waist ratio. Her hair was blond and coiffed in perfect waves that slid like liquid silk down to her waist. Her eyes were bright baby blue and prepped with so much mascara, she looked like one of those freaky baby dolls that closed its eyes with any movement.

      Her skin was flawless and lightly tanned as if the sun had decided to grace her just enough to avoid sun damage. She wore a bright fuchsia shift dress with gold decorative buttons on the hips. Her heels were shiny and high, but she wore them with grace.

      Megan's smile slipped as she took Katie in. Her pixie cut was long gone and she knew she cleaned up nice when she made the effort.

      "Hi, Megan," Katie said brightly.

      Megan offered a cool nod and turned her attention to Max.

      Katie stifled a smile at the snub. Some things never changed. Katie never told Max her true feelings, and Megan insulted her. It was like they'd never left high school.

      "Max, I'm so glad you're here!" She reached over and gripped him by the shoulders. One kiss to the right, one kiss to the left, and the air next to Max's cheeks had never felt so lucky.

      "I just saw you," Max offered. The expression on his face was a little strained. A spot of color appeared on one of his cheeks. Embarrassed? That almost never happened.

      The reason why made itself apparent just a moment later. A man Katie had never seen before stepped up beside Megan. He was nondescript—dark-haired, light-eyed, and obviously smitten with Megan.

      A hot spike of sympathy hit Katie in the solar plexus. She noted a couple of things she'd learned over the years. His suit—designer. His shoes—also designer. His watch—yeehaw expensive.

      This guy was either in debt up to his eyeballs or rolling in dough. With a Patek Phillipe watch gracing his wrist, this guy had to be old money. Or an inventor. Something. You didn't show up to an event like this wearing a watch worth eighty thousand bucks and not brag about your money unless you earned it the hard way.

      Someone who worked for it wore their money like a veil—with grace and class.

      "Katherine Thomas," she said and stuck her hand out.

      His eyes, almost a navy blue, sparkled with amusement. "Horace. Horace Crane." He gripped her hand with a warm, dry shake.

      "Pleased to meet you," Katie said, her voice wobbly. Horace Crane was Megan's boyfriend.

      She wanted to slap her forehead. Of course he was.

      The man was one of the biggest philanthropists in the country. He'd made his money in software twenty years ago and was still reaping the rewards of it today.

      Horace knew she recognized the name. He gave her a secret little wink and went back to playing the beau of Megan Brooks.

      She absolutely knew who Megan’s boyfriend was, but Horace didn't seem to care. When you had that much money, maybe it didn't matter. It was too soon to tell if he really cared about her, but she knew Megan, and that woman had about as much of a chance of falling in love with him as astronauts landing on Mars in the next five years. Unlikely.

      There was a bigger problem. Max was staring at Megan like he wanted to pour syrup on her and eat her like an ice cream sundae.

      Katie leaned over and whispered in his ear. "Hey, nerd. If you keep staring at her like that, this game is over before it even starts."

      It was like switching on the light in a pitch black room. He started, blinked, and scooped her hand in his own. "Megan, I know you and Katie already know each other, but we have news."

      Megan's eyes narrowed. "We do," she said slowly.

      "We're getting married!" Max said and raised their joined hands in the air like they'd just won a boxing match.

      Katie could almost see the thin film of rage roll across the whites of Megan's eyes. Her smile, so practiced for Max, went brittle. Her posture tensed. She could see the woman's jaw clench, but she recovered like a true southern socialite and said the words Katie hadn't heard since she'd moved from Pecan Grove.

      "Well, bless your heart!" Megan said.

      Max squeezed her hand in warning. Bless your heart was the gold standard of passive aggressive statements in the south. One said it when they were pleased, angry, annoyed, or shocked right out of their high heels.

      In this case, it was shock, plain and simple. Katie, the lowly jewelry maker, snagged one of the most eligible bachelors to come out of Pecan Grove.

      Even though Megan had broken up with Max, broken his heart, and left Katie to pick up the pieces, she still had the nerve to be angry. Unbelievable.

      A burst of satisfaction went through Katie as she watched a gamut of emotions roll across Megan's face. Her gaze slid over to Horace’s. He seemed unconcerned, as if all was right with his world and there wasn’t tension so thick surrounding them you could cut it with a knife. He either had extreme self-confidence or he was oblivious. Katie didn't know him well enough to figure it out. After a moment, Megan's shock wore off and the look on her face changed. To something a lot more worrisome than anger. Katie's brow furrowed as she tried to figure it out. It wasn't until Megan glanced down at Katie's hand that she realized what it was.

      Max had not given her a ring.

      They were fake engagement rookies!

      Katie squeezed his hand, but he was too busy making googly eyes at Megan to notice anything. She was about to do it again to get his attention, but across the room, headed straight for them was Cecilia Cordell.

      "Oh, God," Katie whispered under her breath.

      Megan and Cecilia Cordell at the same time? What had she done to the world to make it punish her so?

      Noticing her attention, Max's gaze went to his mother's. She saw the quick flicker of worry in his eyes, but he pushed it aside.

      Megan, took a step away from Max so she wasn't so close. So the woman did have some tiny sense of self-preservation. Good to know.

      Katie's grip was getting clammy. Max's mom made her horribly nervous. She tried not to fidget as she watched the inevitable tornado bearing down on her. Even Megan looked uncomfortable.

      "Katie!" Mrs. Cordell said and swept her up in a Chanel clouded embrace.

      She was taken by surprise and stumbled a little but managed to recover and return her hug. "Mrs. Cordell," she said, "it's been a long time."

      The woman pinned her with those steely eyes. "Too long if you ask me."

      Katie hadn't but nodded like she had. "I know I've been gone for a while."

      "No," she said slowly, "you haven't. I know you were here just a while ago and failed to visit me."

      Katie’s throat clicked with dryness. She was about to respond, but Cecelia's attention was elsewhere.

      Cecelia looked her son up, then down, then stopped right at their joined hands.

      Her mouth formed a surprised O and she looked at Katie again, one of her eyebrows up in a question. "Is there something I should know?" she asked.

      Max opened his mouth, shut it, then opened it again.

      "Speak up, son, we don't have all night. Also, I'm not an idiot. If you tell me you brought Katie Thomas home as your fiancée after all these years, I'm going to call you a liar."

      Max opened his mouth again, frowned, and shut it. His lips pressed together.

      "He wanted to surprise you," Katie blurted.

      But Cecelia Cordell didn't respond. She was staring at Megan Brooks. Max told her many years ago his mother had no love lost for his ex-girlfriend, but seeing it in person was way different than hearing about it. Her gaze was icy. Arctic. She made a harrumphing noise in her throat and waited for Megan to speak.

      "Hello, Mrs. Cordell," Megan said. "It's wonderful to see you."

      Max's mom did not return the greeting. "Are you sniffing around my son again after all these years now that he's finally rich enough for you?"

      Horace coughed into his hand and turned his face away.

      Megan blanched. "Ah, no ma'am. I have no interest in his money." The lie spilled from her lips like wine from the bottle. A fearful smile appeared on her face as she took a step back, closer to Horace. "In fact, I'm here with my boyfriend."

      Horace Crane and Cecilia Cordell stood facing each other. Seconds passed before her face broke out into a wide grin. "Horace, it's wonderful to see you again." She pulled him into a warm embrace and kissed him on the cheek. "How's your mother?"

      "She's still a beast on the tennis court, if that's what you're asking. Mom says anytime you want a rematch, you just give her a call."

      "It's too hot here," Cecilia complained. "If we played again, it would be in your neck of the woods." She smiled at him, then turned her attention back to Katie and Max. "I believe you were about to share some joyous news?"

      "We're engaged, Mom," Max said, though there was an evident sigh in his voice as if he knew she wasn't going to believe him.

      Katie could see in her eyes that she didn't, but Megan made the fatal mistake of speaking up.

      "Isn't it wonderful?" Megan said in a tone that made it clear it was anything but. "Katie doesn't have a ring yet, though, so it's not exactly official." She let out a laugh meant to be self-deprecating, but it came out as more self-serving.

      Katie watched as Cecelia Cordell's nostrils flared once. She almost felt sorry for Megan Brooks.

      "Not that it's any of your business, Ms. Brooks, but her ring is in our family safe. Since this is the first time either of them has been home since the engagement, there's been no time to retrieve it." Cecelia gave Megan a tight little smile. "How long have you known Mr. Crane?" she asked.

      Megan blinked at the abrupt change of subject. "Maybe four months?" she said in a lilting voice, making it seem like a question.

      Cecelia turned to Horace. "Be careful. You have maybe two months before she starts asking for a ring."

      Max looked like he wanted a hole in the ground to swallow him up.

      A wide, delighted grin spread across Horace's face. "Truly?" He glanced at Megan, who looked like she'd just swallowed a frog. "I shall keep it in mind, Mrs. Cordell."

      Cecelia's gaze lingered on Megan too long to be comfortable before she gave Katie and Max a look. "I will see you two later. I'm assuming you have an opening in your calendar two days from now for dinner at our house?"

      Max nodded. "I guess we do now."

      She speared him with a frosty glance. "Good. We have much to discuss." A smile lingered at the edge of her mouth, and Katie didn't like it one bit. "There's a lot to do if we want to have a spring wedding."

      Oh, God.

      "Yes ma'am," said Max.

      "Good." Cecelia left them as quickly as she'd surprised them.

      Katie felt like she'd been in the boxing ring with Mike Tyson, and the night had barely begun. "Shall we sit?" she asked, her voice bright as if she was totally fine.

      She was not totally fine. Currently, she was considering the murder of her former best friend.

      Max escorted her over to an empty table. Megan followed close behind.

      "Darling," Horace said, "should we sit with your friends?"

      A wolf's grin spread across her face. "But I haven't seen Max and Katie in so long, and I'm just dying to hear about the proposal."

      She was definitely going to kill Max now. Otherwise, she'd never escape the nightmare that was Megan Brooks.
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      Katie could stop traffic in that dress. Max was having trouble forming a coherent thought, even more so now that Megan was hounding them too. What was it about a first love that made one stumble and stammer and generally act like a fool? He knew Megan wasn't likable. It was written all over Katie's face. His mother never made a secret of her rampant dislike, so why was he so fixated with her?

      This should be something he discussed with his therapist. Megan's behavior was appalling and Horace Crane trailed after her like some lovesick fool.

      Sometimes people had too much money and not enough sense.

      He scratched his forehead. Maybe that was him tonight.

      Katie settled herself in the chair next to his. A long, lean leg slid underneath the tablecloth. Max swallowed hard and tried to divert his eyes to something safer. Max sat right next to her, so close he could feel the warmth of her against his clothes.

      Then Megan, instead of sitting across from them so they could chat, chose to sit right next to him.

      Katie's huff of air told him what she thought about that. Horace settled in right next to her for a moment, then shook his head, and came around the table to sit right next to Katie.

      He would have laughed at the absurdity of it, if he could have. They looked like idiots. The table was set for ten and all four of them were squeezed together like they were in a cattle car. Horace, to his credit, seemed to recognize the ridiculousness of it since he'd gone to sit by Katie, but now it looked odd.

      Megan, on the other hand, was delighted because it looked like she and Max were together, rather than he and Katie.

      He leaned over. "Don't you want to sit next to Horace?"

      She patted his knee. Max shifted, uncomfortable. Katie ignored the both of them and was already deep into conversation with Horace.

      He wanted to laugh. He wanted to cry. He wasn't sure what he wanted, but it was not this.

      Her hand lingered on his knee and he picked it up and put it in her lap. "Megan," he said, his voice low with warning.

      She pretended like she hadn't heard him, but her demeanor shifted. She was good at that. Most of the time, she could read the room and turn her personality on and off to suit whatever situation was happening at that moment. "So, tell me all about Houston," she said. When she got like that, warm and inquisitive, he liked her. A lot.

      Even if intuitively, he knew it was an act.

      "It's busy. There's not a lot of scenery there, but there are a lot of good places to eat."

      Katie's laughter rumbled through him and hit him right in the heart. He used to be able to make her laugh like that.

      Megan noticed Max’s flinch. Her lips turned down. She picked up a glass of wine. "To rekindling friendships."

      Max nudged Katie. She turned and he motioned for her to pick up her glass.

      He almost got an eye roll, but she controlled it at the last minute. He pressed his lips together to keep from smiling. Horace picked up his glass as well.

      When he turned back to Megan, her gaze was icy. He remembered how much she didn't like to share. "To rekindling friendships," she repeated.

      "And to forming new ones," Horace chimed in.

      "And to spring weddings," Max said.

      Katie's face froze for a brief seconds before she gently clinked her glass against Max's and everyone else's. They all took a long swig of wine.

      Max was the first to set his glass down. "When is this thing supposed to start?"

      Horace leaned over. "Should be starting now. The bar is shutting down so cocktail hour is over."

      Thank goodness. He wasn't sure how much more awkwardness he could handle.

      Just when he was about to open his mouth to speak, there was a tap on the mic across the room.

      "Hello!" A tall guy stood at the mic. Max grinned. It was Harry, one of their friends from school and, from the look of him, a groomsman for Forrest.

      He sat back and relaxed as Harry and the wedding party took over the event. Megan still sat a little too close to him, but Katie didn't seem to care and he was too tired to say anything about it.
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* * *

      The introductions were over far too soon. In less than ten minutes, Megan was gabbing in his ear again and Katie was engrossed in conversation with Horace. If he were a less secure man and didn't know Katie as well as he did, he would wonder if something between those two was starting up.

      Every time he looked over, Katie was smiling, her grin wide with genuine amusement.

      So Horace was funny. Whoop-de-doo.

      He could be funny.

      Max wanted to scream with annoyance. He reached over and gripped Katie's hand under the table. He felt the instant she started to pull away before she remembered what she was supposed to be doing. She turned to him and sent him a frosty smile. He returned it with a raised eyebrow and one of his own.

      Katie leaned over and whispered in his ear. "Is she as pretty as you remembered?"

      Max felt himself flush.

      But she wasn't done. "If you wanted her back, all you had to do was tell me. You didn't have to bring your mom into it."

      He leaned over. "My mom is the reason you're here. Megan has nothing to do with it."

      "You're a liar," she whispered back, but she didn't seem angry.

      He was more concerned about that than her calling him a liar.

      "What if I am?" he asked. He inhaled a quick breath. Max didn't mean to say that. He was playing with fire here.

      "Then you should admit it," Katie said, unfazed. "Then we can get out of this farce of an engagement."

      "No, then you stay with me and make her jealous."

      Katie rolled her eyes. "If you actually think Megan is even a little jealous of me, you're out of your mind. She just sees me as an obstacle."

      The whispering was attracting Megan and Horace's notice. There was music playing in the background loud enough to keep people from overhearing what they were saying, but Katie was getting annoyed and raising her voice a little.

      "Sorry," Max said to her.

      Megan shrugged, but her expression was pleased.

      Max turned his attention back to his friend. "I think you don't give yourself enough credit. Now, why don't you and I catch up and stop making this as awkward as possible?"

      "I didn't start it," Katie said. "Megan came up and cave-manned you."

      "Cave-manned?" He snorted with amusement which became full-fledged laughter when Katie smiled too.

      "Yes," she hissed. "If she had a club, she would have knocked you out and dragged you back to her lair."

      "Do you have a lair?" he asked.

      "No. I have a two bedroom apartment like a normal person."

      Max relaxed back into his chair. He'd forgotten how fun gabbing with Katie could be. Horace, perhaps sensing Katie's attention was elsewhere, moved back over to sit beside Megan. He could feel her lingering gaze on his back for longer than was comfortable.

      "She wants you baaaaad," Katie said and grinned up at him.

      Max sighed and rubbed his brow. "I hope the rest of the week isn't this bad."

      "Why? You can't handle all the women throwing themselves at you?" Katie picked up her wine glass and saluted him.

      "There's only one woman throwing herself at me."

      She jabbed a thumb at herself. "And it ain't me!" she said and laughed.

      Max smiled but didn't think it was funny.

      Being fake engaged was hard.

      Getting Katie to take it seriously was even harder.

      Maybe he needed to step up his game.
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      Katie never drank much, but she rarely passed up a good glass of wine when it was offered. The first one went down quick. Dealing with Max's ex-girlfriend and seeing his conflicting emotions was enough to make her run screaming out of the place. The second glass was still in her hand when she saw friends come in through the entry doors. She stood and headed over to them before she had to listen to any more of Megan trying to butter Max up.

      Her friend, Stacie, waddled in with her husband of six years. She was in her ninth month of pregnancy and about to burst any minute, but her face was so full of joy, it was hard to worry about it. Stacie's husband was not from Pecan Grove, a fact everyone was still grumbling about. She'd met him on a work trip out in Wisconsin.

      Stacie called her out of the blue one morning, gushing over the guy. Jack was his name and seeing him now, Katie could see why. He was tall, dark, and handsome, and he stared at Stacie like she was the reason the stars came out at night.

      A pang of envy filled her. Katie wanted that. She thought, once upon a time, she might have it. But that was a long time ago, and now, seeing the way Max was with Megan, she knew it never existed in the first place. So she'd keep looking for her own Jack.

      She reached out, opened her arms, and gathered Stacie in a hug, careful not to bump her stomach. As much as she itched to rub her belly, Katie controlled herself when she stepped back.

      "Oh my goodness!" Katie said. "Are you so ready for this baby to get out?"

      Stacie, a pretty woman with jet black hair and hazel eyes, laughed. "I'm exhausted. Everything is swollen, and I've eaten half my body weight in candy bars. If this baby doesn't get out soon, they're going to have to roll me into the maternity ward."

      Katie laughed and gave her friend another squeeze.

      "This is my husband, Jack." She pointed to Katie. "And this is my good high-school friend, Katie."

      Jack and Katie shook hands. "A pleasure," he said. "Pecan Grove is a lot different than Madison."

      "Hot, huh?" Katie said.

      Jack laughed and nodded. "So hot," he said. "I can't believe Stacie puts up with it."

      "Everyone I love is here, Jack," she said. "Including you."

      "It still feels like the devil's armpit around here," Jack grumbled.

      Stacie touched his face and swept a kiss across his lips. Katie felt like she was intruding on a private moment.

      "I'll leave you two. I just wanted to say hello." She gave an awkward wave and stepped back.

      "It's the PDA," Jack said on a sigh to Stacie. "I told you. It's too much." Stacie laughed and slapped him on the arm.

      Katie shook her head as she walked back over to the table. Megan was still sitting too close to Max and the table was still mostly empty. This was the first night of the events, so it wasn't surprising. Most people would start showing up later on, especially if they weren't from here. She sat back down next to Max and he reached over to nudge her with his shoulder.

      "Hey," he said.

      Katie offered a tight smile. She wanted to take her shoes off and face plant into her pillow.

      "This sucks, right?" he whispered to her, his hand covering the side of his mouth so Megan couldn’t see what he was saying.

      "So much," Katie said and groaned. They hadn’t seen Cecilia since being forced to make dinner plans, so that was a positive.

      The DJ started playing She Talks to Angels. Katie sighed and smiled as she swayed to the opening strains.

      Max held out his hand. "I know you love this song. What do you say?"

      She stared at him with surprise. "You want to dance?" she asked stupidly.

      "I do." Max stood, ignoring Megan.

      She stuck her hand in his. "Let’s do this, Max Cordell."

      He chuckled and led her out to the floor. Max gave her a spin and gathered her into his arms for a slow dance. Katie had danced with him a hundred times. Whether it was at a school function, in the woods, or in the living rooms of their homes. He was a wonderful dancer, but there was never as much pressure on them as there was right now. Numerous pairs of eyes stared at them, and Katie was having trouble ignoring them until Max began to speak.

      "Don’t look at them, Katie. Look at me."

      Katie’s gaze met his. His gaze warmed. "You see Mr. Carter over there?"

      She started to look. "This game won’t work if you’re gawking like an old biddy," he said. "Look in stealth mode."

      Katie snorted with amusement and looked back at him. "What about her?" she asked as they swayed and moved around the dance floor. One hand was on her waist. The other had her hand up in the air and clasped loosely.

      "He’s cheating on his wife."

      Katie gasped and stared at him. "What?"

      "Yep." He spun her around. "Mr. Carter has been having an affair with his secretary, twenty years his junior."

      "Scandalous," Katie said even as she grinned.

      "And the woman who owns the flower shop?"

      Katie perked up at that one. Any gossip she could pass back to Ava was good gossip. Max grinned. He knew this was going to get right back to her friend.

      "Rumor is she travels down to the Walmart out of town, buys flowers, then sells them for three times what they’re worth in her shop."

      "Boo," Katie said. "Ava already knew that."

      Another spin. His clothing brushed hers and the warmth of his hand against her waist was making her feel heady.

      "But does she know that she’s on the verge of bankruptcy?"

      Katie’s eyes widened. "Really?"

      "Yup," Max said. "Turns out one of her long-time customers busted her there and word got around about it."

      She couldn’t help but laugh. "That’s wonderful." She paused. "And sad. I can’t decide how I feel."

      "I know how Ava would feel," he said with a laugh.

      The judging eyes, the curious stares, all of it fell away as they danced. And as he spun her around the floor, Katie began to know her best friend again.

      "I’ve missed you," she said when there was a lull in the conversation. Max’s steps hitched for a moment and he squeezed her hand. She steadied him.

      "I’ve missed you more than words can say, Katie." He tugged her a little closer and as they turned, Katie could feel the heat of an envious stare targeted right at her.

      Megan was staring at her with daggers in her eyes. She did the only thing she could at the time. She smiled and waved at her.

      Megan blinked and abruptly turned around.

      Satisfaction rushed through her veins, but it wouldn’t last. Max seemed to want her back. No matter their history.

      "Max?"

      "Mmm?" he said against her hair.

      "You know who Megan’s boyfriend is, right?"

      He leaned back a little to look at her, a quizzical expression on his face. "No. Why?"

      She laughed. "He’s one of the richest people in the United States. He invented something with software." Katie didn’t know a lot about software, but she kept up with the social pages enough to know who he was. She was surprised Max didn’t. "I’m surprised you’ve never heard of him."

      "I don’t put a lot of stock into any of that. I’m focused on my architecture business, that’s it."

      A puzzled frown knit her brow. "But don’t you run with that crowd?"

      Max laughed out loud. "I don’t really have a crowd. Mostly, it’s people interested in either my design skills or my money."

      "But isn’t that how being rich works?" she asked.

      Genuine amusement lit his eyes. "Kind of," he admitted. "It’s a lot of social events all the time and asks for charities. But I’m not a typical ‘rich guy’," he said. "I sort of floundered my way into it."

      "I don’t believe that for a second," she said. "I’ve seen your work. I know how talented you are."

      A pleased smile graced his lips. "Keeping up with me?"

      "No more than you’re keeping up with me," she said.

      The song was winding down. They slowed and came to a halt. Max released her hand and stepped away. She felt the absence of him like a phantom limb. In high school, she always told Ava Max hugs were the best hugs. It seemed she’d forgotten this fact over the years only to be steamrolled by it tonight.

      "Well," she said, a false smile on her face, "that was fun." She meant it, but the entire pretense of them hanging out together was ruining it.

      He shoved his hands in his pockets. "It was. Better than sitting at Table Awkward."

      She glanced over to see Horace and Megan deep in a conversation. It didn’t look like it was going very well. Max looked over, saw them, frowned and held out his arm.

      "Want to get out of here?"

      "I’ve never been so sure of anything in my life." She placed her fingers in the crook of his arm and let him lead her out of the room.

      As they walked down the hall, Max greeted several people politely but didn’t stop and chat. Katie was grateful for it. Tonight was exhausting in more ways than one and all she wanted to do was put on pajamas and slide into bed. Hopefully, for eight blissful hours, there would be no stress and no drama.

      Also, no Megan.

      She had to take the wins where she got them these days.
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      He walked beside Katie. She smelled like a combination of roses and autumn spice, something uniquely her. Dancing with her set off long-buried feelings and new ones he wasn’t even aware of. He could feel someone staring at him. He turned around just in case it was his mother, but it wasn’t. It was Megan. Horace had his arm around her and was whispering something in her ear, but her attention was on him.

      Max turned back around. He needed to be careful. He and Katie still needed to clear the air between them. As far as Megan, he knew why she’d broken up with him. There were more handsome and richer men around during those times. He didn’t blame her.

      Maybe he did a little, but the past was gone, and all he had was the present. He was trying to focus on being in the here and now. Katie’s slender fingers rested on his arm as he walked with her. When they stopped at the door, he touched the key to the pad and held it open for her.

      "Thanks," she said as she kicked off her heels and headed over to the couch. She collapsed with a groan. Max rummaged through the fridge and brought out two bottles of water. He came around and tossed one to her. She caught it with a deft hand and sat up. Max sat on the recliner opposite her.

      "I'm really sorry," he said.

      Katie let out an exhausted laugh. "You're a grown man and you can't tell your mom you're not interested in a girlfriend right now?" The words sounded mean, but Katie was amused.

      She cracked open the water and took a long pull from the bottle. "Thanks," she said after a moment. "I guess you are kind of interested in someone, but it isn't your fiancée."

      Max chucked the water bottle lid at her and she dodged it, laughing. "Funny. You've seen my mom. Wouldn't you lie to her too?"

      Katie shook her head. "I absolutely would not lie to that woman. You're playing a dangerous game, sir." She curled her feet up underneath her and studied him. "I have to know." She stopped and gulped air like she was drowning. Katie looked nervous and that did not happen often. "What is it you see in Megan?"

      One of Max's eyebrows lifted. "Because you don't see it?"

      "I don't see anything, and I've really tried."

      He took a swig of his water and loosened his tie. "She's a good person, Katie."

      She was giving Max a dubious stare which made him laugh. "I know," he said. "She does seem like an opportunistic gold digger, but there's more to her than it seems on the surface."

      "Your mom doesn't like her either," Katie pointed out.

      Max had the grace to cringe. "Megan didn't exactly endear herself to my mother when we were dating."

      "No," she said. She pointed to her face. "This is my shocked expression."

      A laugh bubbled from his chest. "You're a jerk," he said.

      Her laughter spilled over and warmed his heart. "It takes all kinds to make the world go 'round, I guess." She took another swig of water. "Do you really think you can compete with a millionaire?" Her brow furrowed, and she looked up at the ceiling. "Wait. Scratch that. Billionaire. That's what he is now."

      Max blinked. "Billionaire?" he echoed.

      "Yup," she said, sounding far too pleased with herself. "With a B. Isn't that something like nine zeroes?" She shrugged. "I'm sure you have this in the bag. You have a mildly pleasing face and can banter with bigwigs. Your millions might do it."

      "I forgot how terrible you are."

      She raised her water bottle. "And I forgot how much of a mushy sap you are." She leaned forward. "If I can give you one piece of advice, leave the past in the past."

      Max's gaze narrowed. "Oh yeah?"

      She nodded. "Yup."

      "Then why are you here?" he asked, genuinely curious.

      "I was embarrassed to come without a date." She frowned. "Though this is way worse."

      Max laughed again. "I can't believe you were my best friend."

      "What can I say?" she said and shrugged. "You have terrible taste in women."

      "I wish I had something else to throw at you."

      She snickered and got up to throw her bottle in the recycling bin.

      Max couldn't help but notice the curve of her hips in that little black dress. Her hair was coming undone and curls fell loosely around her neck and shoulders.

      Katie Thomas was drop-dead gorgeous. Megan might be more put together, but most of her beauty was on the surface. Katie was snarky, sometimes ill-tempered, impulsive, and yet every time he looked at her, there was an undeniable tug on his heart.

      "Go to breakfast with me tomorrow," he blurted.

      Katie's hand stilled over the bin. "Excuse me?"

      "Breakfast. You and me. Eggs and bacon."

      Katie turned. Her lipstick was smeared at the bottom of her lips, making them look swollen. "Breakfast isn't in the contract."

      Max's eyes widened before he chuckled. "Are you seriously citing a contract I didn't even want to sign?"

      "The point here is the contract is signed, and therefore we must abide by its terms."

      Max steepled his fingers and stared at her so hard she started to squirm. He had to play this right, otherwise Katie would back out over a technicality. "Okay," he said after a moment. "I believe there is a term in there that states we have to keep up appearances and do whatever is necessary to make sure we are seen as an engaged couple. I believe having breakfast together as a couple is required to solidify our story."

      Katie tossed the bottle in and leaned against the fridge. Her arms crossed over her chest and she chewed on the bottom of her lip as she thought. "What if I'm a late sleeper? If it's known I sleep in late, then it’s feasible you would not be expected to be seen with me at breakfast."

      He was pretty sure he had her. "This is Pecan Grove. Katie Thomas' early morning exploits are legendary in this town."

      She frowned at him. "I'm old."

      "I call BS." He crossed his ankle at the knee and waited.

      "I'm on my period," she blurted.

      Max paled. Silence fell in the room like a lead balloon.

      A hysterical giggle came from Katie. "Oh God, I'm totally lying. I'm sorry."

      Max shook his head. "Is breakfast with me really so terrible?"

      She sighed. "It's not terrible. That's the problem." Katie tossed the bottle lid in, too, and headed to her room.

      "Goodnight, Katie," Max whispered.

      She did not respond.

      The first day was going swimmingly. Max sighed and slunk down into the cushions of the recliner. Tomorrow had to be better.
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      What did you wear to breakfast with your former best friend who was someone you really liked, but who was secretly pining for his ex-girlfriend? Katie flipped through the tiny closet in her room as she searched for something nice. But not too nice. She didn't want to seem too eager. Nor did she want to tip Megan over the edge.

      She seemed like a woman who was one Xanax away from a mental snap.

      "But I'm sure she's a perfectly good person," Katie muttered under her breath. Megan might be nice behind closed doors, but to the rest of the world, she was kind of a nightmare.

      She finally settled on a nice pair of black skinny slacks and a maroon blouse. She paired it with black flats and a couple of pieces of hammered jewelry she made when she was first starting out. They were some of her favorites. Simple, yet rustic enough to be considered boho. She finished putting her earrings on, smeared some lip gloss over her lips, and ran a brush through her hair.

      Max was already gone. She heard him leave over twenty minutes ago. He wasn't doing a very good job of keeping up with being married if he was already leaving her behind.

      She stepped out of the room only to hear the front door open.

      Max stood at the entrance, balancing a tray of coffee.

      She rushed over and held the door so he could walk in. He tossed his key down and set the tray on the counter.

      "One cream, two sugars?" he asked as he pried one of the cups out.

      Katie reached out and took it from him. "I can't believe you remembered."

      "I can't believe you take your coffee that sweet," he said, dodging the question.

      He looked nice this morning. Max wore light wash blue jeans and a white and blue button-down shirt that he’d tucked in. His hair was a little less styled this morning, like he'd gotten up, dressed, and rushed out for caffeine. If Max was even half as addicted to caffeine as she was, she had no doubt it was exactly what he'd done.

      "Thank you," Katie said as she sipped on the coffee. She slid out of her shoes and hopped onto the stools surrounding the kitchen counter.

      "My pleasure." He leaned against it and watched her drink. "Did you read the itinerary?"

      Katie shook her head. "Not yet. I'm not sure I want to."

      "It's a doozie," he said, which wasn't foreboding at all.

      Katie wanted to run to her room and grab it so she could read it, but she knew if she did, she might hightail it out of Pecan Grove and never come back.

      Weddings here were usually out of the ordinary in some way. While you did have your typical flowers, family fights, cakes, receptions, and so on, there was always something...additional. In this case, it was the weeklong celebratory event list.

      "If I look now, I'll run away screaming."

      Max saluted her with his cup. "Forrest was always kind of an oddball."

      Protectiveness surged within her. "In a good way, though."

      A smile peeked at the corner of his mouth. "Of course. That's what I meant. I know how close you two used to be."

      "His fiancée is lucky to have him."

      His grin widened. "She is. But maybe we can agree she went overkill on the weeklong wedding bash?"

      "Definitely. How much of it do you plan to participate in?"

      His grin widened. "Enough. You're going to have a blast."

      Fear rushed through her like water. "Stop saying it like that," she said with a laugh. "You're freaking me out."

      "All the things you love." He held up a finger. "Shopping." Another finger. "A bus tour."

      Katie groaned.

      "I'm not finished," he said. "Team sports."

      Her eyes widened. "No," she breathed.

      "Oh yes. Like junior high field day all over again."

      She was horrified. Katie had always been embarrassingly competitive. So competitive, she used to bet on everything. It got so bad, her parents took her piggy bank money away because she'd spend it all on ridiculous bets like who could fold towels the fastest.

      "We aren't going that day," Katie said. She could feel the embarrassment reddening her skin.

      "We are definitely going that day," said Max. He knew about the piggy bank. He knew she was at her worst when there was a prize involved.

      "What's the prize?" she asked.

      "No idea, but I bet it will be good." His eyes danced with amusement. "Try not to knock anyone over trying to get to it this time."

      She huffed. "I knock someone over one time and never hear the end of it." Katie rolled her eyes. "I'm a changed woman."

      Max's eyebrows rose. "Really?"

      "No," Katie admitted. "Not when it comes to that."

      They grinned at each other and finished their coffee. "Hungry?" he asked. He straightened.

      "Starving," Katie said as she hopped off the stool. She slid her feet into her shoes and grabbed her purse. "Is your mom going to be there?"

      "You've escaped today. We just have the dinner with her scheduled for tomorrow."

      He laughed as Katie inhaled sharply. "Relax. Dad will be there. So will Greg."

      "Aww, Greg!" Katie walked through the door Max held. "What about Holly?"

      It was like the air suddenly was poisonous. The door slammed harder than it should have. Katie startled and turned back to Max to see what happened.

      Cords stood out on his neck as his jaw clenched.

      What did she say wrong? "Max?" she asked quietly.

      "It's not the time or the place right now. We will talk when we get back to the room."

      Katie blinked up at him. His expression was stoic. "Okay," she said quietly. She was dying to ask him what was wrong, but Max was as closed off as she'd ever seen him.

      He walked ahead of her. She scrambled to catch up with him and touched his arm when she was close enough.

      "Hey."

      Max stopped. "I told you it isn't the time." He was standing stock still, his eyes focused straight ahead. He refused to look at her. Katie reached up to touch his cheek.

      "I know," she said. "I just want you to know that whatever it is, I'm here for you."

      His face relaxed then, but his eyes didn't lose their haunted look. He touched her fingers until she dropped them back to her side. They walked for a little while until they reached the restaurant.

      "Is Queen Megan in?" Katie asked.

      Max laughed at her snark. "No idea, but I see the billionaire, so I assume so." He stepped up to the hostess stand and flashed the waiter two fingers. "Shall we?" he asked.

      "As long as they have coffee," she said.

      The waiter led them to their table and they were just about to sit down when they heard the unmistakable voice of Megan. A long sigh escaped Katie, and Max grinned cheekily.

      "So glad to see you!" said Megan. Like they hadn't seen her less than twelve hours ago.

      "Likewise," Max said.

      Katie was trying hard not to roll her eyes. It was an effort. Horace came up beside her a few moments later. When Megan tried to sit, he held her by the elbow.

      "Perhaps they would like to eat alone?" His eyebrows rose.

      Katie was about to nod when Max spoke. "Of course not! You're welcome to eat here."

      She wondered how loud a pterodactyl screamed because she was feeling a little screechy right now.

      "Great!" Megan said and parked herself right in the seat Katie was about to use. Her fingers felt like they were growing imaginary claws. The better to scratch your eyes out with, she thought.

      Katie moved around and sat on the opposite side of Max. Horace sat beside her. Once again, they looked like they'd switched boyfriends. Megan ate it up.

      Katie wanted to eat her and burp up her bones. Instead, she plastered a smile on her face.

      "How was your night?" she asked. See, she could be polite to the harpy.

      Megan blinked in surprise. Was she not used to nice people?

      "Oh, it was wonderful." She leaned over and took Horace's hand. "We had a very late night."

      Ewwww. "How nice," Katie said faintly. She leaned over and stared Max right in the eye. "Do you have any hand sanitizer? I'm feeling kind of dirty."

      Max's eyes flashed a warning. "I don't. There's a restroom over there if you need to wash your hands." This was his polite way of telling her to walk it off.

      Katie got up and headed over to the bathroom. What was that—a minute? She'd lasted maybe a minute in the company of Megan Brooks. She sighed as she pushed open the door. Katie didn't need to wash her hands, but she did so anyway, imagining the stain of Megan's personality washing down the drain.

      When she came out, Megan was talking animatedly, and Horace was watching her with a patient expression.

      Was Megan a good person? Maybe it was just Katie's jealous heart making her act like a jerk. She let out a long sigh and made a promise to herself that she would be nicer.

      For Max's sake.

      But as soon as she sat down, Megan started talking about Katie's younger days. She wasn't uncomfortable with who she was when she was a teenager, but she didn't know Horace that well, and some of her exploits were a little bit...wild.

      "I don't think we need to talk about that," Katie said when Megan brought up a particularly epic night involving a tractor and several tipped over cows.

      "Of course we do," Megan said, her eyes glinting with pleasure at how uncomfortable Katie was. "You should have seen her, Horace. She was on top of that tractor with that boy—what was his name? And they were—"

      "Does Horace know you once slashed someone's prom dress because you were angry they were prettier than you?"

      Three horrified gasps rang out from the table. Katie instantly felt terrible. The story was true because Katie was there, but there was always some debate over whether Megan had actually done it.

      Max always stuck up for her. Katie never said a word about it because she knew how much he cared about her.

      "That's a horrible accusation!" Megan said, her breath short and gaspy. Two spots of color rose high on her cheeks. She stared at Katie, her eyes daring her to say another word.

      That was it. Megan was a jerk.

      "An accusation," Katie enunciated, "is a claim. This is not a claim. I know you did it."

      "Ladies," Horace began.

      "Shut up," Megan hissed.

      Horace's eyebrows went up to almost his forehead. "Excuse me?"

      "Katie and I are talking."

      Max's gaze was hot with anger. "Katie, is this really the time?"

      "It's ten years too late, I'd say," Katie snapped.

      "I did not do it." Her eyes filled with tears.

      Great. This was the moment Megan’s crocodile tears spilled over and everyone felt sorry for her. Katie was going to look like a jerk if she didn't head those waterworks off at the pass.

      "You did."

      "Did not!" she insisted, her voice getting louder with every denial.

      Katie leaned forward and pinned her with a gaze. "I saw you do it," she said, her voice low. She was already regretting this choice. She should have taken the high road.

      Silence settled over the table like a funeral shroud.

      "You did not," she hissed. Megan turned to Max. "Do you believe her? I would never!"

      But Max was no longer listening to her. He was listening to his best friend. "Katie? Are you serious?"

      Her gaze flicked to his. "Have I ever lied to you?"

      Max shut his eyes for a brief moment. It wasn't that she did it. Of course, it was a terrible thing. It was what happened afterward that made it so much worse.

      That year, prom was set up at the old civic center. The school offered the girls the use of the locker rooms in the back if they wanted to get ready together. Since it was a small town, most of the girls took them up on it. It was a way to still hang out, eat dinner, then come back and change without having to travel back to the dance again.

      Katie was dateless that year, just like she'd been the year before, so she was in the locker room getting ready when no one else was. Everyone else had gone out to dinner, and she'd begged off several invitations to wallow in her misery.

      Max and Megan were going strong at that time. Katie was still hopelessly single and pining away for the boy who never seemed to notice her. She'd been sitting on one of the corner benches when she heard someone come in. Startled, she stayed quiet. Half-dressed at the time, she wasn't sure who entered the room because everyone else was gone. She saw Megan pass right by her, but Megan hadn’t seen her.

      Curious, Katie tiptoed over, peeked around the lockers, and saw her with a pair of sewing shears. She opened up Jenny Parker's unlocked locker and cut off a huge portion of the bottom half of her skirt.

      Katie was horrified. She crept away before Megan turned around and saw her.

      It was less than an hour later when most of the girls came back, including Jenny. The air was high with excitement and hormones, and all was well, until Jenny opened up her locker.

      She'd never forget that screech as long as she lived. Katie carefully folded up her prom dress, tucked it into her oversized bag, packed up her makeup and left the civic center.

      She missed prom that year and never spoke to Megan again unless she absolutely had to. Katie knew she was jealous and small-minded, but Max didn't. She was also smart enough to know you couldn't talk someone out of loving someone else without losing a piece of yourself.

      She was there, though, the next day when Jenny approached Max out at the high school football field and accused Megan of destroying her dress.

      He'd defended her and swore she'd never do such a thing. Katie couldn't stand it. She burned with the desire to tell him.

      Jenny and Max weren't friends after that, and Max and Megan had a huge blowout when they were all riding home from the game.

      He asked her if she'd done it, and she denied every word of it. Katie sat in the backseat wanting the earth to swallow her whole. She remembered his words clearly: If you did this, you are not someone I want to be with.

      It was her opportunity. Her chance to break them up.

      But...she'd seen the desperation in Megan's eyes, the look of terror when she thought he'd make good on his word. So she kept her mouth shut.

      From the press of his lips and the tightness around his eyes, it was clear Max remembered it too.

      "You should have said something," Max said.

      "She's lying!" Megan screeched.

      "I was in the room that day, Megan. I saw you with the scissors. I saw you cut the bottom half of her dress off."

      They were twenty-six years old. If she couldn't admit it now, she never would. And Max would be wrong about her.

      Katie saw the moment Megan realized she'd been beaten. Her shoulders slumped. The vicious light went out in her eyes. "I'm sorry," she whispered. But this time there were no crocodile tears. They were real.

      "It isn't me you should be apologizing to," Max said.

      Horace remained quiet, but the way he was looking at Megan made her concerned for the future state of their relationship.

      "I know," Megan said. "If she's here this week, I will." She cleared her throat and turned to Katie. "Why didn't you say anything?" Her eyes were curious. "You could have broken us up, and you didn't. Why?"

      Katie shook her head. "Max was my best friend. The last thing I would ever do is break his heart."

      Something gleamed in her eyes. Respect maybe? She gave Katie a short nod. "Right." Megan stood and took her purse. "If you'll excuse me, I don't think I'm hungry anymore." She turned to her boyfriend. "Horace?"

      His look was intense. "I'll be there in a minute."

      Megan nodded and walked away. As soon as she was out of earshot, he rubbed his chin and sighed. "I fear I must apologize to you. Megan has not really been herself these last few days." The look he aimed at Max was not kind. "I fear I know why now." He nodded to both of them and stood up. "Have a good one."

      A wave of sympathy swept over her. She felt sorry for them.

      Katie waved over the waiter who'd been hanging around and trying not to intrude. "Coffee, please. A lot."

      The waiter gave her a quick nod. "Of course."

      She clasped her hands together and waited for Max to say something.

      He rubbed the back of his neck and stared up at the ceiling for close to a minute. This was his I-don't-know-what-to-say-so-I'm-thinking-about-it position. When he focused on her, Katie wanted to shrivel into a ball.

      "Are you going to say I told you so?"

      Katie let out a small laugh. "Did I say I told you so eight years ago when I could have torched your relationship?"

      He snorted. "You know she broke up with me three months later."

      "Of course I do."

      "What kind of person would do something like that?" His gaze strayed over to where Megan was walking away with Horace. "It's a terrible thing to do."

      "Popular girls don't follow the same rules the rest of us do," Katie said.

      "She destroyed someone's property over jealousy." Max shook his head and let out a short laugh. "That's not the girl I knew."

      Katie made a noncommittal noise. "We all show different faces to the people in our lives."

      His gaze sharpened. "Do you?"

      "What?" Katie straightened.

      "Show different faces to your friends and family?"

      The waiter interrupted them to drop off a carafe of coffee, cream, and sugar. She poured herself a cup, then pulled Max's cup over to pour him a cup too.

      "I kept a secret from you that could have ruined your relationship. What do you think?"

      "I think I know you better than you know yourself. You wanted me to be happy." He reached over and took her fingers. "It was a selfless and kind gesture, even though I knew you thought it was futile."

      "I feel like a terrible person," Katie moaned.

      "She started it," Max said. His lips curled in amusement.

      "She always starts it," she grumbled.

      "Yeah, maybe next time you can start with the smaller secrets, okay?"

      Katie picked up her coffee. "I can't promise anything," she said, hiding her smile behind her cup. She was officially in over her head, but with Max, it didn’t feel as scary as it should have.
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* * *

      When they were back in the room, Katie remembered the conversation he wouldn’t have earlier. "Max?" she said as he was walking back to his room.

      He paused at the entrance. "Yes?"

      "Can we talk?"

      His gaze shuttered for a moment before he gave her a stiff nod.

      "What happened earlier?" she asked as he walked over to the couch and settled himself beside her.

      "Do you remember when we lost contact?" he said after a moment.

      A short laugh burst from her. "Uh, yeah, I think I remember the moment I lost my best friend."

      He looked at her then, really looked at her. "There’s more to it, and you know it. This isn’t the time to talk about us, though." He pinched the space between his brows. "Do you remember my sister?"

      "Holly?" Katie asked. "Of course. I never met her, but you talked about her all the time."

      "She passed away several years ago."

      The floor fell out from under her feet. She stared at Max, bewildered. "What? How—?" She shook her head. "Why didn’t I hear about it?"

      Max stared at her. "She overdosed. Mom and Dad didn’t want anyone to know. They told close family. That’s all."

      A shocked breath escaped her. She reached over and gripped Max’s fingers. "Oh my God, Max. I am so sorry. I had no idea." If she had, she would have called. Sent a letter. Showed up at his doorstep. Something. Anything to help him through it. "Why didn’t you tell me?"

      His jaw clenched. "We weren’t speaking. I wasn’t sure what happened. Did we fade away? Did I do something? I had no idea."

      I fell in love with you, and I couldn’t bear to even speak your name. The words were there, hanging in her thoughts. If she spoke them, it would change everything between them. Not in a good way. Falling out of touch was both of their faults.

      Whether they were adult enough to admit it was another matter entirely.

      "You can always call me, Max. No matter what it is. No matter what you need. I’ll always be there for you."

      He cleared his throat. "It didn’t feel like it then."

      It didn’t feel like it to her then, either. But she knew she would have dropped everything for him. She would have borne his grief for him if it meant taking the pain away for just a moment.

      "I am so sorry. Your poor parents." She looked up at the ceiling. "There is no shame in addiction, Max."

      "This is Pecan Grove, Katie. The place where the gossip mill is alive and well. My parents didn’t want to spoil anyone’s memory of Holly. She was well-loved."

      "What happened?" Katie’s fingers were entwined with his.

      "She went off to California for art school and got tangled in the wrong crowd. We spoke all the time, and she mentioned some of the things she’d done. I didn’t see anything wrong with it. That’s what college is for. Get it all out of your system, then enter into society as a level-headed adult. But she went too far. It happened at a party on campus." He grimaced. "It was a private school, and it couldn’t afford the scandal. It was all swept under the rug. My sister. Erased. Like she’d never even been a person."

      Katie scooted over and pulled Max close. "But she was. And you can choose to hold those memories of her in your heart."

      She stroked through the silken strands of his hair. "I’m sorry I didn’t call, Katie," he mumbled against her shoulder.

      "I’m sorry I didn’t either."

      They sat that way until the sun began to peek below the horizon. Eventually, Max, spent of emotion, silently extricated himself from her and went to his room.

      Katie sat on the couch for a long while, lost in thought.
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      Things were back to normal—at least, as normal as they could be given the circumstances. He preferred it this way. He didn’t like talking about Holly very much, but he knew he owed Katie an explanation. There was more to be said about it, but it could happen later. After all of this mess was over and done with.

      Max held up a piece of paper and waved it in front of Katie's face. She lay sprawled across the couch of their shared suite eating cookies. Dinner with his mother would do that to a person. He felt a little bit bad about what he was about to do to her, especially after she'd suffered through the previous night's awkwardness.

      "Go away," she mumbled, her mouth full of chocolate cookies.

      "Have some manners, please," he said as he thumped down onto the couch beside her. He shoved the paper in her face. "You should have looked," he said as she snatched it away from him.

      Her face paled as she read it.

      "No," she mumbled, spraying crumbs everywhere.

      Max snickered. "Oh yes."

      She threw the paper at him and chewed furiously before she spoke. "I refuse to participate in field day. This is ridiculous. Who came up with this list?"

      Max gave her an innocent look. "My understanding is the bride did. We don't want to disappoint her before her big day, do we?"

      Katie glared at him. "Why? Is she going to be sitting on top of a plastic throne staring down at us waiting for someone to offer her a handkerchief?"

      He snorted with amusement. "No jousting. Just straight up field day events." He leaned over, close to her ear, and whispered, "I hope you like tug of war."

      Katie threw a cookie at him. "I should have asked for cash to participate in this madness."

      "Too late. We have an agreement and no money will be exchanging hands." He glanced down and felt his heart skip a beat. It did that every time he looked down at Katie's hand now. His mother's diamond ring glittered in the low light.

      Seeing Katie trying to politely refuse it from his mother was the highlight of his week. Cecelia Cordell was like a polite steamroller, and Katie was pavement by the time his mom was done with her. She kept fidgeting with it, obviously uncomfortable with both the ring and what it represented.

      Max was having a different time with it. He was experiencing...feelings. He'd had them about Katie over the years, but he always hesitated to voice them. It wasn't often someone could have a best friend of the opposite sex. It almost always seemed to get ruined when someone brought up a relationship.

      He didn't want to be that guy. So he always kept it platonic, and when seeing Katie brush back a lock of hair from her face made him want to touch her, he tamped those urges down.

      But that ring...it was making him see things differently. To be honest, he wanted to come clean to his mom and take the punishment because if Katie wore it much longer, he wasn't sure what he was going to do.

      Katie saw him looking and sighed. "I can take it off when we're in here. I know it makes you uncomfortable."

      "It doesn't," he said. "I'm just surprised Mom gave it to you, that's all."

      Her brow wrinkled. "Why? I'm your fiancée, right?"

      "You are, but Greg will probably marry first."

      She frowned down at the ring. "Huh. Weird."

      Definitely. Something was up with Cecilia Cordell. She was plotting, and Max didn't know what the end game was.

      "Leave it on. If you forget to put it on when we go out somewhere, people will start asking questions."

      "I can't wear it for field day," she said and graced him with a wide grin.

      "Field day only," Max admonished. "Other than that, it stays on."

      He couldn't help but think Katie would have preferred something non-traditional rather than the marquise cut of the ring she was wearing. She was a unique woman, and a jewelry designer to boot. She'd want something no one else had. In fact, she might even want to design her real engagement ring herself.

      Curious, Max cleared his throat. "What kind of ring would you want if you were to get married?"

      She paused in the act of shoving another cookie in her mouth. Katie tilted her head and thought about it. "Well, I'd want something in platinum. Maybe a band with scrollwork on it. Or maybe a poppy shape with a small diamond in the middle." A small smile played upon her mouth. "Maybe I'll make it anyway and see if I can sell it."

      "A poppy?"

      "Mmhmm," she said. "They make heroin out of them."

      Max let out a surprised laugh. "Thanks for that knowledge. Why a poppy?"

      She put her cookie down and leaned her head against the back of the couch. Her face was tilted up toward the ceiling. Her pert nose and small chin were adorable. Long lashes brushed against the bottom of her eyes as she blinked. "Poppies represent peace, Max. And death." She looked at him then, her face curious. "Haven't you ever read In Flanders Fields?"

      "I haven't. Is it a book?" Max felt a little breathless. This relaxed version of Katie was a rarity these last couple of days. Normally, she was wound tighter than a drum.

      "No. It's a poem about World War I. If you get the chance, you should read it. It's beautiful." She flexed her feet in the air as she spoke.

      Max wanted to run to his computer right then and look it up if it made her happy. "I'll do that."

      "Also, stop being nice. I still don't want to do field day. This is wedding masochism."

      "More like wedding awesomeness." He smacked her on the leg. "Tomorrow is the day. Be up by six and dressed for war."

      She reached for another cookie. "There's a special place for you down below. I'm sure of it."

      He grinned and stood up. "Better put those cookies down. You need to have your game face on tomorrow."

      Katie threw another cookie at him, but this time he caught it. He wiggled his eyebrows at her and bit into it. "Mmm." He chewed for a second. "Tomorrow," he said and pointed at her. "Plan to be awesome."

      Katie glared at him and returned to her cookies.
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* * *

      Back in his room, Max was antsy with anticipation. Competitive Katie was his favorite Katie. She was gloriously outrageous when there was a prize involved. As much as he adored her, even he was horrified at her behavior during sports events. She was even banned from the local baseball field after she insulted the umpire's mother. Granted, it was a terrible call, and she'd been right to get angry, but Katie had no filter when it came to anything that involved winning.

      He lay on the bed, his shoes off and his shirt untucked. Tomorrow, they would see Megan again. He had no doubt. She was also horribly competitive, though not as terrible as Katie. He'd been mulling over the events of the other day in his mind since it happened. On the one hand, Megan's behavior was low. Really low. On the other...while Katie hadn't lied to him, she hadn't told him the truth either.

      It really bothered him. What would have happened if he'd broken up with Megan back then?

      Would he have looked at Katie differently?

      She cared enough about his feelings to keep him from getting hurt. But did she care about him in another way? He let out a deep sigh and closed his eyes for a moment.

      Katie always made his head hurt, but now there were genuine feelings getting in the way, and he wasn't sure how to handle it.

      Plus, his mom was acting strange. She was acting like she really liked Katie and was thrilled at the prospect of having her as a daughter-in-law. That was almost more terrifying than his own feelings. If she wanted Katie in the family, he was going to have his hands full. When they fake broke up, it would have to be staged in such a manner that no one could doubt it.

      He opened his eyes and stared up at the ceiling fan. His mother missed Holly. They all missed her. But losing a daughter. He couldn't imagine it. Katie would have loved his sister. She was eight years older than him, so she was already out of Pecan Grove by the time he entered high school. Holly and his mom were thick as thieves. If this was her reaching out for another daughter, he'd have to think of a way to let his mother down gently.

      Even if having Katie in the family would be a blessing.

      He sat up abruptly, a cold sweat forming on his back. Where had that thought come from? Katie? His wife?

      He was getting way ahead of himself. He couldn't marry the girl currently in the living room shoving a week's worth of cookies into her mouth. He knew her too well.

      Max rubbed a hand over his chin. This was a fake engagement. A temporary thing. There was nothing more to it, even if his mother liked her.

      If Katie knew he was having these thoughts, she'd laugh him right out of Pecan Grove.
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* * *

      The next morning, he walked out to see Katie wearing a pair of old Nike sneakers and a glare, reserved especially for him.

      "Morning, sunshine," he said as he grabbed the box of cereal next to her.

      "I hope you get trampled during the tug of war."

      A chuckle burst from him. "There's my violent little Katie. Keep that attitude. You're going to need it this morning. I hear there are some buff bridesmaids participating."

      She crunched her cereal violently and didn't say another word.

      Max poured himself a bowl and reached into the fridge for the milk. When he was ready to eat, he plopped down on the empty stool next to her.

      "Is this you preparing your game face?" he said amiably. "I hope so. Katie Thomas is no loser, is she?"

      Katie punched him in the arm hard enough to hurt.

      He yelped and held his arm. "Good! I like it! Keep that spirit up! GOOOOOO TEAM!"

      Katie dumped her cereal bowl into the sink and left him sitting there in silence.

      "Go team," he whispered again, to himself this time.
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* * *

      It was so hot in Pecan Grove this time of year, it felt like the devil was breathing down their necks. They hadn't been out of the hotel in days, so when they stepped outside and got hit in the face with the heat, Katie smacked him again for good measure.

      She was still in an awful mood and had barely said two words to him since they left. As they were getting on the bus to go to the park, she leaned over and said, "If my hands get injured today, I'm telling your mother."

      Max blanched at the threat. A grim little smile played over Katie's mouth. She would keep that promise. Her hands were her main tools for her livelihood. An injured hand meant she couldn’t work.

      He tried to swallow, but his throat was so dry, it only made clicking noises. "Low blow," he croaked.

      Katie made a slash against her throat with her finger.

      His chest rumbled with laughter.

      The bus started up with a choke and a bang. Ah, Pecan Grove. Not much had changed here over the years.

      Dozens of people he recognized, and some he didn't, piled on to the bus at the last minute. Megan bounded on, her hair in a perfect ponytail. Horace was nowhere to be found. Max caught her eye, but instead of making a nuisance out of herself, she chose a seat closer to the front.

      Megan looked like a cupcake today. She wore white sneakers with pink bobby socks, white athletic shorts, a pink tank top, and he could see her sports bra peeking out from the side. The only makeup she wore was a little pink gloss which made her lips look like candy.

      He glanced over at Katie and had to chuckle.

      She looked positively mulish this morning. Katie wore a pair of old, black cotton gym shorts and a shirt that said, "World's Okayest Sister." He knew she did not have a sister, so it made it even funnier.

      Her shoes looked like they'd seen better days, and her hair was a wild mess slapped on top of her head in a somewhat passable bun. He'd never seen her messier or more adorable, and he'd been around when she was still a teen.

      "You're going to do great," he said to her.

      Katie deliberately stuck her earphones in her ears.

      Max laughed out loud and relaxed for the ride.
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* * *

      The local park was still green despite the summer heat, most likely due to all the shade trees. The bus stopped with a rumble and a gasp, and two dozen people stood up, ready to get off. Max recognized some of the groomsmen and waved at one of them, a guy he'd had Chemistry class with. Brad, he thought his name was.

      Jenny was also there, and he noticed Megan making a deliberate attempt to avoid her. He was going to remind her to apologize. It was never too late to try to make reparations, but Jenny might still tell her to go pound sand. She'd deserve it, too. Even after all these years, the woman deserved an apology. Prom was a big deal around here, and Megan could have been prosecuted if she'd been found out.

      He caught Jenny's eye as he was standing up. He offered a small smile and a wave, but Jenny just gave him a long look and turned away.

      So...she was still mad.

      Good to know.

      Katie still had her earbuds shoved into her ears and was busy ignoring Max as best she could. That would soon have to stop, though. They would need to communicate during the three-legged race. He couldn't help the grin spreading over his face. He could not wait to see her lose it. Good thing there weren't any kids here. She'd scare them all once she got going.

      The passengers on the bus finally started moving. Katie greeted a few people as she walked, but none were overly warm.

      Ava must be out of town, otherwise, Katie would have been stuck to her side like glue. He placed a hand on her shoulder, and he felt her stiffen at first, then relax.

      Yes, that's right. We're fake engaged. Act like you like it, please, so we can fool all the peasants.

      He grimaced internally. Never again. If he managed to get out of this somewhat unscathed, it would be a miracle. When they made it off the bus, everyone milled around making small talk. Katie was never someone who liked being around a lot of people, so she spoke only when someone spoke to her. Otherwise, she just glowered at Max.

      It was only a few minutes later when a man and woman he'd never seen before came up to them and asked them all to gather around. They were dressed in matching shorts and t-shirts that read "Pecan Grove Athletics."

      Forrest Woods had spared his bride no expense on this crazy wedding.

      Adults never gathered as well as children did. No one wanted to stand too close to anyone else, so they all sort of moved up a small bit. The perky Pecan Grove Athletics folks did not find that satisfactory and started blowing their whistles making demands.

      "She's super lucky I like her," one woman whispered.

      Max could only think she was one of the bridesmaids.

      It was only when everyone was standing in their neighbor's personal space that the woman spoke. She was small and muscular, but her voice squeaked when she spoke. If she wasn't so mean, she'd be adorable.

      The woman picked up a megaphone and almost everyone groaned.

      "Welcome to the Woods' Field Day!" she screeched at them.

      He glanced over at Katie and suppressed a smile. She was glaring at the woman like she was a rogue raisin in a chocolate chip cookie.

      They listened as the woman barked out instructions. As soon as she stopped talking, it was like everyone had forgotten everything in a matter of seconds.

      "What are we supposed to do?" He heard a man next to him say.

      Max laughed and took Katie by the arm. "We have to go over to the three-legged race. It's the first event I signed us up for."

      She allowed herself to be led. Sort of. Max had to tug on her elbow a couple of times. When they got to the booth, he leaned over. "You look like you're being held hostage. Can we cool it?"

      Katie glanced up at him. "You force me to do sports in the middle of summer and want me to be happy about it?"

      Max sighed. "No, I want you to look like you're deliriously happy to be here with me. Right now, you look like you want to unhinge your jaw and swallow me whole."

      Katie crossed her arms. "You wouldn't be wrong."

      A snort of laughter escaped him. "You can do that later. I promise." He led her to the front of the line and picked up a large burlap sack and two pieces of rope. "In the meantime, let's just try to get through this day, okay?"

      She mumbled something as he led her over to one of the benches.

      They sat down, and he took the rope and tied their ankles together. Then he tied the tops of their thighs together. She looked at him funny. "Why are you tying it up there?"

      "So it can be more steady."

      "Isn't it going to fall down as soon as we stand?"

      "Not if I tie it securely enough."

      Her expression was dubious, but she let him fasten the rope. He was aware of their closeness, of the proximity of their bodies. His pulse picked up and he forced himself to think only of the rope and not at the bare smoothness of her leg against his. When he finished, he helped her up.

      "You ready?"

      "You are so going to regret doing this," she said. "You know me well enough to know I have no control over myself when it comes to things like this."

      Max's eyes crinkled at the sides. "Oh, I know. Second place is the first loser, right?"

      "Give me the sack," Katie said.

      Game on, Pecan Grove.
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* * *

      Ten minutes later, they were in a line with three other couples. Katie studied all of them.

      "The blond has a new manicure and just got her hair done. She'll be the slowest of the bunch. We need to worry about the couple in the middle. They've dressed appropriately and their sneakers look worn in."

      Max rolled his eyes but nodded. And so it began.

      "The third couple..." Katie paused. "I can't quite tell. They might be dark horses." She bounced around, jarring Max since they were tied together.

      "I'm not really worried about winning," Max said, knowing it was futile.

      "Then you picked the wrong partner," Katie said. "At the end of the day, no matter what happens, just know you were responsible for it."

      A small thread of nervousness flickered through his stomach. She was bad, but he'd never seen her kick anyone when they were down. He was beginning to think he'd made a mistake.

      "Sacks on!" said the tiny angry woman in charge.

      Katie bent and put the sack over their tied legs. "Ready?" she asked him.

      "Not as ready as you are."

      The woman held up an air siren. "When it goes off, BEGIN!"

      Katie wiggled her fingers like she was a gunfighter at the O.K. Corral.

      The horn went off and Katie took off like a shot. Fortunately, Max expected it and was able to keep up with her. At first, they staggered around like drunks with Katie muttering under her breath about his physical prowess, but once they got the hang of it, they were able to race to the finish line like a thoroughbred horse and take first place.

      Katie, passed her annoyance and fully into adrenaline mode, crowed and fist pumped.

      Max held out his hand for a high five and she smacked it enthusiastically.

      "Let's go to the next one!"

      "Slow down, Wonder Woman," Max said. "How about some water?"

      Katie scoffed. "We ran maybe 20 yards!" She glanced at him and raised an eyebrow. "Is all that office work making Max a weak boy?"

      He was officially beginning to regret field day.

      "I'm just saying," he griped. "We have all day to participate."

      "You dragged me here. Now you have to pay the piper."

      "Water first." He tugged her hand and they walked over to the booth where free water was being handed out. He reached down into the cooler, tossed her one, and took one for himself.

      Katie stilled. Megan was a few feet in front of them. They were about to turn around and head off in a different direction when she turned to face them. Her eyes widened when she saw them, but instead of being annoyingly perky, she was more subdued and just offered a hello.

      "Hey," Katie said. "Where's Horace?"

      Her face darkened. "Back at the hotel. Field day isn't really his thing." She looked at Max. "Nice to see you."

      He was still torn about what happened. On the one hand, she'd been young. On the other, she'd been old enough to know better. "Hey," he said after a moment. "How are you?"

      She shrugged. "I'm okay." Her gaze drifted away from his and over his shoulder. He turned to see Jenny several feet away. "I'll talk to her today."

      He nodded. "I think that's a good idea." Megan didn't seem like herself today. "Everything okay?"

      That kindness made her blink away suspicious moisture from her eyes. "Yes," she said, her voice a little hoarse. "I'm fine, thank you."

      Katie squeezed his hand and walked away, giving them some privacy. "Are you?" he asked.

      She blinked several times and watched Katie. "She's different than I expected."

      He turned to watch her slim frame head over to the tug of war booth. "Katie hasn't changed all that much over the years. She's just hard to get to know."

      "She's loyal to you. Maybe more loyal than you deserve."

      Max's lips twisted at that. "What do you mean?"

      Her gaze didn't leave Katie's back. "She's been at your side whenever you needed her. It's no wonder you two ended up together."

      He shifted his weight and looked down at his feet. If he said anything right now, he might spill the beans. "Yeah," he said, his voice tight. "She's the best."

      "I heard you two fell out of contact." Her gaze turned back to Max. "What was that about?"

      Him being a jerk. Him not being able to process his grief. Him pushing everyone who loved him away.

      "Ah, just something silly. You know how it is at that age. One person says something and overreacts." He shrugged. "We worked it out."

      They certainly had not worked it out, but they needed to. This conversation was making him really uncomfortable. Normally, all he had to worry about was Megan throwing herself at him. He rarely saw this intuitive, curious side. It was his favorite part of her.

      "Mmm," she said. Her eyes glinted with curiosity. "I'm not sure you have. Something is going on here." She held up her hands in defeat. "But it's none of my business. I will say this: Few girls would go to bat like Katie has for you. Her not telling you about me that night solidified it for me. She wanted you to be happy. That's a rare friend." She shook her head. "Listen to me. I'm grossing myself out." Megan shuddered, her pretty face twisted in a grimace. "Horace would be so proud."

      Max let out a long breath. "You should show the world this side of you more often." A smile peeked out. "I like it."

      The first genuine smile in days graced her face. Megan Brooks was breathtaking when she was genuine. "Yeah?"

      He nodded.

      "Don't get used to it." She studied her nails. "I have a rep to maintain."

      Max reached over and gathered her into a hug. She shuddered for a second trying to get hold of her emotions, then relaxed and put her arms around his waist.

      She smelled like cotton candy. He dropped a kiss on the top of her head and released her. "I'll see you later, Megan."

      She nodded. Max turned and headed back over to Katie. She stood there, watching him, her face a curious mix of emotions. When she saw him looking, she blinked and smiled, her face now carefully blank.

      He and Katie needed to talk. Soon.
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* * *

      They were on opposite sides of an enormous rope, a giant puddle of mud in between them. Eight people were on each side, Katie at the front of the left side, Max at the front of the right. Several people screamed that was unfair, but Katie growled at them all and said if she couldn't take him, she didn't deserve to win.

      Max stared at her, a challenge in his eyes. She was grinning at him, a fierce expression on her face. Right before the air horn went off, she said, loud enough for everyone to hear. "You ready to get dirty?"

      Several people hooted and hollered.

      Max grinned back at her. "You first," he said.

      The air horn went off.

      Tug of war was unlike any other sport Max had ever played. They used to play it all the time in middle school and come home with splinters and rope burns. But they were much stronger now and five minutes into the game, they were still at an impasse.

      Katie was adorably sweaty and red in the face. Behind her, her teammates were yelling and screaming, trying to intimidate Max's side, but Katie was quiet, her stare intense and close to unblinking. It was unnerving Max, and he kept trying to look away, but he couldn't.

      Two more minutes and Max's team was getting the edge on Katie's. A savage smile formed as he saw Katie's feet slide several inches toward the mud pit.

      Her jaw clenched with exertion, and her head reared back as they pulled.

      "Back up!" came a yell from the back.

      Katie was puffing as she slowly took two steps back. Then three.

      Max's feet edged up.

      A harsh, "Ha!" burst from her.

      Max gritted his teeth and pulled with all his might, but they were beginning to lose. Just when he thought he might be getting some traction, his right foot slipped.

      Katie's team, seeing an in, went for the kill.

      Max went chest first into the mud. He and his team let go of the rope and the other side stumbled from the release. Katie's hand flew out and like a snake, Max reached out, grabbed it, and brought her down in the mud with him.

      "Aaaaaggh!" she yelled as she went down.

      "Serves you right," he said. For good measure, he smeared mud on her cheeks.

      She glared at him, and with her left hand, smeared mud all over his forehead.

      A shocked laugh escaped him, and he tugged on her messy bun. She squawked with outrage and leaped on top of him. Shouts of laughter rang out as she tried in vain to push his face into the mud. He flipped her over and watched as her face went from amused to horrified.

      "Don't push me down!" she gasped.

      Max held her two inches above the mud, a victorious smirk on his face. "Why shouldn't I?"

      "Because you like me and you won't win the grand prize without me?"

      Max appeared to consider it for a moment before he finally pulled her up. He stumbled to his feet with her and steadied Katie next to him. Applause and wolf whistles rang out.

      Katie took a little bow and started to fling mud off of herself.

      "Good job," Max said.

      Katie flung mud at him but grinned, her teeth a white slash against her filthy face. Their gazes locked and something undefinable passed between them before she looked away, uncomfortable.

      "What's next?" she asked as she squelched her way out of the mud.

      Max hesitated, his feelings knotted and twisted as he watched his best friend. When she turned around, he blinked. "Umm, flag football?"

      She held out a hand. "Let's do it."

      Max took it, and she helped tug him out of the mudhole.

      "Should you clean off first?"

      She looked down at herself, grimaced, and shook her head. "I'll shake off what I can. It's field day. No one is going to care."

      Max squeezed as much mud out of his clothes as he could and followed her down to the football field. She stopped once to plop mud out of her shoes. When she squeezed mud out of her shirt, she lifted it up just high enough to show a tantalizing glimpse of tan stomach.

      Mouth dry, Max couldn't look away.

      I should not be having these thoughts. He shook his head to get the image of her out of his brain and jogged to catch up to her.
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* * *

      Flag football was less of a contact sport than tug of war turned out to be, and Katie performed admirably.

      Mostly because no one wanted to touch her. She was covered almost head to toe in mud, and though she'd gotten as much as she could off, it was still smeared everywhere.

      When she'd made her tenth touch down, the ref called the game in her team's favor. She gave everyone muddy high fives and bounded over to Max.

      Her eyes sparkled. "Use whatever you can to win," she said, gesturing to herself. "I'm disgusting."

      "You are," he agreed. He was bent over trying to catch his breath. Maybe Katie was right. Maybe office work was getting to him. He needed to get outside more. Max wasn't out of shape by any means, but if his huffing and puffing was any indication, he needed to work more cardio into his routine.

      "You are too," she said with a snort. Katie looked away for a moment and stilled. "Crap," she muttered.

      Max looked up and saw his mother heading their way. A low laugh escaped him. She was going to love this. He wondered how much trouble he'd be in if he tried to give her a hug.

      Seconds later, Cecilia Cordell was standing in front of them. She gave Katie the once over, then turned her attention to Max. "I would ask what you're doing, but Katie's sports antics are legendary. You can blame her for this, I assume?"

      Katie looked like she wanted to explode, so he took mercy on her. "It was me, actually. I'm the culprit."

      One of Cecilia's eyebrows rose. "You created this monster?" she said.

      A sharp bark of laughter came from Katie. "He did," she said. "I warned him several times."

      Cecilia studied Katie, amusement sparkling in her eyes. "Well, if your kids are even a quarter as competitive as you are, I suppose you and my son will have star athletes on your hands, won't you?"

      Katie looked like she'd swallowed a frog. Max pressed his lips together to keep from laughing.

      "I suppose we will, Mom," he said and winked at Katie. "Won't we, honey?" He flung an arm out and gathered her in a one-armed hug. "But we won't just have one. Three is our magic number."

      It was like hugging a statue. She was going to kill him when they were alone.

      "Three?" his mother echoed. "Well, let's hope Katie gets a little more weight on her. Those hips do not look like the birthing kind."

      Katie made a noise like a strangled bird.

      Max smiled. "I'm sure her hips are just fine, Mom." He looked around but didn't see his father. No surprise there. He didn't come out for much. "This doesn't seem like your kind of thing. Did you need something?"

      His mother grimaced. "Forrest's mother asked me to come pick something up for her. She left something in the setup tent. I'm not here for long."

      Katie relaxed in his arms. He squeezed her upper bicep.

      Just as his mom was about to walk away, she turned back. "I hope you tucked the ring away for safekeeping." She sniffed. "It's a family heirloom."

      "It's in the safe of my hotel room," Katie said, her voice cool and polite. "I wouldn't dream of losing it."

      "Good," Cecilia said. She looked them both over one more time, her lips a curl of distaste at their appearance, before she walked away.

      "Your mom," Katie said as she sighed, "is awesome."

      Max gave her a final squeeze before he let her go. "One more event?"

      Katie’s eyes gleamed. "One more. Then we go home and wash the funk off."

      He held out his elbow. "Shall we?"
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* * *

      Katie almost lasted the entire day without injuring a soul. For her, this was almost a miracle. She never meant to, but in her zest for sports domination, she almost always went too far. Max had thought they’d make it out of this day unscathed until Katie decided her last sport should be tetherball.

      Everything was fine until Megan was chosen as her opponent. Katie got a gleam in her eye that Max did not like. But Megan had the same gleam. He thought about intervening, but at the last minute, decided they were grown adults. Their actions were on them.

      The two women stood like opposing gunfighters. Megan, still pristine despite the heat of the day, held her twitching fingers at her side. Her lips were compressed tightly and she stared at Katie like she was about to dominate her.

      Katie, on the other hand, looked like she'd been dragged behind a car and left for dead. She was covered in mud from head to toe, though it was starting to flake off every time she took a step. Her hair, still in the messy bun, was half plastered to her head and half still fixed, making her look like a demented ballerina. Her shorts clung to her tanned legs and her shoes squelched every time she took a step.

      She was also starting to smell.

      The tetherball hung there, innocent, having no idea what it was about to experience. Katie wore a feral grin, terrifying really, and there were several people standing around watching the two women and whispering amongst themselves.

      This was Pecan Grove, after all, and there wasn't a female under twenty who hadn't heard about the exchange in the main hotel's restaurant a couple of days earlier.

      Megan looked like she had a score to settle.

      Katie looked like a woman who’d gone mud wrestling with an angry bull and won.

      Max knew who he would bet on, but he was surprised Megan was standing firm.

      Brad, the groomsman he'd seen earlier, was standing beside him. "Your fiancée looks insane," he said good-naturedly.

      Max had to agree. "A good shower will wash most of it off."

      "No. I mean her face. She looks like she wants a piece of Megan."

      He had to laugh. "I'd say Megan looks the same."

      "Would it be weird if I started to chant 'Girl Fight'?" But Brad was grinning, so he knew he was kidding.

      Max chuckled.

      The air horn went off.

      Chaos ensued.

      The first point went to Katie who hit the ball so hard, Megan couldn't stop it. She grinned at her then, a demonic smile. With the mud on her face, it made her look like a ticked off raccoon.

      Megan rolled her eyes, picked up the ball, and pulled a serious Kerri Walsh move on it. It came spinning at her so fast, Katie had no chance to duck. She narrowed her eyes.

      The ref called a point for Megan. Katie shifted on her feet and held her hands in the middle of her body.

      The ball went again and Katie hit it so hard, it smacked Megan right in the face.

      An outraged screech went up and Megan stumbled, holding her face.

      Katie gasped in surprise and rushed over to her. Megan waved her away with the other hand, her face turning a blistering cherry red.

      "I am so sorry," Katie breathed.

      Max knew her well enough to know she was serious, but Megan, with her one good eye, glared. "Keep going," she said.

      "What?" Katie said. "No, you're hurt. We need to stop."

      Megan straightened. "Finish the game." Her mouth was set in a grim line.

      Tetherball had never been more serious.

      Katie her place again. "First to ten," she said quietly.

      Megan gave a short nod. "You serve."

      Katie tossed the ball to her. "No. You"

      She gave no warning before smacking the ball right at Katie's face. A harsh breath escaped her on impact. Katie's hand went up and reached for her eye. She bent over in pain for a moment.

      The ref hesitantly called a point in Megan's favor.

      Megan tossed the ball back to her. "Serve."

      In the next ten minutes passed the grimmest game of tetherball the entire town of Pecan Grove had ever witnessed.

      The game was called in Katie's favor after a last minute surprise save. They did not slap hands or tell each other good game, but Max could tell something changed between the two women at that moment. They gave each other a nod and both limped away.

      When Katie turned to face him, Max couldn't help himself. He burst out laughing.

      At her confused look, he shook his head. "I'll tell you later."

      Katie had no idea she was leaving the field with the beginning of a healthy, massive shiner.
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      First place ribbons, baby. She held them in her hand like a baby bird with a broken wing and cooed over them as she and Max walked back to the bus.

      "You're ridiculous," he said.

      "I think you mean I'm awesome," Katie said.

      They stopped by the water booth on the way, and he tossed her a bottle. They drank in silence for a long moment. She was wiped out, mentally and physically. She knew tomorrow would probably be an ice and Tylenol kind of day, but she was blissfully happy right now.

      She might need to examine that in therapy. She only managed to slightly injure Megan today, but Megan got her back. She hadn't looked at her face yet. If she were being honest, she was a little scared to. There was a wedding in just a few days and bruising wasn't that easy to cover up with makeup.

      She was just finishing up her water when Megan limped past both of them.

      A low belly laugh erupted from her. Katie was limping too, though she was trying to play it off.

      She wouldn't have expected Megan to be so good at tetherball. Or so ferocious. But she thought maybe they'd gotten past a lot of their animosity, even though they’d beaten the crap out of each other with a glorified volleyball.

      Max spotted Megan and a wide smile spread across his face. "She's not so bad."

      Katie shrugged. "She and I will never be friends. But maybe we can be nicer to each other now."

      "Maybe so," Max said, his voice curious.

      They tossed their bottles into the recycling bin and got in line to get on the bus. A lot of people she'd gone to high school with were here, but she hadn't seen any of them in years. Katie smiled and waved when she needed to, otherwise, she just stayed close to Max. She saw him talking to one of the groomsman, Brad if she remembered correctly. For the most part, he just hung out with her. That's how it went sometimes. High school reunions, once they happened, ended up not being that important.

      Katie already had Ava, and she felt like maybe she was getting Max back too. That was all she needed.

      But a pang in her heart told her she wanted a lot more from Max than his friendship. She shushed that pang in her head and tucked those thoughts away for another day.

      He stepped in front of her to get on the bus. She watched the play of muscles in his back as he moved. Even after all these years, he still made her heart race.

      Katie looked down at her feet so she didn't do something crazy like touch him. It would have been well in the realm of things she was allowed to do as his supposed fiancée, but it would feel too real to her.

      She clenched her hands at her sides and took the steps up into the air-conditioned bus.

      She'd seen him talking to Megan earlier, and when he pulled her in for a hug, Katie felt her heart leap out of her body and fall onto the ground below.

      Max slid into a seat toward the back and Katie slid in beside him. They watched as other people filled in and when they were rolling, Katie adjusted the air conditioning so it would blow right on her burning hot cheek.

      "Do you feel bad about Megan?" she asked. Katie regretted the words as soon as she said them.

      "Feel bad?" A perplexed frown formed on his face. "About what she did?"

      Katie nodded.

      "No, it's her responsibility to make things right. Megan was young and..." He paused then.

      "And?" Katie reached up and adjusted the a/c again. She was burning up.

      Max's lips tightened as the woman in question got on the bus. She didn't look so pristine anymore, but she was still stunning even after a full day outside.

      Katie just looked like a trash panda.

      "Megan had stuff going on when she was a kid." He lifted his shoulder in an uncomfortable shrug and turned his face to the window.

      Her stomach turned with regret. "I'm sorry," she said.

      A deep breath loosed from him. "It's okay. She can be challenging." He turned to look at her. "You should be proud of yourself, Katie."

      She held up her blue ribbons. "For these?" she grinned. "Or the grill we're going to have to discuss custody for later?"

      Max snorted. "Neither, though we should both agree the grill says with me. For you. I know things weren't always great for you in school."

      Katie huffed out a breath. "You mean all the terrorizing that happened?" She waved a hand. "It's high school. Par for the course."

      She was never beaten up, but Katie had found herself the subject of several vicious rumors. She'd turned inward for a long time until she and Max became friends. Her life wasn't as hard as other people had it, but it still affected her. To this day, even. She looked in the mirror and sometimes didn't like what she saw. She dealt with it by sinking into her art and trying to be involved in the community. Katie missed being home mostly because of her parents. They were currently on a Mediterranean cruise, much to her consternation. She didn't get to spend enough time with them when she was last here, so she was hoping she'd be able to hang out with them this time around. Instead, they were gallivanting across the Ionian Sea. And they didn't even invite her!

      "Still. You've become quite the interesting success," he said.

      "This coming from the man who had a magazine spread done on him."

      "By Architectural Digest," he added.

      She shook her head but couldn't help but smile. "And super humble. How does the public even deal?"

      "It's a difficult road for my adoring fans."

      Katie laughed. They fell into a companionable silence the rest of the way back to the hotel.
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* * *

      She stopped at the front desk and begged them for Epsom salt. Surprisingly, they had some in the shop. The price was outrageous, but she bit the bullet and paid for a five-pound bag. She made it through the front door of the suite, yelled to Max she was going to die in the bathtub and headed into her room.

      She locked the door and headed straight to the bathroom. She refused to sit on anything until she had the mud washed off of her.

      Seconds later, Katie was running a warm bath. She grimaced as she peeled her clothes off. Everything stuck. Gagging, she shut off the bathwater and turned on the shower. There was no way she was going to sit in her own filth. She'd wash off, then soak in the salts and hope she didn't wake up as sore tomorrow.

      As she scrubbed her hair, her thoughts went back to Max. They were starting to get back to how they used to be, and she wasn't sure she liked it. Katie never felt more comfortable around a man as she did Max. She trusted him implicitly, but she didn't want to keep falling in and out of love with him. She was here under false pretenses and hated lying to everyone. Spending time with Max, though, was wonderful.

      As soon as she scrubbed her body and the water ran clear, she turned the bath tap on again and sat down to soak.

      Today had gone well. As well as expected, and she and Max were in a good place. As long as she didn't push for anything or expect more than he was willing to give, things would be fine between them.
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      After they got back to the hotel, Max went straight upstairs to shower. He wasn't as disgusting as Katie was, but he was still gross. He heard her come into the suite a few minutes later and shout she was going to bathe.

      He shut down any curious thoughts about that, but it got to be so difficult, he dressed and went downstairs to get a drink. Being in the same area with Katie while she's bathing turned thoughts directly south, and he didn't want to think about his friend in that way.

      He saw Forrest as soon as he walked into the bar. His old friend raised his hand in greeting so Max took the stool next to him.

      "You're actually alone?" Max said as he rattled off his order to the bartender.

      "For now," Forrest said with a grimace. "Today was a ruse for us to get some time to ourselves, but Harmony felt guilty and decided to go and watch."

      Max didn't have the heart to tell him he hadn't seen his bride.

      "Though she probably took off shopping," Forrest said with a rueful laugh. "She hates all this stuff as much as I do."

      "The field day was a mad stroke of genius," Max said. "I brought Katie."

      Forrest's eyes widened. "Thomas? Katie Thomas?" A low laugh burst from him. "Are you mad, man?"

      "She's fun when she's that way," Max said as the bartender thumped a cold bottle of beer down in front of him.

      "She's psycho," Forrest said.

      A twinge of annoyance hit him over that comment, but he tamped it down. She was kind of psycho when it comes to stuff like that, so Forrest wasn't wrong.

      "We won a grill," Max added.

      Forrest's grin was thrilled. "No surprise there. I'm surprised they let her participate."

      "New refs," quipped Max. They clinked beer bottles.

      "Excited about the big day?" Max asked.

      Forrest shrugged. "The wedding? Nah. Getting married to her? Absolutely."

      He was a good man. Max always knew this. Katie did too. It was refreshing to see it in action, though.

      "When was the bachelor party?" he asked.

      Forrest took a swig of beer and shook his head. "I didn't have one. We're saving money to buy a couple acres over in the next town. She didn't have a party either. We didn't need one. I don't think anything good comes out of those things anyway."

      Max had to agree. He wasn't much of a partier like that anyway. Add in old friends, booze, and a pretend cop in risque clothing, and he definitely wasn't interested.

      "Tell me about Katie,"  Forrest said. "Are you really engaged?"

      Was it so hard to believe he and Katie were a couple? Or were they just doing a terrible job convincing people they loved each other?

      "We got engaged two months ago."

      "Cool." Forrest said. "Cool." He tilted his head and gave Max an appraising stare. "Thing is, I know Katie better than you do, and I think you're lying. I've seen Katie in love before and this ain't it."

      Max's attention honed in on one thing. "Wait. In love? With who?"

      "A guy named Thomas Moore when we were in eighth grade."

      Max rolled his eyes. "Eighth grade? Come on, man."

      "I'm not finished," Forrest said. "She had all the feels for him. She drew her name and his last name all over her book covers and scratched them out right afterward so no one would know. She followed him everywhere. She helped him with his homework. Katie did everything for that guy."

      Max knew about Thomas. He didn't realize she was quite that serious about him, though.

      "So you think fourteen-year-old Katie would behave the same way twenty-six-year-old Katie would?"

      "I didn't say that. I said I saw how she acted. She acted like that guy was everything she ever wanted. When she looks at you, I can't tell what she's thinking. Never was able to. It was like you were the dark secret of her heart. She never let me see inside of it when it came to you."

      Max sat there, his beer halfway in the air, stunned. "You loved her?" he asked quietly.

      Forrest laughed. "Don't worry. She's safe now. I'm head over heels for my soon-to-be wife. But yes, all through high school. Until I realized she loved someone else. It wasn't me, and it wasn't Thomas Moore."

      With that cryptic note, he tossed a few bills on the bar and stood to go. "Try not to screw it up this time, Max."

      Forrest Woods, of the unfortunate name, left him sitting alone at the bar, deep in thought. Katie didn't love him. That was impossible. She'd never shown any interest in him whatsoever. She was his friend. That was all. Wasn't it? He thought back to some of the best memories of his life, and she was in most of them.

      She wanted the best for him. She lied about Megan's character because she wanted him to be happy, and she wanted to keep their friendship. He ran both hands through his hair and let out a frustrated groan. This was all too much. Maybe he should have kept the past buried. When she called him, he had the opportunity to shut the door. But he hadn't.

      Katie had always meant the world to him. These conflicting feelings were worming their way into the deep recesses of his brain. There had been times when he wanted to move things to the next level, but their friendship was too important to squander.

      Tonight, Max was beginning to wonder if he could have both. Could he get the girl and keep the friend?

      It was an age-old question.
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      Katie felt like death warmed over. Everything in her body hurt. She was officially too old for field day. Muscles she didn't even know she had were sore, and every time she shifted even a little bit, she bit her lip and wanted to cry.

      "Tylenol," she croaked to herself. "Where is it?" She sat up with much effort and looked around on the nightstand. She always brought a pain reliever with her.

      You never knew when there would be a) an impromptu fight, b) a hangover, or, in this case, c) an unplanned field day. Mostly, she brought them just in case of period cramps, but she secretly imagined getting into a kung fu bar fight.

      It had yet to happen.

      She cried out in relief as she spotted the white bottle and moved a little so she could reach it. Katie winced in pain. Once she managed to get the bottle open, she popped two into her mouth and washed it down with the water she always kept by her bedside.

      Then she lay back and wished to die.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Twenty minutes later, the Tylenol started to work. She made her way into the bath and poured enough Epsom salt in it to satisfy the entire United States gymnastics team. Katie plugged the drain, cranked the knob to hot, and climbed into the tub.

      She had to adjust the water temperature several times before it felt like she wasn't going to boil to death, but once it got to where she could tolerate it, she groaned and sat back. She closed her eyes and prayed they didn't have anything ridiculous on the schedule today.

      She heard Max come in around ten last night. It wasn't any of her business where he’d been, but she wondered all the same. It was against her better judgment to think about him and Megan together, but scenes of them kept replaying in her head until she'd shoved the pillow over her face and screamed into it just to let out her frustration around the whole situation.

      The water and salts soaked into her muscles. Deep relaxation set into her bones. She always did her best thinking in the tub. There was something about the silence, the only sound the occasional drip from the faucet, that set her brain on fire. This was the place she created her most unique jewelry.

      It was the place she cried when she needed to.

      But it was also the place where she made the toughest decisions.

      She had to let Max go. For her own sanity as well as his. Not that he knew she had feelings for him, but if she went on like this much longer, he might find out. Katie was there as a friend and to secure a deal with a major store. And she knew she was partially there to make Megan jealous. He never mentioned that perk, but when she'd seen the way he looked at her when she walked in, Katie knew right away.

      It hurt her, but Katie was always second place when Max had a girlfriend. It should be that way. She knew it. It was just tough to experience.

      Maybe throwing him and Megan together was how she could bow out of this gracefully. From everything that happened over the past few days, it was clear he wanted to be with her. Katie was an obstacle. Maybe getting them to admit their feelings would get Max off the hook with his mother. Katie snorted at that. Cecilia Cordell was not a fan of Megan, but that was his issue to deal with. Maybe he could explain how misunderstood she was. A chuckle burbled from Katie’s lips. Megan might be misunderstood, but she was also fantastically shallow. Maybe they'd end up being the perfect couple. As soon as the thought appeared, a pain shot through Katie’s chest.

      She had no business trying to lay siege to Max's heart when it might belong to someone else. Sitting in the tub, Katie made her decision then and there. She was going to stop trying to worm her way into his heart. There was never any competition between Katie and Megan. She couldn't compete because they were wildly different people, and Max had already chosen Megan more than once. This was a job. Nothing more. She needed to start treating it like one because things were getting complicated.

      She released a slow breath. Katie wasn't content with her decision, not exactly, but she knew it was the right thing to do.

      So, how did one set up their current fake fiancée with his mean ex-girlfriend without anyone getting suspicious?

      As long as she was subtle about it, it could work. They'd probably have gorgeous babies who came out of the womb sparkling clean and speaking two languages.

      Katie wanted to scream, but instead, she channeled her frustration into deep breathing. By the time she got out of the tub, the water was cold and Katie was dead set on her path.

      Pecan Grove had never seen a better matchmaker than Katie Thomas.
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      On the schedule today was a winery tour. Katie wanted to crawl back into bed, but Max was already dressed and knocking on her door.

      She opened it to find him in a nice pair of temperature wicking slacks and a button-down shirt. His hair was freshly combed and he smelled like shampoo.

      Katie tried not to inhale like a stalker. Max always smelled good. Even when he was covered in mud.

      She frowned at him. "I'm so sore. I don't think I can make it more than a few hours."

      Max laughed. "Me too, but I think it's just one winery and it's not much of a tour. We shouldn't have to walk too much." He used a finger to draw a little circle close to her eye. "Fantastic use of makeup there. I can barely tell you went five rounds with Mohammad Ali.

      "Funny." Her face hurt too. When she looked in the mirror earlier, she’d gasped in surprise. Her eye was black, blue and puffy. Not a good look for a wedding.

      "If anyone says anything about it, I’m going to tell them you got angry I stole the last beer."

      At Max’s outraged look, Katie smiled sweetly and stepped out of her room. Her purse was slung over her shoulder. She adjusted her blue jean jacket and slid her feet into the sandals she left right outside the door. They were going two towns over today into New Haven.

      It was supposed to be a big group and she was pretty sure Max's mom would be there. She'd have to do her best to play the doting bride, but if she saw an opportunity to get Megan and Max closer together, she'd seize it.

      Cecilia Cordell was the only true obstacle today. A scary one at that.

      Max held the door open for her, and they made their way out of the hotel and onto the large bus rented for the occasion. She slid into the window seat and Max sat beside her, a little closer than he had yesterday.

      Maybe it was because of all of the mud.

      Today, she was fresh and clean and hopped up on too much Tylenol. Her muscles still pulled when she moved wrong, but it was tolerable. For now.

      She couldn't take any more Tylenol without worrying about her liver. Katie frowned and pulled the bottle out of her purse to examine it.

      "I took two earlier," Max admitted. "I thought I was going to die getting out of bed."

      Katie rattled the bottle at him. "I have more if you need them."

      "What I really want is an IV drip of morphine and a nap."

      She laughed out loud. "As long as you can get two. I'll be right there beside you." She watched the scenery out the window. "Have you ever been to this place?"

      Max shook his head. "I don't come home as often as I should. You?"

      "No. I was only here for a day or so last time. I didn't get much time to do anything."

      "Pecan Grove isn't really a tourist hub." He smiled. "Mom said you came back to see Ava?"

      "More or less. I was invited to a wedding, but I mostly wanted to see her. We went together, and I hightailed it home right after."

      "Didn't want to be here?" he guessed.

      Katie shrugged. "There just isn't anything here for me anymore besides family and Ava. Mom and Dad are off halfway across the world. They've taken to travel like a duck to water." A smile played over her mouth as she thought about it. Her parents were adorable. She glanced at Max. "So why did you move to Houston?"

      His brows lifted as he thought about it. "More opportunities. Though, I'd probably be better off somewhere like New York or something." He shuddered. "But no thanks to all those people."

      "Houston has millions of people!" Katie protested.

      "It comes down to sprawl. Houston is massive. New York is much smaller and everyone is in much closer proximity. In Houston, I can spend almost an hour on the road and, at the end of it, still be in Houston."

      "Texas is massive," Katie agreed. She liked the camaraderie they had, the way they could chat for hours with no expectations. She liked Max as a person. It was as simple as that. Everything else came after. If he decided he wanted to be with Megan when this was all over, she’d suck it up and deal with it. That’s what best friends did. Even when someone you loved made a terrible decision, you supported them after making your feelings known in a loving way. Katie had already done that. He knew how she felt about Megan.

      The ball was in his court now. Katie would try to get them together the best way she knew how. Megan appeared to be a profoundly jealous person.

      So naturally, that was the first step.
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* * *

      The bus pulled up to a gorgeous place. An aged wooden sign swung in the slight breeze. Windy Manor Winery was printed on the front. Katie pressed fingertips to the window and let out an exclamation. The place was stunning. They came to a stop right in front of a gorgeous farmhouse-style store, and all the passengers stood.

      "This place looks amazing," Katie remarked, unable to stop staring out the window.

      "I looked it up before we came. The menu is supposed to be unique, and they have some interesting selections of wine," Max said. He allowed her to step in front of him to wait for everyone to get off.

      Once they stepped outside, Katie inhaled a deep breath. The air was fresh and scented like lavender. At her expression, Max laughed and pointed.

      "That's one of the unique wines," he said. Katie looked in the direction he pointed to and gasped. How had she missed it? Lavender was growing as far as the eye could see. The long purple flowering stalks swayed in the breeze.

      "Can we go over there?" she asked, bouncing on her toes.

      Max shook his head. "Probably not. Most wineries won't let you access any of their growing fields."

      "So cool. Lavender wine?" Katie's brows rose. "I guess I have to taste it first."

      "Yelp gives it five stars," Max remarked, looking down at his phone. "Though one bad review said it tasted like flowers."

      Katie snorted. "The internet is a hole sometimes."

      People milled everywhere. She spotted Megan and Horace in the back of the queue. Katie let out a sigh. Megan always looked so put together. Face and body.

      In spite of Katie feeling like she'd been hit by a truck, she felt like she was looking pretty cute today. She wore a black maxi dress and silver sandals. The strapless top of the dress was covered by a light blue denim jacket, and she wore a turquoise nugget necklace given to her several years ago by Ava. She'd finished the look with a pair of small silver hoops and wore her hair up in a loose, low bun to show it off.

      Her makeup was minimal since they were spending time outside, but she made sure to use waterproof mascara because of the heat. But today was proving to be breezy and borderline cool for Texas. It was a blessing because she wasn't sure her body could handle the extreme heat today.

      The line to get into the winery was slowly moving, so she gestured for Max to go ahead of her so she could gawk.

      To the right of her lay the lavender fields, to the left was all of the grapes tied to wooden fencing. It went on for what seemed like miles. She didn't think she'd be excited about this, but her stomach tightened with anticipation as she walked inside.

      Cold air blasted her as soon as she did. She tilted her head up only to see a water mister at the entrance.

      "Cool," she murmured as she stepped under it and the slight spray sent its chilly mist over her skin. Max reached for her hand and pulled her closer to him.

      She remembered what she was supposed to be doing so she slid an arm around his waist. Katie felt Max stiffen for a second, then relax.

      She'd surprised him. Why did this have to be so awkward? Katie tilted her head up and smiled at him.

      His expression was a little curious, but he smiled back and they walked further into the winery.

      "This place is amazing," she said. One side of the store was covered up with wine and all kinds of alcoholic beverages for purchase. The middle had a small restaurant and a large bar with what looked like spittoons. On the other side, there were a lot of knick-knacks and items for purchase, though not all of them wine themed. She was about to gravitate over to the shopping, but Max stopped her.

      "This is a guided tour," he said, amusement evident in his voice. "We can do that after."

      Disappointment filled her, but she nodded. "I want to shop more than I want wine," she said.

      "I'm not sure I've ever heard a woman say that," Max said.

      "I'm not saying I don't like wine," Katie said. "Just to clarify."

      "Noted," Max said.

      A tall woman wearing blue slacks and a white silky shirt came to the front and waved her hands for everyone's attention.

      "Thanks so much for being here today! It looks like Harmony and Forrest have a lot of friends who love them."

      A cheer went up from everyone.

      "The bride and groom have joined you today, but they're already in the back two glasses in." A cheeky grin appeared on the woman's face. "That's how good our wine is."

      "We notice they didn't take the bus with us!" Someone shouted from the back.

      Everyone laughed, but the lady waved her hands to get their attention. "I'm going to walk you back so you can start with the wine tasting." She turned and began to walk.

      Katie and Max followed. They were still holding hands, and she relished in how natural it felt.

      Stop it, she admonished herself.

      The woman stopped at the large bar, and the man behind it handed over a large stack of menus. "We'll sit everyone in groups, so give me just a moment."

      Max and Katie stood patiently until it was their turn. Just as the woman motioned for them to follow, Megan and Horace came up beside them.

      Katie wanted to groan, but this would actually work in her favor.

      "Hey," said Horace. His smile was a little pained.

      "Hey back," Katie said. Her smile was a little forced too. "Would you like to join us?"

      Max's hand tightened in hers.

      "Of course we would!" Megan said. There was no trace of any bruising on Megan's perfect face. Either she was that good at applying her makeup, or Katie hadn't hit the ball nearly hard enough.

      She was dressed in a pair of red Capri pants, wedge sandals, and a white halter top. Katie wanted to admonish her for wearing white to a wedding event, but she was tired of fighting with Megan. Harmony could bring it up if it was that big of a deal.

      She imagined even Horace wouldn’t let her wear white to the wedding. Men were clueless, but they weren't that clueless.

      The woman brought them to a large booth toward the back of the restaurant. Max slid in first, and Katie quickly moved in beside him to prevent Megan from getting there first.

      Her eyes flashed, but she sat next to Horace without complaint. Not that she would complain to him. She did everything underhanded.

      The woman set menus down, smiled, and told them their waiter would be right with them.

      Katie thanked her and opened it up to peruse the offerings. She was starving, especially after not eating much yesterday. She’d expended a lot of calories and hadn't yet made them up.

      She reached over and squeezed Max's knee. He startled and gave her a funny look.

      Katie smiled, hoping it didn't look like her face had rigor mortis again. She rubbed his leg and was about to move up to his thigh when Max made a choking noise and reached down to grip her hand.

      She slapped on the most innocent expression she could. A quick glance over to Megan showed her with a clenched jaw and a brittle smile.

      Two seconds in and her plan was already working. The only problem? Max was being weird with her sudden interest in affection.

      She leaned over. "I'm living up to my part of the contract," she whispered.

      Max frowned and whispered in her ear. "This feels weird. You're being weird. What's going on?"

      "Nothing at all," she said. "You haven't used your two kisses per day. Should I be worried?"

      Max leaned back to stare at her. There was something in his eyes. Something she didn't like much. He shook his head once and turned his attention back to the menu.

      Disappointed and uncomfortable, Katie skimmed the appetizers.

      "Have you been here before?" Horace asked. His tone was curious. About more than the winery. Katie couldn't help but like Horace, even if she couldn't figure out his end game.

      He could do a thousand percent better than Megan, and yet, he stayed despite her outrageous behavior.

      Katie shook her head. "No, but I wish I had. This place looks great."

      Horace smiled. "It really does. You get tired of eating caviar all the time."

      Katie snorted. "Did you just make a billionaire joke?"

      Horace laughed, a surprisingly pleasant rumble. Megan startled and stared at him as if she'd never seen him before. "I did. On purpose. I promise I'm not that out of touch with reality."

      "Glad to hear it," Katie said. "Also, caviar is gross."

      He shrugged. "It tastes like a burst of salt if it's the good stuff. I never order it. It's usually an offering at some of the events I go to."

      "Of course it is." Katie laughed. "At my family events, we have hot crab dip and weenies in a crockpot."

      Amusement crinkled the corner of Horace's eyes. "One day, maybe you can make those for me."

      Max stiffened. Megan’s eyes widened.

      "Relax, everyone," Horace said. "As a friend. I'm not about to steal your woman's virtue, Max." He shook his head. "I've never met three people who acted more like freaked out cats than you guys." His dark eyes studied all of them. "What's going on with you?"

      "Absolutely nothing," Max said. Everyone at the table knew he was lying.

      "Fine," Horace said and shrugged. He picked his menu up. "But I still want crockpot weenies one day."

      "I'll make them for you next time my parents have a gathering." They hadn't had one in a long time, and Katie didn't make the last two. But there was a soft spot for Horace Crane growing in her heart. He would have his weenies. Sometime soon, she hoped.

      She wanted to reach across the table and shake Megan. The man sitting across from her seemed to genuinely care about her and other people. He was funny and had billions of dollars. And it seemed like Megan couldn't see three inches in front of her face.

      "The antipasto plate looks good," Megan mused. There was a slight frown on her face.

      "I was going to get the mac and cheese bites," Katie said.

      "You would. No respect for your figure," Megan said.

      The table fell silent. Megan's cheeks colored.

      "I apologize," she said quietly. "That was inappropriate."

      "Way inappropriate," Horace said. He was looking at her with something akin to disgust. "If you insult her again, I'm going to call a car and head back to the hotel."

      Megan looked at him, her eyes snapping with anger. "Why do you keep defending her?"

      Horace's eyes drew together in annoyance. "Because all you've done since you've been here is insult her. For days, Megan. If you can't be gracious for yourself, be gracious for everyone else."

      "Call the car," Megan said quietly.

      Horace hesitated, his mouth pressed together so tight it was almost white.

      "Do it," she said.

      Horace pulled out his phone, pressed a few buttons, then rose from the table. He nodded to Katie and Max and headed to the front of the winery.

      The silence was deafening. Katie, unsure why she felt any empathy for that brat, broke it. "The bruschetta sounds really good too."

      A defeated sigh escaped Megan. "Yeah, it does," she agreed. "I think I'll get that."

      A laugh bubbled up from Max. "This is ridiculous," he said.

      Katie couldn't help it. She snorted with laughter too. Megan's lip twitched up.

      "I'd be surprised if I had a room when I got back," she said.

      Laughter spilled from Katie, bright and loud.

      Megan's grin was wide and infectious. "I have no idea why I'm such a brat sometimes."

      This was terrible and perfect all at the same time. It was a good opportunity to get these two together without the interference of Horace. "Let's just try to enjoy a nice meal," Katie said.

      Max and Megan nodded. "Sounds good," Max agreed.

      The waitress came over and they all ordered appetizers and wine. Katie got the Lavender wine, Megan ordered something Katie couldn't pronounce, and Max ordered an imported beer.

      Katie settled herself into the booth and tried to start up a conversation with both Max and Megan. It was tough going after the events of the last few minutes, but soon enough, she had the two of them talking animatedly.

      She reached over, put her arm at the top of the booth and played with the edges of Max's hair. He stiffened again and relaxed, but Katie knew he wasn't comfortable with how much she was playing things up.

      Too bad for him. This was what he asked for.
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      Katie was being weird. In a good way, sort of. But really weird. She took every opportunity to touch Max, and it was driving him batty. Every time she put her fingers on him, he wondered why he never thought about how good it was to be touched by her when they were younger. Until it was too late.

      When her fingers went up and toyed with the edges of his hair, he thought he was going to lose it. All he wanted to do was dip her head back and brush the edge of her neck with his lips.

      Goosebumps broke out over his flesh and he struggled to listen to Megan. His ex-girlfriend looked gorgeous today, though the white halter top was a bold choice. Her long blonde hair fell loosely around her shoulders, and a tiny heart necklace rested at the hollow of her throat.

      Unfortunately for Megan, he didn't care.

      He just wanted Katie's restless hands to never stop playing with his hair.

      But he also wanted to question this sudden interest. She'd never been an overly affectionate person, and even with her contract, she always acted like it was an imposition to touch him. So he had good reason for his suspicions. He knew his friend, and he knew she didn't do things without a reason.

      He didn't think Katie's sudden interest in him had anything to do with altruism or truly wanting to touch him.

      Megan was saying something about college. He blinked at her. "What?" he asked.

      "College," she repeated. "Have you ever thought about going for an advanced degree?"

      Max's brow furrowed. "No. That sounds awful. Why?"

      Megan pouted. "I'm thinking about doing an MBA at the University of Texas."

      Max had no idea what her initial degree was in. "You should do it then," he said, even though he wanted to purr like a cat at Katie's attentions.

      "I'd have to leave Horace for a little while."

      Max almost laughed. He wasn't sure Horace would mind at all. Not with the way she'd been treating him these last few days. "It's higher education," he said. "Horace doesn't seem like the kind of person to begrudge someone the opportunity to move up."

      Megan frowned as if he said something she didn't like. She studied her nails. "I was thinking about spending some time in Houston."

      She was shameless. Even with Katie here, Megan couldn't help throwing herself at him as if she was totally available. Which she wasn't. Unless Horace had had enough after today. He couldn't blame the poor guy if he had. She was unbelievable sometimes.

      Max nodded. "There are lots of good guides online."

      Megan pouted. "I was hoping you could show me around."

      He felt Katie's fingers still in his hair for a moment before they started back up again. "Katie and I will probably be busy with wedding planning, but I'd be happy to call up a local hotel and see if I can get you in a good room and maybe a tour guide."

      Megan's eyes flashed with annoyance.

      Max felt exhausted.

      Thankfully, the waiter showed up with their order and the sommelier followed closely behind with their wine selections.
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* * *

      An hour later, on what felt like the world's most awkward three-way date, they all went outside with part of the group. They weren't allowed to walk through the grapevines, but they could walk the perimeter and over to a small sitting area with a covered attachment. Katie slid her fingers out from his and slowly began to meander away from him and Megan.

      A jolt of recognition went through him as he realized what today had been about.

      His best friend was trying to get him to rekindle things with Megan. He wanted to laugh out loud. Of course she was. This was Katie. The only thing she ever wanted for him was his own happiness. But looking at the woman in front of him, beautiful though she was, he didn't know if she was the one. Once upon a time, he would have jumped at the opportunity to get back together with Megan, but his eyes kept trailing over to Katie, walking by herself and getting too close to the lavender fields. If he knew Katie, she was going to try to sneak in.

      Megan took a couple of steps closer to him. He resisted the urge to move away.

      "So," she began. "You and Katie. Is there something going on there?"

      He looked at her sharply. "Excuse me?"

      Megan shrugged at him and looked away. She leaned on the fencing overlooking the grapevines. Her arms were toned and tan, and her profile was stunning. "You two don't seem to be in sync. Not for a couple who's about to be married."

      "I don't think that's any of your business," he said.

      "Once upon a time, it used to be," she said.

      "Tell me about Horace," Max said instead of responding to her obvious manipulation.

      Her brow crinkled prettily, but she still refused to look him in the eye. "What about him?"

      "Why is he here?"

      She turned to him then. "What do you mean?"

      "You've treated him like a toddler treats her toys."

      A breath escaped her. "Horace and I have an understanding."

      Max laughed. "That you run him over like a semi flying down the highway?"

      Her nostrils flared in anger. "It isn't that simple."

      Max changed tact. "I don't understand you. What's the game here?"

      Tears filled Megan's eyes. "There is no game."

      "You broke up with me years ago, Megan. I haven't seen you in close to a decade. But I see you here once and, all of a sudden, you're treating your boyfriend like dirt and insulting my fiancée."

      "Why don't you come clean?" Megan said, her voice a wobble. "There's no way Katie Thomas is your fiancée. I know you, Max. I don't know why you two are pretending, but I can see right through it."

      Max's jaw tightened. "There is no pretending." The words stung him. Katie wasn't his fiancée. The only tenderness they'd had between them came as a result of a contract or obligation. It riled him. What he wanted to do was walk over there, grab her by the arm, and go back to the hotel. Without all of these people. Without these obligations.

      "I don't owe you any explanation," he said after a moment. "What’s between us is our business."

      "You don't love her," she said. Megan turned to face the grapevines again.

      What he felt for Katie was way more complicated than love. At one time, all he wanted was to carry Megan over the threshold of a small house in Pecan Grove. But people grew, they matured, they got older, and their priorities changed.

      This was now slapping him in the face.

      "You don't," she with a nod. "But maybe you owe yourself an explanation." She reached over and touched his hand. Megan was about to curl his fingers into hers when she noticed Katie walking back over. She snatched her hand away and stepped down from the gate.

      It was clear from Katie's expression that she knew something had just happened.

      "We will talk later," Megan said under her breath. She waved at Katie and walked away.

      He released a slow breath. Trying to make Megan jealous might be the worst decision he'd ever made.

      Simply because it worked.
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* * *

      His friend said nothing about Megan even though it would be obvious to anyone that something had just gone down.

      That was right. Katie was just here for the jewelry boost. Max ran a hand through his hair. His jaw was clenched so tightly he was getting a headache.

      "Hey," she said.

      He huffed. "What are we doing, Katie?"

      She looked bewildered. He knew it was an act.

      "We're at a winery." She gestured out to the grapevines. "Enjoying the scenery."

      He stared at her like he was seeing her for the first time. Her dark hair flowed as a gentle breeze rustled it against her face. Those green eyes staring at him were haunted. By what, he didn't know. He hoped it was him, but Katie was so hard to read, she could be upset about the temperature and he wouldn't realize it.

      "You know what I mean," he bit out.

      She sighed and leaned back against the fence. "We're doing what you asked me to do. No more. No less." Her gaze trailed Megan as she disappeared back inside. "Serious conversation there, I take it."

      Max wanted to scream. "You could say that, yeah."

      "Mmm," Katie said in acknowledgment. "The lavender over there smells amazing."

      A harsh crack of laughter escaped him. "Why were you touching me back there?"

      A tiny frown formed on her lips. "Just doing my job, sir."

      Katie was trying to push him away. Thunderstruck, Max stared at her in disbelief. If he told her he knew, he would push her away forever. This is what she did when things got too real. She left. He was responsible for them not talking after school, but she allowed it to happen.

      Something happened between them during their senior year, and he didn't know what it was. He never thought about it that way. The death of his sister affected him deeply, and he pushed everyone away, but he never knew Katie not to fight for something or someone she believed in. And yet, she’d just...faded away. Like they hadn't been the best of friends.

      Thoughts roared through his head as he connected the dots. Stunned, he stepped away.

      "Max?" her voice was concerned.

      With one sharp shake of his head, Max turned to walk away.
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* * *

      The group was getting ready to go. Max pushed through the doors and headed to the bathroom to put some cold water on his face. As soon as he was in the restroom, he gripped the sides of the sink so hard his knuckles went white.

      This was a mistake. All of it. A colossal blunder. A stain on the pristine life he'd tried so hard to cultivate after his world fell apart all of those years ago. He should have told his mother the truth and stood up for himself. Now, he was about to lose everything because his feelings were getting in the way.

      Max turned on the sink and splashed water on his face and the back of his neck. He felt like he was boiling in his own skin.

      What on Earth had possessed him to welcome Megan back into his life? She was like an onion. Every layer got a little stronger, a little deeper. But the surface of her...it wasn't all that great. Katie had fought for him at every turn.

      Until she hadn't.

      But why? Could it be...? The answer burned at the edges of Max's mind like an inferno.

      It was impossible.

      He couldn't even think about it without his heart lighting up with hope. But Katie was not the kind of woman you wanted to spook. He knew that better than anyone.

      It was better to bide his time. To figure out her game.

      Once he was sure he knew where he stood, he'd put it all on the line.
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      Max was acting much stranger than usual. She supposed Megan could have that effect on a man. After all, she looked like a walking ice cream sundae. It was pretty hard to resist ice cream. Especially on a hot summer day.

      Her lower lip wobbled at the thought, but she shook it off right away. This was what she wanted. She'd chosen to protect her heart this time. To let him go.

      He seemed to have taken Megan's bait. She should be happy about it. Knowing Max, he'd be married within a year and popping out beautiful babies with his new trophy wife. He was devastated when Megan walked away from him the first time. This was his chance for redemption.

      So why did it feel so horrible to her? She always wanted Max to be happy.

      Katie couldn't decide how he was happy. That was up to him. All she could do was bow out gracefully and try to be the best friend she could.

      It still felt terrible, though.

      She took a deep breath and blew it out slowly in an effort to get her emotions under control. Katie couldn't get on the bus upset. Even if she wanted to scream and cry and throw a massive tantrum.

      She was an adult, and she needed to act like it. Sometimes you didn't win in life.

      Sometimes life sucked lemons. And Katie wasn't a fan of lemonade.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The air was subdued when she climbed back onto the bus and sat down beside Max. He was slumped down in the seat, his arms crossed, and his jaw clenched.

      So he was still angry. Well, Katie was too.

      She put her purse on the floor in front of her feet and sat back up. Megan brushed past her on her way to the back and made eye contact with Max for way longer than was appropriate. Katie could feel other people's eyes on her. The gossip mill should be churning pretty soon. Someone besides Katie was bound to have seen their in-depth conversation at the winery. Plus, the whole hand grab. That was a nice effort on Megan's part. To win the gold, you had to go the extra mile.

      The bus started up. Katie tilted her head back against the seat and shut her eyes for a moment. She counted to ten in her head and finally spoke. If they were going to finish strong, Max had to know she was still in it.

      "How did it go with Megan?" she asked.

      Max looked at her like she'd stolen a bus seat from an old lady. "Excuse me?" he said.

      "I'd have to be an idiot to miss Megan throwing herself at you," she said quietly.

      Max rubbed at one of his eyes like a misbehaving toddler. When he looked at Katie, that same eye had a twitch. "Operation Make Megan Jealous is wildly successful," he said, though his tone sounded bitter.

      "Isn't that what you wanted?" she asked. Katie's heart was beating an erratic rhythm. Max being angry didn't add up with what just happened.

      He shrugged. "Megan is a handful," he said simply.

      "And you're surprised by that?" Katie asked with a laugh. "She's been like that since she was sixteen."

      "Sometimes you have to grow up, Katie," Max snapped. "She hasn't gotten that memo yet."

      Katie blinked at him. "You don't have to be angry at me," she murmured under her breath. "If Megan hasn't grown up, that isn't my fault."

      Max gave her a strange look, then turned to look out the window.

      Conversation over, apparently.

      Katie reached down for her handbag and pulled out her earplugs. Max could act like a brat if he wanted to. She had podcasts to listen to.
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* * *

      Neither one spoke as they walked into the hotel. Not even as they rode the elevator up or when they walked into the room. The suite was so silent it felt like they were grieving. Katie grabbed a bottle of water from the fridge and waved it at Max in a silent question.

      He gave a sharp shake of his head, tossed his key down, and walked into his room.

      The door didn't slam, but it might as well have.

      Why in the world was he so angry? The hopeful side of Katie thought maybe he was questioning rekindling his relationship with Megan.

      The pragmatic side of her, who'd been through this thing all through high school, knew it couldn't possibly be the case. Max was rich. Filthy rich. Handsome. He could get any girl he wanted to.

      A man like that got a woman like Megan Brooks.

      Not an introverted jewelry artist like her.

      She twisted the cap of the water bottle off in a vicious moment, imagining it was Megan's pretty head. Katie swigged half the bottle down, stared at Max's closed door, and closed her eyes for a moment while she gathered her thoughts.

      Having Max mad at her was almost worse than not being with him at all. She wanted to knock on his door, but she'd never seen him this angry.

      Especially at her.

      She set the bottle down and headed into her room. Katie slipped off her sandals and locked the door behind her.

      It was going to be a long night.
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* * *

      The next morning rang bright and clear. No activities were planned for the day, thank goodness.

      She walked out of the room in a pair of sleep shorts and a tank top, not expecting Max to already be up. She stopped in mid-step as he sat on the couch smirking at her.

      "Hey," she breathed. Katie could feel her face color. She cursed herself inwardly for being so dramatic. He'd seen her in less than this in high school. Everyone always wore less when they were teenagers. It was the law to constantly push the envelope at every opportunity.

      But there was something different about the way he looked at her now.

      Heated. Charged.

      She was being ridiculous.

      "Hey," he said back. His eyes were darker than usual. "We should plan on lunch to keep face after yesterday."

      Katie searched desperately through the cabinets for coffee. "Sure," she said. "Lunch. Got it."

      She felt rather than saw Max come up behind her. The heat of his body sank through the thin tank top she wore. Katie's mouth went dry and she cleared her throat.

      He reached above her head to a cabinet too high for her to reach. "Coffee?" he asked.

      She didn't dare turn around. Her face was on fire. "Yes, please," she croaked.

      He took the bag down and set it in front of her. She was still facing the cabinets.

      It took him longer than it should have to step away.

      "Thank you," she said, her voice a hoarse rasp.

      "You're welcome," he said. "Are you getting a cold? Your voice sounds a little strange." If she didn't know him better, she'd say he was amused.

      "I'm fine. Just tired and dying for some coffee." She still hadn't turned around.

      "I hope that's it. We have a wedding to go to soon. Remember, we have a contract."

      Katie wanted to scream. "Yup. I know." She busied herself making a pot of coffee. "I'm as fit as a fiddle."

      "Don't forget to cover up that shiner."

      Katie turned to him, a frown on her face. "Why? Embarrassed?"

      Max was smiling at her for some reason. Like a cat who'd eaten the canary. "Of course not. It's just, my mom is going to be there and we wouldn't want her to think the worst."

      "Poor you," Katie sniped. "Sorry I'm not perfect."

      If anything, his smile widened.

      Katie was disconcerted. Why was he acting this way? "Are you okay?"

      "I've never been better, Katie."

      She tilted her head and studied him like he was a science experiment. "You sure? You seemed really angry yesterday."

      His eyes darkened. "I just had to figure some things out. That's all. I promise. All is good with me."

      Katie turned to fill the carafe with water. "If you say so," she said.

      She poured the water inside of the coffee maker, her mind screaming about this being a trap. He was acting strangely for no good reason.

      There was only a little time left before the wedding. Soon, she could go home, rid her mind of Max Cordell, and focus on her work.

      Then she could nurse the heart she felt breaking again.
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* * *

      Megan failed to show for lunch. The sense of relief Katie felt was palpable. It was like that woman had some kind of homing device installed on them that Katie couldn't find. She showed up everywhere.

      The dynamic between Max and Katie had changed since yesterday. There was something not quite right in their interactions.

      Any small talk Katie made was met with innuendo and flirting from Max. He was being incorrigible. Finally, after about the third flirty remark, Katie set her fork down and glared at him. "Okay. What's going on? Why are you like this?"

      A smirk appeared on his handsome face. "Why do you automatically think something is wrong? I'm a man flirting with a pretty woman." He leaned in. "With my fiancée. I should be applauded rather than questioned, don't you think?"

      "Did you hit your head yesterday?" Katie blurted out. She was losing her appetite. "Did something happen that I don't know about? You were acting like I was a plague upon the earth. Today, you're looking at me like I'm a steak fajita and you're in the mood for Mexican food."

      Max's eyes glittered. Katie pushed her plate away. "Stop it," she hissed.

      "The only one being strange here, is you. Let your guard down, Katie. Play with me awhile."

      Her heart pounded. She wanted to. So very badly. But this was the point when her heart would get broken because it would start to feel real.

      She wanted it to be real.

      Max wanted it to be pretend.

      There was only one loser here, and it wasn't him.

      But the way he was staring at her, like this was a competition and he was going to win, lit a fire beneath her. She suspected he was manipulating her.

      Maybe two could play this game.

      Maybe she could hurt him as much as he hurt her.

      Maybe she'd just been playing it wrong.

      "Fine," she said. "Do your worst."

      His eyes flared and went molten. "Really?" he said. The air tasted of surprise and anticipation.

      She shrugged. "Sure. You're being weird, but okay. You want to do this, let's go. You think you can put the charm out better than I can? Let's go, architect."

      A feral grin spread across his face. "You look like a dark-haired temptress. Every time I look at you, I want to touch you."

      Katie blinked at him. She immediately wanted to raise the white flag.

      She opened her mouth to say something, but Max interrupted. "Don't back out. Challenge me." He wiggled his eyebrows. "I dare you."

      She thought about it. Katie played it safe her entire life. She was already down the rabbit hole. Could it get any worse?

      She'd already be nursing a broken heart when she got home.

      "Your ex-girlfriend is trash, and you should have more self-respect."

      Max stared at her for a moment. Hurt and shock flared across his expression before he laughed out loud. "That wasn't quite what I had in mind for this, but okay." He crossed his fingers together and stared intently into her eyes.

      "Your eyes change depending on your emotions. Sometimes when you look at me, your eyes look like ice chips." He paused. "But sometimes when you think I’m not looking, I see emerald flames, and I wonder what you're thinking about."

      Katie chewed the side of her lip. She was most definitely not going to tell him what she was thinking about when she looked at him. Her mother would wash her mouth out with soap.

      "I like your eyes," Katie said.

      One of Max’s eyebrows rose. "That’s it?"

      She shrugged and sipped her water. "Isn’t it enough?"

      He slowly shook his head. "It’s like saying something is ‘nice’ or ‘fine.’ There are much better words out there than those two. Sort of like ‘very.’ Don’t use ‘very’ unless you’re lazy."

      Katie’s gaze flared with annoyance. Heat crept up her neck. She shouldn’t participate in this, but it was too tempting. Katie leaned forward just a smidge. "Your eyes look like fresh-tapped wildflower honey." A smirk played over her mouth. "Even the bees are jealous."

      Max snorted with amusement. "That’s better."

      "I know," Katie said and wiggled her eyebrows at him.

      "You never told me you like my eyes," Max said.

      Danger, Katie. DANGER. She kept her voice as casual as she could. "I’m sure we’ve both neglected to tell each other things."

      His expression changed then, from curious to hyper-aware. "I’ve been wondering about that." He put his hands on top of the table and clasped them. His head was bowed and just when he raised it and opened his mouth to speak, the smell of mango washed over them.

      His lip curled in annoyance, but he masked it before he gave himself away.

      Megan loomed over the table, the heels she was wearing making her seem abnormally tall.

      "Hey," Katie said as she tossed a few bills down. "Would you like to sit?" She took her purse and slid out of the booth. "I was just leaving anyway. I have to go visit a friend of mine." Katie was lying, of course. There was no one here she wanted to visit right now.

      Megan’s face flashed surprise. "Oh, sure." She took Katie’s place at the table. "I had something I wanted to chat with Max about."

      I’m sure you do, Katie thought.

      She glanced at Max. His face was...strange. Almost like he didn’t want her to leave. Katie offered a tight smile and left them sitting there. She wasn’t going to get her hopes up. All it had done in the past was offer her disappointment.
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      Right now, Megan was the last person he wanted to see. It's funny how things like that happened. How you could think the world of someone one minute, but then the next minute, it all sort of fell apart.

      For Max, it was because of a brunette who got under his skin and wouldn't get out.

      Megan looked good. Really good. He supposed that was part of her charm. A person could forgive a lot if it came in a package like her. Her long blonde hair was up in a high ponytail, showing off the best parts of her face. She looked like a model on vacation somewhere exotic, instead of sitting in a hotel in a small Texas town. Her shirt was a pale orange, and it highlighted her high cheekbones and the color of her eyes.

      Megan's makeup was perfectly applied. This was something Max usually didn't notice, but since Katie had come back into his life, he began to pay more attention to it. Katie didn't need much makeup. She was non-traditionally pretty.

      Megan was just...pretty.

      And “just pretty” wasn't enough for him anymore.

      Megan's eyes narrowed as she looked at him. Seconds later, she scoffed and crossed her arms. But she didn't say a word.

      He gave in first. "What?"

      "I can't believe it. Do you have feelings for her?"

      Heat rushed through him. Max was becoming transparent, especially to the people who loved him. He couldn't risk her letting the cat out of the bag.

      "I'm not sure what I feel." It was the truth, though he had his suspicions. The woman sitting in front of him complicated things a little because he liked her, sure. He liked her a little less after everything that happened over the last few days, but he knew deep down she was a good person.

      Was it enough, though? Katie had said over and over she was here only for a job. She never wanted feelings to get in the way, never wanted them to touch each other more than they had to because she didn't want the lines to blur.

      For Max, these last few days had been stepping on those lines and breaking out into dance, smearing them all over the place. He didn't like messy things. His life was a series of decisions made logically. He tried never to get too emotional about anything.

      Katie was really screwing things up for him.

      Megan rolled her eyes. "Look at you and look at me." She made a gesture with her fingers and pointed to them both. "We are perfect for each other. You have a busy social life. You need someone on your arm who's supportive of that." Her upper lip curled for a second. "Not an artist. She doesn't understand your life." She put a warm hand on his arm.

      Max blinked at her in surprise. "So...you think Katie isn't cultured enough to be with me?"

      Megan shook her head and put on her soothing voice. He'd heard it a thousand times, but it had been a while. "Not at all. But she doesn't have any experience with the kind of life you lead."

      Max crossed his arms and leaned forward on the table. "Last time I checked, most people didn't have experience like that. My life isn't real life, Megan. Social gatherings, charity balls, those things do not a life make." Disgust roiled through him. "It isn't real life."

      She tapped her pearly pink nails on the table. "It is real life. It's yours. If you want the money to keep rolling in, you're going to have to step up your game and schmooze." A bright light, borderline fanatical, rolled through her eyes. "You need someone like me."

      He stared at Megan. She wanted this life. All he wanted to do was throw it away sometimes. He loved the work and some of the people. He hated going to event after event because he felt like it was shallow.

      It was shallow, even if the money raised was going to wonderful charities.

      Maybe she had a point.

      Megan realized the moment Max understood where she was coming from. He wasn't finished yet, though.

      "What about Horace?"

      That light dimmed. "What about him?" she asked. She waved the waiter over and ordered a glass of white wine.

      "He's a billionaire. Why me and not him?"

      Megan shook her head. "You and I, we have history."

      "High school history. It isn't the same thing. He knows you as an adult. We knew each other as kids."

      She scoffed at that. "Please. We were eighteen. We knew what we were doing."

      "I've changed a lot over those years. I'm not the same person."

      Sympathy flickered over her face. She knew about his sister. Megan was someone who made a living on information. Mostly how she could use it to her advantage. In this case, her sympathy appeared genuine.

      "I know," she said. "I have too." She looked down and toyed with her napkin. "I never stopped caring about you."

      A crack of laughter escaped him, so loud other patrons in the restaurant turned to watch. Megan's eyes widened.

      "You left me for someone with more money and who had better options!" He hissed.

      Megan's full mouth thinned. "It was nothing personal."

      He wanted to scream with annoyance, and yet...knowing Megan's background, he understood. It certainly wasn't nice of her, but security was an important thing for her. Whether he agreed, was another issue. Megan needed to feel safe, and he couldn't give that to her at the time. Not in the settling down and playing house kind of way.

      "The only reason I'm not kicking you out of here is because I understand it, Megan. It doesn't make it right, and it casts a poor light on you. Now you come back to me? Because I'm secure and have it together?" He gave a harsh shake of his head. "I assure you. I might have money in the bank, but I've never had it all together."

      "It doesn't matter. We could be good together."

      Max grabbed his wallet and put some money on the table. Too much money in his haste. "I need to get back."

      Her mouth pouted prettily. "I'll find you later. Katie is a mistake, Max. You and I both know it."

      He didn't respond because he was afraid she might be right.
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* * *

      Katie was in the kitchen when Max walked in. She was wearing a blue tank top and a pair of loose lounge pants. Her feet were bare and her hair was piled on the top of her head in what Max was beginning to think was her signature bun. If you could call it that.

      She looked adorable.

      Katie smiled as he shut the door behind him. "Hey! There's nothing on the calendar tonight so I thought I'd make dinner." She waved a spatula at him.

      Whatever it was smelled wonderful, but Max wasn't in the mood to eat. A wan smile crossed his face as he stepped over to peek inside the pan.

      "What is it?"

      Katie looked offended for a minute. "It's creamy sun-dried tomato pasta," she said. "Or are you too used to eating out at fancy restaurants to know what cheap pasta is?"

      He muffled a snort. She was right. Sort of. "I don't know how to cook."

      Katie rolled her eyes. "Figures. All that money and you couldn't pay for cooking lessons?"

      "I was too busy rolling around in my wads of cash."

      Katie grinned and shoved Max out of the way so she could lift the pot lid and give it a stir. She tasted the spoon, frowned, and added a little more salt and pepper. "How'd your lunch with Megan go?"

      She didn't seem concerned or angry, or much of anything really. Simply interested in a friendly way. He wasn't sure how he felt about that.

      "Well," he said. He was lying. "She does a lot with charities and social events."

      "That Megan," Katie said lightly. "Such a little socialite."

      Max kicked off his shoes and walked over to toss them into his room. "So what do you think about her?"

      Katie turned to him, a cute little frown on her face. "Didn't we just have this conversation?"

      He chuckled and settled himself into a chair facing the kitchen so he could watch her. "Yes, you told me how terrible she is, but..." he paused. "Do you think someone like her would fit into my life?"

      She tilted her head, curious and a little concerned. "What do you mean?"

      He rubbed his hands over his face. "My life is busy. It's almost constant events on the weekends and sometimes during the week. I entertain a lot of clients, go to a lot of charity things. It's exhausting."

      Katie turned back to stir the pasta again. "It sounds like you're asking me if Megan is the kind of wife you should have." She turned back to face him, her eyes sympathetic. "I think the question you should ask yourself is, is Megan the kind of wife you want?"

      "She's beautiful," Max said. "Cultured." Katie looked like she’d smelled sewage.

      "She'd fit in with all of my clients and their wives."

      Katie smiled, but it didn't quite reach her eyes. "Then it sounds like you've answered your own question."

      She turned off the gas and set the spatula down. "It's ready when you are." Katie grabbed two bowls from the cabinets, gave them a quick rinse and dry, and set one down for him. Taking the tongs she had next to the stove, she gathered a healthy portion for her bowl.

      Max stood and wandered over to the kitchen. The conversation with her hadn't gone in the direction he thought it would. He allowed her to fill his bowl. "Thanks," he said.

      "Welcome," she said quietly. The table was set, but Katie took her bowl and a bottle of water into her room. The lock on the door snicked shut and Max was left alone and in silence.

      He wanted to knock and ask her to come back out, but he knew her well enough to know she wouldn't. It was no secret she didn't like Megan and never had. She was trying to support him.

      What he really wanted her to do was give a little. Make some statement that hinted, just a little, that she might have more than platonic feelings for him. If she did that, he had a feeling it would change everything.

      If he did it, he thought, she might run away screaming.

      Max plopped down at the table with a filled bowl.

      The pasta was delicious. He ate every bit of it, washed his bowl, and retired to his room. There was no peep from Katie. She might as well have been behind the walls of Fort Knox for all the communication they’d exchanged in this suite.

      He didn't bother locking his door. Katie wouldn't come out unless the place caught on fire.
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* * *

      Two hours later, Max was still staring up at the ceiling, his thoughts a whirlwind. He was disgusted with himself. Normally, he was decisive. He could look at something, even a blank sheet of paper, and figure out exactly how it would behave. Then he could make it do whatever he wanted it to.

      People were not so easily manipulated. They had feelings and emotions, all the things he tried to shut off. When he had to deal with them, he usually used two things: his talent and his money.

      If he showed up in a Lamborghini to impress her, she'd laugh him right out of it. If he bought her a new home, she'd refuse it.

      Katie couldn't care one whit less about his money than she already did. He liked that about her. A lot.

      It sure made things more difficult, though.

      Megan, on the other hand, like the finer things in life. Money was at the top of her list, and she usually didn't care how she got it. She wasn't poor on her own, Max knew this. She worked in advertising at some big to-do firm a couple of towns over. He knew she was close to or right past six figures. But Megan was the kind of woman who needed security, and she saw money as security.

      Katie saw money as something necessary for living. He knew she liked pretty things, but he also knew someone didn't become an artist because they wanted to be rich.

      They were down to the wire now. The wedding was in a few days. Soon, unless something drastic happened, she would be out of his life. Again. He never wanted her to go the first time, but he thought this time it might break something in him if she left.

      He rolled over and punched his pillow. Sleep would be a long time coming tonight.

      How had his life become so complicated all of a sudden? A few weeks ago, he was on a date with an attractive spaghetti monster, and now he was contemplating two women. One who he suspected might have feelings for him but who would probably rather chew metal than tell him. The other would dump her boyfriend like yesterday's leftovers if he gave her even an inkling he was ready for matrimony.

      What that said about Megan, he didn't want to think about. What it said about Katie concerned him.

      It made her selfless. In a horrible way. So selfless, she was willing to sacrifice her own happiness.

      No one should ever do that.

      He wasn't even sure he could. His self-preservation instincts were too strong.

      But this was Katie. Stubborn, beautiful, kind, and supportive. If he wanted to jump off a building, she'd caution him and make sure he'd land on something soft, but she'd still let him do it if he wanted it badly enough.

      It made him want to strangle her sometimes. No time more than now.

      Time was running out, but he knew rushing her would be the worst thing he could do.

      Max shut his eyes and did his best to get to sleep. The next few days had the potential to be long ones.
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      The uneaten pasta congealed on the plate. She was starving when she made it, but Max spoiled it for her with all his talk of taking a wife.

      Sometimes he was a complete bonehead. Katie lay in bed staring out of a dark window. This was beginning to feel like her new normal—her lying in bed wide awake, thinking about Max. She rolled onto her stomach and put her face into her pillow for a second. She tamped down the urge to strangle him. She rolled onto her back and watched the ceiling fan make its endless cycle.

      She was literally watching her best friend slip away from her and back into the arms of a woman who didn't appreciate him. Well...she appreciated his bank account and his looks, but not much else about him. At least, not that Katie could tell.

      Growing up, she watched her parent's marriage. It became the cornerstone for her. She wanted that and wouldn't settle for anything less than the best. Her father loved her mother so much, she knew he would do anything for her. Many times, that love came in small ways. He knew exactly how she took her coffee. She knew exactly how much salt on the potatoes would be too much for him. He knew the spot on her neck that was always stressed out when he rubbed it. She knew he liked a nip of whiskey on Friday evenings and secretly had an addiction to crime shows on Netflix.

      She wanted someone to know those things about her.

      And Max did. Which made it so much worse.

      She sighed. She couldn't wait to get out of this place. She wanted to go home, make her jewelry, and get on with her life.

      These rooms felt like a prison to her. She was so close to him, and yet, she had never been farther away. Broaching anything resembling feelings was out of the question, of course. Now that he was eyeing Megan as a suitable wife like they were in some kind of Regency romance, it ruined those chances.

      She rubbed her eyes and flopped onto her side, clutching the pillow to her stomach.

      Katie should have set that wedding invitation on fire.
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* * *

      The next morning the suite was quiet. Max hadn't come out of his room yet. Katie was up and in the process of making pancakes when a knock on the door sounded. She scooped the pancake off the griddle, turned off the heat, and rushed to the door.

      Forrest Woods stood on the other side.

      Katie blinked in surprise and found herself grinning at him. "Hey!" she said and pulled him in for a hug.

      He stepped into it, lifted her off her feet, and swung her around. It had been a long time since she'd received a hug from her childhood friend. He smelled just like she remembered—like a forest during autumn. She rustled her hands through his dark hair. His deep chuckle tickled her cheek.

      At the same time, Max stepped out of his room. Forrest abruptly set her down, and she turned to Max.

      He stood there, his hands in fists at his sides and a hard smile on his lips.

      Katie frowned. "Max?"

      The expression cleared right away, but her stomach tightened. She looked up at Forrest. He seemed unbothered by the reaction. His eyes sparkled with good humor. "Hey man," he said to Max.

      Max nodded once. "Hey. What's up?"

      "I came to invite you to the wedding rehearsal. We had a couple of bridesmaids and a groomsman drop out, and we've already purchased the meals. We'd hate for them to go to waste."

      "Is Harmony okay?" she asked. It was never a good sign when people started dropping out of the wedding.

      But Forrest merely laughed. "She's great. Neither one of us wanted to do a big wedding, but we're getting pressure from both sides of our family. It was two of her college friends. They were being pains about the dress, and Harmony didn't want to deal with it. She told them to put up or shut up."

      Katie laughed and covered her mouth with her hand. "Oh man," she said, her voice muffled. "Harmony sounds hardcore."

      "She just has no patience for people who whine. The way she sees it, it's her wedding. Even if she picked out the most hideous thing on the planet, her friends should wear it."

      "She isn't wrong," Max said. His shoulders had fallen, and his posture was a little looser. Whatever he was feeling a second or two ago seemed to have faded.

      "They tried to guilt her into another dress. She ended up kicking both of them out." He tugged at the collar of his shirt. "Unfortunately, they were dating two of my groomsman." A laugh escaped him. "One left and he apologized, but I understood. Anyway," he waved a hand. "It isn't a big deal. Mom thinks the sky is falling. Harmony and I think less is more." He shrugged. "We’re paying for most of the wedding, so I like to think we can make decisions like that with no hard feelings."

      "I'd love to come," Katie said.

      Forrest looked wonderful. Tanned and happy. A pang of nostalgia hit her stomach. They’d been good friends once, and she was happy for him.

      "You look wonderful, Forrest."

      A slight flush colored his cheeks. He cleared his throat, clearly uncomfortable with the recognition. His gaze slid over to Max before he responded. "Ah, thank you. You look wonderful too. Growing up agrees with you."

      He brought her into his arms for another hug. "I’ll see you tomorrow night?"

      Katie nodded. "I’ll be there." She jerked a thumb at Max. "Not sure about him, but if free food is involved, I’m in."

      Forrest waved goodbye and left the suite.

      Katie turned to Max. "What was that about?" She crossed her arms and leaned against the back side of the door.

      "What?" Max walked over to the kitchen to pour himself a cup of coffee. Katie watched as he doctored it with cream and sugar.

      "That whole preening possessive thing you had going on for a minute there that you pretended didn't happen."

      Max snorted, but it wasn't with amusement. "Like you said," he said lightly, "this is a job and we have to make it look as real as possible."

      "Huh," she remarked. "You're an excellent actor."

      Max stiffened, almost imperceptibly, as he put the cream back in the fridge. "I'm just doing my best to be believable."

      Katie straightened. "This isn't working," she said abruptly. "We're going to ruin our relationship if we keep going like this. Neither one of us likes this. I don't like lying to your mother. Megan seems to see right through us. Plus, she's after you like a bloodhound on a trail. Can't you just come clean to your mom?"

      Max sipped his coffee. "And all these people we've been duping for days now?"

      "I don't care about any of these people. Not really. You can do it however you want. Public breakup. Quiet separation. Whatever." She twirled a piece of her hair around her finger in a nervous gesture. "I think if we keep going, we might not like each other when it's all said and done."

      His face hardened. Katie watched as his fingers tightened on his coffee mug. "You agreed to this."

      "And you did too," she said. "I'm saying we should undo it now before we both get hurt."

      A harsh scoff came from him. His eyes glittered. "I'm starting to think you can't be hurt, Katie. You and your titanium armor. I can throw all the bullets I want at you and nothing would penetrate."

      She reared back at his words. "That's harsh, Max. All I wanted to do was help you."

      "And further your career."

      Two bright spots of color appeared on her cheekbones. Her teeth clenched. "Yes," she admitted. "Because your idea was ludicrous, and I would have been stupid to pass on the opportunity you laid out for me. I'm not proud of it, but I needed it."

      "And now?" he asked, still white-knuckling his mug.

      She dropped her hair and stood to her full height. Katie slowly shook her head as she looked at her best friend, someone she was beginning not to like very much, even as her heart screamed out that it loved him. "I've always cared more about you than my business. Always. I'll walk away right now if it means you and I are friends tomorrow."

      The silence between them stretched and pulled. There was something alive between them they couldn't figure out. Max said nothing. His eyes were haunted and he looked like he wanted to say something, but he didn't.

      After it became unbearable, Katie gave a nod and turned to go. She couldn't do this anymore.

      Back in her room, she packed a suitcase, left it on top of her bed and went downstairs.

      Even though she had her own room, she could no longer stay in such close proximity to him.

      The woman at the desk wore a name tag that said "Barbara."

      Katie pulled out a credit card. "Hi, I'd like to reserve a single room for the next two days, please."

      The woman asked her name and frowned when she typed it in. "I see you already have a room with us. Is there something the matter?"

      "No," Katie said. "It's just, I find myself needing more privacy than initially expected." The lie slipped off her tongue with ease and she didn't even worry about what the person behind the desk thought about it.

      Barbara tapped some keys, frowned, and tapped some more. Katie was beginning to worry about it when the woman's face finally lightened.

      "Ah! Here we are. Someone canceled at the last minute. It's a single bed, no suite. Are you okay with that?"

      "Perfect," Katie said and pushed her credit card over the top of the desk.

      The woman ran it and pushed a key back to her. "Here you go. You're on the fifth floor now. If you need anything else, please let me know."

      "Thank you." Katie took the key and headed back upstairs to get her suitcase. She went in through her room door rather than the main door so she wouldn't have to see Max.

      Looking around the room, she decided to pack up everything else because she didn't think she would come back. She'd stay for the wedding and even see this farce through if Max wanted her to, but she planned to leave as soon as the couple said their I Dos.

      She unlocked the adjoining door and scrawled out a quick note for him. She laid the note down in the middle of the bed and put her room key on top of it. Grabbing her suitcase, she paused at the outer door. Her lips pressed together and she slowed her breathing to keep from crying. When she thought she might be okay, she stepped out into the hallway and walked over to the elevator.

      This was for the best.

      There was only so much she could do before her heart was irretrievable.
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* * *

      Her new room was much smaller and had fewer amenities than the suite. But it was private, and the shadow of Max did not intrude there. She set her suitcase by the side of the bed and put her case of toiletries inside the bathroom.

      Her phone went off less than a minute later.

      Leaving was unnecessary.

      The text was from Max. She held the phone in her hand and looked down at it, unsure how to respond.

      I think it was necessary. Are you attending the rehearsal dinner?

      Three little dots appeared and disappeared for a while as if he couldn't figure out what to say. Story of her life. When Max was involved, she almost always screwed things up, either by doing nothing or by doing too much.

      I am.

      Are we going together?

      Page four of the agreement says we are.

      A smile played on her mouth. More sad than amused, but Max always used humor to defuse situations. She was guilty of it too.

      Should we tear that agreement up?

      No, came the immediate response. I told you I would meet the terms, but I do understand why you felt things were getting weird.

      I think you have a lot of thinking to do.

      Those three little dots again.

      Yes, was all he wrote.

      Before she could think better of it, she typed another message.

      You deserve more than she can give you.

      There was no response after that.
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      Max stared down at his phone, his thoughts jumbled. She'd moved out of the room. He suspected she might do something like that, this was Katie, after all. When things became difficult, her first instinct was to run.

      He wanted to haul her back up to their suite by the arm and give her a stern talking to. Max suspected if it had been anyone but him, she would have stuck it out.

      Her last text burned a hole through his heart. She said everything, and yet, nothing at all in that message. Megan could give him a life with a shiny veneer of glamour on top of it. He would have someone who thought she understood his life, but it wouldn't be real. He barely understood his life.

      On a whim, he picked up the phone and pressed one of his speed dial numbers.

      "Yo boss," Caleb said.

      Max spoke into the receiver, and when he was finished, there was silence on the other end for a long while.

      Finally, his driver and his friend responded. "I think that's the best idea you've had in a while."

      "How soon can we get it done?"

      Caleb paused. "The main part of it can be done in a day or two. The rest will take some time. Are you sure you're ready for that?"

      The first genuine smile Max had in a while crossed his face. "I think I've never been more ready." Max paused and said something else.

      His friend sucked in a breath. "Seriously? How do you even know I'd be good at it?"

      "You've been my friend for years, Caleb. I hope you trust my judgment."

      "Of course I do." Caleb's voice shook with emotion. "This seems...insane. Did something happen up there?"

      "Everything happened," Max admitted. "This is something I should have done a long time ago. If you don't take responsibility for your life, someone else will do it for you."

      "I'll take care of everything," Caleb assured him. "Who are we telling?"

      Max laughed. "Not a single soul. Let them find out when I'm home on Monday."

      "People are going to lose their minds," Caleb said.

      "Hopefully, this means we can save ours," Max said.

      "It's about time, boss," Caleb said. "I wondered if this would ever happen."

      Surprised, Max laughed. "Did you?"

      "Anyone who knows you can see how much you hate this life."

      Stunned, Max sat back in his chair. "I didn't realize I hated it."

      "That's because other people were living your life for you."

      It was the most advice Caleb had given him in the six years they'd worked together. Perhaps he should start asking the man more questions. "Hopefully, this will fix some of that."

      "Before you hang up, I feel like I should tell you something."

      "What?" Max's finger hovered over the disconnect button.

      "Spaghetti Girl has shown up here every day since you've been gone. She even brought her mother."

      Belly laughter rang out from him. "I hope you didn't let her in."

      "Nah, but I do have a plan." Caleb's growly chuckle came over the line. "She needs a distraction. I got a cousin, you see. He's a pain, but he has a lot of money. And he ain't that smart. He's a good-looking guy and single as the day is long. I figure if I set them up, it will distract her from you. I think she's just looking for a man with money. Wants to be a trophy wife, ya know?"

      Boy, did he ever. "What happens if they get married? You're going to be related to Spaghetti Girl."

      "I see him only on Christmas and Thanksgiving. He isn't all that likable. A little out there, but harmless. They might be perfect for each other. You never know. Or maybe she's perfectly normal, and you just made her nervous or something."

      Max laughed. "Sure. Let me know when she makes snow angels out of the mashed potatoes so I can say I told you so."

      Caleb let out a booming laugh. "Sure thing. I'll call you once I get the ball rolling on everything, okay?"

      Max let out a long-held breath. He should have done this years ago. "Yes, do that. Let me know if you need any help."

      "Nah. I got a business degree, you know?"

      Max blinked. He did not know. "Seriously?"

      Caleb huffed. "Yes. Seriously. Summa cum laude from the University of Texas. You really don't pay attention sometimes."

      "What major?"

      "I just said. Business."

      "The focus, I meant."

      "Entrepreneurship," Caleb said.

      Max pinched the space between his brows. "Why exactly are you working for me as a driver when you have that degree?"

      He could hear Caleb shaking his head in disappointment over the line. "Because I just graduated, Max. I've been working for you because it's flexible and so I could pay my student loans. You can think of this two ways: either I'm brilliant or your social life sucks."

      A partially hysterical laugh escaped him. "Maybe both." Max couldn't stop chuckling. "Congratulations, man. That's a huge thing to undertake."

      "Well, you're really overpaying me as a driver, so I guess I should thank you too."

      "I'll keep that in mind." Max disconnected the line. He still couldn't stop laughing about Caleb. He should have known. The man was smart. Both street and book smart. The second type came as a surprise to him. Caleb was not a small man. He was built like a tank. Tall, barrel-chested, and legs like tree trunks, he looked more at home at a log tossing competition than he did in Max's life. Especially as his driver. Caleb looked more like the bodyguard type, but there was one specific time that came to mind when he realized his driver was more than his appearance.

      He had him stop at a bookstore and when he got back into the car and Caleb saw what he'd picked up, he recommended another book because: "You want to take advice from someone who's never been in the trenches? Nah, man. Go back in and grab this one." Caleb proceeded to rattle off a name, and Max was so surprised by it, he got back out of the car and asked to switch books.

      Their friendship started that day. He cherished it because Max no longer had a lot of friends, but he realized maybe he was more important to Caleb than the other way around. He set his cell phone on the table and vowed then and there, especially after the conversation they'd just had, to ask more questions and be more involved in his life.

      There were some people who deserved to be put on a pedestal. Caleb had put up with his odd schedule for years, even those times he'd gotten him out of bed. He knew, in his heart, he'd made the right decision just now. Plus, Caleb would be around a lot more after they got everything off the ground.

      This left Katie.

      Max was a smart man, always had been. But sitting there, missing Katie, even though he'd just spoken to her, made him realize there was a difference between IQ and emotional IQ. He'd been flaunting a woman in front of her he knew she didn't like, even after he suspected she had feelings for him. He frowned. He hadn't suspected anything for a long time. Forrest had lifted the film from his eyes, and then he put the pieces together.

      What kind of woman would do all those things for him and step out if she didn't truly care? Maybe some friends would, but there had always been a spark between them. An ignored one.

      His fault, of course. If he would have just opened his eyes, maybe they wouldn't have wasted the last eight years of their lives. Maybe he wouldn't be in the situation he was in now.

      But if he hadn't lied to his mother and both guilted and bribed Katie into coming to this wedding with him, he might not have received a second chance.

      This was what this was.

      A second chance to do what was right, what he felt in his heart.

      The only question was, how did he get her on board without spooking her?

      His thoughts went back to earlier when Forrest had swept her up in his arms, and her face was open and happy. She wasn't like that with him. Every touch was something to be examined and mulled over. When they were kids, it was different at first. But he noticed later, he couldn't touch her as much without her becoming withdrawn.

      He groaned. He was kind of an idiot.

      Megan was easy to read because she told people what she wanted. She was a woman who was unapologetic about her goals. It took people by surprise, but she didn't care. Nine times out of ten, if she wanted it, she got it.

      Katie was driven by different priorities. Her heart was bigger, more fragile, easier to break.

      Max was clumsy, sometimes inept when it came to women, but he knew Katie could be forgiving, with him at least. Even if she was prone to running away.

      He would give her tonight. She needed a break. Katie wouldn't have packed up and gone if it hadn't been painful for her to stay with him. So he'd let her have the space she needed. Temporarily. Tomorrow, though, this would be the beginning of the end of their time together.

      If he was going to strike, he would have to strike soon.

      Katie was not going to know what hit her when the time came. It had been too many years of waiting, wondering, and hesitating.

      Max was going to step up and do what he should have done all those years ago. He just hoped she would come along for the ride.

      He stood and headed into the kitchen to rinse his cup. The suite was silent without the sound of her Bluetooth speaker music or her humming under her breath when she was in the kitchen. It felt like a tomb in here now. Max turned off the faucet, dried his cup, and put it back in the cabinet.

      He wanted her. He wanted her music. He wanted her sarcastic mouth and her overwhelming kindness back in his life. But he wanted it more than temporarily.

      He wanted it for the foreseeable future.

      He wasn't a man who looked too far ahead because he didn't want to miss anything happening in the now. His sister had shown him that, even though it had taken a tragedy to realize it. All he had were these days. The ones he was living now.

      Maybe he could convince Katie of the same thing. He wasn't sure about a lot of things in his life, but standing there in the kitchen, she was the only thing he'd been sure of for a really long time.

      Now he just had to convince her of the same thing and let her know Megan couldn't hold a candle to her. All he wanted was Katie with her messy bun and occasionally unfortunate overcompetitiveness.
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      A knock on the door startled Katie out of her maudlin thoughts. She pulled the hook on the curling iron down and set it carefully on the side of the sink.

      "Hold on!" she called and pulled her robe tighter against her skin.

      Katie pulled the door open only to see a stunning young woman on the other side. Her brows knit together in confusion.

      "Uh, hello?" Katie said, her voice lilting at the end to make it question.

      The woman gave her an awkward little wave. "Hey, I'm so sorry to interrupt. My name is Harmony."

      Katie gave her a blank stare for a moment until her brain connected the dots. "Oh! Forrest's fiancée. Of course!" She stepped back from the door. "Come in, please."

      Harmony stepped in, brushing past Katie with a whiff of vanilla and coconut. "I just wanted to come by with a strange ask, and I totally get it if you say no." She twisted her hands together and shifted on her feet with nervousness.

      Katie motioned for her to have a seat. Harmony collapsed into a chair and slid her heels off with a groan.

      She chuckled and sat on the edge of the bed as she watched Forrest's soon-to-be wife. She was tall, tanned, and lightly muscled as if she either had an outdoors occupation or was a nature bug. Her hair was a light brown, streaked with blonde highlights, and her nose was slightly upturned at the bottom. Her lips were pink without having to wear lipstick, and she had a light brushing of freckles across her cheekbones and forehead. Harmony’s eyes were a pale blue and, right now, they were tight at the edges.

      "Ask away," Katie said with a wave of her hand. "I was getting ready for your reception."

      Harmony rolled her eyes. "Ugh," she said with feeling. "If I could elope and not completely alienate every person in my family, I so would."

      "Weddings are tough," Katie agreed. "I can't believe you convinced everyone to come out for almost a week!"

      "It seemed like a way to bring everyone closer." Harmony rolled her eyes. "Instead, it feels like the world's wackiest and longest awkward Christmas dinner."

      And with that, Katie decided she liked Harmony. Whatever she came here for, within reason, Katie would do. She crossed her fingers in her lap. "So how can I help?"

      "Forrest said he came by and told you about the bridesmaids."

      Katie nodded, though a sense of horror was beginning to unfurl in her. "He did."

      "Well, our families are quite upset with us." She twisted her hands in her lap. "I don't get it, but everyone is saying an odd number of bridesmaids and groomsmen is unlucky and if we don't fix it, Forrest and I will be divorced within a year."

      Katie's lips pressed together to keep from laughing, but she couldn't help the crinkling at the edges of her eyes.

      "I know!" Harmony proclaimed. "It's the most ridiculous thing on the planet. But one of my aunts is a self-proclaimed divinator and says all she sees in the future is calamity for us." Harmony rolled her eyes. "If we don't fix it." She scoffed. "All I see is her fake turban and those brand new tarot cards she carries around with her pretending like they were a gift from an elderly Romani traveler."

      Katie burst out laughing.

      Harmony followed. "Anyway, she has a lot of influence over my mother and now my mother is convinced that we're destined to fail. So...I'm here because Forrest considers you a friend. I was wondering if you wouldn't mind stepping in as one of my bridesmaids?"

      Katie's mouth opened and shut several times. "I don't have a dress," she managed.

      Harmony perked up immediately. "No worries! You look to be the exact size of one of my bridesmaids. If you aren't, my fake aunt also works as a seamstress." A tight smile crossed her face. "I'm sure she won't mind adjusting the gown. We wouldn't want the curse to fall down upon us, now would we?" Harmony rolled her eyes. "I'm so sorry to spring this on you, especially since we don't know each other. I swear, if Forrest leaves me, I'll never, ever get married again. This wedding stuff is for the birds. All we wanted was a quiet ceremony. Then the families got involved and, all of a sudden, I'm afraid of ancient curses and odd numbers."

      Katie thought about it. On one hand, she really didn't want to be a bridesmaid. But on the other, Forrest was a friend and Harmony seemed like a good person. "Of course I will," she said.

      Harmony jumped up, bouncing on her bare feet. "You are a lifesaver! Oh my goodness. Wait until I tell Forrest. He's with Max right now asking him to be a groomsman." Her eyes sparkled. "Won't it be fun standing up there with your fiancée?"

      "Loads," Katie agreed, even as her stomach tightened in dread. This meant she would have to be with him for the entirety of the wedding and probably sit at the same table. She had plans for how she was going to excuse herself right after the wedding and now she was stuck.

      She hoped one day someone would offer her the same kindness if she found herself in a jam.

      Harmony clapped her hands and stepped back into her shoes. "I won't bother you anymore. I'll send the dress up during the reception if you're okay with the hotel staff popping into your room for a moment."

      "No problem," Katie agreed. She was a little apprehensive about what the dress looked like, but it didn't matter. It would be temporary. Forever in pictures, but only a little while on the skin.

      "Thank you so much," Harmony gushed as she let herself out. "I'll let my aunt know you're number one in the curse banishment plan." She rolled her eyes as she shut the door behind her.

      Katie flopped back against the bed and sighed. "Could this week get any weirder?"

      She lay there for a moment cursing herself for her inability to say no to someone who needed something, then rolled off the bed and stumbled back into the bathroom.

      She looked in the mirror and frowned at herself. Her long hair was a mess. She washed it yesterday evening but didn't bother to blow dry it before she'd gone to bed. She woke up this morning looking like Medusa and Lenny Kravitz's love child. It was going to take her at least a half an hour to manage it into some semblance of order.

      She hadn't bothered to wear any makeup since she'd left Max's suite. Katie didn't see the point since she hadn't gone anywhere since that morning. Her meals were ordered from room service, along with a bottle of wine she'd nursed last night.

      She'd still woken up this morning upset, though, even with a comforting meal full of cheese and bread and a glass of nice Malbec. It turned out, food could make you feel a little better for a while, but it didn't cure heartache.

      Too bad.

      She thought cheese could do anything, but a good Gouda was no match for Max Cordell.

      Katie padded over to the tiny closet and frowned at the selection she'd brought with her. Tonight was a dressy event, and now that she was in the wedding party, she needed to take even more care with her appearance. She wouldn't want Harmony’s family to curse her too. Katie snorted and flipped through the dresses she brought with her before she settled on a buttery yellow wrap dress. It was a subdued yellow, but perfect for the season. It might be a little loud for an evening rehearsal dinner, though.

      Katie frowned at it but decided she could tone it down a little bit with some navy pumps and jewelry. If she wore her hair down, it would also tone down the color.

      She took the dress off the hanger, dropped her robe, and stepped into it. She used the floor length wall mirror to make a critical inspection of herself. Katie twisted to and fro to get a better look. Finally satisfied, she gave herself a nod and went back into the bathroom to finish getting ready.

      She hadn't heard from Max since yesterday, but he was stubborn and she had no doubt he'd be up here to collect her soon. Katie hated to lose, but Max rarely had any personal boundaries with her. Or at least, he used to not have them.

      So much had changed since they'd grown up. They were tiptoeing around each other like nervous cats. With a firm hand, Katie blended the last dots of foundation into her skin, paying careful attention to her under-eye area. Sleep was elusive last night and the dark circles under her eyes proved it. A light coat of eyeshadow followed, then several coats of mascara. She carefully highlighted her cheekbones with a shimmery blush and was just about to swipe on her lip gloss when she heard a knock at the door again.

      With a sigh, she set the tube down and went out to open the door.

      Max stood outside, his hand raised to knock again.

      Katie's mouth went dry. He wore a suit. She'd never seen him in one. This might be a perk to growing up. When they were kids, there was never a need for a suit. With the way he filled it out, Katie wanted to book events out for months just to make sure she got to see him in one again. Abruptly shutting those thoughts off, she smiled at him, even though it was a little forced.

      He might look good in a suit, but she was still mad at him.

      "Hey," he said as he dropped his hand back to his side.

      The suit was navy. Of course it was. Max had a funny knack about him that made him know things or feel things when it came to her. There was no way he knew she'd wear a dress that complemented his suit, or that her shoes would match him. They looked like one of those power couples she saw in the magazines, but a little more cheesy because, honestly, who matched clothing when they were almost thirty?

      Max didn't know it yet because she was still barefoot. She thought about changing up her footwear, but black pumps wouldn't look as good.

      The perils of fashion were real.

      Katie waved him in without saying a word. Once he was inside, it felt like he sucked all of the oxygen out of the space.

      "I have to finish getting ready. Want to have a seat?"

      He nodded and headed over to one of the chairs by the window. "I like that dress," he said. His stare was intense.

      She fought down the urge to squirm. "Thanks," she said as she headed back into the bathroom.

      "But your hair!" he called. "Wow!"

      Katie rolled her eyes. "Way to boost a girl's self-confidence," she called as she picked the lip gloss back up and applied it.

      "Just saving you from the elderly judgmental population of Pecan Grove!"

      "So...your mother?"

      She couldn't see him, but she heard the bark of laughter that came from him.

      "She better never hear you say that."

      Katie frowned at her hair as she tried to run her fingers through it and they promptly got stuck. "If you tell her, I'm going to steal something valuable from you. Give me some time. I don't know what that is yet." They were bantering now, but it didn't feel the same. There was a desperation to it. A need to make sure they were still in a good place when both of them knew they weren't.

      Something between them was strained, pulled almost to its breaking point.

      Whether it would break before this sham was over was not clear yet.

      Max mumbled something, but she didn't hear it. She let the conversation lull for a bit as she took a spray bottle out of her bag and began to douse her hair with leave-in conditioner.

      Ten minutes later, Max was in the bathroom, brush in one hand and a chiding expression on his face. He frowned at her in the mirror as he held up a lock of hair so tangled it took a lot of other hair with it. "Do you deal with this every day?" he asked, a horror-struck expression on his face.

      Katie shook her head. "Only when I bathe in the evening and forget to brush it out and put it up."

      Their gaze met in the mirror. A smile quirked his lips. "So...often then?"

      Katie wasn't great at remembering small things like hair. She shrugged. "Often enough to be annoying," she admitted.

      He gestured for the leave-in conditioner, so she handed the bottle to him. "Don't use too much. It will get greasy."

      Max sprayed her hair again. "I'm sure you have more things to worry about than that," he said as he took the brush to her hair.

      Katie winced even with his delicate work on her hair. "This seems like you've done it before."

      His cheeks turned slightly pink. "Holly used to let me fix her hair," he admitted. "Though, 'fixing' isn’t exactly the right word. When I got done with it, she usually looked like a toddler had gotten hold of a rag doll." A self-deprecating laugh escaped him. "I've always been fascinated with hair. If I hadn't been so addicted to drawing, I might have become a hairstylist."

      Katie's mouth fell open. "Really?" she asked as she laughed. "How come I never knew this?"

      His lips twisted to the side in amusement. "Boys don't go around telling pretty girls about their hair fetishes." He finally got the main tangle out and turned to work on another.

      His hands in her hair felt good, even if he had to occasionally tug pretty hard on her scalp to get her hair to cooperate.

      Katie wanted to close her eyes and relax to his ministrations but didn't want to make things more uncomfortable than they already were. Once upon a time, it wouldn't have been. If she'd known Max liked hair, she would have let him braid hers all the time. She loved having her hair done, but she didn't go as often as she should because it was expensive.

      "All this time, I could have had someone doing my French braids," she said lightly. Their eyes met again in the mirror and she inhaled.

      She loved Max Cordell's eyes. She always had. But today, the way he was looking at her...it was different. More intense. More...everything.

      He jerked his gaze away and focused on combing out the tangles. "I'm a passable French braider," he admitted. "The real work comes with a Dutch braid."

      Katie laughed. "The things you admit to me," she said in wonder.

      "You don't even know the half of it," he murmured under his breath. He worked for a short time in silence. "Thank you for opening the door."

      Katie's heart lurched as she struggled with what to say. She decided on the truth. "I'll always open the door for you, Max."

      His eyes flashed with something undefinable. "I wondered if you were going to stay after you left. I thought maybe you'd head back to New Orleans."

      "And break a contract?" She scoffed softly. "Never. I'm as loyal as they come."

      "I know. This is too much, though. I wouldn't have blamed you if you did."

      "I still don't agree with lying to your mother," she said. "But I'd do anything for you. I thought you'd realize that by now."

      Katie's stomach was beginning to hurt. This was the most transparent and honest with her feelings she'd been with him since they were kids. "Within reason," she amended to lighten the tension.

      Max let out a rueful chuckle. "I don't know if I'd count posing as a fake fiancée within the realm of reasonable," he said.

      "You're right. But a best friend gets to make one insane request in their lifetime, don't you think?"

      "You've never asked anything insane of me," Max said. "Don't you think it should be a two-way street?"

      Katie shrugged and shifted on the small stool she was sitting on. "I'm only twenty-six," she said. "Stay tuned."

      Max changed the subject. "I heard Harmony came by."

      Katie wanted to groan. "She did. I am now scheduled to wear a terrible dress and uncomfortable heels for several hours tomorrow."

      "I'll be in a tux waiting for free food."

      "Did Forrest tell you why?" A glimmer of a smile ghosted Katie's mouth.

      He laughed and focused on another section of her hair. The brush was making rhythmic strokes against her head, lulling her into peace.

      "Some kind of Romani curse or something?"

      "Not Romani. Just a curse. Apparently odd numbers are the devil's work. Do you know who else they asked?"

      Max shook his head. "No idea. There's a lot of family and friends here, but I'm sure they'd choose someone who'd fit into the tux or dress just to save some money."

      "Weddings are so much pressure," she said.

      "It's sort of like funerals, don't you think?"

      Katie blinked and looked at him in surprise. "No," she said slowly. "Why would they be?"

      "Sometimes they're for everyone else rather than the people they focus on."

      Katie thought about it. "Huh. I guess you're right. Mom always said funerals were for the living, but I never understood it until I was older. Don't you think it's kind of sad, though?"

      The brush paused in her hair. "Sad how?"

      She tilted her head as she decided what to say. "Well, the mother of the bride usually has a say in the dress, and daughters never want to disappoint their mothers. They have to give up a lot of control over who they want to invite so as not to snub any family members or friends. There's a social impact to screwing things up because everyone makes it about them instead of the bride and groom." Katie frowned. "I don't want that."

      "Oh?" Max said.

      "I don't want anyone involved in the wedding planning except for me."

      The side of his mouth tilted up. "Do you really think Mrs. Thomas will let that fly?"

      She sighed. "Probably not. But I will put my foot down on the dress and invites. And the menu," she added.

      "So everything?" he asked.

      Katie swatted at him, but she was in an awkward position and couldn't reach him.

      He stuck his tongue out at her in the mirror.

      She returned the gesture, but her lips curled in a smile.

      "What kind of wedding do you want?" The question was innocent but loaded. Weddings revolved around two things: the bride and the groom.

      They both knew she didn't have a groom. Her knee began to bounce as she pondered the question. She'd thought about it over time, most girls had. Katie wasn’t a wedding person, necessarily. She loved the concept of it, the event that brought family and friends together, but she was never a big fan of all the stress that went along with it. Her best friend, Ava, had told her numerous horror stories about crazy brides, vindictive mothers-in-law, and extreme drama. It was enough to turn her stomach.

      Over the years, the idea of a wedding popped into her mind here and there, but she'd never put as much thought into it as she used to.

      "Something small," Katie said. "An event for only the people I really loved."

      "What about what the groom wants?"

      A mischievous glint entered into her eyes. "I supposed he can have some people too."

      Max tugged gently on her hair. He was almost to the end of the tangles, and she didn't want him to stop.

      "I'd wear something vintage," she mused. "My hair down. Something non-traditional playing over the speakers to walk out to." Katie exhaled a breath. "Ava would do the flowers—something trailing and amazing. I'd get married in a chapel with a lot of stained glass rather than a church."

      A frown formed on his forehead. "A chapel? Like the Pecan Grove Unitarian one?"

      She nodded, but a laugh burbled out. "My mother would be horrified."

      "I don't know, Katie. That chapel is nice."

      It was. The building stood right behind the downtown area. It looked like a small town schoolhouse in shape, but it was covered with gorgeous stained glass windows all around. The depictions were of nature—lions, lambs, birds, trees, and one of the manger. Katie loved driving past it, especially when the sunrise was happening because it made the windows look like they were glowing. "Mom wants me to have the perfect church wedding. Methodist." She rolled her eyes. "Even though we haven't been to services in years."

      "Parents want the best for us." His eyes darkened even as he concentrated on combing the last of her tangles out. If it had been anyone else, she wouldn't have allowed them the intimacy Max was taking.

      "They do, but sometimes it feels like they want the best for us as long as it’s what they think is best."

      Max held a lock of her hair in his hand and met her eyes in the mirror. "This just means you get to change that when it comes to your kids."

      Kids. Her stomach tightened, and her breath became shallow. Now that was something she hadn't thought a lot about. A lot of people had children before they were married, but she was a traditionalist.

      No use thinking about kids when you didn't even have a boyfriend, or one coming up on the radar.

      "Maybe so," she said. A tight smile crossed her face. "Almost done?" she asked.

      Max looked down at her hair, but not before she saw a glimmer of something in his eyes. If she hadn't known him better, she would have called it longing.

      Max had never discussed children. Not even when they were kids. Maybe some things were too intimate to be discussed with the opposite sex.

      Katie never brought it up, so neither had he. They never even talked about marriage, even if Max brought up Megan and the future during high school. Katie always changed the subject, knowing Max wouldn't notice.

      Now she was wondering if maybe he had noticed.

      Years of friendship and never questioning anything and now, all she felt when he was around was serious confusion.

      "Aha!" Max crowed and sent the brush sailing through silky smooth tresses. When he was finished, he held it up and waved it around. "Victory is mine!"

      "Dork," she said with a laugh. "Give it to me."

      He handed the brush over.

      "Thank you," Katie said even as she frowned at her hair. "Now I have to curl it."

      Max's expression was hopeful as she picked up the iron. Her gaze narrowed. "Really?"

      He nodded hopefully.

      "Have you ever curled someone's hair before?"

      "Nope."

      Katie blinked. "No way." She gestured at the other stool. "Pull that up and you can watch. Curling hair is an art. I don't want anything important burned off before the wedding."

      Max pouted but pulled the stool over as Katie separated her hair into even sections using small clips from her toiletry bag.

      He watched her intently even as she laughed. "This is the strangest thing I've ever experienced."

      "How do you think men learn?" he asked.

      Once she finished separating her hair, she picked up the curling iron and wrapped it around her hair. "You wait for maybe 10-12 seconds and gently tug it out. Like so." She tugged the iron in a slow, downward direction and loosened the clip holding the curl.

      When it popped out, Max's eyes widened. "Cool!"

      She snorted and showed him a couple more times. "So now you can practice on Megan." Her eyes crinkled with amusement, but it was the wrong thing to say. She regretted it as soon as the words were out of her mouth.

      His mouth pressed tight, and his face went stony. Max stood. "I'll wait out there for you. Don't be too long. We should get there early now that we're in the wedding party."

      Before she could say anything, he brushed past her and all she could see was the back of him.

      Way to go, Katie, she thought.
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* * *

      They walked into the ballroom, a perfectly matched couple. Max looked stunning in his suit, though his mood had not improved since her Megan faux pas. Just as they were stepping in, he reached out and took her fingers in his. She stiffened but remembered they were still supposed to be pretending. Katie relaxed and allowed him to hold her hand. He steered her over to one of the tables closest to Harmony and Forrest. The bride waved and grinned at them. Katie waved back, though not as animatedly as Harmony had. There were only about twenty people there.

      She saw Forrest's mother and father, so before she put her purse down at her seat, she greeted them. Harmony’s parents were there, plus all of her bridesmaids. Forrest's groomsmen were at a separate table. Max and Katie were at a table where they didn't know anyone. Max nodded at everyone and said hello. Katie smiled and introduced herself to the woman beside her—a pretty dark-haired thing who looked a little like Harmony.

      "Marion," the woman said as she held out her hand.

      She took it and shook. "Katie. I'm a last minute bridesmaid."

      "Oh yes," Marion said. "To avoid the dreaded matrimony curse."

      "That would be me. I'd hate to be the reason someone didn't experience wedded bliss."

      "Oh, there's another woman coming. Harmony and Max decided to just replace all the people who left."

      "That would be me."

      Heat crawled up the back of her neck at the sound of that voice. Of-freaking-course it would be her. She was one of the most attractive people here. Plus, she was a size four if that.

      "Megan," Katie said, doing her best to keep her voice even. "What a surprise."

      A small frown knit Marion's brow as she looked between them. "You two know each other?"

      "We go way back," Megan said, which didn't sound ominous at all.

      Max's expression shuttered as soon as she'd stepped up to the table. He didn't look happy to see her, but he didn't say anything.

      Katie gritted her teeth and decided to be the bigger person. "Please," she said, moving her purse over from the seat between her and Marion, "have a seat."

      "Thank you," Megan said. She sat down and stared straight ahead.

      Katie heard Marion chuckle, and she decided to send up a silent prayer that they could get through the wedding without any unnecessary unpleasantness.

      A few awkward minutes later, Harmony’s father stood up and clanked a spoon against his wine glass.

      "Thank you all for coming. We will have dinner first and then line up the wedding processional so we can direct you for tomorrow. To the last minute people who stepped in for the wedding, I'd like to send my sincerest thanks for helping my daughter."

      There was a small smattering of applause and less than a minute later, the servers came out with salad plates and bread.

      There had never been a more silent dinner than the one they ate that night. Max said barely two words to her. He sat rigidly, not touching much of his food. Even when Katie leaned over and hissed at him that they were supposed to be happy, all he did was roll his eyes at her and take a savage bite of his chicken.

      It was official. They were all twelve years old.

      She sipped her glass of wine and did her best to get through the dinner.

      Two hours later, her feet were sore and her back ached, but she'd made it back to her bedroom. She was forced to practice walking with Max down the aisle a minimum of fifteen times until they got it right. Holding on to him made her want to smack him because it felt like she was walking with a mannequin.

      To her credit, Megan didn't make a single snarky comment. It almost made it worse. Did she feel sorry for them? Or was she just waiting to make her move? Like one of those anglerfish who dangled a simple attractive light to lure unsuspecting prey, only to snatch them up into strong jaws when they moved too close.

      She kicked off her heels and muttered an unfavorable comment about Megan. Even as she did, guilt pooled into her stomach over it.

      This was Max's fault. He was the easiest to blame. If he hadn't wanted Megan's attention, he would have told her off the first night he was there. Instead, he dangled that carrot in front of her and strung her along for days.

      Katie hadn't seen Horace since that disaster at the winery. She wouldn't blame him if he'd left her dateless. No one would blame her if she left Max dateless either if they knew what he'd done.

      Even as she wanted to cast all the blame on them, she had some culpability in the situation as well. She'd pushed them together because that's what she thought he wanted.

      After the last couple of nights, she was just as confused as she was when she was eighteen.

      She dressed in a pair of sleep shorts and a tank and slid underneath the sheets to get some rest. The wedding was tomorrow and it could not get there fast enough.

      She was asleep within moments, finally free of thoughts of Max and Megan.
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      He would give Katie until the reception to warm up to him. If she didn't open up even the slightest bit knowing they weren't going to see each other after tonight, he was going to force her to do it. He stood outside her door, his hand poised to knock. Just when he was about to, the door flung open and Katie stood there in a massive pale blue confection. She looked like a bombshell cupcake.

      Max's lips twitched.

      "Do. Not." Katie growled. She grabbed her matching purse and slammed the door behind her. Katie flounced (or so it looked like it because her dress flowed like she was the lady of the manor every time she moved) down the hallway. Her long dark hair was done up in curls so tight she looked like an angry Shirley Temple.

      Max had to put a hand over his mouth to keep the laugh in. He rushed after her and watched as she jabbed the elevator button like it had personally insulted her.

      When the doors opened, he stepped in front of her, held the doors, and bowed. "My lady," he said. "After you."

      Katie smacked him with her purse. "Shut up, Max. I'm warning you. I'm not in the mood."

      A wide grin formed on his mouth. "I'm just helping you, Scarlett."

      "I hate that movie," she muttered. "It's like no one can see what a sexist pig Rhett Butler was."

      "Rhett Butler was a war hero," Max said. He had no idea what he was talking about because he'd never seen the movie. His mom was a fan, though, and he knew it was set during the Civil War. He said this because he knew it would make Katie angry, and she was fun when she was angry.

      Especially when she was dressed like a cupcake.

      Her entire face went red. "A war hero?" she spluttered. "A war hero?"

      She looked like she wanted to rip his face off. "Rhett Butler abandoned vulnerable women and children to run off and join the cause. They were in a wagon on a road filled with bandits and scalawags!"

      Laughter spilled from him but abruptly dried up when she gave him a withering glare.

      "Rhett Butler was no gentleman, sir."

      "Did you really just say scalawag?"

      "That's what he was," she said, her voice unapologetic.

      "And you call me a weirdo," Max said. He eyed her brazenly. The dress was horrific. He had more sympathy for Harmony’s bridesmaids now that he'd seen it.

      "Stop staring at me. It's bad enough wearing it without being gawked at."

      "Oh, I think being gawked at is the best thing about that dress. I can't believe Harmony didn't give you parasols to go with it."

      Her shoulders shook with the laughter she was trying to suppress. "This is the most hideous thing that's ever been on my body." Katie crossed her arms. "But I'm still mad at you, so stop trying to make me laugh."

      Max pretended to zip his lips and throw away the key. When the elevator dinged, signaling it had arrived at the lobby, the doors slid open and everyone immediately got out of the way as Katie stormed out.

      They looked after her, watching her skirts sway with every step.

      "I know," Max said when they turned back around. "It's tremendous. The bride fancies herself a Scarlett O'Hara fan." He shrugged. "What can you do?"

      He trailed after Katie, appreciating the view even if it was covered in about two miles of fabric.
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* * *

      The bridesmaid dresses turned out to be the worst part of the wedding. Everything else was done in good taste. Later on, after the wedding ceremony, when the new couple was greeting everyone in a line, Max asked about them.

      Harmony laughed out loud. "That, too, was my aunt's suggestion. My mom hated them." She rolled her eyes. "As did I. But at that point, I was past caring. Everyone, except for two bridesmaids, was also over it. It's a wedding for crying out loud. People participate because they love us." Harmony’s eyes glittered with glee. "But seeing their faces when I brought them out of the bags was almost worth them leaving."

      Max had to chuckle. "I may need to meet this aunt of yours." Harmony pointed across the room at a short woman wearing a bright purple turban. "Ask her what's underneath it," she murmured under her breath. "She gets outraged over it."

      Max gave her a hug, shook Forrest's hand and went to find Katie. Walking her down the aisle was both bittersweet and fun. Bittersweet because he couldn't help but think ahead to his own wedding day and wonder if they would be together. Fun because she looked ridiculous. She'd calmed down after a little while and took the whole thing in stride. In hindsight, bringing up Rhett Butler was a huge mistake.

      However, one could not look at her in that thing and not see an epic Civil War drama in their head. It was impossible.

      They were waiting for the doors to the reception to open. Max hadn't seen her since they were dragged outside to take pictures, but she would be easy to spot. They all looked like walking bodies of water in those dresses.

      He walked away from the crowd and down one of the quiet halls filled with meeting rooms, but there was no sign of her. He was about to turn around when he saw one of the bridesmaids coming toward him. He raised a hand to wave thinking it was Katie, but when she got a little closer, his hand fell.

      Megan was coming his way, and she was walking with purpose.

      He sighed and was about to turn around to go the opposite way when she called his name.

      Defeated, he leaned against the wall, one hand in his pants pocket.

      She stopped in front of him. The dress looked ridiculous on everyone, but Megan looked like she'd be right at home acting as the lady of the manor.

      "Hey," she said, a brilliant smile on her face. "I've been looking for you."

      "Sorry. I was looking for Katie."

      Her smile dimmed a little. "Listen," she said, "I just wanted to say that...I'm still in love with you, Max. I always have been. I know I treated you poorly and made a bad decision, but I'm asking you to reconsider. To take me back. We're good for each other. I think you know that."

      Max opened his mouth to tell her the truth, but she stepped forward and planted a huge kiss on him. Megan took his face between her hands, stood on her tiptoes, and swooped to claim his mouth like an eagle claimed a trout—quickly and with zero remorse.

      To keep from stumbling, Max put his arms around her. He was just about to rear back and ask her what exactly she was doing when he heard a gasp of horror.

      He extricated himself from Megan to see two horrible things.

      Katie Thomas.

      Standing right next to his mother.

      It wasn’t Katie who gasped.

      It was his mother. If she were even a hair more southern, she would have probably chased him out of the hotel with a switch she'd gathered from the big pecan tree outside. Instead, she did something worse.

      Tears filled her eyes. "Oh, Max," she said, disappointment dripping from those two small words. She gripped Katie's hand in her own and led his best friend and fake fiancée out of the hallway.

      He would never, as long as he walked this world, forget the look in Katie’s eyes as she watched him hold Megan in his arms.

      She looked thunderstruck, devastated, shocked, and heartbroken. All at once. If he'd ever doubted the way Katie Thomas felt about him, today washed it all away in a flood of heartache and regret.

      Megan touched his arm but Max whirled away from her.

      With shock written all over her face, Megan looked up at him. "Max?"

      "Don't you ever touch me again. Never, Megan. Do you understand?"

      Tears filled her pretty eyes. "I thought you wanted me. I—I'm sorry."

      Guilt pooled in his veins. He forced himself to breathe and count to five. When he was able to speak again without the anger, he faced her. "I should have told you up front that you and I didn't stand a chance. I was confused, and Katie seemed to be pushing us together. It was wrong, and I'm sorry."

      A tear slipped down her face, but she straightened and wiped it away with an impatient hand. "Then go."

      Max blinked. "Go?"

      "Yes. Go. You have a lot of explaining to do." She pointed down the hallway as his mother and Katie had disappeared into. "I'm sorry, Max." Her smile wobbled. "For everything."

      Max didn't wait to hear another word. He dashed off to catch the one and only woman who'd captured his heart.

      He heard soft crying coming from one of the meeting rooms. Max stood outside of the door, his heart breaking as he figured out exactly how he was going to explain what just happened. He wished he'd never seen Megan again. Maybe this would all have turned out so differently if he hadn’t.

      Squaring his shoulders, he pushed the door open.

      Katie sat in a chair, that terrible dress almost swallowing her whole. His mother was on the floor in front of her, holding both of her hands and allowing her to cry.

      He closed his eyes for a moment, feeling like the worst kind of fool.

      "Katie," he said.

      His best friend stiffened. He could see her entire body go rigid.

      His mother turned to him. The reproach in her eyes was almost more than he could stand.

      "I can explain, Mom."

      His mother stood and dusted off her knees. She walked over and stood within inches of him. "Do you think me a fool, son?"

      Max blinked in surprise. "No?" It was more of a question than a statement.

      "Do you think I believed you when you showed up with Katie Thomas as your fiancée?" She leaned forward and whispered so low only he could hear her. "The girl who's been in love with you for your entire stupid life?"

      Max went stiff with surprise.

      "You will fix this," she continued in that low, vicious whisper. "You will either tell her how much you love her or you will walk away from her. But if you ever pull another low stunt like this with anyone else, you will see why some people are afraid of me, son. And I can guarantee, you won't like it. Are we clear?"

      With that, Cecilia Cordell straightened, smiled, patted her son on the cheek, and swept out of the room like she hadn't just scared the wits out of her youngest son.

      Max stared at the door open-mouthed and darn near knock-kneed for more than thirty seconds.

      Katie's sniffles brought him back to the present. He whirled around and got down on the floor in front of her.

      She did not bring her head up.

      "Katie," he said.

      "Go away," she said, her voice muffled by her hair and all that fluffy fabric.

      "Never," Max assured her.

      Her head came up at that. Her face was red and her nose was puffy, but he'd never seen someone more beautiful.

      "I need to tell you something," he said.

      "Isn't Megan waiting on you?" she asked, a sulk in her voice.

      "Megan will not be bothering either one of us ever again," he said.

      Her brow furrowed. "What does that mean? Did someone finally murder her?"

      "No one is dead. I told her she wasn't the one I wanted."

      Katie paused, her confusion evident. When it finally clicked, her frown became even more thunderous. "But you were just lip-locked with her! How could you do that to her? You kiss her and just dumped her? God Max. What is wrong with you?"

      Max huffed. "She kissed me, Katie. I promise. I was about to tell her how I felt about you when she swooped in like a Valkyrie."

      "Me?" she asked quietly.

      "Yes," Max said. "You. Not Megan. Not anyone else. Just you."

      A shimmer of hope appeared in her eyes, but she remained silent.

      "I've cared about you since I was fourteen and you accidentally poked me in the eye with a drumstick."

      "Chicken is meant for air guitar," she said.

      "Exactly. You're weird as all hell, but I can't get enough of you. I've loved you forever, but it took me this week to figure out how much I loved you."

      "What about Megan?" she said.

      Max wanted to growl at her. "Megan was just a stepping stone. To you. I want to be with you, Katie. No one else." He took her left hand and slid his mother's ring off. "This is backwards, I know. I want to give you another ring. A true one. One that isn't a lie."

      "We didn't fool your mother."

      Max was well aware. He still felt like he was about to pee himself over that one-sided conversation he just had with her. "I know." He wasn't going to say anything else because Katie was already scared enough of her.

      Katie's head dropped. "I've loved you since we were kids too," she said quietly. "I tried to tell you that night at the bonfire, but I couldn't. I knew how much you cared about Megan."

      He slumped down and sat on the floor beside her chair, stretching his long legs. "Maybe you should have. I don't know. Maybe it wouldn't have worked out. All I know is that seeing you again made me feel things I've never felt. I don't want you to leave. I don't want to leave you." He took her hands. "You are my home, Katie. There is no other woman for me."

      Her lower lip wobbled. "Oh, Max. I wish I wasn't in such a terrible dress. This seems like such an awful way to finally admit we care about each other."

      "It's a story we can tell our grandkids. About how their granny was dressed up like an angry Cinderella and their grandpop had just made the biggest mistake of his life."

      "Grandkids?"

      "Dozens," Max promised. He pulled a sheaf of paper from his jacket.

      Katie peered at it. "Is that the contract?"

      "It is." He flipped it open to the page where the words "pretend to be happy" was typed. "I think we need to make one small change here." He took a fountain pen out of his jacket and scratched out the offending words.

      All that was left were the words "be happy."

      "It's all I want with you. We can figure out the rest of it later. What do you say?"

      She nodded. "Yes. With you. Yes."

      Max stood and held out his hand to her. She allowed him to pull her up and into his arms. "There was one more thing about that contract we never got around to. I think you owe me at least six of them by now."

      Katie grinned and pulled his face down to hers. "How about we start with one and see how it goes? I'm feeling very generous today."

      "Deal," Max said.

      Katie took the contract from him and threw it across the room.
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      Katie took pity on her two bridesmaids and allowed them to pick out whatever dresses they wanted, as long as they were the same color. She decked Ava and Megan out in turquoise jewelry from her new collection currently about to be unveiled at American Chic. If Megan was a strange choice to stand with her at the wedding, Katie didn't show it. She beamed right next to the woman who'd made her life miserable for quite a while. They let bygones be bygones, and Megan watched her new friend and former rival marry the man she thought she'd loved. With time came knowledge, and Megan knew Max had chosen the right woman.

      Ava stood next to Katie that day holding the bride's long, trailing bouquet full of blush-colored roses and white lilacs. Her eyes filled with tears as she watched her best friend marry the man she'd loved for over a decade.

      Those tears spilled when she watched Max Cordell speak words straight from his heart about how he kept waiting for a woman he already knew and apologized for how long it took him to realize she was standing right in front of him.

      It was about time those two finally realized they were perfect for each other.
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* * *

      Katie stood at the doorway watching deep muscles play in Max's lean back as he used the saw to cut another piece of wood for the floor. She held up the new ring she'd made and admired it. It was in the shape of a poppy with a small round diamond in the middle. It was perfect. Max surprised her with the diamond and a gift certificate with enough on it to buy all the metal she needed to make it.

      He understood her. It was solidified shortly after he told her loved her and that he was moving his business back to Pecan Grove.

      When he asked her to come back with him, she hesitated. But then he brought her back to that suite and unrolled the blueprints he made with plans for a full-size jewelry studio.

      Without any hesitation, she said she would move back...as long as he married her.

      And he had.

      It was a small event, planned quickly and with little fanfare. They had the people they loved there and no one else. Megan was a strange choice, and while Katie didn't love her, she felt Megan played a large part in bringing her and Max together. When she'd asked the woman to be her bridesmaid, Megan had broken down and blubbered like a baby. Then, surprising Katie even more, she said yes to standing at their wedding. Over the months that passed, Katie began to see a deeper, softer side to Megan. They would never be best friends, but they’d come to a strong understanding of each other. In this case, it was enough.

      Now, Katie and Max were in their new home on two acres, right on the outskirts of town where the land was plentiful and the neighbors were scarce. He'd built the house first, a rustic farmhouse with a nursery for the baby they hoped to soon have, and a massive kitchen for Katie, since he couldn't cook worth a lick. He'd finished it with a large deck built onto the back of the house, then moved on to building her studio. She'd need it with all of the orders she'd gotten after her collection moved to American Chic.

      After the phone call Max made to his friend months ago, Caleb had taken on the process of moving all of Max’s business holdings over to Pecan Grove. Today, Caleb was taking care of the final touches on the office downtown and getting ready for the opening. Just yesterday, he'd snapped a picture of the new sign over the new workspace—Cordell & Hunt. Max had taken Caleb on as a new partner, and Katie adored the mountain of a man as soon as they'd met.

      "Hey," she said as soon as the saw stopped and Max stepped away.

      Max smiled at her and pulled her in for a hug. "Hey you," he said as he inhaled the scent of her.

      "I love you," she said as she leaned back to stroke his hair away from his face.

      "I love you more, Katie Cordell."

      She would never get tired of hearing that name.

      And she would never get tired of seeing his face. After all these years, the thing she wanted the most had come back and wanted her too.

      There was no better way to live than knowing that.
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* * *
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      Thank you so much for reading.

      Hope you loved the book. If you did, can I please request you to rate and post your review on the links below. It will mean a lot to me! Even a couple of lines are enough. I truly appreciate your time and support. Thank you!

      

      Amazon

      https://www.amazon.com/dp/B07VS2Y73R

      Goodreads

      http://bit.ly/fakefiancee

      Bookbub

      http://bit.ly/fakefianceefiasco
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