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            Chapter One

         

         Claire Donovan had a bit of a reputation in Sweetwater Springs. She loved to shop.

         As an event planner, she was always looking for a special item to make the big day just a touch more special. Last week she’d found a clown costume for a purse-size Chihuahua to wear to its owner’s eightieth birthday bash. It was a huge hit with the crowd; not so much with the little dog, who yapped, ran in circles, and tore at the shiny fabric.

         The only shopping Claire would be doing this morning, however, was glancing in storefront windows on her way to meet with her newest client, Pearson Matthews. Claire’s reputation extended beyond shopping. In Sweetwater Springs, she was also known for being professional and punctual, and for putting on the best parties in town.

         She passed Sophie’s Boutique and admired the window display, wishing she had more time to pop inside and say hello to the store owner—and try on one of those dresses that she absolutely didn’t need. Then she opened the neighboring door to the Sweetwater Café and stepped inside to a cool blast of air on her face. She was instantly accosted by the heavy scent of coffee brewing. Best aroma in the world!

         “Good morning,” Emma St. James said from behind the counter. She had the smile of someone who’d been sniffing coffee and sugary treats since five a.m.

         “Morning.” Claire glanced around the room, looking for Pearson. The only people seated in the coffee shop though were two twentysomething-year-old women and a man with his back toward her. Judging by his build, he was in his twenties or thirties and liked to work out. He wore a ball cap that shielded his face. Not that Claire needed to get a good look at him. If his face matched his body, then he was yummier than Emma’s honeybuns in the display case. Claire would do better to have one of those instead.

         Pulling her gaze away from him, she walked up to the counter.

         “Your usual?” Emma asked.

         “You know me so well.”

         Emma turned and started preparing a tall caffe latte with heavy cream and two raw sugars. “Your mom was here the other day,” she said a moment later as she slid the cup of coffee toward Claire.

         Claire’s good mood immediately took a dive. She loved her mom, but she didn’t exactly like her. “Oh?” she said, her tone heavy with disinterest. “That’s nice.”

         Emma tilted her head. “She asked about you.”

         “Well, I hope you told her that I’m fine as long as she stays far away.”

         “She said she’s going to AA now,” Emma told her as she rang up Claire’s items at the register.

         Drinking had always been Claire’s father’s problem though. Nancy Donovan had so many other, more pressing issues to deal with, none of which Claire wanted to concern herself right now. She paid Emma in cash, took her coffee and bagged honeybun, then turned and looked around the shop once more.

         “Are you meeting someone here?” Emma asked.

         “Pearson Matthews. I guess he’s running late,” Claire said, turning back.

         Emma shrugged. “Not sure, but his son is over there.” She pointed at the man in the ball cap, and Claire nearly dropped her coffee.

         What is Bo Matthews doing here? She didn’t have anything against his father, but the youngest Matthews son ranked as one of her least favorite people in Sweetwater Springs. Or he would have if he hadn’t left town last April.

         Bo glanced over and offered a small wave.

         “Maybe he knows where his father is,” Emma suggested.

         A new customer walked in so Claire had no choice but to step away from the counter. She could either walk back out of the Sweetwater Café and text Pearson on the sidewalk or she could ask his son.

         You hate him, she reminded herself as attraction stormed in her belly. She forced her feet to walk forward until she was standing at his table.

         Hate him, double-hate him, triple-hate him.

         But wow, she loved those blue-gray eyes of his, the color of a faded pair of blue jeans. The kind you wanted to shimmy inside of and never take off.

         “What are you doing back in town?” she asked, pleased with the controlled level of irritation lining her voice.

         He looked up. “I live in Sweetwater Springs, in case you’ve forgotten.”

         “You left.” And good riddance.

         “I had a job to do in Wild Blossom Bluffs. But now I’m home.”

         Like two sides of a football stadium during a touchdown, half of her cheered while the other side booed and hissed. She was not on Team Bo anymore and never would be again. “Where is your father?”

         “I’m afraid he couldn’t make it. He asked me to meet with you instead.”

         Claire’s gaze flitted to the exit. Pearson Matthews was her biggest client right now. He was a businessman with money and influence, and she’d promised to do a good job for him and his fiancée, Rebecca Long. Claire also had her reputation to maintain. She took her responsibilities seriously and prided herself on going above and beyond the call of duty. Every time for every client.

         And right now, her duty was to sit down and make nice with Bo Matthews.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Bo reached for his cup of black coffee and took a long sip as he listened to Claire do her best to be civil. If he had to guess, the conversation she really wanted to be having with him right now was anything but.

         “The wedding is two months away,” she said, avoiding eye contact with him. “We’re on a time crunch, yes, but your father could’ve called and rescheduled the initial planning session.” Her gaze flicked to meet his. “It’s not really something you can do.”

         Bo reached for his cup of coffee and took another sip, taking his time in responding. He could tell by the twitch of her cheek that it irritated her. She couldn’t wait to get out of that chair and create as much distance between them as possible. Regret festered up inside him. He couldn’t blame her for being upset. He’d handled things with her all wrong last year. “There’s a problem with the wedding.”

         Claire’s stiff facial features twisted. “What? Pearson and Rebecca called the wedding off?”

         “No, unfortunately,” he said, although that would’ve made him happy. Bo had been certain his dad would eventually come to his senses about marrying a woman half his age. Then, a few months ago, the lovebirds had announced they were pregnant.

         “If the wedding is still a go, then what’s the problem?” Claire lifted her cup of coffee and took a sip.

         Naturally that brought his focus to her heart-shaped lips. He’d kissed those lips once—okay, more than once—and he wouldn’t mind doing it again. Clearing his throat, he looked down at the table. “Rebecca is in preterm labor. The doctor put her on hospital bed rest over the weekend. She’s not leaving there until the baby is born. Not for long at least.”

         From his peripheral vision, he saw Claire lift her hand to cover that pretty pink mouth. “That’s awful.”

         He nodded and looked back up. “She wants to be married before little Junior arrives, which could be a couple days to a couple of weeks from now, if we’re lucky.”

         Women weren’t supposed to be beautiful when they frowned, but Claire wore it well. “So the wedding is postponed?” she asked. “Is that why Pearson sent you here to talk to me?”

         “Not exactly. Dad and Rebecca want to speed things up a bit. Rebecca can get approval to leave the hospital, but only for a couple hours.”

         “Speed things up how much?”

         Bo grimaced. This was a lot to ask, but his dad was used to getting things done his way. Pearson Matthews demanded excellence, which was one of the reasons Bo guessed he’d hired Claire in the first place. “They want the wedding to happen this weekend.”

         “What?” Claire nearly shouted.

         “No expense spared. Dad’s words, not mine.”

         She shook her head and started rattling off rapid-fire thoughts. “I don’t even know what they like or what they want. I haven’t met with Rebecca for planning yet. She’s the bride, it’s her wedding. Today is Thursday. That only gives me—”

         “—three days,” he said, cutting her off. “They want to marry on Saturday evening.”

         Claire’s face was flushed against her strawberry locks. Her green eyes were wide like a woman going into complete panic mode. He’d seen her in this mode when she’d woken up beside him in bed last spring, and that had been his fault as well.

         She pulled a small notebook and pen out of her purse and started writing. “I guess I could meet with Rebecca in her hospital room to discuss colors and themes.”

         Bo cleared his throat, signaling for Claire to look up. “About that. Dad doesn’t want Rebecca involved. No stress, per doctor’s orders. Dad wants you and me to plan it.”

         Claire’s mouth pinched shut.

         Yeah, he wasn’t exactly thrilled with the idea either. He had other things to do than plan a shotgun wedding that he didn’t even want to happen. For one, he had architectural plans to finish by Friday for a potential client. Having just returned to town, it was important to reestablish his place as the preferred architect in Sweetwater Springs.

         “You and me?” She folded her arms across her chest. “I don’t think so.”

         He shrugged. “Dad said he’d double your fee for the trouble.”

         That pretty, heart-shaped mouth fell open. After a moment, she narrowed her eyes. “What’s in it for you? Aren’t you busy?”

         “Very. But despite his poor sense in the love arena, Dad has always been there for me. He even bailed me out of jail once.”

         Her gaze flicked away for a moment. Claire had told him about her family history during their night together last spring. Not that he hadn’t already heard the rumors. Her dad was a drunk, now serving time for a DWI. Claire’s mom couldn’t hold down a job and had a bad habit of sleeping with other women’s husbands. Most notably was her mom’s affair with the previous mayor of Sweetwater Springs. That had ensured that the Donovan family’s dirty laundry was aired for everyone to talk about.

         Claire was cut from a different cloth though, and she did her best to make sure everyone saw that.

         “Why am I not surprised that you would’ve spent the night in jail?” she asked with a shake of her head. The subtle movement made her red hair scrape along her bare shoulders.

         “I guess because you have low expectations for me.”

         She pinned him with a look that spoke volumes. “How about no expectations?”

         Maybe that was another reason Bo had agreed to help with this farce of a wedding. Claire might never forgive him, but maybe she’d stop being angry at him one day. For a reason he didn’t want to explore too deeply, he hoped that was true.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Saying yes to this request would be insane.

         Claire lifted her coffee to her mouth, wishing it had a splash of something stronger in it right now. “Okay, I’ll do it.” She’d never bailed on a job, and she wasn’t about to start now.

         Even if the wedding was in three days. And she had to plan it with Bo Matthews. And… “Oh no.”

         “What?” he asked.

         “There aren’t going to be any venues available. You can’t book a place three days out. Everywhere in town will be taken. I wouldn’t even be able to empty out a McDonald’s for them to get married in with this short a notice.”

         Claire’s hands were shaking. The best and nothing less was her personal motto. But she wasn’t going to be able to deliver this time. There was no way. Her eyes stung with the realization.

         “What about the Mayflower?” Bo asked.

         That was a popular restaurant that she sometimes reserved for less formal events. “It’ll be booked.”

         “The community center?”

         Claire rolled her eyes. “Such a male thing to say. No woman dreams of getting married at the local community center.” Claire dropped her head into her hands. Think, think, think.

         She listened as Bo rattled off some more options, and shot them all down without even looking up.

         “A wedding should be about the people, not the place,” he said a moment later.

         She looked up now. “I wouldn’t have pegged you as a romantic.”

         He smiled, and it went straight through her chest like a poisonous barb. “It’s true. If two people are in love, it shouldn’t matter where they are. Saying vows under the stars should be enough.”

         She swooned against her will, immediately imagining herself in his arms under said stars. She’d danced with him at Liz and Mike’s wedding reception last year. And he’d smelled of evergreens and mint. She remembered that when he’d held her in his arms, she’d thought he was the perfect size for her. Men who were too large put her head level at their chests. Too small put them face-to-face, which was just awkward.

         But in Bo’s arms, her head was at the perfect height to rest on his shoulder. Close enough to where she had to tip her face back to look into those faded denim eyes behind the Clark Kent glasses.

         Bo reached for his coffee. “I couldn’t care less where they get married. They’ll be divorced within the year if my dad maintains his track record.”

         Right. Rebecca would be the third Mrs. Matthews.

         “Maybe Rebecca is the one,” Claire said, feeling a wee bit of empathy for the man sitting across from her.

         “Nah. But I am going to have a new brother. That I’m excited about.”

         “You’ll lose your spot as the spoiled youngest,” she pointed out.

         “Trust me, I was never spoiled.” He tipped his coffee cup against his lips and took a sip. “I started working at the family business as a teenager after school. Dad made me save every penny to put myself through college.”

         Claire already knew the history of Peak Designs Architectural Firm and how it had grown from a one-man show to employing all three of Pearson’s sons. Bo was the architect of the group. The middle son, Mark, was in construction management with the company. Cade did landscape design. The project he’d done that Claire liked best was Bo’s own yard on Lavender Hill. The landscape, covered with purple wildflowers, was open and elevated over the water, with Bo’s home—one of his own designs—seeming to touch the sky. She’d often looked out on that home while canoeing downriver and thought to herself that it was one of the most romantic places on earth.

         “I’ve got it.” She bolted upright. “Your place on Lavender Hill is the perfect place for a wedding!”

         “My place?”

         “I’m assuming your yard isn’t taken for the weekend.”

         “It is. It’s taken by me. No.”

         His expression was stiff, but she wasn’t going to be deterred.

         “Yes,” she countered, leaning forward at the table. As she did, she caught a whiff of his evergreen scent, and her heart kicked at the memories it brought with it. Him and her, kissing and laughing. “It’s your dad, your stepmom.”

         He groaned at the mention of Rebecca.

         “And you owe me.”

         His eyes narrowed behind his glasses.

         Yes, she knew she’d gone into his hotel room on her own volition last year. But he’d never called the following day, and she’d hoped he would. Instead, he’d taken a job in Wild Blossom Bluffs and promptly left town. She’d pined for his call even after the rumors had started popping up about them. Some people, more accurately, had compared her to her wanderlust mother. In reality, only a handful of people had talked, but even one comparison to Nancy Donovan stung. Claire wasn’t like her mom and never would be.

         Bo stared at her for a long moment behind those sexy glasses of his and then cursed under his breath. “Fine,” he muttered. “You can have the wedding at my place.”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         Bo was in over his head, and he’d barely waded into the water.

         Helping Claire pick out colors or themes for his dad’s wedding was harmless enough. Inviting her into his home on Lavender Hill, letting her rearrange things, and set up for a wedding was another.

         And even though he was convincing himself of how awful this new turn of events was, there was some part of him that was excited to spend time with her. The night they’d shared last spring had been amazing. Being best man at the wedding of his childhood buddy and the woman who’d left Bo at the altar a year earlier had promised to be akin to having his appendix removed sans anesthesia. Instead, as the night was ending, Bo found himself kissing Claire, who’d tasted like some exotic, forbidden fruit. They’d both been too drunk to drive home and had gone up to the hotel room he’d booked. Best night of his life without question, even with hindsight and the events that followed tainting it.

         In the morning when he’d woken, he’d watched Claire climb out of bed, looking sexy as anything he’d ever laid eyes on. She’d had that sleepy, rumpled look he found so attractive. She’d smiled stiffly and had made some excuse about needing to go. Then he’d promised to call later, knowing good and well he wouldn’t.

         That was his main regret. What was he supposed to say though? That was fun or Have a nice life? Claire was the kind of woman who men fell in love with, and he wasn’t a glutton for punishment. He’d gone that route once and had been publicly rejected by Liz. He didn’t fancy doing it again.

         He also hadn’t looked forward to seeing Liz and Mike be newlyweds around town. So he’d taken a job opportunity outside of Sweetwater Springs to clear his head. Putting the lovely Claire out of his mind, however, hadn’t proved as easy.

         His cell phone buzzed in the center console of his car. He connected the call and put it on speakerphone. “Hello.”

         “Our new stepmom is in the hospital?” his older brother Cade asked.

         “That’s right. She’s at Mount Pleasant Memorial on bed rest. And she’s not our stepmom yet…not until Saturday,” Bo corrected.

         “So I hear. You’re planning the wedding with the event planner? Isn’t she the one you disappeared with after Liz and Mike’s wedding?”

         “Yes and yes,” Bo said briskly. “I plan to give her free reign over all the details. Dad said money was no object, and I trust Claire’s taste. I just hope she doesn’t mess up my house in the process.”

         “Your house? That’s where you’re having it?”

         “Outside.” But guests had a way of finding themselves inside at events, either to use the bathroom or to lie down when they weren’t feeling well. Bo wasn’t naive enough to think that wouldn’t happen. His cousins would likely want to put their small children to sleep in one of his guest rooms.

         “Well, I’d say ‘Let me know if I can help,’ but…” Cade’s voice trailed off.

         “But you’d be lying.”

         “And I’m an honest guy,” Cade said with a chuckle. “No, seriously. I’m designing some gardens behind the Sweetwater Bed and Breakfast right now. It’s a big job, and Kaitlyn Russo wants it done before the Spring Festival and the influx of guests she has coming in for the event.”

         “It’s okay. Claire will do most of the work. She’s top-notch.”

         “You speaking from experience there, brother?” Cade teased.

         Bo ground his back teeth. “I already told you what happened.” And he took offense at people jumping to the worst conclusions about Claire just because of who her parents were. “Listen, I have to go,” he said as he pulled into the driveway of his home. He’d taken years to design this house himself, working nights while creating the plan. He loved every curve and angle of the structure. He loved the rooms with their high ceilings. His bedroom even had a skylight that allowed him to stare up into the sky while lying in his bed at night. Set on a hill, the house overlooked the river and the mountains beyond. This was his idea of heaven. He’d missed it while he’d been licking his wounds in Wild Blossom Bluffs. But now that he was back, he didn’t plan on leaving again.

         He walked inside, went straight to the kitchen, and grabbed an apple. Taking it to his office, he started working on the proposal designs for Ken Martin. Landing this contract would be good for business.

         An hour later, he let out a frustrated sigh. He couldn’t concentrate. All he’d been able to think about was that night he’d shared with Claire last spring. And the next three days he’d get to spend with her.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Claire had briefly considered going to school to become a nurse. Then her grandmother had fallen sick during her senior year of high school, and Claire had spent quite a few months visiting her at Mount Pleasant Memorial. That experience had ended any nursing dreams. She didn’t like hospitals. Didn’t like the sounds, the smells, or the dull looks in the eyes of the people she passed.

         Making her way down the second-floor hall, Claire avoided meeting anyone’s gaze. She liked being an event planner because most of the time people were happy. They were excited and looking forward to the future.

         Just like the patient she was here to see.

         Stopping in front of the door to room 201, Claire adjusted the cheerful arrangement of daffodils she’d picked up at the Little Shop of Flowers on the way here and knocked.

         “Come in,” a woman’s voice called.

         Claire cracked the door and peered inside the dimly lit room. Rebecca was lying in bed wearing a diamond-print hospital gown. The TV was blasting a soap opera, and she had a magazine in her lap. “Hi. How are you feeling?” Claire asked, stepping inside.

         “Like a beached whale,” Rebecca said with a small smile. She was practically glowing with happiness.

         “Well, you definitely don’t look like one. Pregnancy looks great on you,” Claire said. “I know you’re not supposed to be doing work of any kind right now so I’m only here as a friend. I brought you flowers.”

         “Oh, they’re so beautiful!…And that rule about no work of any kind is Pearson’s,” Rebecca added in a whisper, even though no one else was in the room. “He’s so protective toward me. It’s adorable, really.”

         Rebecca also had that look of love about her. Her brown eyes were lit up and dreamy. Bo might not think what his father and Rebecca had was real, but Claire always got a good feeling for her clients. She could tell who was legit and who was getting married for all the wrong reasons. Maybe the baby was speeding things along, but Rebecca loved Pearson. It was as clear as her creamy white skin.

         “I agree with Mr. Matthews. You should be taking it easy. We don’t want that baby of yours coming any sooner than he needs to.”

         Rebecca sighed. “It’s just, I’ve been dreaming about getting married since I was a little girl,” she confided. “I wanted more time to plan this out and do it right.”

         “Relax. If you and Pearson are there, it will be perfect,” Claire said, remembering how Bo had told her something similar this morning. “All you’ll remember by the time it’s over is the look in his eyes when he says I do. Assuming you can see through the blur of your own tears.”

         Rebecca’s lips parted. “Wow. You’re good.”

         “Thanks. And don’t worry—your wedding day is going to be everything you ever dreamed.”

         “I hope so. The main thing I want now is to have it before the baby gets here.”

         “We’ll make sure that happens,” Claire promised. “Do you have any favorite colors?”

         Rebecca drew her shoulders up to her ears excitedly. “I was thinking that soft purple and white would be pretty.”

         “That’s a nice springtime combo.” Claire pulled a little notebook out of her purse along with a pen and wrote down Rebecca’s color preference. “I’ll see if Halona at Little Shop of Flowers can do some arrangements in those colors. Maybe with a splash of yellows and pinks as well for the bouquets.”

         Rebecca’s eyes sparkled under the bed’s overhead light. “Perfect.”

         “What about food? Since it’s such short notice, I was thinking we’d skip a full dinner and just have light hors d’oeuvres at the reception. And drinks too, of course, for everyone except you.” Claire winked at the bride-to-be.

         They sat and chatted for another ten minutes while Claire wrote down a few ideas. Then she stood up and shoved her little notebook back into her purse. “I promised I wouldn’t stress you out so I better go. You need your rest. But I’m so glad we got a chance to talk. I’m clearing my schedule for the rest of the week to focus solely on your big day.”

         And not on Bo Matthews. Which would be easier said than done, since she would be spending the next several days at his house.

         “Thank you so much,” Rebecca said, bringing a hand to her swollen stomach.

         “You’re very welcome.” With a final wave goodbye, Claire headed back down the hospital halls, keeping her gaze on the floor and not on passersby. She resisted a total body shudder as the smells and sounds accosted her. Once she was outside again, she sucked in a deep breath of fresh air. She walked to her car, got in, and then drove in the direction of Bo Matthews’s home on Lavender Hill.

         Butterflies fluttered up into her chest at the anticipation of seeing him again. But this was just business, nothing more, she reminded herself. And that was the way it needed to stay.

         
            *  *  *

         

         After a walk to clear his head, Bo settled back at his desk and worked steadily, making good progress on his proposal. Somehow, he put Claire out of his mind until the doorbell rang. Just when he’d gotten into the zone. With a groan, he headed to the door and opened it to find Claire staring back at him for the second time today.

         She looked away shyly and then pulled the strap of her handbag higher on her shoulder as if she needed something to do with her hands. Did he make her nervous?

         What would’ve happened had he called her the morning after they’d spent the night together? Would they be a couple right now? Would she be stepping into his arms to greet him instead of looking anxious and agitated? Would she be pressing her lips to his in a kiss that promised to turn into more later?

         Bo cleared his throat and then gestured for her to come inside.

         “I thought I’d go ahead and get started,” she said. “I want to walk around the yard and get a good feel for the size and layout so I know where we can set up chairs and a gazebo.”

         “Okay.” He was working hard to keep his eyes level with hers and not to admire the pretty floral dress she was wearing and the curves that filled it out so nicely. She had shiny sandals strapped to her feet that glinted in the light of the room.

         “I stopped by to see Rebecca on the way here and brought her flowers.” Claire held up her hand. “Don’t worry. I didn’t cause any stress. But she did give me her color preferences though.”

         “That’s good,” Bo said.

         “I was thinking we should keep things simple. Even though your father said no expense spared, less is more depending on the venue. Your yard is the absolute perfect place for a wedding. The view is amazing, and as long as there’s good music and food, it’ll be as nice as some of the bigger events I plan in pricier spots.”

         Bo wasn’t going to argue with her about saving money. Especially since his father was likely to have another wedding sometime in the next five years if history repeated itself.

         “Feel free to walk around and do whatever you need to do,” he said. As long as she kept her distance from him. He needed to work, and he had a feeling his brief streak of productivity was now broken for the rest of the afternoon. “There’s a spare key on the kitchen counter for you to use over the weekend. You can come and go as you need.” He gestured toward the back door. “That’ll take you to the gardens. Let me know if you have any questions.”

         “Thanks.” She turned and headed in the direction he pointed. His gaze unwillingly dropped as he watched her walk away. With a resigned sigh, he returned to his office to work.

         This is going to be a very long three days.

         An hour and a half later, he lifted his head to a soft knock on his open door. Then the door opened, and there was Claire, her cheeks rosy from her walk outside. The wind off the river was sometimes cool this time of year, and the humidity had left her hair with a slight wave to it. “Sorry to disturb you.”

         She’d been polite and civil toward him since their new arrangement. Whatever resentment she harbored toward him, she’d locked it away for the time being. The same way he was doing his best to keep his attraction toward her under wraps. “What do you think?” he asked. “Will Lavender Hill work?”

         She nodded. “You have quite a few acres of land. We’ll need to set up a few Porta Potties somewhere out of sight so that guests don’t come in and out of your house all night. I think three will be enough, and I know a company that can arrange that on short notice. I’ll also be having wooden fold-out chairs delivered. We rent them, and the company typically picks them back up on the day after the ceremony. The ground is nice and firm, and I checked the weather for Saturday. Sweetwater Springs isn’t expecting rain again until later next week.”

         “Sounds like everything is falling into place.”

         “There’s still more to do, of course. There are so many things to consider when you’re planning an event for nearly a hundred people. But first I was thinking about having some food delivered. I’m starving, and I can’t think when my stomach is growling. Are there any pizza places around here that deliver?”

         He thought for a moment. “Jessie’s Pizza delivers. It’s my favorite.” Just thinking about it made his mouth water. “The number is on my fridge.”

         She gave him a strange look as if she was debating whether to say something else. With a soft eye roll that he suspected was at herself rather than him, she folded her arms across her chest and met his gaze. “Are you hungry? I certainly can’t eat a whole pie.”

         This was where he should practice self-control and say no. “I haven’t eaten all day, actually. But if we’re sharing, I’m buying. It’s the least I can do considering the pinch my dad has put you in.”

         “Great. What do you like on your pizza?”

         “I like it all,” he said, not intending for the sexual tone in his voice.

         Claire’s skin flushed. “Okay, well, um…I’ll let you work until it gets here,” she called over her shoulder as she headed back out of his office.

         Work. Yeah, right. With the anticipation of eating his favorite pizza with Claire, his brain had no intention of focusing on architectural plans right now. The only curves he was envisioning were those underneath that floral sundress she was wearing.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         While Claire waited for the pizza to arrive, she sat at Bo’s kitchen counter and made a to-do list. Priority number one was lining up all the services for Saturday’s wedding. Years of planning events meant she had close contacts for everything. Most would drop whatever they were doing and work extended hours to meet her needs. She’d already spoken to Halona about the floral arrangements, and that was a go. Thank goodness. She jotted down several people she planned to call after lunch, and then she found her mind wandering while she drew little hearts on the side of her paper and thought about Bo.

         Whoa! She wasn’t going down that path again. It’d been a long hike back the last time. Being seen coming out of Bo’s hotel room had been mortifying enough. Even worse, she’d left that morning so smitten with him that she couldn’t see straight. He was charming and funny, and undeniably gorgeous. She’d always thought so. He had this Clark Kent sexy nerd look about him that just did it for her.

         Bo also had muscles plastered in all the right places. Not too bulky. No, his were long and lean. They’d run their hands all over each other’s bodies last spring. That night had been hotter than anything she’d ever experienced, even though their clothes had stayed on—mostly. She was drunk, and he’d said he didn’t want to take advantage of her. So they’d spent the night driving each other crazy with their roaming hands. They’d also spent it talking and laughing. Then, after Claire had left the next morning, it was out of sight, out of mind for Bo. But not for her.

         The doorbell rang. As she walked down the hall, she turned at the sound of heavy footsteps behind her.

         “I told you I’d pay.” Bo caught up to her and reached to open the door ahead of her.

         A young, lanky, twentysomething guy held a box in his hand. “Someone ordered an extra-large pizza and chicken wings?”

         Bo glanced over his shoulder. “Wings, huh?”

         Her cheeks burned. “I’m going to be here a while tonight so I thought it’d be a good idea to have plenty of fuel on hand.” And pizza and wings were her biggest weaknesses, right after the clearance racks at Sophie’s Boutique. And Bo, once upon a time.

         Bo chuckled as he pulled out his wallet and paid the guy at the door. Taking the food, he closed the door with his foot and walked past her into the kitchen. “I’ll get the plates. There’s sweet tea and soda in the fridge. Help yourself.”

         She opened the fridge and peered inside. A man’s fridge said a lot about him. If there was more alcohol than food, that might be a problem. Bo appeared to have only one bottle of brew, and a healthy selection of fresh fruit and vegetables were visible in the drawers. She reached for the pitcher of tea and brought it back to the counter, where Bo had put out two plates. The open box of pizza was at the center of the kitchen counter.

         He placed a slice of pizza on each plate and carried them to the table. “I have two glasses over here,” he said. “You can bring the pitcher over.”

         Apparently, they were eating together. She’d just assumed that he would take his food back to his office and work.

         He glanced at her for a moment. “Everything okay?”

         She softly bit the inside of her cheek. She’d already had breakfast with the man. Lunch too? Her stomach growled. “Yep. Just fine.” She moved to the table and took a seat, where the delicious smell of Italian sauce and spices wafted under her nose. “Mmm. If that tastes as good as it smells, I’m going to be having seconds.”

         Bo laughed. It was a deep rumble that echoed through her. “It tastes even better than it smells,” he promised. “Jessie’s is the best.”

         Her eyes slid over as he brought the slice to his mouth and took a bite. A thin string of cheese connected his mouth to the pizza for a moment, reminding her of all the pizza commercials on TV. Bo could be the guy in those commercials. Watching him bite into a slice of pizza would have her craving it every time. Craving him every time.

         She lifted a slice herself and took a bite, closing her eyes as her taste buds exploded with pleasure. “You’re not kidding,” she moaned. When she looked over, he was watching her.

         She swallowed. “It’s very good.”

         For the rest of the meal, she kept her eyes and moans to herself as she filled Bo in on Rebecca’s thoughts for the wedding. “She’s really excited. She has the bride-to-be and the mother-to-be glows combined.”

         Bo grunted.

         “I’ve known Rebecca ever since she moved to town two years ago. I don’t think she’s the type to marry someone for anything other than love.”

         Bo finished off his third slice and reached for his glass of tea. “It’s just hard to fathom that a twenty-eight-year-old woman would want to marry a fifty-year-old man.”

         Claire laughed. “Love is crazy that way. It doesn’t let you choose who you fall for.”

         “True enough. Maybe if you did, it would turn out a whole lot better.”

         She knew the whole ugly story about his ex-fiancée, who’d fallen in love with his best friend. Even after their betrayal, Bo had stood in as best man for the wedding that had led to him and Claire spending the night together.

         “Have you ever been in love?” he asked, surprising her. They’d talked about a lot that night last spring, but that topic hadn’t come up.

         She nearly choked on her bite of pizza.

         “Sorry. You know my history. It’s only fair.”

         She reached for her glass of tea and washed down her bite. “I’ve been in what I thought was love in college. It was really just infatuation though.”

         “How do you know the difference?”

         “Well,” she said, chewing on her thoughts, “infatuation fades. Love survives even after you know about all the other person’s faults. Sometimes knowing the faults makes you like them more…This is not personal experience talking, of course. I’m talking as an event planner who has worked with countless couples in love. I’ve seen couples crumble under the pressure of big events, and I’ve seen others come out stronger.”

         He wore an unreadable expression on his face. “I guess I could say I’ve seen the same in my line of work. Making plans for the house you want to grow old in can be as stressful as it is exciting. Couples have torn into each other in the process, right in front of me. At those times, I’m almost glad that my ex walked away from me.” He sat back in his chair. “That just meant I got to plan the home of my dreams all by myself. No drama involved.”

         Claire shook her head. “Well, you did a great job. This could very well be my dream house,” she said. “I haven’t seen the upstairs, but I’m sure it’s just as perfect as the downstairs.”

         “I’ll have to give you a tour at some point.”

         She shifted restlessly. Was his bedroom upstairs? She didn’t think stepping inside alone with him would be wise. Probably asking him the question that sat right at the tip of her tongue wasn’t wise either. She asked anyway. “Why didn’t you call?”

         Bo shifted his body and his gaze uncomfortably. She needed to know though. Yes, he’d left town, but he hadn’t gone far and not for good. “I needed some space from everything. It had nothing to do with you. It wasn’t personal.”

         But it was to her. She hadn’t felt so connected to anyone in a long time. They’d had such a great time, and he’d promised to call. Only he never did. He must have been hurt watching his ex marry his best friend, and he’d used her as a crutch to get through the night. That was all.

         “I see,” she said briskly. Then she started cleaning up her lunch, even though she could stomach another slice of pizza or a chicken wing. What she couldn’t stomach was continuing to sit with Bo right now.

         “I had a good time that night,” Bo said, as if backtracking from his response. “A very good time.”

         “So good that you never spoke to me again.”

         “We didn’t sleep together, Claire. Why are you so mad at me?”

         She slammed her paper plate and napkin in the trash and then whipped around to look at him. “Is that what defines whether a guy calls the next morning? Sex? You know, forget I asked the question. Forget everything. I have work to do and so do you.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         It was well after eight p.m. when Claire arrived home. Her slice of pizza and sweet tea had worn off midafternoon, and she’d been running on adrenaline and fury since then.

         It wasn’t personal.

         Those three little words had burrowed under her skin and had been festering for the last several hours. How dare he? She’d shared intimate details of her life with him that night. Hopes and dreams. She’d told him about her dysfunctional childhood that she never spoke of with anyone. It was very personal to her.

         Stepping into her bedroom, she shed her clothes and traded them for something comfy. Then she turned off the lights, climbed into bed, and reached for the book on her nightstand. She kept rereading the same line because her brain was still trained on Bo. It’d only been one night, but that night could’ve filled several years’ worth for some couples. She always left a wedding feeling romantic and hopeful for her own happily ever after. Like a fool, she’d felt there was a potential for that with Bo.

         A few days later, she swung by his house on Lavender Hill. Instead of finding Bo, she’d run into his brother Cade, who’d informed her that Bo had taken a job out of town. He didn’t know when Bo was coming back, but it wasn’t anytime soon. With him, Bo had taken a little bit of her pride and a big piece of her foolish heart.

         Well, not this time. In fact, she wasn’t even going to waste any more energy being mad at him. Bo was right. This wasn’t personal; it was work.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Bo startled at the sound of his front door opening and closing early the next morning. He jolted upright, realizing he’d fallen asleep at his desk, which wasn’t uncommon. His muscles cried out as he moved. Even though he was only thirty years old, he was too old to be grabbing shut-eye in an upright office chair.

         “Bo?” Claire’s voice called out from the front entrance hall.

         How had she even gotten in? Oh, right. He’d given her a key.

         “Bo?”

         He stood and met her in the hallway. Unlike him, she appeared to be well rested. Her hair was soft and shiny—perfect for running his fingers through. Today she was wearing pink cropped pants along with a short-sleeved top featuring a neckline that gave him ample view of her breastbone—the sexiest nonprivate part of a woman, if you asked him. Claire’s was delicate with a splash of freckles over her fair skin. He’d spent time sprinkling kisses there once.

         And if he didn’t stop thinking about it, he was going to have a problem springing up real soon.

         “I brought you a cappuccino and a cream cheese bagel.” She lifted a cup holder tray and a bag from the Sweetwater Café. “And you look like you could use it.” She laughed softly. She’d been royally ticked off the last time he’d seen her. What had changed since then?

         “I fell asleep working on my latest design,” he told her.

         “And you have the facial creases to prove it.” She smiled and breezed past him, leaving a delicious floral scent in her wake. He followed her into the kitchen and lifted the coffee from its tray.

         “To what do I owe this act of mercy?” he asked suspiciously.

         Claire lifted her own cup of coffee. “I’m calling a truce. What happened last spring is done and over. We won’t think or talk about it ever again.”

         He sipped the bittersweet brew. The only problem with that suggestion was that he’d been thinking about that night for the past twelve months.

         “I can put it behind me. It wasn’t personal for you so I’m assuming you can as well.” She notched up her chin, projecting confidence and strength even though something wavered in her eyes as she waited for him to reply.

         “I can do the same,” he lied.

         “Great.” She smiled stiffly. “Then I need your assistance this morning. If you’re available.”

         “I got a lot done workwise last night so I guess I have some time. What do you need?”

         “I brought some fairy lights to hang outside. You have some great gardens. Your brother Cade is so talented.” She shifted her gaze, almost as if looking at him directly made her uncomfortable. “Since the ceremony will be at night,” she continued, her voice becoming brisk, “I thought fairy lights in your garden beyond the arbor will add to the romantic feel. Do you have a ladder?”

         “Of course.”

         “Great. I’m just going to take a walk around out there while you finish your cappuccino and bagel. I usually walk in the mornings down my street, but when I woke this morning, I just couldn’t wait to go for a stroll behind your house. If that’s okay?”

         “Sure. I need to shower. I’ll meet you out there with a ladder in about twenty minutes.” Showers and coffee were his usual morning ritual. Perhaps he should start adding in a morning walk as well. Especially if it included a gorgeous redhead with dazzling green eyes.

         He grabbed his cappuccino and went upstairs to prepare for the day ahead. It was Friday. Last night, he’d made a lot of progress on the Martin proposal. Tonight, he was meeting the couple over dinner to discuss his plans. He hated the social aspect of his job. Going to the Tipsy Tavern downtown with his buddies was fine, but having a nice dinner and wooing potential clients made his skin itch. It was a necessary evil though. He’d just have to suffer through it and hopefully come out of the night with a contract.

         
            *  *  *

         

         The gardens were a feast for Claire’s eyes, but watching Bo string those fairy lights over the last hour was even yummier. His arms flexed and stretched while he hammered nails into the wooden posts that weaved in and around his garden. And the tool belt he’d looped around his waist was a visual aphrodisiac.

         “You okay back there?” Bo asked, glancing over his shoulder.

         She jolted as if she’d been caught with her hand in the proverbial cookie jar. Nope, she’d just been checking out the way he filled out the backside of those jeans. Her gaze flicked to his eyes, which were now twinkling with humor. Yeah, he knew exactly what she’d been doing. “Fine.”

         “Fine, huh? A woman who says she’s fine never is. Am I hanging these things to your satisfaction?”

         “You are. I might have to contract you for all my jobs.”

         “As much as I’d love to be at your beck and call, I’m afraid I already have a job that keeps me pretty busy.” He climbed down the ladder and folded it, then carried it out of the garden and toward the arbor that had been delivered yesterday evening. He set the ladder back up and climbed to the top.

         Claire handed him another string of fairy lights. “I’m meeting with the caterer in an hour and then swinging by the Little Shop of Flowers after that. Since your father asked you to help, I thought you might be interested in coming along.”

         Bo looped the lights around the arbor with an eye for spacing them out perfectly. “I’m not sure I’m the best person to ask for opinions on catering or flowers. Can’t you get one of the women in that ladies group you go to?”

         The group in question was a dozen or so Sweetwater Springs residents who regularly made a habit of having a Ladies Day (or Night) Out. They went to movies, had dinner, volunteered for community functions, anything and everything. It was girl power at its finest.

         “I spoke to Rebecca, but you know your dad’s tastes. I always like to represent the groom as much as the bride. Going to a wedding or anniversary function that is one-sided is a pet peeve of mine.”

         She watched him shove his hammer into the loop on his tool belt. Part of her physical attraction to Bo was his intellectual look, complete with glasses and a ready ballpoint pen always in his pocket. He had those thoughtful eyes too, always seeming to be thinking about something.

         But this handyman look was really appealing as well. She’d created an online dating profile on one of those popular websites a couple of months back with the ladies group, but she hadn’t activated it. She was a bit chicken, and the spring and summer were her busy months for planning events. Maybe she’d make it active in the fall and expand her search for bookish professionals to include muscle-clad guys who did hard labor. Bo was a perfect blend of both, except he wasn’t available. After the way his ex betrayed him with his best friend, he might never be again.

         He climbed back down the ladder and faced her. “I’ve got a proposition for you. I’ll go with you to meet the caterer and look at flowers if you have dinner with me tonight.”

         She blinked him into focus. “You mean a date?”

         “No.”

         She swallowed and looked up at the work he’d done with the lights, pretending to assess the job. Why had her mind immediately jumped to the conclusion that he was asking her on a date? If he was going to do that, he would have last spring. “Why do you want me to have dinner with you?”

         “I’m meeting a potential client and his wife. It’s social as much as it is business, and I hate doing these things alone. So yes, I guess they’d see you as my date, but—”

         “It isn’t personal,” she said with a nod. “Fair enough.” She jutted out her hand.

         As his hand slid against hers, her body betrayed her iron-clad decision not to want him. Those hands were magic, she recalled. The stuff that her fantasies would forever be made of.

         She quickly yanked her hand away. “Deal.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         Two hours later, Claire was standing beside Bo and sampling finger foods and hors d’oeuvres at Taste of Heaven Catering. Claire usually came to her friend Brenna Myer’s business with the prospective brides and grooms. It was usually them sampling the cheese, crackers, and little finger sandwiches.

         “This is divine,” Claire said with a sigh. She turned to Bo. “What do you think?”

         “It’s good,” he said with a nod.

         Claire punched him softly. “It’s better than good. Are you kidding me?”

         He chuckled softly. “Okay, it’s the best thing I’ve put into my mouth in a long time.”

         Those words sliced right through her like a knife on that soft cheese spread in front of them. Get it together, Claire.

         Brenna was watching them the way she usually did with the clients that Claire brought in. Claire guessed that her friend, who was also a member of the Ladies Day Out group, was scrutinizing every facial reaction and weighing whether her potential clients were satisfied.

         Speaking of clients… “Do you think Pearson would like it?” Claire asked Bo.

         “My dad is a carnivore. Put any meat in front of him, and he’s a happy man.”

         “Especially with Rebecca at his side,” Claire said, throwing in two cents for her currently bedridden client. If Rebecca made Pearson happy, then Bo should be happy too.

         “Great. We’ll definitely have a spread of various meats then,” Brenna said, pulling a pen from behind her ear and writing something down on her clipboard.

         “And the cheese,” Claire said. “What pregnant woman doesn’t love cheese?”

         “I don’t know any,” Brenna said on a laugh. “You’ll probably want something sweet as well.”

         “That’s what I’m looking forward to sampling.” Bo rubbed his hands together as a sexy smile curved his mouth.

         “You have a sweet tooth, huh?” Claire asked.

         “I do.”

         “Me too,” she confessed. “Brenna’s cheesecake squares are my favorite. I swear that’s what she named this business after. They are the epitome of what heaven would taste like if it was food.”

         Brenna laugh-snorted.

         Bo was also grinning. “Then we need to add them to the menu,” he said, turning to Brenna.

         “Oh no. This event is not about me and what I like,” Claire protested. “It’s about your dad and future stepmom.”

         The word stepmom drew a grunt from him. “We’re the ones planning this wedding, and if cheesecake squares are your favorite, then cheesecake squares it will be.”

         Claire melted just a little bit at his insistence. “Let’s add some chocolate maroons and white chocolate-dipped strawberries as well,” Claire said, with a decisive nod in Brenna’s direction. Those were also one of her favorites, but Rebecca had also mentioned how much she enjoyed those.

         By the time they left Taste of Heaven, their bellies were full, and there was no need for lunch.

         “That was actually a lot of fun.” Bo walked on the traffic side of the sidewalk as they strolled down Main Street to their cars. They’d driven there separately so that she could go home and prepare for tonight.

         “It was. Thanks for coming.”

         “Well, as you pointed out, it’s my dad and his soon-to-be wife. Coming along with you is the least I can do. Plus, now I get you tonight.” He raised his brows as he looked at her.

         It wasn’t a date. He’d said so himself. But her heart hadn’t received that message, because it stopped for a brief second every time he looked at her.

         He opened her driver’s side door and then stared at her for a long, breathless second.

         There went her heart skipping like a rock over Silver Lake. He leaned forward, and she forgot to breathe as his face lowered to hers and kissed the side of her cheek. Part of her had thought maybe he was targeting her mouth. Would she have turned away? Probably not.

         “See you tonight.” He straightened, holding her captive with his gaze.

         Maybe she should’ve held on to her anger at him. At least that would have buffered this bone-deep attraction that she couldn’t seem to kick.

         “Yes. Tonight.” She offered a wave, got into her car, and watched him head to his own vehicle. She could still feel the weight of his kiss on her cheek. His skin on hers. She touched the area softly and closed her eyes for a moment. When she opened her eyes again, she saw a familiar face crossing the parking lot.

         Everything inside her contracted in an attempt to hide. Luckily, her mom didn’t seem to notice her as she walked to her minivan and got in. Seeing Nancy Donovan was just a reminder of everything Claire wanted and didn’t want.

         She wanted respect, success, and a man who wanted her as much as she wanted him.

         She didn’t want to lose her heart or her pride to an unavailable man. No, Bo wasn’t married, which was the kind of guy her mom preferred. But he was no less on the market. Being with him tonight would have to be more like window shopping. Claire could look, but there was no way she was taking him home.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Four

         

         Bo wasn’t sure if he was more nervous about meeting with the Martins tonight or about spending the evening with Claire.

         He pulled up to her house, parked, and headed up the steps. As he rang the doorbell, he felt empty-handed somehow. Maybe he should’ve stopped and gotten flowers. That would’ve been stupid though. This wasn’t a real date. But the tight, hard-to-breathe feeling in his chest begged to differ. It was a blend of anticipation and nerves with a healthy dose of desire for this woman.

         The door opened, and Claire smiled back at him. She had on just a touch of makeup that brought out the green of her eyes. She’d swiped some blush across her cheeks as well, or maybe she really was flushed. With her strawberry tones and fair skin, she seemed to do that a lot.

         There was something between them. There always had been. Their chemistry was off the charts, but it was more than that. Claire was funny and smart, and he admired the heck out of her. She would’ve had a right to view the world with bitterness and skepticism as much as anyone. Instead, she seemed to have unlimited optimism, and she romanticized everything. Bo could learn a lot from this woman, if he chose to spend more than three days with her.

         “You’re staring at me,” Claire said. She looked at what she was wearing and back up at him with a frown. “Do I look okay? I wasn’t sure what to wear for a business dinner, and there was no time to go shopping for something new. I can go back upstairs and change if you think this isn’t good enough.”

         “It’s perfect. You look beautiful.” And heaven help him, it was all he could do not to move closer and taste those sweet lips of hers.

         “Great,” she said. “Let me just grab my purse. You can come on in.”

         Bo stepped inside her living room and looked around. It had been her granddad’s place before he’d moved south to Florida and left it to her. Bo had never renovated a historic home before, but his mind was already swimming with ideas on how to modernize it just a touch by adding more windows for natural lighting.

         As he waited for her to return, he walked over to the mantle and looked at the pictures encased in a variety of frames. There was a photo of Claire with her grandparents, who’d done a good bit of raising her while her parents shirked their duties. He thought he remembered that her grandmother had died several years back. There was one of Claire and her brother, Peter, whom Bo hadn’t seen in quite some time. He wasn’t even sure what Peter had been up to in the last decade since high school graduation.

         Claire breezed back into the room. “Okay, got my purse, and I’m ready to go.”

         Bo turned to face her, and his breath caught. He wasn’t dreading tonight’s dinner like he had been this morning before inviting her along. On the contrary, now he was starting to look forward to it.

         When they got to the restaurant, Ken and Evelyn Martin were already seated and waiting for them.

         “Oh, you brought a date,” Evelyn said, looking between them with a delighted smile. “This is such a nice surprise.”

         Bo wondered if he should clarify that Claire was just a friend. Evelyn didn’t give him time to say anything, though, before launching into friendly chitchat.

         “I’m Evelyn, and this is my husband, Ken,” she said, reaching for Claire’s hand.

         Bo pulled out a chair for Claire and sat down while they all made their acquaintances. Then he made the mistake of looking around the restaurant. On the other side of the room, his vision snagged on Liz and Mike. They were expecting their first child if the rumors were true, which in Sweetwater Springs was fifty-fifty. A mix of emotions passed through him.

         “I’m so glad you could meet us tonight,” Ken said, pulling Bo back to his own dinner party.

         Bo nodded. “Me too.”

         Liz had never been the one for him. He had come to terms with that during his time in Wild Blossom Bluffs. Perhaps he should walk over and thank them for that invitation to their wedding last year, because it’d led to an amazing night with the woman beside him. The only woman he had eyes for in the room tonight.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Claire had thought since this was a business dinner, that it would be tense or maybe a little stuffy. The Martins were probably twenty years older than her, but even so, Claire was having the best time. The older couple picked on each other in the most endearing way. And since Bo was paying, Claire helped herself to a steak with two sides of vegetables and a glass of wine. She didn’t feel bad about it either. This was payback for last spring. They might have called a truce this morning, but she hadn’t forgotten.

         “It must be so rewarding to plan so many life events for others,” Evelyn said, stabbing at a piece of shrimp on her plate and looking up at Claire.

         “Oh, it is. I couldn’t imagine myself doing anything else.”

         “I was a schoolteacher for thirty-one years,” Evelyn said proudly, “and I loved every moment. If you love what you do and who you’re with, life is always a party.”

         Claire was midway through lifting her glass of wine to her lips, but she paused to process that statement. “I love that philosophy.”

         “Well, it’s true. I fell in love with Ken thirty-three years ago, and we haven’t stopped partying since.”

         Ken Martin reached for her hand.

         After that, the conversation turned to Bo’s architectural proposal. The Martins loved all his ideas, and they seemed to love him too. Why wouldn’t they? She hadn’t been lying when she’d told him earlier that he was talented. He was. He was the architect behind the designs for so many of Sweetwater Springs’ big businesses and houses. He was amazing.

         By the time they left the restaurant, Bo and the Martins seemed like old friends. And Claire was totally and completely smitten with her date. Exactly like she’d promised herself she wouldn’t be. But being with him was so easy.

         He walked her out to the parking lot and, like a good gentleman, opened the passenger door for her.

         “Thank you,” he said, once he was behind the wheel. He pulled out of the parking lot and started to drive her home.

         “It was no problem. I had a good time, and I had to eat anyway, right? Thanks for buying me dinner. Usually, the night before a wedding, we’d be doing a dress rehearsal. But nothing is the norm about tomorrow’s ceremony.” She was chattering away for some reason.

         “Looks like we make a good team.”

         There was a smolder in his blue eyes when he looked over. Was she imagining that?

         “Yes, I guess so.”

         “Maybe you could call me for all your catering and flower needs, and I could ask you to be my date for all my client meetings.”

         She knew he was only teasing. “I daresay, you’d grow tired of sampling food and picking out flowers.” She cleared her throat. “I saw Liz and Mike. You were fixated over there for a moment at dinner.”

         She saw the muscles along his jaw tighten. “They didn’t stay long, thankfully.”

         “Is it hard to see them together?”

         “A little,” he admitted. “Not because I still love her. Just knowing that they did things behind my back. Trust isn’t an easy thing to repair.” He sucked in a deep breath. “All for the greater good, I guess. They have a baby on the way, from what I hear.”

         Claire had heard the same. She reached a hand across the car and touched his shoulder, wanting to offer comfort. The touch zinged through her body. She hadn’t touched this man since last spring. She’d made a point not to. Now she felt his hard muscles at her fingertips, and her body answered.

         She yanked her hand away and turned to look out the window. “Not every woman would do that to you, you know.”

         “I never thought Liz would do that to me. Or Mike. So no, I don’t know.” There was an edge to his voice, making her sorry she’d even brought it up. He was obviously bitter about relationships now. No doubt that spilled over into his view on his dad and Rebecca’s nuptials tomorrow.

         They rode in silence for a few minutes, and then Bo turned on the radio.

         Claire looked at him with interest. “Jazz? I would’ve pegged you for classical.”

         To her relief, the hardness of his face softened.

         “I’ve always thought classical was boring. I played the saxophone in high school band.”

         “I remember. Do you still play?”

         “I have the sax, but all the neighborhood dogs start howling when I put my lips to the mouthpiece.”

         Claire laughed. “I play piano. I had six years of lessons.”

         “Really? I thought we spilled all our secrets the night we spent together.” His gaze slid over. There was a definite smolder there, contained only by thick-rimmed glasses.

         He pulled into her driveway and cut off the engine. “I’ll walk you to your door.”

         “How about a nightcap? I have wine. Or beer if you’d rather.” What was she doing? She’d resolved earlier this afternoon not to take him home with her.

         “I’m not sure you can trust me not to kiss you if you invite me in,” he admitted.

         Gulp.

         Without thinking, she ran her tongue along her bottom lip, wetting it. Which was just silly because she absolutely was not going to kiss this man. While her mind was starting to make a rational argument for saying good night, her body was warming up for first base, maybe second.

         Bo leaned just slightly and tucked a strand of her hair behind her ear. Then his fingers slid across her skin as he took his time with the simple gesture. Her heart pattered excitedly. Then she leaned as well, almost against her will. One kiss wouldn’t hurt anything, right? One tiny, little…

         His mouth covered hers in an instant, pulling the plug on her mind. Her thoughts disappeared along with everything else, except Bo. It was just him and her and this scorching-hot kiss. His hand curled behind her neck, holding her captive. Not that she wanted to pull away. Nope. She was close to climbing across the seat and straddling him at this moment.

         He tasted like white wine from the restaurant. Smelled like a walk through Evergreen Park. Kissed like a man who wanted her every bit as much as she wanted him.

         She heard herself moan as their tongues tangled with one another. She remembered this. How good he kissed. It was like a starter match lighting a fire that burned in her belly. He broke away and started trailing soft kisses down her cheek and then her neck. There was a slight scruff of a five o’clock shadow on his jawline. It felt sinfully delicious.

         She tilted her head to one side, giving him access. Eventually, his mouth traveled to her ear and nibbled softly. That fire in her belly raged to a full-on hungry blaze.

         “That nightcap sounds good,” he whispered, tickling the sensitive skin there. “And I don’t want to think about Liz and Mike anymore tonight.”

         Claire’s brain buzzed back to life. That was exactly why he’d invited her back to his hotel room last spring. She was a distraction, nothing more.

         She opened her eyes and pulled away just enough to look at him. This was a mistake. There was no denying that she had it bad for this guy, but he wasn’t emotionally available and she wasn’t going to be used.

         “Actually, I’m really tired.” She averted her gaze because looking in his eyes, heavy lidded with lust, might sway her sudden resolve. “I’ll see you in the morning. There are a few last-minute touches to do before the wedding. Thanks for dinner. Good night.” She pushed her car door open, slammed it shut, and hurried up the porch steps as if running for her life.

         But she was really running for her heart.

         
            *  *  *

         

         What happened tonight?

         Bo sat out on his back deck and looked out to the garden. He’d turned on the fairy lights they’d strung earlier, giving the yard an ambient glow. Claire was right. It was a romantic touch.

         He still couldn’t decide if he was glad or disappointed that she’d slammed on the brakes to their make-out session. Going inside with her would have almost definitely led to her bed, and he didn’t think Claire was the kind to have sex casually.

         He’d been in a different place in his life last year. Liz and Mike’s affair had plunged a knife through his heart, and he wasn’t sure he’d ever be able to pull it out. It’d been hard to breathe for a long time after that. He’d dated casually, hooked up a few times, but he had no interest in anyone.

         Until Claire. She’d sparked something deep inside him that was terrifying to him back then. The thought of allowing himself to have actual feelings for a woman felt like marching himself right up to Skye Point and preparing to jump off without a parachute. It was nuts.

         But now…

         He liked her. She evoked feelings he’d never experienced before. Not even with Liz, whom he’d planned to spend his life with.

         Damn. He wasn’t sure what exactly had happened tonight; all he knew was he needed to fix it. After tomorrow’s wedding, there’d be no need to see Claire anymore. Not unless he climbed that proverbial mountain and forced himself to look off the ledge and jump. Getting into another relationship was a risk. Claire could hurt him even more than Liz had. But would she?

         An hour later, he dragged himself to bed and flopped around restlessly until he drifted off. After what seemed like just a few minutes, he awoke with the chirping of springtime birds nesting by his window. A slant of sunlight hit his face, prompting him to sit up and shuffle down the hall. He made coffee, enough for two, and then showered.

         Claire still hadn’t arrived by the time he’d dressed and started preparing breakfast—also enough for two. A little worry elbowed its way to the forefront of his mind. Had he scared her off last night? He knew that she’d be here to finish the job no matter what. He trusted that she wouldn’t let his dad and Rebecca down.

         He trusted her.

         That one thought stopped him momentarily in his tracks. His heart was more easily won than his trust, but it appeared that Claire had captured them both.

         He continued walking to his office and opened his computer to scan his email. There was already a message waiting for him from Ken Martin:

         
            Loved having dinner with you and Claire last night. Evelyn and I both love your plans for the mother-in-law suite we want to add on. We were unanimous in our agreement that you are the right man for the job. We’d love to work with you. We’d also love to have you and Claire over for dinner at our place again sometime soon. She’s a keeper. A wise man wouldn’t let her slip away.

            Ken

         

         Bo pumped a fist into the air. The deal was done. Success! He reread those last two lines.

         It was good advice, and he planned on taking it.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Five

         

         Claire was taking her time getting ready to go to Lavender Hill this morning. When she’d agreed to this business arrangement, she’d resolved not to let herself fall for Bo again. And who fell for a guy after only a few days anyway?

         Apparently, she did. She wasn’t in love with him, no. But she was long past lust.

         Claire gave herself one last glance in the mirror. She hadn’t put on the beautiful dress she’d purchased at Sophie’s Boutique a few weeks back just yet. She still had work to do at Bo’s house. Speaking of which, she guessed it was time to go.

         She headed to her car, got in, and then, continuing to procrastinate, veered off toward the Sweetwater Café for a strong cup of coffee.

         A few minutes later, Emma smiled up from the counter as a little jingle bell rang over Claire’s head.

         “Good morning, Claire,” Emma said with all the warmth of one of her delicious hot cocoas. “You have a big event this afternoon.”

         “I do.” Claire gave a nod. On the morning of a special event, she was usually buzzing with so much energy that she didn’t even need to stop by the Sweetwater Café, even though she always did anyway. “Are you going to be there?” Claire asked.

         “I wouldn’t miss it. Rebecca is one of my favorite customers. I’m so happy for her.”

         “So you’re not against the marriage because of the age gap?”

         “No way. Not if she’s happy, and I wholeheartedly believe she is.” Emma was already preparing a cup of coffee for Claire per her usual specifications.

         Claire fished her debit card out of her purse as she waited.

         Turning back to her, Emma narrowed her eyes. “And you’ve been holed up for the last couple of days with Bo Matthews, I hear.”

         “Because the wedding is at his house,” Claire clarified, handing her card over. “Not for any other reason.”

         Emma swiped the card and handed it back. “I wouldn’t blame you if there was. He’s hotter than that cup of brew you’re holding. Don’t tell him I said so though. He’s not really my type.”

         Claire grabbed her cup of coffee and took a sip. Bo was her type. “No? What is your type?”

         Emma shrugged. “I dunno. Chris Hemsworth, maybe.”

         “You do realize that he’s a world-famous movie star, and that it’s very unlikely he’ll walk into your coffee shop, right?”

         “Yeah, yeah. Just a technicality. It could happen,” Emma said with a soft giggle.

         Yeah, and Bo could realize he was falling for Claire too. Which would never happen.

         Claire started to turn and leave, but Emma grabbed her forearm.

         “I have to warn you,” she said, biting down on her lower lip. “Your mom is here.”

         “What?” Claire looked over her shoulder, and sure enough, there was Nancy Donovan. How had she missed seeing her when she’d walked in? And why hadn’t Emma warned her sooner? Not that it would’ve helped. There was only one way out and it was past her mom.

         Claire turned back to her friend. “Thanks for the heads-up. I’ll see you tonight.” She took her cup of coffee and turned to leave. As she headed toward the exit, her mom’s gaze flicked up and stayed on her. Her mouth curved just slightly in a sheepish smile. Then she lifted her hand and waved.

         Crap. If Claire kept walking, she’d be the bad guy here, and that wasn’t fair. Claire was always the one trying to help her parents growing up. She was the one victimized by their lack of attention and their shaming of her family’s name.

         Forcing her feet forward, Claire walked over to her mom’s table and slid into the booth across from her. “I can only stay a few minutes,” she prefaced.

         Her mom nodded. Soft lines formed at the corners of her eyes and mouth as her smile wobbled. “I’m just happy to get to talk to you. How are you?”

         Claire swallowed, wondering if she should answer that question truthfully. And if so, what was the honest answer? Work was great, but her personal life was all screwed up because she’d once more allowed herself to have feelings for Bo. “Swell. And you?”

         “Better these days.” Her mom molded her hands around her own cup. “I’m working on things I wish I’d worked on a long time ago.”

         “Hindsight and everything,” Claire said, hating how sarcastic she sounded. She blew out a breath as she looked around the shop and shook her head. Then she turned back to her mom. “Look, I’m sorry. I don’t mean to be so rude.”

         “It’s okay,” her mother said. “I deserve it. I was hoping that we could work toward having some sort of relationship again though. Even if it’s only five minutes every now and then over coffee.”

         Claire stared at the woman in front of her. Time hadn’t been kind, mostly because of the way Nancy had chosen to live her life. “How’s Dad?”

         “Jail has helped him sober up. He’s going to stay dry once he gets out next month,” she told Claire with a hopeful lilt to her voice. “We’re going to get a second chance to do right by each other. That’s what we both want.”

         Claire sucked in a deep breath and let it go. It was hypocritical of her to expect Bo to believe his dad could change and settle down with Rebecca when she couldn’t do the same with her own parents. It was easier said than done though. “I hope that happens, Mom.”

         They spoke for a few minutes more, and then Claire pushed back from the table and stood. “I really do have to go…But maybe we can do this again.”

         Her mom’s brows lifted. “Really?”

         “I’m usually here on Saturday mornings”—Claire shrugged a shoulder—“so maybe I’ll see you next weekend.”

         “Yes. Maybe you will.” Her mom reached for Claire’s hand and gave it a quick squeeze, the closest to a hug that either of them were ready to give. “Thank you.”

         As Claire walked out of the coffee shop, she felt lighter. Maybe her mom would let her down again. But there was also the possibility that she wouldn’t this time. Claire had always been an optimist. She never wanted to lose hope that things could change for the better.

         There was no hope for Bo changing his mind about love and romance though. No matter how much her heart protested that maybe, just maybe, there was.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Claire had drained her cup of coffee by the time she pulled into Bo’s driveway. She was surprised to find him outside setting up the chairs.

         “Wow. You’ve been busy,” she said, walking toward him. She kept her shoulders squared. Kissing him last night didn’t change anything. She wasn’t going to let it affect the task at hand.

         Straightening, he looked at her. He was all hot and sweaty, with the same ball cap on that he’d been wearing at the coffee shop a few days before. “I promised to help, so I am. Ken Martin emailed this morning and offered me the contract, by the way.”

         Claire’s smile was now sincere. “That’s great, Bo. I thought he would. Last night went really well.” Except for that last part.

         Judging by the look in his eyes, he was thinking about that too.

         “I’m, um, just going to call Halona and Brenna and make sure everything’s on track. I’ll use your kitchen for that, if you don’t mind.”

         “I don’t. There’s coffee, eggs, and bacon in there too. I made plenty this morning.”

         It was official. Emma could have Chris Hemsworth, because he had nothing on Bo Matthews.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Claire was obviously ignoring him. Bo wasn’t sure how to make things right, but he knew he wanted to. He wanted a lot more than that, and he was ready. Seeing Liz and Mike together last night at the restaurant had barely stung. In fact, he almost felt happy for the two of them. Yeah, they’d hurt him, but he knew they hadn’t meant to.

         Love didn’t let you choose. He understood what Claire had meant by that now, because he was falling hard and fast for the sweet, smart, gorgeous event planner. How the hell am I going to fix things with her?

         A delivery truck pulled into his driveway with SOUTHERN PORTA-JOHN written in large black letters on the side. Bo guided the guys toward the back of his house, where the porta-johns would be available to guests but not readily seen during the ceremony. After that, Halona Locklear showed up in a navy SUV with all the flower arrangements in the back. Claire came out of the back door to help her set things up.

         It wasn’t a good time to talk to her right now. Not when she had so many things to get done before tonight’s wedding.

         The next few hours were a blur of activity going on in and around his house. Brenna showed up with trays full of food. He helped her set up tables to display it all. A DJ showed up and set up a place to play music for the reception. The entire Ladies Day Out group showed up after that and helped Claire with a host of other things that he never would’ve considered. They set out tablecloths and large baskets full of party mementos for the guests. Pearson’s and Rebecca’s names and the date were written on little paper hearts attached to each favor.

         “Aren’t these the cutest?” Lula Locklear asked as she walked up to peek inside one of the baskets. “The ladies and I were up all night making these.” Lula was Halona’s mom. She was often involved in the community, increasing awareness about her Cherokee Indian culture.

         “They are,” Bo agreed, unable to resist lifting his head and looking around to see where Claire was. He spotted her laughing with Kaitlyn Russo, the owner of the Sweetwater B&B. The sight of Claire happy and enjoying herself made his heart skip a beat. He longed to be the kind of guy who put that smile on her face.

         “You are a man with the look of love,” Lula said with a knowing nod. She followed his gaze to where Claire was standing. “She’s such a nice girl. She needs someone who will treat her well.” She gave him an assessing look as if trying to decipher if he was capable of being that kind of guy. Was he? “Maybe there’ll be more weddings on Lavender Hill in the future,” she said.

         
            *  *  *

         

         As the sun started to creep toward the mountains, the sky darkened, and guests started to arrive. Claire slipped on the beautiful satin dress she’d purchased from Sophie’s Boutique and then headed outside to turn on the lights. The aroma of the food wafted in the air along with laughter and casual conversation.

         Pearson and Rebecca would be on their way at any moment. Rebecca’s obstetrician had okayed her to leave for two hours. That was enough time to greet guests, walk down the aisle, say their vows, and maybe even have a dance under the stars.

         Claire sighed dreamily, imagining Rebecca getting the wedding of her dreams tonight.

         Bo stepped up beside her, scrambling those happy thoughts and feelings. “I need to talk to you. There’s a problem.”

         She whipped her head around to face him. “What kind of problem?”

         “Rebecca is in labor. The wedding has been called off.”

         “What?” Claire’s lungs contracted as if the wind had been knocked out of her. “But she wants to be married by the time the baby comes. She needs to get here.”

         Bo frowned. “I just spoke to Dad. Rebecca’s water broke when she was putting on her wedding dress.” He grimaced. “It’s not going to happen tonight. They can do it after the baby is born. She can buy a new dress and have it anywhere or any way she wants.”

         Claire shook her head. “The only thing she really wanted was to exchange vows before she gave birth.” Claire looked around at all the guests, seated in wooden fold-out chairs. The scenery was perfect. There were even hundreds of stars speckling the clear night’s sky.

         Her shoulders slumped as she blew out a resigned breath. This was out of her control, and she knew it. “I guess we’ll tell the guests the news and send them all home.” She hesitated before looking at Bo. Disappointment stung her eyes. She didn’t want him to know that all she really felt like doing was sitting in one of those chairs and having a good cry on Rebecca’s behalf.

         “You stay here. I’ll take care of the guests,” he said.

         “You don’t have to. That’s my job.”

         “You did your job already.”

         “Not really. The wedding is off. I’ve never let a client down before. Ever.” And now she wanted to cry on her own behalf.

         There was something gentle in his eyes when she looked up at him. “Stay here,” he said again.

         She watched him walk off toward the crowd, then she turned to face the garden. She wasn’t sure exactly how long she stood there collecting herself before Bo came up behind her. When she turned, he was standing there with Pastor Phillips.

         Claire started to apologize to the older man, but Bo patted the pastor’s back and narrowed his gaze at her.

         “Pastor Phillips is ready to go to the hospital.”

         Claire scrunched her brows. “What? Why?”

         “Because there’s a wedding to be had, and we don’t have much time. If Rebecca wants to be married before my baby brother gets here, then that’s what we’ll make sure happens. Assuming we beat the clock.”

         Pastor Phillips chuckled. “My wife was in labor for twelve hours after her water broke with our first child. I think we’ll be okay.”

         Bo reached for Claire’s hand. “You’ve never let a client down, right? Why start now?”

         “You don’t even believe your father and Rebecca should be together. Why are you doing this?”

         “Maybe I see things differently now. Because of you.”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Six

         

         Claire grabbed the wedding bouquet before climbing into Bo’s car. It was an assortment of purple irises and white lilies—exactly what Rebecca had requested. In fact, aside from wanting to marry before her baby was born, the flower preferences were the only other thing Rebecca had asked for.

         After a short drive, Bo parked in front of the labor and delivery wing, and they hurried inside. Claire clutched the arrangement tightly as she walked beside him toward the elevator. Pastor Phillips had driven separately. Hopefully he wasn’t far behind.

         “What’s wrong?” Bo asked. “You were talking as fast as I could drive on the way here.”

         Claire shook her head. “A hospital isn’t exactly my favorite place. I watched my grandmother die here.” And ever since, Mount Pleasant Memorial had carried nothing but bad memories for her.

         They stepped inside the elevator, and Bo reached for her hand. He didn’t let go once the door opened on the second floor. The feel of his skin against hers distracted her from the repetitive beeping sounds and the smells of disinfectant as they walked.

         “Let’s make a few happy memories here today, shall we?” he asked, giving her a wink that short-circuited all the negativity in her mind.

         “There’s nothing more joyful than a wedding. I’ve always thought so.”

         His smile wobbled just a little as they walked.

         “I’m sorry. I guess weddings hold as many bad memories for you as hospitals do for me.”

         “I used to think I never wanted to go to another wedding again. But there’s nowhere I’d rather be tonight than at this one with you.”

         Her heart fluttered. “Same. Even if it is at a hospital.”

         They stopped behind Rebecca’s door, and Claire knocked softly.

         A moment later, it cracked open, and Pearson Matthews peeked out at her. Claire had seen him many times over the years. His presence was always confident and commanding. Now he looked like a man juggling half a dozen emotions: excitement, fear, anxiety, exhaustion, confusion, joy.

         “How is Rebecca feeling?” Claire asked.

         In response, they heard Rebecca groan in the background.

         “The baby is coming fast,” Pearson said. “What are you two doing here?”

         “You couldn’t come to the wedding so we brought the wedding to you,” Bo answered. “Do you think Rebecca is up for it?”

         Pearson smiled at his son, a dozen new emotions popping up on his face. “I think that will probably make her really happy…Thank you, son.”

         Claire’s eyes stung just a little as she watched the brief father-son interaction. “Great. Can we come in?”

         Pearson swung the door open wider. “Becky, look who’s here?”

         Rebecca looked between Claire and Bo and then to Pastor Phillips who stepped up behind them.

         “Do you still want to get married before the baby arrives?” Claire asked.

         “Yes.” Rebecca shifted and tried to sit up in bed. She was wearing a hospital gown instead of a wedding gown. Her hair was a little disheveled, and the makeup she’d put on for tonight’s ceremony needed a touch-up. Even so, she was as beautiful as any bride Claire had ever seen.

         Rebecca flinched and squeezed her eyes shut, moving her hands to her lower belly. “But we better do this fast,” she gritted out.

         Pearson went to the head of Rebecca’s bed as Pastor Phillips opened his Bible to read a short passage. Afterward, he looked up at the bride and groom and read off vows that they repeated.

         Bo never let go of Claire’s hand as they stood witness to the happy union. It was quick, but no less perfect. A tear slid off Claire’s cheek as Rebecca said, “I do.” Then Pearson dipped to press his lips to Rebecca’s—their first kiss as man and wife.

         Claire would’ve wiped her eyes, but one hand still carried the bouquet and the other was held by Bo. He squeezed it softly as he glanced over. There was something warm in his gaze that melted any leftover resolve to resist this man.

         Rebecca pulled away from her husband and turned to her guests, which had expanded to include two nurses. “My bouquet, please.”

         Claire finally broke contact with Bo and handed the arrangement over.

         “Okay, ladies. Arms up,” Rebecca said. “Bouquet tossing time!”

         “Oh, no. I’m already married,” one of the nurses said with a laugh.

         Bo stepped off to the side, leaving Claire and the second nurse in the line of fire. Claire usually removed herself from this moment at weddings too. Fighting with a bunch of single ladies over a superstition had always seemed so silly, albeit fun to watch. As the bouquet went sailing across the room though, Claire lifted her hands reflexively and snatched it from the air, much to the second nurse’s disappointment.

         “You’re next!” Rebecca said with a laugh. Then she flinched again as another contraction hit her.

         “Okay, that’s it,” the married nurse said. “I think your baby wants to join this party.”

         Rebecca opened her eyes. “Okay.” She looked at Claire. “Thank you. For everything. This was absolutely perfect.”

         “You’re welcome. But I couldn’t have done this without Bo.”

         Rebecca looked at him with tears in her eyes. “Thank you too.”

         “That’s what family is for, right? Welcome to the Matthews clan.”

         Pearson stepped over and reached out his hand for Bo to shake. He shook Claire’s hand as well.

         “We’re going to give you two some privacy now,” Bo told him.

         “Don’t go too far,” Rebecca called from across the room. “Your baby brother will be excited to meet you.”

         Bo seemed a little stunned by the invitation to stay. He looked at Claire.

         “I’m in no hurry to go home,” she said. Nor was she in a hurry to leave Bo’s side right now.

         
            *  *  *

         

         “That was amazing!” Claire said, leaning back against the headrest of Bo’s car as he drove her to his home three hours later. “And your baby brother is adorable. I can’t believe I got to hold a newborn who’s only been on this earth for an hour. That was such a rush. And the wedding was perfect, even though we were the only ones in attendance.”

         He glanced over, feeling a sense of pride and accomplishment at helping to put that contented look on her face. “You pulled it off.”

         “We pulled it off.”

         From his peripheral vision, he saw her turn and look at him.

         “You said it yesterday, and it’s true. We make a pretty good couple.” Her relaxed posture stiffened. “Team. We make a good team,” she corrected.

         “I liked it better the first way.” He’d been waiting to talk to her all day. The hospital hadn’t seemed like the right place, but now he couldn’t wait any longer. He pulled into his driveway, parked his car, and then looked across the seat at her.

         Her contented, dreamy look was gone, replaced by a look of confusion. It was just last night that they’d kissed in this very car, but it felt like a lifetime ago.

         “I like you, Claire Donovan. I liked you last spring, but I was a coward. I’ll admit that.”

         “Sounds about right,” she agreed.

         “I’d just watched my best friend marry the woman I thought I wanted. But I was wrong. I was so wrong. You’re the woman I want, Claire. And I want you like I’ve never wanted anything in my entire life.” His heart was thundering in his ears as he made his confession.

         Her eyes became shiny for the hundredth time that night.

         “The last few days have breathed new life inside me. I don’t want to think about waking up tomorrow and not knowing if I’ll see you.” He ran a hand through his hair to keep from reaching out and touching her. “Claire, I want another chance with you. If you say yes, I promise I won’t mess things up this time.”

         She was so still that he wondered if she was okay.

         “Say something,” he finally said.

         “I’m hungry.” After a long moment, her lips curved ever so slightly.

         He cleared his throat and turned to look out at his yard. “Well, there’s probably still some food left over from the reception. The guests each took some, but it’d be a shame for the rest to go to waste. I even think I saw Janice Murphy spike the punch on her way out,” he said.

         Claire gave a small laugh and nodded when he looked at her. “There’s also a place to dance under the stars.”

         “The evening is set for romance,” he agreed.

         “So let’s enjoy it and see where the night takes us. On one condition.” Her expression contorted to something stern with just a touch of playfulness lighting up her eyes. “If it ends up leading somewhere nice, you have to promise you’ll call me tomorrow.”

         He chuckled. “I promise that it will lead somewhere nice, and when it does, you might never get rid of me.”

         She looked up into his eyes and smiled. “I might never want to.”

      
   


   
      
         
            Epilogue

         

         In the blink of an eye, everything could change. Or in Claire’s case, one month’s time. That was how long it’d been since she’d planned Rebecca and Pearson’s wedding. It had all happened so fast, but everything had fallen into place perfectly.

         Claire stepped out of the dressing room at Sophie’s Boutique and did a twirl in front of the body-length mirror. The cotton dress was a deep rose color with tiny blue pin dots in the fabric. The hem brushed along her knees as she shifted in front of the mirror.

         “That’s the one,” the shop owner said, stepping up beside her.

         “I feel a little foolish. It’s just our one-month anniversary, but Bo told me to wear something nice.”

         “One month together is definitely worth celebrating. Where is he taking you?” Sophie asked. “Any idea?”

         Claire shook her head. “No.” It didn’t really matter though. It was the gesture that melted her heart like a marshmallow against an open flame. He was always doing little things for her to show her how much he cared. “Okay,” she said, looking down. “This is the one. I’ll take it off and let you ring it up for me.”

         “Do you have the right shoes?”

         Claire laughed. She loved to shop as much as the next person, but she couldn’t wait to get home and ready for whatever Bo had planned for them. “I do. But thanks.”

         An hour and a half later, Bo picked her up at her place and started driving.

         “You’re still not going to tell me where we’re going?” she asked.

         He was dressed in nice jeans with a polo top and a sport coat. She was almost disappointed to have to go out tonight because she would have rather been alone with him. They’d spent a lot of alone time together over the last month, and she wasn’t sure she’d ever get enough.

         “That would ruin the surprise.”

         She huffed playfully. “Fine. How’s baby Noah?” she asked. He’d told her he was stopping by the hospital this afternoon. It had been all she could do not to invite herself along, but visitors were limited to family right now. She was just the girlfriend.

         “A genius,” Bo answered. “He takes after me.”

         This made Claire laugh out loud.

         “And he’ll be leaving the NICU tomorrow. The doctor says he’s ready.”

         “That’s wonderful news. I’m sure Pearson and Rebecca are so happy.”

         He nodded. “They are.”

         Claire blinked as she looked out the window, recognizing the route. Surely, she hadn’t gotten all dressed up just to go back to his place.

         He turned the car onto Lavender Road and drove all the way to the end. After pulling into his driveway and parking, he turned to her. She blinked and kept her gaze forward. The fairy lights were turned on—they’d never taken them down—and a table was set up at the peak of the hill behind his house.

         Bo stepped out of the car and walked around to open her door for her. Then they approached what he’d put together. There was a small vase of fresh flowers at the table’s center, sandwiched between two candles, not yet lit. Another table was set up to the right with what appeared to be catered food from Taste of Heaven.

         “A candlelit dinner under the stars.” She turned and stepped into him, wrapping her arms around his neck and staring into his eyes. “All this just to celebrate one month of being together?”

         He leaned in and kissed her lips, soft and slow. Nothing in her life had ever felt so right as being with him.

         “No. All this is to tell you that I love you, Claire Donovan. I love you so much.”

         She blinked him into focus. A man had never uttered those words to her before, but they were music to her ears. She wanted to hear them again and again. “I love you too, Bo Matthews.”

         She laughed as he pulled her in for another kiss under the starry night sky. Then they had dinner and shared a dance before retreating to his room, where he repeated those three little words again and again.
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            Chapter One

         

         Definitely not in Kansas anymore.

         Or, in Josie Kellum’s case, New York City. She’d barely stepped off the jet bridge and into the airport before she’d realized she was in for a culture shock. And that was saying a lot, considering her home state was a proud blend of people from around the world. All cultures and people except perhaps the sort that lived deep in the mountains of North Carolina.

         Readjusting the carry-on bag on her shoulder, Josie weaved her way toward Baggage Claim. Just looking around, she could guess who the locals were, arriving back home from their travels. They didn’t seem to be in a rush to go anywhere unlike the travelers she’d seen just a couple of hours ago at LaGuardia Airport. Even now, Josie was rushing, though her flight had landed early, and for the first time in ages, she wasn’t chasing a deadline.

         She stopped at Baggage Claim and retrieved her brightly colored luggage.

         Understandably, her best friend, Kaitlyn Russo, couldn’t meet her here today. Kaitlyn ran a successful bed and breakfast, which demanded someone always be there to play hostess. When Josie had assured Kaitlyn she could grab a cab to Sweetwater Springs, Kaitlyn had only laughed.

         “A forty-five-minute drive will cost you those red-soled shoes you love so much.”

         “Christian Louboutins,” Josie corrected. “And they’re more than shoes.” They were one of her only indulgences. “So I’ll just rent a car, then.”

         “When was the last time you actually drove a car, Jo?”

         Kaitlyn raised a good point. Josie took public transportation everywhere she went. She didn’t own a car, and she’d never driven one down the side of a mountain.

         “Don’t worry,” Kaitlyn told her. “I’ll find someone to pick you up. Mitch has a friend that drives that way all the time. Maybe he can swing by and drive you in.”

         Mitch’s friend. That was the extent of Josie’s knowledge on who she was looking for right now as she scanned the surrounding area. There were a few people standing against the wall near Baggage Claim. An older man with white hair. A middle-aged guy in a uniform of some sort. Maybe Josie should’ve thought to make a sign to hold up that read MITCH’S FRIEND.

         As she was pondering what to do next, someone grabbed her left shoulder. Reflexively, Josie whirled around, catching one heel of her Christian Louboutins on the wheel of her rolling luggage. She tried to steady herself with the handle but it retracted with her quick movement.

         Am I being mugged? Her gaze darted to her checked laptop bag as she stumbled. Luckily the front flap was still open from where she’d grabbed a breath mint earlier. Grabbing her can of pepper spray, she righted her body and met two darker-than-night eyes cast in a tanned, angular face. The man had shoulder-length, silky black hair, and he was, for lack of a better word—which was saying a lot for a journalist—gorgeous.

         She held up the spray, targeting the man’s face. She’d purchased the can after taking a self-defense class recently. It’d been research for an article that her new boss had shot down with sniper efficiency, saying it wasn’t sexy enough. What did Bart know though? Protection in all senses of the word was very sexy.

         “Whoa!” Her attacker took several steps backward and held up his hands. “What are you doing?”

         “Defending myself. You grabbed me from behind.”

         His brows gathered. He could be a model. He didn’t need to attack innocent women if he was struggling financially. This guy was far better looking than some of the models in the popular magazine that she worked for.

         “I didn’t grab you from behind. I tapped your shoulder…Are you Kaitlyn’s friend?”

         Josie swallowed hard. “Are you…Mitch’s friend?”

         He gave a small nod before glancing back down at the pepper spray still primed at his face.

         “Don’t you know you’re not supposed to touch strangers without a proper greeting?” she asked, shoving her can into her luggage. “That’ll get you killed in some places.”

         “And evidently blinded here,” he muttered, rolling out his shoulders. “No good deed goes unpunished.”

         Josie cringed. “I’m sorry. I just…I was expecting you to be holding a sign and standing over there.” She gestured toward the small group of people along the wall.

         The man followed her gaze. “Okay. Any other expectations I should know about?” he asked, looking back at her. “Because I happen to like my eyes. I prefer to keep them.”

         She kind of liked his eyes too. And his face. His skin was a perfect bronze color, which, coupled with his high cheekbones, made her suspect that he had American Indian heritage. “Um, no. Well, yes. I guess we should make proper introductions since we’ll be spending the next forty-five minutes in your vehicle together.” She held out her hand. “I’m Josie Kellum. Aka Kaitlyn’s friend.”

         He took her hand, and a shock wave of warm tingles slid up her fingers and down her spine. “Tuck Locklear. Mitch’s friend.” He looked down at her luggage. “I’d like to help you with your bags, if that’s okay.”

         Her cheeks flared hot. “Um, yes. That would be great. Thank you.”

         Way to go, Josie. She tended to get a little high-strung after pulling several late-nighters in a row. It was a combination of not enough sleep, too much caffeine, and too little human interaction. She’d needed to finish up edits on a few articles before this trip though. That way she could relax a little bit and let her hair down, so to speak. There was also her overactive imagination, a hazard of being a writer, that had made her leap from an uninvited touch to the assumption that she was being mugged.

         Tuck led her to a blue Jeep Wrangler Sahara in the parking lot and loaded her luggage into the back while she climbed into the passenger seat, where a large chocolate Lab lifted her head from the floorboard behind her.

         “Oh, hi there. And who are you?” she asked, turning to pet the dog’s head.

         Tuck climbed into the driver’s seat. “This is Shadow,” he told her before addressing the dog. “Lie down.”

         Shadow looked at Josie once more and then did as Tuck asked.

         Josie noticed the dog’s harness read therapy dog in large block letters. She wondered why Tuck needed one, but considering they’d only just met and she’d already tried to single-handedly blind him, it was probably best not to pry. “Thank you again for picking me up,” she said, facing forward and pulling on her seat belt.

         “It’s not a problem.”

         She waited for him to say more. When he didn’t, she filled the silence with the next obvious question. “So, what do you do?”

         “Do?” He glanced over.

         “For a living. I’m the executive editor for the lifestyle section of Loving Life magazine.”

         Work was always her crutch in social situations. Other people tended to tell tales of their latest vacation. Or they whipped out pictures of their significant other or their pair of angelic-looking kids. Some even had cute, far too-spoiled dogs that they showed off proudly on their cell phones. Everyone had someone, even Lisa Loner, the woman who’d been dubbed the office’s wallflower. Just last week, Josie had been cornered by Lisa in the hall while going for her third cup of coffee. Lisa had been bubbling with excitement to show off her new engagement ring and tell the dramatic story of how the guy she’d just met had proposed.

         Even though Josie was skeptical of the whirlwind relationship, she also found herself feeling a void in some way. She’d chosen her career over chasing dreams of romance and a family of her own. A successful career is what she’d always wanted but somehow, lately, it didn’t seem to be enough.

         “I do physical therapy,” Tuck said.

         “Oh.” Josie looked over, trying to fit her driver into the mold of all the physical therapists she’d met before. Most of them were clean-cut ex-jocks wearing khakis and polo shirts. Although handsome, Tuck had hair that scraped along the tops of his shoulders and his muscles were lean rather than bulky. He wore a relaxed pair of jeans and a gray T-shirt. “Kaitlyn said you come this way often. Do you work at a hospital nearby?” she asked.

         “There you go with those expectations again.” A smile lifted his defined cheeks. “No, I see patients in the wild, meaning at their homes, out in public, and sometimes literally in the woods. It’s more natural than using exercise machines in an air-conditioned building with a TV mounted on the wall.”

         “Sounds interesting,” she said, keeping to herself the fact that, if she were a patient, she’d prefer the machines and daytime television.

         “Shadow is my partner. She works alongside me most of the time.”

         Hearing her name, the Lab lifted her head once more.

         Josie was about to pet her but then pulled her hand away. She’d written an article on canine-assisted therapy once. There were rules about socializing with the dogs.

         “It’s okay,” Tuck said. “Shadow isn’t working right now.”

         “Oh. Good.” Josie moved her hand and petted the top of Shadow’s head. She was soft and leaned into Josie’s touch. “What a good girl you are.” Even though the dog wasn’t working right now, Josie felt herself immediately relax.

         Then her cell phone dinged loudly from her purse. She faced forward, pulled the phone out, and checked the caller ID. Her stress level immediately jumped right back up—both because work was a major stressor these days and because she’d taken that moment to glance out her window at the steep drop of the mountainside.

         She turned away from the window only to lay eyes on her driver, which spiked her blood pressure for a whole different reason.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Tuck knew the type. Work obsessed, self-absorbed, and judging by her luggage and fancy leather purse, materialistic.

         Not his type.

         He listened as Josie talked on the phone, suddenly sounding firm and a tad bossy. His own phone vibrated in the middle console. He shifted his gaze for just a second as he navigated down the mountain. Sweetwater Springs was only another ten miles away, and he couldn’t get his passenger to her destination soon enough.

         Tuck recognized the number on his caller ID as the same one that had called earlier in the day. A Beverly Sanders had left a message asking him to call her back. He hadn’t yet. He wondered if the woman was a prospective patient. If so, she should’ve called his office number. He had a secretary that he shared with the local home-health occupational and speech therapists in Sweetwater Springs. Only current patients got his cell number, and only to use during emergencies.

         After a moment, his phone dinged with another voicemail. He’d check it later. Right now, his passenger was still talking on her own phone.

         “All right, Dana. Yeah. I’ll take care of it…I know I’m on vacation but this can’t wait. Uh-huh. Bye.” Josie clicked a button on her phone and placed it on her lap.

         From the corner of his eye, Tuck caught her looking at him. She opened her mouth to speak. Can’t we just ride in silence the rest of the way?

         “So, Kaitlyn and Mitch are happy, huh?” she said.

         Tuck gave a small nod. “Mitch is happier than I’ve seen him in a long time.” And Mitch deserved it after all his years of running from the ghosts of his past. Tuck, on the other hand, was faced with his late wife’s ghost every day. Even now, after moving to a new home on Blueberry Creek last winter, Renee seemed to be everywhere.

         His fingers gripped the steering wheel tightly as he refocused on Josie.

         “Kaitlyn seems happy too,” she said. “I miss her back home in New York. We used to have lunch together at least once a week.”

         Tuck guessed that Josie had to schedule those lunch dates in her calendar. She probably had to schedule her showers too.

         And he shouldn’t be thinking about her in the shower. While they might not have clicked personality-wise, her looks hadn’t gone unnoticed. Although a widower, he was still a red-blooded male who hadn’t had sex in over two years. Josie had long, blond hair that was pulled back in a tight ponytail at her nape. Her skin was smooth and creamy. When she’d captured his attention with a can of pepper spray primed at his face, he’d stared at her long enough to see that her eyes were almost a turquoise blue.

         Her phone made a ridiculous, high-pitched meow from her lap.

         Shadow stood at attention in the back seat and gave a soft woof.

         “Sorry. That’s just a text message alert,” she told Shadow. “I don’t have any cats stowed away with me—I promise.” She read the text and started laughing to herself.

         In contrast to the meow, this was a pleasant sound. Tuck caught himself smiling for a moment.

         Then Josie’s phone meowed again. And again. It continued to meow while her fingers tapped along the screen rapidly in response until he turned his Jeep onto Mistletoe Lane where the Sweetwater Bed and Breakfast was located.

         He pulled into the driveway of the two-story Victorian house that his friend Mitch and his fiancée, Kaitlyn, had inherited last October and parked. “This is it.”

         “Wow.” Josie stared out his windshield at the inn for a moment. “I can’t believe Kaitlyn owns this place. It’s amazing.”

         “You should see the inside. She’s a talented interior designer.”

         Josie turned to him. “She’s the best at everything she does, including being a friend.”

         The warmth in her voice and her eyes intrigued him. Maybe there was more to her than fancy clothes and luggage. Not that it mattered.

         Tuck looked away to keep from staring. “I’ll, uh, get your bags and help you in.” He hopped out and walked around to the back of the Jeep.

         Josie was standing beside him before he knew it with her laptop bag thrown over her shoulder along with that expensive-looking purse. “I got it,” she said. “Thanks again for the ride.”

         Without waiting for him to respond, she grabbed the handle of her luggage from his hand and smiled up at him. Fresh faced and beautiful. She didn’t wear a lot of makeup, which was a quality he liked about a woman.

         “You sure? I don’t mind,” he said.

         “Positive.” She held out her other hand.

         “What’s that?” He looked down at the folded cash in her palm.

         “For your troubles.”

         He lifted his gaze to those turquoise eyes. “I’m not a cabdriver, and it wasn’t any trouble.”

         She tilted her head to one side, revealing the delicious curve where her neck met her shoulder. “I know, but you didn’t have to go out of your way for me.”

         If he couldn’t tell by looking at her, this would have given away the fact that she wasn’t from around here. People in Sweetwater Springs didn’t mind helping each other out. It was one of the things he appreciated about his hometown. He’d seen the stark contrast of other communities when he’d gone away to college, first for his bachelor’s degree and then for his doctorate of physical therapy. As far as he knew, there was no other town quite like this one, which was why he was never leaving again.

         He pushed her money toward her, his hand sweeping over hers in an unexpected touch. Her skin was soft, and he didn’t pull away immediately.

         Josie’s eyes widened just a fraction, and something buzzed between them. Whatever it was, it was unwelcome.

         “Josie, you made it!” Kaitlyn called out as she headed down the porch steps of the house.

         Josie turned her attention to Kaitlyn, and both women squealed with delight. Tuck imagined that Shadow was standing at alert in the back seat again, his cue to get back in the Jeep and leave.

         “Thank you, Tuck!” Kaitlyn called.

         “No problem.” He waved and quickly shut the door behind him, barring any further encounters he might have with Josie. Besides, he was running late for dinner with his friend Alex Baker, the police chief in Sweetwater Springs. Before going to the Tipsy Tavern, however, he needed to drop Shadow off at home.

         Tuck was almost to his cottage on Blueberry Creek when his phone started to ring. The caller ID showed the same number that had called before. That woman was bent on talking to him tonight. He moved to connect the call and find out why but stopped short when he heard a high-pitched meowing from the passenger seat. It meowed a second time, and Tuck couldn’t help grinning. Josie Kellum was undoubtedly losing her mind right about now.

         He parked in his driveway and commanded Shadow to follow him into the backyard. Then he returned to his Jeep and wavered only momentarily on which direction to drive. Back to the inn to return Josie’s cell phone or to his dinner destination? He couldn’t keep the chief of Sweetwater Springs police waiting, now could he?

         There was something about Josie Kellum that left him unnerved and restless; he didn’t want to see her again tonight. Besides, maybe it would do her good to disconnect from her busy city life for just a while longer.
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