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        Welcome to the Magnolias and Moonshine series, where you’ll fall in love with the South.

        

        Twenty New York Times, USA Today, and Amazon bestselling authors joined together to bring you a taste of Southern charm in this brand-new Magnolias & Moonshine series.

        

        There is something for everyone with these ten sweet and ten sizzle contemporary romance novellas. You’ll enjoy stories with cowboys, weddings, county fairs, lovers reunited, and much more.

        

        Step into the world of the South and hear the cicadas, taste the mint juleps, see the stars, and smell the magnolias.

        

        Authors in novella release order:

        Ciara Knight (Sweet)

        Hildie McQueen (Sizzle)

        Beth Williamson (Sizzle)

        Susan Hatler (Sweet)

        Lindi Peterson (Sweet)

        Kymber Morgan (Sizzle)

        Amanda McIntyre (Sizzle)

        Lucy McConnell (Sweet)

        Sharon Hamilton (Sizzle)

        Lisa Kessler (Sizzle)

        Kirsten Osbourne (Sweet)

        Susan Carlisle (Sizzle)

        Tina DeSalvo (Sizzle)

        Raine English (Sweet)

        Amelia C. Adams (Sweet)

        E. E. Burke (Sizzle)

        Melinda Curtis (Sweet)

        Merry Farmer (Sizzle)

        Shanna Hatfield (Sweet)

        Jennifer Peel (Sweet)
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      Too bad I’m southern. Southern meant I had to be polite. So, I couldn’t run the band off stage. Lord knew they’d never hit the Bubba-billboard-band chart. But if volume alone could get them there, the way that lead singer belted it out, they’d have already hit number one.

      My sister Avery leaned into my side. “Think Arsenal Assembly is Magnolia and Moonshine Fair material?”

      I lifted the clipboard to cover my mouth so I could at least pretend to be a proper southern girl—and talk behind their backs. “They sound more like a cow getting a prostate exam than a county fair band.”

      Avery rolled her blue eyes, dipped her narrow shoulders, and laughed her barge-sized attitude back to her seat.

      The drummer pummeled the snare drum for the final off-beat time, pounding my head into a heavy-metal migraine. “Remind me to poison Zoey’s lasagna tonight for sticking us with her job.”

      “At least our darling sister gave us a lunch break. Too bad she didn’t send food.” Avery patted her flat stomach and stuck out her bottom lip in the signature pout she’d inherited from our long-gone father—the Great Houdini of parental responsibilities and child support.

      The lead singer held the mic to his lips. “How’d we do, Ms. Sadie?”

      I stood, faced the stage, lowered the clipboard, and did my best to smile. But based on my sister’s snicker I’d probably just plastered on my best impression of a bad botox smile. “Great. Just great. Thanks for coming out. We’ll let you know by Friday.”

      I headed to the office with Avery by my side. “I’m spent. Between my early morning shift at the bakery and all-afternoon audition duty, I need a break.”

      “Speaking of the fair, whatcha making for the bake-off this year?” Avery asked, in the prying sister tone she’d perfected over the years.

      “Don’t know yet. I’m still working on it.” We entered the recreation center’s small office. The florescent lights drilled into my eyes, compounding my headache. My phone buzzed, so I slipped it out of my pocket. One glance at Ashton’s message and every ache disappeared.

      See you in five.

      “Guess I know who that is.” Avery lifted a teasing brow at me.

      “He’ll be here soon, so behave.” I knew he’d ask me about my college applications, which I hadn’t finished, so I set the clipboard down and slid into the chrome and vinyl chair in front of my laptop. I logged in and eyed the tabs across the top of the screen indicating various empty forms. My fingers rested on the keys, but I stuttered over typing my own middle name.

      Cathrine…right, it’s Cathrine.

      How could I forget my middle name? I’d been named after Aunt Cathy. The woman that taught me how to bake cookies, how to flip a pancake, how to whisk an egg. The once idol of my life who I thought would always be there, but I was wrong. She was gone. Played the disappearing family act. It was apparently a dominant genetic trait.

      I moved to the line where it asked why I chose this college. I hated that line. Why did I? Heck, why did I want to go to college at all? I was too old to do the freshman thing. Besides, the minute I left, Avery would turn into an extra on Southern Girls Gone Wild.

      Avery plopped into the chair next to me. “Who you fooling? You’ll never do college.”

      “Pay attention to your own school work. You got a C in Freshman English.”

      Avery fluffed her Dixon wheat-colored hair. “You’re not my mom. Besides, I’m the one in college.”

      I fluffed my own Dixon hair. It was like a mini hair-drama each time the Dixon sisters tried to outdo each other. “I supported you and Zoey. Mortgage, car insurance, tuition, food, and every other bill that kept us together the past eight years. There wasn’t any money left for my college, so don’t you sass me.”

      “Please. You’re the queen of sass.” Avery flung her feet up onto the cracked, Formica desk. “But that’s the past anyway. You don’t have to worry about money now. You’ll be a Dumont.”

      I narrowed my gaze with motherly precision. “I don’t need taking care of. I can pay for my own school.” I faced my laptop once more.

      “And you’re so excited about going back?” Avery’s tone threw down the gauntlet for a sarcasm showdown.

      I straightened in the chair, forcing my voice to be Sound of Music cheerful. “Of course. Education’s important.”

      “Right. So important it’s been two months and those applications are still blank.”

      “Guess I took a page from the Avery Dixon multi-slacking book.” I rubbed my forehead and closed my eyes. “My wedding’s in a few months. Ashton graduates in a week. I have to handle all the food for the county fair. I think I deserve a little forgiveness for putting off one little thing.”

      “More like the one little thing you don’t want to do in a big way. Tell you what. I’ll help.”

      I opened my eyes in mock surprise. “You? Help?”

      “Sure. I’d sacrifice anything for you. In fact, I know how all the Dumonts’ money makes you uneasy, so I’ll marry the dashing, rich Ashton Dumont for you.” Avery liked to mix her teases with a dash of jealousy and a pinch of love.

      “Such a sacrifice.” I clasped my hands together and shook my head as if amazed at her thoughtfulness. Meanwhile, a frenzy of fluttery, itchy, stinging emotions nibbled at my self-esteem. Every girl in metro Atlanta wanted to land Ashton Dumont. “But are you sure? You haven’t even looked at another man since the boyfriend-who-shall-be-shot-on-sight ran away.”

      Avery’s lip, eye, and nose twitched. Was that her I-dare-you face, or it’s-too-soon face? I wasn’t sure, So I went for it’s too soon, and gave her my real sympathetic smile. But I wasn’t sure if to hug it out, or tug each other’s hair to cheer her up.

      Knock. Knock. Knock.

      “Ashton’s here,” Avery said in a k-i-s-s-i-n-g tone.

      I closed my laptop and faced the door. “Come in.”

      Ashton strutted in, soaked in an air of confidence only certain men could pull off. “Hi, gorgeous. I brought you some lunch.” He tossed a gargantuan sandwich from my favorite sub shop on the desk and kissed the top of my head. The tip of my ears warmed.

      He patted Avery on the shoulder. “Sorry, didn’t know you’d be here or I would’ve brought some for you, too.”

      “Honestly I think you did, this is gigantic.” I held the sandwich up with both hands. “Unless you’re trying to fatten me up so I can’t run away.”

      “I have to keep hold of you somehow.” His grin was award winning.

      Gravel crunched outside, and a car pulled up. Another band would be setting up soon. I could always hope they’d be good. Someone had to be, eventually. I crossed my fingers.

      “She won’t have time to finish it anyway, an afternoon of auditions and all.” Avery pushed out her chest, her lips curving into her cheerleader-on-happy-pills smile. “But no worries. Sisters share.” She snagged the sandwich and ripped into the bag. “Besides, we want our bride to fit into her dress.”

      I knew she didn’t mean it, only payback for bringing up her ex. I’d give her this one.

      Ashton played with the ends of my hair, toying with it between his fingers. I relaxed into his familiar touch, savoring the contact. “No worries about that. She’s perfect.”

      Avery’s eyes lit up like a neon sign flashing “Gotcha.” “Are we all still on for tonight? That whole shindig with your parents and grandparents and kings and queens?”

      “Avery.” She was just trying to protect me, but she wasn’t wrong. My minute of bliss shattered into tiny slivers of anxiety and splinters of hope. Hope that his parents wouldn’t judge me. Hope that his grandparents wouldn’t hate me. Hope that his family finally accepted me.

      “I think you’re exaggerating,” Ashton said, “but yes, we’ll be eating at the club tonight for the first annual Dumont-Dixon dinner.”

      “Wait, you drove forty minutes out of your way to see me when we’re going to be together tonight?” I shook my head.

      “Yeah. It gave me thirty more minutes with my other girl.” Ashton tilted his head toward the small window, indicating his new Audi R8 in the parking lot. His graduation present. A present that could’ve paid our bills for a decade.

      Avery made a wrap-you-around-her-little-finger gesture. “How a-dork-able.”

      His smile for the car could have made me jealous. “Well I think it’s sweet that we’re spending lunch together. Even if my fiancé did have to drive all the way down to Magnolia Corners, the southern-est of southern towns, just to take his mistress for a spin and bring lunch.”

      “Dinner. Wait…” Avery rubbed her temples trying to bring back a memory. “Oh, I forgot to give you a message. Aunt Cathy is coming tonight.”

      I bolted from my seat, fear of embarrassing family behavior taking my breath and stomping it from my lungs. “What? But the club dinner requires reservations…” Thank the Lord.

      Ashton rubbed my arms, an instant, soothing ointment. “She can come with you. No worries.”

      “No worries? Are those finals draining your brain cells? We’re talking about the epitome of all country women, Cathy West. She doesn’t know fine dining manners, or how to make sweet small talk. She’s even louder than Avery.”

      “Hey,” Avery started to protest, stopped, thought, and nodded. “True.”

      “Relax.” Ashton pulled me into his make-everything-right arms. “You’re going to end up in the back kitchen with an apron and fast pass to a mental breakdown if you don’t take a breath.”

      My anxiety revved from zero to sixty faster than his new R8. “Your mother is going to faint. No, we have to keep Cathy home, or cancel tonight.”

      “It’ll all be okay. I’ll be at your side the entire time. We’ll do this together.”

      I rested my head against his chest for a minute, wishing the world would stop pounding against my skull. Two breaths and then I managed to face him and the rest of our drama. “We’re talking about your mother meeting a woman three times more backwoods than me. Remember when she overheard you ask me out at the club when I was waiting tables? She did a southern belle swoon that put Scarlett O’Hara to shame. I’m surprised she didn’t have you carry her to a fainting couch on the spot.”

      Ashton kissed my cheek, my neck, my shoulder. “I don’t care if my mother has an issue with your family. Your family is my family. I love you, and I will love your Aunt Cathy. You worry too much.”

      “Can you teach me how you do that?” Avery said, reminding me she was still in the room.

      “Do what?” he asked.

      “Calm Sadie into submission?”

      “Tame it, sis.” I gave her a glare. Ashton could talk me into just about anything, a dangerous trait in a man. But Avery was wrong, I had some control around Ashton. Some.

      “Relax, Sadie. It’ll be fine.”

      I shook my head. “How can you be so calm?”

      Ashton swooped me into his arms and dipped me like a tango dancer trying to impress the judges at a competition. “Because frankly, my dear, I don’t give a damn.” His Rhett Butler accent was as perfect as his eyes.

      I just shook my head and smiled. Maybe he was right.

      Avery chuckled. “As I said, a-dork-able.”
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      The massive red brick building with imposing white columns dared me to step closer, reminding me of how I didn’t belong. I thought about running, but that was my mother’s thing, not mine. I eyed my outlet mall dress. I loved it, and I looked good in it. But it wouldn’t live up to the expectations of a rich, designer-clad family like the Dumonts.

      Avery angled in the passenger seat to face me. “You look beautiful, and you deserve to be here. You’re as good as anyone else in that place. No, better.”

      I waited for her usual sarcasm, but Avery only fussed with my hair for a second then got out of the car. With a hard shove on the door of my 1987 Honda Accord, I snagged my keys, my purse, and my strength to deal with Cathy Mitchell West, Mrs. Dumont, and the entire Eagles Landing Country Club that would insist on meeting and judging me.

      I walked through the parking lot, trying not to make eye contact with the valets. “Told you not to park,” Avery whispered into my ear. “And stop shaking.”

      “I’m not. And those valets cost twenty dollars plus tip.”

      She laughed. “You’re trembling like a sunbather on top of the Rocky Mountains in January.”

      Avery meant well, but nothing could calm my nerves. Two employees opened the front doors and we entered the large atrium. After all these years of dating Ashton, I was finally entering the club for dinner. To eat, not to serve. I’d only worked at the club for a few months before I was let go after our first date. I’d never said anything, but I suspected his mother had made a call. I’d come with him for lunch a few times, but never in the evening with the lights twinkling and china clinking, and never with his family.

      I stepped inside the atrium. Before I could take it all in, a woman exiting a restroom clapped her hands together, drawing my attention. It looked like Aunt Cathy, yet nothing like her. It had been eight years, could she have changed that much? No cat sweatshirts, grey hair, or round body.

      She flung her arms around me with the same rib-crushing hug I remembered. “My dear sweet niece. How are you? I’m so happy for you. I hope it’s okay that I came. Zoey called to tell me all the news.” She released me and a handsome older man walked over from the restaurant entrance. “This is my husband, Devon West,” Aunt Cathy said, gesturing to him. “He drove me down, so I didn’t have to make the trip alone.”

      The man had a distinguished look, thin, runner frame, and tall.

      My mouth opened and shut, then opened and shut again, but I still couldn’t find the words. It had been eight years, seven Christmas cards, three forced phone calls between in-person meetings.

      Cathy brushed my hair from my forehead and analyzed my face. “You must be exhausted after such a long day. Zoey told me that you went to the bakery at four this morning, and then you had to fill in for her at some audition thingy after that. How will you ever stay awake through dinner?”

      “It sounds like Zoey has had plenty of time to fill you in. Too bad she didn’t have time to help.” I grinned. My mind skimmed the surface from the funeral of Uncle Sam, skipped over the unanswered letters I wrote, and plopped into the pool of sorrow the night my mother told me Aunt Cathy didn’t want me to go stay with her over the summer. That was eight summers ago.

      Avery nudged into my side. “Sorry. My dear sister is hangry. She needs some sustenance.”

      Devon offered his arm to Cathy and his hand to shake ours. “Pleasure to meet you both.”

      Avery took his hand with enthusiasm. “Nice to meet you, too. Zoey told me that you remarried. It looks like he’s good for you.”

      “Ah, yes, the weight loss. That was for me, but the smile on my face is from him.” Cathy snuggled into his side. “Well, we shouldn’t keep the Dumonts waiting.”

      “If you want to skip this, I understand,” I said, still searching for a way out of this. Country folk and country club members mixed about as well as oil and gasoline.

      Cathy cleared her throat then forced a small smile. “I drove all this way to meet the man who stole your heart, so I think I’ll stay. Zoey tells me how much you love Ashton. Of course, I’d like to hear from you occasionally, too.”

      Devon tugged Cathy away and, to my shock, she shut her mouth without so much as another jab. That man had secret powers, Cathy-shut-your-mouth powers, which I didn’t think existed. As they walked away Cathy looked back at us, “Well, are you coming or not? It’s your party.”

      I shook my head and took a long breath, trying to steady the crazy emotions that tornadoed through me. I told myself it would be okay, though. The minute I saw Ashton, the second he held my hand, I could handle anything.

      Zoey waited inside the door near the host station, wearing a new dress she probably made herself. The green offset her hair and her light eyes. “It’s about time. You’re late,” she whispered. “You know Mrs. Dumont thrives on punctuality.”

      I glanced at my watch. Great, not the way to start things off.

      Zoey hurried us to a large round table in the back of the room where a few people were already seated. I searched in vain for the only face I wanted to focus on, Ashton’s.

      Avery caught my anxiety and held tight to me. “If you can handle raising me, you can do this.”

      I squeezed her hand back. “I’ve got this.”

      Cathy and Devon took the lead by starting the introductions. “Hi, there. I’m Cathy West. It’s a pleasure to finally meet y’all. I’ve heard such wonderful things. Thank you so much for welcomin’ our sweet Sadie into your family.”

      “You must be the aunt from small town USA. Isn’t that how you put it, Sadie?” Mrs. Dumont asked. I cringed, not realizing the woman would ever repeat my words back at me at such a time. This woman was a self-proclaimed queen of diplomacy.

      “Yes, and proud of it,” Cathy said, turning her southern accent up a thousand notches. “We are a simple but lovin’ kind of people.”

      I wanted to laugh, but I also wanted to impress. For now, impress won. So I just nudged her smiled.

      Devon launched his hand out to Mr. Dumont. “It’s a pleasure. Thank you for having us. Should we take our seats?”

      The man obviously had more knowledge of worldly ways than Cathy, and at the moment, I appreciated them. Too bad he hadn’t been around when Mother ran out on us. Maybe then Cathy would’ve helped us out. I tasted the sting of bitterness I thought I’d let go of years ago, but the acid of neglect still bubbled in my stomach.

      Swallowing it back down, I asked, “Where’s Ashton?” Devon pulled out a seat for me and I gratefully took it, afraid my shaking knees would soon give me away.

      “He had a call from that large firm in Alpharetta. It looks like he’ll be starting there right after the wedding.”

      I glanced at Avery. How could he do this to me? I said in silent sister speak. She squeezed my hand under the table, reminding me there was probably more to the story than the saboteur Mrs. Dumont was willing to share.

      “Oh, I’m sorry. You didn’t know?” Mrs. Dumont swirled some red wine around in a crystal glass. “Well, I’m sure he meant to surprise you. Since he’ll be providing for you both, I assume you’ll support him in his decisions.”

      “Is that how your marriage works? It must be great not to have to worry about all those pesky decisions.” I kept my tone light, fun, but really—I wanted to shrink under the table, to crawl into the tiny hole my heel was digging into the burgundy and gold carpet.

      Cathy cleared her throat. “I hear Sadie’ll be participating in the bake-off at the fair again this year. They contacted me about judging. Apparently, they recalled my years of judging with Sadie, and they are short on judges this year.” Cathy smiled at one of the many memories we shared from my childhood of the two of us judging all the other bakers. “I hope she’ll open her own bakery.”

      Mrs. Dumont took the napkin from her lap and dabbed at the corners of her mouth despite the fact she hadn’t eaten anything. “Yes, well, I hardly think she’ll have time for that. She needs to stay home and support Ashton as soon as the wedding is over.”

      “Oh, he can’t have that much laundry.” I tried to insert some fun, and some hope. I mean his suits were definitely dry cleaned. But Cathy apparently had claws and I didn’t need defending. I just needed to survive.

      “Why would she do that?” Cathy asked. “She’s a baker. One of the best I’ve ever tasted. She’s actually better than me, if I’m being honest. If she wants to continue baking, she should.” Her voice carried like a moose mating call throughout the dining room. Everyone stopped mid-bite and turned to stare.

      Embarrassed, I quickly leaned forward. “Well, of course I’ll support him. My aunt doesn’t know how these things work. He’ll support me, I’ll support him, we’ll be a-leaning-on-each-other marriage.” My attempt at humor fell as flat as a pancake without baking soda.

      Avery shot me a glance. I hadn’t meant to belittle Cathy in front of everyone like that. Yet, the words had slipped out before I could stop them. And my sass wasn’t saving me.

      Zoey lifted a glass of water. “To the soon-to-be married couple. May they always support each other in life.”

      Mr. Dumont raised his glass. “Here. Here.”

      Everyone around the table lifted their glasses and I swallowed a gulp of liquid humility. I wanted to say something to soothe things over, but I wasn’t sure what to say.

      “Tell me, what are your aspirations once you marry my grandson?” Grandma Dumont asked while clinking her huge multi-diamond ring against her wine glass. I had a feeling she was still bitter about me turning down the fifty-thousand-dollar family heirloom engagement ring she’d given Ashton when he proposed.

      “Ashton has been encouraging me to go back to school. I’m working on college applications now,” I said, hoping to avoid any more future questions until Ashton arrived.

      Cathy opened her napkin and laid it in her lap. “The food smells delicious.”

      I wanted to thank her for throwing a lifeline, but instead I just took another sip of red wine.

      “Don’t you think you need to concentrate on being a corporate wife? I mean, will you have time to attend school between coordinating fundraisers and corporate parties and caring for Ashton?” Mrs. Dumont asked.

      “I’m sure Ashton and Sadie will figure out what works best for them,” Cathy said in a motherly tone.

      I didn’t like it. She didn’t have a right to stick up for me now. “I can do it all. Bring that bacon home, fry it, even kill the pig if I have too…” My suddenly mousy voice was not living up to my attitude. “Not a problem.”

      Cathy shook her head, and Grandma Dumont pounced on the opportunity. “You disagree, Mrs. West? You think she should ignore her husband and stay focused on her own selfish desires? The girl is nearly twenty-six. Certainly if she had intended on going to college, she would have already.”

      “She was busy raising her sisters,” Cathy quipped before Devon touched her shoulder and his magic soothed her into silence. Dang, that was some gift.

      Zoey lifted a basket of sliced French bread and held it up to Mrs. Dumont. “This bread is amazing. Not as amazing as Sadie’s, but it’s good. Here. Try some.”

      Mrs. Dumont held up her hand. “I don’t eat gluten,” she said with a sneer, then turned her scowl to me. “Is this what I should expect? An absentee daughter-in-law who is trying to make up for lost time? I can already see how things will turn out, my Ashton paying your way out of pity because your mother ran out on you and you had to raise your sisters. I just hope he doesn’t end up with any regrets.”

      “That’s enough,” Mr. Dumont scolded, but with little success. I saw it in her eyes. She’d succeeded in humiliating me in front of everyone when Ashton wasn’t around to defend me.

      The realization struck me and I froze. What was I getting myself into? I’d always been fine on my own. I’d never needed anyone to defend me before.

      I glanced at the door, willing Ashton to enter, but there was no sign of him. “We raised each other.” I eyed my two sisters, the ones who had sacrificed as much as I had to keep the three of us together. We’d all been through so much. No one could understand the gifts we were given as a reward for the suffering. “We know how to handle ourselves, Mrs. Dumont.”

      “And they did a great job,” Cathy added.

      As much as I liked having allies, I didn’t like her defending me as if she was family. Family didn’t ignore each other when they were in need, but I didn’t want to add fuel to the already flambéed situation.

      Thankfully, the waiter arrived and took our orders. I was careful to make sure I ordered things I knew were easy to eat with little mess. The last thing I needed was to have a Pretty Woman escargot moment.

      The instant the waiter left, Grandma Dumont leaned forward and eyed Cathy. I saw the trouble brewing beneath her fierce gaze, but I wasn’t fast enough to stop her. “Mrs. West, what do you think of Sadie’s engagement ring?”

      Avery lifted my hand so Cathy could see it, while I wanted to scream to Cathy not to fall for the set up.

      “Oooh, it’s beautiful.” Cathy held my fingers and eyed the still too-extravagant diamond. “Ashton has great taste.”

      “Yes, my grandson, Ashton Dumont the third, has excellent taste in regards to some things, but apparently, our family ring wasn’t good enough for her.”

      “Oh no.” I yanked my hand down under the table. It’s not as if their heirloom ring was so big it blinded me when I looked at it. It was more that I wanted to make my own memories with Ashton, not take in theirs—which they had a wonderful way of making me feel like the unwilling recipient of charity. “It is stunning, perfect, but I didn’t want to take a chance of having something happen to it. To be honest, I would’ve been happy to have a simple wedding ring with no diamond. I’m marrying your grandson, not his possessions.”

      “Except his new car,” Avery whispered.

      I kicked her under the table.

      “No, you’d rather take his possessions in another way,” Mrs. Dumont said under her breath.

      My insides churned so fast I thought the wine would erupt before my temper did. “Mrs. Dumont, I do not, and have never, wanted your family’s money.” I turned on Grandma Dumont. “That’s why I wouldn’t accept that ring. I’m a small-town baker who kneads dough all day. I’m not fancy, but I am proud. I’m also—“

      “Clumsy,” Avery whispered.

      “Clumsy—I also have a tendency to lose things, so I don’t want to take the chance of losing such a valuable family heirloom. I’m aware that I’m not what you imagined for Ashton, I don’t come from money. But I’m not hungry for it either. I love him. He has class, the kind of class that doesn’t make other people feel small.”

      “Lord knows you’re not small,” Avery said.

      She was one comment away from a terrible wine spilling accident, but I was on a roll. “I’m trying to be the person you all want me to be, but I’m not. And may never be. I love family, and my home, and I’m proud of my two sisters and I have never regretted helping raise them. But honestly, they helped me, too. We work hard and we keep our obligations.” And that was all the self-justifying I’d ever do for her. Someday Ashton and I might have kids, and if she ever wanted to see them…oh Lord, I better not say that. I put a hand to my mouth to contain my urge.

      “Is that what this marriage is to you?” Mrs. Dumont sneered. “An obligation?”

      “No.” I pointed at the Dumonts. Goodness but this woman could wear out a saint. “But you sure are.” My voice rose, but I couldn’t stop myself. “I’ve never met anyone so arrogant, so demanding, so…”

      I realized that Mrs. Dumont was looking—right past me.

      I swallowed hard, regretting my words instantly. Avery clutched my shoulder, and I looked up to find Ashton. He stood in the center of the restaurant, h attention, like the diners surrounding him, riveted on me. I knew he would pay the price for my temper tantrum. I’d hurt him. I’d damaged his and his family’s reputation by causing a scene in front of their peers.

      I faced Mrs. Dumont and saw her smug smile. She’d played me like a country fiddle at a jamboree.
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      The epic disaster of the night drove me into the comfort of a tub of ice cream, shared with a sister on each side of me. The only two people in the world willing to share in all my burdens. “He hates me.”

      Zoey lifted a spoonful of mint chocolate chip. “He doesn’t hate you. It’s just you two have such different backgrounds.”

      “I’d hate me.” I sludged a half-melted spoonful into my mouth in an attempt to drown my remorse in creamy, sugary goodness. A dozen bites in and it was starting to work.

      Avery snuggled in closer, wrapping Aunt Cathy’s afghan around us. It’s worn fibers, soft and reassuring after decades of wear. My favorite Christmas gift I had ever received. “That’s because you’ve always been so hard on yourself. Do you remember when I skinned my knee out front when I was ten? You didn’t leave my side.”

      Zoey rolled her eyes, “And she kept going on and on about how you shouldn’t have been on the phone talking to your boyfriend when I was outside playing. You were only fifteen.”

      “I was supposed to be watching you and Zoey, though. I remembered the terror I felt at the sound of your screams through the open kitchen window. It was the first time I knew what it felt like to be responsible for someone else.”

      Zoey dipped her spoon into the tub again. “That’s just it. You shouldn’t have been responsible for us. You should’ve been out chasing boys.”

      “Avery, you did enough of that for all of us,” Zoey said.

      Avery stuck her tongue out as if she were still five.

      Zoey huffed and flicked a dollop of ice cream at her.

      A car door shut outside, and I stiffened at the sound. “That’s Ashton. He’s come to call off the wedding.”

      “Don’t be stupid.” Zoey launched from the couch and peeked out the front windows.

      “Who is it?” Avery asked.

      Zoey turned with a your-cat-just-died look on her face. “It’s Ashton.”

      I threw my head back, hitting the wall with a loud thump.

      “Well, now he knows we’re home,” Avery said.

      “Not yet, but if your hard head were to hit the wall, then he’d be sure.” I glowered at her.

      “Calm down. He’s not here to break up with you.” Zoey stood, gathered the spoons and evidence of the ice cream binge and grabbed Avery. “Come on, we need to give them some space.”

      “It’s a four-room house. There isn’t much space to give,” Avery said, but she followed Zoey to the kitchen.

      My pulse hammered faster than Mrs. Dumonts heels when she left the club after my episode. The glares and stares of all those people would forever be etched into my memory. I eyed my engagement ring, the one possession I valued more than any other material item, not because it was worth so much money, but because Ashton gave it to me as a symbol of his love. The thought of giving it back squeezed my lungs so tight I thought I’d pass out.

      Knock. Knock. Knock.

      “Go. Answer it,” Avery hissed harshly.

      Turning, I saw her and Zoey peering around the kitchen door. I stood slowly and opened the front door with shaking hands. There stood Ashton with a container of ice cream and two spoons. “I know I’m not one of your sisters, but this is what you do when you have a tough night, right?”

      “Yeah,” I whipped up a Kleenex to catch a stray tear. “That and we cry a lot.”

      “Awwweee.” Avery and Zoey said in unison from the kitchen.

      Ashton leaned inside the door. “Hi, ladies.”

      “Hi,” my sisters replied, again in unison and with the same sigh.

      “Tom from the grocery store told me to say hi, he also said this was one of your favorites.” He lifted the ice cream a little higher.

      I had to admit, his disheveled blond hair, big blue eyes, not to mention the gallon of Super-Chunky-Monkey-Chocolate-Extreme, made my heart melt into goo.

      “Um,” he gestured at the door. “Can I come in?”

      “You’ll have to get through me first.” I opened my arms and hugged him tight, thankful he was still speaking to me, but I knew we had to talk. I released him and turned to my sisters. “And you two scoot.”

      Avery and Zoey clicked their heels together and saluted. “Yes, ma’am.” They disappeared down the short hallway to the bedroom they’d shared since childhood.

      Ashton eyed the spoon they’d forgotten on the coffee table in their frenzy to hide the evidence. “I see I’m too late. Again.” As he collapsed onto the couch, I saw the grief in his eyes and it shredded me.

      I popped open the lid. “It’s never too late to slay the chocolate dragon.”

      He handed me a spoon. “I know you tried.”

      “Maybe not as hard as I should have. I did make eye contact.” I picked at the peeling paint on my pinky fingernail. A habit I knew would drive his mother crazy. “I should’ve bit my tongue. I didn’t mean it. Okay I did, but she just got under my skin.” I took a big bite. “Like bamboo in those torture movies, and sometimes my temper…gets away from me. But don’t worry. I’ll apologize to your mother.”

      He stroked my cheek and the smell of sultry, sexy, sensual Ashton drew me into his side. “I don’t blame you. I blame myself.”

      “Why?” Not even my wild imagination could conjure a reason for him to think any of that fiasco was his fault.

      “I wasn’t there.”

      Okay, there was that. “Why didn’t you call to tell me you’d be late?”

      He ran a thumb over my fingers in that delicious way he had that extracted all thoughts from my brain, leaving me a discombobulated love-struck teenager—at twenty-six.

      “I thought I could make it back in time, but my car was late. In retrospect, I think we may have been set up. My father sent me with a driver. He said my car had a flat. But when I went to check after I got back, my car was fine.”

      “Maybe he had it fixed already,” I said hopefully. If he was right, that meant they were willing to do more than just tell me they didn’t want me to marry their son. Their sabotage wasn’t just verbal anymore.

      “I thought so, too, but remember you clipped the curve last week at the drive-thru?”

      I winced at the memory of driving his expensive sports car into a curb. “Yes.”

      He smiled and clutched my hand tight. “You didn’t mean to do it, and that’s not the point. Father said it was the rear passenger-side tire.”

      “That’s the one I’d damaged, right?” My epic fail had bent the metal wheel rim and scraped the tire.

      “Yes.”

      I sighed.

      “It’s still like that. The tire wasn’t replaced and I couldn’t find any sign of patching. I’m so sorry, Sadie.”

      My mind whirled with the possibilities of how this was going to go down, but I’d never imagined him apologizing to me, especially for fighting with his family. “I don’t understand. I want them to like me, but they’ll come around. Once we’re together all official, it’s not like they have a choice.”

      He returned his soft touch to my cheek and I leaned into his palm, savoring the peace that always surged through me with his attention. “Your heart is too pure to think like my family.”

      “But I—”

      “You were alone and cornered, Sadie. I don’t blame you. I grew up with my family. Trust me. I know exactly how that dinner played out before I arrived. It’s not entirely my parents or grandmother’s fault, though. I need to take responsibility for this as well.”

      I sat up and scanned his bright blue eyes for his meaning. “How is this your fault?”

      “Because I protected you from my family for so long and now I’m throwing you at them. This isn’t fair to you or my family. My mother thinks that I’m embarrassed of our family and that’s why I’ve kept you away.”

      “You—embarrassed?” Not that his mom was a prize, well maybe a trophy, but still. “I was terrified of using the wrong fork and starting an international incident. I’m so different from you and your family. How am I ever going to fit in?” And then the thought I’d tried to keep at the furthest point from reality made its daring entrance. “I don’t want to cause a rift between you and your family. Family is too important. Yours raised you, and despite our differences, I would never want you to make a choice between us.”

      “That isn’t an issue.”

      “How can you say that? They hate me. How are you going to feel after we’ve been married a few years and you’re stuck in the middle of this ongoing drama. I won’t do that to you.”

      “It’s not an issue, because there is no choice.” He lifted my chin, his lips only a breath from mine and I forgot for a moment what we were talking about. “There will never be a choice to make. It’ll always be you.” He kissed me, and the world and all its issues crumbled. It didn’t matter if it was our first kiss or our five hundredth, I’d always have the same reaction of utter and complete bliss.

      After several moments of savoring all that was Ashton Dumont, he rested his nose to mine. “I have a plan if you’re willing to give it a try. A way that you and my mom can get to know each other better. Do you trust me?”

      “Of course, I do,” I breathed more than spoke, still lost in the tingling sensation running all the way to my big toes.

      He leaned back and the feeling faded. Based on his raised eyebrows and pouty lips, I knew the dark cloud of epic compromise was rolling in on me. I held my breath and waited for this outrageous plan to unfold. It didn’t matter what it was, I had to do it for Ashton. I had to try to fit in.

      “Do you think there is any way your mother will come and help you shop for a dress, pick out flowers, or any of the other mother of the bride things?”

      I exhaled a lifelong neglect amount of air. “No, she might send some money. That’s about all I can expect.

      He nodded and sighed. “I don’t  know how you managed all these years with so little. You are the most amazing woman I know.”

      “It wasn’t all me. You know Tom dropped free groceries off in the first couple of years, and Melanie from the coffee shop recommended me for the bakery job when I lost my job at the club. Not to mention the women’s league organizing Christmas for us two years in a row.”

      “Still, I can’t imagine growing up without a mother and raising two sisters. Even though my mother is overbearing and controlling, she was always there for me.” He took my hands in his. “Your mother, will she show?”

      “Doubt it. I don’t know if it is love or guilt money, but that’s about the only contribution to our lives we ever received. I’ve mentioned to you that she paid off our mortgage seven years ago. Well, I assume she did, who else would?  Actually, she may have already contributed to the wedding. Remember that Visa gift card that arrived anonymously a few weeks ago? I had originally thought it was probably another friend in town wanting to help us, but now that I think about it, it was probably her. So no, I don’t think she’ll be working the mother of the bride scene.”

      Ashton nodded. “I’m sorry, you deserve better.” He paused, his gaze drifting over my face as if analyzing his next move. After a few moments, he took a quick breath and lightened his tone, “But I have a solution. I hope it’ll get you and my mother a chance to get to know each other.”

      One look at the classic Ashton I’ll-get-you-to-do-anything lopsided, sexy grin warned me I wouldn’t like what he was about to say.

      “Go wedding dress shopping with my mother on Saturday.”

      Oh, I hate you.

      “Uh…”

      You can’t be serious.

      “Of course, dear.”

      Lord save my soul.

      I took another great big scoop of ice cream.
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      For two nights, I tossed and turned and baked and stressed. It got to the point that my sisters demanded I stop making cookies for the sake of all our thighs.

      Then the epic day finally arrived, the day I had to go shopping with the woman who hated me, for my wedding dress. I sighed and reminded myself that this was for Ashton. “You sure you don’t need me to stay?”

      Zoey moved the cupcakes from the overflow pan into the front case. “Stop trying to get out of this. You’ve already baked everything. If we somehow run out, I’ll close early. Don’t worry. I only have to cover for a few hours. Gee, you’d think this was your shop.”

      I paused and eyed the pale green walls that needed paint, the setup of the cases I longed to change, but I could see it. The way the bakery would look if I owned it. “I guess I just love to bake.”

      “Then why are you going back to school? If anything, you should be going to culinary school so you can open your own bakery.” Zoey set the long, silver tin sheet on the counter and crossed her arms over her chest. “You’re always so busy with making Avery and my dreams come true. Why don’t you make your own dreams come true for once?”

      I scanned the small bakery one more time. My heart belonged here in Magnolia Corners, where the town was extended family who’d helped us through dark times, but it also belonged to Ashton. I knew he wouldn’t be able to live all the way down here in the middle of nowhere, not with his fancy degree and corporate aspirations. “I am making my dreams come true. I’m marrying Ashton.”

      Zoey shook her head. “You know what I mean. Try talking to Ashton and telling him how you really feel. You’ve been doing for everyone else for so long. Now it’s your turn.”

      I removed my apron and eyed my pale skin in the small antique mirror near the front door. My cheeks were pink from the heat of the ovens. “I’ve never regretted staying here with you and Avery. Not once. I love you both, and I can’t imagine living away from you two. We are closer than any other sisters I know.”

      Zoey fanned her face with her hand. “Don’t make me cry. I promised not to shed even a tear in front of you, afraid you might abandon everything just to not leave us.”

      The old-fashioned timer stuck to the side of the oven clicked away the seconds until the last batch of triple-chocolate swirl brownies would be ready. I set my apron down on the counter and pulled her into a hug. “I wish I didn’t have to live so far away, but you left for college, and I’m hoping Avery is about to make that jump, too. But you’ll still be able to come to my new home with Ashton. He promised to have enough room for you two. There’s nothing here in Magnolia Corners for you or Avery anymore. If I stayed behind, I’d only be staying alone. This way, I get to be with Ashton.”

      “I know. I’m just being stupid. You know I want you to be happy. If anyone deserves happiness, it’s you.” Zoey hugged me tight then shoved me away. “Now, go. And be nice.”

      I clicked my heels together and saluted in my best Avery and Zoey impression. “Yes, ma’am.”

      With a little sister-infused enthusiasm, I drove to Eagles Landing. I focused on each turn, traffic light, and zooming car that passed me on I-75, but no matter how hard I tried to remain calm, my hands shook. I gripped the steering wheel tight when I pulled into Ashton’s parents’ driveway. It led up a hill to a half circle under the portico. I’d always refused to take my car to his house in fear it would die trying to chug up the hill, but today I didn’t have a choice. Hopefully, Ashton was right and his mother would love the real me. Of course, I knew my chances were greater if I had a richer, less socially awkward me stuffed into the closet that I could dust off and give her.

      My phone buzzed and I glanced down to see Ashton’s name. I pulled to a stop a few feet past the front door and opened the text message.

      I threatened to never speak to Mother again if she isn’t nice. Remember how much I love you. Don’t let my family run you off.

      They won’t. But sprinting is still an option. I thumbed a quick reply. And I love you, too.

      With my purse strap flung over my shoulder and my car keys in hand, I rang the front bell. Their chime reminded me so much of the Addam’s family’s mansion that I expected Lurch, the Frankenstein-like butler, to get the door.

      My phone buzzed again, and I glanced down at another text message from Ashton.

      I sent reinforcements.

      My mind traveled through all the memories of my family and his, but came back empty. Reinforcements?

      The front door opened to Cathy standing with a beaming smile, in an actual dress with sandals and painted toenails. I nearly fainted. The once frumpy, cranky lady now looked like a fashionista. My feelings of inferiority doubled, but before I could say anything, she swooped in, curling an arm around me, and guided me through the entry way as if it were her own home.

      “I found the bride outside.” Cathy sat me down on a plush sofa in the middle of a grand room. The golds, greens, and burgundies decorating the space somehow felt more oppressive than usual.

      Mrs. Dumont entered, sat at an angle to me, and took one of three glasses of champagne from the mahogany coffee table.

      “Won’t this be fun?” Cathy handed me a glass and plopped down at my side. The woman was a walking contradiction of new worldly ways and old-fashioned country charms. “Can you believe Mrs. Dumont did all this for you?”

      “Did what?”

      Mrs. Dumont straightened her already perfect blouse and then wagged a finger at someone standing at a hallway.

      “She decided instead of running all over town that she’d bring the dresses to us. We get to sip champagne and watch models, shaped like you, then you can have a fitting for any that caught your eye.”

      I glanced at the pure white dresses that paraded past me on girls with impossibly long legs and tiny waists. Girls that most definitely did not look like me. Was this another inferiority thing she Mrs. Dumont tried to exploit? I flicked a glance at Cathy, but she sat with her hands folded in her lap in the most lovely manner.

      Mrs. Dumont eyed each model, then me. “No, I don’t think that’s right for her.”

      Cathy straightened and took a sip of her champagne. Another girl walked by as equally beautiful, but Mrs. Dumont dismissed her, too.

      By the third time, Cathy set her champagne down and smiled. “What do you think, Sadie. After all, you’ll be the one wearing it. You decide.”

      I couldn’t tell them that I didn’t want a big fancy dress I couldn’t afford, or that I didn’t even know if I wanted to wear a white one. “Um, they’re nice.”

      “Nice?” Mrs. Dumont’s mouth dropped open with less dignity than I’d seen from her in the four years I’d been dating her son. Of course, in those four years, we’d only been in a room together around five times. Every Christmas, Thanksgiving, and Easter they had flown off to some exotic place, so we’d never had family holidays together. Thank the good Lord.

      “I mean, they are beautiful, of course,” I said, my words tumbling over each other. My hands fidgeted with my purse strap and Cathy shot me a sideways glance.

      Mrs. Dumont took a long breath then a sip of champagne while the girl in the white dress with puffed sleeves stood there. The sleeves were so large not even turning sideways would allow her to fit through a doorway. “Yes, yes, but not for you. Do you have anything more…simple?”

      I caught her meaning, and based on Cathy’s crooked brows I knew she’d caught it, too. “Classic,” Cathy corrected. “Sadie has always been the classy girl. She possesses grace and beauty and humility. And with her bone structure she’ll look fabulous in something more classic.”

      “Unless you don’t have that ready. Then we could look at modern. Like a Mermaid’s Tail dress.” I kept my face a study in careful consideration. I shouldn’t poke the dragon, but she was right there judging me, so why not.

      Mrs. Dumont looked scandalized at the very suggestion. “I’m sure we have something—”

      “Mermaid’s tail?” Cathy laughed long and loud. “I couldn’t imagine, no, wait, yes I could.”

      For once, I didn’t mind Cathy’s interruption. My voice was caught between wanting to make this work with Ashton’s mother, and wanting to tell her that I was tired of her snobbery.

      The first dress with potential caught my eye. Simple, sophisticated, with lace on the short sleeves giving it a little country flair. “This one. Yes, I think even a simple country cow like me can pull this off.” I chuckled, feeling like a stand-up comedian being heckled. I cleared my throat and circled the gown, with my best art critic stare. “Yes, I believe I could try this one.”

      “Oh darling, this dress is elegant, graceful. It’s not…right for you.” Mrs. Dumont sipped her champagne with a hint of a winning grin on her lips.

      A tag peeked out the back of the dress and I couldn’t help myself. I tugged it free, startling the model. She fell forward. A rip echoed through the two-story room like a megaphone at a football game. The model tumbled into the couch, pushing Mrs. Dumont forward in a less than sophisticated movement.

      I stood there with tag in hand, feeling like a busted shoplifter. Despite the great seam divide and the derogatory remarks of Mrs. Dumont, I looked down at the excessive amount of zeroes before the decimal point. I inhaled a quick breath, which sent me into a budget-gone-insane coughing fit. Once I finally managed a few sips of water that Cathy poured and handed me from the coffee table, I cleared my throat and said, “Perhaps you’re right, I’m more wild boar in a tea shop than graceful ballerina.”

      Mrs. Dumont waved her hand at me. “If it is the price that caused you to have a…fit, don’t be ridiculous. We’ll pay for it. I know you don’t have a mother to foot the bill for the wedding. And I can’t have you marrying my son in a burlap sack, now can I?” The air of superiority was so thick I thought I’d choke and end up in another coughing fit.

      “If the sack fits.” I whispered past clenched teeth. “No. I want to buy my own dress.”

      “Don’t be absurd. The reception will be at the club, of course. And the wedding will be at Eagles Landing Catholic Church.” She rolled on as if I hadn’t said anything, wasn’t even there, and didn’t matter.

      “But I’m not Catholic.” The words slipped from my lips before I could stop them, and the woman’s cold, calculated eyes narrowed on me. “Don’t worry, dear. I’m taking care of everything. I’m sure some day soon you’ll catch on, but I’m here to help make your wedding one to remember. It’s not just about you, after all. It’s the Dumont name we must uphold. We have clients from my husband’s firm, and Ashton’s college Lacrosse team, and important, affluent families who will be attending.

      “What if we chose a different church? One in Magnolia Corners?”

      She set her champagne flute down and crossed her legs at her ankles. “You’ll be married at our church. The Catholic church. You’ll understand when you see it. It is built in baroque style. A perfect wedding location.”

      I’d love to baroque something myself, but instead I said, “I understand, but I’ve already picked out a church.”

      Mrs. Dumont guffawed.

      “This is Sadie’s wedding.” I turned and intentionally hit Cathy’s glass so that it tipped, spilling the contents into her lap. I had to handle this my way. Besides, I’d learned a long time ago not to rely on my elders for help. “Oh, I’m so sorry, Aunt Cathy. Please, go to the restroom and dab your dress with cold water.”

      Mrs. Dumont shook her head. “The guest bathroom is around the corner. Darcy, show her where it is, please.” A woman dressed in a uniform appeared from some secret trap door. Cathy eyed me suspiciously but chose to follow the woman. “I’m sure I can find it. No need to escort me.”

      The room fell silent except Mrs. Dumont’s perfect nail tapping against the side of her glass. For several seconds, I waited. Then she waved her hand, dismissing the poor model into her corner. “Well, I can see that I have my work cut out for me. I’ll choose your dress, colors, flowers, menu. I mean, you probably wouldn’t even know what half the items are anyway.” The woman paced and then stopped short of the fireplace. “Colors should be bold, but not gaudy.

      Please don’t say peach. Please don’t say peach. Magnolias. Think beautiful magnolias.

      “We could follow the cool tones of an Atlanta peach theme.”

      I bit my tongue to keep from speaking and repeated over and over in my head, think of Ashton.  “I’m afraid my skin tone will also disappoint you. I might be a Georgia Peach, but I can’t wear it. Even the color near me might scare away the bravest of souls.”

      “Staging is everything. I know you don’t understand how these things work. It’s good that I’m here. You want to make Ashton happy, right?”

      Ashton didn’t care about the dramatics of the Dumont family, that much I knew, but he did care that we all got along. I swallowed my real words I wanted to say and settled with. “I guess this simpleton needs to yield to the socialite master. Whatever you think is best.”

      “Whatever she thinks? You hate—”

      I turned on my aunt. “Aunt Cathy, I’m thankful for all Mrs. Dumont is doing for my wedding. After all, my mother isn’t around to do any of this.” I stood and set my glass of champagne on the table.

      “Good, then it’s settled. I’ll take care of everything.” Mrs. Dumont kissed both my cheeks, the most contact she’d ever had with me and shuffled away into the hallway the models had walked in and out of.

      Spilled Champaign, ripped dress, and accosting Mrs. Dumont with a model aside, I’d done well. No fights and no temper tantrums, that had to be progress.

      Aunt Cathy snagged my sleeve. “What are you doing?”

      I grabbed her hand and both of our purses from the couch, realizing Mrs. Dumont would not be returning. Then I bolted out the front door with Cathy in tow. Once near my car and out of earshot, I let her go and rounded on her. “You do not get to scold me. I’m doing what’s best.”

      “Even if it means rolling over and playing dead. Not just dead, but run over by a car, bus, and a tractor zombie kind of dead?”

      “She’ll be family. She might be a little difficult to deal with, but at least she’s here.”

      Aunt Cathy softened her expression and took her purse from my hands. “Listen, I know it’s been difficult for you and your sisters, but I’m here and I want to help. I know you hate the color peach. You’ve always wanted magnolias at your wedding. You’ve always wanted an outdoor ceremony.”

      “How do you know what I want?”

      “Since you were four you would practice getting married in my front garden, and it was always the same thing over the years, candy and music and fun. You didn’t want stuffy and snobby.”

      “You need to stop trying to mom me.” It was cute, but I needed that years ago when mom left and Cathy wasn’t returning my calls.

      “Someone has to because my sister was no better than a cuckoo bird raising you kids.”

      “And you were no better than a rabbit. Hopping in and out of our lives when it was convenient with a card or letter or phone call.”

      “You wouldn’t speak to me.” Cathy shot back.

      “And you tried as hard as a deadbeat dad with a free airline ticket.”.”

      “You put that back in your sass bag, Sadie Dixon. You have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      “Don’t I? I tried to call you after Mom ran out on us the last time. When I was seventeen and scared that without a guardian the state would split us up. We stayed in hiding for several months, scared to even go out to the store. It was the end of the year with parent parties and phone calls about grades, and I had to act like Mom was traveling for a big new job she landed. Instead of shacking up with a big new guy she’d landed.” I scanned the area to make sure none of the Dumont staff was lurking nearby. “Just go home, Cathy. I’ll handle this.”

      I headed for my car, leaving her and the awful memories of neglect behind.

      “I’m not your mother. You can’t run me off that easily.”

      My legs froze. My heart froze. I froze. “It’s my fault that my mother ran off?”

      “That’s what you think, isn’t it? That’s why you rolled over like a scolded dog wanting its master’s approval?”

      A hot flash of hatred melted the heavy weight of the truth enough for it to seep into me. “Don’t be absurd.”

      Cathy didn’t back down, or wave me away to avoid an argument. She closed the space between us and stared me down. “Then where is the Sassy Sadie we all know and love? Where did she go?”

      I lifted my chin as high as an Eagles Landing resident. “She’s right here, napping. I have to make Mrs. Dumont happy. I also have to take care of my sisters. Have you ever thought maybe I’m scared for them? That I feel like I’m abandoning them now, too?”

      Cathy scanned my face as if analyzing my inner thoughts, and for a second I thought I’d won, but then the corner of her mouth inched into a lopsided grin. “That’s only what’s got your feathers ruffled, but not what’s got your tail in a knot.”

      “Ah, there’s the Cathy with her country colloquialism finally showing her true colors. Who’s the one pretending to be someone else to fit in here? You blame me, but you’re doing the same thing.”

      “For you. I thought it’s what you wanted based on your attitude and the first words out of your mouth to me in years, belittling me in front of everyone. I know you’ve been hurt, but that doesn’t give you the right to treat people that way. And I know you. You lash out when you’re scared of something. What are you so scared of, Sadie? Love? You didn’t think it would be easy, did you? Forever love is never easy.”

      I turned to flee, to get in my car and not face Cathy’s expression or her words or the truth.

      “Oh my goodness, I understand now,” Cathy said.

      I kept walking, grabbed the handle of my car door, but it stuck.

      Cathy’s heels clicked closer and I wrenched the door open, but not fast enough.

      “You’re scared you’ll run Ashton off. That he’ll abandon you, too, if you aren’t exactly the kind of woman you think he wants.”

      She might be right. Maybe. But Sassy Sadie was tired of napping now, and wasn’t about to give Cathy the satisfaction of being right.
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      I pulled the third batch of snickerdoodle-oodles out of the oven. The smell of cinnamon and sugar and chocolate filled the bakery. Perhaps this batch would be the winner. After three years of being a runner-up, I sure would love to win the Magnolias and Moonshine County Fair Bake-Off.

      The front door squealed open, and I couldn’t help but imagine a sweet-sounding chime that would fill the room with jingling music each time a customer entered. That was what I’d want in my own bakery.

      “Where’s my beautiful bride?” Ashton called, his voice heating me a few degrees hotter than being surrounded by three ovens.

      “Back here,” I hollered and set the hot pan on top of the trivets. “Be right there.” I plated the cookies, even though I knew they should cool a few degrees first, and raced into the small dining area. One glance at Ashton and the world rotated at a greater speed. “What are you doing here?”

      He stood in the center of the room, his hair falling over his brow in that free, imperfect sort of way that always made me smile. “I can leave.” The Ashton gesture with his crooked smile and head tilt tease made my heart flutter.

      “Don’t be stupid.” I set the plate down on a glass-topped table and threw my arms around him. “I’ve missed you. I can’t wait until we don’t have to be apart so much.”

      “I’m waiting for the same thing.” He kissed me, in that toe-curling, knee-weakening, snickerdoodle-oodle melting kind of kiss. He set me on my feet and steadied my swaying.

      “Wow. Hope no customers saw us. I don’t want them to report me to my boss.”

      The smell of his freshly showered skin drew my nose to his neck.

      “You checking for another girl’s perfume or something?”

      I savored the mixture of smells. “If so, it blends beautifully with the cinnamon aroma. Perhaps I should write to Ralph Lauren or Tommy Hilfiger and let them know I’ve developed a new fragrance.”

      Ashton roared with laughter. “A fragrance that would only turn a baker on.”

      I lifted the plate and offered him some cookies. “Well, I enjoyed a whiff. Now I need to woo you with my special cookies. It’s the way to your heart, right?”

      Ashton snagged one and eyed it as if to check for poison. “Or to an expanding waistline. What’s in this?”

      “A little sugar, a little chocolate, a little arsenic. Your basics.” I winked.

      He turned the cookie to my mouth. “All right, Sassy Sadie. Then you get the first bite.” With little warning, he shoved the cookie against my teeth, and I took a bite. The sugar, cinnamon, and chocolate mixed in a euphoric blend of sugary goodness. “Mmmmm.” I closed my eyes and savored the flavors.

      “That good?”

      I opened my eyes to find him about to take a huge bite out of it, but I grabbed his arm. “No way. You don’t deserve any now.”

      He backed me into the table and planted another window-fogging kiss on my lips. Lost in his attention, we savored our few minutes alone. He nibbled and nipped at my lips until he smiled and took a huge bite of cookie.

      “No fair. You distracted me,” I huffed.

      “Good, because you distract me every time you enter a room.” Ashton pulled out a chair for me then sat beside me.

      “Flattering me won’t get you out of telling me what you think of my snickerdoodle-oodles.”

      Ashton swished his lips back and forth then took another bite, and another, and another until the cookie disappeared completely. “Well…”

      I smacked him in the arm. “Tell me. You know how much I want to win this.”

      “I think I need to try one more to know for sure.” Ashton grabbed another cookie and devoured it. “I think you could sell these and make a fortune,” he mumbled despite the crumbles of cookie still in his mouth.

      “That good?”

      Ashton smiled and reached for another cookie. “That good. You’ll win for sure.”

      My heart surged with hope and appreciation. “Thanks for supporting my crazy dreams.”

      Ashton raised an eyebrow. “They’re not crazy. You’ve been entering the contest since you were a child. Your aunt started you baking when you were only three. It was the only real motherly time you had with anyone growing up. Of course, I support you. I support you in this and everything else in life.”

      “How did I get so lucky?” I sighed, not just from the happiness, but from the troubles, too. It was funny how love could turn a person inside, outside, right side, and stupid all at once.

      “I’m the lucky one.” He abandoned his cookie and took both my hands. “Listen, I want to thank you for making an effort with my mother. I know she can be…challenging. She isn’t always like that. Actually, she can be kind and generous. I know she’s going to come around, and you two are going to adore each other.”

      “How about tolerate?” I teased.

      Ashton toyed with the bits of my hair that had fallen from my bun, my usual hairstyle when I was at work. “Let’s not waste time talking about my family anymore. I have some good news.”

      “What’s that?” I asked.

      “I found us a place. A perfect place. I want you to go look at it tomorrow. It’s got everything you wanted. Three bedrooms with a split floor plan, but not huge and it’s close to town so you can drive to any of the colleges you choose to attend. It isn’t far from my office, and there are two bedrooms for your sisters to visit whenever they want. Avery is ecstatic that she’s going to have her own room for the first time in her life, even if it is just on occasion. Her and Zoey can fight over who gets the bigger closet, though.”

      My mood fell faster than a chocolate soufflé after slamming an oven door. “Oh. Okay.”

      Ashton quirked his head to the side. “I thought you’d be happy. They can mooch off us the entire time they remain in college, and with the split floor plan, we’ll still have our privacy. Listen, I knew you were having a tough time leaving your sisters, and I love your sisters. I thought this would make you happy.”

      “It does.” It should, so then why am I not more excited? I have a man who is willing to invite my sisters to stay with us whenever they want. “I don’t know how I got so lucky. I’m overwhelmed. You’re too good to be true.”

      “Ah, don’t put me on a pedestal. Remember, I’ve done things wrong over the years.”

      The flash of Jenny Benton and him kissing the night we broke up two years ago flashed in my mind. “That’s true.” Of course, I did my fair share of getting back at him.

      Ashton squeezed my hands. “I’m so glad we’ve grown up and know what we want out of life. To think of how many times we almost walked away from each other. It hasn’t been easy, but I know we can have a great life together.”

      “Forever love is never easy,” I added, mimicking my aunt without realizing. The memory of Cathy’s words bridezilla-punched me in the stomach. “What have I done?”

      Ashton scooted closer. “What is it? What’s wrong?”

      I shook my head and eyed the floor, unable to face Ashton with my shame. “I was so wrong.”

      He tilted my chin up to face him. “It can’t be that bad. Wrong about what?”

      “Not about what? Whom. I was evil to Cathy today. I belittled her in front of your mother, berated her outside in the driveway, and broke our relationship when she was only trying to be there for me. I was awful. I acted like a spoiled little girl.” Tears filled my eyes. “I didn’t want her here. I thought she’d alienate your family by being too…too country. The one thing I judged those people at Eagles Landing Country Club for being, I am myself. I was a snooty and superficial person.”

      “Is that what you think of me?” Ashton asked.

      I shot a worried glance at him but saw his teasing grin.

      “You are none of those things. You were in a difficult place, and let’s face it. You have some unresolved issues with Cathy. She didn’t come to help when you asked her to, and I think you have a right to ask why. You lashed out because she was here now when you feel like you don’t need her.” Ashton cupped my cheek. “It amazes me how you protect and care for your sisters, how you always know how to help them with their issues, but you never face your own.” His thumb brushed my lips with a distracting touch. “But you need to think about something. She is here, and your mother isn’t. That tells you something right there.”

      I knew he was right. Cathy made the trip down. She made an effort, but was it too late? “She’s the only family besides my sisters I have left in this world. I doubt my mother will even make the trip up from Miami for the wedding.”

      Ashton nodded. “You need to ask yourself something. Who do you want to be the mother of the bride?”

      That one question stung me with the realization that there would be no choice. The only one that would show up would be Cathy. The only person I ever thought of as motherly was Cathy. “I don’t even know if Cathy’s still in town.”

      Ashton stood and kissed me on the forehead. “There’s one way to find out.”

      I eyed my cell phone on the front counter.

      “I need to head to my parents’ for a few hours and then I have my last final exam in the morning. I’ll see you after that.” He paused at the front door. “The cookies are amazing.”

      I sighed. I’d finally accomplished something I’d been working on for years, something Aunt Cathy had introduced me to, yet if I didn’t find a way to fix things I couldn’t share it with her.
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      All day Sunday I tried to call Cathy, but she wouldn’t return my calls. I couldn’t blame her, but then again, I could. She should’ve been there for us when we needed her, or sent money, or something. Heck, I didn’t know what I wanted from her after all these years.

      Avery poured a bowl of cereal. “Did you apply to any colleges yet?”

      I rubbed my temple. “No. I’ve had so much on my mind, I haven’t done anything with that.”

      “So, you practically threatened to end my life if I don’t go to college, but you won’t even fill out the applications? Hypocrite much?”

      “Do as I say, not as I do,” I said in my worst motherly tone.

      Avery rolled her eyes. “Well, at least you’ve got parenting down now.”

      Zoey bounced into the room. “Good morning. How’s it going?”

      We both looked at her and sighed, her overexuberance too much for six-thirty in the morning. “You’re awful happy this morning.”

      She only shrugged. “I’m a morning person, what can I say? Why are you even up, Sadie? It’s your day off. We’re not ten anymore, so sleep in.”

      “I did sleep in. It’s two hours later than I normally get up.” I chuckled and poured a cup of steaming coffee.

      “Guess you’ll be glad to be done with that. After you get married, you can even take afternoon classes. Heck, you could sleep half your day away, like Avery.” Zoey grabbed a mug and poured her own cup of coffee.

      “Hey, watch it.” Avery took the mug out of her hand. “Guess you don’t need this since you’re such a morning person.”

      Zoey snagged an apple and headed for the door. “That’s fine. I’ve got a long drive to school anyway. I should’ve left last night, but I had laundry to do. Guess I need to stop coming home to do my laundry on weekends.” She threw the apple in the air and caught it. “I need to be there in time for an exam, so I better bolt.”

      “Um…” I fought to find the words that I’d been wanting to ask the last forty-eight hours. “Have either of you heard from Cathy?”

      Zoey stopped dead in her tracks. Her mouth fell open, but she quickly recovered and about-faced to leave.

      “Freeze and spill,” I ordered.

      Zoey back-stepped. “It’s not a two-minute conversation, and I have class to get to.”

      Avery slid into a seat and took a sip of her coffee. “Nice try. I happen to know that you’re running off to meet some guy you’ve been dating for a hike.”

      I shook my head. “Why’d you lie?”

      Zoey shrugged and turned to face us. “I didn’t want to talk about dating right now. It’s been a while, but every time I think a relationship is going to work out, it implodes.”

      I analyzed her face, the darting gaze, the bit lip. “It’s more than that. You wanted to get out of talking to me. As a matter of fact, you’ve hardly spoken to me in two days. Why’s that?”

      Her eyes shot wide and then narrowed. “Why’d you treat Cathy like that?”

      Avery set her cup down. “Like what?”

      “Like she was white trash trying to scam money from that precious Dumont family.”

      “I didn’t.”

      “You did. Cathy loves you. She wanted to be here for all your wedding details, knowing our mother wouldn’t show.”

      “I don’t need her for my wedding. I needed her when Mom disappeared.”

      Zoey tossed her book bag down. “She couldn’t be here because her husband died and her kids left her. She was depressed, a wreck, and had nothing left to give.”

      “What?” I shook my head, trying to clear the fog. “Her husband died, but her kids were there at the funeral. That was before Mom left.”

      Zoey huffed. “Yes, and before her breakdown. She needed Mom, too. She needed someone, but our mother wouldn’t let us go visit her.”

      “No, Mom said she didn’t want me up there. That I’d be in the way.”

      Avery tapped her cup. “And Mom’s always been so honest, right?”

      The truth seeped in, but I didn’t want it to. I’d been mad at Cathy all these years because she’d abandoned us, turned her back and didn’t want me any more than my own mother did. “Still, she hasn’t been sick all these years. You saw her. She’s happy and healthy.”

      Zoey collapsed onto a seat. “Yes, she did recover, but by that point you wouldn’t take her calls. She even offered money.”

      “I told her no once. There was no reason I’d take money from family who’d abandoned us. Besides, she never tried again.”

      Zoey toyed with her book bag strap and I knew there was more.

      “What else is there, Zoey? What are you hiding?” I collapsed into the chair between them.

      Zoey took a long breath. “You know how you said you thought there was longer to pay on the mortgage, but for some reason it was paid off?”

      “Yes, Mom said she paid it off.”

      Avery whistled. “You believe that?”

      The dark cloud of suspicion covered me. “Are you telling me that Aunt Cathy paid off the mortgage?”

      “And the car, and the electric bill those times we couldn’t pay it, those grocery store gift cards that showed up in our mailbox, and the Christmas cards with no return address with gift certificates. She never stopped giving. She wanted to come here to see us, but you’d never call her back. Then, when she found out you were getting married she knew she had to face you. That you needed a mother.”

      Shame filled me. “I-I didn’t know.”

      Zoey patted my hand resting in my lap. “She made me promise not to tell you. You two were so close before Mom left. From what I understand, she tried to come see us after her husband died, but Mom wouldn’t let her. Told her she didn’t want her bringing us down. That made her spiral into depression even more. If it wasn’t for her best friend, Judy, Cathy would’ve died of a broken heart.”

      “Mom didn’t keep her away because she didn’t want her bringing us down. She never liked how close I was to Aunt Cathy.” I searched my memories, the ones I’d buried so deep all these years to avoid the pain. I rubbed my chest, trying to alleviate the throbbing, but there was no escaping the truth.

      Avery patted my other hand. “You did your best. This isn’t your fault.”

      “Isn’t it? I’m always the one spouting about how important family is, yet I turned my back on the one person who truly cared.” I bowed my head, unable to face the world.

      “Stop it,” Avery scolded. “Now, you listen to me. You were in an impossible situation. The day you turned eighteen you had to face bills and social workers and school counselors. All of whom wanted to separate us, but you wouldn’t let that happen. You didn’t have time to deal with family drama. You had to raise us.”

      “Yeah, and she didn’t make it easy.” Zoey jabbed at Avery.

      “Hey.”

      Zoey took my hand and moved it on top of Avery’s so we had the sister grip with all of us clinging to each other. “I’m just saying we all had it tough. We all survived in our own way. What’s important is we stuck together, and we’ll continue to stick together. Sisters are forever.”

      Tears stung my eyes. “Thanks, you guys. I appreciate that.” I snagged my phone. “I’m going to try to reach Cathy now. It’s time we hashed a few things out.” It rang once and then went to voice mail. I hung up and looked to my sisters. “She call blocked me. Sent me to voice mail. I’ll give her some time to cool off. In the meantime, if you can try to call her, I’d appreciate it. I think she might need some nudging. If we can’t reach her by the time the fair is over, I’ll drive up there and stay on her front porch if I have to and make her listen.”

      “That’s the Sadie we love.” Avery squeezed my hand.

      I held tight to my sisters’ hands, feeling like we were unstoppable together. But how would we be apart? “Oh, I almost forgot. Ashton found a place. It’s on the north side of town and it has three bedrooms. He says it’s the perfect location for both of you to get to school when you want to crash with us and for me to attend college, too.” For the first time, I thought maybe this move to the north side of Atlanta would be a good thing.

      Avery and Zoey locked gazes with that smirk they’d perfected by age ten.

      “What?”

      The silence remained for a second longer as if they were communicating via telepathy. Zoey finally nodded and faced me. “Listen, we know Ashton means well, and we love him, but it’s time for you to move on to the next stage of your life. If we live with you, you’ll only continue to focus on us instead of your new life with your new husband.”

      Avery slid back, taking their connection with her. “What sweet Zoey is trying to spit out is that we don’t want to crash with you all the time, sis. You’ll be on us about our grades, and doing our laundry, and telling us to clean our rooms. We’re in college and want our own lives away from Mommy.”

      I smacked her. “I’m not your mother. I’m a referee, cook, and maid.”

      Zoey threw her arms around my shoulders. “No, you’re so much better than a mother. Please don’t hate your spoiled children for wanting to leave the nest.”

      “Geesh, dramatic much?” Avery stood and headed for the door. “Listen, you need to let us go. It’s time for you to decide what you want out of life. If you don’t know, then you better figure it out and quick.”

      “I want to marry Ashton, of course.”

      Avery turned on me. “It’s not about Ashton. You think just being Ashton Dumont’s wife is enough for you out of life? Marriage is only one aspect. What do you, Sadie Dixon, want to do with the rest of her life?”
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      Melanie from the coffee shop closed the box of scones and taped it shut. “I need five dozen tomorrow morning for the town council meeting. I’ll deliver for us.” She hugged me tight then released me and stepped back. “You know, between the two of us, we keep this town strung out on sugar and caffeine.”

      “County Commissioner Dunken says if it wasn’t for us they’d never stay awake long enough to hear all the town complaints during open meetings.”

      She stacked the boxes and I held the door open for her. “I heard Tom from the general store and Blake from the florist are having a turf war.”

      “I expect a detailed small town report by the end of the day.” I winked. If there was one thing about small towns, there was always entertainment, fighting, and lots of love. We were all just one big dysfunctional family.

      With Melanie’s exit came the morning rush of customers filling up on donuts and pastries. When it finally ended, and I had already been filled in on the great grocery store-florist battle, I welcomed a few minutes of quiet to wipe down the tables and clean up a bit, but first I had to try Cathy one more time. I dialed her number and after the second ring, she rejected my call and it went to voice mail.

      “You’ve reached Cathy West,” her voice mail message said. “Leave your number and if I want to talk to you I’ll call you back. If not, take the hint, Ms. Sadie Dixon-Dumont to-be.”

      The usual beep sounded, and I took a quick breath. “Cathy, I’m so sorry. I want you to understand that I didn’t know. If Mom would’ve told me how you were after Uncle Sam died, I would’ve been there for you.” I toed the linoleum floor, searching for the right words. “Listen, it’s time for us to duke it out good southern family style. You can tell me how awful I am, and I can tell you how much I miss you. Please call me.” I hung up and closed my eyes, holding the phone to my chest. With a silent prayer, I willed her to call me back, but after several minutes of silence, and a jingle at the front door, I had to abandon my hope.

      I turned and spotted the one person I never thought I’d see in Magnolia Corners, let alone this tiny bakery. Mrs. Dumont stood only a few feet away, and all of a sudden the counter between us didn’t seem large enough. My breath dried out quicker than day old French bread.

      Her judgmental gaze hopped around the room until it finally settled on me. “This is where you spend all your time?”

      I pushed my shoulders back. Maybe Cathy had a point. It was time for me to stick up for myself, or the rest of my life would be miserable. “Yes, I started working here right after I was let go from the country club. I run the place for the owner now. It’s paid the bills, mostly, and provides food for our table. I know it isn’t glamorous, but it’s been a great and friendly place to work.”

      She held up a gloved hand. Considering it was ninety degrees outside, I knew the layer of protection wasn’t due to the temperature. “I’m not here to fight with you. I know I’ve been…difficult.”

      Expensive and strong perfume wafted across the counter, murdering the aroma of fresh baked bread. She turned to one of the tables and motioned to the seat. “May I?”

      I grabbed the table rag and hurried around the counter. “Of course. Sorry, it was slammed in here a few minutes ago, and I couldn’t find the time to clean up.” I wiped down the table and then tossed the rag on the counter and wiped my hands on my apron.

      The timer dinged in the back, indicating the bread and my next batch of cookies were ready. “Please excuse me. I don’t want it to burn. I’ll be right back. Can I get you anything?’

      “How about one of those new cookies my son’s been raving about the last few days. An oodle?”

      “A snickerdoodle-oodle.” My heart flew into another hemisphere with happiness. He’d really liked my cookies. Maybe they did have a shot at winning the baking contest at the fair. “They aren’t gluten free though.”

      “It’s fine. I’m not allergic.” She delicately tugged on the fingers of her gloves one at a time until she pulled the gloves from her hands. “I just try to eat clean.”

      Unsure what clean eating meant, and not sure I wanted to know, I retrieved the bread and set it on the cooling rack, then the sheet of cookies. After plating the cookies, I returned to the small table and set them down, retrieved two napkins and two glasses of milk and settled in for a conversation I hoped would go better than the one with Cathy.

      She nibbled on the cookie as if it were a bomb she was trying to diffuse, but after a few seconds she took a real bite. I’d never seen Mrs. Dumont take a real bite of anything before.

      “It’s not polite to stare at someone while they’re eating, you know,” Mrs. Dumont scolded.

      “Sorry, I’m just anxious to know what you think. You see, I’ve tried to win this contest since I started working here. Of course the owner has won, but I’ve never won on my own.” I realized how small town that sounded, and I sat back, willing myself to sound a little more cultured.

      “I believe you have a shot. I mean, it’s not a chocolate religieuse crafted by Chef Pierre at the club, but it is good for a small-town bakery.”

      At the hope of bridging the eight-lane highway dividing the Eagles Landing Country Club lifestyle and tiny town Magnolia Corner’s country-isms, I’d check her statement as a win. “Well, good thing I’m competing in the small-town fair then.”

      “Yes.” As if she’d returned to her real persona, she dusted off crumbs and inferior remnants of the shop from her hands and replaced her gloves. “Listen, I’d like to speak to you about Ashton and your future. I heard he’s found a house and that your sisters will be moving in with you.”

      “No.”

      Mrs. Dumont raised a brow, one that indicated she wasn’t used to being interrupted or told she was wrong. “Excuse me?”

      I toyed with the cookie on my plate, inhaling the sweetness and steadying my resolve to not back down. “My sisters didn’t want to intrude on our new married life, so they told me they wouldn’t move in with us. That, and I think they want their big sister to stay out of their lives for a while.”

      “I see.” She scooted the plate away as if the scrumptious cookies would break her veneers if she took a bite. “That is good news. So, how do you feel about living up on the north side of town after being down here your entire life? How do you feel about attending corporate events and fundraisers? I know Ashton has told you these things are not important, but do you believe he wants to be successful at his job?”

      I nodded, knowing where she was going with this. “Yes, and I plan to support him.”

      “I’m happy to hear that, but what about you, Sadie? Will this make you happy? If you’re not happy, then your marriage won’t work. I want you to carefully consider the fact that you will be entering into Ashton’s world. I have no doubt you love him, but trust me when I tell you love isn’t enough when life gets complicated. I, too, struggled for a while with having to be the emotional support for Ashton and my husband. I graduated at the top of my class and could’ve been the president of a company like my husband, but I knew the two of us couldn’t both take on the corporate world.”

      “Why not?” I asked. “I mean, why can’t a wife be a career woman and a mom?” I wanted to show her the world had changed. That the stay-at-home mom wasn’t a necessity any more.

      “All I’m saying is that I grew up in this world, you didn’t. It is difficult enough to live something you are accustomed to, but when you must pretend you’re someone that you’re not, it’s much harder. You aren’t a debutant? You never had a coming out party. Are you prepared for long nights at corporate events where the wrong words from a wife could end a career? If so, then I will believe you, and I will support your relationship with my son. If not, please walk away. As a mother, one who stayed and raised her son, I assure you I only want what’s best for him.”

      I opened my mouth, but she held up her hand.

      “Don’t answer me now. I want you to think about this. You can tell me your answer tomorrow night. If you decide that you want to be part of our world, then join my husband and me for dinner. It won’t be a big production, but we can help you understand what you need to know to support Ashton. If you are fully committed to him, then we want to help make your transition into marriage easier.” She stood and offered her hand to me. She’d never even came close enough to accidentally run into me, let alone touch me on purpose. “For once, consider yourself, what you want. Not what’s best for everyone else.”

      I stood and took her hand, but I didn’t need to think about it. I knew how much I loved Ashton. There was no way I’d ever walk away from him.
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      Mrs. Dumont’s question continued to churn in my head. What do I really want?

      I wanted Ashton to be my husband. I wanted Cathy to forgive me. I wanted…wanted…to bake. Nothing made me happier than mixing various ingredients and watching the concoction morph into something deliciously different. It was like magic. Even if I didn’t know what a chocolate religieuse was, I could learn.

      Heck, I’d had excellent grades in school. Besides what Cathy had taught me, I’d learned the rest about baking by trial and error. Granted it was lots of errors.

      I snagged my laptop and faced the school applications, but the thought of learning math, social studies, and English didn’t excite me. The thought about learning how to make religieuse did.

      After a deep breath, I entered top bakery schools in Atlanta Georgia into the internet search engine. Le Cordon Bleu sounded fancy, so I clicked on the link and up popped images of desserts I’d never seen before, and programs I didn’t even know existed. My pulse quickened. I wanted to find out what every dessert on the page was, and how I could punch it up a little.

      Make it southern and sweet and sassy, like me.

      “Whatcha doing?” Avery snuck around the half-wall separating the kitchen and living room. She stood with her arms crossed over her low-collared tank top and short shorts with a button up slung over her arms.

      I slid my laptop off my lap and angled it so she couldn’t see the insanity I was considering. “Ah, what are you wearing? You’re not planning on going out in that, are you?”

      “Geesh, Mom.” Avery dropped her arms to her side and approached. “And you wonder why we need to move out. We’re college kids now. We don’t want our mommy telling us what to do anymore.”

      I chuckled. “You’re still not going out in that Princess Prostitute outfit.”

      “No, of course not.” She didn’t exactly sound sincere. She flopped onto the couch at my side, bouncing me on the cushion.

      “Hey, any word from Cathy?”

      Avery shook her head. “Nope. You?”

      “No, not even a voice mail telling me to leave her alone. I’ve decided I’m driving up there on Saturday afternoon when I close shop. Don’t expect me home until really late.”

      “I think you should. It’s time you two really straightened out the mess Mom left between you two. She never did like how close you were to Cathy. She’s the jealous type for sure.”

      I nodded. “Yeah, doesn’t want what she has, but doesn’t want anyone else to have it either.”

      Avery lunged across my lap and snagged my computer before I could stop her.

      I grabbed her shirt, but it made a ripping sound so I let go instantly.

      “Hey, I know you don’t like my outfit, but now you’re tearing it off of me? You have gone seriously off the Mommy Dearest edge.”

      “Sorry.” I tried to pull her back, but she managed to lift the laptop and see my search.

      “Oh, my gaaawd! This is awesome!” Avery spun to face me. “You go, girl. You’d make an amazing chef.”

      I slouched into the cushions, wrapping Aunt Cathy’s afghan around my shoulders. “Don’t be stupid. I just thought I’d look up something that Mrs. Dumont referred to. A dessert I’d never heard of. It took me to that page.”

      “Liar.” She slid off my lap and onto the cushion at my side.

      “No, I’m not.”

      “Yes, you are. That right eyebrow always quivers when you’re lying.” Avery set the laptop on the side table. “Why won’t you admit that you want to be a chef?”

      “Not a chef.”

      “Baker.” She rolled her eyes. “Whatever.”

      “Patisserie and baking chef,” I said, as if my southern accent didn’t ruin the French word.

      “Pardon me, do you have any Grey Poupon?” Avery teased, quoting an old TV commercial they used to mimic while driving around Magnolia Corners.

      I sighed and snuggled in deeper between the cushions. “I know it’s insane. No need to tease.”

      “No, it’s not. The only insane thing is that you don’t think you belong at such a school. But I think it’s better than pretending to be something you’re not for the rest of your life. Aunt Cathy was right about one thing.” She gestured to all of me. “You’ve lost you. I didn’t recognize my sister in that country club the other day.”

      I toyed with the fringe on the afghan. “If I don’t belong home with you two anymore, and I don’t belong in the country club, then where do I belong?”

      “You’re Sadie Dixon, soon-to-be Dumont, who can bake like no one else. You’re smart and savvy and the best sister anyone could ever ask for.” Avery flung her arms around me and I melted into her comfort. “If you don’t feel like you belong anywhere, then make your own place where you do belong. I thought you would’ve figured that out by now.”

      “Hey, I’m supposed to be the one around here giving advice. What happened? Did you grow up on me or something?”

      “Yeah, like five years ago. Glad you finally noticed. Now, about your dreams of going to pastry school.” Avery retrieved the laptop and hit a few keys before I heard the printer sound.

      “What’re you doing?”

      “You’re going to fill out that application, if for no other reason than to see whether you’re smiling or frustrated when you get that acceptance letter.” Avery launched from the couch and returned thirty seconds later with several pieces of paper in hand. “Here you go.” She tossed the papers into my lap. She eyed the application then me. “I’ll tell you, though. I’ve always pictured you owning your own bakery.” She shrugged and headed for the front door.

      “Um, clothing?” I pointed at her barely-there shorts.

      “Relax, sis. I’m just getting my books from the car. You’re not the only one who figured out what to do when they grow up.”

      My heart soared with the thought that I hadn’t completely damaged Avery. “What’s that?”

      “Boy Watching 101, of course.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Nine

        

      

    
    
      The hectic morning rush didn’t help keep my mind off what I wanted to tell Mr. and Mrs. Dumont when I saw them at the club tonight. I knew that I wanted to marry Ashton. There was no doubt in my mind about that, but I wanted to marry him as me. Not some clone of Mrs. Dumont.

      After closing the shop, I hurried home to change. I checked my dress in the mirror. It wasn’t designer, but it was me. And if Ashton loved me, then that should be enough for the Dumonts. Avery and Zoey sat on the couch when I entered the living room. “Okay, girls. Stay out of trouble.”

      Avery waved goodbye over her head with her eyes still glued to her latest TV series obsession, a locally filmed show about zombies. I never could see the appeal of gory stuff. “Yep, have fun.”

      Zoey hopped up on her knees and smacked Avery in the shoulder. “Woo, you look nice. New dress?”

      “Yep.” I twirled, allowing the skirt to flow out from my body. “I splurged.” It didn’t matter that I’d spent my last bit of mason jar savings to look nice, I knew Mrs. Dumont still wouldn’t approve of my outlet store buy. But for once I felt like that didn’t matter. I liked it.

      Avery rotated, dropping the massive bowl of popcorn on the floor. “You spent money on yourself?”

      I shrugged. “You had a point. You two don’t really need me anymore, so It’s time for me to move on.”

      Avery kicked the bowl out of the way and stood three feet from me, her gaze traveling from my trendy, sparkling earrings, down the fitted bodice, along the flowing skirt that didn’t even reach my knees, to my heeled red sandals. “How scandalous. And for the country club?”

      I nodded.

      Her lips tightened then rose into a Ms. County Fair smile. “I approve.” She scooped the popcorn back into the bowl and flopped back down on the couch.

      Zoey rested her chin on her hands on the back of the couch. “You only have two days until the fair. Are you ready for the baking contest?”

      A flitter of nerves threatened to knock me off my too high heels. “Yep, I’m ready. My recipe of Snickerdoodle-oodles has been tweaked and changed and altered again. It’s ooey-gooey perfection at this point.” There, that sounded confident.

      “What about those new applications?” Avery nudged.

      “I’m considering them. You were right. I’ve always dreamed of owning a bakery. I don’t know how that’ll fit into my life with Ashton, though. Perhaps the north side of town will accept southern sass and sweet desserts. I don’t know. All I know is that I’m marrying Ashton, and I’m going to figure out what I want and make it happen.”

      Avery fist bumped the air. “Good for you.” Then she turned and then hit pause in the middle of a scene that had been filmed near Magnolia Corners, and Zoey slid into her spot once more. “Look, that’s not in Atlanta. That’s at the railroad tracks five miles north of here.”

      Having lost their attention back to the TV, I left the house with sister approval and headed to the country club. The entire drive I reviewed the recipe for my cookies, my plans, and my life.

      It was a long drive, long enough for me to consider turning around three times, to doubt that my cookies were award-winning delicious and that I ever had a shot at any kind of career in baking.

      But after forty more minutes, I managed to regain my determination to march into the country club ready to argue my right to be accepted into the Dumont family. I pulled into the parking lot and snuck into one of the far spots before the valet caught sight of me, then checked my watch. Early. Good. Punctuality was important to the Dumonts, which meant it should be important to me.

      I checked my cell to see if Ashton had called, but he hadn’t. It wasn’t like him to not call or text all day, but he was busy with his own career choices. Tonight was important to him, and that’s why I needed to do this on my own. This would mean a lot to him, that I fit in with his family better. He’d made it plain that he’d choose me over them, but I didn’t want that. He shouldn’t have to live without his family in his life just because of me.

      I longed to hear his voice, to hold his hand, to kiss him, but I settled for a text.

      I love you and miss you, I typed. I can’t wait to be with you forever.

      Another glance at my watch told me I had ten minutes until my dinner with my future in-laws. I got out of my car and walked through the parking lot.

      My cell phone dinged with a message from Ashton.

      Miss you, too

      I held the phone to my chest as if to hold onto the peace his words brought me a little longer. My entire life had been an epic battle of bad meets complicated with an extra stirring of trouble. How did I ever end up this happy?

      Me, too. I can’t wait until tomorrow. See you soon.

      I waited a second to see if he would reply. When he didn’t, I slipped the phone into my purse and entered the club. This time, I didn’t let the crystal glasses, oriental rugs, or snooty staff intimidate me. Nothing would shake my resolve or crack my determination to fit into the Dumont world in my own way.

      The host standing behind a podium at the front looked over the rim of his reading glasses. “May I help you, ma’am?”

      “Yes, I’m here to meet the Dumonts for dinner.”

      He glanced over a list in front of him then pressed his lips together. “I’ve already seated them, but it says here they are expecting a guest?”

      “Yes, they invited me. I’m their guest.”

      He studied me for a moment, as if he planned to bust me for being in first class when I’d only purchased a coach ticket. “Follow me, please.”

      I slung the strap of my purse over my shoulder and lifted my chin as I followed the man through the restaurant. When the host stepped aside, I saw Mr. and Mrs. Dumont at a table.

      Then I saw him.

      Ashton.

      A woman was at his side, her hand on his. She leaned into him intimately.

      Not just any woman, but a perfect ten. From her hair to her shoes, everything about her was high-class, the exact opposite of me.
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      I smashed into the wall of hopelessness. My chest tightened, tighter than twisted metal squeezing the air from my lungs, the beat from my heart.

      Only a lie could be my jaws of life, extracting me from the truth.

      The truth that Ashton no longer loved me.

      I drove north. North of Stockbridge, north of Atlanta, north of Chattanooga, north of heartbreak. I had a vague idea of where I was going, but mostly I wanted to run, to get away from the truth that I’d driven yet another person I loved away from me.

      Tears streamed down my face, but I knew the floodgates had yet to open. The sobbing, on the floor, fetal position, my-life-is-over kind of cry was yet to come.

      It wasn’t until I reached Sweetwater County that I realized why I was there and who I needed most in the world. Preparing for a slice of humble pie with a heaping spoonful of please-forgive-me on top, I pulled into Cathy’s driveway. The house looked uninhabited. It was late and dark, yet the sight filled me with hope. It was just as I remembered it from my childhood.

      I ignored the heeled sandals I’d removed hours earlier and tumbled out of the car barefoot. My legs were shaking and my knees buckled, but I fought to follow the path through the front garden, up the steps, and knocked.

      My body stood there on Aunt Cathy’s front porch, but my heart and soul had been left in Magnolia Corners. I felt hollow and cold.

      A light cut on upstairs, followed by the thumping of feet on the steps. Then the front porch light flipped on and the deadbolt clicked. I took a breath, prepared to grovel and to promise never to turn my back on my real family again, but when the door opened Cathy wasn’t there.

      I waivered, my legs ready to collapse. “Cathy?” was all I could manage.

      Cathy’s husband shook his head. His gaze was soft and inviting yet the disheveled white hair and dark eyes told me he was suffering, too. “Is she…okay?”

      He broke into a short smile, one that faded as fast as it appeared. “Yes, she went to visit some friends. Please, come in.”

      I turned to my car then back at him. “I should go.”

      Devon West stepped outside in his bare feet and pajamas and put his arm around my shoulders. “You’re not going anywhere. If there is one thing I know about your aunt, she’d kill me if I let you leave in your state. Now, come inside.”

      I expected to feel awkward at his fatherly touch, a touch I’d never known in my life, but I didn’t. Maybe it was because I knew he was Cathy’s husband, which made him instantly family. Or maybe I needed a shoulder to cry on so bad I didn’t care if he was practically a stranger.

      Without a word, he led me to the kitchen table, made some tea then settled in a chair in front of me. All the time, I sat there blank of any thought as if facing the image of Ashton with another woman was too far beyond what I could handle.

      “Take a breath,” he said, his voice soft, caring like a man who didn’t ignore, didn’t drink, didn’t abandon.

      The stranger in front of me, the man who married my aunt…this man was family.

      I fought my trembling lip, my tearing eyes, but I lost. “I’ve been so wrong.” My shoulders shook, and I crumbled into a heap of balling cheated-girl mess. Without a word, he moved around the table and rubbed comforting circles on my back until I calmed. “It’s not just Ashton, it’s my life. Everything is changing and I turned my back on one of the few people who is family to me. I’ve been so wrong about her, about everything. Do you think she’ll ever forgive me?”

      He nodded. “I know she will.”

      I stared at him for a moment then chuckled like I belonged in a mental hospital. “Do you not know Aunt Cathy? She once held a grudge for sixteen years because a woman told her that her apple pie had too much cinnamon in it.”

      Devon laughed. “Yes, I heard about that, but she loves you. Since your argument, she hasn’t spoken much, which means she’s hurting.”

      “She won’t answer my calls. We were so close when I was younger.” My chest tightened with the thought of not having her by my side while I faced my fiancé, the man I’d loved for four years, and watched him ride off into his rich and important life with another woman.

      “I think she went to visit friends because she was hurt and there are too many memories of you here. Give her some time and I’m sure she’ll be ready to talk. In the meantime, tell me what’s going on. I know there’s more than your aunt on your mind.”

      I gripped the warm cup of tea, willing the words to come out. “I-I saw him…”

      Devon didn’t ask who he was or what I was talking about. He only sat silent for almost two minutes until I could manage more words.

      I swallowed the lump of fear and sadness lodged in my throat then said, “Ashton, my fiancé, was with another woman.”

      Devon returned to rubbing small circles on my back. The welcome comfort allowed me to continue between stuttered breaths. “I saw the way she looked at him. They were sitting with his parents. And she belonged there.” The tears won and it took another minute to manage any more words. “I don’t.”

      Devon waited for me to collect myself, taking a few sips of his tea. I managed a sip despite the nausea rolling and twirling in my stomach. The warmth soothed me enough to stop sobbing like a little girl and I blew my nose.

      “From what I saw, his mother isn’t too pleased about your marriage. I’m not saying that she set anything up, but you better make sure you have all the facts before you walk away from a man who clearly loves you.”

      “How do you know he loves me?” I gripped the mug tight, willing him to explain how I was wrong.

      “Because the second he entered that country club he scanned the room for you. I watched his face light up the moment he spotted you and how he hurried to your side. A man can’t fake that kind of look. He didn’t care about anyone else in that room.”

      I eyed my purse. Did I dare call him? Talk to him? I needed to at least call Avery and Zoey to tell them I wouldn’t be back tonight.

      Devon stood. “I’ll try to reach Cathy. In the meantime, why don’t you try to reach Ashton?” He disappeared from the room and I got my phone out of my purse. One missed call from Ashton. I ignored it, hoping to talk to Zoey and Avery first, if for no other reason than to pull some strength from them before I talked to him. Part of me didn’t want to know his answer.

      I dialed home and after three rings, Zoey answered. “Hi, sis. What’s up? Where are you?”

      “I’m north of town.”

      “You’re what?” Zoey’s voice hitched with middle-of-the-night confusion.

      The sound of Devon’s voice carried from the other room, but I couldn’t make out his words. “Listen, I won’t be home tonight.”

      “I thought you had to be here so you could cook all day for the fair. You know, your winning snickerdoodle-oodles.” Zoey yawned. “Are you staying in Eagles Landing?”

      I inhaled a long breath, trying to find strength to tell her the truth. “No.”

      There was a moment of silence. “Then where are you?” Zoey asked.

      “I’m in Tennessee. Ashton was with another woman tonight.”

      A sharp inhale sounded then silence.

      “I don’t understand,” Zoey said. “What do you mean he was with another woman? That doesn’t sound like Ashton.”

      “I saw him.”

      “I thought you were supposed to be at the club eating dinner with his parents. He was up on the north side of town for an interview, right? Did you drive up there and catch him with someone?”

      “No, he was at the club when I arrived.” My throat tightened, as if to keep me from saying the horrible truth aloud. “Zoey, the interview was a lie. He lied to me and there was some other woman sitting with him and his family…in the spot I was supposed to be in for dinner.”

      “There has to be a mistake. Call him. Do it now. I’m sure he’ll straighten everything out.”

      “You really think I should call him?” I asked.

      “Yes, of course. Hang up and call him now. Then call me back. I’ll be up. Better yet, I’ll head up to Tennessee.”

      “No, don’t. It’s too late. I’m here at Aunt Cathy’s house so I’ll be fine.” She didn’t need to know that Cathy wasn’t there.

      “Call him and then call me back, now,” Zoey said, her voice firm.

      I rubbed my forehead, willing the image of him with that woman from my mind. “Zoey?”

      “Yes?”

      “Do you really think it’s possible that I’m wrong? That he wasn’t with her? That it was some sort of mistake or a setup from his mother?”

      “There’s only one way to know for sure. Call Ashton. Now.”

      “I’m sorry I woke you up. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      Zoey huffed. “Oh no, you don’t. Call me back the minute you get off the phone with him. Don’t leave a sister hanging like that.”

      “Fine. I’ll call you back.” I hung up the phone and dialed Ashton’s cell. My breath hitched and my mouth went dry, yet my heart swelled with hope.

      The phone line clicked. “Hello?” a woman answered.

      “Ashton?” I asked, hoping she was just a stranger who had found his phone in a parking lot.

      “He’s unavailable to come to the phone right now. Can I take a message?”

      I didn’t know what to say. My stomach knotted with the realization that she was with Ashton. With him at one o’clock in the morning. Only family and lovers were together at that hour, and based on the way she’d hung on his arm and eyed him at the table, there was no way she was some distant cousin. My thumb found the end button and I crumbled into myself, holding my aching stomach.

      I’d driven the man I loved into the arms of another woman because I wasn’t enough. I would never be good enough for the Dumonts and their world. Ashton must have realized that, deciding a perfect posh ten was better than some southern bumpkin five.

      It was only me and my sisters now, but soon even they would be gone. I’d be alone.

      Not just living alone, but experiencing life alone.
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      Morning only brought a headache, neck ache, and soul ache. I woke hoping it had all been a nightmare. A rich, snooty, condescending dream.

      The sight of Aunt Cathy’s guest room told me it wasn’t. It was all true. I had to face it. And I wouldn’t let anyone―not my mother, not the Dumonts, not Ashton―ruin my life the way my mother had.

      I wouldn’t cry myself to sleep another night. I wouldn’t sacrifice everything to care for someone else. Both my sisters were grown, and capable of taking care of themselves. It was time I thought about me for once. I needed to get home to bake for the county fair.

      “Are you sure you need to drive back today? Cathy should be home by this evening.”

      I grabbed my purse and headed for the door. “We both know that Cathy’s mad at me, and I can’t handle that right now. Tell her I love her, and I’ll try to talk to her soon. Right now, there is something I need to do for myself. It’s time I work on my own dreams, instead of focusing on everyone else’s.

      Devon forced a worried smile. “Drive safe.”

      I threw my arms around him. “Thank you so much. I don’t know what would’ve happened last night if it hadn’t been for you.”

      He hugged me tight. “Listen, I’m here if you need anything.”

      “If you really do have the power over Cathy that I saw while you were at the country club, please get her to call me.”

      Something flashed across his face, but his reassuring smile replaced it so quickly that I couldn’t figure out if it was concern or sadness.

      “I’ll do my best.”

      With those few words, I knew the rift between Aunty Cathy and I was bigger than I had realized, like the valley between two tall and proud, stubborn mountain peaks. I opened the front door, pausing on the top step. “Tell her I love her.” My legs, arms, and heart weighed on me, but I managed to walk down the front porch steps.

      “I will. For now, you win that baking contest. Don’t let all this nonsense get in the way of your dreams.”

      I nodded, unable to manage words. It was as if any extra movement was too exhausting. That any words would break the fragile silence and bring reality crashing down around me again.

      The entire drive back to Magnolia Corners I debated if I even wanted to enter the contest anymore. I’d had this crazy vision of everyone there celebrating with me when I won. That dream of family and friends surrounding me to share in my accomplishment. Yet, now it seemed impossible and stupid.

      For hours, I ignored the buzzing of my phone and drove. I drove down winding roads and long crowded interstates. My mind rolled over the memories of my mother walking out on me, of the way I treated Cathy and her walking out on me. And now, of Ashton walking out on me. Did he leave me because I didn’t fit in, because I wasn’t worth loving?

      When I finally pulled into the bakery parking lot Zoey stood on the front walk with swollen eyes, her arms open wide. I crawled out of the car and fell into her embrace.

      “I’ve been so worried. I’m in shock, and I don’t know what to do.” She held me tight until I finally pulled away and eyed her.

      “I’m supposed to be the big sister.”

      Zoey took my hand and tugged me inside. “It’s our turn to take care of you. Tell us what you need.”

      Avery came out and held out a cup of coffee to me. “So, is it going to be cyanide in the country club’s water supply? Arsenic in their catering? A hired hit man? Shaving his perfect hair off so he can never show his face in public again? Don’t hold back, we’re here for you.”

      We all laughed, not a happy laugh, but a sister-gone-mad laugh.

      “I think we’ll spare his life.” I took a sip of coffee. If anything in life could take the edge off it was laughter and Avery’s special Italian coffee with hazelnut cream. “If you really want to help, grab an apron. We have twelve hours to get everything ready for the fair.”

      “You’re worried about the county fair? Now?” Avery asked, her voice hitching.

      “I have a commitment. Unlike some people, I take that seriously. I’m going to head over there now. No sense in putting it off. It isn’t their fault my life’s in shambles. Everyone else might break their word to me, but that fair is something special to this town. A town that helped us when we were alone. A town that brought us groceries, offered me a job when I needed one, picked Avery up when she was in trouble and set her straight.”

      “Hey,” Avery protested, but no sarcasm followed.

      “This fair brought us happiness when we needed it most. Do you two remember?”

      Avery nodded. “When Mom left, we all went to the fair and ate way too much food and played games. You made us believe that everything would be okay.” Avery toed a worn spot in the linoleum. “You were younger than I am now. I don’t know how you did it. I don’t know how you’ve done any of it all these years.”

      I smiled. “Yes, well, I have this amazing sister that I couldn’t stop thinking about last night. The one who pulled herself together when the love of her life walked out on her with no word. Today, you’re my inspiration. I’m channeling my inner-Avery to keep going.”

      Her eyes filled with rare tears. She swiped them away, but Zoey grabbed us both and pulled us into a huddle of sister love.

      “Let’s get to work. There’s a lot to do and only a little time to get it done.”

      Avery started heating up the cotton candy machine while Zoey pre-heated the oven. I shut off my phone and shoved it back into my purse. Today there would be no distractions, no empty promises, no lies. Today I’d work until I was so tired I’d forget who Ashton Dumont was and how happy he’d made me.

      For a few hours, I managed to bury my grief in baking, and I knew that I could never do anything else. From the time I was four and baked my first batch of chocolate chip cookies with Aunt Cathy, I had fallen in love with baking and how it could connect people through warmth and sweetness.

      When we finally finished making most of the food for the fair, I decided I wouldn’t give up on my dreams and began work on my cookies. Retrieving my phone, I held my breath and turned it back on then waited for it to come alive. I would’ve continued to ignore it but I needed my recipe app so I could review my notes. When it finally finished booting up, I expected to find a thousand messages from Ashton full of empty-promises and lies I thought I didn’t want.

      But there were none.

      Not one single message from Ashton.
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      The county fair bustled with families, friends, and young happy couples. I managed to plaster on a smile, but I eyed the first-aid booth, thinking a jolt from the defibrillator might revive me from certain death. Instead I went to relieve Avery, who was still running the popcorn machine.

      “Go have some fun. I’ve got this.”

      Avery shook her head. “No, thanks. I’m good.”

      I eyed my younger sister, full of southern charm. She’d deserved better than life had given her. “All these years I thought I sacrificed, but to be honest, I think you two did the most sacrificing. You know, you deserved better than a deadbeat dad and runaway mom.”

      “You’re right, we did.” Avery dumped another load of popcorn into the machine and stirred it with the metal scooper. “But we got something no one else has. You. You were a better parent than both of them put together.”

      For a millisecond, a ray of light warmed my heart before the dark cloud covered it once more. “Thanks for saying that. I know we tease each other, but I truly am glad you’re my sis. I was lucky to have you two.”

      Avery passed a bag of popcorn to a little boy then stirred once more. “Has he called?”

      I forced myself to stay composed. It was an act, one I’d perfected years ago. Now, like then, I wouldn’t let anyone take my future away from me. Baking was all I had left to keep me company once Avery and Zoey moved out for good. “Nope, nothing. I guess he didn’t have the time to waste on an explanation, even after four years. Funny how people can just walk away and not even tell you why.”

      Avery’s eyes shot wide, her mouth opened.

      “What is it?” I asked, but my sister just dropped the scooper and faced me, ignoring the little girl with an empty bag lifted to be filled.

      “I think you’re about to get your explanation.”

      I followed Avery’s gaze to the end of the aisle of booths and spotted Ashton walking toward me.

      Before I could process what I was seeing, the speakers overhead squealed and the announcer cleared his throat. “Time for the annual Magnolias and Moonshine County Fair Bake Off! All contestants report to the judging tent now, please.”

      I squeezed Avery’s hand. “I can’t. I can’t do this right now.”

      “Go. I’ve got this.” She released my hands and pushed up her sleeves. Pity crossed my mind for what Ashton was about to walk into, but it passed and I silently thanked her. My sister was the kind of person who could take on the world’s biggest chauvinist and make him go home crying for mama.

      I scooted behind the tent and made my escape, trying to get the image of Ashton’s soft eyes and lips out of my mind. The usual surge of need to touch him had been replaced with loss and darkness.

      The crowd provided instant cover, and I managed to make it to the judging tent in time for the walkthrough. My cookies in front of me, I stood behind the table. A mixture of nausea and excitement replaced the darkness if only for a few minutes.

      The judges began making their rounds. The process was slow, with the judges stopping to taste and critique each contestant’s creation. I held my breath and kept my eyes fixed on my plate of cookies. If only I could win, perhaps I’d have one thing good in my life outside of my family and I’d move one step closer to my dream.

      The judges reached my table and I looked up to face them. Behind Tom from the corner store and Melanie from the coffee house, stood Aunt Cathy.

      I gasped.

      “Did you forget I was a guest judge this year? I had told you about it when we ate at the club. I guess you were too distracted.”

      No words formed on my lips as my mind went blank. She lifted a cookie with a stoic expression, eying it skeptically.

      I waited while the other three judges murmured over the cookies. Aunt Cathy nodded and then set her cookie down to write on her clipboard. “And what are these called?”

      A smile crept onto my face. “Cath-oodles.”

      “Why are they called that?” Melanie from the coffee house asked.

      “Because they are sweet and sassy and southern. Just like my beloved Aunt Cathy…” My breath caught in a vice of apprehension and fear.

      Cathy lowered the clipboard and pinched her lips as if she’d eaten an extra bitter lemon square. “No extra points for sucking up.”

      “Gratitude isn’t sucking up.” A hiss of air released as if she’d poked me with her pen. “You did just notice that I forgot you’d be judging. But even so, that doesn’t mean it’s any less true.”

      Melanie devoured the rest of her cookie. “This might be your year.”

      I smiled, not a winning smile, but a life-might-get-better kind of smile. “Thank you.”

      Cathy cleared her throat. “We’ll see.”

      The judges moved on, and I waited. Waited to find out if one thing could go right in my life of wrongs. Then I saw my answer.

      Ashton.

      Ashton and that woman from the country club. Together.
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      The rides twirled and whirled around me, but I kept moving. I made it to the popcorn booth, but Avery or Zoey weren’t there to rescue me. Dings and rings competed with the banging in my ears. My pulse flew faster than the roller-coaster rattling down its tracks.

      “Sadie!” Ashton shouted.

      I slid between the popcorn booth and the dart game, but he cut me off.

      “We need to talk.” He grabbed my arm with more force than he’d ever touched me before. Not vicious, but firm.

      “We have nothing to talk about,” I snapped, trying to pull my arm free.

      “I’m not cheating on you. I love you. And I can’t believe you’d think that.”

      I jerked my arm away. “What did you expect me to think. I saw you. With that woman,” I said, my words cracking before they reached the air. “Giving you the benefit of the doubt, I even called you, but guess who answered?”

      He touched my arm, his eyes pleading. “No. You have it wrong.”

      I fought to keep control of my emotions, to leave the town fair with some dignity. Melanie from the coffee shop, Paul from the pharmacy, the entire town seemed to be watching our drama. I could feel their eyes on us, but I didn’t care.

      “She answered your phone in the middle of the night,” I yelled at him over the noise. Over the pain and heartache.

      “Yes, she was with me, but we were working.”

      “Was she fixing your telescope? Because at that time of night there aren’t many good reasons to work. And, you told me you were at an interview on the north side of town, so was she checking out your skills, or were you looking into hers.”

      “I didn’t want you to know until I could tell you in person.”

      I faced him and narrowed my gaze. “Why would it matter if you have nothing to hide?”

      “I didn’t want you to know because I was working on something for you.” His words made me hesitate. That was when I noticed the mark by his eye, an angry red mark that was slowly turning purple.

      “What happened?” I shook my head. “Nevermind. I don’t care.”

      “Yes, you do. I know you love me. Avery told me you were upset. No, she showed me with her left hook.” He fingered the mark by his eye. “It took some work, but I explained to Emily Warner that it was a misunderstanding.”

      Emily? “Well, I hope Emily fits into your family plans better than your hillbilly ex-fiancé.” I pulled at the ring on my finger, the one I avoided looking at for the last forty-eight hours.

      He grabbed my hands. “Don’t. Don’t even think about it.”

      A crowd gathered around us and that was when I saw Avery and Zoey nearby. I looked between them.

      My hands trembled. My knees trembled. My heart trembled. “Who was she?”

      “A designer. Avery told me about your dream.”

      His words sliced through my angry resolve. “What?”

      “Why didn’t you tell me you wanted to open a bakery in Magnolia Corners? I thought you made the best of it because you had to for the sake of earning an income. I knew you liked to bake, but I thought it was a coping mechanism.” His eyes glistened with honesty. He was dense, but at least he was honest. “Don’t you understand I only want what you want? You do everything for everyone. Now, it’s your turn to have someone do for you.” His eyes filled with tears, his voice quivered. “You are everything to me. You are my life.”

      While they were words I’d longed to hear, I couldn’t get past the fact he’d been with another woman. “Designer?”

      “Yes.” His eyes pleaded with me and I saw the truth.

      “Your mother. She invited me to the club that night to talk to me.”

      A flash of anger flickered on his face, but he blinked it away and took a step closer to me. “She knew I’d be there with Emily. She set us up,” he said, his voice deep with anger.

      I wanted to look away, to hide my shame. “I-I…”

      He pulled me close and held me tight against him. “Do you trust me?” he said in my ear, his voice thick and shaky.

      I searched for my answer, but instead of finding it in the festivities around me, I saw Mr. and Mrs. Dumont march toward us.

      He didn’t wait for my reply. He leaned away and locked gazes with me. “Sadie. I need to know. Do you trust me?”

      Mrs. Dumont halted at the edge of the popcorn booth. “Why did you drag us all the way down here?”

      Ashton ignored his mother and kept his gaze on me.

      There were so many questions about what happened. Why was she with him so late? Why didn’t he call me or text me? Why did his mother set us up like that? But none of that mattered. The last four years mattered. All the times he’d been there when I needed him, fixing my car, watching Avery when I had to work late, skipping a college party to drive down to Magnolia Corners to see me. “Yes, I trust you.”

      “Then marry me.”

      I laughed and lifted my left hand. “We’re already engaged.”

      “What are you doing?” Mrs. Dumont screeched.

      “Marry me right now. Forget the dress and the big wedding.”

      “What’s going on over here?” Aunt Cathy’s voice broke our connection. We turned to find my aunt ready to hit him over the head with her clipboard. “I heard you did my niece wrong.”

      “Wait.” I blocked her advance. “It was a misunderstanding. A big, stupid, kinda sweet misunderstanding.”

      Ashton took my hand and stood by my side. “Do all the women in your family resort to violence when they think I’ve done something wrong by you? If so, you better make sure you have good life insurance on me.”

      Avery and Zoey joined us. “Is it true? You bought the bakery for Sadie?”

      The world kept moving and I didn’t have on my running shoes. “What’s she talking about?”

      “I’ll tell you later. First, answer my question. Will you marry me? Here? Now?”

      Mrs. Dumont closed in on us. “Ashton, this is ridiculous. We need to leave now. You’ve wasted enough—”

      “Time letting you manipulate me? You’re right. This is my life. Mine and Sadie’s. Not yours. And I want her to be my wife. I thought you might want to see your only son be happy. If Sadie says yes, we’re getting married right now. No big cathedral, no business associates as guests, no nauseating peach bridesmaid dresses. Just us, surrounded by family and friends. If you don’t like it, you can leave.”

      He’d kept his promise to choose me over his family. It’s not what I wanted, but it was his mother who made him choose. I watched him, the man who had never lied to me in all the years we’d dated. He’d always been there for me, and he’d always been honest.

      “Yes!” I blurted. “I’ll marry you now, tomorrow, or any day you want. This is what I wanted. I never cared about a fancy wedding.”
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      The recreation hall quickly filled with family, friends, and disgruntled guests hastily invited by the Dumonts. Mr. Dumont held tight to his wife in the back corner. Ashton ignored her swooning and mumbling about losing her son. I’d hoped they’d come to love me someday, but until then Ashton and I had each other.

      The chipped painted walls were our cathedral, the squeaky, old chairs were our pews. And the people of Magnolia Corners were our witnesses. Zoey took my left arm, and Avery took my right.

      “Not exactly the high-class shindig I’d expected,” Avery said.

      Zoey shot her a sideways look. “It’s perfect, though. Perfect for you and Ashton. I’m happy for you.”

      Only hours ago, my life was in disrepair. My sisters were leaving, my aunt was avoiding me, and Ashton was cheating on me. Now, I had my sisters at my side, my aunt at the front next to Pastor Mike, and Ashton waiting at the end of the aisle.

      A fiddler led his country band in the wedding march, and Avery, Zoey, and I walked to the front of the recreation hall, relieved Arsenal Assembly hadn’t been the chosen band for the night.

      At the end of the aisle, my sisters released me, released me from my motherly duties to find my new life. And now I was ready. With one glance at Ashton and his promise of forever, I knew my life would be full, instead of the emptiness I’d feared.

      “Dearly beloved, we are gathered here today to join this man, Ashton William Dumont the Third, to this woman, Sadie Cathrine Dixon in holy matrimony. May I ask who gives this man to this woman?”

      Mr. Dumont cleared his throat in the back of the room, and we all turned to see him move forward with Mrs. Dumont at his side. My breath stuttered and stopped. “His mother and I do.”

      A collective sigh of my family, Ashton, and myself sounded in the large hall. I turned and pointed to the chairs we’d saved for them in the front. A look of resignation flashed across Mrs. Dumont’s face as though she felt she needed to behave if she ever wanted to see her son or grandkids.

      “And who gives this woman to this man?”

      “I do,” Aunt Cathy shouted, clear and proud.

      A few giggles rumbled over the crowd at her enthusiasm.

      Pastor Mike closed his bible and eyed Ashton. “The groom has written his own vows to share today.”

      Ashton took my hands in his, sending warmth up my arms, through my shoulders, and into my chest. “Today, we stand side-by-side in front of the pastor to confess our love for one another. The way we’ll stand side-by-side the rest of our days as we face life, together. The day I met you at the country club I knew you were the one. It took me a month to get you to agree to go out with me, and even then, you wouldn’t let me take you on a real date. You didn’t care about my money, or who my family was. You only cared about your two sisters. I’d never seen someone work so hard or be more dedicated to their family. After our first date, the one where we took Avery to her dance class then out for dinner, the three of us, I knew I wanted to spend the rest of my life with you. I knew you were worth the wait. While we’ve kissed over the years, today I can’t wait to kiss you as my wife.”

      My eyes filled with tears and I fought to keep them from taking my voice away with emotion. He squeezed my hands in encouragement and I swallowed the lump of insecurities and fear. Although I had not written my own vows, I let my love dictate my words. “The moment I saw you at the country club I couldn’t think or move. Each night you returned to talk to me at closing and you’d be outside waiting for me when my shift ended. It wasn’t until a month later that I accepted your date. Over the last four years I’ve been overwhelmed at your kindness, your determination, and your love. You saw me through my hard times and circumstances. You drove out of your way for broken-down cars, dance recitals, emergency room visits. There has never been or ever will be another man for me. Ashton William Dumont, you are my perfect match. You may be rich, and I may be poor, but together we balance each other out.”

      Ashton pulled two rings out of his pocket and nodded to the pastor.

      “Repeat after me. With this ring, I thee wed.”

      Ashton repeated his words and slipped a wedding band onto my finger. He’d come prepared, ready to marry me. Once again, he surprised me with his dedication, despite my crazy behavior.

      The pastor nodded at me and I took the ring from Ashton and slid it on his finger. “With this ring, I thee wed.”

      “I now pronounce you husband and wife. You may kiss the bride.”

      Ashton dipped me into a full-lip, blushing, toe-curling kind of kiss.

      All of Magnolia Corners cheered.

      Country music played as we made our exit and the crowd flooded back out into the fairgrounds. The woman I’d seen with Ashton waited for us at the edge of the tent. “It’s nice to meet you, Mrs. Dumont,” she said to me. “I have a wedding gift for you.” She handed me an envelope. I opened it to find a picture of a small shop. The sign read, Sassy Southern Sweets.

      “It’s our future,” Ashton said. “I bought the bakery. It’ll be yours when you’re ready. But if you want to go to pastry school, you can do that and then start your business. The point is, we can live wherever and you can do whatever you want. I never cared if you went to college. I only care about you.”

      Aunt Cathy whistled. “That looks like a nice place. A perfect place to hang this.” She held out a certificate that read, Winner of the Magnolias and Moonshine County Fair Bake-off, Sadie Cathrine Dixon.”

      I hugged her tight, like a daughter would a mother. “Thank you. Thank you for always being you.”

      Ashton cleared his throat. “If you don’t mind, it’s time for us to leave. I know you don’t like fancy things, but we’re going to head to France for a month. There’s a special certificate program for patisserie chefs. I thought we’d spend our honeymoon there.”

      “What about graduation and your new job?”

      “I’ll get my diploma whether I walk at graduation or not, and the job starts in six weeks.”

      Avery smacked me in the arm. “What do you say?”

      “I say I’m going to France to become a trained baker.” I kissed Ashton and knew that no matter what the future held, I had a man on my arm who knew me and loved me better than anyone.
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