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CHAPTER ONE

“But who told you Jell-O didn’t melt?” Sierra Bradley frowned as she stared at a dark, metal pan filled with what was now purple liquid but had once been red and blue Jell-O squares dotted with whipped cream.
“I assumed.” Cassie Woodall, Mrs. Yap-A-lot and Sierra’s good friend, dipped her finger in the pan then licked it. “Still tastes good. Maybe we should just set out bowls and spoons.” 
Sierra slowly shook her head. No one at the Fourth of July town square event would slurp melted Jell-O from bowls when the table was covered with delicious pies and cakes that weren’t disintegrating.
One long groan and Cassie placed her hands on her hips. “I guess I was thinking they melt in your mouth and not your hands.”
“That’s M&Ms and even those melt under the sun.” 
Cassie clucked her tongue against her teeth. “Don’t tell Jax. I’ll never live it down, and I have nine hundred things already I’m not living down. The list gets longer every day. I didn’t realize what a great memory he had when I married him.”
“Your secret’s safe with me.”
“I should have pulled the Audrey card and simply said it wasn’t my forte, smiled politely and reminded everyone I decorated most of the square, which is my gift.” Audrey Brookson, now the pastor’s wife—and one of Sierra’s best friends—had finally realized her talents and had opened up her own florist shop in town. 
Cassie scoured the tables. “If I could find a straw and a really big cup I’d—”
Betsy Davis, also Mrs. Yap-A-lot but in an oh-so-different way, interrupted with a pat to Sierra’s shoulder. “You’ve done such a lovely job with the food tables.” Wow, that was a lot of rhinestones. From her glasses to her flip-flops, Betsy was blinged out. Sierra almost shaded her eyes.
“Thanks. It wasn’t difficult setting out desserts.” Sierra was comfortable behind the scenes and in the kitchen. She’d been cooking since she was old enough to stir a spoon. Nana had owned and run The Bistro until she passed away five years ago, willing it to Sierra. But Nana and her parents had made it clear from the time Sierra could understand the English language, The Bistro was one day going to be hers. A legacy. One she’d wanted until lately.
Betsy pulled a handkerchief from her purse and dabbed her forehead. “How you holding up, sweetie?”
“Better than Cassie’s Jell-O.” She took the needle to the ribs from Cassie, but Sierra knew where this conversation was going, and she didn’t want to talk about the fact that Ezra Alcott would be in town in another month for his youngest sister’s wedding. Why did Jemma Alcott want to be married at the lake? She barely spent time there unless she was trailing after Ezra and Sierra. They’d spent most of their time, especially in the summer, on Pine Lake—at Ezra’s grandfather’s cottage on the outskirts of town.
Betsy cast her sight on the pan of liquid and grunted. “Well…”
“But doesn’t the square look pretty?” Cassie asked with a little too much excitement as she tossed her hands out to display the grandeur. 
Tables had been decorated in red, white, and blue. Patriotic paper lanterns hung from the trees that provided some shade—not enough to keep the Jell-O squares from melting. It was definitely a Star Spangled Banner kind of evening. 
Most of the town had shown up to listen to live music, share a meal, watch the children play in the sprinklers, and when the sun set, the town always ended the night with an amazing fireworks show. 
Betsy pushed her sparkly glasses back on her nose. “It does.” She focused on Sierra. “Now, listen, I know you and that Alcott boy were thick as thieves through high school. Half the town thought you’d end up married. And Angie Delgatto said she overheard some talk that you were upset over the possibility of having to see him again.”
So much for Betsy doing better with the gossiping. But didn’t everyone have slip-ups? Sierra extended some grace—through gritted teeth. “You can’t believe everything you hear.”
“Which is why I’m coming to you.”
Well, maybe she was doing better. Instead of taking it to the watering hole, she’d come straight to the horse’s mouth. “I’m fine. That was a long time ago. We were just kids.”
As if satisfied with Sierra’s answer, Betsy gave one solid nod and curled her lip at the pool of Jell-O. “Stick to decorating, Cassie. Leave the food to Sierra. By the way, I’m loving that new turkey Panini. Lunch hour in Mistletoe wouldn’t be the same without The Bistro.”
Without The Bistro.  A sick sensation gnawed Sierra’s stomach. “Thank you. That’s sweet.”
“It’s the truth.” Betsy shuffled toward a gaggle of women drinking lemonade and fanning themselves. No doubt to let them know she’d heard it straight up, there was no discomfort over the fact Ezra Alcott was coming back to Mistletoe after years of being away.
After leaving her for France. After accusing her of not loving him enough or even at all. 
Those biting words had left their stinger embedded in her heart.  
On the east side of the square, Eden Everhart—another good friend of Sierra’s—straggled from her father’s construction office, with her little one on her hip. She waved and headed towards her and Cassie. “It’s too hot out here for Rachel. I’m taking her over to Dad’s house. What did Betsy want? And have you seen Knox?”
“Last I saw your husband he was over by the adult watermelon contest table talking summer baseball scrimmage trash with Gabe, and yes, our dear pastor was equally trash-talking.” Cassie wiped her brow with the back of her hand. “Now, return the favor. Have you seen my husband?”
Eden pointed down the sidewalk. “He’s in his store. I parked in front of the place.”
Cassie left for WoodAll’s furniture store, which she now helped run with her new husband. She paused and turned. “Have a Jell-O square while you’re over here.”
Eden scanned the table. “I don’t see any.”
“Of course you don’t.” Cassie trucked on through the square.
With a questioning face, Eden eyed Sierra.
“Just let it go,” Sierra said and watched Cassie enter the store. 
Everyone was married or getting married. 
Like Jemma Alcott. Barely out of the cradle and Sierra was pushing mid-thirties. So unfair.
“So Betsy? What did she want?” Eden asked and helped herself to a sugar cookie, breaking off a small bite and giving it to Rachel, whose little chubby cheeks were pink. Her dark hair matted to her forehead.
“Oh you know, to get the scoop on how I’m feeling over this whole wedding.” Eden had told her she was going to be planning Jemma’s wedding to some wealthy guy from Chicago. Audrey was doing the flowers and Cassie had agreed to decorate. They’d been hustling and bustling since May. Not much time to plan a wedding but if Sierra remembered right, Jemma had always been a fly-by-the-seat-of-her-pants kind of kid. All the Alcott’s were. Including Ezra.
Not Sierra. She’d rarely if ever been impulsive.
Eden took a bite and gave Rachel another. “Well, everyone thought you two would end up married, and what else is there to talk about around here anyway?”
As if on cue, a commotion broke out around the watermelon contest table. A crowd of puckered faces spread. Several women were spitting mouthfuls out on the ground. Eeew. Voices rose over one another.
“What in the world?”
“How…?”
“Is that liquor? I just gave my teenager some of that!” A wide-eyed woman frantically charged after her son.
“Well, it’s not for children!” another woman hollered back and shook her head.
Knox grabbed a piece of watermelon and bit into it. No puckered face. Just a nod.
“What’s going on over there?” Sierra asked.
“I don’t know. Let’s find out.” Eden stalked to the watermelon table.
The frenzy of ranting and outrage continued. 
“Ugh! Who did this?”
“Blasted senior classmen!” 
Knox dropped the remaining piece of watermelon in a huge trashcan Gabe had brought over. “Definitely Vodka. But not the good stuff.” He cleared his throat. “I mean the expensive stuff.”
“You’d know,” someone muttered. 
“This is a church-sponsored event!” Betsy Davis howled.
Guess instead of taking the church to the bar, someone was bringing the bar to the church. Sierra clamped her hand over her mouth. This wasn’t funny. 
A few laughs broke out.
Well, it might be a tad funny.
Knox scowled.
“What if someone was an alcoholic?” someone asked.
That would not have been good. No, it was not funny.
Eden stepped up to Knox. “I’m taking Rachel to my dad’s. Eli is staying. If you see him with a slice of watermelon, grab it.” She kissed his cheek and left Sierra to the debacle.
And so it began. 
Every summer from July till school started back, kids going into their senior year played pranks on the town. Some of them were cute but some were downright malicious and crossed the line. Like Vodka in the watermelons. What if a child had gotten an alcohol-filled slice? Granted, they were watermelons for the adult contest but…
The crowd buzzed with a mixture of laughter, amusement, whispers, and anger. 
Knox rummaged through the ones left on the table. “I can tell some of them have been doctored, but to be safe we should throw them all out.”
“I’ll take them home,” someone called and a group of college guys laughed.
“Or we can toss them out,” Knox stressed and gave them the eye. “Use the back of my truck, and I’ll haul them to the dump. They’re too heavy for garbage bags.”
Following his orders, the crowd gathered the pranked melons and laid them in Knox’s truck bed. After asking someone to keep an eye on Eli, he drove off and the scene died down—after much speculation on whom the culprits were. Sierra hoped her newest part-time employee, Greta Cannery, wasn’t in on it. Vodka might end up in some of her customers’ food.
Food that people relied on each day. Betsy said it herself. Would the town be disappointed in her if she closed? Should she care? Maybe not, but she did. Not only because they depended on her—not many restaurants in Mistletoe—but it was her legacy. Could she honestly close the doors on that?
The idea to sell dwindled. Her parents would come undone if she even mentioned it. Not that Sierra didn’t love to be in the kitchen, but lately she’d toyed with the idea of buying the Monteith’s old home just a block over and turning it into a bed-and-breakfast. Paul’s mom had passed away six months earlier and he lived in Chicago. Surely, he’d thought about selling it. 
The big question was: Should she purchase it if he did sell?
What if she failed? What if no one came? What if…what if…what if…too many of them. Too many uncertainties. 
“Sierra Bradley!” A high-pitched voice drew her away from the fear and anxious thoughts. 
Jemma Alcott stood before her, long dark hair flowing down her back. Same hazel eyes that bordered more green than brown—just like Ezra’s—and a squared chin like his as well. “I’ve been dying to see you.”
Jemma had been in Mistletoe twice since she’d asked Eden to plan her wedding. Neither time did she come by Sierra’s bistro. Wasn’t like she was flying in and out of town, or trapped by a job—she didn’t have one, and she was staying in Chicago.
“Have you seen Audrey? She said we could talk shop.”
Sierra hadn’t seen Audrey. Hopefully, she hadn’t eaten too much watermelon and passed out somewhere. The pastor's wife toasted and laid out in the middle of a street. Wouldn't that be a scene? She stifled a giggle and scratched her head. “I—”
“Doesn’t matter.” Jemma waved her perfectly manicured hand. Her huge diamond glittered in the sun that was finally starting to set. “I wanted to talk to you about something.”
“Okaaaay.” Please not about Ezra. 
Jemma clasped her hands together, tucking them under her chin. “I want you to cater the wedding reception. My guy fell through.”
Sierra was planning on being in Iceland or Timbuktu or Canada during the week of the wedding. Okay, not really but it had crossed her mind. Out of town meant out of Ezra’s sight. Could she handle seeing him after all these years? 
Truth was it wasn’t puppy love. At least not for her. 
“Oh…I don’t know.” She shook her head and felt the thump in her chest at Jemma’s grand display of disappointment.
Jemma threw herself into Sierra’s arms. “Please, Sierra. You know how much I looked up to you. I wanted to be you when I was little. And I want you to be a part of my wedding. Please, say you will.” 
Sierra was the worst at saying no. No hurt people’s feelings. No let people down.
No was so…final. 
She’d said it once. 
Look where that got her.
Always the bridesmaid and never the bride.
 She exhaled and cupped Jemma’s cheeks. “Okay. I’ll do it.” Behind the scenes where she excelled and could stay hidden from Ezra. But they didn’t have much time to run down a menu. She needed to coordinate with Eden to discuss the theme and other details. 
Jemma squealed again and kissed her cheek. “You’re the best. My brother should have married you.”
Well, it wasn’t like he hadn’t asked.
*** 
Over a decade and not much about Mistletoe had changed. Ezra had strolled through the town square earlier looking for Jemma, but she hadn’t turned up. Typical. He’d spent most of the evening unpacking his things and airing out Gramps’s old lakeside cottage. He’d planned to lease an apartment in Chicago while he opened and ran the gallery, but then plans changed. So until Jemma’s wedding was over, Gramps’s cottage was his new residence. Mom couldn’t seem to sell it after they moved him to Vegas to be closer to her.
Now that the sun was almost set, he meandered toward the lake where spectators had gathered with friends and family to watch the fireworks show. Perched on lawn chairs, tail gates, and blankets, people chatted and laughed. Kids ran wild. It was a scene waiting to be captured in paint. 
He’d captured more than enough on his canvases here. 
Captured Sierra.
It’d been so long since he’d seen her in person. But her face—well, that he’d memorized long ago. Couldn’t erase it if he tried. And he had. On several occasions.
He could have watched from his private dock, but something about the unity tugged him out of the dusty house. With such a crowd, maybe he wouldn’t even see her. Eventually, he’d have to. 
Music cued and a medley of patriotic songs played as he edged closer to the water. Jemma should be around here somewhere with her fiancé, Ansel. 
Hair the shade of autumn with streaks of gold and rust, like wild flames, caught his attention. That shade always did. Always reminded him of Sierra. It had taken him months to perfect the colors on canvas. But he had. Though it had been a long time since he’d painted anything, he’d know exactly how much of each color it would take to blend and reproduce the silky curtain that framed her face. Venetian Red, Light Yellow Ochre, Cadmium Red Orange…
The swinging pony tail turned and the porcelain canvas housing eyes the color of burnt sienna, canopied by raven lashes, locked on his. Heart-shaped lips opened and a small gasp escaped. Man, he loved her face. High angular cheek bones tinted with a natural blush. The clean line of her nose that tipped ever so slightly.
His heart itched to paint her once again. His throat turned dry and his heart thrummed double-time in his chest.
“Sierra,” he murmured the feel of her name on his lips almost foreign. It’d been so long since he’d uttered it. Even now, it stung his tongue and burned his soul, which shocked and amazed him. He thought his heart had finally gone cold like a pile of ash. 
But here on this lake—their lake—an ember must have sparked to life—enough to bring scorching pain and bitter memories of rejection. 
Sierra blinked a few times. “Ezra. I didn’t expect to see you until closer to the wedding.” 
“Here I am,” he said, and held in the emotion.
Jemma sashayed to his rescue. “There you are.” She tucked her arm into his and squeezed. “Sierra agreed to cater the wedding. Isn’t that fabulous?” 
What? “I thought you already had a caterer.” He couldn’t force himself to look at Sierra again.
“I did. But he had to back out. Lucky me. And we’ll pay you whatever you want. Money’s not an issue.”
Not an issue anymore. Ezra had worked his behind off for his net-worth. Jemma didn’t seem to remember, or had chosen to forget, their meager childhood. Between Ezra caving to most of her whims and now Ansel never saying no, Jemma had no idea what it was to live hand-to-mouth. 
Ezra hadn’t forgotten. 
Words uttered one summer night wouldn’t let him. 
“I couldn’t say no.” Sierra’s voice, soft and musical, carried through the breeze. 
“I guess you’ve changed over the years. I don’t recall the word no being too difficult for you back then.” He tossed her a glance, all he could spare without drowning in heartache. Shifting to Jemma, he cleared his throat. “I’m going to go watch from up there.” He was suffocating. This had been a bad idea. He hadn’t been ready to see her. Proved it with his nasty remark, which he instantly regretted.
Audrey Gilbraith called his name and rushed over. “Ezra stinking Alcott. Well, well.” 
“Audrey stinking Gilbraith. Well, well.” Lush wheat-colored hair touched her shoulders and a wide friendly smile filled her round face. 
“It’s Brookson now.” She darted a look toward Sierra who remained statuesque. Let her sink in the mire of having to see him again. Let her feel the pangs of discomfort. He was feeling the same things. 
“Congratulations. Marry anyone I know?”
“Nope. A pastor from Florida. Moved here almost three years ago.”
“You work fast.” He winked and she hugged him. 
“You look good. I like the hair. All trendy and cool.” 
“Yeah, cause that’s what I was going for.”
The first set of colorful bursts lit up the sky. 
“I just came to say hi. I’ve got to find my husband. This is too romantic to not share it with someone.” She flitted through the masses.
The night was romantic. At least four times, he and Sierra had experienced these together. It was too much. He wasn’t even going to watch from the dock. He was going to bed. Pulling the sheets over his head and making sure to put plugs in his ears. 
Sierra inhaled. “It was nice seeing you.” Voice tight, but cordial. 
The charged seconds ticked by.
“You, too.”  Ezra pushed through the townspeople and gasped for air. Jemma caught up with him and stared him down. “What?”
“Will this affect your promise to me? You’re going to be stuck with her for awhile.”
A chunk of ice slid down his throat and landed in his stomach, jagged edges slicing. He couldn’t go back on his promise to Jemma, and he wouldn’t. But would it affect him? 
Yes. Most definitely yes. It already had. God help him, he had to control his tongue around her. No point in making jabs over the past. What was done was done. Still, it would be difficult when pain wanted to steer every word. 
He couldn’t wait to get through this wedding and head to France in the fall. He’d agreed to teach at the Art Institute for two years. The request had been a surprise to him, but it also validated him in the art world. He was well-respected and his reputation preceded him. He hadn’t realized how much he’d wanted this position until the offer came. He could get through the next several weeks. Between the gallery opening in Chicago and prepping for the fall, Ezra could manage. He had no choice.
“I told you I’d do the sketches as part of your wedding gift, and I’ll keep my word.”
Unlike Sierra, he wasn’t one to go back on it. 
 



 
 
 
CHAPTER TWO

The sun climbed the horizon as Sierra dangled her feet over the edge of the dock at Pine Lake. The calm water gently rippled and lapped against the banks. She closed her eyes and let the feather soft breeze kiss her cheeks as leaves swished in the trees, the smell of evergreen and earth reminding her how much she loved this place and this town.
But there was a big world out there and as much as she loved her tiny Illinois hometown, she’d wanted to see more. Had her chance. Turned it down. Too afraid of the what ifs. What if she and Ezra failed at marriage? What if she never made it to school? What if she got homesick? What if it was the wrong decision? What if they were too young? What if they couldn’t make it financially? 
Now she was left with what if she’d made the wrong choice? What if the reason she’d yet to find love and build a family was because she’d made a mistake and lost out on that future? That question tortured her most. It’s why she couldn’t force herself to say no at church. Not to leading worship which terrified her or loading her plate too full. Better to say yes and not make a mistake that would plague her than say no and miss out on something she should have done.
Sierra bowed a soft prelude to the day on her violin. She hadn’t played in awhile. The last time was Christmas Eve. Birds woke with the morning light, and chirped along to her favorite hymn: It Is Well With My Soul. Things, however, were not well with her soul. Not since Ezra had come to the lake this past Saturday, evoking so many memories, so much heartache. Why had he been in town this early? Would she see him today when she met with the girls and Jemma to discuss wedding plans before she opened The Bistro for breakfast? 
Jemma wasn’t a Bridezilla, but she wasn’t easy to work with, either. She couldn’t make up her mind. Other than a lake wedding with a rustic/French country atmosphere and invitations sent out to almost five hundred guests, that was about all they had. 
Not good. Most brides planned for an entire year! Had been gathering ideas since childhood. This was unbelievable. Ludicrous even. Yet happening.
Placing her violin in her case, Sierra drifted off to her wedding dreams. Dreams she hadn’t let herself think about in years.
A flowing white gown. The perfect weather for an outdoor wedding. She’d always wanted to get married at Pine Lake. It had been her quiet place. When the demands and pressures to be perfect, make a 4.5 GPA, excel at violin, and follow all the rules to the letter of the law had been lifted from her weary shoulders. When she could dream about traveling the world and not going to culinary school before taking over The Bistro. 
The lake was the first place she’d seen Ezra when he moved here his sophomore year. She’d watched him sit on the dock, sketching. The boy always had a sketch pad in hand. 
Enough of memory lane. She had a pre-breakfast wedding meeting to get to. The food vendor would be at The Bistro at nine, and she had lunch and dinner to prep. Nerves to shake off. 
She collected her violin case, and slipped on her flip-flops. She strolled down the pier, couldn’t help but glance across the lake on the west side. The Alcott cottage sat nestled into the woods, an old pontoon boat floating inside the boat house. 
Sierra had spent a lot of time sitting on that private dock, watching Ezra sketch, paint. Ezra’s grandpa had moved to live with his daughter, and the cottage had been vacant since. The temptation was too great. Sierra trekked through the worn path in the woods, up a hill and then down the crest until she reached the stone cottage. Although, it wasn’t really a cottage. More like a stone house with two stories and the upper loft walled by solid glass, giving an amazing view of the tops of the trees and the lake. Especially at night.
She tiptoed to the two Adirondack chairs placed near the edge of the water. She brushed one off and eased onto it. 
Wait. These seemed new. 
Sierra felt his presence before she heard his feet brush along the wooden planks, a hint of coffee met her before he did.
She froze.
“Something wrong with the view from the public pier?” His soft, but masculine voice sent a ripple through her stomach, like the ones on the water. Had he been upstairs watching her through the windows as she’d sat on the edge? Why was he here anyway? Eden told her that Jemma mentioned he was opening a gallery in Chicago. He should be there.
What was she supposed to say? She shielded her eyes with her hand. The sunlight surrounded Ezra like a halo. Barefoot, worn jeans hanging low, and a threadbare, black T-shirt stretching across his chest. No longer lanky, he’d filled out. Not beefy or brawny, but lean and fit. Broader shoulders tapering to a slender waist. 
“I—” She had nothing. No decent excuse. 
The sun hit the natural gold tint in his thick, walnut-colored hair. He must have noticed her studying it; he gave it a haphazard rub and held up his mug of coffee. “You want a cup?”
The man was beautiful. If men could be described as beautiful.
 Brooding eyes set under thick dark eyebrows held hers, looking more brown today than green. Probably due to the black shirt. “I—” 
“Have forgotten most of the English language over the years. Or just since Saturday?” Amusement laced his silky, reticent tone. 
“I—” What was wrong with her? It was like her tongue had thickened and her brain short-circuited.
He let out a breathy laugh, shook his head, and went inside. He was leaving her out here? Leaving her…again? She dropped her jaw. Blood sped through her veins, warming her skin, but then Ezra opened the door with his foot, two coffee cups in his hands. Large hands with slender fingers. He handed her a mug with a picture of a Labrador on it. “Black okay? I don’t know what you like anymore.” A pulse of regret threaded his words, or maybe Sierra wished it had been regret. 
She accepted the steaming mug, the plumes rising between them. He took the chair next to her, and she smelled a hint of soap. Ezra had never been one for cologne. 
“Black is fine.” She sipped the rich brew. “It’s good.”
“So you do know how to say more than pronouns this morning. Guess you needed the coffee to give your vocal chords a good kick.” He smirked over his cup and let his gaze hit the sunshine-splashed water. He didn’t pursue her reasons for being here on his grandfather’s dock. And she was glad. Because she didn’t have an answer other than an ache to be close to him—to the past. “You still play?” He shifted his sight to her violin case.
“Sometimes. Not much lately. I feel rusty.”
“I thought it sounded pretty good. Water has great acoustics.” He didn’t look at her, just continued staring at the lake. 
So he had been watching. Listening. Instead of flattery rising, her insides felt sunburned. It might be easier if he had walked in the house and left her sitting alone, or made another barb as he had the first day they’d ran into each other. That wasn’t the Ezra she used to know. Not until now. This was the Ezra she’d fallen in love with. The Ezra she could hardly look at for fear of falling to pieces right here on the deck.
*** 
He’d been awake. For hours. Ezra hadn’t slept much since Saturday. He’d worked the rest of the weekend and the holiday, uncovering old furniture and fighting cobwebs. Moving into the cottage was easier than the commute. Besides, he needed the solitude. Nature. And to paint. Ezra could easily relate to feeling rusty. He hadn’t painted in a year, maybe more. Every ounce of free time he spent working to open galleries, networking, pursuing local artists, scheduling showings, and creating a buzz about the new Chicago gallery. 
Before the sun rose, he’d made coffee, nestled on the couch upstairs, and heard it. At first he thought he’d fallen asleep and was dreaming. Melodious. Soft. Haunting. 
Then he knew.
Sierra was here. Playing. His coffee had gone cold while he fixated on her, admired the sun’s kiss on her hair, shining like a thick tongue of fire. You couldn’t miss that from his windows.
Now, she was sitting on his dock. Why?
“I’m going to be staying here while Jemma gets ready for the wedding. I promised her I’d snapshot the behind-the-scenes work with sketches. She wants them framed and hanging on the trees leading to the pier. Something she saw on Pinterest.”
Sierra sputtered and coughed. “You know what Pinterest is?”
“Pinterest is a virtual canvas, a way to see into someone’s soul.” He’d perused Sierra’s soul through her Pinterest boards. Mostly food pins, but several bed-and-breakfast ideas, as well as a Travel board. If she’d have agreed to marry him, she wouldn’t need a board to live vicariously. Ezra would have shown her the world. 
But she hadn’t trusted him. Hadn’t trusted in their commitment to each other, and at the end of the day proved she’d never loved him, at least not the way he’d loved her. An all-consuming, passionate love that flamed like a raging fire through his bones, through is blood. 
Sierra sat her cup on the redwood table between the chairs. “Do you have virtual canvases?”
“No. I have blank canvases stacked against a wall inside. I hope to paint some while I’m here. It’s been so long. But not much has changed around Mistletoe, that I can tell.”
She swallowed, hair lifting off her shoulders as the wind filtered through it. “Eden remarried.”
“I heard that. Good for her.”
“Yeah. She married Knox Everhart.” She pointed across the lake. “They built a house not far that way, and on the back of their property Cassie and her husband built a home.”
“I met him.”
“You did?”
“Back in October at an art benefit in Chicago.”
Sierra frowned. “I didn’t know that.”
He’d told Cassie not to tell. Guess she kept her word. “What about you? Where do you live?” He leaned over his knees and toyed with splintered wood.
“Knob Hill.”
Two blocks from the square. 
“I’ve been there for about eight years.” She checked her cell phone and stood. “I should go.”
“Why did you come?”
She scuffed her toe against the planks and rubbed her lips together. “I didn’t know you were here,” she mumbled.
He stood and bent to catch her gaze. “That doesn’t answer my question.”
Birds squawked and stirred the trees as cicadas brought in the morning with their c-c-c-c-c-ing. 
Several beats of silence passed and she shook her head. “I don’t know.” She retrieved her violin case. “Thanks for the coffee.”
“Thanks for the morning serenade.” He watched as she trudged down the dock. “Sierra, I’m going to be here for several weeks. Can you handle that?” Could he? There had to be some kind of happy medium or, at the very least, less tension.
She paused.
 “We didn’t exactly leave things on an easy note.” She’d basically told him he wasn’t enough for her. Couldn’t provide for her. And with every single reason for her rejection, she’d shredded him. 
She faced him, licked her lips. “No, we didn’t. But that was a long time ago. We were just kids.” A shaky smile formed. “I mean, look how far you’ve come since then. Jemma said you’re opening your third gallery. That you’re quite famous in the art world. Congratulations on your dream coming true.” Her last sentence faltered. 
Being a big-shot in the art world was never his dream. Did she not know him at all? He’d done all this climbing for her! 
At least it started out that way. To prove something. To her. To her parents. To himself, even. Somehow it snowballed and before he knew it he was living someone’s else’s life. Definitely not the one he'd envisioned for himself as a young boy. A young boy who knew what he wanted. Apparently not the same thing as Sierra.
Just kids? 
Ezra had been old enough to know he wanted a lifetime with her. But if that was how she saw it… God, this aches. Make it go away.
“Right.” He held back the disappointment. The biting words. Controlled his tongue. “Then being around each other shouldn’t be an issue.”
“It shouldn’t.” 
No one said it wouldn’t be.
She inched down the dock. Turned back, cast one long glance at him then disappeared into the woods. He took their cups and slogged into the house, dumping the coffee in the sink. He entered one of the guest rooms, surveyed the canvases he’d brought with him. 
Best work he’d ever done. Never been able to part with them. He’d carried his broken heart to France and spent that summer painting the pain, caught the eye of a professor at the Paris Art Institute. Jean Luc had been a mentor. And Jean Luc’s daughter had become a good friend and later his business partner. Genevieve Beaudoin had been a sounding board. At one time, she’d wanted more, and Ezra had tried to give her that. It was over before it ever began. They worked better as friends. Business partners. 
He arranged a few canvases then collected a blank one, an easel and pastels, and headed back outside. After setting up, he went to work recreating the beauty that sat along the dock earlier. Recreating Sierra. Her shapely legs, the way the light bounced off her hair, the angles of her arms as she bowed, the tilt of her head revealing her slender, long neck. 
He finally looked up when his name was called. 
Jemma.
“Dude! I hollered like ten times. Talk about tuning out the world.” Jemma’s backless shoes clunked against the wood. He turned the canvas toward the water. Jemma shook her head. “Can’t I take one peek at what has you so focused you can’t answer your baby sister?”
Irritation pricked his skin. He reined in his temper. Nothing worse than being interrupted while in the middle of a project. “No. You can’t.” He didn’t like anyone seeing his work until it was finished, and he didn’t want Jemma to see the subject of his canvas. “Why are you here so early?”
“It’s almost seven-thirty.”
Hadn’t Sierra just left? Where had the time gone? His muscles had loosened and his heart wasn’t quite as scorched, just a dull thump. He’d poured his frustration and hurt into the painting. Missed the feel of a brush in his hand, the way everything faded into the background until nothing was left but the colors, contours, angles, and beauty.
“I don’t have to be at this soirée, do I?”
“One, it’s not a soirée. It’s an early breakfast meeting before The Bistro actually opens.” Jemma raised her sunglasses onto her head and folded her arms across her chest. “And two, you’re sketching. Laying it out in print instead of video. So put your paints away and let’s get moving.” She marched toward the car. 
“Where’s Ansel?”
“Who cares. I don’t want to talk about it.” She stopped and pivoted. “He’s going to be on the golf course. The golf course! I mean you’d think he’d want to be a part of his own wedding, right?”
Ezra lifted his eyebrows. “Not really.” The whole production didn’t matter to men. But he’d learned quick, it mattered a lot to women. Mattered more than the actual marriage in some cases. He huffed and carried his easel and paints inside. Just what he wanted to do. Spend a morning sketching women sitting around talking about weddings. 
 



 
 
 
CHAPTER THREE
Sierra pulled into her spot and climbed out of her car. The town square was quiet as she strode to her bistro. 
Can you handle that?
If she hadn’t known Ezra better she’d say it came off pretty arrogant. As if she’d been pining all these years. As if she’d committed a travesty by stating clear facts of why they should wait to get married. But then it’d been a long time. Maybe Ezra wasn’t the same boy she’d fallen in love with. Kind. Considerate. Humble. Respectful. 
She fumbled with her keys and skimmed the square. Something seemed off. Missing. The sound of a car jerked her from her thoughts.
Cassie Woodall clambered from her pickup truck, a huge bag hanging off her shoulder, weighing down her right side. “If Jemma Alcott changes her mind even once today, I may go back to drinking.”
Sierra opened the door to the air-conditioned restaurant. Jaynie, her right-hand, popped out of the kitchen into the work station area. “I set everything up in the back room.”
“I don’t know what I’d do without you, Jaynie.”
Jaynie snorted. “You’d do it all yourself like before you hired me. I love this place.”
One more person counting on her. What would Jaynie do if Sierra closed shop? What if she couldn’t afford to hire her at the B&B because the business failed?
Like everyone else, Jaynie would find a new job. Still, Sierra felt responsible. Eden and Audrey stood statuesque by the front door instead of coming inside. “What’s going on out there?”
Cassie dropped her bag with a thud on the stained concrete floor and marched in their direction. “I don’t know.” She yanked open the door; Eden tumbled inside with a scowl. “What are you guys looking at?”
“It’s what we’re not looking at,” Audrey offered.
Cassie poked her head between them and Sierra squeezed through the door, standing under the awning. 
“Oooooh.” Sierra stared at Last Course Creamery and shook her head. Last Course had been around for over forty years and for as long as Sierra could remember, a huge metal ice cream cone graced the top of the old brick building. Not today.
Eden sighed. “It’s like losing baby Jesus all over again.”
“What?” Cassie squawked.
Audrey giggled. “A couple years ago someone stole the baby Jesus from the nativity set in front of the church. Eden had a meltdown.”
“I had a lot going on at the time.” Eden defended herself, but playfulness danced over her features.
“Yeah, like falling for Knox.” Audrey nudged Eden’s shoulder and grinned. “Anyway, he’s been bolting the baby to the manger ever since.” She cocked her head. “Summer prank, or you think Carol had it taken down?”
Sierra groaned. “Guess this class wants to beat out last year’s. I hope they bring it back. That’s a fixture. Should we call Carol? Or wait for her to show up and have a heart attack.”
“What’s going on?” Ezra and Jemma rounded the corner. He’d changed into another pair of frayed jeans—must be his new thing. Couldn’t quite make out what the graphic tee said for the short-sleeved gray and blue checkered shirt hanging over it. 
Eden pointed to Last Course.
“What am I missing?” Jemma slung her hair over her shoulder.
“The ice cream cone that used to sit on top of the building. Summer prank?” Ezra asked.
“Looks like.” Sierra stole another glimpse at the empty roof. “I’m going to call Carol. Make sure she didn’t have anything to do with it and if not, she can call Sheriff Riley. Come on in.” 
Ezra caught her eye and held it then busied himself digging through his canvas art bag, withdrawing a sketch pad as they made their way to the back room.
“I don’t remember this place being so cool,” Jemma noted.
“I remodeled after Nana left it to me.” Scored and stained concrete floors. Red walls. Rich earth tones. Walnut tables and chairs thanks to Jax Woodall. 
Ezra slowly scanned the walls. “Nice prints.”
Black and whites of bistros in France. 
“I’ve been to that one.” Ezra pointed, tossed her a look she couldn’t register. “Amazing crêpes.”
A twinge formed in her chest, and she darted into the back room which she used for parties and meetings. She caught her breath and everyone entered. “Have a seat. Jaynie will bring breakfast, and I’m going to call Carol.” She made the call, and unfortunately they’d been pranked. Vandalized really. How had they climbed up there and removed it? It was bolted down. Come Christmas the baby doll in the manger might not have a fighting chance. 
Ezra sat in the corner already sketching the scene. Decorating books had been splayed across the table, and a stack of magazines graced the floor next to Cassie’s chair. Jaynie brought fruit and muffins to start.
Ezra looked up. “None for me.”
“Oh good, we didn’t plan for you to be here anyway.” Cassie playfully batted her lashes and flipped open her iPad. “Jemma, I pinned some simple ideas that can be done in the short amount of time we have.” 
Jemma had the same brooding look Ezra did, but she plopped next to Cassie and flippantly scrolled through the pins Cassie had put together. “Whatever. I don’t even care.” 
Cassie scratched her head. “What? You don’t care about what?” 
Looked like Cassie was doomed to drink again.
Letting out a dramatic sigh, Jemma flopped her arms on the table and laid her head on her forearms. “Ansel wouldn’t even come today. He had a golf game. So if he doesn’t care, why should I?”
Sierra cleared her throat. “Because this day is about you. I mean, it’s about you both, but it’s about you. Everything you’ve dreamed about.”
Ezra peeped over the sketch pad and caught Sierra’s eye, held it a moment, then went back to sketching.
“Why are you having such a hard time making a decision?” Sierra asked. “I remember dressing up Barbies and marrying them off to Ken dolls. This is the first day of forever for you and Ansel. Let him play golf. He wouldn’t be any good at this kind of stuff anyway. He can help pick out the flavor of cake and the menu. But flowers and dresses…that’s not a guy thing. They wouldn’t understand.”
Ezra hadn’t. And he was an artist. Creative. Sensitive. She’d fully expected him to know that she wasn’t going to elope. She’d dreamed of a wedding. 
In the end, he hadn’t understood at all.
“I just wanted us to do it all together. I guess I expected it to be romantic. Our engagement was. None of this feels romantic. More like excruciating.”
Cassie opened her mouth then clamped it closed. 
Audrey leaned across the table. “We could do it all for you but then it wouldn’t really be your wedding. It’d be ours.”
Jemma’s lip quivered. “Did your husbands help you plan?”
“Knox planned the honeymoon and not really so much the location as the indoor activities.” Eden snickered. “The rest was all me and Audrey planning over lunches and dinners.”
“Gabe wrote his own vows and refused a bow tie. Other than that, he didn’t come up with any ideas….he did veto the cats as ring bearers.” Her upper lip curled. “Guys don’t do that, Jemma.”
“But would he at least look at a decorating magazine?”
“With glazed eyes.” Audrey squeezed Jemma’s hand.
“More than what Jax did. Although he did build this amazing arch that we stood under. It’s in our garden now.” Cassie sighed all dreamy like.
Sierra sat silent, uncomfortable and jealous. Envious. Coveting a marriage. A family. It was hard not to when that’s what she wanted but had forfeited her chance. God, did I make a mistake? I didn’t feel any peace about running off like that—didn’t feel any when I stayed either. But here I am a spinster of sorts. And I feel utterly convicted because I know I shouldn’t feel those things and yet…I do. 
Her chance at love may have run off to France, leaving her behind to feel empty and alone.
“I just want you all to know,” Ezra said, “that every sketch is Jemma frowning. Do you really want frowny faces hanging from the big oak tree?”
“You don’t have to be so testy, Ezra.” Jemma pouted but it didn’t remove Ezra’s broody glower. “You’ve never gotten married. Never had to deal with this kind of frustration.”
“You’re right, Jemma,” he clipped. “I know nothing about marriage.” He snapped his sketch pad shut, gave Sierra a hard glare, then stalked from the back room.
“Well, what crawled up him and died?” Cassie asked.
Jemma rolled her eyes. “I’m not sure.” She poked a finger at Sierra. “But I’m guessing you’re involved. He said you came by the house this morning. Did you fight? Because he was painting like a madman, then short with me on the ride over.”
Everyone’s focus landed on Sierra; heat crept up her neck. “I didn’t know he was there.”
“So you’re a squatter now?” Audrey huffed. “Since when do you hang out in empty houses?”
“I don’t.” Sierra smoothed her hair. “I just…I don’t know. I like the view from that dock.” That was a lie. She’d lied! “That’s not true. I mean it is a gorgeous view…” Didn’t matter why she went. Ezra asked if she could handle being around him for several weeks. She knew it would be an issue. Looked like it was one for him, too. 
“Fine. Let’s focus on wedding details, shall we?” Eden asked. “As for Ezra, he’s going to have to deal with the fact you two have a past. And, Jemma, you can be difficult. There I said it.”
A past that had involved a marriage proposal. A proposal Sierra had never confided in anyone.
Jemma gaped then resigned to the truth. She was difficult. “Sorry,” she mumbled. “What do you think, Sierra? Do we go all glass or tin?”
Thankful for the subject change, Sierra pulled herself together. “I’d go both. Use a big tin washtub to hold drinks and use mason jars, like these, to hold tea lights.” She spent the next ten minutes sharing her own dreams. Jemma finally grinned. “I like it. Let’s do it. I also love the idea of lighting the posts on the dock and the trees with white lights. It’s going to be a beautiful twilight wedding.” 
Sierra’s heart plunked straight into her stomach. “Yeah. It will.” 
*** 
Ezra had spent the last five days sulking and angry at himself for acting like a complete fool. 
Wedding talk had clearly eaten at him. All he could think about was what he’d lost. The years he’d lost. But it was time to stop acting like a spoiled child who’d dropped his ice cream.
Which reminded him that the ice cream cone from Last Course Creamery ended up in one of the local teen girl’s tree with a note attached letting her know she had a cold heart.
Summer prank or love gone wrong? 
Ezra had woken early and tossed the idea of going to church around. It had been awhile for him. In France, he’d been too hurt and angry at God. Then it had simply become too easy not to go. Life happened. Work happened. 
All poor excuses, but where had God been when Ezra’s heart was breaking? He’d prayed for it to go away and God never took it. 
Painting had eased his sore heart. 
That’s why he ended up at the gallery earlier today, painting and planning instead of praising and praying. They’d scheduled the opening for the third weekend in August—before Jemma set her wedding date for the following weekend. 
He pulled his phone out and called her. He owed her an apology. Jemma accepted it with a few reprimands and sniffs before hanging up. He pocketed his phone and strolled through the square. Sunday afternoons were sleepy, and the heat wasn’t quite as scorching. Rounding the corner, he spotted Sierra on Ms. Monteith’s lawn. 
She didn’t climb the stairs to the porch. Didn’t knock. He drew his pad and charcoals out, making fast time of her standing there. Realizing on paper the longing in her eyes, the way her hands pressed against her abdomen as if it pulled and tugged until she had to hold down the yearning.
For the house? For who was in it? Did Paul now own his mom’s house? Ezra was certain Paul had a crush on her in high school, the way he always touched her hair, complimented her outfits, and hung out at her house. Were they dating? Ezra nearly pressed his own hands against his stomach, but instead he continued to feverishly sketch. The gray home with white trim and greenery flanking the sides and front. 
Sierra’s hair flowed down her back. He worked on the defined muscles of her bare calves. Creamy but not ghostly. Finally, she climbed one step then two until she was on the porch. 
He closed the sketch pad. Later, he’d finish the final touches. He trotted up the sidewalk, up the stairs. “What are you doing?”
She startled and clutched her heart. “You’re like a ninja-painter.” Her laugh undid him. Tinkling. Sweet. Like cotton candy and pastel confetti. 
“You looking for Paul?” He braced himself for the answer.
“Ms. Monteith passed six months ago and the house is vacant.”
“You have a thing for vacant homes? You thought Gramps’s cottage was empty, too.” 
“I have a thing for this home. I’ve always loved it. Original wood flooring. Arched doorways. Wooden doors and glass knobs.”
“Kind of big for just one person, don’t you think?” Or was she seeing Paul? Dreaming of raising a family in this house? Ezra faltered a step as if he’d been sucker punched.
Her cheek twitched. He’d touched a nerve. “You assume it’s for one person. But you don’t know me or anything about my life anymore.” She spun and peeped inside the window. 
“I’m sorry. I did assume.” Ezra laid his hand on her shoulder; she stiffened and he let go. “I’m also sorry for blowing up last week and storming off. I asked you if you could handle us being around each other. Maybe I should have asked myself.”
She slowly faced him, but didn’t speak.
Ezra continued. “All the wedding stuff just brought up old memories. Guess I’m still sore about it.”
One slender eyebrow rose. “I see. Well, if you plan to sketch these behind-the-scenes events, you’ll have to get over it. And learn to stop walking away.”
Sierra tossed back words he’d thrown at her when he’d asked her to get over the idea of a big wedding and elope. He hadn’t meant to be harsh, but he wanted to be more important than the actual event and deep down he was convinced Sierra had been using that as a cop out. If she’d loved him enough, she would have foregone a big wedding and ran away to France.
Unlike her, Ezra had no choice but to walk away. She’d basically sent him packing.
 Looked like she might still be sore over the whole ordeal, too. And feistier than he remembered. He had to admit, he was diggin’ it. 
“I guess we both will.” He scratched the back of his head. “So why are you going all Peeping Tom on this place?”
She scraped her teeth against her bottom lip, drawing his attention to the voluptuous mouth he’d kissed hundreds of times. He craved kissing them even now. That would be a terrible idea. Besides, it might end with him getting cracked in the jaw. Sierra had never been one to mess around or throw kisses out frivolously. He’d liked that about her. While other girls flaunted their stuff in his face, Sierra simply was who she was. Modest. Sweet. Kind.
“I know that face,” he said.
“What face?”
“The I’m-scared-to-fess-up-face.” He trailed his finger down her cheek, enjoyed the familiar thrill. “Guess I still know some things,” he murmured. 
Her lashes fluttered. He’d stirred something in her. That was another look he still recognized. “I…”
 “Back to pronouns again?”
She fiddled with the strap of her dress. “I might want to…I mean I don’t know if I can or should…but it’s been on my mind…”
“Well, that’s something new about you. Tongue-tied dialogue.” He touched her bare shoulders, as much to feel her skin as to hopefully calm her down. “It’s me, Sierra. You can talk to me.” He’d been her best friend. Would she trust him with whatever had her freaking out? He wanted her to. 
She stared at him a moment more then relaxed under his hands. Good. 
“The past year I’ve toyed with the idea of opening a bed-and-breakfast. But it’s just a thought. Nothing concrete.” 
 “Never did take leaps well,” Ezra quipped. He’d gained her trust and shredded it with his comment. But he wasn’t referring to the rejected marriage proposal. “I meant in general.”
“No. I guess you took the lion’s share of impulsiveness. Speaking in general.”
Sierra Bradley being a bit snide to add to feisty. Perish the thought. “You’re probably right. How often do you gawk in this window?”
“Why?” she asked cautiously.
“I wanna know.” He followed her down the steps and onto the sidewalk. 
“Maybe a few times a week.” She covered her face. “I sound like a Peeping Tom for sure, don’t I?”
He paused and she swung around. 
“Sounds like you love this house and the idea of turning it into a bed-and-breakfast. Take the plunge, Sierra. Are you worried you can’t run two businesses? Because I know how organized you are. It’s in your DNA and if anyone can pull it off, it’s you.”
Her face softened. “Thank you. But it’s not that. It’s…I’m not only toying with opening the bed-and-breakfast, I’m also toying with closing The Bistro. So you can see the turmoil I’m in.” 
“Do your parents know about your ideas?” He had a sneaky feeling they didn’t. They could be controlling. He’d been on the receiving end of that.
“No. Because I see no point bringing it up when I’m not even sure I’m going to do it. So many people will be let down. Especially my parents. Nana left this to me as a legacy. How can I throw it all away?”
“What about you, Sierra? If you don’t open it, will you be let down? Sometimes you have to do things that make you happy. You can’t let the fear of disappointing someone hold you back.”
“Like France?”
The muscles around his neck tightened and he clenched his jaw. Didn’t look as if he could be her confidant. Not when she kept tossing out digs. “You know, the barbs don’t look so pretty on you.” 
“You’re right. I just don’t want to be selfish. That’s not a barb.”
 “I know.” Had leaving for France been selfish? No. They’d talked about it often, and he’d saved every last penny he had to go. Working three jobs the previous summer had almost done him in. It wasn’t just the back-breaking work. It was not seeing Sierra every single day that summer. 
That night had been about choices. 
And maybe some selfishness. 
Maybe on both their parts. 
“If Nana hadn’t groomed you from birth to take that restaurant, would you have gone to culinary school?” He already knew this answer. 
“Maybe.”
“Then you have changed. Because once upon a time you wanted to travel the world and play violin in an orchestra.”
“I love cooking. You know this.”
“I do. But I think you’re afraid now, just like you were then.” Part of her hadn’t changed. “Afraid to stand up for what you want. If you want this bed-and-breakfast, then go for it.”
She twisted her hair around her index finger. “Easier said than done.”
“Not really.” He huffed and they walked in silence to The Bistro. Out front, Ezra broke it. “You guys figure out a menu for the wedding?” 
“I think so. She went from appetizers to buffet and now a formal dinner. I can pull it together if she’ll stick to one idea.”
“Good luck with that.”
“So what about you? What will you do after the wedding? Move to Chicago and run the gallery?”
And back to France.
 “That was the original plan, but plans alter. I was offered a two-year contract to teach at the Paris Art Institute. I can’t pass that up. So, I leave right after Jemma’s wedding.”
They stopped in front of The Bistro. “That’s nice.”
“Yeah. I really found my niche there.”
Sierra blinked as if a bug had landed in her eye. What did she want to hear? That he hated France? “You’ll make a good teacher. I’m glad things worked out for you.”
“Thanks,” he muttered. 
In some ways they had. He’d done everything he set out to do and had planned to come back and throw it in Sierra’s dad’s face. Prove that he could have provided for Sierra financially and deserved the blessing Jim Bradley had refused Ezra. Never in Ezra’s wildest dreams did he imagine Jim forbidding to give Sierra’s hand in marriage. He’d been shocked. Disappointed. Wrecked. 
He’d looked Jim in the eye and told him Sierra wouldn’t care about any of that. She’d elope with him. One day Jim would be sorry for not walking her down the aisle. He’d be sorry when he missed out on grandchildren and important life events.
Jim Bradley had known his daughter better than Ezra had, which added to the blazing agony. 
Truth was Jim Bradley had made some valid points. It took a few years for Ezra to see it. When he was living hand-to-mouth and not eating at all sometimes. When he was scared to sleep at night because of where he lived. That was no place for Sierra. No life for her to live. She did deserve better.
When he’d paid years of dues and established himself in the artist community, money poured in and he almost came back for her, except money shouldn’t be the deciding factor in love. So he stayed gone. Kept working. Kept rising to the top. Lost himself.
“Well, I’m going to go in and prep for the morning, and I have practice tonight at church.”
“Still singing in the choir?”
“I lead worship now.”
“Really? That’s great. I guess I’ll see you next time sketching is in order.”
She laid on a sweet smile that sent a tug into his gut. “Maybe next time it won’t be filled with so many frowns.”
“It’s Jemma. So I’m sure it will.” Ezra waited for her to go inside the restaurant before he collapsed on a bench in the square. He pulled out his pad. Time to polish the sketch of Sierra at the Monteith house and figure out how to keep his heart at a distance. He’d think about France. That would do it. He would not fall for Sierra again. Would not let history repeat itself. Because no way would Sierra ever leave this town. She was still the same fearful girl who refused to take risks. And if she did take a risk, it wouldn’t be on Ezra. It would be on the Monteith house.
 



 
 
 
CHAPTER FOUR
Ezra spent the last few days sketching meetings. Less frowns. When he wasn’t trailing along with the bridal party, he’d worked at the gallery preparing for the opening. Today was a gorgeous Saturday and he wasn’t spending it painting like he wanted. Instead, he readjusted his tote bag on his shoulder and waited for someone to answer the door at Eden’s lake house.
At first invite, he’d turned her down, but she’d refused to take no for an answer. Now he stood on her porch wishing he’d have stuck to his guns.
“I’m glad you came, Ezra,” Eden said and offered to take his bag. He shook his head and stepped inside her home. Soft, muted colors. Sweet and simplistic yet sophisticated. 
Like Eden.
Knox came around the corner toting a chubby little baby on his hip. He placed a scruffy kiss on her cheek and grinned at Ezra. “Hey, man. I hear you have to sit through all the girlie meetings and draw. Sounds terrible.” He handed off the raven-haired princess to Eden and planted a kiss on his wife’s lips. “I’m gonna let Ezra soak in some testosterone.”
He’d rather be off by himself sketching. But he’d buck up and not voice that to the hockey player who still had the physique of an enforcer. Rather go willingly than be forced. 
“Grab a soft drink or a bottled water and don’t let Knox hustle you for money at horseshoes.” 
Ezra pointed to the baby. “What’s her name?” 
“Rachel. She’s eight months old and pulling up already. I bet she’s walking by nine.”
“That’s because she’s my girl. Bet she’s skating by two years. I’m gonna make sure of it.” Knox gave Eden the don’t-argue-face.
“She’s beautiful, Ede.”
“I was actually going to ask you what you’d charge to paint her…if you have time while you’re in town.” Eden’s hopeful eyes smiled. 
“I don’t know if you can afford it, Eden. I’m pretty sought after,” Ezra teased. He’d never in a million years make her pay. In fact, he’d rather like to paint the little beauty. Her portrait belonged on a wall in a museum of beautiful children. 
Eden playfully punched his arm and looked over his shoulder. “Hey, I thought you weren’t making it until later.”
Sierra stood in the doorway, billowy sundress falling to her ankles. She’d always looked gorgeous in green. A line formed across her brow.
“I invited Ezra, Jemma, and Ansel. Thought we might get some work done after lunch, while we sit by the lake.” She turned to Ezra, her cheeks pink. “And of course, because you’re our friend.”
Leave it to Eden to think he’d feel offended. He patted his canvas bag. “Thus the supplies, and the offer to paint little Rachel for one home-cooked meal. I’ll starve at Gramps’s cottage.”
Eden pointed at him. “Done. Although, she’s not going to sit still. Ever.”
“Come on, Alcott. Let’s turn the meat on the grill over. It’ll make us feel like men.” 
Ezra followed Knox outside. Cassie sat in her husband’s lap, a story spilling from her mouth a mile a minute. “And that’s why I refuse to own chickens but—Ezra! Hey.” She jumped up and hugged him. “Long time no see.”
He’d seen her two days ago while he sketched them having tea and discussing bridesmaid and wedding dresses. Next week he had the not-so-great pleasure of accompanying them to shop. Things were sort of coming together. Jemma had been in a better mood since Ansel had given up two golf games to talk wedding plans and been fitted for his tux, along with the groomsmen, including Ezra.
“I don’t believe we’ve officially met.” Audrey’s husband, Gabe Brookson shook Ezra’s hand. Ezra had meant to get to church, maybe he would tomorrow.
“I’ve heard a lot about you,” Ezra said.
“Same here.” 
Thirty minutes later, they sat at an extended wooden picnic table Jax Woodall had made. Food abounded. Hamburgers, brats, potato salad, baked beans, deviled eggs, pasta salad, and desserts galore. Conversation was equally abundant. 
Jemma and Ansel had canceled last minute. Typical. Jemma had little regard to other people or their plans. She was spoiled, and Ezra hadn’t been around much to steer her in a more humble direction. He regretted that. He’d been fixated on becoming someone worthy of Sierra. He now had the money. But not the woman. 
He watched Sierra. Taking plates, serving desserts and carrying trash bags to the kitchen and back. She rarely sat. Not to avoid Ezra, though she’d done a pretty good job of that, but that was her way. Always doing. Always busy. Always serving. She’d do a fabulous job running a bed-and-breakfast, if she’d ever garner the courage to try.
He slipped from the table and grabbed his sketch pad. Settling under a huge tree, he studied Knox and Rachel. He worked quickly, capturing the love of a father and the innocence and adoration of his daughter. 
Ezra’s heart thumped, the fourteen-year-old boy in him missing Dad. Still hearing Mom tell him he’d been killed in a car accident. Dad had bought him his first set of paint brushes and canvases. 
“Would you like a piece of cake or a slice of pie?” Sierra appeared at his side. “Oh wow. Just…wow, Ezra.” She squatted, her sweet rose scent enveloping his senses. He turned the sketch toward her. Never could deny her a look. His one exception.
“You like it? I think I’m going to paint it. For Eden.”
Sierra nodded. “I think she’ll cry. But she’ll want one of Eli, too.”
Ezra looked toward the volleyball net. “I’m going to do a collage. She can hang it somewhere in the house. Who’s the little girl following him around like a pup?”
Sierra laughed. “That would be little Miss Daisy Ray Woodall. She’s nine. And I’m pretty sure she has a crush on Eli. She belongs to Jax. First marriage.”
“Ah.” He studied them a minute. Hopefully, it’d end a crush, too. More than that was misery. Just look at him and Sierra.
“So, cake? Pie? A brownie?” Sierra stared at the sketch again. “So life-like. I mean it’s like they’re breathing off the page.”
He lifted his head and gazed into her eyes, smelled a hint of chocolate on her breath. “You always did see more than the actual picture. You saw the soul. I loved that about you.” He needed to clam up ASAP; it was difficult to stay angry, especially when she came with such a meek attitude and offered him genuine compliments and a side of chocolate pie or cake. It was hard to remember how she’d devastated him.
Sierra’s eyes flashed with turmoil that he wished he could comfort. “I should help clean up if you don’t want that dessert.”
He wanted to know why Sierra had given up on them before they ever really got started on life. He wanted to search her eyes and see answers, but he only found pain. Did she regret it? Saying no. 
“Maybe later. You thought any more about the bed-and-breakfast?”
“No. I mean at night I drift off thinking and praying about it, but sometimes my emotions get in the way of clearly hearing God.”
“Emotions like fear?”
“Like a lot of things. I need to get things cleaned up. Eden has enough to deal with.” 
Again, thinking of others first. He admired it and wished it wouldn’t hold her back from her new dream. She’d never mentioned wanting to do that when they were kids. Dreams changed though. He never imagined teaching art. 
She dashed away and he spent the next few hours sketching, playing horseshoes and losing to Jax, talking with Gabe about golf and God, and playing a volleyball game as the afternoon turned into evening. He’d seen Sierra sit down once and that was to feed Rachel. But he’d captured it with the charcoals. Sierra would be a wonderful mom. All his friends with families and children. An ache formed in his chest and traveled to his gut, cinching it tight.
***  
Sierra stood over Eden’s sink and scrubbed the silver cake server with more grit than necessary. Why did Ezra have to come back? Why did he have to sketch the events leading up to the wedding? Why did he have to move her to tears with the way he drew? 
“Hey.” Gabe’s soft voice pierced her drowning thoughts. He carried a few spatulas to the sink. “You look deep in thought.”
A lump in her throat kept her voice silenced. She took the spatulas from his hands, placing them in the warm sudsy water.
“Sierra, Audrey told me about you and Ezra dating in high school. That he left for France the summer after you graduated. Just from observing, I’m thinking you two were pretty serious about each other.” He leaned against the counter as she scrubbed another cake server.
She swallowed the throbbing lump in her throat. “He asked me to marry him. I wanted to.” She gripped the handle of the server. “I never told anyone that—that he asked. I’m sure I told everyone I wanted to marry him.”
“You want to talk about it?”
Gabe was her friend and her pastor. She trusted him completely, but she didn’t want to talk about it. Didn’t want to think about that night, but since Ezra had been back she’d been reliving it day after day. 
“He left. Never called. Wrote. Or even sent a postcard. He just got angry and didn’t seem to understand why I couldn’t do it. I thought he loved me more than that.” She grabbed a serving spoon. “I guess he didn’t.” She refused to cry for fear if she did, she might not be able to stop. 
“You know I’m going to ask. Have you prayed about it? Then? Now?”
Tears blurred her vision and she blinked. “Yes, but I was confused…and afraid. I was only eighteen.” She was just as confused and afraid now. “I didn’t want to elope and wasn’t sure why he was so insistent on it. I wanted a wedding. Is that wrong? All he had to do was wait a little longer. He couldn’t wait for me, though. He had to get to France. Had to paint.” 
“No, it’s not wrong,” he said and laid a hand on her shoulder. “But I get the feeling it was more than being young and wanting a big wedding.”
Gabe would be right. “It’s scary. Running off somewhere new. Into the unknown. And I had responsibilities here. Nana always said she’d pass down The Bistro to me. I had to go to culinary school! I couldn’t fail her legacy…” She groaned and focused on the dishes.
 “The unknown can be extremely fearful. I’m from Florida, remember? I didn’t know anyone coming here. But I knew God and I trusted Him. Look how that worked out?”
Sierra studied the popping dishwater bubbles. “I wasn’t sure if God was telling me to go or stay. You had clear direction.”
“I had moments of being unsure. Fear can clog your spiritual ears. I think there’s a fair amount of fear with clear direction and when you’re not quite sure. Uncertain places, change, new things…” He shrugged. “Still uncharted waters. You feel like you made a mistake by not eloping?”
 “I don’t wanna think about it to be honest. I’m just praying to get through these next few weeks with grace. After so many years, all those old feelings have returned. The good and the bad. Memories I’ve tried to bury.” Unfortunately, it hadn’t worked well. “It’ll all pass. When he leaves for France.”
Gabe rubbed his chin. “Maybe. In the meantime, the best way to get through is prayer. So…guess what? Let’s pray.” He bowed his head and prayed for wisdom, peace, and comfort. Gabe was right. It soothed her sore heart for the moment. Gabe opened his eyes and grinned. “He’s a nice guy. Stinks at volleyball and horseshoes, though.”
She laughed. A good deep belly laugh. The perfect medicine. Sierra had a sneaky feeling Gabe knew it and had administered the meds on purpose. 
“There you two are!” Audrey bee-bopped into the kitchen. “I thought I told you Eden would wash these dishes later.” A hint of playfulness popped in her blue eyes. 
“You did but that was mean.”
Audrey laughed and looped her arm through Gabe’s then gave him an almost invisible nod. “So come out to the deck. I promise to help later,” she said with a mischievous grin. “What are you guys in here talking about anyway?”
“Sports.” Gabe motioned Sierra out then guided Audrey. Everyone sat on lawn furniture. Looked like they’d been summoned, too. Ezra sat alone in the corner, but he appeared relaxed and comfortable. 
Gabe wrapped his arm around Audrey. “We have good news.”
Eden erupted in tears. Knox squeezed her hand and Jax frowned as Cassie elbowed him in the ribs. 
“We’re pregnant! Due around Valentine’s Day. How perfect is that?” Audrey asked. Hugs and cheers circulated along with congratulations. 
Sierra couldn’t help but feel a few pangs of jealousy. 
“Jax, I want a baby!”
Jax snorted. “We’re not even fully settled in the house yet.”
Cassie huffed but grinned. “When we are…we’re having a baby.” 
“Fine,” he growled, but love and excitement clearly showed in his eyes, overriding the gruff tone, and he kissed her forehead.
“I’m so happy for you guys. Honestly.” Sierra was. Truly. Still, she wanted to fall in a heap and cry for herself which only piled on guilt. These were her friends. They had the right to fall in love, marry, and have children. Maybe she was supposed to be like Paul the apostle and remain single—serving others and God. 
But the pang to have a husband and family needled her. Confusion overwhelmed her but she couldn’t leave now. Not on that note. Instead, she smiled and served homemade ice cream then helped with a second round of cleaning. 
As the sun dipped low on the horizon, the crickets opened up in a grand symphony and lightning bugs weaved through the woods. Sierra leaned against a tree and watched as they blinked off and on. 
Rustling behind her drew her attention. 
Ezra. 
“I’m sorry. I didn’t know anyone was down here. I thought you’d gone.”
She sighed. “No, not yet. I’m about to, though. I just needed a minute.” 
“I came to sketch the fireflies.”
“Like a million tiny moons.” She smoothed her dress. “I’ll leave you to it then.” 
His jaw ticked. “I didn’t mean to run you off.”
No, he typically did the running. “Why aren’t you married, Ezra?” The question tumbled out before she had the chance to corral it.
He dropped his jaw then recovered and gripped the back of his neck. “Well…I guess I’ve been too busy.”
“Painting?”
He hung his head. “Painting was all I had left.” 
Did he really believe that? He could have returned in the fall. That was the plan. Spend the summer in France, come back and get engaged while Sierra went to culinary school in Chicago and then they’d marry. Spend their lives together. 
“I should get home.” She slipped through the heavy silence and said her goodbyes then went to her adorable two bedroom home, collapsed on the couch, and cried herself to sleep. 
 



 
 
 
CHAPTER FIVE
Ezra sat on an eggshell-colored cushion next to a three-sided mirror while Jemma fussed about looking fat in every single dress she tried on. He’d sketched the women huddled around her, while she stood in the center, scrutinizing herself. He even noted the frown after she caught her butt in the mirror. At five foot five, she might weigh a buck-twenty. Now, he was hungry, irritated, and had nothing to sketch since Sierra, Eden, Audrey, and Cassie were crammed in the dressing room with the door shut. 
“You are not fat.”
“I thought that last one had your name on it.”
“Quit crying or you’ll ruin your make-up and then you will look terrible in a dress, and we’ll be here all the live long day.” That one from Cassie. They’d already been here all the live long day.
“Cassie, I should have recorded that. You sound exactly like Jax,” Eden said.
“Then you have my deepest apologies, but I’m hungry and it’s true.” 
“Everyone calm down,” Sierra said. “What’s really going on? You can’t possibly think you look fat. Are you getting cold feet?” 
Ezra perked up at that. He’d laid down a fortune already. Jemma better not think about backing out now.
“No,” Jemma wailed. “I just want it to be perfect. I’m overwhelmed.”
The door opened and everyone except Sierra spilled out. Amongst a sea of white, she stroked Jemma’s hair while the rest of them congregated around the dressing room door, peeking inside. 
Ezra went to work sketching Sierra console Jemma. So big-sisterly. Motherly even. His own mother couldn’t come until the day before the wedding thanks to work, and his sister Adah was… Adah. She was as wild as wind and wasn’t flying in until the day of the wedding. Ezra loved her, but she’d never been sisterly. She’d been too involved with herself, and parties, and drugs, and drinking. Cassie had been one of her best friends in high school and equally as wild, but she’d changed. Gave him hope for Adah. As if Cassie could tell he was thinking about her, she eyed him. 
“Talk some sense into Jemma,” Cassie said.
“Ha!” As if he could. He continued to sketch as Sierra spoke to Jemma.
“Give me a few minutes.” Sierra signaled the attendant to follow her into the bridal area. The girls shuffled back inside the dressing room, leaving the door open for Ezra to watch and sketch.
“So are the bridesmaids wearing pink or what?” Cassie asked Jemma. 
Jemma sniffed and Eden passed her a tissue. She blew her nose. “Eden, what do you think? I like pink but what about an assortment of colors but the same style of dress?”
Audrey folded her arms. “Who are your bridesmaids? The same style doesn’t always look good on every body type.”
“A couple friends from the city. You don’t know them. Ashton Watts. I know you know her.”
Eden nodded. “We need to pick the dresses so they can get fitted, Jemma. You realize we’re only weeks away, right?”
“I know. I know.” She inhaled and Sierra came back into the private dressing area with a dress in her hands.
“Here, try this. I think you’ll feel magical inside it.” She closed the door and a few minutes later Jemma cried again.
Great.
“I love it. How did you know this would be perfect?”
Sierra’s voice sounded distant. “We’re about the same build, and I happened to think it was magical.”
Sierra had a few more curves and a bit more bust. Ezra wasn’t complaining.
“Well, are you going to let us see or do we have to be surprised right along with Ansel?” Cassie asked, and the door opened.
His sister looked amazing. He took a mental snapshot; no way he could sketch that fast.
Ooohs and Aaahs commenced. 
The attendant stepped inside. “Nothing needs altered if you can believe that. Let’s get your undergarments and shoes.”
“I’m out on that note. That cool?” Ezra stood and packed up his sketch pad. 
“You want to go to lunch with us?” Jemma asked. 
“No.” He grinned. “I have some work at the gallery.” Since they were in the city, he’d take a cab over.
“Oh, I’d love to see your gallery, Ezra.” Eden checked her cell. “Can we come by after lunch?”
Ezra cast a glance at Sierra. She busied herself with her phone. “It’s empty right now. But if you want to…”
“We do.” Eden typed the address into her phone as he rattled it off. “We’ll see you in a couple of hours. That give you enough time to get some work done?”
“Sure. But you might have trouble parking if it’s after three.” He strode from the bridal shop and hailed a cab to Wicker Park. The sign had been installed outside. Beaudoin & Alcott. Sophisticated. Inside, he inhaled the fresh paint scent. White walls. Open. Light wood flooring. Track lights hung and silver exposed ducts ran the length of the ceiling.
The sound of heels clicking came from the back area and Genevieve appeared. Dressed in a short black dress, a long crystal beaded necklace hung to her navel, blonde hair pulled into a tight and meticulous bun at her neck. Ruby red lips spread into a wide grin. “Surprise! I’m a day early. I wanted to see the sign. White on Black. Fantastic. How are things progressing?”
Ezra leaned against the wall. “I’ve had several artists send portfolios, some old school, some digital.” They wanted the best of the best local artists showing on opening night.
“Food?” Gen asked.
Food. 
“I want the best.”
Of course she did. Could he ask the best? “I’ll have it together.”
The next couple of hours they worked on logistics and perused portfolios, making notes. 
“Ezra!” Jemma’s voice echoed down the hall into their office. 
Genevieve raised her eyebrows. 
“My sister and some friends wanted to come by.” He met them in the gallery area. They stood at the round circular desk with a charcoal-gray counter. “How was lunch?”
“Yummy,” Jemma said. “This place looks bare.”
“Once we secure our artists, it won’t be. Patience.” Patience wasn’t one of Jemma’s virtues. Wasn’t one of his either. He waved his hand across the room. “So this is the gallery. We’ll display local art and host showings—groups and solo. We’ve sectioned off cubbies or art walls. Not much to see…now.”
“Nice sign out there. You’ve done well, Ezra. I’m proud of you.” Eden wandered around. 
Genevieve entered the gallery and stood beside Ezra. “Aren’t you going to introduce me?”
“Of course,” Ezra said and made introductions.
Genevieve paused at Sierra, glanced at Ezra. Yes, this was her. She needed no introduction to Gen. She’d recognized her immediately. But he gave one anyway. 
“It’s a pleasure to meet you.” Gen shook her hand. 
Sierra was polite, but her eyes seemed guarded, lips tight. She laid a hand on her throat and perused the empty walls. 
Seemed like a decent time to ask about catering. “We’re opening in August, the weekend before Jemma’s wedding. Would you be interested in catering the event? Simple hors d’oeurves.” 
“We’re?”
“Yes, Genevieve and I are partners.”
She brought the tip of her unpainted index nail to her lips. “I don’t know. I’ll have a lot going on with catering Jemma’s wedding. Especially since it’s a formal dinner.”
“It’ll pay well.” Would the money coax her to say yes? She might want to stash some extra away for the bed-and-breakfast if she decided to go for it.
“Excuse me,” Gen said, “I need to talk to Jemma.” 
Sierra scratched the nape of her neck. “Can I think about it a day or two?”
“Of course, but not much longer than that. We’re pushing the envelope here. Maybe Jemma is more like her older brother than I thought.” He smirked, but asking Sierra to cater must have really thrown her for a loop. “No pressure, Sierra.” 
“How did you meet Genevieve? You seem to go way back.” She shifted her weight to her left foot. A light blush tinted her cheeks. 
What did that have to do with catering? “Gen is the daughter of a professor at the Paris Art Institute. He introduced us.”
 “When did he introduce you?”
At a time when he needed a friend. “July…of the summer I left.”
A few rapid blinks. “I see. I’ll let you know on the catering.” She whirled through the gallery, out the front door and down the sidewalk. 
He caught Gen’s eye and shrugged. She grimaced and returned to her conversation. He was sure to get an earful from her later. About what, though?
*** 
Wednesday morning, Sierra busied herself beating eggs for an omelet. Jaynie waltzed into the kitchen. “Who ticked you off?” She motioned with her chin to the bowl of eggs Sierra was destroying. 
“No one.” Ezra. No wonder he hadn’t come back after that summer. He’d met someone else. They’d been together all these years. Partners. Oh, she wasn’t stupid. He’d meant business partners but her mind had run wild and was still on a rampage.
“Things are under control here, Sierra. Go have a cup of tea on the patio or something.” Jaynie nudged her on and added mushrooms to the concoction. 
Sierra untied her apron, tossed it on a work table, and slipped into the eating area. The place wasn’t packed but several diners enjoyed the newspaper and conversation over a fresh breakfast.
“Hey, Sierra, how much are you asking for your house?” Dean Waldrip, a regular customer here now that he wasn’t a regular at Knox’s used-to-be-bar, asked. 
Sierra frowned. “I’m not asking anything. I’m not selling my house.” Where did that idea come from? Had he seen her snooping in the vacant Monteith house one too many times?
“Huh.” He slurped his coffee and went back to the newspaper.
She might want to lay off sneaking over there and dreaming. Not that it was for sale anyway. Would she sell her house if she did buy the Monteith place? Anxiety slid into her chest, tightening it. She scurried back into the kitchen. “I need to do something.”
“Well, you can’t beat eggs. Dough. You should knead dough. Some in the fridge that could stand a pounding.” Jaynie giggled and went back to humming a random tune. “So I have one semester left, Sierra. Can you believe that? I’ll have a business degree.” 
Good. Sierra might need some business advice. Some day. One day. Maybe.
Greta Cannery, a high school student dating Corey Phillips—who used to have a crazy crush on Audrey—breezed into the kitchen with a couple of orders. “Angie Delgatto just made a to-go order and she asked me to ask you why you’re selling your house.”
Sierra paused, hands-deep in dough. “I am not selling my house. Where did she hear that?”
Greta shrugged and grabbed two plates of pancakes and bacon. “I didn’t ask. You want me to?”
“No. Just get the orders moving.” She’d do it.
“Andrea is coming in at nine,” Jaynie added. “We’ll be fine.”
Sierra rolled out the dough then washed her hands and made her way into the eating area. Angie was gone. Somehow the rumor of her moving had gotten around. She hoped it didn’t get to her parents. They’d hate being blindsided. Sierra stopped Greta. “I thought Angie came in for a to-go order.”
“She did. Lunch order. Pick up at noon. Guess she’s sick of eating pizza. I, myself, never get sick of pizza.”
She was sixteen, too. “Okay, well if I’m busy when she comes in, find me.”
The day ebbed and flowed with customers, and Sierra kept busy in the kitchen. Finally, the dinner shift had lulled; her back ached.
“Go on home. I’ll lock up.” Jaynie patted Sierra’s shoulder and nudged her from the kitchen. “You’ve been distracted. Go take a bath or read a book or something.” 
“Not a bad idea.”
“And don’t worry about coming in early tomorrow if you have wedding stuff. We’re fully staffed.”
What would she do without Jaynie to help lift some of the stress? “You’re the best, you know?”
“That’s what I keep hearing. Along with the fact that your place is for sale.” She giggled and pointed at the front door. 
A pull drew her toward the Monteith home. She ought to steer clear. Apparently her interest had garnered some rumors. This was new—being the center of town gossip. Except for a brief stretch when Gabe had come to town and Sierra had been mildly interested. Mostly she wanted to help him out. But he was attractive. Available. And for half a second she thought she’d try to move on.
He was never Ezra, though.
She ditched the Monteith house and opted for a stroll through town. Sometimes it helped to walk out the mess in her mind. She prayed for wisdom and guidance. Hoped it’d shine in her heart. Lord, I want to serve you. I just don’t know the best way to do it. Do I keep The Bistro? Buy the Monteith home for a bed-and-breakfast? I don’t think I could afford to do both. The house isn’t even for sale!
She hadn’t quite gathered the nerve to approach Paul about it either. Ezra was right. She had a hard time making leaps. Once you jumped, nothing but air below. What if she didn’t make it to the other side? What if she fell flat on her face? Let someone down. Let God down by making an error.
Now this catering job? For Ezra? She could use the money, but she’d be pressed for time. Did she owe him a yes after the last no? If she said yes, it might buffer some tension between them. And he was short on time, too. It’s not like she’d have to see him more because of it. Just do the job and be gone. 
By the time she pulled herself out of the battlefield of her mind, she was at Ezra’s lake cottage. Guess she was going to say yes to him. For once.
Ezra stood in front of a canvas. Looked like he was painting a lake scene. Absorbed in his creativity, he didn’t seem to notice her presence. She admired his broad shoulders under a faded gray T-shirt. A few paint splatters mottled his frayed jeans. Hair thick and messy on top, shorter around his ears and trimmed to the nape of his neck. Very James Dean. But he’d never been rebellious. Brooding. Withdrawn. Definitely.
“I’ll take that job.”
Startled, Ezra dropped his paintbrush. Grass-green paint peppered the wooden planks. His gathered brow smoothed. She’d irritated him at first.
“Sorry.”
He shook his head and picked up the brush. “How long have you been standing there?”
“Long enough to watch you turn that brown stick into a lush tree with birds on the branches.” She grinned. 
He took a rag and wiped his hands. “Okay. Good.” 
They spent the next few seconds staring at each other. 
“Have you eaten anything?” Sierra asked. Looked like he’d been at this for hours.
Ezra scratched his head. “What time is it?”
“Nearly seven.”
“Not since toast this morning. But I’m fine.” He stretched. “You want to paint?”
She laughed. “I’m not dressed to paint.” 
He let his gaze roam her head to toe then grinned. “Ah, I had no idea there was a dress code.” He traded his canvas out for a blank one. “I wanted to talk to you anyway.”
Taking the paintbrush he held out, she sighed. “Menu for your gallery?”
“No.” He swapped out oils for watercolors, focused on the blank canvas. “I love a clean slate. So much promise. Nothing marred or flawed. Just white pristine possibilities.” He scooted closer to her, and she caught the faint scent of soap and fabric softener. 
“Then I probably shouldn’t dip this brush in the paint.” A strand of hair fluttered in her face. Ezra gently tucked it behind her ear. Her skin hummed.
“I’d like a clean slate between us, Sierra. We’ve been throwing darted words at each other for weeks. I don’t like the tension. I can’t work well when I’m tense. My sketches are off.”
Sierra raised an eyebrow. “Yes, well, let’s clean the slate so your sketches are spot on.” Sometimes Ezra could be beyond self-absorbed. Unfortunately, she had no right to remind him. 
“That came out wrong.” 
“Did it?” She tapped her foot on the dock, cocked her head. 
Today, his eyes appeared more green, like the forest. A swirl of emotion swept through them. “Let’s just paint and pretend we don’t have a past that hurts. Okay?”
Could they? She’d forgiven Ezra, but that didn’t mean she didn’t still feel the bite of that night. The right thing to do was extend a little grace and maybe in Ezra’s way that’s what he was doing. “Okay.” 
His shoulders relaxed, and he came around behind her. “So why did you decide to take the job?”
“You’re in a pinch, and a little part of me thinks maybe some of your city friends might come to a small-town B&B to get away. We have so many cool things here for tourists to do to unwind.” 
“So you are going to pursue it?” 
Her stomach roiled. “I didn’t say that. I dreamed a little on the way over. But they’re just daydreams.” She dipped the paint in the yellow and smeared it along the top of the canvas. Sunrise? Sunset? Who knew. She wasn’t the artist. 
“Good night, Sierra, did you glean nothing from me?” He chuckled and covered her hand with his. “Smooth strokes.” 
She needed to fan herself. Smooth out the waves of heat in her chest as he guided her brush across the canvas. “I’m rusty.”
“You’re pitiful.” He brought her brush to the paint again and continued to lead her hand. “Why are you afraid?”
Once, it’d been as simple as breathing to talk to Ezra, to share her fears and dreams. Without the tension, she felt the old comfort resurface. “What if it’s not the right move? What if I mess it up or take on more than I can chew?”
“What if you do? What if you don’t? You’ve got to take a chance.” He dipped her brush into the black. She resisted. “I’m not making a bumble bee, Ezra. I’m making a sunset or a sunrise.”
He pressed his mouth against her ear, sending a tickle down her ribs. “Take a chance, Sierra. Sometimes the unlikeliest of colors adds depth. Brings to life a stilted painting. Trust me,” he said. His lips lingered in her hair, against her ear.
She’d given him her trust once. Trust not to break her heart. He’d shattered it, but she let him guide her with the paint. Purple. Blue. Orange. Dotting, stroking—long, short. Sierra could have been blindfolded; he’d taken over with a master’s confidence.
Nothing but evening sunshine, a few faint sounds from kids swimming in cold lake water, and their breath mingling as he leaned over her, his cheek brushing her temple as they made magic. 
“I thought this was my picture.”
His thumb caressed hers. “Sometimes we need help to see the whole picture.”
“Or you’re just tyrannical.”
Laughing, he paused with the brush on the canvas. “Possibly. This coming from one of the most controlling and OCD people I know. Do you still iron jeans?”
“Shut up, Ezra.” She giggled. “…and maybe.”
“You probably iron linen napkins and tablecloths, too.” He dipped into the blue and mixed it with white. Her hand was on fire at his touch, familiar yet brand new. No longer the hands of a novice boy but a skilled man.
“I do not.” She tipped her face up, her mouth almost meeting his. “I…I steam them.” 
“Hmmm.” He held her gaze a moment before letting his sight fall to her lips. “Perfection.”
Her lips? Her throat turned dry. “What’s that?” she croaked.
“You. Always about perfection. A place for everything and nothing out of place.” Smirking, he slipped his hand from hers, along with the paintbrush, and before she could jerk away, he’d dotted her nose with the end of it, breaking the heavy current flowing between them.
“No, you didn’t!” She swiped at her nose. Blue paint on her fingertips. “Ezra Lane Alcott!”
“Sierra Adelaide Bradley!” He dipped the paintbrush into the purple and flicked his wrist, spraying her brown tank with paint. She shrieked, shocked and stunned. “What if this won’t come out?”
“I don’t know.” Amusement colored his face, and he spattered her with green. Right across her cheeks and nose. “I’m shaking things up. Sometimes it’s necessary.”
She was a mess. Grabbing his used brush she returned the favor with the black. He darted behind the canvas and slung another paint bomb. She laughed and dodged behind a lawn chair. Ezra chased her around it, splattering her with yellow, white, and orange. 
“Stop! Truce! Truce!” 
When he dropped his brush, she slung hers as hard as she could, spraying his face. 
“I trusted you, woman.”
She laughed until he caught her by the waist and wrangled her paintbrush away. She’d missed the way his arms possessed her, the feel of skin and muscle, but not so much she couldn’t feel comfortable leaning into him. 
She feigned outrage. “I’m a disaster.”
 “You laughed, though, didn’t you?” He traced his index finger around the edges of her eyes, her lips, sending a hurricane of sensations through her. “You don’t have nearly enough laugh lines.” He tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “Besides, I like a little color on the canvas.” 
With a dried out throat, she sputtered, “I’m going to have to soak these clothes in a vat of water.” 
He eyed the lake. “Well,” he said, his breath fluttering across her face, “the least I can do is wash your clothes for you.”
Dread hit her stomach. “Ezra, don’t. That water is going to be freezing. Don’t even—”
Too late. He’d already launched them off the dock, his arms still locked around her. 
The icy water sucked the breath from her as they plunged underneath the surface. They rose to the top, and she yelped and shoved a mass of wet, tangly hair from her face.
“I can’t believe you did that!”
“Just like old times.” He threw his head back and laughed then swam to the edge of the dock, lifting himself out of the water. He reached for her hand. She splashed him then took it and let him haul her from the frigid lake water. Paint still marked her clothing. 
“Old times. I thought we were working off of a clean slate. No nostalgia.” She shivered, but it wouldn’t take long before the summer heat dried them off and warmed their bones. 
Ezra studied her, and she realized her shirt clung to her. She hurried and pulled it from her skin, the sucking noise averting his gaze. She wrung the bottom of her tank and sighed. 
“I must have forgotten.”
Nostalgia. They couldn’t escape it but how much more could she take?
 



 
 
 
CHAPTER SIX
Ezra stood on the dock, a war going on inside. Romance was off the table even if he felt the sparks. He couldn’t let himself be consumed by Sierra. He was leaving for France in a few weeks, and she was dreaming of buying the Monteith house. Even if she didn’t, it was clear her heart lay in Mistletoe. 
Not with him. 
Maybe they could find a way to be friends. If his heart could take it. 
“You want to finish the painting?” he asked and grinned, remembering the first time he’d tossed her into the lake. She’d faked drowning. Scared him to death and he’d dived in after her only to surface to her laughter. Sierra Bradley. A little bit sneaky. 
“I think I’m all painted out.” She eased onto an Adirondack chair. “I want to dry off.” She propped her feet on the wooden ottoman and closed her eyes. 
“Are you relaxing or plotting my demise?” he asked as he took the chair next to her. He’d rather paint her. Like this. Rumpled, wrinkled, wet, and smiling. A perfect mess. Something he’d rarely seen. 
“I’ll never tell.” She kicked off her drenched sandals. “What are you going to do with this place when you go to France in the fall?”
His heart plummeted. He should sell it. But he didn’t have it in him. “I don’t know. Maybe Jemma will use it for summers.”
“I love it here. It’s silent, secluded. Perfect place for a wedding. It’s where I wanted—” She sat straight up. “I should go.”
Didn’t look like they could get past their history together. “It’s bound to come up, Sierra. You and me and our plans, our life together back then.” Inseparable. If he wasn’t with her, thinking of her, or dreaming of her, he was painting her. “Maybe we could just look back on them with fondness, like friends. Try to be okay with the nostalgia.” No matter how much it pained them. 
Lying back against the chair, she nodded. “We started out as friends…so…maybe.” She blew a long breath. “How did Jemma meet Ansel?”
Subject change. Nice. “An art show I took her to. His mother is a major player in the art world. Thus his name. He’s a decent guy. A little into himself, but then so is Jemma.”
“Yes, I have no idea what it’s like to be around someone who’s a tad self-absorbed.” She shot him a wooden look.
“I’m still a work in progress.” He grinned and relaxed. They talked for over an hour about Jemma, family, church, and France. The conversation was easy. Interesting—like getting to know each other again. They’d changed over the years, but not completely. 
A car eased into the drive and they popped up, craning their necks to see. 
Genevieve. 
She had a sack of groceries in each arm. “I’m thinking steaks smothered in a wild mushroom sauce.” She caught Sierra on the chair and smiled. “Hello, Sierra. Lovely to see you again.” Gen made her way down the pier. Ezra jumped up and grabbed the sacks.
“You, too.” Sierra cast a look between them. “I need to get home.”
“I have plenty if you want to stay. Although, I’m going to feel incredibly intimidated cooking. I hear you’re amazing in the kitchen.” She wiped her hands on her black dress pants and tilted her head. “Stay. Really.”
“I have way too much to do, and I won’t intrude on your dinner.” She looked at Ezra, facial features strained. Oh. Oh. She had the wrong idea. “I’ll email you menu ideas for the gallery opening.” Sierra made for the woods. 
“I’ll be right back,” he said to Gen and tore after Sierra. He didn’t owe her an explanation. But he wanted her to understand that there wasn’t anything between him and Gen. 
Why did he want her to know? His steps slowed, her silhouette weaving through the trees ahead. Why did it matter?
He was a fool. 
He didn’t want a clean slate to put them at ease with each other. He wanted a clean slate to give him access to her. 
Because it didn’t matter how much he tried to convince himself otherwise, he was still in love with Sierra Bradley. It was her and only her from the first moment he spotted her bowing the violin at the edge of the water. 
 “Sierra, wait! Slow down!” 
She whirled around. “Why are you following me?”
He caught up to her and paused. “There’s nothing between me and Genevieve.”
“No?” A crack in her voice undid him.
“No,” he softly urged. He framed her face, forcing her to see the truth in his eyes. “We’re business partners. Friends. And nothing more.”
“Has it always been that way?” 
He’d never been able to lie to her. Never wanted to. “No.” 
She pulled away from his touch. “That’s what I thought.”
He could hash this out with her, but then what? She wasn’t going to go to France. He wasn’t staying here. This wasn’t his life anymore. A few months with her wouldn’t be enough. It would make leaving excruciating. But the tension was equally excruciating.
“Come back.”
“No.” She kicked a twig and looked up with new resolve. “I can’t ever come back.” 
He understood. No more jumping in the lake. Nothing that stirred old feelings because that era had ended long ago. No being friends and doting on the past with fondness.
A lifetime, it seemed, erased with no additional blank canvas to paint something new upon.
He worked down the emotion lodging in his esophagus. 
The one thing he hadn’t done before he left her that long ago summer night, he wanted to do now. 
“Okay…I won’t ask again.” Because every time she rejected him it cut deeper, straight to the bone. 
He tilted her trembling chin with his fingertips then inched toward her lips. She didn’t back up. Didn’t stop him, which sent his head into a dizzy spell. 
He cupped the side of her face and pressed a kiss to her sweet, lovely mouth, lingering long enough to feel a slow burn. Long enough to let the softness of her lips steal his breath. Long enough to know he’d never be able to love anyone so completely, so intensely. And long enough to ache knowing there could never be any more than what they had right this second. 
She tensed, then relaxed and touched his chest, feather soft. 
He drew away from the stinging pain. 
She touched her lips. “You shouldn’t have done that,” she whispered.
“Probably not.”
“You hurt me. When you left then didn’t come back. I thought you would.” She blinked the moisture away.
“You hurt me. When you said no. I couldn’t come back.”
“You said I didn’t love you. How could you think that, Ezra?” She pressed the heels of her hands to her eyes. “All you had to do was wait until I finished culinary school. Like we planned. You working in Chicago. Me taking over The Bistro. Our family and friends watching us get married. My dad walking—”
“Your dad wasn’t walking you anywhere near me.”
“What do you mean by that?”
He shook his head and grunted. “I asked for his blessing. I wanted to get engaged over the summer. He said he’d never give it. A starving artist’s life was no way for his daughter to live. I told him I was going to marry you anyway. That you’d go with me. I believed that. So, I asked you to elope.” In the end, Jim Bradley had known his daughter better than Ezra. 
Sierra’s mouth hung open, and she simply gawked at him. “He said that?”
“He was right. In a sense. It wasn’t always financially easy. But you could have taken a chance. Leapt into uncertainty with me. Trusted me to take care of you. I would have. I would have done anything for you.”
A tear slipped down her cheek. “Except wait. Except come back.”
“There was nothing to come back to, Sierra. You made your decision. It wasn’t me.”
“And you met Genevieve. In July.”
So that’s why she raced from the gallery the other day. She thought Gen was the reason he’d stayed. That he loved her so little he could fall for someone else in six weeks?
“You’re wrong. Again.” He raked his hand through his hair. “Doesn’t matter now though, does it?”
Her lip quivered and she tucked it inside her mouth. “Do you still want me to do the catering gig?”
“I do.” Words they should have said a lifetime ago. Even if he had come back, Sierra would never have gone against her father. She wouldn’t even stand up and tell him she wanted to close The Bistro so she could open a B&B.
“I guess we just weren’t meant to be.”
 One more slice to add to his gaping wounds. “Whatever you need to believe to get through the next few weeks.”
Her phone rang and she grabbed it like a life line. “Hey Dad…I’m not selling my house! I’ve been asked that all day long.” Her face turned white then crimson. “I did no such thing…I don’t know how it got there…You know I’d have talked to you and Mom before I moved…I’m sorry. I don’t mean to be grouchy…I’m on my way.” She hung up. “And the pranks keep coming. Someone put a used For Sale sign from J. Shelton’s Realtors in my yard.” She massaged her temple. “Mom came by and saw it.”
“You know you’re a grown woman. If you did want to sell your house, you don’t need their permission.”
Her lips thinned and she shifted from one foot to the other. “I gotta go.”
“I know.” In more ways than one.
*** 
Two days later, Sierra stood in Cynthia’s Cakes praying she could keep her temper bridled as Jemma hem-hawed around about cake flavors. Since she was the chef, she’d been put in charge of helping Jemma with anything food related. She was starting to regret the whole thing. What a nightmare! Ezra looked like he might smack Jemma and Ansel with the sketch pad at any second.
After their conversation in the woods, Sierra hadn’t had time to process it all. Mom and Dad had been waiting on her doorstep, happy to inform her of their feelings on the matter of selling her home—which she wasn’t even going to do! According to them, it was the perfect size in the perfect place. Financially, it made sense to stay where she was, which led to the success of The Bistro and how proud Nana would be of her.
Is that why Dad refused to let Ezra marry her? Was he afraid she’d give up her inheritance? What other reason could it have been? She and Mom had talked about it before. She’d never discussed it with Dad though. If he hadn’t approved of Ezra, she wouldn’t have been allowed to date him. Maybe he never thought it would go that far—until Ezra asked for his blessing. 
No wonder Ezra pushed elopement. No wonder he blew out of town faster than an F-5 tornado. He’d been shot down twice in a night. 
“Jemma, you have to make a decision.” Sierra stood, hands on her hips as Jemma and Ansel huddled in a corner staring at the four cake samples. Ezra put his sketch pad away and rubbed his brow. 
“I like the traditional white wedding cake, but the red velvet was to die for.” Jemma turned to Cynthia for advice, but the woman wearing wire-rimmed glasses, simply smiled. Talk about patience. If it were Sierra’s wedding—which with every turn it was clear it was not—she would have chosen the white wedding cake with the butter cream frosting. Traditional. Light. 
Like Ezra’s kiss the other night in the woods. She hadn’t expected it. Didn’t pull away. She’d always considered herself a woman of restraint, but in that moment Ezra had been the one to exercise self-control, stopping the kiss before it went to another level. He never should have initiated it. All it had accomplished was opening up old wounds.
Well, that wasn’t true. Ezra coming back to Mistletoe had done that. Or at least brought them to the surface; the kiss had lanced the festering pain. Now, it oozed all over, and Sierra wasn’t sure how to tend it. Other than prayer, but even prayer hadn’t wholly taken away the ache—even if she did find some peace and comfort in those moments. 
Ezra was right about one thing. Sierra could make her own choices. She’d dreamed about traveling the world by his side. Imagined a life together. It was easy to feel bold and confident when she was alone with her dreams. When she was absorbed in worship and could actually feel the presence of God, she was fearless. But she didn’t always feel that kind of courage, and when it came down to the wire, she let fear cripple her.
Mom had asked her to wait until she’d finished culinary school to marry Ezra, and she jumped onboard—not because it was what she wanted but she could hide behind it. Not take that chance. That risk. Not have to face that fear. 
She’d let herself down. Ezra down. God down. 
Messed up the plan. And guilt ate at her mercilessly. She’d battled it daily. 
“I liked the double fudge chocolate,” Ansel offered. Hallelujah he spoke! 
“Great.” Sierra turned to Cynthia Herron, owner of the bakery. “We’ll take that for the groom’s cake. As for the wedding cake…” She frowned. “Ezra? Care to throw in some input.”
“No. I’m not the bride. Besides, cake is cake. You’re going to shove it in each other’s mouth, barely taste it, and move on to garters and bouquets being tossed. A year later, you’ll pull it out of the freezer and turn your noses up because, let’s be honest, frozen cake—a year old frozen cake—is disgusting.”
Sierra folded her arms across her chest. “For an artist, I expected you to be more romantic. Not cynical.”
“Not cynical. Realistic. Freezer-burned cake does not a romantic marriage make.” Ezra’s eyes darkened as he peered into Sierra’s. His tone turned husky. “It’s the memories behind the cake. The day that surrounded the cake. The people that gathered to eat the cake. It’s about the beauty of the cake. The way sugar and vanilla remind you of a cherished moment and take you back to the icing-laced kiss and crowds applauding and laughing over love. So who cares what flavor you pick, Sierra. Romantic enough for you?” 
She held in a dreamy sigh. Yes, quite. 
Jemma leaned into Ansel, and he squeezed her shoulder. “Ezra’s right, Sierra. It doesn’t matter what flavor. Pick whatever. White. Red velvet. Chocolate. We don’t care.”
Great. Ezra had turned Jemma love-sick with his poetic words, and she missed the whole point. It didn’t matter but she still needed to choose. Sierra turned to Ezra. 
Ezra’s mouth quirked. “I pick white.”
Sierra blinked. Of course he did. He loved white. It represented a clean slate. A blank canvas. A new beginning. She choked back tears. “White it is, Cynthia,” she said as she worked to read Ezra’s thoughts, wondering if he was feeling the same tender yet intense emotions that radiated through her chest. “White is perfect.” 
“White is perfect.” His eyes arrested hers as a sizzle charged the air.
He lightly brushed a bottom strand of her hair between his fingers. 
Jemma broke the heat. “Great. You think Cassie will design the cake topper or should Audrey top it with flowers? I kind of like flowers.”
Sierra shook the moment from her head and struggled for words. “Flowers would be gorgeous. We’ll talk to her this afternoon.” 
They finished up at the bakery, and Sierra left them to go to worship team practice at the church. After practice, she grabbed a few wedding magazines that held reception menus along with her iPad and headed for the lake. 
She dangled her feet over the pier as she made mental notes. “Hey, Miss Bradley!”
Greta Cannery, her boyfriend Corey Phillips, and a few other high school kids, including Brett Minor, waved from a pontoon boat. That kid had pranks written all over him. “Hi Greta.” She waved back. “You guys know anything about my house being up for sale?”
“Can’t say,” Brett called.
She just bet. 
“You take it off the market?” he asked.
“I think we both know I never put it on the market, Mr. Minor.”
They eased across the lake, leaving only laughter in their wake. 
Sierra immersed herself in Pinterest ideas and magazine articles.
“Talk about zoned out.” Ezra’s voice wrenched her from the magazines. He rowed a canoe about ten feet away. “I called your name twice.”
She studied the boat, his hands gripping the oars. “What are you doing?”
“What’s it look like? I’m row, row, rowing my boat.” He winked and rowed toward her, his muscles flexing with each stroke.  
“What are you really up to?” Sierra asked.
“I’m heading over to the south side of the lake. I want to sketch the water lilies.”
 “Getting your Monet on?”
He chuckled. “Don’t knock Claude Monet. He cornered the market on water lilies.”
Sierra snorted. “Well, have fun.” It was a gorgeous area of the lake. If anyone could re-create it on paper, it would be Ezra. In fact, he’d sketched it a few times when they were teenagers. 
“Wanna come? I hear you’re not supposed be out on the water alone, especially when the sun starts to set.”
“Where did you hear that?”
“I don’t know. But it has to be true, right?” He patted the seat across from him. “Come on. No nostalgia. Just a…I don’t know…a not so lonely venture.” Was he lonely? Sierra was.
She toyed with the idea. Last time he coaxed her into a venture on the lake, they’d ended up covered in mosquito bites. A midnight outing to catch lightning bugs under the stars. A blanket. A few intense kisses. And a billion bug bites.
So much for no nostalgia. Memories were imprinted everywhere. Could she get in this boat and simply be friends? After that kiss in the woods? After what it did to her? Her brain kept her feet planted on the pier, but her heart begged her to leap into the boat.
She’d missed their friendship over the years. Never had one quite like it.
Ezra dug into a tackle box and held up a can. “I’ve wised up in my old age.” 
Bug spray. 
“Also, I’m terrified of getting West Nile.” He reached for her hand.
She chided herself as she took it. This was a big, fat stupid mistake. 
Loneliness won out, though.
“Heard you took your house off the market.” 
“Ha. Ha. I just had words with that Minor boy. He didn’t admit nor deny that he had something to do with it. I know he did, though. It was in the eyes.” She stepped into the canoe, the water rippling as it rocked from her weight. “And I’m afraid of West Nile, too, so spray me up.”
They coated themselves with mosquito repellent, and Ezra resumed rowing toward the south side of the lake. “We could get him back.”
Not a bad idea. The little prankster. “You have a lantern with you? It’s going to be dark soon.”
“You think I’d remember bug spray but forget a lantern?” He tsked her. “Where’s your faith, Sierra Bradley?”
Tucked into the folds of fear. 
She settled onto the bench and inhaled the pine air mixed with lake water. “I love summer.”
“Me, too. I forgot how much I missed this lake.” He scanned the woods, the sky…Sierra.
They’d shared their first kiss in these waters. 
Ezra’s sight flitted to her lips, sending a tingle into them, and a wild flutter into her belly. The sky streaked with purple, pink, and blue. A breeze tickled her skin, rustled her hair. 
A mosquito bit her ankle.
She sighed. “So tell me about Adah. I haven’t talked to her since she moved to California. She doesn’t post much on Facebook. I’ve stalked her page.” 
Ezra smiled that sweet close-lipped smile, as if wanting to hide his perfectly straight, white teeth. “She does a lot of double shifts at the hospital, and when she’s not working hard she’s catching up on playing hard.”
Nodding, Sierra let her fingers skim the water while Ezra rowed like he’d done it his entire life. Not even winded. 
The cool water tickled her fingertips. “I remember the first day I saw you in church. I was shocked.”
He laughed. “Why?”
“I don’t know. You were always so mysterious. Sitting in class alone drawing.”
“Drawing you.”
“You know, now that I’m an adult and look back, I should have been creeped out by that, not flattered. Of course, CSI hadn’t come out on TV then either.”
“Difference between stalking someone and being drawn to them.” His soft voice carried above a whisper.
“Fine line,” she taunted. “You better not have pictures of me lining the walls of a room in your house.”
“Caught me.” He arched an eyebrow and held her gaze. 
One beat passed. 
Two…four.
“I liked church,” he said. “It was peaceful, and my grandparents loved it, and I loved them. And the added bonus was you were there. I, unlike you, wasn’t shocked at all. It made sense.”
Sierra dried her wet fingertips on her shorts. “Have you stayed in church all these years, Ezra?”
“Off and on. I never lost my faith. Can’t say it hasn’t been shaky at times. But I can’t come out here or paint and not be convinced that God exists. There’s too much beauty…too much of life I don’t understand as well. Everything makes more sense under a paintbrush.” He covered his bare arms with another coat of spray then offered it to Sierra again. 
She added another layer to her arms and legs, concentrating on her ankles. “Are you happy with where life has brought you?”
He inhaled deep and exhaled. “At times. I have an opportunity to help other young artists showcase their work and make their mark on the world. It feels good to give back in that way, and this opportunity to teach in France is a once in a lifetime kind of thing—a real honor. But I’ve had to make some sacrifices.”
Had Sierra made any sacrifices in her life? 
No. 
“What kind?” Guilt knotted her chest. She never took chances that required giving up much of anything. Her choice to stay behind wasn’t a sacrifice. It was safety. Staying in the realm of the known. Refusing to forfeit fear.
“I don’t paint as much. I’m tied up in the business side. I didn’t realize how much I’d missed it. How much of a release it was for me until I came here. I love sketching, but it isn’t the same.”
“No, I imagine not.” 
Ezra leaned forward. “I’ve given up seeing my family to build my dreams as an artist. I regret it at times. I should have been here more for Jemma and Adah. Maybe they wouldn’t play so hard, ya know?” Deep creases rippled across his brow. Same face when he felt upset, angry, or worried. So many times, Sierra had traced that line, smoothing it out with her fingertips. 
Not anymore. 
 “You’re here now.”
Ezra gripped the oars and sighed. “For a few weeks. Long enough to lay down some green for Jemma’s wedding. She didn’t even ask me to give her away.”
 “You’re a groomsman. You can’t do both.”
“Pity groomsman. I barely know Ansel. Uncle Charlie is flying in with Adah to give her away. Kind of feels like a slap.” 
“Who knows, she may change her mind before it’s all said and done. Although, once we nail down the reception menu, I’m holding her to it. She gives me whiplash. Eden said she’s one more ‘I don’t care’ away from throwing in the towel. But I know Eden, when she commits, she’s in for the long haul.”
“I guess you’d have to be when you marry a man like Knox.”
“He’s not the same. It’s crazy what kind of changes God can make in your life.” She shook her head. “I envy Eden.”
“Got it bad for Knox, do you?” 
She laughed. “No way. I’ve never been one for the bad boy. I’m a sucker for the nice guy.”
“So why didn’t you make a play for the pastor?” He darted his sight behind them and continued rowing.
“Who says I didn’t?” She raised her eyebrows.
He paused mid-row then chuckled. “What happened? You and Audrey mud wrestle for him?” 
“Ha. Ha. No, that’s what Knox would have required if we were after him.” She laughed. “That was mean.”
“That was funny and probably accurate.” 
True. Sierra shifted in her seat. “Gabe wasn’t worth a fight. That sounds terrible, doesn’t it? I guess what I mean is I didn’t feel about him like Audrey felt. She would have mud wrestled for him.” She’d sacrificed. Gave him up for his calling to the church. “I wouldn’t have even arm wrestled.”
Ezra stared off in the distance. “You didn’t care enough to sacrifice for him. That’s what you’re saying.”
“I…”
“Am back to pronouns.” He smirked, but hurt slid across his face. 
It wasn’t about not loving Ezra. She’d never convince him, though. She all but just said she didn’t love him enough to sacrifice and go to France. He was right. But he was also wrong.
 



 
 
 
CHAPTER SEVEN

Sierra climbed out of Cassie’s truck after they parked by Eden’s garage. “I’m not a painter. Just ask Ezra. I can’t believe you roped me into this.” But not really. Again, Sierra couldn’t tell Cassie no. Not like Cassie would let her anyway. She scratched her ankle that had been eaten up by mosquitoes the other night.
“This isn’t Picasso. It’s slapping some paint on a door. It doesn’t need to be perfect.” 
Sierra had helped Cassie remove Jax’s shed doors to use as a wedding prop. They were going to paint and distress them; Sierra had zero experience and wasn’t even sure why they had to do it at Knox’s place, but something told her not to inquire. Just do as she was told.
 “You buy the white tulle yet?” Sierra asked. 
“Of course. Unlike the bride, I’m on top of things. Great idea by the way. Once we line the trees with the tulle and place the doors in the center, she’ll be hidden from guests and the groom.”
“You figure out a way to hang lights over the tulle?”
“No. But I will.” 
Knox headed their way, along with Ezra. “What’s Ezra doing here? And where’s Eden?”
Cassie waved. “I don’t know about Ezra, but Eden had some work to do at the Hope Center.” 
Sierra was amazed how much good had come from turning the old bar into a place for families in need, counseling, and free medical exams. “What are you ladies up to?” Knox still had swagger, it showed in his walk, while Ezra had more of an easy, confident stride. Sierra preferred the confident stride over the swagger. She doubted Knox even realized or meant it. Some things just didn’t change.
“We’re storing doors here, and we need the cover of your garage to paint them.”
“It’s a work barn not a garage,” Knox countered.
“Then why do you park vehicles in it?” Cassie asked. “Exactly.” 
He rolled his eyes. “Why don’t you store them in your garage?”
“Did you not hear a word I said?” Cassie huffed.
“Everyone hears what you say; no one understands the babble. And we can’t read between your lines.” Knox rubbed the scruff on his chin. A tattoo poked out from under the sleeve of his T-shirt.
“We need to paint them…without Jax knowing,” she muttered.
“Ah, now that makes more sense.” 
Great. Sierra was now an accessory to theft or something or other. She looked at Ezra. “What brings you over here?”
“Summer scrimmage. That I turned down.” 
“Dean is having knee surgery on Tuesday. We don’t need an athlete. Just a warm body.” Knox slid a door from Cassie’s truck and leaned it against the back wall in his barn-garage.
“Can you see why I refused after an offer like that?” Ezra’s tone sounded wooden, but amusement and humor flickered in his eyes. It was clear he liked Knox.
 “Yeah, he’s practically begging,” Cassie noted.
“I am begging.” Knox grabbed the other door and carried it into the barn. “We’ll have to forfeit. Do I look like a man who forfeits?” 
No. He looked like a man who got his way through persuasion or coercion, whichever did the trick. But Ezra was never into sports. 
“Anything else you need hidden in my barn?” Knox brushed his hands on his jeans then shoved Cassie’s head in a brotherly fashion, sending her stumbling backward.
“You mean your garage? No.” Cassie gave him a flat look and focused on Ezra. “So you’re not going to play? Me and Audrey have new cheers ready to go. You can’t say no. We can’t forfeit.”
“All you have to do is stand in the outfield.” Knox grinned and scanned Ezra. Today, he’d chosen black framed retro glasses instead of contacts, a checkered shirt that cuffed at the elbows and skinny jeans and Converse. “And look pretty.”
 “Fine.”
Knox had trapped him with the man-card.
“But only because you recognize I’m pretty,” Ezra ribbed. “And I’m a fan of girls with pom-poms and cheers.”
Since when?
Knox laughed, rough, raspy. Still looked like the playboy he once was. Cocky grin on his face and eyes that made women swoon.
“Knox!” Eli hollered. “Rachel’s awake and crying. She feels kinda hot.” 
Mr.-Playboy-face was wiped out in .2 seconds and Daddy-face kicked into gear as he raced across the yard. That was the Knox Sierra was comfortable around. 
“See you on the field. If you need a glove, grab one from my barn.”
“Garage!” Cassie yelled back. 
“Shut up, Cassie!” Knox countered and sprinted inside the house.
She beamed and raised her hands as she looked at Ezra. “Rah, rah, ree!” 
Jax’s truck ripped into the drive, leaving a cloud of dust. He jumped out and stomped toward the barn. “We’ve been hit! Those little pranksters got us.”
“They put your house up for sale?” Sierra asked. Surely, those crazy seniors wouldn’t mess with Jax Woodall.
“No. They stole our shed doors!”
Sierra pinched her lips and gave Cassie a side-glance.
“I’m gonna get those little suckers. When I find out who’s behind this.” He raked his hand through his hair, a deep scowl on his face. “And if they’re eighteen…it’s on. Southern style.”
Was he going to deep fry them or something?
“Cass, did you hear me? Those punks ripped off our shed doors!”
Cassie batted her eyelashes. “Yeeeaaaaah….about that….” 
*** 
Ezra shifted uncomfortably in his white baseball pants. Purple socks. Purple jersey. He wasn’t exactly a ball cap kind of guy. Oh, the things he did for ego. Sierra had stood there and listened to Knox razz him. Friendly of course, but what choice did Ezra have? He had to say yes. Save face. 
She sat in a purple lawn chair next to Audrey and Cassie, who wore ponytails and had huge purple crosses painted on their right cheeks. Sure enough, they had pom-poms to match.
Sierra waved, then strode to the dug-out. “Nice hat, Alcott.” She grinned and slapped the bill of his cap. “You’re playing First Christian. They’re good.”
“I thought I saw Audrey’s brother, Jo, over there. I didn’t realize he went to a different church.”
“Yes, and she holds it against him so make sure and go after him hard if you get the chance.” Sierra gave him a once-over. “I’m kidding. I mean, she does hold it against him, but in good fun.”
Ezra scanned the rival’s dug out. “You want to get something to eat after the game?”
“We all do. It’s tradition.”
“Oh. Okay.” He forced down the disappointment of not being alone with her afterward.
Gabe Brookson strutted their way. The man looked like he was born in a baseball uniform. After Sierra mentioned she’d been interested in Gabe, Ezra couldn’t help but feel a twinge of jealousy. Which was ridiculous. The man was married, and a pastor. He clearly loved Audrey, but still…
“Thanks for filling in, Ezra.” Gabe tucked his glove under his arm and shook Ezra’s hand. “You any good?”
“He’s here to look pretty.” Knox popped a peppermint stick in his mouth. 
Jax stalked up behind Knox, aviator sunglasses and smugness on his face. “Nice. Dean just stood there. Can’t say there was any pretty to it.”
Gabe popped a piece of gum. “Okay, let’s pray then wipe the floor with these guys.”
“No mercy,” Knox said.
“Well…” Gabe grinned. “No mercy. On the field.” He prayed and they took the field first. 
Ezra trotted to outfield. 
Knox waved him to keep going.
“Outfield, Alcott! You’re still in the infield.”
Ezra growled under his breath and jogged further back. Knox held his hand up. 
“You look very non-artsy, Alcott,” Jax quipped and took short-stop. “Missin’ your scarf?” He cackled and bent, feet apart, hands on his knees. He remembered him wearing a scarf at the art benefit from last October? 
“Maybe. By the way, Top Gun called. They want their sunglasses back.” Ezra saluted.
Jax hooted. “Nice.”
 “You ready to stand and look pretty?” Knox bellowed.
Ezra removed his cap, taking meticulous time to mess with his hair. “I am now.” He bent at the waist and put on his game face, or what he suspected might be a game face. “Don’t wanna disappoint the ladies.”
Knox waggled his glove at Ezra. “I’m gonna keep my next comment about you disappointing ladies to myself. Might be considered lewd, and will save me a lashing from Eden.” 
“And I’m gonna save my next comment about you being whipped by your wife to myself.” Save him a lashing from Knox the giant, though he felt the camaraderie amongst the razzing. The feel of family. Something he hadn’t had in a long time. The artist community gave him a place in the world, but it wasn’t like family. There were always egos competing and ambition overriding camaraderie, at least most of the time. He’d made some lifelong friends, but he couldn’t honestly say he’d found a brotherhood. And it seemed these men, very different in appearance and background, had done just that. 
“All right, girls. Let’s play ball!” Gabe yelled.
“Are you a preacher, pitcher, or jokester?” Ezra straightened the bill of his cap.
“I’m all three. And a landscaper.” He dug his feet into the pitcher’s mound and struck out the first two players with skill. 
Audrey and Cassie butchered cheers and yo’ mama jokes until Ezra’s ears nearly bled. Audrey’s brother stepped up to the plate. 
“No mercy, Gabe. Even for family!” Knox barked. 
“Sorry, Jo,” Gabe hollered. “You’re going down.”
“We’ll see about that, bro.” Jo gripped his bat and took a few practice swings.
Audrey belted out another yo’ mama joke. She did realize it was her mom too, didn’t she? The sun baked down on Ezra, sweat sliding down his temples and back. Good thing they weren’t playing during noon heat.
Gabe sent the ball zinging over the home plate and Jo connected, sending the ball flying through the air straight for Ezra.
Crap.
He started running backward, trying to keep his eye on the ball, but the sun blinded him. No wonder Jax kept sunglasses on.
The crowd screamed and cheered. Ezra caught Sierra’s voice. “Catch it, Ezra! Catch it! Go, Ezra!”
Some odd need rose in his gut clear to his chest, and determination set in to catch this ball and bring his team up to bat.
“I got it!” Knox growled.
“I got it!” Jax returned.
Ezra caught Knox running toward him from one side. Jax the other. Like iron giants. Didn’t they have their own positions to guard…play…whatever? 
“I got it,” Ezra called. He hoped. He opened up his glove as the small, white blur plummeted further toward his face.
Closer.
Closer.
It happened so fast and yet felt like slow motion. His feet came out from under him on impact. As his back slammed into the ground, he lost his breath and cracked his head on the field. An irony taste filled his mouth.
Screams still resounded in his ringing ears.
Had he been hit by a truck?
Yes. Two of them.
Knox and Jax loomed over him.
“Dude, you gonna make it?” Jax asked.
Knox took his peppermint stick from his mouth and pointed it at Ezra. “Welcome to baseball, Alcott.”
He must be confused with hockey.
“Is he okay?” Gabe raced over. “Hey man. How many fingers am I holding up?”
Ezra groaned. “Two,” he muttered and worked to sit up.
Knox handed him his baseball cap that they’d knocked off his head in the tackle. “I thought we were playing for the same team.” Which jogged his memory. He grinned through the pain and opened his mitt.
The ump hollered, “Out!”
Abundant Life congregants cheered, but he strained to hear one. Didn’t take long. She was on the grass and in his line of vision. 
“Ezra, are you all right?” Sierra pushed through the players and scowled at Jax and Knox. “Good thing it wasn’t Dean. You’d have broken his hip! Now move before I mow the both of you over.”
“Sierra Bradley, you’re feisty. When did that happen?” Knox’s eyebrows twitched north.
A player from the rival team stood next to Sierra. “I’m a doctor. How are you feeling?”
“I’m fine. Bit my tongue. Other than that, I’ll live.” He stood and the crowd cheered again. 
“You hit your head pretty hard. You mind if I take a look?”
“Go ahead.” The doctor did a quick exam and cleared him to continue playing. Ezra clipped Sierra’s chin. “Worried about me?”
“Yes. And you would be, too, if you’d been me. Wait until you see it on video. Audrey recorded it with her cell phone. Swears it’s going viral.”
Great. “I’m fine.” But she was out here, seeing to him. It warmed his heart. 
She rubbed the back of his head anyway. “That was an awesome catch, by the way. You’ll forever be Audrey’s hero.” 
He grinned. “Yeah? What about you?”
“I have less anxiety when you paint.” She snickered and squeezed his bicep. “Sorry about your tongue.”
“You know what they say about boo-boos, don’t you? Kissing makes it all better.” His stomach constricted as her already pink cheeks deepened to a lovely shade of rose. Must be the head injury loosening his tongue or the fact he’d been thinking about a more intimate kiss since the day in the woods. Probably a little of both.
“That’s kiss it and make it better. And you’re not five.”
“Okay, considering where the injury is, I’d think it’s pretty much one and the same in this case.” He tugged her hair. “So…think about it.” He would be. 
Warm brown eyes cast a flirty glance his way, and she sauntered off the field without replying. Well, it wasn’t a no. 
They finished the game and won by three runs. 
 



 
 
 
CHAPTER EIGHT
Four weeks until Jemma’s wedding. Finally, things were set in stone, and they were working to bring it all together. To make it perfect. Sierra was closing down The Bistro so Jaynie could have a night off. Sierra suspected a date, but Jaynie was private about her personal life, and Sierra didn’t ask questions.
 In the last week, the senior pranks had swelled. Greta told Sierra just today that Corey had been out of town with his family last week, only to come home to the yard full of Christmas blow-ups, lawn candy-canes, and thousands of colored lights covering the trees, bushes, and house. His dad had griped about what the electric bill might look like and why his neighbors hadn’t done anything. Even if they did live half a mile away.
Brett Minor had been on that boat with Corey and Greta a few weeks ago. He’d know if they were going to be out of town. Clever. And a little funny. Christmas in July. But it was August now, so hopefully all the stupid pranks would die down.
Sierra entered the eating area. Four customers dined late. No one needed anything. 
Paul Monteith walked inside and Sierra’s stomach knotted. Seeing Paul only made her think about the house. The dream. The fear of jumping in with both feet. 
“Hey Sierra, I know I’m pushing it but I just got in. Could I grab something quick and easy? Sandwich?”
“Sure.” Sierra motioned him to a table in the corner. Jitters going crazy inside. “What brings you to town? Checking up on the house?”
“Yep.” He gave his order. Club sandwich. Dare she ask if he was planning to sell? She hurried and put his order in to Andrea, then came back out with a glass of water.
“Have a seat,” he said. “Catch me up on life. I hear Ezra is in town.” He lifted an eyebrow. “I never liked him.”
She smiled and fiddled with the paper napkin ring. “Why’s that?”
“He had you.” Another smirk. 
That he did. “I think you fared well with the ladies.”
His grunt indicated he knew that was completely true. Paul had been a heartbreaker. “I’m thinking of settling back in town.”
Sierra’s heart sunk. 
“Don’t look so disappointed.” He sipped his water. 
Did it show? “It’s not that. I think it’s great you’re moving here. You giving up flying planes?”
“No. But I’m going to do some private stuff. I’m done with commercial.” He scooted his water aside. “How great do you think it is?”
She shook her head. “Always the flirt.” She dodged answering his semi-serious question. At least she thought it might be. She simply wasn’t interested in him that way. However… “I’ve been in love with your house for a long time. It’d make a perfect bed-and-breakfast.”
Andrea brought out Paul’s dinner. The smell of turkey and spicy mustard rumbled Sierra’s stomach. In a restaurant all day and she’d missed dinner. 
Paul pulled the toothpick out of the center. “Are you interested in buying?”
Was she? “I don’t know. I guess I was just making a comment.” Should she take the leap? Could she run two businesses? Did she want to run two businesses? As much as she loved The Bistro and Nana, the passion wasn’t quite there.
 “Look, Sierra, if you think it might be something you want, we can talk about it. I planned on moving in, but I’m a sucker for red heads.” He took a healthy bite of his sandwich. “And money talks.”
Fear talked, too.
*** 
Ezra leaned his head against the wall and stared at the portrait in his guest room. He’d turned it into a studio over the last few weeks for when he wasn’t painting outside. 
A gentle knock came and Genevieve entered. “Just coming in to see your best work. Your heart.”
“You’re seeing pain, Gen.” Pain he’d handled on his own when God wouldn’t remove it from him.
“This one is my favorite, I think.” Gen pointed to the swirls of blue and white creating a lake. Red hair piled on a svelte neck leading to creamy bare shoulders beckoning to be touched. 
They were all his favorite. Memories of Sierra coupled with emotion splayed on one canvas after another. 
“You should have let me sell them.”
He’d put them on display in France and New York but when the offers actually came, he couldn’t do it. Couldn’t part with any of his Elusive Collection. It wasn’t because he wanted to hang on to the pain. 
He needed to hang on to the beauty. And he had to admit, it was his best work. It had soothed him and aided in releasing the hurt.
As gold comes from the northern mountains, so a terrible beauty streams from God.
 That’s what these painting were. “A terrible beauty,” he mumbled, wondering where that Scripture came from.
“I love that description, Ezra. Frightening yet awesome. That’s what people do when they stand in front of these paintings…stand in awe of the majestic beauty.”
“I didn’t paint the pain away.” 
Gen frowned. “What?”
“God’s let me stream the beauty like rivers of gold. He did it…with the brush.” It never crossed Ezra’s mind that God had been in every stroke. He’d been too angry at God to see it. “Job.”
“What about Job?”
“That’s the Scripture. A book about pain and healing. Taking away. Giving back. And God’s awesomeness. His beauty in creation.” Ezra had assumed he was the creator. But he wasn’t. He only mimicked the image of a heavenly Father, been allowed to inherit some talent and imagination from the Creator. 
Tears stung the back of his eyes.
“Ezra, go after her.” She pointed to the paintings. “You carry her with you wherever you go anyway. Not just on these walls but in your heart.”
Ezra shook his head. “She’ll reject me. I’m leaving for France. She’s thinking of buying a house to open a bed-and-breakfast. Here. In Mistletoe. I’m bound by a contract.”
“That’s bull. You can get out of a contract. You’re hiding behind it. Like a coward. And the Ezra Alcott I know is far from a coward.” She stabbed a red nail at him. “What would you rather live with, Ezra? Rejection or regret?”
“Neither.”
“At least with rejection you know. Regret leaves you with what ifs. You’ve never been afraid of taking chances and risks. Don’t be afraid now.” She slipped past him and closed the door with a soft click. 
Ezra needed to ask forgiveness for being blinded by anger and stubbornness. “I should have known any sliver of healing came from You. That I can’t heal myself, and painting can’t either. But I have to be honest, God. I still ache. I still love her. I didn’t even realize how much until now.” Because only God could fully heal the heart. All Ezra could do alone was mask and bury it.
Now it was time to trust God to do what Ezra needed Him to all along. He’d either give Sierra back to Ezra or He’d heal him completely and give him the peace and strength to move on without her. 
He studied each painting. Should he give it a shot? Go to Sierra, throw it out there, and see what happened? Ask her to come with him to France? Again? 
Take a chance. Take a risk.
He rushed through the house, grabbed his car keys, and made his way to The Bistro. 
The place was empty sans Sierra and Paul Monteith. They sat across from each other eating pie and laughing. Paul touched her hand, messed with a strand of hair. 
Guess his feelings hadn’t changed over the years either. But that didn’t bother him nearly as much as the fact that they might be discussing her purchase of the Monteith home. Sierra might finally be taking a leap.
And it had nothing to do with him. 
 



 
 
 
CHAPTER NINE
Ezra adjusted his satin gray tie and tweaked his hair. The smell of food wafted from the gallery kitchen where Sierra had set up for the opening event. Tonight was only open to local artists, investors, and cash cows. 
“You look tortured and miserable.” Genevieve stood beside him, almost meeting his six-foot-one frame in her spiky heels. 
“I am.” Especially since Sierra was here. “Heath coming tonight?”
“No. He’s stuck in L.A. Business meeting with Maddox Palmer. Everyone knows you don’t miss meetings with that man.” She flicked at her nail. “Did you take a chance?”
“No.” He squared his shoulders and clenched his jaw. “She deserves to be happy. To buy that house, and I’m pretty sure it’s going to happen.” Especially after seeing her with Paul Monteith last night.
Gen embraced him and whispered in his ear, “You’re such an artist. Stubborn and broody.” 
“And you’re such a business woman. Pushy and unrelenting.” He took a glass of champagne from a server. 
“What if she’s only dreaming of the bed-and-breakfast because she thinks her dream of spending a lifetime with you is over?” Gen clinked her flute against his and sipped. “To second chances. For love. No regrets.” 
He hadn’t thought about that. Maybe he should put the paint to the canvas and see what picture came out. He wouldn’t beg. He’d just reveal his heart. Later. When she wasn’t distracted with work. 
Her team carried trays of food with grace and style. Not a soul complained. How could they? Sierra’s cooking was out of this world. As the night wore on he’d met so many people he couldn’t keep names straight. His pocket was full of business cards and most of the art had been sold. As people filtered out and artists left beaming, Ezra made his way into the kitchen. Sierra sat at the table rubbing her bare foot. 
“Everyone loved the food.” 
Her head snapped up, and she grinned then slid her shoe on. “I’m exhausted but glad. I’ve had a few requests for catering jobs. So thank you.”
“Where’s your crew?” The kitchen was empty. Didn’t seem like anything left to do. But she was still here. 
“I sent them home.” She blew a sigh and stretched her neck from the left to right. 
Ezra strode across the floor and laid his hands on her shoulders. She bristled but relaxed when his fingers kneaded her coiled muscles. “Stressed much?”
“Always.” She hung her head and hummed. “I put some leftovers in the fridge. Take them home. Give them away. Whatever you want.”
Whatever he wanted.
He wanted a second shot. To see if she could try to love him enough this time around. He wanted God to mend their past and give them a future. 
“Sierra?” he crooned.
“Hmmm?”
“Do you really believe we weren’t meant to be together?”
 “I don’t know. I think we’re meant to be with whoever we commit and vow ourselves to.”
“If you could choose again. Would you choose me?” Gen was right. He couldn’t live with regrets. Not that he wanted to live with rejection but at least he’d know. Maybe then he could move on.
Sierra slipped from his gentle grasp and stood, peering up at him. “Ezra, I’m sorry my dad didn’t give you his blessing. I don’t know why. I didn’t know about it. And you’re wrong about my love for you. I loved you so much.”
Loved. Past tense. This wasn’t going to end well. “But? I know a ‘but’ is coming.”
“I talked to Paul last night. He’s willing to sell the house to me. And he’s in no hurry, so I have time to decide if I really want it. But even if I don’t…I have The Bistro. Church. Obligations. My life is here.”
What she was saying was her life wasn’t with him. He wasn’t enough to leave for. 
Again.
“I needed to go to culinary school. Gleaning from chefs in France sounded great. But at the end of the day, I needed education. You say if I loved you I’d have left. But if you loved me as much as you said, you’d have stayed. Or come back. Genevieve caught your attention, Ezra. Whether you want to admit it or not. Or you’d have come home.”
“And you would have told your dad to stick it? That you were going to marry me no matter what? You won’t even tell him your thoughts about the bed-and-breakfast. You won’t even move into a new home without discussing it with them. If I’d have come back, you still would have turned me away.”
She shrugged one shoulder and jutted her chin. “We’ll never know.” 
He almost laughed. She could deny the truth all day long. It wouldn’t change the fact he was right. 
“Besides, you met someone else.”
They were going in circles again. “Gen is not the reason. I was hurt. Hurt kept me away.” Probably a fair amount of pride, along with a feeling of hopelessness. Emptiness. The need to prove himself worthy to her father and ultimately to her. “And you’re using that as an excuse. I know you. I know you, Sierra.” He tipped her chin, forcing her to make eye contact. “Come with me. Let’s try again.”
Sierra swiped her finger under his earlobe. She held it up, stained red. “She’s not the reason? This looks an awful lot like the color she wore tonight.” 
“It’s not like that.” Gen must have gotten lipstick on his neck when she was whispering to him to go after Sierra. To try. He was failing. “Take a chance.”
“Why do I always have to choose to leave, Ezra? Why can’t you choose to stay?”  She wiped the lipstick on his shirt sleeve. “There is no us. And you can’t blame it all on me.” 
She grabbed her purse and went out the back door of the gallery. 
She had a point. But could he give up everything he’d worked for? The prestige. The money. The satisfaction of knowing he’d made something of himself. Teaching in France was a one-time deal. If he backed out, they’d never offer again. He’d lose some of his upstanding reputation in the artist community, which hadn’t been easy to earn. 
But Ezra didn’t have Sierra. 
Somewhere along the way, he’d lost sight of Who he was working for, the kind of man he wanted to be. 
“God, help me. I have some major decisions to make, and I want to make the right ones.”
*** 
The décor was coming along fabulously. Sierra and Cassie had painted and distressed the shed doors last night. Jax hadn’t been thrilled to hear that Cassie had lifted them, and he told her she was on her own painting them back to the original color after the wedding. But he hadn’t deep-fried her, so that was something. 
However, the pranksters were still at it. They’d filled the fountain at the park with a box of bubble bath. Kids thought it was fun to play in, but the park’s recreation director, Jeff Redding, didn’t find it nearly as amusing since they had to completely re-filter the thing. Not to mention all the change from the fountain was missing. 
So much for wishes.
Eden had finished last minute details. Audrey had put the final touch on the flowers this morning. Cassie had been on a rampage all day stringing lights through the trees and over the top of the white tulle that created a wall to hide Jemma from Ansel.
Jax, Knox, Gabe, and a few other men from church had helped with the extension cords and setting up the white chairs near the pier. It was going to be glorious, and the weather was supposed to be clear and in the seventies. 
“The tables are set up. We can put the tablecloths on tomorrow, right?” Eden gave a nod of approval to the wooden dock posts Sierra and Cassie had wrapped with white lights and bows. “Looks good.” 
“It’ll be perfect.” Sierra fanned herself with her hand. “I hope the mosquitoes aren’t biting.”
“They will be.” Eden rubbed her lower back. “We’ve done everything we can for tonight. Go home. Shower.”
“Good idea. I’m sticky and gross. And I bought the most precious little mint green dress for the dinner rehearsal tonight.” She walked with Eden toward the lake cottage to grab their purses. “Cassie might pass out. She’s still at it.” 
“She has way too much energy. You seen much of Ezra?”
“No.” He’d made himself scarce since last weekend when she’d catered his gallery event. Today, he’d been in the background sketching the last few portraits.
 “Have you at least seen the sketches? Cassie framed them last night. They’re amazing. You should go inside and see for yourself. Jax is going to hang them on that tree.” She pointed to the huge white oak. “People can look at them as they take their seats. It’s a brilliant idea.”
The entire wedding was brilliant. Beautiful. A twinge of envy pulsed in her chest. “I’ll look later.” She hugged Eden and raced home to shower and change then headed back to the cottage. She locked her car and strolled through the wooded yard. Caterers, hired by Ansel’s mom for tonight, rushed in and out of the cottage. Banquet tables had been set up near the water. White tablecloths blanketed them and hurricane lamps with white candles flickered with light as they sat in between vases full of white gardenias, the sweet scent soothing Sierra’s nerves. 
The setting sun cast romantic shadows on the lake. Clear lights in giant glass globes canopied the tables, creating an elegant atmosphere for dinner. 
After an amazing meal, toasts were made. Sierra had caught Ezra watching her several times.
Now, soft music played and couples slipped under the trees, stars, and lights to dance.
 “Hi,” Ezra sidled up beside her. Crisp white shirt with sleeves rolled to the elbow. Charcoal pants. “It’s coming together.”
“Yeah.”
Awkward silence followed. 
“I should help Eden.” With what? She didn’t know, but the tension was too much.
 “You want to dance instead?”
No. But she wanted to feel his arms around her. It would be the last time. “All right.”
He led her under the trees and brought her against him, his hands warm and secure on her back. “You look amazing.”
Her dry throat barely let her mutter her words. “Thank you. So do you.”
“I’m leaving Sunday morning.” He drew her closer, resting his chin on her head. His heart raced against her cheek. 
“I know.” 
The timing between them was all wrong.
Again. 
Ezra tensed and sighed into her hair as the music died down. He pulled away and stroked her cheek. “I hope you get everything you ever dreamed. Maybe next time I come this way, I’ll book a room at your bed-and-breakfast. Just promise me you’ll take a risk. If not with the house with something. Leap, Sierra. Just…just once.” He framed her face, a sheen covered his hazel eyes. He slowly leaned in and laid his lips on her forehead, lingering. 
Then he left her standing under the starry sky. 
Alone. 
She balled her trembling hands and caught Jemma’s eye. Jemma gave her a tender smile and wave. Sierra hurried through the tables and trees and darted inside, her chest caving in on her.
She rushed to the bathroom and bumped into Genevieve Beaudoin. The French beauty who’d kept Ezra from coming home. The woman he’d met in July and who’d been by his side all these years. He may have said Genevieve hadn’t held him back, that hurt had. But Sierra had a hard time believing it.
“You look about like Ezra. I just saw him outside. Miserable.” Genevieve shook her head. “I don’t understand you two.”
Sierra fought to keep composure. “Look at it from my point of view. The boy I loved left me after telling me that I didn’t love him, and instead of realizing how stupid that was and coming back, he met you and stayed in France. He said the two of you were more than friends at one time. He’s stuck by you all these years. He depends on you. So how am I supposed to see it?”
Genevieve twisted her ruby red lips. “I’ll show you exactly how I see it. How you should see it.” She opened the door across the hall, the room Ezra used as a studio. “Come inside. Take a look at history.”
Sierra licked her lips and tiptoed into the room. Genevieve spoke through the darkness. “I met Ezra that July and I fell in love with his paintings, just like my dad had done. He was the stereotypical tortured artist. Brooding. Hurting. Crushed by heartache. And he painted that onto a canvas. The best work he’s ever done. We became friends.”
She switched on the lights and Sierra gasped. 
“Overwhelming, isn’t it? Every day, I listened to stories about the woman he couldn’t escape. The woman who held his heart. And broke it.”
Sierra inched through the room. 
One painting after another. 
Of her.
On the background of blues and violets, bowing her violin. So beautiful. 
That couldn’t be her. 
Pondering among poppies, hair in disarray—definitely not her. But Ezra had portrayed her in a new light. The way he saw her, love nearly palpable. She covered her mouth and moved on to them holding hands and walking amongst the autumn leaves.
A red butterfly. Like her hair…amazing.
Sierra singing in a boat.
How long had it taken for him to paint these? 
 “Over seventy-five canvases covered with you. Some might call it obsessive. Stalkerish.”
No. These weren’t creepy. They were like a memory wall. A cherished memory wall. 
“He may have gotten too busy to paint, but that didn’t stop him.” She crossed over to a desk and opened the bottom drawer. Sketch pads. “Wanna guess what these are filled with? Ask me how many paintings or portraits he has of me?”
Sierra sniffed and shook her head. 
“None. None,” she stressed. “I’d love to tell you I never wanted more from Ezra. I can’t tell you that. But how does a woman compete with the love of a man’s life? How does a woman compete with a wall like this? I pushed for something, and out of his friendship he tried to give me more. It failed.”
Sierra pinched the bridge of her nose and choked back sobs. “Do you love him? Now?”
“Of course.” Genevieve smiled. “But I’m not in love with him. I’m not sure I ever truly was. I think I loved how he loved you, and I wanted that.”
Sierra had no words.
 “I’ve been seeing someone for about a year now. He lives in L.A. It’s why I chose that gallery to run. To be near the one I am in love with. Ezra chose Chicago. Not New York.”
“Ezra is going to France.”
“But he wasn’t when he chose to run Chicago. And so what that he is now? Go with him.”
“I can’t.”
“Can’t you?” Genevieve sighed and skimmed the room. “I tried to get him to sell these, and we had the biggest argument of our lives. He accused me of wanting him to rid himself of you.”
Sierra winced. “Is that true?”
Genevieve shook her head. “No. Because you’re what makes him great. You’re his best work. I wanted him to sell them because he was struggling financially at the time. Trying to become someone worthy of your love. He had astronomical offers on his Elusive Collection. He refused, and made a good amount on his other paintings, but the real money came with the opening of the galleries. But he lost his love—of painting, and you.”
Worthy of her love? He never had to be worthy. She loved him simply for him. No conditions. Like God loved her. Why would Ezra think he had to earn it? 
She’d been afraid of the finances in the past. How they would make it. But that wasn’t about love. That was simply a legitimate question.
And fear.
Which held her back from going forward.
Fear held her back from so much. Was it holding her back now? Was she using The Bistro, the bed-and-breakfast, and her rooted life as an excuse from going to France? To the unknown? If she decided to go, would Ezra think it was because he now had financial security? 
Lord, would you give me a second chance? I don’t deserve it. I haven’t shown much faith when it came down to the wire.
Elusive. 
She caught a painting of a man’s hand reaching toward the back of a woman, flaming hair covering most of the canvas. Ezra grasping for her.
And falling short. 
“If you love him, leave with him, Sierra. Make a life together. You have what every woman wishes for. A man consumed with love. Undying. Loyal. Love.” She squeezed her shoulder and left her to the collection of paintings.
And a mountain of confusion and fear. 
 



 
 
 
CHAPTER TEN
Saturday morning and afternoon had been spent preparing for the reception dinner. Sierra left Jaynie and her small kitchen crew to finish up so she could be with Jemma and the girls. In an hour, Jemma would be getting married. 
Sierra parked and smoothed her pale yellow dress. After last night, she hadn’t slept much but prayed a lot. She kept coming back to the same verse in First John. The one about perfect love driving out all fear. 
 Little things. Safe things. They were easy to say yes to. But the big things, the uncomfortable things, the uncertain things…she’d refused with all sorts of excuses, then felt guilty. She stood on stage and sang of faith, walking on water, stepping out of boats, trusting God, and they’d been nothing but words for other people to gain strength from. 
She’d never let those words take root in her heart. 
Sierra had missed out on so much. Kept herself in knots and pasted on a fake relaxed smile and condemned herself for feeling like a total phony.
Would she ever be able to step out of the proverbial boat and walk on water?
 “Oh boy!” Audrey came running, holding the bottom of her dress up and wobbling in heels. 
“Stop! You’ll fall and hurt the baby. What’s going on?”
 “I loaded up the bridesmaid flowers, the boutonnières, and the bridal bouquet to bring over last minute, fresh. I forgot the stick pins…to make a long story short—”
“Too late.” 
Audrey frowned. “I left the van running and someone stole it!”
“What?” Sierra’s mouth fell open. “This is out of control. Does Gabe know? How did you get here?”
“I drove my car. Gabe is with the groomsmen, but I did call the sheriff. They’re looking for it now.” Audrey groaned. “I can’t believe this! What are we going to do about flowers?”
Sierra looked around the yard. “I don’t know.”
“We need to tell Eden.”
They hustled inside, and Sierra knocked on the master bedroom door that had been turned into the bridal suite. “It’s just us.”
Eden yanked Sierra and Audrey inside. “We have a slight issue.”
“Well, so do we, sister!” Audrey cried.
Sierra put her finger over her mouth to hush them. No point freaking out Jemma. “What’s your issue? Never mind. Ours is bigger.”
Eden glanced toward the bathroom. “Jemma is having second thoughts.”
“Okay, you win.” They might not need flowers. Sierra marched to the bathroom. If anyone understood cold feet, it was her. “Let me talk to her.” She knocked on the bathroom door. “Jemma, it’s me. Let me in.” 
The door unlocked and opened. Jemma stood inside. Hair done up in gorgeous curls and flowers laced between them. Makeup running and a robe instead of a wedding dress. “I can’t do this.”
“Yes, you can,” Sierra said, and locked the door behind her. “Where’s your head?”
Eden’s voice filtered through the door. “The photographer says he’s leaving if you don’t come out right now. Pictures were supposed to be an hour ago.”
“Tell him to take a hike then,” Jemma hollered.
“Tell him to wait. They’ll do all the pictures afterward and pay him extra for his trouble,” Sierra countered.
“Okay. The quartet is playing and the seats are filled. Everyone is in place.”
Eden wasn’t helping. 
“Stall or something, Eden.” Sierra breathed deep.
Cassie’s voice boomed from the other side. “What the French toast is going on in there? Constipation? Let’s get the wedding and the bowels a movin’.”
Jemma sat on the edge of the whirlpool tub, her head in her hands. “I can’t do this.”
Sierra sat beside her, wrapping her arm around her shoulders. Jemma had balked at every turn and changed her mind a dozen and one times, but this was going overboard. “Why? I know you love him.”
“I do. But I’m not sure he loves me.”
Oh boy. 
“Why do you think that?”
“I want…” Tears trekked down her cheeks. “I want to be loved like Ezra loves you. I want Ansel to study me like Ezra does you—like he’s memorizing everything about you for fear he might forget.”
Sierra swallowed the burning in her throat.
“I want Ansel to give up everything just to be with me. He won’t even give up the back nine.”
Sierra shook her head. What did she think Ezra had given up? “What are you talking about?”
Jemma grabbed a tissue and blew her nose. “I want Ansel to drop everything for me. He never has. Not once.” 
“Ansel put a ring on your finger. He’s out there right now waiting on you to become his wife. You’re scared. You have nothing to be scared of. Go out there and marry that man.” Sierra looked at Jemma through the mirror. “Stop being afraid.”
Stop being afraid.

A man who loved Sierra was waiting on her. Wasn’t he? 
You have nothing to be scared of.
She could do it. She could go to France. Stop worrying about what would happen to The Bistro, and the house, and who would lead worship. God would lead her. If she’d trust Him to do it. 
Abraham from the Bible came to mind. God had told him to pack it all up and leave. He’d only gone half way. But then God reminded him again after Abraham’s father died. Go. To a land I will show you.

It was time to take a chance. 
A second chance. 
She hadn’t ruined her future by making a mistake all those years ago. She hadn’t let God down so utterly that He was holding it against her. 
And after she talked Jemma into getting married, at the reception she’d tell Ezra she’d go. To France. They’d figure it out together. Together with God.
“Ansel postponed our honeymoon for a week because of work. Ezra broke his teaching contract to stay in Chicago. He won’t get that opportunity again.”
Sierra stood stunned. “What? How do you know that?”
“I heard him tell Genevieve late last night he was calling them first thing Monday morning. He’d gotten some clarity or something or other and wasn’t taking the job. That he couldn’t leave again.”
No. He couldn’t stay. He loved France. Loved art, and this was the chance of a lifetime. A prestigious offer. 
She couldn’t fixate on it now. She had to knock some sense into Jemma. “You can’t let Ezra’s choices keep you from marrying Ansel. Every couple’s love story is unique, and Ansel loves you. Now get out of that robe.” Sierra pointed to the dress hanging on the closet door. “We’ll be out here waiting. With your Uncle Charlie.” Without flowers.
Sierra left Jemma in the bathroom.
Eden and Audrey stood on the other side with expectant faces. Cassie had disappeared, probably to enlist Jax to help search for the van and flowers. “Ezra is staying in Chicago.”
“Great. But is Jemma getting married?” Audrey asked.
“Yes.” Sierra slunk onto the edge of the bed. The bed Ezra slept in. She ran her hands along the soft fabric, smelled Ezra’s clean, masculine scent. “I can’t let him do that.”
Cassie busted into the room. “Ladies, we have a problem.”
Not another one!
“Did the lights go out?” Eden asked. “Because Knox messing with twinkling lights will only earn a few swear words.”
“The only swear words are going to be coming from Ansel. Jemma just left a trail of dust.”
Sierra jumped up. “What?” She rushed to the bathroom door and twisted the knob. Locked. “Jemma!” 
“Is about three miles down the road by now,” Cassie offered and dropped her work box, pulling out a screwdriver. “Audrey, can you discreetly go get Gabe. You know what? Eden, you go.”
“Hey!” Audrey protested, then immediately gave up with a shrug. “Yeah, Eden, you go.”
Cassie worked the knob off the bathroom door and opened it. “I’m gonna wring that girl’s neck when I get my hands on her.” 
Empty bathroom. Open window. Not if Sierra didn’t wring her neck first. 
“I just talked to my sister.” Adah Alcott breezed into the bedroom, spiky hair as short as her red dress. “Cassie!” She hugged her. “It’s good to see you. However, my sister just called and said she couldn’t do it. She’s on her way to the Chicago airport.”
“I have done all this work for nothing!” Cassie slung the screwdriver across the room. “Jax isn’t thrilled I took the doors and painted them. My back aches. And hundreds of people are out there.” 
Sierra ran her hands along the silky fabric of the wedding dress. Jemma had run. Fear. Nothing but fear sending her running away from a lifetime of love. From a man who wanted to commit his life to her. Or maybe she didn’t truly love Ansel. 
And it hit her. That’s exactly how it had looked to Ezra all those years ago. He had every right to think she didn’t love him. Yet he was still going to give up his contract, give it all up to stay here. To fit into her life. She stood in the bathroom doorway staring into Ezra’s master bedroom.
Gabe graced the room, calm and collected. “So she’s really gone?”
“Yes! And so is the van and the flowers, just so you know.” Audrey, in typical dramatic fashion, fell like a tree—all someone needed to do was yell “Timber!”—and collapsed face down on the bed. “This is like going through hell backward.” Her words muffled through the pillow. 
Gabe arched an eyebrow, clearly used to her melodrama. “The van is gone? The florist van? When?”
“Summer pranks,” Audrey mumbled. “I hate kids. I mean I won’t hate our kid. I just hate everyone else’s.”
Gabe rolled Audrey over and hovered. “Pull it together, babe.” He planted a solid kiss to her lips. “We’ll find it, but I need to tell Ansel and the guests about Jemma.”
“People are getting antsy out there.” Knox stormed into the room.
“Well, I’m antsy in here. Some punk stole my van!” Audrey moaned. Gabe started to pull her up then waved off her antics with a small smirk, leaving her on the bed.
“They’re about to get antsier. There isn’t going to be a wedding,” Eden said. 
 “Yes, there is,” Sierra said. She covered her quivering mouth. “Yes, there is.”
*** 
The crowd shifted and whispers stirred. Ansel bobbed his knees and tapped his foot. 
Ezra whispered, “I’m sure it’s a girlie thing. She probably got a snag on her dress.”
Ansel frowned. “This is getting embarrassing.”
“Maybe she got sick.”
“Then she needs to grab a plastic bag and haul her butt and cookies up this aisle.”
Alrighty then. 
“Sorry. It’s just…my mom said she was fickle, and I can’t stand one more ‘I told you so’ from her mouth.”
Ezra cleared his throat and loosened his tie. He hadn’t wanted to be a groomsman to begin with but here he was, sweating bullets inside a gray tux while Jemma might be pulling a Jemma.
“I mean, what did they need the preacher for?”
“Audrey’s pregnant. Maybe she got sick.” Or worse. Jitters had Ezra flexing his hands.
“I hope not.” Ansel’s phone buzzed. He had his phone on him? Seriously? 
He turned his back on the crowd and read a text. His face turned ten shades of red, and he punched the screen’s keyboard with entirely more force than necessary. 
The crowd’s whispers grew louder.
“What’s going on?” Ezra dreaded to ask, but needed to.
“I need to talk some sense into your sister.”
Oh, no. She’d gotten cold feet. What was Ezra supposed to do? Stay put? He heaved a sigh as Ansel stalked through the trees. 
Murmurs increased.
 In the midst of everything sat Jim and Brenda Bradley. Ezra caught Jim’s eye. Jim nodded. Ezra gave one in return.
Gabe made his way to the front, a tight smile on his face.  
“Is it true?” Ezra asked. “Did she fly the coop?”
 “Don’t worry. A wedding is taking place. It’s all under control.” Gabe motioned for the quartet to start the bridal music. 
“Ansel’s not back yet,” Ezra hissed.
Gabe clutched his Bible. “It’ll be okay.”
The shed doors opened.
Ezra’s heart lurched into his throat and his knees turned to water.
He blinked once.
Twice.
Was this a dream? 
Attendees gasped but stood, too proper to come undone by the sight of the wrong bride.
But the right bride.
Tears blurred his vision but he blinked to clear it. To take Sierra in. To memorize the beauty. White. Pure. Holy. 
Eden, Cassie, and Audrey came behind her, beaming. Weren’t bridesmaids and brides supposed to carry flowers? And weren’t they supposed to be in front?
Tradition tossed out the door.
Tears glittered in Sierra’s eyes. 
Half way up the aisle, her father stood and made his way through the crowd, taking her arm in his, confusion furrowing his brow, but moisture in his eyes, too.
Gabe stepped up. “Who gives this bride away?”
Mr. Bradley kissed Sierra’s cheek. “Her mother and I.” He placed Sierra’s hand in Ezra’s. “You look beautiful, honey. And after you’re married, you have some explaining to do.” The crowd laughed and Sierra simply smiled. 
Ezra drew her to him. “What is going on?”
“I’m taking a chance. A chance I should have taken when I was eighteen. I’m done being afraid. Because I love you. So much. I’m coming to France.”
“Then you’re going alone. I’m staying in Chicago.” He grinned and framed her face. “Painting isn’t going to dictate my choices any more. I let it become my world, hoping it would fix me. Fix my pain. Fix my future. It didn’t. It didn’t even take away my love for you.”
“And fear has dictated my choices—or lack of, in my case. No more. I trust you, and more importantly, I trust God. Even with all the uncertainty ahead.” She sniffed; her lip trembled. “I saw the paintings. Genevieve showed me. You really do have a wall of my pictures hidden in a room.”
A small smile formed. His thumb caressed her lower lip. “Then you know,” he whispered. “It’s always been you, Sierra. It will always be you.” Slipping his hand around her neck, he brought her lips to his, relishing the sweetness, the softness.
“Well,” Gabe said, “nothing about this wedding has been traditional so we’ll just watch the show, then proceed. And if anyone knows any information on where Audrey’s red florist’s van might be, see me at the reception.”
What? 
Laughter ensued. 
Sierra snickered against Ezra’s lips. “I love you.”
“I love you, Mrs. Alcott.” 
“Not just yet, pretty boy,” Knox hollered. 
Ezra ignored him and nodded to Gabe. No more waiting. He’d waited long enough to make Sierra Bradley his bride.     
*** 
Sierra stood barefoot in her wedding dress on the pier. The sun had almost set. Only a few streaks of pastels graced the sky, along with the lights that had been wrapped around the dock posts, and twinkling lights from the reception where people ate, laughed, and danced. Her wedding. Almost exactly how she’d pictured it. 
People she didn’t know had congratulated them. Betsy Davis had something to talk about for years to come. Sierra raised her head as the breeze blew across her face. She’d explained to her parents all her dreams and fears. They’d taken it better than she expected. She needed to make a phone call and let Paul know he could move in. She wasn’t buying the house. 
Maybe someday she’d open a B&B somewhere else. Maybe in France.
Jemma had called Adah, and Ansel had met up with her at the airport. They’d hopped a plane and were on their way to Vegas to elope. Irony right there.
Or Providence.
“What are you grinning at?” Ezra slipped up behind her and wrapped his arms around her waist. “Not having second thoughts are you?”
“No, that’s your sister,” Sierra joked. “It’s mean but I’m glad she ran out.” She leaned against him, and he peppered her neck with soft kisses. Her skin hummed. “Where are we going to have our honeymoon?”
“How ‘bout right here on this dock, right now.” He laughed into her ear, sending tickles down her spine. 
“Just a reminder, we’re not technically married.” They were going to postpone the flight to Paris for a week and file for a marriage license to finalize things and shop for a ring. “Besides, I’m not a fan of splinters. Especially in sensitive places. Not that I’ve ever had splinters in sensitive places…” She giggled. “But I’m a fan of you.” She turned and laced her fingers together around his neck. “I love you. France for a honeymoon sounds perfect.”
“Are you sure? About leaving Mistletoe? Because I’m sure about staying.”
“No. We’re going. Together. Like we should have a long time ago.”
He nipped her bottom lip then skimmed his mouth across her jawline to her ear, nibbling her lobe. “Remember the first time I kissed you?”
A longing burned in her abdomen. “Yes. I was so nervous. I knew it was gonna happen, but I’d never kissed anyone before.”
“Which is why I did what I did.”
“Hard to be nervous when coughing up lake water.” The first of many tosses into the lake.
“You tasted like sugar, spearmint, and lake water. I was so turned on.” He nuzzled her neck. “Thank you.”
“For turning you on?”
His breath from a chuckle tickled her skin. “For marrying me. For taking a chance, a leap of faith.”
“It was time I walk on water, so to speak. And you did say you wanted me to leap for once.” 
He scanned the lake. “You want to walk on water, do ya? Take a leap?”
Sierra glanced at her dress then toward the still waters. Joy bubbled in her chest along with anticipation and the taste of freedom. As if invisible chains had been broken, releasing her to move forward. “Yes, I do.”
He laughed, then sobered. “Serious?”
“No fear.” She grabbed his hand and yanked him with her as they soared off the dock, arms in the air, smiles stretching across their faces, Sierra’s veil blowing in the breeze. She screeched as they hit the cool water and went under.
Sierra surfaced to Ezra’s smile, hair matted to his forehead. “This dress is heavy.”
“I know a way we could remedy that.” He wrapped one arm around her waist, helping keep her afloat, and shoved the mass of hair from her eyes with the other. 
Her skin heated then broke out in chill bumps. “In a week,” she reminded him.
“Legalities.” He tsked. “One thing I don’t have to be miserable waiting for…a kiss. I didn’t get to kiss you the way I wanted. Not in the lake that first time when we were sixteen. Not in the woods. Not after my baseball injury.” 
“The boo-boo.” Sierra giggled.
He placed his index finger on her mouth as they treaded water. “Or in front of all those people. Half of them strangers. Two of them your parents. But I’ve been waiting. Anticipating it. For years.” 
“Sounds like some kiss.”
His eyes darkened. “Oh, it’s going to be.” His breath went ragged. Enticing. Seductive.
Ezra’s lips found hers. Gentle, almost lazy, taking his time to savor her. Sierra curled her arms around his neck and hung on for dear life as he turned a kiss into something otherworldly. She’d never experienced this. Not even on their most passionate summer nights years ago. He had been holding back.  
“I adore you,” he purred and slid his fingers into her tangled hair, tilting her head back to explore her naked neck, collar bone, shoulders—using his lips to faultlessly paint her skin with unbroken love, hope for the future, and promises of forever.
 
 



 
 
 
CHAPTER ELEVEN

Two years later
Sierra unbuckled her seat belt and kissed Ezra. “Nothing’s changed, has it?”
Ezra grinned. “Doesn’t look like it.” 
They’d been in France for the past two years with a few weekend trips back to the States. They’d come for the birth of Audrey’s and Gabe’s baby girl, Gabriella Snow Brookson. Gabby for short. She was a little over a year old now. 
“Sometimes I’m thankful for Facebook.” Sierra patted her baby bump and leaned into Ezra as they headed up the sidewalk to Jax’s and Cassie’s. They were holding a huge Fourth of July picnic. “I feel bad for not bringing anything.”
“We haven’t been off a plane but for thirty minutes.” He kissed her temple and they climbed the porch and rang the door bell. Eli, Eden’s oldest son, barely a teenager but as tall as Ezra, opened the door with a huge grin. “Everyone is out back.” 
They followed him through the house to the deck. The smell of charcoal reminded her she was hungry. She’d finally gotten past the nauseous stage of pregnancy. In December they’d have a sweet little baby boy—Chance Bradley Alcott. A name that reminded them daily how precious and wonderful taking chances could be.
Knox swung Rachel on a wooden swing. Almost three, she looked more like him every day, but there was Eden in her as well. Eden dashed to Sierra, hugging her to suffocating levels. “I’ve missed you.”
Audrey came around the corner with Gabby in a baby sling across her chest. Gabe stood at the grill with Jax. Sierra did a double-take. The shed doors were still white from the wedding. The rest of the shed was still hunter green. She laughed. “I thought you were supposed to paint those back the original color?”
“I never got around to it.” Cassie waddled toward her, about to pop. Due next month. Twins. Cassie said Jax nearly had a breakdown at that doctor’s appointment. She would have liked to have seen that. 
“In two years?” Sierra asked.
Jax held a pair tongs. “Don’t get me started on that again.”
“Yeah. Yeah.” Cassie rubbed her enormous belly. “The summer pranks have begun. Someone toilet papered the square. Carol got security cameras at the Last Course.”
“Blast that little punk Brett Minor.” Audrey balled her fists. Didn’t look like she’d ever gotten over the fact that her van had been stolen. They’d found it in the middle of the cow pasture, cows grazing around it. Flowers wilted. They could never prove Brett’s guilt. But they knew. Down deep.
Ezra kissed Sierra’s cheek and made his way to the grill. A man’s water cooler. 
Cassie collapsed into a lawn chair. “Been by The Bistro?”
“We just got into town,” Sierra said, and took a glass of lemonade from Eden. She and Audrey perched at the picnic table. “Jaynie’s done a fabulous job running it. I’m so proud of her.” 
When they’d left for France, she couldn’t sell the legacy. Instead, Ezra convinced her to keep it open and let Jaynie take the helm. Paul Monteith had gotten over his infatuation with Sierra and had been dating Jaynie for the last eight months. He lived in the lovely gray home. Alone. For now.
Cassie shifted. “These babies need to come on already. I’m dying.”
At least they’d be here for that. They’d had the cottage remodeled and purchased the lake house next door from the Davis’s. They were turning it into a bed-and-breakfast, and starting their family in the lake cottage. Ezra would also run the Chicago gallery.
“You going to get back in the choir since you’re home?” Audrey asked.
“Did your preacher husband put you up to asking that?” Cassie snorted.
“No,” Audrey said and snatched a brownie. “Just curious.”
They spent two hours catching up, passing babies around, and eating.
“Hey, fireworks are starting,” Knox said.
“I’m too big and fat to waddle to the water. Let’s watch from here,” Cassie said as Jax sat beside her. 
“Fine by me,” Eden said and cuddled Rachel on her lap. “Eli, you can go down to the water.”
“Can I go too, Daddy?” Daisy Ray asked.
“Yeah, baby. Be careful.” 
The two ripped across the yard toward the lake.
Knox draped his arm around Eden. 
If Sierra hadn’t taken the plunge and trusted God even when she was afraid, she would never have had these amazing opportunities to fall in love again, be a wife and mom, and travel. 
She looked around at the friends she considered family and thanked God for painting the canvas of her life with vivid colors and strategic strokes as He created a masterpiece of faith, love, and hope. Whatever season. It was always a season of second chances with God.
Ezra caught her eye, winked. 
Baby Chance jumped in her womb.
And bursts of color exploded in the night sky almost as bright as the joy in her heart.
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