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  Chapter one
There Goes the Bride


The organ music swelled with the classic ‘Wedding March’ as everyone in attendance stood and watched Leopold Willis, wealthy publishing mogul, walk his daughter, Harper, down the aisle strewn with rose petals. Each step took father and daughter closer to the pulpit… closer to the man waiting there to become a happy husband. 
The music ceased.
As Willis approached the altar, he saw Jordan Sinclaire, a young man who’d been his son Levi’s friend since age seven, standing tall, a smile on his face, with maybe a couple of fingers crossed behind his back. Willis knew the feeling, and he breathed a prayer that all would go well… this time. He kissed his daughter’s cheek, placed her hand into Jordan’s outstretched one, and took a front-row seat beside his wife.
Harper willed her heart to stop racing… as the echo of one hundred fifty people sitting back down on the church pews reached her ears. To her, it sounded like a coffin lid clamping down on a corpse. Hers. 
A hush fell over the crowd, each person suspended in that breathless moment of anticipation. 
Harper Willis stood at the altar, glanced through the lace veil at Jordan’s hopeful smile, and knew with absolute certainty she couldn’t marry him.
Not today.
Not ever.

      ***The coolness of the room bathed Harper Willis’ flushed face as the front door to the La Cour Bistro & Art Bar swept closed behind her.
Harper’s reflection bounced off the ornate mirrors lining the walls behind the bar. She- in a wedding dress- looked ridiculous, to say the least. 
A handful of regulars sat chatting over drinks, people who had their own reasons for being in a bar at 2:43 in the afternoon. 
Today, she was one of them.
The regulars barely glanced her way, but Harper’s cheeks burned; not from their indifference, and not from standing in a bar while dressed like a reject from ‘Say Yes to the Dress.’ No, her mortification came from having allowed things with Jordan to go so far that it took standing at the altar on the day to admit what she’d known for months: she didn’t want to marry him.
Harper shook her head to chase away the remnants of wedding-day brain fog.
Jordan was a good guy - a great guy, even. Just not the guy for her. And he deserved better. On paper, he was perfect: successful, thoughtful, a guy who remembered your coffee order and your mother’s birthday. But standing there in front of Pastor Mike, watching as he smiled at her like she hung the moon, Harper had felt her heart ache.
When the “Do you take this man...” part came, her “I’m so sorry, but I can’t” dropped into the chapel’s silence like a bomb wrapped in polite regret. She’d kept the “Oh, hell no!” answer trapped behind her teeth, but her meaning was as clear as if she’d shouted it from the bell tower.
Retracing her steps past the startled guests and scattered blooms had been out of the question.
Harper had hiked up her dress, and headed towards the sanctuary's side door. She’d run through the kitchen and into the back parking lot, where her Prius waited like a getaway car. Once in her Prius, Harper had pushed the pedal to the metal and floored the car out of the parking lot and down First Avenue towards Cherry Creek North.
Then she’d come in here. Straightaway.
Again, the bell over the La Cour’s door jangled, announcing yet another early imbiber.
“So this is where you go to de-stress,” came a familiar male voice. “I wasn’t sure, but yep - here you are!”
Harper turned to face Noah Walker, Jordan’s best man, and someone she’d known since about age five.
“Shouldn’t you be comforting the groom, and doing other best-man kinds of things for this situation?” she asked. 
“Wait,” Noah grinned. “You think this situation is so prevalent it’s in the ‘best-man handbook’? 
"No, what I think is, as Jordan's corporate drone, you're looking for a way to turn this wedding debacle into a tax write-off!" Harper snapped.
 "And if you ask me, you're a wannabe journalist hiding behind a mundane librarian job that requires about zero commitment—which is good, because you always run away from commitment!" Noah’s jaw tightened. The old rhythm—jab and retreat—hadn’t changed since grade school. “Point in fact,” he said, pointing to the dress. 
Harper watched Noah's gaze narrow. She knew that look. She'd seen it enough times growing up when Noah and her brother, Levi, would get into it. Noah always won.
“I didn't mean that - really,” she apologized, not up for verbal warfare with her childhood friend. “How is Jordan taking this?”
“Well, actually.” 
Harper blinked hard. “Really? I mean... that’s good, right?”
“Yeah, considering your poor track record with fiances. I'm surprised Jordan thought the two of you would make it to the altar. I tried to warn him the other shoe might drop.”
Harper stared at Noah as he leaned against the wood-planked bar. His tuxedo jacket was open, his bow tie dangling against the light lavender shirt that hugged every bit of muscle, from his bulging biceps to the six-pack of abs Harper imagined were underneath.
“You two planning on drinking before tying the knot?” the bartender asked.
“Oh, we’re not...”  
             “Are you kidding? I’d never marry her...” they said simultaneously.
“Like I said,” the bartender repeated, “you two planning on drinking?”
Harper and Noah looked at one another. “Why not?” they said in-sync.

      ***At 2:43 AM, Noah fumbled for his phone and called an Uber, stood up with a slight wobble, then flung a semi-conscious Harper over his shoulder and stumbled out La Cour’s front door. He blinked several times to get the grit out of his eyes, his vision blurring over the Uber app on his phone. 
Noah waited, with Harper slumped over his shoulder like a snoring sack of potatoes.
Ten minutes later, the Uber driver pulled alongside the curb, parked, and got out to open the back door. Noah shoved Harper inside, then tumbled in alongside her. Thirty-five minutes passed, with Harper leaning against Noah’s arm, drool dripping from the corner of her mouth onto his rented tux, until the Uber finally pulled up outside her townhouse.
Noah grabbed the small purse dangling from Harper’s wrist and fumbled for her house key, shaking his head at the wad of junk such a small purse could hold, then nodded to the driver that he was ready.
Getting the bride out of the vehicle was next-to-impossible, but the driver helped. They grabbed Harper under the armpits and dragged her out from the back seat, bridal veil and all, with Noah barely catching her before her butt hit the cement curb.
Tossing Harper’s house key to the driver, Noah lifted her into his arms, hoisting her back over his shoulder. He remembered her saying she weighed 120 pounds. Heck, he thought, as he huffed up the steps and through the door into her townhouse - that couldn’t be right.
Throwing a slurred ‘thank you’ to the Uber driver as he drunk-tipped him, Noah hauled Harper inside, kicked the door shut with his heel, flopped Harper down onto her couch, and covered her with a brightly flowered quilt he found folded atop an ottoman. Lobbing her house key onto the small table inside the front door, he stumbled up the stairs and found the bathroom - just in time to pee like a racehorse on Lasix.
Taking off his coat and tie, Noah kicked off his shoes and fell face-first onto Harper’s neatly made bed.
It was oh-so comfortable.
He closed his eyes and was dead to the world within seconds.

      ***The next morning dawned bright and far too early for Noah. He stretched, yawned, then took a whiff of himself and realized he stank, and not just with whiskey breath.
Slowly climbing out of Harper’s bed, Noah made his way to the bathroom, flipped on the shower, and closed the bathroom door. He had a lot of post-best man stuff to do today: return the tuxes, get a handle on returning the unopened wedding gifts, and make sure Jordan hadn’t hung himself.
This was the second time his friend had been left at the altar. Noah remembered because he’d been Jordan’s best man the first time, when a gal named Mary remembered an important appointment and took off running back up the aisle.
Noah had tried to warn Jordan when he announced he'd asked Harper to marry him; had tried to convince him that Harper wasn’t the one. After all, she’d been engaged three times before, and each one had lasted just a bit longer than eating a cheeseburger and fries.
He’d just turned off the steamy shower when a light knock sounded on the bathroom door.
“You almost done?” came a raspy voice. Noah could tell Harper was feeling the results of last night’s drinking debacle at La Cour.
“Yeah; be right out.”
Noah grabbed one of Harper’s oversized, fluffy blue towels, wrapped himself like a mummy, and opened the bathroom door. “All yours,” he said, walking past her to where his clothes lay in a heap on the floor.
Noah pulled on his clothes with the graceless urgency of a man who'd definitely had too much booze the night before. The vintage mauve armchair—a relic that screamed "Nixon era"—welcomed him like an old friend as he collapsed into it to wrestle with his shoes. 
His head was about to explode, and his eyes insisted on staying slightly out of focus. 
He surrendered to the chair's embrace, letting his head fall back against the worn fabric. The next thing he knew, his phone was buzzing somewhere beneath Harper's bed. After some scrambling and a few choice words, Noah fished out the device and silenced it with a swipe.
Standing required more effort than it should have, and a groan escaped Noah's lips. 
But then—like a beacon of hope cutting through his hangover haze—the aroma of coffee and bacon drifted up from downstairs. 
Noah's stomach practically dragged him toward the kitchen.
Harper, in fuzzy blue slippers and a matching tattered robe, hummed to herself while attending to the skillet full of sizzling bacon. 
A pile of pancakes under a see-through cover was already on her retro kitchen table. Chintz curtains with mini chickens hung on the one window above her kitchen sink, the drainer full of air-dried dishes.
“Are those…” Noah began.
“Buttermilk pancakes?” Harper finished his question.
“Ah, sweet! Is the bacon…”
“Done? Just about. Coffee’s ready if you care for a cup. It’s flavored.”
“What flavor?” Noah asked.
“Coconut pecan,” Harper said with a grin.
Noah smiled; she’d remembered their first giant cup of shared coffee at the cafe on First Avenue when they’d turned fifteen. Harper’s brother, Levi, had mentioned that he never drank plain ‘ol coffee—it needed to be flavored coffee to satisfy him. And being one of Levi’s best buds back in the day, Noah had followed suit—and, of course, so had Harper. Anything her big brother, Levi, said was gospel to her.
Noah poured himself a big mug, the coconut-pecan scented steam rising to greet his nostrils as he inhaled in appreciation.
“Have you ever drunk plain ‘ol coffee, Harper?”
“Need you ask? Levi drilled it into my head years ago - coffee’s not worth drinking unless it’s dressed up with flavor. Big brother’s rules!” She grinned.
Noah put his coffee mug down and moved through Harper’s kitchen like he’d done it a hundred times before, gathering butter and syrup, as he headed straight to the cupboard for plates. A minute later, he’d transformed her small kitchen table into something that belonged in a Better Homes & Gardens magazine insert.
Harper watched, amused, as he adjusted a fork to perfect alignment.
“Nice!” Harper exclaimed. “You the man!”
“I know my way around a kitchen, Harp. Have even cooked up stuff for work events—all by myself.”
“No recipe?” she asked.
“No recipe,” Noah smugly answered.
“Like I said, you the man!” Harper repeated as she dished up the bacon and brought it over to the table. “By the way, where’s my car, dude?” she grinned.
“Parked in the back; Jerry from La Cour’s drove it home after closing last night. Let’s eat, shall we?” Noah said, napkin already in his lap.
“Let’s say grace first, then we’ll eat,” Harper corrected.
“Grace!” Noah teased, then bowed his head and repeated the meal prayer he’d learned as a kid.

      ***“You’re late!” Jordan fumed the moment Noah walked in the door.
Noah could see Jordan was pissed. And hurt. But mostly pissed.
“What the hell did I ever do to deserve this, Noah? Seriously. What the hell did I ever do to deserve to be left at the F-ING altar, twice?”
Jordan paced his living room floor, over to the bay window, then back towards the dining room table, then back to the bay window, again. He tried not to swear. But dammit!
“Jordan, you know Harper. She’s a hot mess.“
“No, Noah. No. Not today. Today, you do not get to say that. Do not. You’ve always had a soft spot for her. And she’s got a weird crush on you, too, and don’t tell me you’ve never noticed. Hell, maybe you guys secretly planned this. Or maybe you didn’t have the balls to stand up for yourself and admit how you felt, and this was the only way to get Harper to leave me.”
Jordan stopped in front of the big-screen TV that spanned an entire wall in his living room. “I’m sorry, Noah, but I don’t buy this crap about you two being so drunk last night you ended up at Harper’s house and nothing happened.”
“It’s the truth,” Noah said. “Why the hell would I want anything to do with her when I deal with her issues every time her daddy wants her to do something? He’s my firm’s client - one of their biggest, and she’s the mogul’s daughter. You know how I feel about mixing business with pleasure. And Harper’s no pleasure. So, no; I’m not the reason she bolted.”
“So why was Harper so keen on keeping her name then, huh? Did you know she didn’t want to change her last name? My bet it was because of daddy’s money; that was a big deal to her, you know.” Jordan continued pacing. “Did you know that three weeks ago she wanted to elope? Didn’t even care if she offended half of Cherry Creek? It was like she knew this would happen if we waited.”
Jordan continued to spew out anger. “This fiasco is her fault. All of it. I was the idiot who believed it didn’t matter if we had a church wedding or a quick ceremony. Convinced myself the whole ‘happily ever after’ thing would work.”
“You do realize,” Noah stated matter-of-factly, “that you weren’t the only finance she dumped? There was that dude after college graduation, can’t think of his name, but she said ‘‘yes” to his proposal on a dare. Lasted what? Two days, I think.”
Noah had Jordan’s full attention.
“Then there was that gal-pal week in Florida, where she almost drowned and supposedly fell madly in love with the surfer lifeguard who saved her. That engagement lasted three weeks.”
Jordan let out a weak laugh, his attempt at a smile more grimace than grin. “So what you’re saying is, I should be flattered? Six entire months - makes me her personal best?”
“Then there was that guy who checked every box on Harper’s ‘absolutely not’ list,” Noah continued, shaking his head. “Somehow that ‘opposites attract’ thing lasted four months before she handed him back the ring.” He forced a laugh. “Trust me, she’s a walking disaster; I don’t know anyone who would touch her with a ten-foot pole.”
“So, how did you end up at her house?” Jordan asked.
“Don’t ask me for details. All I remember is doing about ten shots, drunk-dialing an Uber, throwing Harper over my shoulder, shoving her into the Uber, and then tossing her on her couch. I don’t even remember how I got up those stairs and into bed. I have no more details than that.”
“So she was on the couch - all night - and you were upstairs in her bed? You expect me to buy that?” Jordan glared at Noah, unwilling to believe something so innocent.
“Believe it or not; I don’t lie.”
“You’re a lawyer; all lawyers lie,” Jordan spat.
“True, most of our kind can shoot smoke and mirrors with the best of them, but that’s not me, and you know it.”
“What about the wedding presents that piled in over the past two weeks? You’d think Harper could have had the decency to pull the plug way before the ‘I-do’ part of the ceremony!” Jordan demanded. “It’s damn embarrassing.”
Noah reached out to pat Jordan on the shoulder. “Man, I’ve known you and Levi most of my life, and one thing I’m certain of is that you don’t need to be embarrassed. That distinction is entirely Harper’s.”
He watched as Jordan’s shoulders relaxed, tension draining from his face. For the first time since the wedding disaster, his friend almost looked like himself. 
“I want to say thank-you, though; I was a mess. Couldn’t get two words out.” Jordan’s voice roughened. “You handled everything - the guests, the church, all of it. I owe you one, pal.”
Noah knew the night after being ditched at the altar—for the second time—had to be rough for Jordan. He’d dated his first fiance for over two years when she did the runaway bride thing. And now it had happened again, with Harper. 
The sad thing was, Noah didn’t think Harper was upset at all. 
But he couldn’t tell Jordan that.
“No worries, bro,” Noah told him.
Tell me the truth—how did you really wind up at her place?' Jordan pressed."
“I told you what I remember,” Noah stated, beginning to feel annoyed. “The bartender asked if we were drinking, and both of us said yes. Then about ten shots later, we were both too plastered to drive, so I drunk-dialed an Uber. Took her home. Passed out upstairs. End of story.”
“Was Harper in the bar the entire time with you?”
“Yes, of course.”
“You’re sure? She wasn’t getting any calls, texts, or anything from anyone else?”
“Jordan, stop. She ditched you at the altar. She got no phone calls, no texts from anybody. But if you insist on heading down that rabbit hole, you can check with her maid of honor, Missy.”
Noah waited for Jordan to stop playing devil’s advocate. “Let it rest. I know the ring you bought her cost you half a fortune. My guess is she’ll give it back as soon as she thinks you’ve calmed down.”
“So you and her talked about that? About giving me the ring back?”
“No… no, not at all. I was conjecturing about what might go through your mind and her mind, and… you know? Forget it. I’m a lawyer, not a mind reader.”
“You know what’s really messed up?” Jordan raked his fingers through his hair. “Since there’s no honeymoon, tomorrow I’ve got to walk into that office - her father’s office - and act like his daughter didn’t humiliate me in front of everyone we know.” He let out a harsh laugh. “I should treat myself to a vacation instead of sitting around hoping the queen of broken engagements suddenly figures out what she wants. Four fiancés, Noah. Four! Hell, I don’t know how Levi survived growing up with her.”
Jordan stared off into space, as if he were rewinding through history. “Man, we’ve known each other since what, fifth grade? Third? You, me, and Levi - the three musketeers. Harper was just... there. She was normal back then.”
“Because you never really saw her,” Noah pointed out. “She was just Levi’s annoying little sister, remember?”
“Yeah, well.” Jordan’s mouth twisted. “Guess I didn’t notice she existed until she came home that summer from her first year at college. All grown up and...” 
He caught Noah’s expression and had the grace to look embarrassed. “Look, I’m not proud of it, okay? But that’s when she finally got my attention; when she got boobs.”
“Yeah, we all thought that would never happen!” Noah cleared his throat. “Of course, I really wasn’t that focused on her boobs or anything else about her. To me, she was just Levi’s pesky sister.”
“Look, I’m not gonna lie,” Jordan said, staring into his drink. “I had a thing for her throughout high school, but back then...” He shrugged. “She wouldn’t give me the time of day. I couldn’t figure out why.”
Noah fought the urge to roll his eyes. “Maybe because every time she walked into a room, your eyes went straight to her chest? Girls notice that kind of thing.” He softened his tone. “But this past year was different. You two got to know each other, had actual dates, genuine conversations, made actual plans.” But Noah couldn’t stop himself from adding, “Still, man... four broken engagements. That’s not exactly a stellar track record for making it down the aisle.”
Jordan knew Noah had a point. What was done was done. He hoped Harper and her brother were still squabbling come Thanksgiving, because he wasn’t about to give up a day of watching sports with her older brother—and that fabulous Thanksgiving dinner at the Willis’ estate- just because she’d ditched him.
“What the hell,” Jordan conceded, shaking his head. “At least the worst part is over. The guests left; the caterers packed up; you paid the pastor. It was a Wednesday afternoon nightmare, but today is a new day, and I’m gonna take the next two weeks for myself. Go to Cancun... or Myrtle Beach. And Vegas?” Jordan snorted. “Harper can take those first-class tickets and that swanky hotel suite reservation and...” He caught himself, took a breath. “Let’s say she can shove them where the sun doesn't shine.”
“Good,” Noah agreed. “Get out of Dodge for a while. Let Harper stew. It will do you both good.”
“Yeah, dude, you’re right; normally are. I need a break; I deserve a break. I’m not going back into that office for fourteen days! I’ll go to Cancun and have the concierge at the resort hook me up with a hot chick or two. But no way will I be gettin’ it on with any redheads. Ever again.”
“Seriously?” Noah countered. “Redheads are hot.”
“Well, yeah, unless the hot turns into psycho.”
"Harper’s not psycho; she’s just irresponsible. It took her until the last minute to come to her senses and realize you deserved better than her because she wasn’t committed to you. Think of it as dodging a bullet. I would if I were you,” Noah said. “I wouldn’t marry that girl if her dad paid me.”
“Okay, you’re right,” Jordan admitted. “You are his lawyer, but I’m still pissed and I’m still hurt.”
“Give it time, man," Noah advised. "Give it time.” 







  
  Chapter two
If You Can Dream It...


Noah was asleep in Harper’s bed, the sheets twisted around his virile body like a boa constrictor. 
He was naked, his skin moist with the glisten of desire from their night of passion.
Harper was lying across her bed, hair tousled, with nothing but a sleepy smile of satisfaction on her face. The sheet had wound itself around her legs, and she heard light snoring coming from the muscular man entangled in the sheets alongside her.
She breathed him in, his scent a subtle mix of musk and raw animal magnetism. 
She reached out to touch him.
He aroused her even while he slept.
A throbbing desire made itself known. She wanted… no, needed him.
Now.
The alarm clock buzzed in Harper’s ear; she sat bolt upright in bed. She glanced around, totally confused.
She was alone.
Why was she having one of ‘those’ dreams about Noah?

      ***Noah kept creeping into Harper’s thoughts all morning. He’d surprised her in so many ways—defending her when he could have sided with Jordan, making sure she got home safe, and not leaving her alone to face her decision the morning after. 
Not once had he served up the lecture she deserved.
The memory of waking up on her couch, tucked under a blanket, made her smile. 
Noah hadn’t taken advantage of her vulnerable state. Instead, he’d given her space, retreating upstairs to sleep off their shared hangover. He’d let her keep her dignity—something rare in her world of social media gossip and country club whispers.
Harper felt a grin spread from ear to ear.
Noah, wrapped in one of her extra-long fluffy blue bath towels. Now that was something she never thought she’d see. And the memory of their morning-after breakfast: him, navigating her tiny kitchen like he belonged there. The two of them, nursing their hangovers with way too much coconut-pecan coffee, neither mentioning the failed wedding attempt. 
And that goodbye hug—a normal, friendly hug. No awkward moves, no guilt trips, no commentary about her latest debacle. He’d just... left. Like she hadn’t blown up her entire life the day before.
Harper had known Noah Walker since she was five. He’d always been kind to her growing up, but never overly friendly. Harper blamed that on her brother, Levi; her brother’s BFFs were his friends, not hers. Levi had made that clear. Major rule: no involvement with his buds!
Besides, Levi’s worries were wasted—‘Birds of a feather flock together,’ and she hadn’t been interested in any of those turkeys!
That was until Jordan courted her, made her feel special, and caused her to think that this time her engagement might blossom into a happily ever-after wedding day.
How misguided those feelings had been!
Well, never again!
From this day forward, she was making herself a promise that she’d find a man to be her best friend before ever doing anything intimate.
One step at a time. No ‘hurry and wait’ kind of thing.
And what if she never found ‘the one’?
No problem. She’d had her shot—four of them, to be exact—and she’d be content with whatever happened, or didn’t.

      ***“Well,” Missy said when she arrived at the library to take over for Harper’s trip/honeymoon/vacation. “I hear no congratulations are in order—again.” She eyed Harper’s shopping bags loaded to overflowing with stuff no one person could need.
“Retail therapy?” Missy asked.
Harper looked at her college gal pal and shook her head. “You know, you were the one who started all this, if you think about it.” Harper paused at Missy’s shocked face. “Yes, really; if you hadn’t made me that ‘let’s see who will get engaged first’ dare the day before college graduation, I would’ve never begun this engagement... stuff.”
“Wow,” Missy responded. “Way to deflect and not take responsibility. If we weren’t such good friends, I’d…” Missy’s tongue fumbled for words. “I’d not be your friend!”
“Yes, you would,” Harper replied with a grin. “You need me.”
“How do you figure that?”
“I keep you on your toes… make your day… confuse the heck out of stuff for you. I’m your daily muse/comedic relief.”
“Not sure your almost-husbands think you’re funny,” Missy said.
“Sure they do; take...” Harper paused, searching for her first fiancé’s name in the wilderness of
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