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      Magnolia

      I could see the neon glowing even before I unlocked the door.

      The Moments by Magnolia sign that hung prominently on the inside brick wall of my business had been a gift from my new girlfriends, Presley, Rowan, and Chloe, when I opened my event-planning company a couple of months ago.

      It was only three words, but that sign symbolized my future, my hope, my redemption. Maybe that sounded overdramatic, but I had so much to prove—to this town, to my terrible father who’d disowned me, but most importantly, to myself.

      Two years ago, I’d gone from being a member of one of the wealthiest families in Dragonfly Lake to having nothing literally overnight. The rich-girl version of me had never quite managed to form any true, deep friendships. The new version of me, well…let’s just say work in progress.

      Maybe opening a business in a town where everyone knew my history was a mistake, but a few weeks in, I had a few customers and more than a few stubborn glimmers of hope. A boatload of doubts too, and we’re not talking a little canoe. More like a big, filthy river barge.

      On this Monday morning in early October, I’d walked from my studio apartment above The Lily Pad, across the town square, to my month-old storefront. I used my key to enter, then closed my eyes for an extra second to breathe it all in. The undertaking. The potential. The soothing aroma of peppermint, wild orange, and lime essential oils recommended by the girls at Earthly Charm.

      The back wall of the main room where I hosted clients and potential clients was brick, with a wet bar for tea, sparkling water, or champagne when they signed a contract. Above the bar was my cherished logo sign—the word Moments was on the top line in a simple font, and by Magnolia was in a smaller, graceful script below.

      I stepped into my personal office and felt the remnants of my nighttime doubts and fears dissipate. This was my refuge. My happy place, with peaceful plum, gray, and white decor and a tall, elegant vase of faux magnolias between two plush, comfortable chairs by the large windows that filled the room with natural light.

      Daylight was so much easier to navigate than darkness.

      I sat behind my pretty but sturdy white desk and pulled out my laptop to plan my day. It was ten till eight, morning rush time next door at Presley’s coffee shop, The Bean Counter, so I’d wait to fuel up with my one daily splurge.

      My business hours didn’t officially begin until nine, but I’d much rather be here, trying to prove myself, than alone in my dinky apartment.

      As I opened my planner, I heard the outer door close. I leaned so I could see who it was.

      “Good morning,” Presley sang out with an obnoxious amount of cheer.

      “Hey, Presley,” I said, happy to see her and the two coffees she carried. “Are you starting a new service? Free delivery to souls in need?”

      She smiled warmly as she waltzed into my office and set one of the cups in front of me. “One-time deal. I might have an agenda. How was your weekend?” she asked as she sat in the chair across from me.

      “Really good. The party Saturday night was a hit, and I gave out several business cards.”

      “Congrats! Did you do anything besides work?”

      “I binged a show and finished a book yesterday while recovering from the late-night job. What about you?”

      “Oh…” She shrugged nonchalantly. “I got engaged yesterday.”

      “What?” I slapped my hand down on my desk, coming alive with excitement. “West proposed?”

      She held out her hand to show off the beautiful diamond on her left hand, her face lit with joy and excitement.

      With a gasp, I hurried around the desk, took her hand, and checked out the bling close up. “Presley, it’s gorgeous. Congratulations.”

      The princess-cut diamond wasn’t obnoxiously huge, but I’d learned the hard way money and bling meant nothing compared to love and affection. I leaned over and hugged her, ignoring the selfish pang in my chest.

      “Thank you. He stunned the heck out of me.”

      “I’m not surprised in the least. Have you seen the way he looks at you?”

      Her grin stretched even wider. “I have. I love that look he gets. But we said we were taking it slowly.”

      “Because of the girls,” I said.

      She nodded. “I think it was more for him to be sure. The girls are beside themselves. You should’ve heard them when we told them last night.”

      “I bet they were excited. I’m so happy for you, Presley.”

      I meant that from my heart, but at the same time, I was sad on my own behalf. Presley and I had grown close over the past two months. I was the one she’d called when West had his head up his butt and broke it off with her. I’d hated that she was hurting, but I’d never before been the girl somebody turned to in their time of need. I’d made it a point to step up and be there for her. Presley’s late-night texts back then had resulted in a sleepover and the beginnings of what I considered my first true friendship.

      It didn’t hurt that Presley was new to town and didn’t know the old me. I was sure she’d heard plenty of stories; in fact, I’d told her some of the hardest parts of my past myself. But she hadn’t been here to experience the past me I was ashamed of now.

      When she got married and became stepmom to three daughters, our friendship would inevitably be affected.

      Stop being so self-centered, I scolded myself as I forced a bigger smile on my face.

      “I’m dying to hear how he proposed,” I said, genuinely interested.

      “Well…” She scooted to the edge of her chair. “It was right after I gave him his birthday present.”

      “The painting?”

      She nodded. “He loved it.”

      “I told you he would,” I said.

      She’d showed me the painting Shawna Jenkins had created from a photo on Presley’s phone. Back before she and West were a thing, his girls had insisted on a group photo with Esmerelda the llama at the Honeysuckle Festival. It was of West, Presley, and the three girls, family-photo style—plus the llama. The finished painting was both heartwarming and humorous. There was no way West wouldn’t adore it.

      “I was so worried it would give off the wrong message⁠—”

      “That you were ready to be an official family,” I filled in.

      “Right. And then after I gave it to him, he pulled a ring box out of his bag, went down on one knee, and asked me to marry him.”

      “He’d planned it all along?”

      “He said he couldn’t think of a better birthday present than me saying yes…with the painting a close second.”

      “Oh,” I said, loving that she was so smitten with West and that he felt the same way, maybe even double, from what I’d seen. “Congratulations again. That’s the best news.”

      “Thanks, Mags. I’m hoping you’ll be my planner.”

      “Of course I will. I’d be devastated if you asked anyone else.”

      “You might want to know the details before you agree,” she said hesitantly.

      “What details?” There wasn’t much that could prevent me from throwing one of my closest friends the wedding of her dreams.

      “We’re hoping for a Christmas Eve wedding.”

      My brows shot up as I counted off the dates in my head. Approximately eleven weeks away. “Okay,” I said, drawing out the word as my mind spun with the pitfalls of such a short turnaround time. “What are we talking for size and venue?”

      “Not too big. We’re only having two attendants each. Chloe and Rowan are my bridesmaids. You’d be my next one, but selfishly, I need you for my planner.”

      “I’m much better at planning than bridesmaiding.” I’d never been a bridesmaid before.

      “You’re the best. West and I both have small families, but we definitely want all our friends on the guest list. I’m thinking maybe a hundred fifty people?”

      I nodded. That was manageable. “The biggest challenge will be finding a venue with availability.”

      “We’ve already got that,” she said. “Or we hope so.” She eyed me in such a way that set off an alarm in my head.

      “Where do you have in mind?”

      She pressed her lips together before answering. “Saturday night at their dads’ group, Luke announced he’s converting his big barn for events. He’s hoping for a new revenue stream that will be steady regardless of Mother Nature, unlike his crops. West wants to support him.”

      I sat up straighter, taking that in, trying not to think about the Luke part of the equation. “Barns can make beautiful wedding venues.”

      “West says he’d feel more at home in a barn than a fancy hotel.”

      “I can see that from your blue-collar guy.”

      “I’ll just come out and ask. Do you think you can work with Luke?”

      I tried not to let my true feelings show as I smiled and said, “For you, I can work with the devil himself.”

      “Are you calling Luke the devil?” she asked, tilting her head.

      “Not at all.” I laughed to act as if I didn’t have a doubt in the world.

      “But there’s bad blood between you,” she said. “Right?”

      “I wouldn’t call us BFFs, but this is business. My business.” My business that was everything to me—my means of supporting myself, repairing my reputation, and proving my hateful father wrong. “I’ve got you, Presley.”

      She let out a squeal that was so not the norm for the former investment banker, but who could blame her? She was marrying the man she loved in less than three months. I could barely imagine what that must feel like, but the joy pouring out of her gave me a strong indication.

      We hugged again, and she bounced with excitement.

      “So tell me what you have in mind,” I said, leaning my backside on the edge of my desk. “General idea. Colors? Music? Will the ceremony be at the barn too or just the reception?”

      Presley flopped back into the chair as if those simple questions wore her out. “I was never the kind of girl who dreamed of a wedding and planned everything out. I never thought I’d get married. So basically I’m overwhelmed. West and I talked about evergreens and silver. That’s literally the only thing I know.”

      “That’s a starting point,” I said, a kernel of excitement blooming in my gut at the possibilities. The events where I had more freedom, where the people involved had fewer ideas of what they wanted, were my favorite. They allowed me to flex my creativity, which was what I loved most. “You’re in the middle of your morning rush at the shop. We can set a time to get serious about planning. But it has to be soon if you want Christmas Eve.”

      “I want Christmas Eve. I don’t want to wait any longer than that to start my life with West. Rumor has it my eggs are rotting.”

      I laughed at her choice of words but not too hard, because my thirty-five-year-old eggs were in the same rotting boat. While she had a good chance to have babies now, I wasn’t sure that would ever be in the cards for me.

      I shoved the threatening anxiety down. This was a happy moment, a significant milestone in my friend’s life that called for joy and celebration, not to mention a new client for me.

      “Is it too early for a champagne toast?” I asked.

      Presley glanced at the time on her phone as she sat up straighter. “I need to get back to help Glenda, but here’s the deal with the venue. West and I have a meeting with Luke at six tonight to see the barn. He’s just starting to remodel it, but he swears he’ll have it ready in plenty of time for the holidays.”

      “He could book other events if he’s ready by early December,” I said, my party-planning mind taking over and allowing me to ignore that it was Luke Durham we were talking about.

      “It sounds like there’s a lot of renovation work. West agreed to help him with some of it. Anyway, right now it’s bare bones, but I was hoping you could come too?”

      I worked to keep my expression blank as I mentally ran through my admittedly loose schedule. “Of course. We have so much to plan. Seeing the barn is important.”

      “Okay.” She studied me, and I smiled again to hide my feelings toward Luke. “It should be pretty fast. Just a look around while he explains what the final space will be like.”

      I nodded. “It’s fine, Presley. It’s good. Let’s do this.”

      She stood, hugged me yet again, then picked up her coffee. “You’re the best. I know the timetable’s a big ask, but I have every bit of confidence that, if anyone can pull it off, it’s you.”

      Her confidence warmed me clear through. I knew I could do it, because I’d put everything I had into it. It wasn’t like I had any kind of life outside of building up my business.

      The timetable? It would be a challenge, but this was where not having a huge client list yet would be a benefit. Presley and West’s wedding could get the majority of my time.

      The venue owner? That part would be unpleasant, but I’d just put on my professional, get-out-of-my-way-we-have-an-event-to-pull-off face and ignore him as much as possible.

      I wasn’t about to let an insignificant thing like a man who hated me get in the way.
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      I loved farming with all my soul. It was in my blood.

      I’d lived on this land my entire life, and I planned to work it until I was dead. It was my family’s legacy, dating back to my grandparents, and I hoped Addie would love it the way I did and continue the tradition.

      There were days though…

      Today had been one hell of a Monday so far, and though it was after five o’clock, our work was nowhere near done.

      “How close is Gary?” I asked Scotty, my right-hand guy and the manager of the apple orchard, as we stood staring at the truck that apparently needed a new alternator.

      “ETA is five forty-five,” Scotty said. “He oughta be here any minute.”

      “I hope he’s right that it’ll take no more than an hour and a half.”

      Scotty chuckled. “You doubting Gary’s skills now?”

      I shook my head and glanced at the sky, reassuring myself it was still clear, as the weather app promised it would be. The truck was full of crates of apples to be delivered to local stores. They needed to reach their destination as soon as possible since it wasn’t refrigerated.

      “Your dad know you hired out?”

      I shook my head and gave him a look that said, No need to tell him.

      “When did Cheyenne say she’d be here?” I asked.

      “I told her six. That’ll give her time to eat and relax a spell.”

      I nodded, trusting Scotty and Cheyenne to take care of the apple deliveries. They were two of my top people and did what they said they’d do no matter what. Scotty had been with us since I was in grade school, working with my dad back then. He knew all our operations as well as I did. Cheyenne was in her sixth year with us. This was far from her first time distributing apples to the retailers during the season.

      “Weren’t you fixin’ to check on Gage before your meeting?” Scotty asked.

      “I’m heading that way. Call me if anything unexpected comes up.”

      “Will do. Get outta here.”

      I climbed into my truck and pointed it toward the outbuilding where Gage was checking the shakers and balers to make sure they worked and were ready to go for Christmas-tree season. When I pulled up, he was coming out the door.

      “Everything good?” I asked as I got out of the truck.

      “The shakers and balers are ready to go, but Matilda needs a battery. I can pick one up tomorrow before I come in.”

      “Sounds good.” Matilda was one of our tractors, and yes, they all had names, a tradition started by my mother years ago.

      “Yeah, that’s the good news,” Gage said. The look on his face had me bracing for the not-good news he seemed to have.

      “And?” I prompted.

      “The Heinrich kid took a different job.”

      “The guy we hired Friday?”

      “One and only. He was supposed to show up at four, after school. Texted me at twenty after to let me know.”

      Dammit. “Better now than two weeks into the season, I guess. How many more interviews do we have set up?”

      “Three tomorrow and two on Wednesday. Plus there’s the Webber kid we couldn’t decide on. We got prospects. We’ll get a crew in place.”

      “Fast, I hope. How’s the pricing going?”

      “Slow but steady. We’ll get there.”

      Though our cut-your-own-tree operations wouldn’t open for six weeks, we had a shit ton to do before then, including going through acres of trees and pricing the ones that were ready to sell. That was a project one of us full-timers had to do, but harvesting the trees that would be shipped out for wholesale demanded lots of hands and was time sensitive. Our seasonal crew would help out with that once they went through training.

      “You taking off soon?” I asked him.

      Gage nodded. “Got a hot date tonight.” He raised his brows till they nearly touched the beanie he usually wore once it wasn’t ninety in the shade.

      “Go on then. Good luck, man.”

      “I’ll bring the battery in with me tomorrow.”

      “Thanks. See you then.”

      As Gage walked to his truck, I noticed my dad and my six-year-old daughter making their way in my direction, holding hands. When I waved, Addie looked up at her grandfather and said something. At his nod, she dropped his hand and ran toward me, lightening my mood like not much could.

      “Daddy!”

      When she reached me, long before my dad did, I hoisted her forty-eight pounds into my arms.

      “Hey, doodlebug, how was school?”

      Addie threw her arms around me, her grin big and happy. “It was super awesome. I got Star Speller for the week!”

      “What? No way.”

      “Yes way.” She giggled, meeting my gaze with her big brown eyes. They were the one feature she got from her mother, Jessie, who was full-time military but spent any time off she could with our daughter. The arrangement worked for all three of us.

      “How’d you do that?” I asked Addie. “I’m not sure a Durham has ever been Star Speller before.”

      “I practiced and practiced, and you quizzed me, and Pops quizzed me, and I learned all the words.”

      I hugged her tight, proud of her achievement, then lowered her to the ground as my dad approached.

      “What the hell is Gary doing here?” he asked.

      I glanced in the direction of the truck in need of repair, even though I couldn’t see it from here. “Alternator went out in the delivery truck.”

      He glared at me as I’d known he would.

      “Replacing an alternator is the last thing your back needs, Dad,” I said before he could come at me.

      “Gary doesn’t come cheap, especially after hours.”

      “He’s worth every penny if it means you don’t hurt extra for the next week.”

      “I’d be fine. I don’t need to be babied.”

      “I’m looking out for you since you don’t look out for yourself,” I said, my jaw tight.

      “I look out for myself just fine. Quit trying to shut me out of everything. I’m not dead yet. I can’t lift, but I can repair.”

      Could and should were two different things. My dad’s doctor had told him no more farm work after his second back surgery hadn’t eliminated his pain. He still struggled with his forced retirement, but Addie gave him a new purpose. Having him at home to care for her took a load of worry away. He might grumble, but our arrangement was win-win-win.

      “You know Gary’s trustworthy. I have a meeting about the barn in—” I checked my watch. “Hell. Five minutes ago. I gotta run. You guys good?”

      “Just came out to share her news,” my dad said, an unmistakable sparkle of pride in his eyes for his granddaughter.

      Addie did a dance at my side and made up a song about Star Speller. I leaned down and kissed the top of her coffee-brown head.

      “Congratulations, bug.”

      “Thanks, Daddy! Will you be home in time for dinner?”

      “I hope so. I’m meeting with someone who wants to have their wedding in our barn. Gotta go,” I told them, kissing Addie one more time. “If I’m late for dinner, start without me.”

      “Okay. Bye, Daddy!”

      As she took my dad’s hand and the two of them headed toward the house, I jogged to the main barn. It was old, big as hell, and majestic, with red paint we’d updated two years ago and a stone foundation that had weathered decades.

      When I came around to the front, there were two vehicles parked there, one I recognized as West’s. I’d left the barn door open and figured West and Presley must be inside checking it out.

      I went in and found West just inside the door, leaning against the wall.

      “Hey, West,” I said.

      “Luke. What’s up?”

      We bumped fists in greeting.

      “Sorry I’m late,” I said. “Crazy day around here.” That was true, but every day was chaotic.

      “No worries.”

      “Hi, Luke.” Presley appeared from behind one of the piles of junk I hadn’t yet cleared out.

      “Hey, Presley. How’s it going?”

      “Good.” She half turned as someone else stepped closer. “I brought my wedding planner with me. I hope that’s okay.”

      I switched my glance, and there stood the woman who’d hurt my family irrevocably all those years ago.
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      Luke

      What a nightmare.

      I should’ve expected this.

      When West called this morning to discuss a Christmas Eve wedding in my barn, I should’ve guessed Presley would hire Magnolia fucking James as her planner.

      Back in the spring when I’d first had the idea of renovating our barn for event space, Magnolia hadn’t opened her event-planning business. Now here we were. I was opening a venue I had every hope would become one of the hottest wedding spots in town just as she was starting a planning business.

      This likely would be the first of many times I had to work with this woman I detested if I wanted the barn to be profitable.

      I not only wanted it; I needed the barn to be profitable. My doubting Thomas of a father was only one reason.

      Our farm wasn’t in trouble, but revenue each year varied widely. The weather could screw us. Pests could screw us. Economics could screw us.

      We were lucky in that we had three different crops that could balance each other out, but the event space would be a new revenue stream that wouldn’t depend on Mother Nature. I wasn’t sure where I’d get the time to manage it, but I damn well would. Apparently I’d have to figure out how to work with Magnolia as part of that.

      “Magnolia,” I finally said, hoping my opinion of her didn’t show on my face.

      “Hello, Luke.” She didn’t smile.

      I looked past her and pulled my thoughts to the purpose of this meeting—showing West and Presley what I planned for this admittedly dirty, in-need-of-work space.

      “Thanks for coming out to see the place,” I said. “I hope you can squint a bit and see the vision I have for it instead of the state it’s in now.”

      “It’s bigger than I expected,” Presley said.

      “The main space will get smaller when we put in restrooms and a catering area.” I walked farther into the barn. “I’m planning on that corner for restrooms with the catering area next to it.” I pointed.

      “How big will the catering area be?” Magnolia asked.

      I showed them roughly where we planned to put walls in.

      “That’s not very big,” Magnolia said, and I tried not to bristle. “Once you put commercial refrigerators and ovens in, it will be difficult to fit in a serving staff.” She spoke without looking at me, and I fought with myself to disregard the source and consider what she was saying.

      It might be a decent point, but I didn’t acknowledge it out loud.

      “Will there be a separate area for a ceremony?” Magnolia continued, striding toward the center of the room. “Or cocktails between the ceremony and reception?”

      “Are you planning to have the ceremony here as well as the reception?” I asked West and Presley.

      “We haven’t decided about the ceremony yet,” Presley said, glancing at West. “Honestly we haven’t decided on much besides the date, the reception venue, and the planner.”

      Magnolia turned and smiled at her friend. Then her smile dropped, and she pegged me with another question. “What will the capacity be for guests?”

      “I don’t know yet. I’d like to shoot for up to three hundred, but that’ll be determined once the space is finished. We’ll be adding two extra exits and keeping the windows intact with that in mind.”

      “And what’s the plan for electricity?” Magnolia asked.

      As much research as I’d done, I was beginning to feel like she was on the attack. She might think I didn’t know what I was getting into, but I wasn’t stupid. I’d studied up. I’d made phone calls to key people. West had agreed to help me with construction.

      This was going to be what I hoped was a significant part of my livelihood. I hadn’t gone into it lightly.

      “We’ll be greatly increasing the electrical capacity,” I said, coaching myself not to snap.

      “You’ll want all kinds of lighting options, plus the ability to have a DJ or a band. Speakers, microphones, kitchen appliances…”

      “I’m well aware,” I said, and I was, for the most part.

      If she were anyone else, I’d be appreciative of the information, the expertise. Frankly I just wanted Magnolia off my property, but that wasn’t in the cards.

      “Like I said, we’ll be running a lot more electricity, plus water lines, a heating system upgrade, air-conditioning, all the necessities.” I aimed my answer at Presley, who was, after all, the customer.

      “What about a room for the wedding party to get ready in?” Magnolia asked.

      Presley nodded, her eyes lighting up. “If we decide to have the ceremony here, that would be really convenient.”

      That was something I hadn’t committed to, but I could. We had the space. When my grandfather had built the barn nearly eighty years ago, he’d gone big.

      “We could wall off this side over here,” I said, walking to the opposite side from where we planned to add restrooms. “West’s going to help me with a plan.”

      West nodded. “I don’t know the first thing about wedding venues, only construction. We could use your input, Magnolia.”

      “I’ve got a pretty good handle on it,” I told him, hoping to kill the idea of Magnolia helping me with anything. I didn’t trust her and sure as hell didn’t want to spend any more time with her than I absolutely had to.

      “My clients are taking a risk,” she said, “going into this blind and hoping you’ll build what they need. The problem is, if you don’t, they’re trapped.”

      “There will be a contract,” I said. “I’m not going to screw over my friends.”

      “What about the timetable?” Presley asked, her voice friendlier than her planner’s.

      “Christmas Eve won’t be a problem,” I reassured her. “Once we get the plan hammered out, we’ll start immediately. My goal is to be done with the big stuff by early December.”

      “That’s plenty of time. Do you mind if I wander?” Presley asked, waving toward the other end.

      “Not at all.” Take your bulldog with you, please, I thought to myself.

      Presley and Magnolia headed away from us, leaving West and me to talk construction details.

      As we discussed who would do electricity and plumbing and how soon I could get them in, we both faced the large, open room, which made it easy for me to keep my eyes on Magnolia like I would a rattler coiled in the corner.

      Her change in fortune when her father had kicked her out was evident in her wardrobe these days, I thought as I watched her slender body move away from us. Before, she’d generally dripped in prissy designer labels I didn’t know the first thing about, plus flawless makeup on her flawless face. In high school, I’d been intrigued by her, in spite of the superficial layers.

      Today she was dressed more simply in a short skirt, a plain short-sleeved shirt, and boots that nearly reached her knees, showing off her legs. Her makeup was minimal, but she didn’t need it. I might not be able to stand her, but I couldn’t deny she would seem attractive to the casual acquaintance who’d never experienced her cold-hearted ways. I’d been sucked in once by her porcelain skin and gorgeous mane of strawberry-blond hair.

      Never again.

      “Luke,” West said in a low voice, “level with me. You gonna be okay working with her?”

      “I’ll be just fine,” I said, allowing zero doubt to infiltrate my tone. “This is business.”

      He sized me up from the side, my gaze still on the women, mainly to avoid his. I meant what I said, but it was damn hard to hide my feelings for Magnolia James.

      “You’re one of my closest friends, but if anything fucks up this wedding for Presley…”

      I grinned, even though I didn’t feel it. “I know, man. Don’t screw over your woman. I won’t. Even though I should since you left me the last single dad standing. Lucky for you, I like Presley.”

      “But not Magnolia.”

      “I don’t have to like her to work with her. My stakes are high here, man. Whether she’s part of it or not, I need this to work. I need this to work well, or I’ll never hear the end of it from my dad.”

      “He’s still not on board, huh?”

      I shook my head. “He won’t be, probably not even if I turn this into a six-figure business.”

      “What’s his deal? He doesn’t like money?”

      “He’s all about the land. Tradition. The way we’ve always done things.”

      “Times change,” West said. “For what it’s worth, I’m damn glad you’re doing it. Can you imagine me at the fancy-schmancy Marks Hotel? I’d do it if Presley insisted on it, but this place… It’s gonna fit us better.”

      “You definitely belong in a barn,” I cracked.

      “Asshole,” he said, laughing. He sobered. “So I have a question for you.”

      “Seems to be the theme of the day,” I said, frowning at Magnolia as she and Presley walked back toward us.

      “You think you can pull off being the venue owner as well as one of my groomsmen?”

      I shot my gaze to him to make sure he was serious. “You asking me to stand up for you?”

      “Seems like it,” he said, his hands in his front pants pockets as if he felt awkward.

      “Hell yes, I’ll be a groomsman. Even if you did betray our single-guy pact.”

      “We didn’t have a pact,” he said as if I was a drama queen, and maybe I was, but it sucked with a capital S to be the last guy in our group to find a wife.

      The painful irony? Out of the six of us in the once-single-dad group—West, Max, Knox, Ben, Chance, and me—I was the only sad sack who actually wanted to get married. My involvement with Addie’s mom had barely lasted a year and a half. I was ready for a lifelong partner.

      The joke was on me, obviously.

      West held his hand out for me to shake. I took it, and we did the man-hug, back-smack thing.

      “Thanks, Luke. It means the world,” he said. “Chance is my other groomsman.”

      “I’m honored, man.”

      “When do you want to meet about this?” He nodded toward the rest of the barn.

      “You tell me when you’re available. The sooner the better.”

      “We need all the time we can get. Shouldn’t be any supply issues with the basics, but you’ll want to order appliances and windows ASAP.”

      “How does Saturday look?”

      “I’ll check with Presley and let you know tomorrow.”

      “Good enough,” I said as the women approached.

      “We came up with more questions,” Presley said.

      “Will there be a coat room for guests?” Magnolia asked.

      I hadn’t given that a single thought, but it was a valid concern. “There’ll be a place for coats,” I said noncommittally.

      “What about a room for gifts?” Magnolia pressed. “One with a lock?”

      I was starting to wonder if she was just trying to be a pain in my ass or if people expected a lockable room for gifts. Did people really steal from the bride and groom?

      “I’ll have a full layout once West and I put pencil to paper.” Again I addressed Presley with my answer because I found it easier to smile when I didn’t have my nemesis in sight.

      “That’s fair,” Presley said. “I can’t wait to see what you settle on. I have no doubt it’s going to be perfect.”

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Magnolia’s brow go up slightly, as if she wasn’t sure about that.

      Damn her. There’d been a time when I’d thought she actually believed in me, but now she was my biggest doubter.

      Was I out of my element with an event venue?

      Maybe.

      But I damn sure wasn’t about to let that get to me—let her get to me.

      I’d never had the advantages she’d grown up with. I’d spent my life working against the odds—the farm kid, the C student, the dude who wore old jeans and a bargain T-shirt to school every day.

      This project was a significant part of my and my daughter’s future though. I’d sure as hell figure it all out.
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      Magnolia

      At the risk of sounding like a mushy greeting card, sometimes a person came into your life and changed everything—including you.

      Dotty Jaworski was that person for me.

      She’d been my first lesson in gratitude after my father cut me off and kicked me out.

      We were the unlikeliest of friends. She was in her sixties, had come from a humble upbringing, been married twice, and was well-known and loved throughout town. I was the opposite in every way. And yet I trusted her like I trusted no one else.

      “Whatever you’ve got cooking, it smells delicious, Maggie May,” she said as she entered my apartment bearing a bottle of wine.

      I took it from her, and we hugged.

      I said, “I hope you like a simple bowl of chili mac and cheese.”

      “You know me. I’ll eat whatever you cook.”

      “The bravest guinea pig known to mankind.”

      “I’m still standing, my dear. I even survived buffalo chicken and pasta night.”

      “Stop,” I said, grinning. “I told you that you didn’t have to eat it. You’re the stubborn woman who insisted on trying in spite of the hot sauce bobble.”

      “You mean the great hot sauce spillage of the decade?”

      “I can’t help it if I didn’t understand the tiny little hole in the lid was intentional.” Frustrated with how slowly the sauce had come out, I’d taken the whole lid off—and managed to spill way too much in the bowl.

      “You’ve never made that mistake again,” Dotty said as she sat at the petite round table in my petite kitchen area.

      I’d been hosting Dotty for dinner weekly for nearly two years. I’d first extended an invitation for two reasons—one, I wanted to pay her back for rescuing me the morning after my dad had cut ties, and two, I needed to learn to cook, and having a guest was motivation. Now it was our ritual, and it was all about our friendship.

      I didn’t entertain anyone but Dotty in my tiny studio apartment. It was awkward, what with the bed in one corner and a love seat and two chairs squeezed into a tiny sitting area butting up against the kitchen table.

      Dotty, bless her soul, ate everything I made for her without complaint. Except for the buffalo chicken. The dish had ended up so spicy that both of us had eyes and noses running by halfway through the meal as we laughed and laughed.

      “Thanks for this,” I said, checking out the wine label. “You don’t know how much I need it tonight.”

      “Rough day at the office?”

      I opened the wine and poured. “I’m starting to think I made a mistake. I’m not sure about this whole business-owning thing.” My eyes filled as I said it, and I kept my back to her an extra few seconds as I reined in control of my emotions.

      “What happened?”

      I breathed in deeply and blew it out, picked up one of the glasses, closed the three feet to the table, and offered it to her.

      “I’m not getting any younger,” she quipped.

      I sat in the other chair. “I lost a client before they could sign.”

      “Well, damn. But that’s going to happen sometimes.”

      I swallowed, knowing I was going to spill the whole story but trying to gird my loins beforehand. Not because of any reaction Dotty would have, but because it meant digging up the old Magnolia.

      “This was for a large wedding in June,” I told her. “You probably know the groom. Joel Hightower. His fiancée, a sweet girl from Birmingham, met with me last week, and it went really well. They have money to spend and wanted me to help. Or she did. Then Joel found out, and he basically said over his dead body.”

      “I’d say we need to off him, but then there wouldn’t be a wedding at all.”

      That made me grin in spite of my angsty mood. “No use killing off the groom.”

      “What was his reasoning?” Dotty asked carefully.

      “He didn’t spell it out, but I’m sure it was because he believes I hurt his little sister years ago. Back in high school, she was dating a particular guy. They broke up, and I went out with the guy. Let’s just say we got caught kissing after a football game, and everybody found out. She accused us of having a thing before they broke up, which was false unless you counted some low-key flirting that he started.”

      “So you were made to look like the jerk in the situation.”

      “Yes, ma’am. Honestly, I didn’t know how recent their breakup had been, and I’m not sure it would’ve changed anything if I had, but somehow I was the one who hurt Joel’s sister. Not the guy she’d been dating.”

      When you were the girl who didn’t quite fit in, it was easy for others to put the blame on you.

      “That’s been how many years?” she asked.

      I thought back. “I was a senior, so like seventeen?”

      She shook her head. “I’m sorry, my dear. The more events you put on, the more people in this town will see who you are today. They’ll forget all about their petty ideas from the past.”

      I shot her a skeptical look. “This small town has a long memory.”

      “Perhaps, and there will always be those who flake. That’s a them issue, not a you issue.”

      I nodded, knowing she was right but also finding it hard to let it roll off, particularly in light of…

      “I didn’t tell you about yesterday.” I hopped up, unsettled just thinking about the meeting at Luke’s barn and also realizing I needed to check dinner.

      “What happened yesterday? Does it have anything to do with Presley and West getting engaged?”

      “They’re hiring me as their planner,” I said.

      “Naturally. They’d be stupid not to.”

      “They’ve already picked out their venue.”

      “That was fast.”

      “Luke Durham is renovating his barn to host events like weddings and parties.”

      “That big, pretty, red barn?”

      “That’s the one.”

      She sat back in her chair, watching me. “You and Luke aren’t buddies.”

      I laughed at that innocent understatement. “Luke hates me with a passion.”

      “Does Luke even really know you?”

      My brows shot up as I pondered the irony of that question. There was a time when I’d thought he knew me better than anyone. That wasn’t saying much, really, because to this day, I wouldn’t say many really knew me. According to Dotty and Jolene, my therapist, I didn’t make it easy for people to know me because I didn’t like being vulnerable. I couldn’t argue with that. I absolutely had trust issues, but I was trying to learn how to open up so I could make meaningful connections.

      I took the pan off the burner, determining the chili mac was done, then added grated cheese as I considered how much of my Luke history to share with Dotty. I’d never told a soul about it, with the exception of Jolene, and she didn’t really count. I’d intentionally chosen a therapist in Nashville to ensure she wouldn’t be familiar with any of the people involved.

      Being in the same room with Luke, talking to him, finding myself in the position where I had to work with him… I was aching to spill it. It felt like a weight I carried around, a part of my past that I couldn’t let go of as long as I kept it secret.

      It was just like Dotty to sit there quietly, patiently, letting me wade through my thoughts.

      I emptied the pan into a serving bowl, grabbed two smaller bowls and forks, and carried them all to the table.

      “When I was in high school, Luke’s mom cleaned our house every week,” I said once I’d sat and we’d both filled our bowls. “Spring of our junior year, Luke started picking her up each week when she was done. One of those nights, I found him in his car in the driveway, waiting for his mom, who wasn’t quite finished working. We started talking, just the two of us out in the driveway in the dark.”

      I shoveled a bite into my mouth, allowing myself to remember in a way I hadn’t for years. My curiosity upon seeing him idling there in the partial glow of our security light, watching me with unhidden interest. His slow, handsome, unsure smile as I walked closer. The way my name rolled off his lips when he said, Hey, Magnolia.

      “I’d known Luke since grade school, but I didn’t really know him. Just that he was on the football team, he lived on a farm, and his family wasn’t well-off. The two-dimensional ideas you have about most of the kids in your grade, you know?”

      Dotty nodded, her mouth full of food, her expression telling me she was engrossed in my story.

      “Talking to him had felt exciting and a little forbidden that first night. If anyone from school had seen us, they would’ve thought what an odd pairing. The rich girl and the farm boy. But there was nobody around. We could let our guard down and maybe be ourselves a little more easily. We just…talked. For maybe thirty minutes, until his mom came out.”

      “Ahhh,” Dotty said, as if everything was falling into place in her head. But there was more.

      “It sort of became a thing,” I continued. “Every Wednesday night, Luke would show up a little earlier. I’d watch for him and sneak outside. There was a part of our driveway that couldn’t be seen from the house, not that my parents were looking. They were too wrapped up in their own drama to worry about what I had going on.”

      Dotty watched me intently as she ate. I took a bite, giving myself time to remember.

      “He wasn’t like the other guys who just wanted, well, you know what high school boys want,” I said. “He seemed to see me as a real person, not a conquest and not just a spoiled rich
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