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To Nana, 

who always told me to follow my dreams and find a good man. 

I think I made you proud on both fronts. ♥
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PROLOGUE
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15 Years Ago
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Mallory Lawson always wondered what her wedding day would look like. She had no idea it would be as rustic and lovely as where she stood now, hands linked with her best friend, the dimple on his cheeks popping as he gazed adoringly back at her. The old oak tree swayed in the breeze, the wind swirling her chocolate hair around her face. The feeling of cool grass tickled her toes and a few insects flitted around her bare legs—but none of that mattered. She was marrying Beckett Fox, and the world could swallow her whole and she wouldn’t notice.

“I do,” Beckett said, sliding a ring onto her left hand. The metal was solid and cool against her flushed skin, and Mallory imprinted the moment to memory. She wanted to remember every detail, every facet of how the sun reflected off the ruby stone, how the diamonds twinkled like daytime stars. 

“Kids! It’s time for dinner!” A familiar voice echoed from the farm house down the hill. “I made French bread pizzas.” 

“Oh dang,” her brother, Evan, exclaimed as he tucked the Bible he was using for the ceremony under his arm and charged toward dinner, dust skittering off his sneakered heels. 

Mallory tried not to let it bother her that she hadn’t gotten to kiss her husband yet, but she tried not to dwell. She was on the cusp of becoming a teenager, there would be time for those logistics later. 

Beckett didn’t follow his friend, instead staying close to Mallory. “Um...” he said, voice trailing off. His eyes darted all around them, from their clasped hands to the house in the distance and the leaves rustling overhead. “I guess we should like...” His words faltered, hand lifting to scratch the back of his neck. 

Finally, his gaze snagged hers and he smiled. Mallory was familiar with Beckett’s smiles. He had one for Evan, when they were playing baseball and running around in the dirt. He had one for his grandparents, when Gramps would tussle his red hair and tease him; another for his Gram when she made his favorite apple cupcakes. Then there was the smile he flashed her now—slightly crooked and showing the gap in his teeth. Mallory’s own grin reflected from Beckett’s glasses, the frames never sitting quite right on his nose. 

“We should?” she asked, her tiny heart hammering in her ribcage. In her dozen years on the planet, she’d never felt so nervous—so alive.

Beckett licked his lips, scuffing his sneakers on the ground. While Mallory didn’t want the confines of shoes on her big day, he’d settled on the new sneakers he got for the upcoming school year. 

“Kiss,” he blurted out, his cheeks and ears immediately turning crimson. Even his smudged glasses couldn’t hide his hopeful, yet embarrassed, expression. 

Mallory’s eyebrows shot up, hitting her bangs. “You want to kiss me?” She was incredulous and giddy at the same time. 

“I dunno,” he countered, now staring at a patch of crab grass like it held the secrets to the universe. “To, you know, make it official?” He kicked the spot on the lawn, careful not to get his shoes dirty. 

Mallory glanced down to the ring on her hand, her favorite trinket in all the world. It sparkled like an oasis in the desert. “Yes,” she said with more confidence than what she felt. “We should.”

Beckett flashed her that special smile, inching closer until their toes touched. Mallory took a deep breath and leaned in, smacking her lips against his before they sprang apart. Before she could say anything, he grinned and shrugged. “Time for pizza?” He turned tail and bounded toward the house, following the path made by her brother. His red hair gleamed in the afternoon sunlight, turning him into a honing beacon. 

Mallory stood frozen, her lips tingling from the contact and the confusion and excitement of the moment. Reaching her hand up to her mouth, she sighed. Despite her young age, she knew that was likely the most romantic moment of her whole life. 

But she was also a kid who was ready for food, so she grabbed the hem of her dress and started running. “Hey, save me a slice!”
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“I’m going to ask CeCe to marry me.” Her brother’s declaration should not have come as a surprise, but that didn’t stop Mallory Lawson from choking on her hamburger, a blob of ketchup sliding down her chin. 

Dabbing her face with a napkin, Mallory collected herself before asking her brother for the dirt. “Um, when?”

Evan leaned back in his seat, his own burger completely forgotten. He crossed his arms over his chest and stared down his sister. “Um, when? Geez, Mal. I was expecting a little more enthusiasm.” He flapped his hands between them. “Really? When? Hopefully CeCe will be a little more excited.” His lips dipped in a frown, and Mallory hated that she was the cause. Her little brother was her best friend, and while they loved to tease each other, Mallory would take a bullet for the man sitting in front of her. She had no doubt he would do the same. 

Holding her hands up she said, “In my defense, I thought you brought me out to talk about our plans for Mom’s birthday. Telling me you’re going to pop the question is a big freaking deal.” After lowering her hands, she balled up her napkin and tossed it onto her plate. Despite her excitement, she felt a tug in her gut she wasn’t ready to decipher. 

Could it be indigestion or jealousy? It was anyone’s guess. 

“I’m aware, but come on. This can’t be a surprise.” Evan picked up his soda and drained its contents in one gulp. She’d kill to have his metabolism. 

Mallory studied her burger, now cooling and half-eaten. It wasn’t that she was surprised, or even upset, by her brother’s announcement. He and CeCe had been dating for well over a year, and they’d been friends for longer than that. They clicked together, like the last two pieces in a puzzle, and she couldn’t think of a better couple to walk down the aisle. The trouble wasn’t the person Evan wanted to legally bind himself to, but the fact that it was her brother. Her little brother, who was a year younger and already settled down. She would never begrudge him his happiness, but it certainly made her feel like an old maid. And Mallory hated how surly she must look. 

Squaring her shoulders, she met Evan’s gaze and started over. “It’s not a surprise, and I think it’s a great idea.” 

Finally relaxing, Evan grinned and leaned closer. “You do?”

Mallory waved off Evan’s question. “Of course I do. CeCe is one of my favorite people, and you two are clearly made for each other.” Evan’s smile only grew at her words, and she started to feel better. The world didn’t make sense if her brother wasn’t smiling. He had this joyful, easy-going manner about him that was so contagious the CDC had him ranked as an infectious disease. 

The waiter came by with their check, which Evan promptly swiped off the table. “I’ve got this,” he told a protesting Mallory. “I just signed that contract for the website for the law firm off Main Street.”

Reaching out, Mallory yanked the slip from his grasp and stuck out her tongue. “I just got a raise at the hospital. Save the money for the ring.” 

Evan snatched the slip back and tucked it into his jacket pocket. “I’m using Nana Lawson’s ring, so I don’t need to save.”

His statement brought Mallory up short, her dinner doing somersaults in her stomach. Bile rose, and she had to clear her throat twice before words formed. “You’re taking Nana’s ring?” The question escaped on a whimper. Eyes burning, she forced herself to blink back the tears. Maybe she could pass them off as happy tears?

Not sensing her concern, Evan shrugged. “Yeah, why not? Sophie and Emily didn’t want it, and I think it would suit CeCe.” There was no doubt the ring would match CeCe’s low-maintenance lifestyle. The white gold band was simple, yet studded with a ruby and diamonds. She could see her future sister-in-law cooking up a storm with the ring, her nimble fingers making short work on a ball of bread dough. 

Yet there was something hanging in the air between them—words left unsaid that made Mallory flinch. What Evan wasn’t saying, what no one wanted to admit, was that Mallory didn’t have any prospects of her own. Usually undeterred by her single status, she now felt like expired milk left to curdle in the refrigerator. Their nana had left the ring to her grandchildren to use as they saw fit. She knew her elder sisters wouldn’t want the ring, as they both had different tastes and didn’t respect the tradition of wearing a family heirloom. 

On the other hand—literally—Mallory had often borrowed the ring as a girl and performed fake wedding ceremonies. One time she married her teddy bear, Mr. Beany, while another time had her Barbie wear the ring as a necklace for her wedding to Ken. One of the few benefits of Evan trashing her doll collection was that Barbie’s head now came off with ease for wardrobe changes and accessorizing. 

In the further reaches of her memory, Mallory had another time she’d played fantasy wedding. A summer’s afternoon on a farm, the breeze filled with the hint of fall and the aroma of apples and spice. That had been a fun day, a day that she should not remember with such vivid clarity—or such longing. But Mallory wasn’t ready to think about that memory, or the boy attached to it. Now wasn’t the time. But then again, it rarely was.

Evan snapped his fingers in front of her face. “Earth to Mal.” He chuckled as she came back to the moment. “You’re a million miles away. What’s up with you today?”

Mallory sighed. She was exhausted from working another double shift in the ER. She loved her job as a nurse, but there were times she felt like a wrung-out sponge; dried up, misshapen, and generally ignored. Even this impromptu meal with her brother came after a twelve-hour shift. She hadn’t even bothered to go home and change, opting to keep her scrubs and messy ponytail. If she went home to freshen up, she’d likely fall asleep in the bathtub and drown. For all the ways she imagined herself dying, drowning alone at twenty-eight in her bathroom wasn’t at the top of the list. 

“Sorry, I guess I’m just tired.” Her breath escaped in a long puff, her shoulders slumping. Mallory blindly hoped her brother would leave it, but that wasn’t Evan’s style. He was a dog with a bone—worse, a golden retriever with a favorite toy. His eyes shone with hope and concern. 

“What have you been up to?” he asked, reaching over to steal a few of her forgotten French fries. 

Mallory swatted his hand away and huffed out a humorless laugh. “Saving lives? I don’t know, Ev. It seems like lately all I do is work.”

“That’s not true. You came by and helped with the food truck at the county fair last month.”

With a snort, she nodded. “Yeah. Somehow I feel like working at my brother’s food truck isn’t exactly a relaxing vacation, or even much of a social life.” Saying it out loud stung, but Mallory rallied. 

Evan was offended. “We had a blast.”

Mallory couldn’t argue with him, because she did have fun. The trouble was, she didn’t have the same type of fun as everyone else. The truck was owned by Max, who was Evan’s boss and friend. Max and his wife Ginny were there, as were Evan and CeCe. The four of them included her, but it didn’t stop the fifth wheel sensation from creeping in. She was used to tagging along to other couple’s events, but it didn’t mean she always liked it. She wanted her own other half, someone just for her. 

More often than not recently, Mallory craved more from life. Her sisters were both married with kids and careers, and they didn’t live as close as they used to. Evan and Mallory had always been close, but he was busy expanding his freelance web design career, working at the diner, and seeing CeCe. She didn’t fault her brother his success, or his relationship, but she still felt like the odd woman out.

And the ring. She hated how much she resented the loss of something that wasn’t even hers. A tiny voice in her head shouted at her to stand up for what she wanted, but she didn’t want to make it an issue. Evan seemed set on the ring, and she needed to respect it and move on. Granted she’d mourn the loss of something that was never really hers, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t be an adult about the whole thing. He was getting married first, and that was that. 

Desperate to change the subject, she went back to the reason they got together in the first place. “So how are you going to pop the question?”

Evan’s eyes lit up as he explained his grand plan. “I have a few ideas,” he started, licking his lips as he rattled off his thoughts. “My first option is something simple, intimate. We’re always staying late at the diner, and since it’s where we met, I thought it might be nice to do something there.”

Mallory didn’t hate the idea, as it was clearly a special place to Evan and CeCe. “I think there’s potential there. What else are you thinking?”

“You know how we’re going to Chicago in a few weeks?” Mallory nodded and Evan continued. “Well, I was thinking it might be nice to do something there. It used to be CeCe’s home, and she’s going to show me around all her favorite spots. Maybe I could do it from the deck of the Hancock Building? Or down by the lake? I don’t know, that’s still just a thought.” He shook his empty glass, the ice rattling in time with her heart. 

“Whatever you decide, don’t make it a spectacle. You know CeCe would hate to be the center of attention.” Her future sister-in-law was a lot of fun and clearly in love with her brother, but she was also no-nonsense and hated public displays of affection.

Evan rolled his eyes, easily slipping back into bratty brother mode. “Oh wow, really Mal? You don’t think I know what my fiancée would like?” 

At the mention of the word fiancée, both Lawson siblings beamed and giggled. “Oh my God, Ev. You’re going to get married.” Mallory covered her chest with her hand as tears prickle her eyes. 

“She has to say yes first,” Evan said, humor tinging his voice. 

“She will.” Mallory had no doubt. These two people were made for each other, and she looked forward to watching their new life unfold. Evan doted on CeCe, and she kept him on his toes. It’ll be a fabulous life for two of her favorite people. 

Evan reached out to pat his sister’s arm. “Thanks. I hope you know I want you standing up there with me on the big day.”

“Aww, Ev. Are you asking me to be your best man?”

Blanching, Evan pulled his hand back and rubbed at the back of his neck. “Well, uh. I was thinking of asking Foxy to be my best man. We’ve been friends forever, and I thought it made sense to have him up there.” Watching his sister’s face fall, he hastened to add, “But you’re right. Gender stereotypes are BS, and I should be able to have a woman up there with me. Besides, CeCe hardly knows Foxy.”

Every mention of Foxy, or Beckett Fox as he was known by everyone else on the planet, felt like taking a punch right to the solar plexus. “You’re asking Beckett?” Saying his name brought a flush to Mallory’s cheeks and a sense of dreaded anticipation coursed through her. She covered her nerves by chugging her water. God, she wished it was something stronger. 

“Yeah? I mean, of course. Foxy would kill it, that is if you don’t mind. I assumed you, Em, and Sophie would be busy with girly things with CeCe. Foxy can handle the bachelor party and all the crap I don’t even know to think about.” It all made sense, naturally it did, but that didn’t stop Mallory from gasping for air. Every second spent thinking and talking about Beckett took months off her life. 

The reasons didn’t matter, but they were justified. Because since they were kids, playing around his family farm, Mallory had been utterly in love with Beckett Fox. From his lopsided smile and crooked glasses to how funny and sweet he was, Mallory had fallen for Beckett years ago and learned how to hide her feelings. You didn’t date your brother’s best friend, and you certainly didn’t fantasize about what would’ve happened if you ever saw each other again. Nope—definitely not. 

After clearing her throat past the growing lump, Mallory asked, “And where does Beckett live now?”

She prayed it was somewhere remote and far away, like Arizona or Siberia. But Evan quickly burst that bubble. “He’s actually just got a place in Buckeye Falls.” 

Mallory didn’t hear a word after that. Her ears rang like she was in a church bell tower. Beckett was back in central Ohio, and suddenly her girlhood crush didn’t seem so simple. How would she function knowing he was around? They would breathe the same air, walk the same streets. Buckeye Falls wasn’t that big, so they were bound to run into each other. 

Beckett was coming home, which meant Mallory had to put her heart into Witness Protection.

*
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Beckett Fox dropped the last of the boxes onto the floor, his back aching and his face covered in a sheen of sweat. His glasses slid down his nose for the fifth time in as many minutes and he cursed himself for not wearing  contacts. To save a few bucks on moving, he’d opted to skip the moving crew in favor of free labor that only lifelong friends could provide. As he came up behind him, Beckett heard Evan drop a box and huff out a sigh. 

“Man, if we’re this exhausted now, imagine when we’re in our thirties.” Lifting his shirt up, Evan dabbed at the perspiration on his brow. 

Once he’d plodded toward the kitchen, Beckett snagged two beers from the fridge and handed one to Evan. They clinked bottles before falling back onto the couch, which was still covered in plastic wrap. The couch made a squeaky sound as Evan got comfortable. “Thanks for coming out and helping, Lawless.” 

Evan smirked at his old nickname and took a long pull from his beer. “Anytime, Foxy.” Surveying the mess around them, Evan quickly amended, “Well, maybe not anytime soon.” He grimaced as he shifted again on the couch. “I think I pulled a muscle I didn’t know I had.”

Beckett chuckled as he sipped from his beer. It had been a long few months, and he was relieved to finally be in his own space again. “Hopefully this is my last move for a while.” He thought of the big empty house he used to share with his grandfather and bit back a grimace. It was time to put it on the market, but he wasn’t ready yet. Some places were too important. Some memories were too important... 

Over the last months, Beckett had watched his role model and only living relative wither away before his eyes. Cancer had taken every ounce of strength Gramps had, but it never dulled his spirit or sense of humor. During one of his last lucid nights, he’d called Beckett into his room. This wasn’t unusual, but his request was. 

“I want you to do me a favor, son,” Gramps had said between coughing fits punctuated with bloody handkerchiefs. He’d covered his mouth and heaved again, and when Beckett saw the red spots, he felt weak and powerless against the disease eating his Gramps from the inside. The man before him was a mere shadow to the vibrant, joyful man of his memory. 

Beckett squeezed his hands into fists and fought a surge of tears. He wanted to stay strong, even up until the end. He could fall apart later; he would fall apart later. “Anything, Gramps.”

Patting his grandson’s balled fists, the older man pulled himself upright and met his gaze. Lately his green eyes had been glassy, fogged over from months of chemo and medications. But at that moment, they were crystal clear and laser-focused on Beckett. “I want you to find your other half and settle down. When I’m gone, there’s no reason for you to stay in this old house alone. Go out, find your girl, and make a life for yourself.”

Shaking his head, Beckett feared the old man had lost it. “I don’t have a girl, Gramps.” Beckett hadn’t even had a date in over two years. From Gramps’s diagnosis and treatments to working overtime to pay all the bills, he barely had time to catch up with friends let alone find a girlfriend. Well, and there was the other reason, but he wasn’t dwelling on that now.

“Don’t play coy with your old grandfather,” he’d chided. “We all know you do.”

Forcing out a laugh, Beckett tried to lighten the mood. “I want to know what new meds Nurse Flannery is giving you, because I want some. It doesn’t seem fair that you get all the fun.” He winked, feeling anything but playful. 

“I’m talking about the Lawson girl,” Gramps said with more force than Beckett had heard in months.

Color drained from Beckett’s face at the mention of Mallory. To say he hadn’t thought about her in a while was a lie; a lie so big it threatened to consume him. But he wouldn’t stew on that now. Barely able to speak, he asked, “What do you mean?”

Emerald eyes staring into his soul, his grandfather confirmed Beckett’s suspicions. “Mallory, of course. I want you to find her and figure it out.”

“Figure it out?” 

Gramps nodded vehemently. 

“Gramps, Mallory is a friend, not the New York Times Sunday crosswords.” The term friend did not fit Mallory. For starters, they hadn’t seen or spoken to each other in ages, not since his grandmother’s funeral when he’d mucked it all up. 

When college was done, both went in search of their own futures. The biggest reason they hadn’t seen each other was because of who Mallory was—his best friend’s sister. He would never do anything to jeopardize his friendship with Evan, even if it did break his heart. But that didn’t mean Beckett didn’t screw things up when he had the chance, a reality he was still trying to avoid.

What didn’t make sense now was Gramps’s insistence that he find Mallory. To his knowledge, he’d never shared his true feelings about her to anyone, least of all his grandfather. Pulling himself to standing, Beckett stepped back toward the door. “I’m going to find your afternoon pills, okay?”

“You can find all you want, but you must listen to me. I don’t have a lot of time left, but I need to know you’re taken care of.”

Misunderstanding, Beckett gestured over his shoulder to his grandfather’s desk. Stacked neatly in the center of the desktop were stacks of legal documents. Everything from his will to his bank statements were morbidly stacked and filed, ready for the old man’s demise. “I have everything sorted out with your attorney. Remember, Gramps?”

Raising his hand and slapping the top of his mattress, his grandfather grew agitated. “I’m dying, I’m not senile. I know all the legal stuff is sorted. What I’m talking about, son, is love. You need to follow your heart and get your girl.”

“Gramps, I—” Beckett’s voice faltered. He had no idea how long his grandfather had known his feelings for Mallory. Worse yet, he didn’t know if that meant everyone knew. 

“Your grandmother saw it first, back when you were children.” Resting his head back on his pillows, Gramps stared up at the ceiling as if watching a movie, his eyes darting all over the exposed beams. “I remember she found you two playing out back, holding hands and singing a little song. She told me you’d met your soulmate, and I wasn’t going to argue.”

His grandfather’s story shook Beckett, who stumbled back to his perch on the edge of the bed. “Soulmate?”

Cutting his hand through the air, the older man continued. “Your Gram, bless that woman, was a romantic. When we met after the war, she said she knew we were meant to be.” He stopped his story long enough to shake his head and smile. “That woman knew more about me in five minutes of meeting than I did about myself in the first twenty years of my life. Here I was, back from Vietnam and ready to live again. I didn’t want a wife and kids, but bless her, she knew we were meant to be.”

“You and Gram were amazing together,” Beckett said, trying to keep the subject on track. But it was no use. Gramps was on a mission. 

“So as I was saying, you need to ask your friend Evan for Mallory’s number. Cut the crap and get your girl. Life is short, son. I want to die knowing you are taken care of, and she is the one who will do the best job.”

“This isn’t an interview, it’s real life. And I’m not even sure she wants to see me.” That statement made Beckett’s skin crawl; worse than the time he’d walked through a massive spider’s web in the barn. Mindlessly, he’d pawed at his skin to shake the sensation. 

As Gramps closed his eyes and drifted off to sleep, he muttered, “Life is only sweet because you share it with your person.”

Those words rang through Beckett’s head on a loop for a month until Gramps finally passed. They clanged around his skull now, too, as he sat with Evan in his new apartment. Lost in his musings, Beckett had missed something Evan had said. 

“I’m sorry, man. What did you say?”

Evan drained his beer then placed the bottle on a stack of boxes. “I said, I want to ask a favor.”

Beckett snorted. “Considering you just spent your day off helping me unload a moving truck, I can’t really say no.”

Evan grinned, one of Beckett’s favorite sights. His buddy was like a golden retriever in human form, always happy and always willing to help. If he had a tail, it would doubtlessly wag every minute of every day. He loved the guy like a brother, like family. “I’m going to ask CeCe to marry me, and I’d like you to be my best man.”

His beer forgotten, Beckett leaned over to clap his friend on the back. “Oh, wow, congratulations. Of course, I’ll be your best man. When are you popping the question?”

Evan slumped with relief at his friend’s eager agreement. “Not sure, but soon. I’ve been talking to Mal about it, but I haven’t decided on the perfect proposal yet.”

The mention of Mallory spiked Beckett’s blood pressure, and he had to look away. His cheeks flushed so hot, the wall paper threatened to melt off the walls. Damn his pasty Irish ancestors for blessing him with fiery red hair and skin as white as Wonder Bread. Surely Evan could see what mentions of Mallory did to him. He might as well wear a neon sign professing his love for his best friend’s sister. Nothing to see here, folks. I’m just drowning in my love for Mallory Lawson.

After pulling himself to his feet, Beckett stalked back to the fridge for more liquid courage. The topic of Mallory rarely relaxed him. “So, um, how is Mallory?” He was fairly certain she was local and still single, but he’d never pushed the issue with Evan. His grandfather’s words rang through his head as he waited for an answer. Please be good news...

Clearly not picking up on his friend’s inner turmoil, Evan kicked his feet out and propped them up on a box of books. “She’s good. Still an ER nurse over in Columbus, but she lives pretty close to here. Neither of us wanted to be in the same town as our parents, and Buckeye Falls is too perfect.”

He wouldn’t get an argument out of Beckett, who always loved visiting the little hamlet. The people were friendly, the food scene was inspired, and the cost of living couldn’t be beat. When the time came to start planning his future, it only seemed natural to come here. And it had nothing to do with a certain brunette nurse with a heart of gold. Nope, not one bit.

Evan checked his smart watch and groaned. “I hate to move and run, but I promised CeCe I’d be home for dinner.”

Beckett strode to the door and cupped his friend’s shoulder. “Look at you, Lawless, all domestic.”

“Pfft, it’s pretty great, Foxy. Don’t knock it ’til you try it.” He bounded toward his car, spinning on his heel before getting behind the wheel. “Hey. How do you feel about a little housewarming in a week or two? You could meet some of the other Buckeyes. It could be fun.”

Since he was currently speaking to his only local friend, Beckett could not disagree with Evan’s logic. “Sure, sounds fun.”

“Great! I’ll get Mal on it. You know she loves to plan a party.” With a final wave, Evan got in his car and drove away. 

Beckett went back inside and flopped back on the couch. After yanking off his glasses, he rubbed his face and pondered his decision to move here. Did he make a mistake by coming here? Could he live in the same town as Mallory and not be a lovesick fool? He didn’t think so, but he also knew he couldn’t stay away forever. 

Gramps’s words rang through as he drifted off to sleep on the couch, surrounded by dozens of boxes and forgotten beer bottles. Life is only sweet if you share it with your person. There wasn’t a doubt in Beckett’s mind; Mallory was most definitely his person. Now he needed to figure out what to do about it. 
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“You’re telling me I can buy your book in bookstores and everything?” Mallory asked her friend as she drizzled syrup all over a short stack. 

Alice Snyder beamed at her, nodding so fiercely her head could have popped off. “Yes!” She squealed, digging an overstuffed envelope from her tote bag. “When James and I were in New York we got everything sorted.” 

Mallory snatched the papers from her friend and hurried to scan through them. “Holy crap,” she said on an exhale. “Alice, they want at least two books? That’s amazing.” She reached across the table and hugged her as firmly as she could without crumpling the papers or getting syrup on their clothes. “I’m so excited for you.”

Once they broke apart, Alice dabbed at her eyes with a napkin and grinned. “I can’t believe it’s all happening. I’ve been talking about doing this for years, and it’s finally happening.”

“You’ve earned it,” Mallory insisted, understanding all the hard work her friend had put into her writing passion. While only friends for the last year, the two had grown close. Alice was the sister of Buckeye Falls’ mayor, Anthony, and was currently dating one of the hottest artists in the country, James Gibson. When the pair got together months before, it was clear that Alice was head over heels. Mallory savored every moment of their courtship and loved living vicariously through Alice. Plus, it didn’t hurt that James was a minor celebrity and fueled her passion for pop culture gossip. 

Alice sliced into her omelet and took a greedy bite. “Well, I think James gets an honorable mention here. His friend is the reason I got an invite to meet the publisher in the first place.” 

“No argument there, but your writing is why you have that fat contract.” She gestured to it with her fork and took a bite from her pancakes. Evan had added extra chocolate chips, and she felt a cavity form as she chewed. Totally worth it!

For a few minutes, the pair ate in companionable silence, both too distracted by their breakfasts to talk beyond their obsession with the diner’s food. “I always love the food here,” Alice said between bites, “but I can tell when CeCe is cooking. This sourdough toast is ridiculous. How can bread be this amazing?” 

“Because she’s the freaking best,” Evan chimed in, leaning in to refill their coffee cups. “I take it everything is delicious.” He winked at his sister. 

Alice and Mallory nodded, both with matching satisfied smiles. “Please marry that woman,” Alice said sarcastically. “If she was my type, I’d jump on that train.” Evan shot Mallory a warning look that confused Alice. “And I think I just said the wrong thing.” It was a statement, not a question. 

Evan’s voice was low. “Mal, I thought you weren’t going to say anything.”

Mallory balled up her napkin and tossed it at Evan’s head. It bounced off his blond curls before falling to his feet. “I didn’t, dumbass, but you certainly did.” She raised an eyebrow at her brother who had the manners to look embarrassed. He rubbed the back of his neck and scanned around them to see if anyone was listening. Fortunately, everyone else was too invested in their pancakes and waffles to pay them any attention. 

“Oh, my God,” Alice stage whispered. “Did you pop the question?” She clapped her hands in front of her, fanning herself from the impending news. Both Lawson siblings shushed her, Mallory adding a kick under the table for good measure. Alice rubbed the sore spot but didn’t complain. 

“No,” Evan said, waving his hands for her to keep the volume down. 

“But it’s on the menu,” Mallory added, seemingly pleased with her food analogy. 

Evan rolled his eyes but continued, “I’m working on it. Now both of you keep quiet, or I’m not giving you any to-go muffins.”

Alice’s eyes grew ten sizes as she fell back in her seat. “Blackmail.”

“That’s harsh, Ev,” Mallory agreed. It was a poorly kept secret that CeCe had been trying new muffin recipes for an online contest, and everyone in town was eager to try them. Those muffins were half the reason Alice got out of bed that early, as she tended to operate at a snail’s pace on weekends. 

“I’m serious, Mal.” Evan pointed at his sister before turning his wrath to Alice. “And I love you, Alice, but you are sisters-in-law with CeCe’s best friend and the biggest gossip in Buckeye Falls. Zip it.” No one could argue with that assessment of Natalie, Buckeye Fall’s First Lady and all-around gossip hound. She might as well wear a megaphone around her neck.

Mallory raised her hand, pulling an invisible zipper closed over her mouth. “I’m a vault, and Alice is too.” 

Alice crossed her heart and picked up a piece of toast, eating half of it in one bite. “Me too. Please don’t take away my carbs.” 

Evan relaxed and picked up his coffee pot. “I’ll be back with your muffins, but I’m watching you.” He gestured between them before backing away. 

As soon as he was in the kitchen, Alice looked over her shoulder to ensure they were alone. “Holy crap! Why didn’t you say anything?” 

Mallory kicked her again and laughed. “Because I knew you’d get like this. At least don’t geek out in public, Alice.”

“Pfft, whatever.” Alice shimmied in her seat and ate the last slice of toast. 

Evan returned with their checks and two paper bags. He slid the goodies in front of them, pointing to each bag as he explained CeCe’s latest creations. “This one is a caramel pecan banana muffin, and this one is a double chocolate zucchini muffin with peanut butter chips.” 

Alice snagged the chocolate one and stuck out her tongue. 

“Real mature.” Mallory laughed as she scooped up her muffin and tucked it in her purse. No one needed to know she wanted the banana muffin all along. 

“Those are for your silence,” Evan cautioned Alice as she slid from the booth. 

“If I promise to never say anything ever again, will you give me some cheesy bites?” A devilish grin cracked her face. Mallory was impressed with Alice’s strategy; Evan didn’t know who he was messing with. 

Crossing his arms over his chest he said, “There are four in there already.” 

Alice giggled and clapped her hands. A lottery winner would appear less enthusiastic. “I love you Lawsons!” 

“Do I get the goods too?” 

Evan gave his sister his full attention. “If you say yes to this favor, I promise to have CeCe make a whole batch just for you.”

Mallory was skeptical. “I thought this was for my silence. Now you want favors too?”

“I think you’ll like this one, promise.” 

Raising an eyebrow, she waited for Evan to continue. 

“I need your help planning a housewarming party for Foxy.”

Mallory’s pulse spiked and she felt her mouth go as dry as cotton wool. “What?” she asked, striving to keep her tone light. She had to swallow three times before she relaxed. 

Evan shoved his hands in his pockets and leaned back on his heels. “He’s basically moved in, but he doesn’t really know anyone in town. I know you are great at party planning, so I hoped you could help me get something together.”

Picking up her coffee cup, Mallory tried to hide her sour expression. Her attempts of hiding were interrupted by Alice’s question. “Who, or what, is Foxy?”

“My oldest friend, Beckett Fox. He just moved to Buckeye Falls.” He hitched a thumb toward Mallory, completely unaware of her internal meltdown. Warning alarms sounded in her head, blaring louder than the weather sirens of a tornado drill. Couldn’t he see the steam shooting from her ears? 

Alice inched closer. “Old friend, huh?”

Evan, completely oblivious, kept on talking. “Oh yeah, since we were in elementary school. Mal’s friends with him, too. Isn’t that right? We all grew up together.”

“Mmhmm.” Was the only sound she could muster without looking completely deranged. 

Helen, one of the other waitstaff, called Evan’s name from the kitchen and he excused himself. “Text me later and we’ll gameplan.” He waved over his shoulder as he strode back to work, his sneakers slapping on the tiled floor.

After draining the last of her coffee, Mallory hurriedly packed up her things. Snatching the check in her hands, she tried to stand up, but Alice was too quick. “Yeah, I don’t think so. You’re going to spill the beans on whatever this is.” She mirrored Mallory’s pinched expression and twirled her finger around her face. “You were asked to plan a housewarming, not an execution.”

“Same thing,” Mallory muttered as she eased back into the booth. 

Alice checked her watch and grimaced. “I have ten minutes until I need to get to the library, and you need to start talking.” The look she gave her friend left no room for argument. 

“Cliff Notes version?” Mallory asked hopefully. 

With a nod, Alice tapped her watch. “Get talking. I want the abridged version now, and the full story over drinks and that promised box of cheesy bites.”

“Beckett is Evan’s best friend.”

Alice blinked, waiting for more. “And he’s a total asshole?”

The notion of Beckett being anything but perfect brought a belly laugh from Mallory. “Hardly, he’s a sweetheart.”

“A sweetheart who’s mean to you?”

“No!” She practically shouted her denial. “Beckett is like Evan, kind of. He’s super sweet, patient, smart, kind, funny, and—” Her voice hitched as she flushed, images of all the reasons she loved Beckett flittering through her skull. Given the time, she could recite all the qualities she adored about him. Her head suddenly felt crowded, like when that last person squeezed onto an already crowded elevator. 

Alice smirked. “You like him.” It was a statement, not a question. 

Mallory’s rebuttal came out as a squeak. “I do not. He’s Evan’s friend, I’ve known him forever.” She flapped her hands in the air, as if able to send the truth away on the wind.

“How much of forever have you been pining after the guy?” Alice leaned over the table and poked Mallory’s arm. “Something is definitely up.”

“Nothing is up. I just haven’t seen him in a while.” Knowing that wasn’t enough of an excuse, she added, “Work has been crazy and I guess I’m tired. The idea of planning a party seems daunting.”

“If you think it will be a problem, we can ask Natalie or Ginny to help. It’s kind of their job.” Alice snorted, referring to the very successful event planning business her sister-in-law and friend ran. They could plan a large corporate event or a small wedding without breaking a sweat. 

Mallory waved off the suggestion, although she appreciated Alice’s willingness to help. It wasn’t her fault that Mallory hadn’t been honest. “I’ll figure it out.”

Alice glanced at the time again and groaned. “You get a pass for now, but I know you’re holding out on me.” She gathered her treats and sniffed the bag. “Ugh, and this is the only reason I’m keeping my mouth shut about the other thing. I’d sooner eat a box of hair than lose access to these delights.”

Joining her friend, Mallory handed her credit card to the hostess and checked her phone. “You still free for happy hour next week?”

Alice shot her a thumbs-up. “You know it. James is out of town for a meeting with his agent, so the timing is perfect.” She kissed Mallory on the cheek before stepping outside. “Text me!”

Mallory paid and walked to her car, her mind going at a thousand miles an hour with no destination. She needed to help Evan with the party, otherwise she would have to come clean on why she didn’t want to. It was annoying to have yet another reason to be involved with Beckett beyond the wedding festivities, but she wouldn’t wallow—much. 

Once she was behind the wheel, Mallory realized she couldn’t pinpoint why planning the party threw her. It was more than just seeing Beckett again. What she told Alice wasn’t a lie, as she felt overwhelmed with her workload at the hospital. But being in Beckett’s space, celebrating his return to her life, it felt too private to share with others, even with Evan. “Just rip the Band-Aid off,” she chastised herself the whole drive to the market. 

Whenever she was ready, she would text Evan for Beckett’s address. There was no use hiding from the man. Not only was Buckeye Falls too small, but she also wouldn’t live in fear. Maybe the time had come to face her past head-on—consequences be damned. 

*
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Beckett woke up on the floor of his new apartment, a candy bar wrapper stuck to his cheek. The night before had been a lonely one, filled with boxes to unpack and papers from his grandfather’s estate to go through. Feeling tired and overwhelmed, Beckett opted to order a pizza and have a few beers to relax with his favorite video game. The only problem was he hadn’t accomplished anything, including putting linens on the bed. He’d been in town for two whole days, and he still couldn’t relax, couldn’t shake the feeling that something was off. 

Easing himself to stand, he pulled the wrapper from his face and let it flutter to the floor. He needed to watch his eating habits, but junk food was a comfort. And comfort felt in short supply these days. God, he missed his grandfather. He missed his laugh, missed his wit, missed how they could sit in silence and enjoy each other’s company. Now that he was truly gone, Beckett didn’t know where he fit in the world. 

After plodding to the fridge, he yanked the door open and remembered he hadn’t bothered going to the grocery store. The convenience store provided the candy bars and beer, but Beckett needed to get actual food. He covered his rumbling stomach with his hand and sighed. It was time to go to the diner and learn what all the fuss was about. Plus, he needed to see his friend again to thank him for the help with moving. 

Twenty minutes later, Beckett stepped out of his car and headed toward the diner’s entrance. On his way to the door, he spotted a woman in blue hospital scrubs getting into a car at the far side of the lot. His heart stuttered in his chest—was that Mallory? Doing a quick inventory of his current state, Beckett exhaled with relief that he’d remembered a clean T-shirt and deodorant. Granted, his glasses were a little smudged, but that was usually the case. 

Picking up the pace, he strode toward the car and hoped it was Mallory. Then his feet faltered, causing him to stumble against the hood of a pickup truck. This was no way to have a reunion with Mallory, chasing her down in a random parking lot. She deserved a real greeting; she deserved the world. Beckett ducked low behind the truck and waited for the car to turn and leave, heading west on Main Street. After pulling himself upright, he turned and walked right into a wall. 

That wall was nearly six feet tall and covered in a cotton apron. “Foxy? What the heck are you doing hiding in the parking lot?”

Beckett felt his cheeks flush. Busted! 

“Um, I thought I lost...” His hands helplessly padded around his pockets. “My keys?” It came out as a question, and Evan raised an eyebrow. Shoving his hands in his pockets, he pulled his keys out and held them in the air. “Found them,” Beckett declared with a little too much gusto. 

Evan looked around the parking lot and frowned. “It’s a shame you weren’t a little quicker. Mal just left on her way home from work.” His friend slung an arm over his shoulder and turned Beckett toward the diner. “But your timing is perfect for breakfast. The rush died down and CeCe is dying to see you again.” 

So that had been Mallory. Learning the truth made his skin prickle, but Beckett strained to keep his composure. With a quick glance over his shoulder, he confirmed Mallory was nowhere in sight. The realization should have relaxed him, but it had the opposite effect. He was both eager to see her again and terrified of her reaction. Would she remember the last time they saw each other? Would she even want to speak to him? 

Beckett’s internal monologue ended when they stepped inside the diner. His nostrils were greeted to the sweet smells of cinnamon, chocolate, and berries as Evan slapped his hand on the counter. “Have a seat. I’ll bring out a menu and snag a coffee.”

“Thanks, Lawless.” Beckett slid onto a stool. He rested his forearms on the counter and savored the coolness. Outside, summer was taking over, and he wasn’t quite ready for the dog days of crushing heat. Then again, he didn’t know what he was ready for. 

Evan was back in record time with a mug of coffee, a menu, and his lovely girlfriend in tow. “Hi Beckett,” CeCe greeted him with a wave, her other hand clutching Evan’s. Even though he’d only met CeCe a few times, it was clear that she loved his best friend. They looked


























d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
. Ya‘ :
%
Forever






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/image005.jpg





d2d_images/scene_break.png





