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  Dogwood Grove

Reading Order



Chocolates in January (A Year in Dogwood Grove series)
Hearts in February (AYIDG)
A day in Dogwood Grove: The Parade (AYIDG)
Flowers in March (AYIDG)
Paddles in April (AYIDG)
Picnics in May (AYIDG)
Discerning Blake (Wilson Brothers series)
Dances in June (AYIDG)
Paintings in July (AYIDG)
Games in August (AYIDG)
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  Chapter One


Ryan
I flip the pancake, letting out a loud cheer when I make the double flip. 
I glance at Jacob proudly, but he completely ignores me. I don’t even get an eye roll or a You’re so embarrassing, Dad!
He just moves the food around his plate with his fork as if he didn’t even hear me. And I’m starting to think that there’s something more going on than just the teenage hormones of a fifteen-year-old.
“What’s wrong?” I ask.
He still doesn’t look up. “Nothing.”
Well, I expected that answer.
“You’re not eating.”
“I’m not hungry.” He glares at me now. “I’m not a pig. I don’t have to eat everything you put in front of me.”
“You don’t have to, but you usually do. It’s not like you not to eat breakfast. What’s up?”
He gets up, his chair making an angry squeak as he pushes it back. “I have to go to school. I don’t want to be late.”
“Do you want me to drive you?”
His face gets all distorted, and he gives me a look like he can’t believe I could even ask such a horrible thing. “I’m taking the bus.” And he grabs his backpack and leaves, slamming the front door behind him and not saying goodbye.
I drop my pancake on a plate and turn off the heat.
Jacob’s gone through a lot of phases in his life, but this one is the worst for me. I hate that he won’t talk to me. It’s always been me and him against the world before. No matter what the problem was, he knew I was there for him.
But now…
I’m the person he’s trying to get away from. I hate it. And I don’t know what to do about it.
And as it always does when I think about Jacob growing up, that familiar rage flares in my gut. If Angela hadn’t abandoned him—abandoned us—maybe he wouldn’t be so lost.
Jacob was four years old when she left. I’ve never experienced anything in my life as heart-wrenching as having to tell my four-year-old son every night that his mom wasn’t coming home, she wasn’t going to read him a story, she wasn’t going to kiss him good night. Just thinking about all the tears that tiny body shed makes me want to throw the plate against the wall.
I slam it down on the counter instead.
I’m not hungry.
I have to force my thoughts somewhere else or my vision will be red during the entire car ride to work.
Usually, I like driving to work. I’ve made a pretty decent life for myself—for us. I drive a sporty electric car that practically flies through all the turns on the mountain road. And four years ago, I built a new house fifteen minutes outside of Dogwood Grove in the forest, on a hill, with giant floor-to-ceiling windows in the open kitchen-living room, which give a 180 degree view of the mountains that could rival the Mountain View Grill’s.
I love the house, I love the mountains, I love the forest, I love the car. But today, the drive isn’t having its usual calming effect.
I pull into the driveway in front of my parents’ house.
Dad runs his architect office from the old, renovated barn, and I’m his best employee. To be fair, the only other employee in the firm is Megan Cook, our administrative assistant.
Oh, who am I kidding, Dad would fire me over Megan any day.
“Good morning,” Megan says with a bright smile as I walk through the door.
A delicious coffee aroma fills the room.
“Morning,” I answer, trying to be as chipper as possible. It’s not her fault Jacob’s in a bad mood.
I grab a cup of coffee and head toward my office, stopping to glance at the cloth samples on Megan’s desk as I walk by. She’s planning a wedding. She and her fiancé, Chris, have been dating for over twelve years, and he finally popped the question.
“Which color tablecloth do you think matches best with our wedding colors?” she asks when she catches me looking.
“The light cream,” I say, pointing to my favorite. “Your purple is dark, you need something light to offset it.”
“Thanks. Chris wouldn’t even look at the samples. He said no real man could have an opinion about tablecloths and to stop nagging him.”
Chris is a little dipshit who’s been leeching off of Megan for twelve years, and only proposed when he got scared she’d leave and he’d have to move out of her apartment. He wouldn’t know a real man if one hit him in the face, which he’d rightly deserve. But I keep my opinion to myself. In my experience, people don’t appreciate unsolicited advice about their relationship. Least of all when that advice comes from me. I’d tell Megan to forget about marriage, dump Chris, and enjoy living her own life free from the baggage other people inevitably try to dump onto your lap.
She laughs, like she’s a little embarrassed that she’s overshared. “He’s just not a party planner.”
He’s not anything. He’s a lazy parasite. Of course he’s going to let her do all the work.
“People are different.” That’s as restrained as I can be.
I hurry to my office before she asks me anything else, my bad mood gets the best of me, and I tell her what I really think.
I spend the next couple of hours working on the final plans for Blake Wilson’s expansion of the Dogwood Den. The project was already done, but he called me in a panic last night saying the Dogwood Historical Society had some concerns and could I make the necessary changes.
I’m in the middle of writing Blake an email to send him the changes when the door to my office barges open.
It’s standard procedure for Megan to knock before entering.
But it’s not Megan at the door. It’s Mom.
“I need you to take me to the doctor’s.”
I groan.
She doesn’t say hello, and she’s wearing her nice coat and carrying her purse over her shoulder like she expects me to hop to it and obey. Right now.
“I’m working. And hello.”
“Don’t give me that. You could have stopped by the house to say hello this morning when you got here. Come on. This is the perfect time to go. The old people will have already gone home.” She says old people like she’s not one of them. “And the young ones are still at work.”
“Yes, like me!”
“You work for your father, he’ll make an exception.”
I sigh. Sure he will, because he doesn’t want to drive her himself.
“Are you even sick?”
I suspect her sudden need to see the doctor has nothing to do with her health and everything to do with her ridiculous plan to hook me up with the new doctor.
“I don’t know, that’s why I need to go and get the results of my blood test.”
“I can get you those results online,” I generously offer.
“And are you going to read them too? Did I somehow miss the four years when you went to medical school.”
I get up and save the draft of my email.
I know Mom well enough. She’s not going to give me any peace until I do what she asks.
“Fine. Let’s go.”
“How’s Jacob?” she asks when we’re in the car.
“Moody,” I say, in a moody tone myself.
“Oh yeah, you were a real pain at fifteen too.”
I was a wild child at fifteen. Jacob is quiet. I know I put my parents through a lot of worrying. But it’s just not the same.
“You know, Dr. Foster has a son too.” There we go. “He’s thirteen, if I remember correctly. That’s something you two have in common.”
“Yes, me, her and a million other people.”
I wish she would stop with that already. She even told Dr. Foster her silly plan. And the few times I met the doctor, she looked flustered. I don’t like Mom getting someone’s hopes up. It’s nothing against Dr. Foster—I barely know the woman. I’m just not interested in any relationship.
“Would it be so horrible for you to find someone new?”
“Yes.”
“Why? You’re still young. You don’t deserve to be alone. It’s not too late to give Jacob a new mother.”
“Jacob doesn’t want a new mother, and I like being alone.”
She’s quiet for a while. And I’m thinking I finally got through to her, when she says, “Try to see it from my point of view. You can say that you like being alone. But I know that it’s not what you’d want for Jacob. It’s not what any parent would want for their child. One day you’ll be gone. And Jacob doesn’t even have any siblings. He’ll be truly alone. Is that what you want?”
I want her to stop talking. All the anger from this morning resurfaces, because who’s fault is it that he has no siblings? If Angela hadn’t left, things could have turned out differently.
But I know that Mom’s not really talking about Jacob here.
“I was a bad husband, Mom. Why would you want to impose that on anyone else?”
“That was your choice. You could choose to be the best husband. Just like you chose to be the best father.”
I don’t feel like the best father today. But that angry part inside me settles a little knowing that she thinks I’m a good father. And Mom wouldn’t say it if she didn’t truly believe it.
“I’m not alone, Mom. I have a sister and I have friends.” I gently squeeze her arm to let her know that I’m alright.
I park the car in the large parking lot on Main Street.
She gets out of the car. “Fine. I’ll let it go.”
I laugh out loud at that. I doubt that she will, but I should take the win while it lasts.
I walk with her to the doctor’s front door and make to leave.
“Where are you going?” she asks. “You have to go in with me.”
“You just said you were done playing matchmaker.”
“And I am. But you know I’ll forget half of what she says if I go in by myself.”
I shake my head in disbelief. Oh, she’s good.
I relent and walk into the waiting room after her.
Dr. Foster turns to face us with a polite smile. She’s standing at the reception desk, handing a paper to the young man who works the desk.
Alright, I’ll admit it. My body tenses at the sight of her.
Physically, Dr. Foster is… cute.
I like cute.
She’s in her early forties with chin-length blond hair that she likes to flip to the side, and brown eyes that look into you, like she’s already figured you out. And when she sees me, her cheeks glow an attractive shade of pink. And although I can’t see it now when she’s wearing her doctor’s coat, I know she has nice curves in all the right places.
I should be a little disturbed that Mom knows my type so well.
But in every other way, Dr. Foster is
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