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      Promising forever isn’t always easy, even when you’ve found Mr. Right.

      

      How could we be anything but forever to each other when our lives are so irresolutely melded together?

      Two years ago, Avery Johannas swore she wouldn’t give her heart to a man again—and then Jesse Pearce changed her mind. Now, with wedding bells getting ready to ring, Avery’s relying on her friends to get her through all of the hectic wedding planning. However, she’ll have to let go of the past in order to say “I do” one more time and take the risk again.

      Avery and Jesse’s relationship isn’t the only one changing. Reed’s role as wedding planner makes Lysander realize all he is missing. With wedding fever in the ocean air, will the two be ready to take the next big step as well—or will Lysander be left craving the promise of forever?

      As the couples from Midsummer Nights get ready for Avery’s big day, they’ll pull together in a memorable way—and the surprise twist up their sleeves is sure to make fans of the Lines in the Sand series swoon.
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            One

          

          Avery

        

      

    

    
      One year, a love for fried pickles, a new painting business, and a sweet proposal at Midsummer Nights. That’s what it’s taken for me to open my heart up to marriage again and point me in the direction of the aisle.

      In truth, maybe I’ve been waiting for this moment all along and just didn’t know it. Maybe all those years with Chris really were just a way to bide my time until the real love of my life, one I couldn’t even imagine then, came along.

      Jesse Pearce is, in all fairness, nothing like the man I once said “I do” to. He’s taught me that love isn’t about giving up your dreams. It’s not an either/or situation. Real love, the kind I have with him, only makes your dreams stronger, your love a little bit surer. So when Jesse proposed last year, I said something I never thought I’d say again—I said yes.

      As I pop the sunglasses on my head and prepare to head out the door to meet with Reed, my wedding planner and one of my best friends, I think about how not so long ago, this would have seemed impossible. There was a time before Jesse when I thought marriage was a swear word, a wretched contract I’d never enter into again.

      But here I am, ready to say “I do” in a couple of short months, ready to walk down that aisle. In so many ways, I can’t wait. I’m ready to do this, to commit to that green-eyed man who stole my heart from the first tattoo he gave me.

      Still, despite the fact that my love is unwavering and I know my decision is a good thing, I’ve also learned this along the way—weddings are never, ever easy. And they’re never, ever without the bumps in the road.

      I try to tell myself it’s all going to be okay, that these shaky legs will carry me down that aisle just fine. I tell myself it’s different this time, and that it’s going to be smooth sailing.

      Still, as I get into my car and drive over to Reed and Lysander’s to talk ribbon colors, veils, and all sorts of details I had no idea were important, I can’t help but recognize the nerves rising inside.

      And no matter how sure I want to be that this decision is the perfect one for me, I don’t think I can completely quiet the voice inside my head and the voice spewing from my mother’s mouth—the voice that says maybe, just maybe, this is going to end in another disaster.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Two

          

          Avery

        

      

    

    
      “Now, I don’t mean to pressure you—”

      “But I need to make a decision about the earrings. I hear you. I know, I know,” I say, interrupting Reed as he studies his checklist. We’re sitting at a corner table at Midsummer Nights on a Friday morning, the wedding countdown clock Reed installed telling me there are exactly fifty-seven days, fourteen hours, and three minutes until “I do.” As if I forgot about the looming deadline for all of these decisions.

      Reed looks up from the clipboard and points a pen at the countdown as he does pretty much ten times a day.

      “You know, this isn’t a royal wedding, just so you remember. I told you, I want—”

      “Simple. I know, I know. But simple and chic doesn’t throw itself together, and I won’t have people gossiping about my terrible sense of style if this thing doesn’t go well. Now come take another look at the choices I picked for you, and make a decision,” Reed demands.

      I love him, I really do. The first time I went through all this wedding business, my mother and mother-in-law pretty much made all the choices for me. I was fine with that. I’ve never had the bridezilla fantasy. A white dress, some good cake, and a decent man waiting for me across the aisle was all I ever really wanted.

      I got the first two the first time around. Let’s hope this time is a trifecta.

      I glance at the pictures Reed hands to me, stuck between the pearls and the diamonds, not really sure how it will make a difference. I almost tell Reed this, but then I look up at him. He’s peering through his glasses at me, waiting with his pen above the checklist.

      The man is super organized, I must say.

      “Pearls,” I spew, after doing the whole eenie-meenie thing in my head.

      “Check off the list.”

      “How many more checks?” I ask.

      “You don’t want to know,” he responds, setting the clipboard down. “So, how are you doing? I know things have been busy with work. Are you feeling stressed?”

      I raise an eyebrow, grinning. “Are you my therapist now too?”

      He shrugs. “Honey, I have many talents. Now come on, seriously. Are things any better with the mom situation?”

      I fiddle with a straw on the table. “If by better you mean she’s stopped reminding me of what a disaster this will be every time I speak to her, then no.”

      “Still not on the wedding train, huh?” Reed asks.

      “Of course not. She doesn’t think Jesse’s good enough for me.”

      “Well, the good news is she still has fifty-seven days and a handful of hours to come around.”

      I shake my head. “That would be some wedding miracle.”

      From the moment I told Mom the news, I knew things would be disastrous with her. She didn’t approve of me coming down here a couple of years ago and abandoning the family business to start over. She didn’t understand my work as a waitress and then as an artist. She doesn’t get why I’d want to run my own mural painting business and date a tattoo artist.

      And she definitely doesn’t get why I’d want to marry him, make my life here permanent. All along, I think she thought my Ocean City stint was that—just a stint, a phase I’d grow out of. The wedding is a creeping reminder I’m here to stay.

      My mother has a very clear image of what she thinks my life should look like. This isn’t it.

      “Well, don’t worry about it. This is your day,” Reed reminds me. “Now, when do you have to be at your next job?” He studies the time on his phone.

      “In a half hour.” I’m thinking this should mean we’ll be closing up wedding planning shop. Maybe we’ll get a coffee and kick back.

      “Oh, really? Excellent. That means we should be able to check off at least three more things.”

      I groan.

      “Give the woman a break. Jesus, you’re wedding plannerzilla instead of bridezilla. Avery, do you need a mojito to deal with this one?”

      I turn to see my best friend, Jodie, wandering through the door.

      “I thought you’d be at Wild Hearts this morning or working on some marketing with your publicist,” I say as she leans in to hug me.

      Jodie and her boyfriend Levi just opened Wild Hearts not too long ago. They offer horse riding lessons, trail rides, and a café, a spinoff of Midsummer Nights called Midwestern Nights. Reed’s been helping there when he’s not busy with my planning.

      Oh, and not to mention that Jodie’s also having her first book published this summer. I’m thrilled for my ex-roommate slash best friend.

      “Well, a little birdie told me you were here and perhaps in a hostage situation with an overly obsessed wedding planner. Has his over-the-top planning convinced you to elope yet?” she asks, taking a seat beside me.

      Reed rolls his eyes. “Honestly, does anyone around here understand what goes into wedding planning? Do you all just think it throws itself together?”

      “That’s why it’s easier to just say no to marriage. Then you don’t have to choose colors for pew bows or garters or whatever else is on that list,” Jodie says.

      “Is the color of my garter really on the checklist?” I ask.

      Reed brushes me off noncommittally. I’m taking that as a yes.

      “Listen, girl, I’m with you there. No forever fever in this guy. But, with that being said, forever fever’s bit our girl Avery here, and I’m determined to make sure she walks into the first day of forever looking freaking amazing. This is going to be the best damn wedding Ocean City’s ever seen,” Reed announces, winking.

      “Did you forget about simple? Did we talk about how I wanted simple?” I prod, eyeing him.

      He waves me off. “Details, darling. It’s all details.”

      “All that matters is that sexy tattoo artist I hooked you up with—let’s not forget I matched you up with the love of your life—is waiting for you at the end of the night, ready to rip your beaded, lacy wedding dress of your body. That’s all that matters,” Jodie says, also winking.

      I shake my head as Reed and Jodie begin a conversation about wedding night lingerie, which turns into an argument about the bachelorette party. At this point, I’m barely listening to my maid of honor and wedding planner dispute details.

      Instead, I’m thinking about how Jodie’s right. It really is only about the man waiting for me at the end of the aisle.

      Jesse Pearce, the man who made me rethink my position on love. He made me believe in it again, made me agree to walk down the aisle one more time.

      I fiddle with a strand of hair as I think about promising forever, about how this time will clearly be different. I think about how Mom certainly must be wrong. This one will stick. This one is the real deal.

      Still, as Reed and Jodie start scribbling down ideas about phallic candies and party games I don’t think sound remotely fun, my mind starts to wander to a dark place, one I’ve been avoiding.

      What if I’m wrong? What if Mom’s right? What if this isn’t going to be different, isn’t going to work? What will it feel like to have my heart crushed again, my “I dos” transformed into “I don’t”? Could I handle that again?

      I brush the fears aside, marking them as ludicrous as I rejoin the conversation at the table. Still, I know deep down those questions will always be there, at least a little bit.

      Chris forever scarred me with the fears. Now, as my wedding fast approaches, I wonder if even Jesse’s love can help erase the indelible marks.
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      “Sorry I’m late,” I yell through the apartment as Henry and Jake dash out to see me, competing to get to me first. I lean down and let Henry’s huge, drooling mouth slurp me as Jake rolls over at my feet.

      “Hey,” Jesse says, coming out to greet me, his hands in his pockets. My heart flutters like it does every time I see him. Two years after we first met, those butterflies haven’t gone away. The excitement of coming home to him hasn’t sizzled out.

      Every day I have to pinch myself a little that I’m coming home to the green-eyed, tattooed hottie I now live with.

      I stand up from petting the dogs and cross the entranceway of our apartment. Jesse wraps me in his arms, kissing me on the lips and then working his way down my neck, hitting all the right spots.

      “I need a shower,” I say. “I was finishing that painting job at the zoo, and I’m really sweaty.”

      “I don’t mind,” he replies, pulling back and looking into my eyes with an expression I’ve come to know.

      I smile. “Maybe you could join me?” I ask.

      He raises an eyebrow. “You know, a shower sounds just about perfect right now.” He kisses my neck again, pulling me behind him toward the bathroom. Once inside, he kicks shut the door and starts peeling off my shirt as I undo his pants. Hands flying, we undress, and he backs me into the shower stall, turning the water on. I scream a little at the shock of cold, and we laugh.

      “Shower sex is always hotter in movies, isn’t it?” I ask.

      He grins. “Any kind of sex with you is hot. But yeah, real-life shower sex does leave something to be desired. Still, I’m game if you are. Maybe with some practice, we can work it out.”

      My hands wander as the water heats up to just the right temperature. I take him in my hands, and he groans before nibbling my ear. He pins me against the shower wall.

      “Oh, I’m game,” I half whisper, half moan as we work out the technicalities and prove that shower sex can, in fact, work out.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “So did you make any more decisions?” Jesse asks when we’re propped up in bed later, watching television and eating Chinese takeout, the two dogs begging at the edge of the bed. We’re not much of a dining room table kind of family, obviously.

      “I picked the earrings. But apparently we still have ninety things on the list.”

      “I told you we should just elope,” Jesse says after his bite of fried rice.

      “Oh, I’m still considering it,” I say. “But Reed would murder me at this point. He is doing a lot of work, and I’m appreciative. It’s just exhausting.”

      “Besides, imagine how mad your mom would be if we didn’t give her the chance to object during our wedding vows,” he says, grinning. He’s teasing, but he’s also not teasing—I’ve filled him in on all the Mom drama.

      “Don’t get me started.”

      “Look, I know it’s annoying. But she’s just looking out for you. After everything that happened, I get it.”

      I pick at a piece of chicken in the takeout container. “I guess,” I say, studying the piece as my mind wanders.

      “Hey, you know it’s going to be fine, right? You know this is going to all work out?” Jesse asks, and I raise my eyes to his. I study those green eyes that have promised me so much these past couple of years.

      I settle into the warmth they offer. “I know,” I say, my voice steadfast and sure.

      “I just, well, look. I know getting married again is probably a little scary. But I’m not Chris. We’re going to be fine,” he assures, and I smile.

      “I know,” I repeat. “I love you.”

      And, for the rest of the night, Jesse and I laughing in bed, sharing stories, and sharing the connection we found a couple of summers ago, I believe in the magic of it all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Three

          

          Lysander

        

      

    

    
      I trudge through the entranceway, kicking off my shoes. My feet are aching and my head’s pounding from a hectic, long day. When I took over the restaurant after Mom’s death, I thought it would be a good thing to keep me occupied. I didn’t realize owning your own business basically means you have no life. Luckily for me, Reed has made it his life too, which means we get to see each other a lot. At least there’s that.

      I grab an iced tea from our tiny kitchen, ambling to the leather sofa to plop down. Reed changes into his sweatpants and T-shirt, as is his routine, before joining me.

      We melt into the sofa, letting the exhaustion from the day fade away. It’s good to be home in our tiny little piece of Ocean City. Glancing around at the coastal décor—Reed’s idea—I realize I’m lucky. It is like a little oasis, and it keeps me grounded.

      When Reed moved in years ago, this place was far from oasis-like. The plain white walls and beige carpet didn’t quite scream Better Homes & Gardens. Reed’s always had an eye for design in addition to his crazy financial skills, so now we’ve got a home that truly whispers serenity—and would make the best designer jealous.

      As Reed grabs my hand and we settle into each other, I take a sip of my iced tea and realize it isn’t the décor or the leather sofa that makes this place my refuge.

      It’s him. It’s us together.

      And no matter how exhausted Midsummer makes me or how much I sometimes wish for a simpler profession, I’ll always be thankful for the fact it brought us together.

      “So, what’s left on the wedding checklist?” I ask once we’ve had a few moments to soak in the silence.

      “Oh, gosh. Don’t even get me started. The florist is insisting on using daylilies when I specified calla lilies. Can you believe it? She says the price difference is quite drastic. I have to go take care of that. I also have finalizations of menus and headcounts because, dammit, Avery’s guests aren’t reliable when it comes to the RSVP cards. Hasn’t anyone heard of manners around here? Then there are party favors to make and, oh yeah, Jodie and I have to get the plans finished for the shower and bachelorette party and—”

      I grin before leaning in and kissing him, quieting his words. I feel the tension from the wedding slip slowly away as his lips heat up from mine and he relaxes into the moment.

      When the heat from our kiss intensifies and then slowly subsides, he pulls back.  I raise an eyebrow.

      “What?” he asks.

      “Nothing. I just thought you needed a distraction from all the wedding craziness.”

      “Hey, you’re the one who brought it up, you know. You should know by now that’s a dangerous thing to ask about.”

      I sigh. “Don’t you think you could simplify? I mean, Avery’s told you, again and again, she wants it simple, that she doesn’t care about details.”

      “Of course she’s going to say that. She might be an artist, but that girl doesn’t have the vision I do. Once she sees my fairy-tale masterpiece, she’ll realize it’s all about the details.”

      I take a sip of my tea again, thinking before asking the next question.

      “So, I bet all of this planning makes you never want to get married,” I observe, putting on my best act of nonchalance, testing the waters.

      It’s a subject we’ve broached before but have largely ignored in past years. We’ve been so busy building our lives, it just didn’t seem important. Once we built our life together, we got busy helping our friends build theirs. With Avery’s wedding and Jodie’s book release coming up, not to mention running Midsummer Nights and helping Levi with Wild Hearts, it’s been hectic. Nuptials haven’t quite made the list of must-dos.

      In truth, though, it’s something I don’t know will ever be a possibility for us. The few times I’ve brought it up, Reed’s almost laughed it off with an uncomfortable wave of the hand. For being so open these days, it’s one thing he’s not quite open about.

      Reed laughs, as I expected. “Hardly. I mean, planning a wedding is one thing, and it’s been fun. But all the hubbub for one day? And all of the legalities… what for? I don’t blame Avery and Jesse because, well, it’s just what they’ve known. But you know, we’re different.”

      “Well, yeah, a little,” I tease.

      “Not like that. Obviously like that. I just mean, we don’t need a piece of paper to be okay, you know? We don’t need rings and a ceremony, do we? It seems so archaic.” Reed fiddles with the string on his sweatpants, a nervous habit I’ve noticed over the years.

      For being so “whatever” about marriage, he seems tense.

      I don’t want to push him, though. I’ve found a way to help Reed come out of his shell. He’s in a good place with who he is, with who we are. I don’t want to make him clam up, even for a single moment.

      So I do what I so often do—I drop it. I shove down the inner questions and inner hopes, letting them simmer back down into the quiet recesses of the deepest part of me.

      Reed’s right. What’s a piece of paper? What’s one day really mean in the scheme of things?

      An hour later, when we’re heading to bed and getting ready for another day of work, though, I can’t
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