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Ignoring the sweat and dirt, she wrapped her arms around his waist and held him tightly, resting her head against his chest. His body stirred to life at her touch, disgusting him. His world was crumbling around him and all he could think was that he wanted to bury himself inside her until she screamed his name. 

“Go,” he said roughly. If she was smart, she’d run away and never look back. He was a bad-tempered, recovering alcoholic with nothing to offer her. He wasn’t worth the risk.

She looked up at him, her blue eyes clear and steady. “No. I won’t leave you.”

He pushed her up against the wall of the workshop, not sure if he was trying scare her away or make her stay. “I don’t want to hurt you.”

She shook her head. “You won’t.”

Cam closed his eyes and groaned. He wrapped his arms around her in a vice-like grip, unable to resist her any longer. God, he needed her. 

He lowered his head and kissed her. There was no subtlety in the kiss, no gentleness or finesse. Only passion and raw need. But she stayed with him, returning his passion, giving solace. He greedily lapped it up, taking everything she had to give. 

But he wanted, needed more. He lifted her and she wrapped her long, slender legs around his waist. He buried his face against her soft, sweet-smelling neck, inhaling her clean, floral scent. At the same time, he snaked his hand up her thigh. 

“Tell me to stop,” he rasped. “Tell me now while I still can.”
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Angry voices hung on the humid summer air, as heavy as the scent of the pine trees in the forest surrounding her. Scarlet Lindquist tiptoed along the well-worn path, the soft earth muffling her steps. If Mom and Daddy caught her following them, they’d be mad. They’d told her to stay with Grandma at the lodge because they had things they needed to talk about. Adult things. 

Her older sister Harper said Daddy’s unexpected arrival at their grandparents’ fishing lodge meant he was taking them home. He wouldn’t have come all the way from Minneapolis if that wasn’t his plan. Didn’t he tell them how much he’d missed them since he went away? 

Scarlet wasn’t so sure. Harper hadn’t heard the fighting between Mom and Grandma Dorothy. But she had. They thought she didn’t understand, but she understood plenty; she was eight, not a baby like her sister Maggie. Mom said the marriage was over, and she was never going back. She was going to start a new life. Grandma said she’d be a fool to throw away her marriage. That she had a good life with Daddy, a secure life, and surely there could be forgiveness. Mom said Grandma didn’t understand, that she’d never understood.

She hoped that didn't mean her parents were getting a divorce. Her friend Becca’s parents got a divorce and she had to move between their houses every week, and they were constantly telling her how much they hated each other. Scarlet wished Daddy would come home, so things could be the way they were before.

She stopped and crouched behind a clump of trees. Her parents had arrived at The Point, a finger of land that stuck out into Solace Lake. Her mom kept her canoe here because it was easy to launch from the small sand beach on the very tip of the point, but today Scarlet saw that her mom’s yellow canoe was tied to the dock. Grampa had built the dock at The Point for the use of his customers, the fishermen who came up to the lodge to catch the fish that lived in the lake. There was another dock closer to the lodge, but Grampa said fishers liked this one because the deep water at the end of the dock was the best spot on the lake to fish.

When she peeked between the branches, she saw that her parents had stopped walking and were facing each other on the beach. Scarlet held her breath, afraid they’d hear her and make her go away. 

“I know what I said before, but I can’t give you up. I don’t want a divorce. We can try again. We can work this out.” Daddy’s voice sounded funny, as if he was crying. “You know I love you, don’t you? I’ve always loved you. That hasn’t changed.”

“I know,” Mom said. “But I can’t go on like this, living a lie.”

“It’s not a lie! We have a family! The girls need us. Can’t we try again? At least for them?”

“It’s too late, Rob! You know it is!” She shook her head. “I’ll never keep Harper and Scarlet away from you, no matter what happens between us. They need you.” 

“I can’t bear it, Miranda! I can’t lose you. I’m sorry I wasn’t the husband you needed. I’m sorry I put my work first too often, but I can change. Can’t you give me another chance?” He covered his face with his hands. “If you leave me and take the girls, I have no reason to live. I’d rather be dead.”

She’d never seen her daddy cry before and it frightened her. She couldn’t stop her own tears from streaking down her cheeks. She put both hands over her mouth so her sobs couldn’t escape. 

“Don’t talk like that, Rob. It’s not fair. You know as well as I do, we’re no good together. I’m sorry, but it’s the truth. You deserve someone who loves you to distraction, and that's not me.”

They stopped talking and Scarlet heard only the birds singing in the trees. Then daddy sighed, his voice sounding tired and sad. “Do you love him?”

“Yes.” Scarlet heard the hitch in her mother’s voice. “I always have.” 

Who were they talking about? Did this mean they were never going home again? She didn’t want to stay here forever with Grandma Dorothy and Grampa Bill. She hated the fishing lodge. She hated the bugs and the crawly things. She wanted to go back to their big house in Minneapolis and play with her friends. She wanted her daddy.

A sob escaped despite her hands covering her mouth. She curled into a ball and made herself as tiny as possible. 

The branches parted and her mom peered down at her. “Scarlet, honey, what are you doing here? Didn’t we tell you not to follow us?”

“Why can’t we go home with Daddy?” Fear and anger made her shout.

“I’m sorry, honey. For now, we’re going to stay here.”

“I don’t want to stay with Grandma and Grampa! I want to go home!”

Her mom pulled her up and gave her a hug, her arms so tight Scarlet could barely breathe. “We won’t be here much longer. We’re going to have a new home soon.”

“Will Daddy be there?”

“No, honey, he won’t. But you can visit him, and you can talk to him on the phone anytime you want to.”

“Will Harper and Maggie come to our new home, too?”

“Yes, of course. We’ll all be together.”

Except for Daddy. 

Mom kissed her cheek. “Go back to the lodge now. Daddy and I will be along in a little while.”

Scarlet nodded. Over Mom’s shoulder she saw her daddy. His hands were in the pockets of his jeans and his head was down. He looked sad, like he was going to cry again.

She scrambled out of her mom’s arms and down the path to fling her arms around his waist. He sank to his knees and hugged her back. Then, he grasped her shoulders in his hands and looked into her face.

“I love you, Scarlet.” He kissed her cheek. “No matter what happens, always remember that, okay?”

“Okay.”

He gave her a brief, sad smile. “Good girl. Now listen to your mother and run back to lodge. We’ll see you in a few minutes.”

Tears ran down Scarlet’s cheeks. “I don’t want to leave you.” 

He kissed her again and then gave her one of his goofy grins. For a moment he was the Daddy she’d always known, the one who laughed a lot and told them funny stories. “Are Mom and I going to have to go out into the middle of the lake to have a private conversation? C’mon, go back to the lodge now, pumpkin.”

She wanted to argue. She wanted to cry and scream and tell him not to leave her. But the sadness was back in his eyes, and she knew it wouldn’t do any good. 

Scarlet looked to her mom, hoping to appeal to her, but she’d stepped onto the dock and jumped into her yellow canoe. In the weeks since they’d been at the lodge, Scarlet had seen her on the lake lots, drifting around on the water. 

Her father straightened to his full height, his movements stiff and angry. “Miranda, we haven’t finished talking. Don’t turn your back on me.”

“I think we’ve said everything there is to say.”

“That’s your solution for everything, isn’t it? Walking away and shutting me out. That’s not going to work anymore.”

With a sigh, Mom climbed back onto the deck. “Fine. Say whatever it is you need to say.”

Scarlet turned and ran back the way she’d come, not wanting to hear them fight any more. She heard her mom call after her, but she ignored her and kept running. Partway back to the lodge, she saw Willy, Grampa’s handyman, running in the opposite direction on another path toward her mom and daddy. They wouldn’t like him listening to their conversation either. 

Instead of going back into the lodge, she stumbled her way to the little fort in the trees that she and Harper had built by piling together sticks and branches. Even though it was next to the path between the lodge and Grampa Bill’s shed, it was hard to see unless you knew where to look. She pushed aside the branches at the opening and went inside. She didn’t want to go back to the lodge and face Grandma’s questions about where she’d been.

Scarlet curled up on the dried leaves lining the floor of the fort and tugged on her ponytail, twisting her hair between her fingers. Where was this new home Mommy was talking about? Was it here in the country, close to Grandma and Grampa’s fishing lodge, or someplace else? It was scary not knowing. Would she have friends there? When would she get to see her daddy again?

She fell asleep and was awakened with a start when she heard someone running along the path, sobbing. She stuck her head out of the fort in time to see Harper trip over a root on the path and skin her knees. Her sister was two years older and Scarlet had rarely seen her cry, even when she’d fallen out of the tree in their backyard and broken her arm. It scared her to see her crying now. 

“They’re in the water!” Tears streamed down Harper’s face. “Willy said Mom and Daddy are in the water, and they didn’t come back up. We have to tell Grandma!”

Scarlet ran behind Harper, her heart racing. Did Mommy and Daddy go out on the lake because she’d followed them? Because they didn’t want her to listen?

If something bad happened to them, it was all her fault. 
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Twenty-Two Years later.

Scarlet Lindquist struggled to hold back tears as she lifted her champagne flute in a salute to her sister and her fiancé. She hated public displays of emotion, especially when she was the one whose emotions were on display. But as maid of honor, she was expected to give a toast to the bride and groom at their rehearsal dinner and welcome Ethan Hainstock into her family.

“Please join me in toasting the happy couple. I wish you many years of love and wedded bliss. To Harper and Ethan.”

The small gathering of family and friends of both the bride and groom rose together and lifted their glasses. “To Harper and Ethan.”

She clinked her glass against her sister Maggie’s and then turned to her left to touch Ethan’s brother’s flute, though she noticed the best man had passed on the champagne. A shiver trembled down her spine when her gaze locked with Cameron Hainstock’s. His dark eyes openly assessed her. She was used to men’s scrutiny; males had been staring at her since she was fourteen and developed breasts. But she sensed more in Cameron’s gaze than simple sexual appreciation. It was as if he was trying to look inside her soul to determine what kind of person she was. She wondered what conclusions he’d made. 

With the toast over, Scarlet tore her gaze away from Cameron’s and gratefully resumed her seat. Her thoughts returned to the reason they were all gathered at Miller’s, the resort down the road from their fishing lodge on Solace Lake in north central Minnesota. She and her sisters had inherited the lodge from their grandparents and were currently renovating it. Harper’s relationship and subsequent engagement to Ethan Hainstock had happened so quickly. At first, Scarlet been suspicious of Ethan, but she’d come to like him, mainly because she could see how much he loved her sister. She was happy for Harper, she really was. 

But to marry so soon? Scarlet hoped she was doing the right thing. Nobody deserved happiness more than Harper. 

When they’d announced their engagement and said they wanted to get married right away, she’d been pleased, but cautious. They didn’t have to rush into marriage. They’d only met a few months ago. It wouldn’t hurt to wait. She had no doubt they loved each other, but was it enough? It certainly hadn’t been enough for her parents. And she wasn’t exactly a shining example of the power of love. She prayed Harper and Ethan would be the exception to the rule.

Ethan’s sister Lydia got to her feet. “It’s been a lovely evening, but it’s time for us to go. Tomorrow’s a big day, isn’t it, Tessa?”

Cameron’s five-year-old daughter nodded solemnly. “I get to be flower girl tomorrow.”

Cameron leaned over to kiss his daughter’s hair, the color the same deep chocolate brown as his own. An unwelcome emotion caused a lump to form in Scarlet’s throat at the tenderness in his touch. “You’re going to be the best flower girl ever.”

“I know.”

Everyone laughed at Tessa’s earnest reply. Cameron lifted her out the booster seat and held her in his arms. “Come on, pumpkin. Time for this flower girl to hit the sack.”

Pumpkin. Scarlet had a sudden flashback of being carried in her father’s arms in the same way, her head resting against his shoulder in complete trust. 

She swallowed and pushed the memory from her mind. 

Cameron turned to face her. “Ethan said you needed help decorating the wedding tent tomorrow. What time did you want me to be there?”

She blinked in surprise. “I didn’t know you’d volunteered to help.”

Harper touched her arm. “I know you, Scarlet. You’re planning some decorating extravaganza, aren’t you?”

“Maybe.” Her sister really did know her. She wanted Harper’s wedding to be beautiful, and very special. Besides, she loved decorating.

Ethan put his arm around Harper’s shoulders. “I thought maybe Cam and Drew could give you a hand.” 

Scarlet glanced over at Drew, Ethan’s twenty-one-year-old nephew. He was acting as Ethan’s groomsman and had been paired with Maggie in the wedding party. He flashed her a smile and a thumbs-up, and she smiled back. She enjoyed working alone, liked making the ideas in her head come to life. But there was a lot to do and, though she hated to admit it, she could use some help. She only wished Cameron’s presence didn’t make her feel so...unsettled. 

She forced a smile. “I appreciate the help. I’ll be at the tent around nine a.m. The tables and chairs we’re renting are supposed to be delivered between ten and eleven, and I’d like to get most of the decorating finished before then.”

Cameron nodded. “We’ll be at the lodge at nine.”

“Thanks. I’ll see you then.”

Ethan clapped his brother on the back. “Good. Thanks, Cam.” 

Scarlet smiled as she watched her sister and her soon-to-be husband cross the room. He was dark to her fair, tall to her petite, brown eyed to her blue. But in every way that was important, Harper and Ethan were a match. A perfect team. Ethan had made Harper’s dream to bring the fishing lodge back to life his dream as well. Together, they were turning the old lodge into an eco-friendly resort the whole family could be proud of.

To have someone to share her dreams, someone to have her back and love her no matter what seemed like a fairy tale to Scarlet.

“They’re a good-looking couple, aren’t they?”

Cameron’s deep voice broke into her thoughts, chasing away her fanciful notions. Nothing but wishful thinking.

“Yes, they are.”

He adjusted a limp, nearly asleep Tessa in his arms. Her head lay against his broad shoulder, while one hand rested on his chest, as if she wanted to feel the beat of her father’s heart. For some reason, the thought made her heart ache. 

“Is Harper pregnant?”

She jerked her head up at his whispered question. “What? No, of course not!” In her surprise, her voice was louder than she’d intended.

“I had to ask. They’re getting married in a hell of a hurry.”

At least, she didn’t think Harper was pregnant. She and her sisters often withheld the truth about their lives from each other, especially when the truth was unpleasant, but she’d hoped they’d put those days behind them. Surely if Harper was pregnant, she would have shared the news with her and Maggie.

Harper turned to give her a puzzled stare, alerted by sound of her raised voice. Scarlet flashed her a phony smile before speaking to Cameron again, this time in a lowered tone. “Do you think that’s the only reason he’d marry her? Call me sentimental, but I believe they’re marrying for love.”

“They barely know each other. What would be the harm in waiting a few months? I don’t want Ethan to get hurt.” 

She, too, had concerns, but she was too insulted on behalf of her sister to admit to them. He better not be suggesting Harper was only marrying Ethan for his money. Five years ago, Ethan won over a hundred and seventy-five million dollars in a lottery, though Harper hadn’t been aware of that when they first met. Because of painful past experiences, he’d kept the secret far longer than he should have, afraid it would alter the way she saw him. 

Scarlet straightened and looked Cameron in the eye. “I don’t want Harper to get hurt again. He lied to her about the money and she’s the one who walked away.”

He leaned in close, his voice low and his eyes glittering. “But she came back, didn’t she?” 

Before she could respond, he turned and walked across the room. A moment later, he left the dining room of Miller’s Resort with his family, Tessa still in his arms. 

Anger swirled in her gut. Was Cameron Hainstock planning to make trouble for Harper?

Her hands fisted at her sides. Not on my watch, he won’t.
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Cam arrived at the lodge at ten minutes before nine. At least Scarlet Lindquist couldn’t accuse him of being late. 

That was probably the only thing she wouldn’t accuse him of.

He winced when he thought of their conversation the previous evening. He shouldn’t have come right out and asked the question that had been worrying him ever since Ethan had announced his engagement. It had been rude and insulting. But he knew better than most the consequences of an unplanned pregnancy. He’d been relieved when Scarlet denied it. 

He hoped she was right.

He parked his truck away from the construction chaos surrounding the lodge. Drew’s car was nowhere to be seen. Good. He’d come a few minutes early on purpose, hoping to apologize to Scarlet for his rudeness. Though he was sorry for the way he’d acted toward her, it didn’t change his wariness about his brother’s upcoming wedding. Someone as rich as Ethan had to be very careful.

He made his way to the large white canvas tent that had been set up a short distance from the lodge on what had formerly been the parking lot. The sides of the tent had been rolled up to allow a breeze to blow through. Even at nine a.m. it was already hot. 

Scarlet was inside the tent, fighting to untangle what looked like miles of mini-lights. For a moment, he studied her unobserved. She had the fair, creamy skin of a redhead, with a smattering of freckles sprinkled across her nose and cheeks. She wore a blue tank top and denim shorts that left acres of creamy thigh exposed. 

He’d always been a sucker for a woman with great legs. 

Cam struggled to focus on her face instead. She looked up when he cleared his throat, her expression wary.

“Hi. Thanks for coming. We’ve got a lot to get done.”

“No problem.” He shuffled uncomfortably from one foot to the other. “Listen, I want to apologize for what I said last night. I insulted you and your sister, and I’m sorry.”

She silently continued to untangle the lights, her eyes on her task. When she finally lifted her gaze to his, her mouth was unsmiling and her chin lifted at a defiant angle. “Are you planning to cause trouble for my sister? Because if you are—”

“No.” He held his hands up in surrender. “Hell, no. The last thing I want to do is interfere. I’m simply concerned. Ethan was engaged once before, and it was a disaster. The woman faked a pregnancy so he’d marry her and she could get her hands on his money.”

Scarlet’s eyebrows rose. “That’s pretty intense. I didn’t know.” She set aside the lights. “I’m sorry he had a bad time, but Harper’s not looking to use him. She loves him. She’s a good person.”

He nodded, accepting her words with a grain of salt. Of course Scarlet would defend her sister. Still, he hoped she was right. 

“And you’re wrong about why Harper went back to Ethan. You think it was because he handed over ownership of the lodge to her, free and clear.”

“Wasn’t that what happened?” When Harper broke up with him, his brother had papers drawn up, giving her everything. As far as Cam was concerned, it was the stupidest thing he’d ever done.

“Harper wouldn’t sign those papers. She didn’t want Ethan to think the money was more important to her than he was. She drew up her own papers. Ethan now owns fifty percent of the lodge.”

That was a surprise. Ethan hadn’t shared this information with him. He hadn’t shared the information about giving Harper complete ownership either, but Lydia had filled him in. As Ethan’s financial advisor, she’d been concerned.

This new information, if true, put Harper’s relationship with his brother in a different light.

Drew walked into the tent, giving Scarlet a friendly smile. “Good morning. I see the decorating crew’s all here. I hope I’m not late.”

“No, at all. We’re just getting started.” 

Cam noticed that the greeting Scarlet gave his nephew was much warmer than the one she’d given him. The smile she bestowed on Drew made his jaw clench. Trying to keep the edge out of his voice, he asked, “What would you like us to do?”

She lifted another string of white mini-lights. “My plan is to string these lights between the main supporting poles and some of the side supports and then cover the lights with tulle.”

“With what?” Drew asked. 

Scarlet grinned. “With tulle. It’s a gauzy, see-through fabric. Trust me, it’ll look really pretty and make this tent look better than the canvas hut it is right now.”

She showed them where she wanted the lights strung. With the help of some staple guns and a couple of ladders borrowed from the construction crew, they got the job done. 

“Looks pretty good, if I do say so myself,” Drew said, looking up at the ceiling of the tent. He swatted at a mosquito on his arm. 

Scarlet handed him a can of mosquito repellant. “Are you kidding? It looks great! But don’t rest on your laurels yet. I have a few more things for you to do.”

“Like what?” he asked, spraying his arms with repellent.

“I’ve got a couple of wooden arbors. I want to string lights through one and place it at the entrance to the tent.”

“But the whole tent is open,” Drew argued. “How are people supposed to know where the entrance is?”

Scarlet grinned. “Because we’ll show them.”

“Where does the other arbor go?” Cam asked. 

“On the hill overlooking the lake where the ceremony is going to take place.”

Cam and Drew strung the lights through the latticework of the arbor and set it in the spot Scarlet directed them to. She put the finishing touches on it by covering the lights with tulle. Cam could see her vision coming together, truly transforming the utilitarian tent into something beautiful. 

After attaching the mini-lights to extension cords that were plugged into a generator next to the lodge, he and Drew tested the lights. When they were satisfied everything worked properly, they went back into the tent to find Scarlet. She was standing in front of the second arbor, a bundle of tulle in her hands.

“What’s next, boss?” Drew asked.

“We’re almost done,” she said with a smile. “I just have to figure out what to do with this second arbor. Harper wants things to be kept simple at the ceremony. She thinks the lake and trees are enough decoration.”

Drew lifted a piece of material and let it drop. “Why not decorate the arbor the same way you did the other one, with this tulle stuff?” 

“I could, I suppose.” She gave Drew a patient smile. “But I’d like something different, something to set it apart and make it a little more special.”

“Do you have any more decorating material?” Cam asked.

She turned cool eyes to him. “Yes, I’ve got a box of ribbon. Over there.” 

She pointed to a cardboard box sitting on the ground on the other side of the tent, and Cam went to retrieve it. There were several rolls of ribbon, some silver and some in a dark emerald green, the same color as Tessa’s flower girl dress. Harper had purchased the dress at a bridal shop in Brainerd, and a local seamstress had hemmed it and made a few alterations so it fit his daughter perfectly. 

“How ‘bout we wind some of these ribbons through the arbor. It’ll match your dresses.”

“How did you know our dresses were this color?”

“I assumed they were the same color as Tessa’s. Am I wrong?”

“No, they’re the same color.” She said the words reluctantly, as if unwilling to concede even this small point to him. “I was going to use the ribbon to tie green and silver balloons from the three support poles. I don’t have enough for the arbor as well.”

“What if we only make a balloon and ribbon display on the center pole? That way we’d have enough.”

Her brow wrinkled. “I suppose that could work. What do you have in mind?”

Cam lifted some of the silver ribbon from the box. It was about three inches wide and had metal wire embedded on the edges of the fabric that allowed it to be manipulated and folded anyway he chose. He wove silver ribbon through the latticework in one direction, then the green in the opposite, creating a checkerboard affect. He stepped back to check it out. Not bad on short notice. 

Scarlet walked around the arbor, examining it with a critical eye. “It looks good. I like it.” She sounded surprised.

“Well, you know, Uncle Cam is an artist,” Drew said with a grin.

She turned to look at him, lifting an eyebrow as if she expected an explanation. Cam shrugged. “I do some drawing.”

“Come on, Uncle Cam. Don’t be so modest.” Drew turned to Scarlet. “He’s an amazing artist. Get him to show you some of his drawings sometime. And he makes furniture.”

“A man of many talents.” There was a slight mocking tone in her voice. Cam inwardly sighed. He couldn't blame her. He hadn’t given her much reason to praise him. Or like him.

“So, will this do for the second arbor, or would you like to try something else?” he asked.

“No, this is perfect. Thank you. All we have to do now is set it up on the hill.”

He and Drew carried the arbor a short distance to a small, flat-topped hill overlooking the lake. Cam smiled as he set it down. It was a beautiful spot for a wedding ceremony. 

He hoped the marriage wasn’t as short as the wedding ceremony was supposed to be.

“Where do you want this?”

Scarlet walked to a spot near the edge of the hill. “Right here. That way it’s behind Ethan and Harper and will frame the view of the lake.”

He could see it. Scarlet had a good eye. 

They secured the arbor with pegs. “Do we need anything else up here?”

Scarlet shook her head. “Only the flowers, but I won’t be picking those up until this afternoon. The ceremony won’t be more than fifteen minutes, so everyone will have to stand. I’m afraid if we bring chairs, they’ll sink into the ground.”

“What’s left to do?”

“The last thing is blowing up the balloons and tying them to the center support.”

“I was thinking,” Cam began. “You have lots of balloons. We can use what’s left of the ribbon on the center support and then make smaller displays with just balloons on the other two support poles. It would look more balanced that way.”

Scarlet cocked her head slightly as she examined him. “You really are an artist, aren’t you?”

“Told you,” Drew said with a grin. 

Cam looked away, embarrassed by her words. He rarely talked about his artwork and almost never showed it to anyone outside of his family. His voice sounded gruff as he spoke to his nephew. “Come on, kid. You’re so full of hot air you should be able to blow up a few balloons.”

The delivery truck with the rented tables and chairs arrived as they finished hanging the last of the balloons. He and Drew helped unload and place the tables and chairs around the perimeter of the tent. Scarlet had also rented a portable wooden dance floor that they set up in the middle of tent, between the first two support poles. 

“I think that’s it, gentlemen,” Scarlet said when they’d finished putting together the dance floor. “Thank you for all your help. I couldn’t have done this on my own.”

“You’re welcome,” Drew said. He slapped Cam on the back. “I’m ready for lunch. How about you, Scarlet? You want to join us? I hear Miller’s has a really good lunch buffet.”

“Thanks, Drew, but I can’t. I still have a lot of things to do before the ceremony at five o’clock.”

“How about you, Uncle Cam? You ready for lunch?”

Cam hesitated. He didn’t want any bad feelings to linger between him and Scarlet, not on Ethan’s wedding day. It suddenly felt very important that she forgive him for his stupid remarks last night. “You said you had to pick up flowers?” 

“Yeah, in Brainerd.” She checked her watch. “I should probably leave soon.”

“Why don’t I pick up the flowers while you have lunch with Drew? I’ll bring them back here and we’ll help you with them. That way you won’t be so rushed for time.”

She regarded him with a mixture of surprise and curiosity, which was better than the hostility he’d seen in them earlier. “That would be very...helpful. Thank you.”

“That’s me. Mr. Helpful.”

When she laughed, something twisted inside his chest, as if a muscle he hadn’t used in a very long time unexpectedly jerked back to life. 

Damn.

There was no doubt she was a beautiful, desirable woman. And that was the reason he couldn’t let himself feel anything for her, or even like her. He’d made the mistake of falling hard for another beautiful woman, and she’d ripped his heart in two. But she’d also given him Tessa, and he’d spent the last five years walking a tightrope between heartache and joy. 

A very uncomfortable place to be.

***
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CAM FROWNED AT HIS reflection in the mirror, at the crooked, bulky knot he’d made in his tie. How the hell did other guys wear one of these damn nooses around their necks every day? “Can’t I wear a t-shirt?”

“To my wedding? I don’t think so.” Ethan spun him around, untangled the tie and flipped up the collar of Cam’s shirt. “When was the last time you wore a tie?”

He knew the date exactly. “Seven years ago.” 

Ethan’s eyes met his. “Dad’s funeral.” 

Cam nodded curtly. The last thing he wanted to think about, the last thing he wanted Ethan to think about on his wedding day, was their father. But the old man cast a long shadow, even from the grave. 

Ethan skillfully looped the silk tie into a perfect knot, then gave it a tug, nearly strangling him. Cam stuck his finger between his neck and the collar of his shirt. “Geez, give me a break here.”

“Fine.” Ethan loosened the tie enough to ease the strangling sensation. “Have I ever told you what a big baby you are?”

“Have I ever told you you’re a pain in the ass?”

“Many times.”

A knock sounded on Cam’s bedroom door before Drew stepped inside. “Are you two ladies ready? Mom says it’s time to go.”

Cam slipped on his suit jacket. “Don’t be a smartass, Drew. Just because you’re dressed up all pretty doesn’t mean I can’t kick your ass.”

“In your dreams, old man.” 

Spoken with the confidence of a twenty-one-year old. Cam had been there once, a long time ago, as brash and cocky as his nephew. But these days, he sometimes felt as ancient as Drew believed he was.

“Give us a minute, will you?”

“Okay, but make it quick. Mom’s starting to get antsy.”

“We’ll be right there.”

Drew nodded and shut the door as he left. 

Ethan frowned. “Is there a problem?”

“I need to ask you, are you sure?”

“About marrying Harper? Absolutely. More sure than I’ve ever been about anything in my life.”

He’d answered with no hesitation. His face was calm and his voice steady. He looked...happy.

“Is it true that you and Harper have divided up the ownership of the lodge fifty/fifty?”

“Where did you hear that?”

“A little birdie told me.” A long-legged, redheaded flamingo. “Is it true?”

“Actually, I own fifty percent of the lodge and Harper and her sisters share the other fifty percent. It was Harper’s idea. Why are you asking about this now?”

“It doesn’t matter. Not if you’re sure.”

“I am. I love Harper. I’ve never met anyone like her. She doesn’t care about the money. She loves me for me. Do you know how rare that it?”

“Yeah, I do.”

He’d once believed Laura loved him that way, but he’d been wrong. Very wrong. He prayed Harper Lindquist cared as much for Ethan as he did for her, and that she wouldn’t abuse his love. “I want you to be happy.”

“I will be. I already am.”

Cam breathed a sigh of relief and clapped his brother on the shoulder. “Then, let’s go get you married.” 

As soon as they opened the door, Tessa launched herself at him, hugging him around the knees. “Daddy! We’ll be late for the wedding! Auntie Lydia says!”

Cam hoisted her into his arms. She smelled like a sweet combination of baby shampoo and roses. Lydia and his teenage niece Carrie had curled Tessa’s long, dark hair into shining ringlets that bounced when she moved. She clutched her wicker basket with both hands as if afraid to lose some of the precious rose petals inside. The poufy, emerald green flower girl dress was silky in his hands and made Tessa look like a tiny princess. His little princess. 

Cam kissed her cheek, his heart overflowing with love for his child. “Don’t worry, pumpkin. They can’t start without the flower girl.”

“Or the groom,” Ethan said.

“Yeah, he’s kind of important to this endeavor,” his brother-in-law Graham added with a grin.

“Come on, boys.” Lydia slapped Cam on the butt. “You can crack jokes later. Right now, we have a wedding to get to.”

Lydia hustled them into the waiting limousine and they made the ten-minute trip to the lodge. Guests had started to arrive and were milling around the wedding tent they’d decorated that morning. Since the lodge was a construction zone, the tent had been the only solution. Cam wondered why Harper hadn’t opted for a fancier wedding at a posh hotel in the city or a destination wedding somewhere in the Caribbean. His brother would have given her anything she asked for. 

Maybe Ethan was right about the money not being important to her. He hoped so. 

“Harper said the bridesmaids would be waiting in the tent,” Ethan said. “You can take Tessa there.”

He walked Tessa to the tent while the rest of the family made their way to the hill overlooking the lake where the ceremony was to take place. It was a beautiful summer afternoon, perfect for an outdoor wedding. The temperature was cooler in the shade of the trees surrounding the tent, the air scented with pine. As soon as he entered the tent his gaze locked with Scarlet’s. His breath caught in his throat. If he’d thought her attractive before, in shorts and a tank top, she was magnificent now in emerald silk. The color brought out the vivid red of her hair.

Holding Tessa’s hand, he approached her. Harper’s youngest sister Maggie was there, as well. Where Scarlet had blue eyes and red hair, Maggie had dark brown hair and eyes. 

“Ethan said I was to bring Tessa here so she can walk to the ceremony with you.”

Scarlet nodded. “Yes, of course—”

“Daddy, I want to go with you!” Tessa clung to his leg. 

He put a hand on her head and tried to sooth. At five, she was very wary of people she didn’t know. Her mother’s constant stream of boyfriends probably didn’t help, he thought bitterly. “It’s okay, pumpkin.”

Before he could say anything more, Scarlet stooped so she was at eye level with Tessa. “Of course, you can go with your daddy now if you want to. But maybe it would be fun to walk with my sister Maggie and me. My name is Scarlet. Remember, we met last night at the rehearsal dinner?” 

“Yes, I remember.” Tessa let go of his pant leg.

“My sister Harper is going to marry your Uncle Ethan.”

Tessa responded with an enthusiastic nod. “And I get to be flower girl.”

“I know. It’s exciting, isn’t it?”

Tessa nodded again. 

“If you come with me and Maggie to the ceremony, you can toss your rose petals on the ground as we walk up the aisle.”

“Really?”

“Yes, really. If you get nervous, you can hold my hand if you want to. We’ll all walk together to the same place where your daddy and Uncle Ethan will be. Okay?”

“Okay.”

Scarlet extended her hand. “Let’s shake on it.”

Without hesitation, Tessa put her hand in Scarlet’s. And just like that, she erased his daughter’s fears.

He wasn’t sure if he should be grateful or worried.

Scarlet rose to her full height, still holding Tessa’s hand. When she looked at him, the smiling face she’d presented to his daughter was gone. “Harper should be here any minute, then we’ll be joining you. It won’t be long.”

Cam forgot to breathe. Scarlet’s skin was flawless and pale, the freckles he’d noticed earlier making her even more attractive. He had the insane desire to run his finger over her cheek and discover for himself if it felt as soft as it looked. 

“Harper is here,” Maggie said, breaking the spell.

Cam blinked and looked over Scarlet’s shoulder. Harper had entered the tent through the back with Reese Hanson and his wife, who leaned heavily on a cane. He didn’t know that Reese, the general contractor on the lodge renovation, and Harper were so close. 

“Abby was our mother’s best friend,” Scarlet said, reading his thoughts.

“Right. Ethan mentioned that.”

Ethan had also told him that Harper’s parents had died in a boating accident when she and her sisters were very young. Maybe that’s why Scarlet connected with Tessa so easily. She would know what it was like to be a child and feel alone and scared.

He forced himself to look away. “I should go. Bye, Tessa. I’ll see you in a couple of minutes.”

“Bye, Daddy,” she said happily, still holding Scarlet’s hand.

With one last glance at the two of them, he left the tent and made his way to the spot where the ceremony was to take place. Maybe he’d misjudged both Harper and her sister. 
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Chapter Three
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“And now to give the toast to the groom, please welcome our Maid of Honor, Scarlet Lindquist.”

Scarlet rose to her feet and made herself smile at the Master of Ceremonies, Ethan’s brother-in-law Graham. She clutched her wineglass with sweaty palms. The second toast she’d had to give in as many days and her nerves were on edge. In her line of work, she often had to speak in public and make presentations to clients, but she was completely confident and in control in her work life. 

Right now, she was anything but in control. There was so much at stake, namely her sister’s happiness. If she said something Ethan, or his family, took offence to, it may affect Harper’s marriage. 

God, she hoped Harper was doing the right thing.

Graham smiled encouragingly and handed her the mic. Scarlet’s hands shook as she began. “What can I say about Ethan? I haven’t known him long, but in that short time he’s demonstrated his generosity and kindness. And if you look over at the lodge construction site, you’ll know he’s a man who’s not afraid to take risks. 

“He’s also willing to take the biggest risk of all – love. Ethan accomplished a feat no other man has ever managed before. He made my sister fall in love with him. I know that if Harper loves him, he must be very, very special.”

Her throat clogged with tears. She hadn’t expected to get so emotional. She paused for a moment and ducked her head. From the corner of her eye, she saw Cameron give her a reassuring wink. Surprised, she blinked at him, then raised her head and looked out at the fifty or so people gathered to celebrate the wedding.

“On behalf of my sister Maggie, I’d like to welcome Ethan into our family.” She lifted her wineglass. “To the groom.”

“To the groom.”

With the exception of the bride and groom, everyone in the room stood and offered a toast. Scarlet noticed that once more Cameron’s wineglass was empty. Maybe he was more of a beer guy.

Ethan got up from his chair and enveloped her in a hug. “Thank you,” he whispered. “Your welcome means a lot to me.”

“Just make her happy, okay?”

“I will. I swear.” 

Scarlet kissed his cheek. Despite the money, and despite the lies he’d told Harper when they’d first met, she believed him. 

When she and Ethan sat down, Graham spoke into the mic. “And now for the toast to the bride, I give you the best man, Cameron Hainstock.”

Cameron got to his feet and walked to the podium, taking his empty wineglass with him. Butterflies danced in Scarlet’s stomach. She had no idea what he was going to say, but she hoped he didn’t embarrass Harper by making some crude remark about money.

He stuck his hand in the pocket of his suit pants, looking every inch the confident, self-assured male. His grey suit jacket fit perfectly across his broad shoulders, the cut of the pants accentuating his lean hips and powerful thighs. Scarlet swallowed and looked away. The last thing she needed to obsess about was Cameron Hainstock’s body.

“I don’t have any prepared remarks,” Cameron began. “But I wanted to say that I’ve never seen my brother happier. I wish both of you much success in the new venture you’ve embarked on with the lodge project. But mostly, I wish you much happiness in your life together. May you always love each other as much as you do right now.” He picked up his glass and held it high. “Welcome to the Hainstock clan, Harper. To the bride.”

“To the bride.”

Scarlet swallowed some of her wine, relieved no damage had been done. Harper rose to give Cameron a kiss on his cheek. Over Harper’s shoulder, he winked at her. When he sat down without looking her way again, she wondered if she’d imagined it. 

Ethan and Harper stood together at the podium holding hands. “We’d like to thank everyone for coming and for making this such a special day for us,” Ethan said. 

“We’d especially like to thank our families for everything they’ve done,” Harper said. She smiled at Scarlet and Maggie. “Thank you, my darling sister Maggie for all your work on the wonderful food you created, and to my work family over at Miller’s Resort for letting us use their kitchen to prepare it. It was a fabulous meal and I love you all.” She paused while people applauded. “And to my sister Scarlet, thank you for transforming this dreary tent into a beautiful fairy wonderland. If anyone could perform a miracle like that, it’s you. I love you both so much.” Her voice choked with emotion. 

Ethan put his arm around her shoulders and accepted the microphone from her. “I want to thank my family as well. For Cam, Drew and Tessa for being in our wedding party, for Graham’s skills as Master of Ceremonies, and to Carrie and Lydia for making us all look pretty and getting us to my wedding on time. Without your support, today and every day, I’m not sure how I’d get by. I love you all.” He waited while everyone applauded. “That concludes the speeches for this evening. Now we can party!”

The dishes were quickly gathered and the food from the buffet tables packed in containers and taken away. The buffet tables were folded and removed from the wooden floor to allow for dancing. A four-piece band, set up in one corner of the tent, began to play. Graham, as Master of Ceremonies, announced the first dance.

“Ladies and gentlemen, Mr. and Mrs. Ethan Hainstock will now dance their first dance as husband and wife.”

The assembled group clapped and cheered as the bride and groom stepped onto the floor. The singer crooned the old Elvis song “I can’t help falling in love with you.” Ethan and Harper didn’t take their eyes off each other as they slowly waltzed their way around the small dance floor. 

“They look so in love,” Maggie whispered. 

Scarlet linked fingers with her sister. “I know.”

Her chest tightened. The way Ethan was looking at Harper, like she was his life, his everything, made her chest ache with longing.

She closed her eyes. You had your chance, and you threw it away. Twice.

Graham spoke into the mic again. “Would the rest of the wedding party please join the happy couple?”

Ethan’s nephew Drew was at Maggie’s side immediately, holding out his hand. Scarlet stifled a grin. He was a good-looking kid, but she was pretty confident he didn’t have a snowball’s chance in Hell with her beautiful younger sister. 

Maggie politely accepted his hand and let Drew lead her out onto the floor. A moment later, Cameron was beside her. 

“Would you like to dance?”

She looked up at him. His mouth was unsmiling and his dark eyes didn’t give any hint as to what he was thinking. The idea of being in his arms caused gooseflesh to rise on her arms and her stomach to flutter in excitement. 

She gave herself a mental scolding. Stop it. She didn’t even like Cameron Hainstock. He could be abrupt and rude, and she still
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