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Chapter 1 
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Talia Troy went out the front door of her condo armed with a bag and a weeder. She’d been waiting for a sunny weekend to do some cleaning up around her hydrangea bushes, and although the humidity was frightful and she’d be sweating buckets, she knew the weather was only going to get more challenging as the summer progressed, and it was only June. She was dressed for the job in an old tank top and cutoffs, not really presentable for being in public, but with luck, she’d be back inside in minutes, before anyone saw her in the far-from-stylin’ outfit. 

It seemed as if half the employees of Blokkett’s lived at the Strawberry Field condo complex, and she didn’t need any of her colleagues at the toy manufacturer to get an eyeful of her in her old clothes. Peter might see her if he left his condo, since he was only two doors down, but since they’d been dating for almost six months, he’d seen her in much worse. And as for everyone else, her car was partially blocking the view of her, and if she just kept her back to the parking lot and her head down, she should reduce visibility even more. She supposed she could have put on a ball cap to hide her blonde hair, but a hat would only make her head hotter. 

Digging out the first weed by the roots and jamming the stringy, dirty thing into the bag, she appreciated that her parents welcomed her cast offs with practically open arms as more fodder for the compost pile they had in their backyard. She wondered if it would grow squash again this year, like a gift that keeps on giving.

Hearing a door close nearby, she looked to her right and saw Peter on the sidewalk, wearing khakis and a green polo shirt, a somewhat dressy look for the weekend, and she wondered where he was going. When they had dinner at her place the night before, a delivery since by Friday her enthusiasm for cooking was all but gone, he hadn’t mentioned having special plans. 

When he approached her, she paused her weeding, smiling up at him. He really was handsome, with his dark, wavy hair, and she still wondered sometimes what he saw in her, when he could probably have any woman he wanted. He would be even more gorgeous in the tux he’d be wearing for Sienna and Kevin’s wedding in a few weeks, and even though she loved the navy blue bridesmaid dress she would be in, she knew all eyes would be on the man beside her. “Hi, Peter.”

“Talia, can I talk to you?” Peter Berne said.

She squinted up at him in the bright sunshine. “Sure. I’m just doing some weeding.”

“Inside would be better.”

Inside? Combined with the clothes he was in? This didn’t bode well. Just in case this “talk” went very wrong, she picked up her things and brought them with her to the door, holding it open for Peter. Not only was she too dirty to sit, she was also feeling jumpy. Coincidently, Peter seemed to be as jumpy as she was feeling.

“We’ve had a good run, Talia, but things aren’t the same anymore. I think it’s best if we part as friends now.”

Part as friends? When in the history of break ups had a couple ever parted as friends? Really? Saying it was one thing, but the reality ... He seemed ready to bolt, and later she would probably regret not asking a rash of questions, but for now, she could only think of one. “Why is that, Peter?” As if she were going to like hearing his reasons. 

“I’m just not feeling it anymore.”

Just not feeling it anymore? She stared at him, watching his eyes roam around her living room, probably so he didn’t have to look at her in her old clothes with her messy hair and her makeup-free face that had possibly been the reason he wasn’t feeling it anymore. She knew she wouldn’t get anything else out of him unless she pushed, then the answers would get uglier and more personal. It was over and she needed to accept that. She thought about Sienna and Kevin’s upcoming wedding at the Banbury Inn, and the fact she and Peter were supposed to be sharing a room at the inn, where the rest of the wedding party was staying. Four days of activities would be happening, and Peter wasn’t feeling it anymore. “But the wedding ...”

“Yeah. Since I booked our room, I’m keeping it. You’ll need to get your own. So, no hard feelings, Talia?”

Raising her chin, she looked into his eyes, and because he had the nerve to smile at her, as if he were having the best day ever, she said, “It’s really for the best, Peter. Thank you for finally realizing it.” 

Walking around him to the door, she appreciated the fact his face was now a picture of confusion. Opening the door, she held it until he walked out, then she returned to the hydrangea and dropped to her knees, her peripheral vision showing her that Peter was walking either to his door, or his car.

And it was his car. His Audi TT that he was so flipping proud of.

Keep weeding. 

Do not look anywhere but at that tool and its next target.

Take a slow breath, finish what you’re doing, then go inside and do what you have to do. Make a list first, because you know you’re going to forget something vital if you don’t.

Swiping her cheek with the back of a hand, she didn’t care if the dirt mixed with her tears and left a streak of mud behind. Yanking out the remaining weeds, she finished the job sooner than she had expected, and the sight of her hydrangeas looking so beautifully blue and weed-free was almost enough to draw more tears. Instead of staring at the blooms, she returned inside with her tool and the bag of weeds, then she closed the door. Without even slamming it.

First, she needed to call Sienna. The bride needed to know that two of the people in her wedding party were no longer a couple. Of course, they would still be “friends”, according to Peter, and Talia knew it was going to be a challenge, but she was going to “friend” the hell out of all the wedding activities if Peter was involved. Because he wasn’t feeling it anymore.

Next, she needed to book a room at the inn.

And tell Margot. Then Margot would probably call Peter “pretty boy” the way she did, with her lip curled up.

She had to tell her parents, too, but she could do that when she brought the gift of weeds. And she wouldn’t cry in front of them. Not a single tear. In fact, she was so done with crying over Peter. And if she cried at the wedding, they would be strictly happy tears for Sienna and Kevin.
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Talia chewed her lip as she listened to the phone ringing, hoping Sienna picked up so she could get this over with.

“Hi, Talia. I’m so glad you called,” Sienna Chase said.

Because of the breathlessness of her friend’s voice, Talia said, “Is everything all right, Sienna?”

“Kevin just called and said Peter called and said you two had broken up. I’m so sorry, honey.”

No more tears. 

Think instead about how amazed you are that Peter behaved like an adult. 

For a change. “Yes, well ...” Is that what she wanted people to think? That Peter hadn’t dumped her, that it was a mutual decision? “Anyway, everything is fine, and there won’t be any drama, so don’t worry about that.”

“Kevin said Peter said you two are still friends, but still. You were going out for six months, and I hope you’re doing okay.”

“You know what? I’m perfectly fine.”

“And Peter said he’s bringing a plus one, so I want you to feel you can bring one, too. Okay? We haven’t given our final count yet.”

Peter is bringing a plus one? 

Actually, Sienna, Peter dumped me. 

And he’s the last person I want to be “friends” with. I’m just not feeling “friends”. 

But she couldn’t say any of that to the bride-to-be. Sienna had enough stressors going on, and she didn’t need to worry that Talia was going to cause a scene at any point during the four-day wedding weekend, and especially on the wedding day. “I truly appreciate that, Sienna. I will be bringing a plus one. I still have a few weeks to find someone.”

“Good girl. Call me if you need anything, okay, sweetie?” said Sienna.

“And you do the same.” After they disconnected, Talia gazed out the window, catching sight of Peter’s Audi passing by. The one with a brunette riding in the passenger seat ... 

Wow. Well, fury was good, wasn’t it? It helped one stay focused on what one needed to do. What a cheating-pretty-boy-loser he was. Opening her laptop, she began a search for her own lodging, starting with the Banbury Inn.

Only there were no rooms left at the inn. Not only was it summer, but there was a wedding scheduled, and not only was there a wedding, the entire wedding party, with the exception of one Talia Troy, had booked rooms there. And, oh, yes, many of the wedding guests were also staying there.

Talia spent the next hour desperately seeking a room, any room that had two beds, while she tried not to start worrying about her plus one. One crisis at a time was all she could deal with, and the room took priority. And if necessary, she’d have to hire someone to be her “date”. As if she could afford to rent a man for four days.

When she was able to secure a room at the Lilac Inn, a bed and breakfast only a few miles from the Banbury Inn, she considered weeping with relief, but she didn’t have the time for that right now. Instead, she’d call Margot, holding to her resolve not to shed any tears, and together they could verbally tear Peter Berne to shreds until there was nothing left of him to criticize.

Then she’d visit her parents and donate her weeds.

“What do you mean that pretty boy dumped you, Talia?” Margot Wagner asked.

The anger in her friend’s voice soothed Talia’s soul. “He said he’s not feeling it anymore.”

“Not feeling it? I’d like to give him the point of my favorite boots in a place he’d certainly feel. Are you all right, Talia?”

“I am free of him, so, yes, I’m all right. He is shallow and selfish and he kept the room he booked for the wedding where everyone else is staying, and I had to look everywhere in the whole surrounding area for something for me, and I was lucky to find any room at all because every place is booked solid.”

“Oh, no. You did get a place, though?”

“Yes. At the Lilac Inn. The website looks nice, and I hope it’s okay. But to make things even better, I just saw Peter with his new girlfriend drive by my front door. His new plus one.”

“What? Are you kidding me? So he was cheating on you, too? What a cheating, dirty, low-down cheater he is.”

“Yes. All of that. But Sienna told me I can bring a plus one. All I need to do is find someone. Do you happen to be busy from June twenty-seventh to the thirtieth?”

“Oh, Talia, I wish I could be your plus one, but I’m away that week with some college friends.”

“I was just kidding. I need a guy. A gorgeous, witty, intelligent, thoughtful, considerate guy so I can show Peter Berne I’m happier without him.”

“That’s right. Who do you have in mind?” 

“I have no idea, Margot...” Well, she had half an idea, an absolutely insane idea, but she knew he’d never agree anyway. And that would probably be for the best. They’d never be able to pull it off since they couldn’t even have a conversation without arguing.
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CARRYING HER BAG TO her parents’ front door, she knocked, then let herself in. “Anybody home? It’s me. And I have a treat for the compost pile.”

Her father reached her in the living room first. “Hello, sweetheart,” Greg Troy said. He gave her a hug before taking the bag from her. “Thanks for the weeds. I’ll bring them out back now. Your mother’s in the kitchen.”

Following her father, she found her mother pulling something from the oven as her father went out the door. “Hi, Mom. What’s cooking?” 

Erin Troy put the cookie sheet on the stove top before pulling Talia into a hug. “Oatmeal chocolate chip cookies. You can take some home with you. Can you stay for lunch?”

Talia did enjoy the parent hugs, especially today. “I’d love to. But I need to tell you that Peter ...” When she saw the concern in her mother’s eyes, she pressed on. “It’s over with Peter and I’m fine, but please don’t say anything that will make me cry. What are we having for lunch? Anything good? Other than those delicious cookies.”

Erin pressed her lips together, her eyes searching Talia’s face. “We’re calling for a delivery. Anything your heart desires, Talia.”

“I think I want an Italian sub. Maybe even a large. With everything but hot peppers.”

“That sounds delicious. Maybe we’ll all get the same thing.” Erin patted Talia’s back. “Now tell me about the good things going on in your life right now, and as soon as your father returns from his beloved compost pile and tells us what he wants for lunch, I’ll make the call.”
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Griffin Duffy was feeling lucky. Maybe it was a Monday, the most challenging of all the days, but the Red Sox had won both games of their double header the day before, and he was ready to take a chance. Heading for the break room because he knew from careful observations that his target would be there grabbing coffee, he stepped through the doorway and saw the back view of the redhead. She was in a green dress today, a color she seemed to wear a lot. “Morning, Victoria.” When she turned to look at him, he hoped her attention was a good sign.

“Hello,” Victoria Hawkins said.

He wasn’t getting any kind of welcoming smile, but the times he’d seen her, she’d struck him as the quiet type. “Can I take you out for a drink sometime? Or coffee?” He was pretty confident in thinking the look she now wore had a distinct flavor of contempt. Maybe disgust.

“No.”

He stepped aside as she swept by him to leave the room. Then he grabbed his own cup of coffee and returned to the shop, grinning. He hadn’t really anticipated success, but asking out the redheaded beauty had still been worth the attempt.

Reaching his desk, he checked his Inbox, answered a few emails, then stepped out into the shop to check on his people. Working in a toy factory ... Had his ten-year-old self seen this coming, he probably would have worked harder at school. Still, he’d made it to Blokkett’s, the company was great, his people were great, and even if he couldn’t date the unattainable Victoria, life was still pretty damn good. 

––––––––
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TALIA GRIMACED WHEN her caller disconnected, hoping the shop would be able to come through for the customer. And for her. Leaving her office and taking the stairs down to the shop, it occurred to her, had she gotten the promotion she had applied for, the Manufacturing Manager position, someone else would be coming to her instead of the other way around.

But Griffin Duffy had been hired, and even though it still rankled after three months, she needed to be professional when dealing with the man. And she would be. As long as he was. But if he started with his nonsense, she’d be right there with him, so he’d better watch it.

Opening the door to the shop, hearing the machinery and the voices of the talented shop team, she crossed the concrete floor, her eye on the open door of the manager’s office. That door was always open, and she wondered how he could hear when he was on the phone, because the background noise could be pretty loud. 

But that wasn’t her problem. As Customer Service Supervisor, a position Griffin also had held until he was promoted, she was surrounded by only human voices and the sounds of ringing phones. She told herself that was much better, but sometimes she had a hard time believing it. Reaching the doorway, she saw the man at his desk, eyes on his laptop, until he realized someone was there and he turned his head.

Well, if it wasn’t Talia Troy gracing him with her presence ... “Morning, TT. What’s going on?”

This was the man the higher ups had decided was the better choice to manage the entire Blokkett’s shop? And how many times had she asked him not to call her TT? It was especially irritating this morning because she didn’t need the reminder after she’d worked so hard over the weekend to de-Peter her brain. “What’s going on is JD Murphy’s needs twenty-five of the pioneer village sets. ASAP.” Seeing Griffin frown shouldn’t have brought her pleasure, yet it somehow happened.

Twenty-five sets ... Griffin thought about how long manufacturing would take, and who he’d need to pull to get them made. “How ASAP are we talking?”

“Why don’t you and JD work that out? Only you know what the shop is capable of.” She could mention she was just a lowly supervisor, but she wasn’t going to whine, to him of all people.

“I’ll give him a call.”

“Keep me in the loop, will you? Because they’ll probably call me for an ETA, too.”

“Course. We’re a team, aren’t we?” Griffin asked, grinning, as he picked up the handset.

Talia left the man to do his job, hoping they could come through for the toy store. JD Murphy’s was consistently one of their best customers, and Blokkett’s would do well not to disappoint them.

Reaching her desk, she had an idea, and she picked up the handset to make her own call.

“Blokkett’s Toys. Margot speaking.”

“Margot, it’s Talia. How’s your day going?”

“Great. How are you, Talia?”

Talia knew Margot was making sure it was a tear-free day, and she appreciated her friend’s concern. “All is well with me. Thanks. Question for you, though. Might you have any backstock on the pioneer village sets?” Had Talia had access to the records for the company store located in downtown Farmington, she could have checked the stock herself. Alas ...

“Give me two seconds ...”

“Thanks.” Talia could hear the clicking of computer keys, and she looked over her Inbox while she waited.

“We have six on the shelf and a dozen in the back room. Why?”

“JD Murphy’s needs twenty-five ASAP, and I told Griffin, but I’m just thinking outside the toy box.”

“Good one, Talia. Let me know if you need them.”

“You’re the best. Thank you, Margot.”

After disconnecting, Talia considered her idea for all of thirty seconds, then retraced her steps to the shop, finding Griffin on a call. She took a slow walk around to see some of the stations, greeting the machine operators by name. People seemed happy, maybe because working for a toy manufacturer was a dream job. Of course, there were stressors and worries and occasional problems, but from what she’d seen, for the most part people were very happy, from the president on down to the entry-level people.

Griffin replaced the handset, then left his office, searching the shop for Talia, wondering what other challenge she was going to bring him. Catching sight of her headed his way, he leaned against the door frame and waited. “Can I help you, TT?”

“You can start by calling me by my name.” And stop being a jerk. 

“Can I help you, Talia?”

“Something to keep in mind if we can’t deliver the twenty-five sets.”

“You going to work some overtime here to help us?”

She ignored his comment and his grin. “Margot has a dozen sets in backstock. And six on the shelves.” She liked the fact he looked not only surprised but also interested.

“That’s a great idea, Talia. Wish I’d thought of it myself.”

An actual compliment? She’d better make a note of the occasion in her imaginary diary. “It doesn’t matter who thought of it. Just keep it in mind.”

“Appreciate the input. I won’t forget whose idea it was if we need to go that route.”

As she eyed Griffin, trying to see him as a person instead of someone who got the position she wanted, she acknowledged he was one gorgeous man, with his brown hair and scruffy beard. And he was tall, broad-shouldered, solid, and always dressed nicely. He would make a perfect fake-boyfriend. But, considering the possible fallout, did she dare ask? “Griffin, I have an odd question for you.”

“What’s that, T – Talia?” He didn’t know why she didn’t like him calling her TT, but he’d go with it. When he remembered.

“I need a ...” Looking into his eyes, she knew it wasn’t going to work. “Never mind.”

“You helped me out, maybe I can help you. What is it?”

“It’s a little unusual. Extremely unusual, in fact.”

“So what is it?” he asked.

“It’s not even work-related.”

He was as curious as the next guy, maybe even more, and her hesitation was irritating. “Again, what is it?”

“I need someone to pretend to be with me for a wedding weekend. Four days.”

“Pretend to be with you? As ...?”

He was going to make her say it, wasn’t he? “My plus one. My date.”

He grinned. “Date? For four days? Don’t you mean as a boyfriend?”

“Fine. Yes. As my boyfriend. And in case you’re wondering, no one from Blokkett’s will be there.” Thank the stars, and the moon, and everything else in the universe.

Four days with Talia Troy? “Where is this all supposed to be happening?”

“In Banbury.”

He nodded. “At the coast. What about sleeping arrangements? Or are we commuting the two hours each way every day?”

She looked beyond his grinning face to stare at the wall. Which was a much less irritating sight. “There are reservations at a B and B.”

“Uh-uh. And how many rooms have been reserved?”

Meeting his eyes, seeing his grin was still in full force, she said, “All I could find was one room. But we’d figure it out.”

“I don’t know, Talia.” He hadn’t enjoyed anything this much since he’d been offered the managerial position. “Trying to convince people you and I are a couple? Can you see that happening?”

“We would have to.”

“Why is that?”

She was in no mood to explain the whole, miserable reason. “Because. Will you, or won’t you?”

“I’d give it a solid no. You have a nice day.” Griffin headed for his desk, trying to process the fact Talia Troy had asked.

She returned to her office and closed the door, hoping her face would be less flushed instantly so she could then open the door and get on with her life. She touched the schoolyard set she kept on the corner of her desk to help get her centered again, picking up the apple tree before replacing it. 

If Griffin wouldn’t do it, who could she ask? There was no one else in the company she knew as well as she knew him. Even though he would be a serious trial, he was single. He was also irritating, but Griffin would be the perfect person to show Peter she had moved on and up and that she didn’t care if he dated a different woman every day for the rest of his life.

Putting her head in her hands and sighing, she wondered exactly how strong Griffin’s “solid no” was.
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REACHING HIS CONDO that night after work, Griffin headed down cellar. Talia’s question was still bouncing around in his head, and he was having second thoughts about refusing. But giving in now would show weakness.

Eying the table, then the pieces, he picked up one that looked promising, and after a minimum of searching, he put it into place. The tiny success made him feel better about his decision, and he headed for the stairs. First some dinner, then he’d come back and do some more. 

As he went up the wooden steps, he wished Blokkett’s would come out with another set soon. Eying his collection, and the empty shelves still waiting for more, he wondered if he should have set his sights on development instead of manufacturing. 
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