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      Daisy Scott, current owner of The Daisy Chain Flower Shop, was just one Daisy in a long line of Daisies. Her mother was Daisy. Her grandmother was Daisy. The literal chain of Daisies went back for at least a hundred years. The women in her family passed down the name and the flower shop as diligently as they tended to their blooms. It was all very quaint, and she had quit fighting it years ago. But as far as Daisy knew, she was the first one to be cursed.

      Not that she actually believed in curses, at least not at first. Mostly because it wasn’t 1850 and she had a working brain. She had rejected the notion completely. Sure, three weddings she had done flowers for had ended in divorce within a year, but as far as she knew Jeanie and Logan were still going strong. Didn’t that count for something?! And yes, she did have an ex-husband and an ex-fiancé, but there was no way her own unlucky love life was somehow rubbing off on to other people, right? That would be crazy.

      The whole notion was crazy, and she wasn’t even sure the town would have cared if Mayor Kelly hadn’t mentioned some foggy notion of a dream he’d had at a packed town meeting six months ago. He’d apparently seen a dark cloud hovering over the flower shop, and that was enough for the townsfolk to run with. Tales of her own sordid history and of the trail of broken relationships she left in her wake had been greatly exaggerated, and naturally, had spread like wildfire. Daisy had booked nothing but funerals ever since—with the exception of Jeanie and Logan’s wedding—but that had been all Annie’s doing. That woman could make anything happen. The mayor had felt terrible about her loss of business, and he’d been buying mixed bouquets every Saturday to make up for it. But a bouquet once a week did not make up for lost wedding revenue.

      That man was a menace.

      Still, she refused to believe she was actually cursed. She blamed small-town gossip and her own inability to pick a good partner for her current situation. Not a curse. But much like how she had tried to reject her name in the fourth grade, trying desperately to convince everyone to call her Jade, her denial of the curse didn’t stick. In her head, or in reality.

      And as she stood behind the counter of the shop with the early April sun streaming in through the stained-glass window above the door, leaving a kaleidoscope of colors on the worn wood floor, her ex-fiancé waltzed in with his new fiancée and confirmed once and for all the existence of curses.

      A dark cloud, indeed.

      Son of a bitch…

      ‘David, hi!’ Well, that sounded far too perky. Tone it down, Daisy. You shouldn’t be nearly that eager to see your ex. ‘What brings you in?’ she asked, casually brushing petals and leaf bits off the counter from the giant funeral wreath she’d been working on.

      This was fine. Totally fine that her ex, who she hadn’t seen since the break-up and didn’t even live in this town, was showing up in her shop on a random Tuesday afternoon. And that he was looking as handsome as ever; blond hair artfully sculpted away from his defined cheekbones and incredible jawline. Totally fine.

      ‘Hey, Daisy.’ Her ex, the man she had planned on spending the rest of her life with, tipped his head to the side as he looked at her. It was a pitying look. A look that said he felt sorry for her, like some horrible tragedy had befallen her. But the only tragedy was him dumping her a month before they were supposed to get married. Via text. And she really wished she could say she hated him. That she was over the whole fiasco. That it didn’t cut her to her very core that he was already engaged again after only a year of them being broken up when she hadn’t even managed to go on a single date. But she couldn’t say any of those things.

      Daisy wished she could be a ‘Jade’. She wished her entirely black wardrobe transferred to her insides as well. But Daisy was actually still the little girl her mother used to dress in yellow dresses until the age of nine. Daisy was soft. Daisy was still in love with David. And she hated herself for it.

      ‘Hi, Daisy! It’s so nice to finally meet you! You have such an adorable shop,’ the woman on David’s arm cooed as she looked around at the stuffed-to-the-brim store.

      Hailey.

      Daisy only knew her name from the copious amount of internet stalking she’d done after she and David had ended things. Hailey, who worked in marketing for a firm in the city, was a Leo, loved brunch—and from what Daisy could tell—spent all her spare time at the gym or drinking matcha lattes and posting about it. Hailey, who had a much cooler name than Daisy.

      Daisy would really like to hate her, too, but Hailey was smiling so genuinely as her eyes flicked from the refrigerated roses to the dried bouquets to the potted plants in the window, that Daisy was having a hard time with that one. She seemed nice. She was cute. Honestly, Daisy could see the appeal.

      ‘It’s nice to meet you, too. Uh … what brings you guys in?’

      Translation: what the hell are you doing in my town and have you come into my store just to remind me of how shitty my life currently is?

      Daisy’s face hurt from the fake smile she’d contorted her mouth into. She absolutely would not let David’s pitying look get to her.

      Hailey looked up at David, beaming with perfectly straight teeth, and David, Daisy’s David, smiled down at Hailey with hearts in his eyes. Daisy thought she might be sick. ‘We are scouting wedding venues, and I remembered how quaint Dream Harbor was,’ he said, as though this was all perfectly reasonable, as though he wasn’t infiltrating her town, her life. ‘We’re checking out the inn this afternoon and The Christmas Tree Farm tomorrow.’

      ‘They both look so lovely!’ Hailey continued to beam, and Daisy’s breakfast burrito rose higher in her throat.

      ‘Of course, even if we get married in town, we’d find someone else to do the flowers. That would be a bit too awkward,’ David said with a laugh.

      ‘Right, of course, totally.’ Daisy forced herself to laugh, too, but it came out as more of a bark. Hailey’s eyes widened in concern at the sound.

      This was surely a new level of hell. She didn’t know what she was more upset about: her ex possibly getting married to his shiny new girlfriend in her hometown, or that she wasn’t even going to get any business out of it. It was almost enough to make her choke out another insane laugh. Which, apparently, she did, because Hailey was looking like she was preparing to call the emergency room to have her checked out.

      ‘Unless this all makes you uncomfortable…’ David tipped his head again like he was looking at an injured puppy. ‘I just figured it’s been a year and we’ve both moved on…’

      ‘Totally! Totally moved on!’ Dear God, was she yelling? She seemed to have lost control of her voice. She did another hyena-esque laugh, and Hailey took a few steps back from the counter.

      ‘I’m just going to browse over here…’ she said, wandering away, but not before shooting David a look that clearly said she wanted him to take care of his mess of an ex.

      ‘Look, Daisyboo.’ David leaned closer, his toned arms on the counter, the smell of his expensive cologne overtaking the earthy smell of flowers.

      ‘Don’t call me that,’ Daisy whispered, even as her heart leapt at the old nickname. She really was cursed. Cursed to pick men who didn’t love her.

      ‘Sorry, old habit.’ He smiled that damn charming smile, the one that had fooled her into thinking he loved her. ‘I just wanted to say, if this is too much, we’ll leave right now… It’s just that Hailey really likes this place … and I thought we could all be adults about this.’

      ‘Of course she does. Everyone likes it here,’ Daisy bit out, trying desperately not to let David see how miserable she was, how alone.

      It was true. Everyone loved Dream Harbor. She’d somehow managed to forget that fact in the year she’d been away. The year she spent with David, moving into his condo, living closer to the city so he could be near his job, hanging out with his friends.

      She’d forgotten how much she secretly loved this little shop, how much she missed her friends and seeing her parents and grandparents all the time.

      Not that she’d admit it.

      Not that it didn’t still feel like she’d failed at something.

      At love, mostly.

      At being in a functional relationship.

      She may have loved this shop, but it didn’t change the fact that being back here just reminded her every day of what she’d lost.

      The bell over the door jangled as a new customer walked in, giving Daisy a brief moment of reprieve. She recognized him from somewhere. The café, maybe? Or Jeanie’s wedding! Elliot. That was it. The guy with the glasses who kept looking at her. Kinda like he was now. Like a deer in headlights when Daisy caught his eye. But a cute deer, with a slight blush on his cheeks and rumpled hair like maybe he’d just woken up.

      And Daisy didn’t know if it was David’s stupid handsome face, or Hailey’s perfect gym-toned ass, or if it was the memory of the way Elliot had looked at her that night at the wedding, like maybe he wanted her, that made her do what she did next. It certainly wasn’t any rational thought.

      But when fighting a curse, maybe it was best to abandon rationality completely.

      ‘Really David, it’s fine with me. Like you said, we’ve both moved on.’ Daisy smiled and waved at Elliot in the doorway. ‘In fact, here’s my new boyfriend now. Elliot, come say hi!’
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      Elliot had been avoiding the flower shop for two reasons. Both having to do with the nearly frantic woman currently waving him over and calling him her boyfriend.

      Daisy.

      Lovely, soft Daisy.

      Daisy, whom he’d spent far too much time thinking about ever since she’d arrived in town. He’d only been living here for a few months at that point, still wondering why he’d chosen this little town to hide out in. And then there she was, storming into a town meeting like she owned the place.

      And he’d very nearly fallen in love with her.

      A terrible habit of his.

      Which was reason number one for avoiding the pretty little flower shop on Main Street and its pretty little owner. Elliot had moved to Dream Harbor to forget about love. To avoid it entirely, if possible. After two years, he still hadn’t been able to shake off the failure and heartache his divorce had caused, and he wasn’t eager to try again.

      He hardly knew Daisy. But he knew himself and he knew he had already developed an absurd crush on the woman based almost completely on the way she argued with everyone at town meetings and the way she looked in a tight black T-shirt. Like the one she wore now. Even with the faded, daisy-print apron she wore over it, he could see how it hugged all her curves.

      Elliot swallowed hard.

      He should not be looking at Daisy’s curves. Daisy’s curves were sure to lead nowhere good. At least, in the long term. In the short term, he was sure Daisy’s curves would lead him to all sorts of amazing places.

      But that wasn’t the point, because the second reason he’d stayed away was a bit more insane but tied in with the first. Daisy was cursed. Not that Elliot believed in curses, but if town gossip was to be trusted, Daisy left a trail of broken hearts in her wake, and Elliot’s was broken enough. He was fairly certain it didn’t even work anymore, and so the issue of Daisy’s black T-shirt was moot, really.

      ‘Elliot.’ Daisy’s voice snapped his attention from her shirt to her face. Her eyes were wide, nearly pleading with him. She obviously wanted him to go along with whatever weird situation this was, but Elliot’s thoughts were stuck on one thing. She knows my name.

      Elliot had a tendency to blend in. To hide, his brother would say. He was just shy, his mother would insist. But Elliot wasn’t sure it was either of those things. He was an observer. He liked to watch people, and he didn’t feel a huge need to thrust himself into the action. Which most people seemed to find either creepy or boring.

      But somewhere along the line, Daisy had learned his name.

      And apparently now she needed him. ‘Come over and say hi to David,’ she said again, her volume increasing with each word. ‘You remember David, my ex. I told you about him.’ She raised her eyebrows dramatically like she was waiting for him to remember his line.

      It was time to thrust himself into the action.

      ‘David, right, of course,’ he said, stepping up to shake the man’s hand. ‘So nice to meet you.’ If there was one thing Elliot understood, it was the pain and embarrassment of running into your ex and their new person. He’d experienced it one too many times before moving here.

      Daisy mouthed thank you over David’s shoulder and scurried around the counter to stand next to Elliot. She grabbed his hand in hers, twining their fingers together, and Elliot had to swallow the startled sigh that wanted to escape his lips. It had been a long time since someone had held his hand. And Daisy’s was so warm and small and perfect.

      ‘I didn’t realize you were seeing anyone,’ David said, clearly still trying to piece together what was going on while Elliot tried to keep his shit together about a girl holding his hand like he was twelve.

      ‘Yes, I’m seeing someone.’ Daisy still sounded a bit unhinged, so Elliot gave her hand a gentle squeeze. She looked up at him with a surprised smile. ‘I’m seeing someone,’ she said again, rolling her shoulders back. ‘Not everyone announces new relationships on social media, David.’

      David frowned but Daisy charged forward, this time with her eyes on Elliot. ‘His name is Elliot and he’s a…’ Her voice trailed off, and her eyes widened in panic. Okay, so she had learned his name but apparently, that was it.

      ‘I’m an architect,’ he said, turning his attention back to David and away from Daisy’s amber-colored eyes. He didn’t even know that was a real thing. Amber eyes. He shook his head. Not important right now. ‘I’m working on a new design for the inn, actually.’

      At the mention of the inn, the woman who was clearly David’s new girlfriend, came hurrying back over to his side.

      ‘Are they renovating soon? I would hate for that to interfere with our wedding day.’ Her brow furrowed in concern.

      ‘I guess you should probably look elsewhere, then,’ Daisy blurted out and then immediately looked like she regretted it when the woman’s frown lines deepened.

      Elliot tried not to smile when he added, ‘You know how these projects go; things will probably be a mess for a while. Personally, I would steer clear of the whole place.’

      Daisy squeezed his hand in a silent thank-you, and Elliot hadn’t felt this pleased with himself in a very long time. Possibly ever. Helping Daisy lie to her ex and his girlfriend might be his new favorite thing to do. He really needed to get out more.

      ‘Right, well, we’ll take that into consideration.’ David’s gaze flicked between the two of them like he still wasn’t buying their little skit. Feeling bold, and high on Daisy’s hand squeeze, Elliot removed his fingers from hers and draped his arm over her shoulder, tucking her tight to his side.

      And if he thought holding her hand was life-altering, well, having her entire body pressed against him was another plane of existence all together. He really needed to get out more.

      If she was surprised or put off by the move, Daisy didn’t show it. In fact, she tipped her head to rest on his shoulder as though it was the most natural thing in the world.

      David narrowed his eyes. ‘When did you say you two got together?’

      ‘About a month ago,’ Daisy said at the same time Elliot said, ‘Last fall.’ Christ, even in fake relationships he wasn’t on the same page as his partner.

      Daisy laughed manically again, like she was coming undone. Elliot hugged her tighter as though he could keep her together.

      ‘Has it only been a month?’ he said with a laugh. ‘You know what they say, time flies when you’re having fun!’

      ‘Right, but⁠—’

      ‘Don’t you two have an appointment to get to?’ Daisy cut David off before he could ask any more questions or dispute the use of that phrase in the current context, which admittedly made no sense.

      ‘We probably should get going,’ Hailey said, looking happy to take any excuse to get out of this awkward situation.

      ‘I guess we should.’ David gave them one last suspicious look before his fiancée dragged him out the door.

      ‘It was nice seeing you two!’ Daisy cooed. ‘We should double-date sometime! Don’t be strangers! Y’all come back now…’

      Daisy continued to call out insane goodbyes until the two were gone, and she finally slumped away from him and blew out an incredibly long sigh of relief followed by a bit of existential moaning.

      Elliot stood quietly until she was done.
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      When Daisy’s brain was finished melting, she looked up and found Elliot still standing beside her. He seemed to be waiting patiently until her breakdown was over.

      ‘I am so sorry about that.’

      ‘I can’t say I was expecting it,’ he said with a lopsided smile.

      Daisy groaned and ran her fingers through her shoulder-length hair. Of course, she hadn’t washed it in days, and it was a stringy mess. Of course, David wouldn’t have shown up on a day when her hair looked good. That would be too much to ask from the universe.

      ‘I panicked.’ She returned to her spot behind the counter and started sorting bits of ribbon. Elliot continued to watch her, waiting for her to go on. Maybe that was what had her being so honest. He seemed genuinely interested to hear whatever crazy words were coming next. ‘It’s just … they came in and they were so happy… And I hated that. And I know that makes me some kind of bad person. But seriously, who just waltzes into their ex’s hometown flaunting their new fiancée?! It’s rude, frankly.’

      Elliot let out a quiet laugh. ‘I agree. Who does that?’

      Daisy’s gaze snapped to his and she couldn’t help returning his smile. She’d be lying if she said she’d really noticed Elliot before. Sure, there was that moment at the wedding, but she hadn’t really considered him at the time. She wasn’t supposed to be considering anyone right now. She was supposed to be healing. She’d sworn off men entirely and was perfectly fine with her new celibate lifestyle. Perfectly fine. But being in such close proximity to him now, it was impossible not to notice his shy smile and his messy hair. The way his dark-rimmed glasses drew attention to his dark eyes and the way his cheeks flushed pink when she smiled back at him.

      Maybe she should have listened to Annie at the wedding. Maybe Elliot was cute.

      She shook her head.

      No. Absolutely not.

      ‘I’m sorry for dragging you into my web of lies.’

      Elliot shrugged, another quiet laugh rumbling out of him. ‘It made my day more interesting.’

      ‘You’re a pretty good actor.’

      ‘It was a pretty easy part to play,’ he said, his smile growing. Was Elliot the nerdy architect flirting with her? Did she like it?

      Daisy’s cheeks heated and a nervous flutter started in her belly. It had been a long time since she’d been flirted with.

      ‘Well, thank you. It made this interaction slightly less terrible.’

      ‘With any luck, we scared them away from booking the inn,’ Elliot said with another shrug.

      ‘We can only hope.’ Daisy breathed out a long sigh. Just thinking about David being in town planning a wedding was giving her hives. How would she survive it if he stuck around? Weddings take forever to plan. He’d be here all the time! It had taken months for her to get to the barely functional place she was currently in. Look at me, wearing real clothes and being upright! Such progress! It had been nearly a year since she’d spent a full day crying. A few hours here and there, sure, but not a full day. But if David was around, if she had to see him, how the hell would she ever get over him?

      She bit down on her bottom lip. Hard. She would not cry in front of this nice man who she had already accosted and forced to be her fake boyfriend.

      She. Would. Not. Cry.

      ‘So, you were married to that guy?’ It was clear from the tone of his voice just how Elliot felt about her ex. Which didn’t seem fair based on their five-minute interaction.

      ‘No, just engaged. We never even made it to the married part.’ Not crying, not crying, not crying.

      ‘He’s an idiot.’

      Daisy’s brows shot up, startled by Elliot’s harsh words. She wasn’t expecting them from his soft-spoken demeanor. ‘You don’t even know him.’

      ‘I know he didn’t marry you. Seems like an idiot move to me.’ He held her gaze while he said it, and heat flooded Daisy’s body.

      ‘You don’t know me, either,’ Daisy whispered, surprised by how much his words affected her. ‘I could have dead bodies in the basement.’

      Elliot’s lips rose in amusement. ‘Do you have dead bodies in the basement?’

      ‘No.’ Daisy narrowed her eyes at him. This conversation was going off the rails, and she didn’t know how she felt about it. ‘But you don’t know that. I could be crazy. I could have driven him away with my constant nagging and insecurity. Maybe I always thought he was mad at me and I was always asking “are you mad at me” and he just couldn’t take it anymore.’ Oof, that was a little too honest. She swallowed the hot ball of emotion rising in her throat.

      She had always felt like she was grasping with David, like she was trying so hard to hold onto something that just wasn’t working. ‘Maybe.’ But Elliot shrugged again like he wouldn’t mind if she asked him that a million times. ‘But it seems to me, he should have made you feel more secure.’

      Daisy opened her mouth in an automatic urge to defend David but maybe she didn’t want to this time. Maybe it was nice hearing that the break-up wasn’t all her fault. Maybe this was the first time she’d considered the idea that maybe if David had held her tighter, she wouldn’t have had to grasp so hard.

      ‘If you ask me, David had a beautiful, intelligent, funny woman and he let her go. Doesn’t make sense to me, but what do I know? I couldn’t keep my ex-wife happy.’

      ‘You were married?’ Daisy asked, mostly to avoid thinking too much about the beautiful, intelligent, funny woman part of the whole thing. Elliot couldn’t be cute and say things like that.

      ‘Yep. For five years before she decided I wasn’t worth the trouble, I guess.’

      The way he said it sounded so resigned, so sure that he was the problem that Daisy instantly felt defensive of him. ‘She sounds like an idiot.’

      Elliot’s smile hitched higher. ‘Sounds like we both have a type.’

      ‘People who don’t love us?’

      ‘That’s about right.’

      ‘Bummer,’ Daisy said even as she let out a resigned laugh. It was nice to finally have someone understand how she felt, someone who didn’t try to placate her with soothing words about how things always work out the way they’re supposed to. Was she supposed to end up alone? Thanks, universe and thanks, Aunt Jan, for pointing it out.

      ‘I guess I should get my flowers and get going.’

      ‘Oh, right, sorry! You didn’t come in here just to play the role of fake boyfriend.’ Daisy rolled her eyes at how stupid the whole thing was, but Elliot stopped her in her tracks again.

      ‘No, that was just a fun bonus.’ That lopsided grin was killing her, and every other thing out his mouth surprised her. Who the hell was this man? This guy who, until this very moment, had flown completely under the radar but was now in here and flirting with her.

      Daisy’s mind wandered to the feel of Elliot’s strong arm around her shoulder, and she had to shake herself out of it. This man needed flowers, not to be sexually harassed. And she needed to stay far away from anything that looked like a relationship, fake or otherwise.

      ‘What were you looking for?’ she asked, clearing her throat.

      ‘I’m not sure, really. My mom is going to be staying at the seaside cottages for a while, and I just wanted to make it feel homier.’

      ‘Noah did a gorgeous job on those cottages. I’m sure she’ll love her stay. But maybe a potted plant or two to breathe some life into the place? And maybe a flower arrangement for the table?’

      ‘That sounds perfect, thank you.’

      Daisy got busy with collecting things Elliot’s mom might like and distracted herself from how much she liked being his fake girlfriend, even if it was only for a few minutes. But it was nice to be flirted with; it was nice to be looked at like she was desirable. It was really freaking nice to not feel like a lovesick loser for half a minute.

      She was almost tempted to ask Elliot to keep up the charade. He could fill in for her body pillow and her plus one for all events moving forward…

      ‘How about these?’ she asked, pushing away her insane thoughts to have Elliot be her emotional support date for the foreseeable future. ‘Succulents are always nice and low maintenance. And philodendrons are pretty hard to kill—plus they grow fast.’

      ‘These are great.’ Elliot added a colorful spring bouquet into the mix on the counter, and Daisy rang it all up.

      ‘I’m glad I came in today,’ he said, his shy smile back in place.

      ‘Me, too. You really saved my butt.’

      Elliot’s smile grew and the blush rose on his cheeks. She thought for a second that he was going to comment on her butt, and then she really wouldn’t know what to do, but he just nodded and gathered up his plants in the box Daisy had packed them in.

      ‘You should come in more often,’ she said as he turned to leave.

      He smiled at her over his shoulder. ‘Maybe I will. Thanks, Daisy.’

      She watched him go, and against her better judgment she found herself hoping he would be back soon.
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      ‘Tell me everything!’

      Iris started talking as soon as Daisy answered the FaceTime call. It was late afternoon, and Daisy was about to close up for the day, but ever since Iris went on maternity leave just over a month ago, a call from her at this time of day was not unusual.

      ‘Everything about what?’

      Iris blew a strand of coppery hair from her face. Daisy could just make out the top of baby Owen’s head where he rested on Iris’s chest.

      ‘I’m gone for a few weeks and I’m already out of the loop,’ Iris whisper-yelled into the phone.

      ‘What loop? I still have no idea what you’re talking about. Also tip the phone so I can peek at those little baby cheeks.’

      Iris moved the phone and Owen’s sweet face filled the screen. Daisy let out a squeal. Her friend had made the cutest baby. At nearly four weeks old, he was all round rosy cheeks and soft, downy hair and he smelled like heaven.

      ‘I heard you have a new man,’ Iris said, her face returning to the screen, waggling her eyebrows suggestively.

      ‘A new man? Ha.’ Daisy continued watering her plants with one hand while she held the phone with the other. ‘There is no new man in sight.’

      Iris pursed her lips, not at all convinced. ‘Well, I heard from Carol, who heard from Joe at the café, who heard from Jack at the inn, who had a wedding venue meeting today and he said that the groom was your ex and that you now had a new boyfriend.’

      ‘What the actual hell?’ Daisy jerked upright and poured water all over her shoe. ‘Damn it,’ she hissed.

      ‘Daisy. Language. There is a baby present.’

      Daisy rolled her eyes. She knew perfectly well the kind of language that came out of Iris’s mouth. Iris would be lucky if Owen’s first word wasn’t four letters and not appropriate for church.

      ‘Sorry, but the gossip chain is out of its mind. How did you even hear any of this? I thought you were out of the loop?’

      ‘I’m still on the aerobics-ladies group chat, of course.’

      ‘Of course. Well, there’s no new man.’ How was it possible that it had been only a few hours since Elliot left her shop and half the town already thought she was in a full-blown relationship?

      Iris looked skeptical. ‘Give me something, please. I’ve been trapped here with this baby sleeping on me all afternoon. I have to pee. I need a snack. My shirt is covered in breast milk and Archer took Olive out for ice cream after school. I have no one to talk to but a newborn. Please give me something to work with here.’

      Daisy sighed, about to deny it again, but her friend really did look pitiful. And exhausted. She knew these first few weeks with the baby had been hard on Iris. The least she could do was fill her in on the hot mess that was her own life.

      ‘David came in today with his new fiancée.’

      ‘That bastard,’ Iris gasped, her eyes lighting up with the gossip.

      ‘I tried to be cool about it, I really did, but they looked so damn good together.’

      Iris winced. ‘How did you handle it? I mean, how did you feel seeing him?’

      ‘Like my heart was ripped from my body and thrown into a blender and turned into some kind of heartbreak smoothie.’

      ‘Wow. Graphic,’ Iris joked but her face was full of sympathy. They’d known each other growing up, but they’d never really been friends in school, since Daisy had been a few years ahead of Iris. It wasn’t until Daisy came home heartbroken and depressed that she and Iris got close. Iris had helped her mom out a lot with the shop while Daisy was gone, and it was so good to have her here while Daisy got her footing back. And now she considered Iris her closest friend. If anyone knew how rough this last year had been for her, it was Iris.

      ‘This was the first time seeing him again, right?’ Iris asked.

      ‘Yep, since the day I packed up and left. So, it’s been nearly a year.’ What a pitiful day that had been. She’d barely had three boxes worth of stuff at David’s place. She’d wanted to think of it as their place, but had he ever thought of it that way? As she moved her few belongings out, it was painfully clear he hadn’t. Just one more kick to the gut.

      ‘And then he just shows up here with his new girlfriend? That’s bullshit.’

      ‘Iris, the baby.’

      Iris glanced down. ‘He didn’t hear me. And besides, it is bullshit. What was he doing here?’

      ‘He said Hailey liked the town and they wanted to look at wedding venues. He thought we could all be adults about it.’

      ‘Ew.’

      ‘Yeah. And they were all in love with each other right in my face, and it was disgusting. And then Elliot walked in…’

      ‘Wait, the nerdy architect guy?’

      ‘Yeah.’

      ‘And…’ Iris was practically vibrating. Daisy was actually concerned she might wake the baby.

      ‘And I may have said he was my boyfriend, and he may have gone along with it, and there may have been some light flirting. Oh, and we held hands.’

      ‘Held hands?!!’ Iris squealed and Owen shifted. Her eyes went wide. ‘You held hands?’ she whispered. ‘That’s so cute.’

      ‘It’s not cute. It’s insane.’ Daisy put down the watering can and retreated to her stool behind the counter. Since her excitement this morning, the shop had been dead. It was pretty normal to not get too much foot traffic. It was doing events that kept her afloat. Events like weddings. Her calendar was usually filled with weddings for the spring and summer. But not this year.

      The Daisy Chain Flower Shop was known for its floral wedding designs. It was what they did best.

      Until now.

      Until Daisy and her curse arrived back home and started messing things up. The first three weddings she was in charge of had ended in disaster. Word had spread and she hadn’t booked a single one since—and the few weddings her mother had booked before Daisy got back to town had called and canceled. No one wanted to risk it.

      She’d gone from bouquets and centerpieces to casket sprays and funeral wreaths. It was depressing in more ways than one.

      ‘And it doesn’t matter anyway because it was just a panic reaction and it’s all done with now. So you can pass it back through the phone tree that I do not in fact have a new man.’

      Iris was quiet for a minute thinking and stroking Owen’s fuzzy little head.

      ‘But what if you did?’

      ‘What do you mean? I’m in no state to be dating anyone right now. I think I demonstrated that quite clearly by freaking the hell out when I saw David.’

      ‘But what if it wasn’t real?’

      ‘Iris, I’m really going to need you to piece this together for me because I have no idea what you’re talking about.’ Except she kinda did. This sounded a little too close to the fantasy she’d had earlier today about keeping Elliot as her fake boyfriend for a while longer.

      Iris winced. ‘Ah, this kid just kicked me in the bladder. Inside or outside of my body, he just loves to step on my organs.’

      Daisy laughed.

      ‘Anyway, what I mean is, maybe having a fake boyfriend could be good for business.’

      ‘Good for business, how?’ Daisy had mostly figured it would be good for her loneliness.

      ‘Everyone is so worried about your failed relationships. Why not give them a good one to talk about?’

      Daisy frowned. ‘And then what? Elliot and I stay together forever? Eventually we have to break up, and I’m right back where I started.’

      ‘Maybe. Or maybe you can book a bunch of weddings this spring and by next year no one will even care or remember because some new, weird town drama will be happening.’

      Iris smiled like she was very pleased with herself.

      ‘That’s insane.’

      ‘Is it, though?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘But really?’

      ‘It absolutely is. I’m not asking Elliot to be my fake boyfriend. How much of a loser can I possibly be?’

      Iris rolled her eyes. ‘You’re not a loser, Daisy. No one thinks that.’

      ‘Oh, right, I’m sorry, I forgot. They think I’m cursed. Much better.’

      Iris winced at that. ‘Not everyone thinks that.’

      Daisy just stared her down.

      ‘Okay, quite a few people think that, but you know how this town is. In a few months, they’ll all decide there’s a dead body buried at The Christmas Tree Farm.’

      ‘That already happened.’

      Iris’s brow furrowed as though she was trying to remember. ‘Hmm. Yeah, I guess you’re right. But it doesn’t matter.’ She waved her hand and Owen’s wispy blond hairs waved in the wind. ‘Something new will happen and everyone will forget about you and your…’

      ‘My what?’

      ‘Your unfortunate taste in men.’

      Daisy groaned.

      ‘And the fact that it’s now apparently rubbing off on other people.’

      ‘It’s not!’

      ‘Look, you know I love you and I do not believe in curses, however, it is kinda weird that the wedding we did with all the white roses ended with the couple splitting two weeks later after that video of the groom with the maid of honor surfaced.’

      ‘Oh, please! That is a classic trope. Happens all the time!’

      ‘Okay, what about the couple that split up three months after the wedding we did with vibrant pink wildflowers because the groom decided he had a calling to be a monk?’

      ‘That one was a little weirder…’

      ‘And we did that gorgeous wedding with blue hydrangeas everywhere and then a few months in, the groom gets sucked into the manosphere and decides he wants his wife barefoot and in the kitchen the rest of her life.’

      ‘I refuse to be blamed for the manosphere!’

      Iris shrugged. ‘Fair.’

      ‘I think all these examples just prove that men suck.’

      ‘Except this little man,’ Iris said, running a hand over Owen’s curled body.

      ‘Of course.’

      ‘Although at two a.m. he does kinda suck.’

      Daisy laughed. She missed having her friend in the shop. She hadn’t realized how much she’d been relying on Iris’s help around here until she had Owen.

      ‘And Archer’s okay, too,’ Daisy added and Iris smiled.

      ‘Yeah, he’s all right. And Elliot…’

      ‘I don’t think we have enough information to assess that yet.’

      ‘He played along with your little lie. That’s a green flag.’

      ‘A man who lies?’

      ‘A man who goes along with your crazy. I find it to be very important for a lasting relationship.’

      Daisy laughed again and Owen started to stir.

      ‘Well, I should go,’ Iris said, her attention shifting back to her son. ‘He usually wakes up incredibly angry and incredibly hungry.’

      ‘Same.’

      Iris shook her head with a laugh. ‘Love you, Daisy.’

      ‘Love you, too.’

      ‘And think about what I said. It could be the perfect distraction to throw the town off this crazy curse business. You’ll be booking weddings again in no time! And you could get a little action.’ More suggestive eyebrow waggling.

      ‘If it’s fake there wouldn’t be any action.’

      ‘There could be, though. Fake relationship, real sex. That’s a thing, Daisy.’

      Daisy rolled her eyes but found herself replaying Iris’s words over for the rest of the day. Combined with the memory of Elliot’s hand in hers and his lopsided grin, the idea was starting to gain appeal.
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      ‘Have you been eating enough?’

      Elliot sighed. His mother had been in town for exactly thirty minutes, and she was already asking about his eating habits. She was eagle-eyeing him over her cup of tea.

      ‘Every day, Mom. Usually multiple times.’

      ‘You look gaunt.’

      ‘Thanks so much.’

      ‘Don’t be fresh.’ She pointed a finger at him but then relented and patted his cheek. ‘I worry about you.’

      The words I worry about you would probably be his mother’s last words. They’d probably be printed on her tombstone. He shook his head, feeling immediately guilty for thinking about his mother’s tombstone. Like most good sons, he assumed his mother would live forever.

      ‘I know, Mom. Sorry.’

      She was already ignoring his apology and staring at him again, studying. Assessing. Elliot’s mother was intense. She always had been. Raising two boys on her own, she’d had to be. His father had died when Elliot was only a baby. It was no wonder she was a worrier. Elliot often thought it was a miracle he and his brother had survived, what with Caleb’s tendency to do stupid shit like jump off the garage roof onto the neighbor’s trampoline, and Elliot’s desire to never leave his room. His mother had done a pretty darn good job of making sure they were both functioning members of society.

      But sometimes she forgot that he was a thirty-two-year-old man, perfectly capable of feeding himself. This was her sixth visit since he moved here a year and a half ago. Six visits in eighteen months was too many. Especially when she was just here to check up on him.

      ‘This is a cute cottage,’ he said, changing the topic away from his apparent ‘gauntness.’

      ‘It’s adorable. I just don’t know why I couldn’t stay at the inn.’

      Elliot knew exactly why. He was working at the inn now. She’d stayed there during her prior visits but his mother staying at his current place of employment was not something he needed in his life. In fact, this entire visit wasn’t something he was particularly looking forward to.

      He loved his mother, but her fussing over him had exploded after his divorce. He had been a mess after Leigh told him she wanted to end things. He knew that. He had retreated from the world entirely. Stopped showing up to work. The renovation business he and Caleb ran together suffered. He knew it was bad. And for six months his mother and brother had done nothing but dote on him and worry about him and check on him.

      It only made him feel worse.

      So, he left the business, packed up his things and moved to Dream Harbor, a town he’d only been vaguely aware of but that seemed like as good a choice as any. He’d been buying and fixing up old houses and selling them when he got the job renovating the
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