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      Dear Reader,

      After Covid and the deaths of both my parents, I didn’t write for a while. Yes, I was busy clearing forty years of stuff from my girlhood home, but beyond that, the world just felt heavy to me and I had to take time to grieve. When I finally sat down to dip my toe back in the writing pool, I knew I needed to write something light and heartwarming, something that would lift me up and hopefully lift others up, too. What came out of me is The Wedding Box.

      It’s a much different sort of story than the angst-filled, heavy, and sometimes dark romances I’m known for writing. And it was only when I’d finished that I began to wonder: Will my readers like this? When they’re used to one type of book from me, will they be open to another? And so I held on to this book for a while longer, turning that over in my head, and eventually seeking the advice of some trusted colleagues.

      Not only did those colleagues tell me I should publish this book, but the current state of the world has me feeling like maybe it’s the perfect time for something light and uplifting, that maybe we all need a feel-good story right now as much as I did when I wrote it.

      And so my fondest wish is that The Wedding Box brings you joy and warmth, helps you escape from anything weighing you down at the moment, and leaves you believing in the good in life!

      Sincerely,

      

      
        
        Toni Blake
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          The Wedding

        

      

    

    
      Haley

      Aunt Nan has always said that sometimes we don’t know what we want until it finds us.

      Such a notion was utterly useless to me as a child—of course I knew what I wanted: chocolate ice cream, a kitten, snow days. Life was simpler then.

      The idea took on a little more meaning years later when I was shopping for a lavender prom dress—it had to be lavender, in my vision it was lavender—but when my mother insisted I try on what I deemed an absolutely hideous red gown, to my surprise it looked fabulous, and I was the toast of Beechwood High for a night.

      And what I unknowingly wanted found me in a much bigger way when it came to my career. I was certain I’d been born to be a fashionista—but turns out that loving clothes does not automatically translate into a job. I also imagined myself a high-powered businesswoman in some corporate setting in downtown Cincinnati, just a ten-minute drive from the suburb of Lakeside Park where I grew up. But only because that’s what guidance counselors tell you to do if you have no particular passion: study business. Only when a nearby neighborhood bakery went on the market and my sister, Hannah, suggested we run it together did I realize that was my perfect career. I’m not even sure how I missed it. It made all the sense in the world. We both love to bake. We both have degrees in business. (Okay, thank you, guidance counselor.)  We grew up baking with our mother and Aunt Nan, her older sister. We even took cake-decorating classes as teenagers—while other girls were kicking soccer balls up grassy fields or trying out for cheerleader, Hannah and I were busy sculpting the perfect buttercream rose. Spending my life behind the counter of the Two Sisters Bakery was clearly meant to be.

      But when what I wanted really, really had to work to find me was when Ben entered my life. He’s everything I never knew I was looking for. Which Aunt Nan has pointed out to me on a regular basis ever since our first date. Because she knew. She’s like that.

      And now, here I am, holding his hands in mine on a beautiful blue-sky summer day in front of all the people we both love. We’re getting married!

      “Welcome, friends. We’re here today to witness the sacred union of Ben and Haley.”

      The wedding is taking place in my parents’ backyard—which I always knew I wanted—and we stand before Pastor Tom beneath an arbor dripping with Blue Moon Kentucky wisteria. Beyond the arbor, where blossoms ripple in the lightest of June breezes, lies a tranquil pond where I ice-skated and swam as a girl.

      Pastor Tom, a good-natured thirty-something guy who lives next door, continues with idyllic words about celebrating our love. Hannah is next to me, ravishing in pale lilac, while Ben’s best friend and colleague, Terrence, stands at his side. Hannah’s children, Cora and Cole, six and four, complete our little wedding party as flower girl and ring bearer. I look into Ben’s eyes, feeling everything a bride should: happy, safe, ready, and bathed in love.

      When Pastor Tom asks us to talk about our feelings for each other, my heart beats faster. I knew this was coming, but I don’t often speak in front of crowds. Ben squeezes my hands reassuringly, reminding me with his gaze that it’s all good.

      “You are,” I begin, our eyes still locked, “nothing like me at all.” Everyone in the rows of white chairs before us chuckles gently as I explain. “And that’s what makes you the perfect guy for me. You balance me out. When I’m impulsive, you’re the man with the plan. When I’m clumsy, you steady me. When I’m sad, or afraid, you hold me up. You’ve become the rock I lean on, the person who makes me feel safe. You laugh at my jokes. You support my dreams. You think I’m way cooler than I am.” More light laughter, which bolsters me for the rest. “I look forward to waking up each morning because I know you’ll be part of my day. And even as different as we are in some ways, we want all the same things from life. I can’t wait to start this next chapter with you.”

      When I’m done, his eyes smile into mine, and it hits me all over again that I get to keep him.

      “Haley,” Ben says, “when we met last year, I wasn’t looking for a life partner. I’d lost a lot—my parents, my grandfather—and I truly thought I was meant to be a loner. And I was okay with that. I love my work, and I had a good enough life—better than I ever expected growing up. But you’ve given me…everything. Your laughter and silliness make me a more lighthearted guy. Your love and kindness give me a softer heart. Your sense of adventure keeps me from being a bore.” As the crowd chuckles softly at that, he glances toward my parents in the front row. “Your family has become my family, just when I thought I’d never be a part of a family again.”

      My chest aches at his words. A private guy when it comes to personal stuff, Ben grumbled a little at the write-our-own-vows request from Pastor Tom, and I expected him to say something nice, but never so…open and real. I do give him a softer heart. And he is part of my family now. I already knew all that, but hearing it, and knowing he knows it, just makes my heart sing.

      “I’m so grateful,” he goes on, “to get to spend the rest of my life with you.”

      Pastor Tom says more pretty words, and we exchange rings, Ben’s face framed by blue sky and purple wisteria as we say our ‘I do’s.

      When Pastor Tom introduces us to the crowd a moment later as Mr. and Mrs. Benjamin Page, I take a moment to scan the crowd for my closest loved ones: my mom and dad, and of course Aunt Nan, who’s worn an extravagant periwinkle hat today and looks happily weepy. I spot my bestie, Sienna—not in the wedding because she’s a professional photographer and didn’t trust anyone else to capture our day—crouched at the end of the petal-strewn grass aisle, snapping away behind her Nikon as Ben and I start toward her, hand in hand, husband and wife. I say a silent prayer: May our existence together be like this day: nothing but blue skies.

      Ben

      I sit with Terrence in a couple of white wooden folding chairs, off to the side, happy to be out of the spotlight, happy to watch Haley with her niece and nephew as they play with her family’s fluffy gray cat in the yard. With tendrils of dark blond hair falling around her face, she doesn’t realize that Sienna is subtly snapping pictures of them.

      “Cora and Cole, huh?” Terrence asks like he’s not sure of the niece and nephew’s names—but I know he is.

      “Yeah—what about them?” I ask, shifting my gaze his way.

      He gives me a side-eye glance. “And Haley’s sister is Hannah. And their mother, Nina, has a sister named Nan?”

      Oh, okay, I get it now. “It’s a family tradition, I guess.” I smile slightly.

      “So I guess we can expect a little Jack and Jill Page one of these days? Or Becky and Bobby? Susie and Sam?” He’s clearly amused with himself.

      I shoot him a pointed look and reply, “Not all family traditions are meant to last. No Jack and Jill for us.” And don’t get me wrong, I’m good with people who use the same letter for naming all their kids—but it might be a little much on every single branch of the family tree.

      “Does Haley know that?”

      I glance back at her, her white gown puddling around her as she kneels with the kids—then I refocus on Terrence. “We’ve never actually discussed it. But we agree on most things.” And I can’t think of much we don’t agree on. Sure, we had a few rocky moments early in our relationship, and as she said in her vows, we’re very different in ways—but we fit together like puzzle pieces.

      Same with me and Terrence, kind of. Shoved together as college roommates as freshmen at the University of Cincinnati, we were two guys with nothing in common other than the same major—architecture. Terrence had grown up in the inner city; I’d come north from the hills of Kentucky. He was black; I was white. He had a chip on his shoulder; and me, I just laid low and kept to myself.

      So we had nothing in common—but everything in common. We both grew up poor, with some hard losses along the way. We don’t talk about it a lot, even now, ten years later—but it all bubbled to the surface late one night during that first semester. It was cold as hell, snow falling earlier than usual, and slick roads kept us both at the dorm for the weekend instead of heading home. Terrence offered me a beer, then another, and another—and we ended up spilling our guts to each other. That was when we went from being roommates to being best friends.

      “You said some pretty serious stuff up there,” he points out now, his tone less kidding and more circumspect. We also don’t talk about the fact that I’m not a super-open guy, but I get why he’s surprised. Over the years, he’s evolved more than me in that way. And maybe I was surprised at myself during the wedding, too, but…

      “I was asked to say how I felt about her, so I did. And now I’ll be perfectly happy not to bare my soul again for the foreseeable future,” I conclude with a quick grin, glad to have a buddy who gets me. And now a wife who gets me, too, even if in some entirely different ways. Puzzle pieces.

      “A toast,” Terrence says, lifting the glass of wine in his hand.

      “You already did that.” All the toasting and cake-cutting is already over with, and I’m ready for the honeymoon.

      “This one’s just between you and me,” he replies. “A toast to you and Haley. Because I didn’t expect you to find anyone, either.” He cocks me a smart-aleck grin.

      Which makes me let out a laugh. “You were worried I’d become the lifelong lonely man, Uncle Ben, who you’d have to include in your every family gathering for the rest of our lives, weren’t you?”

      He shrugs, and now we both laugh.

      That’s when I spot Pastor Tom’s dog, Lulu, a pretty golden-doodle, in the near distance, galloping toward us.

      “Hey girl,” I say, reaching down to scratch her neck when she reaches us. “Are you supposed to be out running around on your own?” I grew up with dogs—my grandpa owned a kennel. So I never mind a chance encounter with Lulu, but there are leash laws, and I’m pretty sure our wedding is the last occasion when Tom would suddenly decide to turn her loose.

      I don’t have much time to ponder the issue, though, before she gets bored with us and bolts off in another direction. A bad direction.

      Before I can make a move, I hear the frightened screech of a cat as it darts under a hydrangea bush, followed by the equally panicked screech of my bride just before the dog streaks across the yard, a flowy white veil hanging from her jowls and trailing behind in the breeze.

      I instinctively shove my wineglass into Terrence’s hand and head toward Haley. She’s on her feet now, looking horrified but none the worse for wear other than her hair being a little messier than before. “Are you okay?” I ask anyway.

      She nods, but her eyes suggest differently.

      I rub her shoulder and kiss her nose. “It’s only a veil,” I tell her. “And me chasing it down is gonna make for great pictures.”

      The idea makes her smile. She’s right, I do balance her. And true to my prediction, I spot Sienna in my peripheral vision, just waiting for the comedy to ensue.

      “So you’re gonna be the one to chase the dog this time?” Haley asks softly, her voice at once wistful and teasing.

      I smile, too, at the reminder of our first meeting, orchestrated by Aunt Nan and another dog I once knew.

      Meanwhile, Pastor Tom has tuned in to what’s happening and brings out his rare angry voice to call, “Lulu! Lulu, you come back here right now! Bad girl. Very bad girl.”

      As Lulu goes slinking toward the pond, Haley’s veil whipping in the wind behind her, I put up a hand to stop him from stalking in her direction, suspecting she won’t respond to his harsh tone—she’s a fairly young dog and I’m betting he seldom sounds this upset with her. Perhaps arrogantly, I think I have a better shot—plus I’ve promised Haley chasing pictures.

      Reaching behind me, I grab up a strip of grilled chicken from a food table and walk calmly toward where Lulu crouches next to a bush by the water. “Hey Lulu,” I call softly, “here, girl. Come and get some chicken. I’m sure you like chicken, don’t you?”

      Despite hearing the snaps of a camera nearby, I stay focused on my task: luring a white-tulle-wrapped dog. My entire boyhood was spent luring dogs—hence my confident taking-over of the situation. I get closer, cooing and baby-talking. “Who’s a good girl? Lulu is a good girl. Come here, good girl.”

      It’s working. She’s realizing that I’m not mad—I’m just a guy who wants to give her a snack. I’m down on my knees now, putting myself on her level so I don’t seem threatening. “Come here, girl. Bring me the veil and no one’ll get hurt.” I’m still using the baby voice on her, noticing the veil is wrapped around her in such a way that if she were wearing sunglasses, she’d look like the canine version of Audrey Hepburn in a convertible. She appears docile—just a girl out for a run with a swath of fluffy, white fabric.

      I inch closer on my tux-clad knees, holding out the chicken. “Trade ya, Lulu. I know girls just wanna have fun, but I think your taste buds are gonna win out.”

      Slowly, still wearing the veil like an elaborate scarf, she catches sight—or maybe scent—of the chicken and comes toward me.

      “That’s right,” I coo. “Good girl. Good girl.”

      And then she’s gobbling down the chicken in my outstretched palm as my other hand grabs firmly but gently onto her collar. Upon hearing soft applause, I look back to see that all the remaining guests have tuned in to the doggie drama.

      “My knight in shining armor!” Haley calls as I unwind the veil from around Lulu’s furry body.

      Haley

      It’s kind of instinctive, isn’t it, that if your bridal veil is ripped off your head by a renegade dog, you think you must rescue it and put it back on? And yet, even after Ben’s skilled heroism, I leave it off. The guests are mostly gone, and while it felt jarring for a moment, the veil theft simply added some excitement to the day. “And I got some amazing shots,” Sienna tells me. She loves a dramatic turn like that at a wedding.

      “Has anyone seen the cat?” I ask, looking around. Mostly an indoor kitty, Puff generally stays close when let outside, so perhaps the fright he suffered is the bigger issue here.

      “I got him!” Cora calls, hauling the cat in a position that looks uncomfortable for him—but I’m glad to see he hasn’t taken off for parts unknown. Pastor Tom has locked Lulu back in his house, so the coast is clear.

      “Good job, Cora,” I tell her. “Will you bring him to me?”

      We got Puff as a kitten when I was fifteen, making him ten now, and I’m suddenly feeling sentimental, remembering how he used to sleep with me when I was a teenager, and how, as a kitten, he would wake me up by walking across my body with soft, gentle paws. I’ve had my own apartment for a few years, but my parents’ house has always been home. And now that I have a husband, something about that feels a little different. More like I’m moving out than when I actually moved out—even though I’ll be a mile away in the very same apartment, just with Ben now. And we’re already saving to buy a house, so the meaning of home for me has no choice but to change.

      After Cora hefts the cat onto the table where I’m sitting, I lean over and touch my nose to his, and he lets me. We linger like that—perhaps he senses the gravity of the moment.

      Running my fingers through his fur, I whisper, “I’m gonna miss you, buddy. I mean, I’ll still see you a lot, but it might not be the same.” I sometimes house-sit for my parents when they travel, and if I’m sick, I’ve been known to come home and let my mother take care of me for a few days. And those things won’t happen anymore—I have someone new to take care of me.

      My sister, however, doesn’t get this. “You realize you haven’t lived here for years, right?” she says behind me.

      I keep my eyes on the cat. “I know, but still…” I look up at her. And then she gets it.

      She rests a hand on my shoulder. “Life moves fast sometimes, doesn’t it?”

      “Just when you think it’s not,” I say, remembering the woe of pre-Ben heartbreaks that had me certain I’d be sad forever, “then it does. In good ways. Great ways. But I’m just realizing that I’m officially not a little girl anymore.”

      “I once felt that way, too. But then I had my own little girl—and it’s just another new part of the journey. Just think, one of these days, you’ll waltz into the bakery some morning and tell me you and Ben are expecting! And Cora and Cole will get a little cousin!”

      Her eyes are all alight, but I still say, “Slow down there, Quickdraw. Today just let me enjoy being a bride and saying a ceremonial goodbye to the cat.”

      We laugh, and as if on cue, Ben parts from talking with my dad and comes over to ask, “Ready to go?”

      Part of me hates for our glorious wedding day to end, but I’m also ready to start that next chapter I talked about during the vows. Hannah is right—there’s so much more wonderful stuff ahead. So I nod, take his hand, and stand up, ready to step into my new life.

      “Oh, there you two are!”

      We both turn to find Aunt Nan, decked out in all her wedding finery, tips of silvery hair peeking out from beneath that periwinkle hat. I instinctively go to hug her, but realize her hands are full—she’s holding a beautifully wrapped gift.

      “I wanted to give you my wedding present before you leave.”

      I smile, then glance toward the pile of gifts near the back door, which Mom and Dad will deliver to our apartment while we’re honeymooning in Hawaii. “Oh, they go on that table,” I tell her, “and we’ll open them when we get back.”

      “I know that, dear, but I need to give you this one personally. And you won’t open it when you get back because it comes with special instructions not to, so you’ll need to set it aside, apart from the rest.”

      Ben and I exchange glances. “You’re giving us a gift we can’t open?” he asks.

      “Exactly.” She adds a succinct nod.

      I purse my lips in confusion. “If we can’t open it, then why…or what…is the point?”

      I don’t mean that snidely, and the rich sound of her laughter reassures me she knows that. “You can open it eventually,” she explains. “But you’re to save it until you have your first big disagreement.”

      Another quick tossing of looks takes place between Ben and me, her words opening a floodgate of thoughts. Maybe we won’t have disagreements. And even if we do—everyone does, right?—I don’t necessarily want to think about that now, on our special day. And leave it to Aunt Nan to give us the most unique of gifts, one we can’t open until something goes wrong.

      Though I keep all this to myself, it must be written all over my face, since she answers me anyway. “No marriage is trouble-free. If it is, then someone’s holding something back. No two people see the world exactly the same, but marriage isn’t supposed to be perfect. We grow through conflict and adversity.”

      At this, my eyes bolt open wider. “Conflict and adversity? This is my wedding day, Aunt Nan!” I can’t believe she’s raining on my perfect blue-sky day with conflict and adversity! “I always thought you and Uncle Philip were happy together,” I go on, incredulous.

      “Oh, we were, my dear, we were,” she says on a carefree laugh. Even though I’m not finding any of this very funny. “But again, no marriage is without its troubles. And this box will make that easier when the time comes.”

      And then the gift is in my hands. About a foot square, it’s wrapped in lovely, patterned, cream-colored paper and tied with an elaborate lace ribbon, sprigs of off-white silk roses tucked in around the bow. “It’s…beautiful, Aunt Nan,” I have to admit, though I’m suddenly wary of it somehow.

      “Well, I thought since it might stay wrapped a while,” she says on a wink, “it should be pleasant to look at.”

      Then she tells us she loves us both and wishes us all the happiness in the world. “And I’ll see you after you get back. You’ll call me first thing, right? I want to hear you went surfing and learned to hula dance.”

      But my mind is still on the emotionally-heavy gift I’m holding, even as we all laugh at her last words. “I’m pretty sure we’ll keep it simpler,” I tell her, trying to focus on the conversation, “spending days on the beach or exploring the island, and spending nights…well, honeymooning.” More light laughter fills the air, but it hits me just then that if Aunt Nan ever went to Hawaii, she would totally take surfing lessons and hula classes.

      My thoughts continue to swirl, even after she turns to go. And when Ben takes the box from me a moment later, carrying it toward the gift table anyway, I touch his arm. “Shouldn’t we hang on to it, keep it apart from the others?”

      He stops, looks uncertain. “I could put it in the car trunk—that way we’ll remember not to open it.” Then he casts a speculative glance down. “Or…we could just open it now.”

      I raise my eyebrows, aghast. “Why would we do that?”

      “Well, aren’t you curious what’s inside? I mean, what on earth could she think is going to solve any potential problem that ever crops up between us?”

      I release a melancholy sigh. “I know she meant well, but it’s horrible to have to think about that on our wedding day.”

      “Right. And if we don’t open it now, don’t you think it’ll sort of…hang over our heads? We’ll be waiting for this big, awful moment of deciding to open it?”

      I see why he’s tempted, and yet…  “What if the mystery gift in this box is the perfect thing to make everything better whenever we have that first big fight? And if we don’t have it to open, it can’t fix whatever the problem is.”

      He tilts his head, then continues trying to justify opening it. “Well, after we see what it is, we can tuck it away and save it for that moment.”

      I shake my head, though. “What if it doesn’t work that way? What if it only solves the problem if you open it when it’s happening? Otherwise, she wouldn’t have told us to wait.”

      “I’m not sure that makes sense,” he argues. “If we see it’s something that solves a problem, won’t it solve it just as well when we actually have one?”

      This is getting a little too complicated for the moment, so I insist, “We should honor the intention of the gift and wait.”

      But Ben isn’t convinced. “I’m afraid just knowing it’s sitting there, unopened, could drive us crazy.” Though he challenges me with raised eyebrows. “Are you saying the anticipation, the mystery of it, isn’t killing you already?”

      I look at the box in his hands. He’s right, it is. “But we still can’t.”

      A cute, crafty smile unfurls across his handsome face before he suggests, “Hey, maybe this qualifies as our first disagreement. Instant permission to open.”

      Maybe I should just give in, end the suspense. But again, I’m a little afraid of it now.

      Aunt Nan would hate me feeling this way about her gift, but even as we both stare down at it, I can’t help wondering: Is marriage going to be as hard as Aunt Nan just said? Is this box a warning about bad times to come?

      I narrow my gaze on him and plant my fists on my hips. “Ben, this is Aunt Nan we’re talking about. If this is the one thing she asks of us, we have to do it. I mean, without Aunt Nan, we never would have met.”
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      Haley

      Aunt Nan and I stand next to Uncle Philip’s gravestone, admiring our handiwork. It’s spring—the sun is shining for the first time after days of drizzle—and the pink hyacinth bulbs we planted at the base of the stone last fall are in bloom. In addition to the silk flowers in the vases on either side of the stone that bears both their names even though she’s not there yet, we’ve just placed small pots of tulips at both ends, as well.

      The flowers are beautiful, but the real party, unmistakably, takes place in the branches of the friendly elm tree above, several of which stretch out over the grave, conveniently at eye level.

      When Aunt Nan chose the spot after her husband’s passing three years ago, I feared bird poop, but she chose it because he loved trees and she thought she might hang a wind chime. Now three sets of wind chimes tinkle harmoniously in the breeze, but somehow the use of the tree has evolved even more. It started one year at Christmas when she got the idea to tie red ribbons among the branches and hang some ornaments. It looked so pretty that now we “re-ribbon” the tree for every season, adding other hanging seasonal decorations, too. Today we’ve decked out the branches in spring pastels and lace.

      An extensively decorated grave says way more about the person doing the decorating than the person buried there, though I’ve heard it questioned why people do it. For Aunt Nan, it started as a distraction from her loss. Uncle Philip had long suffered coronary issues, but that didn’t make it any less heartbreaking when he died. Keeping the grave looking festive honored his memory—and gave her a hobby. For me, it’s my way of helping her grieve.

      I grieved, too, of course—I was always close with both of them. They had no children of their own, and they loved babysitting Hannah and me when we were kids. Hannah is a few years older, though, and as she grew up and got into other things, I still adored spending a snowy weekend or a lazy Saturday night at Aunt Nan and Uncle Philip’s, playing board games or working jigsaw puzzles by a roaring fire.

      Yet my grief passed a lot faster than my aunt’s, of course. I came with her in the beginning to help her feel supported, like she wasn’t alone. Now I come…well, for the same reasons, I guess. But it’s grown into a habit, a thing we do together.

      Sometimes we take walks around the cemetery before or after our grave-tending, and frankly, I find it a little maudlin to be so surrounded by death. But it helps Aunt Nan feel closer to Uncle Philip—even as, at the very same time, she tells me she knows his soul isn’t really here. “If he were to pop in, though, I’d certainly want the place looking nice,” she told me once with a wink. No taking a walk on the agenda today, though—the sun is starting to dry things, but there’s still a damp chill to the air.

      A sleek, shiny black sedan glides past us as we stand next to the grave, directly beside one of the twisty, winding cemetery lanes. I glance up as the car slows down about thirty yards away and eases to a stop, then I return my attention to a yellow gingham ribbon tied to a branch and in need of a little straightening.

      “Oh my,” Aunt Nan croons softly.

      I peek over at her, pretty sure she’s not just admiring my bow adjustment, then follow her eyes to the stopped car. Or, more precisely, to the man who just exited it. With dark hair and a chiseled jawline, he’s remarkably handsome and clearly well-groomed, but he strikes me as austere. Wearing a black business suit—as sleek as the car—I find him intimidatingly attractive, even from that distance. The only soft thing about him is the fact that he’s accompanied by a cute little Yorkie on a hot pink—decidedly not austere—leash. The cute dog looks out of place with him.

      I shift my glance to Aunt Nan. “What?”

      “He’s a handsome one.”

      Yeah, I noticed that. But so what? “I suppose.”

      “You should go talk to him.”

      Lowering my chin, I flash a pointed a look in her direction. “Surely you’re kidding.”

      “Not at all. He’s handsome and looks like a man who knows what he’s about.”

      I’ve never before heard Aunt Nan describe anyone that way—but then the proverbial lightbulb clicks on over my head. “Oh. Oh, I get it now.” It’s about my last boyfriend. Well, maybe even the last two.

      Kirby was a wannabe singer-songwriter who Aunt Nan said from the beginning had his heads in the clouds too much for a girl like me. I disagreed, because my head is sometimes in the clouds, too—but in the end she was right. I was much more settled and responsible than him, and he broke my heart by whisking off to New York to pursue his dreams, with the parting words, “You’re a cool chick and I’d ask you to come with me, but you seem real into that bakery thing, so I figure you’re stuck here.” Yeah. Not stuck. I’m an entrepreneur and business owner, thankyouverymuch.

      And then came Austin, an art professor at a local university. We liked the same things and we’re both creative types. We went to museums and bookstores together, and watched art house movies. He was that guy I could sit with at opposite ends of a sofa on a rainy day, both of us reading a book but sharing the same cozy throw blanket—feeling together even while we indulged in
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