
  
    [image: Love So Sweet Collection]
  


  
    
      Love So Sweet Collection

      5 stories of sweet love and delicious desserts

      
        Love So Sweet Series

      

    

    
      
        Steena Marie Holmes

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Steena Holmes Press Inc]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Copyright © 2023 by Steena Holmes

        All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the author.

        www.steenaholmes.com

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Love So Sweet Series

      

      
        WHO IS STEENA MARIE?

      

      
        Would you like a free read?

      

      
        Dear Reader…

      

    

    
      
        
          Sweet Memories

        

        
          
            Sweet Memories

          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            A Note From Steena…

          

        

      

      
        
          Sweet Dreams

        

        
          
            Sweet Dreams

          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            A note from Steena

          

        

      

      
        
          Sweet Return

        

        
          
            Sweet Return

          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            A Note From Steena…

          

        

      

      
        
          Sweet Retreat

        

        
          
            Sweet Retreat

          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            A Note From Steena…

          

        

      

      
        
          Sweet Renewal

        

        
          
            Sweet Renewal

          

          
            Dear Reader…

          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            A Note From Steena…

          

          
            Secret Info on Steena…

          

        

      

    

    
      
        Other Sweet Reads you may enjoy…

      

      
        By Steena Holmes

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Love So Sweet Series

          

        

      

    

    
      The Love So Sweet Series:

      I’m so excited to share these short but sweet romances written early in my writing journey. Where the recipe for happily-ever-after contains chocolate, sweet love, and heartfelt apologies. Whether it’s a flickering flame from a previous relationship or a secret love that is shared, you’ll find it in this series.

      I hope you enjoy reading them as much as I enjoyed writing them!
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      STEENA MARIE HOLMES is the sweeter name of Steena Holmes, a NY Times & USA Today author with over 2 million copies sold. The novels you will read under the name Steena Marie Holmes are heartwarming stories full of sweetness.
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      I have two books for you to choose from if you’d like to sign up for my newsletter. I send out one email a month, sharing updates, book sales, what I’m reading and even a delicious recipe I’ve tried that month.

      Choose between Halfway to Nowhere or Stillwater Shores…just click here to join my mailing list!
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            Dear Reader…

          

        

      

    

    
      Welcome to my world of chocolate, mountains, romance, and wanderlust. The Love So Sweet series captures all the things I love the most - like second chances, believing in oneself, delicious chocolate and baked pastries, and of course…sweet romance that stands the test of time.

      Each of the books in this series are short but sweet reads, stories you can read before bed or while sitting at the doctor’s office or even while waiting for your plane to take off.

      I have a few hopes for this series…that you enjoy them, that you want to travel to the settings I’ve placed them in, and that you wish you had a piece of chocolate in your hand as you read.

      From my happy heart to yours…

      

      HAPPY READING!
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      Happily-ever-after only happens once in a lifetime, right? But what if Prince Charming runs for the hills at the first sign of trouble and leaves you to pick up the pieces?

      Coming back from a whirlwind secret wedding, the last thing she expected was for her new husband to run away once they got home.

      After months with no word, she especially never expected to fall into his arms during one of her catering events.

      What’s a girl to do when her heart still goes pitter-patter for a man who ran out on her just after they’d made their forever vows in secret, and now comes back asking for a second chance?
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      When life hands you lemons, don’t bother making lemonade. Tessa scrunched up her nose at the timeless saying. Why was it always about lemons? She’d much rather just throw those suckers away and reach for a cupcake with buttercream chocolate icing on it instead—like the ones on the table in front of her.

      “I’m sure no one will notice if you take a small one.”

      Tessa turned to find her best friend and business partner, Eleanor Paige, beside her. “I’ll notice. It’ll leave a spot open and then I’ll have to rearrange everything to cover it.”

      She wiped her hands on her apron and took in the scrumptious dessert table she’d just painstakingly created. Every type of chocolate delicacy one could crave was on that table and it was all she could do not to do a little taste testing. The chocolate aroma in and of itself was enough to...

      “Tess, here, just a little sample.” Ellie popped a salted chocolate caramel into Tess’s mouth and winked. “This way you give an honest assessment if any of the guests ask.”

      O.M.G. Delicious. Pure heaven. The chocolate melted in her mouth while the salt had her taste buds singing the chorus of Hallelujah. She didn’t even try to speak. No words were necessary. Apparently, Ellie felt the same way as she had a similar look of ecstasy on her face when she bit into her own small caramel.

      “Oh. My. Jolly Rancher,” she mumbled around the treat. “I could eat these for the rest of my life and die a happy woman.” Ellie reached for another piece but Tessa slapped her hand away and gave her a mock frown.

      “Don’t you dare. These are for the guests who are about to arrive,” Tessa glanced at her watch, “any minute now. And,” she glanced at her friend, “please, ‘jolly rancher’?”

      Ellie wasn’t one to swear, so instead, she’d add in odd phrasing in its place. Earlier, she’d dropped a tray of chocolate tortes and the glass had smashed all over the place, and instead of the curse word you’d expect, all she yelled was “sweet sugar plum fairy.”

      She shrugged before reaching into her pocket and pulling out a pack of Jolly Ranchers, watermelon flavored.

      “If you’re not careful, all that sugar is going to head straight to your hips and butt,” Tessa cautioned.

      “What? You’re saying I can’t have my cake and eat it too? Where’s the fun in that?” she teased as she held out her notebook. “Everything is ready. The place looks great, doesn’t it?”

      It really did. The room glistened with sparkling chandeliers and gossamer wall hangings dotted with glittering gems that reflected the lights around the room, while dozens of soft grey linen-covered round bar tables held cream and red rose flower arrangements and small plates of chocolate hearts. Tessa wanted, no, she needed this night to be extra special.

      “I’m so glad we decided to go with those chocolate-toned aprons. Our logo stands out quite nicely on them.”

      Tessa smiled at the servers who milled around the room wearing their new aprons. Yes, they did look quite nice. Her gaze swept around the room as she mentally checked off all the things that needed to be completed before the party could start. Everything was done, but one.

      “What’s keeping Bob and Jean? They were supposed to be here by now.” Tessa pulled out her cell phone to see if perhaps they’d left a message.

      “Oh, I forgot.” A blush crept along Ellie’s face. “They called a little while ago and mentioned they might be a bit late.”

      “How late?”

      Ellie glanced down at her notes and bit her lip. “About thirty minutes give or take.”

      Tessa’s brows rose. Thirty minutes wasn’t just a little late when the whole night was planned down to the last minute. She glanced at the copy of the schedule for tonight to see what could be rearranged.

      “It’s okay,” Ellie reached out and touched her arm, “I’ve got it under control. The photographer is going to start fifteen minutes early, the band is cool, and I’ve already alerted the kitchen. It’s all good.”

      Tessa breathed a sigh of relief. She should have known better than to worry. If anyone could work their magic on last minute changes, it was Ellie.

      “Why would Bob and Jean be so late?”

      A sly smile crossed Ellie’s face. “Maybe they’re celebrating a little early?”

      A blush crept across Tessa’s face. As much as she loved her in-laws, thoughts of them celebrating their fiftieth wedding anniversary early definitely wasn’t something she wanted to dwell on.

      “I’ll go start greeting our guests if you can watch the staff and get them handing out the drinks?”

      “Sure, but before you head out to the doors, you might want to change your apron,” she called out.

      Dang it. Tessa glanced down at the apron she wore and groaned. Icing sugar and smears of chocolate icing crisscrossed the fabric. She undid the ties at the back and balled the apron up before heading to the kitchen to grab a new one.

      “Hey, Tess?”

      She stopped at the kitchen door and glanced over her shoulder.

      “Do you think Jude will show up tonight?”

      She’d love nothing more than for him to come home. It had been months since she last saw him. Months full of anger, regrets, and heartbreaks, but most of all, it she’d spent most of that time missing Jude.

      Unfortunately, she knew him and knew that short of attending his parent’s funeral, nothing this side of heaven or hell would drag him back to her, not when he thought their relationship had been based on a lie.
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        * * *

      

      Tessa stood at the front door and handed bags to the groups that walked in. She couldn’t stop the grin from spreading on her face at the number of people who arrived.

      Banff was a small town if you discounted all the tourists who crowded the main street throughout the year to ski or mountain climb. Not much went on without everybody knowing everything and while there were plenty of times she hated this aspect of small town living, tonight was not one of them. Bob and Jean deserved to be showered in love, especially now.

      “Oh my, what a pleasant surprise!”

      She’d just handed a stuffed bag to an older couple who walked hand in hand. Their reaction to what was in the bag was similar to all the others Tessa had heard as people opened up their gift bags from the Turners.

      “I thought we were supposed to be the ones bringing gifts?”

      Tessa shook her head at an older man who hesitated to take the bag she offered him. Just take it,” she leaned forward and wrapped an arm around the shoulder of George Sauder, and placed a soft kiss on his cheek.

      “Now, what am I supposed to do with this?” He grumbled as Tessa hooked the bag over his arm. In his hand was a small box wrapped in a red bow.

      George was one of those grizzly old men who complained about everything but would do anything for you at the same time. She had first met George when she was seven years old and had just moved into the house next door to him with her mom after her dad passed away. Whether he liked it or not, George became her pseudo-grandfather.

      “You weren’t supposed to bring a gift.” She’d tried to tell Jean that no one would listen to their request. She thought about all the gifts she’d seen so far come through the door and shook her head. Secretly she was pleased that so many wanted to spoil the Turners. They deserved it.

      “It’s not every day someone celebrates being married to the same person for fifty years,” he muttered. Tessa’s smile trembled at his comment. She should be celebrating her upcoming one year anniversary with Jude over a candlelit dinner, but instead, she’ll probably end up sitting on her couch, crying through a chick flick while eating take-out by herself.

      “Hey now, none of that. Not here and not tonight.” George pressed a Kleenex into her hand. Tessa stared up at the ceiling and attempted to blink past the tears that gathered. He was right, this was not the time or place, and she knew better.

      “What’s in there?” she asked him again in a pitiful attempt to change the conversation.

      George glanced down at the box in his hand and frowned. “Never you mind.” He stuffed the box back into his coat pocket and ambled off into the main room.

      Tessa watched him go before she turned and grabbed more bags. The idea was to give people small gifts that represented who Bob and Jean were as a couple. Jean was known for her journaling and Bob for his gardening, so inside the bags were packets of seeds wrapped in a brown ribbon and a lovely journal with a heartfelt message from Jean on the first page.

      As an extra surprise, Tessa had added a handmade card from a local shop with a note requesting the card be filled out with a small message to Bob and Jean and dropped in the basket by the main door during the night. Throughout the event, the staff would offer pens to people if they were needed, as well as help collect the cards.

      The card idea was Tessa’s own personal gift to them. She didn’t know how she would have survived the past few years without their love and support, and she knew there were others in the room who felt the same way.

      Tessa wanted tonight to be extra special for them. No. She needed this night to be extra special for them. This past year has been so hard on them, and she was responsible for some of that.

      If only Jude would come home. Even if he never came back to her, he could at least come home for his parents. If only he knew...

      Tessa stopped that last thought from forming. She wasn’t going to think about that right now. Tonight was about celebrating the life Bob and Jean had together and praying they’d share many more. That’s what she needed to focus on, not the fact that, quite possibly, this might be the last anniversary Jean would ever celebrate.
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      He watched Tessa as she wove her way through the crowd, stopping at tables to talk with couples, even taking a minute or two to dance with a small child on the dance floor. He couldn’t get over how beautiful she was. His parched soul drank her in until he felt energized. She was his breath of fresh air, the light that broke through his darkness.

      He rubbed his hands down his thighs. Without a camera, they were empty, useless. If he could, he would immortalize her, like this. Elegant. Beautiful. Mesmerizing.

      Jude backed away from the door at the far end of the room and went to search for his parents, who’d snuck into one of the closed off rooms in the building to talk. Nothing could have prepared him for the news he’d received when he showed up at his parents’ door earlier this evening. Coming to this party was the last thing he wanted to do, but if it meant seeing his mother smile, then he would keep his mouth shut and make sure this was a night she’d remember.

      Coming home tonight had been a fluke. He knew he couldn’t stay away forever, and in reality, he didn’t want to, but he’d dragged his feet in returning—something he knew he shouldn’t have done. The only thing that had stopped him from returning right after he left was his pride. He’d reacted foolishly without giving her or Sean a chance to explain anything. Later though, when he’d calmed down and attempted to connect all the dots, there were none.

      “You’re kidding me, right?”

      Jude stopped in his tracks and slowly turned. “Hello, Ellie.” He wasn’t sure if he should hold out his arms for a hug or present his cheek for a slap.

      “I can’t believe you actually showed up. Does Tess know?”

      Jude shook his head. “Not yet. I wanted to wait—”

      “Really? So what’s the plan? Surprising her in the middle of your parent’s party with a toast about the amazing example your parents are for what makes a marriage work?”

      Damn. She might as well have kicked him right in the groin. Leave it to Tessa’s best friend not to hold anything back.

      “I thought maybe I could grab her attention and maybe go someplace to talk.”

      He knew by the look on Ellie’s face what she thought of his idea. “Okay, okay, maybe not my best idea, but that’s all I’ve got.” He stuck his hands in his pant pockets and shrugged.

      “Do your parents know you’re here?” Ellie cocked her head as she stared at him. Not for the first time, he wished he could read her thoughts.

      “That’s why they’re late. I missed my flight and arrived at their place just as they were leaving. My mom...” His voice hitched up a notch when he thought of how his mother had crumbled in his arms while his father stood by, stoic, on the other side of the screen door.

      Ellie surprised him by rushing at him and throwing her arms around him. He slowly raised his own arms and hugged her back.

      Of all people, he figured Ellie would be the first to shove a knife into his heart for returning. He figured Tessa would have told her the truth about them, about what they’d done before he’d left so abruptly…but apparently, she either didn’t know or didn’t care.

      “If you ever leave like that again, I’ll kill you before you have the chance to return. Do you understand me?”

      Considering Ellie’s father was a cop and had taught her how to shoot a gun at an early age, he had no doubt she meant what she said.

      “I’m here to stay.” Jude stared straight into Ellie’s eyes and dared her to believe him. He’d do everything in his power to win back Tess, even if it meant starting all over again. She deserved her white knight, and he meant to be exactly that.

      He even came prepared to slay that invisible dragon.

      “It’s not going to be easy, you know that, don’t you?” With her arms crossed over her chest, Ellie watched him.

      Easy? Nothing about Tessa was easy. She was sweet, endearing, gorgeous, and the smartest woman he knew, but easy? Not his Tessa.

      “Will you help me?” Jude fiddled with his hands as he waited for her answer. If anyone knew Tessa better than he did, it was Ellie.

      “Will you break her heart again?” There was a calculated look in her eye that had Jude wondering why she even asked.

      Will he break her heart again? He’d never wanted to in the first place. He hadn’t known what else to do, though. Yes, he knew running away as he did had been a mistake, but at the time, it seemed like his only option.

      “I love her. I always have, and that is never going to change.”

      Seeing her tonight only sharpened that truth inside of him. He’d been a fool to run away. He’d been scared and unsure of how to handle what had happened. He’d been a weak man, and rather than protect himself, he should have done everything he could to protect the Tessa rather than hurt her.

      “Just don’t forget it.” Ellie gave him a satisfied smile before she walked down the hallway and back into the main area.

      Her comment had him on edge. He wanted to tell her he never would, but he had a feeling it wasn’t going to be as easy as that. Knowing Tessa, he needed to prove himself.

      And prove himself, he would.
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      “Tessa.”

      She turned to find Ellie weaving her way through the crowded room.

      “Bob and Jean are here.”

      Tessa breathed a sigh of relief. “Finally! Where are they?” She’d been doing her best to play hostess to the large crowd that had gathered for the party, but there was only so much she could do before people started to question where the guests of honor were.

      “They’ll be out soon.”

      Ellie was hiding something. Tessa knew it. It wasn’t that her gaze darted around the room and the fact she wouldn’t look her in the eye, nor was it the way she fiddled with her fingers as she stood there. Instead, it was the half smile Ellie tried so hard to hide that had Tessa on edge.

      “What’s going on?”

      Ellie licked her lips and fiddled with the pen she’d taken out of her apron pocket.

      “Seriously, Eleanor. If there is something going on, I need to know.” It was rare Tessa used her full name, but she didn’t have time to play games tonight. She needed to get Bob and Jean out here to greet their friends.

      “Remember earlier when I asked you—”

      “Hey there, gorgeous.” Arms snaked around Tessa and squeezed tight. Tessa gave off a little squeal as the air was pushed out of her lungs before she was lifted up off the ground and the back of her neck kissed.

      “Put me down, you big lug.” Tessa laughed as she attempted to swat at the solid arms holding her.

      “Only if you say the magic word,” Sean Patterson teased as he tickled her.

      Tessa knew her face had to be bright red by now. Why was it that anytime she was around Sean, he had to embarrass her in some fashion? Why couldn’t he just leave her alone?

      “Want me to tell Mrs. Monroe who really destroyed her prized rose gardens?” Tessa threatened. Within seconds, Sean set her down and backed away. She knew that would work, especially since Mrs. Monroe stood only a few feet away from them.

      “I must say Tessa, you worked your magic and transformed this ugly place into a palace. Great job.” Sean’s eyes twinkled with mirth as he changed the subject.

      Tessa looked around her and shrugged. “It wasn’t all that bad.”

      Ellie groaned. “Don’t listen to her, Sean. There’s a reason this place is rarely used for anything more than seasonal craft shows. It took hours to get it to look this good.”

      “You know, I’ve always said you’d be a natural at interior decorating,” Sean began.

      Tessa didn’t let him finish. “And you’d hand feed me clients from all your big multi-million dollar homes, right? No thanks. Planning their events is enough.” She glanced down at her watch. What was taking Bob and Jean so long?

      “Well, if that’s an option...” Sean teased.

      Tessa gave her head a small shake. A draft from somewhere wrapped itself around her ankles, and she shivered. She knew she should have worn a sweater tonight over her black dress.

      “You know I’d do anything for you,” Sean’s voice dropped an octave as he stared at her.

      A stone dropped to the pit of her stomach. She didn’t want to get into this with him, not here. He was a great friend, but that’s all Tessa saw in him. Friendship. Sometimes Sean’s teasing went a little too far.

      “I tried calling you earlier.”

      Tessa let out the breath she held, thankful that he didn’t continue that line of discussion. She caught the questioning glare from Ellie.

      “You did?” Tessa pulled out her phone and scrolled through the latest calls.

      “What happened to the girl who never turns her phone off?” Sean wiggled his brows before nudging her with his elbow.

      “The chocolate was calling to me,” she glanced behind her to the table of chocolates.

      “I told you their catering was the best. I can’t believe you’ve never used them before,” Sean settled his hand on her back, and guided her through the ballroom and out into the hallway.

      “I will now, thanks to you, I already have them booked for three more events.”

      “What you should do is entice their baker away from them so you’ll have exclusive catered events. Especially when you see the place I’ve lined up for you.” Sean grabbed a champagne flute from a server who passed them and held it out to her. She waved it away. She’d wait till the evening was over to have a drink.

      “We can’t afford a baker to be on the payroll. Not yet. And what do you mean?”

      “We could if we took over the lease on the bakery next to us. Plus, there’s always my sister. Lexi would bake circles around this caterer.” Ellie interrupted.

      This wasn’t the first time they’d discussed this topic, but Tessa wasn’t sure if they were ready for this type of expansion. Ellie’s outlook was go big or go home. Tessa just wanted to make sure they had a home to go to. The last thing she wanted was to expand their Decadent Events to include a bakery and have it all be a flop.

      Sean cleared his throat. “What about bringing on some partners?” He toyed with the edge of his glass while Tessa’s mouth dropped.

      “Sean, I...why...” she shook her head, unable to form a coherent thought. Partners? Where did this come from? She’d known Sean forever it seemed. He’d been like a brother to her for longer than she could remember.

      “Why don’t we save that discussion for another night?” Ellie wrapped her arm through Tessa’s and pulled her close. “I think I see Bob peeking through the doorway down there.”

      Tessa could almost have kissed her friend. Sean stepped back, and Tessa gave him a small smile.

      “Later?” He asked.

      She nodded. Later could be anywhere from tonight to next week to even next year. She needed to mull this over, and think about the ramifications of bringing Sean on board as a partner.

      She caught sight of Jean in the doorway close to the kitchen. Jean wrung her hands together as she searched the room. Tessa gave her a wave, and the look of relief on Jean’s face had her worried.

      “Have you talked to Jean tonight?” Tessa asked Ellie out of the corner of her mouth. Ellie faltered in her step, and Tessa stopped short.

      “All right, what is going on?” She asked. Ellie was acting a bit off tonight.

      “There’s something you need to know,” Ellie looked everywhere but at her. Tessa was getting a bit annoyed. She didn’t have time to play these games. Either something was wrong, or it wasn’t, but if it was going to affect the party in any way, the girl had better spit it out.

      “Like what?”

      “It’s about—”

      “There you are.” A hand gripped Tessa’s shoulder and forced her to turn around. Evie O’Neil held a plate of tarts and almost shoved them right into Tessa’s nose. “I was just telling Charlie that these pecan butter tarts are simply divine. My bridge club would love this. I don’t know who you have catering tonight, but I have to get the recipe for this. I have to.”

      Tessa rolled her shoulder to ease out the sudden kink and attempted to be patient with Evie. She was a dear old soul who never took no for an answer, nor understood the concept of personal space.

      “Tessa Turner, I insist. I’ve been trying to get in the kitchen for the past half hour, but I keep getting blocked by one of your servers. If you won’t let me bug the caterer, then I insist you do it for me.” Evie took a bite of one of the tarts and moaned.

      “Now sugar, if you keep doing that, you’re going to make me gather up every last tart and hide them,” Ellie teased before Tessa could say anything. “Oh, don’t you worry, there’s none left on the table.” Evie’s eyes lit up as she chuckled past the food in her mouth.

      “Evie, you can’t do that.” Tessa tried not to act shocked, but it didn’t surprise her Evie would hoard all her favorite treats. She made a mental note to have one of the servers stay close to the table to keep an eye on the food. She’d planned for extras, but it was better to be safe than sorry.

      “If you give me the recipe, I’ll put some of them back.” Evie winked at her.

      Now how did you say no to someone as cute as her? She was everyone’s crazy grandmother, short with wild curly hair and going on eighty-five years of age.

      “I’ll see what I can do.” Tessa leaned in close, cupped her hand close to her mouth, and whispered in the woman’s ear.

      “That’s my girl.” Evie toddled off back to her table where her husband sat, and he gave her a high-five. Tessa laughed. They might just be the youngest oldest couple she’d ever known.

      “Okay, let’s go find the guests of honor and get them out here before all the desserts disappear.” She turned towards Ellie and was about to grab her hand but stopped when she saw the way her friend’s eyes widened.

      “Don’t turn around,” Ellie hissed, “there’s something you need to know first.”

      A low murmur grew through the room.

      “What’s wrong?” Tessa’s chest constricted, and the palms of her hands tingled. She saw the faces of the crowd around her, the wide eyes, the bright smiles, the whispers while they all looked at her.

      “Tessa, it’s about Jude.”

      A lump formed in Tessa’s throat, and she had a crazy need to run. Was he here? Did something happen to him, and that’s why his parents were late? The room spun around her and her ears buzzed. She reached out to grab hold of Ellie’s arm, but she missed and almost toppled over before strong hands gripped her arms and steadied her.

      Warm breath teased her cheek as she leaned against a hard body. Heat radiated it and the cold chill she felt earlier disappeared. She could only think of one person whose touch affected her like this, but didn’t dare dream that Jude had finally come home.

      “Hey, gorgeous.”

      Tessa melted.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Tessa turned and found herself staring into the same chocolate-colored eyes that filled her dreams on a nightly basis. He was here. Actually here. Part of her didn’t want to believe it, and she blinked to see if he was a figment of her imagination.

      “Breathe, Tess,” the soft timber of Jude’s voice washed over her and left goosebumps all along her arms.

      “You came back.” Once the words were out of her mouth, she wanted to swallow them. She wasn’t sure how she should be feeling right now. Joy that the only man she’s ever loved, was back? Anger that it took him so long to return? Elation to finally be in his arms again?

      Memories of that awful day crept in, and she shuddered. His hands dropped from her arms, and when he stepped away from her she immediately felt the chill between them. A part of her wanted to reach out, to touch him, to gather back some of that warmth, but the other part of her wanted to crush his heart, like he’d crushed hers. Her counselor had warned her of that, and even worked with her on scenarios if something like this ever occurred.

      “I couldn’t stay away.” His words were infused with warmth, but the look in his eyes was stone cold.

      She gave herself a mental shake and reminded herself of where they were. Whatever was going to happen, whatever words needed to be said, this was not the time or place. It was bad enough that she’d once again added fuel to the local gossip fodder.

      In the background, Sean yelled, “It’s about time you two love birds showed up.”

      There was a smattering of laughter as Jean’s face turned bright red, and Bob gave off an exaggerated wink. Tessa glanced over her shoulder and smiled at Sean in thanks. His lips rose into a smile, and he gave a small bow.

      “I should have come home sooner, I see.” Tessa caught a note of disappointment in Jude’s voice.

      She didn’t say anything. She only looked at him, really looked at him. He looked good, more toned, filled out, if the size of his biceps beneath his dress shirt was any indication. He wore his hair a little longer than she remembered, there were small curls around his ears and collar, and there was a faint scar beneath his chin that hadn’t been there before. He fingered the scar, as if to hide it from her gaze.

      “You look good.”

      His brow quirked at that. “Good? That’s all you have to say?”

      She shrugged her shoulder. “I’m glad you came.”

      “That sounded almost like a question. You should know me better than that.”

      “I thought I did,” she whispered.

      Ellie broke the awkwardness between them by clearing her throat. ”Um, hate to break up the reunion, but Tessa...” Ellie cocked her head towards Bob and Jean.

      Tessa breathed a deep sigh, straightened her shoulders, and forced a bright smile on her face. Without a word, she walked away from Jude and toward the people she considered family, and gave them both a tight hug.

      “He came home,” she whispered into Jean’s ear. As she pulled away, she caught the look on Bob’s face as he watched his son. Love, happiness, and peace. She knew how much it meant to him to have Jude back. He wasn’t alone anymore. He didn’t need to deal alone with what was about to hit them all like a tidal wave.

      “He still loves you,” Jean whispered back.

      Tessa just smiled, but she studied Jean’s face carefully. The lines beneath her eyes were darker, her face paler, and there was a slight shake to her hands that Jean tried to hide.

      All that mattered was that Jude was here for his mom.

      Three weeks ago, Jean had gone to the doctor to complain of stomach pain that wouldn’t go away. What they all thought was mild food poisoning or the flu turned out to be cancer. Advanced adenocarcinoma, or stomach cancer. And Jean, no matter how much both Bob and Tessa argued with her, refused to accept any sort of treatment. They’d been advised that with chemotherapy, Jean might have a year. Both of Jean’s parents had died of cancer, and she refused to end her days as they had. She wanted to live what life she had left on her own terms, in her own house, surrounded by those she loved. Not in a hospital, hours away in Calgary.

      “I want you two to get back together.” Jean gripped Tessa’s hands and squeezed.

      Tessa nodded. She wanted that too. “Does Jude know yet?” She hated to ask.

      Jean shook her head. “Bob told him. I didn’t want him to, I need there to be good memories from tonight, but Bob needed him to know.” The wavering smile on her face faltered before Bob stepped closer and wrapped his arms around his wife’s waist.

      “What do you say we get this party started, huh? I’ve been looking forward to these desserts you women keep raving about.”

      Tessa’s eyes widened. The desserts. She glanced over at the table she’d so carefully arranged and realized she’d forgotten all about putting aside a platter for the head table.

      “Evie might have eaten all the good ones,” Tessa whispered, “that’s what you get for being late,” she teased while she led the couple to their table.

      Once they were seated and Ellie took her place at the podium with the microphone, Tessa wove her way towards the dessert table and did her best to ignore the feel of Jude’s gaze when she walked by.
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      Jude’s smiled tightened as he watched the soft smile Tessa gave Sean. He was still jealous and he hated that. He thought by now he would have dealt with those feelings but apparently seeing them share a moment like that brought all those feelings back.

      He needed to address his insecurities if he wanted to get Tessa back.

      Tessa wasn’t the only one he missed.

      Sean had been his best friend, and college roommate, and even agreed to be his best man at their ‘official’ wedding. Many times these past few months Jude had kicked himself for believing in something that wasn’t true.

      He’d let his weakness destroy two relationships he valued the most.

      He caught Sean’s gaze and nodded. Sooner or later they’d need to talk. From the steely look Sean gave him he wasn’t sure if they’d be talking over drinks or with their fists.

      He knew he brought unwanted attention to himself tonight and he could only imagine what was being said about him.

      Jude grabbed a beer off the drink table and leaned against the wall. If he stayed out of the way tonight, maybe that interest would die down. The last thing he wanted was to steal any of the spotlight from his parents.

      Besides, from this vantage point, he could watch Tessa all night. After not seeing her for so long, he could watch her forever and never get bored.
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      As the night wound down, Tessa gave a slight nod to Reverend Frank who sat in the corner, then dimmed the lights until only the Christmas lights they decorated the room with shone. A low murmur of excitement filled the air. Many of the guests knew what was about to happen.

      Tessa walked towards the front of the room where Bob and Jean sat and didn’t even bother trying to hide the smile that filled her face. Bob winked at her before he pushed back his chair and held out his hand to Jean.

      “What’s going on?” Jean gripped the napkin in her hand and looked from Bob to Tessa and back to Bob.

      “Jean, love, just take my hand.” Bob sighed as he reached down and plucked the napkin from her hand.

      “But what’s going on?” Jean’s cheeks flushed when she realized the room had gone quiet and everyone listened in.

      “Fifty years ago I promised you I’d love you forever. Back then, forever seemed like such a long time, but now, forever only seems like a day. So tonight, I want to promise you my love till the end of time, because honey, you deserve that and so much more.” Bob voice cracked. As his smile wobbled, Tessa brushed away the tears that gathered in her eyes and fell.

      Bob walked Jean over to the arbour of lights and roses Ellie had set up in the corner and when Jean caught sight of Reverend Frank, her sob could be heard throughout the room.

      “I love you, you silly, silly man.” Jean wrapped her arms around Bob and leaned her head on his shoulder.

      Tessa sank down in a chair and struggled to swallow past the lump in her throat. She searched the room for Jude and found him in the opposite corner of the room. He looked so handsome with his arms folded as he leaned against the wall. The way he stared at her had her face heating up.

      Was he remembering their own secret wedding? The one they flew to Vegas for, without telling anyone?

      She looked away before she made a fool of herself. Tonight wasn’t about her or them. It was about Jean and Bob, and she tried to focus on the vows they spoke to one another, but memories of the vows she’d made with Jude kept creeping in.

      It had been a whim. One minute they were sitting at their kitchen table, arguing over some stupid detail and the fact Jude wasn’t listening, and the next, she was packing a bag to Vegas. While she’d been stressing, he’d been planning and arranged for a marriage license and tickets. Their wedding was supposed to be about them, and that’s what they were going to do.

      It had been a whirlwind of excitement and secrecy, of romance and adventure, and they’d both agreed to keep it a secret, just between them. Their original wedding date was less than six months away, so they’d do the ceremony, have a big party, and no one would be the wiser.

      It was all perfect. She wore her white reception dress in Vegas, they drank champagne, she carried a bouquet of pink roses and vowed to love Jude for the rest of her life.

      Their wedding back home would have been just as equally special, with a waterfall as their backdrop, beneath a setting sun, on a walkway full of flickering tealights in mason jars. She would have worn a soft white gown with embroidered flowers, while Ellie would have stood beside her in a chocolate brown knee-length dress.

      Instead, they came home, and within hours, Jude had packed and left, the dust flying behind his truck the only goodbye she’d received. She’d been in the bath while he packed and left, never saying a word to her.

      She glanced over at him now and wished to go back in time, to erase the past months and start fresh. She wanted that to happen more than anything else in life, but she wondered if it was possible. There was so much distance between them. So much anger and hurt. He’d left her without giving her the opportunity to fix what she hadn’t known was broken. And now, with him here, the distance seemed impossible to overcome.

      She wasn’t sure her heart could handle him leaving again.
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      Tessa pulled out a chair and sank into it. She moaned as pinpricks of pain blasted through her feet. While heels worked wonders on the calves, they hurt like hell after standing for six hours. She opened her notebook and went over the checklist of items still to complete before she could call the evening a success.

      “I never thought this night would end,” Ellie complained as she pulled out the chair next to her and leaned back. “I feel like Cinderella, except the stroke of midnight never came, and I’ve been stuck in this ridiculous dress forever.”

      “Let me be your Fairy Godmother then. The stroke of midnight came and went. Feel free to turn into a pumpkin at any time.” Tessa waved an imaginary wand in the air.

      “Nice fairy godmother you are,” Ellie complained. Tessa pretended to ignore her. “The caterers are gone, the staff has all been paid, cleaning crew is just about done...did I miss anything? Oh, kicking out Jude...or did you want to do that?”

      Tessa played with the pen in her hand. She’d caught the way he hung around, always in sight but never too close. So many times she’d wanted to go up to him but stopped herself from making a scene. Instead, she flittered around the room, talked to different groups, and even danced with a few children to help place a smile on her face. The last time she saw him though, was with his arms full of gift-wrapped boxes on his way to his parents’ vehicle.

      He never returned.

      “What are you talking about? He left hours ago.”

      Ellie snorted. “You’re kidding me, right? Answer me this, why am I still wearing this ridiculous dress? What I wouldn’t give for my cargo pants and black tee-shirt. I can’t believe I let you talk me into wearing this. Next time, expect a revolt.”

      “You could have worn the pants, I told you I didn’t mind.”

      Ellie groaned. “Oh sure, say that now.”

      Tessa shook her head and glanced around the room. If Jude didn’t leave, then where was he?

      “Hey, what happened with Sean?”

      Tessa jerked her head around and stared at her friend. “What do you mean what happened?” She had a mental image of Sean and Jude fighting.

      “Whoa, calm down. I just wondered where he went, that’s all. I expected him to stick around, help with the cleanup, maybe talk a little more about that whole partnership thing.”

      Tessa leaned back and crossed her arms. “Do you think it’s a good idea? We’re doing well, we’ve got a lot of parties booked, and I had a few people ask to schedule appointments for the upcoming months tonight.”

      Ellie leaned close and rested her elbows on the table. She stared at Tessa until it became almost unbearable. “You don’t want to work with Sean, do you?”

      Tessa crossed and uncrossed her legs. “I just don’t think we need to rush into anything...let’s see if we could swing it on our own, bring your sister on board like you keep mentioning. There’s a lot of possibilities.” Tessa hedged.

      “R-i-i-ight.” Ellie nodded. “Are these possibilities falling in our laps just like the partnership offer?”

      Inwardly, Tessa groaned. How could she explain it when she wasn’t even sure herself why she hesitated?

      Was it so wrong not to want to lean on anyone and just do this themselves? When Jude walked out on her, everyone said she was going to fall apart, but she didn’t. She proved them wrong.

      And now that Jude was home? She’d heard the murmurings tonight. Too many times to count, she’d walk up to a table, and the conversation would stop, and she knew that she was the topic. Again. All thanks to Jude.

      And where was he now? He hardly said two words to her after he saved her from falling earlier. Great way to add fuel to the already burning flame. Twice Spurned—she could see the headline in the gossip section of the Banff Weekly.

      “Decadent Events could make it big with Sean’s help, Tess, you know that. The level of clients he has...the sky’s the limit. Why are you hesitating?”

      “Why are you pushing this so hard? Can I at least get a few days to think about it?” She rubbed the back of her neck and rolled her head to work out the kinks.

      “Sure, sorry. I know it’s not great timing right now, especially with Jude back, but you know my little sister will be home soon from Paris, and I think Lexi would be a great addition to the team. She’d be the perfect pastry chef for us, and I know she’d jump at the opportunity.”

      “I’m sure she would. But what if she wants to work elsewhere? I imagine it would be hard to work alongside the best patisserie chefs in France and then come home to doing only catered events. I’m sure you sister wants more than this.”

      Ellie shook her head. “I’ve already asked her and she said yes.”

      “You what?”

      “Oh come on, Tess. This isn’t the first time we’ve had this conversation. Don’t sell us short, that’s all I’m asking. Think about it, okay? Hey, you had that vacation planned after this, didn’t you? Are you still going to go?”

      Tessa shook her head. She’d canceled her vacation to the coast for a week of relaxation after she found out about Jean. She’d forgotten she hadn’t told Ellie. Her life had been a bit of a haze since hearing the news. She leaned forward and reached for Ellie’s hand.

      “I canceled it earlier this week.” She swallowed the lump in her throat. “Jean has an advanced-staged cancer and doesn’t have much time left. I don’t want to—” she couldn’t get the words out. She knew Ellie would understand, having lost her own mother to cancer.

      “Oh honey,” tears filled Ellie’s eyes “of course you couldn’t go. Oh my…no wonder she looked so tired tonight.”

      “You caught that too? I hope tonight wasn’t too much for her.” She had tried to do as much as she could throughout the evening. Among the three of them, herself, Bob and Jude, Jean had received the royal treatment.

      “She’s stubborn, she won’t let this hit her until she’s at home and alone. At least, that’s what my mom was like.”

      Tessa nodded. She remembered that. Maybe she’d head over tomorrow with some homemade soup and check in on her. “That’s probably where Jude is,” she muttered to herself. Of course, that’s where he’d be. Why did she think he’d hang around here for her?

      A chisel pounded straight through her chest and into her heart as she finally understood why Jude was back. Not for her or for their marriage. He was back for his mother. Of course. All night she’d fought against the hope that he was here for her, that realized he’d been wrong and wanted to make a fresh start.

      What a fool she’d been.

      “Are you okay?” A concerned look filled Ellie’s gaze.

      Tessa nodded her head, and grabbed her notebook and pen, stuffing them into her bag. “Of course I’m okay. I’m exhausted, though. I think I’ll head home, take a long bath and go to bed.” She knew she blathered on, but she could feel the tears well up, and the last thing she wanted to do was break down here.

      She was so tired of breaking down, of being weak, of crying her life away.

      “Are you happy he’s back home?” Ellie’s question stopped her.

      Happy? Yes, she was happy he was home. Jean needed him. If anything, even if he were only here for his mother, it was worth it. It would be hard to see him, to run into him, but she could handle it. She didn’t really have a choice, did she?

      “The look in Jean’s eyes tonight was worth it. Did you see the way she held tight to his arm and wouldn’t let him leave her side for the longest time?”

      “And you?”

      Tessa gave her friend a sad smile. “He’s not home for me, Ellie. It’s time I accept things between us are over. You don’t just walk away  for months with no word and expect things to be perfect the moment you decide to come back.” She shrugged and pretended her heart wasn’t already in little pieces.

      “No, whatever Jude and I had, is over.”
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      Her and Jude were over.

      She hadn’t wanted to believe it, but it was time to accept the truth and somehow find a way to move on.

      Just the idea alone makes her nauseous.

      Deep down, a small part of her had been hoping he’d realize he’d been wrong, that he over-reacted, that he threw away something worth saving…but she should have known better.

      She drove home in a fog, barely noticing the herd of mountain goats that blocked her driveway. These things were the bane of her existence lately. They took a liking to the shrubs she’d planted in the spring and now wouldn’t leave her place alone.

      A few quick honks of the truck horn and a feeble wind through the herd had her slowly edging up her driveway. She was so intent on the goats that she didn’t notice an unfamiliar pick-up parked ahead before it was almost too late.

      Jude sat on her side porch deck, while her dog—no, their dog—sat at his feet. Her steps faltered as her heart swooshed at the sight of him.

      The smile on his face sent the sleeping butterflies into a frenzy.

      She wanted to say something, anything, but the words were stuck on her tongue.

      “Did you almost hit my truck?”

      She lifted her shoulder in a shrug. “It’s a little hard to see.”

      She nodded her head toward the outdoor lights that were black. She’d been meaning to replace the bulbs, but like everything else, it was on her ever-growing list of to-do’s she never had time to focus on.

      “I’ll pick up some lights tomorrow and get that taken care of,” he said.

      She wanted to tell him not to bother but stilled her tongue instead. The house, and their dog, were half his, at least for now.

      She let out a long sigh. She didn’t know why he was here, but she figured selling the property was probably high on his list of things to discuss. She didn’t want to sell their old farmhouse. She loved it here. He used to love it just as much.

      The silence stretched thin between them until the chirping of the crickets filled the air.

      “I’d forgotten how much I loved sitting out here.” Jude let out a long sigh and leaned back, anchoring his elbows on the wood behind him.

      Tessa turned towards him and looked him over. He looked like hell warmed over, if she were to be truthful. His hair was messed, there were dark circles beneath his eyes, and his twelve-hour stubble had hints of grey she’d never seen before.

      That shocked her more than anything.

      “It’s peaceful.” She climbed to her feet. “I don’t know about you, but I could do with either a beer or coffee with Baileys. Would you like either one?” She stopped him when he went to get up. “Stay, enjoy the peace.

      “Coffee would be great. I’ve got a long night ahead of me.”

      So he was leaving, heading back into the city or wherever he was living now. Guess that answered that.

      She grabbed her bag and pushed open the house door, hoping he hadn’t noticed the disappointment on her face.

      “You should keep it locked,” Jude said.

      It took her a moment to realize he was talking about the door. Tessa shrugged. “Why? Rusty’s here to protect the place.” They’d never locked their house door, Why start now?

      “Being all alone out here isn’t safe,” Jude muttered.

      Tessa glanced over at the shotgun she kept by her porch door. She was safe enough.

      She dropped her bag on the kitchen table and took in a deep breath. Jude was here. Really here. All the words she’d wanted to say to him disappeared except for the one phrase she uttered to herself over and over in the middle of the night.

      I still love you.

      It didn’t matter anymore, did it? Too much time passed. Too much water beneath the bridge and all that.

      For months she’d wished to go back in time and do what she could to fix things, but how do you repair something you didn’t know was broken in the first place?

      She brewed his coffee, straight black, and then made one for herself, adding double the amount of Bailey’s she normally would, before she carried the two cups outside.

      Her hands shook a little as she nudged the door open. Jude jumped up and reached for his coffee before stepping to the side. Rather than sit back down on the stairs, Tessa headed towards the wicker patio set she’d picked up at a garage sale the other weekend. She didn’t ask Jude to join her, but assumed he would.

      When he hesitated she gave him a soft smile. “I won’t bite, I promise.”

      The glow from her kitchen window illuminated Jude’s face as he climbed the stairs and sat down in a chair. Rusty ambled his way over and, with a small jump, plopped himself down beside Tessa on the two-seater with a sigh. He stretched himself out so he could rest his head on Jude’s knee.

      “I think someone’s happy to see you.” Tessa sipped her coffee while she watched Jude lean forward and pet their dog.

      “I hope he’s not the only one,” Jude said.

      Tessa had a hard time swallowing. What did he just say?

      “I know it’s sudden and that I don’t deserve a second chance, but...” His shoulders slumped as he rested his elbow on his free knee.

      He wanted a second chance.

      Everything inside of her wanted to shout yes, but she kept quiet and looked out over the dark yard. She had a feeling there was more that needed to be said. Explanations, apologies...on both sides. But, how did you get past the fact that he just up and left with no contact, no word?

      She realized he’d been hurt, but did he ever think of what his silence and absence did to her? To them?

      A second chance. A war between her head and her heart commenced.

      Right at that moment, her cell phone rang. Tessa winced as the recorded sound of Sean’s voice filled the air. He’d set his ringtone of her phone ages ago, and she’d never changed it.

      Probably a mistake on her part, especially from the hardened look that settled on Jude’s face.

      “Does he call this late at night often?”

      Tessa gave him a sidelong glance as she reached for the phone. “He’s probably just calling to make sure I made it home okay.” In all honestly, she appreciated that he did.

      “That’s ... nice of him.” Jude’s lips tightened.

      “Yep, it is.”

      It was wrong, she knew it, but she let his recorded ringtone play out. It was Sean singing “You Are My Sunshine” to her in a silly voice. It always made her smile to hear it.

      “What’s up?” She clicked the answer button on the phone and put it on speaker.

      “Just making sure you made it home in one piece.”

      Tessa glanced over at Jude. “Sure did. The mountain goats are eating those bushes again. Would you ask your gardener for ones that they don’t like next time?”

      The
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