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        “Wow! Romance, mystery, and suspense. Talk about an amazing happy ever after!”

      

        

      
        Fans of Pamela Kelley and Robyn Carr will love this small-town, feel-good romance!

      

      

      When Rachel agrees to tutor John’s young daughter, Bella, the last thing she expects is to fall in love with the reclusive billionaire. He’s sweet, kind, and tormented by the tragic death of his wife.

      

      As they spend more time together, Rachel discovers a shared longing for connection, for the empathy and solidarity that are missing from each of their lives.

      

      But, as Christmas approaches, a threat looms, placing Bella in harm's way and forcing John to confront his deepest fears. In the face of danger, he's prepared to sacrifice anything to protect his daughter—even if it costs him the chance at a love he never expected to find.

      

      Will Rachel and John discover that sometimes, the most profound love stories begin with a simple willingness to open your heart to the unexpected? Or will an uncertain future tear them apart? This is a story of hope, resilience, and the transformative power of love waiting just beyond the horizon.

      

      Discover the magic of Montana in Sealed With A Kiss, the first book in the Emerald Lake series!

      

      This book can easily be read as a standalone. All of my series are linked, so if you meet a character you like, you could find them in another book. For news of my latest releases, please visit leeannamorgan.com and sign up for my newsletter. Happy reading!
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      Rachel parked her car outside her friend’s apartment. For the entire ride across town, she’d been thinking about the envelope sitting on the seat beside her, the exciting news that would bring a smile to Annie’s face.

      For the last couple of months, Rachel had been helping a group of friends who’d started The Bridesmaids Club. They gave donated bridesmaids’ dresses to women who couldn’t afford to buy their own.

      Most weeks, at least a dozen dresses were sent to her friends, packed in boxes, bags, and anything in-between. Sometimes she helped with the dress fittings, but her main job was to sort through the letters they received. She made appointments for the bridesmaids to see the dresses and contacted the people they couldn’t help.

      Nearly a year ago, a letter had arrived from a little girl called Bella. Rachel’s friends had spent weeks trying to find her, but it wasn’t easy. With no return address and no last name, the glittery card with sparkling jewels had become their mystery card. The only clue to where she lived was the Bozeman postmark on the envelope.

      Bella’s big, round handwriting made them smile, and her request had touched their hearts. She didn’t want a bridesmaid’s dress. She wanted a bride for her daddy.

      Rachel picked up Bella’s envelope. She was almost positive she’d found the little girl they’d been searching for.

      Stepping out of her car, she headed toward Annie’s apartment. The cold October wind tore through her coat and left her shivering on the doorstep. They were lucky it hadn’t started snowing. Montana’s weather could be unpredictable at the best of times but, during the fall, they could have four seasons in one week.

      Annie opened her front door just as Rachel was about to knock. “Tell me you have good news.”

      “What’s happened?” Closing the door behind her, she stared at the boxes scattered around the living room. Annie was getting married the following weekend. After lots of careful planning, she was determined not to get stressed or give in to the last-minute pre-wedding nerves most brides seemed to develop.

      Annie ran her hands through her hair. “Dylan’s mom’s driving me insane. She doesn’t like the table favors we’ve chosen. I knew we should have waited until next April to get married. Why did I want to have a short engagement?”

      “Because you love Dylan and couldn’t wait to be his wife.” Rachel glanced at the tulle and ribbon bags they’d filled two nights before. “What’s wrong with peppermint creams? I thought Dylan’s mom liked peppermint.”

      “So did I, but she’s found a company in Vermont that makes maple toffee crunch brownies. One of her friend’s daughters got married last weekend. The brownies were the most delicious thing she’d ever tasted. They come in individual boxes, gift-wrapped with ribbon, to match the theme of the wedding.”

      “But this is Montana, not Vermont,” Rachel said carefully. She didn’t want to get between Annie and her mother-in-law but, with one week left before the wedding, it wasn’t the time to be changing anything.

      “Precisely. But is she listening to me? No. Dylan called her this morning, but she’s determined to have the brownies. She called the company and they can send enough boxes to us by Friday. She even offered to pay for them. What am I going to do?”

      Rachel took off her coat and scarf and left them on the back of a chair. “What difference does it make if you have the brownies?”

      “Nothing, if they arrive in time. We could give the sixty bags of peppermint creams to someone else. But it’s the principle that counts. Dylan and I have spent months getting everything ready.”

      “Do you want my advice?”

      Annie nodded. “You’re the sanest person in the room at the moment.”

      “Go with the brownies. No one will be worried if they don’t get peppermint creams.”

      Annie moved two pairs of shoes off a chair and sat down. “I suppose you’re right. It’s just so annoying.”

      “Welcome to the world of families. Dylan’s mom probably had the best of intentions when she mentioned the brownies.”

      “If she’d had those same intentions two months ago, it would have been better,” Annie grumbled.

      “I have some news that’s better than the brownies.”

      Annie frowned. “Did you find the animal costumes from last year’s Christmas play?”

      “I don’t think we’ll ever see them again. A teacher must have left them in a box somewhere. This is more exciting than lost costumes.” She waved Bella’s envelope in the air. “Do you remember this?”

      Annie looked closely at the brightly colored envelope. “Is that Bella’s card?”

      Rachel nodded and smiled.

      Annie’s eyes widened. “You’ve found her? How did you do that? We spent weeks searching for her.”

      “The reason we couldn’t find her is because she’s homeschooled. Her dad travels around a lot with his job. She has a tutor who goes with them when they need to leave Montana.”

      “Does Bella’s dad really need a bride?”

      “I don’t know. I haven’t spoken to him.”

      Annie grinned. “I’d like to hear that conversation.”

      “You can if you want to.”

      “Let me guess…Molly, Tess, and Sally didn’t want to go with you?”

      Rachel really hoped her friend took pity on her. “Molly’s getting ready for another exhibition, Tess is baking like crazy for a Halloween party, and Sally’s busy teaching.”

      “Sounds like it’s you and me, then.”

      “Only if you can spare the time,” Rachel said quickly. “I know Bella’s last name, but I don’t know where she lives or what her father’s name is. If it takes more than a few days to find him, you’ll be well and truly on your honeymoon.”

      Annie walked across to the kitchen. “Bozeman isn’t a big city. It shouldn’t take too long.”

      “I hope you’re right.” Pulling the pretty card out of the envelope, she re-read the message. Dear Bridesmaids Club. Can you please help my daddy find a bride?

      Bella’s words had brought back so many unhappy memories, that she had to find her. After weeks of searching through every public record she could get her hands on, she’d almost given up. Then, amazingly, Bella had walked into Rachel’s classroom.

      Hopefully, finding the little girl’s father would be easy.

      The hard part would be telling him his daughter was looking for a mom.
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        * * *

      

      John Fletcher stared at the release form in front of him. He’d been working with the Department of Defense for the last year, creating a prototype drone that would change the way surveillance operations were carried out around the world.

      The drone had passed the field tests and they’d provided all the information the Special Ops Unit wanted. Now all he had to do was sign on the dotted line and his bank account would be millions of dollars better off.

      “Are you going to keep staring at the contract or sign it?” Tank, his friend and one of the former Navy SEALs who worked with him, wasn’t known for his patience off the battlefield. But leave him in the middle of an alligator-infested swamp, and he could stay still for hours.

      “Did Connor encrypt the schematics?”

      “All done.”

      “And Sam sent the files through to Tanner?”

      Tank focused his flat stare on him. “What’s wrong?”

      John wasn’t going to admit he’d had misgivings about this project long before they’d started the design phase. Tank didn’t need to know about the conversations he’d had with top-ranked officials in the Department of Defense or the issues that kept him awake.

      He picked up a pen and signed the contract. “Make sure this leaves here today. I don’t want it getting into the wrong hands.”

      Tank slid the document into a brown envelope. “It’s safe with me.”

      John didn’t believe anything was safe. He’d learned a long time ago to listen to his instincts, and his instincts were screaming at him to be careful. “Take Connor with you. He knows his way around the Pentagon.”

      Tank didn’t bother saying anything. The look he sent him said it all.

      “And don’t spend too much time in Virginia. I have another job for you.”

      Tank grunted. “Middle East or Europe?”

      “Neither. Texas. A senator needs an escort to New York City in three days’ time.”

      “I’ll call you when I get back. Try to get some sleep tonight.”

      Tank left and John sat back in his chair. He turned toward his first-floor window and looked across the garden.

      Fletcher Security was based in a historic building on the outskirts of town. It had been built in the 1860s as Montana’s first flour mill. When he’d bought the property, it was derelict and in serious need of repair. Over the following two years, he’d rebuilt most of the interior, keeping as much of the character as he could, and recreating the rest.

      No one seeing the red-brick building would know what went on inside the property. He provided high-risk security services for clients around the world. He’d gathered together an elite group of men and women, mostly ex-military, all dedicated to their roles in his company. Their list of clients, past and present, was impressive.

      John didn’t advertise—he didn’t need to. Word of mouth traveled faster than an ad in the New York Times. The uber-rich of the world knew how to find him. What most people didn’t know was the other side of his business. The side that had been giving him sleepless nights for the last few weeks.

      Developing state-of-the-art surveillance software was a side product of what they did. Out of necessity, they’d had to look at other ways of keeping track of their clients and their property. When Samantha Jones joined his company, she’d quickly slipped into the role of Technical Development Manager. She had a PhD in electrical engineering from one of the most prestigious universities in the world and a mind that was never content with the word ‘no’.

      Sam pushed the limits of whatever project she was working on, and the drone was no exception.

      The phone on his desk rang and John reluctantly answered it. He’d told his secretary not to put any calls through unless they were urgent. Apart from World War III breaking out or anything to do with his daughter, he was hoping to have a few hours to work on another project.

      “What is it, Gloria?”

      “Sorry to bother you, but a Rachel McReedy is here to see you. It’s about Bella.”

      The hair on the back of John’s neck stood on end. “What’s happened?”

      “I don’t know.”

      He ran through Bella’s schedule for the day. She’d still be at home. Her ballet class didn’t start for another hour and the people looking after her would have contacted him if something was wrong. He’d made sure nothing concerning his daughter turned into a life or death situation. Ever.

      He glanced at the folders on his desk. “Send her through, but warn her I don’t have a lot of time.”

      He walked toward his office door. Whatever his visitor had to say would have to be quick. He had a project plan to work through and clients he needed to contact.

      If he finished early, he’d meet Bella at her ballet class. Tutus and pink tights had to be better than worrying about surveillance drones. And a lot less dangerous, too.
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        * * *

      

      Rachel jumped as the big wooden door in front of her opened. Apart from dark hair, the man walking toward her looked nothing like Bella. The little girl she’d met had big brown eyes, olive skin, and mahogany curls.

      She wondered if she’d found the right person. The form she’d seen had definitely been signed by a John Fletcher. There was only one John Fletcher living in Bozeman, and he was standing in front of her.

      “Hello, Mr. Fletcher. My name’s Rachel McReedy. I have something I need to talk to you about.”

      His cool blue eyes held her gaze as he shook her hand. “I have a conference call in five minutes.”

      Rachel nodded. Five minutes was better than nothing. For the last few days she’d been trying to make an appointment to see him. The staff at his home had told her he wasn’t available and she couldn’t get through to his secretary. Out of desperation, she’d driven to Fletcher Security’s head office, hoping he’d be able to see her. With only three days left before Annie’s wedding, she was on her own.

      John held open his office door. “Come in.”

      She tightened her hold on her bag. “Thank you for seeing me.”

      He pointed to a chair in front of his desk. “You’re welcome. What did you want to discuss with me, Ms. McReedy?”

      “Rachel…you can call me Rachel.”

      He sat down and looked closely at her. She wished she’d worn something a little more business-like. Her ‘Welcome to Hawaii’ T-shirt didn’t make her feel confident. She’d pulled it on after an over-excited student splattered her with paint.

      But she wasn’t here to make a good impression. She was here to help Bella’s dad understand his daughter a little better.

      She cleared her throat and unzipped her bag. “I’m a teacher at Bozeman Elementary School. Your daughter, Bella, spent time with my class last week.”

      “Was there a problem?”

      Rachel shook her head. “Bella’s a wonderful little girl. I enjoyed working with her.”

      “Why are you here, then?”

      Rachel wondered if the frown plastered across his face was permanent. He didn’t seem like the type of person who smiled a lot. Bella’s dad was completely different from the happy little girl who’d visited her school.

      “Ms. McReedy?”

      She blinked and yanked her mind back to the man sitting in front of her. “Sorry.” She took Bella’s envelope out of her bag. “As well as teaching at Bozeman Elementary School, I help a group of friends who have started The Bridesmaids Club. Have you heard of us?”

      John was beginning to look irritated. “No. I can’t say I have.”

      “We’re sent pre-loved bridesmaids’ dresses from all over the country. Women who need dresses contact us and take them for their own weddings. Everything’s free. It’s really rewarding making people’s dreams come true.”

      Rachel smiled and John’s frown deepened. She wouldn’t let his grumpiness distract her from what she had to tell him. “About a year ago, The Bridesmaids Club received a letter from a little girl. My friends tried to find her, but they didn’t have much luck.”

      “And you think my daughter wrote this letter?”

      “Someone called Bella signed it.”

      “You have the wrong person. I can assure you, Bella doesn’t need a bridesmaid’s dress.”

      “It wasn’t a dress she wanted.”

      John’s gaze sharpened. “What did she want?”

      Rachel had thought long and hard about how she’d break the news to Bella’s dad. She could be incredibly diplomatic when she needed to be, but John Fletcher didn’t seem to have a lot of time for diplomacy. So instead of telling him what the card said, she handed it to him.

      “It might be better if you read the card.”

      John took the envelope out of her hand. He looked at the picture on the outside, then glanced back at her.

      She didn’t look down.

      He pulled out the card and read the message. “My daughter wants me to get married?”

      Rachel had a feeling the chance of that happening was practically zilch. He might be handsome in a rugged, outdoorsy sort of way, but his personality needed work.

      “Or she could want a mom. She might be lonely.”

      John’s face hardened. “I can assure you, Ms. McReedy, my daughter isn’t lonely.”

      Rachel sighed. Coming here was an enormous mistake. “In that case, you have nothing to worry about. Thank you for seeing me. I’m sorry I kept you from your phone call.”

      John’s scowl relaxed into an annoyed frown. “Anything to do with my daughter comes before my work.”

      “That’s good to know.” Rachel plastered a polite smile on her face and left his office. At least she could tell her friends Bella was no longer their mystery girl. It was just a pity John Fletcher didn’t share his daughter’s personality. If Bella was unhappy, there was nothing she could do about it.

      Not today, anyway.
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      John glanced at his daughter. Bella was sitting on a kitchen stool, swinging her legs in time to some music. Her head was bent over a book, concentrating on the words.

      He took a container of fruit salad out of the refrigerator and two bowls out of the pantry. “I met Ms. McReedy, today.”

      Bella looked up at him. Her absent smile told him she was still stuck somewhere in Anne of Green Gables. She frowned at the fruit salad, then glanced back at him. “The teacher from the school I’m going to?”

      He nodded and Bella smiled. Her wide grin caught him off guard. She was so much like her mom that a sharp stab of grief made him forget what he was about to say.

      He wished his wife was here to see how beautiful their daughter had become. Bella lit the room with her laughter and wide smiles. She was his beginning, middle, and end, and the only reason he’d been able to function after Jacinta died.

      He cleared his throat and reformed the words inside his head. “Ms. McReedy said she enjoyed teaching you.”

      Bella leaned forward and rested her elbows on the counter. “I liked her, too. She’s a fun teacher.”

      Her gaze followed him as he put a serving of fruit into each bowl. “She came to my office to see if I knew who’d sent her friends a card.”

      Bella took one of the bowls and waited for him to pass her a spoon. There was no flicker of recognition, nothing that told him his daughter knew what he was talking about.

      He handed her a spoon, then took the envelope out of his briefcase. “Does this look familiar?”

      The fruit on Bella’s spoon dropped into her bowl. “How did Ms. McReedy get my card?” she whispered.

      John pushed the envelope across the counter. “She helps her friends give bridesmaids’ dresses to people who need them.”

      Bella nodded and moved the fruit around in her bowl.

      “Is there anything you want to tell me?”

      “Daisy sent us a postcard from Barcelona. I left it on the counter.”

      Daisy was Bella’s tutor. Unfortunately for Bella and John, she’d called three nights ago and told them she wouldn’t be coming back. The two-week vacation she’d first planned had turned into twelve months of traveling around Europe. John’s housekeeper was filling in as a substitute tutor, but he needed to find someone more permanent.

      He glanced at the postcard. “That’s nice, but it’s not what I’m meaning. Why did you ask The Bridesmaids Club to find a bride for me?”

      Bella blushed and looked down at her fruit salad.

      “Bella?”

      “It was ages ago,” she muttered.

      He wasn’t sure how to find out if his daughter was lonely. So he didn’t. He carried his fruit salad across to the counter and sat on a stool beside her. “Mrs. Daniels said you’re doing really well with your schoolwork.”

      Bella shrugged her shoulders.

      John stabbed a piece of melon with his fork. “What did you do today?”

      “We did some math and reading. Mrs. Daniels showed me how to make a chicken pasta salad and a huckleberry cheesecake. We’re having them for dinner tomorrow night.”

      “Sounds great.” He’d seen the weekly work plan that Daisy had left with Mrs. Daniels. His housekeeper had shown Bella a lot more than cooking skills but, if that’s what Bella remembered the most, he wasn’t too worried. He was advertising for a new tutor next week. With the money he was offering, he didn’t expect to have any problem filling the position before Christmas.

      “Ms. McReedy is nice.” Bella glanced at him quickly.

      He nodded and kept eating his fruit salad. Rachel McReedy hadn’t been too impressed with the welcome she’d received in his office. Her blue eyes had flashed at him more than once, warning him he’d annoyed her.

      “Will Ms. McReedy be my tutor?”

      “She already has a job, so she can’t help us. But she’ll be at your new school when you start.” He watched Bella pick through her fruit salad, looking for the strawberries he’d buried at the bottom of the bowl. “How did you find out about The Bridesmaids Club?”

      “Mrs. Daniels read me a story from the newspaper about what they’re doing. I went onto the Internet and looked at their website.”

      John stopped eating. “You found their website?”

      Bella smiled and nodded. For the first time since he’d mentioned the card, her eyes lit up. “They have so many pretty dresses. They even have tiaras and petticoats. Mrs. Daniels said her granddaughter donated her wedding dress to The Bridesmaids Club. Mrs. Daniels’ granddaughter found her husband on the Internet.”

      He almost choked on a piece of apple. He coughed, trying not to look as though he was worried about his eight-year-old daughter knowing about online dating sites.

      He glanced at Bella. “Did you look at any dating sites?”

      She shook her head and looked sad. “Mrs. Daniels said they’re only for adults.”

      “You asked her?”

      Bella nodded. John breathed a sigh of relief. “That’s good.”

      “She told me she met her husband at a friend’s wedding. I thought The Bridesmaids Club might know someone who’d want to marry you.”

      The fork in John’s hand never made it to his mouth. He put the fruit back in his bowl and pushed the whole thing away.

      He watched Bella closely. “I don’t want to marry anyone. I’m happy living with my favorite girl.”

      “Mrs. Daniels said Mr. Daniels makes her happy every single day. Sometimes you don’t look happy.”

      John didn’t know what to say. He’d worked hard to provide a stable, loving home for his daughter. But sometimes, after Bella went to bed and the house was quiet, he felt the weight of the world on his shoulders.

      His wife, Jacinta, had died six years ago. He’d been working in the Middle East when he’d been told the news. He returned home, unsure of what the future held. He didn’t know Bella, didn’t know how to look after a two-year-old who missed her mom.

      A chance meeting with a senator had set him on the path he was on now. He’d started his own security company, quickly moving into high-risk, high-return contracts catering to the rich and famous. Over the next five years, he’d bought companies across America. Moving into international security operations seemed like the perfect fit. But with the fit came danger.

      He’d created a successful security operation, but some days he wondered if it was all worth it. He could afford to give his daughter anything she wanted, take her anywhere in the world. But after ignoring his life beyond work and his daughter, he’d forgotten what it felt like to be happy.

      He put his arm around Bella’s shoulders. “I love you, sweet pea. Sometimes if I don’t look happy, it’s because I have things on my mind. I promise it’s not because I’m sad.”

      “Pinky promise?”

      He held out his hand. “Pinky promise.”

      Bella grinned and John’s heart swelled with love. They wrapped their little fingers around each other and sealed their bargain with a kiss.

      “Do you want to see the pretty dresses on The Bridesmaids Club website?”

      He couldn’t think of anything worse, but he smiled at his daughter. Bella loved frilly, flouncy, dresses. He didn’t know how or why it had happened, but it had. “Sure, I do. Finish your dessert first, and then we’ll go into my office and use my computer.”

      Bella ate some more fruit, watching him with eyes that were far too wise. He needed to show her he was happy, that she didn’t have to worry about him. And, more importantly, that he didn’t need a wife.

      Pretending to be the Dad Bella wanted wasn’t hard. All he needed to do was work out what made him happy and stay clear of single women.
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        * * *

      

      Three days later, John reminded himself this was what it felt like to be normal. He was standing in Charlie’s Bar and Grill, trying to look as though he belonged with the loud, over-excited crowd of business executives, cowboys, and college students.

      He was thirty-four years old, but he might as well be one hundred. He felt uncomfortable and so out of his depth that he was almost ready to leave.

      Dylan Bayliss, his friend and business partner, was getting married tomorrow. The bachelor party was supposed to be his last chance at freedom. But John knew how badly Dylan wanted to marry Annie. She’d changed him, helped him find a new normal in a world that didn’t understand what it was like to be different. Dylan had been kidnapped and tortured by the Taliban, left for dead in the middle of Afghanistan. After what he’d been through, coming home was one of the most difficult things he’d ever done.

      “How are you holding out?” Dylan stood beside John, looking almost as uncomfortable as he did.

      “I’m nearly ready to leave.”

      “Yeah, me, too. You want to go outside?”

      John didn’t need to be asked twice. He followed Dylan through the crowded room, scanning the faces around him for anything out of the ordinary. The only thing out of the ordinary were the two men walking outside into single digit weather.

      Once they were through the doors, Dylan led him across to a bench seat. “We’ll be safe here.”

      John sat beside his friend. “You know we’ll probably freeze to death if we stay out here for more than fifteen minutes?”

      “Works for me. By that time, Annie would have found us and thought of some interesting ways to keep me warm.”

      “She’s coming here? To your bachelor party?”

      Dylan shrugged. “I couldn’t see any way around it. There aren’t that many options in Bozeman on a Friday night.”

      John took a sip of his soda. Even from the garden, the noise from the bar was loud. The music and laughter mixed together to create something he wasn’t comfortable around. He pulled on his jacket, zipping the front together before his fingers went numb.

      “You sure you’re warm enough?” Dylan asked.

      “You’re just annoyed you didn’t grab your jacket on the way out.”

      Dylan grunted. “Or it could have been that I saw where you were heading and decided to stop you from leaving. A jacket didn’t seem important when I was inside.”

      John wasn’t going to disagree with his friend. They’d known each other for too long. They’d been through too much to worry about what they should or shouldn’t be doing.

      He glanced back at the bar. He might be cold, but at least he could speak to Dylan without having to yell over the noise from everyone else. “Why are you having a bachelor party?”

      “It sounded good at the time. I’m not getting married again, so I thought I might as well follow the wedding plan in Annie’s book. Stupid idea. What’s your excuse for being here with me?”

      “I figured if you could be here, so could I. But I’m too old for this,” John said with a grim smile. “I’m ancient compared to most of the people inside the bar.”

      Dylan’s sharp bark of laughter made him smile. “You and me both.”

      John raised his can of soda in Dylan’s direction. “Here’s to ancient men who should know better.”

      “And to new beginnings that are scaring the living daylight out of me.”

      He watched his friend. “You’re worried about getting married?”

      Dylan shook his head. “I’m not worried about getting married. I’m worried Annie will come to her senses and decide I’m not the man for her. Once she signs the marriage license, I figure I’m safe. But until then, I’m not taking any chances.”

      “She loves you,” John said with a conviction he meant. “Annie won’t change her mind.”

      Dylan rested his head against the back of his chair. “I hope not. What did you do with Bella?”

      “Mrs. Daniels is on babysitting duties.”

      “Doesn’t happen often.” Dylan glanced across at him. “You looked comfortable in there. If I didn’t know you as well as I do, I wouldn’t have thought you were ready to leave.”

      “I’m good at pretending.”

      Dylan nodded. “Works for most of us. You should come to Pastor Steven’s support group with me. The guys are okay, if you ignore Jeremy’s smart-ass comments. It might help.”

      John frowned. “I don’t have post-traumatic stress disorder.”

      “Are you kidding? With what you were involved in and your wife’s death, I’d say there’s more going on inside of you than even you know. When was the last time you dated a woman?”

      “About the same amount of time as you before you met Annie.”

      Dylan looked him in the eye. “Have you been on a date since Jacinta died?”

      John focused on the can in his hands. “I’ve been too busy.”

      “I can’t argue with that. You never stop.”

      “Bella sent a letter to The Bridesmaids Club. She wanted them to find a wife for me.”

      Dylan smiled. “I heard.”

      “Annie told you?”

      “Finding the little girl who wrote the mystery card was the highlight of their year. They’ve been searching for Bella for ages. If they’d asked me, I could have told them I know a little girl called Bella. But then you wouldn’t have met Rachel.”

      John still felt bad about the way he’d treated her. “After our conversation, she might have preferred we didn’t meet.”

      Dylan looked at him closely. “She wasn’t impressed with your sophisticated charm?”

      “It was in short supply on the day she saw me.”

      “Well, you’d better find it again.”

      John’s eyebrows rose. “Are they coming to your bachelor party, too?”

      “Annie insisted they join us. Remember to watch them. No one’s safe when they’re in the same room together.”

      “I heard that.” Annie walked toward them, smiling at her fiancé. She stood beside Dylan, keeping her hands warm in her jacket pockets. “Charlie said you’d come out here. Aren’t you cold?”

      Dylan pulled Annie onto his lap. “You can keep me warm.”

      Annie shivered. “You’re as cold as a block of ice. Charlie’s lighting the outdoor fire. It’ll be warmer than sitting in the garden.”

      Dylan held his fiancée close and kissed the side of her face. “I’m happy right here.”

      She patted his hand. “Two minutes of snuggle time and then we’re moving to the patio. I don’t want either of us getting sick before our wedding.”

      John glanced at the patio and frowned. Rachel and three other women were helping to tie the sides of the screens into place.

      Even though he wasn’t looking forward to seeing her again, he decided it had to be better than watching Dylan and Annie making out beside him. “I’ll leave you to whatever it is you’re getting up to.”

      “It won’t be much,” Dylan said with a sigh.

      John walked toward the patio and tried to look as though he was having a good time. But a certain blond-haired, blue-eyed woman chose that moment to glance at him.

      Her eyes narrowed and her smile dimmed.

      He knew, without quite knowing how, that she’d seen through the mask he’d worn to survive the bachelor party. He needed to leave. The sooner he went home, the better off everyone would be.
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      Rachel helped Molly pull the second to last screen down. Charlie, the owner of the bar, had almost finished another wall. The plastic would keep most of the chilly night air away from them and the stone fireplace would warm the patio.

      Hopefully, the lovely atmosphere would distract her from thinking about John Fletcher.

      As he’d walked toward her, he looked as happy to see her as she’d been to see him. Rachel was still embarrassed about the last time they’d met. She didn’t normally act like a spoiled two-year-old, but there was something about his cool attitude that annoyed her.

      Molly smiled at John. “I’m Molly. If it’s some fine company and a little heat you’d be wanting, come this way.”

      He looked at Rachel.

      Once Annie married Dylan, there were bound to be lots of times when they’d meet. If she didn’t fix what they’d started, it would be even more difficult to apologize and get on with their lives. “You’re welcome to stay. Charlie’s bringing some food outside.”

      “I’m not sure that’s a good idea.”

      She tried again. “I’m sorry about the other day. I don’t usually barge in where I’m not wanted. I guess I was caught up in the search for Bella. I didn’t consider that you might have other things to do.”

      John’s face didn’t soften, but his eyes lost their frosty glare. “I wasn’t very welcoming, either.”

      Molly wiggled the plastic screen she was holding. “Now you’re on speaking terms again, you can help me tie the last screen in place.” Grabbing hold of John’s arm, she pulled him forward. “I’ve heard Dylan speak highly of you. Would you tie the top string for us?”

      John looked up at the wooden beam. A thick cord dangled from the edge of the plastic screen. He glanced at Rachel. “It looks like I’m staying. Do you think we could start over?”

      Rachel held out her hand. “We can. It’s a pleasure meeting you, John.” He shook her hand and a warmth that had nothing to do with the outdoor fire, seeped into her bones.

      “It’s good to meet you, too.”

      Another zing of electricity replaced the first. When he wasn’t in a grumpy mood, Rachel suspected he could be charming and incredibly dangerous.

      Molly looked beyond the patio and sighed. “Would you do me a favor, John? Annie and Dylan will catch a cold if they stay outside for much longer. Before you tie this string, could you unlock their lips and send them inside?”

      Before John was halfway across the backyard, Dylan and Annie ran toward them.

      “No unlocking necessary,” Annie said as she ducked under the plastic screen. “Even Dylan can’t keep me warm out there.”

      Rachel ignored the blush on Annie’s cheeks and tied the middle string. John wouldn’t have trouble keeping a woman warm. Even a woman with ulterior motives who wanted to see how his daughter was.

      After the screen was in place, she stepped back and smiled. They were here to enjoy the last single night of Dylan and Annie’s lives. If she could do a little snooping and find out how Bella was, she’d be even happier.

      John Fletcher didn’t know a lot about her but, by the end of the night, Rachel was hoping to know a lot more about him.
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        * * *

      

      John wasn’t sure when he’d started enjoying himself. He was sitting beside Rachel, listening to the light-hearted banter bouncing around the table. Over the last hour, other friends had joined them, filling the patio with a buzz of laughter and happy conversation.

      He’d met Tess and Sally not long after Charlie lit the fire in the big stone fireplace. They were part of The Bridesmaids Club and Rachel’s friends. Dylan had been right—when Rachel and her friends got together, no one was safe. Their funny stories and good-natured ribbing brought a smile to everyone’s faces, including his.

      He leaned across the old wooden table and picked up another slice of pizza.

      Rachel watched him as he bit into layers of beef, salami, bacon, and mozzarella cheese.

      He swallowed what he was eating and frowned. “Is there sauce on my face?”

      She smiled and shook her head. “I didn’t think you’d eat pizza.”

      “Why not?”

      She shrugged her shoulders. “You’ll think I’m crazy.”

      He’d learned a lot about Rachel over the last hour. She was impulsive, easily excited, compulsively happy, and able to be part of two conversations at once. There wasn’t any room for craziness in her brain.

      “Try me.”

      She looked at the pizza, then back at him. She leaned in close and her blond hair brushed against his arm. “You’re rich,” she whispered. “I thought you’d have a housekeeper making you healthy meals.”

      John grinned. Rachel wasn’t joking. She honestly thought he wouldn’t eat the same food as everyone else. What other people thought of his life had never worried him but, for some reason, Rachel’s opinion made him laugh. “Everyone likes pizza.”

      Annie, the bride-to-be, pointed at her plate. “Everyone that’s not getting married likes pizza. I feel like I’ve turned into a rabbit.”

      Rachel had told him Annie was on a strict diet. No amount of tempting could make her eat one spare rib or anything dripping with cheese. John had no idea why Annie was starving herself, but he’d never been very good at second-guessing the way a female brain worked.

      A waitress brought out more plates of hot, spicy food, drawing a groan from Annie.

      Rachel passed her the salad dressing. “This might make your dinner taste better.”

      Annie took the bottle out of her hand. “As long as I fit into my wedding dress, I
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