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			Praise for Karen Coulters Novels

			  

			“Karen Coulters is my new favorite author! At once charming, vivid and delightful, Hope from Daffodils has a natural movement with a suspenseful build-up that kept me turning pages well into the night. Set on the seacoast of Maine, I could picture myself by the water, in the bakery, smelling the flowers and watching the events in the beautiful barn. I fell in love with the characters and miss them already.” 

			  

			~Jenny Bruck, Author, 52 Vitality Tools

			  

			Hope from Daffodils brought me through a wave of emotions that kept me from putting the book down until I was done! Each character is so well developed and rich, you 
become invested in each of their outcomes. Thank you for the journey, Karen!”

			~Caleigh Flynn, Amazon

			“Hard to put down…I enjoyed reading every part of Hope from Daffodils. You really come to like the characters and before the book ends, they feel like old friends. Reading this book feels like a mini-vacation.”

			~One Girls Opinion, Goodreads

			"I felt I knew the main characters as well as if they had been long time friends of mine. The conversations throughout were natural and never contrived, giving me the sensation, I was present as a silent partner. I was delighted that I never knew exactly where Coulters' was taking me, but I willingly turned the pages to find out!"

			~Connie Evan – Author, The Pine Tree Riot

			A grieving widow. A disillusioned attorney. Set along the idyllic Maine coast, Hope from Daffodils is about how we lose our way in the world and find our way back. Coulters delivers a romance both twisty and heartwarming. A charming debut!

			~Lorrie Thomson, award-winning author of A Measure of Happiness, What’s Left Behind, and Equilibrium
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			Dedicated to the memory of my beloved mother, Hilda Thornhill. I am who I am today because of the love you had for me. I will love you for forever and always. 
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			Chapter 1

			Emily held the bouquet tightly within her grasp. The aroma of peonies and roses wafted around her as she took in their fragrance, hoping it would add a bit of calm to the anxiety that flooded through her. She loved her mother to the ends of the earth, but seeing her here, in this place, was getting harder and harder to accept. 

			The glass door slid from right to left as Emily stood in the portico of Penny Lane Place, willing herself to move forward. A wheelchair squeaked down the hall, and a phone rang in the distance. Betty’s usual bright smile greeted her.  

			“Good afternoon, Emily,” she said, gesturing toward the flowers, “She’ll love those.”

			“Thanks, Betty, I sure hope so.” The elevator chimed, and Emily scurried into the enclosure, pushing the button for the third floor; she took in a few deep breaths as the elevator clanked and groaned, then tried to relax her shoulders as the doors opened.

			“Hello, Emily,” said one of the nurses. “She just finished her lunch and is in her room.”

			Emily nodded her thanks and proceeded toward Room 307E. Residents lined the corridor holding stuffed animals, baby dolls, and talking to imaginary friends. The rush of anxiety once again caused her to pause. She was afraid of what she’d find once she entered her mother’s inner sanctuary, and the constant unknown was beginning to take its toll. Emily inhaled deeply and slowly let out her breath. Please be my mom today; please know who I am. Emily could see her mother’s feet peeking out the end of her blanket. She quietly peered around the curtain. Her mom was sleeping restlessly as her eyes circled beneath her lids, and her feet twitched with a jagged motion. I should have asked her again the last time. Emily smoothed the blanket and questioned whether to wake her. 

			Emily set the vase of flowers down on the windowsill that overlooked the courtyard. This isn’t home, she thought. It wasn’t her place by the river: the home they shared until she had to come to this place. Emily adjusted the blooms and took in their fragrance again, then gently sat on the edge of the bed, careful not to awaken her mother. In the quiet, she caressed her mom’s swollen ankles. Memories of her mother’s tender touch swirled about her. Now, the roles had reversed, and she’d become the caregiver, but she would give anything to simply be Helen Vassure’s daughter again. 

			Helen had once been a professional artist. Her charcoal sketches, chalk pastels, and acrylics scaled the gamut from seascapes to portraits that hung in galleries and the homes of prominent society figures. She was a glamorous lady with makeup and hair always on point, wreaking of perceived perfection. Now, she wore robin’s egg blue eye shadow that was caked on, and bright pink lipstick that didn’t quite follow the line of her lips. She was frail yet still strong in attitude and spirit, but Emily thought that to be beautiful in and of itself. 

			She couldn’t imagine a world without her mother in it. Just the thought left her unmoored, adrift.

			One of the aides came to gather her mother’s lunch tray, taking no care to be quiet, and stopped short when she noticed Emily sitting there.

			“She didn’t eat much again,” Emily said, pointing to the try. “I’m trusting you’ll get her a snack or something before dinner, right?” 

			“Sure—um—we can do that,” the aid assured. 

			“Great—thanks.” The aid tidied the table as Emily gave her mom a tender glide of her hand across the shoulder. “Seems her appetite has gone the way of her memory, disappearing bit by bit.” 

			“We’ll keep trying,” the aide said with a half-smile, but Emily had her doubts and went back to carefully massaging her mother’s ankles and feet as the aid quietly backed out of the room. 

			Helen’s eyes opened with a peek. Emily held her breath. Then, a grin spread across her mother’s face. Emily let out a sigh of relief. Today, she knows me.

			“How are you doing today, Mom? I heard you took a fall this morning.”

			“Just a couple of bruises. I’m fine.” Her faded blue eyes twinkled. “I was dancing,” she said with a giggle. 

			“Aw, I wish I’d been here to dance with you, just like we used to.” Her mom’s eyes drifted as if trying to recall the memory. 

			They say that eyes are the windows to the soul. Helen was seventy, but her eyes looked to be a hundred. Emily gazed deeply into those eyes, hoping to see some truth and an insight into her mother’s world, but all they reflected was a void that once held the stars. 

			“Thank you for the flowers.” Helen lifted her frail hand toward the bouquet. “As usual, they’re beautiful. Everyone always raves about my flowers, especially when I tell them my daughter’s business creates them.”

			“Thanks, Mom. I’ll be sure to let Sophie know. She sure enjoys arranging them for you, and did you notice she picked shades of pinks and peach? They’re some of your favorite colors.”

			“Yes,” Helen said with enthusiasm.

			“Oh, I almost forgot to tell you.” Emily gave her mom’s hand a squeeze. “Sophie will be providing the flower arrangements and yours truly will be making the desserts for your dining room, at least for the rest of the month anyway. Won’t that be fun? I’ll get to see you more often.”

			“How wonderful, sweetheart,” she said with a touch of sadness, “but you should be back in Boston doing your baking for those fancy hotels, not staying here on my account. I don’t—”

			Emily shook off the need to correct her mother. They’d had this same conversation many times before. “It’s more important that I’m here with you. Boston can wait.” Emily had gone to school in Boston years ago to learn her trade as a pastry chef. Living and working there was never in her plan, but for some odd reason, this altered reality played over and over in her mother’s mind and there was no erasing it. Emily’s home would remain on the rocky coast of Kittery Point, Maine. It was where she had her roots and was just a stone’s throw from her wedding venue business, Proposals, in the village of York Harbor. 

			Emily smoothed Helen’s thinning hair with her fingers, then caressed her cheekbone. Her skin was soft and warm to the touch. I hope I remember this forever. Emily loved her mom to the ends of the earth, but “I love you,” was never something that rolled off their tongues.

			As Helen’s eyes met hers, they glazed over as if filled with questions. No mom, I miss you—please stay with me. Helen then fixed her gaze on the windowsill. “Oh, what pretty flowers! My daughter brings those, you know.” With a wide smile, she took Emily by the hand and gave it a squeeze. “I do hope you get to meet her someday.” Emily swallowed hard, choking back the grief that consumed her before offering the stranger that lay before her a reassuring smile.

			“I’m sure I will, Miss Vassure; I’m sure I will.” Emily carefully tucked her in and kissed her on the forehead. “Maybe next time.” Within a few moments, Miss Helen Vassure was fast asleep, and Emily knew she would get no answers today.

			Emily bit the inside of her cheek, fighting back tears. She’d be darned if anyone were to see her cry. She hated seeing pity in their eyes, and no amount of that pity could fix what was happening. 

			She kept her head down as she made her way back through the double glass doors. The heat was oppressive as she walked through the parking lot. She slid onto the hot leather seat of her car, reached for her sunglasses, then opened the sunroof, allowing the heat to escape. The pavement steamed as the earlier rain evaporated into the atmosphere. Emily took in a deep breath and exhaled slowly, but try as she may to hold them back, her tears released, allowing her stress to float into the air and hover over her with a grief that she couldn’t escape. 

			Emily sat there, unable to move. She’s too young, too vibrant, too full of life. “I hate Alzheimer’s—I hate it!” she cried as she pounded on the steering wheel. 

			The thought of Helen lying in bed at Penny Lane Place left her feeling empty. There was a hole in her life now that had once been filled by her mother’s larger-than-life presence. She missed her effervescence—the woman that opened her heart to everyone, even to those who would hurt her. 

			Emily placed her fisted palm on that familiar knot that was forming at the base of her ribcage. A jittery, anxious knot that got tighter and tighter with each roll of the tires. She had to face the truth. The woman who lay in that bed, the one who had comforted her, the one who had always been by her side, carried secrets that may never be revealed. The chance of learning the identity of her father was slipping through her fingers right before her eyes, and that truth scared her to death. 
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			Chapter 2

			Proposals was quiet when she pulled up the drive. It was the height of wedding season, and their venue was in demand, but the heavy rain lately, she deduced, had sent most people out to enjoy the sunshine and activities after being holed up for so long. Emily caught sight of Sophie outside, sitting on a bench. The bubbles floating in the air around her were a telltale sign that Samantha wasn’t far away. Emily’s tension released a bit, knowing little Sam was near. She was an example of hope and innocence, which was just what Emily needed.

			The chubby-legged little cherub wobbled along the grass, reaching into the air with delight as rainbow bubbles floated by. “Someone’s having a good time,” Emily said as she crouched down and ran toward the giggling, curly-tressed, red-headed little girl. “I’m going to get you, Samantha Rose Anderson!”

			“Run, Sammy, run!” Sophie cheered as her bare-footed little one ran across the lawn and fell to her knees.

			“I got you!” Emily scooped Sammy up and twirled her around overhead among the floating sudsy orbs. 

			“You’re back sooner than I thought you’d be, Em. Is everything okay with your mom?”

			“Just peachy,” she said while swatting at a bubble as if she were going in for the kill. “She liked your flowers—twice.”

			“Oh, I see. It’s happening quite a bit more now, isn’t it?” Sophie took Sammy from Emily’s arms and brushed off her feet.

			“Yes, it is. I guess I never realized how quickly she’d go downhill. I’m losing her, Soph, way too quickly.” 

			“Oh, Em. I’m so sorry.” 

			Emily hated being the center of any kind of attention, especially if it was in sympathy; it made her feel weak. She plucked some grass clippings out of the birdbath and flicked the wet blades to the ground, then forced a smile. “So, the Harrison wedding should be good. The weather’s supposed to be nice, and we won’t have to put up the tent for the outdoor ceremony. They’ll be happy about that. I know how much they really want to get married outside.”

			“For sure,” Sophie said, eyeing her up and down as if taking her emotional temperature. “You know what, I’m going to put Sammy down for a nap. Maybe you could go over to the barn with me and help with some finishing touches for the reception. Besides, I feel like I’m forgetting something. Between the two of us, we might figure out what it could be.” 

			Emily knew that Sophie was trying to distract her, and she loved her for it, but she wasn’t a delicate flower, and she’d be darned if she acted like one.

			“Sure, take your time with little miss. I’m going to pop into the bakery and make sure everything is on schedule, and then I’ll meet you in the barn. Sound good?”

			“Sounds good, partner.” Emily gave Sammy a lingering hug, then Sophie carried her away to the main house. Sammy’s little hand waved bye-bye as the distance grew; Emily blew her a kiss, then waved in return.

			The smell of the freshly cut grass mixed with the sea mist in the air brought calm to Emily as she walked across the backyard on the crushed seashell pathway that led to the barn. The large, intertwined wedding rings, designed by her mother, shone brightly within the stained-glass overhead window. The light refracted off the shells and danced across her flats with each step. 

			This was where the magic happened, where couples made memories Emily hoped would last a lifetime. And the Harrisons’ journey would start today.

			She was home. Proposals was her business, but more importantly, it had become her family. Yet, since her mom had gone to the memory center, it didn’t seem like enough anymore.

			The opened barn doors and the flurry of activity to prepare for the Harrisons’ upcoming nuptials, pushed away her sadness and brought back all that was right with the world. She adjusted the table linens and brushed off some loose vine that had fallen from the draped greenery. 

			The clicking of Brady Owens’ camera sounded as he squatted in front of the fireplace and then again near the glass sliding doors that overlooked the pergola and beyond to the sea. He glanced up with a grin as he made his way to where Emily had been positioning the table for the cake. “Hey, Emily, just the person I wanted to see.”

			“Oh, I’m so sure,” she said with a sideways smirk.

			“Yeah, I am.” He took her by the arm and placed her in front of the table where the three-tiered cake would stand in just a few hours. “You’re about the same height as the soon-to-be Mrs. Harrison.” 

			Emily narrowed her gaze at him. “Well, out with it. I’m not getting any younger.”

			“Right. I’m trying to get the right angle for a couple of shots. Can you be my stand-in?”

			“Seriously? No. You’ll take actual photos, and I don’t do photos,” she said, waving him off and backing away.

			“Oh, come on, Em. Please?” he pleaded. “Just a couple. I won’t even click the shutter. I just want to see if I can get you and the arrangement on top of that pedestal without it looking cluttered or like you’re growing flowers out of your head.” 

			Emily tapped her fingers on the table, then thrust her hands on her hips. “Do you promise not to actually take pictures?”

			“Would you please just go stand over there, Em?” Brady’s puppy dog eyes wore her down. With a sigh, she walked with rounded shoulders and heavy steps toward the pillar of cascading roses.

			“Stop slouching. You’re supposed to be the same height as the bride—remember?” 

			She pulled her shoulders back in defiance. “Fine, but I don’t like this one bit.” Emily’s internal temperature rose. Her underarms grew damp knowing Brady was looking through a lens at her. “Are you almost done?”

			“Almost. Just a couple more angles—and then . . .” Click, click, click. The shutter went off, and panic replaced her nervousness. Emily lunged at him.

			“Brady, you’re such a jerk face!” Brady laughed and backpedaled. She tried to grab the camera, but he raised it high into the air, out of her reach. “Seriously, we’re going to play this game?”

			“You’re the one who called me a jerk face.” He chuckled and danced around, continuing to play keep away.

			“You’re the one who took the damn pictures!”

			“Do I need to lay all the children down for a nappy?” Sophie chimed in while she placed a white box on the table just a few feet away, then shut the large barn doors behind her.

			Emily plopped onto a chair in a huff. “I better not see them anywhere.”

			“But they look really nice. Seriously,” Brady assured her.

			Emily crossed her arms and glared in his direction. “Yeah, right. I probably had two chins or something.”

			Sophie rolled her eyes at her fiancé. “Brady, can you please tell Emily that you’ll delete them?”

			“Maybe,” he said with a mischievous grin.

			“Fine. Do whatever you want with them. I don’t really care, okay?” Emily professed before flinging herself further back in the chair as if she were a pouting teenager.

			“Great!” Brady said, with an expression of triumph.

			“You are incorrigible, Brady Owens,” Sophie said as she gave Brady a swat on the arm.

			“Yes, but you love me.” He batted his eyes and Emily rolled hers in response. 

			“That I do.” Sophie caressed his cheek, then shoved him away. “Now go away so I can talk to Emily.”

			Emily envied her friend and the love she’d found with Brady, but she wasn’t Sophie and she’d never be.  

			“Great, the sun’s moving. I’m going to take some outside shots.” Brady collected his duffle bag of equipment and went out the side entrance into the courtyard that overlooked the Atlantic.

			Sophie stepped toward the white box she’d placed on the table. She pulled it open and carefully dumped its contents. There was a spool of fishing line and a plastic container that housed a multitude of small, white, plastic pearls with holes in the center, and a spool of floral wire. White roses tumbled out in a heap. 

			“Can you open that one for me, Em?” Sophie asked, motioning to another box, as she picked up a few roses that landed on the floor.

			Emily pried open the box that exposed asparagus fern. “What are we doing with all of this? I thought we were done making garland.”

			“Well, I’d like to add a bit more length to the ones I made earlier.” Emily surveyed the room and peeked at her watch. “Don’t worry; it won’t take us long,” Sophie said with a smile.

			Distraction was a tactic Sophie had used on Emily many times over their friendship. She knew busy work led to talking, and talking led to learning things about themselves that they might not realize otherwise. “Okay then,” she said while throwing her hands in the air and shaking her head. “Let’s make some more garland.”

			Sophie skillfully wrapped the fern with wire to form several lines of garland, then created clusters of white roses and tied them onto the garland, being careful to space them at just the right intervals. Meanwhile, Emily strung pearls on fishing line that Sophie would add to the garland afterward. She wanted to talk. She wanted to tell Sophie about her need to know who her father was. But she’d kept that secret desire to herself for so long, she was afraid if she were to speak of it out loud, it might never come to pass. 

			They sat quietly with their hands busy before Emily broke the silence. “Do you think it would be crazy to move my mom back home with me?”

			“Emily, I love your heart and your best intentions for your mom, but I don’t think it would be wise.” Emily’s heart sank. After what she’d seen today, she knew Sophie was right. There was no way she could take care of her mother and keep running her business. “Deep down, you know that, right?”

			“I know.” Emily stabbed at another pearl. “Seeing her like that, alone, and lying in that bed just wasting away when she was always so full of life, it just makes me sad.” Just the idea of never having her mom home again ripped at her heart as if a part of her was disappearing as well. 

			The double doors of the barn slid open with a clamor of loud voices and laughter. Emily’s alarm bells went off as the group of strangers advanced. She jumped up to meet the unexpected intruders; a rush of adrenaline coursed through her body and as the gap between them dissipated, she squared off with her feet steady and her hands on her hips. 

			“Is there something I can help you with?” she asked. 

			 The strangers stopped in their tracks.

			A tall blond-haired man with torn jeans and a leather wrap bracelet appeared confused as he reached out to shake her hand. “We’re Resembles Dreams.” 

			Emily’s mind raced until it caught up with her lips. “Oh—the band. Resembles Dreams—the band.” Her face burned as she realized her error. She tried to hide her embarrassment by checking her Apple Watch. “And you’re right on time.” She sheepishly glanced in Sophie’s direction.

			“That’s how we roll,” the man said with a wide, toothy grin. “Where do you want us to set up, Miss . . .?”

			Sophie approached. “Oops, I just remembered what I was forgetting,” she whispered into Emily’s ear. “I told them they could come and set up early.” 

			Sophie stretched out a hand. “She’s Emily, and I’m Sophie. We’re the owners here.”

			“Aw, the head honchos.” He shook Sophie’s hand, then turned toward Emily. “Nice to meet you. I’m Patrick.” His green eyes lingered a bit too long for Emily’s liking. Then he gestured at each of his bandmates. “This is Scott, Craig, Amy, Curtis, and Duncan . . .” He frowned, looking at the empty spot. 

			“He’s getting equipment,” Amy said, lifting a thumb at the door. “Duncan’s not much for socializing.” 

			Emily understood perfectly; she wasn’t either, and right now, she was just grateful that her hand wasn’t sweaty. She much preferred to be decorating cakes and making busy than making small talk.

			Duncan entered with a dolly loaded up. All Emily could see were two brown eyes behind coke-bottle lenses and a tuft of dark brown hair peering over the top. 

			“You can set up on the stage in the corner, over by the fireplace.” She pointed out the direction of the massive stone fireplace and followed behind. Then, she scampered ahead to move the boxes of asparagus fern and roses out of the way before the mayhem of setup took place.

			Duncan went about his business: setting up the speakers, cables, sound board, and various other pieces of equipment. He nodded his head as he laid each piece out systematically and methodically, often stopping to slide his glasses up the bridge of his nose. He didn’t say much unless it was specific to the task at hand. The rest of the band set up their instruments, plugged in, and warmed up. 

			Emily and Sophie lay the finished garland across the lengths of the tables, kibitzing. “I hope they’re good. It would really stink if we were stuck here all night, and they’re horrible.”

			“Emily!” Sophie swatted Emily with a napkin and gave her the look. “They might hear you—behave.” 

			“Sorry, I’d just be more comfortable if we’d heard them before. It’s our reputation at stake.” Emily leaned toward Sophie and whispered, “I’m just warning you that if Resembles Dreams are nightmares, I might just have to—”

			“You are so snarky today. I’m sure the Harrisons picked a great band for their wedding.” Sophie lifted a shoulder. “And if not, it’s their problem, not ours. Besides, they could be fantastic.”

			“I’m sure you’re right.” Emily checked the garland length to confirm it was even on both sides of the table and hoped the bride and groom would be happy with the results. As the wafting of roses filled her senses, her mind drifted back to her mother, to the hole in her life, to her missing history. This time, the loss felt different.

			When her mom had looked at her with vacant eyes, an overwhelming sense of dread had washed over her. Her mom was all she had outside of Sophie, Brady, and little Samantha, but it wasn’t enough, not anymore. She realized the window of learning about her father was closing in around her, and the thought of being alone in the world was more than she could take. 

			Emily knew she put up walls; Sophie had told as much over the years, but they protected her, and now that the walls were growing ever taller, and the sense of loss was growing ever deeper, she wanted to tear them down, but her wounds were too great, and her fear was too strong to change it.
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			Chapter 3

			Duncan Philips was careful to check every mic cable and speaker. Each guitar was tuned to precision while he waited for Patrick, his younger brother, to do his sound check. He envied Patrick, who was carefree and always had been. Being the youngest of three had its advantages, and Patrick milked those advantages for all their worth.

			For Duncan, the Philips’s second child, growing up had had its challenges. He wasn’t the first-born son or the baby of the family. He was just Duncan, the 35-year-old middle one, the invisible one. The one that simply existed within the family. He didn’t make waves or seek attention. He wasn’t an athlete, like his older brother, nor was he the best looking, like his younger brother, Patrick. No, he was just Duncan with dreams that didn’t quite seem to make sense to him because he was more shy and awkward than he was confident and daring, so he worked behind the scenes and kept to himself.

			Patrick shouted instructions from across the room as Duncan adjusted the lighting for the band and then proceeded with the sound check into the mic.

			“Check, check, testing one, two, three. Check, check,” Patrick sounded off in different volumes and tones. “Hey beautiful, how does that sound to you out there?” 

			Duncan grimaced as his brother’s flirtation continued. To his surprise, the brunette ignored his quips and went about the business of decorating the tables. 

			Duncan quietly snickered at the thought of Patrick being ignored, but at the same time, he was irritated that Patrick had behaved unprofessionally. “The sound is good, Patrick,” Duncan replied, knowing the question wasn’t directed at him, and Patrick turned off his mic with the push of a button. Duncan grabbed a roll of duct-tape and hesitantly approached the brunette. “Excuse me—miss—um.”

			“Emily, it’s Emily.”

			“Sorry—right. Emily. Sorry about my brother bothering you like that. He can be a bit obnoxious sometimes, but he’s harmless, really.” Her big brown eyes stared at him as if he had two heads. His pulse quickened, and a tingle of sweat formed over his upper lip. “My brother—the way he was being disrespectful to you . . .”

			“Oh! He was saying those things to me? I just assumed they were intended for Amy or my business partner, Sophie.”

			 “No, he was looking at you. Regardless, I’ll have a talk with him. It was unprofessional, and it won’t happen again—Emily.” Her brown eyes bore into him for what seemed like an eternity without her making a sound. 

			“I’d appreciate that,” she said without breaking eye contact. His mouth became dry, his hands grew damp, and his grasp on the duct-tape let loose. It fell to the floor, landing on Emily’s foot, then wobbled until it fell flat in the space between them. They stood face to face, and he froze momentarily before they simultaneously bent over to retrieve the fallen tape, which caused them to bang heads. Duncan’s voice hit a high note of exasperation, and he reached to touch Emily’s forehead. “I’m so sorry!” Exasperation came to a crescendo as he clumsily searched for his black, plastic-rimmed glasses that had fallen off on contact. To his surprise, Emily had his glasses in her hand.

			“Here you go,” she said as she handed the glasses over.

			“Thanks.” His hand shook as he accepted them back. “Again, I’m so sorry. Are you okay?”

			“Yeah, sure. You?”

			“Me? Oh, I’m fine. Just a bit mortified, which is par for the course, but I’m good.

			“I’ll just—uh—get back to work,” he said, nodding to where he’d previously been. “If you’re really sure you’re alright?”

			“Yeah, I’m good,” she said, rubbing her head as he noticed a welt forming in its place. The urge to reach out and touch the spot was great, but he backed away.

			“We’ll be done setting up and will get out of your hair soon.” He fumbled with the tape, trying to find its beginning, then began securing the cable to the floor so that no one would trip. He had the prickling feeling of being watched and without making eye contact, he blurted, “Wouldn’t want anyone to get hurt now, would we?”

			“Nope, we wouldn’t want that.” Emily shook her head and walked away.

			Duncan closed his eyes and took a deep breath, then ripped the last piece off the roll and placed it carefully while everyone around him continued with their work.

			The place was a buzz of activity for the next couple of hours until he stepped back to inspect his handy work. It was then that he finally noticed the full scope of what was before him, and he was stunned by what he saw. Light was shining through the intertwined wedding bands of the stained-glass windows, which caused the stemware to sparkle and glimmer. The entire interior of the barn looked like a whimsical fairy garden of greenery. Around the outer edges of the room, planked tables hung from the ceiling beams with ropes wrapped in vines. Large fountains of flowing champagne bubbled, and draped greenery and white roses were in abundance on the beams, across the tables, and on the fireplace mantle. Twinkling tiny lights hung like strands of rain amongst the large chandeliers. He wandered over to the table on which sat a wedding cake unlike any he’d ever seen before. Three tiers of white frosted cake with tiny pearl garland strands of miniature lights, twisted grapevine, and succulents, sat upon a circular slab of a tree, bark and all.

			“Do you like it?”

			“It’s too pretty to eat,” he said, turning to look at a pair of familiar brown eyes. “Did you make this?”

			“Every ounce. I’ll be sure to save you a piece if you’d like.” Her eyebrows raised as she waited for his response. 

			“Are you kidding me? Absolutely.” Emily’s smile held as he hesitantly touched his finger to his forehead. “How’s your head?”

			“It’s fine. Is the band ready?”

			“Absolutely,” he said with a confident nod. Absolutely? Pull it together, Duncan. How many times can I say that? She must think I’m a clumsy oaf.

			“Are you sure?” she said as she scanned him from head to toe. He realized he was still in his set up clothes and was confident his hair was a disaster. It was then that he took notice of Emily’s elegant attire, hair, and makeup for the first time.

			“You look amazing,” he blurted out like a schoolboy. He didn’t know what was happening to him. He’d never been so outspoken as he was usually quite shy around women. “Sorry, that was uncalled for. Patrick must be rubbing off on me.” He could feel his face heat up as he sputtered and stammered, “I should get going.” He pointed to the door as he backed away. “I’ll be back—and ready—on time.”

			Duncan quickened his pace to escape the barn. He’d wanted everything to go smoothly—perfect. Instead, he’d humiliated himself, and he hated that. He wanted to be confident and comfortable in his own skin, but Emily had gotten under it and exacerbated his insecurities. 

			What is it about her? He wasn’t intimidated by her per se, nor was he infatuated by her. No, he thought; it was something more, and he needed to know her better but had no inkling of how to move forward.  

			Just once he wished he could be like Patrick. Just once he wished his spoken words would flow with ease. Just once he wished he was anyone else but himself. 

			He didn’t want to be invisible, but the thought of being seen or judged terrified him. He didn’t want to live each day with his stomach tied in knots out of fear that anything could be out of balance or out of his control, but this was who he was, and he needed to find peace in accepting the fact that it would never change.
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			Chapter 4

			Emily didn’t know what to make of Duncan. He was a bit awkward, and he stood about her height. He had brown hair that had no real style, at least not that she could tell, and thick glasses sat heavily on his nose, which made his eyes appear quite large. She was thrown by how different he was to his charismatic brother, Patrick. The two couldn’t be more opposite, much like she and Sophie, but they weren’t sisters.

			Her mind wandered off, thinking what having a sibling would have been like. It was always just her and her mom, with the occasional exception. There was a man in her mother’s life, but he didn’t stick around, for which Emily was quite grateful. She’d spent most of her younger years trying to avoid him at all cost. He usually reeked of whiskey, strong cologne, and cigarettes. He was, for the most part, good looking she supposed, but he never measured up to the high standards her mom warranted or deserved. She shivered at the thought of her flashing memories and shook them off to put her energy and focus on the event.

			The wedding would be starting soon, so she took another look around to make sure they’d be ready. Brady, camera in hand, entered with a broad smile. “You ladies outdid yourselves.”

			Emily nodded with satisfaction, “I know—it’s how we roll.”

			“Getting a bit cocky, don’t you think?”

			“Only with you, Brade man. Now, go take your shots,” she said, shooing him away, “and I’ll see you outside for the ceremony.” Emily greeted the staff as they took their positions. She gave them a thumbs up and headed out the large sliding double barn doors to await the arrival of the wedding party.

			Sophie was busy adjusting a flower here and a chair there. She didn’t let one last detail go unchecked. It was a gorgeous June day. There was a slight sea breeze, but it was refreshing. Not so much that the wind would blow the soon-to-be Mrs. Harrison’s veil, but just enough to keep everyone comfortable. This, Emily thought, was what makes the world go ‘round. She took in the moment with a sense of relief. 

			The sound of a twelve-stringed guitar played with precision and skill came from behind Emily. It was a tune she couldn’t quite make out. The sound grew louder as he neared. She turned to see who it was, and her breath caught in her throat.

			Patrick was clean shaven, had on a crisp white shirt, which complemented his bronze skin, and a pair of rolled-up khaki trousers with bare feet. His hair was pulled back in a ponytail, and he wore a broad smile as he came to a stop before her while still strumming his guitar.

			“Hello, beautiful.”

			“Would you please stop saying that? It’s annoying and frankly—unprofessional,” Emily stated with her hands on her hips. She had to look skyward to see him eye to eye.

			“But you do—look beautiful.” Patrick appeared a bit perplexed, as if he were processing something that didn’t make any sense.

			Emily inwardly admitted she was happy she chose her sage, sleeveless, jump-suit. It had just the right fluidity in the legs and covered all the right places to accentuate her petite frame. She fidgeted with the tie belt, flipping it around her fingers, not quite knowing what to make of the peculiar man in front of her who had now called her beautiful, twice. “You forgot your shoes.”

			“Nope. I most definitely did not forget my shoes,” he said as he looked toward his feet and wiggled his toes.

			“Oh, okay—what do you have against wearing shoes then?”

			“Absolutely nothing. I just prefer not to wear them for weddings—when I perform.” He shifted his feet, stretching his toes out on the grass.

			Emily took note of his well-manicured nails. “I’m not following you.”

			“Weddings are sacred and I’m standing on holy ground.” He rocked back and forth, “I just think I should honor that,” he said as if it were the most common statement on the planet. Emily suddenly felt awkward in her own shoes and repeated his motion of shifting her feet in the grass.

			“Suit yourself.” She quickly turned and headed off in the direction of the barn with no purpose, except to get away from Patrick Philips. She was befuddled and deemed him a most peculiar, yet intriguing, man. Within seconds, she walked directly into Brady, who apparently wasn’t paying attention to where he was going either. He bobbled his camera attached to the strap around his neck.

			“Woah there, Em. You’re too short to have your head in the clouds. What’s up?” he asked with a laugh.

			“Very funny, Brady. You crack me up.” Emily rolled her eyes and shook her head at his smirking face. “And it’s none of your business,” she said, giving him a smirk of her own.

			“Alrighty then,” he nodded. “I’ll let you get back to it.” Then, off he strolled, cameras in hand.

			Where am I going? she thought before recalling that she was getting away from Patrick and retreating to her protective away-from-everyone space to regroup while her introverted self, screamed—loud and clear. 
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			Chapter 5

			The wedding ceremony went without a hitch, and Emily and Sophie awaited the bride and groom’s grand entrance and first dance. Clinking glasses and chatter filled the air. Patrick stood front and center on the stage, ready to announce the new Mr. and Mrs. Emily noticed he was now wearing shoes: the brown, boat-type shoe. “Better than toes,” she muttered to herself.

			The newlyweds took to the dance floor, poised to take their first, in tandem steps as husband and wife. Emily had been expecting the full band to play, but instead, she was surprised to hear a single familiar twelve-string guitar. The melody was a soothing waltz, and then Patrick began to sing. His voice pierced the air with a tender clarity that was pure, and she could see that he not only sang the music; he felt the music down to his toes. It was apparent that the song moved even him. Her eyes were on Patrick, wishing she could be so carefree and uninhibited, while the rest of the guests watched the main attraction.

			I longed for a time that I could hold you in my arms

			And feel your heart beating in rhythm with mine.

			Oh, the measure of happiness that overflows

			When I look into the eyes of our newly joined souls.

			I am yours now, my lover, in this beautiful life.

			You take my breath away; you’ve stolen my heart.

			So, take it, it’s yours now, it’s open and free.

			Our love is the catalyst that binds us together,

			To have and to hold while we live out this dream.

			I am yours now, my lover, in this beautiful life.

			You are my world now to protect and to serve.

			I’ll be your anchor during the inevitable storms.

			You’ll be my refuge, my safe place, the sparkle in my eyes.

			I’ll be your wind that encourages you to soar and to fly.

			I am yours now, my lover, forever at your side.

			Emily rolled the last line around in her mind. I am yours now, she pondered. Such a different sentiment than you are mine now. There was a vulnerability in that line, along with intimacy, and even though she’d witnessed numerous weddings, she’d not actually heard the words forever at your side, and it threw her. She never knew that kind of love. If anything, the words forever at your side seemed more of a threat than an endearment in her experience. No, she thought, this is all wedding day bliss, a fairytale in a fairytale setting. Inevitably, she thought, it would most likely fade and vanish, but she held on to hope to the contrary.

			***

			Crickets sang, and the aroma of rose hip and salty air wafted across her face. She breathed in the deep fragrance of York Harbor and closed her eyes. This was the first time she felt relaxed in several days. The wedding was over, the cleanup was done, and her bed awaited her limp, tired body. Emily climbed into her car and rolled the windows down to continue to take in the night air. Yes, she thought, this was a good day.

			She drove down the driveway and turned right onto Route 1, deciding to take the back way home up Route 103 to Kittery Point. As tired as she was, she took the ride slowly. She never grew weary of the scenery. The full moon shone across the water and cast a shimmer of light. Sailboats teetered side to side at their moorings, and all seemed peaceful and sleepy.

			Emily’s mind wandered, recalling the events of the evening, and she found herself humming the tune Patrick had sung until she arrived at her home, just a stone’s throw from Frisbee’s Wharf. She and her mom had shared the Maine cape-style house for her entire life. Helen had her art studio in the cottage that sat behind the house, which had great lighting and overlooked Portsmouth Harbor. It wasn’t until Helen moved to Penny Lane Place that Emily considered moving into the cottage. Being alone in the house without her mother just didn’t feel right, but moving right now didn’t seem right either. That would make it too real and final. No, she thought, I’ll know when the time is right.

			Emily kicked off her shoes, threw her backpack on the entry chair, then made her way into her room. She flicked on the light, adjusting the dimness, turned on the ceiling fan, and cracked the window open to allow a cool sea breeze in. She could hear distant fog horns blow as the weather shifted. Emily considered not even brushing her teeth before crawling into bed—she was just too exhausted. She thought better of it though and succumbed to doing the small task. Before long, she was pushing down the comforter, allowing only the cotton sheet for a cover, and drifting into a deep sleep.

			Emily awoke with a sudden rush. Was it her alarm she was hearing? No, according to her clock, she’d only been asleep for an hour. It was then that she realized it was her phone ringing. It wasn’t in its usual spot on the nightstand, and she stumbled out of bed in search of the phone in her backpack, retrieving it to see the glow of the phone showing the number of Penny Lane Place. Panic shot threw her as she answered, just in time, before the call went to voicemail.

			“Hello,” she huffed, “this is Emily.” Her raspy voice trembled along with her racing heart. She listened intently to hear that her mom had taken a fall. She wasn’t hurt, they assured her. Emily let out her breath as the voice over the phone continued, telling her they couldn’t seem to get Helen to calm down and that she was unusually distraught. Apparently, her mother was asking for her. She could
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