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            Chapter One

          

          GWEN

        

      

    

    
      I thought I could survive an hour in Brenda’s bridal boutique. But I was wrong.

      My sister Victoria holds an emerald-green gown up to my face and says, “This one brings out your eyes,” and I feel a sting deep in my ribcage.

      For the first half-hour, I did all right. Victoria led me through the boutique, pulling one dress after another from the rack, sliding her fingers along the fabric as she held them up for me to see. My little sister, thankfully, is no Bridezilla. Her wedding is fifteen days away, and she’s exactly as she always is: sweet, calm, and unsinkable.

      I’m the one who can barely breathe.

      “How about this one?” she says, holding up a garnet-colored sheath. Behind her, Brenda, the owner, is helping another young woman try on a wedding dress with hints of antique lace and beading. My stomach twists into a knot at the sight. The woman, red-haired and lithe with bouncy curls, spins by a bank of mirrors, studying the dress from every angle.

      “Sure,” I choke out, “I like it.” Keep it together, I tell myself. You can handle trying on a few dresses. You’ve been through worse.

      Like when Mark cheated on me the week before our wedding. That was much, much worse. It was a year and a half ago, but sometimes it feels like yesterday.

      Such as today, for example. I can still picture his face when he told me—the way his brow furrowed and his nose twitched like he was about to sneeze. He didn’t even apologize for cheating. He just said, “This isn’t right. I don’t think I’m in love with you anymore.” He said it so matter-of-factly, with such ease, like he was just telling me his bank balance or suggesting which restaurant we visit.

      I don’t think I’m in love with you anymore. As if those words excused his horrible behavior and the fact that he’d just split the world in two.

      He said some other things, too—like I was a workaholic, I didn’t make enough time for him, I didn’t know how to have fun anymore. But what hurt the most was the I’m not in love with you anymore. That was the part that snuck up on me and left me completely blindsided.

      How did he go from loving me to not loving me in the span of one evening? One dinner? One nanosecond? We were together for three years, and suddenly he was tossing clothes into a duffle bag and saying he’d go stay with a friend.

      He left me completely dumbfounded, my mouth hanging open wide enough to catch flies. He kept talking as he packed, while I stood there thinking, I should say something. I should try to stop him. But I chose not to argue with him. Because how do you argue with I don’t think I love you anymore?

      When you want to keep your last shred of dignity, you don’t.

      So I said nothing because silence was better than any words I could put together in that moment.

      Later, I came up with plenty of words. Enough to tell him that the wedding was off, and I’d be sending him invoices for everything that couldn’t be refunded.

      “First I thought shades of red or green because it’ll be close to Christmas,” Victoria says, leading me to the next rack. “But then I thought navy or black would work, too. I don’t want my wedding to look like a holiday party.”

      Her mouth is still moving, and there are definitely words coming out, but in the last thirty seconds, the store has shrunk to the size of a coat closet. The pain behind my ribs is spreading like I’ve been stung by a furious hornet. I swallow hard and take a deep breath, but it does nothing to help me. Everything hurts, right down to my bones.

      Brenda appears out of nowhere, dressed in a cute floral dress, her graying hair in two braids that make her look far younger than her sixty years. With a wide smile, she scoops the dresses out of Victoria’s arms and says to me, “I’ll start a room for you, honey. I just got a few new ones in that might work for you, too.” Brenda hurries to the back, like she’s afraid I’ll jinx the gowns if they’re around me for too long. She’s owned this place forever and has tailored dresses for every woman in Jasmine Falls.

      Including my dress for the wedding I never had.

      “Are you okay?” Victoria says. “You look pale.”

      “I’m fine.” I’m a brick house. A fortress, even. This is not my sister’s problem and I want to keep it that way.

      She arches a brow. Four years younger than me, Victoria’s my opposite in almost every way. Petite and slender, she’s dainty like a wood sprite, with a heart-shaped face and cute upturned nose that make her look perpetually earnest. Her dark blond hair falls in perfect ringlets, defying the South Carolina humidity with ease. She always moves quickly, zipping around like a hummingbird, making me feel like I’m moving in slow motion.

      Sometimes she makes me feel like my whole life is going in slow motion. She’s always so sure of what she wants and has a solid plan to get there. I’m the total opposite, fumbling my way toward goals that sometimes feel impossible. Victoria’s always on a fast track, in the passing lane—and I’m on a dirt road full of potholes that meanders through the woods.

      I tower above her at just under six feet, heavier by at least fifty pounds. I like my curvy frame, but next to Victoria, I feel like a giant with my wide shoulders and thick thighs. My hair, brighter blond, is cut just above my shoulders so it won’t hang all limp and frizzy. When I remember to have it cut regularly, I can tame it into loose beach waves. I need it to be as low-maintenance as possible, and easy to pull out of my face when working at the cafe.

      We have the same bright blue eyes (just like Dad), and the same generous hips (just like Mom). Every other part of us is just as different as two people can be. But we have each other’s back, always. So when Victoria asked me to be her maid of honor, I said yes without a minute’s hesitation. When she told me her wedding would be in mid-December, in the busiest part of my year when things are completely nuts at the cafe, I said No problem. And baking her cake for her? Absolutely.

      She’s been dreaming of a fairy tale wedding forever, and I’m here to make sure she gets exactly what she wants. She and her fiancé Theo have dated since college and she had a wedding Pinterest board going before she even met him.

      Victoria narrows her eyes at me. “You’re a terrible liar.”

      I wince at that knot in my chest again. “I’ll be okay.” Everyone in Jasmine Falls knows that we called off the wedding. We had zero chance of keeping that disaster out of the rumor mill, especially since the invitations had already gone out. Everyone knows that I left him, but only Victoria and Theo know why. And no one knows how much being in this shop makes me wish the ground would open up and drag me down to the center of the earth.

      Well. Victoria might have an inkling.

      This feeling isn’t all because of Mark, not really. The worst part of that whole fiasco was that I’d felt like what we had was solid. He didn’t make my heart do cartwheels, but he was practical, responsible, and down-to-earth. He liked to cook, he kept a tidy house, and he saved part of every paycheck for retirement. With him, I felt safe—until he yanked the rug out from under me.

      I’ve always wondered what it would be like to have a partner who makes my heart do cartwheels. But I decided at some point that safe was an okay trade-off for that. And then safe blew up in my face, and now I don’t know what I should be looking for anymore.

      Maybe I shouldn’t be looking at all.

      Thirty is probably too early to give up on happy-ever-after, but I’m starting to think that a cartwheeling-heart kind of love might not be in the cards for me. And today’s just another reminder that everyone around me seems to find their perfect match—so why can’t I?

      The problem must be me.

      “I’ve got a room all ready for you!” Brenda chirps. She’s extra perky today as if she’s trying to erase the fact that I already went through this whole process when I bought my dress here—the dress I later sold online because an altered dress can’t be returned.

      Victoria gives me a skeptical look as we head towards the dressing room. Truly, she can read me like a book. It’s super irritating—especially when I’m trying to convince her that I’m fine, and there’s no need for everyone to be concerned about how I’m coping through all of the wedding preparations.

      It’s not true, but I’d like it to be.

      The last thing I want is pity, and I certainly don’t want everyone tiptoeing around me during my sister’s special time. Mom thinks I’m so fragile that I’ll have a meltdown just by watching my sister get married a year after my engagement turned into a dumpster fire. Mom underestimates me in a lot of ways, but this cuts deeper.

      To make matters worse, Mark will be at the wedding, too. Victoria lobbied hard to remove him from the guest list, but Theo insisted that he be invited. “He’s an asset,” Theo told Vic, “A good connection that will pay off big-time.” Victoria apologized to me about a million times because even though I told her it was no big deal, she knew I was just saying that so she wouldn’t feel guilty about giving in to Theo.

      Did I feel blindsided by my fiancé? Sure. Am I going to fall apart watching my sister get married? No.

      Too bad the rest of my family doesn’t have such confidence in me.

      Inside the dressing room, I take a deep breath and shove all those thoughts of cartwheeling hearts way down deep. Down with the hurt and the anger, down in that place that’s now twisting in on itself and threatening to cut off air to my lungs. I bury that all as deep as I can as I strip out of my jeans and sweater and pull the first dress from the hanger.

      “So, I forgot to tell you,” Victoria says from behind the dressing room door. “Theo’s friend Logan is coming in today. He’s going to stay at the lake house until after Christmas.” The lake house is Victoria’s, which is right next to mine. She lives with Theo now, in a big Georgian house in the historic district that he bought as a foreclosure and has been renovating ever since. Like Victoria, Theo’s also in real estate—but he toes some ethical lines in a way that makes me wish that he and Vic worked for different firms. He’s her opposite in a lot of ways, too.

      “Really?” I say. “What’s an out-of-towner going to do in Jasmine Falls for a whole month?”

      “He said he wanted to get away for a while,” she says. “He’s from Scotland.”

      “And he’s coming here for the wedding? Must be some friend.”

      “Yeah, Theo met him when he did his semester abroad at St. Andrews. Sounds like they’ve stayed in touch.”

      I shimmy my hips to get into the dress, bouncing a little on my toes.

      “Theo offered to let him stay the week of the wedding,” Victoria says, “but then Logan insisted on paying us for the whole month, as a rental. Sounds like he wants to avoid his family around the holidays.”

      “That’s fair,” I say, squirming my way into the top half of the dress. If I could avoid my family at Christmas, I totally would. I love my sister, but our mother is like a Gucci-wearing grenade. A die-hard Southern socialite, she loves throwing big parties and decorating like her life depends on it. Everything in her life must be perfect—and that’s where she and I run into trouble. Victoria might fit well into the daughter-shaped mold my mother created for us back when we were born, but I’ve given up on trying to meet Elaine Griffin’s outrageous expectations. That doesn’t mean she’s given up on trying to make me fit them, though. Our mother is a fixer. A problem-solver. When she looks at Victoria (crushing it in her real-estate firm at twenty-seven, about to marry a guy Mom adores), she gets giddy with pride. When she looks at me (staring down thirty-one, a canceller of weddings and owner of a cafe that she deems “tacky”), she sees an unending list of things that need fixing.

      And let me say for the record: I’m exhausted by her attempts to fix me. Lately, she’s forced her matchmaking skills on me and has been setting me up with every man in town that she deems capable of providing me with “stability and security” (her words, not mine), which means they are way older than me and completely boring in every way.

      The setups just show that my mother doesn’t want to know me at all. I don’t have a long list of expectations for my dreamboat future partner—he just needs to be respectful, kind, and passionate. And he needs to make my heart turn cartwheels.

      Those traits are not on my mother’s list. She doesn’t know why I left Mark, but she was furious when I canceled the wedding. And of course, she saw it as another of my failures.

      Christmas makes everything worse because the end of the year is when Mom not only throws big boastful parties for her friends but takes inventory of all the parts of her family that need adjustments and overhauls. Every year, I make the top of her list. Victoria’s the tough one—she’s got this endless confidence that allows her to stand up to Mom and still manage to be on speaking terms with her. But for me, talking to my mother about my feelings, and how she makes a sport of stomping on them, only makes the rift between us wider.

      With a groan, I wiggle into the next dress—a skin-tight dark-green satin one that reminds me of Miss Scarlet in Clue. Victoria should be the center of everyone’s attention for this entire month—not me. But I know my family. They’ll be laser-focused on me during this time, speculating about how I’m holding up. I couldn’t be happier for my sister. I just wish everyone believed that enough to let me be.

      The dress is a little too small, but I tug the zipper up anyway because I know Vic loves the dark green satin. It gets stuck halfway, though, and even as I lean sideways and arch my back, I can’t contort myself enough to zip it all the way.

      “He’s a bazillionaire, but it sounds like he wants to go into hermit mode,” Victoria says, still talking about this Logan guy. “You probably won’t even know he’s there.”

      Stifling a groan, I imagine some trust-fund playboy doofus living next door to me for a whole month, doing god-knows-what late into the night that will no doubt shatter the quiet I’ll need to survive this month of extra work. Wedding prep aside, December is the busiest month for the cafe, and I have other plans, too—like taking this winter to get my life in order and get my goals aligned with my purpose. I’ve been taking more special orders and learning some cake sculpting techniques that could make for a powerful revenue stream—but that kind of planning takes uninterrupted quiet time.

      Theo and Victoria rent out the house as a vacation home for part of the year, except for the weeks they use it themselves. They’re both so busy that they rarely come up anymore, so I’ve grown accustomed to it being rented through the summer and fall. Most of the renters are quiet, but now and then somebody shows up and wants to go totally wild, and it feels like I’m in the midst of a party on the last night before the world ends.

      “How on earth does Theo know a bazillionaire wannabe hermit?” I say, picturing the handful of billionaires I know from social media posts and monologues in late-night comedy shows. None of them seem like the sort of people who would hang out with Theo Thomas. Or the kind of people who would come visit Jasmine Falls for a month. Or the people I want to have living next to me, even for a short time.

      “His family’s in banking or something,” she says, still waiting patiently on the other side of the door. “He hadn’t reached billionaire hermit status when they were in college together. Theo told me that he sold an app for a ton of money after college and has been doing his own thing ever since.”

      I sigh, thinking of a stuffy, spoiled, buttoned-up guy with an ego the size of a planet, and the zipper creeps up one more inch.

      When I finally step out of the dressing room, Victoria lets out a squeal of approval.

      “Help,” I say, turning around. “I’m trapped.”

      She tugs the zipper up as far as it will go as I suck in my belly. This one is too tight to successfully breathe in (and forget about sitting down), but before I can say that, I glance up in time to see something that stops my heart.

      The bell over the front door chimes just as my ex-fiancé Mark steps inside. His eyes go straight to the woman in the white gown, who’s now giggling as he leans in to give her a quick kiss.

      That pain behind my ribs sparks to life again and my throat seals shut. Before I can fully process the scene, I dive back into the dressing room, feeling like the whole building has tipped onto its side. I’d heard that Mark was seeing someone else, not from Jasmine Falls—but engaged? Already? Seeing him with this woman yanks me back through time to the day he left, and the crushing feeling is back, stronger and more ferocious than ever. The feeling that safe and solid is just an illusion.

      “Off!” I gasp, reaching behind my neck and fumbling for the zipper. “Please, Vic, get this off!”

      Victoria, eyes wide, slams the dressing room door closed and yanks the zipper down like this dress is on fire. My knees wobble and I sink down to the floor in a puddle, and she’s right there next to me, her tiny body like an anchor, precisely where I need it to be.

      “It’s all right,” she says, one hand on my back, moving in big slow circles. “I’m so sorry, Gwen. We can go.”

      “No,” I pant. “I’ll be okay.” If I say it enough times, it might become true. I stretch out on the floor as much as I can, the dress pooling around me as my feet poke out from under the door.

      “Stop being so stubborn,” she says, her voice like a warm breeze. “Screw dresses. Let’s go get ice cream instead. We can sneak out the back. Unless you want me to run out the front and tackle him to the ground, which I would absolutely do.”

      “I know you want to mark my dress off your to-do list,” I wheeze. “Just give me a couple of minutes. Plus, it’s forty degrees out.”

      “So what? There’s no temperature threshold for enjoying ice cream. And there will always be dresses, as long as Brenda has breath in her body.”

      “Everything okay in there?” Brenda’s voice comes from behind the door. Her taupe kitten heels are pointed just slightly toward each other in that way that means she’s poised to jump in and sweep up the pieces of whatever has fallen apart just beyond her line of sight. With my feet sticking out from under the door I probably look like the wicked witch when that house fell on her. But we aren’t the first women to have this kind of meltdown in her dressing room, and we sure as heck won’t be the last.

      “We’re good!” Victoria chirps. She lifts a brow and I nod, confirming that yes, we are good, and my lungs are working again. I pull my knees in toward my chest, heaving in a big breath that reminds me I am still alive and this is not the end of the world.

      “Ugh. I wish I could un-invite him,” Vic says, frowning.

      “It’s okay,” I tell her because it has to be. In a town this small, I can’t avoid Mark entirely. Even though I’d really, really like to.

      “You get dressed,” she whispers. “I’ll handle Brenda.”

      Victoria springs to her feet and slips out the door, her voice a calm lilt as she tells Brenda how she just loves those new dresses she set aside, and she’s certain we’ll find my perfect one.

      But deep down I know the truth: I couldn’t be farther from perfect if I tried.

      And holding it together when I finally see Victoria in her big white dress might be a whole lot harder than I thought.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          GWEN

        

      

    

    
      When Victoria drops me at my house, it’s a little after four in the afternoon. The sun will sink soon, right over the lake, and I’ll be waiting for it with a glass of wine on the porch. This is one of my favorite parts of the day—and I have my Grandma June to thank for it. This was her house, and when she died last year, she left it to me. The house next door was her sister Bernice’s, which she left to Victoria. Both were built back in the 1940s, in a cute Cape Cod style with newly added decks and open floor plans. Victoria completely remodeled the inside of hers, but I’ve done little to change mine, aside from stripping wallpaper and painting the rooms a pale dove gray that gives everything a boho-cabin vibe. It’s not huge, but it’s big enough for me. My house and Victoria’s are close together, separated by a row of boxwoods that give just enough privacy without making you feel you’re a world apart.

      As I step inside, I shake my head and try to let go of all these thoughts about Mark. It’s not like I haven’t seen him around since our split, because in a town this small, it’s impossible to avoid anyone forever. Still, seeing him in the grocery store or at the gas station isn’t the same as seeing him steal a kiss from his new fiancée.

      But I realize should be grateful. Mark’s bombshell made me realize that I wasn’t totally in love with him, either. And that was the scariest part of all—I’d been going through the motions, convinced that what we had was what I wanted, and what I was supposed to want.

      But I was wrong on all counts.

      Safe is necessary. Solid is important. But I need cartwheels, too.

      In my bedroom, I hang the garment bag I’ve been carrying on my closet door. While I was recovering in the dressing room, Victoria and Brenda packed some dresses for me to try at home. Peeking out of the top of the bag is a note:

      
        
        So sorry about before. I think you’ll like these. I’ll call you later.

        —V.

      

      

      Curious to see what they selected, I unzip the bag and find six dresses—two that we pulled from the rack and four more that Brenda must have set aside for Victoria to see. As badly as I want to strip out of my clothes and into my pajamas right now, I have to do this one thing for Vic first. She wants to check this dress off her to-do list so she can move on to the other details. So I take the bag into the bedroom and text her.

      Hi, I type. Trying on dresses now.

      Oh super! Vic writes. Thank you! Are you doing okay? If you want company, I’ll bring wine and we can binge-watch the bake-off show.

      All good. The lump forms again as I pull the first navy dress from the bag. Why does wedding stuff have to make me such a wreck? I should be able to breathe, buy a dress, and help my sister without having a panic attack.

      Send me pics of any contenders, she writes. I’m grabbing a few things at the store, so I can swing by and break any ties!

      Will do, I answer, though I just want the rest of this evening to myself. I’m peopled out and desperate to unwind without having to think about anyone else’s feelings.

      The first navy one is a bust—so tight in the hips that sitting is impossible. The garnet fit-and-flare has a sweetheart neckline and about ten pounds of beading—but it’s a solid maybe if it were a little bigger. After trying on another red one that’s a full size too small, I text Victoria in a huff.

      Why can’t Brenda get it through her head that I’m a 16? I write. There’s no way I’m wearing something so tight my boobs pop out.

      Maybe it’s those awesome skinny jeans you wore today, she replies. You know how Brenda is. She thinks she can guess the fit of every dress in that shop, regardless of the size you tell her.

      Brenda might need new glasses, I answer.

      I can always grab more this week, she types. We’ll find the right one. Don’t stress.

      I groan, wishing this one task could be easy.

      Staring down my reflection in the full-length mirror, I narrow my eyes. I can do this. I can go to her wedding and not think about Mark. I can be happy for her without being sad about what I lost.

      Feeling hopeful, I squeeze into the second navy dress, another fitted style with some serious sparkle. I have to wiggle to get it over my hips, but at least it has a little stretch. I manage to get it halfway zipped when there’s a knock at the door.

      “Geez, Vic,” I mutter. “At least give me time to get through them all.” With the top half of the bodice unzipped, the front of the dress is gaping open, but I stumble through the living room anyway, forced to take tiny steps because the dress isn’t as stretchy as I’d thought.

      Not a contender.

      “I thought you meant later,” I say, flinging the door open. “I haven’t gotten through them yet and I think I pulled a muscle getting out of the last one.”

      And then I gasp, clawing at the front of the dress that’s almost definitely showing my lacy bra.

      Standing on my steps is the most gorgeous man I’ve ever seen. His hand is raised to knock again, his lips parted in surprise. He’s a good five inches taller than me, broad-shouldered with unruly reddish hair and intense blue-green eyes that make me think of glaciers. His eyes drift down the length of the dress and then dart back up to my face before his full bottom lip quirks in surprise.

      “Hi,” he says, “Are you Gwen, I hope?”

      Holding the dress up to cover myself, I croak, “Yes, that’s me.” How is it that this day can still get worse?

      “I’m Logan Fyfe,” he says, and to his credit, manages to keep his gaze firmly fixed on my face, as if I haven’t just nearly flashed him. “I’m a friend of Theo’s. Staying in the house next door.” His voice is all gravelly and rough, with a brogue that could melt me right into these floorboards. His smile, though, is warm and friendly. “So sorry to bother you, but I’ve just arrived and can’t seem to find the key. Theo said you might have a spare.”

      I blink at him for what feels like a full minute, taking in the slim-cut dark jeans, the green cable-knit sweater with sleeves pushed to his elbows, a hint of a tattoo swirling along his forearm, peeking out of the sleeve. Close to my age, he has tiny wrinkles at the corners of his eyes, and just a hint of beard stubble that makes him look right at home in the woods.

      This man is going to be my neighbor for the next month? I open my mouth to answer and he pulls his phone from his pocket. “Text from Theo,” he says, holding the screen out toward me. “Promise I’m not a serial killer or some such thing.”

      I glance at the screen and read enough to see that indeed, Theo sent him here. Theo, who is apparently too busy to bring him a spare key and solve this problem himself. I swallow hard, wishing that Logan had knocked on my door just a few minutes earlier when I was wearing the sparkly red dress that managed to zip all the way. I feel like a mess, and I’m so tired of feeling that way.

      “I do have one,” I say, opening the door wider. “It might take me a minute to find it. Come on in.”

      As Logan smiles and follows me inside, I realize with horror that half of my back is exposed. As I round the kitchen island, I give one more valiant tug at the zipper near the base of my spine, but it’s impossible to grab it at the right angle to pull it up. Changing out of this dress isn’t an option because I’m not about to leave this man in my kitchen while I go down the hall to pry myself out of it. Plus, I know it’ll take some serious effort to get it over my hips again—in the length of time it took to squeeze myself out of all this satin, I could tell him the entire history of Jasmine Falls. So instead I shuffle over to the island where I keep things like spare keys and rummage through the drawer with one hand while holding up the neck of the dress with the other.

      From the other side of the island, Logan says, “You need a hand there, darling?”

      His voice is a deep rumble, smooth as velvet. It sends a shiver straight down my shoulders and I can’t help but imagine how that voice might sound right against my ear.

      Mercy, Gwen. Get it together.

      When I glance up at him, he steps closer and motions toward the back of the dress. He doesn’t seem to notice that my heart stopped when he said darling. “May I?” he says. His tone is completely nonchalant as if this sort of thing happens to him all the time.

      A man as gorgeous as this one, though—he probably handles a lot of dress zippers.

      Mortified to be caught this way, and tired from battling the dress, I turn my back to him and sigh. “Thank you. It seems to be stuck.” This can’t get any more embarrassing, so why not let him put me out of my misery?

      His finger trails slowly along my spine as he eases the zipper up. Forcing all the air from my lungs, I pray to whatever higher power might be witnessing this debacle that the zipper will go all the way—and try to ignore the delightful tingling that his finger leaves along my skin. For a moment, I savor this feeling of someone offering to help me when I most need it, even in this minuscule way. Asking for help isn’t something I do. Ever. I’m supposed to be able to take care of myself, after all—and that includes dress-shopping, holding myself together for my sister, and yes, even managing antagonistic zippers.

      “There,” he says. “Now you have use of both your hands.” His breath tickles my neck and I will my knees not to buckle.

      When I turn around, he gives me a boyish smile—the kind he might give to a little old lady after he helps her step up onto a curb—and I feel equal parts relief and humiliation. His eyes meet mine and I’m struck by how kind they look—and how they seem to shift from blue to green depending on the light. He blinks at me for a moment, obviously unaffected by the last few moments, and says, “You think you have that key?”

      “Key,” I blurt. “Yes. Right.” I turn back to the drawer and shove pencils, batteries, and screwdrivers aside for what feels like an hour until I locate the keychain with the chickadee on it that holds Victoria’s spare key. “Here we go,” I say.

      He holds out his hand and I frown, the key hovering just above his large palm. “The lock sticks sometimes,” I say. “And you have to jiggle the handle just right, and if you don’t get inside fast enough, the alarm goes off. You have the code, right?”

      “Code?” he says, pulling his phone from his pocket again. Victoria usually remembers to turn the alarm off when guests are coming, but not always.

      “I’ll just go over and show you,” I say. “If the alarm goes off, then the sheriff shows up, and then the busybody neighbors have more fodder for the rumor mill. And believe me, they’ll have a field day with you.”

      He lifts a brow. “And why’s that?”

      “Seriously? Have you seen you?” I wave my hand in a circle to indicate all of him, from his carefully tousled hair and roguish grin to his expensive-looking chukka-style shoes. “A handsome mysterious stranger who shows up in a fancy car like that one?” I gesture behind him, toward the zippy Mercedes coupe in the driveway. “They’ll think you’re James Bond or a billionaire vampire and they’ll discuss it for weeks.”

      His laugh is a deep rumble that makes the back of my neck tingle in the most delightful way. I can’t believe I just said all that out loud—this dress must have cut off all blood flow to my brain.

      “So my plan to go incognito has failed,” he says as if he has no idea that he’s pure sin wrapped in denim and cashmere. “But to be fair, that was the last car on the lot that wasn’t either a monstrous SUV or a roller skate.” His eyes glitter with amusement.

      “Good luck doing anything incognito in a town this small,” I say, leading him out the door. I’m barefoot, but that hardly seems important right now, and going back inside to wrestle my way into shoes isn’t appealing. “Let’s see if we can do this without landing above the fold in tomorrow’s paper.”

      Before he can argue, I shuffle across the porch, still taking my awkward tiny steps. There’s no way I can wear this dress through the entire ceremony because the bottom half is so tight it might as well be a mermaid tail. I love my curves, but I’m still self-conscious in clothes that are so clingy they leave nothing to the imagination. And this dress makes me feel like every inch of me is on display.

      “I’m sure I can manage,” he says, watching me like he thinks I might tip over. “I don’t want to make you late for—” his voice trails off as he nods towards the dress. “Whatever I’m keeping you from.”

      “You’re not keeping me from anything,” I say, hiking the skirt up to my knees so I can make it down the porch steps. “Except for the cardio that comes with squeezing in and out of a bunch of dresses that might as well be painted on.” Something flares in his eyes and there’s that teasing smirk again.

      “Thought you might be getting ready for a big event,” he says, offering his arm as we cross the thick grass between the houses. I loop my hand in the crook of his arm when we cross the rise where the ground is uneven from mole runs. His bicep feels solid under my hand, and I wonder for a moment if his whole body is corded in muscle like that. As soon as we’re back on level grass, I pull my hand away.

      “The wedding,” I say. “My homework tonight was to find the right dress.” Homework, because I couldn’t hold myself together long enough to try on a few dresses in a store I’ve been inside a hundred times.

      “Ah,” he says. “How’s that going?”

      Hopelessly disastrous. And now epically mortifying.

      “Let’s just say this day hasn’t been my finest.”

      His lip lifts with a hint of a smile. “For what it’s worth, that one’s quite lovely. Assuming you don’t need to move very much.”

      “Moving is optional. Unless I need to make a fast getaway.”

      “I can help you with that, should the need arise,” he says. “It’s the least I can do to repay you for helping me to unlock the door.”

      “I’ll hold you to that, Bond.” I’m left wondering if he means carry me over his shoulder or plunk me down in his very fast car. Or maybe both.

      “I certainly hope so.”

      And just like that, I feel a fraction more at ease. When have I ever felt so comfortably awkward with a man who can also leave me breathless?

      When we get to his porch, I’m babbling about restaurants he might try and telling him where to find the nearest grocery, because apparently I go into tour guide mode when I’m feeling comfortably awkward. I tug the skirt a little higher so I can make it up the steps and I don’t miss the way Logan’s eyes follow the hem of the dress. He holds one arm out behind me as if he fears I might trip, and I say another silent prayer that I make it through this day without doing a faceplant. Slipping the key into the lock of the front door, I show Logan how to jiggle the fussy lock to make it turn. Once inside, I flip the light switch and…nothing.

      Annoyed, I shuffle across the living room to the kitchen and flip the other bank of switches.

      Still nothing. The house is completely dark.

      “Guess the next thing you need to see is the breakers,” I tell Logan. “We had a storm a couple of nights ago that probably tripped them. I lost power for a little while, too. It happens now and then.”

      He follows me into the back hall, where the breaker box is located.

      “Here,” he says, holding his phone out towards the box. “Flashlight app.”

      “Well, aren’t you the boy scout,” I say, flipping all the breakers, just for good measure.

      “Highly debatable,” he says in that rumbling brogue.

      “Have to navigate lots of dark houses, do you, Bond?”

      “Now and then,” he says. “I like to be prepared for anything.”

      When I turn all the breakers back, I hear the beep of the stove and the hum of a fan starting up. A light flicks on in one of the bedrooms off the hall and everything seems just as it should.

      “That did it,” I say. “You should be all set now. Until the next storm, anyway.”

      His deadly smirk is back. We’re stuffed into the small hallway together, so close that I can see a tiny scar on his left eyebrow that makes him look like he could throw a good punch if it was warranted. Logan and his very muscular frame seem to take up all the space around me that isn’t occupied by shimmering satin. It’s not a bad feeling, being so close to him, and I have the irrational urge to move closer.

      “Thank you, Gwen,” he says, his voice friendly and smooth. “I’ll try not to trouble you again.”

      “It’s not,” I say. “I mean, trouble me anytime.” A blush is rising in my cheeks—what on earth is wrong with me? My voice sounds all raspy and breathless, and why can I not form sentences that don’t sound ridiculous? I should leave, right now, before my brain completely short-circuits. I move to squeeze past him, but he does the same, and I walk right into his solid chest. I inhale his woodsy scent and slide my hands over his sweater because it’s so very soft—and I shouldn’t be doing either of those things. His hand has landed on my hip and I’m standing on his foot. It feels like being struck by lightning.

      “Sorry,” I say.

      At the same time, he says, “My fault.”

      He backs against the wall as I peel myself from his body and head back to the living room as if he didn’t just knock me completely sideways.

      “Well, you know where to find me if you need anything and can’t get a hold of Theo,” I say, my heart pounding in my ears.

      He rakes a hand through his hair as if he felt that bolt of lightning, too. Those blue-green eyes bore into mine as he says, “Maybe I can repay the favor sometime.”

      My brain goes straight to the kinds of favors it should definitely not be thinking about, and I make a beeline for the front door as fast as my tiny steps will take me. I push aside all thoughts of his broody gaze and his roguish smile because this man is a billionaire playboy and there’s no way I’m his type. And even if I were, these are dangerous waters and I am definitely out of my depth. What I need is to go back home, get into my pajamas, and not think anymore about the hard line of his jaw, those perfectly chiseled forearms, or that gravelly voice that’s raised goosebumps on my arms no fewer than three times.

      Nope. Not going to think about any of those things. Not today, Satan.

      “Have a good night,” I say, flinching at the way my voice has suddenly risen an entire octave.

      “You too, Gwen.” His voice rumbles in a way that vibrates along my skin, but I’m not going to think about that either.

      When I glance back over my shoulder, he’s leaning against the doorframe, one hand resting on his hip, drawing my eyes to his muscular forearm and the tattoo that peeks out of his sleeve.

      I definitely don’t need to think about how far that tattoo might reach and how those planes of muscle might feel under my fingers. And I definitely am not going to think about how my name sounds on his lips, made rounder by that delicious brogue that makes me tingly all over.

      Not even for one more minute.
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      My phone buzzes with another incoming call from my brother Rory, and for a second I seriously consider chucking it into the lake.

      He’s been calling and texting all day, and if I answer he’s going to needle me and try to suss out where I am and probably lay on a boatload of guilt in his annoying passive-aggressive way. Rory’s the most predictable of my siblings, and usually, there’s a certain amount of comfort in that fact. But not today.

      It’s nearly seven in the evening, which makes it almost midnight where he is, home in Edinburgh. After being here a few short hours, I’ve managed to unpack my things and get settled in the house—well, that’s a lie. My clothes are arranged in the closet and I’ve figured out the wi-fi situation and made myself a cup of decent tea. But settled? No. I’m still feeling completely unmoored, and that feeling has only been magnified by my brief interaction with Gwen, the woman next door who has clearly been placed here to completely unravel me.

      This trip was supposed to comprise three parts: One, avoid my family and their ridiculous behavior until the end of the year when I have to deliver a decision I’d rather give them via carrier pigeon. Two, toast my old mate Theo and his new bride and celebrate like a normal human who isn’t running from a problem that seems to grow bigger every day. Three, give myself some space to consider what I want to do with my new life after I send that pigeon across the ocean and remove myself from the Fyfe empire for good.

      Not one of those parts included meeting a woman who already has me tied up in knots and devising ways that I might casually bump into her again without seeming like an incompetent lunatic.

      Because only a lunatic would practically beg to get his hands on a woman’s zipper within five minutes of meeting her.

      I just couldn’t help myself. She looked so flustered, so mortified to be caught off-guard—as if she had anything to be embarrassed about. I just needed to remove the obstacle that was making her feel awkward—it’s a habit ingrained in me, removing obstacles like that. I’m good at fixing things. But the words were out of my mouth before the logical part of my brain could stop them, and then she was standing just a breath away and whispering a thank-you that was so filled with relief it made my ears tingle.

      I zipped so carefully, determined not to pinch her skin and also prove that this was just a friendly favor, helping someone escape a vulnerable moment, and that I was not in fact, a handsy weirdo.

      At first, I was annoyed when I walked up onto this porch only to discover that the lockbox by the door didn’t hold the house key. But that feeling quickly dissipated after spending five minutes with Gwen Griffin. When she walked me over here, I crossed the yard like a man in a trance, so engrossed in the sway of her lovely hips that I could barely focus on the words she was saying—which mostly had to do with restaurants I might enjoy and where I might find a good beer. I wasn’t interested in either of those things but was instead focused on Gwen’s long legs and luscious curves—and the delightful lilt in her voice. The walk to the house was entirely too short, and I felt a momentary thrill as the lights refused to come on and Gwen decided to lead me through the dark to search for the breakers.

      Part of me hoped she wouldn’t solve the problem so quickly. Because after the day I’ve had—or the last hundred, to be honest—it was a relief to have an easy conversation with someone who didn’t want a single thing from me.

      As we stood crowded in the hallway, the switches flipping under her fingers, one thought pushed all others right out of my brain: this was the most interesting woman I’d encountered in a long time. Something about her drew me in close as if she were a magnet—and though that made absolutely no sense to me, I wanted to know why.

      My phone rings again. Rory’s name flashes on the screen and I see a string of missed texts from him, too. He’s never going to stop, because he got the Fyfe gene for stubbornness—same as me.

      He’s caught in the middle, though, just like always. And he wants this problem solved as much as I do. Rory and I see eye-to-eye on most things: how to handle our mother, when to drink Macallan over Balvenie, and when and how to rock a tan suit. But with our current situation, we’re at an impasse.

      With a groan, I answer the call.

      “Did you not see my texts?” Rory says. “I’ve been trying to reach you all day.”

      “Have you?” I search the kitchen cabinets, hoping that Victoria and Theo might have a nice whisky stashed away in case of trying circumstances like this one.

      Rory snorts, and I know he’s rolling his eyes as he mutters a curse under his breath. “Where are you, anyway?”

      “Away.” It comes out shorter than intended, but I don’t apologize. I didn’t tell anyone in my family that I was coming here for the wedding—or the whole month, to be more precise. I’ve kept the Fyfes on a need-to-know basis for a long time now, and my life’s much easier that way. The urge to micro-manage runs deep in my family, and I’ve spent most of my adult life trying to break that habit. The other Fyfes, however, have not.

      “Funny,” he says, his voice sharp. “Grandad’s about to have a coronary.”

      “Hope Cait’s around to put him back together, then.”

      “You’re hilarious.”

      Rory’s been working for our grandfather, a shrewd real estate developer, for years. He’s the obvious heir to all things Fyfe because he actually has an interest in growing the company and isn’t appalled by their way of gobbling up land and turning it into useless things like luxury golf courses and condos that are used three months out of the year. To be fair, Rory has ideas about transforming Fyfe into a more progressive and less ethically gray company—he’s always been the most optimistic of us. He’s thirty-one, but Grandad still thinks of him as a kid and believes I’m better suited to run the company. My sister Cait is off the hook because she chose another worthy profession—she’s a cardiologist, and at thirty-seven is the youngest in her hospital. She’s already won an impressive number of awards for her research and service to the community. The Fyfe clan doesn’t know how to do anything but excel. It’s exhausting being around so many people who chase perfection.

      As the middle kid, I often slipped beneath the radar—especially after I took a gap year and went to work for a non-profit based in New Zealand that specialized in doing ocean cleanup. (All those stories about floating islands made of plastic? One hundred percent true.) It was about as far as I could physically travel on the globe—almost precisely halfway around the world from my family and all of their expectations.

      Still, it hadn’t been far enough.

      You’d think that by now, at age thirty-five, I’d be confident telling my family how I feel about their expectations of me. But you’d be wrong. Every time I’ve tried to tell them that I’m not interested in stepping in for my grandfather, it’s started an epic feud. They think loyalty means doing whatever they demand, without question. So while Rory’s the obvious choice to take the reins, Grandad’s trying to bully me into taking over when he retires next year. He sees me as the charming fixer who can solve all the company’s problems and maintain the empire, and now he’s trying to force my hand using every weapon he can.

      His current ultimatum: come back and run the company, or he sells the country home that my family dearly loves—and forces my mother to move out. It’s a cruel way to tighten the screws because he knows that to me, the estate is just bricks and timber. But to my mother, it’s a sanctuary, the place that holds memories of my father—and Da’s the one thing she’s sentimental about. It would break her heart to leave, even though she’d never show it. She might
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