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	Ivy

	 

	Butterflies flutter in my stomach as the wheels of the plane touch down with a gentle screech. Always happy for a smooth landing! This plane is carrying all kinds of travelers — some arriving home and others vacationing. Denver International Airport is bustling as always, but it's just a waypoint for me. I'm on my way back to Cady Springs—a place that holds every scrap of my childhood, and my betrothed brother, Bear Collins. 

	Wheeling my luggage, I weave through the crowds. Excitement mixes with nerves. I’m wondering what's waiting for me there? What's changed? It’s been a while.

	As I slide behind the wheel of my rental car, my confidence is challenged. First, I’ve never driven a car that has a screen inside the dashboard. Plus, it's been a while since I've traveled these roads

	I stop at a gas station and purchase a drink and snack for the two hour trip back home. Next, I text my momma that I’ve landed and I’m on my way. She sends back an excited emoji and hearts. 

	Scenery shifts as I merge onto the highway. I put on my favorite playlist, having figured out how to operate Bluetooth with the car. 

	It’s going to be so good to see my family. They visited me at Thanksgiving and I was proud to prove to them I could actually cook. That’s when I met my new sister-to-be, Angela. Or, Angel as Bear calls her. Immediately, we bonded. She’s a perfect fit for our family and for Bear.

	Suburban sprawl gives way to open spaces, and the Rocky Mountains rise majestically in the distance, their peaks still dusted with snow even though it's springtime here in Colorado. With every mile closer to Cady Springs, memories come flooding back—the good, the bittersweet, and everything in between.

	Two hours go by in no time as I notice a familiar landmark. It’s the old billboard for Johnson's Apple Orchard, faded but still promising the sweetest fruit in town. A smile tugs at my lips. I remember sticky fingers and the taste of cider dancing on my tongue. 

	Further on, the Welcome to Cady Springs sign greets me, its paint peeling charmingly at the edges, making the small town feel frozen in time.

	As I drive past the little mom-and-pop shops lining Main Street, each one holds a piece of my past. The quaint bookstore where Bear and I would purchase used books almost every month. The cozy diner with the best blueberry pancakes looks the same, frozen in time. They're all still here, like the town has been patiently waiting for my return.

	Cady Springs, I've missed you. Let's see if you've missed me too.

	Steering the rental car into the driveway of my childhood home, I catch the flutter of white tents through the branches of the towering oaks in our backyard. It's a hive of activity back there. I can hear the muffled thumps and clanks of wedding preparations even before I shut off the engine.

	I step out, stretching my legs after the long drive, and take a deep breath of air. The smells add to my nostalgia as I approach the house, the noise drawing attention from the open garage where chaos seems to reign.

	"Sweetheart, you're here!" My mother, Grace, emerges from the pandemonium, her auburn hair like a halo in the sunlight. She's petite but her energy is mighty, and she engulfs me in an embrace that feels like coming home.

	"Mom," I laugh, returning her hug with equal fervor. "It looks like a wedding exploded in here."

	"Your brother has us on a tight schedule." She pulls back, her kind eyes scanning my face as if memorizing it all over again. "But we wouldn't miss your arrival for the world."

	"Where's Dad?" I ask, glancing around the organized disarray for my father's tall frame.

	"Right here, pumpkin," his voice booms from behind a stack of folding chairs. He steps out, his salt-and-pepper hair catching the light, and wraps me in a hug that lifts me off the ground. “I’ve missed you.”

	"I’ve missed your hugs," I chuckle, squeezing him tight.

	"Hey, don't start partying without me!" The familiar rumble of my brother's voice makes us turn. There he stands, all muscles and smiles, wearing a sweat-drenched T-shirt.

	"Never," I assure him, moving to ruffle his hair, which he dodges with a practiced ease.

	"Good, 'cause we need the maid of honor in tip-top shape." Bear grins, pulling me into a one-armed hug that's more of a headlock. "You ready to help me tie the knot?"

	"Born ready," I say, my voice brimming with love. 

	"Alright, troops," Dad says, clapping his hands together. "Let's show this town how the Collins family throws a wedding, even though we’re newbies at this."

	“Honey, let Ivy get settled for five minutes before we put her to work,” my mom reminds him.

	“Oh, right. Sorry, Ivy. Let me help you to your room.”

	“No problem, dad. I can see you are focused and excited. Bear will help me carry my stuff up from the car and we’ll meet you in a few minutes.”

	As Bear and I make our way up the stairs, he asks, "So how's life been treating you in Arizona?"

	I shrug and push a loose strand of hair behind my ear. "It's been good. Busy with my teaching job mostly, but I've made some great friends. One lives right across from me."

	"Any new romances?" Bear wiggles his eyebrows suggestively.

	I roll my eyes playfully. "Nope, just focusing on my career at the moment."

	He plops down on my old bed, causing the comforter to puff up around him. "Well, there might be some eligible bachelors at the wedding."

	"I highly doubt it," I say, opening my suitcase for a different pair of shoes. "From what I've heard, this is basically a small town with no eligible men left."

	Bear chuckles. "Could be true." 

	He stands up and stretches his arms above his head. "Anyway, I’m really happy you’re here, Ivy. Angel is too. She should be here in about an hour.”

	I hug him again. “I would never want to miss this. This wedding is going to be epic!”

	We march toward the backyard, our laughter blending with the sounds of preparation. Bear goes right to work hanging lights. 

	 I watch him briefly, noticing how I feel an overwhelming sense of belonging. I am utterly and undeniably at home. But once the wedding is happening, I wonder what familiar faces I’ll see.

	“Did you invite people we went to school with?”

	“You know it. Hard not to have people we grew up with in this town.”

	I survey the interior of the tent. Something pulls my attention. I get the feeling I’m being watched. I turn and standing by a cluster of white silk roses is Leo Miles. Time might have marched on since we last saw each other, but it's been kind to him. His dark hair is cropped neatly on his head. And then there's that dark stubble which gives him a rugged masculine air. It frames a strong jawline. But it's his eyes—those intense caramel colored orbs that stare at me.  Our eyes lock and I suddenly feel very self conscious.

	"Hey, Ivy," Leo calls out. His voice resonates in the space around us. "Long time no see."

	"Leo," I reply, amazed at the masculine specimen I’m seeing now. "You're looking... well."

	"Thanks, you too. You’re all grown up." 

	He grins, and there's a hint of mischief in his smile that has always managed to unsettle me—in the best possible way. For a short time, he was my teenage crush — big time! Before that, he was a scruffy kid that I harassed.

	Leo was always off limits even if I had wanted to throw myself at him … which, I did want to as we grew older. But as my brother’s best friend, it felt safer to watch him from afar, allowing him be my teen fantasy for that period of my life. Now, seeing him all grown up with that incredible chiseled physique, I’m still feeling inadequate in his presence. 

	Leo clenches his jaw in concentration as he arranges the roses with a precision I wouldn't have expected from such large, callused hands.

	"Still playing with flowers, I see," I say, teasing and stepping a little closer.

	"Only the best for Bear and Angel's big day," he says, his eyes never leaving mine. "Besides, someone's got to make sure this place looks good."

	"Are you sure you’re the man for that job?" I quip back, feeling that familiar buzz of banter we've always had. It's like slipping into a comfortable rhythm, one that's both exhilarating and dangerous for my wildly beating heart.  

	“I’m always the right man for the job,” he replies flirtatiously.

	I feel my face flush and I change the direction of the conversation. “Anything I can jump into and help with?”

	“Yes, maybe you’re better at tying and arranging this big ribbon Angela wants on the floral bouquets. I’ve managed to just make a tangled mess. Can’t get the right look.”

	“Sure, I’ll see if I can do something with it.”

	Leo hands me the wad of ribbon and I immediately notice a tattoo on his right forearm. He sees me glancing at it.

	“In memory of one of my brothers who didn’t make it out alive one night.”

	“That’s horrible, Leo. I heard you had joined the military.”

	“Yep, best thing I ever did … and the worst too. Hard as hell, but toughened me up for life.”

	“Are you still in the military?” 

	No, I’m finished, although special circumstances could call me into duty. I’m a former Navy SEAL now,” he says proudly, his chest puffing a bit. “Once my time was up, I enlisted for pilot training and completed my duty there as well.”

	“Wow, you’ve been living on the edge for a while.”

	“Things have calmed down now. I own a small business flying charter flights, mostly for tourists.”

	“Awesome!”

	“And what about you, Miss Ivy? Where has life taken you?”

	“Oh, it’s much more boring. Went to college, majoring in education. I live in Arizona and teach high school students.”

	“High school, huh? Well, the guys must not be able to wait to attend your class.”

	His comment both surprises and secretly delights me. I blush and giggle at the same time. “I’ll take that as a complement, Leo.”

	“That’s just the way I meant it,” he says, melting me like I’m chocolate in a fondue pot with those eyes and smile.
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	The air hums with the energy of wedding prep, but beneath the surface, my nerves are fraying like the edges of the ribbon I clutch in my hand. Did Leo really mean to indicate that he thought I was attractive? My ass has grown a lot since I was a kid. I need to get more exercise.

	I think I have the ribbon on each arrangement looking the way Angela would want it. When she gets here, I’ll check with her. I realize there’s not enough for the last three arrangements. Bear passes by me and I grab his arm.

	“Hey, do we have more of this ribbon?”

	“Run out already? Yes, mom has more in the storage room downstairs.”

	“Thanks,” I reply, heading out the open doorway of the tent when I spot Leo outside, sipping what looks like mom’s homemade lemonade.

	“Where you off to, Ivy? Do you need another assignment?” he asks, teasing me just like the old days.

	 “I was just on the way to the basement storage room to get more of this ribbon,” I say, hoping this is my comfortable exit for now.

	"Need a hand?" he asks.

	“I can do it.”

	Nevertheless, he follows me into the house and down the steps into the basement. I fumble with the door to the storage room. It’s been a while since I’ve been in this room. Leo reaches out to help.

	"Got it under control, thanks," I say, mustering a smile that feels stapled to my lips. I can't let him see the chaos churning inside me, the insecurity that's gnawing at me. I’m sure he finds me fat and ugly. He could have any woman in the world. Damn, he’s gorgeous.

	The storage room door swings open, and I step inside, the scent of dust and old wood enveloping me. Leo follows until the door clicks shut and we're cloaked in dim light, the only illumination filtering in through a small window. I reach upward to pull the string for the old light I remember being there. I pull and nothing happens. I pull again and it just clicks.

	"Looks like it's burned out," he says, his voice closer than I anticipate. My pulse quickens, and I turn to face him, finding myself mere inches away from his solid frame. His presence is overpowering, intoxicating, and I feel anxiety rise within me.

	"Seems that way." I force a laugh, but it's brittle, transparent. Leo steps closer, reaching past me to jiggle the string connected to the light. His hand rubs mine and sends a jolt of heat through my veins. My breath hitches as the faint scent of his cologne teases my senses. 

	"Here, let me..." His hand brushes against mine again. “Don’t worry, we’ll find the ribbon.” He turns on the light of his phone and shines it around the store room. Why didn’t I think of that? Maybe because I am rooted in one spot, caught in the gravitational pull of Leo.

	"Thanks," I whisper, my voice barely audible over the thunderous beat of my heart. 

	"Anytime," he says, his voice low and husky. 

	He holds the light and I instantly find the stepping stool and maneuver it into position to reach the container on the upper shelf with the ribbon. I step on the first step and then the next. I feel Leo grab my side at the waist as if to steady me.

	“Careful, I can do that if you want,” he says.

	“I’ve got it, Leo. Just hold the light steady.”

	Secretly, I’m hoping he grabs me by both hands and turns me around and kisses me. But that won’t happen. That’s in my sordid fantasies I carry around in my head. Finally, I have the rest of the ribbon and this little encounter is about to end. 

	"Better get back out there," I mumble, eager to escape this intimate limbo. "Duty calls."

	"Right behind you," Leo replies, but even as I slip out into the bustle and noise, I can feel the weight of his gaze on me, heavy and unspoken.

	It's going to be a long weekend.
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	Leo

	Ivy’s proximity in the storage room was a test of self-control. Her breath fanning across my neck as she moved closer was unintentional but so seductive. I was acutely aware of every curve of her body as she leaned in, her heat permeating the small gap that remained between us. Controlling the raw need that surged through me was an act akin to fighting the pull of gravity, both futile and maddening.

	I left her fooling around with ribbon in the tent. I wish it were she and I fooling around, feeling her delicate hands and fingers touch my skin. She’s always been off limits as Bear’s little sister. Honestly, she never interested me in that way when we were younger. Now, I see the grown up sister of my best friend, Bear. She’s smoking hot with a curvy ass and ample tits. Damn!

	I want her, but it feels like a big ass no. I head to Bear’s truck to grab the alcoholic beverages for the wedding, feeling like I might need a drink to calm down.

	The grown up Ivy is a fresh revelation, a tantalizing mix of beauty and sensuality. Out of the corner of my eyes, I watch her laugh and toss her hair back as she interacts with her family. My eyes trace the contours of her figure-hugging shirt and jeans. I love the way it clings to her like a second skin. It's a torture of the sweetest kind. I pull my eyes away from her, making my way back to the truck for more supplies.
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	Setting a beer keg down with a thud in the bar area set up for the reception, I can't help but acknowledge how much Ivy affects me. She's not just Bear's little sister anymore. No, Ivy Collins has grown into a woman who commands my attention without even trying. 

	"Leo? Earth to Leo!" Her teasing voice cuts through my thoughts, pulling me back to the moment. Her voice is laced with a flirtatious undertone that's hard to ignore. 

	Ivy half runs toward me and I see two things: the joyous girl I knew growing up and the sexy ass woman who’s tits are jiggling and I could almost swear her nipples harden as she moves closer to me. 

	I’m fucked!

	“Leo, you okay? You seem a little preoccupied or mad.”

	“Fine, I’m just fine. Do you need help with anything?”

	“No, I’m good. Just noticed you staring off into space … that’s all.”

	“Just can’t believe my best friend is really tying the knot. But, I see how happy he is with Angel. Have you met her?”

	“Yep. She’s going to be a great addition to our family. Bear and Angel came and visited me at my apartment in Arizona. She and I had some alone girl time too. It was fantastic. I just love her almost as much as Bear does.”

	“That’s a great
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