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      To family,

      Nor matter the shape of size,

      Nor how they came together.
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      When Nate slid his mouth from Hailey’s, settling it on her chin, she immediately hungered for another taste. Gliding her hand behind his head, she tried to guide him back.

      “I need to go,” he mumbled against her lips.

      She pressed her forehead to his. “No!”

      “Yes!”

      She opened her eyes and gave him her best pout. “This whole idea was incredibly stupid. Why did I ever agree to a month of abstinence with you?”

      “Because it will make the honeymoon more special.”

      She stuck out her bottom lip again. “I miss you. Like crazy.” Her insides turned to Jell-O as his mouth grazed her neck again.

      “Me too.”

      After another moment, he sat up straight and pulled himself from the couch. “Rhonda and our sisters will be here with Lori soon, and your brother and my father will be waiting for me at the Blue Water Inn.”

      When they left the rehearsal dinner an hour ago, Rhonda, Kelly, and Lori had disappeared to do what her cousin, her sister, and his daughter called, in unison, some last-minute wedding party errands. It was doubtful about how much errand-running Nate’s six-year-old Lori was interested in, beyond being allowed to stay out late with the big girls. Nate’s sister and mother had also claimed to have a couple of stops before coming to the house. Hailey had been suspicious but also grateful for some alone time with her soon-to-be-husband.

      As much as she wanted to further tempt him to stay, she knew they both had long to-do lists to work through before they got married.

      In the kitchen, they maneuvered the maze of boxes Nate had been bringing over from his house all week. As soon as they returned from their honeymoon, he and Lori would be living here at the farm with her full time, something she’d impatiently anticipated for over a year.

      As they neared the back door, she reached out and grabbed his hand. He turned and tugged her into his arms. “I can’t stay.”

      “I know. One more kiss.” She pushed up on her toes and puckered her lips.

      He leaned down and gave her a quick peck as the back door opened and an icy breeze blew over them.

      Rhonda grabbed Nate’s elbow and pulled him toward the door. “Oh geez! Come on! Get a room! On the other hand, don’t. We have too much to do tonight. Don’t you have a bachelor party to get to?”

      “Something like that.” Nate spun to Rhonda, but when he saw his daughter struggling with three shoe boxes, his smile widened and he dropped to one knee. “Can I get my good night kiss, sweetheart?”

      “Not yet!” Lori’s tone was more serious than he had ever heard, and he couldn’t stop a small laugh.

      She stacked the boxes on the table and then looked at her father. “We have things to do, Daddy. Things you cannot know about.”

      “Really.” He leveled his gaze on her, feigning irritation. “You’re going to keep secrets from me?”

      She leaped at him, wrapping her arms around his neck. “S-s-surprises, not s-s-secrets. It’s only until t-t-tomorrow, and you’re going to love them.”

      Nate hugged the girl tight and kissed her cheek and then her forehead. “Are you going to sleep in your new bed in your new room?”

      Rhonda laughed. “We’re not sleeping tonight. There’s no sleeping at slumber parties.”

      Nate stood, lifting Lori to his hip as he did. “Rhonda, no!”

      Hailey stepped forward, putting a hand on each of their arms. “She’s teasing you. We’re going to have fun tonight, but we are going to sleep.” She opened her arms to Lori, and the girl reached out.

      Nate handed her over.

      Rhonda’s tone softened. “Don’t worry. No one is going to have dark circles in the wedding pictures. I hope to use them to showcase my newest masterpieces.”

      Hailey squinted at her cousin. “My wedding dress is going to be part of your new collection?”

      Rhonda shrugged. “I haven’t done a wedding collection before, but you never know.” She turned back toward Nate and playfully pushed on his back. “It’s time for you to go.”

      Nate turned to Hailey’s sister who—although she wore an amused grin—had remained uncharacteristically quiet throughout the exchange. She sorted the boxes stacked on the table into piles. “No help from you?”

      Kelly gave her head a shake, sending the stray hairs that had fallen from her bun flying. “Your dad, my husband, and my brother are waiting. Beep at your mom and sister when you pass them on the road. They should be here any minute.”

      Hailey walked toward Nate and the door. “I’ll be right back. I’m going to walk him to the truck.”

      Rhonda pointed to the clock over the door. “Three minutes. And don’t think I won’t come out there either.” She then turned and reached out a hand toward Lori. “Help me find the DVDs, honey.”

      Lori eagerly dragged her toward the living room. “I know right where they are.”

      Hailey walked side by side with Nate through the mudroom and out to the driveway. “One more day,” she whispered.

      He stopped, leaned back against his truck, pulled her closer, and touched her cheek. “Joking aside, I’m glad we took our time, and I’m glad I didn’t move in here before now.”

      “It’s been good,” she answered. “It was important to give Lori a chance to really get to know me.”

      “She’s so excited to be a family.”

      Hailey couldn’t stop the instant frown. She wanted the family as much as Nate and Lori did, but the lawyer side of her knew there was one loose end to tie up before she’d feel secure.

      Seemingly reading her mind, he pulled her into a tight hug, laying his head on top of hers. “Victoria doesn’t threaten our happiness. She’s nothing to the three of us.”

      “She’s Lori’s mother.” Saying the words sent shards of pain through her chest. Even though the woman had never once seen, touched, or held the little girl, Hailey still envied the perceived bond.

      Nate slid a finger under her chin, lifting her gaze to his. “Giving birth is the only connection she has to Lori. She promised to sign the papers so you can adopt her. She’s never wavered on her choices. I don’t expect her to change her mind now.”

      “But you don’t want Lori to call me mom until those papers are signed and in our hands.”

      Nate leaned back against the truck again. “I don’t want to confuse her. I want her to understand⁠—”

      “You don’t want Victoria to turn her world upside down, and you’re afraid—like me—until those papers are signed, it could happen.”

      “She’ll sign the papers.” His mouth flattened to a thin line.

      He didn’t deny her accusation, telling Hailey he believed it true. “I wanted it for tomorrow.”

      “I know. We can’t push her hand though. She’ll do it in her own time.” He stepped forward, pressing his lips to hers. “Please don’t spend a moment worrying about this. I love you. Lori loves you. Tomorrow, we become a family. All of Victoria’s stalling and bravado doesn’t change a thing.”

      “I know.”

      He leaned in for another kiss, but the porch light flickered on and off, distracting them both. Hailey glanced toward the door and saw her cousin, sister, and the daughter of her heart peeking out the window laughing.

      “You better go inside.”

      She pushed up on her toes, wrapping her arms around his neck, and kissed him one more time. “See you at the altar.”

      She walked up to the porch as he began backing the truck down the long drive. She turned to watch and wave until he was headed down the road.

      Alone, she fished her phone out of her pocket and dropped to the old chair. Her hand trembling, she called up her contacts and pressed down on the name Victoria Gerald.

      When the woman’s voicemail announcement began in her ear, she dug deep for her most lawyerly voice. “Miss Gerald, It’s Hailey Lambert. I have yet to receive the documents you promised to have to us by today. Nate is anxious to resolve this matter…” Tears balled up in her throat. She stomped her foot against the old wooden porch. All the lawyering had done nothing to this woman, and Hailey was losing her patience. Maybe showing the vulnerability she felt would help motivate the other woman. “Look, Victoria, I’m marrying Nate tomorrow. I want very much to be a mother to the beautiful little girl you had with him. We want to provide a safe, secure future with no
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