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      Burke Lawson parked his truck outside the main building at Petals and Leis, his family’s flower farm in the hills. After getting out, he drew in a deep breath of the fresh, perfumed, morning air, glad he’d beaten the sun to work this morning. As usual.

      Burke rarely slept past four, and he didn’t care if his early bedtime contradicted the persona he had to maintain. Somehow, the knowledge that he hadn’t been on a second date—or even a real first date—in years got around to the right people.

      And that was how he liked it.

      His father pulled into the lot a few minutes later, dressed for business like normal. He’d taught Burke everything he knew about the fields, the land, the flowers. Not to mention the fertilizers, the harvesting, the reseeding. And that was just the growing side of things.

      Burke had to know about sales too, and management, and hiring. He spent time in the shipping department to learn how to keep flowers fresh, how the deliveries worked, all of it.

      After all, when his dad was ready to retire, Burke wanted to be ready to take over the business, keep it in the family, preserve what generations of Lawsons had built.

      “Morning, Dad,” he said, drawing his father’s attention to the bench Burke liked to sit on in the morning as the sun rose over Hawaii and painted Getaway Bay in gorgeous, golden light.

      His father took a few moments to find him among the foliage, and Burke lifted his hand and grinned.

      “What are you doing, hiding there?”

      “Dad, I sit here every morning while I wait for you to show up.” Burke stood and stretched as if he’d been out partying all night.

      His dad wore an expression that expressed his disappointment at such a prospect and dug in his pocket for the keys to the building. Burke had a set too, but he liked to wait for his dad, this morning ritual of theirs something he didn’t want to give up yet.

      “How’s Mom?” he asked.

      “Doing a bit better.” His dad unlocked the door and stood back so Burke could enter first. He took a long look at his dad as he passed, finding that his blond hair had started to turn white. When had that happened?

      Burke ran his hands through his own flop of light, sandy-colored hair and threw a smile at his dad.

      “You look tired,” he said. “You getting enough sleep?”

      “Yeah, Dad, when I can.” Burke didn’t tell him that the insomnia plagued him every night, no matter how much melatonin he took or how long he meditated.

      “Stay out too late?”

      Burke inhaled to deny it, but instead, he let the comment slide. That way, he didn’t have to admit that he spent every night with Dolly, his golden retriever who had a slobbering problem.

      He walked side-by-side with his dad into the office space, but Burke bypassed his and settled in the chair across from his dad’s desk.

      He’d put his keys in the top drawer, and wake up his computer. He’d read a few things, and they’d be out in the fields and orchards in thirty minutes or less.

      Burke let his father go through the motions, somehow finding peace in them. Something had been seething inside him for a while now, and he hadn’t been able to name it.

      But it wasn’t peaceful or soothing. He felt…unsettled. But he had no idea how to cure himself.

      “Ready?” His dad stood and reached for the sun hat hanging on the hook beside his desk.

      Burke stood too, glad the routine this morning had taken less than fifteen minutes. He yearned to be outside, away from walls, where he wouldn’t feel so caged. He collected a baseball cap from the top of the bookcase in his office and followed his father outside.

      “Let’s go out to the plumeria orchards.” His father grabbed a set of keys from the drawer in the desk by the back door, and Burke braced himself for a hard conversation. His dad only went out to the plumeria orchards to say something that had been bothering him for a while. Burke supposed he should be grateful for his dad’s predictability, but his heart felt like a hunk of lead in his chest. He really didn’t want to have to defend himself today.

      It was almost comical that his dad couldn’t see through Burke’s carefully constructed reputation. But not many could.

      Ash can, he thought as he climbed into the passenger seat of the side-by-side recreation vehicle they used to get around the huge flower farm. With over a dozen varieties of flowers being grown on the property, Petals and Leis employed over sixty people year-round and required seven-days-a-week attention.

      Today, as they maneuvered along the dirt road between two fields, Burke caught sight of at least half a dozen people already at work among a field of bright pink carnations.

      As the engine kept him and his father flying toward the trees on the far edge of the property, Burke considered coming clean about what his life was really like. But then he’d have to delve into why, and he didn’t think he was ready to open that door quite yet.

      Once again, the thought of his best friend, Ashley Fox, popped into his mind. She’d recently come out of a relationship with a guy she’d thought would propose. Six months later, and Burke could still see the heartbreak on her face whenever he asked her about it.

      His failed relationship was six years old, but he thought he’d done a decent job of hiding his feelings from everyone. After all, everyone loved a good sense of humor, and he could keep the party alive with a few well-told jokes and a single well-placed smile.

      Even Ash had never questioned him much about Bridgette.

      His father parked the ATV and got out, a sigh leaking from his lips as the gray sky started to lighten with shades of yellow and gold. Burke pushed his hand through his hair, thinking it was probably time to get it cut, and positioned the hat low over his eyes.

      If his father wanted to talk, Burke needed some sort of barrier.

      His dad wouldn’t say much for the first few minutes anyway. If he did, it would be about the trees, the flowers, or their business.

      Sure enough, as he moved into the trees, pushing toward the larger, more mature grove at the back, he said, “Petals and Leis has been very lucky to stay in the family for so long.”

      “Mm,” Burke said noncommittally. He’d heard this before. Six generations of the family-owned business was no joke among the Lawson’s.

      “It’s almost your turn,” his dad said.

      “Yeah,” Burke agreed. “I want the farm, Dad. You know that, right?”

      “Of course.” His father trailed his fingers along the trunk of a plumeria tree that stood about fifteen feet tall. In mid-summer, the trees were practically dripping with blooms, but Burke somehow knew he and his father weren’t there to harvest. In fact, he thought he remembered seeing the plumeria harvest on the schedule for next Monday.

      “The plumeria are my favorite flowers,” his dad said. “So beautiful. So serene.”

      Burke loved them too, only because on the many hikes he’d taken around Getaway Bay and the other Hawaiian islands, every time he looked up, he only saw greenery. But here, looking up through the trees brought an explosion of colors that made his soul sing with happiness.

      “Burke, I’m almost ready to retire,” his dad said, turning back to him. “I want to pass the farm to you.”

      Burke sensed a but, and he paused too. His muscles cinched like someone had pulled a drawstring on them. Tight. Tighter.

      “You need a haircut,” his dad said, a frown in the words that was mirrored on his face.

      “I can get a haircut,” Burke said.

      “You need to settle down,” his father said next, his gaze even and the frown gone. “Your mother and I love you, but we want this farm to stay in the Lawson family for six more generations.”

      Burke blinked at his father, unsure of the meaning of the words. “I want that too, Dad.”

      His father’s head cocked to the side. “Do you?”

      “Of course I do.”

      “So…who do you think you’ll pass the farm to?”

      “I—” Burke’s voice died, sudden understanding stealing the life from the words and the air from his lungs.

      He wasn’t married.

      Wasn’t even dating anyone.

      Didn’t want to date anyone.

      Or get married.

      “The twins like working here.” His dad turned and started walking again, more of a stroll than anything else. They certainly weren’t working this morning. “But neither Kayla nor Krista wants to run the place.”

      “I want to run the place,” Burke said, the thought of not having his morning ritual of coming to this land choking him. “I’ve lived for this place for twenty-five years, Dad. I love this land, and these flowers, and I want to take over when you retire.” He caught up to his father, strength and bravery coursing through him now.

      He put his hand on his father’s arm and got him to stop. “Dad, what are you saying? That I can’t have Petals and Leis because I don’t have a wife? A—a kid?”

      Desperation raced across his father’s face. There, then gone. He squared his shoulders and said, “We’d like to see you settle down before I retire. We’d feel more comfortable if you had even a girlfriend. Someone you were even remotely serious with.”

      Burke felt like someone had punched him in the throat and then the stomach. So many things churned inside, and he had no idea how to respond.

      Sadness passed over his father’s weathered face now, and he shrugged. “I’m not saying you can’t have Petals and⁠—”

      “I have a girlfriend,” Burke blurted, silencing his father and causing his eyebrows to fly sky high.

      “You do?”

      “Sure,” Burke said, turning away so the little fib couldn’t be discovered so easily.

      “Who is it?”

      “Ash.” Burke said the first person that came into his mind.

      “Ashley Fox?” The level of disbelief in his father’s voice soared toward the heavens, and it would be a miracle if Ash didn’t hear it all the way down the hill at her cute little beach cottage.

      “Yeah,” Burke said. “We’ve been friends for a long time, and I don’t know.” He shrugged. “Started seeing each other a few months ago.” He pressed his eyes closed, needing to talk to Ash, stat. They were scheduled to run in another hour, and he’d have to figure out how to get her to play along with this ruse.

      “Well, great,” his dad said. “You should bring her to the company barbecue in a couple of weeks.”

      “Yeah, sure.” He felt like he’d swallowed a whole bag of jumping beans, and now they were pinging around inside his stomach, screaming things like This is a bad idea!

      You need to call her right now!

      There’s no way you can pull this off!

      Ash will never agree to this.

      He tried to silence them, but they stuck with him for the rest of the hour, and when he showed up at the beach to meet Ash, he barely knew his own name.

      Burke managed to stretch, his calves protesting at the long hold until he finally stood. Ash was late, and that only increased Burke’s anxiety.

      Dolly barked from near the shoreline, and Burke turned toward the golden retriever. The sun glinting off the bay blinded him, but he thought he saw a woman jogging toward him.

      Finally. He could talk to Ash and they could make a plan.

      He couldn’t lose Petals and Leis. Not over something like this. He’d buy himself some time with Ash, and then he’d figure out how to move past Bridgette and find a real girlfriend.

      He had to.

      “Ash,” he called as he started toward her. But Dolly whimpered and darted right at him, bashing into his shins before Burke could avoid the canine.

      He grunted and found himself sprawling toward the sand. A moment later, the grittiness of sand filled his mouth and stung his eyes and squished between his fingers. Pain flared in his legs and back, and his whole face felt aflame with embarrassment.

      “Burke?” Ash arrived with a mouthful of giggles and bent over him. “Really graceful,” she said, offering him her hand to help him stand.

      He gazed up at her, realizing in that moment how pretty she was haloed by the early morning light. Since her break up just before Christmas last year, she’d let her hair grow out, and only the bottom few inches were still bleached and silvery.

      She sobered the longer he stared at her. “You okay?” She sat back on her heels. “What’s with Dolly?” She glanced over her shoulder toward the water while Burke got control of his emotions—and his hormones.

      This was Ash. Ashley Fox. A girl he’d known since he was fifteen years old and she was thirteen. His running partner for the last decade.

      Not his girlfriend, no matter what he’d told his father only an hour ago.

      Burke pushed himself up and started brushing the sand off his body. “I don’t know, but I have something to ask you.”
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      Ashley felt something brewing in the beachy air, but it wasn’t a storm. Burke continued brushing sand from his shirt, a look of distaste on his handsome face.

      He’s not handsome, Ash told herself. So she’d been fighting a crush on her best friend for sixty-three days. It wasn’t a crime, and Burke would never know.

      He sighed in the most exasperated way and reached back with one hand and pulled his shirt right over his head. “I have sand everywhere.” He shook the blue T-shirt while Ash stared at his tan, broad shoulders and then pushed her eyes toward the sky.

      Every cell inside her body burst into flames, and she needed to run. Now. “I’ll go check on Dolly.”

      “No.” His hand shot out and grabbed her wrist. “Wait.”

      She looked into his ocean blue eyes and let herself dive in for a moment. Just a moment. That was all she gave herself each day. A moment to imagine what holding his hand would be like. A moment to think about asking him to her niece’s birthday party so she wouldn’t have to go alone. A moment to consider stopping by his house after she checked on her mother each evening.

      And she’d already had her moment when she found him handsome and ogled his beach-running body.

      “Wait?” She pulled her hand out of his fingers. “You’re acting weird today. Everything okay?”

      He stared at her for another moment, shook his shirt again, and pulled it back on. “I’m fine. Let’s run.” Burke started down the beach, whistling through his teeth for his dog to come with. Dolly did, apparently whatever had startled her no longer an issue.

      Ash started after him, but his pace was blistering, and she didn’t catch up to him until he reached the top curve in the bay. Even then, her chest felt like it was her first day of running instead of a habit she’d picked up fifteen years ago after her first year in college had added twenty pounds to her petite frame.

      Once Burke had found out about her morning ritual, he’d asked to join her. It hadn’t been a problem. In fact, he pushed her to work harder, run faster, like she was now.

      “Did you get bad news or something?” she panted as she matched her stride to his. He had six inches on her easily, and his legs seemed to eat up more sand with one step than she got in two.

      “I’m fine,” he said again, which totally meant he wasn’t. After his last real girlfriend broke up with him five or six years ago, Burke had run like this. Like he could get away from whatever was plaguing him by running up and around the east bay and then Getaway Bay.

      Ash really hoped they weren’t going that far today. It was their fifth day running this week, and she’d planned a three-miler.

      “Well, I have some news,” she said, determined to babble to herself if she had to. She didn’t like running in silence, and she’d given up headphones and music years ago. Burke was usually a chatterbox during their morning runs too.

      “Yeah?”

      A one word answer was better than I’m fine, so Ash employed her bravery to tell him what she hadn’t told anyone. She often used him as a sounding board, but she’d moved forward without him this time.

      “Yeah, remember how I said I was bored with my life? That I needed a change?”

      Burke came to a sudden and screeching halt, sand actually spewing forward as he stalled. His chest heaved and sweat ran down the side of his face and dripped from his jaw. “You need a change.” He wasn’t asking a question, and Ash saw that storm she’d felt earlier, swirling right there in his eyes.

      “Yeah,” she said, wiping her forehead and wishing she had a hair appointment for later that day. As it was, she had a wedding dress to finish, and chicken teriyaki to make, and a mother to go visit. “Remember I said that?” She sucked at the air, ready to be done with this weird morning of running.

      “You’re bored with all the wedding dress sewing.”

      Bored wasn’t the right word. Ash had known since the time she was thirteen that she would sit behind a sewing machine for a living. The first time she’d experienced that needle zipping along, in and out, in and out, creating something beautiful from flat fabric, she knew.

      Burke drew her attention away from the glinting water undulating out in the bay. “Ash?”

      “Yeah?”

      He hesitated, and then asked, “What’s the news?”

      “I signed up for scuba diving lessons.” The very thought of being underwater terrified her. Maybe another reason she’d always known she wouldn’t leave Getaway Bay. Sure, she could dip her toes in, swim in a pool, or even wade out until the water reached her waist.

      But she did not like going underwater.

      “Wow.” Burke’s breathing started to steady, but he looked as red as a boiled lobster. “You don’t even swim.”

      “I know how,” Ash said, rolling her eyes. She’d expected more support from Burke. But he was looking at her like she’d lost her mind. Maybe she had.

      “When is this happening?”

      “I just need a change,” she said, the desperation coating the last word. She didn’t even try to hide it, not from Burke. She looked at him, willing him to understand.

      “I’ll go with you,” he said in that best friend voice she’d grown to love over the years. “When’s your first lesson?”

      “Tomorrow morning.”

      He blew his breath out. “I can make that work.”

      Ash nudged him, a playful open palm to his shoulder. “Maybe you should consult your calendar, Mister Party Animal.” She added a laugh, mostly to cover up the zing racing up her arm and into her shoulder.

      “Come on,” he said, turning away.

      “What?” Ash sidestepped, and only seeing half of his face was enough to see the clench in his jaw.

      “You know I’m not a party animal.” He spoke quietly, almost like he didn’t want the waves to overhear. No one else was out on the beach quite yet, though she expected to see the Thompson twins at any moment.

      “Yeah, I know.” She stepped beside him and mirrored him as they faced the water.

      “I have nothing on my calendar tomorrow morning, except work at Petals and Leis.”

      “So you can come?”

      His hand fumbled down her arm and into hers. Ash sucked in a breath as he said, “Of course.”

      Maybe he hadn’t heard her. But this hand-holding was so brand new, and Ash felt like a party paraded through her whole body.

      “Burke, what’s wrong?” she asked, her voice a bit on the high-pitched side.

      “I have to tell you something, and I want you to let me finish before you say anything.”

      Ash swallowed and nodded. He’d only asked her to wait until the end of what he had to say once before. And that was when he’d given a little speech about leaving the island for a while to get a second degree, this one in accounting.

      She’d missed him terribly during those few years, and he’d come back a different man than the one she’d known when he’d left. He was a little livelier, a lot more guarded, and the only one she trusted with everything.

      Well, maybe not her crush on him.

      Because Burke Lawson didn’t date, at least not for real. Not since he’d come back to Getaway Bay. And he’d never looked at her with anything but playful friendship in his eyes.

      Just like he’d never held her hand.

      She pulled away and said, “Go on, then.”

      “I need a favor.” He ran his hands through his flop of blond hair, and Ash wished she could copy him.

      “Anything,” she said.

      Hope lit up his whole face. “Really?”

      “Sure,” she said. “We’re best friends, Burke. If I can help you, I will.”

      Why he didn’t smile, she wasn’t sure.

      “I did something stupid.” He swallowed.

      “It’s okay,” she said.

      “I told my dad—okay, well, my dad said he’s almost ready to retire. I want the farm. He wants to give me the farm. But he and my mom want me to settle down first.”

      Ash waited, thinking his parents had a reasonable request, though no one worked harder than Burke. He could run Petals and Leis without any problems. But she also knew it was a family company, and that fact mattered a great deal to his dad. To Burke too.

      “So are you going to give up your fake reputation?” she asked.

      “Yes.” Another swallow. “That’s where you come in.”

      “Me?”

      “Yeah. I told my dad we were dating.” He put both hands on her shoulders and peered down at her, desperation in his wide eyes. “Will you be my girlfriend? Just for a few weeks.”

      The air left Ash’s lungs, and she just stared at Burke. Was he serious? Had he learned of her crush somehow? Had she been too obvious?

      She didn’t know, and she couldn’t answer. So she just kept staring.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            three

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      “Maybe a month,” Burke heard himself say. He felt like he was floating outside of his body, and Ash didn’t seem to be breathing or blinking at all.

      She tipped her face toward the sky and started laughing.

      Burke frowned, his hands dropping to his sides. This was no time to laugh. They needed a plan, immediately. He couldn’t believe he’d allowed himself to run a mile before telling her.

      “Breathe,” he said, wondering what was so horrific about being his girlfriend for a few weeks.

      Ash took in a deep breath and reached out her hand like she needed something to hold onto. He grabbed her and steadied her. “Breathe, Ash.”

      She did, and he noticed as her freckles popped out on her skin until she got more color in her face. “I was not expecting that.”

      Burke wanted to ask what she was expecting, but he figured it was along the lines of attending a scuba diving lesson with him. Or, in his case, holding his phone while she recorded him trying to catch a big wave during one of his surfing sessions.

      “My dad is serious about this.” Burke let go of her hand and paced away for a few steps. He turned back and returned. “He wants the flower farm to stay in the family for six more generations. I want that too. I do.” He exhaled, glanced at Ash, who still hadn’t moved, and paced away again.
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