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    Chapter One


    Emmy Watson hurried across the Bradley International Airport parking lot clutching at her hastily made sign. As the bright Connecticut sun heated her skin, she should’ve been pleased the fall weather had turned out so perfectly for the wedding event she’d spent the last two months organizing. Instead, all she could think about was how letting the best man stay with her at the farm was going above and beyond the call of duty.


    Her sisters would probably say Emmy had to stop being such a middle-child people-pleaser and stand up for herself. Then again, it was Pepper and Bec’s fault she was doing this in the first place, which meant Emmy wasn’t in the mood to heed their advice.


    Her sisters didn’t love Wishing Bridge Farm, but Emmy never thought they’d want to sell the place. More to the point, Ivy wouldn’t have left them a third each if she knew what they were planning. A familiar wave of pain washed through her. She still struggled to accept that the salt-of-the-earth old lady, with her mischievous blue eyes and her seemingly unstoppable spirit, was actually gone.


    It was also why Emmy was determined to make the farm’s new vintage wedding venture a success—so she could convince the bank manager it was a viable business, and get a large enough mortgage to buy her sisters out.


    She would get a mortgage, she amended. After all, they’d often hired out the old covered bridge to wedding parties, and over the years the various event planners had oohed and aahed at the retro treasures Ivy had hoarded. Of course, Emmy had since discovered there was a bit more to organizing a wedding than owning some old suitcases and patterned china.


    That’s why I’m at the airport about to invite a stranger into my house.


    When she reached the arrivals gate, a crowd had already gathered and Emmy had to murmur several apologies as she squeezed her way toward the front.


    Finally, the automatic doors slid back and a middle-aged couple wearing identical I Love Texas T-shirts wandered out. They were followed by a young family with two toddlers and, as Emmy obediently waved her hastily scribbled sign high in the air, it hit her how awkward this was. Especially the part where she had to explain to the best man that thanks to a plumbing problem at the Rosepot Inn, he’d now be staying with her.


    She sighed as she readjusted her sign.


    The fact the plumbing problem had been caused by the groom’s younger brother, who’d got drunk and forgotten he’d started to run a bath, hadn’t helped. Nor had the outrageous behavior of the two groomsmen who’d tried to convince the bridesmaids they could all share a room together. Naked.


    Between trying to calm down Melinda, her hypercritical client, and finding new accommodation for twenty people, Emmy had thought the day was never going to end. But she’d finally managed to book out every last room in Sunshine, only to be reminded by Melinda’s fiancé, Lewis, that the best man wasn’t flying in until the following day.


    Melinda’s voice had turned into a high-pitched squeal as she declared that the wedding was cursed, and that the best man would have to sleep on a park bench. And so Emmy had done what any desperate wedding planner eager to save the family home would’ve done. She’d said he could stay at the old cottage at the bottom of Wishing Bridge Farm, and—


    Oh, no.


    Of all the arrival gates in all the world, he walked into this one.


    Time stopped as the all-too familiar figure of Christopher Henderson stepped through the sliding doors. Her breathing quickened as he casually readjusted the small travel bag hanging over his broad shoulder before peering around with the kind of confidence she’d never have.


    This could not be happening.


    It had been two years since she’d last seen him, but even from a distance it was impossible to miss his dark green eyes and the chiseled cheekbones that did strange things to her stomach muscles. His skin was tanned, and he’d obviously just returned from a trip. Not that she was surprised. Christopher was a travel writer with a syndicated column called Off the Beaten Track, so he was always returning from some exotic destination or another. She was pretty sure his passport read more like a stamp collection than a travel document.


    It also served as a reminder of just how badly their last encounter had gone. She quickly lowered her sign and wriggled back past a group of limousine drivers until she was hidden from sight, for once pleased that, while her two sisters liked to command authority and attention, Emmy’s special skill was fading into the background.


    With practiced ease she tilted her head and kept her gaze focused firmly on the patterned carpet. She was grateful she’d only managed to tug her straight brown hair into a ponytail and throw on a pair of sensible jeans, a faded blue linen shirt and her most comfortable sneakers; making her look more like a soccer mom than one of his conquests. Now all she had to do was be as still as possible until Christopher was gone, and then she could—


    “Emmy Watson, is that you?”


    Her throat tightened as the smell of woody spice invaded her nostrils, and she slowly raised her gaze from the floor.


    I’m in so much trouble.


    Up close he was even more devastatingly attractive than she’d remembered, and it took all of her willpower not to let the memories of their one weekend together flood her mind.


    “Christopher?” she said with forced surprise while her face throbbed with heat. She wasn’t normally one for wishful thinking, but if the ground wanted to open up and swallow her whole, she’d be okay with it. Or if someone wanted to give her an invisibility cloak, that would work. “W–what are you doing here?”


    “I could ask you the same question. I didn’t think airports were your thing.” From his dry tone, he clearly hadn’t forgotten their last encounter. Emmy gulped, once again pushing the memories away. Besides, even if she wanted to think about her decision (which, for the record, she most definitely did not), there wasn’t time.


    She was here to work.


    She had a wedding to plan, a bank manager to appease, and two annoying sisters who needed to be proved wrong. There was no time for distractions. That includes Christopher Henderson and his delicious man-smells. She needed to push that all to one side and think about it later. Preferably thirty or forty years from now, when she was better equipped to deal with it.


    “And I didn’t think boring rural towns were yours,” Emmy replied with more spirit than she really felt. In response, he lifted his hands and grinned. Not what she had been expecting.


    Then again, she hadn’t been expecting to see her hot fling, either.


    “Touché,” he said, giving her a disarming smile. Emmy’s heart sped up in a way that couldn’t possibly be good for her. She swallowed hard and tried to remember she was a rational person who couldn’t be swayed by a smile, but it wasn’t until his curious gaze swept over her that she realized he was waiting for her to speak. As in, use proper words, possibly all in a row.


    Her pulse fluttered. Pepper, with her smart, lawyer’s tongue, would no doubt say something withering and cool, while free-spirited Bec would just flirt and do that twisty thing with her hair. But Emmy wasn’t like them.


    She was sensible and quiet.


    She was the one who had cared for Ivy before she died.


    She made jam and patchwork quilts. Witty rejoinders weren’t really her forte. Not to mention that, judging by Christopher’s casual demeanor, it was obvious he was completely indifferent to her presence.


    What a depressing thought, and a good reason why she had to finish this conversation as quickly as possible. Self Preservation 101. She took a deep breath.


    “I really need to go…work…stuff…busy. So, bye.” She clutched at the handwritten sign and tried to edge away from him and his disturbing presence.


    “I thought you were a bookkeeper for a local vineyard?” He followed as she tried to get back through the thinning crowd so she could once again see the arrivals gate. Up close, his eyes were the color of the velvety moss that covered the boulders at the bottom of the wishing bridge.


    Why had no one written about this in the Wedding Planner’s Survival Guide? It was a serious oversight.


    “I am. I mean, I was—” Emmy corrected, surprised he remembered what she did. “What I mean is, I still help Rachel and Jackson out, but I’ve turned the farm into a wedding venue, and my first big event is on Sunday. So, if you don’t mind, I really need to—”


    “Wait!” His mouth twisted in amusement, and he let out a throaty laugh that sent a flurry of sensations through her veins. “You’re the wedding planner?”


    “What’s so funny?” Emmy’s embarrassment was momentarily forgotten. She might be the quiet one of the family, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t capable. In fact, if capable had a cheerleading squad, then she’d be on the banner—with stars around her name. “We can’t all go to exotic locations at the drop of the hat. Some of us have to keep things running smoothly. What we’re offering is a very valid service designed to help give a couple their dream vintage wedding, complete with a covered bridge that would make any bride weep with joy, and if you don’t think—”


    “Whoa!” Christopher took a step back. “I’m not suggesting your covered bridge isn’t designed to make even the most hardened bride cry like a baby.”


    “Oh.” Some of the fire left her as an uneasy sensation rose in her chest. And why had he said “the” wedding planner not “a” wedding planner? “Why were you laughing, then?”


    “I was laughing because the universe has a pretty strange sense of humor.”


    “W–what do you mean?”


    “I was told the wedding planner would be here to meet me. I just never thought it would be you.”


    Emmy stared at him. “No.”


    “Yes.” He stared back as he held out his hand, his amusement seeming to be in equal measure to her horror. “Wedding planner, meet the best man.”


    “It’s not possible,” Emmy insisted, as she waved the handwritten sign in front of his nose and tried to ignore the desperate edge in her voice. “The best man is Kit Sheppard. See, it’s written right here. There’s no mistake. Melinda even spelled it. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to find him.”


    Christopher’s lips were still twitching with amusement. “It’s no trick. Back in the day, everyone called me Kit.”


    “What about the last name?” Emmy croaked as she vaguely recalled Kit hearing used as a nickname for Christopher. This was a disaster. It was also a cautionary tale on the perils of falling for someone you barely know, since it appeared they could turn up anywhere, with a different name and the same dark green eyes, all capable of turning a person’s stomach to mush.


    Oh, this was bad.


    “Sheppard’s my legal last name but…well, let’s just say I was never a fan of it, so ever since I got my first byline I’ve been using my mom’s maiden name. Henderson.” His smile dimmed, as if a mask had slipped, but he quickly replaced it as he produced his wallet and showed her his driver’s license. “Exhibit A.”


    Emmy stared back at a ridiculously good looking photograph before studying the name next to it. Christopher Sheppard.


    She rubbed her brow in confusion. It didn’t help that his overwhelming presence made it hard to think. And by “hard,” she meant “impossible.”


    “I still don’t understand. Melinda and Lewis live in California, along with the rest of the wedding party. How do you even know them?”


    “Lewis and I have been friends since sixth grade. We both moved away for college, but have always stayed in touch.”


    “Oh.” She was finally silent as she accepted that it was true: her weekend-stand from two-years ago and the best man were one and the same person.


    And I’ve just promised a hysterical bride he can stay on the farm for the next four days. With me.


    Bile rose in her throat.


    How could this be happening to her? But, of course, she already knew the answer. It was like Pepper and Bec said—Emmy was always trying to keep the peace. It just didn’t normally involve spending time with the one guy who had every right to despise her.


    She took a deep breath. “Okay, we should get going. Do you need to collect your luggage?”


    “I travel light. One of the perks of the job is that I have exceptional packing skills.” He tapped the small bag slung over his shoulder.


    “Of course.” Emmy winced at the subtle visual evidence of just how much Christopher refused to stay in one place for too long. She stiffened her spine and reminded herself she was going to do whatever it took to save the farm, even force herself to look at his face when she told him where he was staying.


    …


    Christopher didn’t normally have bad days. He’d long ago learned that if you wanted something to happen, you had to go out and do it for yourself. And that included being happy. However, having been stuck on a flight from Australia with an elderly non-stop talker in the next seat meant his head was pounding. And now he’d arrived in Connecticut only to discover the wedding planner who was collecting him was none other than Emmy Watson.


    His brow furrowed.


    It wasn’t as if he’d spent the last two years pining for her, or living like a monk, but it still stung she’d left him standing at the airport with two tickets to Fiji and the knowledge they wouldn’t be repeating the two hot nights they’d spent together.


    Thankfully, whatever chemistry they’d shared was now long gone. Killed by her decision not to join him.


    So, the fact I want to kiss her now is completely irrelevant.


    He was focused on his next project.


    His mood improved as he thought of the meeting in Hawaii he’d lined up for the following week. It was to talk with a production company about a television show that would let viewers see first hand some of the lesser-known adventures around the world. His agent, Trent had been pitching it for years, and now they finally had some interest.


    There was only one small tweak the producers wanted to make. After being burned by too many bad-boy travel writers and celebrity chefs who had attracted the wrong kind of publicity, they wanted to be sure Christopher was family friendly. And the best way to do that was to show them he was in a committed relationship. In other words, he needed a pretend girlfriend.


    Someone who could step in for day and help convince the producers he was responsible, stable, and not interested in causing trouble. In return she’d get a free vacation in Hawaii, and his undying gratitude. It seemed like a fair deal.


    Now he just had to find the girl.


    “And not your regular kind of girlfriend,” Trent had quickly interjected before Christopher could begin to flick through his address book. “We need someone nice, but not too nice, if you know what I’m saying.”


    Unfortunately, he did. Which was why he’d decided to wait until he was at Lewis’s wholesome vintage wedding to find the perfect girl. After all, what could be more family-friendly than one of the six bridesmaids who were going to be there? It was like the universe was giving him a clear sign this was the right thing to do. Not to mention—


    “This is it,” Emmy’s voice cut through his thoughts like a razor as they came to a halt next to a faded green pickup truck that had seen better days.


    Christopher climbed into the vehicle. Despite the rust, the inside cab was neat and smelled vaguely of vanilla cupcakes. He put his compact travel bag on the floor and forced himself to not look at Emmy, because looking was bad. Very bad. Plus, it might lead to disturbing thoughts of nakedness, or at the very least make him acknowledge she was even more beautiful now than when they’d first met.


    Okay, so no looking and no thinking.


    Her hands tightened around the steering wheel. She was clearly hiding something. It was lucky she was a self-declared homebody, since she obviously didn’t have the makings of an international spy.


    “Are you going to tell me what’s going on?” he asked as she shifted into first gear and drove through the parking lot.


    “What do you mean?” Her light voice was at odds with the red patches that had now appeared on her cheeks. She didn’t look at him, and if Christopher wasn’t still annoyed with her for standing him up two years ago, he might’ve acknowledged his increased heart rate. Or the fact her skin was still dewlike. Nope, not happening. He slammed that part of his brain shut. “I told you, I’m the wedding planner. I’m here to collect you.”


    “I’ve sailed down the Nile, crossed the Sahara, and been bungee jumping in New Zealand. Finding an inn in a town with a population of two thousand people is definitely in my toolbox.”


    She pressed her full, pink lips together, allowing him to be reacquainted with just what nice lips they were. Sensuous, like her. He remembered the feel of her skin. Her body had been toned from work on the farm rather than from a repetitious gym program, which he found strangely arousing. Had found strangely arousing, rather. That was firmly in the past.


    As far as he was concerned, anyone who was too scared to leave home wasn’t the right person for him. Regardless of how hot she looked as she pushed her long bangs away from her face.


    Man, it’s going to be a long four days.


    “I’m sure it is.” Emmy slammed the pickup into third gear and tightened her grip. “It’s just I was out this way, and it was no bother.”


    “Really.” Christopher quirked an eyebrow. “You had a wedding emergency at the airport?”


    “I—” Emmy started to speak, then broke off as frown lines gathered on her forehead. She let out a sigh. “Fine. So there’ve been a few last minute hiccups with the accommodation. It turns out you’re going to have to stay at the farm.”


    “At the farm?” he said, before understanding hit him. “You mean at your farm? With you?”


    “Yes, with me,” she said, her body stiff, as if daring him to argue. He opened his mouth and then closed it, noticing the pale purple smudges under her eyes. It looked like she hadn’t been getting much sleep lately. “Thanks to a plumbing disaster brought on by Lewis’s brother, the entire Rosepot Inn is out of commission.”


    “Lawrence always has been a one-man demolition unit,” Christopher confirmed. His friend’s younger brother must’ve been the cause of the dark shadows under Emmy’s eyes. “Still, I could always just bunk in with him, or one of the other guys.”


    “No, you can’t. Every room is already at capacity, and that’s with me pulling strings. There’s nowhere else,” she said, still refusing to look at him. “Trust me, if I knew you were the best man, I never would’ve given Melinda my word you could stay.”


    “Wouldn’t be the first time you’ve broken your word,” Christopher said and was rewarded by the sight of a crimson stain creeping up her neck. He winced. Considering he strung words together for a living, he was doing a lousy job of using them right now. “Sorry, I shouldn’t have said that. It’s just I was hoping to spend time with the wedding party, and if I’m stuck out on the farm, that will be difficult.”


    “There are a couple of pre-wedding parties, plus the wedding itself. Plenty of time to see everyone,” she said, then let out a faint groan as if something else had just occurred to her. “Oh. You’re talking about nighttime activities.”


    Of course he wasn’t.


    Well, okay, maybe he was. But not how she thought. Not to mention the fact it was none of her business.


    “Who says I don’t just want to catch up with old friends? I haven’t seen Lewis for two years. Longer for Lawrence and the other groomsmen. I do have other things on mind besides ‘nighttime activities,’ as you call them,” he said, annoyed she seemed to think so little of him.


    She flushed. “I shouldn’t have jumped to conclusions. It’s just, considering how we met, can you blame me?”


    “That wasn’t a wedding. It was a christening,” Christopher pointed out. And it was completely different. She had been different.


    It had been in New York, and she’d worn a red dress that looked like it was straight from the nineteen fifties. It had highlighted her narrow waist and then gently flared over her hips before showing a pair of sun-browned legs. Sweet and sinful all at the same time. They’d also been the only two single people in the whole damn church, and after most of the couples had started discussing daycare and the best way to get rid of diaper rash, they’d drifted together.


    Despite the dress, Emmy wasn’t normally the type of girl Christopher went for. She was fresh off the farm and had confided in him it was her first trip to New York. And while she didn’t mind it, she’d be pleased to be back in the peace and quiet, surrounded by people and things she loved. To Christopher that would normally be a warning bell, but she was also smart and open, and with the way she laughed at herself, she’d managed to turn him on more than any woman he’d ever met.


    And remembering that isn’t helping matters.


    “That’s hardly the point.” Emmy gave him a withering gaze, as if the weekend in question was something she wished to forget. “But I’m sorry you won’t get to see quite as much of your friends as you’d hoped to. Feel free to invite them out to the farm.”


    Christopher closed his eyes and wondered how such a simple thing had become so complicated. When he opened them, Emmy was still purposefully clutching at the steering wheel.


    “I was hoping to spend time with the…ladies of the wedding party. But not like that,” he said, not sure why he needed to convince her that his intentions were honorable. After all, she was the one who dumped him, not the other way around. And yet the idea of her thinking he was on the prowl made him uncomfortable. “I’m meeting with some producers in Hawaii about an upcoming TV pilot, and they’re concerned about my single status, which means I need to find a pretend girlfriend. Lewis told me that all the bridesmaids are single, so I was hoping one of them could help me.”


    “What?” The truck jerked, and almost veered into the middle of the road, but Emmy seemed to collect herself as she once again picked up speed. “So do you invite every girl you meet at a wedding away on a tropical holiday?”


    “Again, just to clarify, we met at a christening. Besides, it’s hardly the same thing,” Christopher said. The trip to Hawaii was going to be work; the spontaneous invitation for Emmy to join him in Fiji had been purely for pleasure. Pleasure that she’d decided she could do without. His mood darkened, and he narrowed his eyes. “And why are you so concerned? After all, you were the one who stood me up, not the other way around.”


    With a text message.


    “And thank goodness I did,” Emmy said, and Christopher winced. He didn’t like arguing with people. Especially not any of his flings, which was definitely one of the advantages of not staying in one place for too long. She went on, “And more to the point, you can’t go around seducing bridesmaids at this wedding. Thanks to the flood, Melinda’s already on her last nerve.”


    “One, there won’t be any seducing.” Christopher blinked as he studied Emmy’s face. Is she jealous? “And two, why would Melinda care?”


    “I take it you haven’t met Melinda before,” Emmy said in a dry voice.


    “No, it’s been a while since I’ve seen Lewis. But I’ve known him half my life. He’s pretty laid back.”


    “He might be laid back, but Melinda isn’t. She cares about everything. A lot. She cares that the wedding cake is twenty-six inches high and that fish sauce doesn’t have parsley in it. She cares about whether the dessert spoons are silver or silver plated. She cares about whether her mother will wear the gray pearls or the pink ones. Her brain is so full of caring about things that discovering the best man is out to cause even more mayhem than the groomsmen already have would probably send her over the edge. Not something I’m prepared to let happen on my watch.”


    “O-kay,” Christopher said, not quite sure what kind of woman his old friend was marrying. “Thankfully, I don’t plan on having any naked orgies. I just want to meet a fake girlfriend. I’d never do anything to jeopardize my friend’s wedding. I love Lewis, and I’m sure when I meet Melinda I’ll love her, too. So, in return for my word, we can forget all about me staying at the farm? Just drop me in town, and I’ll find somewhere to crash. I’ve spent half my life on the road and have always managed to find a bed.”


    “Yeah, that’s not going to happen.” Emmy’s full lips were now flattened out as she took a sharp turn to the left and headed down an empty road flanked only by fields. “You might not think you’re going to cause a problem, but I can’t take that chance. I need this wedding to be perfect, and if keeping you away from the bridesmaids makes that happen, then that’s what I’m going to do.”


    “What?” Christopher’s mouth went dry as she leaned forward and turned up the volume on the ancient radio. Music blared out, and he scratched his head. He’d been in a lot of strange situations on his travels, but as far as he was aware, this was the first he’d ever been kidnapped by a wedding planner.

  


  
    Chapter Two


    The first time Emmy had looked up at Wishing Bridge Farm she’d instantly fallen in love with the low, yellowed hills and the billowing, sleepy trees that seemed to wrap her up in a comfortable embrace. It had given her a sense of relaxation. Of rightness. However, as she sat at Ivy’s ancient sewing machine, working on the bunting to decorate the barn where the reception would be held, she was feeling anything but relaxed.


    She tried to tell herself it was because she still had so much to do, but she suspected it was the fact Christopher Henderson was now in the small cottage at the bottom of the farm, no doubt sulking. In her defense, instead of understanding just how important this wedding was to Lewis and Melinda—and her—he’d admitted he was here to look for a fake girlfriend.


    Right to my face.


    It was humiliating.


    Over the last two years, she’d often wondered what would’ve happened if she had gotten on that plane and spent the week with him in Fiji like he’d asked. Most of the scenarios that played out in her mind ended with them getting married and moving back to Wishing Bridge Farm where they lived happily ever after, surrounded by kittens and rainbows.


    As if.


    After all, if he was casually looking for someone to accompany him to Hawaii, then it meant flirting with women at weddings (and christenings) was just part of his playbook. A regular thing. She was surprised he’d even realized who she was. Scratch that. He probably only remembered her because she had stood him up.


    At least, thanks to his jet lag, he hadn’t wanted to stay for a meal and had gone straight to bed. But it was now ten in the morning, which meant Emmy didn’t know how much longer she could avoid him. She sighed as she cut the thread and inspected her handiwork, all crafted from old tablecloths and lace doilies.


    Pepper and Bec had always hated how Ivy refused to throw anything out, but it was thanks to her beloved great aunt’s hording that Emmy now had such a huge selection of vintage treasures for the business. And while she kept some as they were, she also liked to upcycle them with a fresh twist. Happy with the bunting, she looked at the next thing on the list, and her face twitched.


    White doves.


    As soon as Melinda had caught sight of the old, rustic birdcage that had been hanging up in the barn, she’d been determined to have fifty doves released to symbolize the marriage. Nor did she care that the only person who Emmy could get white doves from was a temperamental breeder called Monsieur Lafayette who only spoke French and didn’t like his doves flying on a Sunday.


    It hadn’t helped that she’d lost a day dealing the accommodation crisis and most of yesterday afternoon at the airport, discovering a man from her past was now very much a man in her present.


    No wonder I have a headache.


    She picked up the phone and the small phrase book she’d purchased, and was just about to leave Monsieur Lafayette yet another message when she caught sight of Christopher walking up from the guest cottage. She put the handset down and sucked in a lungful of air.


    He was wearing old jeans and a faded denim shirt that highlighted his tan, and Emmy realized there was one more thing she’d forgotten to add to her long to-do list.


    Ovaries on lockdown. Check.


    She dragged her gaze away and hoped she wasn’t about to embark on Mission Impossible.


    “Ah, so it wasn’t a dream. I really was dragged to a farm with lousy wifi,” he said by way of greeting.


    “Good morning. I hope you slept well,” Emmy said in a tight voice, determined to ignore his baiting as he stepped into the kitchen. She normally loved the wide, sunny room with the old wooden table that had been in the Watson family for generations, but now it was far too small and lacking in oxygen.


    Just breathe and don’t look at the hot guy in your kitchen.


    “Have you been up all night?”


    “Of course not.” She shook her head. Getting three hours sleep probably wasn’t doing any favors to her appearance. Not that she cared. Obviously. “We have to leave for the wine tour in half an hour, so would you like some breakfast before we go?”


    “You’re going to let me within the vicinity of single bridesmaids? Aren’t you worried I’ll cause a scene and ruin the wedding?” His velvet-green eyes mocked her as he pulled out one of the mismatched wooden chairs and sat down. His jet lag might be gone, but his mood obviously hadn’t changed.


    “I’ll be right by your side the whole time.” Emmy pushed a loaf of homemade bread in his direction and nodded to the jar of jam made from last summer’s brambles


    “Why do I get the feeling that you would rather be babysitting a box of spiders?” Christopher cut a thick slice of bread and sniffed it in appreciation before he smeared it in butter.


    “I just want this wedding over,” Emmy said while trying not to admire his long fingers. Would it be so bad if she reached out and touched them? A shiver ran up her spine at the very idea.


    “Hey, don’t let me stop you,” he said as he picked up her phrase book with interest. “Parlez-vous francais?”


    “What?” Emmy dragged her gaze away from his fingers. Her cheeks heated, and she hastily began to pluck stray threads off her white dress. If he can read minds, I’m in big trouble.


    “I was asking if you spoke French, but I’m gathering from your less than fluent response that you don’t,” he said as a small smile danced around his mouth.


    “Unfortunately, no,” she said, suddenly feeling very provincial. No doubt all the other women he knew could speak fluent French and would never stay up all night working. They probably didn’t kidnap best men from weddings, either.


    Paragons.


    “So, what?” His eyes filled with curiosity. “You’re finally ready to leave home?”


    “Very funny.” She tried not to flinch at the unwelcome character assessment. “You might hate small towns, but there’s something to be said for knowing your neighbors. Being able to say hello to old friends. Trusting that people are looking out for you.”


    “I’m sure there is.” His mouth tightened for a moment before he gave an easy shrug. “Though, I still don’t see where the French fits into it.”


    She forced herself to stop looking at the small lines around his eyes. Had they been there the last time she’d seen him? She didn’t think so.


    “I’m trying to talk to a man about some doves. Fifty to be exact.”


    “Ah! So that explains the empty bird cages sitting on the front porch.” Christopher gave her a questioning look. “Aren’t you leaving it late?”


    “It’s all under control, thank you very much.” Emmy snatched the phrase book from him and tried not to think of the last conversation she’d had with the bad-tempered dove breeder. According to her translation he’d suggested she go and reside in a very cold, very miserable place for the rest of her life. But that was one of many details Christopher didn’t need to know. “If you’ve finished, we should go.”


    “Sure.” He got to his feet. “But first, shouldn’t I say hello to your aunt? Unless of course you’re worried I’ll flirt with her? From what you told me, she sounds feisty.”


    Emmy immediately forgot about the doves, and Christopher, too, as her throat tightened at the mention of the woman who’d raised her.


    I will not cry in front of him.


    “Ivy died last year.” She finally spoke, proud that the words didn’t catch. It was Ivy who’d taken in Emmy and her sisters when everything had gone to hell. And Emmy would do anything to protect the farm her aunt had loved


    Christopher’s face paled. “Hell. I’m sorry. I didn’t realize. I shouldn’t have been making a joke. Forgive me.”


    “It’s okay.” Emmy studied her fingers. Most people meant well, but she found it difficult to talk about Ivy’s battle with cancer. It was still too painful. Too raw.


    “It’s not okay,” he corrected. “I know how close you were.”


    Yes, because I was dumb enough to tell you.


    She dared to look up and study his face, unsure if he was going to say anything more. But he was silent as his eyes caught hers. His irises were rimmed with black and full of remorse. Her heart pounded, and she looked away. Having his sympathy just makes it harder.


    She jumped to her feet.


    “We need to get going. Ready?”


    “Of course. Where did you got that bread from?” He brushed the crumbs from his clothing, as if the exchange had never happened. “I normally write about whitewater rafting and rappelling, but I might have to make an exception. This is pretty special.”


    “Well, you’d be writing about me,” Emmy admitted, not sure if he was changing the subject because he sensed she was uncomfortable, or merely because he was addicted to carbs. Either way she was quietly grateful.


    “Impressive. I didn’t realize what hidden talents you had.”


    “Er, thanks,” Emmy said. Making a loaf of bread wasn’t exactly part of the dark arts. Which meant he was probably making fun of her. Her mood darkened, but she was saved from having to reply by the crunch of tires on the gravel path outside. Christopher stood up, letting her once again see the full extent of his body. Her breath deepened as he went to peer out the long kitchen window.


    Do not look at his ass.


    “Are you expecting company?”


    “What?” Emmy blinked as she dragged her gaze away from his behind. Honestly, I have the worst ideas. Then she realized he was still waiting for an answer. What was the question? Oh, right. Company.


    “Not that I know of,” Emmy said, then wondered if Monsieur Lafayette had changed his mind. “It could be the dove breeder.”


    “Is the dove breeder about five foot one with short brown hair, and in the habit of carrying a stuffed toy alligator under her arm?” he asked, and Emmy jumped to her feet, her brow furrowed. That could only be one person.


    “Bec?”


    “What’s a Bec?” he asked, still staring out the window.


    “Not a what, a who.” Emmy walked outside just as a taxi pulled way, leaving her younger sister standing there with an exasperated expression on her face.


    “Jeez, Emmy,” Bec said as she hooked her backpack over her shoulder and stalked over to the back door. “The driveway’s getting worse every time I come back. Stan was almost going to charge me double for driving me up here. Said his suspension will be shot.”


    “What are you doing here?” Emmy said, ignoring the driveway comment. Despite how much she loved Wishing Bridge Farm, there was hardly enough money to pay for the power, let alone the upkeep. Not that she could tell Bec, in case it gave her sisters more ammunition in the argument for selling the place. It was also one of the many reasons Emmy wasn’t thrilled at Bec’s sudden appearance.


    “Last time I checked it was my house, too.” Bec sailed inside and deposited herself in the closest chair not covered in wedding preparations. At twenty-two, Bec was like an exotic pixie, with blue eyes, dark bangs that fell across her lightly freckled face, and full rosebud lips that made just about everyone fall in love with her. “And who’s this?”


    She was also impossibly direct.


    “This is Christopher. Christopher this is my younger sister, Bec, who is about to explain why she’s suddenly turned up with no notice. I thought you were working in a bar in England?”


    “I was, but now I’m here.” Bec, who always used her own logic, gave an indifferent shrug.


    “And you didn’t think to call first?” Emmy said. Not that she was really surprised. Bec spent her whole life flitting from one place to the next, and while normally she could accept that as just who her sister was, the timing for this visit couldn’t have been worse. “How long are you back for?”


    “What’s with all the questions? I didn’t call because it was a last minute decision.” Bec got to her feet, her eyes not quite meeting Emmy’s. “It’s been a long flight, and I’m tired, so if it’s okay with you I’m going to go and crash down in the cottage.”


    “Actually…” She coughed, hoping her sister wouldn’t read too much into it. “You’ll have to sleep in the house. Christopher’s staying in the cottage.”


    “What?” Bec’s navy eyes, so like their father’s, bulged. Mainly because if any of the three sisters were likely to have a strange guy staying in the cottage, it would be Bec. Even Pepper, behind her business suits and college education, had a rebellious streak in her, but Emmy had never invited anyone to stay at Wishing Bridge Farm, something Bec well knew.


    “If it’s any consolation, I’m fully house-trained,” Christopher piped in, which caused Bec to giggle.


    “I’ve got no idea who this guy is, but I like him. He’s funny.”


    “Thanks.” Christopher grinned. “I like you, too. Anyone who travels with a stuffed alligator will always have my vote.”


    “He doubles as a pillow and a way to distract children if I get stuck next to one that’s crying,” Bec said as she continued to give Christopher an appraising glance. “Do you travel much?”


    “Yes, he does,” Emmy interrupted, long familiar with Bec’s stalling techniques, not to mention the challenging gleam in her younger sister’s eyes. She then turned to Christopher. “Would you mind giving us a few minutes so we can have a sisterly chat?”


    “Are you sure you don’t want me to move out? I feel bad. Especially since it’s late afternoon in England. You must be exhausted.”


    “Thank you. I’m pleased someone understands the rigors of international travel,” Bec said in a pointed voice. “But please, you’re welcome to stay in the cottage. I’ll just sleep in my old room. Unless, of course, Emmy’s done something else out of character and turned it into a home gym.”


    “Hahaha, you’re hilarious.” Emmy rolled her eyes. Sure, her sisters thought she was set in her ways, but she wasn’t that bad. Besides, there were plenty of bedrooms in the house. It wasn’t her fault Bec preferred to sleep in the old cottage since she was sixteen years old. She waited for Christopher to walk out the back door and down the hill before she dragged her attention back to where her sister was still standing. “So, are you going to tell me what’s really going on?”


    “Nothing,” Bec protested, still not making eye contact. “I just decided to come home for a while. Plus, Pepper thought—”


    “Pepper thought what? That I might be okay with you two trying to sell this place?” Emmy’s throat tightened and her fingers clenched. In between organizing the wedding and trying not to be affected by Christopher Henderson’s ample charms, she was off her game by a mile.


    “Emm, it’s not like that.” Bec blew her bangs out of her face and rubbed her stomach. “We both know how much you love this place. And how much Ivy loved it, too. But we’re worried about you. You’re twenty-five and have never left home.”


    “That’s not true. In case you’ve forgotten, I went to New York.”


    Okay, bad example.


    “You went to New York once. For two days.” Bec waved her hand as if the trip was too insignificant to even matter. “And then you came back even more determined not to leave again. What we’re doing is for your own good. Plus, this place is in worse condition than last time I was here. The sooner we sell it, the faster someone with resources can come along and restore it to its former glory. Coop told me his parents have never been happier since they sold the farm. Ditto with the Beckets. They’re now cruising the Mediterranean.”


    “Just because everyone else is doing it doesn’t mean we should.” Emmy couldn’t hide her annoyance. Besides, while it was true Ben Cooper’s folks had sold most of their land, they’d kept the original farmstead Coop now used to run his microbrewery. “It’s not just about the money. It’s about keeping the place local. At the last town meeting there were only fifteen people there. Did Coop tell you that?”


    “Yes, as a matter of fact he did. He also told me it was a yawnfest,” Bec said in a serene voice.


    “That’s not the point,” Emmy growled, since it was impossible to deny town meetings could be a bit long-winded. “It’s tradition. As is having a Watson at Wishing Bridge Farm. Why do you think Ivy worked so hard to keep it in the family?”


    “Because she didn’t know better. She never left Connecticut, let alone the U.S. All Pepper and I want to do is give you a chance to spread your wings.”


    “But I’m not like you and Pepper. I never was. I like it here.” And the one time I tried to spread my wings, it ended in a disaster. A disaster that I’m now forced to live with for the next four days.


    Emmy gritted her teeth. Her two jet-setting sisters couldn’t understand she wasn’t designed the same way they were. They thrived on adventure and the unknown, but Emmy much preferred a quieter life.


    The kind she’d grown up with.


    The kind Ivy had led.


    The kind that didn’t result in car accidents.


    “Hey, that’s harsh. I might like traveling, but that’s about the only thing Pepper and I have in common,” Bec protested. “And contrary to what you think, I really didn’t come here to fight with you. Besides, there are much more exciting things to talk about. How long have you and the delicious Christopher been dating?”


    “We’re not,” Emmy assured her, well-accustomed to her sister’s sudden changes in topic. Ivy used to say Bec had the attention span of a gnat and was happy to flit from one thing to the other, making friends and laughter wherever she went. Emmy guessed it was true, though from her perspective, all she saw was the trail of destruction Bec unknowingly left in her wake.


    “Really?” Bec seemed to be studying her intently, and it took all of Emmy’s willpower not to blink.


    “No. Of course not. Absolutely,” Emmy said, reminding herself that regardless of how nice he looked in his denim shirt, he was not for her. Not by a long shot. “He’s just one of the wedding guests.”


    “Who’s staying here? I might not be business minded, but I’m pretty sure housing guests isn’t what a wedding planner’s meant to do.”


    “It’s not like that,” Emmy said in a tight voice.


    Bec held up her hands in defeat. “Okay. If you say so. And now I’m going to catch up on some sleep.”


    Emmy caught sight of the time and realized she was now five minutes late. “I’ve got to go anyway.” She caught the strained look on Bec’s face and her mood softened. “We can talk when I get back.”


    “Sure.” Bec yawned as she headed upstairs. Once Emmy was sure her sister was gone, she hurried outside to where her other problem of the day was waiting for her. Why did she get the feeling it was going to be a long morning?


    …


    “Kit! Buddy, you made it.”


    “Wouldn’t miss it for the world.” Christopher grinned as he clapped his old friend on the back. It was obvious from Lewis’s beaming face that settling down agreed with him. And if he’s happy, then I’m happy.


    “We’re so glad you did. And sorry about the accommodations. Trust Lawrence to flood the inn. Still, Emmy was amazing the way she stepped in. And so lucky she had an updated cottage, ready for you to use.”


    “Updated?” Christopher choked as he glanced over to where Emmy was standing. Behind her was a backdrop of fall colors, the rolling hills a riot of gold, red, and brown, but they all dimmed in comparison to her. Her white dress was made of soft cotton and fell in gentle folds around her body, giving him just a hint of what was below. It suited her in a way Christopher couldn’t explain. It was like sunshine and happiness. His pulse quickened and he looked away. “Is that what she told you?”


    “Yes. Why? Is there a problem?”


    Oh, there was a problem all right.


    His deal was at risk just because the wedding planner happened to think he was a walking liability, based on the fact they’d shared two nights together. And that I’d wanted more from it than she did. That’s a mistake I won’t be making again, no matter how many white dresses she has.


    “I wouldn’t call it a problem. More like a complication. I told Emmy that while I was here I needed to find a pretend girlfriend to help me lock down the producers of the show, and she’s now made it her personal mission to stop me. She has this crazy idea Melinda will think I’m trying to ruin the wedding.”


    “Oh.” Lewis said, grimacing. “Might be some truth in that.”


    “You know I’d never screw with your big day, right? I just flew all the way from Australia to be here with you. I’m your best man. I got your back.”


    “I’m grateful,” Lewis quickly assured him before blowing out a column of air. “But, here’s the thing. Melinda might’ve heard me talking about some of the things you’ve done in the past. I explained it was all in good fun. Remember at Harrison’s bachelor party when you managed to get eight phone numbers? Or that time when we all went to Vegas and you met up with that hot redhead?”


    “You told her about that?” Christopher dragged his gaze away from Emmy and rubbed his chin. So much for things staying in Vegas. He vaguely recalled the night in question, which had involved a lot of flirting before the redhead had found someone richer and drunker. Still—not really the kind of story he wanted people talking about. As for getting eight phone numbers, he’d scribbled random numbers down on drink coasters to avoid being set up by other members of the wedding party, not because he was a player.


    He was no saint, but he was careful about who he dated.


    The problem was that his friends looked at his life and then joined the dots all on their own. And while normally Christopher didn’t mind, it had never occurred to him that anyone might take it seriously.


    Like Melinda. Or Emmy.


    Hell.


    “Of course not. Well, not on purpose. Besides, if it’s any consolation, it’s not just you she’s worried about. You share the honors with a reportedly color-blind florist and the lead singer in the band who may or may not hit the high C while they’re playing our song.”


    “I feel so special.”


    “But trust me, when she’s not being bridezilla, she’s pretty damn awesome.” Lewis beamed with pride as he glanced over at his future wife, who was currently having an in-depth discussion with Emmy’s friend who was giving them the tour of the vineyard. Christopher’s anger faded.


    This wasn’t about him. It was about Lewis getting married.


    “So, what are you saying? That I should wait to look for my future fake girlfriend when the wedding’s over?”


    “Of course not.” Lewis shook his head. “Just be discreet. And speaking of which, tell me more about this television deal. Do you really need to have someone with you?”


    Christopher nodded. “Thanks to some hokey market research, I need to look like a regular, settled-down kind of guy when I meet the producers next week.”


    “You? A regular guy?” Lewis coughed. “Isn’t that going to take more than a fake girlfriend?”


    “What’s that supposed to mean?” Christopher asked sharply.


    “You travel most of the year, and the rest of the time you live in a bachelor pad that barely has furniture. But hey, don’t get me wrong. You’re the one living the life while the rest of us mugs are getting up each day to go to our nine-to-five grind.”


    “That doesn’t make me any less normal,” Christopher protested. “I still brush my teeth every morning and swear when I stub my toe. I’m still the same kid who liked Star Wars.”


    “What’s some old movie got to do with anything?”


    Christopher blinked. Star Wars was for life. However, he was also a pragmatist, and it was obvious Lewis had changed in more ways than one, so he just shrugged. “Nothing. I’m just saying I’m still me.”


    “Sure you are.” Lewis patted his arm. “And I’m just saying if you want to be more regular, you can study us for the weekend and pick up a few tips.”


    “Er, okay.” Christopher ran his hand through his hair, not quite sure why everyone seemed to think he was trouble. Emmy. Melinda. And now Lewis? All he wanted to do was make the most of the opportunity he’d fought so hard for. All the articles he’d written, all the dumps he’d stayed in, the long waits at airports, the cockroaches—oh, yeah, no one ever mentioned the cockroaches, but they were always there. And it was all for this.


    To be successful.


    To do something important with his life.


    To not turn out like his father.


    He took a deep breath. His dad had driven a bus for forty years between Rock Hill and Columbia, each year becoming more bitter at being stuck with two kids while his dreams of traveling the world were put on hold. The irony was that long after Christopher and his brother had left home and their father had retired, he still never stepped foot outside the state that held him hostage his entire life.


    Not going to happen to me.


    He glanced over to where a group of women were admiring one of the rosebushes planted at the end of the row of each grapevine. From his count there were three blondes, two brunettes, and a redhead, all of them good looking.


    He turned back to his friend. “So, what do you know about them?”


    “That’s Tina.” Lewis pointed to a tall willowy girl. “She’s a lawyer. Smart, funny, and loves the Red Socks.”


    “The Red Socks? You want me to date someone who supports that team?” Christopher frowned.


    “Fake date,” Lewis reminded him before studying Christopher’s face, a thoughtful expression in his eyes. “Okay, let’s take Tina off the list. What about Pandora? She’s cute and loves travelling. And before you ask, I don’t have a clue who she supports. Is that going to be a problem?”


    “Of course not.” Christopher shook his head, realizing that his friend was right. It wasn’t like he was looking for a real girlfriend. Or a wife. Or someone who makes me catch my breath just by standing next to me, like Emmy does. Wait. No. “She sounds perfect. And I bet she doesn’t bake bread.”


    “Bread?” Lewis, who’d been waving to Melinda, turned back and looked confused. “Why would anyone bake bread? You can just go buy it from the store.”


    “Hey, preaching to the choir.” Christopher held up his hands and pushed Emmy from his mind. Bread-baking farm girls who let him down weren’t on his agenda.


    Then he realized the Emmy in his imagination had been baking bread with no clothes on.


    Christ, what the hell’s wrong with me?


    “Okay,” Lewis said. “So, would you like to meet her?”


    “Yes.” Christopher growled before checking Emmy was otherwise occupied. It rankled she thought he was some kind of fly-in, fly-out guy who was allergic to standing still. Not only was it completely wrong, but it was definitely no reason to kidnap and force him to sleep in a guest cottage that had probably housed more spiders than people.


    Then again, it wasn’t like he was going to do anything to draw attention to himself. It was business, pure and simple. He followed Lewis over to where Pandora stood. He was going to make this work and prove once and for all that he wasn’t like his old man.

  


  
    Chapter Three


    “Let me get this straight. You stole the best man, and you’re now following his every move,” Rachel said as they stood on the corner of the slate terrace overlooking Sweet Valley Vineyard, admiring the way the sun dappled the plump yellow grapes. Well, Rachel was admiring it. Emmy was just making sure Christopher stayed out of trouble.


    And by “out of trouble,” she meant “not seducing bridesmaids.”


    So not jealous.


    “I didn’t steal him.” She turned her attention back to her friend. “It was a legitimate housing emergency. There was nowhere else for him to sleep.”


    “I see.” Rachel shrugged with a flick of her purple hair. Despite an age difference of twenty years, the two had been friends ever since Emmy started doing the accounts at the vineyard owned by Rachel and her husband Jackson. It was also the perfect place for the bridal party to spend the morning before the women went off for spa treatments and the men to play golf.


    Emmy had contemplated whether she needed to follow Christopher around the eighteen holes then decided he’d be safe enough surrounded by Lewis and the other groomsmen. Rachel’s steady gaze told Emmy she wasn’t fooling anyone.


    She let out a sigh. “Okay, fine. So maybe I stole him a little bit. But you know how important this wedding is. If anything goes wrong…”


    “Nothing’s going to go wrong. You’ve worked your butt off to make Sunday perfect,” Rachel said fiercely. Then she softened to add, “But don’t you think that you’re playing with fire? What if something happens between you?”


    “It won’t,” Emmy said, wishing she’d never told Rachel the details of her one and only trip to New York. In her defense, she didn’t expected see Christopher again. Not considering his parting text message to her.


    If you go home, I won’t follow you.


    “Why not? You scrub up pretty well when you remember to brush your hair, and he…well, he’s not hard to look at.” Rachel raised her sunglasses and peered over to where Christopher was still talking to Lewis.


    “Rachel Cullen, do I need to remind you that you’re a happily married woman?” Emmy asked as she followed Rachel’s gaze. It took all of her willpower not to let out a soft sigh. Yesterday, despite a thirty-hour flight, Christopher had managed to take her breath away. Today he was heart-attack-inducing, and if he could get even the forty-four-year old Rachel hot under the collar, he could work his magic on anyone. Her mood plummeted.


    “I might be married, but I’m not blind,” said Rachel. “That man’s damn pretty, so how can you be certain you won’t get involved with him again?”


    Because I’m not a masochist, and he only dates well-traveled girls who speak French and leave the country at the drop of the hat.


    “He’s made his feelings abundantly clear. I was the girl too scared to leave the farm.” Emmy tried to ignore the small, stabbing pain in her chest.


    “You were the girl who came home to care for her beloved great aunt,” Rachel corrected, and while Emmy nodded, she wasn’t so sure. Because even if she hadn’t got that dreadful phone call the morning she was meant to spontaneously fly to Fiji with Christopher, who was to say she wouldn’t still have chickened out? As her sisters were always reminding her, Emmy was a homebody, just like Ivy. A small town girl who didn’t want to leave. Someone who didn’t like change.


    And Christopher was Change with a capital “C.”


    “Doesn’t matter now,” Emmy said, hoping Rachel wouldn’t push the issue further. Thankfully her friend seemed to pick up Emmy’s reluctance and merely squeezed her hand.


    “As long as you know what you’re doing,” Rachel said, but before Emmy could reply, her cell rang with a call from Bec.


    “Hey,” her sister said without preamble. “Edo Windsor just came around to tell you his aunt was speaking to Millie Rider, who bumped into Shirley Venture, who said Monsieur Lafayette will be at Grayson’s Diner for apricot pie at two. I have no idea what any of this means, but apparently it was important enough for Edo to knock on the door for ten minutes.”


    “He did?” Emmy said, feeling bad Bec had been woken up. Her sister was a girl who liked her sleep. Still, now Emmy had a chance to track down the dove breeder. This just proved knowing everyone in town wasn’t always a bad thing. “That’s wonderful.”


    “If you say so.” Bec snorted and hung up. Emmy turned to Rachel, who was staring at her.


    “Bec’s back?” Her friend raised an eyebrow. “When did this happen?”


    “This morning, just before I came here. I would’ve told you sooner, but I didn’t want to interfere with my denial process.” Not to mention she’d been busy following Christopher around the vineyard.


    “She means well.” Rachel smiled. “Did she say why she was back?”


    “No, but I suspect Pepper put her up to it. You know what they’re like. A sledgehammer away from a demolition crew, especially when it comes to getting what they want.”


    “They wouldn’t sabotage the wedding,” Rachel said in a gentle voice. “And they can’t change who you are. You know you’re happiest here, surrounded by people you love and who love you. Surrounded by the memories of your ancestors. And no matter what happens, you don’t have to leave Sunshine. You’ll always have a home with us.”


    “Thanks,” Emmy said, but while Rachel meant well, living near Wishing Bridge Farm but not on it wouldn’t be the same. Not even close. It would feel like she’d failed Ivy. Failed the Watson tradition. Failed herself. “But like you keep saying, hopefully it won’t happen.”


    “Exactly.”


    “Anyway, enough about my dysfunctional sisters. Monsieur Lafayette’s going to be at Grayson’s. Even better, he’s bound to be in a good mood because Grayson’s makes the best apricot pie in the state. And why are you smiling?”


    “Because in your new career as a wedding planner, you’ve stolen a best man, and now you’re planning to stalk an eighty-five-year-old, bad-tempered dove breeder. That’s pretty amusing.”


    “I’m just doing my job,” Emmy said, defending herself, as Rachel’s cell buzzed with a text message.


    “Crisis in the cellar.” Rachel studied the screen before looking up. “Do you mind?”


    “Of course not. Go.” Emmy waved her off. It was a busy time of year for the vineyard, and her friend had already gone above and beyond the call of duty with the tour. As Rachel hurried away, she passed Melinda, delicately holding up her summery dress as she made her way toward the terrace. Her pale curls were piled high on her head, and if she managed to relax during the ceremony, she’d make an exquisite bride.


    “Emmy, there you are. I need to talk to you.”


    “You do?” Emmy’s overgrown to-do list flashed in her mind. She crossed her fingers. “Is everything okay?”


    “Yes. It’s perfect.” Melinda beamed, and some of the stress seemed to leave her face. “This place is just as lovely as you described. I just wanted to thank you for calming me down after the disaster at the Rosepot Inn. My mother said a meltdown would happen. Though, between you and me, I thought it would be over the flowers. I mean what’s her obsession with orange gerberas? Can she not see my complexion’s too pale for them?”


    “Right,” Emmy said, not sure how flood damage to twenty rooms was the same as an orange flower. Then again, after dealing with Melinda for the last few months, she wasn’t really surprised. “Well, I’m just pleased you’re happy over at the bed and breakfast I found you.”


    “Yes, I love it. And thank you for collecting Kit yesterday and giving him somewhere to stay. I finally got to meet him. I must admit I was worried about his reputation. He assured me that all he’s here to do is make sure the rings are delivered and that Lewis doesn’t put his bow tie on upside down. He’s so sweet.”


    “Yes, he is.” Emmy calmly nodded, realizing Christopher had purposely charmed his way into Melinda’s good books. And while it was nice to see the bride so relaxed (which would hopefully bode well for her reaction if Emmy failed to get Monsieur Lafayette to change his mind about the doves) she also realized Christopher had no intentions of giving up his girlfriend hunt. He’d just been appeasing his friend’s fiancée.


    Jerk.


    Emmy pushed her lips together as she glanced over to the grapevines where he’d been standing. He wasn’t there. Her stomach clenched as she scanned the area just in time to catch him disappearing around the corner, closely followed by bridesmaid number three. There was only one thing in that direction—the shed where the deliveries were sent. Lots of nooks and crannies in there.


    Oh no he didn’t.


    Her throat tightened as she edged around to block Melinda’s view, knowing the bride’s newfound Zen would disappear quicker than a box of donuts at a fire station if she thought there was a chance of trouble.


    “Is everything okay?” Melinda frowned, and Emmy forced herself to plaster on a smile.


    “Absolutely. Though, I just remembered something I need to discuss with Jackson.” Not to mention I need to find the best man and kill him. Kill him dead. Then, without a backward glance, she hurried toward the shed, praying she wasn’t too late to stop him from causing chaos.


    …


    “Oh my God. You did not swim with sharks,” the blonde girl squealed, her blue eyes widening as Christopher finished his story. What was her name? It was either Daisy or Dora. Or, Pansy? What really mattered was she was a first grade teacher who could speak fluent Japanese and loved to kayak. In other words, she was the perfect fake girlfriend—clever and well travelled.


    Trent would love her.


    Even better, she always kept her passport up-to-date and was happy to travel at a moment’s notice.


    Everything he wanted. Okay, well, the squealing was a little intense, but he was sure he’d get used to it.


    “Yes, though the sharks aren’t nearly as scary as the Texas Horned Lizard I ran into last year. Do you know they squirt blood from their eyes?” Christopher said, quoting the article he had written about the incident.


    “No.” Delicate lines appeared on the blonde’s forehead, and she parted her lips ever so slightly. “That’s gross.”


    “Right.” Christopher nodded. The Texas Horned Lizard story never failed him. He put on what he hoped was his most charming smile. “So, this is going to sound a bit crazy, but I have a question to ask you, and—”


    “About Hawaii?” She wrinkled her nose in excitement while Christopher was forced to hide his surprise.


    “You know about that?”


    “Lewis told me. But don’t worry,” she added in a stage whisper, “he swore me to secrecy.”


    “I see,” Christopher said, not really surprised. Even in high school, Lewis had been incapable of keeping a secret. He just hoped Melinda didn’t know, or else he really would be in trouble.


    The blonde pouted. “You’re not mad are you?”


    “Not at all. It was just a surprise.” He realized Lewis had done him a favor. Especially since he hadn’t actually got around to considering how to bring up the whole, “will you by my fake girlfriend” question. “But I’d love to discuss it with you.”


    “Great, because I’m definitely interested in hearing more about it.” The girl let out a dreamy sigh and parted her full lips as she leaned even farther forward. If he didn’t know better he’d say she wanted to kiss him. He stiffened. The plan had been to discuss the situation, not to kiss anyone. Especially anyone that wasn’t Emmy. Except there wasn’t going to be any Emmy kissing. Not now, not ever. He also wasn’t about to cause any gossip, and so he stepped back from the girl, not quite willing to analyze the relief flooding through him.


    “Excellent. But it’s best if we discussed it somewhere else. Somewhere more private.”


    “Good point. I think you guys are playing golf next, and we’re all meant to be going to the spa, so what if we both ditch it and meet up at the motel. What’s your room number?”


    “I’m not staying there,” Christopher said, then realized it might be awkward to tell her where he was staying. It also sounded like he’d been sent to the naughty corner. “It’s a long story.”


    “And one I’d love to hear,” she said in a seductive voice as she plucked his cell phone from his pocket and tapped something into it. “Here’s my number and the address of a bar in Sunshine. Meet me there in an hour, and we can talk.”


    “Sounds perfect,” he agreed, just as Emmy rounded the corner, her dark eyes blazing. He mentally wiped his brow as he thrust his cell phone into his pocket. That was way too close.


    “Christopher, there you are.” Emmy folded her arms. “And Pandora.”


    Pandora. Of course. He knew that.


    “Emmy,” Pandora said in a cool voice. “Did you want something?”


    “Melinda needs to speak to you. She’s concerned about which garter she should wear.” Emmy’s voice was full of urgent concern that seemed to trigger a reaction in Pandora’s wide blue eyes.


    “R-really?”


    “Yes,” Emmy immediately agreed. “When I left she was saying the one with blue-flowered lace might be better.”


    “I don’t think so,” Pandora muttered under her breath and hurried off without giving Christopher a backward glance. As soon as she was gone, he frowned.


    “Tell me, was a single word of that true?”


    “Yes. There’s definitely a power struggle going on between Pandora and Tess over who gets to give the ‘something borrowed’ gift.” Emmy gave a smile that told him she might be a homebody but she wasn’t naive.


    A flash of their two nights together exploded into his mind—her quivering flesh, her curious hands, her lust-filled voice.


    His breathing increased before he shook himself. Okay, sure, so she definitely isn’t naive, but it doesn’t change who she is.


    Someone too scared to step out into the world.


    Someone who went back on her word.


    Someone who’d let him down.


    If only my body would get the memo.


    “In other words, you tricked her.” His voice sounded harsher than he intended.


    “I like to think it was a preemptive strike,” Emmy countered. Her breaths sped up, and he watched in fascination the uneven rise and fall of her chest. A tremor ran through his body in response. Yeah, this was not going well.


    “And what was this preemptive strike in aid of?” Christopher forced himself to forget about her chest, since no good could come from thinking about it.


    “We both know the answer to that one.” Emmy’s mouth tightened.


    “This is ridiculous.” He longed to point out that while Pandora had been up for kissing him, he’d totally resisted. However, this wouldn’t help his argument.


    Nor would the fact there’s only person I want to kiss, and it isn’t Pandora.


    “So is losing my family farm because my very first bride decides to write a terrible review about her dream day. Do you know what happens to wedding planners who get terrible reviews about their first wedding?”


    “No,” Christopher admitted, resisting the urge to wipe away the dark smudges under her wide eyes. “But whatever it is, I’m sure it’s not going to happen to you.”


    “At least we agree on something.” Emmy dug her car keys out of the straw bag draped over her shoulder. “Anyway, it’s time to go. I’ll drop you off at the golf course.”


    “That isn’t necessary,” he said. His plan was to take a rain check on the game and catch a taxi straight into town. All of which would be a lot easier without a chaperone. “I’ll go with Lewis and the guys.”


    “Really?” She raised an eyebrow, and while Christopher longed to just ignore her, he couldn’t find it in himself to make a scene.


    “Fine.” He held up his hands in surrender, and they walked silently back to her ancient truck and hopped in.


    She started the engine up and drove away from the rows of grapes, into the gently rolling hills that made up the landscape. Through the window, smells of hay and lavender tickled his nose, while the fall sunshine lay on the fields like a soft shimmering blanket. However, it was impossible for him to enjoy it with Emmy sitting next to him wearing that stony glare. This had to end.


    “I know you’re upset, but I’m not that guy. People like me. I’m nice. And I had a chat with Melinda, and we’re all good. Even your friend, Rachel, laughed at my jokes, so why can’t you trust me?”


    “Because I have firsthand experience of just how you operate,” Emmy said, as her cheeks turned a delicate shade of crimson. “Remember the dance floor?”


    “What?” Christopher frowned before widening his eyes. Oh, right. The dance floor. He was silent as the memory of soft red silk seemed to caress his fingers. After the christening, they’d gathered that evening at a restaurant for a sedate meal. Well, it had been sedate for everyone else. But for Christopher, fire had run through his blood, and the minute he and Emmy had stepped onto the dance floor together, something had ignited between them, and they’d locked lips. It was like the world stopped.


    No!


    Thinking about it was pointless.


    She might be what I want, but she isn’t what I need.


    “Exactly.” Emmy nodded, like she guessed what he’d been thinking. His bad. “Public places hold no fear for you, which means no matter how many smooth words you use on Melinda, until this wedding’s over you’re not leaving my sight.”


    He opened his mouth to tell her what had happened between them wasn’t normal for him. He preferred to be a little more discreet, less caught up in the moment. Unfortunately, he had the feeling Emmy wasn’t interested in hearing his explanation.


    “You can’t seriously think you can follow me around twenty-four-seven,” he said.


    “That won’t be necessary.” She gave a cryptic shrug before glancing at the clock on the dashboard. “Shoot. It’s already two.”


    “Is that a problem?” he said in a hopeful voice. “Because I’m happy to catch a taxi.”


    “Unlikely.” She turned left and eventually pulled up outside of an old-fashioned Ma and Pa style diner.


    “Are you going to tell me what this is about?” Christopher said.


    “I hadn’t planned to.” She took the keys out of the ignition and finally turned to him. “If I ask you to stay here, will you?”


    No.


    He wasn’t some walking-talking time bomb. He was a normal guy, just trying to get ahead. Why couldn’t she see that? Then he noticed the small lines around her full mouth, the same expression she’d worn when she told him her great aunt had died. His anger faded, replaced by understanding. Her maniac attempts to make the wedding perfect were tied up with saving Ivy’s legacy.


    He let out a deep breath.


    “Fine. I will not pass Go and I will not collect two hundred dollars.” He raised his hands. He was rewarded with a small smile that reminded him of the girl he’d met two years ago. Dangerous. “Do whatever secret wedding planner business you need to do. I’ll be here waiting.”


    “Thank you,” Emmy said before climbing out of the truck. As she walked into the diner, he tried to ignore the unintentional sway of her hip, and the way her dress caught the light and showed just the slightest outline of her legs underneath. His pulse quickened as he continued to watch her through the long window of the diner. She stopped several times to say hello to people before she reached a wizened old man in the end booth


    Interesting.


    Then he caught sight of the phrase book in her hand and deduced this must be the elusive dove breeder. It wasn’t his most impressive journalistic discovery, but all the same, Christopher felt absurdly proud of himself.


    He followed their conversation with interest, though judging by Emmy’s stiff posture, it wasn’t going well. He toyed with going in to help her. He spoke fluent French, and from years of travelling the world he was pretty good at convincing people to agree with him. Plus—


    Stop. Emmy Watson and her doves weren’t his business. If it weren’t for her, he would be able to discuss his proposition with Pandora rather than skulking around like a naughty schoolboy. His mood darkened as he watched Emmy. She and the old man were still arguing. Finally, she stood up and marched out. He could see by her tight jaw that things hadn’t gone to plan.


    “Problem?” he asked, resisting the urge to touch her face and try to sooth away some of the worry lines gathering around her forehead.


    “No,” she said, a little bit too quickly, as she thrust the keys back into the ignition. They made the trip in silence until Emmy swung into the golf club parking lot. She didn’t even bother to growl at him when he double-checked if it was okay for him to go without a chaperone.


    Fine.


    He shrugged as he climbed out of the truck, and after waiting for Emmy’s taillights to disappear, he walked to the taxi stand. He was just getting into the first one when his cell phone rang. It was his agent.


    “How’s it going?” Trent said. “Have you found our girl yet?”


    “There’ve been a few complications.” Christopher gritted his teeth, not willing to admit he’d been outmaneuvered. “But I’ve sorted them out.”


    “Good, because the producers keep pressing me for more information about your mystery lady. I’ll keep stalling them but the sooner you find someone, the better. This is your shot. I mean, how long have we been talking about TV?”


    “You don’t need to remind me,” Christopher said as he covered the cell phone and told the driver the name of the bar. Then he leaned back in the seat as the engine started up. Emmy Watson would soon learn who she was dealing with.


    “And by the way, I had a call from Ed, and he wants another article. I told him you were somewhere near Seattle, and he said that sounded perfect.”


    “I’m nowhere near Seattle. I’m nowhere near anywhere,” Christopher growled, wondering how he’d ended up with an agent who was so bad at geography. Not to mention the fact that most of his articles were about remote villages in Asia and lesser-known parts of Australia. White Picket Fence America wasn’t really his specialty.


    “Sounds great,” Trent said, totally ignoring him. “I’m sure you’ll come up with something. And don’t forget to work the charm with your soon-to-be-girlfriend.”


    “I’m all over it,” Christopher assured him before finishing the call. He looked out the window and blinked as they passed a field of golden corn for a second time. He might not know much about the New England countryside, but he was pretty sure they’d just gone around in a circle.


    Unbelievable. Being kidnapped once might be an accident but twice stunk of premeditation.


    “Hey, is there a problem? I thought the bar was in the other direction.”


    “It sure is. It’s about half a mile down and on the right. Just past Bertie’s Bookstore,” the driver said in a helpful voice.


    “Right.” Christopher blinked. “So, is there a reason we’re not going there?”


    “Definitely.” The guy gave an enthusiastic nod of his head. “Emmy rang up about half an hour ago and said a tall guy with green eyes and less than honest intentions might want to catch a taxi from the golf course, and I should drive him around for about ten minutes before taking him back.”


    She what?


    “And you believed her?”


    “Well, yeah. The Watsons have been at Wishing Bridge Farm for as long as anyone can remember. Why wouldn’t I help her out?”


    Why indeed? Christopher scowled as the driver pulled back into the golf club, the car tires crunching as they went. He’d underestimated Emmy and her hometown advantage. Still, he’d travelled the world enough to learn a few tricks of his own, and he wasn’t about to give up without a fight.


  


  
    Chapter Four


    Emmy stepped back and inspected the ancient bicycle. Now that sixty years of grime had been removed, it looked adorably rustic. She could already picture how nice it would be when the cane basket was filled with wild flowers and a chalkboard leaned against it to guide guests from the bridge to the old red barn where the reception would be held. She still had to clean up the old-fashioned scooter the ring bearer would be using, but it was almost seven, and the sun was just starting to dip behind the yellow hills. She shivered as the warmth of the day disappeared, giving way to a cooler September breeze, just enough to cause a pile of leaves to swirl in a lazy dance.


    She pulled the heavy barn door shut and headed to the farmhouse, kicking the leaves as she went, much like she’d done her entire life. It was such a familiar path she could’ve traveled it with her eyes closed, but there was something special about walking along as the veil between night and day surrounded her. Ivy used to say that’s when magic happened, and if ever Emmy needed some magic, it was now.


    All I want is to have a perfect wedding with fifty doves and a happy bride. Oh, and if Christopher Henderson could be transported a million miles away, that would definitely help.


    The reality was she was hungry and she had a pissed off dove owner and a to-do list a mile long. A fairy godmother would be handy right about now.


    She walked into the kitchen and flicked on the light. The room was just as she’d left it that morning, with the bunting strewn along the table and boxes of Ivy’s old porcelain piled up ready to be taken out into the barn. In the other corner was a pile of white linen tablecloths waiting to be ironed, as well as a gorgeous old crystal vase, which would be the centerpiece on the bridal table.


    She’d just finished double-checking that she had all the props for tomorrow’s bachelor and bachelorette parties when an engine rumbled up the driveway. She peered out the window as Christopher climbed out of Stan’s taxi, holding several carrier bags in his hand. He also had a two-foot high trophy tucked under his arm. She couldn’t be sure, but it appeared to have a pair of figure skaters on top of it.


    Despite her bad mood, she couldn’t help but smile.


    Twenty years ago, Winston, the golf club owner, had discovered it was much cheaper to buy unwanted trophies than to commission new ones, and what had started as a cost cutting measure had long since become a time-honored tradition. It also meant her plan had worked.


    First round goes to me.


    “How was golf?” she asked as he walked through the door, bringing the last of the fading September light in with him. She then had the pleasure of watching his face darken. Not that she cared. After all, he’d sworn he was trustworthy, yet he’d obviously planned to meet up with one of the bridesmaids.


    Emmy’s money was on Pandora.


    “Most enjoyable.” He put the trophy down on the table. “Though you knew that, since you went to great pains to make sure I stayed there.”


    “They say it’s a very relaxing game, and you’re obviously good at it.” Emmy watched his expression change, until he suddenly burst out laughing. It completely transformed his face, and the deep, throaty chuckle did things to her insides that were best left ignored. Note to self. Look away when he laughs. “What’s so funny?”


    “Nothing.” He sat himself down on the closest chair, his bulk once again making the kitchen seem far too small. “It’s just impossible to be mad at someone who has leaves in their hair and a smudge of oil on their nose.”


    “I do?” Emmy crossed to the old mirror. Then she let out a groan as she plucked the apple twig from her straight dark hair and rubbed away the oil. Not that she cared what she looked like, because that would imply she cared what he thought about her. Which obviously she did not. “It’s been a long day.”


    “You can say that again.” Christopher nodded to the trophy. “Do I even want to know why my trophy says I’m the Orange County Couple’s Figure Skating Champion?”


    “I’d say it’s more to do with your putting skills than your axel jumps.” Emmy bit back another smile as she glanced at Ivy’s own mismatched trophy collection over on the ancient dresser.


    “Let me guess—it’s another one of those little local traditions of yours.”


    “Something like that.”


    “So, I’m now in the Sunshine club.” He patted for her to sit down in the chair next to him. “And look, I know you’re pissed, but can we call a truce for the night?”


    “What do you mean?” she asked cautiously as she found herself walking over to the chair in question. Funny, she’d grown up with that chair, hidden underneath it when Pepper was on a rampage and when Bec tried to coerce into her stealing the tractor to drive into town. But now as she looked at how close it was to Christopher’s jean-clad thigh, it suddenly seemed unfamiliar. Daunting. And yet irresistible.


    There’s also a small chance I’m jealous of some furniture.


    She sat down.


    “I’m hungry, and since you’ve been up to your eyes in work I thought I’d cook.” He shrugged.


    “What?” Emmy studied his face as she tried to figure out what was going on. But it was no use. Everything about Christopher was an enigma. He laughed at her when she sent him on a wild-goose chase of a taxi ride. He wanted to cook for her when she was rude to him, and he had eyelashes no man had the right to own. She let out a soft breath as she watched them brush against his brow. Her heart hammered.


    I think I’ve just found my catnip.


    “You heard me.” His eyes twinkled. “We could argue for the rest of the night about how Stan charged me fifty bucks to drive me around in circles before delivering me back to the golf course. Or how you put the word out that I’m a crazed, dangerous person. But I’m hungry and you’re busy, so it seems like a good idea. Don’t worry. I won’t poison you.”


    “I don’t think so,” Emmy said, knowing her ability to make good decisions was impaired when she got within a hundred-mile radius of Christopher Henderson. Unfortunately, her stomach picked that moment to rumble.


    Whose side are you on?


    “You were saying?” He grinned at her.


    “Fine,” Emmy conceded. She’d been so busy focusing on the wedding that her diet had consisted of peanut butter and bread. Ivy would skin her if she were here. Then she thought of some of the places he’d traveled, and narrowed her eyes. “But if you try and feed me worms, then I promise Stan’s taxi ride will seem like a box of tickles compared to what I’ll do to you.”


    “Duly noted.” Christopher got to his feet and started to unload the carrier bag. “I’ll scrap the worms from the menu and make mushroom ravioli. I hope that’s acceptable.”


    “Definitely.” She nodded, then watched him casually slip on the old gingham apron that had been hooked over the back of the door. Despite the cross-stitching and lace, he looked absurdly masculine. Her stomach tightened, and she resisted the urge to reach out and smooth the apron down.


    Smoothing could lead to touching, and no good could come from that.


    “Great.” He tied up the apron with no sign of embarrassment whatsoever. “Now, what are your thoughts on garlic? Were you planning to kiss anyone tonight?”


    I wish.


    No, you don’t.


    I kind of do.


    “Garlic’s fine.” Emmy tightened her fingers, not wanting to admit he was the last person she’d kissed. Unfortunately, she had the feeling the same couldn’t be said of him. She tried not to be jealous. “The more, the better. It might remind you not to kiss anyone, either. At least not until after the wedding.”


    “Hey, I thought we called a truce,” he complained as he crushed several cloves of garlic on the chopping board. “Though, now you mention it, we could always kiss each other.”


    “What?” Emmy almost choked as memories of his lips urgently pressed against hers invaded her mind. What would happen if they kissed again? Would it be like last time? An inferno of need and desire that couldn’t be contained? And he was so close. All she needed to do was lean forward and—


    “The garlic.” He looked as if he had read her mind and hadn’t liked what he’d seen. “I just meant when two people who have eaten garlic kiss, it cancels the taste out.”


    “Right.” Of course. She needed to put some space between them, and so she quickly jumped to her feet and hoped her cheeks weren’t bright red. “If you don’t need any help, I’ll get some more work done.”


    “Sure.” He dropped some butter into a cast iron pan and stepped back as it sizzled, and Emmy retreated into the living room.


    Like the rest of Wishing Bridge Farm, the furniture was an eclectic mishmash of pieces various Watsons had collected over the years. However, it all came together with the numerous afghan rugs that covered the chairs, and the huge fireplace Emmy had spent so much of her childhood curled up in front of. Part of her longed to just sit there and make sense of Christopher.


    Why was he being so nice to her after what she’d done?


    More importantly, why was she letting him?


    No. Enough with the thinking. It can only lead to trouble.


    She picked up her list and forced herself to focus on tomorrow night. Two of Emmy’s high school friends had recently married and decided to merge their neighboring businesses to create “Beer and Cupcakes”. The result was that while the bachelorettes were in the cute bakery indulging in cupcakes and cocktails, the bachelors could play pool and drink beer before they all met up in the connecting courtyard to listen to a quirky local jazz band.


    She flicked on her laptop and got to work. Three quarters of an hour later she was sending off yet another email to assure Melinda there were no backdoors where strippers could sneak in, when Christopher reappeared. His face was covered in a fine layer of sweat from the heat of the stove, and his eyes gleamed with satisfaction as he invited her back into the kitchen with an exaggerated bow.


    Emmy tried very hard not to lick her lips.


    “Mademoiselle, dinner is served,” he announced, and Emmy tidied away her work and followed him. Her nose twitched in appreciation of the exotic but homey smell of mushrooms and garlic with fragrant herbs.


    “You’ve been busy,” she said, trying not to feel awkward. Unfortunately, she might be okay with sabotaging his escape into town, but when it came to talking with him, she was out of her depth.


    So far out I don’t know which way’s up.


    “I’m not just a pretty face.” Christopher guided her to the table, which was now covered in one of Ivy’s favorite tablecloths. The drawn-thread linen was worn in parts and crushed from sitting in the closet, but it looked perfect against the simple white plates and the heavy silver cutlery. He’d also placed his trophy in the middle of the table and had draped long branches of late blooming honeysuckle over it, which added to the aroma of the kitchen.


    It was also incredibly intimate and made her pulse thunder.


    “And so modest,” Emmy said as he held out the chair and waited for her to sit down before he brought over the cast iron pan and carefully scooped out large ravioli squares that slithered around on the plate until they were covered in the delicious smelling sauce.


    “Modesty’s overrated.” He sat down opposite her and held up his wineglass, which was filled with water. “Here’s to your wedding. And thank you for not ordering Stan to cut me up into a hundred pieces and hide the remains.”


    “I think Stan’s loyalty would only go so far,” Emmy said in a light voice. “Plus, he’s very particular about not getting stains on his upholstery.”


    “That makes me feel better.” His eyes crinkled in amusement as he passed her a small bowl of shaved parmesan.


    “Good. Did he really charge you fifty dollars?” Emmy sprinkled some cheese over her ravioli and tried not to drool.


    “It’s not the money.” He shrugged. “It’s just the inefficiency. When I travel I really hate backtracking. I always want to feel like I’m going forward. Plus, it lets me explore different places.”


    “That explains the title of your column.” Emmy nodded.


    “I think life’s more exciting when you don’t know what’s coming next,” Christopher explained.


    Emmy cut into a ravioli and let out a hungry moan as it revealed a delicate mushroom center. She took a bite and was lost. Finally, when the last of the food was gone, she put her cutlery down and let out a satisfied sigh.


    “Thank you. That was good,” she admitted.


    “You sound surprised.”


    “Your reputation’s been built on learning to ride camels and jump off mountains. I didn’t realize you could cook, too.”


    “There are a lot of things you don’t know about me,” he said, his eyes catching hers. Emmy’s throat tightened as he leaned forward, and the rest of the room disappeared. He was only inches from her. And was that an invitation in his voice? I’m in so much trouble.


    “Yes, you’re an international man of mystery.” Emmy tried to edge away from the irresistible pull of his presence. She frantically searched for a neutral topic. “So, how did you learn to cook?”


    Rather than looking annoyed, he seemed amused. “When I was fourteen my school started a cooking club. I thought it would be a good way to meet girls.”


    “Did it work?”


    “Not so much.” He gave her a self-deprecating smile that did sinful things to her stomach muscles. “Turns out fourteen-year-old girls would much rather hang out with guys whose brothers owned a motorcycle than someone who could make a soufflé. Apparently I was geeky.”


    Emmy couldn’t see anyone thinking Christopher was geeky. Sexy maybe. Ruggedly masculine, for sure. Irresistible, definitely. But never geeky.


    God, she wanted to kiss him. Garlic and all.


    She caught her breath as she realized how close he was.


    Did he want to kiss her, too?


    Was that how this night was going to end?


    Heat filled her body.


    “Well, at least you know your way around the kitchen. Ivy always hated when men couldn’t cook. Said if they could learn to eat it, they could learn to make it,” Emmy said as she tried not to notice the way his muscular chest expanded when he breathed. She failed, and her rebellious mind flooded with memories of their two nights together. Of his naked body. Of his soft words.


    “She wouldn’t have liked my dad or kid brother. Neither of them could so much as boil water. If it wasn’t for me they would’ve lived on baked beans and TV dinners,” Christopher said, seemingly oblivious to her internal struggle.


    “What about your mom?” Emmy leaned forward. He’d never mentioned his family before so she’d just assumed it had been a happy one. “Where was she?”


    “She died when I was three.” He abruptly got to his feet and began stacking the dishes, breaking whatever spell had been between them. If he had wanted to kiss her, he most definitely didn’t want to anymore. She swallowed hard.


    “I’m sorry to hear that.”


    “Don’t be. It was a long time ago,” he said, still facing away from her. And though his voice was light, his shoulders looked tense. “I can barely remember what she looks like.”


    Emmy opened her mouth and then shut it again.


    She knew from all the times people had tried to talk about Ivy how unwanted their advice and comments could be. And now she’d turned into that person.


    Nice going.


    “I didn’t mean to pry,” she said, wishing it didn’t sound quite so inadequate. “The thing is—”


    “Whatever that is, it smells amazing.” Bec poked her head through the door. Her eyes were still full of sleep, and her dark hair was poking out in all directions. Then she caught sight of the trophy and groaned. “Seriously, is Winston still handing out those things?”


    “Nothing wrong with a bit of tradition,” Emmy replied in Winston’s defense, but Bec just shrugged.


    “Each to their own I guess. I’m starving.”


    “I made plenty.” Christopher turned around. The darkness that had been in his face was completely gone, his smile once more in place. Emmy sank back into her chair, not sure whether she was pleased or disappointed at the interruption. All she knew was the fluttering sensation in her stomach had turned to a sinking feeling.


    “Wow, I haven’t smelt anything this good since I was in a little village in Lombardy,” Bec said. “There was this one old woman. I think her name was—”


    “Mama Nadia,” Christopher said as he heated up the pasta before carefully dishing it out for Bec. “She makes the best risotto I’ve ever eaten.”


    “Tell me about it.” Bec took the plate as they got into a lively discussion about Italian railways and Emmy was forced to listen to them banter as if she weren’t even in the room. It was humiliating.


    It didn’t help that Christopher seemed hell-bent on not looking at her.


    Not that she could blame him. Bec was well-travelled, witty and never forced people into talking about their life if they didn’t want to. Pepper often said Bec flitted around so much it was as if she were trying to run away from her own past. Whereas Emmy was a homebody who thought everyone wanted to sit around the kitchen table talking about their problems.


    Even worse, he’d clearly told her he didn’t backtrack—he only ever wanted to go forward. Which means my chances of kissing him are zero. It would be one big, inefficient step backward. Not that I care.


    She jumped to her feet and excused herself.


    She had a seating chart to finish and a hundred other things to do. Things that mattered. After all, it was Wishing Bridge Farm that was her future, not Christopher Henderson. She’d do well to remember it.


    …


    The following morning, Christopher made his way through the thicket of trees dotting the edge of the farm. He’d spent years traveling on donkeys, driving along roads barely wider than a sidewalk, and sleeping in the rain, so walking across a farm to hitch a ride into town didn’t bother him. Over to the left he could see the covered bridge the farm was famous for, but since he had no desire to bump into Emmy, he took a sharp right and kept walking.


    Because seeing her would be bad. It might remind him of last night.


    I almost kissed her.


    And worst of it was if they hadn’t been interrupted he would’ve kissed her.


    Bad move, dude.


    He should’ve stuck to the plan. Cook some food, play nice, and ask her not to set every taxi driver in Sunshine on his tail.


    But no. Somewhere between unpacking the groceries and crushing the garlic, he’d become fixated on her lips. They were like a beacon, and despite his best efforts, he hadn’t been able to look away. And worse—after he’d managed to stop himself from kissing her, he’d almost talked about his mother, and that would’ve risked opening the floodgate to the years of living with his bitter father. The fights, the rage, the punches. Which was something Christopher had sworn never to do. When he travelled, he never went back the way he came, and it was the same with life. What was done was done. There was no point talking about it. Why go down an old path when there was a new one ready to walk along?


    Except last night I almost did.


    It was way too close.


    Still, it was a new day and he just needed to concentrate.


    He’d sent Pandora an apologetic text message to explain why he’d blown the meeting, and he’d quickly realized it was for the best. She might not be a Red Socks fan but she did seem to overuse emoticons in her messages, and while it wasn’t his place to judge, it was a bit too much.


    Thankfully, Lewis had arranged for him to meet with bridesmaid number two. Nancy. He’d spoken briefly to her yesterday, and she seemed nice. Tall and smart, a tax accountant with an interest in scuba diving.


    Even better, I don’t want to kiss her.


    Now all he had to do was meet her in the wine bar as they’d arranged and see how they got on. Which was why he needed to get into town.


    The path was littered with golden-brown leaves, still crisp underfoot. A gentle breeze occasionally sent them flowing back into the air, making the entire hillside seem alive with energy.


    Fifteen minutes later, with a light layer of sweat on his forehead, he finally climbed over the rickety old fence and took his bearings. Across the road was a neat vineyard, which told him the town of Sunshine was to the right. Insects buzzed in his ears, and in the distance he could hear the light whir of a truck, while in every direction were fields of grapes, corn, and beets, all neatly set out, looking much like the old patchwork comforter on his bed.


    Out of habit he held his cell phone up and took a couple of pictures.


    Over the years he’d become well known amongst his friends for giving alternative wedding books, full of unexpected photographs for them to look back on. He wasn’t quite sure if Melinda would appreciate most of the shots, but it had become a tradition, and Lewis would be offended if he didn’t get an album.


    He’d dropped to his knees to capture the wizened branches of an old apple tree hanging lazily at the side of the road when a car pulled up behind him. Christopher turned to see Emmy’s sister Bec sitting behind the wheel of a very nice looking red Stingray.


    “I hope you’re not waiting for a bus.” Bec said as she leaned out the window. “Because you’ve probably had quicker service in Peru.”


    “Actually, I was hoping to get a lift into town.” Christopher pocketed the cell phone and wondered if Emmy had confided in her sister about why he was really staying at the farm?


    “Then it must be your lucky day.” Bec nodded for him to climb in, and Christopher grinned. Apparently she hadn’t gotten the memo. It was his lucky day.


    “Thanks.” He swung his long legs into the passenger seat and grinned in approval. “By the way…nice car.”


    “Right?” Bec gave it a loving pat on the interior top. “It belongs to my friend, Coop. He’s letting me use it while I’m home.”


    “Ah.” Christopher nodded in understanding, pleased he’d buckled when as Bec pressed down on the accelerator and took off down the road, so fast the fields became a blur of yellow on each side. “That makes sense. I didn’t think it looked like it belonged to a vintage wedding business.”


    “God, no.” Bec turned to him, not bothering to look at the road. “Pepper and I have been trying to tell Emmy for years that just because something’s old and belonged to our relatives doesn’t make it worth saving. After all, you don’t see anyone watching black and white television anymore, do you?”


    “Er, no,” he said, not quite sure where the question was leading.


    “Exactly.” Bec thumped the steering wheel as if she’d just won the lottery. “But according to Emmy everything old is good. It’s all about tradition and maintaining the past. Even if the past is falling down around your head.”


    “Ah. So, this is about selling Wishing Bridge Farm?”


    “She probably told you we’re the two evil sisters trying to make her life a misery, but I swear it’s not true. We’re just trying to help her see what she’s missing. We don’t want her to turn into Ivy.”


    “From what I can tell, she’s happy where she is,” Christopher said, not quite sure why he was playing devil’s advocate.


    “Only because she doesn’t know any different,” Bec insisted. “You might have better luck getting through to her.”


    “Doubtful.” Christopher shook his head as Bec squealed around the corner. No guesses which was the more adventurous sister. “Emmy would probably just do the opposite of what I said.”


    “Really?” Bec, who was looking a bit pale, wrinkled her nose. “Because while she’s stuck in her ways, she doesn’t normally argue with people. Ivy always said Emmy was the diplomat of the family.”


    “That hasn’t been my experience.” Christopher raised an eyebrow. Diplomat was the very last word he would use to describe her. Complicated. Focused. Infuriating. Brain-meltingly gorgeous. But definitely not diplomatic.


    “So, what is it with you two? I know she said there was a plumbing problem at the inn, but I get the feeling there’s more to it. Is there something you want to tell me?” Bec pulled up into the center of Sunshine. She parked the car, and Christopher found himself under her frank scrutiny.


    “Nothing to tell.” Christopher shrugged, not sure if he was trying to convince Bec or himself. “She’s the wedding planner and I’m the best man; that’s as deep as our relationship goes.”


    “Really.” Bec toyed with the keys in the ignition before shrugging. “Still, I guess we all have our secrets, and if you don’t want to tell me what’s going on between you two, then that’s fine.”


    “Thanks. And without sounding like I want to change the subject, are you okay? You look a bit—”


    “Like I’m coming down with the flu?” Bec intervened, while studiously avoiding his gaze. “Because I think I caught something on the flight over. I’m sure it’s nothing. Anyway, I’ve got some errands to run.”


    “Of course. Thanks for the lift. I was worried I’d get stuck in the back of a goat truck or something.”


    “No worries.” Bec grinned, and then without another word she clambered out of the car and hurried away. Once she was gone, Christopher pulled out his cell phone for directions. The bar was four blocks away, so he started to walk.


    He supposed the town of Sunshine was pretty enough, with tree lined streets and overflowing flower baskets hanging in front of every store giving it a homely feel. But he’d long ago learned home didn’t equal happiness. In his experience it was the exact opposite. It stopped people from reaching their full potential, letting them become bitter and twisted, taking their unhappiness out on everyone around them


    Taking it out on me.


    Christopher clenched his fists. His mind filled with visions of the man who sat down in the same chair every night, drowning his sorrows as he blamed his children for forcing him to give up his dreams. The saddest part was he hadn’t always been like that. After Christopher’s mom died, he could remember a few times when his father let him travel on the bus to Columbia. The trip there was often full of laughter and fun, but as soon as they turned back toward Rock Hill, his father’s mood would darken. Which was one of the reasons why Christopher refused to backtrack.


    Then he frowned. This was hardly the time or place for a trip down memory lane. He increased his pace, determined to concentrate on the here and now. He turned the corner and the bar came into sight. Like the rest of the town, it was covered in hanging flower baskets and looked more like a florist than a den of iniquity, but all Christopher cared about was talking to Nancy so Trent could make the travel arrangements.


    As he stepped out to the road, he caught sight of the old man Emmy had been arguing with yesterday, Monsieur Lafayette, the dove breeder. Christopher watched him slowly making his way toward the bus stop, his pace hampered by an even older woman in front of him.


    Emmy hadn’t said anything about yesterday’s conversation, but he could tell by the worry lines on her forehead it was still a problem for her. Which doesn’t make it my problem. My problem is getting a fake girlfriend. But as he crossed the road, it wasn’t Nancy he pictured; it was Emmy’s tired, pale face as she sat at the sewing machine yesterday morning. She’d obviously stayed up all night, and would no doubt do so again. Especially if she was trying to get more doves at such short notice.


    Christopher let out a groan as he put his hands into his pocket and turned around.


    His father always said he was a fool who’d never amount to anything, and as Christopher jogged over to Monsieur Lafayette, he suspected his father was right.


    And yet, here I am.


    He stepped up next to the old man and held out his hand. “Excusez-moi. Je m’appelle Christopher…”

  


  
    Chapter Five


    “You’re going to fall off that thing if you’re not careful,” a voice said, and Emmy peered down to where Charlie was standing, careful not to let the ancient ladder wriggle. For many years Charlie had been harvester, mechanic, plumber and just about anything else Ivy had needed to run the farm. Even after most of the land had been sold off, he still tended to show up most days to see if anything needed fixing.


    He had also proposed to Ivy on more than one occasion. Her aunt had always laughed it off, saying she’d made her bed long ago, and that’s the way it was going to stay, but Emmy had always known Ivy had refused him because she didn’t want to put anything before the farm or Emmy and her sisters.


    “I’m always careful,” Emmy assured him as Charlie picked up a jam jar and handed it to her. The plan was that during the ceremony each jar would hold a candle to give a romantic atmosphere. The reality was her arms now ached from hanging fifty-three of them. Thankfully this was the last one.


    “I recall a broken wrist, a sprained ankle, and some fifteen bee stings that say otherwise,” Charlie said in a dry voice as he held the ladder for her to carefully make her way down.


    “Thank you.” Emmy wiped her hands on her old jeans and tried to tidy up her messy ponytail, which was probably full of the spider webs she’d just cleaned from the bridge trusses. “So, what are you doing down here?”


    “Just walking.” Charlie shrugged, and for a moment the pair of them stood there in silence and admired the ancient wood as the faint smell of lavender blew past them. Then Charlie shifted his gaze and narrowed his eyes. “Now, are you going to tell me what’s wrong?”


    Where should she start?


    The fruitless conversation with Monsieur Lafayette?


    The fact Bec had unknowingly aided and abetted Christopher to go into town and no doubt seduce all of the bridesmaids in a row?


    Or, the very worst thing. That all she wanted was for Christopher’s mouth to be on hers, his breath hot against her skin while his hands ripped her clothing away.


    None of which she wished to tell to the seventy-five-year old in front of her.


    “I’m fine,” she said, trying to cool down her fevered imagination. It didn’t work.


    “Please. You can fool yourself, but I’m too old for that. You’re just like your great aunt. Whenever she had a problem she’d come down here to the bridge and touch the middle beam.”


    “Is it obvious?” Emmy sighed and leaned against the wall of the bridge. Everyone always said she and Ivy were like two peas in a pod, so she shouldn’t really be surprised.


    “It is to me. So tell me, what did you wish for this time?”


    “Doves,” Emmy confessed, and Charlie immediately pulled a face.


    “This bridge has created a lot of miracles but convincing Monsieur Lafayette to change his mind might be too much. Even for this old gal,” Charlie said as he went and gathered the jam jars Emmy hadn’t used and neatly piled them up in an old wooden apple crate. “Oh, by the way, your gentlemen guest is at the barn looking for you.”


    Great.


    “Thank you, Charlie.” Emmy turned back up the well-worn path. Late blossoming cherry branches hung over her, catching the midday sun and creating dappled shadows, while in front of her the white farmhouse looked picture-book perfect with its dormer windows and old roses climbing the pillars.


    And if I don’t get my act together, it will all be lost.


    Emmy’s stomach churned as she headed to the barn.


    Christopher was leaning against the wooden wall, his eyes shut and a contented expression across his face. No points for guessing why. She increased her pace until she reached him. Today he was wearing a white linen shirt tucked into a pair of khakis, while on his feet where a pair of hiking boots that had seen better days. The fact he looked like he belonged here didn’t improve her mood.


    “So, you decided to come back,” she said, trying to ignore the way his shoulder pulled his shirt. It was wrong she should even care what his shoulders looked like. Especially since they were attached to a man hell-bent on ruining her life.


    “Sorry. I can go away again if you like. But I’ve got something you might want to hear first.” His face looked relaxed, and the tension around his jaw from last night had disappeared. No doubt from spending time with Pandora.


    “You want to gloat?” Emmy growled.


    “Gloat?” He frowned before shaking his head just like Bec used to do when she was caught red-handed with cookie crumbs around her mouth. “Of course not. I’ve got good news.”


    “Let me guess. Pandora’s agreed to go to Hawaii with you, but then Jessica got wind of it and now she wants to go, too. So you, being the nice guy you are, suggested they could both go, and you’re all leaving tonight, but before you take off, you wanted to say aloha to me.”


    “Is that what you really think?”


    “No. What I think is that people should stop telling me I need to sell the family farm and spread my wings. Bec probably even gave you the same speech when you sweettalked her into taking you to town.”


    “Well, yeah—” he started before a look of exasperation spread across his face. “That’s not what this is about.”


    “Really? Because—” Emmy was interrupted by the sound of tires coming up the driveway. That was strange. The caterers weren’t due until tomorrow morning, and Charlie’s old van was already parked by the barn next to the flashy red car Bec had borrowed from Ben Cooper. The only other person she could think my drop by was Rachel, but the large orange van was nothing like her friend’s zippy mini. Her eyes widened as she realized who it was. “It’s Monsieur Lafayette.”


    “That’s what I was trying to tell you.” Christopher leaned closer to her, his breath hot against her cheek. There goes my sanity. She gasped and tried to steady herself, while Christopher seemed to be amused. “Monsieur Lafayette’s here to find out where the doves will be set up tomorrow. But, of course, if that’s not suitable I can always tell him to come back after we discuss my alleged seduction of all of the bridesmaids. How many did you say I managed to convince?”


    “God, no.” Emmy shook her head as her brain sifted through the situation. He wasn’t seducing bridesmaids. He was talking to Monsieur Lafayette. She wasn’t sure which part was making her smile more. She turned to him. “I still don’t understand what’s changed. How’s this possible?”


    “Rugby Union,” Christopher said.


    Emmy blinked. “Isn’t that some kind of football?”


    “To you, maybe, but to my good friend Monsieur Lafayette, it’s so much more. His life revolves around the Les Bleus—or the French rugby team. And luckily for you, I happened to meet several of the players in St. Malo last year.”


    “And that’s how you got him to change his mind?” Emmy rubbed her ears to check she was hearing right.


    “Correct. I showed him the pictures of me with the team that I used in one of my articles. Now we’re on a first-name basis.”


    He’s making the doves happen. Strange bubbly things twirled inside of her.


    Emmy gulped. “I don’t know what to say.”


    “You could start with merci beaucoup. It means ‘thank you very much.’” His eyes gleamed with amusement.


    “Actually, I knew that one,” Emmy confessed. “But seriously—”


    “But nothing,” he interrupted. “The important thing is he’s here. And my advice is we don’t keep him waiting too long.”


    Then, without another word, he strode over to where the old man was now standing, wearing an oversize navy and white rugby shirt, which swamped his feeble frame. Emmy caught her breath as understanding slammed her. Crap. Christopher had totally saved the day. Which means I owe him.


    …


    “You should wear the silver earrings,” Bec said as Emmy tried to smooth down her hair and put lipstick on at the same time, all while trying to remember if she’d missed anything on her list. “And you should definitely relax.”


    “I’d be more relaxed if you hadn’t driven Christopher into town.” She put down the lipstick and turned to Bec, who was sitting on the window seat in the corner of Emmy’s bedroom. “And I don’t want to wear the silver earrings, I want to wear the rose gold ones.”


    “If you’d bothered to tell me you’d kidnapped the best man and were holding him prisoner here then I might not have.” Bec jumped to her feet and marched over to the dresser and picked up the silver earrings. “And these will definitely suit that dress better.”


    “Yes, but—” Emmy started, then caught sight of the old-fashioned rose gold earrings Ivy had worn every Sunday for church, nestled in her sister’s lobes. “Seriously, Rebecca? You’ve been back a nanosecond and you’re already taking my stuff? Besides, the only jewelry you normally wear has a glow stick or a whistle attached to it.”


    “You’re the one always telling me I should appreciate the past.” Bec sounded defensive as she self-consciously touched the delicate gold filigree petals. “But if you don’t want me to wear Ivy’s old earrings then just say so.”


    “No, it’s fine.” Emmy felt the fight go out of her. She sat down on the bed and tugged the patchwork comforter around her legs, not caring if the black cocktail dress got wrinkled or not.


    “Thanks.” Bec joined her on the bed and nudged her shoulder. “And I’m serious. That dress is hot, and the silver earrings are perfect.”


    “I tell you what would be better. Staying at home,” Emmy admitted, as she tried not to think about the long list of things she still needed to do.


    Number one being to avoid Christopher.


    As soon as they’d finished talking to Monsieur Lafayette, he’d been called away on best man duties before she could thank him for what he’d done, the idea of which left her feeling strangely disconcerted. Being annoyed at him was easier. Or at least safer. Her throat tightened.


    “Seriously? You’d prefer to join me in a riveting evening of watching Ivy’s old musicals?” Bec said. “Besides, you’re all dressed up and ready to go. It would be a shame to waste that dress. I’m sure Christopher will like it.”


    “Why should I care what he thinks?” Emmy’s skin prickled as she took the earrings out of Bec’s hand and pretended to study them. “I told you, he’s just the best man—”


    “And you’re just the wedding planner,” Bec finished. “Yeah, yeah, I know the script. But I still think there’s something you’re both not telling me.”


    “Of course there isn’t,” Emmy said a little bit too quickly, once again wishing Bec didn’t have the uncanny ability to put two and two together.


    “So you keep saying. But I still don’t believe it.” Bec suddenly widened her eyes and jabbed her finger in Emmy’s direction. “Oh my God. You’ve slept with him.”


    “What? No.” Yes. Several times. And it was amazing. Emmy tried to shake her head, but denial was futile. Bec’s blue eyes glittered with excitement. “I just told you nothing was going on, so why would you say we slept together?”


    “Because it’s true.” Bec gave a triumphant wave of her hand. “It makes so much sense. What else would cause you to act so out of character? Plus, he’s got shoulders to die for. And don’t get me started on those eyes. I even like that sexy crooked nose of his.”


    “Bec, stop,” Emmy begged, but her sister didn’t pay any attention. She bounced up and down on the bed in excitement.


    “So when did it happen? Last night Christopher said he’d never been to Connecticut before, and since you’ve never been anywhere but…New York? Of course. It’s so obvious. You met him in New York.” Bec squealed and Emmy let out a resigned sigh.


    Who knew I was such an open book?


    “Okay. Fine. But you have to lower your voice. He’ll be coming up to the house any moment, and you can’t jump around like this.”


    “I’m not the one who did the jumping.” Bec snickered then shook her head. “I still can’t believe I missed it. I’m really off my game. Let’s have all the details.”


    “Um, negative. This isn’t an episode of Sex and the City. All you need to know is I have firsthand knowledge of how much damage he can do. That’s why I wanted him to stay far away from the rest of the wedding party.”


    “I never would’ve given him a lift this morning if I’d known about the fake girlfriend stuff or what happened between you two.” Bec looked repentant. “No wonder you don’t want to go tonight. It must be tough having to spend time with him when he’s busy searching for someone to go with him to Hawaii.”


    “It’s not like that,” Emmy said through gritted teeth, not sure who she was trying to convince. “Now, can we change the subject?”


    “Sure! You can tell me how you managed to meet such a hot guy on your one and only trip to New York.”


    Emmy’s cheeks heated up. She and her sisters had never had the kind of relationship where they discussed boys and braided each other’s hair. Well, Bec was happy to do both, but Emmy and Pepper had always been more reserved. Which meant this stuff was hard. But unless she wanted to be nagged to death about it, she was going to have to come clean.


    She studied her fingernails so she wouldn’t have to make eye contact. “It was when I went to Lucy Tucker’s christening. We were all invited but you and Pepper were overseas, and Ivy thought it would be rude if none of us went since we’d all grown up together.”


    “Sure. I remember.” Bec nodded. “The kid was called Rudolph. You don’t forget a name like that in a hurry.”


    “Right.” Emmy, well used to her sister’s erratic conversation, cleared her throat. “So, Christopher and I were the only two single people there, and we kind of hit it off. It was a whirlwind sort of thing, and just before I was due to leave he asked me if I wanted to go to Fiji with him. It was spontaneous, and I was caught up in the moment, so I said yes.”


    “What?” Bec practically bounced off the bed. “I don’t understand. Why didn’t you tell me you’d been to Fiji?”


    Emmy turned her attention to the carpet. “Because I didn’t end up going. The plan was for me to get Ivy to courier up my passport. The one you and Pepper insisted I get. Then I would meet him at the airport.”


    “So, what happened? Did you get cold feet?” Bec leaned forward, her eyes like saucers. Emmy looked away.


    “Not exactly. It was the day Ivy got the phone call from the doctor. About her cancer.”


    “Oh, Emm.” Bec’s face immediately crumpled, and she let out a muffled gasp. “No.”


    “I’m afraid so,” Emmy said in a soft voice, touched her sister really did seem to care. “You were in Australia and Pepper was God knows where. There was no way I could leave her.”


    “Of course not.” Bec clasped her sister’s hand. “But surely Christopher couldn’t hold that against you?”


    “That’s the problem.” Emmy licked her lips. “I didn’t tell him what was going on. In my defense, he made it clear non-adventurous people weren’t for him, so I was convinced once I cancelled I’d never see him again. Which is why I sent him a text message, and…”


    “And you still haven’t told him. No wonder he’s been looking so pissed. Emmy, you have to tell him the truth. It’s the right thing to do,” Bec said, suddenly sounding grown up.


    Except no matter how much sense it made, Emmy wasn’t sure she could do it.


    Because if they talked, it might raise more questions than she had answers.


    And it might distract her from what really mattered—saving the farm.


    “Just let me get this wedding over and done with first. Then I’ll talk to him.”


    “Okay, but remember—no one should get dumped by text message,” Bec said, then let out a sigh. “Sorry. It’s not my place to tell you what to do. But at least let me help with that to-do list.”


    “That’s not necessary,” Emmy said, fully aware Bec’s attention span was never great. “Besides, if you really came back just to convince me to change my mind about selling the farm, then you should be happy the wedding is still far from organized.”


    “I told you, it’s not like that,” Bec protested with a sniff.


    “Yes, but—” The ring of the doorbell cut her off. Christopher was here. Which also meant unless she could turn invisible, it was time to face him. Her heart pounded at the prospect.


    “‘Yes, but’ nothing. The very least I can do is a few of the jobs on your list.” Bec poked out her bottom lip, oblivious to Emmy’s mental struggle.


    “Fine.” She held up her hands in surrender. She’d never been able to understand why Bec did anything, and this was no exception. Besides, her sister might have many faults, but she did have amazing handwriting. “If you go Ivy’s old hat box there are two hundred old-fashioned place cards that need the names written on them. I did print them out in a cute, retro font, but Melinda hated them and insisted we use a fountain pen. The list’s on the table. Just text me if you need me to explain anything.”


    “Yes, sir.” Bec saluted, but Emmy ignored her as she got to her feet and frantically smoothed down the black dress her mom had once owned. It was shorter than she would have preferred, but she’d liked the idea of having something familiar to wear. Now, though, all she could think about was how much leg she was exposing.


    She navigated the stairs in the spiky heels Bec had insisted she wear and opened the front door to see Christopher at the far end of the porch, leaning over the side to smell the evening jasmine.


    Emmy’s heart rate quickened as she admired the nape of his neck; it was tanned from too much time in the sun, and his dark hair was wet from a shower. Her fingers itched to touch the damp curls as unwanted memories of their time together once again flooded her mind. Was this why her sisters wanted her to get out more? To prevent her from dwelling on something that had happened two years ago?


    Something that involves being naked with the man in front of me.


    She swallowed hard as he turned around.


    “Hey, I didn’t realize you were—” He broke off and sucked in a sharp breath. “Wow. You look…well, pretty damn amazing.”


    “T-thanks. It was one of my mom’s old dresses. She was a bit shorter than I am.” Emmy stammered like a schoolgirl as she tried to not to notice how his five o’clock shadow brought out his chiseled jaw. And Bec was right—his crooked nose was sexy as anything. Heat pooled in her stomach, and she gave herself a mental scolding. She wasn’t meant to be looking at him like that. No good could come from it. “I need to talk to you.”


    “About your mom’s short dresses? Well, it’s an odd topic, but I’m happy to give it a try. Should I start with fabric or style?” he said in a maddening voice that threatened to make Emmy’s knees melt. “Or the way it molds your waist? Actually, that’s the perfect place to start. I think—”


    “Christopher.” She walked down the porch stairs, careful to keep the distance between them. It seemed like the sensible thing to do.


    “Emmy,” he countered, looking even more adorable than ever as he followed her to the pickup. He held the door open for her, his fingers grazing hers in the process. Her entire body sizzled, and it took all of her willpower not to whimper with delight. I’m so going to hell. She pinched the skin on her arm to help her focus.


    “Stop being so nice to me. It’s confusing,”


    “I’m confusing you by being too nice?” He double-checked as he climbed in on the passenger side, his presence filling up the cab and making it impossible to think.


    “You know what I mean,” she growled, as her heart hammered in her chest like a train. “I’m trying to apologize and you’re distracting me.”


    “Guilty.” He held his hands up before giving her yet another lethal smile. “From now on you can apologize to your heart’s content. And don’t forget to grovel. I’m fond of some groveling.”


    “I accused you of trying to ruin the wedding when you actually saved it. Thank you.”


    “I knew all those years of learning a second language would eventually come in useful,” he teased, but it was in a gentle voice and Emmy felt strangely grateful the friendly banter they’d shared over dinner had once again returned.


    The glorious fall day had given way to a cool, crisp evening, and the lazy moon was casting pale beams onto the surrounding hills. It was the kind of evening Emmy had always loved, and as she started up the engine, she felt a sense of peace come over her.


    “Where did you learn to speak French?” she asked as she turned onto the main road and headed into town.


    “When I was a kid I listened to a few French audio CDs to try and pick it up.” The suaveness fell away and was replaced with something more genuine. Softer. Damn him for being so irresistible. “The first time I went to France was just after college, and I did all the regular tourist things, but then I got a job working in a camping ground one summer. It was a strange combination of English tourists and locals, who all bonded over crazy sunsets, too much wine, and seafood that would make your mouth water. I was there for three months, and on the final day I found myself writing a story about it. I didn’t get paid, but seeing it in print gave me the bug. After that I started writing articles about every place I visited, until finally a commissioning editor decided to pay me to cover a cheese competition in Provence. That was six years ago.”


    “So it all started with cheese,” Emmy said.


    “It did.” He nodded. “And really, it was no trouble talking to Monsieur Lafayette. He’s a nice guy. So, tell me—is the farm really in trouble?”


    Her good mood dissolved, and she turned away so he couldn’t see her eyes. “Ivy left the three of us equal shares, but I’m the only one who wants to live here. So, I either make enough money to buy Pepper and Bec out, or…”


    “They sell.” He let out a long whistle. “Now I understand why you were so determined to stop me from causing trouble.”


    “I think I overreacted.” She desperately tried to control her erratic breathing as Bec’s words came back to haunt her. No one deserved to get dumped by a text message. Talking to him about what happened two years ago was the last thing she wanted to do. But considering how badly she’d misjudged him, it was the least she owed him. Plus, if they talked about it, maybe all the disturbing feelings would go away.


    She took a deep breath. “There’s something else I need to tell you.”


    “Does that mean more groveling? Because I’m enjoying it.”


    “Actually, it’s about something else.”


    “I see.” He looked at her with interest, and a tingle raced through her. She licked her lips.


    “It’s about Fiji. The reason I didn’t go with you wasn’t because I had cold feet or was homesick. It was because of Ivy. That was the day she found out about the cancer diagnosis. She didn’t want me to change my plans, but I insisted.” Emmy increased her grip on the steering wheel and kept her eyes firmly on the road, but she heard him suck in his breath.


    “Why didn’t you just tell me? Did you think I wouldn’t understand? That I’d think traveling is more important than family?”


    “No. I swear it was nothing to do with you. It was me. I should’ve called, but I just couldn’t find the words. I couldn’t make it real. Plus, we hardly knew each other, and the idea of having to discuss it with anyone…well, I just couldn’t. But, I should never have sent you a text message. I freaked out. I really am sorry.”


    “Don’t be.” He shook his head and leaned over to touch her arm. It was the lightest of touches, but it was like being branded. She had to bite back an involuntary gasp. “I just wish there was something I could’ve done.”


    “There wasn’t.” A lump formed in Emmy’s throat, and crying was a serious possibility. It didn’t help that she could still feel his fingers burning into her skin. “The worst of it was that it happened when I was away from home. My parents were killed when they were in India. Then just when I considered leaving the farm, Ivy got sick. It probably sounds dumb to you, but it really freaked me out.”


    “What’s dumb about loving your family and wanting to put them first?” It was hard to see his face, but his tone almost sounded jealous. Emmy’s heart quickened, and she was just about to ask him what had hurt him when Beer and Cupcakes came into sight. She blinked. She’d been so absorbed in their conversation she’d hardly noticed she’d turned on to the main street of Sunshine. Probably best not to admit that in a court of law.


    Christopher seemed to be equally surprised, and as she parked and opened the door of the pickup, the strange bubble that had covered them disappeared. Emmy’s stomach clenched as she wrangled her heels back on and walked to the back of the pickup. She needed to focus on her work.


    And first thing on the agenda: stop thinking about kissing him.


    The bridal party wasn’t due for another hour, but she wanted plenty of time to get everything set up. She reached for the cardboard box full of vintage fascinators, kid gloves and heavy pearl necklaces. For the bachelors she had old-fashioned ties, suspenders and fake moustaches. But before she could lift the box, though, Christopher leaned over and scooped it up.


    “So, what’s the deal with tonight? I had tried to organize the party myself, but Lewis told me it was taken care. Anything I need to know?” he asked in a casual voice. Emmy couldn’t tell if he’d changed the subject on purpose, but she was grateful. She sucked in a breath and gave him a small smile.


    “There’s only one thing you need to worry about. If a stripper goes within ten miles of the bar, then Melinda absolutely will have a heart attack. I’ve put the word out to everyone, but unfortunately there’s no way I could call every strip-o-gram company in Connecticut.”


    “Don’t worry. I’ll be on stripper duty all night,” Christopher said as they reached the door. Then he winced. “Okay, that sounded different in my head. But what I mean is I’ve got your back. No strippers, no shaved eyebrows, and if I can help it, I’ll make sure no one ends up seeing double.”


    Emmy looked up at him and found him gazing back at her, his eyes soft like the morning dew. Her breath quickened as she stepped toward him, but before she could formulate a reply, Melinda stormed out of the tearoom, her face twisted with worry.


    “Oh my God, Emmy. Thank goodness you’re here. We have an emergency on our hands.”


    “What?” Emmy blinked and hoped her cheeks weren’t burning bright. “Didn’t you get my message that the doves are all confirmed?”


    “Yes, yes.” Melinda gave a dismissive wave of her hand. “But this is much more important. It’s about the hats. I can’t possibly wear one tonight because it will flatten my hair, so I think we should go back to tiaras.”


    “Remember we decided traditional tiaras would be too heavy,” Emmy said in a soothing voice. “Besides, I’ve got a special bride-to-be fascinator for you. It once belonged to my grandmother, and it pins into your hair.”


    “I’ve heard all the best vintage brides are wearing them this year,” Christopher added with a small smile.


    “Oh.” Some of the stress seemed to leave Melinda’s face as they led her back inside Beer and Cupcakes. As they went, Emmy gave Christopher a grateful smile. Turned out they didn’t make such a bad team after all.

  


  
    Chapter Six


    Christopher leaned against the wall and watched Emmy walk across the dance floor, her hips swaying as she went. Her dress was made out of some kind of heavy black fabric, and while it demurely covered her chest and arms, it was short, only just grazing her thighs and leaving her long, coltish legs exposed. Christopher’s throat tightened. Damn. It was without doubt the sexist dress he’d ever seen.


    The kind of dress that could make a guy do just about anything. Which might explain why he’d spent the last three hours running point at the seventies-style bar, ensuring none of the bachelors did more than wear their vintage ties, drink a few too many beers, and lose some money on the old-fashioned arcade machines.


    Good, wholesome fun without a stripper in sight.


    Thankfully he seemed to have succeeded, and an hour ago they’d joined the women in the cobbled courtyard that separated the bar and the bakery. The jazz band had lived up to their quirky description and played an up-tempo version of an Adele song that had everyone swaying and smiling.


    He toyed with his untouched beer as Emmy stopped to speak to the mother-of-the bride. From above them, fairy lights gently illuminated her skin. The only sign of how much she still had to do before tomorrow’s kickoff was in the way she held her shoulders just a little bit too high.


    Unconsciously his fingers clenched, itching to smooth the tension from her bunched muscles. To press down on the soft skin, teasing away the stress and strain trapped under her flesh. He smiled, but it was quickly replaced as he remembered he was the reason Emmy’s shoulders were so tight. His cheeks heated. She might have tarred and feathered him, he wasn’t entirely innocent.


    After all, if he hadn’t happened to see the old dove breeder, then there was every chance he would’ve met up with Nancy, and who knows how Melinda, with her crazy-bride hormones, might’ve reacted. He frowned. Emmy had apologized to him, but he needed to apologize to her. He also wanted to dance with her.


    Okay, that’s a lie. I just want to see the way her body moves beneath that dress. Then he grinned as he took a swig of beer. Who said apologizing and dancing had to be mutually exclusive?


    Especially given the fact she hadn’t been too scared to go to Fiji with him.


    She wasn’t like his father. The only thing Emmy Watson had been scared of was losing her beloved great aunt.


    His blood hummed in his veins. The thing that had stopped her from being perfect for him wasn’t a thing at all. Which meant the sooner he apologized to her, the faster they could get back to where they’d been two years ago.


    Naked and in bed.


    “Hey, Kit, buddy. I’ve been looking for you everywhere.” Lewis appeared next to him. His fake moustache was crooked and his eyes were slightly gazed as he gave Christopher a friendly pat on the shoulder. “So, what’s up?”


    “Not much,” Christopher said, noticing Lewis was nervously shifting his weight from one leg to another. That wasn’t a good sign. “Is everything okay? Please tell me one of the other guys didn’t order a stripper? Because so help me—”


    “Definitely no stripper.” Lewis gave an adamant shake of his head before he let out a strangled sigh and held up a piece of paper he was clenching. “Though, now you mention it, there is one small problem.”


    “Oh, man. Is it about Pandora or Nancy? Because I swear I didn’t mean to brush them off. It’s just… Well, It’s complicated,” Christopher said, realizing that Emmy was right. Trying to find a fake girlfriend in the middle of a wedding was a bad idea. Actually the worst. And while Lewis had vaguely mentioned introducing him to Jessica, bridesmaid number three, Christopher wasn’t sure he was up for it.


    On account of her not being Emmy.


    Turned out that was a problem.


    “No, it’s something else,” Lewis said. He held up a piece of paper. “I was meant to give this to you days ago and I guess I forgot.”


    “Okay,” Christopher said in an uncertain voice as he flattened out the crumpled paper his friend had just handed him. “What is it?”


    Lewis took a deep breath. “Melinda had a few suggestions on what to include in the wedding speech. Or, more to the point, what not to include.”


    “Melinda’s giving me tips on the speech? She does know I’m a journalist, right? That I normally get paid to string words together,” Christopher said, not sure whether to be amused or offended as he glanced up to see Melinda studying them intently from the far side of the courtyard. It explained why Lewis was so nervous. They were both on her radar.


    “I know.” Lewis’s shoulders drooped. “It’s just this whole wedding is making her…quite particular. Though, the fact you are such a great writer means it shouldn’t be a problem.”


    “Of course it’s not…” Christopher trailed off as his eyes were drawn down the list in question. “Cactus? She doesn’t want me to mention cactus?”


    “Too prickly,” Lewis explained.


    “And sandals?” Christopher’s lips twitched as he finished scanning the numerous bullet points on the list. “Let me guess, too sandally?”


    “No, she just has a thing about open-toed footwear on men. She finds hairy toes displeasing,” Lewis said before lowering his voice and pulling off his fake moustache. “I know it sounds silly, but if you could do this for her—for us—I’d really appreciate it.”


    Actually, it didn’t sound silly, it sounded completely ridiculous, but before he could reply he caught Lewis glancing over to Melinda, his face joyous. And while Christopher might not get the cactus or the sandals, he did get that his friend was in love, and that this was the wedding he wanted.


    “No problem.” He slipped the list into his pocket. “Lewis, I can safely promise you and Melinda nothing on this list will be in my speech.”


    “Thanks. I knew I could count on you.” The puckered frown on Lewis’s face lifted as he drifted through the crowd to where Melinda was waiting for him. Christopher gave himself a mental shake to shift the image of what their life would be like in ten year’s time and scanned the courtyard looking for Emmy so he could make his apology.


    She was at one of the long wooden tables, scribbling away in a small notebook, exquisitely unaware of how much of her long legs were on display in the black dress. He grinned as he wove past the dancing couples to her table.


    She looked up, her dark eyes filling with concern. “Everything okay?”


    “Should I be flattered or insulted that every time you see me, you think there’s going to be a problem?” he asked, and then enjoyed the way the color flooded her cheeks.


    “Sorry. I just thought you’d be—”


    “Off hell-raising and flirting with bridesmaids?”


    “Actually, I was going to say relaxing,” she said as she shut her notebook and slipped it back into her large purse, which was filled with everything from a sewing kit to an emergency packet of tights. When it came to planning a wedding, she really didn’t leave anything to chance.


    Does that mean that she had condoms in there, too? The thought left him dizzy. “You’ve put in a good shift tonight.”


    “Who says talking to you isn’t relaxing?” he countered and was rewarded with a second adorable blush. Since when had blushing been such a turn-on?


    “I said it. Because nothing about organizing a wedding is relaxing.” Emmy sighed and shook her arms, as if trying to loosen up. Once again the urge to press his fingers into her bunched muscles and ease away the strain was overwhelming. He thrust his hands into his coat pockets and tried to ignore the way his skin prickled with desire at the thought of touching her.


    “So I’m discovering. I’ve just been chatting to Lewis about my speech.”


    “Let me guess. Melinda asked you not to mention sandals.”


    “You knew she had a thing about sandals?” Christopher quirked an eyebrow.


    “It might’ve come up on more than one occasion.” Emmy pushed back a strand of dark hair that had escaped her neat chignon. He swallowed hard as he watched it caress her long, pale neck. Lucky hair. “So I take it you agreed?”


    “Of course. It’s their marriage, not mine.”


    “I’m sure they appreciate it, and so do I.”


    “Like I said—it was never my intention to cause trouble.” Christopher dragged his gaze away from her neck and forced himself to remember why he’d wanted to talk to her. “I’m sorry I caused you so much extra work.”


    “Oh.” Her lips parted slightly, giving him a delicious view of her pearly teeth. A shockwave of sensations travelled down his chest. “Thank you. I didn’t expect that.”


    “You’re welcome.” His voice sounded husky as the need to be closer to her pounded in his veins. He licked his lips and wondered if Emmy was feeling the heat, too. “So, I was thinking—”


    “We should keep an eye on Lawrence? I agree. He’s been flirting with Chloe behind the bar for the last ten minutes, and I’m worried he might try something,” Emmy finished off with a nod.


    So, it’s just me then.


    But he wasn’t giving up without a fight.


    “I was going to ask if you wanted to dance.”


    “Y-you want to dance?” she stammered as the saxophone played a sultry note that seemed to raise the temperature by about two hundred degrees.


    “Yes. It’s the strange custom that cultures all over the world take part in.” He tried to keep his voice light to mask the adrenaline pumping through his veins.


    “I know what dancing is. It’s just when we dance, bad things tend to happen.” Emmy pressed her lips together, obviously not eager to relive the memories from two years ago. Which was unfortunate, because he couldn’t think of anything else. “Plus, I don’t think Melinda would like it.”


    “I’ve just given my blood oath I won’t mention cactus or sandals. I think she’ll forgive us.”


    “What about the bridesmaids?”


    “You have me on lockdown, remember. Besides, I decided you were right. I don’t want to do anything to ruin the big day.”


    “What’s the real reason?”


    None of them are you.


    “I told you. This is about Lewis and Melinda. And if you won’t dance with me, that only leaves Lewis’s great aunt Hilda, and I’m pretty sure she has two left feet.”


    “Christopher.”


    “Emmy,” he countered, trying not to be distracted by the delectable sight of her chest rising and falling. “One dance. That’s all I’m asking. For old time’s sake.”


    Emmy’s lips twitched, and Christopher could almost see the two sides of her battling before the carefree smile he recognized from their time together in New York appeared. It changed the shape of her face and brought everything about their first meeting slamming into his mind. She stood up, so close that his skin prickled with desire.


    “Fine. One dance.”


    “Great.” He led her to the small wooden dance floor to the left of where the jazz band was playing. Lewis and Miranda were in the middle, and fanned out all around them were the rest of the bridal party, but all Christopher could see was Emmy.


    The music pulsated around them, and even the pale yellow moon above swayed to the beat. He sucked in a breath and pulled her toward him. It was a mistake, and his lungs were filled with the smell of her freshly washed hair and the evening clematis climbing up the crumbling brickwork of the courtyard walls. His arms tightened around her waist, and her bunched, tense muscles seemed to relax as she melted into him. The rest of the world disappeared, and all he was conscious of was her pounding heart as it pressed against his.


    This was the woman he’d met two years ago.


    And it seems I’m just as helpless around her as I ever was. Which is either a good thing, or a very, very bad one. The verdict’s still out.


    As if reading his mind, she turned her face up to him, a soft, suggestive smile tugging at her full mouth. Desire flared through him, and if they were anywhere else he would’ve kissed her without a second’s hesitation. He forced himself to return her smile and simply enjoy the way her body molded his.


    It wasn’t until the lead singer announced the name of the next song Christopher even realized the music had stopped. Emmy was the first to recover, and she stepped away, her face flushed and her eyes not quite meeting his.


    “Um.” She licked her lips. “I’m not sure that was such a good idea.”


    “I hate to disagree with you, but I think it was an excellent idea. And one that should definitely be repeated. You can’t deny that there’s still something between us.” Christopher tried to pull her closer as the next song started, but she folded her arms firmly in front of her. Ironically, it highlighted the soft curves of her body.


    At this rate I’m going to need a fire engine to cool me down.


    “I’m serious,” she insisted before letting out a soft sigh. “You’re right. There is still something between us, but there’s nowhere it can go. I want to save the farm, and you want to go visit every strange nook and cranny in the universe. Don’t you see? Nothing’s changed.”


    “My hair’s longer,” Christopher said, but it was obvious by the way Emmy had pushed her lips into two compact lines, she wasn’t in the joking mood. “I know you like to be organized, and I get that, but aren’t you over thinking this? I mean, shouldn’t we be having the fun first and then move on to the serious conversations about why it would never work?”


    “I’m sorry.” The muscles around her jaw tightened. “I think we should just be friends.”


    “Friends that do friendly things together? Like dancing?” he asked in a hopeful voice.


    “How about friends that help other friends ensure the groom’s brother doesn’t do anything he might regret?” she countered.


    Christopher winced. Ouch. He’d been friend-zoned. Logically, she had a point. She hadn’t changed her mind, and he wouldn’t change his, which meant it was for the best.


    If only someone could inform my body of the situation.


    “Fine. Great. Friends it is,” he said, then reluctantly thread his way through the crowd to where Lawrence was currently trying to balance a shot glass on his nose. He deftly plucked it away and let out a soft sigh. This was going to be a long night.


    …


    By the time Emmy had rounded up the last of the party and pointed them toward their accommodation, it was almost one in the morning. All she wanted was to take off her shoes and fall asleep for a week. But she still had to finish loading the pickup truck.


    And avoid standing within a ten-foot radius of Christopher.


    Of course, if she hadn’t agreed to dance with him, the situation might’ve been avoided. But she’d foolishly thought she could handle it. Wrong. She clamped down on her lower lip as her skin tingled and her breath caught in her throat. She was dangerously close to ending up in his bed again.


    Can’t happen.


    She had tomorrow’s wedding to worry about, not to mention her future sanity to consider, and sleeping with Christopher Henderson could jeopardize both of those things. Which was why she’d given him the “just friends” speech. It was the sensible thing to do. The only thing to do.


    Even if it was a big fat lie.


    “Okay, so everything’s loaded up and we’re ready to go.” Christopher appeared next to her, looking more gorgeous than ever now he’d unbuttoned the neck of his shirt, showing a hint of his well-honed chest. His well-honed out-of-bounds chest. “Unless you want to just stand here looking off into the distance. That could be fun, too.”


    “Oh, right. Sure.” Emmy fumbled for her keys and swallowed hard as she walked over to the pickup and scrambled in. She dragged the uncomfortable shoes from her feet and waited for Christopher to join her, achingly conscious he’d probably never spent time with a woman who couldn’t drive in heels before. Then again, he’d probably never spent much time with a woman who turned him down before. Let alone one who’d done it twice.


    “So, I think it went well,” he said as she started up the engine and flicked on the headlights. At least there was no traffic as she eased onto the road and headed home.


    “Yes.” She nodded, refusing to allow her eyes to drift over to inspect his thighs, which were so tantalizingly close. “And anyone who’s hungover will still have most of tomorrow to recover.”


    “I’m sure the photographer will be grateful for that,” Christopher said as his hand landed on her arm. “Pull over.”


    “W-what?” she stammered as his fingers became ground zero for the fluttering sensation in her body. Her nose filled with his scent, and there was a small chance she might moan with lust. No. Moaning won’t help anything. She clutched at the steering wheel, refusing to take her eyes off the road. “I thought I was clear. We really can’t be more than friends.”


    “Emmy Watson, you have a very dirty mind,” he said, sounding amused. “I wanted you to stop so I could take a photograph of the moon. But if you want to make out, then I guess that’s okay, too.”


    “The moon?” Emmy pulled over to the side of the road and swiveled to face him. That was a mistake. Being in such close quarters with his full mouth was a bad idea. The fluttering sensation turned into an avalanche. She sucked in a breath to steady herself. “I don’t understand.”


    “I’m making a photo album for Lewis and Melinda. Kind of an alternative commentary of the wedding. I thought that including the moon on the night before their big day might be nice.” He pointed up to the pale yellow moon. It was on the wane, but was still plump and bright, its beams creating shadows across the silent fields around them.


    “Oh.” She flushed, torn between embarrassment she’d misread the situation so badly and awe he’d do something so sweet. Curse him. A smile twitched at his lips, letting her know her struggle was obvious. How did he manage to keep surprising her like this? “I’m sorry I doubted you. That’s a really nice idea.”


    “I’m not quite sure Melinda will agree, but it’s something I started doing years ago, before I could afford proper gifts, and now it’s kind of expected. Here, you can have a look at some of the shots if you like.” He passed the cell phone over. Emmy gulped, conscious of how close he was to her. His fingers grazed hers, causing a fluttering in her stomach.


    She gritted her teeth and tried to focus on the images in front of her.


    One was of a single grape, a hint of moisture surrounding it. He must’ve taken it when they’d been at Rachel’s. Another was of the trophy room at the golf club, and it brought an immediate smile to her face. The third was of an arthritic apple branch, shimmering like silver against the bright sky. The breath caught in her throat at the delicate balance contained in each image. They were all so simple, yet so complicated.


    He sees it the way I see it.


    He understands.


    A shudder raced through her.


    “Christopher. These are stunning. Truly. You’ve really managed to capture the spirit of the place,” she said and watched his green eyes widen.


    “Thank you.” He inspected his fingers before he finally looked back up. “I do get it, you know.”


    “Get what?” she said, her voice not much higher than a whisper.


    “All of it.” He looked out the window to the acres of countryside surrounding them. “Why this wedding means so much to you. This town. The people. The farm. I get why you love it. Well”—a smile tugged at his mouth—“I still don’t understand the weird trophies, but everything else makes sense. I can see that now. You love this place so much because you know it. It makes you feel safe.”


    Emmy’s throat was dry as his words washed over her like a tide.


    And for the record, he is so not playing fair. What chance do I stand against a guy who looks like he does, and who understands me?


    Even her sisters had never grasped just what the farm meant to her. Yet somehow Christopher, for all his travels, was able to clearly see the things she saw every single day of her life.


    She’d always known who she was and what she wanted, and in that world there was no place for Christopher. Yet she wanted him there, despite everything, like a yearning. An impulsive spark bloomed in her breast as his words came back to her.


    He told her she was overthinking everything. What if he was right? What if she should just let herself go?


    “Come on. We need to go.” She started up the engine.


    “Hey,” he protested. “I give you a lovely heartfelt speech and you won’t even let me take a photograph of the moon? Your heart’s made of stone, Emmy Watson.”


    “Actually, it’s not, Christopher Henderson,” she assured him, while delighting in the banter. “I’m taking you somewhere you can get a better shot. And it will probably ensure you’re in Melinda’s good books for the rest of your life.”


    “Keep talking.” Christopher’s eyes filled with curiosity. “Where is this mythical place?”


    “It’s the wishing bridge. Ivy always used to say it had the best views of the Connecticut moon in the entire state. Of course she was prone to exaggeration where the farm was concerned, but I think you’ll like it.”


    “I think I will, too,” Christopher said in a hushed voice as Emmy drove home, wrestling with the fact that, for the first time in her life, she was sharing the bridge with someone who wasn’t Ivy. It was terrifying and exhilarating all at the same time.

  


  
    Chapter Seven


    Christopher was silent as the pickup tires crunched on the dirt road leading up to the wishing bridge. It was smaller than what he’d imagined, almost as long as it was wide, and unlike some of the covered bridges he’d seen, this one was for pedestrians only.


    Emmy killed the engine, and he stepped out to the sound of rushing water from the creek below, letting him know the bridge didn’t just exist for aesthetic reasons. The honeycomb moon cast long, pale shafts onto the well-maintained wood. He could see numerous jam jars threaded along the crossbeams, while a two-foot heart made out of old wooden fence palings leaned against the entrance, and the large dove cages sat on a nearby bench. Emmy had said the bridge could make any bride cry, and while he was pretty certain Melinda was too meticulous to cry with her wedding makeup on, he had no doubt she’d be impressed. He certainly was, and he wasn’t exactly a blushing bride.


    He lifted up his cell phone and took several photographs before pausing to study them. Even to his critical eye, they were good.


    “You’re right. This is the perfect spot for moon-gazing. See.” He showed her the screen, hyperaware of just how close she was. His skin prickled. “Apart from when I was in Yosemite Falls and managed to photograph a moonbow, this might be the best spot I’ve been to.”


    “You’ve seen a moonbow in Yosemite?” Emmy’s voice was filled with curiosity. “I thought they were more common in Africa?”


    “You’ve heard of them?” Christopher said, then cursed as he watched the color mount in her cheeks. Nice going, Henderson.


    “Bec saw one when she went to Victoria Falls, and they sounded so amazing I researched them. Don’t look so surprised. I might not travel, but I do know my way around Google Earth.”


    “Nothing about you surprises me anymore,” he said as he watched her bite on her lower lip. Lucky lip. “Do you think Melinda and Lewis will like this shot?”


    “Yes.” She nodded as her breathing thickened.


    “So, tell me how it works.” He walked toward the bridge trying to keep his voice casual, so as not to scare away the tiny bubble of hope. He should think light thoughts. Feathers. Leaves in the wind. Marshmallows. They were all light. “How does the wishing marshmal—I mean bridge—how does the wishing bridge work?”


    A flash of confusion ran across her face, only visible in the shards of moonlight filtering through the trusses. So much for thinking light thoughts. From now on he should just concentrate on not coming across as an idiot.


    “You go to the middle and touch the third lattice up. Ivy always said you could wish for whatever you wanted and it would come true.”


    Her voice echoed as they stepped onto the wooden floor.


    There was a faint scurrying of paws from some small animal they’d disturbed, while the water below kept up a steady trickle.


    “And you believe that?”.


    “It’s never been wrong yet,” she said, looking even more adorable as she tried to school her features into a stern expression. Of course, she couldn’t know it was undone by the way her eyes glowed in the pale light.


    God, I want her.


    “Is that so? Tell me the last wish you made, then.”


    “Fine, you non-believer. Let me think. The last wish I made that came true was… Actually, it was today, or should I say yesterday, and it was for—” She turned away, as if trying to hide her face. His eyes widened in understanding. He let out a soft whistle.


    “Doves. You wished for doves, which means you wished for me.”


    “You’re reading too much into the situation.” Even in the moonlight her face was a picture of outrage and embarrassment all at the same time.


    “So, you didn’t wish for doves.” He took a step closer as waves of heat seemed to rebound between them.


    His senses went into overdrive.


    “No. I mean, yes, as it happens, I did wish for doves, but that doesn’t mean I wished for you.”


    “Except you did, because I was the one who got them for you.”


    “A-and I’m grateful.” Emmy said. She stood in silhouette, with her long hair escaping the confines of the neat chignon. “It’s getting late. You should make your wish and then we can go.”


    Christopher opened his mouth and then closed it again as he decided to do as she asked. He walked into the center of the bridge. The wood was still warm from the heat of the early fall day, and as he ran his hand along it, he was filled him with primal energy. His fingers lightly rested on the middle lattice as he let the memories of their lost weekend together flood his mind, reminding him of what could’ve been.


    He made his wish and returned to where Emmy was silently waiting.


    “It’s done.”


    “Okay.” She turned to head back to the pickup, her face hidden from view. “We should go.”


    “That’s it?” he protested, reluctant for the night to end. “I don’t even get a ‘Welcome to the Wishing Bridge Club’ pin or certificate? Which, for the record, would be a great idea.”


    “No pin, no certificate,” she said as they reached the truck. Disappointment stung him. He’d at least expected to get a smile from the joke, but her eyes were stony cold. He drew his brows together as he studied her face.


    “Hey? Are you okay? What’s going on?”


    “Nothing.” She shook her head, her eyes still not meeting his. “Like I said, it’s late and tomorrow’s a big day.”


    “Yes, but—” Christopher started to protest before understanding slammed into his chest. Christ. This was about Ivy. The bridge was the heart of the farm. It made sense this was the place where she missed her great aunt the most. He let out a long groan. “Emmy, I’m the most insensitive bastard who ever walked the earth. I’m sorry. You miss her, don’t you?”


    She slowly raised her head, her delectable mouth trembling. “Every moment of every day. I shouldn’t have brought you here. Not like this.”


    Her voice was raw and something shifted inside him. He couldn’t relate to what she was feeling. Not really. But the urge to soothe away the troubled expression and bring a smile back to her full lips was overwhelming.


    “I’m flattered you did.” He took a step closer, and his fingers caught hers, sending a ripple of energy through his body. “Do you want to know what I wished for?”


    “It’s bad luck to tell anyone until it’s come true,” Emmy whispered, but she didn’t make any effort to break the small bubble they were locked in.


    “I wasn’t intending on telling you.” His fingers tightened around hers, and he dropped his head, his mouth just inches from hers. “This was going to be more of a demonstration. And I thought—”


    “Has anyone said you talk too much?” Emmy cut him off before she pressed herself against him and their lips met. The last two years fell away, and he was back on the dance floor in New York, lost in the sensation of her lips against his.


    He returned the kiss and groaned as her mouth opened up to his. His whole body was on fire as he drew back to trail a series of kisses across her jawline and down her neck. And then he was younger than he’d been in New York. He was sixteen all over again and had no control.


    Like the first time. And yet more. It was like his only time.


    Emmy pressed further into him. Her hands snaked around his waist, tugging at his shirt and making him lose his sanity. He kissed her harder, and the bridge, the farm, and the whole world faded away, leaving just the two of them. And then the spell was broken as she tore her mouth away from his.


    He struggled to catch his breath and bring his body back under control.


    Which was about as easy as winning the lottery.


    “I can’t believe I just did that. I-I’m not sure what came over me,” she said, her face flushed and her lips red and inviting from the kiss.


    “It was the bridge. You said it always grants wishes, and I wished you’d kiss me.”


    “That was your wish?” Her eyes glowed as brightly as the moon. “For me to kiss you?”


    “Well, there were two parts, but that was the first,” he said, causing her face to color.


    “But what about everything we discussed. The farm? Your career? We both want different things, which is why this would be a bad idea,” she protested, though he couldn’t tell if she was trying to convince him or herself.


    “That’s not entirely true. Tomorrow we’ll both want different things but that’s a long way off.”


    “W-what are you saying?” she croaked, as if her throat was too tight.


    “I’m saying why can’t we just have one night? One perfect night, and then we promise to respect each other in the morning. No judgment about our life choices.”


    “Can we do that?” she asked, her voice soft as a caress.


    Oh man, I hope so.


    “I’m not sure we have a choice. The bridge wants what it wants,” he whispered as he leaned back in to kiss her, eager to lose the space between them. He was rewarded with her body once again wilting into his.


    “In that case,” she murmured, her body trembling against his, “I think the bridge might want us to go back to your cottage.”


    …


    Emmy didn’t speak as she drove the short distance to the tiny cottage at the bottom of the farm. Next to her Christopher seemed to be experiencing his own silent retreat, but she refused to allow herself to consider what his misgivings might be.


    She pressed down on the accelerator, grateful she knew every turn and curve of the road. The faster she drove, the less time she would have to think. To think about the fact that, despite giving him the “just friends” talk, she’d kissed him. Okay, he’d wished for it, but she’d done it. She wanted to say it was out of character, but her track record with Christopher Henderson proved that it was very much in character.


    Because apparently self-control isn’t one of my strong points when he’s around.


    Her only excuse was the way his presence, together with the gnawing hole from Ivy’s death, felt like they were going to overwhelm her, and the only way she could see to stop it from happening was to distract herself. Of course, she could’ve just hit her head against the bridge wall, but noooo—she’d sought out his lips.


    Not my smartest move. Especially the part where his breath against my skin managed to turn my entire body to liquid. And everyone knows no one can make sensible decisions when that happens, which was probably why—


    Enough.


    She managed to pull the metal door shut on that part of her mind. What was the point of being reckless if she was going to spend all this time analyzing it? Right now, something deep inside her just wanted to be lost. To forget about Ivy. Her sisters. The farm. To stop worrying about the future and just exist for now.


    The cottage came into sight and the panic in her belly faded. The place had once been for the farmhands, before Bec had taken it over and filled it with all the strange furniture pieces that never quite fit in the main house. But as she stepped inside, it wasn’t the odd mishmash of faded paint and Bec’s old Nirvana posters that made her blink. It was seeing Christopher’s laptop sitting on the old school desk Emmy had used to do her homework as a child, while up on the peeling wallpaper were numerous Post-It Notes. Somehow it looked right, as if that’s what the cottage had always been missing.


    Is it what I’ve been missing, too?


    Her body filled with desire, but before she could reach him, he coughed and stepped away. His beautiful mouth was a straight line as he titled his head. It was the same look her sisters used when they tried to convince her selling the farm would be a good idea, and that they had her best interests at heart.


    “Emmy. I just want to say if—”


    “No.” She cut him off and tried not to be distracted by the fullness of his lips or the hint of bare chest from where his shirt was missing half of its buttons. Did I do that?


    He frowned. “You don’t know what I was going to say.”


    “Yes, I do. You were going to be a gentleman and give me an opt-out clause. Tell me that, while the whole ‘bridge wants what it wants’ speech was charming, you don’t want to make me do something I don’t want to do. That you shouldn’t have pressured me with the ‘one night’ thing.” She didn’t bother to add these were the things she’d been trying to avoid telling herself. Besides, she’d made her decision. She wasn’t going to change her mind.


    And I sure hope he isn’t.


    “One, that isn’t how I sound, and two, it was a charming speech wasn’t it?” he said, and Emmy’s heart pounded against her ribs. Then he seemed to collect himself. “But I just wanted to check that you’re sure about this. That you don’t want some time. It’s just when we’re together, some kind of crazy seems to overtake me. And if you’re worried about what will happen afterward—”


    “A wise person once told me we should be having the fun first and the serious conversations later.” Emmy ran her fingers along his jawline, shuddering at the feel of faint stubble against her hands. How could that be sensual? It didn’t make sense. Longing exploded in her chest as she reached for him.


    “Are you calling me wise?” His voice was little more than a croak, and he was still smiling as his mouth found hers. Sparks ignited in her body, and by the time she pulled back, she was dizzy.


    “Only in private. I have a reputation as a stern wedding planner to uphold,” she managed to say, the feel of his skin still imprinted on her cheek.


    “I can live with that.” He kissed her again, this time harder, deeper. Emmy groaned as his hands pressed into her back as if wanting to push away all the air between them. “So, we’re really going to have one night together?”


    “Yes.”


    “Okay.” His voice was a caress against her skin. “What are your thoughts on getting rid of these clothes?”


    “The sooner the better,” she urged, as his fingers deftly tugged at the zip of her dress and slipped it from her shoulders. He let out a small sigh as it fell to the ground, leaving her in her plain black bra and knickers. Bec had been horrified to learn Emmy didn’t own anything that wasn’t cotton and designed purely for comfort, but as Christopher ran his hand down the small of her back, she got the feeling he wasn’t of that same school of thought.


    “I have no words for how turned on I am right now.” His mouth became more intense in its kisses, and Emmy’s entire body was flooded with desire.


    “And I thought you were a writer.” Emmy tugged at the belt around his waist as she kissed him again. How had she ever managed to survive without kissing him every second of every day? It seemed impossible to imagine her entire life hadn’t been spent standing in this spot, with this man. Christopher’s face contorted as her hands slid down around his hips and forced his pants to the ground.


    “I’ve got no idea what you’re thinking right now, but please, keep thinking it,” he said, barely moving his mouth away from hers.


    “Don’t think, do,” she whispered as she turned her attention to his shirt. There were only two buttons still done up, and she tugged until they both flew away in the air. Buttons she could sew back on tomorrow; all that mattered was getting as close to him as possible.


    “And now you’re talking Jedi with me? Emmy Watson, where the hell have you been all my life?” He let out a soft growl as he lifted her straight into the air and carried her to the bed.


    “You know exactly where I’ve been, Christopher,” she said he carefully laid her down. The cotton of the familiar comforter was soft against her cheek. “I’ve been here.”


    “Right now this is the only place in the world I want to be,” he said. Then, without another word he brushed her face with his fingers, as if she was the most precious thing in the world, and this time as his mouth met hers, the world disappeared and she was lost.

  


  
    Chapter Eight


    Christopher slowly opened his eyes and looked around. He was in the small cottage at the bottom of Wishing Bridge Farm, and tangled up with him was Emmy. A drowsy smile formed on his lips as he studied the way her dark hair curled around her exposed shoulder. He was tempted to kiss her soft skin, but the faint purple smudges under her eyes convinced him not to. Especially since it had been late enough by the time they’d finally fallen asleep in each other’s arms. Desire raced through his body, and he almost overruled his decision not to kiss her when his cell phone rang in the other room.


    He swore as he recognized Trent’s ringtone.


    His agent was the last person Christopher wanted to speak to, but if he didn’t answer, Trent would just keep calling. And I have other plans for the morning. His skin prickled at the thought.


    Emmy didn’t stir as he reluctantly unwound himself from her sun-kissed limbs and reached for his jeans, which were slung over an armchair under the window. The floorboards were cool under his bare feet as he scooped up the cell phone and went outside to the rickety porch. The early morning sun was already burning away the soft dew from the grass, and judging by the pale blue sky, it was going to be the perfect day for a wedding.


    He answered the call.


    “Seriously, have you fallen off the face of the planet?” Trent demanded by way of greeting. “Why haven’t you returned any of my calls or messages? Wait. Don’t answer that. Just tell me you spent last night whispering sweet nothings into your fake girlfriend’s ear and that the whole thing’s settled.”


    “Not exactly.” Christopher recalled the dark looks Pandora and Nancy had given him for most of last night. It probably didn’t help that when he didn’t show up for their date yesterday, Nancy had gone outside and seen him talking to Monsieur Lafayette. Turned out that not everyone was impressed with Christopher’s ability to speak fluent French.


    “What?” Trent barked from down the other end of the cell phone. “But what about the hot blonde? Or the other one?”


    “I think they’re more angry than hot right now,” Christopher confessed. He’d spoken to each of them separately and apologized for his behavior, and they’d both made it clear they were no longer interested. Not that he could blame them. After all, who wanted a fake boyfriend who couldn’t keep his eyes off the wedding planner?


    He sucked in a lungful of air.


    I’m so screwed.


    “Actually, I’m not so sure I even need to take a fake girlfriend.”


    “What?” Trent exploded. “Have you not listened to a single word I’ve been telling you? Without a nice, wholesome girlfriend these producers are just going to think you’re trouble in the making. I can’t believe you want to give this up after everything we’ve worked for.”


    “No one’s giving it up.” Christopher sat down on the top step of the porch and traced the splintered wood with his finger. “It just doesn’t feel right to take someone I hardly know.”


    “How come it felt right two days ago?” Trent demanded.


    Because two days ago I hadn’t been reunited with Emmy Watson, and now the idea of pretending to be involved with anyone who isn’t prepared to kidnap a best man or learn French to get some doves leave me cold.


    It seemed his extreme tastes extended past his travel destinations.


    “Things change,” he said drily. “The show’s about traveling to lesser known places, experiencing lesser known things. It’s not about the girl I’m dating. I should let the idea stand or fall on its own merits.”


    “Are you insane?” Trent spluttered. “Where is this coming from? Oh, crap. You’ve met someone inappropriate haven’t you? Let me guess, it’s the mother-of-the-bride. The power of the cougar should never be underestimated.”


    “Okay. Stop.” Christopher gritted his teeth, regretting he’d ever answered the call. Especially since he had no intention of telling his Neanderthal agent anything about Emmy and the night they’d spent together. Or that despite the fact they wanted different things, he was still drawn to her in a way he’d never been with anyone else. “We’re not having this conversation.”


    “Look, buddy. It is no concern of mine who you spend your time with, but this deal’s big news. More to the point, I know what it means to you.”


    “Good.” Christopher clenched his fingers. Why was it so hard for Trent to see that just because he didn’t want to play this ridiculous game, it didn’t mean he wasn’t serious about his career? His feelings for Emmy might’ve changed, but that didn’t mean his desire to succeed had gone. All he wanted to do was change the rules slightly. “So, you’ll tell them I’m flying solo then?”


    “Absolutely not. Look, what you need to do is forget about this inappropriate hookup of yours and get back out there. You’re in prime fake-girlfriend country. You need to make the most of it.”


    “What part of ‘not having this conversation’ didn’t you understand?” Christopher growled. Besides, there was nothing wrong with Emmy. She was perfect. From the way she took off her heels to drive the old pickup, through to her habit of chewing her pen when she was nervous. The only thing she didn’t like was traveling.


    He froze.


    That wasn’t exactly true. Sure she was a homebody who loved the farm, but last night she’d told him the truth about Fiji. It had been exceptional circumstances that had stopped her. His mind whirled.


    She would’ve gone to Fiji, which means she might go to Hawaii…


    More importantly, she’d love it.


    Despite all of her claims of being a farm girl who liked to be in a familiar environment, he’d seen what a thirsty mind she had. She was curious and open to all kinds of new ideas. And he’d watched her march into the diner to confront Monsieur Lafayette despite the fact she could probably speak better Klingon than French. She was so much more fearless and resourceful than she gave herself credit for.


    In short, she’d make the perfect traveler.


    The perfect girlfriend.


    He vaguely remembered their promise to not judge each other for their choices, but he pushed it to one side. If Emmy agreed to go with him, then her eyes would be open to different choices. A whole range of them. After that, if she wanted to change her mind, it would be her decision entirely. As far as he could see, it was a win/win.


    It would let him have his cake and eat it, too.


    “Trent, you’re a genius.”


    “I’ve often thought so. Does this mean you’re going to call up one of the hot bridesmaids?”


    “Nope. I’m going to go make the inappropriate hookup some breakfast.”


    “Well, just don’t screw it up,” Tent growled. “And don’t forget that article. It needs to be in by—”


    “Sorry, you’re breaking up. Can’t hear a word you’re saying.” Christopher finished the call and stuffed the cell phone back into his pocket. He grinned as he walked inside to grab the closest T-shirt he could find. First thing he needed was some breakfast ingredients, and then he could go about convincing Emmy just why she should join him in Hawaii. He was still smiling as he jogged out the door.


    …


    Emmy woke with a start as the alarm on her cell phone went off. She wriggled into a sitting position and tried to work out why she was covered in the old comforter not the pale yellow sheets currently on her bed. Then she let out a groan as she caught sight of Christopher’s compact travel bag sitting on the old dresser under the window and it all came back. She was covered in the comforter because she’d spent the night at the cottage. With Christopher.


    Holy crap. I slept with Christopher.


    Getting to revisit every part of his beautiful, golden body all over again, it was almost like she’d become another person, caught up in the magic of the wishing bridge, his intoxicating presence, and the promise of one amazing night together. Unfortunately, there was no moonlight now. Just the morning sunshine, reminding her that today was the wedding and she still had six million jobs to do.


    And I’m naked in someone’s bed.


    She tugged the comforter up and peered around the room.


    There was no sign of him anywhere so she got to her feet and walked through to the small sitting room/kitchen area. It was equally empty apart from her black dress lying in a puddle on the floor. Her face heated up as she scrambled to collect it while trying to figure out if it was a good thing or a bad thing he wasn’t here. Probably a good thing, since morning-after conversations weren’t her field of expertise. She dressed quickly, her body sluggish and tingling from their lovemaking.


    No. Stop thinking about lovemaking. And tingling. And definitely don’t think about how right it felt to be close to him. Because last night was just a one time event. No big deal.


    Now I just need to repeat that a thousand times, and maybe I might even believe it.


    She sucked in her breath and looked around the room. The promise of one night together should come with an invisibility pill to make the transition back into the real world less challenging.


    The real world, where the family farm was at stake and the wedding that would hopefully solve her problems was still far from complete.


    Her stomach churned. What had she done?


    She had one job to do—save Ivy’s legacy. And in that job there had been no mention of sleeping with Christopher. In fact, if she’d bothered to make a list of things not to do, that would probably have been number one.


    What had she been thinking? What if Melinda had had some crisis at three in the morning and needed to be talked down off the ledge, but Emmy wasn’t available?


    The fact her cell phone didn’t contain any hysterical messages from the bride didn’t lessen the tightening in her chest as she walked into the bathroom. However, she was soon distracted as she caught sight of her reflection in the mirror. A small cry escaped her lips.


    Who was that person?


    All she wanted to see was sensible Emmy Watson, the girl who was going to save Wishing Bridge Farm come hell or high water. What she actually saw was a person with wild hair hanging over her shoulder in untamed curls, with lips chaffed from their assault on Christopher’s entire body. But it was her eyes that scared her the most. They were ringed by last night’s makeup, but despite her lack of sleep they were bright, happy, and contented.


    I look like I’ve been naked all night with a man.


    She scrubbed away the makeup and splashed as much water on her hair as possible so she could smooth it into a more manageable ponytail. She still didn’t quite look like a wedding planner, but as soon as she was in the main house she could have a shower and get back to her real life. Then when she had a leisurely moment—after about thirty years—she might allow herself to think back on what happened last night. Besides, it wasn’t like there would be a repeat.


    The wedding was in eight hours, which meant Christopher would be flying out tomorrow, and unless a glacier, a torrent of white water, or a jagged mountain suddenly appeared in the town of Sunshine to capture his adventurous spirit, she doubted he’d ever return.


    Their time together was done, which meant the sooner she transformed back into Emmy Watson, the wedding planner, the better it’d be for everyone. Especially if it would stop her from imagining what it would be like if he were here with her every day, laughing with bad-tempered dove breeders, and teasing Stan for overcharging him, and dragging her into his arms every evening.


    No. She raced out of the bathroom. She really needed to get out of there as quickly as possible. Where were her shoes?


    “Hey, where do you think you’re sneaking off to?” Christopher said, causing her to gulp. He was standing in the doorway, dressed in jeans and an old T-shirt that did absolutely nothing to hide the sculptured perfection of his chest from her eyes.


    Bad eyes.


    Once again she wished she weren’t wearing last night’s dress. She wasn’t sure if the walk of shame included facing the one-night stand, but all the same her cheeks heated up.


    “I’m not sneaking. You weren’t here,” she said as he gave her a long lazy smile that did terrible things to her pulse.


    Do not look at his mouth.


    “Well, I’m here now, and you’re not going anywhere until you’ve had breakfast.”


    Breakfast? That would mean spending more time with him, and he might want to discuss things. Like how she felt. But she didn’t know how to explain the churning, fluttering sensation in her belly, or the need to touch him, or the vague notion that if she didn’t spend all her time with him, she might very well explode.


    All she knew was how he felt.


    Like a guy who didn’t want to stay still and settle down.


    I need to get out of here.


    “You only have milk and cookies down here, and I really need to start work on the wedding. Plus, I want to be back before Bec wakes up,” Emmy rambled, not bothering to add that Bec wasn’t exactly an early riser.


    “One, I plan on feeding you more than milk and cookies, which is why I went out to get supplies. And two, since it was your kitchen I went and got the supplies from, I can assure you Bec’s already up,” he added, giving her an even more lethal smile.


    He was doing it on purpose, for sure.


    “Wait, what? Are you sure Bec was up? As in my sister? Short hair, perky personality, and the ability to sleep through a hurricane?” Emmy’s confusion mounted. It might be out of character for her to wake up in someone else’s bed, but that wasn’t nearly as out of character as it was for Bec to get up early. It made no sense.


    “One in the same.” He ushered her out of the bathroom and into the kitchen area. On the chipped Formica table was a bowl of farm eggs, a handful of herbs from the garden, and the bread Emmy had baked yesterday. He really had been at the house. Which meant Bec really had been up. He gave a quizzing glance. “Is that a problem?”


    You have no freaking idea.


    Her sister might not normally be a light sleeper, but she was certainly a lightweight when it came to keeping her mouth shut. And while it had been bad enough when Emmy came home from her last encounter with Christopher, at least Rachel had been reasonably respectful of Emmy’s desire not to discuss it. Unfortunately, Bec would be about as reasonable as a bull in a shop full of dainty, bright red china. It would definitely interfere with the denial process.


    Unless she thinks I’m still asleep in my bedroom.


    Hope flared in her stomach, but Christopher just grinned, as if somehow reading her mind.


    “She knows.”


    Emmy s ucked in her breath—which was a mistake, as Christopher’s aftershave caught in her nose. Her skin tingled in response. I am not a slave to my body. She dug her nails into her palm to lessen the sensation.


    “Are you sure?”


    “Pretty sure. I got the double thumbs-up and then she officially welcomed me to the family. There was even a secret handshake.”


    “This is bad.” Emmy sat down and put her hands over her face.


    “Okay, I’m trying not to be too insulted, but why is that such a bad thing? Bec’s your sister, not your keeper.” He sat next to her and gently removed her hands from her face. Her body immediately responded by sending goose bumps up the length of her arms.


    Which was all part of the problem.


    “It’s complicated,” Emmy said before letting out a sigh. “Actually, no it’s not. Bec will tell Pepper, and they’ll both use it as more ammunition for why we should sell the farm. That I need to get out into the world and experience things. Relationships. And it’s not like I can tell them we had a one-night-stand deal, because they’d never believe me.”


    “Why not?” He gave her a curious look.


    Because that’s not the sort of person I am.


    And if you knew that, you’d think I was even more of a home-loving farm girl than you already do.


    She licked her lips and cursed herself for not having the good sense to wake up five minutes earlier, thereby avoiding this conversation altogether. Or, to not succumb to him in the first place. What she should’ve done was picture him wearing a gravy-stained T-shirt and sporting a fat walrus moustache. Surely that would’ve stopped things from coming to this.


    Oh, and when had life become so complicated? Wait, don’t answer that.


    “It doesn’t matter. Forget I said anything.” She tried not to notice he was still holding her hand, his fingers softly stroking her palm with a feather-like touch. Her stomach contracted. There should be a law against using that kind of move before her first cup of coffee. Despite all the reasons she’d just told herself why their night together had been a bad idea, the longer she was near him, the more she was drawn back into the strange, confined snow globe where only the two of them existed.


    “I don’t want to forget.” His fingers tightened around hers. “I had a phone call from my agent this morning. Asking about Hawaii.”


    “Oh.” Emmy pulled her hand away, trying to swallow back her disappointment. Which was crazy. She was the one who’d virtually insisted on having a one-night stand, so she shouldn’t be bothered he was still looking for a fake girlfriend. And maybe it wouldn’t bother her—if she were dead and didn’t have a pulse. Unfortunately, the way her heart was hammering meant she was very much alive, and jealous in a way that could only lead to trouble. “I see.”


    “He was pissed I hadn’t made any progress,” Christopher clarified. “I don’t think he appreciated the effort a certain wedding planner went to.”


    Emmy took a deep breath. “Christopher, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to cause problems, but as soon as the wedding’s over, you’ll be free to ask Pandora or Nancy, or any of the other bridesmaids about it.”


    “What if I don’t want to?”


    “W-what are you talking about?” Emmy’s pulse fluttered as she dared to look up. It was a mistake—his green eyes caught hers and held her captive.


    “I’m talking about us. What if we could make it work?”


    “We’ve discussed this,” she said helplessly, wishing the vision of their bodies wrapped together would leave her mind for just a minute so she could compose a complete sentence. “We want different things, which is why last night was just going to be a one time event.”


    “I know that’s what we said. But what if we are wrong? What if there is a way?”


    “What kind of way?” she cautiously asked.


    “I think you should come to Hawaii with me.”


    “You want me to be your fake girlfriend?” The breath caught in her throat and her head started to spin. Hawaii. It was like two years ago. Only the tropical island was different. But was she different? Was he?


    “Yes, but without the fake part,” he said with a grin. “Think about it, Emmy. We’re great together. I mean mind-blowingly great. Imagine how much better if would be if we could have a week of that in Hawaii. It would give us more time together. Time to figure out what we have and where we want it to go.”


    “Christopher.” Her voice was breathy. “It’s all happening so fast. And I still have the wedding to deal with. And the farm. I just—”


    “This isn’t me asking you to give up anything. It’s just one week of your life to let us explore each other. See if this thing fits us.” He used the tip of his thumb to trail a line up her arm. She trembled in response. “Come to Hawaii with me.”


    She closed her eyes, his words burning her skin just as surely as his touch. Then when she opened them again he was still there. He was real. Possibility danced along her spine. But—


    “Look,” he said, as if guessing her hesitation. “You don’t have to answer right away. Just think about it, and I promise I won’t try to influence your decision.”


    “Really?” Some of the panic that had been building in her chest subsided.


    “Really.” He lifted his hands in a mock Boy Scout salute. She smiled. Why can’t I think rationally when I’m in his presence?


    “Okay, I’ll think about it,” she found herself saying and was rewarded by a kiss, his breath hot against her mouth. Oh, yeah. That’s why.


    “W-what are you doing?” she stammered while trying to ignore the fireworks his touch always brought out in her. “I thought you weren’t going to influence me.”


    “What, this? This isn’t influencing you.” His fingers inched up her legs, almost rendering her speechless, and his mouth lingered only inches from hers. “I’m so neutral you could call me Switzerland. It’s just I realized we still have twenty minutes before all of your wedding helpers arrive. It seems a pity to let those minutes go to waste.”


    Emmy let out a soft groan as her mouth once again found his. She could get used to not being influenced. Then he slid his fingers under the hem of the short black dress and the world once again disappeared.

  


  
    Chapter Nine


    “Okay, so Jackson insisted on putting in four extra cases of white,” Rachel said several hours later as they stood outside the barn with the September sun washing down over them. Tiny insects buzzed around in the freshly mown grass, while caterers worked in the kitchen. Emmy did a quick time-check. Two hours until the ceremony. “And there’s some extra pinot noir as well.”


    “Thanks. You guys are lifesavers.” Emmy ticked the wine off her list and allowed herself a small smile. Despite Christopher’s unorthodox breakfast, everything was going to plan, thanks to all her friends who’d turned up to help.


    “Hardly. Melinda’s paying top price.” Rachel pushed the trolley full of boxes into the red barn and put them behind the makeshift bar that had been built from two large wine barrels and an ancient oak door.


    “Yes, but she’s not paying for you and Jackson to stay here for the rest of the day to set up. Or any of the hours of extra time you’ve both put in to help me pull this thing off.” Emmy looked around the barn. It was slowly being transformed—mismatched chairs around rows of tables all covered in vintage tablecloths and decorated with old, cut-glasses vases that she’d discovered in the attic and crammed with fresh flowers. And at each setting were the handwritten name cards Bec had done, looking so amazing even Melinda had been silenced when she’d turned up unexpectedly to see how it was all going.


    “A rising tide floats all boats.” Rachel came to a halt and fluffed out her purple hair. “If this venture does well it will help everyone around here. But enough about that. I want to hear more about you and the best man.”


    “W-what do you mean?” Emmy gulped, resisting the urge to check there were no tell tale signs on her of what she and Christopher had been doing last night. Or earlier. A smile started to form before she quickly smothered it. Now was not the time or place. Pity.


    “Please. I wasn’t born yesterday. Look at the way you’re glowing. And he can’t take his eyes off you.” Rachel scoffed before grinning. “Plus, Bec told me.”


    Emmy let out a groan as her sister joined them.


    She’d made a deal with herself that she wouldn’t think about Christopher’s vacation proposal until after the wedding was over. Unfortunately, her friend and sister hadn’t received her silent memo.


    “What?” Bec sat down on a nearby chair. “You didn’t think I was going to keep it to myself did you?”


    “No, but I thought you’d at least wait until after the wedding before blurting out my personal life to everyone.”


    “Hello, I’m not exactly everyone.” Rachel sat, too, and patted the next chair for Emmy to join them. “Come on. Spill.”


    “Yeah.” Bec’s blue eyes were dancing with excitement. “Christopher refused to go into details. Men are so weird like that.”


    “Aren’t they just? It’s almost like they don’t want you to know.” Emmy reluctantly sat down. “Okay. We can take a five-minute break but then we need to double-check the microphone at the bridge is working as well as remind the DJ he cannot play Chris de Burgh no matter how nicely someone asks. Oh, and—”


    “Emmy,” her sister and friend chorused, and Emmy held up hands in defeat.


    “Fine. But once we have this conversation we’re not going to discuss it again. Agreed?” Emmy pushed her lips together to let them know she meant business.


    “That will depend entirely on the level of detail you provide.” Bec grinned. “Now, out with it. How did this happen?”


    “Okay, so at the party last night we danced. Slow danced. I tried to give him the just-friends speech, but then I accidently took him to the wishing bridge on the way home. And, well he made a wish that I’d kiss him—”


    “The wishing bridge?” Bec let out a whistle. “I knew you couldn’t have been immune to those shoulders.”


    “What’s that mean?” Emmy protested, while secretly agreeing. Those shoulders are everything.


    “We all know what the wishing bridge means to you, so if you took him there, you must really like him. Really, really like him,” Bec said.


    Rachel’s mouth turned into a frown. “Emmy, you’re still trying to get over what happened last time, so why would you do it again, knowing it doesn’t have a future?”


    Emmy hoped her cheeks didn’t look as red as they felt. “It’s complicated.”


    “What are you saying?” Rachel’s eyes lit up. “That there is a future?”


    “Yes. No. Maybe. I don’t know.” She let out a reluctant sigh, knowing they would manage to weasel the whole story out of her. So much for not thinking about it until after the wedding. “He asked me to go to Hawaii with him. To be his fake girlfriend. Minus the fake part.”


    “No way! This is epic. You’re going to Hawaii? I’m so excited.” Bec squealed in delight before catching the solemn expression on Emmy’s face. She immediately poked out her lower lip, much like she used to do when she wanted someone to tie her shoelaces. “Please tell me you didn’t refuse him. Oh God. You did. You said no to him. For the second time. Emmy Watson, what the hell’s wrong with you?”


    “I didn’t say no. I just didn’t say yes. And this is why I tried to avoid you finding out.” Emmy braced herself for the speech about to follow. It would involve spreading her wings. Being more adventurous. Grabbing life with both hands. There might even be some bird cage imagery invoked.


    “Why? Because I might make sense?” Bec demanded. “I just don’t understand why you’re so closed off to having a relationship with a guy who about thirty minutes ago was helping old Martha make daisy wreaths for the flower girls. Daisy wreaths! That kind of makes him perfect.”


    “And hot,” Rachel chimed in with a grin. “Very, very hot.”


    “Good point.” Bec gave Rachel a grateful nod. “Perfect and hot. Not to mention clever, kind, and a great cook. Why can’t you even consider giving this thing a chance? You should spread your wings. Grab life with both hands. Step outside this cage you’ve built for yourself.”


    And there it is. Emmy only just managed to resist rolling her eyes.


    “It’s not that simple. What if I go to Hawaii and then he wants me to go somewhere else? What about the farm? Ivy’s legacy? Not to mention this wedding business. The only way I can get my mortgage is if I keep booking more weddings, and that won’t happen from a beach in Hawaii. How can I keep juggling everything if I’m so far away?”


    “Hey.” Rachel reached out and grabbed her hand, her voice soft. “Bec and I are doing a very lousy job of explaining ourselves here.”


    “Really? I thought I nailed it with the wing thing,” Bec interjected, but Rachel ignored her.


    “Just because he likes to travel and you like to stay where you are, it doesn’t stop you from having some kind of relationship. What does he do between jobs? Surely he comes to the States from time to time. Can’t he just visit then? And as for you. I know you’re not as stuck in your ways as you’d have your sisters believe. You could always go on the occasional trip with him without the whole town of Sunshine coming to a halt. Do you get where I’m going with this?”


    “I do.” Bec gave a romantic sniffle. “And you’re right. Emmy, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to give you a hard time. I just want you to be happy. And Christopher seems to make you happy.”


    “But the farm,” said Emmy. “The business. I haven’t even had the first wedding yet. What if it all goes wrong?”


    “Today’s going to be amazing.” Rachel gave her a firm glare. “And so will the next wedding and the next one. I know you’re scared to even spend a minute not thinking about Wishing Bridge Farm, but it’s time. I think you can make this work.”


    The small bubble of panic mounting in her chest began to fade as Rachel’s words sank in. For so long her focus had been saving Ivy’s legacy. Was it time to expand her thoughts? Expand her world? What if she could go Hawaii and then come back to the farm and still have Christopher in her life? Her pulse fluttered at the picture her mind was painting. A picture where the both of them were together.


    “I’ll think about it,” she slowly said and was rewarded by Bec throwing her arms around her. Emmy wasn’t surprised. Bec was the hugger of the family, unlike Pepper who had a thing about physical contact. And while normally Emmy drew back after a couple of seconds, she found herself returning her sister’s embrace, not realizing just how much she’d missed Bec’s energetic presence.


    But before she could say anything else, the caterer came charging toward them, her cheeks red and her mouth set in a grim line. Emmy clutched at her clipboard. Oh no. Here comes the other shoe about to drop.


    “Please tell me it’s not the salmon.”


    “The salmon’s fine.” The caterer came to a halt, puffing slightly as she caught her breath. “It’s my apprentice. He’s just sliced his finger.”


    Emmy went pale. “That’s terrible. Is he okay? I have a first aid kit. Or should we call Phillip at the doctor’s office?”


    “We’ve already called, and one of the waiters is driving him there right now. But I still have two hundred salads that need prepping, not to mention the—”


    “Lead the way,” Bec cut in. Emmy and the caterer both widened their eyes, and Bec frowned. “Don’t look at me like that. What do you think I’ve been doing to support myself for the last three years? I’ve worked in more bars and restaurants than I care to mention. So, lead the way and let me get to work.”


    “Can you use knives?” The caterer narrowed her eyes.


    “I have my own set upstairs. I always travel with them,” Bec said, causing Emmy’s mouth to drop. Here she was thinking her sister only traveled with a wing, a prayer and a stuffed alligator.


    “Are you sure about this?” Emmy double-checked, but Bec just laughed.


    “Please, Emm. I’ve been spontaneously doing things my whole life. Of course I’m sure. Now, stop staring at me. I have two hundred salads to prepare.” Then without another word, Bec and the caterer hurried back toward the farmhouse kitchen.


    “Okay, is it just me, or has Bec changed?” Rachel turned to Emmy and rubbed a hand through her purple hair.


    “Something’s definitely happened,” Emmy agreed. “Not only did she hand write all of the place cards, but last night she found my list and made all the confetti by cutting up old maps and sheets of piano music, and then ironed all of the tablecloths. She must have stayed up half the night doing it. Do you think she’s been taken over by aliens?”


    Before Rachel could answer, her husband Jackson arrived with extra wineglasses and Emmy went in search for one of the waitstaff to help unpack them, while once again scanning through her list of all the things that still needed doing.


    …


    Christopher pushed back the sleeve of his well-fitted tuxedo to check his watch. There were still thirty minutes before the guests were due to arrive, and while he should’ve been helping keep Lewis calm, he’d ended up taking phone call after phone call from a panicked Melinda wanting to know how much breeze there was down by the wishing bridge because she was worried about her veil. In the end he’d decided it was easier to just go down there and take a video of him holding up a piece of fabric so she could see for herself.


    He’d found the buildup to the wedding slightly claustrophobic, so escaping for a few minutes would let him catch his breath. Not that he was complaining. It was the wedding that Lewis and his bride wanted, and what Emmy had created was amazing, but the never-ending procession of people milling around was a lot. It was like half the town of Sunshine had turned up to help out.


    Correction. Half the town of Sunshine had turned up.


    He watched as Stan the taxi driver carried a fruit bowl toward the house, weaving past Emmy’s mechanic who was constructing a picture booth, while over by the barn was the owner of the golf club, busy painting a “Just Married” sign.


    His skin prickled. As someone who liked to move forward, it was strange seeing people so content in their day-to-day life coming together with a sort of hive mind to help each other out. Don’t they ever get restless? Drop tools and run?


    Then again, the more people who were here helping Emmy, the better the wedding would go, and the better it went, the more likely it was she’d say yes to a trip to Hawaii. With me.


    The soft tread of footsteps echoed from behind him, and he turned to see her crossing the courtyard toward him. Wow. All thoughts of the bustle around him vanished, and his jaw dropped. For most of the day she’d been wearing loose fitting trousers and a soft cotton blouse as she dashed around but now she’d changed into a pair of black slacks and a demur, high-necked black blouse. She looked like the sexiest librarian he’d ever seen.


    And boy, do I want to look at books with her.


    Her face was one of stern concentration, but when she looked at him, it softened


    “C-Christopher.” She came to a halt, her dark eyes fixated on his chest. “You look…well, you—”


    “Look like a penguin? I know. The things I do for my friends.”


    “Actually”—her face colored up—“I was going to say you look very handsome.”


    Handsome, eh? He tugged at his cuff links and resisted the urge to puff out his chest. “Thank you. And you look beautiful.”


    “Oh.” The compliment didn’t seem to please her. “Is this too much? I want to blend into the background, so black seemed like the best choice. I should go and change?”


    “Over my dead body. You look amazing. You could change into a potato sack and you still wouldn’t blend into the background.” He leaned forward and plucked a piece of straw from her hair.


    “Um, thank you.” Her color increased, and Christopher found himself incredibly turned on by her confusion. “By the way, what are you doing here? Shouldn’t you be with Lewis, getting ready to greet people? You haven’t come to find me have you?”


    “Don’t worry,” he quickly assured her. “I’m not here to pressure you for an answer. Melinda was panicking about the breeze down at the wishing bridge. I’m going to take a video to put her mind at rest.”


    “God knows how she’ll have time to get dressed. She’s already called me, Rachel, and Bec to triple-check on various things. I’m starting to think she has my whole team on speed dial.”


    “The good news is she’s raised the bar pretty high on hysterical brides, and I imagine every wedding you do after this will be a piece of cake,” he said as he took a small step forward and reached for her hand. “You’re doing great.”


    “Thanks.” She let out a breath as her fingers tightened around his. “And thank you for being patient.”


    “Like I said—Switzerland. Now go and shine.” He dropped the lightest of kisses onto her mouth and then, noticing Rachel was bearing down on them, gently untangled his fingers from hers before continuing down to the bridge.


    The early morning promise of a beautiful day had materialized, and the sun turned the landscape into a blaze of red fall colors. Everywhere he looked there were signs of Emmy’s hard work, from the bunting strung up in the trees, through to the old bicycle leaning against the barn, its basket filled with flowers. It was perfection. She was perfection.


    He reached the clearing where the ceremony was due to take place and held out the tea towel he’d swiped from the kitchen. The breeze was so mild the fabric hardly moved and it didn’t take him long to take a quick video and send it along to the bride.


    He was just about to head back to where Lewis and the other groomsmen would be waiting when Charlie stepped into his path. He’d been introduced to the old farmer on Thursday, but hadn’t done more than say hello.


    “So, I heard you’ve asked our girl to go to Hawaii with you.” Charlie wiped his hands on a spotted bandanna before putting it back into his trousers. The man’s face was a weathered map of lines and wrinkles.


    “That’s correct,” Christopher said before realizing Charlie wasn’t smiling. “Um, is there a problem?”


    “No problem. I just wanted to remind you she isn’t like normal girls.”


    “I couldn’t agree more.” Christopher said as sweat gathered around his collar. “She’s pretty special.”


    “You won’t catch any folk around here disagreeing with you.” Charlie’s voice was a slow drawl, and Christopher understood. He didn’t meet relations of potential girlfriends very often, and since his own home life had been less than embracing, this wasn’t a conversation he was familiar with.


    “Is this like the dad talk where you remind me you have a gun?”


    Charlie gave a slow shake of his head. “No gun. No talk. Just wanted to tell you our girl needs to be treated right. Now that’s done I’ll let you get back about your business.” Without another word, the old man turned and walked back to the bridge where he’d left his ladder.


    Christopher frowned. He wasn’t quite sure what the purpose of the chat had been, and he was even less sure if he’d passed muster. All he could take from it was that he was under scrutiny. His throat tightened and he swallowed hard as a vision of his father’s face came into his mind. I don’t do well with scrutiny.


    Then he shook the sensation away. It didn’t matter what Charlie or anyone else thought. The only person’s whose good opinion he really needed was Emmy’s. But before he could think anymore about it, he received another text message from Melinda, asking him if he minded taking a quick video of the creek that ran below the wishing bridge so she could check it wouldn’t be too noisy during the ceremony.


    Christopher reminded himself that helping Melinda was helping Emmy and Lewis, and while he might not have the hive mind that the rest of Sunshine seemed to possess, helping people he cared about was something he could do.


    That said, as he walked down to the creek, taking care not to get any mud on his dress shoes, the pair of them were still going to owe him for this. Big time.


    …


    “You should be very happy. It’s beautiful,” said Bec’s voice. Emmy turned around to see her sister standing next to her. After spending all afternoon in the kitchen helping the caterer, Bec had changed and was wearing a short black skirt, a plain black T-shirt and a pair of Doc Martins. On anyone else the combination would’ve looked out of place, but on Bec it was fresh and cute, just like her.


    “Thanks.” Emmy gave her sister a grateful nudge as they both looked into the barn. The meal had been served and the speeches were starting. “I couldn’t have done it without you. You’ve been amazing.”


    “It’s been fun.” Bec grinned. “And now that it’s almost over, there’s something I want to talk to you about. It’s to do with the farm and the business.”


    “Oh.” The warmth in Emmy’s chest disappeared. The day wasn’t even over and already the thumbscrews were coming out. She pushed her lips together. “I know you think you and Pepper are trying to help me, but I’m sorry. I’m still going to do everything in my power to get a mortgage and buy you both out.”


    “No, no. You’ve got it all wrong.” Bec shook her head, sending her short hair spiking out in all directions. “I don’t want you to buy me out. I want you to let me in.”


    Emmy blinked. “I-I’m not sure I understand. What am I letting you in to?” Even by Bec’s standards this conversation was strange.


    “The vintage-wedding planning business.” Bec waved her arms in the direction of the barn. “The farm. All of it. I want to come back here and live. I want to help you with the business. It could be our business. What do you say?”


    “Um.” Emmy stared back at her sister. Bec’s face was still pale, but there was no mistaking the small twinkle that appeared in her eyes whenever she discovered a new adventure. Except this wasn’t an adventure, this was Emmy’s life. Ivy’s legacy. She licked her lips. “I don’t understand. You hate this place.”


    “I don’t hate it,” Bec protested. Then she sighed. “So, I haven’t always loved it, but I’m serious. I’ve had more fun these last few days than I’ve had in weeks. Months even. Emmy, I want to do this with you. Sure I’m not organized like you are, but I’ve spent more time than you in catering, so I think I could really bring something to the table. Oh, and I had a great idea for a name. We could call it Aunty Ivy’s Weddings.”


    Aunty Ivy’s Weddings.


    It sure had some ring to it. Hope bubbled in her chest as she watched Bec nervously biting her lip. Emmy took a deep breath.


    “So, just to be clear—you’re really telling me you don’t want to sell Wishing Bridge Farm?”


    Bec gave a decisive nod. “That’s what I’m telling you.”


    “And you do realize this means we can out-vote Pepper two to one, and that we don’t have to sell?” Emmy had to double-check, still not quite sure what to make of her sister’s change of heart.


    “That’s right. Unfortunately, it isn’t going to be a conversation any of us will enjoy,” Bec said.


    Wasn’t that the truth.


    Emmy rubbed the side of her face. From inside the barn she could hear cheers, which let her know the first speech had finished.


    “I just don’t understand. You left here when you were seventeen, and we’ve hardly seen you since. And now you’re back and suddenly you want to stay?”


    “Trust me, no one’s more surprised than I am,” Bec said. “But it just feels right. Plus, if I join the business, it will let you go to Hawaii and—”


    “Don’t say ‘spread my wings’ or I’ll hit you.” Despite her growl, she gave her sister a grateful smile. “But thank you. Knowing the farm’s safe is the biggest relief.”


    “And Hawaii?” Bec arched an eyebrow and Emmy stood perfectly still as the implication sunk in. With Bec around to work on the business, there really wasn’t any reason why she couldn’t go to Hawaii. And while they were there, she and Christopher could work out a way for him to spend his downtime with her. Warmth spread through her veins.


    “Does it make your decision easier?” Bec asked.


    “I think it does.” Emmy reached out and squeezed her hand as she caught sight of Christopher weaving his way toward her, a lazy smile spreading out across his delectable mouth. “Thank you.”


    “No, thank you,” Bec said softly, forcing Emmy to stop admiring the way the tuxedo hugged Christopher’s shoulders and turn to study her sister. Despite her bright eyes, Bec’s face was still pale and her jaw was tight with tension.


    “Hey, is everything okay? You never did get around to telling me why you decided to come home.”


    “It’s a long story.” Bec didn’t quite return her gaze. “And one that requires a lot more ice cream than is presently available. But as soon as you’re back from Hawaii we’ll binge and I’ll fill you in. In the meantime, go and tell that hot man of yours the good news, and I’ll make sure Stan’s finished loading all of the gifts into his taxi.”


    “Why don’t you just tell me now?” Emmy protested, but Bec was already gone.


    “Everything okay between you two?” Christopher finally reached her, his hands automatically finding her waist. A delicious tremor raced through her body.


    “No.” Emmy shook her head before remembering what their main conversation had been about. “Well, yes. Bec wants to join me in the business.”


    “Nice. I like that sister of yours,” he said. “Hey, if Bec’s going to be around a lot more, does that mean—”


    “Yes, Switzerland.” Emmy grinned as he tugged her close, the heat of his body pressing against hers. “It looks like I might have some more free time. So I thought I’d go to Hawaii. With you.”


    “Tres bien,” he murmured as his mouth found hers. “And thank you. You’ve made me the happiest man here.”


    Emmy melted as all of the stress and worry of the last few months fell away. Right now, as the pale moon hung above them, everything was just about as perfect as it could possibly be.

  


  
    Chapter Ten


    Three days later, Emmy smiled as she wrapped another tea cup in newspaper and slotted it into the box, while at the other end of the kitchen Christopher muttered something in frustration as he tried to fold one of Ivy’s ancient lace tablecloths he’d just brought in from the washing line.


    “What’s going on here?” He frowned as it ended up in a ball. “Is there some kind of secret folding rule I don’t know about?”


    “Yes. It’s a giant conspiracy to make you feel inferior.” Her smile widened as she crossed the kitchen floor and wrapped her arms around his waist. He immediately responded by dropping the lace onto the table and dragging her toward him. Emmy’s whole body was on fire as his lips found hers.


    How could a person ever get sick of doing this?


    “You know,” he murmured as his fingers explored the buttons on her shirt. “I’m pretty sure we’re due for another break.”


    “Really?” Emmy’s skin tingled in delight. “Because so far we’ve had three breaks this morning and have only packed one box away. At this rate it will take us three months to get this place back to normal.”


    “I can be fast,” he said in a hopeful voice, but Emmy just grinned as she forced herself to give him a playful push.


    “Or, you could wait until we’re finished and then go very, very slow,” she said as memories of the last night filtered back into her mind. Her body shuddered. After the wedding, they’d spent most of their time in the cottage, but last night Bec had gone out and Christopher had stayed with Emmy in the big house. She thought it might have been strange to see him in the house she’d grown up. In Ivy’s house. But as she watched him take off his clothing and seen his gorgeous body framed by the window, she’d been overwhelmed with a sense of rightness.


    Everything about Christopher was right.


    Especially the way his hands touch my body. So right.


    “Slow is definitely better than fast.” His velvet-green eyes glimmered with interest. “Plus, if no one’s around, we could stay right here.”


    “Are you saying you want to go off the beaten track?” Emmy said and was rewarded with a throaty laugh. “Because for a travel writer I’m not sure a farmhouse kitchen is the most adventurous destination.”


    “Is that a challenge?” He gave a lazy smile. “If so, then you’re really are going to like Hawaii. What are your thoughts on waterfalls?”


    A vision of Christopher emerging from the pool at the bottom of a waterfall flashed into her mind, and her body responded in kind. “I could be converted.”


    “I knew you had the makings of a good traveler.” He grinned, sending another shiver of delight through her. “And speaking of travel plans. Trent’s just confirmed the tickets. We’ll be flying out on Friday, which gives you two days to get ready.”


    “Sounds perfect.” Emmy leaned forward to give him another kiss, still marveling at how radically her life had changed in less than week. Not only was the farm safe and the business receiving more enquires every day, but the man who’d haunted her dreams for the last two years had given her a second chance.


    And this time I’m not screwing it up.


    “Yes it does.” Christopher’s gently tugged at her waistband. “So, we’re really going to do this thing.”


    “We really are.” Emmy let out a soft sigh. “I was thinking you could come back to the farm between some of your jobs, and I could join you on your more exotic locations.”


    “So, it will be a yes to jobs in the South of France or Australia, and no to jobs that involve mud and rain.” He grinned.


    “Pretty much,” Emmy agreed with a teasing grin. In two days’ time she’d be getting on a plane with him. Familiar nerves jangled in her stomach, but as Christopher’s arms tightened, his touch warming her skin, the panic faded and possibility bloomed in its place.


    I freaking love my life right at this moment.


    “Is that a problem?” she asked.


    “I think it’s something I can work with.” He nuzzled her neck, and she was just about to suggest they go down to the cottage when Charlie appeared in the doorway. Christopher released her like a hot potato and busied himself with the lace tablecloth again, leaving her feeling strangely isolated without his touch.


    She turned to where Charlie was standing. “Hey, is everything okay?”


    “Can’t complain.” The old man shrugged, then gave Christopher a curt nod.


    “Charlie.” Christopher returned the greeting while continuing to fold the tablecloth. Emmy widened her eyes as she looked at them both. Something was going on, she just had no idea what it was.


    “I want to start painting but I can’t find the ladder. Have you seen it anywhere?”


    “Sorry, I’ve been washing, wrapping and packing all morning,” Emmy said. Amongst other things. “Have you tried the second barn?”


    “Not since I was in there at around eight. I’ll have a look now,” Charlie said before thrusting his hat back on his head and slowly turning around. Emmy waited until he was out of earshot before returning her attention to Christopher.


    “Okay, so what was that about?” She tilted her head and studied his face. “Is something going on between you and Charlie?”


    “Of course not.” He shook his head before letting out a sigh and once again putting down the tablecloth. “Well, not really. He gave me ‘the talk’ on Sunday. I guess to make sure I treated you properly.”


    “What?” Emmy dropped into the closest chair. “How did he know about us?”


    “How does anyone around here know anything?” He sat down next to her and inspected his fingernails as heat rose in her cheeks. Christopher had left her in no doubt about his feelings, but she still hated him thinking she was a parochial farm girl who couldn’t do anything without her family and friends knowing all about it. Especially because she remembered how closed he’d been when it came to discussing his own family.


    She licked her lips. “I’m sorry. I had no idea. Even though Ivy and Charlie were only ever friends, he’s been like a grandfather to me. I guess he was just worried. Still, he shouldn’t have said anything. I know family isn’t really your thing.”


    “Hey, don’t be sorry,” he said, his eyes looking almost black. “Just because my family wasn’t Hallmark approved, it doesn’t mean you need to change.”


    She reluctantly smiled. “That’s probably a good thing, because I can’t see Bec or Charlie minding their own business, even if I asked them to. But,” she quickly added, “if you find them too much, just let me know.”


    “Now you’re making me sound like an ogre. It was just unexpected, that’s all.” A smile danced around his mouth before he ran a hand through his head. But despite his demeanor there was no missing the way his jaw flickered. “I didn’t grow up in a town like yours where everyone knows everyone’s business. Or with your kind of family. There wasn’t any jam-making or family china. I think my dad might’ve been a good man once but after my mom died, he saw me and my kid brother as a chain around his neck. We were the problem that stopped him from following his dreams. He…well, it made him very bitter and violent. He died five years ago still resenting us.”


    God. She had no idea that’s what his life had been like.


    “Christopher, I’m so sorry.” Emmy reached out and touched his face. He flinched slightly but he didn’t pull away.


    “Don’t be. I decided long ago I could either feel sorry for myself or I could make sure I never turned out like him.”


    Emmy thought of the man he’d just described and then looked at Christopher. There was no resemblance.


    “Not possible. There’s nothing bitter about you,” Emmy said, longing to soothe away the troubled expression. It also explained why he didn’t like staying in place for too long. Why he always wanted to be moving forward. He was worried he’d turn out like his dad. She let out a soft sigh. “That’s why you use your mom’s maiden name for your byline.”


    “Yeah, it seems dumb now, but at the time it felt right. Like I was telling the old man he couldn’t break me.”


    “It doesn’t seem dumb.” An ache exploded inside her, and she leaned forward and gently kissed him. “But thank you for telling me. I’m guessing it’s not something you talk about often.”


    “Try never. But I figured if we want to make this work, I needed to let you know what’s going on. I just have this thing. If I’m not going forward, I must be going backward.”


    “Like how a shark needs to keep swimming or else it’ll drown,” Emmy whispered and was rewarded with a lopsided smile.


    “First moonbows and now sharks? I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again, you have the mind of a traveler,” Christopher whispered as he kissed her.


    “And you have the spirit of a homemaker,” Emmy murmured as she remembered his face when he first saw the wishing bridge, and how he’d looked eating her homemade bread, legs stretched out at the kitchen table like he’d always been there.


    I never want to let this guy go.


    “I think you can see something in me that I can’t even see in myself.” He kissed her deeper, this time so urgent that Emmy could almost feel the longing inside him, as his chest pounded a tattoo. But before she could run her hands down his leg there was a cough, and they both sprang apart to see Charlie standing in the doorway.


    Ah, so that’s why people don’t make out in kitchens.


    “D-did you find the ladder?” she stammered, now acutely aware of how Christopher had felt several minutes ago. Charlie’s normally placid face wrinkled with concern. Emmy stiffened. “What’s wrong?”


    “Edo’s been helping me with the painting, and he said he saw Bec wandering off with it half an hour ago. I’ve tried her cell phone, but there’s no answer. If it was you I wouldn’t be worried, but you know what your sister’s like—”


    Oh, jeez.


    “What does that mean?” Christopher stood up while Emmy reached for her cell phone and called Bec’s number. There was no answer, and her hands began to shake.


    “It means Bec’s had her fair share of accidents around the farm. From getting stuck on the cowshed roof, through to crashing Ivy’s truck into a haystack. Oh God. And at the wedding when I asked if she was okay, she said it was a long story that could wait until I got back from Hawaii.”


    “Okay,” his voice was calm as his fingers tightened around hers, giving her strength. “But that doesn’t mean anything’s happened. It just means we need to look for her. Where’s she most likely to go?”


    Emmy forced herself to be calm as she went through the list of things she and Bec had discussed earlier. “She was going to take some photographs of the wishing bridge, the second field, and the duck pond for a prospective client. That’s probably what she needed the ladder for.”


    “So, what if Charlie goes to the second field, and we’ll go check the wishing bridge and the pond,” Christopher said.


    Charlie gave a brief nod and hurried toward his truck while Emmy and Christopher jogged across the courtyard and began to pick their way down the path. Blood pounded in her temples. Bec had been acting so strangely. Even wanting to join the business had been out of character.


    Why hadn’t she forced Bec to tell her what was going on?


    Because I’ve been too distracted with Christopher.


    Her throat tightened as they burst through to the clearing and the wishing bridge came into sight.


    “Bec,” she called out. There was no answer, and Emmy was just about to let out her breath, when she saw a crumpled body in the middle of the bridge.


    A scream tore from her throat as she ran forward.


    Somewhere behind her, she could hear Christopher urgently speaking to Charlie on the cell phone before calling for an ambulance, but all Emmy could concentrate on was her sister.


    Bec was lying next to the ladder and looked smaller than ever.


    Her face was dangerously white and her breathing shallow as Emmy reached her and dropped to her knees.


    “Bec, can you hear me?” She tightened her grip around Bec’s limp fingers. “It’s me, Emmy. I’m right here.”


    “Emm?” Bec let out a small groan as she slowly opened her eyes. “Don’t go.”


    “I’m not going anywhere. Christopher’s calling the ambulance, but the important thing is not to move. Tell me where it hurts.”


    “It hurts everywhere.” Bec let out a soft little wail as her free hand clutched at her stomach. “Emmy, I didn’t mean to fall.”


    “It’s okay,” she crooned as Christopher pulled the cell phone away from his ear.


    “The operator needs to know if she’s had any drugs or alcohol, or if she’s allergic to anything,” he said.


    “No.” Bec’s eyelids fluttered and she winced in pain. “I just wanted to come down here and make a wish for the baby.”


    “What?” The blood drained from Emmy’s face as she stared at her sister. “Did you say baby?”


    “I-I’m pregnant, Emm,” Bec said hoarsely.


    Emmy caught Christopher’s eye so he could update the operator. Then he finished the call and looked at them both.


    “The ambulance is twenty minutes away, and apparently the drivers know the property so they won’t have any trouble finding us. You need to keep talking to her in case there’s a concussion. I’m just going back to the house to get the first aid kit, and Charlie’s collecting some blankets. Okay?”


    No, not okay. None of this is okay. My sister’s pregnant and injured and if something happens to her—


    “Yes.” Emmy found herself nodding with a confidence she was far from feeling. She gently wiped Bec’s brow. “So, did you hear that? The ambulance is on the way, and you have to promise you won’t flirt with old Larry this time.”


    “I promise,” Bec said in a feeble voice as Emmy tightened her grip and silently promised to do whatever it took to make sure her sister was safe.

  


  
    Chapter Eleven


    Christopher’s head pounded as he paced the waiting room, the bland walls and sterile smell catching in his nose. The last time he’d been in a hospital was when his father had died. It had been a wasted trip, and any subconscious hope he’d had that his old man might have softened over the years had been destroyed when his father had snarled at him to stop hovering around in the hope of getting any money. They’d been his last words, and true to form, the old man had left the rundown house to a distant relative.


    It was his father’s final punishment for destroying his life.


    Not that Christopher had ever cared about the money. All he’d cared about was seeing if the father of his imagination was truly as terrible as he’d remembered.


    It had been a bad idea.


    He clenched his hands as he continued to pace.


    Bec had been admitted four hours ago, and in that time it seemed like half of the town had made the thirty-minute trip to the hospital, desperate for an update. Charlie was in the far corner being comforted by Rachel and her husband, while the owners of Beer and Cupcakes were handing out muffins to anyone who was hungry. Over by the vending machine was the owner of the red stingray, Bec’s friend Ben Cooper, and even Monsieur Lafayette had turned up wearing a rugby shirt.


    It was the wedding all over again, the only difference was that this time, instead of pitching in to help, they were simply here to support. But while they all seemed to content to wait for news, Christopher felt like he was going to go crazy. He’d once spent four days traveling on the Trans-Siberian Railway and it had gone quicker than this. From time to time someone would come over and talk to him, but it had never lasted long, and they’d quickly returned to their own huddles.


    I’m going crazy.


    He was just about to start his pacing again when Emmy came into the waiting room, her face pale. Despite the many people wanting her attention, she hurried straight toward him.


    “How’s she doing?” he asked, reaching for her hands, hoping that the soft velvet of her skin beneath his fingers would anchor him.


    “It’s good news. It looks like she was only one or two rungs up the ladder and there’s no head trauma or concussion, just a sprained arm and a couple of bruises. And the baby’s fine,” Emmy said. Relief shot through him and he pulled her close.


    “Thank God.” He planted a soft kiss in her hair. She trembled against him, her breathing erratic. He loosened his grip to study her face. “Hey, I thought this was good news.”


    “It is.” A small sob escaped before she drew it back in and wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. “I’m just being stupid. They want to keep Bec in overnight, but I don’t want to leave her. I hate to ask, but would you mind—”


    “Going back to the farm to pack a suitcase?” he immediately said, desperate to be doing something rather than just endlessly pacing.


    Anything to stop me from feeling like I’m standing still.


    “Of course. Do you want me to do anything else? I could call your sister.”


    “No. It’s okay. I left a message for her when we first arrived, but haven’t heard back, which isn’t unusual. Part of being an uptight lawyer is that Pepper doesn’t respond to personal calls while at work. Still, by the time she gets the message at least I’ll have some good news for her.” She paused, shyly looking up at him. “Are you sure you don’t mind about going back to the farm? Normally I’d ask Charlie, but he’s pretty upset.”


    “Hey. I meant it. Anything you need, just ask.” He reached up and touched her face, which seemed to lessen the worry clouding her dark eyes. “There are six hundred people waiting to talk to you, so tell me what you need, and I’ll go.”


    “I’ve made a list,” she said as she passed him a neatly folded piece of paper. “I don’t how I would’ve coped if you hadn’t been there.”


    She would’ve coped perfectly, because this was what Emmy was all about—staying in one place and making sure the people she loved were safe. Unfortunately, it just reminded him he was the opposite. Familiar panic rose in his throat. And the longer he stood still, the worse it became. Like a wave growing as it rolled toward the shore.


    Why can’t I breathe?


    “You’re the most remarkable person I’ve ever met. You would’ve been just fine. Now go and talk to the good folk of Sunshine before they put a hit out on me for stealing you from them.”


    He leaned forward and gave her a soft kiss before she was swallowed up by her friends. He watched how at home she looked, surrounded by so many people. Emmy Watson had some kind of magic about her that radiated out She belonged here, and despite the fact Bec seemed to have drifted around the world as a free spirit, it was obvious she belonged there, too.


    The only problem was––he wasn’t sure where he fit into all of this.


    Or if I can fit at all.


    Unbidden Charlie’s words came back to him, of what people would think if he didn’t look after “their girl.” At the time Christopher had dismissed it, thinking the only opinion that mattered was Emmy’s. My first mistake. Emmy didn’t just come with sisters and a farm. She came with a whole community, and they all had needs and expectations.


    His throat went dry as he tried to picture himself being part of that community, but all he could see was him pacing a room while everyone else stood on the other side. For the first time in his life he wondered if this was what his father had felt like. Claustrophobic? Helpless? Trapped?


    Was that what had led to his bitterness?


    In the past, Christopher had always assumed his desire to get out and succeed in life was to prove he wasn’t like his father. But what if he had it all wrong? What if they both shared the same nagging urge to move forward, and his father’s bitterness was merely a result of not being able to answer the call his spirit had given him?


    Does that mean if I stay here, I’ll end up like him? Like my father?


    The idea filled him with dread as he jogged across the parking lot to Emmy’s old truck. He tightened his grip on the steering wheel as he drove to the farm, all the pleasure he’d been taking in the scenery now gone.


    He’d half expected Bec’s bedroom to be a mess of clothes and shoes, but it was surprisingly neat and it didn’t take him long to get everything on the list. The green alligator she liked to travel with was sitting on a chair. He instinctively added it to the collection and went down the stairs. There were still vases of wild flowers from the wedding and he wrapped as many bunches as he could carry into newspaper before returning to the hospital.


    It still felt woefully inadequate, and he wished there had been a bigger, more challenging job for him to do. Like climbing a mountain to get an exotic herb to help Bec’s injuries, or going after something only sold in a store five towns over. That I can do. But this waiting around? Being helpless?


    He parked the pickup at the hospital and was just gathering up the last bunch of flowers when a tall, elegant woman approached him. Her dark hair was pulled back into a neat chignon, and she was wearing a smart pencil skirt and matching jacket.


    “Hey, what are you doing with that truck?” she demanded in a tight voice that made Christopher frown. Had he met her before? Then he realized why she looked so familiar.


    It was Emmy and Bec’s older sister.


    “Let me guess—you’re Pepper,” he said, which earned him a curt nod of agreement. She might have her sister’s eyes, but she definitely didn’t have Emmy’s warm manner. He licked his lips. “I’m Christopher, a friend of Emmy’s. They’re on the third floor. I’ll take you up.”


    “Thank you.” Pepper’s voice was crisp. He led the way inside, and they both stepped into the elevator, sharing the space in silence. He hadn’t thought much about what Emmy and Bec’s older sister would be like, but he certainly hadn’t been expecting someone quite so…uptight. Then he scolded himself. Her youngest sister was both injured and pregnant. No wonder she was upset.


    The elevator doors opened, and he led her to the room, opting to wait outside. Through the half-open doorway, he could hear Emmy letting out a surprised squeak. The sisters shared a hushed conversation, and five minutes later Emmy appeared.


    “I only just realized you were out here. Why didn’t you come in?”


    I didn’t want to intrude on your family time.


    I’m not sure I can be the person you want me to be.


    “I just thought you might need some time together privately,” he said as he kissed her. For one brief second the smell of her skin pushed away the overpowering stench of the hospital and the panic crawling through his veins. When he was touching her it was fine; it was all the time in between that was the problem.


    “Not at all.” She returned the kiss before registering his loaded arms and almost looked relieved at the distraction. “Flowers. Christopher, that’s so sweet. And her alligator. Thank you.”


    “They might be nice for when she wakes up,” he said as Emmy took several bunches of flowers off him. “Of course I didn’t think about where to put them. Should I go find some vases?”


    “Actually, would you mind going to find Coop—I mean Ben Cooper. He and Bec have been friends forever, and I know he’s desperate to see her,” she said.


    “Sure.” He squeezed her hand just as his cell phone rang out. It was his agent and Christopher winced as he ignored the call. Trent had never been known for his timing, but this was almost laughable.


    “What if it’s important,” Emmy said in a soft voice, her dark eyes catching his. Christopher sighed.


    “It’s Trent. He probably just wants to confirm the—”


    “Tickets.” Emmy’s whole face flooded with color, and her hand flew to her mouth. “I completely forgot about the trip. I’m so sorry.”


    “Don’t even think about apologizing,” he said, kicking himself for not turning the damn thing off. The last thing Emmy needed right now was stress about Hawaii. “Let’s wait until Bec’s home and we’ll talk. Okay?”


    “Okay.” She nodded, though her eyes were already searching the room. “I’d better go fill Pepper in.”


    “Right,” he said. He was about to reach for her hand and tell her how pleased he was that it had all worked out, but she’d already turned to where her intimidating sister was waiting. Christopher took a deep breath and went in search of Ben Cooper. Never had he felt more useless in his entire life.


    …


    The following morning, Emmy stood outside Bec’s bedroom at home, holding a tray of sandwiches. If she’d had her way, her sister would be eating soup and a cup of tea but Bec had insisted on peanut butter, gherkin, and potato chips on rye, and Emmy didn’t have the heart to refuse her. Even Pepper, who normally took control of everything, hadn’t felt up to arguing with the cravings of a pregnant woman who’d just been released from hospital.


    The main thing was Bec was home and the baby was healthy.


    The baby.


    Emmy was still trying to accept her carefree, twenty-two-year-old sister was going to be a mom. Bec refused to talk about who the father was, apart from saying he was out of the picture and wouldn’t be returning. She also said she hadn’t changed her mind about the farm and the business, then went on to suggest they wait another month or so before telling Pepper their decision. That was one suggestion Emmy could definitely get on board with. There was quite enough drama going on without adding Pepper’s fury into the mix.


    Not that either of them could figure out exactly why Pepper was even there. After all, she’d only turned up twice during Ivy’s cancer treatment, and both trips had been organized down to the most minuscule detail. Still, that was the least of her problems right now, and despite the knowledge Bec was fine, Emmy couldn’t rid herself of just how easily it could’ve been a very different prognosis.


    Like with her parents, and then Ivy. My sister could’ve died. And if that had happened, she never would’ve—


    “Emmy, I know you’re standing out there. Come in already. I’m starving,” Bec called out, proving that her uncanny instincts were as sharp as ever. Emmy reluctantly used her foot to push open the door. Bec greeted her with, “Thank God. You should’ve seen breakfast. It was horrible. Even Coop wouldn’t eat it, and he eats everything.”


    “That’s because he’s an animal,” Pepper said from the window seat where she’d been checking her messages. Not that Emmy or Bec paid much attention. For reasons no one seemed to know, Pepper and Ben Cooper had always hated each other and never missed out on the chance to remind people of the fact. “Are you sure you should be eating that? We should get in a specialist to check your diet.”


    “I’m pregnant, not dying” Bec said as she picked up the sandwich and bit into it. “And more to the point, I’m bored with having to talk about me, so please can we just change the subject?”


    “Fine.” Pepper shrugged as she put away her cell phone and turned her attention to Emmy. “So why don’t you tell me where Christopher fits into the picture?”


    “Oh, yes. Excellent suggestion. That’s exactly the kind of distraction I need.” Bec looked more like her old self as her blue eyes twinkled with excitement. “How is Mr. Beautiful Shoulders going? Are you all packed for your trip tomorrow?”


    Emmy’s throat went dry.


    She wanted to say she hadn’t given Hawaii any thought at all since they’d found Bec crumpled on the wishing bridge yesterday, but the truth was she’d hardly been able to think about anything else. Christopher had been true to his word, and last night when they’d arrived home from the hospital, they’d undressed and fallen into each other’s arms without mentioning it. But today was a different story. They were due to leave tomorrow, and he’d be waiting for her answer.


    Problem is he isn’t going to like the answer I have.


    I don’t like it, either.


    Deserting him once might be seen as an accident, but twice—regardless of the circumstances—was pushing her luck. But it had to be done. Bec needed her more than ever. No way she could run off now. And it wasn’t an excuse—her baby sister was having a child of her own. Emmy needed to be there, to help and support them. No matter how much she wanted to be with Christopher, it couldn’t be at the expense of her family.


    Yesterday was a reminder of that.


    After all, what kind of life would she have had if Ivy hadn’t opened the doors of Wishing Bridge Farm all those years ago? If she hadn’t been there to help them grow up?


    Emmy swallowed hard. She knew what she had to. Besides, how would she cope if she went to Hawaii and something happened to Bec or the baby? It was Ivy all over again.


    The thought caught in her throat like an ache.


    Plus, there was the darker truth.


    The one she didn’t want to think about. The one where she admitted that they still didn’t know how their relationship would work. Or, even if it could work. I’ve been just crossing my fingers and hoping it would all turn out. But, seeing Bec’s pale face and crumpled body at the bridge had shown how wishful thinking was far from a guarantee. It just wasn’t enough to go on, not when it meant deserting her sister and her baby for a relationship that may or may not last.


    “What trip? And how does Bec know what his shoulders are like?” Pepper looked like she always did when she didn’t have complete disclosure: pissed off. “Can you please catch me up here? Who’s Christopher?”


    Bec leaned forward, her blue eyes still twinkling. “Okay, so remember two years ago when Emmy went to New York for that christening?”


    Pepper nodded. “Sure. Lucy Tucker named her kid Rudolph. It’s not the kind of thing you forget.” Emmy sighed as she sat down in the spare chair. Bec and Pepper might claim they weren’t alike, but as she listened to her sisters discuss her love life as if she wasn’t even there, it was difficult to take their claims seriously. Ten minutes later they were done, and Bec turned to Emmy.


    “So, now Pepper’s all caught up. Back to Hawaii. What’s the latest news?” Her sister narrowed her eyes. “And do not even thinking of trying to cancel because of what happened yesterday. Do you hear me, Emmy Watson?”


    “I think the whole valley can hear you,” Pepper said before she turned to Emmy. “But Bec’s right—well, I’m not quite sure he can really walk on water like she seems to think—but he does sound perfect for you. So why risk losing him because you’re afraid to leave the farm?”


    Emmy’s jaw stiffened. “How many times do I have to tell you both I’m not scared of leaving the farm? The only thing I’m guilty of is loving the place where I grew up, and caring about my family. Bec’s just been released from the hospital and told us she’s pregnant, so I don’t think it’s unreasonable for me to stay and make sure she’s okay.”


    “Except I’m right here, and I can tell you I’m fine.” Bec waved her arms, almost sending the discarded sandwich flying across the room.


    “No, you’re not.” Emmy shook her head. “You can only use one hand, and according to yesterday’s test, you’re six weeks pregnant, which means you might get morning sickness. You need someone here.”


    “No, I don’t.” Bec poked her bottom lip out, looking mulish, but before Emmy could reply, Pepper spoke up.


    “Actually, Emmy’s right. You do need someone with you. However, I’m happy to do it.”


    “What?” Emmy and Bec both stared at their sister. But, as always, it was impossible to read Pepper’s mask. If she ever wanted to give up law, Emmy figured she could always become a card shark, because her poker face was exceptional.


    “Please. You don’t need to act quite so surprised. I’m not the unfeeling robot you two like to think I am. Besides, since I’m guessing Bec no longer wants to sell this place, I suppose I’d better get reacquainted with my inheritance.”


    “You know?” Emmy gulped. She might’ve been surprised at Pepper’s offer to move back to the farm for a week, but she wasn’t quite so shocked that Pepper had guessed Bec’s change of heart. Her sister might not be big on tact, but she was a mastermind at everything else.


    “You two aren’t exactly good at keeping secrets.” Pepper softened her fierce expression and reached out to pat Emmy’s hand. “And Bec’s right, you should go to Hawaii.”


    Emmy was silent. While she was touched (and slightly confused) by her sister’s offer, it didn’t really change anything. All it would do was put off the inevitable.


    “I’m sorry, but I’ve made up my mind. I know you think I’m this bird stuck in a cage, and you might be right. But it’s a nice cage. It’s full of pretty things and people I love, and more importantly, the door’s open. It always has been, so the idea I’m stuck here is wrong. Plus, there’s the business. We’ve already had ten new enquires for weddings, plus one booking. Now that it’s taking off, I need to stay focused.”


    “But why can’t you have all of that and still spend time with Christopher?” Pepper demanded, like she was cross-examining a witness. “I saw him at the hospital yesterday, and he was running around after you, making sure you were okay. I think he’d understand.”


    “Actually…” Bec sniffed. “I think that’s what Emmy’s problem is. Christopher would understand. He might even try and stay here. But then he’d be giving up his dream just to help hers. Is that right?”


    “Something like that.” Emmy rubbed her face, her lack of sleep catching up with her. The fact Bec understood didn’t make it any easier.


    “What does Christopher think about this?” Pepper narrowed her gaze as Emmy slowly got to her feet.


    “I don’t know, but I guess now is as good a time as any to find out.”


    Then without another word, she walked out of the bedroom. She was making the right decision. Now someone just had to tell her heart.


    …


    Christopher put down his camera and ran his hands through his hair. It was no good. The shot he wanted wasn’t working. He wasn’t surprised. He still didn’t want to write an article on the local area, but Trent had been so furious that Emmy might not being able to make the trip that he’d promised to get something together. Unfortunately, he’d written more inspiring articles about how to open a tin of beans using only a spoon.


    He swallowed his churning frustration as he reached the wishing bridge. The ladder was no longer lying on the ground, and the last signs of the wedding were gone. Charlie must’ve been there earlier in the day clearing them away, and once again a tug of guilt raced through him.


    From what Emmy had told him, Charlie had faithfully helped the women of Wishing Bridge Farm for most of his life. Yet after one week I want to run away. A jagged laugh ripped from his throat. He’d been crazy to believe he could come back between trips. That he and Emmy could create some kind of life together.


    His life was going forward, and when he stopped, things got messy. I might get messy. And what if they’d gone to Hawaii before Bec’s accident? How would Emmy have felt knowing her sister was injured while she was sunning herself on a beach? She’d been away from home when Ivy had been diagnosed with cancer. It would’ve destroyed her to be away when her sister was injured. And I would’ve been the one she resented.


    Emmy Watson deserved better. She deserved someone who could be there for her no matter what. Another Charlie, or Bec’s friend, Coop. Someone who loved the area as much as she did. Someone who didn’t mind the entire town of Sunshine as an extended family.


    Someone who isn’t me.


    From behind him came footsteps, softly crunching through the gravel and leaves. The faint scent of Emmy’s perfume floated on the breeze, and his throat contracted.


    “Hey. I’ve been looking everywhere for you.” She was wearing old jeans and a faded gray T-shirt, her dark hair pulled back into a messy ponytail.


    She’d never looked more beautiful.


    God, this is going to suck.


    “I was just trying to get some photos for the article Trent wants me to write,” he said, in what he hoped was a casual voice. “The light isn’t great.”


    “Right. The thing is, I’ve got something I need to tell you.” She played with her fingers, a sure sign she was nervous. Guilt flooded him. He’d once accused her of being too scared to leave, and it looked like his comments had caused her to distrust her own feelings.


    Because I’m a jerk. Just like my dad.


    “You don’t need to say it.” He reached out and laced his fingers through hers, wishing her skin could feel like sandpaper instead of silk. It would certainly make it a lot easier.


    That was a lie. Nothing was going to make it easier.


    “I know you can’t go with me.”


    Her eyes clouded over and her lips parted, showing him a peek of her white teeth. All he wanted to do was bring his mouth crashing down on hers, to push away the confusion and stop this conversation from happening.


    But what would be the point of that?


    “How? I wasn’t even certain until a few minutes ago.”


    “Because you love your family.”


    And I love you. It hit him like a sledgehammer. A sledgehammer with the worst timing in history. This was what happened when he stopped moving forward. Things caught up with him. And that totally sucked.


    “I told you—I get what this place means to you. What your family means to you. And while I think Bec’s amazing, the idea of her raising a baby all on her own is a little bit…well…I think they’ll be lucky to have their Aunty Emmy around.”


    “Thank you for being so understanding.” Tears gathered in the corners of her eyes, and she tightened her grip. Her hands were small inside his. Such a perfect fit.


    And now I’ve made her cry. Who the hell am I?


    “People always said I was just like Ivy, and I guess I really will be now.”


    “From what I’ve heard, that’s not a bad thing. Look how you turned out.” He lifted her hand up and pressed his lips to it. Her skin was soft as velvet against his mouth, and it sent a ripple through his body, but he forced himself not to move away.


    I’ll be moving soon enough.


    Emmy sucked in a breath, her gaze never leaving his. “You really are the best man I’ve ever met.”


    “No, I’m not.” He gave an angry shake of his head, as guilt clawed at his chest. “If I was halfway decent I’d be staying here with you, looking for a way to make this work. I thought that’s what I could do. But yesterday at the hospital, seeing everyone around you… You’re all so close. So dependable. And I’m the opposite. My instincts were to get the hell out of there.”


    “But you didn’t. You stayed there until Bec was okay. I told my sisters, and I’m telling you—this cage you all see me in, it isn’t shut. There’s a door there. You could always come and go. I-I wouldn’t keep you trapped.”


    His whole body buzzed with possibility.


    There was nothing he wanted more than to say yes, to spend his time with her.


    But visions of his father’s face, twisted in fury as he lashed out at Christopher and his brother, stopped him. Until the restlessness was gone, Christopher could never trust himself to be the man Emmy needed. And if I hurt her, that would break me more than anything the old man ever did.


    He didn’t return her gaze.


    “I’m sorry, Emmy. I really am…”


    “Shh.” She pressed herself close so that her heartbeat pounded in his ear, her smell caught in his nose, and his sanity just about fled. “We promised we wouldn’t judge each other for the choices we’ve made. Let’s still be those people. Okay?”


    He nodded, not daring to speak as he brought his mouth crashing down on hers one last time. Like always, his whole body sparked to life at the feel of her lips on his and it wasn’t until her fingers inched around his waist that he forced himself to break away.


    “I’d better go,” he said in a gruff voice. “I changed my flight, and Stan should be here to collect me soon.”


    “Stan? No. Christopher, at least let me drive you there.” Her face was dangerously close to crumpling, and it took all of his willpower to shake his head. He prided himself on being able to leave, so the least he could do was leave well.


    Leave fast. Before I manage to screw it up even more.


    “I don’t think that would be a good idea.”


    “Oh.” She lowered her gaze as if too scared to look at him. “I’m not sure if this makes it better or worse, but I really did want to come with you, Christopher Henderson.”


    Worse. Christopher forced himself to turn and walk away. Knowing she wanted to be with him definitely made it worse.

  


  
    Chapter Twelve


    The wind lashed against the glass doors, and Christopher looked out to where the murky gray Hawaiian waves crashed into the shore while the palm trees bowed down to the ground. Thanks to the storm that had been relentless for two solid days, the beach in front of him was empty, apart from the trail of surfers eager to make the most of the violent conditions. Included in the procession was Christopher’s traveling buddy, Patrick. In the past, Christopher would’ve joined them, but the adrenaline that normally surged through his veins was absent this time.


    He turned his attention back to the map of Lana’i he’d been studying. It had been two weeks since he’d arrived in Hawaii, and despite his lack of a home-grown girlfriend, the meeting with the production company had been extremely successful. At least I was right about something.


    Nothing had been confirmed, but Trent was in the final development stages of the contract with them, leaving Christopher free to scout the outer islands as a possible location for the pilot show. Which was why he’d hooked up with Patrick, an adrenaline junkie on a mission to jump, climb, and swim everything he came across.


    He also found the more time he spent around his friend’s non-stop energy, the less time he had to think about Emmy Watson. That was the theory. Truth was it was impossible to think of anything but the smell of her skin after a shower, how her teeth clamped down on her lower lip when she was concentrating, and the fearless way she tackled her problems.


    This is what hell must be like.


    He longed to call and hear her voice, but so far, between the time difference and his sense of fairness, he’d resisted. After all, what good could it do either of them? They’d both tried to make it work, but their core personalities were just two different. Now my body just needs to get the update.


    Maybe a surf would do him good. He stood up to get changed just as his cell phone rang. It was Trent, but for once Christopher was pleased for the distraction.


    “Hey, buddy. We’re so close now. Just a couple of small rights issues to clear up, and then it’s all systems go. How’s the scouting? Did you get to the summit of the mountain?” Trent said referring to Christopher’s plans to go to Lana’ihale.


    “Not exactly. Rain stopped play,” Christopher said as he began to pace the room, trying to muster some enthusiasm. “It should clear tomorrow.”


    “Since when do you care about a little bit of rain? One of your best articles was about when you were trapped in the Cambodian forest for three days, and you got those pictures of that crazy frog. You always say that weather creates its own opportunities.”


    Christopher winced as his own words came back to haunt him. While it was true that in the past he’d always judged travelers who put their plans on hold just because the weather wasn’t perfect, lately he’d started to think sometimes a storm was really just a storm. No point trying to spin it. Not that he was going to tell Trent any of that. He shrugged and began to pace again.


    “I guess I’m getting old.”


    “Well, you’ll need to get young again soon, because as soon as this contract’s signed you’ll be going into development, and once filming starts it will be sixteen-hour days. This is going to be huge, so you’d better say good-bye to your creature comforts and hello to adventure.”


    “The weather’s meant to break tomorrow,” Christopher said by way of an answer.


    “Good. And in the meantime, don’t forget the article you promised me on your trip to Seattle. It’s due in three days, and it’s not like you to miss a deadline.”


    “Connecticut,” Christopher corrected once again. “Don’t worry. You’ll have it by tomorrow.”


    Once the call was finished, Christopher turned away from the howling storm still whipping the coast. He flicked on his laptop, but despite staring at the screen for the rest of the day, the article refused to write itself. Patrick put in a brief appearance before heading back out to a storm party, and by ten at night, all Christopher had was a headache and a blank screen.


    Seriously? What’s wrong with me?


    He trudged to the bedroom, where he spent another sleepless night. The only consolation was sometime around five, the weather broke, and the pounding energy of the storm was replaced by the faint buzz of insects and domestic life. With his morning coffee in hand, he walked out onto the long veranda to see shafts of soft light beaming down onto the sodden, broken foliage now covering the landscape.


    He yawned and sat down to check his messages.


    Normally, he was happy to be disconnected from the rest of the world, but he’d turned into one of those people he hated, checking his cell every few minutes in case Emmy changed her mind and contacted him.


    Which was stupid.


    He deleted each message as he came to it, until he reached an email from Lewis. It was a quick summary of their honeymoon in Paris, along with the obligatory photograph of the Eiffel Tower taken from the Trocadero, which looked like every other honeymoon shot Christopher had ever seen.


    The travel writer in him frowned.


    It wasn’t his place to judge what they did, and no one loved going to Paris more than him. But as he scanned through the photographs Lewis had attached, he couldn’t help but feel they were all boring and vanilla. His friend would’ve been better off staying in Sunshine and spending a week exploring the wineries and the numerous lush orchards that dotted the pale yellow hills.


    Hell, they could’ve just stayed in their room the entire time, getting the amazing local food delivered to them. After all, why travel so far just to have five days on the tourist circuit, just because that’s what everyone else did?


    He strode back into the apartment to get his laptop. Honeymoon travel wasn’t really his forte, but at least he finally had an angle for the article. In a fortnight of failures, it suddenly felt like a win.


    He grinned as his fingers flew across the keyboard.


    Put Some Sunshine in Your Life


    To the outside world, the small town of Sunshine isn’t much more than a dot on the map as you pass by to some of the better-known Connecticut locations. But on closer inspection, the quaint, tree-lined streets are filled with hidden wonders. From a bar that sells cupcakes to a golf club that gives its winners pre-loved gymnastics medals, all surrounded by a collection of vineyards, orchards, and microbreweries, Sunshine is designed to show travelers just how much a little bit of love can make.


    The gem in the middle of this otherworldly town is Wishing Bridge Farm, which has recently started running vintage weddings, complete with an old covered bridge locals swear has been granting wishes for over one hundred and fifty years. Now, I’m not normally one for white picket fences, but they say a change is a good as a holiday, and for this seasoned traveler, the comforts of Sunshine were like a breath of fresh air. Another thing to remember when you’re planning your trip is to…


    Christopher smiled as he continued to write, and it wasn’t until Patrick wandered up behind him and peered over his shoulder that he looked up.


    “Chris, my man. The sun’s up, which means we have some adventuring to do.” Patrick studied him more closely and frowned. “Hey, are you okay? You look like you were miles away.”


    “Actually, I was,” Christopher admitted. “Approximately five thousand miles away. I’m just finishing an article on an old covered bridge in Connecticut.”


    “Connecticut?” Patrick rubbed his eyes as if to check he was properly awake. Catching sight of one of the photographs Christopher had printed out, he picked it up and looked at it in disgust. “That’s not a bridge. I could climb up that in two seconds flat. Why would you want to write about somewhere grandparents go and visit? Dude, you’re about to go climb a freaking volcano rim.”


    “I guess I’ve changed,” Christopher said, then stopped. His spine straightened at what he’d just written. A change was a good as a holiday. He’d been traveling for ten years and hadn’t changed at all until he went to Wishing Bridge Farm.


    Christ.


    The irony caught in his throat.


    He’d spent his life moving forward, not being like the old man, only to discover he was exactly like his father—inflexible. Right until the end, the old man had been unbending. It wasn’t about the going or the staying, it was about the willingness to do both.


    His mind exploded with understanding and the lethargy that had been hanging around his shoulders fell away.


    Patrick blinked. “So, are we still on for today?”


    Christopher nodded as he raced for his cell phone. “Yup, but first I just need to make a couple of calls. There are some things that need to change.”


    …


    “Emmy Watson. I swear I could throttle you.” Bec marched up to where Emmy was sitting on the porch searching the internet in hopes of finding an old-fashioned cash register for one of her brides. It had been four weeks since the accident, and while the brace was gone from Bec’s arm, the twinkle had definitely returned to her eyes. Problem was, when her sister sparkled, trouble followed.


    “I’m sorry Bec, but there’s no way we can get a Ferris wheel up the drive for the Turner Wedding. Besides, I thought we agreed it would be fun for you to take the entire party out to the Sunshine Carnival the night before,” Emmy said as she went through the list of tasks they’d agreed to work on. Bec, with her outgoing personality, was going to organize all of the entertainment for the groups, while Emmy did logistics.


    “What?” Bec frowned before giving a dismissive wave. “No, that’s fine. The carnival’s going to be fun. I’m arranging a haunted house tour and everything. If I don’t get those wedding guests screaming with fright, then my name’s not Bec Watson. Anyway, where was I? Ah, yes. It’s the article. You still haven’t called him, have you?”


    Oh, that.


    Emmy closed her laptop and her eyes. Last time she’d walked away from Christopher, she’d found the best thing to do was to work so hard she didn’t have a single minute to think about how much she missed him. This time around it was proving more difficult. Not just because everyone she knew kept talking about him, but because he’d written that damn article about Sunshine and Wishing Bridge Farm. And what an article it was.


    “Put Some Sunshine in Your Life,” by Christopher Henderson.


    It had appeared last week, and Emmy’s heart had pounded against her ribs as she’d read it. His words stepped off the page, bringing Sunshine to life. It was accompanied by some of the stunning photographs he’d taken, showing her he really had understood how she felt about the place. No one reading his words could fail to see it. It had also been responsible for the onslaught of inquires and bookings the business had since received, not to mention causing Emmy even more sleepless nights.


    The fact he understands doesn’t make it easier.


    “What’s all the racket?” Pepper emerged from the kitchen, still looking like a lawyer despite the fact she was dressed in some of Bec’s denim cut-offs and Emmy’s blue and white striped T-shirt.


    “She hasn’t called Christopher yet.” Bec’s lips twitched. “Even though she promised last night she would.”


    “I only promised so you’d stop bouncing on my bed and I could get some sleep. And for the record, I’m not sure bouncing on beds is good for you or the baby.” Emmy braced herself for the combined front of her two sisters. Not that she was even sure what Pepper was still doing at the farm, considering her life was in Seattle, but her sister had been evasive about it, just declaring that family came first. Normally that would be a red flag, since Pepper wasn’t known for her sentimentality—or for taking a month off from work. But right now it seemed like the least of Emmy’s problems.


    “Look.” Pepper carefully moved the laptop and sat down next to her. “Bec might not have the best approach—”


    “Hey, there’s nothing wrong with my approach,” Bec said. “Bed-bouncing is a time-honored tradition.”


    “No, it’s not. It’s juvenile,” Pepper said before her lawyer mask slipped back into place. “But she has a point. You should call him. Not only did that article result directly in fifteen bookings, plus numerous other inquiries, but he obviously wrote it as a love letter to you. Why are you ignoring him?”


    If I let myself think about him, my head will explode.


    The swirl of anxiety that seemed to be constantly living just below her skin rushed up. What her sisters didn’t understand was that she wasn’t ignoring Christopher, she was just accepting the truth. Yes, he loved Wishing Bridge farm, and he might even love her. But it wasn’t enough.


    If it was, then why wasn’t he here?


    Why hadn’t he turned up on her doorstep with flowers and a goofy smile and dragged her into the cottage and ripped her clothing off? Because no matter how hard he tried, he was always going to be a traveler. He’d told her himself—staying in one spot wasn’t his style. And in a way, the article just made it harder. It showed her that love wasn’t enough.


    Even worse, she’d promised herself she wouldn’t judge him for his decision. And she wasn’t judging. Well, she was trying very hard not to.


    “It’s complicated.” She ran a hand through her hair and willed herself not to cry again.


    “It doesn’t have to be,” Bec said. “You have a real chance here, so why won’t you at least try?”


    Pepper’s face went pale. “Because if he wanted to come back, then he’d be here. That’s what the problem is, isn’t it?”


    Emmy didn’t trust herself to speak, so she just nodded.


    “Crap, Emmy. I’m such a douche.” Bec leaned over and gave her a tight hug. “I guess I just really liked the idea of you two together, and that article…well, it really was something.”


    Yes, it was.


    Emmy scrunched her eyes to stop the tears from flowing. Surely having four weeks’ practice should’ve helped her, but it didn’t, and in the end she had to reach up and wipe her damp cheeks while Bec untangled herself.


    “Come on, Bec,” said Pepper. We should leave Emmy alone. Plus, I’ve been looking at some prenatal vitamins I think we should order. They’re meant to help the baby.”


    “Prenatal vitamins? Why would I—” Bec began to protest before seeming to catch Pepper’s stern expression. “Right. You know me. All about the vitamins.”


    Once they were gone, Emmy sighed and turned her attention back to her laptop.


    She thought having her sisters understand how painful the article was might make her feel better. She was wrong, and if anything it was worse. She’d been forced to say the truth out loud. That Christopher was never coming back. That she’d never see him again unless she tuned in to watch his travel show when it finally aired.


    Hopefully she wouldn’t be so masochistic, but she didn’t want to bet on it.


    Disappointment caught in her throat. It was familiar now, like an old pair of shoes, but before she could wallow, Stan’s taxi rolled into the yard and he jumped out.


    “Hey, Emmy!” He waved her over. “Rachel asked me to drop off some wine samples for that couple who’s coming to do an inspection next week, and while I was getting lunch, Vera asked if I could deliver some handmade chocolates to see what you think. Oh, and I’ve also got the brochures Bec designed. They were ready when I was going past the printers so I figured I might as well bring them up. And, of course, the chalkboard paint Charlie asked me to collect the other day.”


    A small smile tugged at her mouth as she hurried over to help him unload. It really did take a village to raise a vintage wedding business. Not that she was complaining. Between Bec’s help, and the town of Sunshine, it had been surprisingly easy to follow up on all of the inquiries and commit to so many bookings.


    “Thanks, Stan,” she said, once everything was stacked up on the porch. “Did you want to come in?”


    “Can’t, sorry. I’m due to take Miss Violet to the doctor’s, and you know what happens when she’s late for something.”


    Another reluctant smile came to her. Miss Violet had lived in the town for over eighty years, and even Charlie was a bit scared of her. Speaking of Charlie—he’d wanted to get started repainting the old chalkboards, and so she hoisted up the paint and walked across to the barn, where he could normally be found this time of day. Sure enough, he was in the far corner carrying two of the large dove cages up the ladder to be stored in the loft.


    “I think we’ve had enough ladder tragedies for one year.” Emmy frowned as she hurried over. “You should’ve come and ask me for help.”


    He snorted. “Pah. The day I can’t carry a couple of cages is the day I might as well hang my boots up.” Reaching the top, he carefully put the cages up before climbing down and wiping his hands on his overalls.


    “You’ll be hanging those boots up a lot quicker if you don’t start taking it easy,” Emmy said and was rewarded by a slow smile.


    “You sound just like your aunt,” he said, then frowned as he studied her face. “Let me guess—you still haven’t called him. You should, you know. That best man of yours loves you.”


    Emmy groaned. “You know about the article?”


    “Of course I do. I’m not dead. Vera showed it to me. And Bec mentions it at least every twenty minutes. Between you and me, I think you should call him just to stop your sister bouncing around so much. I’m sure it can’t be good for the baby.”


    “Right? Thank you,” Emmy said, pleased someone agreed with her about the bouncing. Then she realized Charlie wasn’t smiling, and she let out a small sigh as she sat down on an upturned crate. “Like I’ve told my sisters on numerous occasions, there’s no point calling Christopher. We both want different things.”


    “Really?” Charlie eased himself into the nearby rocking chair that doubled as his afternoon nap spot. “Because right now it seems like you both want the same thing—to be miserable.”


    Emmy winced. So much for thinking she’d been putting on a brave front. Then again, hiding things from Charlie had never been easy. While he didn’t have Ivy’s shrewd eyes, he always seemed to have his own way of knowing things.


    “You know it’s not like that.” Emmy studied her fingers as the familiar pang of loss filled her chest. “I have to stay here and make sure Bec and the baby are okay. And the business. It’s what’s Ivy would’ve wanted. More importantly, it’s what Ivy would’ve done.”


    “Don’t talk nonsense, girl,” Charlie said in a gruff voice.


    “What?” Emmy frowned. “Of course she would’ve. She spent her entire life taking care of the farm and us. You, out of everyone, should know that. After all, that’s why she turned down your marriage proposal—because she put us first.”


    Charlie barked with laughter before he stretched out his wrinkled hand to pat her shoulder. “While it does make Ivy sound very noble, you’re wrong.”


    “I don’t understand. So why did she turn you down, then?” Emmy chewed her lip as she studied his eyes, turned pale blue with age.


    “I thought that was obvious. Because she didn’t love me. Not like that. If she’d wanted to be my wife, that woman would’ve moved heaven and earth to make it happen. Knowing her, she would’ve been the one doing the proposing. So rid yourself of the idea that she put others before herself. As for looking after you girls and keeping you safe, she didn’t do that out of duty, it was out of love. The one thing I can tell you about Ivy is she didn’t die with any regrets.”


    Emmy’s breath caught in her throat.


    She’d always just assumed Ivy had been secretly nursing a broken heart all of these years ago. And for the first time since she’d come to Wishing Bridge farm as a child, she felt lost. The bond she and her great aunt shared had always acted like a lodestone. Giving her direction and keeping her safe. To discover it was false was disarming.


    What the hell?


    She stared at Charlie. “Are you saying I should go after Christopher?”


    “I’m saying you should follow your heart. Those sisters of yours always like to say you’re too scared to leave, but I know you, Emmy Watson and it’s not fear that’s holding you back, it’s a misplaced sense of duty. And if Ivy knew, she’d be turning in her grave. All she ever wanted was for her girls to be happy. For you to be happy.”


    “What about Bec? And the business? Even without buying my sisters out, I still need money to pay the bills and keep the farm going.”


    “This farm was going long before you arrived, and it will keep going long after you leave. As for Bec, it’s not you she needs, it’s this place. This community. They’re the ones who’ve always kept you strong, so let them work their magic on that wild sister of yours. Don’t you see? That’s why she came home. Not because she was pregnant but because something was missing in her life. And if you don’t think there’s something missing in your life, Emmy Watson, then you’re not the girl I thought you were.”


    Without another word, he hoisted himself out of the chair and slowly made his way back across the barn, leaving Emmy alone with the dull pounding of her heart.


    Okay, so that happened.


    It was so much to take in, to try and untangle and make sense of, not to mention—


    No! She jumped to her feet as she finally understood what Charlie had been trying to tell her. It wasn’t complicated at all. There was nothing to untangle. If she loved Christopher, she shouldn’t be sitting at the farm, moping around and dreaming of what could’ve been. If Ivy lived and died without regrets, then that’s what she needed to do, too.


    She needed to go out and be with him and let the farm and Bec take care of each other until she returned. If she returned at all.


    Her body heated as she looked up at the perfect Connecticut sky, and as the soft hum of insects buzzed all around her, she got the feeling Ivy approved.

  


  
    Chapter Thirteen


    Emmy Watson hurried across the Honolulu International Airport clutching the two-foot high trophy Christopher had won. In retrospect, traveling with it had been a mistake. She’d only taken it to convince him anything was possible. Unfortunately, after a long flight, several delays, and no sleep, the trophy wasn’t the only thing Emmy was starting to question.


    What am I doing here?


    She hadn’t been able to get in touch with Christopher because, according to his agent, he’s secured the development deal for the show and was off climbing the rim of some non-active volcano. Of course he was. If anyone was going to climb a rim of a volcano it was him. And me, apparently.


    This was all a terrible mistake. Like, the Titanic of mistakes.


    What if she couldn’t find him? What if she’d read more into the article than was really there? After all, it was his job to be a brilliant and amazing writer, so those words were just all part of a day’s work. The adrenaline that had charged through her while she’d booked her ticket, packed her bag, and left her sister with a mile long set of instructions faded, giving way to blind terror.


    She increased her grip on the trophy and swallowed hard. She still needed to catch another flight to where he was staying and even then there were no guarantees Christopher would be there. He might’ve decided to kayak his way back to the mainland, or skydive in, or do whatever adventurous people liked to do.


    A spurt of hysterical laughter burst up from her chest.


    Of all the ridiculous things she’d ever done in her life, surely this had to top the list. Even more so than when I kissed him for the first time.


    She’d left the farm and the business in the hands of her pregnant, footloose sister to follow some crazy, stupid idea—


    There he was.


    Heat slammed through her body as the all-too-familiar figure of Christopher Henderson walked across the terminal. It was him! What was he doing here? Had someone called him? Then she frowned. And why was he pushing a luggage trolley loaded with suitcases? What happened to traveling light?


    A thousand questions crashed through her mind as she watched his eyes widen at the sight of her. Okay, so that answered question one. He hadn’t known she’d be here. Which meant that he was on his way somewhere. Making yet another trip. For him it was just a regular Tuesday.


    “Emmy?” He finally reached her. “W-what are you doing here?”


    “I—” She opened her mouth, searching the millions of rehearsed speeches she’d practiced on the flight. But nope, there was nothing. Which, for the record, wasn’t ideal.


    Why didn’t I write it all down?


    Or at least created some bullet points. Yes, bullet points definitely would’ve helped. She caught sight of the trophy in her hands. “You forgot this.”


    She thrust the gleaming figure skaters toward him. He took it.


    Who flew all the way to Hawaii to give someone a secondhand trophy? Oh, wait. That would be me.


    “I see.” He traced a line along the trophy and Emmy trembled. “Um, well, thank you. I guess I left in a hurry.”


    “Yeah. You never know when you’re going to have a trophy emergency.” Her cheeks heated as she realized how unprepared she was. “It seemed like a good idea, but then I couldn’t get in touch with you, and now I can see that—well, that you’re on your way somewhere. I shouldn’t have come. You have a flight to catch.”


    “Screw my flight.” He growled, his voice low and intense. Hope flared in her chest. “Emmy, what’s going on? Why are you really here? Is everything okay? Bec—”


    “She’s fine.” Emmy breathed in. It was a mistake and his scent filled her nostrils her chest pounded like a puppy. “Everything’s fine. I guess I just wanted to see you. H-how are you?”


    “Up until about two minutes ago I was miserable.” He seemed to be weighing his words as he carefully placed the trophy on top of his luggage as if it were a prize jewel.


    “And now?” Emmy dared to look up at him. If she thought breathing around him was a mistake, then looking definitely compounded the problem. His face was all lines and angles—unshaved stubble that called for her touch, eyes that looked tired and needed kissing, and clothes that most definitely needed removing. If this backfires, I’m so screwed.


    “Now, I’m hopeful. You really flew to Hawaii just to see me?”


    “Yeah. I guess I’m more impulsive than I knew,” she said, before daring to ask the question. After all, she hadn’t traveled all this way for nothing. “So, where are you going?”


    “Me?” For the first time since she’d seen him, a smile formed across his face. “I’m going to a small town called Sunshine. You might’ve heard of it.”


    “You were coming to see me?” Her knees started to buckle and the sentence she’d been starting to formulate vanished from her mind. “Are you serious?”


    “Completely. Though, if I knew you were such a jetsetter, I would’ve made better plans. To think we almost missed each other.”


    “That would’ve sucked.” Her mouth went dry as he reached out and touched her face. A slither of warmth went through her body, but she stepped back. She knew she lost all reason when they touched, and she was pretty sure that losing reason at an airport couldn’t result in anything good. Plus, if they stood any chance of working things out, they needed to talk first. “Why were you coming to see me?”


    “To grovel.” He stepped away from his trolley so he was in front of her.


    How was it fair that anyone could look so gorgeous?


    “I-I see.” The air disappeared from her lungs, and she dug her nails into her palms to stop herself from shaking. “And what would this groveling entail?”


    Kissing? Getting naked? Both of those work for me.


    “For a start, it would involve me saying I’m sorry.” He reached for her hands and pressed them up to his mouth.


    Fireworks.


    Everywhere.


    Okay, maybe just in my head.


    “Then it would move on to me admitting that I’m the dumbest guy who ever walked the earth. Times six hundred.”


    “Go on,” she managed to say as he began to trace a line along her palm as if it were a roadmap. The fireworks spread through her belly.


    “After that, I’d declare all of the things I’m going to do to earn your forgiveness. Like cooking you dinner.”


    “Not worms,” she reminded him as his finger trailed up her arm.


    There’s a good chance I’m going to end up in a puddle if he keeps touching me like that.


    “Definitely not worms,” he groaned before letting out a strangled sigh. “Hell, Emmy. I missed you.”


    “I missed you, too,” she said as his mouth found hers. Thank, God. His lips parted, hungrily searching her out. His hands slid around her waist and drew her close so that the space between them disappeared. If this was groveling, then she was a fan.


    He finally pulled back, his mouth swollen as he shook his head. “Okay, that wasn’t meant to happen until after the groveling was finished.”


    “Wait? There’s more?” Her pulse pounded.


    “Oh, yeah. So much more. I love you. That’s why I was coming to see you. To tell you that I made a mess of everything, and that I lost sight of what mattered most—that you know I love you. I’m crazy about you. Unable to do anything but think about you. I mean what’s the point of feeling it and not saying it?”


    He loved her? To the point of crazy?


    Okay, it was official. Her knees buckled.


    “Christopher—” She opened her mouth to go on, but he shook his head.


    “It’s okay. You don’t need to say it back, I just needed to say it to you. And the rest. I should never have left. I love you, and I love everything about Wishing Bridge Farm and Sunshine. I even wrote about it.”


    “Put Some Sunshine in Your Life.”


    “You saw it?” Color mounted in his cheeks, making him look adorable.


    “Everyone in Sunshine saw it. Stan even has a laminated copy in his taxi. I think he’s proud of the fact he charged you fifty dollars for a scenic tour.” She took a tiny step forward, hardly daring to breathe in case something happened to make the man in front of her disappear, like he’d done in the numerous dreams she’d been having. Nightmares.


    “So, that’s where I was headed. To tell you stuff and to make things right. I’m not sure why you’re here, though.”


    “I wasn’t sure either,” Emmy admitted as she licked her lips and looked up at him. All of her worries faded away, and she reached for his hand. “But I am now. I love you, too. I think that’s what scared me the most. But I get it now. It’s not the love part that’s scary, it’s the being without it.”


    “What are you saying?” His voice was low.


    “I just want to be with you, and if that means living in a grass hut in Hawaii, or bunking on a ship, or camping up a mountain, then that’s what I want to do. Have passport, will travel.”


    Christopher sucked in a sharp breath as he reached out and touched her face. “You’d do that? But what about the farm? And Bec?”


    “Well, let’s see. Bec’s taken to wedding planning like a duck to water, and thanks to your article we’re getting more bookings than we know what to do with. As for Bec herself, Charlie quite rightly pointed out that Sunshine has a way of looking after its own. More importantly, I had to remind myself every day why you and I wouldn’t work, and every day I was less and less convinced. So, here I am.”


    Christopher stepped forward, the distance between them gone, and his lips crashed down on hers. The feel of his mouth, his breath, his skin set her on fire, all the tension and strain of the last four weeks falling away.


    This was what she wanted.


    And I was nuts to think I could survive without it.


    Her hands instinctively slid around his waist, and she let out a small sigh. This was right. They were right. And that’s all she cared about. Christopher deepened the kiss for just a moment before stepping back, his green eyes still concerned.


    What? No. Don’t pull away.


    “I’ve got something else to tell you—” He licked his lips and didn’t quite return her gaze.


    “If it’s about the show. I know. Trent told me,” Emmy said, accepting that for now there would be less kissing and more talking. Being an adult was so overrated. “And I couldn’t be prouder. You worked so hard to get it, and I don’t care if it goes on for years, I’m sticking with you.”


    “That’s the thing.” Christopher took a deep breath. “I talked with the production company, and as of yesterday, I’m no longer going to host it. That honor will go to my buddy, Patrick. Who, quite frankly has even more energy than that bouncy sister of yours.”


    “You turned down the show?” Emmy studied his face looking for clues. What did this mean? “But what about your career? You’ve worked so hard.”


    “And I’ll keep working hard. I’m still on as a producer and will be spending a lot of my time researching locations and setting up challenges for Patrick to do. Plus, everywhere I went all I could see were unusual treasures that would look good at a vintage wedding. I’ve been away just over a month and already have three suitcases full. That’s more than I’d normally buy in a year.”


    “But what about your dad? You were worried if you stay still you might become bitter.”


    “My father’s bitterness came from the inability to change and adapt. He kept the same damn goal his whole life, and every year he that he sat in his chair, not making the smallest attempt to make his dream come true, his resentment grew. I won’t be like him because I’m choosing not to be.”


    Emmy’s head was spinning. “What are you saying? That you want to come back to the farm?”


    “I’m saying I want to come back to you,” he corrected as he drew her back toward him. “And if you’re at Wishing Bridge Farm, then so am I. If you want to travel around the world, that’s where I’ll be. I thought it was complicated, but actually it’s—”


    “Simple.” Emmy finished, as she let her body melt into his. “And while I’m so happy you want to come home, I wouldn’t mind a few days in Hawaii. I believe there’s a particular waterfall you wanted to show me.”


    His lips found hers. “I always knew you had the heart of an adventurer,” he murmured, as Emmy lost herself in their kiss. If this was what living without regrets entailed, she could definitely get use to it.

  


  
    Epilogue


    “I don’t like it,” Christopher announced two weeks later as he watched Emmy from across the room. The grass skirt grazed her thighs and the bikini top gave him a full view of her divine stomach. A stomach that, until several minutes ago, he’d been kissing.


    Man, I’ll never get tired of doing that.


    “What do you mean? It’s a traditional Hawaiian dance. I’ve been practicing it all day. What’s there not to like?” Emmy lowered her hands and flipped off the music that had been playing from the stereo system in the Airbnb property where they were staying. The original plan had been to go backpacking through the rest of the Pacific, but after visiting some of the outer islands, and having several more meetings with the production company, they’d decided to rent the gorgeous house on the beach.


    It was luxury on acid, with long sliding doors, opulent furniture, and high tech appliances. When Emmy had first seen it, she was worried it might freak him out, make him think that she was trying to change him. Make him stand still.


    What she didn’t seem to realize was that she had changed him, and he’d forever be grateful. He was also sure that he’d never forget the sight of her at the airport. She’d been surrounded by the unfamiliar and yet had never looked sexier than at that moment.


    Even if she was holding a figure skating trophy.


    He glanced to where the trophy was now sitting, covered in the welcome leis they’d received on their last flight. Besides, he wasn’t the only one adjusting. Compared to the vintage style she preferred, he’d been concerned she might not like the ultra-modern space, but after several long baths in the state-of-the-art tub, she’d been converted.


    They both had.


    He echoed her unanswered question. “What’s not to like? Well, for a start, you’re too far away.” He ticked his objections off on his fingers. “And two, you don’t seem to require a partner. I like the kind of dancing where I’m standing right next to you.”


    “By standing, you mean seducing,” she clarified as she moved slowly toward him, the low skirt emphasizing her hips. Lust stirred in him. “Plus, the idea of this dance is for you to watch. Are you saying you don’t like to watch me?”


    Good point.


    “Okay, but you’re still too far away,” Christopher said as he un-ticked one of his fingers. His mouth went dry as she took another step forward, her bare foot tanned and the tiny tattoo she’d gotten on her ankle clearly visible. It was a small bird. She wanted to get it to remind herself to fly, and while he’d pointed out that she didn’t need reminding, he was starting to learn that once Emmy Watson made up her mind, it was hard to change it.


    Which boded well for him. He was in for keeps, and she was, too.


    It had been quite a busy fortnight.


    He grinned as she took another step forward; her sashaying hips just about killed his sanity. To think he’d once worried about slowing down. Now he realized that slowing down meant he could see everything more clearly.


    And by everything, he meant Emmy.


    “I promise that I’m never too far away.” She finally reached him and perched herself on his lap. Her hands wound around his neck and she pressed her nose against his. Oh, mercy. “There. Does that make you happy?”


    “Much happier. And you’re right. It’s a very nice dance.” He smiled as he pressed his mouth to hers. “And when we’re done here, you can teach me how to do it.”


    “Gladly,” she murmured, sliding her hands inside his shirt. “But first we need to sort out these clothes. You appear to have far too many on.”


    “Your wish is my command,” he said as he finally realized that his biggest adventure was just beginning.
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    Wrong Brother, Right Match


    an Anyone But You novel by Jennifer Shirk


    When matchmaker Kennedy Pepperdine gets trapped in an elevator with a handsome stranger, she confesses to him that her current boyfriend might not be as perfectly matched to her as she thought. Imagine her surprise, then, when that same handsome stranger turns out to be her current boyfriend’s older brother…and she’s stuck with him for the next week, visiting her boyfriend’s family for Christmas. The more time they spend together, the more they each start to wonder if Kennedy’s supposed “right match” just might be the wrong brother.


    More than Friends


    a Kendrick Place novel by Jody Holford


    Owen Burnett planned on a quiet, easygoing Christmas, and tells a little white lie to keep it that way. But when his family shows up unexpectedly, he pulls the best friend card to ask Gabby to play his fake girlfriend. Gabby’s been hopelessly in love with Owen for what feels like forever, but playing his “fake” girlfriend when the entire boisterous Burnett clan visits is easier said than done. Their chemistry might be obvious, but putting their friendship on the line is a risk she can’t take.


    The Marriage Match


    a Suddenly Smitten novel by Tracy March


    Resort tycoon Trent Hawthorne is looking for a wife. His all-business, no-nonsense grandmother has selected three potential brides—all beautiful and approved. Each “fantasy date” will take place in a lush Caribbean setting, filmed like a reality show to promote the Hawthorne family’s chain of resorts. All of Trent’s hopes for love combined with a clever marketing gimmick…what could possibly go wrong? As it turns out, all it takes is a kiss. But Cynthia Sawyer isn’t one of the bachelorettes, and she’s definitely not supposed to be making out with her boss’s sexy grandson. Plus, Cynthia has her own reasons for hooking Trent up with a bride who isn’t her as soon as possible.


    Kissing the Maid of Honor


    a Secret Wishes novel by Robin Bielman


    Sela Sullivan is resolved to be the best maid of honor ever, even if it means tolerating the best man. Arrogant Luke Watters is not only the guy who humiliated her at a kissing booth in high school, but he also happens to be her best friend’s older brother. Luke can’t deny Sela inspires a passion he’s never known, but can he prove to the maid of honor he’s become a man of honor?
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