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HE TUGGED HER CLOSE UNTIL SHE WAS FLUSH UP AGAINST HIM
 
“Ben!” she squeaked, sounding alarmed.
 
“Shh,” he said, and lowered his head.
 
“Please, don’t,” she said, her voice ragged. But it was the glassy sheen in her eyes that stopped him.
 
His mouth still hovering a whisper above hers, he looked into her eyes. “Just a taste, Fi,” he said, his gaze dipping to her mouth, then back to her eyes.
 
The glassy sheen shifted to a sparkling flash, deep in those shattered, topaz-colored eyes of hers. How had he never noticed how stunning they were?
 
“I don’t want your—”
 
“This isn’t that,” he said. “This isn’t about the past. This is about right now.”
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For John,
 for bringing so much life to my time,
 and being the joy I trip over every day

 



Chapter One
 
There should be a rule book, she decided. Or at the very least, a tastefully done pamphlet. The Bridesmaid Rules. Fiona McCrae zipped along the cove road, too distracted to even glance across Pelican Bay at the lighthouse perched majestically out on the tip of Pelican Point. Too much to do. Too much to plan. What on earth had she been thinking, taking this on?
 
“A list of basic, common-sense rules,” she said, warming to the subject as she made the turn toward the Point. She would have been quite happy to draw up that list, if anyone asked. She could think of a half dozen without even trying.
 
Bridesmaid Rule No.1: No one should have to be a bridesmaid more than once in a year. “Especially if said bridesmaid has yet to become a bride herself.” She smiled wryly. “And the single-ladies crowd goes wild.” She made the universal hordes-cheering sound, and held on to her amused smile as she wove her way ever closer to home base. Hmm. Bridesmaid Rule No. 2 . . . “No bridesmaid should ever be expected, asked, or guilted into being the wedding planner.” Actually, she thought, that should probably be Rule No. 1.
 
If there was such a rule book, being a bridesmaid twice in six months and the wedding planner for both events would be in serious breach of the bridesmaid code. On top of that, this time she was also the maid of honor. And she had been honored when her older sister had asked her to play that most special role in her big day. She’d done the big, sloppy cry, in fact. They both had. And there hadn’t even been adult beverages involved.
 
At the time, Fiona had blamed still being joy-buzzed from watching her big brother tie the knot barely three months earlier. And now, suddenly—too suddenly to her mind—it was Hannah’s turn to walk down the aisle.
 
Weddings were a happy thing. A thing she should be thrilled about. Downright jubilant. So what if her family was falling in love all around her while her life was falling apart?
 
Okay, so maybe falling apart was being a bit melodramatic. Except selling off her award-winning interior design business in Manhattan to move, lock, stock, and fabric sample binders, back to her hometown of Blueberry Cove, Maine—all without exactly firming up her new business model—pretty much felt exactly like that. She still couldn’t believe she’d really made the leap, taken the plunge. “Jumped off the cliff,” she added sardonically as she pulled in between her sister-in-law Alex’s ancient truck and the big red pickup parked in the small lot outside her childhood home.
 
Fiona gasped as she cracked the car door open and the icy coastal breeze snatched her breath away. She wedged her booted foot out first to keep the door propped open, trying not to bang it into the truck as she climbed out, lugging the heavy satchel behind her. It was filled with an assortment of samples, swatches, wedding books, and magazines she’d carefully selected, along with a stack of planners she’d already begun assembling, the combined weight of which felt as if she’d packed up the proverbial kitchen sink.
 
She edged her way out between the vehicles, but didn’t give the truck much notice otherwise, assuming it belonged to yet another of Alex’s long list of sub-contractors. The renovation work on the old lightkeeper’s cottage was the last part of the Pelican Point restoration project that Alex had been working on for close to two years now. Fiona did glance out at the Point then and took a moment to admire the beautifully restored stack of two-hundred-year-old stone that was the McCrae family lighthouse. But only a moment.
 
No time for dawdling! There was a wedding to plan! “In seven freaking weeks,” she muttered under her breath. Seriously. There should be rules. Fiona hauled the oversized canvas tote up higher onto her shoulder and dipped her chin down, tucking it into the scarf she’d wrapped repeatedly around her neck. It was a vain attempt to keep the wind that clipped relentlessly over the rocky promontory from whipping her cheeks to an even more chapped pink than they already were. In all of her daydreaming about moving back home to the Cove, how was it she’d managed to so utterly forget what the cold weather did to her fair skin?
 
She needed to get a tube of rehydrating cream to keep in her purse. And one for her car. And every other bag she carried. If she applied it a dozen times a day, she might have a slim chance at not resembling a cherry-cheeked elf at her sister’s December wedding. And that was another thing. Who gets married at Christmas? Who wants to have their wedding anniversary compete with Santa?
 
“More to the point, who makes the big decision to get married at Christmas, when it’s already only two weeks away from Thanksgiving?” She’d tucked her chin so far down behind the heavily wrapped scarf that speaking out loud caused the wool fibers to laminate themselves to her heavily balmed lips. Lovely. Just lovely. Bridesmaid Rule No. 3: It has to be at least above freezing to have a wedding. And while she was at it, No. 4: There should be at least a six-month minimum wedding planning rule. Better yet, nine. Hell, make it a year. “But seven weeks from saying yes to saying I do? Insanity.” She spluttered at the wool fibers now sticking to her teeth and tongue, too, as she clambered up the wide stone steps.
 
It wasn’t sour grapes, either. These were salient, perfectly rational points, all of which Fiona planned to put forth to her sister. And she would. Just as soon as she divested herself of the luggage-sized satchel she was grappling with, and scraped the scarf off her face. She’d be completely non-confrontational, of course. She’d merely explain, in a calm, rational, don’t-piss-off-the-starry-eyed-bride manner, that it would make so much more sense to have a lovely spring wedding. Coastal Maine was beautiful in the spring. Well, if you overlooked the mud that resulted from all the snow melting. Followed by all the heavy seasonal rains. Not to mention the occasional crippling late snow storm. Okay, so maybe she’d go the nine-month minimum wedding planning rule. All the better, really. A summer wedding would be perfect. Just as it had been for Logan and Alex.
 
Plotting how she’d open the delicate-but-had-to-happen conversation, she banged her way to the side door off the wraparound porch that hugged the gabled, shake-shingled house that had been home to generations of McCraes. Surely she could make Hannah see reason. “Knock, knock!” she called out as she let herself in. She shoved her body and the tote into the small mudroom, then heard a loud thump overhead, mixed with muffled voices, followed by laughter.
 
“Alex?” she shouted through the scarf, which was still half-draped over the lower part of her face as she tried to maneuver herself around to reach for the door that led to the kitchen. There was another thump overhead and more laughter. Good. She’d recruit Alex into her change-the-date mission. Strength in numbers.
 
“You’d better not be upstairs having crazy, naked, newlywed sex with my brother,” she called out as she finally managed to nudge the kitchen door open. Grunting, she pushed harder when she and her bag got wedged in the narrower kitchen doorway. “Because that is an image I do not need to have burned into my corneas today.”
 
She should have put her satchel down and taken her scarf and coat off in the mudroom before trying to head inside. Me? Plan ahead? Why start now? She made one last determined push, sucking in air, as if it would somehow make even the satchel thinner, and finally popped through the door like a parka-clad spitball. She made a loud oof sound as the center work island broke her staggering trajectory. “Hannah?” she half shouted, half wheezed, as she slumped over the canvas tote she’d slung onto the new marble countertop before it slung her back onto her ass.
 
She needed to start working out again. All right, ever. And she would. That was part of why she’d come home after all. Okay, so perhaps not specifically to get into shape, but in the slower pace of life that was Blueberry Cove, surely she would have time for things like jogging and yoga.
 
Things she also had sworn she’d do when she’d moved to the big city, she reminded herself, recalling her gilded visions of getting all lithe and lean on her daily runs through Central Park, topped only by the fabulous friendships she’d surely make with her newfound fellow-artist gal pals in her thrice weekly yoga classes in the Village. Yeah, somehow those items had never made their way onto her daily agenda.
 
Of course, she was older now, wiser, with her priorities clearly straight, proven by her recent exit from a stressed-out city piled high with even more toxic clientele, and she was returning to her healthier, more serene, simple-life roots. She tried to feel cheery at the thought of shopping for a yoga mat and cute running shoes.
 
Then again, she thought, it was winter. And in Maine that meant it was dark. A lot. And pretty damn cold. Jogging in the cold and dark seemed unwise. In fact, it seemed wrong, really, to have to work out like that at all in the winter. Ask any Mainer and they’d tell you that surviving a New England winter was pretty much the equivalent of participating in a full-contact sport in and of itself. Yeah. So, technically, she was already working out. She would be like a boxer, punching her way through a tough coastal winter, while simultaneously focusing her creative mind and spirit on plotting out the best way to apply her well-honed design skills to suit the needs of the sure-to-be sweeter, kinder, gentler clientele she’d find in the Cove.
 
Come spring, she’d be all bulletproof from winterizing herself, her new business model would be successfully created and implemented, and she would happily jog herself skinny all while feeding her inner creative soul in a local yoga class. When you looked at it that way, it was all simply a part of a bigger training regimen, really.
 
Feeling somewhat better about herself now, she disentangled herself from the satchel strap, then began mentally rehearsing a summer-weddings-are-so-beautiful speech while she looked around for something to scrape the wool scarf out of her mouth. Deciding to get herself unwrapped first, she fished out the end of the scarf, already feeling her fair skin chapping even as she stood there, the warmth of the kitchen creating something of a sting in her thawing cheeks. The struggle with the scarf started almost immediately. It was as if her curls had begun actively weaving themselves into the knitting, becoming one with every loop and knot.
 
So, she was more wrestling with the scarf than unwrapping it, really, swearing somewhat creatively, possibly a wee bit passionately even, by the time a deep male voice that was quite decidedly not her big brother’s baritone spoke from far too close behind her.
 
“I’ve got bolt cutters in my truck. We could just cut you out.”
 
Fiona froze. Stock-still. And not because of anything having to do with the coastal winter weather or being out of shape. She wasn’t breathing hard. In fact, she might never draw breath again. It had been, what, ten years? Longer. She’d lost track. Or, more truthfully, you’ve blocked it from your memory banks. Blocked it back when the owner of that voice had left Blueberry Cove for college in Boston, excited to get started on fulfilling his dreams—none of which included coming back to his hometown. At the time, blocking her memory files had seemed the only way she’d ever survive not having him in her daily orbit ever again.
 
She felt his big, broad palms cup her shoulders, turning her slowly around to face him, and stupidly squeezed her eyes shut, as if that would change this sudden new reality. All it did was delay the inevitable.
 
“Fireplug?” he said, as the top half of her face became visible when he pushed the curls from her forehead and the scarf from where it was now haphazardly draped diagonally across her face. There was sincere surprise in his voice. “Is that you inside all that sheep’s clothing?”
 
Fireplug. All of the air came back into her lungs in one big, sucking gasp. Emphasis on the sucking. Her cheeks burned again, only the sting of remembered humiliation coupled with the memories of her pathetic, unrequited crush on her brother’s best friend, who’d only had eyes for Hannah, far—far—outstripped anything a Maine winter could do to her fair skin.
 
They were both many years older now, she reminded herself, and that meant wiser as well. Although she didn’t feel wiser at the moment. At the moment, she felt instantly thirteen again, pining after a guy who’d barely noticed her, and when he had, had seen her as nothing more than the nuisance kid sister of the girl he was trying to impress.
 
Of course, that girl was now engaged to another man, and for all Fiona knew, her childhood crush was married himself, with a bundle of kids stashed somewhere. Hell, for all he knew, so was she. Which meant, yeah . . . the distant past was just that. Distant. And past.
 
She prided herself on taking an extra moment to steady herself and let her breath ease out, then slowly back in again, before opening her eyes. Okay, so she was still half-tangled in a woolen neck scarf and she wasn’t exactly making eye contact with him, but it was a start. A mature, grown-up start. Between two, mature, grown-up people.
 
So why is your heart racing like it’s the first time a man has ever touched you? More to the point, why are all your other more mature body parts clamoring for him to touch a whole lot more than your shoulders? You’re both potentially married with kids, remember?
 
Only she wasn’t married. Didn’t have kids. Not even the dimmest of prospects of either on the horizon. A horizon that, at the moment, was completely consumed with a big, tall, rugged reminder of all that she didn’t have. Had never had. A reminder, it should be noted, who still had his hands on her.
 
All her line of vision allowed, however—now that he’d turned her around so her back was to him, tipping her head forward to allow him to work her hair free from the scarf—was the Michelin Man-style, double-padded red snow coat she’d buttoned around her short, curvy frame, under which was a layer of thick hoodie, a long-sleeved turtleneck, and a T-shirt. She surprised herself by letting out a muffled snort. “Well, if the nickname still fits,” she murmured, proud of herself for embracing the humor in the moment, only to discover a split second later she was blinking back stupid tears.
 
Maybe no matter how much a person grew up, no matter how much she matured, she thought, mortified all over again, there would always be a part of her who was still that same, invisible thirteen-year-old girl.
 
Big hands gripped her shoulders again and turned her back around. Then she felt rough, thick fingers gently tug at the scarf until her face was completely uncovered, or at least most of it was. Curls still clung to her eyelashes and errant wool fibers remained plastered to her Chapsticked lips.
 
She finally looked up at him. What the hell. She couldn’t possibly be more mortified around him now than she had been during pretty much every waking, breathing moment of her adolescence, could she?
 
Any latent, exceedingly selfish hopes she might have harbored that time and age had been unkind to him were extinguished with that one simple glance. He was . . . beautiful. He’d always been beautiful. Thick, chestnut-brown hair that was forever in need of a trim topped a pair of always twinkling eyes the color of Maine evergreens, and a ready grin set between a strong jaw and sharp cheekbones. Only now, age and time had somehow transformed him into a man who was more rugged, more handsome, more genuinely, heart-grippingly sexy. The kind of sexy a thirteen-year-old couldn’t even begin to appreciate, but the thirty-two-year-old woman standing before him could all too well.
 
His body was as ruggedly appealing as his face, with broad shoulders to match those wide palms, and the kind of muscles roping his arms and biceps that even the green plaid wool jacket he had on over a faded red hoodie did little to hide and everything to enhance. She didn’t dare look lower. Didn’t have to. He’d always been athletic and agile despite his size. Looking at those long legs and perfectly muscled thighs wasn’t necessary. She imagined them anyway, remembering far too many summers spent watching him and Logan from her bedroom window as they played pick-up basketball at the hoop mounted to the front of the carriage house, in nothing more than gym shorts and gleaming, honey-gold skin.
 
It seemed so unfair, she thought, even as she drank in the sight of him like a woman who’d been in the desert since, well, since the summer of her eighth grade graduation. Which was when he’d left town, and her unrequited love, in the unnoticed and seriously pathetic dust.
 
“Hello, Ben,” she said, seeing the wisps of wool still clinging to her lips dance briefly in the warm, dry air. She wanted to close her eyes. Hell, she wanted to dig a hole to China. Instead, she forced herself to maintain eye contact. Adult. Mature. Not thirteen. Not stupidly pining for a guy who never once thought of you as anything but his best friend’s annoying, bratty kid sister.
 
At the moment, however, he looked sincerely happy to see her. That shouldn’t have made her knees knock. Or her thighs clench.
 
“I didn’t know you were back in town,” he said.
 
“That makes two of us,” she said, thinking that her heart had to be pounding against her chest so hard, if she looked down, she’d surely see a cartoon version of it pumping out through her coat. Her fireplug red, down-filled coat.
 
Yeah.
 
Her karma clearly didn’t include things like having the sexier-than-ever Ben Campbell reenter her life when she had on cute yoga pants and was in some innocent but super suggestive pose that had him immediately wondering why in the hell he’d never noticed her before.
 
“You, uh . . .” He made a brief motion toward her mouth, and then that gleaming white grin flashed. “Either you’ve been slimed by your scarf, or you have a very unfortunate fungal issue. Either way—” He reached past her to nimbly snag a napkin from the holder she’d half buried under her satchel. “Here,” he said, offering it to her.
 
Aaaaand humiliation complete. Forever thirteen. Ah well, what the hell. Might as well own it. She tugged off her gloves with her probably wool-coated teeth, then took the proffered napkin. “Thanks,” she said, and turned to put her gloves on the marble countertop and do the best she could without benefit of a mirror to de-fungi herself. Turning back around, she crumpled the napkin in her hand and gave him a wry smile. “Better?”
 
“Mostly,” he said.
 
She went stock-still again when, teasing grin still firmly in place, he stepped closer, bowed his head, and gazed ever-so-intently at her mouth. She had no idea how her legs held her upright as every one of her adolescent fantasies came screaming back to mind, but in a far—far—more adult fashion. Surely, he couldn’t mean to—
 
He brought his hand up—not to cup her cheek so he could lower his lips to hers—but to pluck away the few remaining fibers that still clung to her lips.
 
What did it say that the tips of his fingers brushing her lips elicited a far greater response from her body than the last man she’d actually gotten naked with? Nothing positive, she was sure. About her, or about poor, couldn’t-find-an-erogenous-zone-if-it-was-staring-him-in-the-face Charlie. Which, sadly for them both, one rather universally well-known zone had been.
 
“Now you’re good,” he said, smiling again as he stepped back.
 
No, not really, she thought. But you sure are. She swallowed against a throat that was suddenly a dry wasteland, while other parts of her were . . . decidedly not. Oh, so, very, very good.

 



Chapter Two
 
“Are—” Fiona had to pause, clear the dust and longing from her throat, before continuing. “Are you here visiting your folks?”
 
“Sort of,” he replied easily, completely oblivious, of course, to the havoc he was wreaking on every last strand of her DNA. “Mom finally convinced my dad to head south. For his health,” he clarified. “I’m just getting back from helping them move.”
 
All visions of hot yoga mat sex fled and her eyebrows drew together as she frowned. “I’m so sorry to hear that,” she said, pushing the last of her wayward curls from her face, only to get the balled-up napkin she’d forgotten she held stuck in her hair. She yanked it back out and shoved it in her coat pocket. Ever so seductive, Fi, you temptress, you. “I mean, not that they moved south, but—is he okay?” She’d known Henry Campbell and his wife, Elizabeth—Lizzy to everyone who knew her—her entire life. They were the fourth generation of Campbells to run the family’s—the thought broke off half-formed as she remembered the red pickup truck out front. How had she not noticed the distinctive white and green sign on the side panel? “So, who’s running the Christmas tree farm?”
 
Ben grinned, and it really should be a crime against nature, she thought, basking in the glow despite wishing she could resist it, and him. “Dad is okay,” he replied, answering her first question. “His arthritis has gotten steadily worse, though, and he really can’t take the winters up here any longer.”
 
“And that’s when you do all of your business. Aw. I’m sorry, Ben. I know how much they both love that farm.”
 
He nodded. “It wasn’t easy prying them out of there, but Mom found this really great retirement community in South Carolina, right on the coast. They’ve only been there a few weeks and she’s already gotten them both involved in so many things, I’m not sure they can rightly call themselves retired.”
 
“They’re happy, then,” Fiona said, seeing it in his eyes. His beautiful, forest-green eyes. “That’s good. Really good. They’ve both worked so hard, they deserve some play time.”
 
“I’ve been telling them that for years.”
 
“You’re not going to sell the farm, are you?” Ben was the youngest of the Campbell clan, and the only child of Henry and Lizzy. Neither of Henry’s siblings had had children, and Lizzy was an only child, so everyone knew that the farm would go to Ben one day. Then he’d left Blueberry Cove, gone off to college and beyond. Other than to see his folks from time to time, always in the off-season—which was why Fiona had never bumped into him on her annual holiday treks home—he’d stayed gone. She wasn’t even sure why the farm passing into different hands mattered so much. Yes, the McCraes had bought their Christmas trees from Campbell Christmas Tree Farm every year she’d been alive, and the past few generations of McCraes had as well. It was a long-standing tradition, not only for her family but for most, if not all, of the families in Blueberry Cove, as well as the surrounding Pelican Bay area. But did it really matter if it was a Campbell running the place?
 
Traditions meant something to her, a lot to her, in fact . . . but hadn’t she moved away exactly as he had? Of course, in her case, the Pelican Point property was already in Logan’s capable hands, so her leaving the Cove wasn’t quite the same thing, but still, she understood what Ben was facing. She also knew firsthand that his parents had lovingly supported him in his own pursuits. “Sorry, it’s none of my business. It’s just—it’s been in your family for a long time.”
 
“I’m running it,” he said. “For now, anyway.”
 
That surprised her. “I thought you had a big landscaping company down in Portsmouth?” Okay, so maybe she’d kept up a little since he’d gone. But she usually came home for the holidays and that meant buying a tree, and could she help it if his parents liked to brag about their only son?
 
One tawny eyebrow lifted, but all he said was, “I do.”
 
“Heck of a commute. How will you handle running both, especially at this time of year? Or, I guess maybe folks don’t do too much winter landscaping in New England, so maybe you can just do the Christmas tree thing, then when the season is over, you could—” She abruptly stopped talking. She was babbling.
 
His expression shifted for a brief moment, after which the easy smile remained, but the amused twinkle wasn’t there in his eyes any longer. “I just got back from South Carolina, helping the folks with the last of the move. Lots to figure out,” he said, by way of reply. “I’m only now diving in really.”
 
“And during your busiest season. That’s a lot right there.”
 
“In some ways, but you know from listening to me gripe as a kid about all the farm chores I did, it’s a year-round operation. Most folks think it’s all about the holidays, that that’s when we do all our work. The truth is, that’s the easier part in some ways. It’s a bit chaotic because of all the people coming to the farm, but that’s a different kind of busy than what we do in actual tree farming. It’s great to see everyone come out, year after year. My folks would be the first to tell you that that’s the payoff, the reward, for the hard work they put in the rest of the year.”
 
Fiona remained silent for a moment, then said, “It must be deeply gratifying to see the same families coming back again and again.”
 
When Ben nodded, but otherwise didn’t continue the conversational thread, she took that to mean she’d done enough prying into his personal business. Too much, most likely. “So, what brings you out here? To the Point, I mean.”
 
“Had to go around to the three satellite tree lots we run every season for folks who don’t want to trek out to the farm to cut their own. The farm and the lots open to the public the day after Thanksgiving, so I was making sure things are good for us setting up again this season. Blueberry Cove was my last lot check, and I had some time heading back to Snowflake, so I swung out here. I was hoping to catch up with Logan,” he replied, and she thought he seemed relieved at the shift in conversation.
 
She wondered if her brother was the only person Ben had hoped to catch up with. But even though Ben had had a crush on Hannah all through their high school years, he’d been a part of Fiona’s life far longer than that. He was four years older than she, the same age as Logan, and the two men had been best friends since kindergarten. Ben had lived in Snowflake Bay, which was tucked further inland, amongst the other inlets, coves, and bays that formed the Maine coastline, and situated between Pelican Point and Blueberry Cove. It was sparsely populated, and, other than the post office, there wasn’t a developed township, so the few kids who lived there had been bussed down to the Cove for school.
 
“I called the sheriff’s office, thinking I’d stop by there, but they said he was headed this way,” he continued. “I haven’t seen him in a good while, and I haven’t been out to see the Point in ages, so figured I’d come on out. I heard about the renovations and thought it would give me a chance to see them up close. Besides, I owe Logan a face-to-face apology for missing the wedding. I know he said he understood, but—”
 
“He did,” she reassured him. Despite the fact that Logan had come back to the Cove after graduating college and Ben had gone away to college, then started his business in Rhode Island, the two had remained good friends. So much so, Logan had originally asked Ben to be his best man. “He was disappointed, of course, but he understood. Logan said something about you having to do a photo shoot for a magazine? For your business, I’m assuming?”
 
Unless there’s a Hot Landscape Designer Calendar, she thought. Because he could be in that. Hell, he could be the cover for it. And all twelve months, too. Her designer brain immediately flashed on January Ben in the snow, July Ben in the sun, or September Ben in nothing at all. She was forced to clear her throat. Twice. “Dry air,” she explained when he looked concerned.
 
“Yes,” he replied. “It was about the business. It was a full profile and photo spread in Architectural Exteriors. I’d already agreed to it when Logan asked me and I offered to back out, but—”
 
“No, he’d have never wanted you to do that. Wow, that’s quite the big deal. Like Architectural Digest big. When did it come out? I’d love to see a copy.”
 
“Should be out any day now, actually. They ended up holding it for the December issue. The executive editor wanted to work in the whole family Christmas tree farm angle.”
 
“I don’t know about AE-type magazines, but if it’s like other industry periodicals, the end-of-year issue is usually a big one, so that’s doubly good.”
 
“That’s the hope,” he said. “Regardless of all that, though, I felt terrible not being able to stand up for Logan. No one was happier than me to hear he was getting married.” His smile spread and the warmth shot back into his eyes, making her feel all squirmy. “After everything that had happened, first with your folks, then with Jessica . . .” He trailed off, shook his head, the remembered pain of losing Logan’s fiancée reflected in his eyes. “I honestly wasn’t sure he’d ever tie the knot.”
 
“Neither were we,” Fiona said, appreciating the sincere concern she heard in his voice, knowing Ben understood better than anyone what their family had been through over the years. “But Alex is great. The best. She’s family now, and so good for him. You’ll love her.”
 
“Yes, I think so. And you’re right, she seems a perfect fit. I met her just now,” he added. “She was trying to move a big dresser from the master to your old room, so I gave her a hand, though I’m not sure she really needed it. Capable woman.”
 
Fiona knew it was silly to feel a little zing in her fluttery parts when he mentioned her childhood bedroom. He knew every room in the house, had spent at least as many days out at Pelican Point as a kid as Logan had spent at the Campbell farm. It was just that she’d lain in that bed many a night, dreaming her lovesick, Ben-infused, adolescent dreams. She smiled and hoped he mistook her flush for winter-chapped cheeks. “Alex is that. One of the many reasons we all but begged her to marry him.”
 
“I understand the renovation has been all under her guidance?” Ben glanced around the kitchen, but Fiona suspected he was seeing the entirety of the restored property in his mind’s eye. “Incredible work. Really impressive.”
 
“A good part of which she’s done herself. She’s not afraid to swing a hammer.”
 
He chuckled. “No, I bet not. Honestly, though, I didn’t think I’d live to see this place restored to its former glory. Was worth the trip out here just for that.” He made one last visual scan of the room, then looked back at her, his smile remaining easy and light, as did his voice when he added, “And now I hear another McCrae is set to walk down the aisle.”
 
His casual mention of Hannah’s impending nuptials shouldn’t be surprising; it had been ages ago now since he’d had his eyes on her older sister. Fiona was also quite certain that Ben had been so busy chasing after her big sister that he’d never been aware of Fiona’s feelings for him. Truth be told, Fiona knew even if he’d never given Hannah the time of day, Ben Campbell still wouldn’t have ever looked at Fireplug Fi or thought of her as anything other than Logan and Hannah’s nuisance kid sister.
 
To Fiona’s mind, her younger sister, Kerry, had actually been the nuisance kid sister. Fi had been the family mediator, the natural born mender of fences, whereas Kerry had been a wild child since birth. And yet, something about her baby sister’s devil-may-care, mischievous demeanor had sparked a kind of kindred spark in Ben, who’d teased her and ruffled her hair, but always in an affectionate, sort of admiring, you-go-girl kind of way. It had been bad enough to feel jealousy over his feelings for Hannah, whom Fi had always admired and looked up to, but for Kerry? That had stung.
 
No, he’d definitely never known how she’d felt about him. No one had. Because she’d never told a soul. Not even Hannah, whom she’d normally confided everything to, but, for obvious reasons, couldn’t in that case. Instead, she’d spent a pathetic amount of time imagining very detailed, exceedingly dramatic, very adolescent scenarios in which she’d profess her love to him. Even then, she’d known that, at best, he’d have chucked her under the chin like the big brother he thought himself to be, and laughed himself silly.
 
At worst . . . well, she hadn’t seen any point in imagining the worst. After all, it had all been quite humiliating enough as it was, watching him pine for the willowy and ethereally beautiful Hannah, and bounce erry on his proverbial knee . . . while he called her Fireplug and teased her mercilessly about everything from her crazy curly hair to her always pink-cheeked face. Always around him, anyway. While her young heart pined for him, in her own private misery.
 
Fiona had never, even for a moment, felt ill will toward her older sister for being the object of Ben’s affection, though. If anything, she’d been ashamed at how envious she’d been, pissed off, even, that Hannah was too stupid to see the gift that was being handed right to her. Fi could feel her cheeks warm even now as she remembered how, in her adolescent logic, she’d convinced herself that since his crush on Hannah had gone as unrequited as Fiona’s crush on him, their shared misery could only be seen as something that would eventually bond them even more deeply to each other.
 
“I didn’t even know she’d moved back to the Cove,” he was saying, mercifully jarring Fiona from that painful blast from the past. “And now here she is, already engaged to be married?” His smile was one of sincere happiness. “I was in town earlier, and chatted briefly with Owen at Hartley’s Hardware Store. He mentioned she’s marrying one of the Blue clan, which—” He broke off, shook his head even as he chuckled. “I shouldn’t laugh. I haven’t been around really, so I don’t know who turned into what, but the Blue cousins Logan and I knew growing up were a pretty rough bunch, not to mention a lot older, neither of which ever struck me as being Hannah’s type. Of course, according to Owen she’s traded in her high-powered, D.C. lawyer gig—which seemed exactly like her—for hanging a shingle back here in small-town Maine, so what do I know?”
 
“Calder’s not one of the Cove Blues,” Fiona told him. “He’s from the St. Croix River branch. Owen didn’t tell you? I’m surprised, seeing the role he played in all that happened last summer. He and Calder have become good friends.”
 
Ben’s mouth actually dropped open for a few seconds before he closed it again, which had the unfortunate result of making her look at his mouth, and those firm lips, and forget, entirely, the thread of their conversation.
 
“We were interrupted by a few customers coming in to the store, so he never had the chance to finish his story.” Ben’s grin grew wider still. “Wow. The Hatfields and McCoys of Pelican Bay have ended the feud? I guess I have a lot more catching up to do than I realized.”
 
“Well, I wouldn’t go that far, but steps have been taken, olive branches extended,” Fiona said, forcing her attention back to the conversation at hand, relieved to have current events to discuss, thereby leaving their past where it belonged. “I’m sure Logan will fill you in. Or drop by the Rusty Puffin. A single beer with Fergus and you’ll be all caught up in no time.”
 
“I’d enjoy that, story or no story. How is he doing?” Ben’s smile was one of affectionate reminiscence, and it struck Fiona how disparate their shared childhood memories would be, at least when it came to each other anyway. His memories of the McCraes were likely all warm and glowing, whereas her memories of him were shadowed a little by all that adolescent pining, and the big-brother-like teasing she’d taken from him.
 
She was getting really warm and not just from his proximity. Being even more flushed was not the look she was going for, though why it mattered at this point, she didn’t know. Regardless, she began unbuttoning her coat to remove at least one of her many layers. Naturally she had to wrestle with the leather loops that held the front of the parka closed, unable to manage freeing so much as a single one of them as her rapidly dwindling patience was tested beyond the breaking point. She was really, really done with looking like a hot mess in front of him. It was the last straw. Her last straw, anyway.
 
At least that’s what she blamed it on when, while wrestling with and failing to free any of the five loops, her mouth opened and she stupidly said the first thing that popped into her head. “They’re really happy. Hannah and Calder,” she added. “As perfect for each other as Alex and Logan. So, if you were hoping to remount your campaign for my big sister’s heart, you’re going to be disappointed all over again.” She immediately squeezed her eyes shut. Idiot. Stop talking. Forever.
 
To her relief, he laughed. “No, that wasn’t on the agenda. I’m happy for her. Truly. In fact, I was surprised she hadn’t already been snapped up. Is that why she’s back in Maine? Because of Blue?”
 
Fiona shook her head and finally gave up on the leather loops altogether. She couldn’t look any more like a stewed tomato than she already did, so what the hell. “No, she came back to get away from the city rat race, same as me. She met Calder after she came back. He has a horse farm out on the river. She’s doing some work for him and his family’s construction business in Calais. Any shingle hanging she does will happen out there.”
 
He looked surprised. “So, that’s a bit of a whirlwind, huh? I guess when it’s right, it’s right.” He’d said it easily enough, but something told her he might not be all that sold on the reality of the sentiment.
 
It was on the tip of her tongue to ask him about his own situation. Her earlier thoughts aside, she knew if he’d ever married, much less had kids, Logan would definitely have mentioned it, or she’d have heard about it from his parents. And she’d made a fool enough of herself for one day. So she wisely—for once—kept her mouth shut, and simply smiled and nodded. Where was Alex, anyway? And Hannah, for that matter? She had a wedding intervention to get to. And a childhood crush to get away from.
 
“What about you?” he asked. “I was going to ask if you were home for the holidays, but did you say you’ve moved back to the Cove, too?”
 
“What? Oh. Yes,” she added, thinking back over the conversation. “I guess I did say that. I mean, yes, I did move back.”
 
“A recent switch?”
 
“Very. Not quite a month ago.” With the bulk of her earthly possessions in storage, she was still living out of boxes and suitcases, having rented a room in a new inn that had just opened in Half Moon Harbor, right in the heart of the Cove. Over the very vocal protests of both Alex and Logan, of course, who had invited her to move back into her old room for as long as she needed it. Fiona felt ridiculous as it was, coming home without all her t’s crossed and i’s dotted. Normally she was a t-crosser and i-dotter of the first order. But her independence was one thing she didn’t want to leave behind, and she liked living in the heart of the Cove. It was very different from just working there or going to school there, while living out on the Point. And it was where her future clientele would be, so living there would help her get her head in the game. And she would. Just as soon as she talked Hannah out of a Christmas wedding.
 
“Everything okay?” he asked. “Logan told me you—or your firm—just won some prestigious award not too long ago. Some sort of national design review board or other? He said only a few firms in the country get the nod each year.”
 
She was mildly surprised to hear that Logan had been chatting her up to him. Or to anyone. She knew her brother loved his siblings and was proud of each of them, but she hadn’t considered he’d be all chatty about it. Logan wasn’t particularly talkative.
 
“I did, yes. It was a surprise—a shock really—but very flattering. I was truly honored.”
 
“To hear Logan tell it, it was well earned.”
 
She smiled. “Well, he might be a bit biased, but I did work very hard for that kind of recognition, so it was like a benediction of sorts.” Only not exactly the kind she’d been anticipating. “I thought that award represented reaching a career pinnacle, something I had dreamed about since becoming a designer, so it’s kind of funny really that winning it was a part of what helped me to decide to close up shop in the city and move home again.” At his confused look, she added, “I’d been considering it for some time.”
 
“Things not going well? Wouldn’t the award have helped smooth out any rough patches? I mean, with the economy and all, I know too well about that sort of thing.”
 
She shook her head. “I definitely understand that part, but no, my finances were pretty steady before that, and definitely got a huge boost afterward.” She gave him a pointed smile. “Consider yourself forewarned.” She knew from his grin he understood she was referring to the aftermath of his upcoming AE exposure.
 
“I hope to have the good fortune to suffer through such a challenging result,” he said. “So what was the problem?”
 
“I wasn’t doing the kind of work I really wanted to do. And as wonderful and huge an honor as it was, the award was just bringing me more of that same kind of work, for the same kind of people. That wasn’t motivating me, much less inspiring me. In fact, it was doing quite the opposite. Still, I’d worked so hard to build my business, I really couldn’t imagine just wrapping it up and walking away. But I wasn’t happy. And it had spread to sort of color my entire world.”
 
“In a field like yours, you need to be inspired. Hating your work is like poison.”
 
She tilted her head and regarded him in a new light. “I guess you would know. You love what you do?”
 
He nodded. “I like Portsmouth—it’s got a nice blend of cultures and lifestyles. I understand your point about working for people you don’t much respect, doing the kind of work that isn’t in your chosen wheelhouse. That would definitely zap the joy right out of it for me. Didn’t your celebrity or clout give you some room to take on a few clients whose desires matched yours, in addition to your more upscale, high-powered regulars?”
 
She gave him a wry smile then, and her tone was a bit sardonic. “What makes you think my personal vision was less upscale than the work I was already doing?”
 
He shrugged easily, but his grin was a bit abashed. “Don’t take that the wrong way. I just figured if doing the kind of work you wanted meant moving back to a small town like Blueberry, then . . .” He let the end of the sentence drift to silence, then grinned. “Yeah, I’ll just leave it there.”
 
She smiled with him. “What about you? Is your clientele more Smiths and Johnsons or Kennedys and Bushes?”
 
He chuckled. “I’ve worked with a pretty broad range. I like the big, complex designs, and I also like figuring out how to take a small, do-nothing sliver of a backyard and turn it into an oasis of sorts.” He shrugged. “I find inspiration in all of it. I mean, it’s true, I love some of my clients more than others—a lot more in some cases—but that goes with the territory any time you deal directly with the public.”
 
She got caught up in all the twinkling emerald green in his eyes, the dazzling white teeth, and found herself looking down again, needing to break the spell he so effortlessly wove. He was so focused on her when he spoke, and it made her feel like they were separate and apart from how the rest of the world was spinning, just the two of them in their own little orbit, leaving everything else to drift away unnoticed. More likely, it’s the effects of the heatstroke you’re experiencing from wearing so many layers.
 
“It took a lot of courage to do what you did,” he said.
 
She looked up, her fingers once again tangled in her leather coat loops, and met his gaze. His expression was thoughtful now, contemplative. “Courage,” she repeated. “I wish I could claim that. I don’t—it hasn’t felt like that.”
 
“What does it feel like?” And she could swear he was no longer making idle conversation, because the look in his eyes now was intent, as if he were asking her to reveal the secrets of the universe. She would laugh if she thought that were really true. She was the very last person to be turning to for life-altering wisdom.
 
“The opposite of courage. Cowardice,” she responded, being as frank as she’d ever been, prompted by the sincere curiosity in his question. More frank, certainly, than she’d been with anyone else. Maybe even herself. “Like I was running away instead of staying and finding a way to bring my personal vision into my work. Do as you said, and figure out a way to take my success and use the power of it to work for the kind of clientele who shared my creative vision.”
 
“Why didn’t you?”
 
It was a fair question, but rather than making her feel a stab of guilt or inadequacy, the open curiosity still in his eyes made her simply give voice to her reasons, her truth. At least as she saw it. “I didn’t know how.”
 
“Meaning?”
 
She lifted a shoulder. “I wanted to be a successful, big-city designer. Dreamed of that my whole life. I knew when I moved to Manhattan that the odds of my being forced to return home inside the first year were, if not 100 percent, damn close to it.”
 
“But you didn’t.”
 
She shook her head, then let out a dry snort. “I was sooo determined. I was a one-woman tsunami of determination. I had a business plan, and it was smart, ruthless, and the only way I saw to get what I wanted. I took on clients who wanted work I thought would make me look good, would earn me the kind of respect I’d need to be taken seriously, knowing I had to make my mark first. And, frankly, it was the kind of work I pictured myself doing once I moved to the city. Of course, if I was crazy lucky enough to earn even a modicum of success, then I knew I’d be able to add in the kind of work that was more personal to me. But, to be honest, the longer I was in the city, the more I tried to convince myself that that wasn’t who I really was. Not anymore. As if that was the younger, inexperienced, small-town me, and now I was older, wiser, and a more mature, contemporary, big-city designer.”
 
“Only . . .” he prodded, when she didn’t immediately continue.
 
“Only . . . it turned out that when I became successful for doing the kind of work that earned me the respect of folks who I honestly didn’t respect in return, then that was the only kind of work, and the only kind of clients, who wanted me. After a while, I really didn’t see a way out, and I don’t know that I had any real confidence in what my original vision was, or if it was something worth pursuing with any seriousness.” She looked up at him. “I guess, to be really honest, when I considered that, thought about what would make me truly happy as a designer, not simply make me a successful one, I was afraid my real design style would get me laughed out of town.” She shrugged, both shoulders this time. “So, when I saw Hannah basically do the same thing, it gave me the courage to save them the effort, and me the embarrassment, and take myself out of town first.”
 
“Are you here until you figure out how to go back as the real Fiona McCrae?”
 
She was surprised by the question, and it felt good to laugh. She should do more of that. She hadn’t realized, really, until that moment, how little even her day-to-day life amused her anymore. “I’m only just now really admitting, even to myself, who the real me is, design-wise. I’m not the city me, but I’m not the small-town designer I was, either. My time in New York changed me, broadened my scope, and taught me so much. So I need to figure out who I am now, what I want to do now. But no,” she said, “New York is definitely not where I want to be.” There was a surprising relief in knowing the truth of those words. “It was a part of my journey, but not, apparently, my final destination.” She grinned. “Besides, they aren’t ready for the real Fiona McCrae, whoever she is, nor would they know what to do with her if they had her. I think we’re both going to be a whole lot happier if we leave those two worlds forever apart.”
 
“So . . . you’re opening up shop here then? In the Cove?”
 
She laughed again, more openly this time. “You sound so disturbed at the very idea. Pretty much the same reaction I got from my clients and fellow designers when I told them what I was doing. Which just cemented, really, the decision to go. Maybe the bigger surprise is that I lasted as long as I did.” She leaned a hip against the center island and, finally, for the first time, felt at ease and relaxed with him. Why was that so hard? “Have you become a landscaping design snob down there in Rhode Island?”
 
“No,” he said, chuckling. “I didn’t mean it like that. I—” He broke off, and his smile shifted to that endearing grin she’d seen him use more times than she could count, mostly when he wanted someone to forget or at least forgive whatever it was he’d just said. It had been charming on the boy he’d once been. It was downright irresistible on the man he’d become. “I’m sure you’ll bring that same dedication and passion to whatever you decide to do here, and folks will love it. You’ve got hometown advantage working for you, too, so you already have a leg up. It’s not like you have to win anyone over.”
 
“I’m hoping so, though I might have to convince them that I’m not here to citify up their homes or work spaces. People in the Cove might lead far simpler lives—and thank God for it—but that’s where I think my brand of creative design truly fits in.”
 
“You can take the girl out of the small town, but . . .” he said, leaving the rest of the line unspoken.
 
“Something like that, yeah. But city, country, coast, wherever the place, everyone wants their space to reflect who they are. In the city, too often they wanted their space to reflect who they wanted other people to think they were. It was all about prestige and one-upping each other. I want to design for folks who simply want their space to make them happy, so they feel good and content inside their own four walls. It sounds simple, and it can be, but not everyone knows how to achieve that. It’s not about having deep pockets. In fact, that’s the part of the challenge I like best. Finding ways to turn nothing into something, purely with creative design, repurposing, redesigning . . .” She trailed off, her grin turning more self-deprecating. “Big talk, small plans.”
 
“Sounds like a good, solid combination to me.”
 
“Are you thinking about doing the same thing? Combining your work and your parents’ farm all in one place?”
 
But, before he could answer, and before she could decide how she’d feel if she knew Ben Campbell was back in the Blueberry Cove area for good, Logan’s big, lumberjack-size frame came bursting through the mudroom door and into the kitchen. His face split wide in a happy, welcoming grin as he spotted Ben, as did Ben’s, she noted, her own gaze ping-ponging back and forth.
 
“Might have known I’d find you here raiding my fridge and picking on my kid sister,” Logan said. “The other one here is engaged, by the way, so don’t get any funny ideas.”
 
“What’s funny is the idea that some woman shackled herself to you for life. How much did you have to pay her?”
 
“I seduced her with my lighthouse,” Logan said with an unrepentant grin.
 
“Well, at least you had something of phallic substance to give her.”
 
Fiona rolled her eyes at their easy return to the kind of banter that was their norm. The two shared an equally manly back-slapping, head-knuckling embrace, and she smiled at the real joy she saw being shared in the grins, the laughter, and the wisecracks so easily traded between them.
 
Alex came bustling into the kitchen just then, and her pretty face lit up at the sight of her husband, as it always did.
 
“Come here,” Logan said, reaching a hand out to her. “I want you to meet the guy who tried to drown me when we were nine.”
 
Alex laughed as she took Logan’s hand and let him pull her to his side, and be tucked under one arm. “We already met,” she said, then added, “but if I’d known that, I’d have let him push that dresser all by himself.”
 
Ben lifted both hands. “In my defense, it was Logan’s idea to take out the two-master. We were only cleared for the little sunfish, but—”
 
“Oh now, hold on—”
 
“I hear boys bickering. Ben Campbell must be back in my house,” Hannah said, grinning widely as she came in through the mudroom door and quickly joined the foursome.
 
Ben folded Hannah in a quick hug and bussed her cheek before letting her go. “I understand another McCrae has been snatched up off the available list,” he told her. “Who is this Blue guy? Do I need to check him out?”
 
Hannah elbowed her brother in the ribs, making Logan wince. “Are you kidding me? With the police chief as my brother? I’m pretty sure Logan has everything down to the day and hour of Calder’s birth in a file somewhere. There can’t be anything left to check.”
 
Fiona watched the foursome and the ease with which they laughed and fell into that all-too-familiar pattern of bantering and teasing, as Ben caught up with the two McCraes and effortlessly included Alex in the mix. Fiona knew she could walk over there, insert herself into the conversation, but she stayed where she was, observing, telling herself she was perfectly fine just watching the happy reunion, basking in the laughter that was once again filling Pelican Point.
 
But instead of watching the happy reunion, Fiona turned her attention back to her coat, thinking she was going to get herself out of it even if she had to just cut the damn loops off.
 
Yep. Ben Campbell was back and it was like nothing had changed.
 
Nothing at all.

 



Chapter Three
 
Ben dug his gloved hands deeper into the fleece-lined pockets of his canvas coat, feeling the cold already chapping his face. “Looks even more impressive up close,” he said, raising his voice a little to be heard over the wind. “Should have gotten over here sooner.”
 
“It’s more than I thought I’d see in my lifetime,” Logan told him, hunching his large frame a little as he too sought to find a bit of refuge from the chilling wind. “It’s all Fergus’s doing really. He’s the one who got Alex out here. The rest I owe to her.”
 
Ben grinned at him. “So, you got the lighthouse and the girl. I always knew you’d end up the winner.”
 
Logan tugged open the door at the base of the lighthouse. “I didn’t know we were keeping score,” he said, motioning Ben inside.
 
“Since when?” Ben elbowed him on his way past, then ducked, chuckling as Logan took a mock swipe at his head, just barely missing his favorite wool beanie. “Wow,” he said, as he stared up into the restored lighthouse. “Beyond impressive.”
 
Logan was looking upward right along with him. “I know. I still can’t get over it.” He motioned for Ben to go up the metal stairs that wrapped around and up the interior walls.
 
Ben kept on past the floor situated midway, all the way to the top. He stepped into the room where the big lens was housed, but opted not to go out to the widow’s walk given the winter cold. “How long has it been?” he asked, taking in the stunning, panoramic view of Pelican Bay, the harbor on the other side, and even down the inlet, toward Snowflake Bay. He glanced at Logan. “A dozen years? Damn, more than that. How did we get old? Wasn’t it yesterday we were up here, telling ghost ship stories?”
 
Logan grinned. “I’m pretty sure the last stories we told ourselves had more to do with how to get girls up here than sunken ships.”
 
Ben’s smile remained, but there was a thread of emotion in his voice now, as he said, “Yet another contest you bested me at.” Logan had spent a lot of time up here with Jessica Tate, his first serious girlfriend and eventual fiancée, then never went in the lighthouse again after she died in a boating accident.
 
“Well, it is my lighthouse,” Logan replied, tone still light, and no past memories clouding his dark-eyed gaze.
 
“Lucky bastard,” Ben said, thinking Alex had worked miracles on far more than the lighthouse.
 
Logan turned his gaze from the horizon, a light twinkling in those wild, topaz-colored eyes of his now. Fiona had them, too, though Ben couldn’t recall knowing or remembering that until seeing her again today.
 
“Of course,” Logan said, “the object of your affections also owned this lighthouse and yet you never did get her up here.”
 
“How can you be so sure?” Ben shot back.
 
“Because you’re still alive.”
 
Ben hooted out a laugh at that. “Hard to believe she’s getting married. Which is dumb, I guess, given it’s hard to believe we all waited this long to tie the knot.”
 
Logan’s gaze became a bit more pointed then. “So things with Annalise aren’t—”
 
“No, they aren’t,” Ben said flatly, but easily enough. It felt good to be past all the tougher emotions and on to that place where it was just something that had happened in his past. Or getting close to that place, anyway. “And they won’t be. It’s been over for a long time, longer than I wanted to admit, but we officially broke up almost a year ago.”
 
“You good?”
 
Ben half nodded, half shrugged. “I’m good.”
 
Logan’s expression told him what he thought of that half-assed response. “You aren’t back here because Hannah’s come home, are you?”
 
“What is it with that?” Ben said, chuckling, sincerely surprised. “No, I’m not here for your sister. Jeez. Fireplug asked me the same thing.” At Logan’s wince, he said, “What?” Then thought over what he’d said, and added, “The nickname? Come on, she knows it’s out of affection. We were kids, and she knew I was just being a jerkface.” He grinned. “I know this, because she told me so. Often.”
 
Logan’s expression suggested that things hadn’t changed much, but what he said was, “That’s not what I meant, but it doesn’t matter.” At Ben’s hoot of laughter, it was his turn to look honestly surprised. “What was that for?”
 
“Even all this time later, you’re so damn relieved I’m not going after your sister. I’m a little insulted here, bro.”
 
“She’s my sister. Hell, she should be like your sister. You grew up here, for God’s sake.”
 
“Well, you’ve always been like a brother to me, you know that. But I can’t lie and pretend that my thoughts of Hannah were ever—”
 
His words were cut off by Logan snaking his hand out and cuffing an arm around Ben’s neck, effectively cutting off his ability to speak. Ben elbowed him and in an instant they were twelve years old again, scuffling about like two bugs in a lobster trap.
 
Ben waved the white flag first, raising his hands in mock surrender, then sucker punching Logan in the gut as he let him go. He frowned, shaking his hand. “Damn, I thought married life was supposed to make you soft. What are you wearing under that thing, Chief, a bulletproof vest?”
 
Logan chuckled as they both leaned on the lens housing, each a little winded, faces flushed as much from the horseplay as the freezing temperatures. “So, things in Portsmouth are going okay then? I know I haven’t kept up lately. This past year has been a little crazy, but that’s no excuse.”
 
“No explanations needed. I feel bad about not being here for the big day.”
 
“Is the magazine out yet?”
 
“Any day now. I haven’t seen it yet.” At Logan’s raised eyebrows, he added, “The holiday issue is their big deal of the year, so it’s kept under wraps. I’ll get a stack when it hits the stands.” He grinned. “As long as they make Campbell Landscapes look good, I’m happy.”
 
Logan grinned. “I’m sure they did you justice. That should put a little knot in Annalise’s folks’ starchy undershorts, shouldn’t it?”
 
“I couldn’t care less what the Mandervilles think about it.” At Logan’s raised eyebrows, he let all pretenses fall, wondering why he’d even bothered. He might not have spent much time with his closest childhood friend of late, but his bond with Logan was such that no matter how much time passed between visits, they were family, born and raised, and nothing could ever change that. Any time lapse between them immediately evaporated the moment they were back in the same space. “Okay, so maybe it wouldn’t break my heart if her folks saw it and had second thoughts about their daughter slumming it with a glorified groundskeeper.”
 
“You’re hardly that,” Logan said. “But why would they want to clutter their closed minds with actual reality?”
 
“Exactly. Annalise is with some doctor now.”
 
“What? When did that happen?”
 
Ben laughed. “We really have been out of touch way too long. She’s been with Dr. Biff Backsley III for almost a year now. Longer actually, as I’m pretty sure they were shacking up before I finally called it quits for good.”
 
“Biff Backsley? Seriously? Now you’re just making shit up.”
 
Ben spread his arms out and laughed as he shook his head. “My imagination runs more toward creative landscaping solutions. I couldn’t make that up if I tried. Oxford undergrad, Harvard Medical School. His family is both old New England money and old actual England money.”
 
“You seem to know a fair amount about the guy,” Logan said, eyebrow lifted.
 
“What, like I went and Googled him? Please. Annalise made sure I knew. I’m happy for the guy, truly. Now she can focus on fucking up his head instead.”
 
Logan chuckled and nodded. “I won’t get into the ‘I told you sos’ since I gave that up when you got back together after the first time she cheated on you.”
 
“Yeah, fool me once, shame on her, I know, I know,” he said. “But all the lessons have been learned now. Trust me.”
 
“So, the Mandervilles won the son-in-law lottery after all,” Logan said. “I wonder if Annalise got a finder’s fee.”
 
Ben laughed at that, happy he was finally at a place in his life that he could truly find it funny. It had taken a good long while, but Annalise was no longer the one who got away. More like the one he was thankful to have lost.
 
He glanced up to find Logan looking at him again, in that way only brothers or other family could.
 
“You really are past it, aren’t you?” he asked, relief clear on his face.
 
He nodded. “I won’t lie. I wasn’t the most fun guy to be around for a good while, but yes, well done and past.”
 
“Do you and Annalise communicate at all? No chance of things becoming—”
 
“On again?” Ben shook his head. “None. And that’s a very good thing.” And that was all that needed saying.
 
Logan held his gaze a beat longer, then nodded, accepting the truth of it. “Anybody else on the radar?” Ben shook his head. Logan turned and leaned back on the rail that surrounded the lighthouse lens, folding his arms as he shifted his gaze back to the horizon.
 
“It’s good to be back up here,” Ben said, after a moment of companionable silence. “Puts things in perspective, doesn’t it?”
 
Logan nodded. Another minute passed, and then he said, “So, your folks. What’s up with your dad? I’m trying to picture the discussion that ended with him willingly moving south and away from the farm, but I just can’t imagine it.”
 
Ben grinned, even though he wanted to rub at the twinge in his heart. His grip tightened slightly on the rail that surrounded the lens housing. “You can thank my mom for that little miracle. Me, the doctors, we all talked to him until we were blue in the face. She takes him quietly aside and suddenly they’re packing up and it’s all like it was his idea and what the hell are we sitting around for, can’t we see there’s packing to be done?”
 
Logan chuckled and shook his head. “Yeah, even from my limited experience, I feel I can say, with a fair amount of authority, wives are like that. And yet, with your dad? I still can’t see it.”
 
They both laughed, and as the sound faded back to comfortable silence, Ben thought about all the changes happening in his parents’ lives, and felt that prickle of guilt again, for feeling so burdened by the issues their retirement was creating in his life. He was fortunate to still have a father, to have both his parents. He thought about all the guy sitting beside him had lost, and it made him feel even more ungrateful.
 
“Your dad going to be okay?” Logan asked quietly.
 
He started to say yeah, sure, it was all going to be fine, which was what he’d told the countless folks who’d asked after his parents, both in Snowflake Bay and here in the Cove, even in Portsmouth, as many of his friends and employees had met his parents on their visits down to see their only son. But this was Logan, his brother in every way but blood, and not only would he be pissed if Ben was anything other than honest with him, but Ben was grateful there was someone he could talk to about the truth of the matter. “For the time being, yeah.”
 
Logan glanced over, surprise and concern equally in his eyes. “What’s going on?”
 
Ben paused, took a breath, and said the words he hadn’t said out loud to anyone. “He’s in the early stages of Parkinson’s.”
 
“Shit.”
 
“Pretty much.”
 
Logan put his hand on Ben’s shoulder, squeezed hard. “I’m sorry.”
 
Ben shrugged, but didn’t shrug off the support. “It’s a thing, you know? Shit happens. We’re dealing with it. They’re dealing with it. So far, it’s not creating a lot of issues. And who knows, maybe now that he’s away from the stress and physical demands of the farm, it will progress more slowly and they’ll have a lot more time together. I think that was the argument my mother made. Which did he want more time with? The trees, or with her?”
 
“Smart woman.” Logan pushed away from the rail, turned to look at Ben, leaning back on the glass panes that surrounded the tower room. “How is she holding up? Will she tell you when it’s too hard for her, when she needs help? You know if there’s anything I can do—your parents were like a second set of parents to me, and there’s nothing—”
 
“I know, man.” Ben looked up at Logan. “I know. And I appreciate it. They do, too. I—for now, it’s good. But in time . . . I don’t know. I honestly don’t know.”
 
“I’m always here. We all are. Whatever you need.”
 
Ben stood, and the two men shared a quick, tight hug. “Thanks. Just saying it out loud helps.”
 
Logan led the way back down the stairs. “What does this all mean for you?” he asked as they reached the bottom.
 
Ben shook his head. “I’m still not sure. Mom wants me to sell the place, choosing a good buyer, of course, who will carry on the business, and go back to my life.”
 
“Is it financial? Do they need—?”
 
“No, they’re fine. It’s not about money. At least, not at this point, anyway. I think she just doesn’t want to burden me. They figured out early on I probably wasn’t going to be the one to take over. I think maybe Dad was holding out for a grandchild to come along and maybe . . .” He let that drift off, then smiled, shook his head again. “Not in the cards, I guess.”
 
“So, are you thinking of selling?”
 
Ben paused after they reached the base of the lighthouse, before they headed back outside and into the wind. “I honestly don’t know. I don’t want to. I know, despite what they say, that neither Mom nor Dad wants to see the farm go to someone else, no matter their future plans for it.”
 
“Can you get someone to run it for you?”
 
“That’s one of the possibilities, yes. It’s all—”
 
“New,” Logan said, then grinned. “I know all about new and sudden life changes.” He clapped Ben on the shoulder. “Turns out some of them are pretty damn amazing. Who knows, maybe this will turn out to be an opportunity in disguise.”
 
Ben chuckled and nodded as he followed Logan out of the lighthouse and back across the property, toward the main house, and to where his truck was parked around front. His thoughts, however, weren’t so optimistic. He honestly had no idea what to do about this recent turn of events. More to the point, he didn’t know what he really wanted to do about it, speaking just for himself, and not his parents, or the generations of folks who were dedicated Campbell Christmas Tree Farm customers. He knew what they wanted him to do. Come home. Take over the farm. He thought about his life in Portsmouth. His company. How hard he’d worked to build it into something he could be proud of, and how that was all finally coming together in ways he hadn’t even anticipated.
 
Come home. Take over the family business.
 
And do what with the life and business I already have?

 



Chapter Four
 
“Earth to Fiona. Maid of honor. Party planner extraordinaire.”
 
Fiona turned from the dormer window where she’d been watching Ben drive off in his family’s company pickup truck. Supposedly she was doing her last-second brainstorming on how to approach her big sister about her change-the-date plan. Hannah and Alex had unloaded all the binders and magazines she’d lugged upstairs and were spreading them out on the bed, already excitedly chattering about all things wedding. Of course, with Alex being a newlywed herself, the two were both in their element. So much for using Alex as backup.
 
Even so, Fiona hadn’t given up on her plan, but her musings had once again been derailed when her attention was snagged by Logan and Ben as they rounded the side of the house. They were laughing, smiling, all hearty handshakes good-bye that turned into another round of back-slapping guy hugs. It was stupid, really, to feel the pangs she was feeling. She was a confident, talented, mature woman. A woman who took life by the horns. “Yeah,” she muttered under her breath. “Drop your guard for two seconds though and life gores you right in the gut.” Or the heart, as the case may be.
 
“Fi?”
 
She looked over at the other two. “Sorry, lost in maid-of-honor thoughts,” she lied. The very adult things Ben Campbell made her think about were anything but honorable.
 
Hannah’s beatific smile didn’t so much as flicker, and Fi thought maybe what they said was true. Brides had a special glow. Like pregnant mothers. Lit by the inner warmth of an upcoming blessed event. Gah.
 
Fiona walked over to the bed and all the bridal flotsam and jetsam strewn about, opened her mouth to launch into her ill-prepared speech, then shut it again, and opted to sit down. This had to be sister-to-sister, not party-planner-to-bride. She glanced at Alex, hoping for a last-minute compatriot, but she had the same damn glow Hannah did. Oh boy. “So,” she began, ever-so-thoughtfully, “I’ve been thinking.”
 
Hannah’s smooth, elegant features immediately fell. “Oh no, what?”
 
Fiona’s eyes widened. “Why oh no? I haven’t even said anything yet.”
 
“Because your old room is right across the hall from this one. I know you. And I grew up knowing that face. That’s not an ‘ooh, I have an idea, let’s put on a show!’ face. That’s your ‘so, you’re not going to want to hear this, but’ face.”
 
“Did you just call me butt face?” Fiona said in mock affront, half hoping the lame joke would rescue what felt like an already failed mission. Alex laughed along. Hannah did not.
 
Hannah made a beckoning gesture with her fingers. “Come on, hit me with it. What’s wrong with the wedding ideas I told you about? Too stiff? Formal? Because I don’t think elegance and formal have to be the same thing. In fact, I think—”
 
“I think you should wait to get married,” Fiona blurted out in a rush. Her statement was met by stunned silence on the part of both the soon-to-be-bride and the newlywed.
 
Hannah looked hurt. “You love Calder. Everyone does. Why would you—?”
 
“Not because of Calder, you boob.”
 
“Don’t go flaunting your boobs at me,” she shot back, trying for the same teasing diversion Fiona had tried a moment ago.
 
“I can’t help it if the boob fairy liked me best,” Fiona said, giving the automatic retort, but her expression grew serious and she shifted closer on the bed, taking Hannah’s hand. “Of course I love Calder. I’m thrilled you’re getting married. You should run to the nearest justice of the peace and tie the knot right now before he finds out what a tight-ass you can be about, oh, so many things.”
 
Hannah stuck her tongue out.
 
“How very lawyerly of you,” Fiona said mildly. “Do you do that when opposing counsel says something you don’t like?”
 
Alex’s gaze followed them like a ping-pong match. “You know, just when I think I’m used to it,” she said. “I mean, with Kerry I always know, because, well, with Kerry, when isn’t she giving you a hard time? But with you two, it—I never know. You sound so serious, but you’re kidding, right? This is just sister speak.”
 
Hannah and Fiona both looked at Alex, and then they both busted out laughing. “Seriously?” Fiona said. “Of course we are. It’s what we do. I think of it as a finely honed childhood survival skill.”
 
“Speak for yourself, Fireplug,” Hannah said, grabbing the nearest pillow and flinging it at Fiona’s head.
 
Fiona deflected it, thankful for the momentary block, because the sting of that recently resurrected nickname had surely been reflected in her expression. “You don’t get to call me that,” she said as she batted the pillow and watched it bounce onto the floor. “And, if I have anything to say about it, neither will Ben Campbell.”
 
Alex laughed, but Hannah’s expression shifted to a more contemplative smile as she leaned down, grabbed the pillow back, and hugged it in her lap. She gave her sister a considering look.
 
Now it was Fiona’s turn to say, “What? It was one thing when we were kids, but I don’t have to put up with it now.”
 
Hannah laughed, then faltered. “You’re serious.”
 
“Damn straight I am.”
 
“It was a silly nickname, Fi. We were kids. You know he didn’t mean it in a bad way.” She immediately raised her hands. “I meant now, today, down in the kitchen. I know he could be an idiot back then. Him and Logan both. They were teenage boys. They were genetically wired to be jerks. But now it’s just . . .” She trailed off, lifted a shoulder. “I don’t know. Like a cute childhood throwback. I thought it was kind of sweet.”
 
“Says the woman who Ben looked at like the second coming of PlayStation 3 and Christmas morning all rolled into one, with girl parts thrown in as a bonus. You’ll have to pardon me if our shared childhood remembrances differ somewhat when it comes to the adorable qualities, or lack thereof, of Ben Campbell.”
 
Hannah looked sincerely shocked and perhaps Fi had been the teensiest bit too fierce in her rebuttal, but dammit, it was the truth, after all.
 
“He’s the nicest guy on the planet,” Hannah said, as if it were simply a fact. “Even at his jerkiest as a kid, he had a heart the size of the moon, you know that. Logan wouldn’t have latched on to him the way he did, and they certainly wouldn’t have become like brothers, if he’d been an actual jerk.” She laughed. “I can’t even believe I’m having to defend him. I mean, regardless of what you might have thought about him then, he left his thriving business to come home and take care of his sick dad, helped both his parents relocate, and has taken on the family business while still juggling his own. What about that says jerk? Nothing.”
 
“Yes, counselor, he’s a virtual saint,” Fiona said, wishing she’d never taken the bait. Then she caught the considering look Alex was sending her way and little alarm bells went off. It was bad enough to be behaving like a thirty-two-year-old lovesick dork with her still oblivious sister, but the last thing Fi needed was for Alex to piece together the real reason behind her reaction and blurt that out. “Let’s get back to wedding talk, shall we?”
 
Hannah held her in a considering light for another moment; then wedding lust won out. “Okay. So we all agree on the lovability of Calder, if not Ben. Why should we wait to make it official?”
 
“Christmas is right around the corner,” Fiona said. “That’s, like, no time at all to put together a wedding. I know you weren’t able to be involved in most of what happened behind the scenes when I did Alex’s wedding, but she can back me up. Even a small shindig is no small amount of planning.” She held up her hand when Hannah went to interrupt. She’d learned early on. Never let the lawyer talk if it could be helped. “And, it’s Christmas, Han. Do you really want your happy wedding anniversary to compete with the lunacy that is the holiday season? Don’t you want your own special time? Perhaps one that’s not also paired with ass-freezing temperatures and days that end before five in the afternoon? Remember how lovely Logan and Alex’s wedding was? What a gorgeous memory to have.” She saw Alex’s blissful smile in her peripheral vision and kept on going. “Not to mention it might give your wedding planner, oh, a minute or two to get unpacked, set up shop, and plan the event you and Calder so deserve to have.”
 
Now it was Hannah’s turn to reach out and cover Fiona’s hand with her own. “Is that what this is about? Fi, you know Calder and I don’t want anything elaborate. We want a simple—”
 
“A Christmas wedding, by its very nature, is anything but simple.”
 
“Okay, true. But it doesn’t have to be over the top, either. I mean, the holiday sort of lends itself to the pageantry, right? We are hoping for simple elegance. And by that I just mean—”
 
“No tacky bridesmaid dress rehearsal parties?” Fiona said, eyes wide in feigned disappointment. “I’m sure Calder’s family would just love—”
 
Hannah grabbed Fiona’s arm. “That’s just it. They’re—”
 
“Uptight. I know. I was kidding, Han. I would never do anything to embarrass you with your new in-laws.” She shot a grin at Alex. “It was totally different with Logan. We had no choice but to make it hard on him. I mean, come on, when would we ever get that chance again? And Alex was game.”
 
“They are some of our most favorite wedding photos,” Alex agreed.
 
“They are uptight, yes,” Hannah allowed. “Some of them anyway. But that’s not what I was going to say. I was going to tell you this earlier, but we got sidetracked.” She paused, and for once, Fiona couldn’t read her expression. When Hannah wanted to, she aced the lawyer face.
 
“What is it? Oh, no! Has Calder’s dad taken a turn for the worse again?” Calder’s father had had a mild stroke caused by a not-very-mild brain tumor, and though his recovery had been going better than hoped, it was still a slow and ongoing process.
 
“No. The opposite.” She smiled, but it still didn’t reach her eyes.
 
“That’s great news,” both Fiona and Alex said at the same time.
 
“It is,” Hannah agreed.
 
Fi frowned. “So why do you look like someone just told you that you were getting coal in your stocking this Christmas?”
 
“Well, we were planning on having the wedding at their family church in Calais.”
 
“Yes, I know. I spoke with the minister yesterday about setting up a time to come in and take measurements and do some sketches, so I can start working on the plan there. I like him.”
 
“I do, too. But, well, we said his father’s health was the main reason we were having the ceremony there, but we all know that, while that was a concern, the real reason was it also helped to keep the two sides of the warring Blue clan apart.”
 
“But?” Fiona said, feeling that same ball of nerves Hannah must be feeling starting to knot up inside her gut as she realized where this was going. “You’re getting married in the Cove now, aren’t you.” She didn’t even make it a question.
 
Hannah just nodded, unable, it seemed, to say it out loud. Then she rushed to fill the stunned silence. “It will make everything a ton easier for you, though, right? No traveling back and forth to Calais to do the planning. And it really is dear of Calder’s family to want the bride to have her wedding in her own home town. I mean, I’ve relocated and done so much to bind myself to his family, and it’s going really well. Far better than I’d have ever thought, if I’m being honest—keep this just between the three of us,” she cautioned. “And I think this is their way of saying thank you to me, and that they see all I’ve been doing and appreciate it, and want to show me they’re willing to do the same.”
 
“So the St. Croix River Blues are coming to Blueberry Cove for a wedding,” Fiona stated, just to make sure she had this right. “A wedding that will have a bunch of Cove Blues in attendance by virtue of the fact that our families have known each other for centuries. Blues who would have happily stayed home if you’d gotten married in Calais.”
 
“Kind of,” Hannah said, in a very small voice.
 
“Not just Calder Blue,” Fi went on, trying to wrap her head around how things had gotten oh so horribly worse than she could have ever imagined. “A man who is loved and accepted by all here for saving us from—well, you know what from. But you mean . . . all of them.”
 
Hannah’s apologetic expression was accompanied by the briefest of nods.
 
Fiona instantly beamed a bright and patently false smile. “Well, okay then! That settles the theme. Instead of Christmas, we can do something down-to-earth and homey with a sort of Hatfields and McCoys theme to it. Maybe little rifles and fish-gutting knives tucked into the table arrangements just to make sure we’re not short on weapons when the real reception fun breaks out.”
 
Hannah smiled weakly and squeaked out a small, “Yay!” while giving a little Woohoo! finger wave.
 
Fiona slumped, all feigned enthusiasm fleeing.
 
“Fi, they’re willing to do this. All of them. For me. Mostly inspired, I think, by Calder’s sisters-in-law kind of ganging up on his brothers and dad, because it’s in the Christmas spirit. They want to bury the hatchet.”
 
“Exactly my fear,” Fiona said dryly.
 
Hannah just gave her a quelling look. “It needs to happen, and this is perhaps the one holiday that might inspire them to reach a little deeper inside themselves and do what’s right for the current generation. Calder’s whole family is willing to walk into a place where there will be a whole lot more of the other side, in their town, on their turf, and extend the proverbial olive branch. There couldn’t possibly be a better time for it than at Christmas and at a wedding.” She lifted a finger toward Fiona, silently warding off her response to that one. “I’m afraid if I wait, it will all collapse.”
 
“You say that like it’s a bad thing,” Fiona said dryly.
 
“If I don’t take advantage of their willingness to do this, then the feud will continue to drag out, possibly for more generations. And that’s ridiculous. This is my future family, and I don’t want to live in this civil war between the two clan sides. If I can be part of bringing about an end to it, then I’m going to do that. For the good of this generation, and the ones to come. Including my own.”
 
“Good closing argument, counselor,” Fiona said, then sighed, because her sister was right. If there was a chance to end the centuries-old battle between the two warring Blue factions, then it was worth trying. She waved her hand when Hannah’s expression threatened to crumple. “Okay, okay, don’t—oh come on, Han. We’ll figure it out.” She pulled her sister into a hug and Alex leaned in and wrapped her arms around them both.
 
“I know it sucks,” Hannah said, her voice sounding thicker now.
 
Fi stroked her sister’s hair and sighed, pressing her cheek to the top of Hannah’s bowed head. “The intention behind the gesture is a good one, and it speaks well for Calder’s family. But in all the ways of wedding planning? It does suck, I won’t lie. And I’m also not happy because it’s your wedding day, dammit, and you shouldn’t be stressed out about it. Not like this.” She straightened and pushed gently at Hannah’s shoulders until they were eye-to-eye. “But I promise you it’s going to be a beautiful Christmas wedding. If I have to hog-tie every Blue to a pew to do it.”
 
“I knew I could count on you, Fiona,” Hannah said, bottom lip still a little trembly. “Thank you.”
 
“Don’t worry about it. That’s what sisters do.” Bridesmaid Rule No. 20: Never agree to be in a family wedding. Ever.

 



Chapter Five
 
Ben pulled over and parked in front of Mossy Cup Antiques. He couldn’t say why, exactly, but much like a parishioner feeling guilt for not going regularly to confession, he felt a pang or two for not having been in to see Eula March in, well, it didn’t bear putting a number on it, really. Too long was long enough.
 
He was back in town again trying to sort out and finalize the details for the Blueberry Cove tree stand. He had been on his way out when he’d impulsively pulled to the curb. He smiled as he always did at the croquet-mallet door handles that bracketed the twin doors leading into the whimsical antique shop. Mossy Cup had been a part of the Cove since its inception, some three hundred years earlier. A March woman had always been in charge of the place, though no one person seemed to know the exact details of that family tree. There had never been any other Marches in Blueberry Cove, at least none that the town’s rich and otherwise highly detailed history had kept track of.
 
He stepped inside and stopped to take in the grandeur that was the live mossy-cup oak tree that grew straight up through the middle of the shop. It was the kind of tree folk tales were made for, and had inspired no small share of its own. Ben and Logan had all but terrorized the shop owner as children, doing whatever they could to try and distract her long enough so that one of them could climb it. Neither had ever been successful in that. For all that whimsy was one of the cornerstones of the historic shop, the owner and proprietor was anything but whimsical. Look up stern New Englander in any encyclopedia and it would be no surprise at all to see a photo of Eula March there as a prime example.
 
“If you’ve come to sell me a tree, I think you can see, I already have one.”
 
Ben grinned at the starchy voice. Eula’s Maine roots reflected strongly in her heavy down-east accent. “I think Campbell firs are some of the finest trees in the country, but even they bow down to your mighty oak,” he said, still smiling as he stepped farther into the shop and around the tree.
 
Eula was a tall woman, and her gray hair of undetermined length was always pinned up in a neat bun at the back of her head. She was thin bordering on boney, but despite having run the shop for as long as any resident could recall, there was nary a hint of a stoop in her frame. If anything, he thought she was taller and stiffer than ever. She wore one of her trademark simple floral dresses, with one of her shop aprons tied over it. The apron pockets had been hand stitched with characters from The Calico Cat. Another whimsical anomaly on a woman who looked anything but.
 
“Don’t patronize me, young Benjamin Campbell. You might fool some folks into believing you’ve grown up all responsible and successful, but I can and will still swat your behind and set you out on the street without so much as turning a hair.”
 
Inside, he was chuckling at the familiar set-down, but he knew better than to let his amusement, much less his affection, show on his face. “Yes, ma’am,” he said, adopting the appropriate supplicating tone. “Wasn’t my intention.”
 
She wiped her hands on the soft rag that was bundled into one of her apron pockets. It was clear she’d been working on one of the many beautiful pieces she personally restored and put up for sale. Her workshop was another part of the lore of the shop. From the outside, its dimensions appeared somewhat cramped and small, but that didn’t stop some rather spectacular pieces—both in their intricately detailed beauty and in their sheer physical scope—from occupying space on the shop floor.
 
“What is your intention? Haven’t seen hide nor hair of you in longer than I care to think on. Guess your business in Portsmouth is keeping you all tied up. A shame when a man can’t even make it home over the holidays to visit his family.”
 
“You know our family celebrates together at a less chaotic time of the year.”
 
“Heard tell your mother and father picked up and moved south. It’s a hard thing, having to make that kind of choice. Long line of Campbells have run that farm. How is he?”
 
With anyone else he considered more acquaintance than close friend—and though he’d known Eula his whole life, they weren’t what he’d call friends—he’d have said the same “hey, it’s all good, they’re doing great” thing he’d told Fiona, though Fiona had likely seen through it, or would have as soon as Logan told her what was going on. But Eula March was not someone a person could brush off, no matter how well meaning the exclusion. In fact, it was well known in the Cove and surrounding area that the March women had what some called a “special gift.” They tended to know things, things that oftentimes had yet to occur. Eula occasionally saw fit to impart a bit of what seemed like unasked-for wisdom or advice, but the recipient would do well to take heed. There was always something to it. Always. Maybe that’s why he’d come to see her, he thought. Hoping for some of that unasked-for guidance.
 
“He’s doing well now,” Ben said truthfully. “The move was a bit of a strain, but my mother is using her natural-born cruise director skills to organize things for them down there and, for now, they seem to be happy.”
 
She nodded, but inquired no more about them. Instead, she said, “Put the business in your hands, did they?”
 
“They did. Dad wanted to complete the season, but my mother was afraid one more season would only serve to accelerate his health issues and undo any good they hoped to gain by moving.”
 
“Then she’s doing the right thing by him. By herself, too.” Eula finished wiping her hands and stuffed the rag back in her pocket before lifting her gaze and all but pinning him with it. “What about you? You doing the right thing by them?”
 
Ben felt suddenly ten years old again, caught red-handed by Eula as he tried to block the workroom door, thereby giving Logan a chance to climb the tree. Only Eula hadn’t been in the workroom. How they’d missed seeing her in the shop, neither of them had ever figured out. Now, it was all he could do not to shuffle his feet and look at the floor. He held her gaze and answered honestly.
 
“I don’t know. I’m trying to figure out what the right thing is. For them. And for me.”
 
If he’d earned any respect from her for his straightforward answer, she didn’t let it show in the still-stern set to her jaw. “What do they have to say about it?”
 
“Dad thinks he’s going to vacation in South Carolina for a bit, then come home and take over again, so he expects me to run the place in his absence.”
 
“And your mother?”
 
“She wants me to do what’s best for me. Sell it, go back to my life in Portsmouth, if that’s what I want to do.”
 
“Would the money from the sale help with your father’s future troubles?”
 
Part of Ben couldn’t believe they were having such a frank, personal conversation. It would be the first time for that. He could admit to himself now that this was why he’d come, but the jury was still out on whether it had been a good idea to give in to the impulse. “I think they’ll be okay either way.”
 
“Then it’s up to you, isn’t it?”
 
“Indeed,” he said.
 
“Your business is doing quite well down in Portsmouth.” She made it a statement, then went on before he could respond, clearly not expecting him to. “Heard about the fancy photo spread in that architectural magazine.”
 
She surprised him with that one. For all Eula seemed to know way more about everyone who came into her orbit than seemed possible, she wasn’t one for local gossip. Far from it, in fact.
 
“It was flattering to be approached,” he said, sticking with honesty as the best policy, but more on edge now than before. He didn’t know what he’d expected from the visit, but he hadn’t expected to feel . . . whatever it was she was making him feel. Disconcerted? Off-balance? They were merely exchanging pleasantries. So why did it feel anything but pleasant? As if any second she was going to tell him something he really didn’t want to hear, but, because it was Eula, he would know it must be true.
 
“No need for modesty,” she said, her tone a bit more clipped, if that was possible. “I would imagine you earned the showcase. What do you plan to do with it?”
 
“Do with? I . . . guess my hope is that it drives more clients to Campbell Landscapes.”
 
“Do you need more clients?”
 
His eyebrows lifted at that one. “Is there such a thing as having too many?”
 
“If you can’t sustain the good work you do because you are spreading yourself too thin, then yes, there certainly is. But I don’t see you getting slipshod. You were raised to know the value of the work you’re producing, to take pride in your product.”
 
He was going to ask her what she knew about how he was reared, only he recalled boasting about how great Campbells’ trees were, so he nodded, and said, “Yes, I’d like to think so.”
 
“What I’m asking is whether growing your business is your goal. Is that how you define success? The size of your client list?” She didn’t give him time to respond. “Is enjoying what you do important to you?”
 
“It is. I wouldn’t have started my company if I didn’t enjoy it. If you’re asking if I equate more clients with more money and more money with more success, well, money or profit is certainly one way to measure it, but I’m not trying to prove anything to anyone or impress anyone.”
 
She tilted her head just a bit, eyeing him with renewed speculation. “Interesting.”
 
“What is?” he asked, before he could think better of it.
 
“That you thought you needed to say that. I don’t believe I mentioned a thing about needing to prove yourself. I was just asking what it was you thought necessary to feel successful in your chosen profession. Who is it that you’re not trying to impress?”
 
“No one. I just meant—”
 
Her eyebrow arched further, as she said, “Really? Then why mention it?”
 
“I don’t know. I was just—”
 
“Don’t you? I think you do. And if you want to figure out what choice you should be making about your family’s business, then perhaps that’s a good place to start.”
 
“What does me proving something—or not proving something—with my landscaping business in Portsmouth have to do with my decision about the future of Campbell Christmas Tree Farm?”
 
“Well, if you can’t see that, then you do have quite a bit to work out, now, don’t you?” She made a brief tsking sound.
 
It was ridiculous to feel defensive. She was poking at him, but that’s what she did. He wouldn’t let it get to him. Which, clearly, it had, because he opened his mouth and said, “What I do with the tree farm will be what’s best for my folks. My company is successful by whatever measuring standard you care to use. The magazine spread was a nice compliment after all the hard work I put in, and if I get more clients from it, then that’s a double win.”
 
“Yes, but what is it you’re winning, Mr. Campbell?”
 
Before he could figure out what to say to that, the bells on the door jingled as Fiona McCrae let herself in amidst a swirl of snowflakes.
 
“Hello, Eula,” she called out, stamping her feet on the mat just inside the door, brushing snowflakes off her mop of dark curls.
 
“Good afternoon, Miss Fiona,” Eula answered, her attention on Fi, her expression . . . he supposed he’d call it dissatisfied. Probably concerned the middle McCrae sister was going to fling moisture in the form of melted snowflakes all over her beautifully restored antiques. At least she wasn’t wrapped up like a mummy in that scarf again.
 
“Hey, Fireplug,” he said, moving slightly so the tree didn’t block him from her view. “Snowing already? I thought they said it wasn’t coming in until after sundown.”
 
She went completely still for a moment, then kept on with the business of gently brushing the snow from her hair, and unbuttoning her coat. Not only was she not wrapped up like a mummy, he noted, but she was also not layered in enough snow gear to dress an Olympic ski team. In fact, she looked pretty sharp in a smartly tailored black pea coat with a blue and green plaid scarf knotted and tucked into the front and . . . holy mackerel. Whatever else he’d been thinking got all sort of lost in a jumble when she slid smoothly out of the coat to reveal a sapphire-blue, cowl-neck sweater that clung to her in all the right places, over black slacks tucked into knee-high tooled leather boots that made her legs look longer than he’d have thought possible. All of which served to take curves he hadn’t paid nearly enough attention to—okay, no attention to, because he was apparently blind and dumb—and showcase them in a way that would make Jessica Rabbit envious. Jesus, Mary, and Joseph.
 
He glanced down then as he pushed balled fists into his own coat pockets, feeling supremely awkward and just . . . well, wrong, for having thoughts like that about a person he thought of as . . . okay, maybe not as a sister. After all, hadn’t he pursued her older sister like some poor dumb dog all through high school? But she wasn’t . . . well, she was just Fiona. Bratty, annoying—he glanced up again, unable to help himself, and swallowed hard—sexy-as-hell, sweet Mary, mother of God, with-curves-that-made-his-palms-sweat Fiona. When in the hell had that happened?
 
“I appreciate your making time for me today, Eula,” she was saying as he snapped his gaze away from the way that jewel-tone knit clung to a pair of full, perky breasts that begged a man to find out just what she wore under that sweater to make them sit up like that. You are so going to hell. That’s Logan’s sister, for God’s sake. He gave up trying to figure out why it was a sin to covet Fiona’s breasts when he’d wanted to do a whole lot more than put his hands on Logan’s other sister. Maybe it was because Fiona had always been such a kid, whereas he’d thought of Hannah as, well, maybe not a woman back in those days, but surely not a bratty kid. Fiona was what, four years younger than he was? Which was nothing now that they were grown adults, but . . . gah, shoot me now.
 
He came back to the conversation as Eula was asking, “Did everything go okay with Beanie and the closing? She didn’t have a last-minute change of heart?”
 
Ben’s gaze shifted from Eula to Fiona in time to see her smooth, all-business expression falter. “Did she say something to you? Was her heart not in the retirement? Because I asked her a dozen times, two dozen even, whether she was sure—”
 
“You bought Beanie’s Fat Quarters? The old quilt shop?” he blurted out, thinking he just wanted to get his mind focused on anything besides Fiona McCrae’s undergarments, but the surprise was real. “She’s run that place for as long as I’ve been alive. Does that mean you’re giving up interior design?”
 
Both women looked at him, but it was Fiona who responded to the question. “Beanie’s been talking about retiring. She and Hannah had a little, uh, run-in, last summer, and Beanie took that as a sign that maybe it was time to move on to her next life chapter. Apparently she’d been considering it for some time. Her husband passed away a few years ago, and—”
 
“Yes, my folks told me. I know that was a loss to the community. All the signs he’d painted for the town over the years.”
 
“Yes, well, that’s the thing that sort of finalized the deal. I promised Beanie that I’d be keeping the same bright, fun, cheerful mood of her place, and that I’d personally see to it that all of Carl’s signs were maintained, at least as long as the signs remained relevant to the community.”
 
“Should consider doing some signs yourself,” Eula put in. “A good way to get involved in the Cove’s business community, get folks to see who you are now, all grown up. Nice way to market yourself at the same time.”
 
Fiona smiled at Eula. “I was thinking the exact same thing. In fact, I’ve already made a quick stop to see Owen at the hardware store to see if I can bring it up at the next council meeting.” She looked at Ben. “Did you know Owen is also our new mayor?”
 
“I’d heard,” he said absently, but his mind wasn’t really on the conversation. It was still on Fiona. Not her breasts, thank God, though they really were remarkable, but . . . just on her. When he’d come upon her in the kitchen out at the Point the previous week, she’d just seemed . . . well, like the grown-up version of the Fireplug Fi he’d spent a lifetime tormenting and being tormented by. She’d always seemed to be a little irritated with him, which in turn had just egged him on.
 
Though, to be fair, that day in the McCrae kitchen, it had been different. He’d appreciated her sincere interest in his parents’ situation, giving him a chance to talk about the farm and his new responsibilities. Something about her straightforwardness and the fact that they were, after all, lifelong friends, had made him feel comfortable enough to share. Hell, even he hadn’t known what all he was feeling until she’d given him the chance to articulate it a little. Of course, he hadn’t been completely forthright with her about the exact nature of his father’s health issues, and he found himself wondering if Logan had filled her in. Not that it mattered what she knew. It wasn’t as if he and Logan lived in each other’s pockets any longer.
 
“I’m sure Beanie did whatever was right for her,” Eula was saying. “If she signed on the dotted line, then it’s all settled.”
 
Fiona’s expression said she now had doubts about that, and he wondered what had prompted Eula to bring up the possibility. The woman wasn’t one for idle chatter. Or any chatter. If she said something, there was a purpose to it. So why make Fiona worry about something as important as buying the building that would house her new business?
 
“When do you move in?”
 
“I can start immediately,” Fiona said, still seeming a little distracted by whatever was going through her mind. Probably replaying the closing and retroactively looking for any signs Beanie might not have been completely okay with the deal. She dug in her pocket and dangled what was, apparently, the shop key.
 
“What will she be doing now?” Ben asked. “Beanie, I mean.” He’d said it hoping to help cement the rightness of the transaction in Fiona’s mind, but then wondered why in the hell he was involving himself in the situation at all.
 
He lifted a hand, stalling whatever reply he might have gotten. “Never mind, none of my business. And, in fact, seeing as you both obviously have some other business to attend to, I’ll get out of your hair. Eula,” he said, looking to the older woman, “it was a pleasure to see you again.” He glanced at Fi and gave her a brief smile. “Good luck with the new place.”
 
Looking surprised, Fiona gave a little wave with the hand that still had the keys looped over one finger, making them jingle a bit as he strode by, stepping around her to get to the door. “Thanks.”
 
He had almost reached safety, but at the last second before he passed through the door, he found himself glancing over his shoulder at Fiona. More specifically, at the back side of Fiona. Okay, okay, so he was checking out her ass. Dear Lord help him. All he could think was Jessica Rabbit, eat your heart out. He lifted his gaze to find Eula’s fixed directly on him. He was a thirty-six-year-old man who could not recall the last time he’d felt his cheeks heat in embarrassment. Actually, given the kind of kid he’d been, that was probably never. There was a distinct warmth in them now. He had no idea what kind of look he had on his face at the moment, but it was beyond him, it seemed, to simply snap out of it, grin, and give Eula a quick nod or wave good-bye. Instead, he was pinned there, like a kid caught with his hand in the cookie jar, by that steely pair of faded blue eyes.
 
Then she turned her attention back to Fiona, as if nothing had transpired between them, and he let himself out into the chill of a wind-whipped swirl of snow. Had that been a warning? It certainly hadn’t been a blessing. Which begged the question . . . warning against what? Blessing for what? His mind zinged straight back to his initial reaction as Fiona had taken off her coat. Surely he wasn’t seeking Eula March’s blessing for the kinds of thoughts he was having about Fiona McCrae?
 
No, it made a whole lot more sense that Eula March was warning him against something he’d already figured out for himself. It didn’t matter if it made no sense, didn’t matter that the two of them weren’t brother and sister, and in fact weren’t even remotely related, nor did it matter that they were old enough now that the four-year difference in their ages didn’t make thinking of her in that way wrong or unnatural. The bottom line was the same: Hands off Fiona McCrae.
 
Better to keep thinking of her as Fireplug Fi.
 
“Yeah,” he muttered, as he shoved his hands in his pockets again and tried like hell to ignore that he was still sporting half a hard-on. And it was seven freaking degrees outside. Good luck with that.

 



Chapter Six
 
“Did you sign the papers? Dot every i, cross every t?” Kerry asked the moment Fiona entered the Rusty Puffin, not pausing as she continued to wipe down the bar.
 
“I did,” Fiona told her as she slid off her gloves and unbuttoned her coat. “As of this morning at about ten, Beanie’s Fat Quarters is all mine.”
 
Kerry let out a musical-sounding, very loud hoot she’d probably learned while working in the jungle somewhere, but since it matched Fiona’s mood pretty much exactly, she grinned and enjoyed the moment.
 
She heaved herself up on a stool and leaned her elbows on the freshly gleaming cypress bar. “I even had the chance to go by and talk to Eula.” And, actually, her visit to Eula’s was every bit as much the reason for her giddy mood as was the reality that she once again owned her own place of business. Beanie’s was really perfect for her evolving business plan and she couldn’t wait to dive in and begin turning it into the design studio she truly wanted for herself. But the fuel stoking her current ebullience was the moment she’d had in Eula’s shop with Ben. Specifically the moment she’d taken off her coat and glanced at him in time to catch that rather poleaxed look on his face. It was quite possible it hadn’t meant that he’d just looked at her as a woman, rather than a short, plump, annoying kid sister, for the very first time, but she was going to choose to believe that’s exactly what had happened. And she was going to wrap up that moment in a shiny gold bow, and pull it out and open it up every time she needed a little boost. Because that look on his handsome face had made it almost worth—almost—every single moment of adolescent torment he’d put her through.
 
“You’re looking rather cat and canary,” Kerry said, her bright green eyes gleaming now as she tucked the rag in her apron pocket and looked fully at Fiona for the first time. “More cat, less canary. You didn’t swindle our poor Beanie out of the shop that’s been her life’s work now, did you?”
 
“Why is it everyone is worried about poor Beanie? Let me tell you, that woman didn’t build that place into the best little quilt shop in the state of Maine by not understanding how to run a business. She drove a hard bargain. And here I thought dealing with vendors in the Fashion District in New York had immunized me to tough talk. She’s no lightweight.”
 
“Maybe she should have been the one to head to the city and take Manhattan by storm,” Kerry said. “I bet she could have, too. One fat quarter at a time.”
 
Both sisters laughed at that.
 
“So,” Kerry said as she pulled two wineglasses out from under the bar. “Who is ‘ever yone’?”
 
“What?” Fiona asked, momentarily distracted by the stemware. “Why are you getting out wineglasses?”
 
“Today they’re going to be champagne glasses,” she said with a grin. “To toast your new enterprise.”
 
“But—”
 
She frowned. “No buts. And I was asking who else was worried about Beanie.”
 
“Eula asked if Beanie was sure about putting her business up for sale.”
 
“Are Eula and Beanie friends? I didn’t think Eula had actual friends. Not because she couldn’t have them, I suppose—she just isn’t exactly the girlfriend type, you know? So who else was worried about Beanie, and is it possible that’s where that little glow you have is coming from?”
 
Fiona waited for her to take a breath, then said, “My glow, if I have one—”
 
“Like a ninety-watt halogen bulb,” Kerry put in, her smile wry now.
 
“—is because I finally took the big plunge. Today is the first day of my new life. The real first day. Of my new business life.”
 
“Which is great. And why we’re going to have a toast. So who else is worried about Beanie?”
 
Fiona didn’t want to share her Ben moment, because no one else would understand that it had been A Moment. Besides, it was all hers. To savor, recall at will, and wallow in as needed. “I went to Eula’s to talk about incorporating some of her pieces into my studio decor, but having them there on consignment rather than buying them outright, so it would be promoting her place, in return for her doing some promoting of my new business. When I got there, Ben Campbell also happened to be there and—”
 
Kerry hooted almost as loudly as she had when Fiona had announced she’d bought herself a business.
 
“What was that for?” Fiona asked, determined to hold on to her happy mood no matter what Kerry said. The youngest McCrae sister was the brazen, outspoken one, and not always—okay, hardly ever—one to concern herself with how her comments might be taken by their intended recipient. “He asked if Beanie had made plans for what she’d be doing now that she wasn’t a shopkeeper any longer. Then you asked about her, too, so I was just setting the record straight, that’s all.
 
“If anyone should be worried about one of us being swindled, that concern should be for me,” Fiona went on, smoothly shifting the topic away from Ben. “For someone who looks like the warmest and cuddliest grandma ever, Beanie was not shy about getting what she wanted. And from one female business owner to another, I’m glad she was like that, because then I felt like it was an honest deal struck between two business-savvy women. Trust me when I say that, whatever her plans are for the future, Beanie Whittaker will be just fine, thank you very much.”
 
Kerry nodded her way through Fiona’s little speech and barely waited for the last word to leave her mouth before saying, “So, what’s going on with you and Ben Campbell?”
 
Fiona gaped, then snapped her mouth shut. She wanted to rush in and deny, deny, deny, which would have been the truth, because there wasn’t anything going on between them. But Kerry was like a dog with a bone when she thought she was on to something. She had always been the one to ferret out what Santa was bringing them for Christmas, never leaving it alone until she’d figured it out. And, of course, spoil it for her siblings in a crow of triumph once she had, because she thought for sure they’d want to know, too. She never could seem to understand that some folks actually liked to be surprised Christmas morning.
 
Well, Fiona wasn’t about to try to explain her Ben Campbell moment to anyone, much less her pit bull of a sister, so she took a different tack. Fi had watched Hannah handle Kerry over the years and was proud of herself for taking a page from the lawyer’s handbook and not making her typical knee-jerk response. “What makes you think there’s anything going on between me and Ben?”
 
Kerry waggled a finger at her. “Don’t play cross-examiner with me. You’re no good at it.”
 
Fiona did the only mature thing possible: she stuck her tongue out.
 
“Careful where you stick that,” Kerry said, pretending to swipe and snag it. “Mongoose might get it.” She walked over to the large, glass-front cooler and fished behind a few bottles, then pulled out a dark black one. “All I know is Hannah and Alex were in here earlier, all googly-eyed over fonts for wedding invitations, and she might have said something about you being all pissy with Ben over him calling you Fireplug. You know he doesn’t mean it in a bad way. Not now, at least. I mean, he—”
 
“Yes, yes, he’s St. Ben the Benevolent. Never hurt a fly, rescuer of parents, all-around fabulous human being, Ben Campbell,” Fiona said, already mentally kicking herself for letting both of her sisters get to her. Again.
 
Kerry simply arched a brow at that, then expertly popped the cork on the champagne, and laughed as the foam ran over her hands and all over her nice clean bar.
 
“It’s not even noon yet,” Fiona said. “And isn’t that the same champagne we had at Alex and Logan’s wedding?”
 
“It’s toast time o’clock,” Kerry said in response, “and yes, I pilfered it from the reception.”
 
“You can’t pilfer a bottle of champagne you—or Fergus—technically bought in the first place.”
 
“Oh my God, are you going to be a buzzkill even on your own big day?” She poured them each a glass and was not modest about it.
 
“I’m not a buzzkill, I’m just saying—”
 
“Here,” Kerry said, picking up one glass and handing it to Fiona. “Drink.” She raised her own glass and said, “To my other super-responsible sister for continuing her mission to kick interior design ass, now in two states, and soon right in your very own backyard. Salute!” And with that, she tossed back the entire glass of champagne in one easy slide.
 
Fiona still held her glass in one hand, her mouth half open as she watched Kerry. “I don’t even want to know how you can shotgun an entire glass of champagne without even so much as a hiccup. It’s supposed to be sipped.”
 
“It’s supposed to be enjoyed,” Kerry said, with a pointed gaze at Fiona’s own glass. “Bottoms up, shopkeeper.”
 
Fiona took one sip, then, at Kerry’s frown, gave her an oh-for-God’s-sake look, and made her way to the bottom of her glass, too, albeit in several gulps.
 
“And you’re right, Mama Hen,” Kerry added with a wink. “You definitely don’t want to know.”
 
Fiona’s head was pleasantly fizzy and she smiled at Kerry’s pet name for her. That one she didn’t mind so much, not because Kerry said it with any less annoyance than Ben did his, but because Fiona liked her role as the one who kind of held her siblings together. Hannah might be Mother Superior, but Fiona was mother confessor, problem solver, ego-picker-upper, and all-around keeper of the flame for both her sisters. And though Logan would likely deny it until he was old and gray, she’d been that for him more times than either could count as well. They might see it as her being the family worrier, always clucking over them, but it made her feel good, keeping tabs on how they were all doing, knowing that her family was okay.
 
She was also the resident peacekeeper, so she wasn’t going to take the bait Kerry had so temptingly dangled in front of her. If Hannah thought her reaction to Ben’s nickname made her pissy, so what? Fiona smiled and nudged her glass toward Kerry. She had her Ben moment now. So none of it mattered so much anymore.
 
“Okay, so maybe not so much cat and canary as cat and a bowl of nice, warm cream,” Kerry said, giving her a considering look. “What exactly happened at Eula’s? Did you tell him what you thought of his pet name for you and chop his Campbell Christmas tree down to size?” She poured them both more champagne and leaned on the counter, keeping close enough so only Fiona heard her, though there were only three other people in the bar at that hour, and they were back at one of the two pool tables. “And have you ever spent any time wondering just how, um, stout and tall his pine might be?”
 
Fiona all but sprayed the sip of bubbly she’d just taken. “What?” she spluttered, certain she hadn’t heard Kerry correctly, even as she knew she had.
 
“Why is it you, Hannah, and Logan think I’m still twelve? And even then, I have to say, am I the only one who wasn’t already actively thinking about his, um, pine, even then? How am I a member of this family? You’re all a bunch of Goody Two-shoes. Or I thought you were. Now Logan’s getting some regularly with Alex, and Hannah with Calder.” She wiggled her eyebrows. “And you’ve got something going with our very own Ben Campbell. I know I’m right.”
 
So much for not actively denying it. “First of all, ew. Do you really need to discuss the sex lives of our siblings?” She folded her arms on the bar, mostly so she would stay steady on the stool. She was only pleasantly fizzy, nothing more, but better to be safe. “I can state, with absolutely no equivocation, that there is nothing going on between me and Ben. No, I did not chop down his tree. And also? Ew for that, too. Shame on you. He’s like your brother.”
 
“He’s not our brother. Not even our cousin. And as if you never looked at Ben Campbell and wondered, even for a moment . . .” Her words trailed off as her eyes narrowed on Fiona, then widened with absolute glee. She hooted again, and both of them heard a string of curse words float up from the pool table area as somebody had apparently missed their shot at her outburst.
 
“Sorry,” Kerry called out. “Free round later.”
 
She grinned as a cheer rang out from the pool table, then turned right back to Fiona. “So, there isn’t anything going on now with Ben . . . but you’ve wondered about his pine. I think you want his pine. In fact, I think you want to—”
 
“Stop it,” Fiona hissed. She’d just wanted to hold on to her Ben moment and savor it in the privacy of her own, formerly rejected schoolgirl mind. Was that too much to ask? Apparently so. She put her glass back on the bar. Her pleasant fizziness abruptly dissolved. “I don’t want anything from Ben, least of all his—” She broke off, refusing to take that particular euphemism a single syllable further. “Yes, it’s true. I didn’t like hearing that nickname again. I hated it back then, and no matter what the intent behind it, I’m not a big fan of it now. But then anything designed to belittle someone and make them feel badly about themselves is never going to get a rousing cheer from me. You were always in his good graces, though I’ll never understand why, when you were the actual bratty little kid around him, not me. And of course Hannah could do no wrong in his eyes, so it’s easy for you both to say that it was all in good fun and no harm meant.”
 
Looking utterly abashed, Kerry reached her hand out toward her sister. “Fi, don’t. He’s—”
 
Fiona pulled her arm out of reach. And to her absolute horror and the utter ruination of the fabulous good mood she’d been in upon entering her family’s pub, she felt her eyes sting. What was it about Ben Campbell that always made her end up in tears? She wasn’t even hurt—she was pissed off, dammit. “He’s family, I know. And we’re all grown-ups now, so you’re right, it shouldn’t matter. It was all a long, long time ago. We were all kids. Blah, blah, blah. But some things don’t have an expiration date. And how that nickname made me feel is apparently one of them. Especially coming from the one guy who, at the time, I wanted to see me as anything but a fireplug.” There, she’d said it. All but shouted it, actually. “So you’ll have to forgive me if I still don’t find being called short, fat, and red all that sweet or amusing.”
 
“No, Fi—wait!” Kerry made a grab for her arm, but she’d already scooped up her coat from the bar and slid off the stool. “I tried to warn you. He’s—”
 
Standing right behind her. Of course he was.
 
Fiona stood there, already angry that she’d let herself be provoked enough to blurt out something she’d held as a carefully guarded secret for, well, forever. She’d just wanted to make it all stop. She’d been savoring her private little victory, with the whole childhood ridiculousness put in its proper place once and for all with that one stunned and very male look on Ben Campbell’s handsome face. Bon voyage, childhood humiliation, sorry to see ya go, don’t let the door hit ya on the way back to yesteryearville.
 
But what the heck, why not just put it out there, once and for all, so everybody could just shut up about it? It wasn’t like she could be made to feel any worse at this point, right?
 
Wrong. So mortifyingly, stupidly, I’ll-never-stop-being-thirteen-again, wrong. Maybe it was true, what they said about you couldn’t go home again. For the first time, she thought maybe she’d made a huge, giant mistake in leaving the city on some misguided mission to find her way back to herself, to who she’d wanted to be when she grew up. Lucky you figured that out after you just bought yourself a new business.
 
Yep, she was lucky, all right.
 
“Fiona,” was all he said, but the look on his face said a million things more. All of them awful, because each one of them started with pity and ended with embarrassment. For her, most likely.
 
And all she could think was, she’d gotten her moment. That victorious, full-circle moment every kid who’s ever been made to feel bad wanted. And she’d been good with that. Pathetically so, maybe, but good. Giddy, even. Ready and willing to bury the past, the score all evened up.
 
Instead, the look she’d remember forever was the one on his face right now. This was to be her moment. Why had she ever assumed it would be any different? The joke, it seemed, was always going to be on her.
 
She threw her coat over her arm and grabbed her purse and gloves, careful not to look at either her sister or Ben. She was merely thankful that the pump of adrenaline she’d gotten first from popping off at Kerry and then again upon seeing Ben standing right there behind her, where he’d obviously overheard her every stupid word, had smacked whatever effect too much champagne might have had right out of her. Because at least she didn’t wobble so much as a step as she strode by him on her way out the door.

 



Chapter Seven
 
Ben hauled the freshly strapped tree off the baler and tossed it onto the stack already piled on the big flatbed trailer presently hooked to the back of one of the company trucks. Then he turned and grabbed the next one as it was fed through the machine. He dragged that one down the chute and ran the cut end through the chain saw to shorten it, then tossed the bundle in the truck. He and three of Campbell Farm’s seasonal hires had been at this since before sun-up that morning. It was presently just after noon and a balmy twenty-two degrees in Snowflake Bay . . . and despite being able to think of little else as he went through motions so ingrained he’d often thought he could make them blindfolded and sleeping, he still had no idea what to do about Fiona McCrae.
 
“Hey, boss!”
 
At the shout, Ben looked up to see Tommy, one of the seasonal hires, motioning to the dirt road that led from the main farmhouse out into the fields, lined with row upon row of carefully trimmed pine trees. Ben waved him to cut off the baler: then, with the sudden silence ringing in his ears, he turned to look where Tommy was pointing. “Well, shit.”
 
If he made a list of all the things he could ever expect to see at Campbell Christmas Tree Farm, Annalise Manderville wouldn’t be anywhere on it. He watched in disbelief as she stepped out of a bright yellow Land Rover in boots that probably cost more than the new tree-netting machine he was contemplating buying for the farm. “What in the hell?” he murmured. After all this time, he couldn’t fathom what she could possibly want with him, and had even less of a clue why it would require an in-person visit. Several state lines away from their respective homes in Rhode Island.
 
He’d already been so distracted by the very unfortunate and humiliating scene he’d witnessed two days earlier at the Rusty Puffin—the humiliation part being completely his own—that it was hard to switch mental gears once again to deal with this completely new, but potentially equally perplexing brain twister.
 
He turned back to Tommy. “Call Frankie over here and keep baling. We have to get this truck loaded and out by three. I want to get this trailer in the Cove and unloaded tonight. I’ve got help coming to start setting up the lot in the morning.”
 
“You need help with the unloading? I have a family thing tonight, but I could get out of it if you need me, too.”
 
Given the hopeful expression on the college student’s face, the prospect of unloading a trailer bed of trees in the dark in what would likely be near zero or sub-zero temps, was apparently a better option than whatever this “family thing” was. He hated to dash the kid’s hopes, but he shook his head. “I’ve got it under control, and I need you here in the morning to get the next batch baled so we can get another trailer to Machiasport.” Plus, he was hoping to use the night in the Cove to figure out what to say to Fiona. Even if she’d rather he simply never showed his face around her ever again.
 
“Sure thing, boss.”
 
“It’s Ben,” he reminded the gangly young man as he hustled off to follow his instructions.
 
“That’s a ten-four, boss,” Tommy said over his shoulder with a grin, the tousled blond curls sticking out from under his wool knit cap dancing in the wind as he loped out toward the fields, where several other seasonal hires were cutting trees.
 
Ben grinned back at him, shaking his head. Most of the kids who came to work for Campbell’s during the holidays, as well as over the summer when it was grooming and, afterwards, planting season, had been coming to the farm for their family Christmas trees since they were old enough to walk. Some earlier than that, strapped in papooses on their parents’ backs. So they took a special pride in working for the place that held such great memories for them. Ben had been considering that as he’d been contemplating what he was going to do about his sudden inheritance.
 
At the moment, however, all thoughts of Fiona and the future of the family tree farm fled as he focused his attention on his latest problem: the smiling and waving Annalise.
 
“Ben!” she said as he got closer. “Wow, look at this. Quite the operation. I had no idea.”
 
He smiled but said nothing. He’d told her all about his family’s business when they’d first started dating, but she’d been far more interested in the business he was building in Rhode Island. If he’d paid closer attention to that, it would have saved him a world of trouble. “What brings you all the way up to Maine?”
 
She laughed, but if he wasn’t mistaken—and he wasn’t—there was a trace of nervousness in her now. “Oh, well, Mother knows someone on staff at Architectural Exteriors and managed to snag an early copy of the issue you’re in.” She took a playful swing at his arm. “You didn’t tell me you got the cover. That’s quite the major cap feather, there.”
 
“I didn’t know, either,” he said, his smile sincere, even while trying not to be mildly annoyed that she’d spoiled the surprise. “They always keep the holiday cover a surprise until it hits the stands.”
 
She formed a sad O with her mouth. “I knew that, but assumed it didn’t apply to the person they actually chose. And I went and spoiled the surprise.” She moved in closer and slipped her arm through his, tipping her head against his arm and looking up at him with those melted-chocolate-brown eyes. “I’m sorry. Forgive me?”
 
How many times had he heard those words? And how many times had he done as requested? Every time but the last one. He gently disentangled her, keeping his expression one of smooth politeness, as if she were more a passing acquaintance than a former girlfriend and lover. One who’d done too many things requiring forgiveness for him to forget. He’d been equally culpable in letting her get away with it for so long, but he took some measure of pride now in the certain knowledge that he never would again. “What brings you here?”
 
“You know Mother and Dad have that big charity bash every year between Christmas and New Year’s?”
 
He nodded. He knew and recalled the two of them he’d attended with no small amount of dread. He’d been their daughter’s “unfortunate, but surely temporary choice” of an escort, as he’d overheard Antonia Manderville describing him. It hadn’t come as a surprise. He’d been made to feel just that way.
 
He’d never told Annalise what he’d overheard, but then the Mandervilles had never made any secret of their disappointment in their daughter’s choice. It wasn’t until after their relationship had ended that he’d come to understand he’d more or less been Annalise’s post-college rebellion lover. Whereas most girls got their rebel on in high school or college, Annalise hadn’t been willing to risk even the slightest hint of it until she had her master’s degree firmly in hand.
 
Even then, the phase hadn’t lasted too long. They’d dated exclusively for two years, then strung things along, off and on, for another ten months, despite his discovery that Annalise had had an entirely different definition of “exclusive” than he did. The thing with Annalise was, she wasn’t cold or calculating like her mother. He wouldn’t have been interested in her if that were the case. She truly was a warm, caring, loving person who’d had a way of making him feel like he could hang the moon if he tried. But she’d been raised to be the center of attention of her parents’ entire world, and so it was no surprise, he supposed, that she expected the same exalted spot in her personal relationships. And he’d tried, he had, but he had always seemed to come up short, not giving her quite enough, or doing quite enough, or being quite enough.
 
As he later found out, when she wasn’t getting enough attention from him, she kind of sort of found it elsewhere. And not always with her clothes on. She’d never meant any harm by it, and he’d believed her claim that the other guys were meaningless in every way beyond the time it took to get what she needed, like a junkie getting a fix, but that didn’t stop her little adventures from hurting him anyway. He’d tell himself he was being mature, accepting the reality of how life was, glad she was being open and honest with him. So it wasn’t the fairy tale he’d always assumed his parents’ marriage was, but maybe he’d been seeing them through the eyes of a child, not a grown-up. And yet, even so, it didn’t stop him from wanting to be enough for his partner, just in who he was, all by himself.
 
When he’d finally called it off for good, she’d almost immediately hopped back on the familial expectation bandwagon and found herself a nice, rich doctor. And all he could think, even now with her not two feet away, smelling sweet, looking beautiful, and smiling at him like he had, in fact, set the moon, was, Better you than me, Dr. Biff, ol’ chap. Better you than me.
 
“What about it?” he asked, feeling perversely less annoyed now that he knew he was on solid ground and would remain there, whatever this latest test was she was about to throw at him.
 
“Well, you know they pride themselves on the diversity of their guest list, mixing a few politicians in with whoever the celebrity spokesperson for their charity of choice happens to be that season, adding a blend of old business with new business, throw in a few Olympians and maybe a neighbor or two.” She smiled, as if her parents were really nothing more than benevolent elves, serving up Santa’s goodwill every Christmas. And many saw them as just that. Many who’d never had the chance to sit at the private family dinner table with the mister and missus and witness firsthand just how un-elf-like they could be.
 
“They don’t just want the movers and shakers,” Annalise was saying. “They always want to have the up-and-comers as well. Dad likes to think he’s on the cutting edge of what’s happening with the local and state economy, and Mother just wants to give the newer entrepreneurs who show promise a leg up, a chance to meet and mingle and network with those in position to help them along their way to success.” Her smile turned a shade deprecating. “Well, and because they both not-so-secretly hope to get them involved in their charitable foundation work early on.”
 
It was true that the Mandervilles not only operated, in addition to their vast business holdings, a charitable foundation that gave significant grants to many worthy groups, but also gave from their own deep financial well, too. That they made no secret of their largesse was their choice, of course, and if, as they explained, it helped to shed an even brighter light on whatever causes they were championing that year, then why not have the TV cameras and the journalists in attendance? It was all for the greater good, right?
 
And maybe it was. But one thing he’d learned from his time in the Manderville inner circle: he was not cut out to swim with the sharks. He didn’t even want to sit on the sidelines and watch them feed on each other.
 
“Annalise, if this is an invitation—”
 
She slid her arm back through his and tugged, a bright smile and cheery laugh putting the punctuation mark on the presentation. “Say you’ll come. It would mean a lot to them.” She held his gaze. “And to me.”
 
He once again carefully, and politely, disentangled himself. “Thank you and thank them, and I’m sorry you came all this way, but the answer is no.”
 
“Ben—”
 
He heard that note in her voice, the one that sounded like vulnerability but was really made of steel. Annalise Manderville didn’t like to hear the word no. “I’m sorry you traveled all the way up here, Anna. You could have called and asked, or sent a printed invitation.”
 
“I know you, Ben Campbell. You’re too modest. I knew this was something that had to be done in person if I had any chance of persuading you to come. Don’t let our personal history cloud your professional future.”
 
She was smiling, as if she hadn’t even heard the no. He frowned now. “What’s this really about?”
 
“Surely your family has enough help here,” she said, gesturing vaguely toward the field and the employees presently working on cutting, baling, and loading trees for the satellite stands. There were more employees, some full-time, some seasonal, helping to get the two bigger fields ready for the families who would come to cut down or dig up their own trees, doing the last-minute grooming, clearing away debris, checking over all the trailers folks used to haul their trees, the wagons used to pull the little ones, the tractors and big stake-body trailer used for the hay ride, along with all the various tools that would be used to take the trees down or dig them up.
 
There was enough help, but at the moment, only one person was actually running the show. “It’s not that—”
 
“Surely you won’t be here the entire time. Your business—with the magazine coming out, I mean—you plan to be in Rhode Island, taking full advantage of the free publicity, right? Your family wouldn’t expect you to come help on the tree farm with that amazing opportunity in the offing. I mean, timing is everything, surely even they understand that.”
 
Even they, he thought. As if his parents were poor peasant farmers who knew nothing of the big world. He was still trying to figure out what the bigger game plan was here, because there was one, of that he was certain. Annalise hadn’t come all the way to the Middle of Nowhere, Maine, because she suddenly had a keen interest in his business getting its due attention. On the heels of that thought came the realization that it honestly didn’t matter why she was there or what her end game was; none of it mattered to him any longer. “How did you know I was here?”
 
“I went to Campbell Landscapes. You weren’t there. I asked.” She lifted her hands, smiling up at him. “And here I am.”
 
“What did they tell you?” All of his employees had been with him long enough that they knew Annalise. They also all knew she was no longer part of his life. He’d never given them any kind of instructions regarding what kinds of things he’d prefer for them to share or not share with her, but then, he really hadn’t expected it to ever be an issue.
 
“Just that you’d come up to help your family during the holidays.”
 
He made a mental note to double their holiday bonuses. So she didn’t know about his folks’ relocation—something his employees all knew about—or what the real situation was regarding his taking over the day-today operations of the farm. His father was a wonderful man. A great dad, loving husband, and wonderful employer. But he sucked at delegating the most important stuff. Something Ben had worked really hard not to do in his own business as it grew. So while there was no one but him capable of running the family tree farm at the moment, the same was not true of Campbell Landscapes. “Please send my regards to your parents,” he said, and gently took her elbow, smoothly but purposefully turning her back toward the Land Rover. He noticed the Maine plates and rental sticker. Only Annalise would find a rental agency that had a late-model Land Rover in look-at-me yellow. “You’re going to want to get back to Bangor and catch a flight out before the incoming storm traps you here,” he said, not actually knowing the immediate forecast, but there was always a storm coming this time of year.
 
“Ben,” she said, sounding a bit alarmed, and more than a little surprised.
 
He discovered he was perfectly fine with both of those things. He thought Annalise could use a little shaking up now and again. Lord knew she’d done enough of the shaking when they’d been together.
 
He got her into the driver seat before she could rally. “Next time, just call. Or better yet—” He stopped himself, smiled calmly, and simply said, “Have a safe trip home.” He closed the door, stepped back, lifted his hand in a short wave, then turned and headed back to the baler. He would have whistled if he knew a good tune. Instead, he contented himself with a wide grin.
 
He heard the engine start up, then, “Ben!”
 
He slowed, dipped his chin, then turned back toward the truck, but didn’t respond.
 
“You didn’t used to be so . . . I don’t know. You’re all rugged and outdoorsy up here.”
 
He lifted his hands. “The outdoors is in my blood.”
 
She smiled, then pursed her lips. “So . . . manly-man manly. Not that you weren’t before, but . . .” She let her words trail off, and then let her gaze trail all over him.
 
His smile faded and every warning bell he had went off as if there were a five-alarm fire somewhere. And there was. About twenty yards in front of him, behind the steering wheel of a yellow Land Rover. He’d seen Annalise at her most determined. And he never wanted to see that look directed at him again. He knew better than to try to deflect her with words. Instead, he held her gaze, his own just as implacable, his will just as steely as hers. She might remember him as the love-struck and, okay, horny guy who could never say no to her. She was right about one thing. She was looking at a very different man now.
 
“We’ll talk again when you get back to Portsmouth,” she said confidently, as if she was quite sure of the eventual outcome. And he knew she thought she was. “December 28,” she called out as she revved the engine. “Save the date.” She rolled forward a few feet, then braked again. “Oh, and it’s black tie. You still have your tux, don’t you?” Her smile was broad, playful, and oh so sure. “Although I admit, now that I’ve seen you like this, you do a lot for denim and fleece-lined plaid, too.” She sent him a wink and a wave; then she was gone in a cloud of dust.
 
A low, appreciative whistle sounded behind his back.
 
Ben turned to find Kearney, one of his dad’s longtime employees, standing a few feet behind him. He was in his early sixties, medium height, strong as an ox and just as hardworking. “Sorry, didn’t mean to eavesdrop. Quite the looker.”
 
Ben smiled. Kearney had been around long enough that he must have more than a passing idea of just who that had been. “So is a poinsettia. Doesn’t make them any less toxic if you were to take a bite.”
 
Kearney chuckled. “Only if you happen to be allergic.”
 
Ben slapped him on the shoulder and they both turned back toward the fields. “It took a prolonged exposure, but I’ve discovered that I have a very strong allergy to smart, rich girls who don’t understand the meaning of no.”
 
Kearney’s laugh was more of a hoot as he slapped Ben’s shoulder in return. “Boyo, there are some women you just don’t mind having to say yes to.”
 
“Well, you’re welcome to go work your wiles on that one, and may the good Lord bless you both with a long and fruitful union.” He tugged on his coat and pulled his gloves more tightly onto his hands. “But, and you can trust me when I say, the emphasis there is going to be on the fruity part. Also? Be real careful where you take that bite.”
 
They were both chuckling as Ben’s phone buzzed in his front coat pocket. He pulled off a glove, fished the phone out, and looked at the screen. Only after seeing it wasn’t from his mom or his dad, did he let out the breath he automatically found himself holding these days, even though he knew his dad wasn’t in any imminent health danger. The decline he faced, even if it progressed more rapidly than they hoped, would not be all that swift. He pushed the button and held the phone to his ear, “Hey Logan, what’s up?”
 
Kearney motioned to the outbuildings where they stored their tractors and other big equipment, and Ben nodded and mouthed that he’d be down there as soon as he was done. The older man strode off as Ben paused and looked back over the fields, making sure Tommy had indeed gotten Frankie to help him out, pleased to see that the two of them had the trailer almost full. He’d have to remember to team them up in the future.
 
“We’ve got a bit of a situation,” Logan said.
 
Ben squeezed his eyes shut and pinched his brow with his gloved hand. So either Hannah or Kerry had told Logan about the little meltdown their sister had had at the Rusty Puffin. He doubted very sincerely that Fiona had said a single word about it to anyone. In fact, he was quite certain she wished she hadn’t spoken at all. “Listen, I’m sorry. I’ll make it right. I don’t have a clue in hell how, and if you can help me with that before you put me on my ass, I’ll consider us even for the time you got us in detention and almost kicked out of school for moving Principal Thomason’s VW into the school courtyard.”
 
“I don’t know what in the hell you’re talking about, but I’ll be happy to put you on your ass later. And I still make no apologies for the VW and neither should you. Old Thomason needed to get a sense of humor.”
 
“Agreed. Not that your little plan worked in that regard, I might remind you. Quite the opposite. So, what’s the situation then?”
 
“There was a screw-up with the town clerk on your lot permit. I know you’ve come in twice to get the paperwork done, and we just figured out why it didn’t happen.”
 
Ben had been slowly walking toward the maintenance building, but that stopped him. “You mean the paperwork for the lot the Campbells have occupied since before there was a town clerk?”
 
He could hear Logan swear under his breath. “Uh, yep. That would be the one.”
 
“What kind of screw-up could there possibly be? Everyone who has ever lived in the Cove knows we have that space from the day after Thanksgiving to Christmas Eve.”
 
“The kind of screw-up that happens when the mayor lets his daughter’s former college roommate take over the town clerk job for winter break so our actual town clerk can go up to New Brunswick to help her daughter through the last few weeks of a difficult pregnancy. And then the temp assigns the lot you normally use to the council for winter boat storage because their regular lot experienced a sinkhole issue.”
 
“So, are you telling me we don’t have any space in the Cove? I mean, it’s not the end of the world to have a new location. I think people will find us. Your town is not that big.”
 
There was a long pause.
 
“Logan?” Ben stood a little straighter. “Wait, are you really telling me there’s no room at the inn? We only operate three satellite stands and the one in the Cove is our oldest and biggest, the one with the most long-standing and loyal customers. We can’t just—”
 
“Hold on, hold on,” Logan said, cutting him off. “I didn’t say there was no room. Of course we’re going to accommodate your family’s tree stand. The entire town would rise up and lynch me if I didn’t find space for you, and it was our mistake.”
 
“So, what’s the problem? I mean, clearly, there’s a problem.”
 
“Possibly. Small one. Or . . . maybe not so small.”
 
“Seriously, bro, just—”
 
“The only space big enough to accommodate your needs is the big empty lot next to Beanie’s.” He said it all very fast, too fast, and kept on, without taking a breath. “There’s even that field on the south end of it, which we’ll have cleared and plowed for folks to park in. I know you wanted to come unload today, and I’ve already talked with Owen about getting all the proper permits and getting you the generator hook you’ll need, and of course the old trailer you use for the office is still available. We’ll have it moved over, our expense. So it’s looking like we can get you in by Tuesday, maybe late tomorrow.”
 
Ben let him talk until he ran out of breath. Then he waited an extra beat, and maybe a few more, before saying, “So, I guess you heard from Kerry about what happened at the Rusty Puffin.”
 
“Actually, it was Hannah. But, uh . . . yeah.”
 
“So, just the three of you know then?”
 
“Well, there were two guys playing pool in the back.”
 
Ben’s chin dropped all the way to his chest and he smacked the phone against his forehead twice, eyes squeezed shut all over again, before taking a short breath and bringing the phone back to his ear. “So, the whole town knows.”
 
“Pretty much.”
 
“So after you get done putting me on my ass, then—”
 
“There will be a line of folks waiting to do the same, uh, yep.”
 
“Ah.” He waited a beat again, only this time he was hoping Logan would fill the break. He didn’t. He finally sighed, then swore under his breath, then sighed again as the silence continued. “I was a complete dumb-ass hopped up on hormones and the goddess I thought your oldest sister was back then. I was an ass regularly to Fiona, even though she gave as good as she got. In my defense, I thought of her as my bratty kid sister.” He stopped, searched for the rest of the words that would keep his oldest, dearest friend from beating the ever-living snot out of him for being in any way the cause of his younger sister’s very public humiliation. “As for still being an ass to her as a fully grown adult . . . guilty as charged. I didn’t—” He broke off, swore again. “I didn’t think of it that way. The nickname. I mean, I guess if I’d taken a half second to think it through, it would make sense, but we were kids and she’s like family and I just . . . I didn’t know. Sure, I liked to yank her chain back then, but I would never have knowingly hurt her, not like that. Hell, I’d have pummeled anyone who hurt any of your sisters. Still would. Jesus.” He scrubbed his hand over his face. “I feel awful. Worse than awful. I’ve been trying to figure out how I’m going to set things right with her.” More silence. He’d rather have Logan beat the crap out of him than endure this silent treatment. “There’s no way to make this right, is there?”
 
“First off, we were all assholes when we were that age, and I never told you to stop, so I’m equally guilty.”
 
“Logan—”
 
“You had your say,” he said, and for the first time in, well, possibly ever, Ben heard an actual edge in his best friend’s voice. Not that they hadn’t had their falling-outs over the years, but that had been as kids. They were both grown adults now, and what Ben heard in Logan’s voice was not something that would simply blow over. Ben was family, but he wasn’t a McCrae. There were three things that would come before him—four now, counting Alex, he supposed—and all of them had the last name McCrae.
 
“You’re right,” he said, soberly. “Go on.”
 
“I didn’t realize,” Logan said, “what it was doing to her. No one did. But we know now.”
 
Ben opened his mouth, then shut it again, all but biting his tongue off to keep from speaking, from continuing his apologies, even as he knew Logan wasn’t the one who needed to hear them.
 
“So maybe this lot screw-up thing is a blessing in disguise.”
 
“I’m sorry, what?” Ben was certain he couldn’t have heard Logan correctly. “Because parking my family’s tree lot next to the one person in town who has every good reason to hate the current owner and operator of said tree lot is a good thing? For who?”
 
“You. And Fiona.”
 
Ben barked out a sharp, humorless laugh. “Are you high?”
 
“Not since that time behind old man Warshack’s shed.”
 
“God, what a nightmare,” Ben said.
 
“You mean Warshack finding us and threatening to tell my grandfather and your folks, and making us work for him for free until he felt we’d repaid our debt to society? Or being forced to park your ass next to my sister until the two of you find a way to fix this thing?”
 
“Is this a trick question?”
 
Logan sighed, then said, “I’m afraid not.”
 
“I’m not actually the one in charge of running that satellite lot. Or any of them, actually. I’ll be back at the farm overseeing the main operation. I have three of our return college hires running the lots, you know that.”
 
“I do. But that’s going to change, for this year at least.”
 
“Logan, with all due respect, you can’t tell me how to run my family’s business.”
 
“With all due respect, you hurt Fiona, and that gives me the right to tell you how best to fix that.”
 
“Even if I could find a way to make it happen, I’m not sure your solution is going to give you the hoped-for result. Even if I want it to. Don’t you have enough to contend with, given your sister’s impending Hatfield-and-McCoy wedding ceremony? You don’t need a second blood war over Christmas trees, do you? And if you’re right and the whole town knows, then—”
 
“Then you’d better find a way to mend fences so you can go back to running the farm, the town can fixate on a new topic of interest, and I can figure out a way to keep my sister’s wedding from turning into this country’s second civil war.”
 
“Logan—”
 
“Fi’s hurt, Ben. I haven’t talked to her, and I don’t want to. It’s not what we do, not about that kind of thing. The girls keep that stuff between them. But Alex has sort of been an impartial observer, and she’s talked to me, and . . . I know we’re all adults now, and bygones might otherwise have been bygones, but . . . you need to find a way to make things right.”
 
Ben let out a long, slow breath. “I know. I know. For what it’s worth, I hate that she’s hurt. I have no patience for bullies and I never thought I was one. It kills me that that stupid nickname ever made her feel bad—still makes her feel—” He broke off, swearing under his breath. “She was like my sister. It was only—God, just shoot me, okay?” He thought about his reaction when she’d taken off her black coat in Eula’s, proving just how unbrotherly his thoughts were of her now, and immediately shut that mental track down. That was the very last thing he needed complicating things further. “She’s a smart, attractive, successful woman,” he said, and it was absolutely the truth. “I’ll make sure she knows that’s how I think of her. I’m not sure what else can be done. This might not be fixable, Logan. And I might not deserve for it to be fixed.”
 
“Well, you better damn sure try,” Logan said. “Because I really don’t have time to come kick your ass.”
 
Ben gave a weak chuckle. “Nothing against you, bro, but if I had to pick between you giving me a beat down or facing Fiona every day for a month across a crowded tree lot? I’d take the beating every time.”
 
Logan let out a tired laugh then, too. “Well, then I think my work here is done. Good luck, old buddy. You’re going to need it.”

 



Chapter Eight
 
Fiona was nailing a brightly colored Wellie to a wide plank of the fence that ran along the west side of Beanie’s property—her property, she corrected herself—when one of the town work trucks pulled into the empty lot next door and started unloading equipment and a big roll of something white out of the back. She didn’t pay much attention at first, until the image of a Christmas tree on the roll of white caught her eye and had her turning to see what was going on.
 
The two older men were busy attaching long metal poles to each end of the wire fencing that ran along the sides of the front part of the lot. That part was mostly sand, gravel, and crushed shells. The rest was dirt, grass, and weeds, though most of those were dead and gone now that winter had arrived. At the moment, all of it was under a fair amount of snow, but Fiona had already made a note to contact the town council to see who owned the property and what could be done to tidy it up a bit once spring arrived. By then, she hoped her business would be up and running full steam.
 
As the two men continued to unfurl the white roll, which proved to be a big sign of some kind, she stopped working completely and gave them her full attention. Was it possible that someone was taking over the space? It had stood empty for as long as Fiona could recall, certainly as long as she’d been alive. Just her luck that someone would buy the land with plans to do something bizarre with it. “Well, they won’t be doing anything to it until mud season,” she muttered, thinking she would pay Owen a visit later that afternoon and get the lowdown on what was going on. If she was going to have a new neighbor, she wanted to know who it was, and what business they’d be operating.
 
From her vantage point, she could only see the back of the sign. The road her shop was on led straight from the heart of town, then began to curve along the harbor, beginning with the lot next to hers. Beanie’s—her—shop was set back farther off the road, with a tidy front yard filling the space between the deep front porch of the small saltbox cottage, which had been converted to commercial use even before Beanie owned it, and the sidewalk and curb. The tall, wide plank fence she was decorating with the brightly painted and patterned rubber boots marked the boundary between her shop and the house that sat on the lot next to hers. There were three other houses of various architectural styles, all also commercial use, all kept in good repair, that lined the rest of the road as it headed toward town. The one next to her was owned by Martin Firestone, tax and business accountant, then beyond that was the Mane Event hair salon, and last on the block was the town’s veterinary clinic. It was kind of an eclectic grouping, each with its own style, but collectively they had the sort of quintessential coastal New England vibe that suited Fiona’s design ideas perfectly. They weren’t too far from the main business area at the heart of the Cove, and they were just a few blocks above the now growing commercial area along the harbor. Perfect really.
 
All four houses sat on nice big lots, and all faced Half Moon Harbor in a straight row. The natural rising slope of the land provided her a view over the buildings on the streets below to the outer reaches of the harbor, far beyond the piers of Blue’s Fishing and the newly relaunched Monaghan’s Shipbuilding. She had a small gravel lot that ran parallel to the side of the house, marking the boundary between her property and the empty lot. A low white picket fence lined that side, with a wide gate and trellis arch, giving patrons entrance to the walkway up to the porch from the parking area.
 
The road curved along with the shape of the harbor, just past her property, causing the gravel lot at the front of the empty lot to be pitched at an angle half toward the harbor, and half toward her business. She sent up a silent prayer that whoever was posting signs and potentially developing the place was opening a nice quiet law office or something. Though she doubted a lawyer would be putting up a big, billowing sign.
 
It was the sound of the wind snapping at the unfurling white sheet that brought her wandering thoughts back to the situation at hand. She noted there were rows of little precision-cut flaps all through the sign so the wind would move through it, but that didn’t keep the steady breeze off the water from making the job a bit more challenging than it otherwise might be. Fiona smiled as she watched the older men positioning and repositioning their stepladders. There was definitely a two-stooges kind of entertainment value to watching their repeated attempts as they balanced on their ladders and tried to hook their respective ends up simultaneously.
 
She swallowed her laughter as the swearing turned to bickering, and her curiosity finally got the better of her as the sign was now unfurled enough to read. She walked out toward the sidewalk so she could turn and look back at the front of the sign. Which was when her smile faded.
 
“You have got to be kidding me.” Only she knew that if there was a joke being played, it was going to be on her. Again. “Isn’t it somebody else’s turn by now?” she muttered as she read the full, fluttering, finally secured banner proclaiming the space as the future home of the Campbell Christmas Tree holiday lot. Opening November 27, the day after Thanksgiving. It was Monday. Thanksgiving was Thursday.
 
Which meant she had four days to figure out how she was going to deal with Ben Campbell’s business being right next to hers again. Literally.
 
She turned and walked straight back to the porch, her current project forgotten as she stepped inside, closed the door, then called her brother. As the phone rang, she calmed herself a little with the thought that it was unlikely Ben himself would be spending much, if any, time at the lot, so there was that. But any hope she had of the town latching on to some new bit of gossip was definitely doomed. “I wonder what the odds would be of convincing Hannah and Calder to get married on Thanksgiving instead of Christmas,” she murmured, belatedly realizing she was straining to look out the side window so she could watch the workers as they packed up their ladders and tools.
 
Turning her back on them, she willed her brother to answer, praying he wasn’t out on a call somewhere. Having the town police chief in the family had both its up and downsides.
 
“Hey Fi,” he said, on answering. “Did Alex finally get a hold of you about Thursday?”
 
She frowned, momentarily thrown from her very one track mind. “What about Thursday? I mean, other than we’re all eating Thanksgiving dinner together. Did something happen? Have plans changed?”
 
“No, we’re still all convening out here at the Point. Alex is really excited to be hosting this year, and I have to admit, she’s gotten me in the spirit as well.”
 
Fiona smiled then. She loved hearing the sincere happiness in her brother’s voice these days. Not that he’d been exactly unhappy before Alex had come into all of their lives, but the change in him now that she was part of his world was not minimal. Everything about his life had been enriched, and it was infectious. Alex was like that. “I haven’t chatted with her,” she told him. “What’s up?”
 
“She was hoping maybe you could help her with some decorating ideas. I told her it was just us, and she rolled her eyes at me, so I’m steering clear. We know you’re neck deep in planning Hannah’s big day, so maybe she changed her mind after all, but—”
 
“I’ll give her a shout. She’s pretty much a DIY dream come true. I’ll point her in the right direction and I’m sure she’ll take it from there.”
 
“Great,” he said, and she laughed at the relief she heard in his voice.
 
“Who’d have thought the great Logan McCrae, proud owner of Pelican Point, vaunted police chief of the whole of Blueberry Cove . . . reduced in less than a year to henpecked husband.”
 
“If you ever so much as breathe that phrase to my lovely wife, I will not only find code violations on that new enterprise of yours, I will make some new ones up if I have to.”
 
Fiona was grinning now. “I guess I shouldn’t say that to Kerry, then, either.”
 
She heard a groan, a few choice swear words, and a thunk that sounded like his hard head hitting against something.
 
“And here I thought I’d found eternal peace when the three of you left the Cove to conquer the world. I let one woman into my life. One. And now somehow I’m overrun with all of you again.”
 
“You get hot meals waiting for you from your amazingly great cook of a wife, not to mention, as Kerry pointed out to me, regular sex. So shut up.”
 
He chuckled, then said, “Well, yeah. There is that,” making her laugh too. “So, what’s up?” he asked.
 
“What?” Then it all came rushing back. The smiling ended. “Oh. Right. I think I’m mad at you.”
 
“Me? Why, what did I—? Oh.”
 
“Oh?” she repeated. “As in ruh-roh oh? So this was you. Seriously, Logan, this is not the solution to our problem. The solution is he gets his family’s farm through the holiday season, then he trots back on down to Portsmouth, and we go back to not being in each other’s orbits on a regular basis. I was really happy with that solution. Yes, the town is being a major nosy pain in my backside about my little scene at the Rusty Puffin, but Thanksgiving will surely bring with it some huge family blow-up somewhere, and if not that, then I’m pretty sure Hannah’s wedding will take me way off the gossip mongers’ front lines. It’s just a matter of time. Time I’m spending planning said wedding and starting to set up shop. I didn’t have to look at, think about, much less see Ben Campbell. Only now? Now he’s right next door. I don’t need this, Logan. I have enough on my plate. More than enough. Stop trying to fix things. We didn’t break any laws, so this isn’t under your purview.”
 
“You’re my sister,” he said with irritating patience, once he’d waited for her to finally lose steam. “He hurt you. Badly. If he was anyone else, I’d have taken matters into my own two hands.”
 
“Oh for God’s sake, this is not medieval times. And I’m perfectly capable of taking care of myself. Yes, he hurt my feelings. A very long time ago. When it came up again, I made it clear I wasn’t really thrilled by that ridiculous nickname. Because I’m a grown woman who takes care of herself now. It sucks that I happened to do it in front of an audience, but that’s on me. Beyond that, end of story. We go on with our lives. Our separate lives. I’m not the walking wounded, and I’m not some helpless damsel in distress. It’s bad enough he was too boneheaded to realize his stupid nickname was hurtful, but don’t go compounding his bonehead-edness by insulting me and making it look like I ran to my big brother to fight my battles for me.”
 
“I’m not fighting your battles. I’m mending your fences. Ben is family. Not blood family, but he’s ours all the same, and we—I—don’t do family rifts.”
 
“That’s on you. I don’t want your help, Logan. I didn’t ask for it, and I don’t need it.”
 
“Apparently, you do. You just got done telling me that your solution is to bury your head in the sand and pretend nothing happened. To simply avoid Ben at all costs, from now to infinity. Talk about boneheaded.”
 
“Hey!”
 
“Just calling it like I see it. Ben feels awful about this whole thing, but he didn’t come to me, either, in case you’re wondering. And it’s up to him to figure out what to say to you. All I did was make it impossible for either of you to simply avoid putting yourself in a place where that can happen. He needs to apologize, and you need to find a way to forgive him.”
 
“So sayeth the Lord? Who died and made you the McCrae family godfather?”
 
“Our parents. And our grandfather.”
 
She sucked in a breath. “Logan Matthew McCrae,” she said in a hushed tone, the chastisement clear in her voice.
 
There was a pause, then, “I should say I’m sorry. But I’m not. I didn’t invoke their names in vain. I invoked them because it’s that important, Fi. We don’t do family rifts. Because family is precious. We know that better than anyone. And I was left in charge. It’s up to me not to let things like this happen, and when they do, to find a way to fix them. I look at the extended family situation Hannah is marrying into, and it only doubles my resolve.”
 
Now it was Fi’s turn to feel admonished. “I’m sorry you have that burden,” she said.
 
“I’m not. And it’s not generally a burden, all my griping about you three being all up in my business again notwithstanding,” he added, trying to inject a bit of humor back into what had suddenly become a very serious conversation.
 
Fi was silent a moment longer, gathering her thoughts, wanting to make sure she explained herself the right way, used the right words. “I understand why you’re concerned. And I appreciate that you feel it’s your responsibility to find a way to resolve things. I just—I don’t know if it’s the kind of thing that can be resolved. It was what it was. We can’t go back and change that. We were kids, it was stupid, and yes, hurtful, but we’re adults now. He knows how it made me feel, so I sincerely doubt he’d call me that ever again. Problem solved. He doesn’t need to apologize. I don’t need him to apologize. It’s not a forgiveness thing. It’s just a life thing. A past life thing. We simply need to move on and let it all go.”
 
Now it was Logan’s turn to pause.
 
“It’s not like I hate him, Logan. I’m not even mad at him. I just—” She blew out a sigh. “I just wish he’d go back to Portsmouth and back to being your good buddy and our old family friend who doesn’t happen to live here any longer and isn’t someone we think about except on holidays and when Fergus gets a bit too much whisky in him and starts in on the childhood stories.” She smiled then, because it was impossible to think about her great uncle and do anything but smile. He was the definition of a charming Irish rascal.
 
Logan still didn’t say anything.
 
“So, are we good? Can you just give Ben his old lot back so we can go on with our all-grown-up-now lives?”
 
“Yeah. About that.”
 
Her expression fell, as did something inside the pit of her stomach. Or, more truthfully, something a bit higher up inside her chest. “Come on, you’ve done your family duty, now call it off. I really don’t need this now, Logan.”
 
“See, the thing is . . . there is no other tree lot. There was a screw-up.” He paused. There was under-the-breath swearing, then: “Long story, but the lot situation is a done deal. However, I can see what I can do about not having Ben actually run the thing.”
 
“Why would he? His family hires seasonal help for that, usually Cove locals, college kids home on break.”
 
“Because I told him he had to, until he made things right with you.”
 
“Well, now you can tell him he’s off the hook.”
 
“I will. I just . . .”
 
“What?” she said, renewed dread filling her. “You just what?”
 
“I’m not sure he wants to be off the hook. He wants to make things right.”
 
“Tell him they are.”
 
“That’s just it, Fi. If you can’t tell him that yourself, then things aren’t right. You know?”
 
She slumped down onto the stool by the built-in counter that used to hold Beanie’s cash register. “Okay.”
 
“Really?”
 
“No, not really,” she said. Okay, maybe she snapped it. “But what’s done is done. And maybe, possibly, you have a point. A very, very small one. We’ll talk, and he’ll go back to Snowflake Bay, end of story. However, you and me might have some family rifting to mend, if you know what I mean. You overstepped here, Logan. And whether or not your heart was in the right place, I’m not thrilled with you at the moment.”
 
He didn’t respond to this, which Fiona knew meant he wasn’t in agreement with her. “I’ll see you Thursday,” he said. “Don’t forget to call Alex about the décor stuff.”
 
“I won’t,” she said, trying not to sound like a grump and failing.
 
“I love you,” he said.
 
And her grump collapsed. Like it always did with him. “I know you do. I love you back. I just don’t happen to like you very much at the moment.”
 
“I can live with that.”
 
“Good,” she said. “I’ll call Alex and tell her that her henpecked hubby begged me to come help.”
 
“Fi—” he started, true alarm in his tone.
 
“Paybacks are hell, big brother,” she said with a saccharine grin, before clicking off.

 



Chapter Nine
 
“Everything is going great. How’s Dad?” Ben switched the phone to his other ear as he turned his truck into the freshly plowed Cove tree lot and put it in PARK.
 
“Well, you know him,” his mother said with a laugh. “It’s all I can do to keep him from driving back up there to make sure you’re doing everything right. I’m keeping us both busy here and that’s helping.”
 
Ben smiled, but hearing her laugh didn’t completely ease the knot from tugging at his heart. “Sounds like the two of you are going to be running that community before too long, the way you’re going. You sure Dad’s up to all that?”
 
“It’s good for him,” she said, then added, “I’m in regular contact with his doctor here—who I think very highly of, by the way. I think we really lucked out there with Dr. Birmingham’s recommendation. And I’ve run all this by him. I know what signs to look for to see if he’s being overwhelmed. But, otherwise, it’s good for him to stay active and for his mind to stay engaged, just not with things that he’s responsible for managing, things that will create or add stress.” She paused, then added, her voice still calm and upbeat, “I know you’re worried, sweetie. I am, too. It’s a hard thing to accept, especially when he doesn’t seem much different yet.”
 
“Is he okay with me running things? He’s not too frustrated, not being given a bigger role—any role really? He’s trusting me, right?” Ben had only spoken directly with his dad a few times since his parents’ move south, not because either one of them wasn’t willing to talk, but because Ben had been advised to keep his communication regular but minimal until after the holiday season, when things would slow down again. His father was kept in the loop, but the brevity of their calls kept him from trying to run things from South Carolina, which both of them knew he’d do if Ben gave him so much as an inch.
 
“Oh, of course he’s frustrated. Are you kidding?” she said, laughing again. “But he has accepted it, Ben. He knows this is the right move, and he does want to do whatever he can do to put off the advancement of this disease. Some days are easier than others, but we’re both on the same page there. And he does trust you. As do I. It will be easier once we’re past this first season. Did you make plans for Thanksgiving?”
 
Ben understood that was his cue to stop talking about the hard stuff and move on to the normal day-to-day news, and frankly, he was happy to do so. He wasn’t fooled. He knew her easy confidence came at a steep price. When she’d first told him what was happening, she’d put on a brave, optimistic front. It had taken some time and more than one conversation, but he’d finally gotten her to open up about it, wanting her to know that she didn’t have to put on a brave front for him. She’d thanked him, said she’d keep it in mind, and then had gone back to doing what she was best at doing, managing her husband. It had always been the joke that his dad was only able to run Campbell Tree Farm so well because she ran him so well, and there was truth to that. In that regard, her job description hadn’t changed.
 
“We’re on schedule setting up the stands in Blueberry, Machiasport, and Chandler Falls. All things are go.”
 
“Saw there was a pretty big storm system heading in,” she said.
 
He wasn’t surprised that she’d been watching the weather, or that his father had, more likely. He’d already told her about the new stand location, but not about anything having to do with the Fiona McCrae part of things. He wouldn’t have worried her with the last-minute lot change, but he knew they had so many old, dear friends in Maine that surely someone would mention it. He wasn’t too sure someone wouldn’t gossip about the Rusty Puffin debacle, too, but he’d save that conversation until then. “Yes, they’re predicting the night before Thanksgiving, but we should have the field and lots plowed and the trailer all set up in time to have the stand running Friday morning. I’ve got help on standby to dig out on Thursday if needed. And yes, we’ll make sure everyone has their feast with their family. Everyone knows the drill when they sign on to help. We’re ready.”
 
“That’s really good to hear. How are things in Portsmouth?”
 
“Holding steady. All is well there.”
 
“We’re excited about the magazine hitting the stands. I keep checking at the bookstore here.”
 
“You know I’ll send you copies, right?”
 
“I know,” she said, “but I want to see one in its natural habitat. And maybe let it drop that that handsome devil on the cover is my son. You know, if anyone happens to be standing nearby.”
 
He chuckled. “Go for it.”
 
“Do you have any big plans for that? You’ll have everything going okay in Snowflake so you can head back for any opportunities that might come up when it’s finally out? You know the local papers might want to do a story on it. You really need to take advantage of this opportunity, honey. Don’t let the farm get in the way of that. Once things are going, you can trust our long-term guys to handle things and just be on call. I know it feels like a long way off, but—just don’t miss out on any opportunities because of the farm. The farm won’t collapse if things don’t go exactly according to plan. We—”
 
“Mom, I’m good. Truly. My business won’t collapse either.”
 
She laughed then, a little self-consciously. “Yes, you’ve been a lot better at delegating than your father and I have been. That will serve you well.” She paused for a moment, then added, “I really appreciate all you’re doing, for me, for your dad. I know it’s not easy, and the timing stinks, but I wanted you to know—”
 
“I do, Mom. I do. I love you both and nothing is more important to me than making this transition as easy on you and on Dad as I can. As you say, nothing else is going to collapse, not the farm, not Campbell Landscapes. Just concentrate on Dad, and on taking over your community until it’s run the Campbell way.” Now it was his turn to laugh. “We all know who really runs this farm, Mom.”
 
She laughed with him, but he could hear the emotion choking her up a little, so now he pulled the switch. “Did you hear that Hannah McCrae was getting married? To a Croix River Blue, of all people.”
 
“Well!” she exclaimed. “I missed that. My gossip connections have let me down. I’m thrilled for her.” She chuckled. “Please tell me the wedding is taking place in Calais.”
 
“Was originally, but Logan let slip that they’ve changed venues. It’s all hush-hush at the moment, but it will be here in the Cove. Fiona is back, she’s planning it.”
 
“Wow, that’s two McCrae weddings in one year and she’s handled both. How does she do that and keep her business going? Did I tell you about that award she won last summer?”
 
“Yes, but actually she’s back in the Cove for good. Sold her business, from what I understand.”
 
“She—what? Really? What happened?”
 
“I don’t know, exactly, but she mentioned something about not doing work that was inspiring to her and wanting to come back to where she could be more true to her vision.”
 
“Hmm,” his mother hummed. “Well, it’s a shame she couldn’t find the same fit in Manhattan you found in Portsmouth, especially given how hard it is to make your mark, and she’d made a pretty big one, from all I’ve heard.” She paused, then said, “So you saw her?”
 
“Yes, I was out to the Point—you should see what Logan’s wife has managed there, with the renovations, truly miraculous—and ran in to her. Met Alex, Logan’s wife, too.”
 
“Is Kerry still there, still helping Fergus with the Puffin?”
 
“As far as I know.”
 
“Imagine that,” his mom said, sounding both surprised and quietly happy. “All the McCraes back in the Cove. Everyone’s happy?”
 
Ben’s thoughts went immediately to the public dressing-down Fiona had inadvertently given him, and the gauntlet he’d yet to run in mending that particular fence, which included, by proxy, mending a fence with Logan as well. He cleared his throat. “Yes, they all seem to be. Especially with another wedding coming.” He felt slightly guilty for glossing over the situation with Fiona, but his mother had enough on her plate
 
“Well, it’s probably just as well you’ll be far away from the Cove before the two sides of the Blue clan are forced to sit across the aisle from one another.”
 
“Actually,” Ben said, “the wedding is Christmas Day.”
 
There was a full pause, and then his mother burst out laughing, surprising a laugh out of him as well. “Mom,” he said, “so not like you.”
 
“Oh, honey, it’s exactly like me. Do me a favor, wrangle an invite. I want a full report. I’m apparently missing too much of my Maine gossip.”
 
“Mom,” he said, hating the echo of a purely adolescent whine he heard in his very grown-up voice.
 
“I don’t ask for much,” she said. “Full report. Even better, take your phone and text me photos before, during, and after.”
 
He pulled the phone away, staring at it like he was looking at a stranger, then put it back to his ear. “Mom, I can’t believe—I am not going to text you photos.”
 
“You never told me what you were doing for Thanksgiving,” she reminded him.
 
“Right,” he said, knowing where this was heading. His mother had decided it was time for him to start giving her a grandchild to fuss over, and for that he kind of, sort of, needed a woman in his life. His dad’s diagnosis had only accelerated her personal mission. “I’ll see what I can do about the wedding photos.”
 
She was not so easily dissuaded. “With all the McCraes home, it would be lovely for you to spend time there. I’ve seen photos of the restoration, but I’m sure they don’t do it justice. Truly amazing that they finally were able to do all that.”
 
“It’s way more impressive in person. I was even able to go up in the lighthouse with Logan.”
 
“That’s wonderful. It makes me happy, knowing everything there is being tended to now, both the land and the people.” She sighed. “And who knows, maybe all these McCrae weddings will rub off on my favorite son.”
 
“I’m your only son.”
 
There was a smile in her voice as she said, “And aren’t you the lucky one.”
 
He chuckled. “I am, indeed. Love you, Mom. I’ll give Dad a shout after we get everything up and running. Hopefully we’ll get plowed out for Friday opening on the lots, but opening day at the farm is Friday, storm or no.”
 
“I will give him the report. Give my best to the McCraes.”
 
“If I see them, I will.”
 
“Ben—”
 
“Enjoy the holiday in your new home,” he said. “I need to get going if we’re going to be set up in time.”
 
“We’ll miss you,” she said, relenting at last.
 
“Me, too, Mom. Love you,” he said, then clicked off, absently rubbing the spot on his chest as if it would ease the twinge that seemed to have taken up permanent residence there since his dad’s diagnosis.
 
He slid the phone into his chest pocket, shut off the engine, and palmed the keys as he opened the door and slid out. The cold air hit him square in the face, so he turned back, grabbed his knit hat and pulled it on, then took his gloves from the bench seat and backed out so he could shut the door. Only to turn and come up short as he found himself standing not a foot away from Fiona McCrae.
 
“I know what Logan did,” she said without preamble. “You don’t need to be here, doing penance for him. I’m sorry you overheard what you did at the Puffin.”
 
“Fiona—”
 
She gave him the universal talk-to-the-hand gesture. “Let me say my piece.”
 
He merely nodded and shoved his gloves and hands into his jacket pockets.
 
“As I said, it’s awkward for us both, but we’re adults. It was a long time ago, and I don’t need or want anything from you. Well, other than to put that stupid nickname to rest, but I’m guessing my little rant to Kerry probably took care of that. So, whatever you or Logan thought was necessary, isn’t. You can go back to doing whatever it is you should be doing, and I’ll get on with setting up my new business, and life will go on as before.”
 
She seemed to run out of steam at that point, but he waited an extra beat or two, just to make sure. “You done?”
 
One of her slim dark eyebrows immediately arched, but she merely nodded. “Happy Thanksgiving,” she said, then turned to leave.
 
“Hold up.”
 
She turned. “Ben, there’s nothing else that needs—”
 
“Says you. You got to give your little speech, now I get to give mine.”
 
“My whole point was there is no need—”
 
“You might not need to, but I do.”
 
Now she looked uncomfortable and a lot less strident.
 
“Fi—”
 
“Can we not do this?” she asked, surprising him with the quiet way she’d made the plea, those big, beautiful amber eyes of hers imploring him to do as she asked. “Can’t we just let it go?”
 
“We can,” he said, thinking the way the tension left her shoulders in abject relief made him feel even worse than he had before. Something he hadn’t thought possible since he’d been left standing in Fergus’s pub. “Just as soon as I say what I need to say.” She stiffened all over again, and he had to reach out and take her arm as she tried to turn and walk away. He turned her back to face him, his hand remaining on her arm, just in case. “I can’t leave us like this. With you not even able to bear me talking to you. And it has nothing to do with your brother. I’m here because I need to be here.”
 
“We can talk,” she said. “Just not about this. It’s already mortifying enough—”
 
“What’s mortifying is finding out that someone I care about a great deal, someone who has been such an important part of my life, was made to feel anything but important and cared for.”
 
“We were kids. You were just being a typical adolescent jerk and I was being an overemotional teenage girl.”
 
He couldn’t have said right then what made him do it. Maybe it was the hurt that was still very clear in her eyes, or the memory of how she’d knocked him flat under the oak tree in Eula’s. He knew what it wasn’t. It wasn’t pity.
 
He tugged her close until she was flush up against him.
 
“Ben!” she squeaked, sounding alarmed.
 
“Shh,” he said, and lowered his head.
 
“Please, don’t,” she said, her voice ragged. But it was the glassy sheen in her eyes that stopped him.
 
His mouth still hovering a whisper above hers, he looked into her eyes. “Just a taste, Fi,” he said, his gaze dipping to her mouth, then back to her eyes.
 
The glassy sheen shifted to a sparkling flash, deep in those shattered, topaz-colored eyes of hers. How had he never noticed how stunning they were?
 
“I don’t want your—”
 
“This isn’t that,” he said. “This isn’t about the past. This is about right now.” His gaze searched her face, lingering again on those full, soft lips of hers. “This is about how you made me smile, seeing you again, standing in your own kitchen, hopelessly tangled in your own scarf, the Fiona I remembered.” His gaze went straight back to her eyes. “Fondly. Always fondly.”
 
“Ben,” she said again, only now it was a whisper, caught in her throat.
 
His smile was slow, but more certain now. “This is about how you kicked me right in the solar plexus, taking off your coat in Eula’s, looking like an exotic jewel in that gemstone-blue sweater, standing like some kind of hidden treasure amongst all those beautiful antiques.”
 
“You don’t have to say—”
 
“I do have to say,” he said, his voice low now so only she could hear him. “I do have to say. I have to say I’m sorry for being that adolescent jerk, for saying stupid things that hurt you.”
 
“Ben, I—”
 
“But you’re right, Fiona,” he said, needing to get the rest out. “That was then, and this is now. Then, you were that bratty kid sister I picked on.” He tugged her closer, until there was no way she could miss the unmistakable evidence that his feelings for her now were anything but familial. “Now . . . now I can’t stop thinking about you. I know I don’t deserve even a speck of your attention.” His gaze dropped back to her mouth, and he could feel her body shudder as he looked into her eyes in time to see her pupils slowly expanding in awareness. “A taste, Fi. Let’s bury the past for good.”
 
“It’s too much,” she said in a shaky whisper, her gaze searching his. “I can’t—this isn’t what—you don’t really—”
 
“Oh,” he said, hearing the gruff note in his own voice now. “Oh, but I do.” Then he stopped talking and did what he’d wanted to do since she’d slid out of that coat in Eula’s antique shop. He got that taste. Her mouth was even softer than it looked, her full bottom lip like a plump pillow, begging him to take a little nip. She gasped when he did just that, her lips parting in invitation . . . one he willingly accepted. She moaned and her body relaxed more deeply into his as he slid his tongue into her mouth, urging her to take it, take him, take what she wanted. This wasn’t all about him, at least he sure as hell didn’t want it to be.
 
It was his turn to groan when she did exactly that, taking him deeper, holding him there, then tangling her tongue with his, before tentatively sliding it into his mouth. He slid his hands around her waist and pulled her up onto her tiptoes, tipping her head back as he took the kiss deeper still. The groan vibrating in his throat matched the one he could feel as much as he could hear, doing the same inside of her.
 
She gripped the front of his jacket, the rough wool fisted in her hands as she held on, little moans escaping as he continued dueling with her, taking, being taken. Then suddenly she was breaking her mouth free of his, pressing her forehead to her hands, still holding tight to him.
 
“Ben, this isn’t—we shouldn’t—”
 
He tipped her chin up, urging her to look at him. “Too late, we already did,” he said, his heart still pumping hard. “And I want to do it again.”
 
Her lips parted on a little gasp and it was all he could do not to take her mouth again. “But—”
 
“Fiona, I can’t make up for what I said, what I did. All I can do is apologize, and I meant what I said. I didn’t mean to hurt you. I never thought you took it like that. I mean, looking at it now, I get it. How could you not? But you always seemed so sure of yourself and so . . . I don’t know . . . but I never—I’d like to think I wouldn’t have, if I’d known.” He searched her eyes. “I didn’t know.” He saw from the look in her eyes that she understood he was talking about her crush on him, not just the nickname.
 
“I know that,” she said. “No one did. And . . . I guess, if I hadn’t, then it would have been just what you thought it was, a stupid nickname that kids give to each other. I’d have still hated it, but, yeah . . . it wouldn’t have had the same power to hurt. Kerry reminded me that I’d called her a lot worse over the years and she wasn’t scarred by it. I just—”
 
“Fi—”
 
“No, Ben, let me finish. I—” She broke off, then finally broke eye contact as well, though she didn’t move out of his arms. “I—this—I didn’t expect this. And I’m not sure how I feel about it.” She glanced up at him. “My crush on you was a long time ago.”
 
He shook his head. “I—I’m not trying to take advantage of that, or assume this many years later that you still—honestly, Fi, this is something that’s new for me. I have no idea what it means in regard to our past, and frankly, I don’t care. The only thing that matters is . . . is it something you’re interested in? Now? Can you disentangle this from the past?”
 
“That’s just it . . . I don’t know. This is a lot. I—and unexpected. Very . . . very unexpected. I need to think, I need to—I’m sorry.”
 
He slid his hands to her waist, then cupped her elbows, and she took a step back, letting go of his jacket, of him. “No, I understand. I—maybe I’m just destined to be an unthinking jerk around you, and I probably overstepped just now, but I haven’t been able to get you out of my mind, and that was before—”
 
“I think we can both agree you didn’t force me to do anything I wasn’t fully willing and interested in doing.”
 
“So—”
 
“So, that doesn’t change me being confused as hell right now. It’s just . . . it’s a lot.” She smiled then, but he could see the confusion quite clearly on her face. “It’s been a challenging couple of days, and I don’t know if I can just switch tracks like this. Or . . . if I want to.”
 
Her rejection shouldn’t have sucker punched him like it did, but that didn’t change the fact that it most certainly had. “Fair enough,” he said, when what he really wanted to do was pull her back into his arms. He smiled. “I guess I could have eased into it a bit more. I just—I wasn’t sure if I’d ever have another chance.”
 
She tilted her head slightly and her smile turned a shade amused. “Doesn’t this confuse you, too? I mean, it’s not just about the stupid name thing, but . . . we’ve known each other a very long time.”
 
“I guess I’m trying not to think about any of that. Just stay in the moment.” He was doing a lot of that these days, with his life in Portsmouth, with the change in his parents’ lives. Being back in the Cove.
 
“Well, as we both know, some moments have consequences.” She lifted a hand. “That wasn’t a dig.” She flashed a short grin. “Okay, I’m human. Maybe it was a little bit of a dig. But I’m thinking that we should be a bit more thoughtful about this. Or I’ll just say that I need to be. My life is in a very new and unexplored place right now. On top of that, I have a family wedding to plan. Another family wedding,” she amended. “I don’t know if I can—or should—take on anything more. I . . . I’m not sure I can juggle another thing.” She looked up at him, held his gaze. “I don’t think this—you—is something I should juggle. I need to be certain. Or surely more certain than I am right now.”
 
“I appreciate the level head,” he said, honestly. “Admittedly, my life is pretty upside down at the moment, too.” Now he flashed a grin. “I guess I just think life is meant to be lived now and examined later. Sit around thinking about it too long, and it can pass you by.”
 
“I guess we’re just really different people,” she said, still smiling, but the warmth in her eyes was a bit more distanced now, more . . . polite.
 
He found that he hated that. “Fiona—”
 
“You know what? You have a tree stand to set up, and I have—well, I have a whole life to re-establish. I’m going to keep my focus on that.”
 
“I—”
 
“I’m glad we talked,” she said, frustratingly calm now. “I don’t want things to be awkward between us. I don’t want—” She made a hand gesture between them. “I don’t want this to make things awkward either.” She took another step back. “We’ve known each other a long time, Ben. But we really don’t know each other now.”
 
“We could change that,” he said, surprised by just how much he wanted to push for more.
 
Her smile then was surprisingly abashed, and if he wasn’t mistaken, the pink in her cheeks was from more than the chilly wind. She laughed then, and shook her head. “I’m sorry,” she said, as the laughter deepened and she couldn’t seem to rein it in. “It’s just . . . this”—she waved a hand between them—“is completely surreal to me.” More laughter, until she waved a hand as if to say, I can’t speak. “I need to go,” she managed. She started backing up, shaking her head now, her smile self-deprecating between little gasps of laughter. “Take care, Ben. Happy Thanksgiving. Give my best to your folks.” She gave him a little wave. Then another giggle erupted, and she turned and made a beeline for her cottage.
 
He stood there, staring at the door that had been snapped shut behind her, wondering what the hell had just happened. “What happened was you got shut down, buddy. Shut down, flat.”
 
He fished his hands in his pockets, pulled out his gloves, and put them on by rote, his mind spinning back over the past ten minutes. He neatly skipped over the part where instead of mending fences, he’d just up and taken a flying leap over one and dragged her over it with him. He should be more upset about that. He was lucky she hadn’t smacked him. Or kneed him, for that matter. He’d have deserved either. If she hadn’t wanted the kiss . . . or wanted to kiss him back. His body reacted to just the thought of how she’d kissed him back. Dear Lord, how she’d kissed him back.
 
But she was the one who’d kept it together. And she made a lot of sense. She was likely right. About all of it. He didn’t need to be embarking on a new romance now either, given the tangle his life had recently become. He definitely didn’t need to be jumping before looking when it came to anything to do with the McCraes, most specifically Fiona.
 
And yet, it took considerable willpower to turn his attention back to the business at hand, and not do what he really wanted to do. Which was walk up to Fiona’s front door and bang on it until she agreed to figure out what it would take for them to get back to doing what they’d been doing a few minutes ago.
 
Because, impulsive, stupid, or not . . . kissing Fiona? Had been, hands down, the best thing he’d ever done. It was as simple, and as ridiculously complicated, as that.

 



Chapter Ten
 
Fiona managed to make it calmly all the way back inside the cottage. She even closed the door quietly. Then she leaned back against it, and slid all the way down until she was sitting on the entrance floor of the empty foyer landing. “Holy shit,” she murmured, touching her mouth with her fingertips, as if trying to determine whether or not what had just happened had really happened, or if she’d somehow had a psychotic break and was presently living in some alternate universe. Because if what had happened had just really happened . . . “Ben Campbell kissed me.”
 
And not the sweet, innocent kiss of adolescent fairy tales, either. No, sir. That had been a grown-up, take-no-prisoners, fully mature, adult kiss. The kind of kiss that led to naked frolicking and—
 
“Oh my God,” she whispered, squeezing her eyes shut as her mind helpfully filled in details of where that kiss might have led. One thing she already knew was that Kerry hadn’t been wrong in her assumption about Ben’s . . . um . . . pine.
 
Her phone vibrated in the pocket of her coat just then, making her jump. She fished it out, her mind still on the glorious Technicolor version of how that afternoon could have gone if she were, well, anyone else but her, apparently. Who turns that down? Even for a one-night—or afternoon—stand? Who does that?
 
She didn’t even glance at the phone to see who it was, but merely accepted the call as she pressed the phone to her cheek. “Hello? Uh, Fiona McCrae Interiors,” she added, belatedly realizing it could be a work call. She should have looked.
 
“Fi? Where are you?” Kerry demanded. “Hannah and Alex are both here and lunch is on the table. Or the bar, as the case may be. You were supposed to be here twenty minutes ago.”
 
“Ben Campbell kissed me,” she said, still a little dazed.
 
“I don’t care if—what did you just say?”
 
“And about his pine tree? Yeah, I think you might not have given him enough credit there. It’s more of a . . . hardwood, really.”
 
“Have you been drinking? Because you don’t really drink. So you don’t handle it well. I mean, I think we can all agree on that at this point.”
 
“He wanted to do it again, Ker. And I turned him down. I said no. What’s wrong with me?”
 
There was the sound of muffled talking, then of scuffling, and then Hannah was in her ear. “Is he there? Right now? Where are you? You know what, never mind. You, uh . . . get here when you can. We’ll start without you. But I want details.”
 
“We all want details!” she heard Kerry shout from the background.
 
“I said no, Han. I told him thanks, but no thanks.”
 
“What? Why? Isn’t this what you wanted?”
 
“When I was thirteen, maybe, sure. But now—”
 
There was scuffling, then it was Kerry back on the phone. “Seriously, unless you’re naked in bed right now, and you’re not alone, get your ass over here. We’ve got a wedding to plan. And apparently a sister to set straight. Jesus, do I have to do everything around here?” And she hung up.
 
Fiona looked dumbly at the phone for a full ten seconds. Indeed, Kerry wasn’t far off. She felt like she was drunk or something, like she couldn’t seem to get the world to spin correctly, or think linear thoughts. She was so scattered, her thoughts were going in a million different directions. Her body was still twitchy and needy and wondering why in the hell it wasn’t getting what it wanted, especially since it had been offered everything it had ever wanted, and a whole host of things it hadn’t even known it could have.
 
“Because I said no.” She closed her eyes and rapped her forehead with the face of her phone, then pulled her knees up and rested phone and forehead there.
 
The knock at the door reverberated through her, making her jump and squeak. When had she become a squeaker? Heart racing, she managed to clumsily get up to a standing position, and wasted a moment smoothing her hair, though God knew why. Ben had certainly seen her looking a hell of a lot worse. And he wanted you anyway, her little voice so helpfully reminded her.
 
Now he was outside her door. Had he come to plead his case? Had he come to convince her that kisses that good deserved an encore? That they deserved whatever came after kisses that were that good? Because, in the universe of knowing things that she could know? She knew that no kisses were ever that good. And his had been. And then some. She was smoothing her hands down the front of her body, her still-charged-up body, staring at the closed door, trying like hell to make her thoughts settle down to something halfway rational, when the knock came again.
 
“Fiona?”
 
The tension went immediately out of her, as if it had been sucked from her with a vacuum. Not Ben.
 
More knocking. “Fiona? Are you there?”
 
She rubbed her face with her hands, then winced as hard plastic hit her face. She pocketed her phone and tried that again. Fluffing her hair, and giving herself a good mental shake, she pasted on a smile, and opened the door. “Beanie, hi! I wasn’t expecting you. Did I forget something?”
 
On her front porch stood the former owner of the place. She was short, about the same height as Fiona, but plump in a way that let a person know she probably gave the best hugs. Her hair was a silvery white and styled into a series of soft waves around her face, setting off eyes that were the prettiest shade of periwinkle blue. She favored soft denim jeans and lively patterned sweaters. Today she also had on a heavy, fleece-lined winter coat made of pink canvas and earmuffs that were little penguin faces. Only Beanie could pull that off.
 
“No, dear, of course not,” she said. “And I hope you don’t mind me just dropping by like this, but—”
 
“Actually, I’m late for a meeting with Alex and my sisters. Wedding-planning session.”
 
Beanie’s softly rounded face crinkled into a big sweet smile. That was Beanie Whitaker in a nutshell, really. A big, sweet smile. “Isn’t that a lovely thing? All of you home in the Cove and another family wedding in the offing? I know I said it before when we were doing all that paperwork with the title company at the bank, but it really is good having the McCrae girls home again.”
 
Fiona’s smile was sincere this time. “Thank you, Beanie. That’s very sweet of you to say. I can’t say how long Kerry will be here, but Hannah and I are happy to be back home in Maine.”
 
“Yes, yes. I suppose Hannah will be staying up north with her new husband. I must admit, we were hoping to see her married here, but I’m sure her intended’s family feels the same way.”
 
Fiona wished she could tell Beanie that Hannah was indeed getting married in the Cove, but one thing they’d all agreed on was keeping that part under wraps for as long as they could, which, given that the invitations had to go out shortly, wasn’t going to be for as long as Fiona would like. Left to her, she’d just send everyone a text message with the time and date, oh, about an hour before the I dos. The more time the Blue clan on both sides of the skirmish had to think about things and work themselves up, the greater chance the ceremony could turn into a civil war, no reenactments needed. “We’re still in the planning stages,” she said, truthfully enough.
 
Beanie sighed. “A Christmas wedding. It’s just the most romantic thing. I’m sure you’ll do it justice.”
 
“Thank you,” Fiona said, then asked, “What was it you needed?”
 
She waved a hand. “Nothing to worry about. You know I have those trunks down in the basement still, and I think something I was looking for at home might be in one of them. I should have called first, I know. I—”
 
“I don’t mind if you want to go down and look. Just lock up before you head back out.”
 
Beanie pressed a hand to her chest. “I couldn’t do that. I know you’re just starting to consider what you’re going to do in here, and I want this to feel like your space. Oh, look there now. How darling,” she said, stepping inside and walking over to the railing that led to the second floor. “How on earth did you come up with that idea? So clever and sweet.” She leaned down to examine the little antique teapots that Fiona had attached to the railing on either side of the base of the steps.
 
Fiona shrugged. “I saw them at Eula’s the other day and it just came to mind. They’ll be planters eventually. I’ll add more all the way up the stairs as I find them.” She was supposed to be making her business plan, not nailing up teapots and rubber boots, but she was itching to get out and start hunting through the indoor flea markets and the endless jumble of antique shops that dotted the coast of Maine. Many of them could be more accurately called junk shops, but she liked them just as well, if not better. Old furniture stores, barns—she had an endless list of places she planned to haunt to start gathering the pieces that would give her studio the refurbished vintage style she hoped would win her new clients. So she’d given in to the need to do something creative, even before her business plan was complete.
 
“Well, they’re just darling. I have a few old pots that might look sweet on my back porch railing.” She twinkled. “You don’t mind if I use your idea, do you?”
 
“No, not at all.”
 
Beanie looked around the room at the few other odds and ends that Fiona had started to tuck in here and there. Fiona could see both affection and a certain amount of sadness in the older woman’s expression. “I see you’ve already moved a few things in.” She said it without inflection, but kept turning and looking at the space.
 
Fiona wasn’t alarmed by her reaction—it was only natural, even when you wanted to move on, to miss certain things. “I haven’t done much of anything yet, and I don’t mind you going down and looking in the trunks at all. But I really have to dash, I’m terribly late. I hope whatever it is, it’s down there.”
 
Beanie reached out and put her hand on Fiona’s arm and squeezed. “You girls always have been just the best. I know I told you this at the closing, but I don’t think I could have felt this good about selling the old place to just anyone. Knowing it’s you has made all the difference. I know you’ll take care of her.”
 
Fiona smiled and covered her hand. “I will, I promise. I hope you like how it all turns out. It will be different,” she said, smiling brightly, needing Beanie to get on board with that reality sooner than later. “But it will be as bright and cheerful as your shop was. I hope it has the same heartwarming and welcoming vibe.”
 
Beanie was still looking around at the empty front rooms, her expression openly wistful. “Well, you’ve already made a good start with those dear little teapot planters. So it will be wonderful, dear. I know it will.” She looked back at Fiona and her eyes were a bit glassy. She sniffled and dashed at the tears with her gloved fingers. “Don’t you mind a silly old woman,” she said. “I know it’s in good hands. Nothing will change the fact that I’ll miss the old place, but I don’t miss running a business.”
 
“Well, whenever you need to grab anything from the trunks down there, or you want to move them, whatever—”
 
“If they’re in your way—”
 
“No, no, not at all. Eventually I’ll be storing some pieces down there, but it will be some time before things get crowded. You’ll have plenty of time, and I’ll be sure to give you plenty of heads-up when the space is in demand.” At least she hoped that space would be in demand. “There’s a whole lot to do before that becomes an issue.”
 
“You’re planning a spring opening, still?”
 
“That’s right. I have the wedding, followed by the winter months, which will be the perfect time to hole up in here and get it all figured out. I don’t want to rush; I want to take my time, make sure it’s right.”
 
Beanie was nodding, but her attention was, once again, on the empty front rooms. “I can’t wait to see what you do with it. I noticed the Wellies you nailed to the fence outside, too. Very cheerful, what with all the colorful patterns on them.”
 
Fiona’s smile turned to a grin. Beanie was being nice, but it was clear she was completely stymied by why anyone would nail rubber boots to a plank fence. “I’m going to use them for Christmas decorations initially, but they’ll be planters too come spring,” she said. “It’s a fun way to recycle old boots, or an interesting use for new ones. They make them in such bright colors now, but you could paint old ones any way you want. Just drill a few holes in the bottom so the water can drain out. I’ll plant a garden below them, along the fence, so they’ll naturally water those plants as well.”
 
“Well, I’ll be. How clever is that?”
 
Fiona shrugged. “That’s sort of the theme of my design style. Repurposing, recycling, restoring. A sort of vintage, shabby-chic style.”
 
“Well, I’m not sure what all that means,” she said, patting Fiona’s arm, “but it looks charming and fun, and that’s always a good thing. Nice that your former business allows you the latitude to take a few months to start up again.”
 
“I was very fortunate, yes. Operating expenses here aren’t a fraction of what they were there and so I’ll be okay for a bit.”
 
“Well, operating expenses are lower here, but then so is the per capita income of your clientele.”
 
Fiona was nodding. “I know.” She smiled. “Thank God.”
 
They both laughed at that, though Fiona knew Beanie wasn’t quite sure why that was so funny.
 
“The kind of designing I plan to do here is night-and-day different from what I did in New York. It’s my own personal style, but I couldn’t find a way to make it fit there. I think it will work perfectly here.”
 
“Well, dear, if you could make a go of it there, I’m sure you won’t have any problems making something of yourself here where you’re known and loved.”
 
“Thanks, Beanie. That means a lot coming from you.”
 
“I know my customers will be dropping by to see what’s what. And all the seasonal traffic will likely come your way over the summer months, thinking the quilt shop is still here. Hopefully they’ll give you a try as well. You never know.” She leaned in, as if to keep anyone else from overhearing. “And some of their pockets are quite deep.” She patted Fi’s arm a final time, then stepped back. “Best of both worlds.”
 
“Indeed,” Fiona said. “I’m hopeful it will all work out.”
 
“Will you be selling décor items here?” she asked, once again looking around the empty rooms. “Or just have displays meant to showcase your design style so folks know what they can expect if they hire you?” She looked back at Fiona expectantly.
 
“I might have a few pieces, and Eula is going to let me put some of her pieces here on consignment as part of my display. She’ll talk up the studio, too.” She smiled. “Some cross promotion, though she hardly needs it. But mostly the décor here will be a way to show what kind of vision I have for designing. It will be constantly changing as I see and am inspired by new things,” she said. “I might hold a semi-annual sale or something to clear out pieces I’m no longer using. I’ve been to a number of sales that other designers hold and I love the idea. It’s a great way to get new clients, too.” She started to edge her way closer to the door. Beanie might not miss running a business, but Fiona was beginning to suspect she missed having folks to talk to on a regular basis.
 
“You should think about doing some kind of little newsletter or something. Talk up design ideas, like those darling teapots, or the boots on the fence.”
 
Fiona wanted to point out that if she told folks how to do such things, they wouldn’t need to hire her to do them, but decided nodding and smiling was the better way to go. She sighed quietly when Beanie moved farther into the space.
 
“You could even give little workshops.” She turned around. “Wouldn’t that be fun? I did that, you know. Quilt classes and little quilting bees—like a girls’ afternoon out kind of thing. It formed quite a community for the quilters.”
 
Fiona didn’t know how to explain that while both were creative endeavors, designing wasn’t the same as crafting. “I am still sorting through all of that,” she said. “But thank you for the tips.”
 
Beanie waved a hand, and did another lap around the front rooms, though what she was really seeing in her mind’s eye as she poked here and there, Fiona had no idea.
 
“My pleasure,” Beanie said. “I know you ran a successful big-city business so you likely don’t need any helpful hints from someone so small town as me, but you’ll find things are done differently here, so just offering you a bit of advice from someone who’s done things the small-town way for almost as many years as you’ve been alive.”
 
Fiona was at the front door now. “I appreciate it, Beanie, I really do. Now I have to scoot. Thanks for locking up for me.”
 
Her exit was interrupted by a booming noise outside that was so loud she could feel a little tremor in the cypress plank flooring under her feet.
 
“What in the world?” Beanie exclaimed as Fiona opened the door and looked in the direction the noise had come from. The Campbell Christmas Tree Farm lot.
 
“Oh no,” Fiona cried, immediately running outside. She flew down the porch steps and took off toward the side gate, which, as it turned out, was blocked by plowed snow on the opposite side, so she almost flipped over it when it didn’t budge. “Are you kidding me,” she growled when she got her wind back.
 
Over in the Campbell tree lot, someone had backed the long flatbed of the farm’s huge truck, which had been full of baled trees, to the back edge of the empty lot and had attempted to raise the bed so the trees would roll out to the ground. Only, instead, the bed had only lifted enough for the trees to all roll to the still-gated end, where they’d gotten wedged and piled up, causing the back end of the truck bed to tip down to the ground and the entire front end to lift up into the air. She had no clue what she thought she could do to help, but she climbed the rest of the way, ever-so-not-gracefully, over the fence, swore as her ankle-booted feet sank knee deep in the snow piled on the other side, and finally slogged her way free so she could get closer to the situation.
 
“Ben!” she shouted, craning her neck, trying to see whether he was in the driver’s seat of the truck, but it was suspended so high above her head that she couldn’t tell, and couldn’t back up enough to get a better view due to the pile of snow. Snow that hadn’t been piled in her customer car lot an hour ago. She’d yell at him about that later. “Ben?” she called out again. “I’m calling the fire department,” she shouted. “We’ll get you out of there.”
 
“No need,” came the recognizable voice behind her.
 
She swung around, and clapped her hand to her chest. “Oh, thank God, you’re not in the—” She didn’t finish the thought, but swung back around. “Who’s up in there?”
 
“My ex-employee, Andrew.”
 
She swung her gaze back to him. “Why is some guy you fired in one of your company trucks? Was he trying to steal your trees or something?”
 
“I haven’t fired anybody, but if we get him out of that cab in one piece, his ass will be out of a job.” He already had his phone to his ear when she’d turned around, and now he started speaking into it. “Yeah, it’s Ben Campbell. I need a ladder truck at my tree lot. No, it’s not on Harbor Street this year—it’s two blocks up from Monaghan’s, on Hill. Yeah, I got an idiot kid who thought he’d make his job easier by dumping the trees out of the truck.” He paused, then said, “Yep, that’s exactly what happened. I’m afraid if those trees shake loose, the cab is going to come down hard. I don’t think he got hurt going up, but I sure as hell wouldn’t want to be in that baby when it comes down. Can you bring a ladder truck and pluck his skinny, fired ass out of that thing?” He paused. “Yep, I’m here. Thanks.” He clicked off and pocketed the phone.
 
“What happens after you get him out?” Fiona asked. “I mean, after you fire his skinny ass. How do you get the trees out and the truck down without something breaking?”
 
“Well, I guess that’s for me to figure out now. If you’ll excuse me.”
 
“Ben, wait!”
 
He paused and turned, which was when she realized she had no idea what she’d wanted to say to him.
 
“You plowed your snow into my parking lot.” She motioned to the snow piled up against the lot side of the fence. “It’s true I’m not using it yet, but you didn’t even ask.”
 
He glanced past her, then shook his head. “Sorry. I told him to plow the other side—we got a permit from the town to use that field for parking. Unfortunately, I can only fire the guy once.”
 
“Same guy?” she asked, glancing back up at the precariously balanced truck.
 
He nodded.
 
She smiled ruefully. “Yeah, I think you’ve got bigger problems than I do.”
 
“College kids. Most of them are great. Hard workers. Occasionally though? You get that guy. I’ll get it taken care of.”
 
He turned to go a second time, and apparently not satisfied with having a decent, unawkward conversation with him, she blurted out, “About earlier.” She immediately groaned inwardly. Just let him go, for God’s sake. He had a guy stuck in a truck, and she was still fixating on that stupid kiss. The one that had felt anything but stupid. The same one she’d shut down any future hope of experiencing again. “Never mind,” she said hastily. “Go on. Do what needs to be done.”
 
The echo of sirens filled the air.
 
“Right,” he said, giving her a quick, considering look before he turned back toward the truck. He hadn’t gone but a few steps when he looked back over his shoulder, surprising her with a grin that reminded her of his mischievous, adolescent self. Back when they’d both been kids, that grin would have made her privately swoon but physically brace herself for whatever he was about to say.
 
Now, all she could think about was the way he’d looked at her in Eula’s, and the way he’d kissed her right here in this parking lot, and suddenly the idea of Ben Campbell being mischievous took on a whole new meaning.
 
“At the risk of pissing you off all over again”—he gestured with his gloved hand toward her head—“you’ve got some sort of vegetation sticking out of your hair. Quite festive, really.” He winked, then turned back, pulling his phone out again as the ladder truck rolled in, followed by the EMT.
 
Fiona groped around her hair and face with her now-soggy mittens, probably smearing what little makeup she wore, and pulled a sprig of holly and berries that had probably gotten stuck in her hair and hat when she’d half fallen, half climbed over the gate. “Yep, you should have stuck with your femme fatale moment in Eula’s and called it a day,” she muttered. She tossed the sprig back toward the fence, only to look down and notice that, on her climb over the fence, she’d also managed to soak two big spots on the front of her coat.
 
She supposed she should be grateful he’d only commented on the foliage. At the moment, Fireplug Fi was probably the kindest of the nicknames he could assign to her. “Other girls make pretty snow angels. Me? Boob prints.” She sighed. “How attractive.”
 
Yeah, you’re a lot more fatale then femme, Fireplug. Savor the kiss you got because whether you want them or not, it’s doubtful there are more where that came from.

 



Chapter Eleven
 
“Since you’re too busy juggling two businesses to head down to your folks’ place for the big meal, why don’t you come on out to the house for Thanksgiving?” Logan asked, right before elbowing Ben hard in the gut and driving in for the winning layup.
 
Ben snagged the ball as it dropped through the net, and tossed it, seemingly casually, back to Logan, only with enough force behind it to put a dent in his best friend’s solar plexus. He walked over to the bleachers that lined the walls in their old high school gym and snagged his towel from his gear bag. “I appreciate the invite, but we’ve got opening day the following morning, and I’ve got three stands to monitor in addition to dealing with stuff down in Portsmouth.”
 
Logan parked the basketball behind the front bleacher seat and fished out his towel. “Would some of that stuff have to do with Annalise Manderville?”
 
Ben would like to think his glance at his old friend was casual, but he suspected it looked about as casual as the ball toss he’d just beaned Logan with. “Why would you think that? I told you we were long done.”
 
“Yes. I recall. I also heard she was out your way.”
 
Ben finished mopping his face and lowered the towel. “How on earth would you know that?”
 
“One of your guys is going out with Owen Hartley’s daughter.”
 
Momentarily distracted from wondering if Logan had also heard about the kiss he’d laid on his sister right there in his tree lot, he asked, “Little Lauren Hartley?”
 
“Little Lauren is a college grad now, and back here running their hardware store. You heard Owen—”
 
“Is mayor now, yeah. So it was her college pal who was responsible for the lot screw-up? I didn’t put that together. I guess I just hadn’t stopped to think how many years it’s been since I’ve seen her. Wow. Little Lauren, all grown up. I stopped by last week to talk with Owen about getting some lumber to build the lean-tos for the tree lots and he filled me in on a few things. He was too busy to give me the full scoop, though. I thought she was taking after your sisters, all big plans for the big city.”
 
“Owen thought so, too,” Logan said, “but she wanted to take her business degree and put it to use in the family empire, such as it is.”
 
Ben glanced at Logan, but there didn’t seem to be any unspoken intent behind the comment. “I think if that’s what she wants, it’s great. I hope she doesn’t find out it’s not as exciting as she’d thought and cut out on Owen just when he comes to depend on her.”
 
Logan shook his head. “I don’t think so. She’s pretty level-headed and sure-minded. Bright, sharp as a tack. I think she’ll do just fine.”
 
Ben chuckled. “I bet the old-timers aren’t all that thrilled with a woman running their one and only hardware store, even if she is the owner’s daughter.”
 
Logan shrugged. “Lauren can be pretty charming. Like I said, bright and sharp. She’s figured things out.”
 
Ben’s grin turned knowing. “Yeah, old Stokey Parker and Arnaud Pliff probably don’t mind a pretty young girl selling them their boards and nails. Who knows, maybe she’ll be the one to single-handedly drag this place into the twenty-first century of equality.”
 
Logan laughed. “I said she was sharp, not a miracle worker.”
 
Ben palmed the basketball. “Best two out of three?”
 
“Can’t. I have a meeting with Calder and Jonah Blue.”
 
Ben’s eyes widened. “Uh, that sounds like not fun.”
 
“About as not fun as getting a root canal, yeah. But if we’re going to do the ceremony here in the Cove, I need to know ahead of time that things are under control. As the Blue patriarch in the Cove, Jonah is the only one with the power to keep things calm.”
 
“Can Calder say the same for his branch?”
 
Logan lifted a shoulder. “Not sure. But it was their idea to have it here. If he can’t, then he has to assure me he can deal with whoever on his side can. Otherwise, I don’t think it’s a wise idea, no matter how well intentioned.”
 
Ben shoved his towel and the ball into his gym bag and pulled on his hoodie. “I’m glad it worked out for us to catch up a bit. I’m only disappointed I didn’t beat your sorry ass in both games. You know, like old times.”
 
“You mean like the time you tried to hit that three-pointer at the buzzer because you thought Hannah would finally be wowed by your macho athletic prowess, only, in your effort to dazzle, you got confused and lobbed the ball at the opposing team’s basket?” He tossed his sweaty towel at Ben’s face, chuckling. “Oh yeah, I recall all right.”
 
Ben scraped the towel off, then palmed it and snapped the end at Logan’s crotch, only missing his target because Logan shifted quickly enough. “Hey, I made that three-pointer,” he reminded him. “And we went on to beat them in the state championships, so no real harm done.”
 
“But you didn’t get the girl, and really, what else matters?”
 
Ben just shook his head, but they were both grinning. “So, you approve of the guy she’s marrying? This Calder Blue? He’ll stand up?”
 
Logan nodded. “I do, and yes, I believe he will. She’s happy and they seem pretty good for each other. No red flags.”
 
Ben nodded. “Good. I’m happy for her. I really am. You, too.”
 
Logan clapped him on the shoulder as they picked up their gear so they could head out. “Thanks. I appreciate that. I know it sounds all kinds of hokey, but I’ll be honest and say I didn’t know it could be like this. And this is pretty damn good.” He looked at Ben. “Any chance you’ll wade in at some point? The water’s not half as scary as it looks. In fact, it’s pretty sweet.”
 
“I’m not afraid of the water,” he said. “Just nothing to wade in after at the moment.” He started toward the gymnasium double doors. “When you see him, tell old Hank I appreciate his letting us in,” he said, referring to the old janitor who had passed Logan a key after he’d asked if they could use the empty gym over the holiday break. Being police chief had its perks. “I can’t believe he’s still taking care of this place.”
 
“I know. I’m pretty sure he’s convinced that if he dies, this place will go straight to hell, and I’m not sure he’s wrong about that.” He hit the light switches, and they pushed out into the bright sun and brisk afternoon air that swept over and swirled around the side parking lot.
 
“If we can scrape the time together, I wouldn’t mind a rematch,” Ben said, as they walked toward their trucks.
 
“We’ll make time. It’s good having you back.”
 
Ben palmed his keys and looked across the hood of his truck. “Yeah, it is.”
 
“You sound surprised,” Logan said. “Did you think it would be all that bad?”
 
“Honestly? I didn’t know what to think. I hadn’t ever thought to be back here, not like this anyway. Certainly not this soon.” Logan and he both knew the business would have gone to him at some point, but no one would have guessed that it would be now.
 
“Figured anything out yet? About what you’ll do with the place?”
 
He shook his head. “Too much going on. I’ll do the juggling act through the holidays, then figure it out when things slow down a bit on both fronts.”
 
“What about that spread in AE on the stands? Don’t you have things you need to do to take advantage of that?”
 
“Nothing I can’t handle from here.” He grinned. “Everyone keeps asking me that, but it’s not like the paparazzi are suddenly hounding my employees. I mean, it’s a big get in my industry and all, and I hope it will prompt some folks to pick up the phone and give us a call to help them with whatever projects they have in mind, but it’s not like anything specific is actually happening. There’s no red-carpet deal going on anywhere. It’s just a magazine.”
 
“And if the phone starts ringing?”
 
“Once we get things set up and open here, I’ll be able to split my time a little, at least when I have to. I can’t think there will be too much beyond consultations now, with it being winter.”
 
“The downside to getting the year-end issue, I guess.” Logan shook his head. “I don’t envy you the juggling act. I don’t know how you’ll pull it all off, but if anyone can, it’s you.”
 
“I was thinking the same thing about the Hatfield-and-McCoy wedding. Let me know how that meeting with Calder and Jonah goes.”
 
“Yeah,” Logan said, hunching his shoulders against the wind. “Will do.”
 
Ben opened his truck door and tossed his gym bag across the bench seat. Before he could climb in, Logan called over to him.
 
“Hey, you never said why Annalise came all the way up to Snowflake Bay.”
 
“Seems I’m suddenly someone her parents want on their guest list.”
 
Logan’s eyes widened. “And does she want you on their guest list?”
 
“Can’t tell,” he lied, not wanting to get into it. Not wanting to think about it at all, actually. Annalise was hunting, but for what, exactly, he didn’t know. Maybe now that she was with someone else, he was the one she wanted to play with on the side. She was going to be sorely disappointed if that were the case. “Doesn’t matter,” he said, quite sincerely. “Not interested.”
 
Logan chuckled. “Maybe it’s just as well you can hide out here in the Cove for a bit.”
 
“Yeah, I’d have thought that, too, but obviously when the Mandervilles want something, there is no place to hide.”
 
“True. Well, good luck with that.”
 
“Thanks,” Ben said dryly. He started to climb in again, only to be stopped a second time by Logan saying his name. He just looked across the hood expectantly.
 
“When I told you to make amends with Fiona? I didn’t mean for you to lay one on her right there in front of her new place of business.”
 
Ben froze, as did his tongue. He figured since Logan had called to set up the basketball game and seemed pretty much his usual self about it, Fiona had kept their little interlude to herself. Maybe telling her big brother was her way of getting back at him for his rather heavy-handed approach to letting her know he was interested. So he had no idea what to say to that.
 
But Logan waited him out, and Ben’s toes were already going numb inside his basketball shoes. He looked across the hood again. “You knew about that this whole time and didn’t say anything?”
 
“I was waiting to see if you would.”
 
Ben sighed. “There’s nothing to say. I mean, other than we talked, and we’re okay. I—I can’t make up for the past.”
 
“By making out with her now? Yeah, no, that doesn’t seem like the smartest plan.”
 
Ben’s gaze narrowed, but Logan didn’t seem mad, or even truly upset. He was concerned, as any older brother would be, Ben supposed, but was also giving his buddy the benefit of the doubt. Ben wanted to think he was worthy of that benefit, but given how things had gone down in that parking lot, he couldn’t swear to it at the moment. “I didn’t plan on it. I was just going to talk to her, apologize, and hope things wouldn’t be awkward. She stomped out to read me the riot act—you, too, by the way—she wasn’t happy with either one of us thinking we knew better than she did how to fix this thing.”
 
Logan didn’t say anything to that, but there might have been some amusement there along with the concern in his eyes.
 
“I only meant to apologize, but, well, we ran into each other at Eula’s earlier, and she—” He lifted his shoulders, not sure this was something a guy told another guy about his own sister. Even if the other guy was his lifelong best friend. “I noticed her, okay? It was before that whole mess at the Puffin. I—I don’t know that I’d have done anything about it, but then she was there and reading me the riot act and all I could think about was—” Logan’s eyes narrowed at that and Ben opted out of the rest of the play-by-play. “It doesn’t matter what I wanted. We kissed. It was mutual,” he added quickly. “And she told me that she wasn’t interested in doing it again. Maybe she was the one evening the score, I don’t know. But it’s nothing. Or it isn’t for her at any rate. It won’t be leading to anything.”
 
He thought about the look of confusion still in Fiona’s eyes when she’d blurted out, “About earlier.” She had still been thinking about that kiss. And dammit, so was he. But she’d been right. They had no business, for so many reasons, following it up with anything more.
 
“You sure about that?” Logan asked.
 
Ben lifted a shoulder. “As sure as I can be. It was her call.”
 
“And if it was your call?”
 
Ben held his friend’s gaze, trying to decide how honestly to answer that. He took a short, steadying breath, and spoke the truth. “I don’t know,” he said. “It was a hell of a kiss.”
 
“What about Annalise?” Logan asked.
 
Surprised, Ben said, “What about her? I already told you. I’m not interested in whatever she or her folks are cooking up. She has nothing to do with me and Fiona.”
 
“So there is a you and Fiona? Or you want there to be a you and Fiona?”
 
“What I want is for us to not be having this conversation about your sister.”
 
“You hurt her once,” Logan said, then immediately raised his hands to ward off Ben’s defense. “I know, we’ve been over all that. But it’s still a thing that happened. We were kids then. We’re not now. I don’t want it happening again. So unless you’re both sure of what you’re doing, just . . .” He broke off, swore under his breath. “Don’t do anything else you’ll have to apologize to her for, okay? That’s all I have to say about it.”
 
“You sure?” Ben asked, uncertain how he would have handled it if the situation were reversed, but he was an only child. Logan’s family was the closest he had to siblings, only, quite obviously, they weren’t his sisters. Far from it.
 
“I trust you’ll do what’s right.”
 
Ben groaned. “I think that’s the worst thing you’ve ever said to me.”
 
Logan flashed him a fierce grin. “As long as it works, I don’t care.”

 



Chapter Twelve
 
“I know it’s old fashioned and seriously outdated, but . . . what do you think?”
 
Fiona looked up from the impossible task of figuring out reception seating arrangements that wouldn’t result in loss of life, only to gasp at the sight of Hannah at the top of the staircase, wearing their mother’s wedding gown. She turned slowly around to show off the whole ensemble.
 
“Oh, Han.” Tears prickled on her eyelashes almost immediately. Bridesmaid Rule No. 35: Whoever wears your mother’s wedding dress best should wear the dress. “It’s perfect. You look . . . amazing.” The dress was gorgeous in its simplicity. A formfitting white satin sheath with a high neckline that followed the collarbone, sheer sleeves with satin cuffs at the wrists. Buttoned at the neck in the back with a single pearl button, then open below that in a slender slit to midback, it nipped in at the waist, where a sheer train was attached that spread out in a gathered spray all the way to the floor, with just a bit of length to it, trailing behind. There was a modest, calf-high slit up the back to make walking a bit easier. On Hannah’s slender frame, it was a knockout.
 
Fiona had seen the dress pretty much every day of her life growing up, in the photograph of their parents’ wedding day that sat, framed, on the fireplace mantel in the living room. She glanced over at it now, then back at Hannah. “You do it serious justice, Han. It fits you like a glove. Mom would love it, I’m sure, and so will Calder.” Neither she nor Hannah really remembered their mother, having been too young when their parents were killed in a car accident, but their grandfather had regaled them with many, many stories of their parents, and so she felt as if she knew what kind of people they had been, what they’d wanted for their children.
 
“You sure you’re okay with me wearing it? I mean, Mom didn’t really leave it to any one of us, but it was still up in the attic. When Alex was doing the renovations, she came across the big trunk.”
 
Fiona rose and walked over to the bottom of the stairs, looking up at her sister. “Of course I don’t mind. Even if I did, there’s no amount of altering in the world that would get me in that dress. Spanx can only do so much.”
 
Hannah smiled. “I asked Kerry, and she just laughed at me.”
 
Fiona grinned. “Yeah, somehow I’m not pegging Kerry for a traditional bride-in-white shindig.”
 
“Me, either. Still, I wanted to make sure.”
 
“You look amazing. Glowing. It’s disgusting, really.”
 
Hannah laughed then. “Okay, good.”
 
“What about the veil?”
 
“I have to figure that out. Mom’s wasn’t in good enough condition to use again. The netting is deeply yellowed, and the mice had a bit of a go at the headpiece. I don’t know why it wasn’t in the trunk with the dress, but the veil, shoes, and undergarments were all in a big dress box, so they didn’t fare as well.”
 
Fiona clapped her hands together. “Goodie! Then we still have something to shop for.”
 
“We have to shop for bridesmaid dresses anyway, so we can just do it then.”
 
“I know—it’s just more fun when the bride is trying on things. Then she doesn’t get too focused on making her bridesmaids wear something awful.”
 
Hannah laughed. “I told you, that’s the last thing you need to worry about with me.” She paused, her eyes narrowing. “You promised you weren’t planning anything like that for my rehearsal. Please tell me you don’t have any surprises planned, I wouldn’t mind, but you know Calder’s family will be there and I really don’t think—”
 
“Don’t worry, Bridezilla. For one, there’s not enough time to pull off anything like that, and for two, you’re right. Your new in-laws aren’t exactly the fun bunch.”
 
“Oh, come on, they’re not that bad.” She paused and took in Fiona’s Seriously? expression and added, “Okay, so they’re not all that bad. Only a few sticks in the mud. The rest are pretty decent. His sisters-in-law I like a bunch. In fact, I’m counting on them to keep the peace between the factions during the ceremony.”
 
“It’s not the ceremony I’m worried about,” Fiona muttered. It was the part where there would be alcohol served that had her concerned. Bridesmaid Rule No. 36: When firearms might be present at the reception, stick with a cash bar. And make the drinks ten bucks a shot. No pun intended.
 
“Speaking of the rehearsal dinner,” Hannah said, adroitly changing the subject. “Why don’t we—?”
 
“Why don’t you go slither out of that thing?” Fiona broke in. “Then come on down. I need to go over the reception seating chart with you.” She gave Hannah a wistful smile. “Are you sure we can’t erect bunkers? And I’m thinking a tastefully decorated metal detector at the door to check for ammo?”
 
“Ha ha,” Hannah retorted dryly, then sighed and added, “Although . . .”
 
Fiona laughed and Hannah smiled ruefully.
 
“I’ll be right down,” Hannah said. “Alex said she’d be here a little before dinnertime. Her world-famous spaghetti is in the fridge for us to heat up. She’s at Eula’s today, working on some hush-hush project.” She grinned conspiratorially. “I’m thinking awesome antique wedding present, but who knows.”
 
“I wouldn’t get too excited about that,” Fiona warned. “And you have no one to blame but yourself if you don’t get any cool wedding gifts. When you pull a last-minute wedding date stunt and have it coincide with the busiest holiday of the year, well, you get what you get.”
 
Hannah waved a hand. “I know, I know. Seriously, I’m just thrilled that you’re here, and Kerry is still here, and that we love Alex like family already. It’s going to be a wonderful day, Fiona. I just know it.”
 
Having talked with Logan earlier in the day after he’d met with Jonah Blue and Calder, Fiona maybe still had some serious reservations about that, but she wasn’t going to spoil Hannah’s mood. “Good,” she said. “I’m going to dive back in. I can be here through dinner; then I have to head back to town. I want to work on more of my business plan tonight.” Hopefully without Beanie “dropping by,” which she’d done again yesterday.
 
Hannah’s smile shifted to one of concern. “I know I’m pulling you every which direction while you are trying to completely set up your life again—”
 
“Don’t. You’re setting up a life in Calais with Calder, and you’re making the trek back and forth. I knew when I came back that I was going to take the winter months to get myself situated, so I’ll still have plenty of time. I just need to switch gears from time to time, keep things moving forward, that’s all.”
 
“No, no, I get it. You’re right—I feel like I’m doing the same thing. Getting settled in at the horse ranch with Calder, and figuring out just what kind of law practice I want to have, and where it’s best to set that up for both us and his family. His dad is doing much better, but the future for their company is changing, so—” She stopped, shrugged. “You don’t want to hear all of that, but it’s all going to figure itself out. And so will this. We don’t need to go crazy with this ceremony, Fi. I just want to marry the man I love and he wants to marry me back. And we want to do that surrounded by the people we love.” She grinned. “The rest is just window dressing.”
 
“So says the woman who’s never actually had to window dress a wedding,” Fiona replied, but she was smiling, too. “I’ll be in the kitchen.” She turned to step down off the landing, then looked back up. “You need any help getting out of that?”
 
Hannah shook her head. “I’ll be down shortly.”
 
Fiona nodded, then gathered up her notebook and file folders from the living-room coffee table and headed to the big, family-style kitchen, where the woodstove was chugging out some nice, cozy heat. Throughout the planning for Alex’s wedding, she really hadn’t thought at all about what she’d want for her own wedding. She’d been too busy trying to decide what she wanted to do about her business, about possibly coming back to the Cove. When she’d started in on Hannah’s wedding plans, she’d still been in much the same mindset, only now it was how to set up her new business that was crowding her thoughts.
 
Somewhere in the past two days, that had changed. And she wasn’t happy about it. It was enough to be pulling off a Christmas wedding with less than two months’ notice, while simultaneously committing to a new business location and working on how she was going to set up shop. She didn’t need to be distracted by thoughts of her own wedding day. That was something she’d never really been into. Which, she supposed, was surprising, given she’d known pretty early on that she wanted to do something in the field of design, and given her childhood-long crush on Ben. One would think she’d have trunks full of MY WEDDING DAY albums started at the tender age of twelve or thirteen, with everything already picked out and decided.
 
Maybe it was that wedding photo of her parents, whose own wedded bliss went on to be tragically cut far too short, or maybe it was because she’d simply never been in a relationship that made her believe there was a wedding in her immediate, or even distant, future. “And now you get one kiss from your childhood crush and suddenly it’s all flowers blooming and bluebirds singing?” She snorted. “You’re such a hopeless dork.”
 
“Who’s a hopeless dork?” Logan asked as he pushed his way through the door from the mudroom to the kitchen.
 
“You, you big lug,” Fiona said, dumping her armload on the dining room table so she could give him a hug. “Are you going to join us for dinner?”
 
“What’s on the menu?” he asked, as he unstrapped his service revolver and went about removing the ammunition and putting the various elements in two different lockboxes that he kept on top of the fridge.
 
“Alex’s spaghetti with a side of wedding reception seating chart planning.”
 
“And here I didn’t think there was anything that wouldn’t pair well with Alex’s spaghetti.” He grinned as he stowed the lockboxes back on the fridge and turned to take off his badge and holster. “But, gee, I think I’ll pass.”
 
Fiona grinned, but was serious when she asked, “Do you really think we’re going to have trouble at the ceremony? Be honest with me, because I’m still in the planning stage for the reception and the rehearsal dinner. Do we need Kevlar napkins?”
 
“Ugh, the rehearsal dinner. I’d forgotten about that. Where are we having it?”
 
“Yours was a bigger group since folks from the town were at the Puffin while we celebrated, but this time I’d like to keep it all family, and since half of them don’t know people here, I was kinda sorta hoping we could have it here at the house, just keep it small? Alex is game to cook and Delia said she’d help out, too. Plus, that way it keeps Calder’s family out here and away from town, and since none of the Cove Blues are in the wedding, they wouldn’t be at the rehearsal dinner itself anyway.”
 
Logan didn’t look remotely enthusiastic about the idea, but he nodded. “Makes the most sense, I guess.”
 
She walked over and hugged him again. “Have I told you how thankful I am you married a woman who has no family whatsoever, so we can just adopt her and keep her as our very own? No Kevlar needed?”
 
He hugged her back and bussed her on the top of her head before letting her go. “Just doing my part to keep the family happy.”
 
“We are happy,” she said. “And that’s a pretty great thing. I mean, sure, I wish all of Calder’s family were as wonderful as he is, but thankfully with him working more on the farm and less in the family business now that his father is on the mend, it shouldn’t be too bad. Hannah says she gets along great with the sisters-in-law, and the brothers aren’t so bad when you get them away from work, so that’s a bonus. And the nieces and nephews are all adorable, so who knows? If anyone can mediate amongst the ranks, it will be her.”
 
“I hope so,” he said, stepping around Fiona so he could poke around in the fridge.
 
“I think Alex said there’s some cold fried chicken in there, too, if—” She broke off and laughed as Logan stood up with a fried chicken leg already clamped in his teeth. “Right. And there’s cold beer in—” She nodded as he lifted his free hand to show her the glass bottle there. “Well then, you’re all set for a night of hiding in the man cave.”
 
“My thoughts exactly,” he said as he finished his bite and washed it down with a sip of cold beer. “I skipped lunch to shoot a few games of basketball at the high school gym today with Ben, so I might need more than a few pieces of cold fried chicken. See if you can sneak me a plate of spaghetti later, will you?”
 
“Sure. So, how’s Ben?” Fiona would like to think she was all casual, chatting about their old friend Ben Campbell, but the look on Logan’s face when she glanced at him proved that to be an epic fail. Still, she soldiered on. “Did they get that guy down from his truck okay? I had to go over to the Puffin to coordinate times and dates for shopping and such.” And get grilled on how Ben Campbell had kissed her senseless right there in her parking lot. “So I missed how it all turned out.”
 
“He’s good. And yes, Andrew Stollen is alive and well and still in one piece, as is Ben’s flatbed.”
 
“I’m guessing he’s no longer employed, however.”
 
“No, no, Ben kept him on.” At Fiona’s surprised look, he added, “Seems Andrew was trying to cut corners on man power—namely his own—by just dumping the trees out of the truck instead of manually unloading them with the other guy hired to help. So Ben kept him on, but put him back at the farm, digging up the stumps of the trees that folks are cutting.”
 
Her eyes widened. “They sell dozens of trees a day between Thanksgiving and Christmas. And the ground is solid as a rock. I thought they dug up all the stumps during mud season in the spring.”
 
“They do. But Andrew’s only worked the tree lots.” Logan grinned. “He doesn’t know that.”
 
Fiona let out a short laugh. “I’d feel sorry for the guy, but he’s lucky to still be employed, so . . . live and learn, I guess.” She breathed a little sigh of relief, proud of herself for hardly thinking about the kiss at all while talking about Andrew Stollen. Hardly at all.
 
“I mentioned you to Ben after the game,” Logan said.
 
And there went her peace of mind, and a good part of her ability to breathe. “You—what?” she croaked out. “Why? I told you we’d buried the hatchet. Stop sticking your nose where it doesn’t belong. Focus on keeping the Blue clans from killing each other, and worrying about where Kerry will head off to next. This sister doesn’t need your help at the moment.”
 
Logan frowned and paused with the chicken leg an inch from his mouth. “Did Kerry say something about heading out?”
 
“No, but you know she can’t last here much longer,” she said, completely unapologetic in her shameless attempt to steer her brother onto a new track. “She’s been here since before your wedding. I think that qualifies as one of her longest stops ever.”
 
“She was in Australia for a little over a year.”
 
Fiona paused, did the mental math. “Yeah, I guess you’re right.”
 
“Do you think she’ll head back? At the time, I wondered if she just came home for the wedding, but I figured if that was the case, she’d have gone back by now.”
 
“I don’t know,” Fiona said. “With Hannah getting engaged so quickly, I figured she just put whatever plans she’d made on hold so she could stick around for the second wedding. She doesn’t really talk about her time down there. I guess that’s why I was thinking she wasn’t there that long.” She stopped sorting through her wedding notes folder and looked at Logan. “So, it’s kind of funny then that she doesn’t talk about it, you know? I mean, a year. That’s like a lifetime for Kerry. Wonder what happened Down Under,” she said with a little wiggle of her eyebrows.
 
Only Logan wasn’t smiling. “Yeah, I wonder.”
 
“Now, now,” Fiona said, starting to feel a little guilty. Not that Kerry would let Logan push her around. She was the only one who seemed capable of shutting him down. Still . . . “Don’t go getting all protective older brother on her. She’s fine. She and Fergus are like peas in a happy little green pod. Maybe she’s tired of roaming. I mean, she’s hit the thirty mark now. She’s bound to want to settle down at some point. Maybe with me and Hannah back in Maine, she’ll stick around.”
 
“Do you really think so?”
 
Fiona shrugged, but then shook her head. “No, not really. I mean, not Kerry, you know? I can’t see it, anyway. I’m sure she’ll stick here through the holidays because of the wedding, but I’d be honestly shocked if she makes it much past the New Year before she gets itchy feet again.”
 
Logan munched, sipped, and nodded.
 
“I mean it. Don’t bug her. If she doesn’t want to talk about it, that’s her right. Maybe there’s nothing to say.”
 
“Maybe.”
 
Fiona saw the contemplative look in his eyes, and knew Kerry was in for a bit of poking and prodding. “She’s a grown woman now, Logan, not some kid running off to join the circus.”
 
“I know.”
 
She gave him her best yeah, right look, but as usual, he wasn’t fazed. “We’ll know by where she decides to head off to next if Australia is important to her or not.”
 
“You’re probably right. Has she mentioned anything at all? About where she wants to go next?”
 
Fiona shook her head. “If you want to know what’s going on with her, I’d ask Uncle Gus. She spends most of her time at the Rusty Puffin and he’s likely the only one she’d confide in anyway.”
 
Logan snorted. “Yeah, like Gus will just give up any confidences they’ve shared. Those two, I swear. It’s like they fell from the same fairy tree.”
 
Fiona smiled. “Right? But, to be honest, I’m glad Gus has her around now, and not just for the company. He’s not getting any younger, you know. And he doesn’t take good care of himself. I’ve been on him to get his annual checkup, and he keeps telling me he’s going. I’d bet my first mortgage payment that he hasn’t been to the doctor in years.”
 
“Wouldn’t surprise me,” Logan said, clearly not concerned. “He’s a tough old salt, though. I don’t think you need to worry about him. If there was anything of actual concern, Kerry would know it, and she’d badger him into doing something about it.”
 
“True,” Fiona agreed, relieved and more than willing to push that worry onto her younger sister. She had enough on her plate.
 
“I invited Ben for Thanksgiving,” Logan said.
 
Fiona froze. So much for breathing normally again. “Ah, you did? That’s nice. Is he—is he coming?”
 
Logan fished another chicken leg from the container in the fridge and grabbed a second beer, then closed the door and walked over to lean his hip on the center island, only a foot away from Fiona. So there was no ducking his gaze, though she was not ashamed to admit she tried.
 
“Would you be okay with that?”
 
She frowned. “Of course I would. I told you, we got past the awkward part. It’s all fine.”
 
He nodded, took a bite, chewed thoughtfully, washed it down with another sip of beer. “So, if it’s all fine, why did you shut him down after he kissed you?”
 
It was a good thing she wasn’t eating or drinking anything, because she’d have choked on it for sure. When she could finally find words and make her mouth function again, she said, “What in the hell business is that of yours? Did Ben tell you I shut him down?”
 
“Ben didn’t tell me anything. Well, I mean, he did tell me that, but only because I asked him. He didn’t bring it up.”
 
Fiona was torn between wanting to seriously pummel her brother and beg him to tell her every last detail of what Ben had said. God, she was pathetic. She’d tried to sort out how she felt about what had happened between the two of them more than once—hell, a hundred times over—since he’d walked away and left her with a sprig of holly stuck in her hair and wet snow prints on her boobs. But she couldn’t ever quite figure out if her attraction to him and her inability to stop thinking about that Prince Charming kiss were because she was still stuck in her adolescent fantasy of him . . . or if it was because the grown-up her was interested in the grown-up him.
 
Every time, she’d finally reached the same conclusion she had in the parking lot that day. Which was that it didn’t matter because there was no good reason for the two of them to figure it out. They had a lifelong relationship, which would continue no matter what they did or didn’t do, because he was Logan’s best friend. They’d managed to find a way past the whole nickname thing, so why challenge fate again? It just wasn’t smart. She had her whole life to reconfigure. He didn’t even know if he was staying in Snowflake Bay and, in fact, had all but said that his goal was to get himself back to Portsmouth full-time, regardless of what he did with the family farm.
 
Logan’s hand on her arm startled her out of her thoughts. “He’s not coming, Fi. I asked him, but he declined. Not because of you, or anything like that. He’s just got too much on his plate, and a lot of it starts up the morning after Turkey Day, so he can’t really afford the time off.”
 
She nodded, but didn’t trust herself to say anything.
 
“Hey,” he said, more quietly now.
 
She looked up at him.
 
“Don’t be mad at me, okay? I don’t know how to deal with this, either, but I want things to be okay. Between the two of you and between me and him.”
 
She frowned again. “Are you saying things aren’t okay with the two of you? Because I didn’t—”
 
“They’re fine. I just want to keep them that way. And I want you to be okay.”
 
“Oh, for heaven’s sake, enough with that, okay? I’m not some Fragile Franny. Please, can we agree never to bring this subject up again? It’s dead, over, buried. I’m sorry he can’t come for Thanksgiving, but it sounds like you two are otherwise fine. We are, too.”
 
Logan held her gaze for another moment, until she huffed out another sigh. “Seriously, stop.”
 
“Do you want him, Fi?”
 
He’d asked the question in a tone that was almost... well, vulnerable. It wasn’t like Logan to ever sound that way. So she found herself unable to punch him and instead, was provoked to answer him honestly instead. Damn him. “I don’t know,” she said, almost in a whisper.
 
“Do I have anything to do with you not finding out?” he asked. “My friendship with him? I mean, Ben’s like family, only, you know . . . not so much with you, anyway.”
 
She didn’t answer him at first, then finally relented. “Do you have a problem with him . . . um . . . pursuing me, considering he was crushing over another one of your sisters when you were younger?”
 
Logan looked surprised. “I—don’t know. I hadn’t thought about it. That was too many years ago and it never amounted to anything. You’ve all lived a lot of life between then and now where relationships are concerned.”
 
“True. Okay.”
 
“So . . . no, then? It’s just because you don’t want to pursue things? Personally?”
 
“I don’t want to risk upsetting the status quo, between him and our family, I mean. Not just you and him, but all of us and him.”
 
“We’re adults, Fi. I think we can figure out how we want to carry on with him regardless of what you do.”
 
“You know that’s a bunch of crap. If he hurt me, or if you even thought he hurt me, you two would not be on the same terms. And neither would Hannah or Kerry.”
 
“Do you worry that he would? I mean, because of the past, do you not trust him to be a stand-up guy now? Because I think—”
 
“Are you trying to warn me away, or shove me at him? I’m really confused here.”
 
He lifted his hands as if in surrender, a chicken wing in one, and an empty beer bottle in the other. “I’m not trying to do anything.”
 
“Then why bring it up?”
 
“I’m wishing I hadn’t,” he groused, tossing the wing in the trash and putting the bottle in the recycling bin. He grabbed a paper towel to wipe his hands, lost in thought for a moment, then finally turned back to her after tossing that in the trash, too. “I just want you to do what you want to do, and not factor me, or the family into the equation.”
 
“So, you do want me to pursue him. Or him to pursue me.” She said it as a statement, not a question, then burst out laughing.
 
“What’s so damn funny? I want you to be happy.”
 
“And you think Ben will make me happy?”
 
“I think you could do a hell of a lot worse.”
 
She rolled her eyes, truly astonished, not to mention more than a little confused. “I seriously can’t believe we’re even having this conversation.”
 
“I’m really wishing now that we weren’t. I was just—”
 
“Trying to protect me, I know.” She closed the distance between them and tipped up on her toes to give him a noisy peck on the cheek. “And I appreciate that. I do. But let me fumble along on my own, okay? I’ve managed to make it this far relatively unscathed. I’m sure I’ll figure things out from here on in the same way.”
 
“I’ll try,” he said, still not sounding 100 percent appeased. “I just—”
 
She put her hand over his mouth. “Stop.” He nipped her finger, making her yank her hand away. “Ow!” She punched his stomach. “Jerkface.”
 
“Snottybutt.”
 
She snorted out a laugh at that. “God, I’d forgotten that one. Boys are so dumb.”
 
“And girls are all rocket scientists.”
 
She primped, smoothing her hair. “I know.” Then she squealed when he gave her a quick tickle. “Uncle,” she cried, before he could go further.
 
He tugged her into his arms and gave her a bear hug that was perhaps a little too tight, then let her go and mussed her hair as he did. “I love you, short stack. I’m glad you’re home. I know you’re going to take the Cove by storm with your new business and I know Hannah’s wedding will be a knockout, just like mine was. In fact, I think you’ll probably get some business from the weddings, you know? Have you thought about doing wedding planning? I mean, as a part of your design business?”
 
“I love you, too, and I’m happy to be home. Your support means everything to me,” she said, smiling and leaning into him for a quick snuggle. She straightened and walked back over to her pile of wedding detritus. “And no, wedding planning isn’t remotely the same thing as interior design. I’m not looking for that to change. I’m helping Hannah for the same reason I helped Alex. Because that’s what family does, and I’m not a half-bad party planner. But I’m a kick-ass interior designer, so—” She snagged a beer from the fridge and toasted him with it. “Go with your strength, you know?”
 
He grinned. “I do now.” He headed toward the door leading to the living room and the stairs. “I’m going to grab a shower. Don’t forget the spaghetti plate.”
 
“I won’t.”
 
He turned at the door. “And if you can squeeze in the time tomorrow, maybe see if you can track Ben down and ask him to join us for Thanksgiving dinner. He might not think he needs family right now, that work is the more important thing, but he’s going through a lot with his dad and his parents moving. I think it would be good for him to be here with all of us, I really do. If you meant what you said and really are okay with that.”
 
“He turned you down,” she said, surprised by the last second plea. How foolish of her to think her brother was really going to let the whole Ben thing go just because she asked him to. “What makes you think he’ll listen to me?”
 
“The look on his face when he told me you’d turned him down flat.”
 
She was still standing there with her mouth hanging open when he was gone and halfway up the stairs to the shower.

 



Chapter Thirteen
 
“No, that’s fine, leave them stacked and strapped,” Ben said to Jim Plover, one of his dad’s longtime employees, whom Ben had appointed to the newly created job of general manager for all three satellite lots. After the truck incident, when Fiona had made it clear she didn’t want Ben in her immediate environment—or mostly clear, anyway—he’d decided to stick with running the farm and had set up Jim to oversee the lots.
 
He tucked his phone deeper inside his hoodie as he spoke. The wind was howling and he could barely hear his own voice, much less Jim’s. “Just make sure you batten down all the hatches. They’re calling for this thing to hit harder than expected along the coast, so get it done, then get home safe. Once we’re through the storm and we see what’s what, I’ll want everyone on the lots as early as they can safely get there. If you could work on making that happen, it would be great. Start the unbaling and get the trees set up, then worry about adding any of the festive touches. The trailer is all good to go? Generators fully gassed? For now anyway?” He nodded as Jim answered in the affirmative and confirmed the rest of the details as well. “Perfect. Happy Thanksgiving to you and yours, Jim. Number-one goal is to stay safe, you got me?” He hung up, confident that he’d chosen the right man for the job.
 
Jim wasn’t as old as Kearney or some of the other full-timers, but he’d been with Campbell Tree Farm for more than a dozen years. He was in his midforties, married to an elementary school teacher, with one young daughter. Good guy, hard worker, nice family. Despite his younger age in comparison with most of the others, Ben had been mulling over the idea of seeing whether Jim would be interested in taking on a broader managerial role with the tree farm after the holidays. Ben was concerned that the older men who’d put in more time would think they should get that nod, but he was fairly sure if he presented it right, so they knew he was looking at the bigger picture and wanted someone who could take on the challenge as a long-term objective, they would understand. Plus, their roles would also increase as well, as would their salaries.
 
If he decided to keep the farm.
 
For now, Jim’s home base was midway between Blueberry Cove and Machiasport, so it made perfect sense to make him lot manager, and would give Ben a chance to work closely with him. Jim would spend time on the two lots near him, and coordinate with Chandler Falls as well. That way Ben only needed to keep in touch with one person. And you won’t have any reason to stop by Blueberry Cove . . . see if a certain interior designer happens to be around.
 
He’d been trying to convince himself that Fiona was on his mind morning, noon, and night because she’d taken herself out of the equation, put herself out of his reach. That old wanting-what-he-couldn’t-have thing. In the time since he and Annalise had finally called it quits, he’d come to realize that he’d always felt she was a bit beyond his reach, even when they were together, and that had been at least part of her allure, though he’d have denied it at the time. The fact that she was a tall, leggy blonde with the kind of face that would make supermodels weep hadn’t hurt things, either.
 
He was a guy, and what guy worth his testosterone wouldn’t want a woman who looked like that on his arm, even though he’d like to think he was looking for more in a woman than how she filled out a bikini. To be fair, Annalise was no dummy. Far from it. However, it wasn’t usually her brains she flaunted in front of him when she was trying to woo him back. Again.
 
The only thing he could say in his defense was that clearly looks weren’t everything, nor were smarts, as their relationship had been more rocky than smooth from the start. Also true was the fact that he’d usually been the one walking away, and had been the one to finally end things for good.
 
“Everyone gets at least one ‘what the hell was I thinking?’ relationship,” he muttered. “Right?” Or a What the hell was I thinking with ? relationship, anyway.
 
He paused to stare at the sky before going up the steps to the screened-in porch that backed the length of the old farmhouse and led directly into the big, family-style kitchen. The heavens looked every bit as ominous as the forecast. He changed direction and went around to the side of the house and into the woodshed. Better to get a stockpile indoors to keep the woodstove going since it was likely the power would be one of the first things to go.
 
He was on his third load when a pair of headlights coming down the long dirt and gravel lane from the main road back to the farm proper caught his attention. “Who the hell would be coming out here now?” He knew it wasn’t any of his employees, as he’d just gotten done sending them all home a bit early to get a jump start on the holiday. He was hoping he’d see them bright and early on Friday morning when the gates opened for business, but at the moment, he wasn’t feeling particularly optimistic.
 
Maybe one of the guys forgot something, he thought, as he dumped the wood in a small pile inside the back screened-in porch, then walked around to the front of the house in time to see Fiona’s little green Prius round the final bend. Brilliant. That was all his raging libido needed. Risking getting snowed in with the one woman he couldn’t get out of his mind, but couldn’t put his hands on, either.
 
I trust you’ll do what’s right. Logan’s words echoed in his ears. As if he needed the reminder. Dammit.
 
He brushed the wood pulp from the front of his hoodie and jeans, then stopped midmotion and swore under his breath. “Like you could pretty yourself up for her and that would suddenly make all the difference.” Right.
 
He crossed the side yard so she could see him as she came up on the cleared area the family used as a parking area, instead of taking the turn to head around back to where the farm outbuildings and tree fields were. Just as he wondered what in the hell had made her drive all the way out here, it occurred to him that maybe there had been some kind of emergency. What might warrant a home visit, he had no idea, but the pump of adrenaline the thought had shoved into his system was enough for him to pick up the pace and trot the last few steps as she pulled in.
 
“Everything okay?” he asked, as she rolled down her window.
 
“No, nothing is okay,” she said, looking a little bit cross and a whole lot put out. What she didn’t look was upset or scared, so he figured no one was in mortal danger. Except possibly him, he amended silently, as she shot him the evil eye.
 
“Well, whatever it was I did this time, you know, you could have just called to chew me out. I’d have let you have your say before hanging up. Promise.”
 
“There’s only one thing I want you to promise me.” She shooed him away from her door so she could open it and climb out. “But my toes are numb and I can feel my lips cracking as I speak. So, if you don’t mind, I’d love it if I could go inside and yell at you instead.”
 
Ben thought it was probably unwise to let her see the smile that was threatening to curve his lips, so he did the gentlemanly—and self-preservationist—thing and stepped aside, motioning toward the house with a sweep of one arm. “Be my guest. I was just hauling in the last stack of logs for the stove. The front door is unlocked and you know the layout. Nothing has changed from there to the kitchen since whenever you were here last. Meet you there.”
 
“Awesome,” she replied, looking like the suggestion was anything but, yet turning back and leaning in, presumably to grab something from the car.
 
He hadn’t meant to linger, but his gaze got all hung up on the fit of her black jeans as she leaned in across the driver seat to snag what turned out to be either a very large red leather purse or a piece of carry-on luggage.
 
Before she could catch him staring and possibly swing whatever it was at his head, he finally yanked his gaze away and headed back around the side of the house as the dusk turned quickly to full dark.
 
There was absolutely no reason whatsoever for him to be grinning like a kid on Christmas morning while he did it, either.
 
He hadn’t the first clue what had set her off this time, or why she’d felt compelled to drive all the way to Snowflake Bay to let him have it. All he knew was that he wasn’t about to let her get in her little safe-for-the-environment-but-supremely-unsafe-for-a-winter- storm vehicle and head back to the Cove tonight. “She’d better have packed something to sleep in,” he murmured, then immediately pictured her in what he’d like her to wear to bed. Absolutely nothing.
 
As a kid, she’d never been exactly plump, more like sturdy. As a woman grown, she still came off as sturdy and strong, and could probably throw a pretty mean right hook if she was of a mind. But all the softness that had padded her short, sturdy body as a kid had now filled out into the kind of knockout curves that made men drool and do stupid things. “Like put their hands on their best friends’ sisters’ a—” Yeah, he nipped that sweet little mental image right in the bud. Along with thoughts of all the parts of her that he’d like to nip. Didn’t you just get done lecturing yourself on the wisdom of letting certain parts of your anatomy dictate what woman you pursue?
 
Yeah, he thought, shaking his head. Although, he honestly didn’t think of Fiona that way. At least, he hadn’t until now, and even now, her physical appeal was all tangled up with everything else he knew about her. No matter what scale he used to measure them, she and Annalise Manderville couldn’t be farther apart, except, perhaps, for how they affected his anatomy. And even then, that single kiss he’d shared with Fiona had rocked him in a way that no amount of body flaunting and seducing from Annalise, or any other woman, ever had.
 
He supposed it was because he’d known Fiona longer than any woman he’d ever dated, was so familiar with her and to her, that there was no way to backtrack and pretend like they were two people just getting to know each other. Although, in many ways, he supposed that’s exactly what they were doing. Because if he really knew her, he wouldn’t have been so clueless as to assume she thought of their childhood taunts as anything more than harmless teasing.
 
What he did know was that at no time in his life had he ever actually looked forward to being confronted by an angry woman. In fact, he supposed that was yet another part of why he’d stayed with Annalise for as long as he had. Like most men, he’d mastered every lesson in the Conflict Avoidance 101 handbook early on in his dating life.
 
But this was Fiona. And while she had never made his life easy, she had always made it more interesting. “Maybe you’re just a slow starter,” he muttered, thinking his personal life might have been significantly more rewarding if he’d also learned early on that an interesting and openly honest relationship was always the best approach.
 
He thought about his parents as he carefully stacked the pile of wood on the back porch on one arm, then pushed his way into the kitchen with the other. He’d never thought of them as being bickerers, because they weren’t. But neither were they complacent with each other, or smooth. Not all the time, anyway. Theirs had been a relationship full of lively discussions and honest negotiations, peppered with the occasional inadvertent hurt feeling and heartfelt apology, and the far more frequent displays of sincere love and affection. One thing about his parents that he both admired and wanted for himself was that they not only loved each other, but happened to like each other a whole lot, too. And he’d learned from watching a lot of his friends’ parents, as well as the folks who came out to cut down their annual Christmas tree, how much better it was when those two things went hand in hand.
 
Fiona was pacing the kitchen when he came in, and he couldn’t help grinning. There was absolutely not a shred of his calm, serenely diplomatic mother in her, but then, that was more his strength. No, Fiona was a lot more like his dad. Grab hold of life with both hands and just shake it until it jumbled itself into a pattern that made sense. And if that didn’t work, knock it all down and build it from the ground up the way it should have been built to begin with. He supposed that was exactly what she’d done in New York, and what she was doing again back in the Cove.
 
Question was . . . what was he doing? And why did he think he needed to involve her in any part of it?
 
He looked at her expectantly as he stacked the wood against the hearth behind the woodstove, on top of the other logs he’d already arranged there earlier.
 
“No, no, go ahead and finish what you’re doing,” she said. “I want your undivided attention so I only have to say this once.”
 
Oh, if you only knew how undivided my attention is where you’re concerned, he thought. He didn’t bother tempering his grin as he did as she asked. If he was going to roast either way, might as well get all the pop, crackle, and sizzle he could to go with it.
 
Once he was done, he stepped back out to the porch to brush off his hoodie, then went ahead and pulled it off altogether. He had three layers on underneath it, and the kitchen was already heating up from the fire he’d stoked on his first trip in. He scrubbed his hand through his hair, knocking off a few more pieces of pine tree and wood junk, then grinned again and gave up, going back inside to face the music that was Fiona McCrae.
 
“Can I get you something cold to drink before you yell at me? I’ve got iced tea, beer, water, and possibly a can or three of soda. Or I can put a pot of coffee on. In fact, I think I’ll do that anyway. I could use some.” He looked over his shoulder as he stepped over to the counter and grabbed the coffeepot from the coffeemaker. “Unless that will divide my attention too much.”
 
“Oh, go ahead, make your funny little jests.” She paused in her pacing. “But yeah, I’d like a mug, too, if it’s not too much trouble. I still have to make the trip back to the Cove.”
 
He opened his mouth to tell her she’d be doing no such thing, then thought better of it. Depending on how long it took her to get whatever it was off her chest, the snow would have already started falling, and she could come to that conclusion herself. Better for her to think it was her idea anyway.
 
He put the coffeepot on, then turned and held out his hand. At her arched brow, he said, “Your coat. If you’re staying long enough for coffee, you can take your coat off.”
 
She said nothing to that, but started unbuttoning. She was wearing the same puffy coat she’d had on that day back in the McCrae kitchen, but there was no scarf strangling her this time. She struggled with the leather straps that held the front closed, and he wondered why in the hell she had a coat that was so damn hard to get on and off, but again, wisely held his tongue. Finally, she turned her back to him and he thought he heard her swear under her breath.
 
Shaking his head, he gave up, crossed the room, and turned her around. He didn’t ask permission, but gently pushed her hands aside and undid the buttons one at a time.
 
“I don’t know how you do that with your big boy hands when I can’t manage to pull it off with my short, little girl fingers,” she said, her chin still tipped down as she watched him pop the last one free.
 
He knew he should step away, knew he should listen to what she had to say, and pray it was whatever needed to be said between them to keep him from wanting to do what he wanted to do right at that moment. Which was to put his big boy hands on a whole lot more than her coat buttons.
 
He lifted one of her hands in his and turned it over, cupping it in his palm. “I think they look pretty functional. Maybe you just need a different coat.” She lifted her gaze to his just as he lifted her palm to his mouth, and dropped a kiss there.
 
Her gaze had been dark already, but the emotion that blossomed in her eyes now didn’t look like frustration or annoyance. No, the darkness there now held an entirely different kind of heat.
 
“I thought we weren’t going to do that anymore,” she said, trying to sound stern, failing miserably. Her pupils continued to expand, and she hadn’t exactly yanked her hand from his.
 
“Oh, I thought you meant just kissing you on the mouth,” he said, a smile hovering about the corners of his lips. “I didn’t realize hands were forbidden, too.”
 
At his use of the word forbidden, her eyes were all but swallowed by her dilating pupils.
 
“I didn’t come here for this,” she said, sounding about as far from strident now as was possible. In fact, he thought he heard a bit of a tremble in her voice.
 
“No,” he said, the smile now fully formed. “You made that rather clear on your entrance.” He curled her fingers inward and lifted her hand again to his mouth.
 
“Ben—”
 
“Shh,” he said, his lips pressing against her fingertips. “Ancient ritual to bestow finger dexterity,” he continued, then pressed a kiss to each of her four fingertips.
 
Her eyes narrowed in that Seriously ? look that made him lift his eyebrows and put an innocent spin on his smile. “You doubt the dexterity gods?”
 
“I think you’re so full of—”
 
He pulled one of her fingertips into his mouth, and whatever she’d been about to say dissolved as she gasped. And he was torn between continuing to slide her finger into his mouth, and dropping her hand to take advantage of the way the gasp had left her lips parted in a delectable invitation. Only she hadn’t invited him there. He was banned from there. For now, anyway.
 
“More ritual?” she asked, trying for dry, but that little catch at the end when he nipped her fingertip before letting it go ruined any chance she had to appear unaffected.
 
Which was a good thing, as his body would attest to being about as fully affected as it could get, and it wouldn’t mind some company.
 
“Why did you come here, Fi?” he asked, his voice gravelly as he dropped a kiss on the inside of her wrist, then another.
 
“I—you need to stop that,” she said, though she didn’t move so much as a hair. What was moving was her pulse, which he could feel as he kissed her again, directly over the little throbbing vein. “I can’t think when you—”
 
“Maybe if we did less thinking and more of this, it would solve whatever problem you have with me.” He went back to teasing her fingertips with his teeth, then turning her hand over and pressing kisses to each knuckle.
 
“Somehow I don’t think more of this is going to solve anything,” she said, sounding a bit breathless now. “I think it will only create more problems.”
 
“Who knew you were such a Grinch,” he said, smiling as he kissed her fingertips again. He held her gaze as he let her hand go, then cupped her face in both his palms instead. “I don’t think we’ll know what could happen until we give it a try.”
 
“I already explained—”
 
“Yes, and it all made perfectly logical, rational sense. It is absolutely true that if we don’t explore whatever is happening between us, then nothing bad will happen.” He tipped her face up to his. “The only problem with that is, I’m not interested in living a life spent trying to insulate myself from all possible dangers. That doesn’t sound like any kind of fun at all.”
 
“There are some risks, though, that just aren’t worth taking,” she said, her gaze searching his. “You have to weigh the potential for good against the potential for bad.”
 
“I don’t know about you, but there was nothing bad about kissing you. In fact, it was about the best kind of good there could be.”
 
“Ben,” she whispered, sounding both abashed and more than a little flustered.
 
“You don’t want me to hurt you,” he said, rubbing his thumb over her bottom lip, feeling the light shudder that ran through her, which only served to jack up his response even more. “I don’t want to do that, either.”
 
“You say that like I’m the only one who could get hurt here.”
 
That made him pause. “Fiona—”
 
“Because, if that’s true,” she interrupted, “then that right there is reason enough not to play this game.”
 
“It’s not a game.”
 
“Isn’t it? What else could it be? You suddenly find me irresistible after all these years . . . right after you find out I had a ridiculous schoolgirl crush on you? Pretty damn convenient, don’t you think?”
 
“You got my attention before that happened, you know that. If anything, what you said to Kerry at the Rusty Puffin was the one thing that made me question whether or not this was a good idea. It certainly wasn’t something I put in the plus column.”
 
She shifted her face from his hands, but didn’t step out of his personal space. Which, admittedly, might have been a challenge since he had her all but backed up against the kitchen counter.
 
She was calm now as she spoke, control returning, even if the color in her cheeks was still heightened and the sparkle in her eyes still bright. “Since our paths have crossed again, I’ve been annoyed, angry, and between the scarf strangulation and the boob prints in the snow, have pretty much put Lucy Ricardo to shame . . . and now you want me? You’ll have to pardon me if I find that hard to swallow.”
 
“You forgot drop-dead sexy in knee-high boots and a sapphire sweater that should be enshrined in the hall of sexiest knits ever.”
 
She spluttered a laugh at that. “Hall of sexiest knits? Really?”
 
He nodded solemnly. “Ever,” he added. “It was that good. Jessica Rabbit would kill to have that sweater.”
 
Her cheeks flushed again, but her laugh was dry and self-deprecating, which he realized now was the norm for her. Did she really have no idea what kind of wallop her curves packed?
 
Given the heavily padded ski parka, and the fact that until that moment in Eula’s, he couldn’t recall her ever wearing anything that could be considered formfitting, much less curve enhancing, hell, maybe she didn’t.
 
“It wasn’t just the sweater,” he said. “I mean, yes, I’m a guy, and yes, you did grab my attention that day in a way I hadn’t considered before. But once you did, I couldn’t seem to stop thinking about it, about you, and wondering why the hell I hadn’t noticed before.”
 
“Maybe because the last time you were around me, I was an annoying, bratty kid sister.”
 
“I thought about that, too,” he said, then mock winced when she playfully socked him in the gut.
 
“Well, to be fair, I wondered if I reacted to your kiss just because it was the fulfillment of some silly schoolgirl crush.”
 
His smile faded at that revelation, and he grew more serious. “And what did you come up with?”
 
She lifted her still heavily padded shoulders. “I don’t know. I’m sure it was some weird amalgamation of kissing Prince Charming and the real you.”
 
“Weird? The kiss—that kiss—felt weird to you?”
 
“No, my reaction to it was . . . you know what it was.”
 
She let out a short sigh and seemed to shake off whatever moment they’d just been having. And they had both been having a moment. She might be reliving some childhood crush, but he’d be the first to tell her that her responses to him both in that parking lot and right now were all completely adult.
 
“You want to know what I came up with?” he asked.
 
She looked wary again, and he hated that she thought anything he might say about her was something she needed to brace herself to hear. “I decided that while the curves might have woken up the guy in me, it was all the other stuff about you that made you too tantalizing to ignore.”
 
“I’m tantalizing now? Which part was that? When I was so hopelessly tangled in my own scarf that you offered to use bolt cutters to get me out? And let’s not forget the unfortunate fungal lip issue. Or was it that I had on so many layers, the outer one in Michelin Man–worthy puffy rings that also happened to be, well, fireplug red, because that’s how my life rolls? Or was it when I did the half gainer over the fence and ended up with half a holly bush stuck in my hair and two big wet snow prints on my—”
 
“Boob prints. Ah. Now I get it. I had no idea what you meant.”
 
“You’re saying you didn’t see them? And here I thought you were just being a gentleman and not mentioning them.”
 
He grinned. “Which answer will keep me from getting socked in the gut again?”
 
“Very funny.”
 
He cupped her face with one hand, clearly surprising her if the way her breath caught was any indication, and moved in closer until she tipped her face up to his. “Tantalizing because you’re the most honest, direct, woman I know. You don’t put on airs. You don’t have an agenda. You say what you think, even if it’s not in your own best interest. You don’t give a damn about what I think, so I know I can trust what you say.” He tipped his head a fraction closer. “You’re real, Fiona McCrae. As real as it gets. I hate that I hurt you once, and I can’t promise I never will again. But I can promise you that I won’t do so knowingly, and hopefully never thoughtlessly. If we try this, and it’s not working, I can promise you I’ll be as honest as you are, and tell you. My only request is you do me the same courtesy. Maybe I don’t deserve it after what I—”
 
She pressed her hand over his mouth. “Oh, shut up and kiss me already, before we both change our minds.”
 
His grin felt fierce. He felt fierce. A fierce sense of protection, of responsibility. “I thought you’d never ask,” he said, and closed the distance between his lips and hers.
 
This wasn’t the easy exploration of their first time, but the shock of the connection was even greater, at least for him. “Fi—”
 
“Shh,” she said against his lips, then parted her own.
 
He groaned as he slid his tongue inside the sweet depths of her mouth. She was ready for him this time, and held on to him, suckled him, made his body twitch—hard—and want to be deep inside other wet, dark, warm places.
 
She gripped his biceps with her hands and pushed up on tiptoe to deepen the kiss. There was nothing awkward about how their mouths fit together, but neither was it smooth and practiced. It was like neither one of them could get enough, connect enough, wrap themselves around the other enough, so their teeth kept hitting and lips were nipped, and heads needed to be moved this way or that . . . and none of it mattered because their goal was the same. To connect as fully, as deeply, as possible, to take and give, to revel and sate.
 
He backed her up fully against the counter and pushed the puffy coat off her shoulders and down her arms. She helped to shake it free, kicking at it as it hit the floor, then catching her toe on it and slipping.
 
Chuckling against her lips, he bracketed her hips with his palms and set her up on the counter, then immediately moved between her legs. To his delight, she laughed with him, then sighed as he took her mouth again.
 
It was good. Really good. He knew her. She knew him. There was a rightness about it, about them, which was in itself a miracle. Given their almost lifelong knowledge of one another, it could have felt the exact opposite of right. He didn’t want to screw anything up between him and the McCraes, but there wasn’t a single thing about this particular moment that felt wrong. The only question he had was, why had it taken him so long to see her this way?
 
His fingertips traced down the side of her neck, and edged along the collar of her shirt. She hummed her approval, and slid her fingers around the back of his neck as she tilted her head to allow him deeper access to the sweet depths of her mouth.
 
Her high-necked, long-sleeved T allowed him no access to the warmth of her skin, but that didn’t stop him from sliding his hands down her torso, allowing his thumbs to rub along, around, and over the tips of her breasts. She gasped and her thighs tightened around his hips, so he lingered there, toyed with her through the soft cotton of her shirt and the silk of her bra underneath, until she was moaning and writhing beneath his touch.
 
“Fi, I want—”
 
“Yes,” she said, immediately. Almost too immediately.
 
Which was a perverse thing to think given they both apparently wanted the exact same thing. And yet, in the back of his mind, he couldn’t shake what she’d said about not knowing if her attraction to him was long-delayed wish fulfillment, or something real, and current, with potential for more.
 
It was the very idea of more, and what kind of more had come to mind, that finally did make him pause, and maybe, belatedly, come to his senses.
 
He paused, groaned when she hooked her heels behind his legs and pulled him more snugly between hers. Because it was just too damn good, he stayed there, but lifted his head and urged her to open her eyes, look at him, too.
 
“Don’t go getting all logical and rational on me now,” she panted, apparently seeing something in his expression, “or I might have to hurt you.”
 
He barked out a hoarse laugh at that.
 
“Remember, you liked that part where I was direct and honest,” she said dryly, then leaned in to nuzzle his neck.
 
It was the combination of her humor and assertiveness that made him want to strip her bare and take her right there on the counter, first with her legs wrapped around him, then again with her bent over something handy so he could hold her hips and get a prolonged, delicious look at her very fine—
 
“Yes,” she breathed, as he gripped her thighs and took her mouth again.
 
There would be time to sort it all out later. She wanted him and he didn’t give a damn why at the moment. She had to feel it, had to know it was more than some past desire driving her to do this, accept this, want this. Take this. As to that more he wanted . . . he’d sort that out later, too.

 



Chapter Fourteen
 
Ben slid his hands up her thighs, his thumbs drawing a direct line along the tender flesh of her inner thighs, where the air between them got hot and moist. They both groaned when he brushed his thumb along the seam of her pants, making her jerk against the pressure. His body jerked, too, begging to be freed and allowed its own chance to press against all that damp, dark, heat.
 
He continued to stroke her with his thumb, as he broke their kiss and leaned her back so he could lower his mouth to her nipples, both of them constricted into hard points, clearly visible through the soft cotton of her T. He pulled one into his mouth, desperately wishing he could make the barriers between his tongue and her soft flesh disappear, but willing to take whatever substitute he could get.
 
And then she was bucking against his thumb and he was torn on whether he should take it away so he could unzip her jeans and yank them and whatever else she had on under them down her legs . . . and continue his dual assault on her most sensitive parts. Her hands fisted in his hair, answering that dilemma and keeping his mouth right where it was. He grinned and greedily accepted the direction.
 
“Ben, Ben,” she gasped. “Oh!”
 
And then she was shuddering and shaking, coming apart all over him, all around him, as he continued to suckle, continued to stroke, coaxing her to ride the sensation for as long as she was able, wondering if he could hold out long enough to get his pants off. Never in his life, even as a green kid copping his first feel, groping around in the dark with Mary Ann Grenoble, had he ever felt so on the edge of losing complete control.
 
Fiona’s response to him was earthy and primal, and she didn’t bother pretending otherwise. She was loud and she was demanding, and she didn’t give a damn what he thought about that, which only made him more desperate to sink deep inside of her and see what other depths they could reach together. He was half certain it might kill him. And he’d arrive at the pearly gates grinning like a madman.
 
Then she was pushing at his head, squeezing her thighs closed against his thumb, and grappling at the waistband of his jeans. He didn’t have to be asked twice. He made sure she was stable on the counter, then all but clawed off all three layers of Henley, long underwear, and T-shirt he’d worn under his hoodie in a single over-the-head yank. He watched her unbutton her jeans and tug at the zipper, revealing a scrap of emerald-green silk that drove him tottering ever closer to the edge.
 
He went to shove down his jeans, then at the last second snagged his wallet out of his back pocket . . . which was when he remembered. “Shit. Shit, shit, shit.”
 
“What?” she panted, her eyes dark and languorous from her recent ripping orgasm, but the color in her cheeks still heightened and her breath still coming in guttural little gasps as she hurried to get them both to where they really wanted to be.
 
“Condoms,” he said between clenched teeth. “I don’t have any here.” He used to keep one in his wallet, but the last time Annalise had tried to seduce him back into her life, she’d torn that one open with her teeth. They’d been in the back of her father’s limo at the time, sitting in the parking lot of an outdoor trade show, where she’d ambushed him at his company’s booth and he’d followed her out to the car only to keep her from making a scene. She hadn’t gotten her wish, so that one had gone to waste, but he’d never replaced it. It was as much for a psychological barrier to her ever being able to get that far again as because he simply hadn’t needed to have one in there.
 
He didn’t have any in the farmhouse, either, as he hadn’t lived there since he was in college, and even then he hadn’t exactly been in the habit of bringing women home and up to his childhood bedroom.
 
In the interim between then and now, his folks had moved their master bedroom downstairs and his old room had become his mother’s sewing room. Their old master had been renovated into a bedroom suite with sitting room and full spa bath, all done back when his grandmother was alive, under the assumption she’d come to live with them in her golden years. She’d ended up in a full-time care facility instead, and the room had remained unused . . . until he’d come home to move his parents south and take over the place. He was thankful for the new space, one that wasn’t his folks’ old bedroom, or his childhood room, either.
 
All that mattered at the moment, however, was that there weren’t any condoms there, either.
 
“I—are you safe?” she asked. “I mean, have you ever had—?”
 
“Annual checkups,” he said. “I get a company plan discount for being healthy,” he explained. “But, Fi, I don’t want you—or us—to take any—I mean, that’s one of those risks you spoke of earlier that—”
 
Now she pressed her fingers over his lips. “It’s not a risk. I have an implant. It helps me with other issues. I—it’s been a while for me. But even with that, I always used protection. There was never anyone who—” She paused and looked down, then stopped unzipping her pants altogether, when she realized what she’d said.
 
He cupped her face, urged her to look at him. “Fiona, we don’t have to—I mean, we can wait. I want you. I want this. I . . . want,” he finally said. “God, do I want. Like I want my next breath.” He rubbed his thumb over her lip again, and it made him ache so hard it was a physical pain not to lean down and take, then move between her legs and take again. “It’s not now or never is what I mean.”
 
“What if it is?” she said, in a half whisper.
 
He frowned then, and pulled his thoughts away from what it would feel like to push inside her for the first time, to feel her coming apart while wrapped around him and not just pressed against him. “Why would it be?”
 
“You’re temporary. Your life is in Portsmouth. I just got home, and I know I have a lot of questions about how I want to proceed with my business plans, but one thing I haven’t questioned, not even for a second, is whether coming home was the right thing to do. I’m so glad to be back, surrounded by people who matter to me, people I will take personal joy in helping, as well as just being part of a community that I love. It took leaving to make me realize that I had everything I wanted all along.”
 
“Then why let things get this far?” he asked, not upset, but sincerely curious. “What did you want from this? From me?”
 
“I honestly wasn’t thinking that far ahead. I already did that and my conclusion was to leave it alone, to not risk ruining a long-standing family relationship. Then you put your hands on me and I don’t know . . .” She smiled, but it wasn’t coquettish or designed to be cute and disarming. It was sincere befuddlement and amusement he saw there. “I like your hands on me, as it turns out.” She lifted her shoulders in a short shrug. “So . . . I didn’t stop you. It wasn’t callousness or indifference, but come on, Ben, this is a physical thing most likely. We’ll jump each other, then wonder what the hell we were doing and go back to our respective lives. We’re adults, as you keep pointing out, so I guess if I thought anything, it was that it was a mutual thing, so no harm, no foul.” She shook her head. “Honestly, I didn’t even think it through that far. I just . . .” She looked at him and her smile was dry. “I took a risk.”
 
There wasn’t much he could say to that, he supposed, given that was the exact argument he’d made to get her to this point. “Is that how you still see it?”
 
She laughed. “I don’t know. We didn’t get there yet. Well, I mean, I might have gotten there, you know . . .” She drifted off, but though her cheeks went bright pink, she didn’t try to duck from the truth of what she’d just said, either. “How do you see it? I mean, how else is there to see it, really?”
 
He wasn’t sure at what moment he’d known Fiona McCrae was never going to be just a passing fling for him. He’d have said it was that kiss in the parking lot. If there was such a thing as rockets going off, figuratively, they had for him right then. But that was probably just a strong second to right that very moment. She was perched on his kitchen counter—on his parents’ kitchen counter—with her wild curls even more disheveled than usual, like a man had had his hands buried in them, a look of distinct feminine satisfaction gleaming from her beautiful amber eyes, her shirt bunched up and wet from his mouth, her jeans half unzipped, and her heels still hooked behind his thighs, smiling with such wry self-deprecation and openness that . . . he knew she was the kind of woman he wanted by his side. And under him. And on top of him, too. She would always give as good as she got, in every way a man and woman could give and get. That was the kind of woman he wanted, had always wanted. He just hadn’t been smart enough to realize he’d already met her.
 
“I just see it as the beginning,” he said. “No one can know how anything might end. So why dwell on that?”
 
“Because it might save you a lot of grief later?”
 
“That’s a risk I’ll take,” he said. “Every time.”
 
Her gaze dropped to his mouth, then she got a little more flushed, before looking back into his eyes. Her smile was wry, as if she realized how silly it was to be embarrassed about getting all hung up looking at him, considering she’d been coming not five minutes ago.
 
“How is it some man hasn’t already snapped you up and kept you in the lifestyle in which I’d love to keep you? Which is mainly naked except for whatever that green silk thing is you have on under those jeans. That you can keep.”
 
“Aw, you’re so generous.”
 
He grinned. “You lucky girl, you.”
 
Her smile shifted for a brief moment then, but he couldn’t have said what was going through her mind when it did. “I guess all those countless other men didn’t recognize the hotness that is this.” She gestured to her disheveled self. “Because either they were too busy checking out their own hotness, or, you know, more likely it was hard to decipher my many, oh so many, gifts when I keep getting all tangled up and tripping over the wrapping.”
 
“They were just too shortsighted to see that was part of your charm. Also? Makes you easier to catch when I’m chasing you around the house.”
 
She smiled at that, added in a little eye roll, like he was just being kind, when she had to know, had to have felt, how exceedingly honest he was being about the strength of his attraction to her.
 
She was still leaning back on her hands, making no move to tidy herself up, which was fine by him. Even his tongue ached to be back on her somewhere, somehow.
 
“So, what about you?” she asked. “Why aren’t you wrangling a few rug rats and juggling PTA and Little League baseball games?”
 
He’d thought about having a family from time to time. Mostly realizing he couldn’t really imagine it with Annalise. Maybe it was because they’d actually been kids together, but he had no problem seeing Fiona as a mom. The more terrifying part was that for the first time, being a dad didn’t sound like the scariest thing in the world. “Anything I say right now will just sound like a corny line designed to get you naked.”
 
That earned him a laugh. “So go with the truth instead. Did the right one get away?” She made a fake coughing sound into her hand as she said, “My sister.” Still smiling, she sat up straighter so her shirt hung loosely away from her torso as she gripped the edge of the counter in her hands. “Or have the women of Portsmouth just all gone collectively dumb and blind?”
 
It took him a moment to register the compliment. His attention was temporarily snagged by the wet spots on her shirt . . . spots made by his own mouth and tongue, and the fact that her nipples were still prominently visible pressing through them. Even when she wasn’t trying, she was sexy as hell.
 
“I, uh—” He looked up at her. “I’m sorry, what?”
 
She lifted a foot and bumped the side of his thigh with it. “Men.”
 
“Again, you lucky, lucky girl.”
 
She laughed outright then and the tension shifted, somehow becoming even more intimate, even as the more aggressive part of sexual tension eased into something more familiar, as if this weren’t their first time and there was no rush. In their case, familiarity only seemed to breed the desire to become that much more familiar.
 
“Have you ever been close?” she asked.
 
He shook his head. “I dated someone I met in college for a few years after we graduated.”
 
“Annalise Manderville,” she said, then smiled at his raised eyebrow. “Don’t go getting a swelled head. I didn’t stalk you. Your parents talked about her. She’s the reason you went to Portsmouth after graduating. Her family is from there.”
 
He could have told her that it was way too late for the head swelling, only not the one she meant. “That’s been done for over a year now. And was off and on a long time before that.”
 
She gave him a considering look. “Any chance of it being on again?”
 
He shook his head. He couldn’t speak to what Annalise was thinking these days, but in this case, his was the only opinion that mattered. “I ended it, and that’s not a decision I’ve ever regretted.”
 
“Is it hard still being in Portsmouth with all your mutual friends and her family?”
 
“It’s a big town. Small in some ways, I guess, but not in the ways that matter to me. We otherwise really didn’t run in the same circles.”
 
She flashed him a quick, conspiratorial grin. “Must feel kind of good having that big magazine spread come out, though.”
 
His responding grin was swift and sincere. “I’d be less than honest if I said I wouldn’t mind being a fly on the wall when her folks see it, but no, I otherwise honestly don’t care.” He didn’t want to waste time talking about Annalise. “So, you don’t think you’ll feel you’re stagnating here? You handled some pretty big-name clients, doing very prominent, noticeable work.”
 
Now she raised an eyebrow.
 
He laughed and lifted a hand. “My folks like to keep me up to date with local news and you guys are like extended family to them. I think they feel almost as proud of what you and your sisters accomplished away from the Cove, and what Logan has done with his career here in the Cove, as they do of me.”
 
“That’s a very sweet thing to know,” she said, honest affection shining in her eyes now. “Thank you for telling me that. It means a lot. Are they really doing okay down south? Logan alluded to things with your dad being perhaps a bit more complex than you mentioned.” She lifted her hand now. “He didn’t go into particulars. You know you can trust him, and I won’t nudge if it’s truly none of my business. Other than to say I’m very sorry if you’re juggling that emotional juggernaut on top of everything else. It puts a slightly different slant on your decisions regarding the family farm.”
 
“It does, yes. And thanks.” He didn’t even pause to debate whether or not to tell her. “My dad was diagnosed with Parkinson’s. Early stages, not really impaired by it yet. They’re hoping by moving south now to a far less demanding and stressful lifestyle, that they can maybe slow down the progress of the disease.”
 
She reached out and took his arm. “Ben, I’m so sorry. I had no idea.”
 
“I know. They really don’t want anyone to know. Folks in the Bay and here in the Cove are like one big extended family to them, and while I know they’d appreciate the kind thoughts—”
 
“They don’t want the busybody side of it to nudge in and get in the way,” she finished. “No, I completely understand that. I won’t speak of it, except to you and Logan.” She squeezed his arm. “I haven’t had anything quite like that in my family, but we have suffered our losses and faced our own obstacles. If you need someone to talk to—regardless of this,” she added, motioning between their still half-undressed bodies, “you know I’m here, right?”
 
The honest answer to that was that while he might have known the McCraes as a family would always be there for him, it wasn’t until this recent shift between him and Fiona that he’d have thought of her as someone he could turn to one-on-one. Now he thought he couldn’t really imagine wanting to turn to anyone else. She knew him. Knew his folks. It was surprising how important that was, how reassuring.
 
He covered her hand. “Thanks, Fi. That means more to me than you might realize.”
 
She smiled. “Good. Because I mean it.”
 
He moved in closer again, but took her arms in his hands when she went to lean back again, keeping her in close. “How did we get from a talk about birth control, to you discussing my folks?”
 
“I don’t know,” she said, smiling easily up into his eyes.
 
He realized that the nervous tension between them, more specifically what was coming from her, was gone now. It wasn’t that they’d reverted back to the familiar patterns of old friendship as much as it was a step forward into a new relationship. One that was still comforting and familiar, but didn’t lessen one bit the desire he still had to carry her to bed and keep her there until neither one had enough energy left to talk.
 
“Were you ever close?” he asked. “To the white picket fence and 2.4 golden retrievers.”
 
She giggled. “I think you mean kids.”
 
“I think I’d rather have four-tenths of a dog than four-tenths of a kid.”
 
She wrinkled her nose. “Ew.”
 
“Right?” He tugged her closer. “So . . . were you ever close to planning your own wedding?”
 
She shook her head. “Not even the long-term gig like you had. Building my business in a place like New York took everything I had. I tried to date occasionally—did date occasionally—but when it came to juggling work and a personal life, the work was always more interesting to me.”
 
“Ouch,” he said.
 
“Yeah, well, I always thought if someone came along that even made it a contest, then I might have made the time, but . . . I don’t know. City guys, at least in a city the size of New York, were way too intense for me.”
 
His eyes widened. “Because you’re such a mellow, laid-back sort yourself.”
 
She smiled even as she playfully nudged him again. “I’m . . . assertive, yes. About business. But the men I met were pretty much exhausting, and that was just dinner conversation. I couldn’t imagine being around that kind of driven focus 24/7.”
 
“Says the workaholic who moved from Nowhere, Maine, to Manhattan and, by all accounts and measures, took it by storm.”
 
“Okay, okay,” she said, laughing. “Guilty as charged. So maybe I needed a little balance. Someone to even me out. All I know is the men I met mostly left me feeling either agitated or exhausted. Or like a complete slacker, when I know I’m anything but.”
 
“What are you going to do with all that workaholic energy once you get things up and running?”
 
“Easy. Get a life.”
 
“So, white picket fence, the whole nine?”
 
She lifted a shoulder. “Yeah, at some point. I don’t feel the clock ticking if that’s what you mean. I can’t let myself go there. Life is hard enough. I just want balance. Then whatever happens, happens. You know?”
 
“No,” he said, with a laugh. “I’m still at the no-time-for-a-personal-life stage.”
 
“Except for that one relationship you had for years.”
 
“I don’t know what I’d call that, but it didn’t feel much like a personal life, not like what you’re describing. Even in the good times.”
 
“What did it feel like?”
 
“Work.”
 
She made a face. “Yeah, that sort of defeats the purpose, doesn’t it?”
 
“You’d think I’d have figured that out sooner.”
 
“We learn how we learn. Don’t be too hard on yourself.”
 
He chuckled. “Maybe I will call you up when I need a shoulder.”
 
She did that half shrug thing again. “Like I said, I’m there for you.” Her smile twisted into something a bit drier. “Just don’t forget that part where you like me for my directness and honesty. You ask me for my opinion, you’ll get it.”
 
“Consider me forewarned.”
 
“I guess this will be the awkward part—”
 
“And just when things were going so smoothly,” he quipped, but he didn’t try to divert her again.
 
“Given where we were ten minutes ago, this might seem—don’t take it the wrong way, but . . . I think I should go. I . . . am oddly more confused now than I was before. I do know I’m glad we didn’t do anything rash. Risk and reward, risk and consequence. I still have more sorting out to do than I’d like to admit.” She smiled. “Rain check?”
 
“Rain check, snow check, middle-of-the-day check.” He did put his hands over her thighs when she went to shift back away from him. “You never told me why you stormed up here in the first place.”
 
She closed her eyes briefly. “Oh yeah, that.”
 
“That.”
 
“It’s all Logan’s fault. And yours.”
 
“I’m sure it is.”
 
She looked at him as if trying to decide whether he was teasing. “He wants you at our house tomorrow for Thanksgiving. I was given the task of dragging you back by your shirttails if necessary.”
 
He stared down at his bare torso. “I guess we’ve made that a little challenging.” He liked the way she laughed, and the way her eyes flared as she slid her gaze over his chest. “Why you?”
 
She looked back up, met his gaze. “Something about the way you looked at him when you told him I shut you down.”
 
He’d had no idea what her response was going to be, but that was about as far from it as he could have imagined. “Him meaning Logan? What the hell—?” Then he paused, recalled the basketball game. “He told you that—?”
 
“You talked about me? Not the nitty-gritty, no. He grilled me, too, so don’t go all Neanderthal on him.”
 
“Grilled you about what?”
 
“Not what, who. You.”
 
“Me? Why?”
 
“The kiss,” they said at the same time.
 
“Yeah,” Ben went on. “He might have mentioned he heard about that.”
 
“And you with no black eyes. Impressive restraint on both your parts, really.”
 
He grinned ruefully at that. “He asked, I was honest. He gave some mixed signals, but ultimately I didn’t think he was exactly a proponent of my proceeding, so I’m not sure why he’d send you as emissary. Unless it was to kick my ass into never laying a hand on you again.”
 
“And we can see how well that worked out,” she said dryly. “What did he say? Why did you think he warned you off?”
 
“He told me he trusted I’d do the right thing.”
 
“Ouch.”
 
“Exactly. That’s what I told him. Why were you so pissed off when you got here?”
 
“Because I felt like some kind of pawn in a game where the rules kept changing. One second I thought Logan was warning me away, the next he was shoving me at you. Then I find out the two of you are in cahoots—”
 
“There was no hooting, ca or otherwise.” He raised one hand. “Boy Scout’s honor.”
 
She snorted. “You and Logan were Boy Scouts for about five seconds. Right up until you learned that you had to do more than camp, fish, and build stuff.”
 
“I still stand by my belief that young boys shouldn’t have to raise livestock.”
 
“You’re just mad because Logan got to raise the cute little pygmy goat, and you got stuck with that nasty duck.”
 
“That, too,” he said, with an unrepentant smile. “I still have scars from that beast.”
 
“Be that as it may, when the two of you hook up, you are still your own troop of two, and I wasn’t particularly thrilled with any part of my future being decided without me being consulted first.”
 
“He just wanted me to come to dinner. Unless there’s something else you’re not telling me.”
 
“No, no, that’s it. Only that’s never it. If he really just wanted you there, he’d have made it happen. He wouldn’t have enlisted me.”
 
Ben ran his hands up her thighs. “So, are you saying you think we have his blessing?”
 
She batted his hands away. “No, I’m saying that it’s not up to Logan to bless us or otherwise.”
 
“Well, it would be nice to know I’m not risking permanent physical scarring every time I put my hands on you.”
 
She very pointedly picked his hands up and removed them from her legs. “And I’m saying the only person you need to concern yourself with in regards to getting physically damaged by putting your hands on me . . . is me.”
 
“Yes, come to think of it, I do still have a pretty nasty scar on the back of my head where you beaned me with that piece of ice.”
 
“You’re still holding that against me? We were what, six and ten? Besides, I didn’t actually think I’d hit my target. I mean, have you met me? But the fact that I did, well . . . you deserved it. Even the fates knew it, and gave me a one-time perfect pitch.”
 
“I don’t even remember why you threw it, but yeah,” he said, grinning, “you’re probably right.”
 
“So, you’re coming to dinner tomorrow whether you want to or not. You can use our house as home base for any organizing you’re doing between the farm and tree stands. It’s only for a couple of hours, and you don’t officially open until Friday anyway.”
 
“Will you wear the Hall of Sexy Knits sweater?”
 
“Don’t bargain with me, Ben Campbell,” she warned, but her cheeks had turned that nice shade of pink again, and her eyes were twinkling.
 
He didn’t think he’d ever seen anything or anyone more beautiful.
 
Both of their phones chose that moment to go off, startling them.
 
“The real world beckons,” she said. “Probably Logan wondering if I followed orders. He’s such a cop sometimes.”
 
Ben palmed his from his back jeans pocket, and frowned, then went to slide it back in his pocket, unanswered.
 
“It is Logan.” She didn’t pick up her call either, and looked at him expectantly.
 
“Nothing important,” he replied, because the last thing he wanted to talk about with Fiona was why Annalise Manderville was calling him.
 
She stared at him a moment longer, then shifted so she could slide her legs out from between them, but he beat her to it and framed her hips to help her off the counter. Only he didn’t let go of her once she was standing again.
 
“Why don’t you go call back whoever it is you don’t want to talk to in front of me, and I’ll check in with Logan on my way back home? I should get out of here before the snow starts.”
 
“I’m not sure that’s—”
 
He broke off when Fiona’s phone rang again. “Now it’s Hannah.” She looked up at him for a moment, and he could see a dawning awareness that something might be wrong.
 
“Take it,” he said, urging her to answer. “I’ll go check the weather status.”
 
He reluctantly let her go as she touched the ACCEPT button, but had stepped out onto the back porch before he overheard anything that was said. He didn’t even debate calling Annalise back. He had nothing more to say to her. He rubbed his arms as the frigid wind cut through the screen and right into his bare skin. He didn’t need to stand out there more than a second to see where they were on the weather front. Snow was falling thick and fast. The ground already had snow on it from previous storms, but there was fresh powder twinkling in the light emanating from the spotlights nailed to tall wooden poles, helping to light the grounds between the main house and the outbuildings.
 
He was just thinking he was sure hoping whatever was going on back in the Cove didn’t require Fiona’s immediate presence as she met him in the open doorway to the porch.
 
“They’re rushing Fergus to the hospital. Hannah thinks it’s a heart attack. I have to go.”
 
She looked past him to the snow and he saw her shoulders slump and her face go slack.
 
“I’ll get you there,” he said. “I’ve got four-wheel drive and the roads can’t be that bad yet. It’s powder, not sleet or ice. Let me get dressed.”
 
“Ben—”
 
He stepped into the kitchen, closed the door behind him, and pulled her in for a fast, tight hug. “That thing you mentioned about being there for me? Well, that goes both ways. If you want to argue about it, we can do it on the way back to Pelican Point. Or—where is he?”
 
“They’re transporting him to Pelican Bay Hospital.” She looked up at him. “And I wasn’t going to argue.” She lifted up on her toes and kissed him square on the mouth. “I was going to say thank you.”
 
He didn’t know what to say to that, or how to explain even to himself how it made him feel. He grabbed his pile of shirts and she turned to gather her coat from the floor.
 
“It was Annalise,” he blurted out as he pulled the layers back on again, then grabbed his heavier canvas coat from the back of the door. “On the phone just now. Her folks want to trot me out as a showpiece because of the AE piece and God only knows what Annalise wants. I don’t plan to have any part of it, but I can’t control what she does.”
 
“Why are you telling me that?” she said, as he led the way through the kitchen to the mudroom on the side of the house and the door that led directly to the cavernous four-car garage and workshop that had been built onto the house back when Ben had been in grade school.
 
He gestured toward the large, dark green SUV with Rhode Island plates. “That’s mine. Go on around and get in while I pull up the door. The automatic opener hasn’t worked in ages.” He dragged the door up, snow swirling in as it curved up along the ceiling tracks, then climbed in the truck and turned the key that was always left in the ignition when he was at the farm, and revved the engine a bit before backing out. He got out, dragged the door back down, then hopped back in the truck and buckled himself in.
 
One glance at Fiona and her expectant gaze told him she still wanted an answer to her earlier question. He wasn’t sure how to explain it, as he hadn’t planned on saying anything about Annalise, so he just told her the truth as he saw it. “Because I don’t want any secrets with you. No games. No agendas, hidden or otherwise. We didn’t have sex, and yet, what we just spent the past twenty minutes doing in the kitchen—”
 
“We were only talking.”
 
“I know. And it felt like the most intimate thing I’ve done with a woman, possibly ever. I know that sounds crazy, but—”
 
“No, no, it doesn’t,” she said quietly.
 
Once he’d backed out of the garage, he glanced at her as he got the defroster going and the wiper blades switched on. “Okay. Then you should also know that I want to take you to bed, and sooner rather than later, after what we need to do for Fergus and your family, of course, but—”
 
“Okay,” she said. Simply. Directly.
 
He glanced over at her and she was holding his gaze just as simply, just as directly. Only it felt . . . monumental. “Okay,” he repeated.
 
“Yes,” she said again, then turned her attention to the long driveway that led to the main road. “Okay.”

 



Chapter Fifteen
 
To her frustration, Fiona spent most of the drive dealing with dropped calls, first with Hannah, then Logan, then Hannah again. The coastal area wasn’t known for its superb cell service to begin with, and now the storm was taking what little reliability they had and wreaking havoc with it, as it was with the roads.
 
Even with four-wheel drive and few to no other drivers on the back roads, Ben was having to take it slow, and the wind-blown snow was reducing visibility to just a few feet in front of the vehicle. If it had been for any other reason than a family emergency, she’d never have gone out in it, and she certainly wouldn’t have dragged anyone else out with her. She felt bad for doing that to Ben, but at the same time, she was grateful he was getting her to Fergus, so she let him focus on the road and she focused on trying to get an update on her great uncle’s condition.
 
Fergus McCrae wasn’t exactly her great uncle; he was a cousin of their grandfather’s who had come over from Ireland when Fiona was twelve, intent on starting a new life and also lending a hand with raising his cousin’s four orphaned grandchildren. Logan had always called him Uncle Gus, and he was all that to them and more. He’d been their sole patriarch now going on eight years since their grandfather had passed away.
 
He was short, stout, with a shock of white hair ringing his bald head, a thick beard he said was to prove he could still grow hair somewhere, and bright blue eyes that were twinkling more often than not. He loved them all like they were his own, and she and her siblings felt pretty much the same way about him. He was the youngest of a “passel of McCraes” as he’d called them, and so had always had a special bond with Kerry, the youngest of their clan. At seventy-five years of age, he’d run the Rusty Puffin pub for twenty years now. Hard to believe it had been so long, Fiona thought, but in other ways, it felt like forever and more.
 
“No luck?” Ben asked.
 
She shook her head, then realized he was paying attention to the road, and said, “No, I can’t get through, and when I do, there’s so much background static, I can’t make out what they’re saying. I’ve tried to text, but my messages keep bouncing back undelivered.”
 
“Try my phone,” he said, pulling it out of his chest pocket. “It’s a different service from yours, I think, so who knows. I can usually get texts out even in crap like this. Logan has my number in his phone, so he’ll know who it’s from.”
 
She took it from him. “Thank you.” She turned it on and immediately saw the missed-call notice from Annalise. It made her thankful all over again that he’d told her, not because he owed it to her, though she supposed if they really were going to follow through on their mutual attraction, she’d expect him not to be following through, as it were, with anyone else.
 
There was also the fact that every time she heard Annalise’s name, or even saw it pop up so intimately on his phone, she wanted to confront the wench and tell her to back off. Which, admittedly, helped to clarify where she stood on the subject of wanting Ben in her life.
 
All of that, however, was a big jumble of stuff she couldn’t focus on at the moment, while all of her energy was directed at her family and making sure she wasn’t about to lose another one of them. She did admit to a momentary stab of pleasure in deleting Annalise’s missed call message, but hell, she was human. A quick glance at Ben showed he was focusing on the road again, so she found his messaging app and typed in Logan’s number, which came up with his name after the first few numbers. She asked for an update and let him know it was her using Ben’s phone, and that they were being slowed down by the snow, but that they would get there.
 
She hit SEND, and waited.
 
“Did Hannah say what happened exactly?” Ben asked. He’d left her to her attempts to reach her family since they’d been on the road, so this was the first he’d really asked about what she knew.
 
“She said he’d mentioned to Kerry that he had a terrible headache. He’d seemed a bit tipsy to her, which was odd, because when Fergus does indulge, it’s never when he’s working. And even when he does indulge, he can hold his liquor and is never tipsy. Still, she didn’t really think anything of it. He works himself half to death, so when he told her he was going back to his office to sit down for a bit, do some of the ordering, and try to shake the headache, she left him to it and held down the fort up front.” She wrapped her arms around her middle, chilled despite the heater blasting on high inside the cab. It wasn’t the kind of chill a heater could help. “It was busy for an afternoon, but with Thanksgiving and the storm coming, she thought maybe folks were trying to stave off the impending cabin fever for as long as possible. So, she wasn’t really paying attention to the time, but when the place started thinning out before dinner she realized he’d been back there a long time. Even then, she figured he’d fallen asleep at his desk, wouldn’t be the first time. When she found him slumped over his desk, she thought he was asleep. Only then she couldn’t wake him up.” She shuddered and tried not to picture it, tried not to think about what must have gone through Kerry’s mind, and failed in both areas.
 
Ben reached over and placed his wide palm on her thigh and squeezed gently, then rubbed a soothing hand back and forth. “That’s rough,” he said. “I can’t imagine if I’d found my dad like that. Either of my parents.”
 
“She called 911, then called Logan, and, well, the rest is whatever is happening at the hospital. His pulse was thready, Hannah said, but steady, so there’s that. They thought it might be an aneurysm, because of the headache and dizziness, except those are usually catastrophic, but I’m sure they’ll check that possibility out. And then, when Kerry told them he’d seemed tipsy and had a bad headache, the EMTs said those were classic signs of a stroke. Poor Hannah just went through all that with Calder’s father. In his case, the stroke was mild, but the cause was a rather large brain tumor. He’s had it removed, but the recovery has been slow.” She rubbed her arms again. “I hate that she’s having to relive it all now with her own family.”
 
“I’m really sorry,” Ben said. “I know it’s frustrating not being there, but Fergus has the whole rest of the family with him, and you know they’re making sure he’s getting the best care possible.”
 
Fiona nodded, wishing it made her feel better. She wasn’t normally the kind who fell apart in a crisis. She was the kind who usually took charge and did what was needed to fix the situation. But unable to do that, she felt helpless, dry eyed, and hollow. There was a dull throb at the base of her skull, a tightening along her spine, and her heart didn’t want to seem to slow down to its normal pace. She willed herself to try to relax and not get all knotted up, but that was easier said than done.
 
“How’s Kerry?” Ben asked.
 
Fi was touched by the question, and thought again how thankful she was that she had Ben with her. Not just because she trusted him to deliver her to the hospital, but because he knew her family, so he’d understand that Kerry would take this all on herself. “She blames herself, of course. And I’m sure no amount of telling her otherwise is going to change that. It will take Fergus getting up and walking out of there unscathed for her to be right with everything again, and even then, she’ll be hard on herself for putting him through that much.”
 
“She didn’t put him through anything,” Ben said, but he was already nodding and rubbing her thigh again. “I know she believes that, but those symptoms could have meant any number of things. Barring any other health issues or previous scares, I’d never have realized Fergus was having a stroke. No one would. Hell, my mom had been seeing signs that something was off with my dad for months before she could finally get him to go to the doctor, and I never saw any of it.”
 
“You weren’t looking,” Fiona said. “Your mom didn’t tell you? That must have been hard on her.” She glanced at him. “I’m guessing you beat yourself up over that, too.”
 
“She was trying to spare me. And, I think, she was privately hoping she was wrong, and that there was some other reason, maybe, for the things she was seeing.”
 
“Were you mad that she didn’t confide in you?”
 
“Oh yeah. And then I felt guilty as hell about that, too. Not that I told her that I was upset, but I’m sure she knew I was anyway. She even apologized, which pissed me off all over again.” He blew out a sigh. “It was a complicated time. We did our best to just be there for Dad and for each other, but I won’t lie and say we didn’t have our moments.”
 
“Something like that would never be simple or smooth. And I’m sure your dad wasn’t making it any easier on either of you. He must have been so scared.”
 
“Still is,” Ben said quietly. “And yes, that is the hardest part. I mean, my dad could be the most stubborn, frustrating person on the planet, but he was like a rock when it came to being there for his family. So . . . yeah, it’s a little terrifying to think of him as anything but being in complete control, of himself and everything around him.”
 
“Do you worry that your mom won’t keep you truly informed about his progress? Or the progress of the disease?”
 
“No, not now, I don’t. We have a solemn pact. And she made sure we were both co-executors of my dad’s estate and personal well being, so we’ll both be involved in seeing he has the best care as time goes on. My mom knows I’m there no matter what.”
 
Fiona found a smile for him. “I think that’s a really good thing. I’m glad your dad has both of you. When will you see them again?”
 
“I’m thinking of going down and surprising them on Christmas Day. Though I’ll probably have to tell my mom in advance, just to make sure it won’t upset anything with my dad. I don’t think it will at this point, but better safe and all that. The tree stands and the cut-your-own at the farm all close on Christmas Eve. I was originally planning to head back down to Portsmouth and use the holiday and weekend after to catch up on things there, but . . .” He let the sentence trail off.
 
“Christmas is a time for family. And you want to be with yours while you can, while it’s good. No one is more aware of that at the moment than I am.”
 
He reached over and took her hand then, and held it in his for as long as he could until he needed to put both hands back on the wheel. She was surprised, she guessed, by the level of comfort there could be in such a simple gesture. She hated what was happening with his parents, both of whom she considered to be extended family, even if her contact with them in recent years had been reduced to seeing them at holiday time when she was home from the city. But, at the same time, she was grateful for any conversation that could distract her from her own troubles. Neither she nor Ben could do anything more than they were doing, so maybe talking about it was good for him, too. She hoped so.
 
She was holding his phone in her other hand and started when it vibrated. She looked down and read Logan’s reply: Are you close?
 
A feeling of absolute dread and out-and-out fear went straight down her spine, and this time, the tears did rush to her eyes. She had to blink several times to see what she was texting back to him. “Yes,” she said out loud as she typed. “We’re almost there.”
 
“What is it?” Ben asked as he glanced from the road to her, then back to the road. “What did he say?”
 
“He asked if we were close.” Her breath caught on the sob she was trying to keep in her throat.
 
“Come here,” he said. “There’s a seat belt in the middle.”
 
“But you need to—”
 
“I need you right here. We’re almost there, and now that we’re in a bigger town, the roads aren’t as bad. Come on. Huddle up.”
 
She didn’t need to be asked twice. She couldn’t recall ever being this scared. She’d only been three when her parents had died, and any real memory of that time was mixed up with all the stories she’d heard over the years. Her grandfather had been ill for some months before he passed, and so there had been time to adjust, and it had been a blessing when his time came, as it relieved him of suffering. The realization that she might never speak to Fergus again, never hear him laugh, never get one of his bear hugs, which were pretty much the best hugs in existence, caught at her throat.
 
Ben kept both hands on the wheel, and Fiona did as he’d asked. She huddled next to him, and just the feeling of his sturdy, solid frame bracketing hers helped to get her emotions back under control.
 
“Hold on,” he said, and she grabbed his thigh as they bumped over a plowed berm of snow and up into the hospital parking lot. “I’m going to drop you off at the emergency room door and go park.”
 
“You don’t have to stay. I didn’t mean for you to drive in the storm, either, I was just—I don’t expect—”
 
He leaned down and quieted her with a kiss. It was gentle, but solid all at the same time. “I’ll park and come in. I won’t get in your way, but I’d feel better if—”
 
“Thank you,” she said, hearing the thickness in the words, knowing the emotion clogging her throat now was both her fear about Fergus and her gratitude for his solid, unwavering support. “I would, too.”
 
He pulled in under the covered entranceway and idled there. “You’ll feel better when you see him,” he told her.
 
“I hope so.” She undid her seat belt, then realized she was still holding his phone. “Oh, here. Thank you. I’m just—I don’t know where he is, so—”
 
“Go,” he said, taking the phone. “I’ll find you.”
 
She leaned up and kissed him. “I’m glad you’re here,” she said thickly, then scooted across the bench seat and let herself out of the truck, sliding carefully until her feet hit the salted, slushy pavement.
 
He waited until she was inside, through the oversized sliding glass doors, before pulling back out into the storm in search of a parking space.
 
She hurried inside to where they were checking in patients who’d come voluntarily into the emergency room. She needed to get to her family, she needed to see Fergus with her own two eyes, needed to stop thinking of all the worst case scenarios and start dealing with whatever the reality of the situation was going to be.
 
But she’d be lying if she said she wasn’t relieved and grateful to have Ben there, too. Their time spent in the kitchen, both entangled and just talking, had created a unity between them, like a private bond. And after the call, he’d been there for her, too, solid, supportive, unwavering. Such a short time to feel the strength of him the way she did at the moment. In other ways, a culmination of a lifetime spent in and out of each other’s orbit.
 
Her family would all support each other, as they always did, but each one of them was grappling with his or her own fears and concerns. So it was a comfort to have someone who was at least one step apart from all the worry, who was just there for her to lean on. It was pretty wonderful to think how nice it would be to always have him there, and not just during the crisis times.
 
Hannah pushed through a swinging door down the hall just then and rushed toward her. “Fiona! Oh thank God.”
 
Fiona ran forward and the two of them hugged. Family was pretty good to have in a crisis, too. “How is he?”
 
They separated just enough to look at each other, but held on to each other’s arms. “He’s still out of it. They did get him to come to, but he didn’t react too well to that, so they’ve sedated him so they can run some tests. They’re fairly certain it was a stroke. It’s just a matter of determining what all it’s done to him.”
 
“But . . . he’s okay. I mean, he’s not going to die.”
 
“I—we don’t know, Fi. I mean, they can’t say for sure. If there’s an aneurysm, then he might not be out of the woods. Or—I think about Thaddeus, and well—”
 
Fiona hugged her again. “I know, I know. I’m so sorry you have to go through this after all that happened with Calder’s dad.”
 
“They’re running tests. We can’t see him at the moment. Everyone is in the ICU waiting area.”
 
“He’s in intensive care?” Fiona really wished her heart would stop pounding so hard so she could listen, could think, could process. “Never mind, of course he is.”
 
“Come on, you’ll feel better when you’re with everyone.”
 
She started to let Hannah basically drag her down the hall, then stopped. “Wait, wait. Ben is parking his truck. I should stay here so he can find me. Is it—can he come back?”
 
“Logan will make it happen,” Hannah said. “Sometimes having the police chief for a brother does come in handy.”
 
Fiona just nodded, but her thoughts were still a scattered jumble.
 
“What were you doing all the way out in Snowflake Bay with the storm coming?”
 
“Ask our police chief brother about that.”
 
Hannah frowned, then shook it off, clearly just as distracted by the more immediate events as she was. “I’m glad Ben’s here.”
 
That got Fiona’s attention. “You are? I mean, I am, too. More than I ever thought I’d be.”
 
“Yes, of course I’m glad. Calder is here with me and Alex is here with Logan. Kerry is climbing the walls and driving everyone bonkers. Ben will help to smooth her out. He’s good with her.”
 
Fiona stilled for a moment. “Yes. Yes, I suppose he is. He’s good with all of us.”
 
Hannah’s expression turned considering, which Fiona noted as she tried to shove all those thoughts to the side. Now was not the time to discuss the continuing changes in her lifelong relationship with Ben Campbell.
 
“Uncle Gus is as stubborn as they come,” she said, as much to Hannah as to bolster her own confidence. “No way is he going to let this knock him back.”
 
“You’re right. You are. I just . . . we’re all going to have to be there for him, Fi. We have no idea what kind of hurdles he might have to face, and the same stubbornness that will get him through this might make him a holy terror with doctors and nurses.”
 
Fiona swallowed hard, and inwardly groaned, because Hannah knew that better than anyone, and she was exactly right about Fergus on both counts. “We will be, he knows that. And you know, if Kerry wants to beat herself up for what happened, than she can appoint herself chief rehab marshal and commander of the troops. If anyone can get him back on track, it will be her.” Fi looked at Hannah, who was wiping tears from the corners of her eyes. “And not just because she feels guilty, but because it’s what needs doing. Kerry might not be much for longevity, but one thing she’s not afraid of is hard work. And she’s just as stubborn as he is. She won’t leave as long as he needs her.”
 
“I was thinking the same thing. I hope so. This is the longest she’s been home since she took off at eighteen to see the world. I keep thinking any day now I’ll get up and she’ll be gone again.” She smiled and sniffled. “I mean, she’s a total pain in the ass, but I’ve kind of gotten used to having her around again. You, too,” she said, tears leaking again. “I like us all being home.”
 
Fiona pulled her into a tight hug. “I do, too.” She finally let go and they both sniffled, then smiled wryly at their blubbering selves. “She won’t go anywhere now. I figured she was here for the holidays at least, anyway. And the wedding.” Fiona’s mouth formed an O. “Oh crap, Hannah. The wedding!”
 
“I know, I know. Calder and I already agreed to postpone it.”
 
“You have? Maybe—don’t be so rash about that.”
 
Hannah raised both eyebrows in disbelief. “Weren’t you the one all but setting up a PowerPoint presentation on the reasons we should wait until summer? I figured you’d be the first to champion that plan.”
 
“I would, but—I mean, I guess we’ll need to see what kind of recovery he’s looking at, and I know Christmas might be way too short a time frame if it’s bad, but, don’t you think maybe having the wedding day as a goal will be a good thing for him? Motivate him? I mean, he’s walking you down the aisle.”
 
They both fell silent at that, and Fiona knew Hannah was thinking the same thing she was. It had been almost seven months since Thaddeus had had his stroke and he was still struggling to recover from the brain surgery that had come after, the removal of the tumor that had caused it. They didn’t know what had happened with Fergus yet. Much less when or if he’d be walking anyone anywhere. “Okay, okay, let’s not get ahead of ourselves. Let’s just focus on the here and now, find out what exactly has happened to him. Then we can make plans. Don’t announce anything yet, okay?”
 
Hannah nodded, then looked like she was about to crumple again, and Hannah wasn’t a crumpler. Fiona squeezed both of her sister’s arms. “Go back to the waiting room, go be with Calder. Let Logan handle Kerry for now. Ben will be in momentarily and you’re right, he can help there.”
 
She nodded, sniffled, and dug out a tissue. “Okay.” She forced a smile through the still welling tears. “I’m glad you’re here, Fi. I know I’m the oldest of the sisters, but you’re always the one who ends up holding us together. I love you.”
 
“I love you right back,” she said, touched by her older sister’s heartfelt words, but needing to stay the strong one. To that end, she forcibly turned Hannah around. “Go, before I’m blubbering with you.”
 
The door had just swung closed behind Hannah’s retreating form when, from behind her, Ben said, “She okay? How’s everyone holding up?”
 
Fi turned to see him striding toward her. All tall and rugged and dusted with snow. He was solid, loyal, and unapologetically pursuing a relationship with her. An intimate relationship. With her. Fireplug Fi.
 
And she’d never wanted to be caught more than she did in that moment.
 
You are in so much trouble right now, Fiona Mary Margaret McCrae.
 
But boy, her little voice added, as trouble goes . . . he sure looks like the best kind to get into, doesn’t he?

 



Chapter Sixteen
 
As it turned out, Ben did have Thanksgiving with the McCrae family, only it was held mostly in the hospital cafeteria and at Fergus’s bedside. Gus had been moved out of intensive care, but he was still being kept sedated, so he wasn’t an active participant. Kerry insisted that he’d feel the holiday vibe and family togetherness and know they were there with him. Ben didn’t know if that was true, but he figured it sure couldn’t hurt.
 
Dinner was over, however, and he was now headed back out to Snowflake Bay. He’d gone by and checked on the Cove tree lot first since he was there, saving Jim the trouble, and had already spoken with Jim regarding the status of the other two. It looked like the storm had ended early enough that there wouldn’t be any delay in opening the following morning. After a supremely uncomfortable night spent dozing in one of the waiting room chairs, he was happy he’d get at least one night at home in his own bed before the chaos that was the official Christmas tree season began the following morning.
 
That said, he’d have given up a good night’s sleep in a blink if Fiona was in the truck with him, headed back to Snowflake Bay, and the very big, very warm bed that awaited him there.
 
The county crews were already clearing the main roads and parking lots. Snow in winter was no surprise in New England, so the region was well prepared to deal with the aftermath of its arrival. He’d left Fiona at the hospital, though, because the roads were still in no shape for her little Prius. Logan had taken up what was clearly an ongoing argument with Fiona on her need to get a more rugged vehicle now that she was living back in Maine. Ben had offered to let her use one of the farm trucks in the interim, which had been met with a glare from Logan and an overly sweet thank you from Fiona, who had then turned back and stuck her tongue out at Logan. Which was when Ben had opted to back out of the conversation.
 
Now that he was alone in the privacy of his truck, though, the memory made him grin. Despite the unfortunate reason for their gathering, Ben had liked being back in the throes of the McCrae family dynamic. Even when under significant stress and worry, their patterns and alliances were the same as Ben recalled from their younger years. Logan bossed his sisters around and they routinely ganged up to overrule him, or ignored him completely and did as they wanted. But the moment they needed to face yet another challenge regarding Fergus’s ongoing medical evaluations, they immediately turned to him for support and leadership. Hannah was the calm center to the storm; she was good at summarizing the situation and keeping it from feeling overwhelming. Kerry was a loose cannon, worried sick over Fergus, angry at herself for not somehow miraculously preventing the stroke, and not at all afraid to do whatever it took to be sure he was getting the best possible care. Fiona was the mediator, the fence mender, and occasionally the ballbuster, when needed. Her brother might be the police chief, but in that family, she was the sheriff.
 
He’d learned a great deal more about her in the past twenty-four hours of up-close and in-person observation. She appeared to have everything in hand, always on top of every detail, overseeing her family’s needs as well as Fergus’s. But he noted that that was her way of funneling her own fear and worry into something useful. Though it might be a constructive coping mechanism, it didn’t lessen the toll the situation was taking on her. He’d started out asking her if she needed coffee, or something to eat, to keep her energy up, but after she’d ignored his queries as she continued to mother hen everybody else, he’d finally just taken her by the arm and steered her to the cafeteria. She hadn’t been exactly thankful for his manhandling at first, but as the hours had worn on and what little information they were getting from the doctors slowed from a trickle to nothing, he noted she didn’t put up much of a protest.
 
In the early morning hours, he’d finally gotten her to sit down long enough to lean against his shoulder, ostensibly so he could bring her up to speed on the storm situation outside and on the phone call he’d gotten from his mother. Neither of those reports had contained any new or particularly useful information. The storm had continued to rage and his mother was just checking in to see how things were going, then they’d spent the rest of the call talking about Fergus’s situation. What that closeness had done, however, was allow him to stroke Fiona’s hair, rub her shoulders a little, until he’d felt her relax into a light doze. It wasn’t the truly restorative sleep she really needed, but it was better than running on the fumes she had been on for some time.
 
He’d ended up dozing off as well, and had woken to find Fiona nestled in under his arm, her hand around his waist. He remembered thinking he could get used to looking down at her first thing in the morning. His grin spread then as he recalled just how she’d looked. Flushed cheeks, fabric wrinkles pressed into her face, mascara smudged under her eyes, and all that curly hair that somehow managed to get into a bird’s nest, even when she wasn’t tossing and turning. Or wrestling her way out of her man-eating scarf.
 
He glanced over at the passenger seat in his cab, and thought it was odd that it felt empty in the truck without her. Even silent and worrying, she’d been an energy force that had filled the small space. He missed that. He missed her. “Yeah, you’ve got it bad,” he murmured, but rather than bring on a moment of What in the hell are you doing? worry, it just made his grin deepen further.
 
He picked up his phone, thinking he’d just check in, see if they’d heard anything else. She’d gone back to the Point with Logan and Alex. He was dropping the women off there, then heading back into the Cove to deal with police business that had understandably ballooned during the storm. Alex had a truck, so they wouldn’t be stuck out there. She’d needed to get back to do what was necessary to preserve all the food she’d started prepping for the feast they hadn’t had. She’d bring Fiona out to the farm to get her car later on, once the roads were more fully cleared and the temps had climbed back up above freezing.
 
Calder had left to make his way back to his horse farm and the never-ending chores to be done there, not wanting to pull any of his employees away from their families on Thanksgiving Day if he could help it. Fortunately the storm hadn’t had too much of an impact out there. That left Hannah and Kerry at the hospital to maintain their vigil over Fergus and keep them all updated on any news. Kerry refused to leave, so Hannah basically stayed to run interference, and protect the doctors and nurses from Kerry. At some point, Ben figured, she’d drag her youngest sister out bodily, if for no other reason than to shower and get a change of clothes.
 
It was funny. He’d been an only child, and while the McCraes had always been the big, noisy, crazy family he’d wished he had, he’d spent the bulk of his life, and certainly the last dozen or so years, flying solo. Even with Annalise, he’d never felt like he was connected to anything bigger, or at least deeper. Her family was far from the warm and cozy sort, and the more time he spent around the adult McCrae clan, the more he realized just how separate and apart Annalise had kept herself, too. Ben had always thought that was what suited him about her, that she wasn’t all clingy and suffocating, that she allowed him his space.
 
“Now you can’t stand being in the cab of your truck alone,” he murmured. He thought about his mother’s reaction to the news that he had been spending some time with Fiona, and that if he had his way, he’d be spending a lot more time with the middlest McCrae sister. He hadn’t been sure, given the confusing direction of their previous conversation, exactly what she’d think of that, but he trusted her judgment above all others, which was why he’d gone ahead and told her. He’d tried to make it something of a casual statement, but she’d leapt on it like a starving cat on a mouse. Probably another sign of her hunger for grandchildren, he’d told himself at the time.
 
But her comments regarding the situation he was facing, with both he and Fiona facing big personal changes, had actually been calm and well reasoned. She was happy for him. And she hoped things progressed. They hadn’t gone so far as to discuss what he’d do when it was time to go back to Portsmouth.
 
His mother was a great believer in letting things sort themselves out in their own good time. That faith was being sorely tested by his father’s disease. That was going to operate on its own timetable, which the rest of them would just have to deal with. But even with that harsh truth staring her in the face, she’d cautioned him to take his time, to let Fiona take her time. Besides, she’d told him, rushing was never the best way to enjoy anything. “Words to live by,” she’d told him. “And to love by.”
 
He’d just picked up his phone, thinking that it wasn’t exactly rushing if he called Fiona to make sure they’d made it back to the Point okay, but his phone vibrated first. Thinking it was Jim, or one of the guys already out at the farm doing prep work for opening day, or, if he was lucky, Fiona, he answered without looking at the display.
 
“Ben Campbell,” he said, keeping his attention on the road. The wind was blowing the powdery snow back over the roads in some areas.
 
“That is who I dialed,” came the amused, familiar voice.
 
He groaned inwardly. “Annalise. What can I do for you?”
 
She laughed in that way he knew all too well. “Oh, that list is far too long for this conversation. I just wanted to follow up on the party details.”
 
“I’m sorry. I thought I made it clear last time that I wouldn’t be attending. My schedule has doubled, tripled even, at the moment. Please extend my regrets.”
 
“Oh, but come now, surely you can make it by for just an hour or two? It’s the perfect showcase for your recent star turn in AE. Everyone who is anyone will be here. You could double your client roster in one night. Write it off as a business expense if you need to rationalize the time.”
 
Ben paused as he debated how to reply. He didn’t have any interest in upsetting Annalise. Not because he was avoiding conflict between them, but pissing off Annalise meant pissing off her parents. And while he had no plans to go schmooze the Mandervilles just to expand his client list, neither did he need them actively working against his business and the clients he already had. “As I said, I’m sorry, but I won’t be able to make it.”
 
She huffed. “You’re being such a bore about this. When are you back in Portsmouth? I’ll come by and we’ll figure something out.”
 
“Why are you doing this, Annalise? Why the sudden interest in my business?”
 
“I’m not doing anything other than offering someone I know and care about an opportunity. I know we didn’t part on the best of terms, but neither did we part on the worst. It’s not like one of us did something awful to the other. Okay, so perhaps I was awful on occasion, but we’ve sorted through all that, haven’t we? Please say you’ll come.”
 
This was classic Annalise. She didn’t whine or bicker or demand or throw fits. She just kept on and on and on until she wore him down and he agreed just so she’d stop pestering him. Then she’d smile, kiss him, and thank him for being smart enough to see things her way. If she was pushing really hard, she might even climb on his lap or whatever other part of his anatomy was available to make sure he wasn’t too put out with her. And sap that he was, he’d let her get away with it far too often.
 
He immediately pictured Fiona rolling her eyes and casting aspersions on the general male populace and the ease with which they were led around by their collective raging hard-ons. Oddly, it was that image that stirred him. Differences of opinion with Fiona weren’t about thrust and parry, or wheedle and wear down. She just came out and put what she was thinking on the table, and was more than happy to tell him when she didn’t agree with his take on the matter. And he was the one who wanted to drag her off to his cave and see if he could convince her otherwise. He swallowed a snort, thinking she’d probably let him, too. Then tell him where he could stick his clever machinations, as soon as he was done.
 
With Fiona, even their conflicts kept him engaged, interested, turned on. In fact, if she’d been sitting next to him at that moment, he’d have happily dragged her onto his lap and proven just how lusty the thought made him.
 
“Ben? You’re not even listening to me.”
 
No, he thought, I’m not. And isn’t it lovely that I no longer have to?
 
“I have to go, Annalise,” he said. “I won’t have time for a meeting when I’m back. Again, please give my regrets to your folks. You have a good holiday.” He clicked off before she could reply and tossed the phone back on the seat just in time to turn down the long driveway to the farm. He was smart enough to know that Annalise had something else going on, and whatever it was, his participation was apparently a key element. He knew he’d be hearing from her again. “Yet another reason to check your phone before answering.” He could only hope she wouldn’t waste her time and his by coming back up to Snowflake Bay.
 
His phone vibrated again as he pulled around the house and took the road down to the outbuildings and tree fields. “Oh, for the love of—” But when he snagged the phone, he saw that, this time, it was Fiona calling. All thoughts of Annalise vanished for good as he answered. “Is everything okay? Did you hear anything else?”
 
“I’m out at the Point, but no, no word from Hannah or Kerry. Hopefully the hospital staff hasn’t locked them up somewhere.”
 
Ben smiled at that. “You doing okay? Did Alex at least feed the two of you with that mountain of food she was talking about?”
 
“She actually wasn’t kidding about that. My God, I don’t know who she thought she was feeding, but it would take all of us and at least fifty of our closest friends to plow through this spread.”
 
“Or me, Logan, Calder, and an afternoon of football.”
 
She paused. “Also true.”
 
He wanted to hear the smile in her voice, but all he heard was fatigue. That didn’t surprise him, but it made him wish there was something more he could do. “Well, maybe a plate of warm food and a soft bed for a few hours wouldn’t be a bad idea. You guys could take turns in shifts at the hospital. It’s not going to do anyone any good if you’re all running on empty.”
 
“I know,” she said tiredly. “You’re right. And I will. Eventually. Alex wanted to know if the roads were good enough for me to get my car out. Or when you thought that could happen. We’re just trying to coordinate on our end. I know starting tomorrow, things are insane for you, so I’m trying to factor that in as well. I know the last thing you want to do is dig my car out, and it’ll be dark soon.”
 
“Why don’t you have Alex bring you out in the morning, or whenever is best for you tomorrow? Like I said at the hospital, I’ve got a company truck you can borrow. If you’re comfortable with that.”
 
“That’s very generous, truly. But of all the times for you to be down one company truck, I’m thinking this is not that time.”
 
“It’s my dad’s truck. We didn’t take it down to Carolina, and it’s not assigned to anyone.”
 
“Oh,” she said, sounding caught short. “Ben, that’s—thank you. That’s very kind, but—”
 
“It’s also very practical. And it has the added benefit of prolonging your car-versus-SUV argument with Logan.”
 
“Yes, well, there is that to consider.”
 
He did hear the smile now. It made him feel like he’d scored a goal. If he wasn’t worried about the roads getting icy after sundown, he’d have asked her to get Alex to bring her out to the farm right now. Then neither one of them would get any sleep, but what the hell. Some sacrifices were worth it. He wasn’t sure she’d agree, but as a distraction from her troubles, it wasn’t a bad option either.
 
“Why don’t I give you a shout—or I can text, seeing as you’ll probably be overrun with folks coming out to get their trees tomorrow—and let you know when I’ll be out. And . . . yes, thank you. If it wouldn’t be too much trouble, I’d very much appreciate the loan of your truck. Really sweet of you.”
 
“I wish I could do more.”
 
“You’re very kind. And you’ve already done more than you know, being there for us all, staying at the hospital all night long when I know you have other things you should be doing.”
 
“There’s no ulterior motive by the way,” he said, in case she was concerned. “It’s no different than if I’d loaned the truck to Logan.”
 
“I wasn’t worried about that, but I appreciate you clarifying. I—I’ve been giving some thought to our conversation. The one we were having before all this happened.”
 
“Fi, don’t worry about that right now. About any of it. Okay? You’ve got enough on your plate and now is not the time to be figuring out new things. I get it.”
 
“Actually, I was going to say that it’s been a nice thing to think about, especially now. Unless you—I mean, I know we were all being our typical pain-in-the-ass selves at the hospital, but you’ve seen us like that before.”
 
He smiled then. “I know this will sound weird, and it’s not in any way meant to diminish what’s going on with Fergus, but it was kind of comforting in a way. Like coming home.”
 
She paused, then said, “That’s maybe the nicest thing you’ve ever said to me.” The smile was back, along with a note of affection.
 
“It’s the truth. I wish you were here, Fi. I wish . . . well, I wish a lot of things. Just . . . don’t think about it, about us, now. The topic will still be ripe for discussion when this crisis is over.”
 
“Is that some kind of farmer come-on? Being ripe for me?”
 
She was teasing, but he welcomed the respite from the worry and the fear. “Would it work if it was?”
 
She laughed briefly. “At the moment? Maybe. But don’t let that go to your head.”
 
Too late, he could have told her, but just said, “Scout’s honor.”
 
“We’ve been over that already.”
 
“Shoot,” he said. “I’m beginning to realize the drawbacks of dating someone who has known me all my life.”
 
“Yeah, no smooth pickup lines. I know all your secrets. At least I don’t have to worry about my face going flame red over every little thing. You’re already overly familiar with my fireplug aspects.”
 
She was clearly teasing and he was glad she could joke about it.
 
“Too soon?” she asked, and he realized he’d let the moment play out.
 
“No, no. I—no.”
 
She laughed at that. “I kind of like you being tongue-tied over that awful nickname. And the answer is, yes, I can joke about it, and no, you can’t. Too soon for you.”
 
“So noted,” he said, smiling again. “For the record, even this clueless male had figured that much out.”
 
“Nice to know.” She paused, then said, “So . . . is that what we’re doing? Dating, I mean?”
 
“I—it was just a phrase. But . . . no, that’s not what this feels like.”
 
“I guess we’ve known each other too long to think of... whatever this is as dating.”
 
“We could always do dinner and a movie and see how that feels,” he said, smiling.
 
She hummed in what sounded like agreement, then fell silent.
 
“You should probably get back to helping Alex,” he said at length, suddenly feeling like he’d stepped into a whole new landmine-strewn field. “Would you mind letting me know if you hear anything regarding your uncle?”
 
“No,” she said immediately, easily. “Of course not. And yes, I will. I’ll let you know when we’re on our way tomorrow, too. I don’t know Alex’s schedule and I’ve more or less given up on doing anything with my business until we get a handle on what’s happening with Fergus. But I didn’t anticipate getting much done over the holiday weekend anyway. I had planned to use that time to work on Hannah’s wedding, but . . .”
 
“Are they still talking about putting it off?”
 
“Yes. Fergus is supposed to walk her down the aisle, and I told her having the wedding as a goal might be the motivation he needs to focus forward. Once we know what obstacles he’ll be facing . . .” She sort of trailed off there at the end.
 
“Fi—”
 
“It’s okay. I just . . . I am really trying not to think about the worst possible case. I know you know what I mean, probably better than anyone. It’s just . . . not always easy to do that.” She took a deep breath and hurried on. “But wedding plans will continue, at least as it concerns the parts that don’t require deposits and advance orders. I told Hannah I was lugging my stuff to the hospital to force her to do something positive and forward-thinking, too.”
 
“You are a positive force, you know that?” he said, quite sincerely, thinking that right there pretty much summed up his attraction to her. “It’s a really good thing to be.”
 
She laughed tiredly. “I’ll remind you that you said that at some point, I’m sure.”
 
“I look forward to having it tossed back in my face,” he said, smiling now, too. “I’ve got a crew of guys converging on my truck. They left their warm homes with full turkey bellies to get out here and do storm damage control so we could open on time tomorrow, and I’m guessing they think I should probably get out of my nice warm truck and help them.”
 
“True,” she said, humor still in her tone. “Thank you, Ben. For . . . well, for everything.”
 
“I’ll always be there, Fi. Family first.”
 
She paused, then, in a quieter tone, said, “Yes,” sounding quietly stunned. After a moment, she added, “Me, too, Ben.”
 
“Good.” He switched the phone to his other ear and motioned to the guys that he would be out in a moment. “What I said earlier, about what this feels like? It feels like we have solid bonds, Fi, forged over time. They run deep. Knowing we’ll be there for each other, no matter what, is not something I take for granted.”
 
“Me, either.” Another pause, then, “I like how that feels.”
 
He felt as if a huge weight had just been lifted off his chest, and all the mines in that field seemed to disappear. “But I’d still like to take you out to dinner and a show.”
 
“Deal,” she said, and they ended the conversation with that smile back in her voice.
 
He got out of the truck thinking he wanted to make her smile as often as possible, and for a very, very long time.

 



Chapter Seventeen
 
“You want what kind of cake?” Fiona looked up from her planner, certain she hadn’t heard Hannah correctly.
 
“We wanted something different,” Hannah explained.
 
“That’s why they make red velvet.”
 
Her sister wrinkled her nose. “That’s as common as vanilla these days. Anyway, you can blame Logan and Alex. They were so innovative with theirs.”
 
“Seriously? This is a peer-pressure cake?”
 
“No, this is a ‘let’s make it fun and not so serious’ cake. You’re the one telling me I’m being too stuffy.”
 
“Not stuffy,” Fiona replied. “I said—”
 
“You said I was being too conventional,” Hannah cut in, “i.e., stuffy.”
 
“I could have just said you were being such a lawyer,” Fiona grumbled under her breath.
 
“Okay, so maybe a coconut macaroon cake is reaching.”
 
Fiona spluttered. “You think? Not to mention cutting the list of folks who will even try a bite by half. I mean, it’s a polarizing flavor, you know?”
 
“It’s the epitome of yum, especially with a ganache coating on top.”
 
Fiona made a face. “Just trying to picture that is making the cafeteria food here seem more appealing by comparison. And I think we’ve both come to agree that whatever they think they are serving down there isn’t really food.”
 
“Logan and Alex had that amazing chocolate ganache glaze on their cake.”
 
“Paired with yellow cake and custard filling, Hannah. Luscious, yummy, custard filling. All the things that are good in the world. Which coconut? Is not.”
 
“Who wants coconut?”
 
They both looked up from the small end table Fiona had rearranged and put in front of their waiting room chairs to see Logan coming into the waiting room.
 
“Hannah thinks a coconut macaroon wedding cake would be just the thing to prove to the world that she’s a wild and crazy girl at heart.”
 
“I love coconut macaroons.”
 
Hannah beamed and Fiona stuck her tongue out at him.
 
“I mean, I don’t know if I see it as a wedding cake . . .”
 
“Ha!” Fiona said, stabbing her finger at Hannah, who now took her turn to glare at their older brother.
 
Who grinned and added, “But if anyone could pull that off and make it chic, it’s you, Han.”
 
“Oh, for crying out loud,” Fiona said, and slumped back in her chair. “I don’t even know why I bother.”
 
“Because you love me,” Hannah said, drawing out the word, then leaning over to give her an overly animated, puckered-lips buss on the cheek.
 
“Good thing, Bridezilla,” Fiona said. “Anyone else would be charging the moon for this.”
 
Hannah’s mouth dropped open, then snapped shut. “How many times have I tried to pay you for this?” She looked to Logan. “You’ve heard me try to get her to charge a fee.”
 
“Charge my own sister? Are you kidding? You’ll live to be a hundred just so you can remind me of that every day for the rest of our lives.”
 
Hannah looked at Logan again. “Aren’t you going to do anything here?”
 
Logan raised his hands. “Unless one of you breaks a law and forces my hand, uh, no. I’m just going to sit quietly over here and pretend we’re not related.”
 
“Traitor.”
 
“I have a wife now. I know better than to play your little reindeer games.”
 
“What did she teach you that thirty-plus years with us did not?”
 
He grinned and wiggled his eyebrows. “Wifely things.”
 
“Ew,” both sisters said at the same time.
 
“Remind me to mention husbandly things to you every day after the wedding until you promise to never go there again,” Hannah said.
 
“Oh, I’ll promise you right now,” he said without hesitation, all contrition and supplication. Which was ruined by the twinkle that still sparkled in his topaz eyes.
 
“Mr. McCrae?”
 
They all jumped to attention at the sound of the voice at the door. Fiona was the first on her feet, followed closely by both of her siblings. “Dr. Fellowes,” she said to the woman standing just inside the waiting room now. “Is he awake?”
 
She nodded, and Fiona’s breath caught, because she’d been asking that same question for what felt like a lifetime now, and was always met with a solemn shake of the head.
 
“Can we see him?” Hannah asked.
 
“How is he?” Logan wanted to know.
 
The doctor raised her hands in a gentle, placating motion. “He’s groggy, which is to be expected as we’ve kept him sedated until we could get the results back from his test. He’s a little grumpy,” she said, the crinkling at the corners of her pursed mouth indicating she was underselling that bit. “But not like before. He wants you in there while I talk to him about the results and I think that’s a very good idea. But you need to be as calm as possible, and ask your questions quietly. Patience is key. I’ll do my best to address all of your concerns, but it’s vital we keep him as calm as possible.”
 
“You’ve met him, right?” Fiona said, then waved a hand at the doctor’s frown. “Sorry. Go on.”
 
“Can you tell us here, first?” Logan asked.
 
She shook her head. “I need to speak directly with the patient. I’m stretching protocol quite a bit to have all three of you in there at the same time. I know he was downgraded from ICU to a regular room early on, but that doesn’t lessen the importance of keeping his surroundings as calm as possible.”
 
Fiona thought being in any hospital environment was the exact opposite of serene and calm, with folks bustling in and out of Gus’s room all hours of the day and night, but wisely kept that observation to herself.
 
The doctor turned and the three of them followed her down the hall to Fergus’s room. Thankfully, he’d been put in a room by himself.
 
Hannah was a step behind Fiona and leaned forward to whisper in her ear. “Kerry is going to be so mad she wasn’t here.”
 
“I know, I was just thinking the same thing. Don’t text her, let her sleep. Besides, the three of us stand a better chance of being calm than the one of her.”
 
“I know.”
 
Fiona was happy to have both her older siblings with her, but she couldn’t help but wish Ben were there, too. She should have been alarmed by how easily she’d come to rely on him, even if it was more for emotional support the past two days than actual physical support. She and Alex never had made it out to Snowflake Bay. The two of them had taken turns trying to keep the Rusty Puffin open for business and trying to talk Kerry into taking a break from the hospital. Logan came by every chance he got, and though he was otherwise busy keeping the town out of trouble, he kept up on what was happening and they knew he was never more than a few minutes away.
 
Which had left Fiona and Ben texting often and talking when they could, though that hadn’t been often. Or not as often as she’d have liked. With Campbell Christmas Tree Farm in full holiday-season swing, plus AE finally hitting the stands on Black Friday, of all days, he’d been essentially under siege.
 
Fiona tried to tell herself it was just as well. She’d had a lot of time—too much time, really—to think about things. She’d concluded that she really didn’t need to become any more dependent on him than she’d already allowed herself to be. Once tree season was over in a few short weeks, he’d probably be headed back to Portsmouth. She still had a wedding to pull off, and she hadn’t done a single thing for her business since Gus had had his stroke. Maybe everything that was happening would answer the big should-they/ shouldn’t-they question for them. By the time they could see each other again, maybe Ben wouldn’t be around any longer for her to see.
 
To that end, she’d even tried to keep their texts and conversations to brief updates and information swaps, but then she’d hear his voice and he’d make her smile or laugh, and lift the load a bit, as he seemed to be able to do so effortlessly. Finally she’d admitted she looked forward to those moments as if they were something of a lifeline, and that made her wonder how she could so badly miss someone that she hadn’t even really spent all that much time with yet.
 
She felt a hum in her jacket pocket and realized she needed to switch off her phone. But when she pulled it out to do that, she glanced at the screen, and her lips curved.
 
It was a selfie of Ben, grinning, standing behind a stubby Christmas tree with his chin propped on the top. He wore a green elf hat on his head. The text read: Santa’s not-so-little helper. I have a cute outfit for you to wear, too.
 
Seriously, how was she going to give that up?
 
She turned her back to the nurses’ station and quickly punched in her response: How about I wear the hat and you get the cute outfit? Gus is awake. Going in now. Will call you later.
 
She switched it off and stuffed it back in her pocket, then took a deep breath, and went into the room behind Hannah.
 
She’d been in to see Gus numerous times, and had always left shaken by how old he looked, how ashen his normally pink-cheeked face was, and even how his beard didn’t seem as white or as bushy. She supposed she’d been miraculously hoping that once he was awake, the color would come back into Gus’s face and he’d look like a slightly worn-out version of his regular, jovial self. Her shoulders visibly dipped, she knew, and she immediately self-corrected, but it took longer for her to get the rest of her brain on the same page.
 
He still looked gray. And older than his years. There was a slight droop to the corner of one eye, and his mouth on that side, and she realized that despite all their talk of helping him over future obstacles, in her heart, she’d willed herself to believe that he would come through unscathed and all their worry and planning would be for naught. Clearly, that wasn’t going to be the case.
 
His gaze was glassy, still more than a little unfocused, and Fiona had to question whether it was wise for the doctor to be holding this little discussion while he was still somewhat out of it.
 
“Well, don’t just stand there,” he said, the words slurred and hard to understand. “Spit it out.” He sounded as if he had a bad lisp, as if someone had given him a fat lip or something.
 
She could see him struggling against the aftereffects of the sedatives and the effects of the stroke, and stepped forward immediately, putting her hand on his arm in hopes of calming him, or at least distracting him from a full-blown tirade. It wasn’t often that Gus got angry, but when he did—usually at a pub patron who’d had too much and done something stupid—he “got his Irish up” as he liked to call it. “Hey, Uncle Gus,” she said softly with a smile. “Don’t you go giving the nice doctor a hard time or she’s liable to keep you in here longer.”
 
He turned his head and seemed confused to see her standing there, and it took all of her willpower not to cry. “Fi? Honey, you don’t belong here. Let me handle this.”
 
She could see he was embarrassed, probably because he was becoming more lucid and was aware things weren’t right. He may have asked his family to be present, but he was clearly not fully lucid at the moment. He’d never want them to see him as anything less than the grand Irishman he was, the man who’d loved them like a parent and been there for them through thick and thin. And the McCrae family had seen their share of thin. “I’m sure you can,” she told him. “I wouldn’t expect anything else. I’m just here to make sure you don’t run roughshod over your doctor.”
 
He blinked a few times, then looked past her, and his face brightened for a moment when he spied Hannah, then turned moody again when he looked at Logan. “You know better than to bring them to a place like this,” he told Logan. “Had a bit too much to drink and got myself into a little trouble it seems. I’ll sort it out. Now you get them out of here and get back to the business of keeping this town out of trouble.”
 
It was quite a speech, most of which had been barely understandable, though she’d gotten the gist. He’d either hallucinated or dreamed he was in jail or in the hospital because of some drunken brawl, or he was saying whatever he had to in order to keep his dignity. Likely a bit of both. However, his lecture had taken what little wind he had straight out of him. He slumped back, wheezed a bit, then closed his eyes.
 
Fiona rubbed his arm, and Hannah squeezed around to the opposite side of his bed and stroked his other arm, then laid her hand over his.
 
“We’ve got this, Uncle Gus,” Hannah told him, and Fi could hear the emotions she was battling thick in her voice.
 
Fiona leaned down close to his ear. “We came to spring you from the joint. You stay here and pretend to sleep while we grease a few palms. It’s good to have the chief in the family, you know?”
 
He coughed a bit, clearing his throat, then seemed to fall into a light doze.
 
Fiona took a short moment to make a stab at gathering herself, then gave up and looked at the doctor with glassy eyes. “I don’t think he’s in any shape for this. Can you at least tell us what his prognosis is? He’d want us to help him, even if he’s too stubborn to admit it.” She grabbed a tissue from the box on the stand next to his bed and took a moment to blow her nose, get her breath to even out, but Logan spoke before she could.
 
“We can see he’s got some issues with the left side of his face,” Logan said to the doctor.
 
Fiona knew Logan was hurting, too, but of the three of them, he remained the most stoic, almost to the point of looking stern. She supposed it was either that or give in to a few tears himself.
 
“Have you determined the extent of what the stroke did to him?” he asked.
 
“Well,” the doctor said, “I know this is all very alarming to witness, but the good news is, his little speech just now was a very positive thing. He does have some minor paralysis on the left side of his face. That may lessen with time, it may stay the same, and it’s possible that it could get worse. But his cognitive abilities, his ability to speak in full sentences, his recognition of the three of you—and by that I mean he didn’t think you were strangers—are all very, very good signs. That isn’t to say he might not have some gaps in other places, or that he might not have gaps with you in the future, but that in his initial moments of contact with you, he immediately made accurate connections, despite the story he was telling you, was all encouraging. His scans have been promising as well, but we can go into more detail on that later. I think it’s best we step out for now and let him rest.” She smiled gently at them. “It may not seem like it, but this is a good start. It’s only the start, but you should feel hopeful. He’ll need your support. And patience. A lot of patience.”
 
“That was pretty much par for the course even before the stroke,” Fiona said, smiling even as she continued to sniffle.
 
“Even better then,” the doctor said, smiling more fully. “You’ll already be in practice.”
 
Logan laid his hand on Gus’s foot and paused by the bed for a moment, then followed the doctor out. Fiona could hear him asking her additional questions in the hall and knew he’d fill them in on whatever he learned later. She and Hannah lingered by Fergus’s bedside, with Hannah still holding his hand, and Fiona stroking his other arm.
 
“I’m scared, Fi,” Hannah said in a hushed whisper. “I hate this for him.”
 
“Me, too. On both counts,” Fiona responded. “We’ll all be there for him.” She blew out a shaky breath. “Dr. Fellowes is right, though. It’s going to take a ton of patience.”
 
“Yes,” she agreed. “We should go let Kerry know. She’ll be mad she wasn’t here, but she’ll be so relieved to know he’s awake. This is still taking a tough toll on her.”
 
“I know. I’ll go to the Puffin. I’ve got Alex’s truck. She’s there tending bar while Kerry sleeps. For all I know, she’s awake and already on her way here.” She gave Hannah a wry smile. “I’ll double-team the pub with Alex. It’s the slow time of day, so I’ll start researching coconut macaroon wedding cakes.”
 
Hannah’s lips curved up briefly. “I’m being ridiculous, aren’t I?”
 
“You’re allowed,” Fiona said. “You’re the bride.”
 
They reached across Fergus’s sleeping form to squeeze hands for a brief moment. “Are you going to sit here for a bit?” Fiona asked.
 
Hannah nodded. “Calder knows I’m here and isn’t expecting me back. I’d already cleared my schedule for this weekend anyway. I’ll stay until Kerry gets here. I don’t want him to wake up alone.”
 
Fiona looked back at Gus’s weary face. “Yes, good. Thanks.”
 
Hannah looked up as Fiona took a step away from the bed. “When are you heading out to Snowflake to get your car?”
 
She shrugged. “Not sure. Alex and I both have to go and we’ve been taking turns at the pub and here. She said maybe Logan would take me later, but then I’d just have to listen to the SUV lecture. I’m actually going to be leaving my car there. Ben is letting me borrow his dad’s company truck.” She smiled. “Good advertising, he said, since I’ll be driving it around the Cove with the company logo on the side.”
 
“I’m glad he’s been here for you. For all of us,” she added, then held Fi’s gaze and smiled. “But mainly for you.”
 
There had been no time to talk about the recent developments in her burgeoning personal relationship with Ben, and she was okay with that, since she fluctuated daily on how she should feel, what she should do, and more importantly, what she shouldn’t do. But there was no denying what Hannah said was true. “I’m used to handling things on my own,” Fiona said. “I thought the pressures of building, running, and growing my own business in the city had toughened me up enough to face anything.” She looked from Hannah to Fergus. “But I’ll be honest, Han, I don’t know how I’d have done this without his support. At least without falling apart anyway. I probably shouldn’t lean on him like I do.”
 
“That’s what I thought about having Calder with me.”
 
“You’re marrying Calder, that’s different. You’re supposed to lean on each other.”
 
She lifted a shoulder. “Maybe that’s what the two of you are learning to do, only a bit earlier on in your relationship than most. Besides, he’s been in your life for so long, it’s not all that unexpected that he’d offer his support.”
 
“You’re right, I know. It just . . . it feels like . . .”
 
“More,” Hannah answered quietly. “I know. I know that exact feeling.”
 
Fiona looked at her sister, but she was watching Fergus as he dozed.
 
“That’s a good thing, Fi,” Hannah said, glancing up. “It’s a really good thing. Don’t take it for granted. Even when two people know each other like you two do, that kind of natural inclination to turn to one another, be there for one another, that’s a really special bond. Don’t be too quick to push it away.”
 
“Why do you think I’d push that—push him—away?”
 
“Fear. He’s in an upside-down place in his life, you’re starting over here. You both have a lot of stuff going on, with work and with family. It might seem easier not to risk anything else and go it alone.”
 
“Did you feel that way with Calder?”
 
She nodded. “It’s kind of terrifying, being that vulnerable to someone.” She smiled. “And the best kind of wonderful, all at the same time.”
 
Fiona let Hannah’s words float in her mind, settle in her heart. “You’re right. It’s just like that.”
 
“Then it’s worth doing what you can to keep it.” She lifted a hand. “Just my two cents, but then”—she flashed a brief, wide smile—“I’m probably a little biased.” Her engagement ring twinkled in the overhead light.
 
Fiona smiled with her. “Well, let’s not get ahead of ourselves here, but . . . thanks. I appreciate the advice.”
 
“Me, too,” Hannah said. “I’m thinking maybe we should go with our second wedding cake choice.”
 
Fiona arched a brow. “Should I be afraid to ask?”
 
“Well, it’s not red velvet, but . . . what do you think about champagne cake with a cherry-pie filling? I think with it being Christmas, the bright red and white could be gorgeous, and the champagne will add a bit of a kick and underscore the celebration.”
 
Fiona’s expression split into a wide grin. “I think that sounds exactly like you. Cool and elegant on the outside, filled with passion and love on the inside. I’ll get to work on finding a baker.”
 
“Well, I kind of already talked to Alex and Delia. They want to double-team it.”
 
Fiona’s eyes went wide. “But Alex is in the wedding and—”
 
“Can a man get a bit of sleep in here or am I doomed to be listenin’ to ye rant on about cake and such?”
 
Both women startled at Fergus’s gravelly voice, but Fiona was instantly filled with warmth and relief at hearing his thick brogue, even slurred as it was. Now he sounded more like her uncle Gus. She reached for his hand again. “I’ll leave you two in peace,” she said. She gave him a light squeeze and leaned down to buss his cool, scruffy cheek. “You need your rest,” she whispered. “You’ve got a bride here counting on you to march her down the aisle.”
 
“Fi, don’t burden him with—”
 
But he was already dozing again, as the loud snore that punctuated the room made clear.
 
Both sisters snorted a little laugh at that. “He’d be the first one to be pushing us. But don’t worry,” Fiona told her. “We’ll see how he is in the next few days and proceed accordingly. If Delia and Alex really do want to do the cake, then that’s one less thing to have to cancel or rearrange if you and Calder decide to postpone since they already know the situation.”
 
Hannah nodded and looked to Fergus, who was now snoring steadily. “Maybe what he needs is us standing around his bed bickering and discussing our days to make him feel like he’s back in the thick of it.”
 
“You might not be too far off with that.” Fiona did straighten and walk to the door now. “He’s going to come through this, Han. I can tell. That sounded like our Gus.”
 
Hannah nodded, then smiled as she sniffled and wiped a tear from the corner of her eye. “I know you’re right. Don’t mind me. We’ll be fine. Okay?”
 
Fiona nodded, smiled. “I know we will. Love you.”
 
“Love you back. Good luck with the Kerry wrangling.”
 
“Thanks,” Fiona said, dryly. “I’ll need it.”

 



Chapter Eighteen
 
Fiona left the hospital and decided to make a run by her cottage first. Beanie had kept part of the upstairs as a small bedroom, turning the rest into office and storage. The kitchen was still in the back of the cottage on the main floor and was used as a sort of break room, so Fiona had moved out of the bed-and-breakfast and was using the cottage as her home base until she decided what she wanted to do about her living situation. But between the holiday and Fergus, she’d spent most of her time either at the hospital, crashing in the spare room Kerry was using over the pub, or in her old bedroom out at the Point. She hadn’t even been by her new shop since before Thanksgiving.
 
The lot in front of the tree stand was packed, with folks strapping trees to the tops of their cars and wandering through the rows of trees that had been lined up in the field. The blanket of snow made the scene look that much more festive. There were red bows tied to the tops of some trees, and wreaths were also for sale, many sporting bows in red, gold, silver, or blue. She grinned as she noted that the young folks who were running the stand all wore the same green elf hat that Ben had had on.
 
That hadn’t been a Campbell Christmas Tree Farm thing before, so she wondered if it had been Ben’s idea. Sounded about right, she thought. Still smiling, she parked next to the curb, leaving her side lot available for the tree buyers, and pulled up short as she noticed Beanie at the door on the front porch.
 
Beanie paused for a moment when she saw Alex’s truck, then smiled and waved when Fiona got out of the cab.
 
She met Fiona on the porch steps. “I was just dropping by to check on the place. Mailbox on the curb was full to overflowing.” She held up the bundle she had in her arms. “Thought I’d tuck it inside for you.” She dangled a key on a chain that had a little plastic heart with Beanie’s Fat Quarters printed in white across the front. “Found this in an old drawer at home. Was going to give it to you, unless you were planning to change the locks.”
 
“I haven’t had a chance to do much of anything yet,” she said, then took the proffered key. “Thanks, though. And thanks for grabbing the mail and checking on me. I had my mail forwarded, but there was some kind of snafu on the other end, so—” She nodded at the thick stack. “I guess they got it figured out. Here, let me get that.”
 
“I’m afraid it will go every which way. Why don’t you just open the door and I’ll set the mail inside for you?”
 
“Thanks,” Fiona said, then made a private little face as she moved past Beanie and fiddled the key into the lock. “It’s really nice of you to come by, but please don’t feel that you have to,” she began. She liked Beanie a lot, but she was beginning to feel some real concern about the frequency of her visits.
 
“Oh, it’s no bother.” Beanie followed her in, deposited the mail on a stack of boxes as directed by Fiona, then took a moment to look over, once again, the still mostly empty rooms.
 
Fiona felt a pang, even as her alarm flags rose up a bit higher. She knew what it was like to miss a place that felt like a part of you. Fiona had felt that way when she’d left the Point for college, and even more so when she’d moved to Manhattan for good. She hadn’t so much felt that way about her shop or her tiny, cramped apartment in the city, but she did miss the way having them had made her feel, the sense of accomplishment, of belonging to something of her own making. She took a moment and followed Beanie’s gaze around the room, and wondered how she’d come to feel about this place. She loved the little cottage, it was perfect for her needs, and it made the exact statement she hoped her design style would make. If and when she ever got to actually design for someone again.
 
“I just popped in to grab some clothes,” she told Beanie. “I’m heading over to help Alex out at the pub for a bit.”
 
“How is your uncle?” Beanie asked, her sweet, round face a wreath of concern.
 
“He’s awake now, which is great. He’s going to be facing some obstacles, but we’re feeling optimistic.”
 
Beanie immediately beamed and took Fiona’s arm and squeezed. Beanie was a definite arm squeezer. “I’m thrilled to hear it. Well, I’ll get out of your hair. My best to your family.”
 
She had turned toward the door when Fiona suddenly blurted out, “Beanie, wait.”
 
The older woman turned back, her expression open, eyes twinkling. She was also a twinkler, Fiona thought. “Yes, dear? Something else I can help you with?”
 
“No. I mean, yes.” Beanie’s gray eyebrows furrowed in confusion and Fiona just said what was on her mind. “I know you miss your shop. And I also know you don’t miss running your shop.”
 
“I don’t want it back, dear, if that’s what’s got you concerned. I’ve made something of a busybody out of myself, haven’t I?” She looked a bit stricken at that.
 
Fiona crossed the room and now she was the arm squeezer. “No, you haven’t. I mean that.” She smiled. “I was thinking that it will take me some time to get up and running, but one thing I had in the city that really was a lifesaver was my assistant. She helped schedule appointments, fielded calls, took care of—oh, who am I kidding, she saved my life on a daily basis. I was thinking that being here, I probably wouldn’t need one because my work load will be less, but—and maybe this is way off base, but I mean it in the best possible way. Would you consider coming to work for me? You could still be part of this place, it would help me enormously, but you wouldn’t be responsible for the business. End of the day, you just go home.” Now that she’d said it, she hoped she hadn’t insulted the woman. “Think about it. Or turn me down flat. I—I didn’t mean any disrespect by it, I just—ooph!”
 
She was cut off by Beanie wrapping her arms around her and all but hugging the life out of her. “That’s the sweetest, most thoughtful thing.” She finally let go, and her light blue eyes were a bit damp as she looked at Fiona. “I’d be delighted. You just let me know when and what, and I’m here. I really don’t want to run my own business.” She smiled a bit devilishly. “But I surely won’t mind telling you how you should run yours.”
 
Fiona couldn’t help it, she smiled with her. “Go with your strength.”
 
Both women laughed. Part of Fiona immediately wanted to freak out and second-guess her knee-jerk gesture, and she might well kick herself in the ass a hundred times over, but the look of joy on Beanie’s face when she looked around the space again ended any internal debate she might have had. Beanie’s Fat Quarters had been a very successful business, grown in a small, rural town that didn’t see significant tourist traffic in the summer. The older woman’s insights into how she’d managed to do that would make her an invaluable asset, not to mention she was far more immediately involved with everyone in town than Fiona, and a very highly regarded member of the community. Her connections could be a conduit to getting Fiona some traffic to help get things started.
 
“Now that the lighthouse is restored, more folks will be trekking up this way to take a gander at it,” Beanie said, as if reading Fiona’s mind. “I had all sorts of ideas on how to work that to my favor, but ended up making the decision to step back. I’ll be happy to share them with you if you like. I don’t want to overstep.”
 
“I would very much like,” Fiona said. “Let me get through these next couple of days and learn more about what my family will be facing. Then we’ll sit down and have a good long talk.”
 
“I’ll make the tea,” Beanie said, smiling. “I admit I’m a bit relieved,” she said with a happy little sigh.
 
“About . . . having something new to focus on? I wondered if you weren’t quite ready to retire.”
 
“Oh, dear, I was more than ready to not be a slave to this place any longer. I have my share of hobbies, which are enjoying a bit more of my attention, and it’s true, I do miss having something a bit meatier to focus on from time to time. But that’s not what I meant.”
 
“What then?”
 
“I said before and I still feel that you’re the perfect person to take over this cottage. You’ll honor all the love and joy this place has seen. I couldn’t be happier or feel like it’s in better hands.”
 
“But?”
 
“Well, not to speak out of turn, but there’s a bit of a buzz regarding you and that nice Ben Campbell from Snowflake Bay.”
 
Fiona knew that shouldn’t surprise her, but she felt her cheeks warm. “Actually, he lives in Rhode Island now,” she said, hoping to deflect any more personal digging.
 
“Yes, runs a successful landscape company there. I know. His mother is quite the quilter, though where she found the time I’ll never know. I was sorry to hear about them picking up and moving south, but I know it’s often the choice for some folks as age creeps up on them.”
 
Fiona thought that Beanie probably knew more about the Campbells’ reasons for heading south than she let on, but liked the fact that she was respectful enough not to gossip. Spoke well of her, and was another vote in the win column in terms of her working for Fiona. “Yes, I know. Ben has always known he would take over the farm someday; it just came a little sooner than he thought.”
 
“And that was my concern, you see. If the two of you were to become an item . . .” She went back to the arm squeeze, and this time it was accompanied by a particularly twinkly smile. “And, if you want to know what I think, well, I just think it’s the sweetest thing ever. Childhood sweethearts. Well, not exactly, but you get my meaning. How lovely a thing that is, you both finding each other now. But then, I got concerned that when he went back to Rhode Island, maybe you’d go with him. More opportunity there to run a design business, and of course, who could fault you for following the man you love, but—”
 
“I came home because I didn’t want a big, chaotic design firm. I did that. I want small, low-key, quietly successful.”
 
“Well, I’m originally from Boston, you know, and ever so glad I didn’t become a shopkeeper until after I met and married my Carl, God rest his soul, and moved here to Blueberry Cove.” She gave Fiona a hopeful look. “But if you’re talking about taking me on, then that means you’re staying put.”
 
Fiona nodded. “Yes, that’s the plan.”
 
Beanie’s expression turned apprehensive. “So, does that mean you’re not seeing that handsome young man?” Her expression turned decidedly more hopeful. “Or has he decided to stay up here and run his folks’ farm full time?”
 
“I . . . I don’t know. About any of it really. We’re just . . . well, we’ve known each other a long time, but we’re, uh, taking it one step at a time.”
 
“I’ve overstepped again,” Beanie said, looking a bit abashed, but a bit of that devilish gleam remained. She was a kind, sweet woman, but it was wise to remember she was a sharp one, too.
 
“No, no. You haven’t. I just don’t have a simple answer for you. Except that no, I am not planning on leaving the Cove. I’m glad to be home. And with Hannah marrying, Logan already married, and now things going on with Fergus, well . . . this is the only place I would want to be.”
 
“Well then, I’ll stop nosing in what’s not my business and hope it all works out for you.”
 
“Thanks,” Fiona said, smiling sincerely. “I hope so, too.”
 
But as she let Beanie out and watched her make her way down the porch steps and out to her car, Fiona couldn’t shake the feeling that, listening to the way Beanie put it . . . was she fooling herself to think there was going to be some magic solution?

 



Chapter Nineteen
 
Ben hadn’t seen Fiona in a week. They’d texted, talked on the phone, shared their days and bemoaned the long, lonely nights. Not that he knew what a long night not alone was like where she was concerned, but their little interlude in his kitchen had given him some definite ideas. Not to mention more than a few cold showers, and even a few hot, steamy ones.
 
The weather had decided to play nice, so the tree lots and the farm were virtual beehives, and though everything was running as smoothly as possible, that didn’t mean he wasn’t having to put out small fires on multiple fronts at all times to keep it that way.
 
The surprisingly moderate weather, combined with the holiday spirit, and the magazine spread, had also brought a boost in business down in Portsmouth, too. Far more than was typical this time of year, and more than he’d been expecting, AE exposure or no. So he’d also been on the phone seemingly every other hour with his manager and assistant manager trying to schedule times for him to speak with prospective new clients. He knew a certain percentage were looky-loos wanting their brush with pseudo-celebrity to give them something to tell their neighbors and associates, even though they had no intention of hiring him. Paul, his right hand, had taken over that unenviable task, weeding out the status seekers, while Stephanie, his other right hand, coordinated call times for him to speak to those who made it past Paul.
 
When he explained why his contact with potential new clients had to be over the phone for now, most were very understanding about his situation. The ones who weren’t, or who had time frames that required more immediate attention, well, those weren’t folks he was going to be able to satisfy anyway. As it was, he already had a backlog of clients he’d been contracted with prior to his parents’ sudden move south, so they came before any of this latest spate. Fortunately, the work he’d contracted over the winter was mostly indoors, and that was mostly thanks to the latest indoor garden spa craze. He was thankful for it and the work. The new clients were mostly outdoor jobs that had to wait until spring anyway.
 
When he had time to take a breath, he was quite pleased with how everything was turning out. As long as he didn’t think too far ahead and let himself feel flattened by the work load piling up in Portsmouth and all the decisions that still had to be made here in Snowflake Bay.
 
At the moment, he’d shoved all of that aside to focus on one very specific event, and to that end, he stepped into the kitchen at the house, closed the door behind him, and called Fiona.
 
She picked up on the third ring, sounding seriously out of breath.
 
“I’ve caught you at a bad time, apparently,” he said.
 
“Oh,” she said, then swore quite creatively under her breath, before adding, “you have no idea.”
 
“Anything I can do to help?”
 
“Other than rounding up every designer responsible for creating the horridness that are all bridesmaid dresses and forcing them into a too small dressing room to try on their own creations? Ah, nope.”
 
Ben chuckled.
 
“Oh sure,” she said, then there was a muffled sound, followed by more swearing. “Laugh it up, big guy,” she said, her voice suddenly clear and loud, though still seriously winded.
 
He held the phone away from his ear for a moment, then brought it back when it sounded like the wrestling match was over. “Did you pin it to the mat for the win?”
 
“What?”
 
“Never mind. Listen, I need to ask you something, but now is clearly not the time.”
 
“Is it about something that has nothing to do with weddings, dresses, hospitals, or my sister Kerry, who is dangerously close to losing a limb if she pinches my ass one more time—?” There was a pause, a burst of laughter, more muffled swearing, followed by a screech, then Fiona shouting, “HA! Now take your firm little fanny back to your own dressing cubicle from hell and leave me and my lovely, lush, curvaceous badonkadonk alone.”
 
“Paybacks are hell,” he said, laughing. “And tell her the only one who gets to put his hands on your badonkadonk is this guy.”
 
“Well, you might need a pair of hedge clippers or whatever tool you landscape guys use to cut through large swaths of foliage, because I am seriously stuck in a sea of green taffeta and lace here.”
 
“Sounds—”
 
“Horrifying. It’s like a Godzilla version of my scarf. On crack. With pearls. Just to make sure I have no hair left on my head by the time I get done.”
 
“I have to say, I know nothing about wedding fashion, or any fashion really—I get to wear steel-toe boots and flannel to work every day—but that doesn’t sound like something Hannah would choose.”
 
“I would pay her large sums to have a lumberjack wedding right now,” Fiona said. “And no, this is not something Hannah would choose. This is payback for the clever little party game I had them all play at Alex and Logan’s wedding last summer.”
 
“The ‘bridesmaid dresses from hell’ rehearsal, ah yes.”
 
“You know about that?”
 
“I’ve seen the wedding pictures.”
 
“Right. I guess you have. So, while that was funny and at least gave those dresses a more meaningful reason for existing, forcing me to try on and model every horrifying dress Kerry can find in the immediate Pelican Bay area—and there are so many more than you’d think—I feel is unfair.”
 
“And yet, there you are, awash in a sea of bridesmaid foliage.”
 
“The things we do for family.”
 
“Indeed,” he said. “Would it help if I said I’d happily cut that dress off of your lovely badonkadonk and all the rest of your luscious, curvy self with my teeth, if it meant I got to have you all to myself to do with as I pleased when I was done?”
 
“Only if you’re in your truck and on the way to Birdy’s Bridal Boutique, the best little bridal boutique in Bangor, or so Birdy proclaims.”
 
“Birdy, huh? Uh, no, I’m afraid and admittedly very disappointed to say that I’m not.”
 
“Well then, I have no use for you.”
 
“More’s the pity for me. And for you, too, because I can be really, really creative with . . . uh . . . foliage.”
 
She sighed then. “Just my luck.”
 
“You want to call me back later when you’re done being bridesmaid dress shamed?”
 
“You say that like you think I’ll actually survive this.”
 
“I have every faith in you.”
 
“Okay, so maybe I do have a use for you. You’re very good for my crushed-tulle and tattered-taffeta ego.”
 
“That’s why I’m here, ma’am.”
 
“What was it you called about?” she asked, and he could hear the affection in her voice, despite the dress disgruntlement. It made him smile.
 
“Uh, well, I called to ask you to a party. But don’t worry, no tattered taffeta or tulle required.”
 
“A party? Where?”
 
“I throw a holiday party for my employees and their families, along with some of our more loyal customers, every year.”
 
“I’m surprised you’ve had time to organize anything, I’m impressed.”
 
“Well, don’t be. It was mostly Paul and Stephanie who did the planning and organizing this year.”
 
Fiona knew who both of them were from their daily chats. “You’re going to owe them a very, very big bonus this year. If you give bonuses. And if you don’t, something in a tasteful all-inclusive resort stay would probably look fabulous on both of them.” He could hear her smile as she added, “One size fits all, and you can order it online.”
 
“How much do you charge for your interior design work?” he asked. “Because you’re a very generous boss.”
 
“Oh, I didn’t say I gave that kind of fabulousness to my minions, but I don’t work them into the ground like you do your people, Ebenezer”
 
“Hey, I resent the Scrooge implication. I’m a great boss. My minions adore me. I hear there’s talk of a parade. Maybe even a statue in the town square.”
 
“You say parade, I say staging a coup. Semantics, I guess.”
 
He laughed and he heard her chuckle, too, then gasp. “What’s wrong?”
 
“This is a no laughing bridesmaid dress. Breathing, just barely, and only in shallow gasps, but laughter could result in the immediate crushing of ones vital organs.”
 
“Who knew wedding gear was so lethal?”
 
“Right? As soon as I gnaw myself free, I’m going to pay Hannah a very large sum of money, even if I have to hock my newly purchased store, to convince her and Calder to elope.”
 
“Wise move. I’ll toss in an elf hat and a free Christmas tree if that will help.”
 
“You give and you give.”
 
“I’m a giver,” he agreed. A rap on the kitchen door behind him had him jerking away from the counter. Conversations with Fiona were never dull, never took the standard How was your day? path, and he couldn’t imagine wanting anyone’s voice in his ear more than hers. Grinning, he motioned to Kearney that he’d be right out, then turned back to finish the conversation. “The party is this weekend, in Portsmouth, of course. I planned to head down Friday night, back on Sunday.”
 
“You’re driving? All night?”
 
“Training.”
 
“Ooh, I love train rides. Someone else does all the steering and I get to catch up on a year’s worth of one of the many magazines I subscribe to but never have time to read.”
 
“Well, yes, that does sound like a lovely way to pass the time, but I have a sleeper car so we don’t have to sit up all night and—”
 
“What time do we leave?” Fiona demanded, making him laugh all over again.
 
“Well, now that I’ve twisted your arm—”
 
“Only because I know you would never take advantage of someone who you used to call mean, spiteful names can I share with you my longest held fantasy ever.”
 
“And it has to do with a sleeper car on a train?” He grinned. “I think I can get it in one guess.”
 
“Oh, I’m so hoping you’re going to do a lot more than guess.”
 
“Wow. Well then. Good to know. Although, I admit, I’m feeling a little performance anxiety already.”
 
“The last man I got naked with didn’t know there were spots in a woman’s body with letters assigned to them, much less where to look for said spots. I’m pretty sure that just by showing up, not only will you stick the landing, but the Russian judge will give you a perfect ten.”
 
“My chance to go for the gold. Or something that starts with G anyway.”
 
She sighed. “This dress is going to be so much harder to get out of now that it’s all damp and moist.”
 
“Really, I have tried to talk you into phone sex and even sent you sexts that made me blush, and now, when I have a guy pressing his nose against the kitchen window and you’re wrapped in a dress they had to kill I don’t know how many taffetas to make, you want to talk dirty?”
 
She was laughing, cursing, then gasping through more laughter. “I’m so perverse like that. Are you sure you want me on that train with you?”
 
“With me, on me, under me . . . oh, absolutely.” He heard her sigh and he already knew he was going to have to put a tray of ice down his pants before he could face any of his guys, much less the customers. How was it she managed to do that to him every time, no matter what they talked about? “Go get your very fine badonkadonk out of that dress. We’ll sort out all the details tonight.”
 
“Easy for you to say, lumberjack guy. Call me when you’re done for the day. And if you can spare a guy with a chain saw, I’d be forever grateful.”
 
“You’re so high-maintenance.”
 
“Yes, it’s one of my more adorable traits.” She was wheeze-laughing as she hung up.
 
And that was pretty much the moment when Ben knew he was no longer just sliding down that slippery slope. Oh no, he was smack, splat, flat-on-his-face in love with Fiona Mary Margaret McCrae. “Now all you have to do is convince her to take that slide with you.” He was whistling as he reached for the freezer door.

 



Chapter Twenty
 
“Here, let me help you up,” Ben said, giving her a hand from the station platform to the bottom step of the train.
 
“Yes, these fireplug legs don’t have a lot of extension,” she said, tossing him a dry smile over her shoulder as she hoisted herself and her overnight bag up onto the corrugated metal riser.
 
He met her smile with one that was a bit on the overly sweet side. “May I just say that, as a means of payback, you’ve made an excellent choice? How long, would you say, that this penance of mine will be lasting?”
 
She pretended to think about it. “Well, we met when I was, what, three? Four? I’m now thirty-two, so, do the subtraction, carry the one . . .” She beamed at him. “Yeah, you’re pretty much screwed until you’re about ready to collect Social Security.”
 
He hoisted himself up behind her with remarkable speed and grace, so she had no time to adjust, which meant the front of his body was pressed oh so very intimately against every inch of the back of hers. He leaned down and whispered in her ear. “If that means you’ll still be around, driving me crazy, for the next thirty years, well . . . then it’s time I’m willing to do.”
 
A hot pulse of lust raced straight down her back as his lips traced along the shell of her ear, before nipping lightly on her lobe.
 
She might have gasped, and she was pretty sure the soft moan was hers, too.
 
“You might want to move inside the car. We’re holding up the line.”
 
She blinked her eyes open and tried to get her now wobbly knees to cooperate. “Line. Car. Right.” She turned and stumbled on the next step, forgetting it was there, and would have face-planted if not for Ben smoothly sliding his arm around her middle and all but carrying her up the rest of the way like just another piece of carry-on luggage.
 
“Put me down,” she hissed as he kept walking down the aisle with her still banded to his chest, feet dangling, clasping her bag close to keep from hitting already seated passengers in the head. When he didn’t respond, much less put her down, she leaned her head back and looked up at the underside of his chin. “I’ve got on really heavy shoes, what with the snow and all. You might recall that I was on a state championship soccer team all through middle and high school.” She knocked the heel of one booted foot against his calf. “So I have really, really good aim.”
 
And, suddenly, she was standing on her own two feet again. She made a show of arranging her bag, smoothing her curls, then primly said, “Thank you.” And promptly tripped over her scarf, which had somehow managed to unwind itself from her neck. Something it otherwise would have taken a team of highly skilled surgeons to do, but naturally, in her moment of triumph, just magically snaked its way to the floor.
 
“Whoa there, tiger,” he said, grabbing the back of her coat before she could do a belly flop onto her carry-on. “I know you said you wanted us to try some new positions, but why not wait until we get to our sleeper car, hmm?”
 
She’d have turned her look of outrage on him, but she was presently wedged between him and her now sideways luggage, which meant she also couldn’t swing it at his head. So she did the next best thing. She looked over her shoulder with an exaggerated pout. “Now, honey, you know the doctor said that those pills can’t perform miracles.” She glanced at the now avidly interested passengers, most of whom weren’t even pretending to be checking their cell phones or reading a magazine at this point. “He’s in denial,” she whispered, and shook her head in mock pity.
 
“Remind me not to play your little reindeer games in public,” he said, borrowing one of Logan’s favorite phrases and sharing a patently false smile with their fellow passengers.
 
She smiled a little private smile. “Thanks, Blitzen,” she said. “Now show your little red-nosed Rudolph to our car, won’t you? It’s almost time for your medication.”
 
An older woman stopped their forward progress several rows later by reaching out and putting her hand on Ben’s arm. “My husband had . . . you know . . . issues.” She leaned forward. “Try watching a little porno online before bed.” She lifted a shoulder. “Cheap, fast, and leaves the little woman not having to do all the work, if you know what I mean.”
 
“Thanks,” Ben managed to choke out. “I’ll keep that in mind.”
 
Fiona made it all the way to the platform between cars before she burst out laughing.
 
Ben all but march-stepped her through the next three cars, and she giggled the whole way.
 
“We’re here,” he said, stopping their progress at the end of the fifth car, then opening a corner door and bundling them and their luggage inside the small compartment.
 
“Cozy,” she said, turning, poised to remind him he’d been the one to start it, but the words died in her throat when she caught his expression. Which was anything but annoyed or put-out.
 
“So,” he said, relieving her of her bag and tossing it, and his, on the bench seat behind him. He crowded her back against the double bunks that lined the opposite wall. “What, exactly, does your train fantasy involve?”
 
“I can’t remember,” she breathed, all hope of linear thinking gone as she got caught up in the heat and the promise in those dark green eyes of his. “But I’m pretty sure you’re going to exceed every part of it.”
 
His grin was fierce, bordering on feral. And it made her want to bite his chin. And do equally primal things to other parts of his anatomy. Right after he slaked all that animal lust on every part of her.
 
“Ben—”
 
He stepped closer, until she was caught between the bunk and the length of his long, hard—so very hard—body. “Are you about to tell me you’ve changed your mind? About us finally getting to do what several weeks of verbal foreplay has gotten us well past the point of wanting to do?”
 
She shook her head, unable to look away from his eyes. No one had ever looked at her like that. It was thrilling. Empowering. And not for even a whisper of a second did she doubt that her desire for him was based 100 percent on the man presently standing in front of her. He’d long since exceeded any adolescent fantasies she might have harbored about him. She had a feeling he was about to exceed every adult fantasy she’d had about him, too. It had only been a few weeks, but already she couldn’t remember what it felt like not to need him like she needed her next breath.
 
“Thank God,” he said, then cupped the back of her neck and lowered his mouth to hers.
 
His lips were warm, firm, and when he slid his tongue into her mouth, he tasted like the chocolate and peppermint candy they’d sampled in the truck on the drive over. She’d never think of chocolate and peppermint the same way again. He took, he coaxed, and she responded by giving, and taking some of her own. Her moans mixed with his growls, and then he was flipping open the leather straps on her coat like they were simple snaps.
 
“I thought we’d have a nice meal in the dining car, some wine,” he said, his voice rough, his breathing heavy. “A little conversation.” He threw her coat behind him, not bothering to look where it landed. His coat followed. “Share a really decadent dessert.” He pulled her into his arms and kissed her again. “While I seduce you into telling me every train fantasy you’ve ever had.”
 
She unbuttoned his flannel shirt and pushed it down over his shoulders, then jerked his Henley and T-shirt up far enough so she could undo the button of his jeans. “I vote we opt for a late dinner, just the two of us in the club car, talking about how all of my train fantasies will now be about this.” She unzipped his jeans.
 
“As backup plans go,” he said, punctuating the words with kisses along the side of her neck as he made short work of the buttons on her shirt, “I can live with that.” He opened the shirt and lowered his face to nuzzle the cleavage that required no pushup bra, while rubbing his thumbs over her nipples. “Mmm,” he said, the sound muffled as he tugged at the lace-trimmed silk with his teeth. “I like the red silk almost as much as the green.”
 
“Merry Christmas,” she gasped and arched as he laughed against her skin, then tugged the red silk cups down under the plump weight of her breasts and replaced his thumbs with his tongue. She cried out as he suckled her, the intense pleasure arrowing straight down from those sensitive points to her other most sensitive point, making her squeeze her thighs together in aching, needy want. She sank her fingers into his hair, keeping him right where he was as she writhed beneath his continued onslaught, certain he was going to make her come just from that attention alone.
 
Then he slid one hand down her stomach and cupped her between her legs, nudging them apart so he could press and rub his fingers along the seam of her pants as his tongue continued its wicked dance, brushing the tips of her nipples. She cried out again as she went ripping over the edge, clutching at him as wave upon wave of pleasure rocketed to and from every bundle of nerve endings that he continued to toy with. The pleasure was so intense, her cries became growls, then breathless gasps as she finally pushed at him, certain she couldn’t take any more and it would move past pleasure into discomfort.
 
He wasted no time proving that wrong, as he sank to his knees, unbuttoned her pants, jerked pants and panties down in one yank, then buried his tongue where he’d been rubbing against her, and sliding those clever fingers back up to play with her nipples through the now-damp silk.
 
“I can’t—”
 
“You can,” he murmured, kissing her, licking her, then sliding his tongue inside of her, making her cry out again as yet another wave washed over her.
 
She didn’t think she could stand upright as the pleasure cascaded all down through her again, making her vibrate with the force of it. “Ben—” Her knees buckled and he pulled her down, only so he could push her back onto the bottom bunk, splayed out before him in a tangle of half-removed clothing. Boots, pants, undies were all pushed off in a blink, and then he started his way up the inside of her ankle . . . with his tongue. And his teeth.
 
She was torn between grabbing hold of the bunk posts and letting him do whatever he wanted to do, perfectly willing to expire from an overload of orgasmic pleasure . . . and wanting to join the party in a more substantial, giving kind of way. Taking was good—oh, so very, very good—but she was a giver, too. “Come here,” she said, or rasped, as her throat had gone dry from all the gasping and moaning. She reached down and tugged at any part of him she could grab hold of. His shirt, his hair. Whatever it took to get all of him on top of all of her, as soon as humanly possible. “And you have way too many clothes on,” she said, tugging on his layers of shirts. “Fair’s fair.”
 
“I’m all about equality,” he said, and made short work of those, too.
 
Then she wasn’t in as much of a hurry to pull him back down, because she wouldn’t be able to ogle him properly. And dear Lord, there was a lot to ogle.
 
But then he was sliding his hands up her thighs, over her stomach, and cupping her breasts as he crawled on top of her and, well, there would be plenty of time to ogle him later. She also forgot about that whole giving part for the next ten minutes or so. Maybe it was twenty. She was too busy coming.
 
She was still shuddering, hips arching, all but jerking off the bed as he did things with his tongue and fingers that—“Oh!” she cried out, when he finally slid up on top of her, and pushed into her with one, long, perfect thrust. “Yes!”
 
He pulled her thighs up and she was already wrapping her legs around his hips. The bunk space was tight, keeping him low over her body as he drove into her, filling her, taking her. He took her mouth the same way, plunging, taking, taunting. “Fi,” he rasped, pressing hot kisses along her neck, their pace increasing as she began to climb all over again.
 
“Ben, please.”
 
He slowed, lifted his head to look at her. “Too much?”
 
She shook her head, pulled his mouth down to hers. “Too good,” she said, and kissed him as everything shattered once more. “You,” she panted when she could find words. “You.” She was still buzzing, her body still humming, and she wanted him to feel what she was feeling. She dug her heels into his back, lifted, and took him in deeper, tighter.
 
“Yes,” he growled, words punctuating his thrusts. “Dear, sweet—” And that was as far as he got. The rest was one, long, deep, guttural groan that vibrated straight down through every inch of her body. Her utterly, completely, and totally spent body.
 
He slumped down on top of her for a long moment, still breathing hard, his weight taking the wind from her, before finally being able to prop himself on one arm so she could breathe. She smiled into the curve of his shoulder, thinking breathing was highly overrated. She liked that he’d felt the same fierce onslaught of pleasure she had, that he hadn’t been able to control it or himself, either. She also liked that the proximity of the bunk overhead kept him curved tightly over her. She felt nestled in an intimate cocoon, and thought she could stay happily right where she was for the foreseeable future.
 
Her stomach chose that moment to growl.
 
He chuckled and pressed his lips against her hair. “I assume that’s a yes to dinner?”
 
She nestled in closer and he shifted to his side, tucking her into the narrow space between the wall and his big, warm body. “Only if they’ll serve it to us right here.”
 
He wedged his legs into the space, which was shorter than he was tall, and pulled her closer. “I’m liking your train fantasy.”
 
She laughed and kissed his chest. “You are my train fantasy.”
 
She could feel him grinning, as he tucked her under his chin.
 
She was tracing her fingers down along the very impressive vein that edged his biceps, when she said, “I’ve decided that I’m over being called Fireplug Fi.”
 
He might have been dozing, but he perked right up at that. “Honey, I can say, with sincere honesty and abject appreciation, that the very last thing your body makes me think about is—”
 
“Oh, I didn’t think that.” She sighed. “My body feels completely paid back, with interest, for every bad thing you ever made it feel.” She leaned back so she could smile at him and pressed her palm to his chest. “And besides, I’ve decided it would be hypocritical, since from now on I plan to refer to you as Big Ben.” She hooted at the wide-eyed look on his face. “What, you haven’t heard that before?” She looked down between them, then back up at him. “Seriously?”
 
She couldn’t decide if he looked adorably embarrassed or just plain adorable.
 
“Even better then,” she added smugly.
 
He tugged her back against his chest and wrapped her up perhaps a little more snugly than was absolutely necessary. “You know how I said in one of our many phone conversations over the past few weeks that the fact that we’ve known each other for so long makes the whole relationship-building thing that much easier?”
 
She was laughing and struggling against his bear hug. “And here I was just thinking that you were right. So, very, very right.”
 
He immediately released her so she rolled to her back, and he followed her right down, pinning her to the bed with a deep kiss that she instantly responded to. In fact, it made her previously completely ravished body begin to seriously reconsider the idea of forgoing the standard recovery period and digging deep into the reserves if it meant there might be more pleasure involved. Some things were worth the risk.
 
She was breathing heavily, and her body was already willing, if not entirely able, when he lifted his head. “So, when I tell you you’re right, is that the kind of reaction I can expect in return? Because, I might not always say it, but you happen to be right a lot.” She grinned. “Fair warning.”
 
“That,” he said, “was for being you.”
 
“Oh, well,” she said, wanting to make another joke, but there was this look in his eyes that made her knees go weak in an entirely different way, and her heart stutter even though she wasn’t doing anything at the moment but looking at him. “I’m generally pretty good at that,” she said, but it came out a lot more breathless and distracted than she’d intended. And he was still looking at her like . . . like a man who was thinking things and feeling things that she didn’t want to let herself believe he was thinking and feeling. Because she’d been thinking and feeling them a lot lately, too. Which was nuts, given the bulk of their “dating” thus far had been done by text and by phone. Though, as far as in-person catching up went, this had been pretty stellar. “Ben—”
 
“Let’s get dressed and drag ourselves to the club car,” he said. “Have that nice dinner, glass of wine.”
 
“Like two people having a normal relationship? And spoil all the fun?”
 
His grin flickered at that, but there was still all that emotion brimming up into his eyes. It would have freaked her out, except, secretly, it was pretty damn thrilling.
 
“Oh, I plan to spoil you, but I promise it will be fun.”
 
She sighed, completely unable to even form a comeback. “Okay.”
 
He laughed. “Now that I know you’re a complete wanton, you’ll be so easy to persuade when I want to get my way.”
 
She pushed him to his back, causing him to almost fall out of the bunk, and ran her hand down his flat stomach and wrapped her fingers around him. “Oh, I think I can safely say I’ll have my share of way-getting in this relationship.”
 
He immediately let his head loll back. “Okay.”
 
She laughed. “Well, now that that’s settled, let’s go with your plan. I was thinking about bribing you to go get some sandwiches or something and bring them back here. But it would be wrong to waste food.”
 
“Why wasted?” he asked, taking a moment to refocus his gaze.
 
With her hand still wrapped around him, she lowered her hand to place a kiss there, too.
 
“Oh. Right. That.”
 
She smiled, and kissed him again. “Exactly.”
 
He leaned down to kiss her, then rolled her to her back and trapped her hands in his. “Well, in the name of not embarrassing myself and losing my new moniker so quickly after earning it, I vote for the club car and the restorative powers of a good steak.”
 
She leaned up and kissed him. “Deal.”
 
But instead of rolling out of the bunk, he lowered his head and kissed her again. Only it wasn’t the ravishing, claiming kisses that had come before. These kisses were deep, but . . . well, tender was the word that came to mind. And it wasn’t over quickly. He stayed there, and kept kissing her, until she was kissing him back, winding her arms around his neck, and feeling more cherished, more . . . cared for, than she had when he’d been wringing orgasm after orgasm out of her.
 
He lifted his head, framed her face, and every part of her thought he was going to say the exact three words that had been fighting to get off the tip of her own tongue for some time now.
 
Then her stomach growled again. And he kissed the tip of her nose. Then he did roll out of the bunk, and he dragged her with him. “Come on. If we don’t go now, we’ll be in Portsmouth before we get our clothes back on.”
 
She was about to say she didn’t really see anything wrong with that scenario, but she was too busy trying to convince herself that it was a very good thing neither one of them had let their emotions get the better of them or said things that they’d later wish they hadn’t. It was the holidays, and they were on a romantic and, as it happened, exceedingly erotic train ride. They’d been bantering each other into a frenzy of unfulfilled sexual need for days now. What they hadn’t done was come up with any real solutions or answers as to how they were going to sustain this new relationship they’d embarked upon.
 
So, the I love yous really needed to wait, at the very least, until she was sure they weren’t going to be followed all too soon by good-byes.

 



Chapter Twenty-One
 
“Hey there, boss man.”
 
Ben grinned as a tall, thin man with closely cropped, dark hair and vivid blue eyes pushed his way through the throng of people on the train station platform in Portsmouth. “Good to see you made it,” he said, giving Paul a quick one-armed back slap. “Hope the traffic wasn’t too big a pain in the ass. I appreciate your picking us up.”
 
“It’s holiday bonus time,” he said with a grin. “Of course I’m picking you up.”
 
Ben laughed. “I already gave out bonuses, so you can stop the brownnosing.”
 
“No way. The holidays, they roll around every year. I like to stay high up on the leaderboard.”
 
Ben shifted so Fiona could wedge in beside him. “Paul, this is Fiona McCrae. Fiona, Paul, the guy who has been keeping Campbell Landscapes from extinction while I’ve been chopping trees.”
 
Paul laughed as he reached out to shake Fiona’s hand. “I’d tell him to stop being modest, but he’s right.”
 
Fiona laughed at that. “I can see why you hired him,” she told Ben, then looked at Paul. “I’m thinking the leaderboard standings don’t change very often.”
 
“Oh, now what is this?” A short blond woman with big brown eyes and an even bigger smile wedged herself through the crowd and wiggled in next to Paul. “Are you sucking up again?” she asked Paul, elbowing him in the side. “Boy, offer to park the truck and this is the thanks I get.” She grinned and stepped in to buss Ben on the cheek. “Hey, boss. Happy holidays.” Then she turned and put her hand out to Fiona. “Hi, I’m Stephanie, apparently number two on the leaderboard, although we all know number twos try harder.” She batted her eyelashes at Ben while shaking Fiona’s hand, then stepped back and slid neatly under Paul’s waiting arm. “Whereas number ones still have to sleep on the couch on occasion.”
 
“Hey!” Paul protested, but Stephanie kissed a smile out of him.
 
She leaned her head on his shoulder and winked at Fiona. “We all have our evil ways, don’t we?”
 
Fiona grinned up at Ben. “I’ve found my people.”
 
“Lord help us all,” Ben said, then gave a mock wince when Fiona nudged him with her elbow. He slid her bag off her shoulders and gestured for them all to head toward the exit. “If we form a V, we might have a prayer of making it out of the building before Christmas.”
 
“Put the girls in front,” Paul said. “Something tells me we’ll make more progress that way.”
 
“Beauty before age,” Stephanie said, then tugged Fiona up with her. “We’ll keep the truck warm for you.”
 
 

 
 

 
 
The ride to Campbell Landscapes was filled with banter and laughter, and that mood continued as they arrived and he introduced her around to everyone. The catered lunch buffet got underway shortly after their arrival, with many guests arriving early. The mood was decidedly festive, and Fiona wasted no time in engaging herself in conversations and getting to know people. It warmed him immensely to see her fitting in so naturally. She had no problem mixing and mingling, and he often heard her laughter echoing from various parts of the room as he took time to speak to all of his employees individually, to thank them for all their help with the challenging circumstances. When he’d glance around to find her, she was always in a group of three or four people, and everyone was smiling and laughing, herself included.
 
Paul and Stephanie worked for him, but they had also come to be good friends, as were a number of other folks on his staff. Ben liked to keep the atmosphere at work upbeat, friendly, and the energy positive, and he hired—and fired—accordingly. He expected a lot from his employees, but he paid them well, rewarded them with bumps in income and more responsibility when they earned it, and let them know how proud he was of their work. He enjoyed what he did and wanted his employees to look forward to going to work every day as much as he did. Looking around the place tonight, he felt a deep pang of appreciation for them, for the trust they’d earned from him and given back to him in return.
 
Even though his tenure as farm chief had been brief thus far, he’d tried to engender the same feeling and camaraderie in his hiring of the seasonal help, and in dealing with the longtime employees, too. Despite a few personality bumps and an upended truck, he was pretty happy with how things were working out there as well. Jim had proven to be a godsend on the tree lots, pretty much handling them without much need for direction or assistance. Ben had noted there were two full-time employees in addition to Kearney, as well as a few of the part-timers, who had stepped up in big ways as well, which had been an enormous help in maintaining some semblance of control in the midst of the constant chaos that went on there every day during tree-cutting season.
 
“You know,” Fiona said, as Ben made his way through the crowd and slipped his arm through hers. “You have really great people working for you.”
 
“I was just thinking how very fortunate I am,” he agreed. “It’s made all this a lot easier.”
 
“Well, I think you can take a lot of the credit. Clearly they like working for you and they love their jobs. As a former employer of a fairly sizable staff, I know that’s easy to want but a lot harder to actually pull off. They respect you and they also like you a whole lot.”
 
“Well, thank you.” He leaned down and kissed her on the cheek, then decided that wasn’t nearly enough and tipped her chin up to steal a quick kiss there, too.
 
She beamed up at him. “It’s something I see at the farm, too.”
 
“You haven’t been to the farm other than that one time, and we weren’t even open for seasonal business yet.”
 
“True, but I have been at my shop, and your adjunct tree-selling business is right next door. Your employees there really love what they’re doing. I see how they go out of their way to engage with everyone who comes by looking for the perfect tree. They have so much energy and they really go all out. I love the goofy elf hats, which just adds to the vibe. They make it all look like it’s one big tree-buying party, but I know keeping that level of energy up in the cold and the wind and the weather isn’t easy. You’re fortunate, but you’re also a good boss. It shows.”
 
He didn’t know what to say to all of that. So he leaned down and kissed her again, although he might have lingered a bit longer that time. “I appreciate that,” he said with a quiet, private smile just for her. “And coming from someone who’s been in the business-building trenches, I respect it even more.”
 
“Well, you don’t seem to take it, or them, for granted, either, and that’s also a big thing. The morale here is really high. It’s great.” She grinned. “Of course, they’re all sugared up from the Christmas cookies and buzzed from the champagne punch, but still.”
 
He chuckled. “Did you get a chance to look around at all? I was going to take you on a tour before the party kicked off, but it took so long fighting the traffic getting here . . .”
 
“No, that’s fine. And yes, I have. I’m really impressed with the digs, by the way. I don’t know who did your design layout, showcasing all the different kinds of work you do with the various photo collections and displays, but it’s impressive.”
 
“Well, we do some indoor work, too, and I figured it wasn’t enough to have the grounds all done—which you can’t see because of the snow. We needed the interior of the offices to be equally designed.”
 
“I’ve looked at the photos you have up, both of the grounds here and some of the work you’ve done. I really never looked into your business before, but wow. It’s really impressive and so original. I didn’t realize you’d done such elaborate projects.”
 
He shrugged. “I didn’t start out with that in mind. I just wanted to make people realize that it didn’t take a huge budget and a big piece of property to do something both practical and beautiful. It took a while for the bigger projects to come our way, but that’s just as well. I’d have never had the confidence to tackle those earlier on, and, frankly, I had a lot to learn back then. It was a—”
 
“—building process,” she finished for him. “Yes, I completely understand.”
 
He smiled. “Yes, I guess you do.” He slipped the two of them around one of the larger photo displays and pulled her in close, then dipped his head and kissed her the way he’d been longing to all night.
 
She hummed her approval, and kissed him right back, sliding her arms around his waist and snuggling in closer.
 
He was grinning when he finally lifted his head.
 
“So smug,” she said, teasing him.
 
“Actually, I was just thinking I have to take my hands off of you and go stand outside in the cold for a few minutes if I’m to have any hope of being able to go back in that crowd anytime soon.”
 
She laughed and grinned.
 
“Now who’s smug?” he teased. He reluctantly let her go and took a step back, but kept her crowded between him and the back of the display. Then, because he didn’t like not touching her, he took her hand in his. “Thank you. For coming with me. For taking the time from your family. Especially with Fergus in the hospital. For, well . . . for everything.”
 
She shook her head. “Thank you for inviting me. And for introducing me to everyone. You realize they are now all buzzing, don’t you?”
 
“About?”
 
“You. Us. Me.”
 
“Good,” he said. “I want them buzzing about you, us, me.” He didn’t miss the fleeting look that crossed her expression, but before he could put a name to it, it was gone and she was smiling up at him.
 
“Well, they want to see you happy. I’ve been getting grilled.”
 
His eyebrows lifted in surprise. He’d figured the crew would be surprised to see him with someone, but he hadn’t really anticipated their protectiveness. Knowing about it though, well . . . it made him feel good. Mostly because he had no doubt they’d approve of Fiona. “How’d you do?” he asked. “Did you pass the test?”
 
She cocked her head. “And if I didn’t?”
 
He made a gesture over his shoulder with his thumb. “You’d be hitching your way back to the train station.”
 
“Wow,” she said, but the twinkle in those gorgeous eyes of hers was on full display. “Good to know. Thank God I’ve been lying through my teeth then and telling them what an amazing guy I think you are. Godlike, really.”
 
He tugged her closer. “Lying, huh?” He nudged her back against the display, then leaned down to whisper in her ear. “So, when I had you bent over the bench seat and slid my hands up to cup those most amazing breasts of yours while you took me . . . and took me . . . and took me, saying something like, ‘God, yes, God, yes’ . . . you were lying?”
 
She kissed his smiling mouth, then slid her tongue deep and let her hands wander. “Every . . . single . . . word,” she murmured against his lips.
 
“You’re a terrible liar,” he said, and gripped her wrist before her hand made it to its obvious destination. “And I like that a lot about you.”
 
“Ben? Where did you get off to? Ben?” The sound of a familiar voice made him go still, even as Fiona leaned in and bit his ear.
 
“I was trying to get you off,” she whispered with a deliciously wicked little laugh. “But . . . denied, it seems.”
 
Ben smiled at that, then leaned in and whispered, “Incoming. I’m sorry.”
 
“No worries,” Fiona was saying, as he smoothly turned and shifted her slightly in front of him, slipping his arm around her waist just as Annalise came around to the back of the display area.
 
“There you are!” she said, then stopped momentarily as she noted Fiona. Or, more to the point, his arm around Fiona’s waist.
 
“Hello, Annalise. I didn’t realize you were stopping by,” he said, politely leaving off the part where she hadn’t been invited.
 
Annalise finally managed to drag her gaze from her once-over of Fiona, back to Ben, and her smile returned, though he knew from long exposure that it wasn’t as genuine as it appeared. “Oh, I didn’t think you’d mind if I crashed your annual little shindig. You have been so busy of late, and I thought this would be the perfect time for us to finalize those plans we discussed.” She looked at Fiona. “I’m sorry, I’m being rude.” She extended her perfectly manicured, jewelry-laden hand. “Annalise Manderville.” She grinned at Ben, then back at Fiona. “Ben and I go way back.”
 
Ben was about to open his mouth to say something, anything, to make this end as soon as humanly possible, but Fiona beat him to it.
 
She took Annalise’s hand and gave it a polite squeeze. “Yes, Ben has told me so much about you,” she said, also smiling what he knew to be a dangerously fake smile.
 
“He has?” Annalise’s false smile grew. “Why, how sweet. But then, he is a big sweetheart. I’m so glad, because otherwise this might seem awkward.” She glanced again at Ben’s arm around Fiona’s waist. “I hope you don’t mind if I steal him for a few minutes so we can get our date books in alignment. My parents just adore Ben and we’ve got a full holiday slate in front of us, but what with him being so incredibly sweet helping out his parents and all, it’s been tricky for us to figure things out. Oh—and I just loved my visit to the farm,” she said, switching her attentions and gleaming, predatory smile back to Ben. “So wonderful and picturesque.” She looked back to Fiona. “Have you been up to Maine? It’s so rustic, but I have to say, being out in the middle of nowhere has its advantages.”
 
Ben once again started to leap into the opening, but again, Fiona beat him to it. “I guess you and Ben don’t talk very often,” Fiona said, her smile pleasantly fixed. “I’m from Maine. Ben and I grew up together.” She slid her arm around his waist and leaned her head on his shoulder. “I think I’ve spent almost as much time at his farmhouse as he has at mine.” She looked up at him and shared what, to any outside observer, would appear to be a private, intimate smile. “Especially lately.”
 
Ben stared down into her eyes and wanted to kiss her senseless right then and there. “Indeed we have,” he said, leaning down to kiss the side of her mouth, and whisper, “Thank you.” Then he leaned down again, nipped her earlobe and added, “You so own me right now.”
 
She let out a delightful little giggle that was so adorably not anything she’d ever do, he almost laughed out loud. He was grinning down at her as she swatted him. “Now behave. You’re the host here. There will be plenty of time for that later.” She turned and shot Annalise a bright, cheerful smile. “I promised his folks that I’d give them a call, to confirm our holiday plans. So why don’t I go take care of that and you two can get your calendars organized?” She glanced at Ben, feigning a look of confusion. “Though I was pretty sure you told me you’d already mentioned to Annalise about not being available for the holiday onslaught here in Rhode Island, what with our obligations this year and all?” She looked at Annalise. “He’s so sweet, trying to squeeze in every little thing. I swear, and then that magazine came out and, wow, he’s Mr. In Demand. But he can’t do everything, which I’m sure you understand. Anyway, I’ll let him take care of all that.”
 
“Yes,” Annalise said, her smile looking a lot more clenched at the moment. “Why don’t you run along then? I’ll take care of this directly with Ben.”
 
Fiona lifted up on her toes to kiss the side of Ben’s neck, and she whispered, “My fantasy list just got longer.”
 
“Done,” he said, his smile growing wider still as he leaned down to give her a quick kiss. “Thank you.”
 
“Anytime.” Fiona stepped away from him, then smoothly placed her hand on Annalise’s arm as she went to step around her. “So lovely to meet you. Ben has such dear old friends.” If she put a hint of emphasis on the word “old,” well, maybe Ben imagined it. But probably not.
 
Ben watched her as she ducked around the display and even shifted slightly so he could see her cross the room and join Paul and Stephanie, already laughing a moment later.
 
“You grew up with her? How come I’ve never heard of her?”
 
“You weren’t particularly interested in the life I had in Maine. It was ‘old history,’ I believe you said.”
 
“And she’s close with your parents?”
 
Ben glanced at her, his attention and thoughts still on the amazingness that was Fiona. “Our families have known each other for a very long time.” He finally looked directly at Annalise and grinned. “They love her.”
 
Annalise paused, then shifted gears and the smile returned. “You told her about me.”
 
“We share our day-to-day, so yes, I mentioned that you came by the farm, and that you invited me to your parents’ holiday event.”
 
Annalise moved closer. “Does she know we were together?”
 
He nodded easily. “She does.”
 
Annalise didn’t have a ready response for that.
 
“So . . . who is she?” Annalise demanded.
 
“Fiona McCrae, award-winning interior designer and middle daughter of the Blueberry Cove McCraes, one of the founding families on Pelican Bay.” That was what Annalise wanted to know. Fiona’s pedigree.
 
“I meant, who is she to you? You seem rather . . . chummy. I mean, we’ve barely broken up and—”
 
“You’ve been with Dr. Biff for what, a year now?”
 
She folded her arms. “That’s ended.” She waited for him to ask what had happened, and when he didn’t, she added, “I expected us to move forward and he . . . waffled. As you know, I have no patience for a man who can’t make up his mind.”
 
Yes, Ben thought. She’d tried every way she could to get him to put a ring on her finger. He should have mentioned that sleeping with other men didn’t really lead to success in that endeavor.
 
“So, I suspect this little . . . fling, will end when you come back to Portsmouth for good?”
 
He turned to look once again at Fiona, laughing with his friends, fitting in so effortlessly, like she’d been part of his life forever. Because, in all the ways that mattered . . . she had. “Not if I can help it,” he said, meaning every word, even if he hadn’t the first clue how he was going to accomplish it. He glanced at Annalise, who was following his gaze. “I’m sorry things didn’t work out with Biff,” he said, meaning it. “I’m sure it is only a matter of time before you meet the right guy.” He turned to look at her directly again. “But that guy isn’t me, Anna. I’m sorry.”
 
“Ben—”
 
“I love her,” he said, simply, honestly. If he hadn’t already been certain of it, her hilarious little performance just now with Annalise would have sealed it. Most women would have had an entirely different reaction to seeing someone who looked like Annalise trying to step in as she had. Fiona was not most women. Thank God.
 
He loved her. Everything inside him seemed to lift up . . . and settle perfectly into place. It was the easiest thing he’d ever done in his life. Which made him grin. Because he had a feeling nothing else about loving Fiona McCrae was ever going to be easy. “And if she’ll have me,” he added, “I’m going to marry her.”

 



Chapter Twenty-Two
 
Fiona slid gingerly onto the bar stool in the Rusty Puffin and waited while Kerry finished serving another customer.
 
Her younger sister sidled down to the end of the bar where Fi sat, eyeing her with a speculative grin. “Gosh, never knew train rides could leave a person so . . . tender. I mean, I know they’re bumpy and all . . .”
 
Fiona smiled sweetly. “You should be so . . . tender.”
 
“Truer words,” Kerry said with a wistful smile. Then she shot Fi a sharp wink and a grin. “So . . . how was our Ben?”
 
“Oh, no, that’s not going to happen,” Fiona said, then sighed wistfully. That much wasn’t feigned. “What happens on the fantasy train stays on the fantasy train.”
 
Kerry pulled two glasses and filled them both with ginger ale. She slid one to Fi. “That good, huh? If I didn’t think of him like a brother, I’d actually be jealous. But since I do? Ew.”
 
“For you.”
 
“And for Hannah,” she said.
 
“Lucky for me then that I’m the one who gets him.”
 
“Well, you have me there.” She lifted her glass toward Fi, who, surprised, lifted hers and tapped it.
 
“What are we toasting?”
 
“Seriously? I thought no one could emit a glowier glow than Alex and Hannah, but they’ve got a reason.” She eyed Fiona, then stilled suddenly, before reaching out and grabbing Fiona’s hand. “No ring.”
 
“Of course there’s no ring.” Fiona snatched her hand back. “Don’t be crazy.”
 
“Well, pardon me. But apparently there’s some gene thread in our family pool that makes us up and get married to the first person who looks at us sideways.”
 
Fiona was all ready with a retort, then stopped. Now she was the one with the speculative gaze. “Hmm. Sounds like sour grapes. Because no one has looked at you sideways? Or because you looked and they didn’t look back? Which, if you ask me, good riddance. Because, have you seen you?” She made an up-and-down gesture with her hand. “You’re the one other women fear will look at their man and steal him away. Well, other than maybe, Annalise Manderville. I don’t think I’ve ever met a—”
 
“Whoa, hold the phone. You met Annalise? Where? At Ben’s party?”
 
“You know Annalise?” Fiona asked, surprised.
 
“Know her? No. Know of her, of course I do.” She frowned at Fiona. “For the sister who has been googly-eyed over Ben Campbell since birth, how is it you’re the only one who didn’t know about his every life move? I mean, his parents can’t shut up about him. I didn’t even have to ask.”
 
“Yeah, well, maybe it was easier not knowing, okay?”
 
Kerry stared at her for another long moment, then polished off her ginger ale and simply said, “Okay.” She turned to the sink.
 
“Wait, what is that supposed to mean?”
 
She turned around and looked at Fi. “I know you’re not used to me agreeing with you, but yeah, I can see where if you’re hung up on a guy, even if it was in the past, and you were just a sad, sad, pathetic little girl, and all, still you don’t really want to know who he’s involved with. Ever.” She turned back to the sink. “So, what I meant was, okay.”
 
Fiona decided to change the subject. “How’s Gus?”
 
Kerry snorted as she stacked the glasses she was washing on the shelf above the sink to drain. “How do you think? A major pain in the ass. He assumes he’s already fine, just fine, thank you very much, and if we would all just get out of his hair, he could get back to running the world.”
 
Fiona smiled and sipped her ginger ale. “Sounds just like him. That means he’s getting better.”
 
Gus had been allowed to come home from the hospital the day before Fiona had left for Portsmouth with Ben. She’d seriously considered not going, but Hannah had all but personally shoved her all the way to the train station. She and Logan both felt that Fiona had taken on the lion’s share of coordinating and handling everything while Gus had been in the hospital, which was true, but she’d been the one without pressing daily work demands. So, it had made sense. While she’d been away with Ben, her three remaining siblings had hired an in-home nurse who came daily, and had set up his physical therapy sessions, which, frankly, having heard about the fuss he put up before going to the first one, Fiona was thankful she hadn’t had to witness.
 
Hannah had given her the recap over the phone the night before on the drive back from Snowflake Bay. She and Ben had gone straight there from the train station so she could drive her car back to the Cove now that the roads were well clear. She still had his dad’s truck at the cottage, too, but he said one of his guys at the tree stand could drive it back out to the farm, or she could just hold on to it in case it stormed again, which, of course, it would.
 
“Hannah told me his facial paralysis has continued to improve,” Fiona said.
 
Kerry stopped washing and dried her hands on the towel tucked into the apron strings she’d tied around her waist and knotted in the front. “He still has a little droop at the corner of his left eye, but his mouth and cheek are almost back to where you can’t tell. And I have to say, if anything was going to self-correct, I’m really glad it was his mouth, because not being able to speak properly was the thing that really sent him around the bend the fastest. Of course, his left hand is still not functioning right and I know his left hip and knee aren’t 100 percent in sync, either.” She looked at her sister and said more quietly. “I don’t know if that will improve or not, Fi. And he needs it to, in order to run the bar.”
 
“He has you,” Fiona said, then added, “And when he doesn’t have you, he can hire someone. Your doing what you have has already proven to him that he can use the help. I just hope whoever he gets can live with his temperament.”
 
Kerry nodded, and Fiona wanted to ask her what her plans were for after the wedding, but decided to stick to the topic of Gus. “How’s he doing cognitively?”
 
“He still gets confused. He forgets words sometimes and he has gaps in the things he remembers and the things he doesn’t. His therapist said that might improve, or not. Time will tell. He doesn’t seem to have fully lost any mental capability, which is the most wonderful thing.”
 
“And his health otherwise?”
 
“Other than what I’ve already mentioned? Oh, he’s fine. Fit as a fiddle. Just ask him.”
 
Fiona smiled at that. “He’s not down here helping you at the bar, is he? I thought the doctors said he was to rest and focus on the PT for his hand, and his leg, and the cognitive parts they’re working on.”
 
“Well, all his body parts might function okay, but he wears out really fast, so while he talks a big game, he still sleeps a good part of the day.”
 
“Good,” Fiona said. “I think that’s good.”
 
Kerry nodded. “Hannah and Calder are going ahead with the wedding for sure. I guess she already told you that.”
 
“Actually, we just talked about Gus, but I figured when he came home and wasn’t too debilitated, that they would.”
 
“So, you haven’t talked to her about the one change she did make?”
 
Fiona was pushing her glass toward Kerry so she could wash it, too, then paused midpush. “What other change?”
 
Kerry rolled her eyes. “Figures. Call her. I’m not getting in the middle of it.”
 
“Oh, just tell me. Doesn’t matter who I hear it from, if it’s happening, it’s happening. So what is it?”
 
“They’re still getting married here in the Cove, but instead of the church in town, they want to keep it more intimate, have it out at the house like Logan and Alex did.”
 
“It was summer, so of course—wait, you mean inside the house? Where will we fit everyone?” Her mind immediately went into full wedding-planner mode until Kerry snapped her fingers in front of Fiona’s face.
 
“Hold up,” Kerry said. “You must have missed the part where I said it will be more intimate. Just immediate family. Which actually solves more problems than it creates.”
 
Fiona brightened. “No Hatfields and McCoys?”
 
“Correct. Just McCoys. Or McCraes and Croix River Blues. With everything else that has happened, they decided that a clan reconciliation is a bridge they can work on building later. And I agree completely.”
 
“Here, here,” Fiona said, lifting her ginger ale, relief filling her to the point of making her want to laugh. “Is that why they changed it?”
 
“That, and for Gus,” Kerry said simply. “Hannah wants him to walk her down the aisle, and that was one way to keep the aisle short and also keep things comfortable for him.”
 
Fiona’s expression softened. “That’s really sweet of her. And perfect, really.”
 
“I thought so, too.” Kerry leaned her elbows on the bar. “So, enough of the family drama. Back to the good stuff. When are you seeing Ben again? I assume he’s coming to the wedding. And I guess he’s staying here, then? In the Cove? How did it go in Portsmouth? You met Annalise, so I want to hear all about that. Is his place great?” She smiled. “Pick a question, any question.” She leaned more heavily on her elbows, her grin widening. “But make it the one about Annalise.”
 
Fiona just snorted. “He’s going to surprise his folks on Christmas, so no, he won’t be at the wedding. The tree farm and satellite stands close up shop for the season around dinnertime on Christmas Eve; then he has a flight booked south. He’s told his mom, but not his dad.”
 
“I guess he couldn’t ask you to go with him what with your sister being a pain in the ass and co-opting Christmas to get married. So inconsiderate of her.”
 
“I don’t know if he would have, but yes, that’s moot. As to his plans after Christmas, I don’t know.”
 
Kerry straightened. “What do you mean, you don’t know?”
 
“Exactly what I said. I met his staff and saw the company he’s built. It’s really amazing, Kerry. And the people are wonderful. He loves what he does and he’s built something really special there.”
 
“Okay. Well, you love him—you have told him that, I’m assuming. So would you follow him to Portsmouth?”
 
Fiona had worked really hard not to think about a label for her feelings for Ben. They were all too mixed up, and complicated by how long the two of them had known each other. “I made the right decision coming back to the Cove,” she began.
 
“But you really haven’t started anything yet, here. I know you bought Beanie’s place, but that doesn’t mean you can’t turn right around and sell it. It’s in good shape. And God knows you’d do great in Portsmouth, business wise. Better than here, that’s for certain.”
 
“That’s just it, Kerry. I don’t want a city business, even one that’s only the size of Portsmouth. That’s why I came home.”
 
“So . . . what, then? He’ll just go back to Rhode Island and thanks for the holiday fling? Is that all you wanted? Some freaky kind of closure to your childhood crush?” She held up her hand. “I’m not even bashing that, I’m not. I’d get it. It’s just . . . you don’t look like someone who has done what she set out to do and is ready to say see ya later.” She looked more closely at Fiona. “Did you tell him? That you love him?”
 
“Kerry—”
 
“Because he needs to know that, before he decides. It matters, Fi. Has he told you how he feels?”
 
He hadn’t told her he loved her, Fiona thought, but she didn’t say that to Kerry. The train ride home had been a lot different from the train ride south, though. It had still been fantasy-level amazing, and the sex . . . well, she didn’t want to think about it because she was too sore to feel all achy and needy at the moment. Which was what happened anytime she let herself think about the things they’d done together on that train.
 
But on the way back, while it had still been hot and amazing with over-the-top levels of pleasure . . . something had changed. And not just in her, though she’d had to watch herself, keep herself from getting too emotional, too serious. She’d kept it playful and fun, but she was pretty sure she wasn’t the only one who’d been fighting stronger feelings. Ben had been . . . well, he’d been gentler, at times. Sweeter. She’d even held her breath on a few occasions, certain he was about to say those very words. But then he hadn’t. So she certainly hadn’t.
 
But that didn’t change the fact that label avoidance or no, she knew quite well that those three little words were true. For her, anyway.
 
“It’s not like that between us, Kerry,” was all she said. And tried like hell to ignore the resulting twinge in her heart. Because whatever it was or wasn’t . . . she really wanted it to be just like that.
 
“What if it was?” Kerry asked. “Is that something you’d want?” She put her hand over Fi’s, which was, well, sweeter than Kerry usually was. “Be honest with me.”
 
Fi looked at their hands, then finally glanced up at Kerry and answered her honestly. “I think so, yes.”
 
“Liar,” Kerry said, but she was smiling. “You know so.”
 
“It doesn’t matter what I know,” she said. “His life is in Portsmouth, and while I might feel . . . how I feel, I don’t want a life there, Ker. Even one that includes being with Ben.”
 
“You wouldn’t even try?”
 
“I did try. And while New York is not Portsmouth, it’s similar enough for me to know—I don’t want to go back to that. Loving someone isn’t enough to make up for having to sell out what you need for yourself. It’s not like it would be temporary, then I’d get to go do what would fulfill me. That I’d consider in a heartbeat.”
 
“Has he said what he’s going to do with the farm?”
 
She shook her head. “I don’t think he’s decided yet. He’ll get through the season, and then I think part of why he’s going to see his parents for Christmas is so he can talk to them about it. He’ll have done one season by then, and I guess he’ll know as much as he can to make whatever decision needs to be made. One thing I do know, after talking to his employees and seeing all the pictures and pending contracts he has . . . he can’t run both places for much longer. It’s only because winter is the slow season for his business that he’s been able to juggle this at all.”
 
“Doesn’t seem right,” Kerry said, but she wasn’t looking at Fiona any longer, and seemed lost in her own thoughts.
 
Fiona slipped her hand out from under Kerry’s and touched her arm. “You okay?”
 
Kerry blinked her thoughts away and immediately gave her sister their patented Seriously? look. “Why wouldn’t I be? I mean, other than constantly wanting to strangle the one man in my life I love above all others, what could be wrong?”
 
“Well, you’ve been Stateside now since summer. That’s a record.”
 
Kerry snagged her rag from her apron and turned back to the sink. “I haven’t figured out what’s next. The list, it is long,” she said blithely, maybe too blithely. “I’ve got a sister to marry off, an uncle to get back on his feet.” She tossed a wry look over her shoulder and scrunched her nose. “And another sister to knock some serious sense into.”
 
“There’s nothing to knock. It is what it is.”
 
“Well, before you go writing off your future, at the very least, tell Ben how you feel. And see what comes of that.”
 
Fiona had thought of that. Had thought of almost nothing but that. But when she played out the scene past telling him how she felt, there was no scenario that ended up with both of them getting to do what was personally fulfilling for them, what they’d worked hard to have and enjoy. She knew that even if she was willing and did make the sacrifice, being with Ben—or any other person—was not going to be enough to overcome getting up every single day to go do something she didn’t want to be doing. And so she surely wouldn’t ask the same of him, because the end result would be the same. Happy together, miserable inside their own hearts. “It’s very romantic to think the happily ever after just happens, Kerry,” she said. “That love is big enough to conquer all. But the reality is, sometimes, there is no way to pull that off.”
 
“So you keep saying,” Kerry said. She paused long enough to look at Fiona again. “But here’s what I say. Tell him you love him between now and when he leaves to see his folks and make the big decisions that need making. Give him that chance. He deserves that much. And so do you. Besides, if you don’t tell him, I will.”

 



Chapter Twenty-Three
 
“I’m so happy for you, honey,” Ben’s mom trilled over the phone. “This will make your dad’s year.”
 
“I haven’t asked her yet. Don’t say anything to him until—”
 
“No, no, of course not. But . . . she’ll say yes, won’t she? I’m just so tickled, I can’t even—” She broke off, sniffled.
 
“Mom,” Ben warned. “Don’t get all—”
 
“Oh, you’ll just have to put up with some tears. We girls are like that. Well, hurry up and get it done so I can talk to Fiona and we can start planning.”
 
“Oh Lord,” Ben said. He hadn’t really put that part together. “Mom, don’t go all full tilt.”
 
“Honey, honey,” she said, breaking in. “It will be beautiful. I love Fiona. All the McCrae girls. They’re like extended family.” She sniffled again. “And now one of them really will be. Oh, I can’t wait to tell your father.”
 
Ben was starting to regret having told her before popping the question, but he’d had to. Wanted to. “Thank you,” he said.
 
“For not telling—”
 
“No. For your blessing. And for Nana’s ring.” Which was the actual reason he’d called.
 
“You’re trying to make me into a blubbering fool—then what will I tell your father?”
 
“That you were watching a greeting card commercial. He knows you cry at the drop of a pin.”
 
She let out a watery laugh. “Well, that’s true.”
 
“I’ll let you know.”
 
“I haven’t taken that ring out in ages,” she said. “You’ll probably need to get it sized. And cleaned.”
 
“Why didn’t you have it with you?” he asked. He’d been surprised when she’d told him it was still at the house. He’d assumed he’d have to have her send it to him. Which was the other reason he’d called. He didn’t know when he was going to ask Fiona, but he wanted to have the ring here, with him, when he did.
 
“Because it was for you,” she told him. “I mean, I didn’t know when, or who—though can I just say how relieved I am that it’s not—”
 
“Mom, you don’t have to. I didn’t mention it earlier, but when we were in Portsmouth, Fiona even had the chance to meet her.”
 
“Oh?” she asked, with barely disguised rabid curiosity. “And how did that go? I swear, I move south and I’m missing all the good stuff.”
 
Ben chuckled at that. “It’s a longer story than I can get into here, but I think it’s probably just the first of many classic Fiona stories. It was the moment I knew for sure I wanted to marry her.”
 
His mother laughed. “Sounds delicious. I’ll have to wheedle it out of you sooner than later, then. Or wheedle it out of her when we chat. You have her call me the minute she says yes.”
 
He laughed. “I’ll be sure to do that. I appreciate your confidence.”
 
“Well, I might be a bit biased, but why wouldn’t she?”
 
“Love you, Mom,” he said, grinning.
 
“Love you back.”
 
Ben hung up the phone, but didn’t get up from the kitchen table right away. It was one thing to have a momentary epiphany in the middle of his company Christmas party and think, hey, I’m in love, I want to marry the girl. But he’d been back in Maine now for five days. Christmas was just around the corner, which was the deadline of sorts for him to make a decision on what he wanted to do with his life. Or, at least, with the responsibilities that had entered his life a month or so ago. And instead of freaking out wondering what in the hell he’d been thinking, he was on the phone to his mother—his mother—asking her for his grandmother’s wedding ring. And feeling perfectly fine about it.
 
He hadn’t even told Fiona he loved her. Much less made up his mind what he was going to do about The Decision.
 
He set his phone on the kitchen table, then leaned forward all the way until his forehead touched his curled hands, resting on his great-grandmother’s linen tablecloth. “You are so seriously not right in the head. Being home, being around Fiona, it’s warped you, man. Straighten up. Fly right.”
 
He sat that way for another thirty seconds or so, then sat up. And grinned. “Nah, I still wanna marry her.”
 
He slapped his palms on the table, shoved his chair back, and stood. His only decision now was, should he call Paul first, and tell him that their earlier conversation was no longer a “what if” hypothetical, but quite possibly an “oh shit, we’re going to do this” reality? Or, should he go find Fiona and make sure she was going to say yes—and maybe, while he was at it, find out if, oh, you know, she loved him back—before turning his life completely upside down.
 
He looked around the kitchen, at the surroundings of his childhood. And it had been a really, truly wonderful childhood. He listened to the noise filtering in from outside, of the cars coming and going, people laughing, shouting, and, at the moment, even singing Christmas carols. Really badly, as it happened, which just made it all the better. There was the tractor engine humming, chain saws whirring. And above it all, the laughter, the chatter, the people who came, year after year, and chopped down Christmas trees that would show up in photos for years and possibly even generations to come. The noises of his childhood. The noises, he’d come to realize over the past month—a realization that had crystalized that night in Portsmouth when he could actually see that part of his future with real clarity and belief—that he wanted to be the sounds of his children’s childhoods as well.
 
So it didn’t really matter whom he called first, because, even if he was really, really way off and Fiona wasn’t interested in being part of that noise, in generating her own brand of noise to entwine and entangle in his memories of this house, this place, this life . . . then he was still going to be here.
 
Maybe not exactly as his father, grandfather, great-grandfather, and even great-great grandfather before him had been here, but with the same spirit, the same love, and the same dedication they’d had. He was going to be here, in Snowflake Bay.
 
It had just taken coming home and falling in love with exactly the woman he was supposed to be in love with to put all the pieces into the right spaces. And, okay, a few that didn’t quite fit, but between him, Paul, Stephanie, and a crew of the best people anyone had ever had the chance to build a business with, he was going to pound those pieces into place until they fit, too.
 
Yeah. He needed to get that under way, so when he did do the big getting-on-one-knee scene, he could make Fiona understand he wasn’t doing this for her, or even for them. He was doing it for himself first and foremost. Just as she’d done, in coming back to the Cove, to her home.
 
“I should be writing this down,” he thought, then laughed at himself. “What the hell, you’re winging everything else.”
 
He grabbed his phone up, hit Paul’s number on his speed dial, and headed to the back door, back to the work that was going to continue to be part of his life for as long as he was able to do it. He hadn’t told his mom this part yet. He needed to make sure it was going to happen first. It would be his Christmas present to them both. Well, that and maybe an engagement announcement.
 
“Paul,” he said, when the younger man picked up the phone. “So about that talk we had. I think I want to try and make that work.” He held the phone away from his ear when Paul hooted. Loudly. When he was done, he tucked the phone close again, and said, “You talked to Stephanie? She’s on board? It’s a lot. I really need to know—”
 
“We’re ready for the adventure, boss.”
 
“What time frame do you figure? Spring? Early summer? I haven’t looked over all the files you sent me yet, but—”
 
“If the winter isn’t too bad and we can get an early spring start, then I think early May is very doable. Bad winter, it might push us to June.”
 
“I can live with that.” If a person could hear another person smile, Ben could hear Paul’s ear-to-ear grin like it was a full on howl. “You’re really sure about this?”
 
“What, say no and have you hire someone else to have all the fun? Hell no. I want in, ground floor. Then I’ll be sure you’ll never get rid of me.”
 
Ben chuckled. That sounded exactly like Paul. “And Stephanie?”
 
“Her only question was how upset you were going to be later on when we wanted to pass our part in the business down to our children, you know, regardless of where your potential future offspring might figure in to all this.”
 
“Maybe we’ll let them figure that out. It would be a pretty sweet problem to have.”
 
“You know, you’re right. I’ll start pulling a list together, who we need to call first, second, third. And I’ll get Steph on calling your new work appointments and regretfully cancelling. Unless they want to go to Maine, too.”
 
“You’re pawning that part off on Steph?”
 
“Bad news comes a lot easier from her sweet voice than my lumberjack grumble.”
 
“Wise choice,” Ben agreed with a laugh.
 
“Indeed. I’ll get files to you tonight, and we can talk again tomorrow once you know how you want to proceed.”
 
“Deal.”
 
Paul paused, took a deep breath, then said, “How cold is it up there again?”
 
Ben just laughed. “Ask Santa for long johns,” he said. “Really good long johns.” He ended the call on Paul’s laughter.
 
Okay, then. Ben took his own deep breath. “And so it begins,” he murmured, then headed out, letting the porch door slap shut behind him as he started toward the fields. He pulled his elf hat out of his pocket, pulled it on, and grinned. “Let’s help some folks find the perfect Christmas tree.”

 



Chapter Twenty-Four
 
Fiona wedged herself further into the cabinet under the sink so she could get better leverage on the wrench, and gave it one last tug. “There,” she grunted, as the—thingamajig thingie, whatever it was called, finally turned a squeak. She held her breath, listened intently, then grinned in triumph and slumped back against the interior cabinet wall. “No more drip,” she said, feeling pretty satisfied with herself.
 
She liked to sit in the little kitchen and work. She liked to get the wood-burning stove chugging, make a pot of coffee, then spread out on the small round table whatever the business of the moment happened to be. This evening it was the newly revised chart for where everyone would stand inside Pelican Point for Hannah’s wedding. The obvious entrance would be for the bride to come down the stairs to the ceremony being held below, but that wouldn’t be good for Fergus, so she’d had to do some creative thinking. “Good thing that’s why I get paid the big bucks,” she muttered. Bridesmaid Rule No. 97: When your sister offers to pay you to plan her wedding, take the money.
 
She carefully lowered the wrench and held it against her chest, as she tried to turn a bit so she could wriggle back out. Only, the turning point proved to be problematic as some part of the back of her clothing was caught on some part of the pipes that ran behind her head. She tried to wriggle and tug, but that just made it worse. And the space was too tight to reach back and free herself. She debated for two seconds how much she’d miss the blouse or sweater she had on, then figured she could probably have it mended, so she started to wriggle again, then just tugged. Hard.
 
Which proved to be a mistake. A very wet mistake. Something behind her made an ominous creaking noise, and a second later, water began spraying into the small cabinet, plastering the back of her head and shoulders. What it didn’t do was free her. “No!” she cried out. “No, no, no.”
 
Like that did any good.
 
She heard banging on the back entrance and sent up a silent prayer of thanks. “Beanie!” she called out. “It’s unlocked! Come in! Help!”
 
Only, for once, it wasn’t Beanie.
 
“Hey there,” came an amused male voice.
 
She managed to turn her head just enough to see Ben crouching down next to where her legs were sticking out from under the sink cabinet
 
“Lucky thing you’re a good designer,” he said. “Because you’d go broke as a plumber.”
 
She was soaked and spluttering at this point and possibly said a few words that she normally didn’t use in mixed company.
 
He just chuckled, slid the wrench from her grasp, nudged her shoulders forward a bit, and two seconds later, the water stopped.
 
“Oh thank God,” she said, panting. “I was having Poseidon Adventure flashbacks. Only I was going down under my own kitchen sink.”
 
“I’ve told you since we were kids that those old movies would give you nightmares. Come here,” he said, reaching in a hand.
 
“I’m caught on something behind me,” she said. “I got the drippy part to stop, but then jerked something else loose with whatever part of me is hung up on whatever part of it.”
 
He carefully nudged her head forward. “Ah,” he said. “The sweater that ate—”
 
“Very funny, just—” A second later she was free and he was sliding her out. “Thank you,” she said, as she sat sprawled and soaked in the puddle that was now the kitchen floor. “We need towels.” She looked around at the mess. “Lots of towels.”
 
“You said there’s a bedroom and bath upstairs?”
 
“Yes, yes! Go grab the bathroom towels. All I have in here are dishtowels. Thanks.”
 
He stood, then reached down a hand and helped her get upright. He smiled into her sodden, soggy, plastered-with-hair face. “I’ll see if I can’t save a few for you. Maybe a shower is a good idea.”
 
She smiled overly brightly at him. “What do you mean? I just had a shower.”
 
He chuckled and she laughed. Somehow he made even the frustrating things amusing.
 
“Don’t even think of taking a picture of me right now,” she said when he pulled his phone out.
 
“I wasn’t,” he said, then winked at her. “But thanks for the idea.”
 
“Ben!”
 
He just put the phone to his ear and lifted a finger. “Jim, hey, it’s Ben. Can you grab some of those old rags and towels out of the trailer and get one of the kids to bring them over here to Fi’s place? We had a little plumbing issue. And have them bring the toolbox, too, will ya? Thanks.” He slid the phone back in his pocket.
 
“I thought Jim was on the Machiasport tree lot for the duration.”
 
“I pulled him down here today. Come here.”
 
She jerked back. “I’m soaking wet.”
 
“I’m a landscaper and a tree farmer. I’ve been worse things than wet. Come here.” He tugged her against him, pushed the wet hair from her face, even ran a thumb under one eye, than the other. “You’d make a great raccoon for Halloween,” he murmured with a small, rather sweet smile. “Just sayin’.”
 
“So maybe you knowing me as long as you have isn’t the fabulous thing I thought it was,” she muttered, even though she actually was enjoying his little ministrations. “It breeds way too much familiarity. Normally this early in a relationship, we’d still be struggling to always say the right thing and not risk a fight or, you know, a knee in a tender place, by picking on each other.”
 
He just tugged her more tightly against his tender places and wrapped his arms around her. “I happen to like being overly familiar with you. In fact, I was planning on being exceedingly familiar and joining you in the shower. Just to make sure you don’t take out the pipes up there, too. Public service, really.”
 
She tipped up on her toes and nipped his chin. “You’re a real funny guy,” she said, but then found herself nudging his head down so she could taste his mouth.
 
“I’m here all week,” he murmured, then kissed her back.
 
The clearing of a throat a few minutes later had them breaking apart to see a young guy standing just inside the back door to the kitchen with a stack of ratty towels clutched in one arm, and an old-fashioned wood toolbox tray in the other. “Sorry, boss,” he said, looking more than a little uncomfortable. “I knocked.”
 
“That’s okay, Andrew,” Ben said easily, stepping around Fiona to take the toolbox. “You can just set those on the counter there,” he added, nodding toward the towels. “Thank Jim again for taking over today.”
 
“No worries.” He took a step back. “Sorry, Miss Fiona,” he said to her, trying not to look directly at the loveliness that was presently her sodden, makeup-streaked self. He dumped the towels on the counter and turned to go.
 
“No problem, Andrew,” she said. “Thanks for the help.” She waited until the back door was closed behind him before daring to look at Ben. “Wasn’t that the same guy who turned your truck into a seesaw?”
 
Ben nodded and Fiona spluttered a laugh. “That explains the rather terrified look in his eyes. Poor guy can’t catch a break.”
 
“He did when I didn’t fire him and let him come back from the farm and work at the tree lot.” He took her elbow and turned her neatly back into his now equally damp and soggy arms. “But he gets a pass on this one. He could have probably sounded a fire alarm and we wouldn’t have heard it.”
 
Fiona smiled. “Yeah, well, I blame having water in my ears . . . or something.”
 
“Or something,” he said, already lowering his mouth to hers.
 
She pushed at his chest. “If you were serious about that shower, why don’t we mop up this water, then go do that? When he opened the door, it let the cold in. I think I’m starting to get frostbite in these wet clothes.” She wrapped her arms around her middle.
 
When he didn’t move right away, she turned and sloshed over to the towels. “Wow. There’s more water on the floor than I thought. We might need more towels than this.” She got the biggest one and put it down right in front of the cabinet where there was the most water, then stepped on it with her feet to soak the water up. “I guess we could just wring them out and use them like mops until we—” She stopped and looked at him. “Are you just going to stand there and stare at my admittedly drop-dead gorgeous self, or are you—?”
 
He took the two steps needed to close the distance between them, cupped her face in his hands, and kissed her like . . . well, images of that train ride flashed through her mind. She was breathless and no longer shivering when he lifted his head. “As a way to warm me up, you’re better than a wood stove,” she said, a little breathlessly. “What was that for?”
 
“I just want you to know up front, I had a completely different plan all figured out,” he said, one hand still cupping her face.
 
“What plan? For what? I thought you were covering the lot next door for the evening shift, then we were going to have a late dinner at the Puffin, maybe see Fergus if he’s not sleeping.”
 
“I got Jim to cover the lot because I thought maybe we’d take a drive around the Cove, see the Christmas lights, then head out along Pelican Bay, do more of the same.”
 
She beamed. “That sounds really lovely, actually. I like that plan.”
 
“I was going to lure you to the farmhouse with a pot of my mother’s beef stew. She stocked the freezer with containers of stew and chili before she left. Apparently she thinks I can’t cook for myself.”
 
“Can you make her stew?”
 
“Well, no, but—”
 
“Then I vote with your mom. And that sounds really, really good, too.” She gestured to herself. “Especially at the moment. And your kitchen has the added benefit of not being under an inch or two of water.”
 
“That is true.”
 
Fiona slid her arms around his waist. “Was I going to be invited to a sleepover? It’s been a long time since I had a sleepover at the Campbell house.”
 
“That might have been in the back of my mind. Once I got you buzzed on beef stew, maybe some fresh-baked biscuits.”
 
She went limp in his arms. “Take me, I’m yours.” She added a dramatic hand to her brow as she splayed herself over his arm.
 
He leaned down and took full advantage of her exposed neck, until her laughter turned to little moans.
 
He pulled her upright into his arms, and pushed her hair from her face, looking into her eyes, with a quite serious look in his own, though he was smiling. “Are you mine, Fiona?”
 
She started to make some kind of responding quip, as they were wont to do, but she stopped when she realized he was being serious. “I—”
 
“I am yours, you know,” he told her. “Head to toe, head to heart,” he added, pulling her in close again. “Yours.”
 
Her breath caught. So did her heart. “Yes,” she said. “Me, too.” She tipped up on her toes and kissed him, feeling tears prick the corners of her eyes. “Me, too,” she whispered against his lips.
 
Their kiss this time was more like a promise than a seduction.
 
He lifted his head and looked down into her eyes. “I love you, Fiona Mary Margaret McCrae.”
 
She smiled, then laughed, glad for her soggy hair and face, so maybe the tears in her eyes didn’t stand out so much. “I love you right back, Benjamin Thomas Campbell.”
 
And then he was fishing in his pocket and looking all . . . well, not like the confident and cocky Ben Campbell that she’d always known, and always loved, and always would. “What—?”
 
“I was going to wait,” he said. “I had it all planned.”
 
And when she realized what he was about to do, her heart just stopped. No more beating. No more breathing either. “Ben,” she gasped, then looked wildly around the room. The flooded room, and her, a soaking, sodden mess. This wasn’t at all how she’d have pictured this moment happening, if she’d ever let herself picture it. Which she most definitely hadn’t. “It’s—the floor’s wet. And I’m a disaster. You—you shouldn’t, you’re not really going to—” And then her heart kicked back in, double time, and she was pretty sure there were little twinkly lights in her peripheral vision and her knees weren’t all that steady. Because he was kneeling. Kneeling. Right there in front of her. In two inches of busted kitchen sink water. “You should wait,” she said, almost begging. “Until it’s perfect. This isn’t—”
 
“This is perfect,” he said. “I don’t want to tell our kids I proposed to you next to some perfectly set table for two, in front of a neatly stoked little wood stove. I want to tell our kids that I proposed to their mom while standing in the middle of chaos.” He grinned. “Because, somehow, I think our kids will get that that’s a lot more typical of the life we’ll be having.”
 
Her mouth dropped open, then snapped shut again. Then she spluttered, and laughed, until she had to clap her hands over her mouth to keep from crying.
 
“Fiona McCrae, would you do me the supreme honor of becoming my wife, and making sure my life is full of burst water pipes and man-eating scarves, and fantasy train rides, and more laughter than I could ever have hoped to have?”
 
And she watched as he opened an old, scarred blue velvet box, to show a ring that wasn’t bright and shiny and new. It was an antique, in need of a little cleaning, and it clearly came with a long history behind it. It was perfect. “It’s beautiful,” she said.
 
“I was going to have it cleaned. It’s Nana’s ring.”
 
Fiona’s gaze flew from the ring to Ben. “Oh, I loved your grandmother,” she said. “I—” She looked back at the ring, then back to him. “Are you sure? Does your mom—?”
 
He stood then, and took her hand. “I am, and she does. She’s thrilled.”
 
“You told her you were—well, I guess you did since you asked for the—oh my, God, Ben. I—I didn’t see this—I mean, I talked about it—”
 
“You did?” he asked, looking genuinely surprised, and if she wasn’t mistaken, more than a little happy about that.
 
“With Kerry.”
 
“Kerry?” he repeated, clearly stunned now.
 
“I know, right? But she pushed me to give it—us—a chance and I didn’t see how we were going to, only I couldn’t see how I was ever going to stop loving you, and—”
 
He leaned down and kissed her, deeply. “I don’t think I’m going to get tired of hearing you say that anytime soon.”
 
She beamed then, and her heart felt so full, she was sure it might burst just like the pipes. “Good.” She cupped his face with her palm. “Because Kerry was right and I didn’t see it, didn’t believe this was enough. But it is. More than. We can figure this out, we’ll make it work. Because saying that, hearing that . . . it does make the difference. If it means starting up shop in Portsmouth instead of the Cove, well—”
 
He kissed her again, until she sighed and leaned into him. “You have the rest of your life to stop doing that,” she told him.
 
“Good,” he said, echoing her. “I am . . . honored,” he said, “to think you’d change everything you’ve come home for, to move to Portsmouth for me. With me.”
 
“It’s not what I pictured, but, Ben, I love your people. I really had a great time with them, and Stephanie and I have stayed in contact—I adore her—and what you’ve built there, it’s important. Maybe I can find something more suburban, or find something in the old part of town, something more suitable to my vision, but I know I can—”
 
“I know you could,” he said, his eyes a little bright now, too, and full of the exact same excitement and emotion she was feeling. “But you won’t have to.”
 
“Well, I do still need and want my own—”
 
“No, that’s not what I mean. Of course you will. But . . . I had to figure out what to do with the farm, too.”
 
“Oh, that’s right. Ben, I—what are you going to do?”
 
“Being back here, back home, and being with you, has brought things around full circle in my life, too. Only, you’re right, what I have in Portsmouth, well, that is my family, too, now. I couldn’t see how I could do both, and Paul and I were talking one night, after we got back from the party, and I remembered what you said, that first day, standing in your kitchen at the Point. You asked me if I was going to somehow combine my business and the tree farm and operate it all from one place.”
 
“Ben,” she said, in a stunned whisper. “That’s—amazing. But, what about everyone in Rhode Island? You can get clients anywhere, I’m sure, especially now, but what about—?”
 
“It started off as a kind of joke, but then we—Paul and I—really started talking it out, and, well . . . I made the decision that I didn’t want to give the farm up and—”
 
“Oh, Ben, you’re not going to sell your business to Paul and start completely over here are you? I mean, he’s wonderful, but it’s your baby, you’re the guy folks—”
 
“I’m not selling it to Paul. I’m not selling it at all.” He looked down into her eyes. “But I am relocating it.”
 
“But what about Paul, and Stephanie, and—”
 
He grinned. “I’m relocating them, too.”
 
Fiona spluttered a laugh. “Are you kidding me? Ben, that’s—I don’t even have words for that. But, you don’t have to—I mean, it would be a lot easier for me to just—”
 
“It’s not just about us. I decided that I was going to do this, even if you turned me down flat. I’m doing this for me. That’s how I knew it was the right thing to do.”
 
“Oh, Ben,” she whispered, awed, “that’s . . . wow. I wouldn’t have even thought . . . wow.” She dashed at the tears on her cheeks. “But what about your clients?”
 
“It’s not going to happen overnight,” he warned. “In fact, it’s going to take about six months or so of a whole lot of juggling, then probably another three or four to get things completely moved over. I have contracts I have to honor, and, well, it’s all stuff we can discuss later. But the bottom line is, I can do what I love anywhere and still love it. It was the people I didn’t want to leave.”
 
“It will be a lot different here,” she said. “I mean, you won’t have exactly the same client base to pull from.”
 
“Well, see, that’s the thing. That magazine article is turning out to be a whole lot bigger than I’d have ever dreamed. I’m getting calls from all over the place. All over the country, in fact.”
 
She smiled. “That’s fantastic.”
 
“I was flattered, but was thinking I’d have to turn them down, only now . . . well, Paul and I are thinking maybe we’ll have a slightly different focus when we relaunch here, think bigger in terms of how and where we work.” He looked at her. “It means travel on my part, but—”
 
She tipped up on her toes, grabbed his face, and kissed him. “It means you get to do what you love with the people you love. I’m all for it.”
 
He wrapped her up against him.
 
“So, how does this work with the farm?”
 
“I’m going to set up my business at the farm, co-op a bit of the property and build something similar to my building in Portsmouth. Plenty of room for that and the trees, too. I’ve already talked to a few of the men who’ve worked for my dad for years, and having watched them in motion this past month, I know they can handle running the place for the most part. And I’ll still be there, on the premises, to oversee things when needed.”
 
“It all sounds . . . well, like a miracle, really. And you’re sure you want to do this?”
 
“More sure than I’ve been about anything in my life. Except maybe this.” He lifted the ring box again. “You didn’t answer me. Will I have my work and my family farm, and get the girl, too?”
 
She wrapped her arms around his neck. “I’m afraid you’re stuck with all of us.” She kissed him. “And it’s probably going to be a life sentence.”
 
“Lock me up and throw away the key then,” he said, leaning his head down. “So, how about that shower? I love you, but you’re starting to smell a little . . . moldy.”
 
“And that, folks, is what love is all about,” she said with a laugh. She took the ring box from him. “Shower first, then we’ll see how this fits.”
 
“You fit, and that’s all that matters.”
 
She sighed and pressed her sodden, moldy smelling head to his chest. “You say the sweetest things.”
 
He wrinkled his nose, but smiled. “Well, you know, I owe you.”
 
“True,” she said. “I wonder how many years of sweet things I can leverage out of that.”
 
She squealed when he slid his hands down and pinched her backside, then squealed again when he scooped her up in his arms.
 
“On second thought,” she said, slipping her arms around his neck, “being of fireplug height and proportions does have its advantages.”
 
He laughed as he carried her up the stairs. “Can I get that in writing?”

 



Epilogue
 
It was all pretty disgusting, really. Well, except for the cake. The wedding cake, Kerry decided, was an inspired bit of perfection. As for the rest, well . . . “They can all have each other, Uncle Gus,” she said, leaning her head on his sturdy, good shoulder as she watched Hannah dancing with her new husband, Logan dancing with his wife, and Fiona dancing with her fiancée. “I’m going to marry this cake.” She took another bite of the champagne cake, and some of the cherry filling dribbled to her chin. She might have had just a wee bit too much of the actual champagne, too. But if you couldn’t overindulge at your sister’s wedding reception, then when could you, she wanted to know?
 
“It will be your turn soon, sprite,” Fergus told her, kissing the top of her head.
 
“Maybe I don’t want a turn. I mean, sure, they’re disgustingly happy. They make it look easy, because they’re like that, but it’s not. It’s messy and it’s complicated.” She scooped the cherry filling off her chin and licked it off her finger. “I think I’m just going to give the whole shindig a pass.” She glanced up at Fergus, and blinked when he looked a bit fuzzy to her. Maybe no more champagne. “And eat cake.”
 
He smiled down at her. “It’s an option,” he said. “But if ye get the chance for messy and complicated, well . . .” He turned his attention back to the makeshift dance floor that was otherwise known as the McCrae kitchen. “Don’t be so hasty to turn it away.”
 
Kerry thought something must have gotten in her eye, because what else would explain the sudden sting there. “Maybe,” she said, a bit hoarsely. She sniffled and frowned the tears into submission, then smiled once again. “Maybe it just has to be the right messy and complicated.” She didn’t really want to think about that, or about what she personally knew about messy or complicated. She shifted so she could snuggle in a bit closer. “Maybe I’ll just eat cake and spend my days taking care of you. You’re messy and complicated.”
 
He hooted a laugh at that. “Oh, there is some truth in that, to be sure.” He put his good arm around her and squeezed. “We’ll see how it all plays out, lass.”
 
She thought maybe she was smarter than all of them, but as she watched her oldest sister twirl ever so elegantly in her husband’s capable arms, her middle sister laugh as she got her heel caught on the hem of her dress and had to be saved from an inelegant dance floor face-plant by her always-on-call husband-to-be, and her oldest brother, whom she’d never thought she’d see making googly eyes at anyone, making rather exceptional googly eyes at his wife . . . she thought maybe there might be something to it. Maybe.
 
“As Christmases go,” she said, “this one is pretty memorable.”
 
“That it surely is,” he said, giving her another peck on the head.
 
Her thoughts about marriage aside, she was happy for her siblings, and quite truthfully loved the new members of her immediate family. Thank God. She was glad Ben was there, that he had postponed his trip south until New Year’s Day, so Fiona could go with him.
 
Yes, she had a lot to be thankful for, really. If the past few months had taught her anything, it was that life was long and yet too, too short. That was why she’d made the decision early on to make the absolute most of hers. Her siblings had gone the more traditional route, but, well, that had never been for her now, had it? She didn’t want to think about that, either. About leaving again.
 
“I’m really, really glad you’re here,” she said, sliding one arm around his waist and hugging him closer.
 
“Me, too, sprite. Me, too.”
 
“Merry Christmas, Uncle Gus,” she murmured, letting the music, the cake, and the champagne lull her into a light, happy doze. Where she dreamed of another place, another time, and wondered . . . what if . . . ?

 



Hannah & Calder’s Champagne & Cherry Pie Filling Wedding Cake
 
Hannah and Calder are having a big Christmas wedding, in snowy Maine, so I wanted something that was elegant, but not necessarily traditional, that also reflected the season. A lovely champagne cake was the perfect elegant foundation, while the luscious red of the cherry pie filling added the perfect bit of color to celebrate the holidays.
 
Below is my version of their wedding cake. The measurements listed make a regular size cake but can be easily altered to make a wedding cake. Make multiple 9” round cakes to be stacked, tiered, or even made into smaller cupcake versions, and tiered on a cupcake tree. Wouldn’t a champagne cupcake tree be perfect for a Christmas wedding? The holiday décor ideas would be endless!
 
The recipe below features a poured fondant for the icing, but the variations there are boundless as well, from any number of flavored frostings, to a simple powdered sugar dusting, depending on the event. And what could be better on a cold winter night than a warmed up piece of left over champagne cherry pie cake with a little scoop of rich vanilla bean ice cream? Excuse me while I go fix a plate!
 
Champagne Cake
 

2¾ cups sifted cake flour 
2 teaspoons baking powder 
1 teaspoon salt 
[image: Illustration] cup shortening (white, not butter, to keep 
cake color light) 
1 cup granulated sugar 
¾ cup champagne (I used Pommery—if you’re 
ever in France, it’s a winery tour not to be 
missed!) 
6 egg whites



 
Directions
 
Preheat oven to 350°F.
 
Prepare two 9” round cake pans with butter and dust with flour.
 
Sift flour, baking powder, and salt together. Set bowl aside.
 
Cream the shortening and sugar together until light and fluffy.
 
Blend in the flour mixture in thirds, alternating with the champagne, until you’ve produced a creamy batter.
 
Beat the egg whites until they form stiff, soft peaks.
 
Fold half of the egg white merengue into the cake batter and blend thoroughly with a whisk.
 
Gently spoon in the rest of the merengue and fold in without over mixing.
 
Fill the two prepared 9” pans.
 
Bake at 350°F for 25 to 30 minutes or until a tester/toothpick comes out clean.
 
Let cakes rest for 10–12 minutes, then turn out onto a rack to cool.
 
Allow cakes to cool completely before layering with the filling.

 
Cherry Pie Filling
 

6 cups fresh Bing cherries, pitted (meaning the 
pits have been removed) 
½ cup water 
2 Tablespoons lemon juice (freshly squeezed is 
best) 
[image: Illustration] cup granulated sugar 
4 Tablespoons cornstarch



 
Directions
 
Combine cherries, water, lemon juice, sugar, and cornstarch in a heavy saucepan over medium heat.
 
Bring to a boil, reduce heat, and simmer for approximately 10–12 minutes.
 
Remove from heat and cool before using as filling. You may want to pour the mixture into a bowl to keep from overcooking as it cools.
 
Spread filling onto cooled 9” layer cake, then carefully stack the second 9” cake on top. Pour prepared fondant over the cake to cover top and sides. Trim off excess fondant that pools at the base.
 
Leftover filling can be refrigerated in sealed containers for up to two days.

 
Poured Fondant
 

3 cups confectioner’s sugar, sifted 
1 Tablespoon light corn syrup 
4 Tablespoons water 
1 teaspoon clear vanilla extract 
Few drops food coloring to tint fondant (I kept 
it white for this holiday wedding cake)



 
Directions
 
Mix powdered sugar, corn syrup, and water in a medium saucepan over low to medium heat.
 
Using a candy thermometer, stir constantly until icing reaches 100°F.
 
Remove from heat and stir in vanilla extract.
 
While warm, spread over cake with spoon or scoop and pour with a small measuring cup.
 
Allow to cool and firm up, then trim away excess that pools at cake base.
 
Leftover fondant can be stored in an airtight container, refrigerated.
 
Merely reheat to reuse.
 
 

 
NOTE: This recipe creates a glazed fondant icing commonly used with petits fours. To create a more perfect “smooth shell” fondant coating, you can use rolled fondant, or first frost the cake with a smooth layer of buttercream frosting. You may need to increase the quantity of fondant made for complete cake coverage. Trim away any excess fondant that pools at the bottom of the plate.
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She didn’t mind being known as the single sibling, the last remaining unmarried McCrae. She didn’t. Kerry McCrae’s life was too big, too bold, to settle herself down in one place, with one person. Let ’em eat wedding cake.
 
“Refills in the back!” came a shout from the pool table area in the rear of the Rusty Puffin, her great uncle Fergus’s pub, which was tucked away in the tiny harbor town of Blueberry Cove, Maine.
 
The same pub she’d been helping him run now for a little over a year, putting her big and bold life on hold. She’d come back for her older brother Logan’s wedding the previous summer, then stayed on for her oldest sister Hannah’s Christmas wedding. And now the middle McCrae sister, Fiona, was driving them all bonkers planning her fall wedding to Snowflake Bay Christmas tree farmer, Ben Campbell. None of those were excuses for Kerry not heading out on her next grand adventure.
 
If she was looking for an excuse—and she wasn’t—it was the stroke that Fergus had suffered just a few weeks prior to Hannah’s holiday wedding that had kept her hanging around. Technically, he was her late grandfather’s cousin, but he was Uncle Gus to her, and to her siblings. He was her port in a storm, the one McCrae who truly understood her, who recognized that glint in her eye, because it matched the one in his own. He knew she couldn’t contain her spirit in a small seaside town, no matter how dear the Cove was to her. And her hometown was dear, as were each and every one of her family members. It was their strength, stability, and support, after all, that had given her the confidence, the assurance, the daring, to leave home at the tender age of eighteen and go forth to conquer the world as she pleased. And she’d pleased herself a great deal, gypsying around the globe for more than a decade now.
 
Except, she thought, for this last year when she’d been home again. For the weddings. And to help Uncle Gus. If it also kept her from thinking about the last adventure she’d been on before she’d returned home, then all the better, really.
 
“Keep your pants on, Hardy,” Kerry called out, without even looking up from the bottles she was uncapping and sliding down the bar to two of the other thirsty bar patrons crowding the small establishment. Her musings continued as she pulled four more drafts and set them on a tray. Gus’s stroke had absolutely been the reason she’d stayed past Hannah’s wedding. He’d always been there for her, so of course, she’d be there for him.
 
She carried the tray to the back, trying to ignore her little voice as it whispered, he’s fine, or fine enough, he doesn’t need you to stay . . . so how long are you going to cling to that reason before you find yet another? Fiona’s wedding, perhaps? Then what?
 
Kerry ignored her little voice—she’d gotten good at that—and set the tray on the round café table closest to the pool table that Hardy and his three fellow lobster fishermen coworkers were using. “Who’s losing?” she asked, then grinned as all four men paused in chalking or lining up their cues to look her way. “I only ask so I know whose tab to put this round on.”
 
“Might as well add it to Perry’s,” Hardy replied as the other two men who weren’t Perry chuckled in agreement. “He couldn’t sink a shot if he nudged it all the way to the pocket with his nose,” Hardy added with a laugh.
 
Hardy was a tall, well-muscled, good looking guy, a few years older than Kerry’s thirty-one. He wasn’t a native of the Cove, but had moved there from Boston after marrying Caroline Welsh, the third-grade teacher at the local elementary school. So Kerry didn’t know him well, or at all, really. What she did know was that he was a natural flirt and cocky enough to think it was perfectly fine to exhibit that talent wherever and whenever he saw fit. She also knew it had surprised no one except him, apparently, when, after three years of marriage, Caroline had filed for and gotten a divorce almost before he’d known what had hit him. That had happened right after Kerry’s return to Blueberry.
 
He’d stayed on in the Cove, continued working for Blue’s, the local fishing company in Half Moon Harbor. The locals had opined he’d hung around to woo his ex-wife back, but he’d tried to coax Kerry out on a date more than once, so if that was his plan, then the divorce had taught him nothing about women. He’d been good-natured enough about accepting Kerry’s continued rejections, but she knew, given the twinkle in his dark brown eyes, that he’d try again. She wasn’t worried about that. She’d handled far worse than Hardy on her globetrotting travels.
 
Perry was a half dozen years older than Hardy, also a Blue’s employee, and had been since he was sixteen, helping to keep his family’s farm going by dropping out of school and working full time as soon as he was able. He was as good-natured as he was hardworking, married to Bonnie, the town’s one and only EMT, and proud of his wife’s accomplishments. They had two little ones and another on the way.
 
He looked up at Kerry with a sheepish grin, then straightened so he could take a sip of the beer she’d carried to him. “I wish I could say different, but he’s right. I’m blaming it on lack of sleep. Bonnie’s pulling night shift work as long as she can—pays better—so I’ve been pulling double duty with the kids. Her ma’s got them tonight so I can get out for a bit.”
 
Kerry just nodded as he handed the mug back to her and bent back over the table to line up his shot.
 
Across the table, Hardy took a sip of his beer, folding his arms around his pool cue as he leaned back against the wall, watching Perry try to line up a shot that would sink both the seven and the three if it worked. The other two men followed Hardy’s example, which was privately why Kerry thought Hardy had really stayed in the Cove. Big-man-in-a-small-pond complex, at least in his immediate circle. The three men took turns sipping and taking side bets on how many rounds Perry was going to owe for by the end of the night.
 
Kerry had set Perry’s mug on the table and picked up the now empty tray, but set it back down again and walked around to where Perry was still lining up his shot. She leaned down next to him. “Tap the side of the table,” she told him, her voice low.
 
He paused, shifting slightly to look at her. “What?” “Tap the table,” she said again, enunciating the words this time. She’d just delivered their second round of ale, so she knew he wasn’t buzzed.
 
Perry straightened, then caught her wink, and tapped the edge of the pool table with his palm.
 
Kerry followed suit and tapped hers twice, then took his cue and nudged him out of the way.
 
“Hold on, hold on,” Hardy said, smile fading, beer suddenly forgotten. “Wait—you can’t just—”
 
“He tapped out. I tapped in,” Kerry said. “I’m taking his turn for him.”
 
“This isn’t a wrestling match,” Hardy protested. “You can’t just tap out and tap in.”
 
Kerry lined up her shot, going after the same two balls, but taking a slightly different approach. “My bar, my rules.” She hit the cue ball, then stood, grinning, as first the three went in, then the seven. She moved around the table. “Excuse me,” she said, as she slipped between Hardy and the pool table to get to her next shot. “Still Perry’s turn, I believe.” She then proceeded to run the rest of the table. She’d been playing pool since she could see over the edge of these very tables, a skill that had stood her in very good stead on her worldly adventures. She’d been surprised by just how many countries there were with bars and pubs containing a pool table or two. And how men in every last one of them would underestimate a woman with a pool cue.
 
A goodly number of folks were watching now as she sank the final ball, and a cheer went up as the black number eight fell in the side pocket. Perry was flushed, but laughing, as were both of the other fishermen playing his table. Hardy looked like he was going to complain, but Kerry just held her hand out, palm up, in front of him. “Man’s got two toddlers and another on the way. He needs that money for diapers and college funds.” She rubbed her fingers, her smile and stare never wavering. “Now, be a nice single guy with no kids and pay up.”
 
“I have a dog,” Hardy grumbled, as he reached for his wallet, to the hoots of the other two men, and the assembled crowd. He got a cheerful thanks from a smiling Perry. “A big dog,” Hardy added, as he slapped the bills on her palm while Perry collected from the rest of the bettors.
 
Kerry took one of the fives and handed it back to him. “I’ve seen your big dog, Hardy. Ten pounds of terror, that one. Get little Fritzie some kibble. On me.”
 
“He’s my ex’s dog,” Hardy replied and, to his credit, ignored her offer and picked up his beer again. He grinned as he lifted the mug to his lips. “At least he doesn’t steal the covers.”
 
Everybody laughed, including Kerry. It was just past suppertime as the sun began to set on another breezy June Friday, and the Puffin was full up with the hard working folks of the Cove looking to burn off a little workweek steam and a few dollars from their freshly cashed paychecks while they were at it. They worked hard and played hard, but for a few exceptions, mostly kept themselves in check.
 
Though Gus’s stroke had left him a bit less blustery than his usual ornery, Irish self, the folks of the town respected him and knew he ran a tight ship. The Rusty Puffin was the only pub in town, and as he was often fond of saying, “I want it to stay standin’, so keep yer balls on the table and your hands to yourself, or I’ll cuff one to the other and let you sort out how to get yerself free.” That his great-nephew— Kerry’s older brother, Logan—was the Cove’s chief of police didn’t hurt any either.
 
She handed the cue back to Perry, but not before tapping the end of it on his shoulder. “Seeing as Bonnie’s also pulling double duty, working and growing you an adorable new baby at the same time, maybe you should spend some of your grandma capital taking her out for dinner and a movie while she can still sit long enough to enjoy them.”
 
Perry didn’t flush or look embarrassed. He grinned and leaned closer over the laughs and guffaws. “Our tenth is coming up. She thinks she’s got shift duty and I’ll be out running traps, but her ma and I have set up a little surprise. Getting away for a whole weekend, just the two of us.”
 
Pleased, Kerry gave him a fist bump to the shoulder. “Well, good on ya, mate, good on ya.” Then she leaned in and bussed him on the cheek for good measure. “The world needs more men like you,” she added, plenty loud enough for those close by to hear over the sounds of a pub in full swing.
 
Grinning at the hoots and hollers that got, she scooped up the tray and skirted the table, taking an order from the three men at the next table as she ducked by. Hardy eased forward just enough to crowd her pathway back to the bar. “Sounds like someone from your little Down Under adventure gave you a bad impression of men. Mate,” he added, pointedly, copying the bit of Aussie accent that crept into her voice now and again, usually when she was cheering or swearing. So, fairly often. “You should let me fix that for you.”
 
Kerry smiled sweetly up into his handsome, preternaturally tanned and weathered face. “I’m thinking I’ll wait until your track record improves.”
 
Hardy clutched his chest and stumbled back a step in mock pain, as one of the other players called out, “She shoots, she scores!” causing another ripple of laughter amongst the slowly dissembling crowd. Hardy grinned and laughed with them, but not before Kerry saw a bit of a hard glint come into his eyes. She’d have wondered how he knew where she’d been prior to her return to the Cove, but in a town as small as Blueberry, the fact that everybody knew everyone else’s business was a given.
 
Within moments, she was once again swallowed up in the rush of running a small pub on a crowded Friday night. She dismissed any concerns about Hardy. He might be an inveterate flirt who hadn’t had the good sense to expend at least some of that natural charm on his own wife, but he wasn’t an overly aggressive guy. He’d keep up the pressure, to be sure, but she’d handle it, handle him.
 
She ducked under the bar in time to bump hips with Fergus as he came in from the tiny kitchen in the back. “Natives are restless,” he said. “And hungry. Eatin’ us out of house and home, they are. We’re down to pretzels and nuts. We need to order more of those cracked corn nuts you put on the menu, too.”
 
He was balancing a tray filled with little wooden bowls in his good hand. She smoothly shifted the tray from his hand to hers, leaning in to kiss his ruddy cheek as she did. “Will do,” she said, and carried it to the waiting bar patrons without giving him a chance to protest. He was touchy about the limitations his stroke had left him to grapple with, and she’d learned the best way to deal with that was to do what needed doing while charming her way through his moods.
 
The stroke had left parts of the left side of his body less than fully functional. He had a very slight droop to the corner of his left eye and the corner of his mouth on that side, but his speech patterns had mostly returned to normal with only minimal slurring. He still had random gaps in his memory, both of current events and ones from his past, and at times he would lose his train of thought, or struggle a moment to find the word he wanted, but otherwise, for a man pushing eighty, he was still sharp as ever.
 
More troublesome was that the stroke had rendered his left shoulder, arm, and hand incapable of the normal lifting and carrying required to run a pub, though fortunately he was right handed, and still had all his fine motor skills there, where they were most needed. According to his doctors and physical therapist, he should be using a walker, as his left hip and knee weren’t at full mobility, but Fergus wasn’t having any of that. He’d found a way to move his short, stout-framed self around well enough using a thick, hand-carved oak cane that Eula, the local antique store owner and restoration expert, had given him. Still, Kerry worried about him, and was glad she could stick nearby to keep an eye on him.
 
She filled two more drink orders, handed out more pretzels and nuts, and listened to Fergus regale the bar patrons with boyhood tall tales of his life in Ireland. She smiled as she pulled another tray full of drafts, thinking it was likely they’d heard the stories a dozen times or more, but, if they were like her, they never tired of listening to them. The town had rallied around Fergus after his stroke and the love Blueberry Cove had for him was made obvious each and every night, right here in the pub.
 
As comforting as it was to see firsthand that he was doing well enough, maybe her little voice was right, maybe he didn’t need her to stick around. He’d be the first to say so, and had. Often. Maybe she should start planning her next adventure. It was hard to ignore the pang she got in her chest, every time she really gave that a thought. Leaving Fergus, leaving her family, the Cove. It had never been difficult for her before, but now . . .
 
A roar of laughter from the other end of the bar had her glancing again at her uncle, who was deep into his role as the entertainer, truly in his element. This place gave him purpose, gave him joy. It was both his life and his lifeline and she was both thrilled and relieved that he’d recovered enough to be able to maintain the place. So, what gives you purpose? What gives you joy?
 
Kerry shook her head and allowed herself a private dry smile. Since when had she needed a purpose? Life gave her joy. Her big and bold life. There didn’t need to be more, didn’t need to be a specific thing that gave her life meaning. Not when she could do so many things, experience so many kinds of joy. She couldn’t imagine that one place, one thing, would hold her interest for long, much less forever. Her thoughts immediately flashed to one place, one person, who’d held her interest far longer than any place, or anyone else had. A place and person she’d done her damnedest not to think about. Not since she’d packed her duffels and headed out, headed home. That’s what she did. She came, she stayed, she enjoyed . . . then she moved on.
 
But in that moment, watching Fergus, her heart clutched inside her chest as she felt the love of family, the security of home, and, along with it, a deep sense of fear. Which was ridiculous. She, of all people, didn’t do fear. She was the opposite of that, she was fearless.
 
She went back to work, and maybe her smile was a bit too bright, her laughter a bit too loud, the pokes and prods she enjoyed exchanging with the locals—her locals—a bit too forced. She—Kerry McCrae—wasn’t afraid of anything. Certainly not of losing anything. Or anyone. She’d lost more by the age of three than most folks did in a lifetime. She’d been cured of fear before she’d been old enough for grade school.
 
She was in the back of the pub, delivering another round to the guys playing pool at the table Hardy and Perry had left behind for a rousing game of darts, when a hush fell over the folks crowded around the bar.
 
A man’s deep, accented voice boomed through the sudden hush. “I was told I might find her here. Kerry. Kerry McCrae.”
 
If Kerry’s heart had clutched in her chest before, it fully stopped functioning altogether the moment that voice reached her ears. This is why you don’t let yourself think about him, because then you won’t stop thinking about him. And now you’re hearing things. Even as she thought the words, as she rationally knew that there was no way she’d heard his voice, not for real, some small part of her understood that the impossible had actually just happened.
 
She looked up, a fierce expression on her face, one meant to forestall even the remotest possibility that he was indeed right there. In the pub. Looking for her. It didn’t work, of course. Because he was there. Standing right there. And she thought her heart might beat right through her chest wall. So much for being fear-proof.
 
Someone, she didn’t even notice who, took the badly wobbling tray of drinks from her hand as she moved toward him, seemingly without even moving her feet. It was like a dream. Maybe it was a dream. Maybe this whole night had been a dream and she was in bed, right now, and would wake up any second, and laugh at herself, then swear at herself, for letting him into her dreams. Again.
 
But it sure didn’t feel like she was dreaming.
 
He was tall, a good half foot taller than her five-foot-seven frame. He was muscular, with thick shoulders and arms, narrow hips, big thighs earned over a lifetime of hard physical labor. His curly hair was close cropped and bleached white blonde from the sun, setting off eyes so blue they blazed from his deeply tanned face like twin lasers. He wore beat up khaki trousers, heavy leather work boots, and a faded forest green polo shirt with a somewhat ratty collar and the words CAMEROO STATION stitched in yellow over the front pocket, the threading equally frayed from hundreds of washings and the day-to-day abuse it endured given its owner ran a cattle station that was three-thousand-head strong and more than two thousand square miles big.
 
Someone pointed and his gaze swiveled to her, fixing her to the spot as neatly and securely as if he’d lassoed and roped her to it. And he could have if he’d wanted to, of that she had no doubt. Some dizzy part of her rapidly spinning brain figured he probably couldn’t get his bullwhip through airport security. Another part acknowledged that the past year she’d spent convincing herself that he was just a man, like any other man, not some larger than life hero she’d foolishly romanticized into someone bigger, bolder, and even more brash than she was had been a complete waste of time. Because he was all of that, more than that.
 
“Jax,” she said. “Cooper Jax.” As if saying his name would somehow break the spell, vanquish the mirage she was still faintly hoping she was seeing. It didn’t. Instead it brought the mirage a few strides further inside the pub as folks moved to clear a path. “What are you doing here?” she asked as she emerged from the back, until the two were standing no more than five yards apart, encircled by the completely hushed crowd. She wished she’d sounded strong, strident even. This was her turf now, her world. He was the interloper, the traveler. But her voice was hoarse even to her own ears, a mere rasp; her throat was too tight, too dry, too . . . everything, to manage anything more than that.
 
His smile was brief, a slash of white teeth framed by a hard jaw, but his gaze never wavered. “It’s been a year. More than. And I’ve come to realize there’s a question I forgot to ask you before you left.”
 
She had no idea what on earth he was talking about. She’d worked his cattle station for close to a year, the longest she’d ever stayed in one place. She’d left to come home for Logan’s wedding. And, if she were honest, to save herself from having to decide when to leave. Because she’d come close to admitting that maybe she didn’t want to. And she never let herself want. At least not anything that wasn’t in her power to get. Fear. Of losing.
 
If there was nothing to lose, there was nothing to fear.
 
“What might that be?” she asked, having to force the bravado that was normally second nature to her. From the corner of her eye, she caught Fergus, his gaze swiveling between the two of them . . . a broad grin on his face. Codger. To think she’d stayed for him. He was the only one who knew. The only one she’d confided in. Of course he was loving this.
 
Jax walked closer, and a murmur of unease swelled, but Fergus waved his good hand, like a silent benediction, approving of what was about to unfold, and they fell silent again.
 
Jax’s gaze was locked exclusively on hers, and suddenly it was as if they were the only two people in the room. Everything else fell away, and she felt herself getting pulled in, swallowed up. That was always how he’d made her feel, as if she was this close to drowning . . . and that maybe she should stop trying so hard to keep her head above water.
 
He stopped a foot in front of her, and she lifted her gaze—and her chin—to meet his. “I thought if I gave you room, gave you space, you’d figure out that Cameroo Downs was where you belonged,” he said.
 
His words, the rumble of his deep voice, that accent of his, held her as surely as if he’d put his hands on her. But then, that’s why you left, wasn’t it? He never put his hands on you, never once tried to hold you, much less anything more.
 
“Then you left,” he continued, “went home, and I told myself once you were gone, you’d realize it, and you’d come back.”
 
She struggled to listen to his words, to take in their meaning, but they were so completely at odds with what she’d thought of him, of what she’d thought he must be thinking about her, that it was hard. Impossible, even.
 
“But it’s been a year. And you haven’t come back. Not so much as a word from you.”
 
“Jax,” she said, the word not much more than a broken whisper. She cleared her throat. “I never said—you knew I wasn’t coming back. You knew when I started, that I wasn’t staying.”
 
“When you started, yeah,” he said, then moved another inch closer, and what little air she seemed to have pulled in, deserted her just as swiftly. “But by the time you left . . . I thought . . .”
 
She let herself sink deeper, and looked into his eyes. “You thought what?”
 
“It’s been a year,” he repeated, and for the first time, she saw something behind that bold, fierce, confident gaze of his, something she’d never seen before, though she couldn’t quite say what it was. “And I realize now that I should have asked.”
 
“Asked me to stay?” she said, hating the tremulous waver in her voice, hating more that she wasn’t quite sure how she’d answer him if he asked now. “You could have just called.”
 
A titter went up in the crowd, and was just as swiftly snuffed out. It all barely registered with her.
 
“No, not that. I mean, yes, I wanted you to stay. But not as a wrangler. Or not only as one.”
 
And then she realized what it was she saw. She would have recognized it right off if she’d let herself acknowledge that it was the same thing she’d seen in her own eyes. Fear.
 
What could Cooper Jax possibly be afraid of? Fear of wanting what you can’t have? Of losing what you want most? But that couldn’t be, because that would mean—
 
“I wanted you to stay as my wife.”
 
The crowd gasped as one, and she might have gasped too.
 
“I’ve come all this way, Starfish, because I need to know. If I’d asked you then, if I’d pursued it, pursued you, would you have ever considered marrying me?”
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