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            Chapter One

         

         If there was one part of her job that wedding planner Kate Daniels struggled with most these days, it was the dress fitting. She used to enjoy these appointments, finding it a true perk to sit in a beautiful, sun-filled boutique, surrounded by breathtaking gowns made of satin, lace, or tulle. What wasn’t to love other than the occasional meltdown of a bride who hadn’t had much success with that crash diet, or the long, patience-testing afternoon spent with a bride who tried on every dress in the store—twice—and still couldn’t make a decision? The wedding dress was the focal point of the entire ceremony, a symbol of hope and happiness and dreams that had finally come true.

         Except not all dreams come true, Kate thought as she wrestled with the overstuffed silk pillow wedged behind her back. Her stomach roiled with bad memories, and she tried to stay focused on the reason she was here at all. Her best friend was getting married. She could have a good cry about her own misfortune when she went home, and if recent history proved anything, she probably would. But right now she would hold herself together, show her support, and not let her self-pity taint what should be a very special moment.

         “Do you need any help?” she called out. It would be easier to make herself useful, assist with a zipper or buttons or a train. Anything would be better than sitting on this too-stiff velvet love seat, trying not to let her gaze drift too far to the left, where another bride was trying on the very dress Kate had chosen for herself not so long ago, her girlfriends fawning over her selection.

         “I’m fine. I just…Well, let’s see what you think.” Elizabeth stepped out from behind the pink satin curtain of the dressing room wearing the classic strapless ivory ball gown she’d selected months back when William first popped the question to her, and despite the ache in her chest, Kate couldn’t help but smile.

         “You look stunning,” she whispered. She had known Elizabeth since they were five years old and placed next to each other in Ms. Richardson’s kindergarten class, bonding over their love of Barbie dolls and their mutual affection for Ken. She had been there every step of the way that had led to this day. How many summer afternoons had been spent twirling in their mothers’ lingerie, clutching dandelion bouquets, Elizabeth’s reluctant younger brother bribed with candy into playing the groom, even though he always took off across the lawn before the vows were complete.

         Elizabeth turned uncertainly in the gilded three-way mirror that anchored the small store. “I was planning on wearing my grandmother’s pearls, but now I think a necklace might be too much.”

         Kate nodded her head in agreement. “They’re too formal for a beach ceremony. Besides, the gown speaks for itself.” And it did. Some ball gowns could be heavy or overly formal, but this one gave just enough of a nod to the bride’s classic style while still feeling summery and light. With its low back and subtle details near the waistline, it was perfectly pretty; there was no other word for it.

         “I think you’re right.” Elizabeth scrutinized herself in the mirror and released a nervous breath. “I just want everything to be perfect.”

         Kate smiled tightly. Every bride said the same thing. She’d said it herself at one time not so long ago.

         She frowned. It felt like a lifetime ago. In fact, it felt like another person altogether. Some strange alternate reality where she was the blushing bride pondering menus and color schemes and the band list. Now she was back to doing it for other people.

         “It will be perfect,” Kate said, standing up to fluff the back of the dress. “I’m seeing to it myself.”

         “You know why I’m so nervous, don’t you?” Elizabeth turned to face her properly, her eyes clouding over as her mouth thinned.

         Kate squeezed her friend’s shoulder, saying nothing. Elizabeth was still recovering from her first and only meeting with William’s family, which hadn’t gone very well. It had been a bit of a disaster, really, not that Kate would be saying that today. No need to bother with the wedding just a few days away!

         “I’m sure it will be different this time,” she assured her, even though she wasn’t so sure about that. “They were probably just surprised is all. You and William hadn’t dated very long,” she pointed out, not that an engagement after six months was entirely unheard of, though it was quick. Six months to plan a wedding on the other hand…that was rushing it a bit, if anyone asked her.

         “I’m just worried that they’ll come to town and make trouble. Especially William’s brother.” Elizabeth gave her a long look.

         Every wedding Kate planned had some element of familial tension, and in this case, the source was rooted with the best man. Oh, she’d dealt with her share of unruly wedding party members—groomsmen who hit the bar a little too hard during the cocktail hour, bridesmaids throwing hissy fits over their ugly dresses, mothers-in-law showing up in white—and Alec Montgomery was no different, really. Though she hadn’t met him yet, she knew enough about him to know that he’d show up and play the role as dutiful brother. He and William were close, after all. And society weddings didn’t leave room for public outburst or noticeable drama.

         No, that was usually left behind the scenes, she thought, chuckling to herself when she considered all she heard and saw.

         She checked the row of satin-covered buttons on the back of the gown, making sure none were loose. “You’ll be so caught up in the excitement of the day, you won’t even notice he’s there,” Kate assured her, knowing this was true. People claimed they barely remembered their wedding days, that it was all a blur. That it was too surreal to capture. Too overwhelming in its emotion.

         Kate released a soft sigh. Not that she would know firsthand. “I emailed with him a few times about the rehearsal dinner. He was very laid-back about the whole thing.”

         “Probably because he was too busy to care,” Elizabeth said. She shook her head as she stared at herself in the mirror. “I’m still amazed he even agreed to come to town for the bachelor party tonight, what with how glued to that office he is.”

         “Well, it’s a Saturday,” Kate said.

         Elizabeth turned to face her. “So? That man works seven days a week. William used to, too.” Elizabeth tutted as she took her veil from the sales associate and set it on her head. “I know I sound dramatic, or like some anxious bride, but I’m nervous, Kate. He really doesn’t like me, I can tell. It’s like I’m not good enough for him, or something. It’s hard enough knowing your new family doesn’t like you, but given how he disapproves of William marrying me or, should I say, marrying into my average American family, I wouldn’t put anything past him.”

         If it were any other bride, she’d chalk it up to high emotions, but Elizabeth was levelheaded and not prone to exaggeration. When she’d come back from Boston, weeping into her Chardonnay and recounted the chilly reception she’d received from William’s father and brother, Kate had known that there was no drama or enhanced details for the sake of telling a better story. Kate had seen the red flags then, braced herself for a time when William might call the whole thing off, but time moved forward and now she didn’t see that happening. William adored Elizabeth and their life in Misty Point. There was no reason to project her own disappointment onto her friend’s situation, even if there were some unsettling parallels.

         “You’ve been watching too many of those reality shows again,” Kate said now, and a sharp pain hit her at the thought of their beloved weekly tradition of wine and bad television and endless laughter. They’d been doing that in some shape or form all their lives, really. It was soap operas and pints of ice cream as teenagers—two spoons, no bowls—and later coffee and tabloid magazines. Once they hit their twenties, and even lived together for a brief time after college, it was wine and dating shows.

         Would that tradition end now that Elizabeth was getting married? Maybe not right away, but eventually…Elizabeth and William would want to start a family. They’d find other couples to hang out with. And Kate was single. Again. Maybe indefinitely. After all, there’d only been one real boyfriend in her entire life, and the whole town knew how that had ended.

         “If you’re referring to the season where Tiana, who was kicked off in episode one and had to be removed by ambulance for her hysteria, returned for the final flower ceremony and hovered ominously in the background, hiding behind a rosebush, then, okay, maybe I have been a tiny bit swayed.” Elizabeth laughed, but she soon frowned again. “I mean it, Kate. I’m worried. I can’t stop thinking about the way Alec just stared at me through that entire dinner. He doesn’t like me.”

         “Well, you’re not going to be best friends. It’s more common than you think.” Kate laughed nervously, wishing she could better disguise her growing alarm. There was no way that anything or anyone could upset this wedding. If that happened, Elizabeth wouldn’t be the only one in tears on Saturday. Kate would be crying all the way to the unemployment line. “It will be the happiest day of your life. I promise.”

         Elizabeth looked unconvinced. “If you say so.”

         “I do say so.” If she had any control over it, at least one of them would have the wedding day that she deserved. Kate turned her friend’s shoulders to face the mirror, admiring their reflection. “I still can’t believe you’re getting married,” she said, feeling that tug in her chest again.

         “Me neither,” Elizabeth said, her tone laced with wonder. Kate recognized the sound of it—the disbelief that all your dreams could actually be coming true. That years of hoping and waiting were over. That you could be so lucky. That your entire future was decided, and bright.

         It echoed the emotion Kate had felt once. She blinked quickly, then smoothed Elizabeth’s veil, trying to not think about everything that had happened instead.

         An hour later, Kate triumphantly scratched the final dress fitting from her to-do list and said goodbye to Elizabeth, waving cheerfully from her perch on the cobblestone steps outside the bridal salon. She held her smile until her friend was safely out of sight and then fell back against the wrought-iron railing with a frown. For months she had obsessed over every detail of this wedding—right down to spending an excruciating amount of time holding various invitation samples to the light to determine the closest shade of pink to the bridesmaid’s gowns—but not everything, she knew, could be controlled. An inebriated guest, she could handle. A sniffling flower girl, sure. But a stubborn man who didn’t support the wedding? He’d require a tight leash.

         And that was why she, as best friend, maid of honor, and wedding planner extraordinaire, was going to personally greet him upon arrival.

         But first, she had a haunted house to visit.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Bree was sitting behind the counter of Rose in Bloom when Kate reached the end of Harbor Street, the main drag in their small Rhode Island town. Even before her fingers could reach for the handle, she watched as her cousin shot up off her stool and darted to greet her.

         “Thank God you could make it,” Bree gushed, fumbling to turn the sign on the door to CLOSED.

         “That’s what cousins are for,” Kate said with a smile.

         “Well, I still can’t thank you enough. The thought of going into that house. Alone.” Bree shuddered as she turned the key on the shop door and dropped it back into the pocket of the denim jacket she wore every day from April through September. Even in the flower shop she owned and operated, she was rarely without it, claiming the refrigeration made her cold.

         Now, though, the shivering had nothing to do with the warm summer afternoon temperature and everything to do with Bree’s paternal grandmother’s house.

         “What are we checking on this time?” Kate asked as they walked down the block to Bree’s station wagon, a modern one, but still a purchase solely made for the sake of her flower deliveries.

         “It’s not supposed to rain, at least not according to the five-day forecast,” Bree explained.

         Kate climbed into the passenger seat. She could only hope that the weather held up until at least next Saturday. A hurricane could hit Sunday for all she cared. But for Elizabeth’s big day, the sun had to shine.

         “I need to air the place out for a bit.”

         “Does that mean in a few days you’ll be calling on me for a favor again?” Kate asked.

         Bree gave her a pleading look. Even though she was older by a year, she had always looked up to Kate. And Kate had taken her under her wing, welcomed her into the fold, away from her brother and strictly boy cousins on Bree’s other side of the family. A rowdy lot from which Bree clearly needed saving.

         Kate laughed. “Fine. You know I’m always here for you when you need me.”

         Bree gave her a small smile. “And you know I’m always here for you, too.”

         Kate looked away before she turned emotional. Bree, like Elizabeth, had always been there for her. And that was why today, her first Saturday off in more than a month, Kate was choosing to help both of them out rather than grab her towel and hit the beach.

         Rose Callahan’s house was not far from the center of town, but too far to walk. Still, they arrived within minutes and, as usual, sat in the driveway with the talk radio that Bree preferred filling the car.

         Finally, because time was a tickin’, Kate said, “So, ready to go in?”

         Bree drew a long breath. “I wish I didn’t have to.”

         “But it’s your house!” Kate exclaimed. She looked up at the beautiful Colonial, not quite old enough to be registered with the historical society, but full of history and charm all the same. Rose had kept the house impeccable, right up until the time of her death last fall.

         Grumbling something under her breath, Bree released her seat belt and popped the handle on the car door. Kate hurried to catch up with her, knowing there was little sense in running in her heels, considering that Bree wouldn’t cross that threshold on her own.

         Her cousin took her time fishing around in her handbag for the key, still kept on a crocheted ring most likely made by Rose herself. They’d discussed the fact that she couldn’t bear to put the key on her regular keychain just yet, back at the visit where they had to hurry over on a particular cold winter day to make sure no pipes had frozen and burst or anything else catastrophic that came with a mostly abandoned house.

         “Have you thought any more about moving in?” Kate asked as she stared down at the half-dead perennials in the planters that anchored the front door.

         “No. I can’t do that!”

         “Because it would upset your cousins?” It had been a sticky situation, of course, when Bree, the only granddaughter of a woman who had borne six sons and never a daughter, was given not just the flower shop but also this house.

         Bree said you could hear a pin drop in the room. If ever the boys had managed to convince themselves that somehow Rose wasn’t the favorite grandchild, the reading of the will was bitter confirmation of pecking order.

         “Oh, they’re over it now,” Bree said tersely, leading Kate to think they were no closer than they’d been last Christmas, when apparently every Callahan had snubbed her vegetarian contribution of a butternut squash side dish.

         Bree wrestled with the key and finally managed to jimmy open the door. “This thing is solid wood,” she said, giving it a sound knock. “Swells in the heat!”

         “They don’t make them like that anymore,” Kate agreed, wondering if her own door was solid wood. She hadn’t considered it before—she’d simply fallen in love with the sunny front room and back stone patio—but now she had the sudden urge to check.

         Maybe this was her problem. She didn’t inspect things closely enough…at least not when it came to matters of the heart.

         They wandered into the hall, which remained intact, exactly as it had been the morning of Rose’s fatal stroke. Even her handbag still sat perched on the console, its zipper open, as if at any moment Rose herself would come around from the kitchen, wiping her hands on her apron, to riffle through it for a stick of gum.

         Kate would never admit it to Rose, but she wasn’t exactly comfortable in this house. Not when it was like this—frozen in time. No wonder Bree was too freaked out to deal with it herself.

         Bree marched into the living room and wrestled with the window, finally managing to crack it a few inches. Without pausing, she marched back into the hall, brushed past Kate, and disappeared into the kitchen. From the sound of her grunting, the back windows were just as challenging.

         “It really is a beautiful house,” Kate said, admiring the built-in shelves that framed the fireplace. “But I understand it would be hard to move in, with all the memories…”

         That handbag! She had to stop staring at it! Was it open on purpose? Was Rose coming or going?

         Just stop thinking about it, Kate.

         “I can’t move in here,” Bree said firmly as she appeared in the hall again. She turned into the dining room and threw back the curtains.

         “Of course. It’s hard to let go—”

         “If I move in here, then what kind of message would that send to Simon?” Bree demanded, officially silencing Kate.

         Kate stared at her cousin, hoping she wasn’t hearing what she thought she was hearing. Did Bree actually think that she and Simon had…a future?

         “I think that would send a message to him that you are a smart, independent woman,” she said carefully.

         But was that what Simon was looking for? Of course not! Simon was looking for a sweet, easygoing girl who went along with whatever he wanted, no questions asked. And unfortunately for her, Bree was currently that girl.

         “I recently bought a house,” Kate pointed out.

         “Yes, but you’ve given up.”

         “I have not!” Kate blinked at the wall. Had she? Sure, she hadn’t gone on any dates in a year, but that wasn’t the same as giving up. She was busy. With other things.

         Better things.

         Christ. Maybe she had given up.

         Bree shot her a pointed look. “He’ll never propose if he thinks I’ve made commitments that don’t include him.”

         Kate pressed a finger to her forehead. There was a lot she could say in response to that, but she decided to pick her battle. “But you own this house. Outright. Why continue to pay rent when you could live here for free?”

         Bree hesitated, but only for a moment. She shook her head as she flicked the metal latch on the window and reached for the handles. “I don’t think it sends the right message. Simon and I have been dating for almost a year. Now isn’t the time to do anything that would mess up our plans.”

         “Oh.” Kate hadn’t realized that things had become serious with Bree and Simon. Last she knew, Simon had still refused to spend a Friday night with her cousin because that was “guys’ night.”

         Bree set her hands on her hips. She was slightly out of breath. “I just…I just need to tread lightly.”

         Kate counted to three, willing herself not to overstep. She could tell Bree that it was obvious that Simon was not thinking of rings or white weddings, but then she’d just be accused of being bitter. And maybe she was. Maybe Simon was a wonderful, devoted, adoring boyfriend worthy of her cousin’s affection.

         And maybe the sun was blue.

         “Are you seeing Simon tonight? Before the bachelorette party, I mean?” It was Saturday, but the festivities didn’t start until seven thirty.

         “It’s his bowling league tonight,” Bree said, frowning. “He’s there all day.”

         Ah, right. His Saturday activity. Co-ed league. Bree wasn’t invited. “Team only” was the excuse.

         Kate opened her mouth to give a heavy dose of tough love and then shut it again. Some lessons just had to be learned the hard way. After all, hadn’t she overlooked the warning signs with Jake? The wandering eye, the disapproving family, the way they had drifted further and further apart at a time when they should have been coming together, planning their wedding?

         Right. No more thinking about that. It was time to focus on the present. Not the past. “Well, I’ll help you with the upstairs windows, but then I have to get back to town. Elizabeth’s future brother-in-law is arriving for the bachelor party tonight, and I want to go over a few things with him beforehand.”

         “The best man?” Bree’s eyes lit up. “Is he cute?”

         “Why? Are you thinking of breaking up with Simon?” Kate asked hopefully.

         Bree frowned. “Of course not! I was thinking of you.”

         “Ha.” Kate shook her head as she reached for the banister rail. “I have enough to worry about without romance complicating matters.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         It was a warm June day, and the downtown streets of Misty Point were filled with tourists milling around, browsing boutiques and antique shops and lining up at the ice cream parlor. Kate made a mental note to pick up a fresh mystery novel at the bookstore before heading home. These days they filled her spare time just fine—plenty of excitement but all the drama neatly resolved by the last page. And no romance. Definitely no romance.

         A wave of salty sea air accompanied her as she tapped along the cobblestone road to the Beacon Inn. She’d personally seen to the out-of-town guest room reservations, and she knew the arrival times of the entire wedding party throughout the week. She couldn’t fight the satisfied smile that played at her lips when she reflected on her diligence. It was because of her attention to detail that she knew the best man was arriving from Boston this afternoon for the bachelor party, checking out tomorrow, and returning Friday with William’s father for the rehearsal dinner.

         Take that, Meredith.

         She knew what her boss thought of her these days. Meredith Smith had a comment for everything Kate did wrong lately but never anything she did correctly. Not long ago, Kate was a rising star at Bride by Design, and she was determined to remind herself—and her boss—that she still had what it took to succeed in this business.

         And this wedding was her chance to prove just that. After all, the Montgomery name was a big one in Boston. She planned to submit photos from the event to a bridal magazine.

         The Beacon Inn was an icon in Misty Point and the perfect introduction to their quaint Rhode Island beach town. Kate was confident that guests traveling from all over the country would be impressed with the panoramic Atlantic views and the sweeping front porch dotted with white rocking chairs. Hotel guests relaxed on deck chairs looking out at the iconic Misty Point Lighthouse or played croquet on lush green grass that stretched to the sea, where the waves silently lapped at the white sand. Seeing it now, Kate felt her heart swell with hope in place of nerves. This was going to be the most beautiful wedding she had ever planned. There was absolutely nothing for her or Elizabeth to worry about.

         Still…better safe than sorry. She pushed through the large front door and stepped into the expansive lobby, helping herself to a piece of saltwater taffy at the front desk. A quick conversation confirmed that Alec Montgomery had not yet checked in, and with a lingering glance around the room, Kate marched back out onto the veranda and settled into a rocking chair. It creaked beneath her on the sand-worn floorboards.

         With any luck, Alec would have a few minutes to spare to go over some details for the rehearsal dinner. She’d use it as her reason for being here.

         Kate checked her watch and bit down on her lip. She hadn’t the faintest clue what Alec even looked like, having only his brother’s dark looks and the less-than-flattering stories she’d heard from Elizabeth to go from.

         Frowning, she knit her brow and riffled through her bag for her notebook. In large, loopy scroll she wrote Alec’s name and propped it against her bare knees, feeling all at once silly and paranoid.

         “Excuse me?”

         Kate jumped in her chair and lifted her chin to face the owner of the voice. Her pulse began a slow and steady drum as she stared at the man before her. With rich brown hair that curled ever so slightly, Alec was a good two inches taller than his brother, but there was little doubt to their relation.

         “Alec Montgomery?” As if that wasn’t glaringly obvious.

         Alec’s dark eyes crinkled with confusion as he scanned her face. The corners of his mouth curved upward into a surprisingly friendly smile that made Kate feel nothing short of ridiculous for being so wary of his motives. “I’m afraid you have me at an advantage. You are?”

         “I’m Kate Daniels,” she said, realizing that probably wasn’t enough explanation. “The wedding planner.”

         “Ah yes. We exchanged a few emails about the bachelor party.” He gave her hand a firm, well-practiced shake. It was hot outside, and even the sea breeze did little to break the heat. She had the unnerving sensation that her hand was a little slick.

         He pointed to the sign. “It’s nice to know someone’s thinking of me.” And then, so quick she couldn’t even be sure she caught it correctly, he winked.

         Wait. Was he flirting with her?

         No. Men didn’t flirt with her. She was too serious, always had been. Even Jake had worked hard to break the ice that first time they’d met. Claimed she made him work for it. That he loved a challenge.

         Her lips thinned. Red flag number one. The man loved the thrill of the chase.

         She cleared her throat, eager to get back to business. He hadn’t winked, she told herself firmly. He probably just had a tic. “I was passing by the hotel and I thought I’d stop by and see if you’d arrived. If the room suited you…” She trailed off with her excuse as she awkwardly thrust the makeshift sign into her bag. Really, she should have just bided her time, checked in occasionally at the front desk, and called up to his room. And she would have done, if she didn’t have another hundred things to accomplish in the span of a matter of days, not to mention the bachelorette party that was only a few hours away, which she’d also taken over planning.

         The paper crumpled under her awkward movement, and Kate had the uneasy feeling that Alec was watching it all. She pressed her lips together and forced herself to look up at him. Yep. There was a decided gleam in those deep-set eyes. She broke his stare, her eyes roaming over the black canvas backpack thrown over Alec’s shoulder and down to the bulging briefcase at his feet. It was time to remember why she was here. “Have they already taken your luggage to your room?” she asked, tilting her head.

         “Got everything I need right here.” Alec smiled as he patted his backpack, and Kate felt that little pinch between her eyebrows deepen.

         “That’s all?” She blinked rapidly.

         Alec shrugged. “I travel light.”

         “And it’s just one night,” she said, reminding herself of his intention to make the seventy-mile drive back to Boston the next evening, something he’d been very clear about in both his emails to her and in his communication with his brother. He’d be back in time for the wedding. That was all she needed to worry about.

         “Actually, change of plans,” Alec said. “I’m staying the week.”

         Kate twitched with panic. “I didn’t know, or I would have made sure they kept your room available.”

         “Don’t worry,” Alec said easily. “I straightened it out.”

         “Good. Good.” Kate nodded. So the best man was sticking around for the entire week, after all. Well, that would certainly put all of Elizabeth’s concerns to rest. She was just about to mention that she’d be sure to drop off an itinerary of the week’s wedding events when her eyes drifted to that backpack again. There was no way he could have stuffed a suit into that bag. Much less a pair of shoes. The wedding attire would be taken care of, but what was he planning on wearing for the rehearsal dinner?

         Her mind raced with the implications of this problem as her eyes latched on to the briefcase sitting quietly at his feet. She could take him shopping, or direct him to a few appropriate stores…but if a man was this helpless when it came to proper clothing, chances were she’d have to guide him through it. If she switched around a few appointments the day after next, she could squeeze it in. She chewed on her thumbnail, trying to think through the tight schedule.

         “I’m kidding!” his voice boomed, and Kate lifted her eyes to see Alec laughing and shaking his head. “The bellhop is taking my luggage upstairs. I checked in a couple of minutes ago and thought I’d come out here for a coffee.” He gestured to his briefcase. “This is just full of files. Business stuff.”

         “Business?” This week was supposed to be about the bride and groom. “What do you mean, business?”

         Alec shrugged. “I can’t be expected to put my life on hold simply because my brother’s getting hitched, can I?”

         “It’s only for a few days,” Kate said archly. “And we have a lot of fun activities planned for the guests who are arriving early.” She shifted on her feet and began to defensively cross her arms across her chest, stopping herself just in time. No need to catastrophize here.

         “A few days too many,” he continued with a sigh. “I’m a busy man. Too busy to spend my time driving back and forth from the city, so I’m here for the week.”

         Of course. His priorities were crystal clear. Honestly, one would think she would know better by now! Been there. Done that. Never to be repeated.

         “If you have a few minutes, I thought we could quickly go over the plans for the rehearsal dinner.”

         Alec looked at her in surprise. “Right now?”

         “Your father doesn’t arrive until later in the week, and I need some last-minute input. Since your family is hosting, I thought you might have a few personal things to contribute.”

         Alec glanced at his watch with a look of impatience. “What time is the bachelor party tonight again?”

         “Eight,” she replied.

         Sensing his hesitation, Kate took the opportunity to flash her biggest grin. Guilt was always a last resort, but one she fell back on all too often in heated situations like this. “I know it means so much to William that your family is hosting the rehearsal dinner.” She didn’t bother to add that it was also, typically, tradition.

         Alec frowned at her. “And how do you know that? You’re just—”

         Kate interrupted before he could say something that would cement her displeasure with him. “I’m Elizabeth’s best friend.”

         Alec’s brow creased as he studied her. “I thought you were the wedding planner.”

         “I am. And I’m also Elizabeth’s best friend. And the maid of honor,” she added, maintaining her smile. “So, as best man, you should expect to be seeing a lot of me for the next few days.”

         And that, she realized, was something she didn’t know what to make of anymore.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Elizabeth’s best friend. He should have known there’d be a catch. It was no secret that he and the bride had gotten off to a rocky start. Seeing as his brother had sprung his engagement—and exit from the family business—on him completely unawares, he actually thought he handled it all pretty well, all things considered.

         Still, did he really want his brother living in Misty Point, marrying this woman he hardly knew? If he was being honest, no.

         Alec looked out to the ocean, suddenly feeling like an outsider during this wedding week. He’d have to muster up some level of enthusiasm to fit in. He didn’t want to ruin this time for his brother; he just wanted to…stop it. William had gotten sidetracked, caught up in a pretty girl and a laid-back lifestyle, but Alec saw the situation objectively, and he knew that whatever happiness he’d found here was as fleeting as the tide coming in over the sand.

         William belonged in Boston. And like it or not, Alec needed him back in Boston. More than anyone could ever know.

         A warm breeze blew off the water, and Kate pushed a loose strand of light brown hair from her face, even though it was determined to flutter around her nose. Alec shifted the weight on his feet impatiently, refusing to give in to the lure of his surroundings the way his younger brother had done. Setting his heavy backpack next to the briefcase at his feet, he studied them both, frowning. He’d come outside to make a few important calls before the bachelor party tonight, but this wedding planner didn’t show any signs of budging. With a sigh, he rubbed the back of his neck, wincing at the knots that tensed his muscles. “I thought we were doing the rehearsal here at the hotel,” he said.

         “Well, yes, everything for the wedding is going to be held here,” Kate said, nodding quickly as her eyes flashed from the slight encouragement. He fought off a grin. Damn, she was sort of cute. Cute, but annoying. “But there are still a few details to go over.”

         “Such as?”

         Kate tossed up her hands. “Where to start? The wine selection. The dessert tray. The seating arrangements.”

         “Seating arrangements?” He didn’t even know half the people on the invitation list. William had always been the social one, and he’d clearly made himself at home in this little seaside town.

         The wedding planner nodded firmly. “It’s my experience that guests are more comfortable being assigned a seat. It cuts out confusion and needless drama.”

         Alec eyed her watchfully as she rattled off the mounting list of decisions that still needed to be made, wishing for the umpteenth time that he came from a normal family, where his parents stepped in and happily oversaw conventional traditions.

         “How much time is this going to take?” he asked when she stopped to take a breath.

         Kate’s eyes drifted to the doors and then back out to the stretch of lawn. “Oh…maybe half an hour?”

         “An hour.” More like an hour from the shifty look in her gaze. Alec dragged a hand over his face, making a few quick calculations. Traffic out of the city had been hellish. The afternoon was already gone, and so were his plans for it. An entire day was lost, and with everything going on in the office right now, he wasn’t in the position to be taking days off to plan seating arrangements or taste wine. No, he was here to make the most of his time in Misty Point—playground to the multimillionaires who needed an escape from urban life.

         Things at the family’s personal investment firm had been bad for months, and with no one else to blame, all fingers were pointed at him. It was a weight he couldn’t shrug, despite his sleepless efforts. But this week sparked a chance to get things back on track. The way they used to be.

         And his meeting Monday with commercial real estate mogul Mason Lambert was his ticket.

         She gave him a reassuring smile. “How about we just go over the menu and some other smaller details, and I’ll take care of the seating arrangements on my own?”

         Okay, so maybe she wasn’t going to be so bad. Still, he wasn’t one to back off on a negotiation. “That the best offer you have for me?”

         She tipped her head and offered a slow smile. “Well, you are the best man, after all. I can’t take away all your responsibilities.”

         Best man. Was that really what he was? Once he would have said so, but more recently, he wasn’t so sure. He and William had come a long way from their days spent working side by side at the Montgomery Group. If Elizabeth had never come along, he and his brother would still be strolling the office halls, relishing in the sweetness of their mutual success, and celebrating with drinks after work. Now Alec was left to eat alone in his office most nights, scrambling to try to drum up new business to make up for the lack of revenue. Going home to an empty apartment he’d bought for views he was never even there to enjoy. Starting the routine all over again the next day.

         Once he’d had drinks at the bar on the corner to look forward to after a long, hard day. Saturday mornings on the golf course or an afternoon catching a game at Fenway. William was more than his brother. He was his best friend.

         A lot had changed since William left. Too much.

         Turning back to Kate, he attempted a half smile. “And is it the duty of the best man to oversee the rehearsal dinner?”

         “Well, it is traditionally the responsibility of the groom’s family, yes.”

         “My father won’t be any help,” he said tightly.

         Kate sat a little straighter, blinking rapidly. “Yes, of course. William explained everything.”

         Everything? Now this was interesting. William was typically tight-lipped about their family dynamics—they both were. If he were a betting man, which he wasn’t, he’d wager that William had stopped far short of explaining everything. Some stories were best untold. “So, you’re friends with my brother, then?”

         Kate looked at him in surprise. “Very good friends. He’s marrying my best friend, after all.”

         Ah, there it was again. Best friend. Best man. “And how is Elizabeth?” he managed in a tone that was less sincere than he’d hoped, no doubt painting him as a less-than-ideal future brother-in-law, that much he was sure of.

         “She’s fine,” Kate replied, careful to say nothing more. Silence stretched as she glanced up at him through hooded lids. She gave a soft sigh that made him realize he was testing her patience about as much as she was testing his.

         Deciding it was time to admit defeat and deal with the inevitable, Alec offered her a slow smile. Business would have to wait until tomorrow—or tonight. He wasn’t much for sleep these days. “Okay. You win. Consider me at your service.”

         Her gaze shot up to his as a relieved smile took over her face. “Oh, thank you,” she gushed, and he felt his eyes narrow with curiosity.

         “This really means a lot to you, doesn’t it?”

         Bristling, Kate tucked her shoulder-length hair behind her ears and hoisted a large binder to her chest. “Well, it’s my job. Besides, we both want everything perfect for William and Elizabeth’s big day, don’t we?”

         Alec gave a curt nod and picked up his backpack and briefcase, sweeping the grand front porch for a bellhop. In a place as serene and idyllic as this, one would think he could finally settle down and relax. But resting was the last thing on his mind at the moment. Kate might think he was here to play the doting best man, but what she didn’t realize was that on Saturday, Alec had every intention of standing by his brother’s side back in their offices in Boston, not at the end of the aisle.

         Dropping onto one of the white wooden rocking chairs that lined the porch, he tried his best to force an expression of interest while he listened to Kate describe the menu options for the rehearsal dinner, but it was becoming increasingly difficult to keep his heavy lids from drooping. He’d been up since four and hadn’t gotten to bed until after midnight, and if the urgent emails that kept lighting up his phone screen didn’t stop soon, he’d be pulling another all-nighter.

         “Mind if we discuss this somewhere I can get some coffee?” he asked.

         “Around the other side of the porch,” Kate informed him. He followed her around the side of the wraparound porch, quickening his pace to match her brisk stride toward the café tables.

         Alec threw his body weight back into a wicker chair, feeling the knots in his back loosen a bit. “Can I get you anything?” he asked, signaling a passing waiter. Kate shook her head in response, and he placed an order for a large coffee. Deciding he needed a break from talking about all these wedding details that Kate was so passionate about, he inquired, “So William’s friend Eric is throwing the bachelor party tonight?”

         Kate nodded. “At Nolan’s Pub.”

         “A pub?” That wasn’t William’s style at all. William would want something sleek and modern. A high-end nightclub in Boston. A four-star restaurant. Not a pub. A wave of guilt washed over him. He should have planned the event himself. William was his brother, after all. Instead he’d spent his time picking up the pieces William had left when he quit the family business.

         He shifted his eyes to Kate, holding her stare bluntly. Pinching her lips, she pulled her heavy bag onto her long, slender legs and sighed. “Yes, a pub. Is there a problem?”

         Alec shook his head. “You do things pretty casually around here.”

         “You haven’t even seen it. It’s a very nice pub. Besides, this is a beach town. It’s summer. You should try to relax a little more.”

         Something told him she could do with a little of her own advice. Rather than arguing, he bantered, “Who said I’m not relaxed?”

         She glared pointedly at the cell phone he held in his hand. She uncrossed and recrossed her legs, giving him a full view of the length of a smooth thigh in the long slit in her skirt. “Let’s get back to the menu for the rehearsal dinner.”

         “Funny you should tell me I need to relax. You’re the one getting all bent out of shape over a dinner.” He settled back into his chair and folded his hands behind his head. “Judging from this place, I’m sure anything on the menu will be just fine.”

         “Then it seems we have nothing more to discuss.” Without another word, she stood and began retracing her steps toward the staircase, showing no signs of stopping.

         Well, now he had done it.

         He leaned forward as he watched her walk away. “Hey, Kate!” he hollered, watching with a smile he couldn’t fight as she halted and then whipped around, her eyes blazing even from this distance. “How about we go with sushi?”

         Kate’s mouth gaped. “That’s not an option.”

         “Why not?” Alec asked with sudden interest.

         “You can’t have sushi for the rehearsal dinner!” Kate scoffed. She returned to the table and sat down.

         “Yes, I can,” Alec said, leaning back to rest his head in his hands. He shifted his back a little, wincing at the tension that had built up near his tailbone.

         Kate widened her eyes. “No, you can’t. You saw the details I put into the décor. This is supposed to be rustic, casual…nautical.”

         Nautical. Alec bit down on the inside of his cheek. If she thought he was laughing at her, she’d just storm off again. And he wasn’t laughing at her. He was just…amused. Intrigued, even. And damn it if he wasn’t enjoying her company just a little. “I thought you wanted me to be involved in the planning of this event.” He dropped his arms as the waiter delivered his coffee. He took a sip, drinking it black. Hot and strong.

         Kate clutched her handbag to her chest. The waiter stepped back and then moved on to the next table. “That’s true.”

         “So, now I’m planning it!” He would have thought she’d be relieved. Instead, she looked on the brink of tears. “My brother loves sushi.”

         “But it’s all wrong for the occasion,” Kate insisted. “What about crab cakes or seafood risotto? William loves the crab cakes here.”

         Alec took another sip of his coffee, hoping he could flag the waiter down for a refill. “Tell you what,” he acquiesced. “Go ahead with the crab cakes for the appetizer and the seafood risotto for the main course. You obviously know what you’re doing.”

         Kate eyed him warily but her expression had softened. “Well, if you’re sure…” She frowned. “It’s just that I know how much William loves the crab cakes here.”

         There it was again. He didn’t need a stranger telling him what his brother did and did not like. His gut burned as he considered her words. When had he and William stopped being best friends and started becoming distant relatives? Growing up, he would have done anything for that kid—he still would, even if that meant making sure that William didn’t go through with making the biggest mistake of his life.

         “Back in Boston, William and I loved going to this sushi joint down the block from our office. Think they could maybe set up a raw bar on the buffet table?”

         Kate nodded, looking more subdued. “I’ll see what I can do,” she said. After a slight pause she added, “But…it shouldn’t be a problem.”

         Alec grinned. “Good!”

         “Believe it or not, I have put a lot of planning into this event,” she insisted.

         As if that much wasn’t obvious. Hoping to keep the conversation going until he’d at least finished his coffee, he said, “So you enjoy party planning?”

         From across the table he watched her eyes simmer. “It’s a little more than party planning.”

         “Well, it’s a party. And you’re planning it.” He should stop now. Something told him this wasn’t going to end well.

         “Have you ever been married?” Kate asked, and the slight smile on her lips told him she knew the answer.

         “Nope,” Alec said. And I don’t intend to, he didn’t bother adding. “Have you?”

         Kate’s cheeks turned pink as she skirted her gaze to the left. “I’m asking only because if you had ever been married, then you would know how much goes into planning an event of this size. It isn’t just about sending out invitations and picking out a pizza and some balloons. There are a lot of moving parts. Some people spend two years planning their wedding. It’s more than just a party. It’s…a memory.”

         Alec watched her shift in her chair and glance out to the sea. She was being decidedly evasive, and that intrigued him. A woman with something to hide was always more interesting than one who wore her every emotion on her sleeve.

         His phone pinged again and he glanced down with a frown to see his father’s name on the screen. His jaw tightened, and he fought back the urge to silence the ringer, maybe chuck the whole device out in the ocean.

         “I should probably take this one,” he said instead, starting to stand.

         She pushed back her own chair, and he was suddenly aware of how close they were standing. She extended a hand, and he took it in his, lingering for a moment on the firm grip, wondering what it would be like to touch her in a different, softer way.

         “I had scheduled your suit fitting for ten tomorrow, but I could try to shift it to later in the day now that you’re not rushing back to Boston,” she said.

         “Ten will be fine,” he said, vaguely recalling the appointment but assuming it was on his calendar.

         “Till tomorrow, then,” she said.

         He said nothing as he connected his phone and held it to his ear. And even though he was standing on the porch of a beautiful country inn with a panoramic view of the Atlantic, suddenly he was right back in Boston. Back to reality.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         She’d left her car at the bridal salon, and after driving it back to her regular parking spot behind the vintage building off Harbor Street that housed her office, it took ten minutes of sitting in her car with the engine running and the cool stream of forced air blowing on her face before Kate trusted herself to finally turn off the ignition and go inside. Appearing even remotely flustered was not an option right now with her boss watching her every move.
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