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      Love? It’s not in the plan.
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      Luke and Emma need each other, but not for a clandestine rendezvous like they have in the past. No, Emma needs an experienced business partner to help launch her new product line, and—thanks to a recent personal scandal—Luke is the only one who will take her calls. All she has to do is convince this CEO to abandon his post and move to the small mountain town of Blueberry Springs.

      Luke knows Emma’s plan is perfect—as long as she agrees to marry him. Not only will their professional partnership earn his company some much-needed publicity, but most importantly, their marriage will help him fulfill his grandparents’ last wishes so he can protect their legacy from being squandered by the next in line.

      They've promised their past mistakes won't impact their secret wedding plan.

      They’ve promised not to kiss…not to fall in love.

      The problem is, both Luke and Emma harbor enough secrets to destroy even the best laid wedding plans. Will these two lose everything when the truth rises to the surface? Or will they overcome their past so they can claim their future?
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      Thank you to my fans who can’t get enough of Blueberry Springs and my real-life feeling characters. You’re the reason I write!

      Thank you as well to Donna W., Mrs. X., and Tessa S. who are subjected to the convoluted, full-of-gaps mess called a first draft and try to see through the mud to pick out the gems. And thank you to Margaret C., Rachel B., Erin D. and Emily K. who see the almost-there versions and help me polish it into what my readers fall in love with today.

      Thank you!

      XO,
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      Writing Luke and Emma was a fun challenge. I’m not wealthy, and I’m quite confident I will never find myself in a position where I have to manage a two-point-five emergency fund like Luke does. I’ve also never had to work with a debutante coach like Emma did.

      And because Emma grew up privileged, I received advice from an editor to create her as an unfeeling snob. (Insert here: Jean’s scrunched nose of distaste.) That wasn’t what I wanted and I was fairly certain my readers didn’t either. I wanted to spend time with a heroine who was so much more than her upbringing and, oddly enough, I think what helped me give Emma’s character a nudge toward grace was coaching my son’s soccer team.

      On the last day of the season I had been poking about online to see what a debutante coach might teach her students and was struck by the list. I don’t know about you, but I’ve always had an image of what debutante training might look like—thanks to TV and movies—and my guess is that you likely have a similar image of impossibly snobby girls walking around while balancing a book on their heads as an exercise to improve posture.

      So what struck me when I found this training list was how unassuming it truly was. Many of the listed items were things my parents had tried to instil in me such as good table manners, rules of introduction, and being punctual. But most of all was this: Appreciation and thank you notes.

      Bestill my heart. I read this piece the same day I walked off the soccer pitch after nine weeks of coaching 15 five and six-year-olds. It had been a fun and challenging season with lots of laughs and growth. However, I couldn’t help but be disappointed when after the last session, not one parent thanked any of us moms for coaching their kids in the heat, the wind, the cold, the…everything, two times a week.

      We didn’t even get a single goodbye.

      It’s true I’m a strong believer in showing appreciation—I still send handwritten thank you cards after Christmas—but I’m even more of a believer after walking off that field laden with equipment and feeling taken for granted. I don’t expect much as coaching is its own reward, but it still surprised me. (Especially since the kids didn’t want soccer to end.)

      So, I suppose what I’m getting at is that maybe debutantes are on to something, because after all, who would say no to a little more grace and appreciation?

      And so, in the end, I tried to make Emma as down-to-earth as felt right, her attitude slowly becoming more relaxed as the story progressed, and as she and Luke coaxed the best from each other. (True love at its finest!)

      I fell in love with Blueberry Springs in an all-new way writing The Wedding Plan and I had a lot of fun taking Luke and Emma out of the big city and their lives of privilege when I stuck them in a tiny cabin out in the mountainous woods. The two learned a lot about themselves as well as how to care for each other and their community.

      I hope you enjoy the dynamic between these two lovers as their relationship unfolds and they learn to love with all of their heart.

      
        
        Happy reading,

        Jean Oram

        Alberta, Canada 2017

      

      

      
        
        
        P.S. Canadian singer/songwriter (and writer) Leonard Cohen passed away while I was writing this series and Luke’s last name is a tribute to him and all those days I’d spent moaning to my mother as she listened to his “awful” songs that I soon learned to love as well.
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      Emma Carrington stood in the room at the top of the lighthouse overlooking the Atlantic Ocean, her hands in Luke Cohen’s, as a man they’d paid to perform their secret wedding ceremony trotted through the legalities of their union.

      She glanced down at her ringless finger. Were they really going to do this? Was she really about to run off with the man who’d proposed to her sister only a few months ago? Who had been her own fiancé for less than twenty-four hours?

      She swallowed her doubts as she watched the man she’d been attracted to for years. Luke would not become a true husband. Their marriage was merely a four-month contract to help him claim an inheritance from his late grandparents. She’d even dressed down, in capris and a casual top, to show him she could keep her head in the game. What had happened in their past would not impact their ability to work together. The past was finished business.

      So why was he wearing a nicely cut suit that made him look the part of a genuine groom?

      When she’d gone to him with a business proposal last week they’d both been perfectly clear that the only thing real about their partnership was the bottom line. Definitely not the attraction that still sizzled and snapped between them from time to time. Aspen had been a mistake. A moment of weakness due to extenuating circumstances.

      But she was totally getting hitched to the catch of the country club. Oh, those old biddies would simply die if they found out she’d secretly swooped in and married him.

      Emma found herself smiling despite the fact that she knew she’d never tell a soul about this part of their business deal. She’d sign her name on the marriage certificate and then, in four months, sign it again on their divorce papers, walking away with her agreed portion of the freed inheritance. A nice chunk she’d use to beef up the marketing budget for her new, all-natural cosmetic line, which would launch the month after that.

      Luke caught her eye and his expression softened from intense seriousness to amused disbelief as he shook his head and chuckled.

      She whispered, “I know, right?”

      How totally crazy is this?

      He flashed her a private smile that hit her in the chest, stealing the air from her lungs. Man, he was handsome. He was tall, athletic, and had that rich-man powerful thing going on. But that wasn’t what consistently caught her eye, as practically every man in the country club had that commanding air. No, it was the lurking hint of humanity that would zip out and tag her every so often, catching her off guard and sending her heart beating with an irregularity that would alarm most cardiologists.

      She sucked in a deep breath, focusing her thoughts.

      Healthy, safe products. That was why she was marrying him. She needed his expertise to help place the finishing touches on her project, as well as launch it internationally. He was here because she’d offered him a sizable chunk of any potential profits—not because he still had the power to leave her breathless, and they both wanted to do something about it.

      “You may kiss the bride.”

      Emma dropped her hands from Luke’s and gaped in surprise at his security agent, Zach Forrester, who’d been licensed to perform the ceremony. They’d discussed this beforehand. No kissing. They’d added that little rule right after swearing the lighthouse museum staff to secrecy and making a nice donation to their preservation fund as a thank-you.

      “You may kiss the bride,” Zach repeated easily. He was tall and smart, but apparently had little in the way of a memory. “Or the groom. Whoever wants to go first can dive on in and make this official.”

      Nope. Emma was not kissing the groom. She’d rather poke herself in the eye with a mascara wand. Because if she kissed Luke she might discover that Aspen, which she’d excused as a one-off mistake that had left her off-kilter for months, had actually been about her and Luke and whatever it was that simmered just below the surface.

      They had to work side by side for the next five months and their boundaries needed to be maintained with a steady hand. No exceptions. No messy, complicated or distracting kisses allowed. And just because they’d become spouses, and were standing in a beautiful old lighthouse with the sun reflecting off the ocean, it did not give her permission to break the rules.

      Luke suddenly pulled her body against his, stealing her breath and stilling her mind in that way that was unique to him. He gave her a dreamy, knee-weakening kiss, full on the mouth. She didn’t know whether to push away or to enjoy how his lips felt perfect against hers.

      Before she could decide, he released her, his expression unreadable. It was then she realized that everything about their agreement was going to become not only distracting, but very, very complicated.
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      Luke Cohen was a married man.

      Married to a woman he’d never once considered as wife material.

      Emma Carrington, an old family friend, was cute, flirty and fun, but a bit of a princess who drifted toward things that were high maintenance. Which was fine. He could financially support weekly manicures, highlights, waxing and whatever else women put themselves through to look glamorous. But he didn’t go for ex-models who laughed and flirted their way through life, worrying if their butts looked fat in their jeans. He preferred a strong, intelligent woman who didn’t need him every minute of the day.

      Not that he found Emma clingy or lacking in intelligence. She just wasn’t someone he’d ever pictured as his wife. Other things, definitely.

      His lips crooked into a smile as he thought of their mutual “mistakes,” as she’d called their sporadic forays past the friendship line. Their satisfying—his word, not hers—unions had been intensely hot, and he had no doubt that the two of them would succumb to a few more over the next several months as they worked together.

      She’d brought a sound business plan to him, proposing he share his knowledge and experience in exchange for a fifth of the profits. He didn’t get offers like that every day. He’d leaped on it, not because he needed the cash, or the headache of launching her new line on top of running his family corporation, Cohen’s Blissful Body Care, but because being associated with her all-natural, organic, safe products would shine a much-needed positive light on Cohen’s.

      Luke skimmed Emma’s curvy form with his gaze. She was dressed as though she planned to go clamming, wearing minimal makeup, and he had no doubt that the former debutante meant to keep her word. Business only. He didn’t need to worry about her stringing up tentative hopes for him to crash into with their fake marriage. She wasn’t going to assume the union meant something beyond the piece of paper it was written on.

      Unlike him. He’d gone in for the kiss.

      He wanted to be furious with Zach, but he wasn’t the only one who hadn’t kept his head in the game. The man had acted like a wingman and Luke had jumped at the setup like a puppy being reunited with its owner.

      He’d already started his and Emma’s ill-matched partnership off on the wrong foot by sweeping her into his arms. But it was difficult to regret that when she’d felt so right there, and that was without even thinking about the way she had softened against him, making him greedy for more. More of her body, her laughter.

      Trouble.

      That’s what kissing Emma was. She’d given him an apprehensive look when he’d released her, quickly shifting into her Placid Debutante Shut Down mode, as he’d mentally dubbed it. She’d straightened her spine, with her chin tucked in ever so slightly, as though she was about to saunter down a catwalk, her face washed of emotion. Polite and eerily mask-like. Distant. Proper.

      Not good, in other words. But come on. She had to know that slipups and a few cases of it-is-what-it-is were bound to happen. He’d seen the way she gave him those secret, sly appraising looks that darkened her eyes with a telltale hint of attraction. And as for himself, he had a sixth sense for whenever she drew near. He’d feel that rush of heat flood his body before he even saw her. He’d spent a lot of years unsuccessfully trying to rid himself of the troublesome reaction, to no avail. And now they were moving to a small mountain town where they could explore their attraction in the privacy of their shared headquarters.

      Although he’d be smart to stay within her parameters, as she’d very knowingly not offered an affair, but a lifeline. In other words, he needed to keep his libido on ice and his thoughts on business, not tug at the boundaries of their agreement to see how much it might flex.

      However, where Emma was concerned, it seemed he was rarely able to keep his eye on the ball.

      The limo that had been parked outside the red-and-white lighthouse pulled up.

      “Emma?” Luke asked. She was on the sidewalk, looking up at the building they’d just gotten married in.

      Married.

      Wow. That still packed a punch. His mom would be disappointed in him, his dad angry for sneaking in the side door to claim the inheritance before the deadline, nullifying the will’s contingency clause which would have immediately granted the money to Charlotte, Luke’s mother. Franklin had designs upon the money, having fairly assumed that Luke wouldn’t make his claim due to the existing marriage clause. If his father got the money it would be gone the next day, assuring that Charlotte would never have the wherewithal to leave him. Her parents had worked hard for that money and it was their legacy, one that should go to her, not their son-in-law. But now, with Emma’s assistance, Luke could assure that the money would end up where it belonged—in his mother’s hands—by making the claim himself and controlling its dispersal.

      “Ready?” Luke asked, as the limo driver moved to open Emma’s door, a salty ocean breeze ruffling her golden locks. “We have a long flight ahead of us.” He didn’t even want to think about how the Carringtons, the formidable Joan and Jack, would react to him sneaking off with their youngest daughter—even though she was nearing thirty and by all accounts independent. They’d always sheltered her more than their eldest, Olivia.

      “Are you sure Zach won’t tell anyone?” Emma asked once they were in the car, the privacy glass separating them from the man in question who’d climbed in next to the driver.

      “Zach is solid.” The man was an ex-spy, and even though he’d decided to act as a wingman today, Luke knew he could keep a secret.

      “He didn’t honor our wishes.”

      “Sorry,” Luke said quickly.

      He should regret the kiss, since every time they touched it seemed to draw him deeper. It was undeniable that there was something between them, although he guessed it was mostly a case of “I can’t have her, so I want her” that would be quickly cured once they started working shoulder-to-shoulder and their innate differences came to light.

      There were no galas for Emma to attend in Blueberry Springs, no doting gaggle of debutantes for her to gossip with, no big corporate events to stage. Just constant work in a tiny place that rolled up the sidewalks before suppertime.

      Plus his ex-girlfriend, Olivia, would be around, bringing up reminders of the past and how he’d consistently chosen her over Emma and their pulsing attraction. Because, again, Emma wasn’t wife material, and he was nothing more than a “mistake.”

      The car pulled away from the curb, taking them to the airport.

      “This feels dirty,” Emma declared.

      “Dirty?” Luke’s hands moved to the edge of the leather seat on either side of his knees. He gripped it hard, reminding himself to keep them there as his gaze drifted toward Emma’s shapely legs. She had delicate ankles, tanned skin, and he was unable to resist the memory of how those legs had once felt wrapped around him, his hands lost in the cascade of her long, soft hair. Their frantic coupling had been surprisingly invigorating, addictive. Wild and free. Unlike anything he’d ever experienced.

      Again, working together should cure the desire to repeat that night. He was a determined, hardworking man and she was a former model. Hardly a match that would find a professional partnership arousing.

      Just keep lying to yourself, buddy, the devil on his shoulder chided.

      “The secret husband part.” Emma waggled her bare ring finger and he struggled to focus on her words. “Marrying so we can free up the money in your grandparents’ will. I always took you as being on the straight-and-narrow.” She was watching him, reassessing him, and he wasn’t sure how it made him feel.

      Since becoming CEO of Cohen’s he’d been trying to fix past secrets, deceptions and lies, not create more of them to manage. It looked like he may have screwed up on that mark.

      “Maybe not dirty, but definitely naughty,” she added with a playful wink, her voice slightly breathless.

      His mind kept repeating the way she’d said naughty. Two simple syllables that set his imagination on fire.

      He cleared his throat. “It’s just a way to slip through a loophole.”

      “But it’s also like…” An impish smile lit up her face. “…a secret life away from the stuffy, elite, insincere snobs we call friends.” She gave his knee a squeeze and his body jolted from the contact, a flash of heat twisting through him.

      She didn’t like the socialites they mingled with? That meant he didn’t know Emma as well as he thought he did. And that could become a sizable problem. One he didn’t know how to solve.
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      Emma stared at the tiny cabin that was to be her and Luke’s home and business headquarters for the next five months—while married for four of them. It was nestled among towering pines on the side of a rolling hill. All around were craggy, snow-covered mountains, and below, the small town of Blueberry Springs.

      Beside her, Emma’s sister said, “It’s small, but it’s cute.” Bundled in a thick winter coat that barely zipped up over her large baby bump, Olivia handed Emma the keys.

      “I need something bigger,” Emma stated in near panic, as she turned her attention once again to her new abode. This was not what she’d asked the real estate agent to line up as the All You headquarters. She’d requested a four-bedroom home that could accommodate them, as well as provide individual office spaces. Not a one-bedroom cabin in the romantically snowy woods.

      “There aren’t a lot of leases in town, especially ones that run less than a year.”

      “I told the real estate agent I don’t mind paying for a full year.” Emma couldn’t keep still. She felt like a lab rat knowing a lethal injection was coming. She was suddenly too warm in her parka, but at the same time knew she would freeze if she unzipped it. January in the mountains, unlike South Carolina, wasn’t a friendly place temperature-wise, and in the airport she’d swapped her light sweater and capris for a turtleneck and jeans.

      She worried that Luke, who was currently busying himself with their previously shipped belongings, now piled in the back of the pickup truck he’d leased, was going to turn right back around and leave as soon as Olivia was gone. This wasn’t what Emma had offered as part of the deal when she’d lured him out in the pursuit of profits—profits he likely didn’t even need. “I’m calling the realty office.”

      “Em, this is all there is,” Olivia insisted patiently.

      “There has to be somewhere with enough bedrooms for both of us. I can’t believe you signed the lease on our behalf.”

      Emma, unlike her sister, didn’t have a degree from Harvard Business School to fall back on. She had a fluff degree and little experience, having spent most of her career smiling for a camera as she modeled Carrington Cosmetics. She needed Luke to help get her all-natural, organic makeup out into the world and into the hands of women. They needed it. She needed it.

      Both Emma and her late grandmother had been affected by the toxins found in cosmetics, but only Emma had survived her toxin-induced bout with cancer. She knew how much the world needed safer products, and she’d sold almost everything she owned in order to make it this far, since the board at Carrington Cosmetics didn’t believe in the products, or her, apparently. And now Olivia had just about guaranteed that Luke—her only hope—would walk.

      “Emma,” Olivia said, “you’d have to commute if you stayed in another town.”

      “Fine. We’ll commute.”

      “The closest place is probably over an hour’s drive away. Derbyshire has nothing, Rockwell Falls, the same.”

      Emma closed her eyes with a sigh. The little log home wasn’t going to serve their needs. Especially when Luke’s wedding kiss had just about knocked her off her feet that morning.

      Married. Wedding. Kiss. Spouses.

      She needed some space to sort herself out again, to refocus.

      She knew what it was like to face the fear of finding a lump in her breast. What it was like checking each month after the “all clear,” fear thick in her throat until her thorough self-exam came up clean.

      She knew what it was like to undergo radiation and chemotherapy, watching her beautiful complexion become hidden by rashes and her precious locks, part of her very identity, fall out. She knew what it was like to wear a wig in stifling heat and humidity. The fear that someone would point out that she was no longer the pretty face of Carrington, and ask who she was now.

      Women deserved to be able to put on Carrington makeup every morning without worrying that it might one day take their life. But what if Emma couldn’t pull it off? What if the bad press from last summer that had surrounded the news of her Carrington Cosmetics-related illness torpedoed the new, safe product line? What if she lost every penny she owned and had to bamboozle some old guy from the country club into becoming her sugar daddy just so she didn’t end up homeless?

      She had to do whatever it took to keep Luke on the project.

      “I should go say hi,” Olivia said uncertainly, glancing in Luke’s direction.

      “No!”

      “I don’t want to be rude.”

      Emma softened her tone. “He’ll understand that you’re busy and want to give him time to settle in.” She began herding her confused sister toward her new vehicle, an SUV that was better equipped for the winter roads than her old Porsche had been.

      Olivia gave Luke an awkward wave as she passed the truck, propelled by her sister. The last time Olivia and Luke had seen each other she was refusing his marriage proposal. A proposal Luke had accepted on Emma’s behalf and neither had plans to reveal seeing as they’d be divorcing within months. To say there was unfinished business between Luke and Olivia was an understatement, and Emma didn’t need a fight between them added to her day’s laundry list of problems.

      Just one more reason to stay focused on work instead of Luke. She didn’t need to upset her pregnant sister, who had miscarried once years before.

      When Olivia’s vehicle disappeared down the steep, curving driveway, Emma joined Luke at the truck’s tailgate and hefted a box into her arms. She couldn’t help but notice that his attention kept straying in the direction Olivia had gone.

      “Can you believe she rented us a place with no bellhop?” Emma said lightly.

      Luke barely smiled, now eyeing the log cabin with a skepticism she understood.

      She smiled. “Here we go! New life. New adventure.” She carried her box through the fresh snow and up the creaking steps, hoping the place was larger inside than it appeared.

      She juggled the box as she unlocked the door, surprised at how bright and sunny the open-concept cabin was despite being sheltered by so many trees. It could be the effect of the pale yellow log walls or the varnished pine floors reflecting light and happiness throughout the place, but whatever it was, it worked. The cabin was chilly, though. Emma noted a fire was dying in the massive river stone fireplace dominating the sitting area opposite the front door.

      To her immediate left was a simple galley kitchen, and she set her box down, intent on exploring what was through the two doorways to her right. Could there possibly be two bedrooms? She stomped the snow off her boots and walked farther into the cabin. Opening the first door revealed a queen-size bed covered by a patchwork quilt where the pieces had been stitched into the shape of a moose head. The second door led to a bathroom with floral wallpaper, a pink tub and matching toilet.

      She swallowed hard. One bed.

      Optimal conditions for most newlyweds.

      Emma went back to the front door, bouncing off Luke’s chest as he wrangled two suitcases. He backed out onto the porch again as shyness overcame her.

      “You sure you didn’t tell her we got married?” she asked, her voice sounding strained to her own ears.

      Luke’s jaw tightened.

      “There’s only one bedroom,” she explained quietly, figuring it was best he heard it from her rather than discover it for himself and leap to conclusions about her intentions.

      “Then we can’t live here,” he said simply, putting the suitcases down on the porch and crossing his arms.

      “I know.” She straightened her shoulders, struggling not to feel overwhelmed. She needed to appear in control. She channeled the words of her former debutante coach, the duchess Francesca Marie.

      Put it behind you, dear. Spine straight, shoulders back, chin up but not out. Show no fear, only strength. Pleasant smile. You can have a cry about it later if you need to, but right now you’re the strongest person in the room, because nothing touches Emma Carrington.

      Luke was watching her and she felt her chin wobble from the struggle of holding it all in. She really needed to have that cry the duchess always promised she could have later.

      “I asked for two offices and two bedrooms,” she whispered, barely trusting her voice.

      Luke had her in his arms, squeezing her tight, before the first tear fell.

      It was supposed to be easy now that he was on board. She didn’t need help from a real estate agent or her sister when it came to appearing as though she was swimming in waters she had no business being in. Luke was going to see just how much knowledge she lacked, and find an exit clause in their contract so he could escape this big, unsolvable mess.

      “I don’t know how to cook,” she admitted, clinging to him. Nowhere in town would deliver meals halfway up the mountain. She couldn’t even feed the poor man.

      He laughed. “You’re going to make a few million before next Christmas. You’re supposed to show the world you can’t say ‘Carrington’ without saying ‘caring,’ remember? Real products for real women. Real beauty, pure makeup and all that.”

      So he had been listening during the flight as she’d nervously talked his ear off about what she wanted for All You. Other than the fact that she hadn’t been able to shut up, she’d thought she’d sounded very knowledgeable and like a true business partner.

      However, the fact that he was using her words to try and build her up again made it even harder to hold back her need to release her sense of desperation and failure in a flood of tears. It was that genuine side of his. She didn’t know how to brush that off like the Duchess had trained her to.

      “We’re lying to everyone to get to your inheritance,” she blurted out against his cold parka, realizing that their fake marriage was bugging her more than she’d like to admit. She was already omitting enough truths to her family, and she felt like a big cheater for sidestepping Luke’s grandparents’ requirements for claiming his inheritance. He needed to work alongside his wife for a business quarter plus a month in order to claim the money. They were going to do that, but not in the spirit intended by the loving couple who had worked side by side for over forty years.

      Emma felt Luke let out a long sigh as he pressed her against him, his head lowering to hers as though he could no longer hold it up due to the weight of their combined personal failings.

      “We’ll get through this and it’ll all be worth it,” he promised, his voice steady, strong.

      How? How was she going to survive this?

      “One day at a time,” he added, as if hearing her internal question. “If we wake up, it means we made it through yesterday and are one step closer to what we want out of life.”

      The tension in her chest eased off at the honesty of his words.

      “You’re right.” She had survived worse. She’d survived cancer, after all.

      But her illness had felt out of her hands, unlike this. The success of the product line was all on her.

      That meant if she wanted to keep women safe from common cosmetic toxins, she had to pull it together.

      She stepped back from Luke. “Thank you for the pep talk.”

      “Hey, what are husbands for?” he joked.

      He shouldn’t say things like that. It made it feel as if she could trust him, count on him.

      She swallowed a lump in her throat and dragged her suitcase over the cabin’s threshold, not daring to speak. She came back onto the porch to grab the other one.

      “This place reminds me of Aspen,” Luke said, surveying the surrounding woods from his spot on the porch.

      “Aspen is done business,” she replied quickly.

      “Is it?” he asked, his tone curious.

      “Yes.” She could feel the weight of his gaze, the phantom feel of his body pressed against hers, the tightening celebration of hers in response.

      It had been at a business retreat for both family companies in Aspen that Olivia had turned down Luke’s marriage proposal, choosing to marry Devon, her long-ago love instead. It was in Aspen that Emma and Luke had turned to each other in a night of blistering passion as their dreams and what they believed to be true of their worlds had come crashing down around them.

      The press had discovered Emma’s toxin-loaded bone marrow was a result of prolonged use of Carrington Cosmetics and, later, that a malignant lump had been found in her breast. They’d exploited the news to the fullest extent, and when Luke had tried to speak up for Carrington products, whose chemical components were well within legal limits, the public’s eye had turned to Cohen’s and their own ingredient lists, giving them a black mark, as well.

      It hadn’t taken long for the board at Carrington to ask Emma to step down as their model, spokesperson and face of the company, leaving her with nothing more than the lowly job of organizing company picnics and such.

      Add in the fact that Olivia had kept a very large personal secret from both Emma and Luke—Luke being the man she’d dated on and off again for over a decade—and both had been feeling hurt and betrayed, their attraction seeming like the only thing real, the only thing they could rely on. Their night together in Aspen was one Emma had best forget, especially since he had turned around several days later and proposed to Olivia, who’d just returned from Blueberry Springs single once again.

      Maybe Emma had used Luke. Maybe he’d used her. But it was done, and she refused to believe that anything had been forged between them other than trust in each other. And she would use that to launch an international product line from a one-bedroom cabin in the woods if she had to. She just had to figure out how to keep Luke happy enough to stay.

      He was staring out into the wilderness that surrounded them, his forehead crinkled in thought, his lips turning down. Then he walked down the steps with purpose, muttering something about earning his keep. At his truck he gave her a distracted “back in a bit” and climbed into his truck, leaving her there on the side of the mountain.
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      Luke let himself into the tiny Blueberry Springs real estate office, which seemed to double as a stationery store and accounting firm. It had been difficult to find, the storefront being only about ten feet wide, sandwiched between a florist and a mechanic, just down from a burned-out place on Main Street. He hadn’t minded driving around the quiet town, though. Seeing Olivia Carrington had brought up some unpleasant emotions.

      He’d known he’d see his ex-girlfriend eventually, but hadn’t thought it would be first thing. However, the strangest part about seeing his ex after several months was the absence of heartbreak. They’d dated sporadically, mostly at their parents’ urging, and he’d expected to feel more than just anger on Emma’s behalf for how Olivia’s issues had led the press to her sister last summer, slamming her publicly. But that’s all there’d been in the way of emotion. That and a bit of self-berating for proposing to her after she’d broken up with Devon, her first choice. Luke and Olivia…he wasn’t sure if they’d ever truly been in love. At least the way everyone talked about. Mostly, being a couple had been easy, as well as socially beneficial.

      It was possible his feelings of anger had been written across his face because, despite her upbringing, Olivia hadn’t come over to the truck to say hello. He wasn’t sure what he would have said if she had.

      “Hi, can I help you?”

      There was a woman sitting in the small office. She was mostly hidden behind a large monitor that looked about the same age as the youngest bottle of whiskey back in his Charleston, South Carolina penthouse. Old for a monitor, young for a good whiskey. Luke quickly sent off a text to his cousin, Cash Campbell, reminding him that the wine room and everything in it—including the whiskey—was off-limits while he house-sat and took over some of Luke’s CEO duties at Cohen’s.

      He almost put his phone away before thinking twice. And dating Alexa is still off-limits.

      Can we flirt? came an instant reply. She’s totally hot.

      Luke sighed. Cash had a way of going through women and Luke depended on his assistant being happy as well as focused on her work. The last thing he needed was Cash creating a distraction or a mess.

      I hear unemployment’s a blast these days, Luke replied.

      Touché.

      The real estate agent—or accountant or whatever she was—cleared her throat. “Just coming in from the cold so you can text?”

      “I need a place to live, as well as office space.” If Emma couldn’t secure a decent location, he would. She’d hired him to take care of issues, after all.

      “Then you’ve come to the right woman.” She smiled and stood up, leading him to a bulletin board on the wall. She perched a pair of reading glasses on her nose. “Here are our current offerings.”

      “Minimum four bedrooms. Or two bedrooms, two offices or dens. I’m not fussy about its architectural influence.” He scanned the board. It was fairly bare, with listings for only eight homes and businesses. He glanced around for a second board. “This it?”

      “Yes.” The woman smiled with pride.

      “What about your competition?” Surely there had to be more than this.

      “We’re it.” She was still smiling.

      Maybe everyone posted online to cut out the middleman.

      She moved to a coffeepot set near her desk. “Would you like a coffee while you look?”

      “Sure. Dark roast. Two skim, two raw sugar.”

      He really wanted to come back to Emma with a success story to hand her, to prove he was worth keeping around and wouldn’t try and sneak kisses all the time.

      Well, he might still try to do that, but he’d make it worth her while with a bit of on-the-fly problem solving.

      The woman began dumping powdered creamer into a disposable cup and Luke resisted the urge to shudder. The coffee she poured looked weak and nothing at all like his preferred Starbucks venti dark roast.

      He gave a polite smile and thanked her as she handed him the cup.

      “Anything coming up soon?” he asked.

      “I haven’t heard of anything.”

      Surely that couldn’t be true. Luke had a feeling she was simply not sharing the most primo places, having pegged him as an outsider. He knew how small towns worked. You took care of your own, like one big happy family.

      He handed her his business card. “My name’s Luke Cohen.”

      Her smile didn’t change to one of recognition as she introduced herself as Greta.

      “I donated the roof on the continuing care wing last summer.”

      “Oh, that’s nice, dear. That was needed, wasn’t it?”

      He’d done it as a thanks to the town for allowing himself and Jack Carrington to land a helicopter on the local soccer pitch when they’d been worried about Olivia. Turned out she was just fine, with her new fiancé, Devon Mattson, and wasn’t in need of rescue by anyone. As well, there had been no feathers in need of smoothing over due to the unauthorized landing. Still, it had felt nice to literally put a roof over the heads of some senior citizens and create some positive PR for Cohen’s at a time when they were taking a hit right alongside Carrington Cosmetics for having harmful—but permitted—toxins in their products.

      “CEO of Cohen’s Blissful Body Care. I’m working with Emma Carrington on Carrington Cosmetics’ All You products.” The very products that had saved the town’s pretty meadows and river from a proposed electric dam project.

      “Oh, you must know Jill Armstrong,” Greta replied.

      “I don’t.” The name sounded familiar, though, and he was fairly certain Emma had mentioned her in passing.

      “She creates her own soaps and lotions, many with medicinal effects thanks to knowledge of plants and flowers passed down to her from the Ute people. She sells them at the farmers’ market.”

      Right. Jill had sent Emma a care package of her creams to help her deal with radiation rashes.

      His phone buzzed with a message.

      Did you go back to Charleston?

      It was Emma. Heat infused his cells just like it did when she was around. Great, she affected him through text, too. He was in for a long five months.

      I’m sorry about the cabin. I promise I’ll find us something suitable.

      He probably should have given her a proper goodbye, or at least given her a hint as to where he was going despite wanting to surprise her with a solution to their accommodation issue.

      “I need a place to live and work out of,” he said firmly. “Immediately. Preferably two places. Money isn’t an issue.” He tried not to look at his watch as a hint to hurry her up. He wanted to close on a place tonight.

      Greta made a thoughtful humming sound and turned to the board, looking at it as though expecting something perfect to materialize from her meager offerings. There was a listing of the cabin they were staying in and she tapped it affectionately. “This one is taken, but it’s lovely. You would have liked it.” She carefully removed the listing, as though afraid to tear the paper.

      “It’s dated, drafty, minuscule, heated by a fireplace, and remote. There’s no internet and the cell service is horrible. It’s less than sufficient. ”

      “My father built that cabin.”

      “It’s quaint.”

      Luke? Are you there?

      He sighed and texted back. I’m at the real estate office.

      Finding anything? I like hot tubs.

      He liked her in hot tubs. Cute little bikinis that allowed his imagination to fill in the not-so-difficult blanks.

      “What about this condo?” he asked, glancing up from his phone to tap a listing.

      “Nothing until spring, honey.”

      “Maybe the showroom is for sale or lease?” Emma could live and work out of the cabin and he’d take a condo, or vice versa. Distance, space. It would be perfect.

      Kissing her in the lighthouse had not been a good idea. He’d thought he could brush it off, but the way she’d felt pressed against him just kept on slipping back into his mind like a boomerang.

      The real estate agent was shaking her head and Luke set down his untouched coffee. Maybe he could buy out the developer. He could leverage the resort he’d built in the Caribbean as collateral.

      “You didn’t like your coffee?” Greta asked, her blue eyes large.

      “It’s fine, thank you. Is there a way to get my name higher on some waiting lists? I don’t mind paying extra to get something immediately.”

      The idea of sharing a small cabin in the snowy woods with the beautiful and irresistible Emma Carrington was starting to take a toll on his mind.

      As a teen she’d told him they were a mistake when they’d made out behind a boathouse near Kiawah Island. And again when they’d gone to bed last summer.

      He wasn’t a man who liked to repeat mistakes, but he was fairly certain he would make a few more before the day was through if he didn’t get them into roomier living accommodations. And what was that vow he’d made to himself back in the limo that morning? Something about staying focused on work. Too bad he couldn’t recall why, exactly, only that it was important.

      Kissing was still okay, though. Just nothing more than that.

      Except kisses always tended to lead to more.

      Greta had said something he’d missed. It didn’t matter. Her expression told him everything—he was pushing his power and privilege just like his father did. Luke didn’t want to be like Franklin and backed off.

      “Sorry,” he said softly. “I’m desperate.”

      The woman’s tone was cool. “I’ll call you if anything suitable comes available.”

      “I can’t return to that cabin,” he said in near panic. If he went back to Emma he would end up sleeping with her.

      Greta quirked her head. “We keep a shotgun behind the door if bears become a problem, although you won’t see any of them until spring melt. Watch for coyotes, though.”

      “What?” He’d been envisioning going back to the cabin, Emma stretched out in front of the fireplace in black lace lingerie, high cut over her toned thighs, looking lost and vulnerable and in need of a strong man to comfort her. He went to loosen his tie before realizing he wasn’t wearing one.

      “Some are becoming bolder, almost domesticated. How about a hotel?” she suggested.

      “That’s a great idea.”

      Now he was envisioning Emma on a hotel bed.

      “There’s one just up the road.” The woman pushed him out the door. “Have a good evening, Mr. Cohen.” She flipped her Open sign to Closed before throwing the dead bolt.

      No. The hotel wouldn’t do. He’d passed it on the way here and had already mentally crossed it off the list. It was small and the room would be too dark, too cramped. The cabin was small, but there were work surfaces he could spread his papers out on, and large walls where he could tack things up without worrying about housekeeping messing up his system.

      The cabin it was.

      He’d just have to figure out a way to keep it in his pants.

      He rapped on the glass door. “Where can I buy a bed?” he called to Greta.

      She pointed down the street to the hardware store. He turned and began striding toward it.

      No matter what roadblocks Blueberry Springs put in his way, Luke was not sleeping with his wife.

      No matter what.

      Too much was riding on it.
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      Emma tried to keep herself distracted while she waited for Luke to return. He hadn’t left her. He was coming back. She knew that.

      She paced in front of the fire, hands on her hips. Not securing the accommodations she’d promised made her think of all the other times she felt as though she’d led him on, only to leave him high and dry. As teens they’d kissed behind a boathouse near Kiawah Island. It had been heaven. An older boy. Discovery and passion. It was everything she’d ever hoped for. That night she’d mentioned to her sister how cute she thought Luke was, hoping to eventually tell her about the kiss. But instead, Olivia had announced that she had a whole life plan centered around her and Luke being together and taking over their respective family companies. She’d gone on to explain with excitement that their parents approved and were already talking to the Cohens about the possibility.

      Emma had no plans, no argument to propose that Luke should be hers, other than she’d enjoyed every toe-curling kiss and wanted more. So she’d backed off, avoiding Luke and calling their kisses a mistake when he’d approached her to ask if she wanted to see the Rocky Horror Picture Show with him.

      And then last summer there had been Aspen. They’d both been single and hurting, and Emma had let things get deliciously out of control. It had been a Band-Aid, a mistake. Nothing more.

      But she felt guilty. Not just for swooping in and breaking the Sister Code by taking up with Olivia’s ex for a night, but for seeming as though she always led him on, then pulled back.

      Then again, why was she even worrying? She wasn’t Luke’s first choice and never would be—he’d made that clear by turning around and proposing to Olivia after their night together. And being in Blueberry Springs wasn’t about romance, anyway, it was about business.

      Luke was not going to be a problem. Emma wasn’t one of those beautiful, smart, take-charge women he went for. She was just a former model hiding under a pretty convincing wig, and couldn’t even secure proper headquarters for her own business project.

      The front door of the cabin was kicked open, sending a brisk cloud of frigid air her way as Luke wrangled in a mattress. He came across the living room, dropping it against the far wall. He looked wild, strong and able to take on the world.

      Emma felt the lift of hope. “What’s that?” She shivered and hugged herself, moving to close the front door. It had grown dark outside despite it being not quite suppertime, and she’d built up the fire, turned on the lights and let her phone play music to keep her company. The place had eventually felt homey, cozy. But now, with Luke inside its four walls, it felt entirely too intimate.

      “Welcome to your two-bedroom home.”

      “I’m sorry. If I had known…” She would have what? Not come until the perfect place popped up, in about five years? She had to be here. There was work to be done managing the greenhouses where her product’s natural ingredients were growing, and so much more.

      “I think this place is about as big as my old master bedroom,” Luke said, surveying the cabin from his spot against the wall.

      She’d never seen his bedroom, his bed. And yet she couldn’t help but imagine what it might be like to wake up there every morning. Him by her side, a fresh day full of opportunity and optimism ahead.

      “How about I pay for a hotel or a room at a bed-and-breakfast for you.” She lifted her phone to make the call.

      “This will do for now. We’ll reattack accommodations in the morning and work out of coffee shops if necessary.”

      Emma put away her phone and tried to find something to busy herself with. She needed to act natural, as though she was comfortable with their living arrangements. Flirt, laugh, put them both at ease.

      “How was driving the truck?” She knew he was used to flashy, nimble little sports cars.

      “The truck is fun, believe it or not.”

      “You don’t miss having a lineup of sexy cars at your disposal?”

      “Well, I do, now that you’re calling them sexy.” He gave her a sheepish smile that made him look delightfully mischievous.

      “I knew you only bought them to impress women,” she teased, trying to hide the way his smile had reduced her ability to draw in oxygen.

      He chuckled. “Busted. But don’t forget, I have to prove to other men that mine is bigger.”

      Emma’s gaze trailed south of his parka’s hem. She remembered his size and it was just fine. She tried to find somewhere safe to direct her eyes as the silence between them grew awkward, no doubt both of them recalling pieces of Aspen in their minds.

      “So, you have a bed now?” she said, her voice squeaking slightly.

      “I guess we won’t have to sleep together.”

      “Right.” She straightened her spine. “No more mistakes.”

      “No more mistakes,” he echoed, with what sounded like regret.
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      Luke shifted uncomfortably. There was no doubt that the two of them were dancing around their past, as well as their attraction. That was inevitable, as inevitable as them coming together in passion once again. But the real surprise for him was how being newlyweds—if only in name—kept nudging his mind in directions it shouldn’t go. Add in their wedding kiss and his thoughts were on fire.

      His wife. His wife. His wife.

      Hello.

      Not his wife. Not like that.

      They were trying to joke around the tension that had settled between them like a tissue-thin barricade that could tear at any moment, releasing them into each other.

      He wanted Emma.

      She wanted him.

      She was unexpected, funny and sexy. That gorgeous hair. That generous smile and the way her curves looked tempting from any angle.

      She was doing a number on him even though she wasn’t his type. Was it the vulnerability stirring something inside? When he’d returned from his find-bigger-headquarters mission it was clear she’d thought he’d left her, despite the text messages between them.

      Why would he leave? He’d lose 20 percent of the new product line’s profits, as well as a chance to improve the image of Cohen’s. Although she likely didn’t realize just how much Cohen’s image needed a lift. He’d worked hard to ensure that to the outside world everything looked close to perfect.

      And as long as it stayed that way, everything would be good.

      “Do I smell food?” Emma sniffed the air.

      All he could smell was the scent of burning wood in the fireplace.

      “Chicken?” she added.

      “Oh, right.” He turned to grab a bag he’d left at the door. “I picked up some supper, since neither of us cook.”

      Emma came over and began digging through the groceries. After selecting a mattress he hadn’t been quite ready to admit defeat and return to the cabin for the night. He’d bought some whiskey, then hit the grocery store.

      “This smells amazing.” She pulled out a deli chicken, still warm from their rotisserie. She gently ripped a hunk of chicken breast off the carcass with her fingers, giving him a look of delight as she ate the piece without the use of utensils.

      He blinked in surprise. He wasn’t sure if it was sexy or disgusting to have the debutante acting in an unmannered way.

      He made a point of looking away, not giving her the attention she obviously craved due to her act as he stood beside her at the counter. He poured himself a finger of whiskey and knocked it back, then poured another. He glanced up to see that she’d moved on to the veggie tray, slowly licking a trace of dip from her pink lips, instead of using a napkin, and leaving them moist and glistening.

      No, he was pretty sure her lack of manners was sexy.

      She’d added a sweater to her earlier outfit and it fit her like a glove, clinging to all the curves he remembered all too well despite the months that had passed since the last time he’d smoothed his hands over them, kissing his way up and down her form with revelatory delight.

      Another piece of chicken disappeared between her plump lips and he felt his body react with a force that shocked him. He still had time to check into a hotel.

      Instead of moving to the door, he found himself mesmerized by the way her tongue was slowly licking her lips, sending a pulse of testosterone through his system. He clenched his juice glass of whiskey, then set it aside as, without another thought, he pulled her close, his body reacting to the shock of having her soft form against him, and how contact was being made in all the right places. He kissed her. Hard. Once on the mouth before releasing her, one hand tangled in her beautiful hair.

      Asinine.

      He’d kissed her. Possessively. Passionately.

      But there was something different about Emma today. Something intriguing. She was harder to dismiss. Harder to overlook and discount.

      He wanted to kiss her again.

      She snatched up his whiskey glass as though prepared to splash the drink in his face, fire in her eyes. He clamped his hand over hers, stepping back into her personal space.

      “Emma.”

      He really didn’t want to admit just how sexy she was to him right now.

      She’s your wife, whispered the devil on his shoulder. You could consummate this thing like a real man. The two of you are good with secrets and it’s going to be a long, cold and boring winter out here in the woods.

      Her cheeks were pink, her eyes searching his for answers.

      He mentally scolded the devil riding on his shoulder. Emma and he were business partners, not lovers. Plus the angel on his other shoulder was whispering that Emma was flirting only because she was feeling vulnerable, and was worried he was going to abandon ship. She had a lot of baggage when it came to this cosmetic line and her emotional stakes were high. He should treat her respectfully and carefully.
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