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      Hannah Beacon hated working on holidays but knew better than to say a single, negative word. While the day after Thanksgiving technically didn’t count as a nationally recognized celebration, she cherished Black Friday. Since her daughter’s birth, she had dedicated months to planning her route with minute-by-minute precision. Several times, her foresight had earned her the rare praise of her best friend, and partner-in-shopping, Sam Holt. And when Sam Holt declared herself impressed, she meant it. For years, Hannah had avoided the family business, A Perfect Rise Bakery, on the all-important Friday by waking early and standing in line for deals.

      With a sigh, she rolled her neck. Being part of a family business meant carrying her weight. And she should be glad for the work. Following the economic downturn, her parents had considered closing. At the time, she was off on her LA adventure. She had assured Mom and Dad that she was fine with the decision. When, months later, her circumstances had changed and she had needed a job, she was glad an unexpected business had rescued the town’s economy. Or she wouldn’t have an hourly schedule to complain about.

      A timer beeped.

      She shook off the doldrums, grabbing a rag and pulling a tray of sprinkle cookies from the oven. The air hung heavy with the scents of melting butter, caramelizing sugar, and sweet hope. She couldn’t be in a sour mood in the midst of mouthwatering smells, nor would she harbor even the slightest twinge of a grudge about coming in to finalize the big holiday order for Under Covers’ special collaboration launch party. Both Noah Kidwell, owner of the fashion brand, and her parents had saved her.

      She loaded the next tray of cookies into the oven and twisted the dial, setting the timer. She enjoyed the satisfying jingle of the old school devices. Her brother, Mike, argued in favor of updates and modernization. He wanted to streamline and automate everything he could. After she had burned a batch of brownies, activating the overhead sprinklers, because of her confusion on setting the internet-enabled oven, she stuck to the tried and true. Coming home had been about that sentiment, too. She was nothing if not maddeningly consistent.

      Ding dong.

      She jumped, pressing a hand to her collarbone, and catching her breath. The bakery was supposed to be closed to customers. Had Mike forgotten to flip the sign the night before? Smoothing her apron, she tightened her ponytail, plastering on her movie-star smile. She’d greet the customer with a kind word and get back to business. Passing through the swinging door separating the kitchen from the front of house, she snatched a peppermint stick from the jar on the counter. A little extra sugar never hurt a sour conversation.

      She crossed the black and white hexagonal tiles in the original building, not sparing a glance for the darkened interior of the café expansion to her left. Another of her brother’s ideas. She couldn’t argue with his acumen. He expanded the business at a risky time and doubled the profits in the first year, a rare feat. Taking over for their parents, Mike had clear vision and constant drive. He’d need both. Hannah loved the bakery, but her focus would always be her daughter.

      Twisting the deadbolt, she unlocked the accessible entrance next to the revolving door. “I’m sorry, we’re cl⁠—”

      “Closed?” Jake Grant arched a brow and smiled. “Hi, Hannah. Sorry to drop by unannounced. I had it on good authority you’d be here today.”

      She gulped. As the town’s sole lawyer, he knew everything about everyone.

      “Sorry.” He scrubbed a hand over his face. “That sounded creepy. Amy told me you’d be working on the order for tonight.”

      “Oh, sure. Come inside. It’s too cold to linger outdoors.” Hannah held the door open wide, standing to the side.

      The lawyer, currently dating her other best friend, Amy Parker, entered the building. Dressed in an overcoat and suit, he was as formal as ever. Was today special?

      After six months, Hannah waited for an official statement about the pair’s future any day. Since hitting thirty, she was no longer surprised when an engagement was announced within a year of striking up a romance. As a young bride whose wedded bliss floundered in less than a decade, she hardly had any right to look askance at anyone else’s relationship choices. Still, she wanted the best outcome for her loved ones. If she served as a living example of mistakes to avoid, her pain held a purpose.

      Jake adjusted the leather messenger bag strap on his shoulder. “I didn’t think stars opened the door by themselves.”

      She glanced at him sidelong and let the door swing shut. “One commercial is hardly a breakout role.”

      Over the summer, she had joined in the unofficial test run of the Under Covers launch at megastore Fulham’s. While she and her daughter had enjoyed the Christmas in July spectacle, she hadn’t noticed cameras. Within a few weeks, she’d been approached with a release form and signed off on the use of her image in the thirty-second spot.

      In the past month, the commercial had aired, and she hardly had a day without someone mentioning it. Six years ago, shortly after learning she was pregnant, she’d given up on her Hollywood dream. Maybe the limelight wasn’t done with her yet. She dusted her palms on her apron. “How may I help you? Did Amy call in an order?”

      “No, no, nothing like that.” He held up his hands, facing out his palms. “I’m sure you’re swamped with the party order.”

      She pressed together her lips, holding back the question threatening to roll off her treacherous tongue.

      He twisted his neck, scanning past her. “Is Mike here?”

      Oh. Her stomach twisted. She’d rather add to her workload with a last-minute request for a dozen cupcakes than deal with legal business. “On his way.” She smiled and crossed her arms. The candy stick poked her arm through the thick sweater. She extended it. “Peppermint? Or maybe I can get you a coffee? Mike should be here soon, if you don’t mind waiting.”

      “Actually, I can drop off the paperwork, and you could pass it on. I don’t need to stay and get in your way.”

      “Sure, whatever you want to do.” She tucked the candy into her back jeans pocket.

      He opened the bag and slid out a folder, handing over the plain, manilla file.

      She accepted the nondescript package. She didn’t need to open it to examine the contents. Inside, she’d find the paperwork mapping out the next steps for the Beacon family. She wasn’t in the mood to look through the preliminary details. Without Mike, she never would have taken the first step to securing the future. She gripped the folder in both hands. “I’m sure everything is in order. If he has questions, Mike will call.”

      “I’m sure of it.” Jake chuckled.

      She lifted the corner of her mouth. “He is very thorough.”

      “No explanations needed.” Jake held up his hands. “Changing the ownership of the business and the family home and establishing living trusts for both your parents aren’t unusual requests. But the time sensitive nature makes every choice imperative. I appreciate another set of eyes on my work.” He cleared his throat. “I am glad for a moment alone. I wanted to bring up something…personal.”

      “Of course.” She softened her tone. “I’m always available to help. Did you have an idea? Or a plan?”

      He wrinkled his brow.

      “I know what shape she likes and her size. I can also set up whatever you need. If you wanted to use the bakery, you are more than welcome. We could place the box inside a cake. Or—better yet—you could use a gingerbread house if you’re planning for a Christmas Eve or Christmas Day surprise.”

      He stared at her blankly.

      Wasn’t she included in his proposal scheme? When Amy had returned to town and started dating her longtime crush, she had turned to Hannah for advice and support. Hannah encouraged the couple. She’d never seen a more well-matched pair. The five years age difference would have been a scandal as teens. Since hitting the third decade milestone, the discrepancy wasn’t even a blip on the radar.

      She couldn’t believe she overstepped. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to insert myself in your engagement plans.”

      “Engagement? No, I’m not ready to…” He slipped a finger under his collar. In his supposed off-hours, he remained the consummate legal professional. “We’ll talk about Amy later. I’m here to discuss you and your situation.”

      Squinting, she tipped her head to the side. What was her situation? She considered her part of the family arrangement a fair shake. A 30 percent stake wasn’t the equal split Dad wanted. Considering her brother’s unwavering dedication and countless hours, she readily accepted his proposed terms. Besides, she’d own the house. Had Dad disagreed enough to approach the lawyer? “I don’t follow.”

      Jake blew out a sigh. “Mind if I speak frankly?”

      “By all means.” She dropped her arms to her sides. She didn’t want the Sunday school teacher misinterpreting any of her physical cues.

      “Are you ready to file for divorce? Working through all the paperwork for your family, I’d hate to see you and Olivia at risk over a loose end. You’ve built a life for your daughter. You don’t want to put your security in danger.”

      The d word drained every ounce of excitement from her body. Her mind had been filled with images of flowers, cakes, and white dresses. With a single question, she’d had her happiness dashed. She needed the lawyer to look out for her best interests. He was right to do so.

      Bring! Bring! Bring!

      She exhaled. Saved from an immediate response by the oven timer. She pointed toward the door over her shoulder. “I’ve got to grab those cookies.”

      He nodded. “I’ll wait.”

      Or you could leave. She couldn’t be rude. Mom and Dad had raised her better. Politeness was the minimum at all times and especially in dealing with someone trying to help her. Jake couldn’t guess at her ineptitude or how much of an embarrassing mess she made of her personal life. In his world, he must think the process fairly straight forward. If a couple wasn’t together, they should seek a formal dissolution.

      “Follow me back.” She turned on her heel and strode toward the kitchen.

      With one hand, she pushed open the swinging door and kept moving. Dropping the file on a table and grabbing a towel off the counter, she opened the oven door and set the tray on the workstation next to the other batch. Perfectly brown not burnt. At least she could rely on her skills. Messing up the easy job wouldn’t make a strong case for her competence.

      “Smells amazing.”

      She lifted her chin. “Do you want one?”

      He shook his head. “I’m fine. I’ll be at the party. I can grab plenty there.”

      “You sure? Nothing beats fresh out of the oven.”

      He chuckled. “I’m good. Back to our discussion.”

      She swallowed, clearing the dull, metallic taste from her mouth. She couldn’t even form the word without getting sick. When she had married Daniel, she had accepted and expected forever. That hadn’t changed with the six plus years of separation. “How would filing work?”

      “We’d submit paperwork here and serve him.”

      “But he’s in California. Won’t the split be messy?”

      “Most of your cohabitation was in Illinois, and you’ve lived in the state—on your own—for a considerable length of time. We shouldn’t have any trouble. As far as the courts are concerned, Illinois is the state of residence for you and Olivia.”

      What if I can’t contact him? What if I haven’t talked to him because I don’t know how? She had tried. At eight months pregnant, after realizing her mistake, she had tried to rectify. But his phone was disconnected, and mail was returned from their apartment without a forwarding address. Most recently, a couple years earlier, she had reached out through a fan site but was hit with spam about a newsletter following his every move. She’d been tempted but couldn’t torture herself, or worse, get caught.

      One mistake had ruined her life. She didn’t want to end things forever, effectively destroying any chance he might forgive her. “I’m not sure.”

      “Think about it. He’s a TV star. With any luck, he won’t need any money and will be more concerned about protecting his income from you. I’d hate for you and your family to risk everything. You’ve had a tough couple years. You don’t deserve more.”

      But if hard times are coming, I’ll take what I’m given and forge ahead. She hadn’t considered herself a survivor until all she’d had was her faith. Letting go and letting God take the lead humbled her anew every day. But she’d found beauty and strength in acknowledging her weakness. “Thanks. I promise I’ll do a little soul-searching. In the meantime, I’ll give Mike these papers.” She pointed to the file.

      “I’ll get out of your hair. Are you dropping off the pastries at the office?”

      “Yep.” She smiled, refusing to look down at her flour-covered sweater and jeans. She brought a change of clothes. If she’d have an opportunity for a costume change remained an unanswered question. First, she had to finish baking. She strode to the still swinging door and pushed out to the front counter. Crossing to the entrance, she opened the side door.

      A cold breeze snaked through the bakery.

      She shivered and glanced down the street.

      In the fading light of late afternoon, some of the strands of multi-color Christmas lights powered on in the shadows on the opposite side of deserted Main Street.

      She took a deep breath, filling her lungs with crisp air and the faint hint of woodsmoke. She loved her small town and valued the community more for what she had gained in parenthood. The comments she viewed as a challenge in her teens she now understood as cautions from caring. She had to lose her entitled sense of self to regain something better, an appreciation for how each person added to the greater whole. Harmony stood stronger for every neighbor. If she served her town for the rest of her life, she’d never repay the debt she owed.

      “Hannah?”

      With a start, she turned and met Jake’s gaze.

      “You okay?” He frowned.

      “Never better.”

      “About the Amy thing.” He glanced down the street. “I would love to chat. I have an idea but could use another opinion.”

      She grinned. “My pleasure.”

      With a nod, he stepped outside.

      She pulled the door shut and spun the deadbolt. She had so much to do and limited time. With her morning spent woolgathering, she’d hustle to the finish. In the kitchen, she washed her hands and scanned the checklist on the dry-erase board over the sink.

      A knock shook the back door.

      Her heart jumped into her throat. Mike, already? “One minute.” She dried her hands on a paper towel and drew back her shoulders, striding toward the door. At least she could exude confidence when explaining to her brother what she hadn’t finished. She spun the lock, grabbed the knob, and opened the door. Her jaw dropped.

      Standing in the alley, fading light catching on his chiseled features and melted chocolate eyes, she gazed at the love of her life and her biggest regret wrapped into one handsome celebrity. And he hadn’t aged a day.
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      Daniel Ford squinted against the low angle of winter sunlight. He forgot about the short burst of bright sun in the late afternoon. He hadn’t remained in the Midwest much past his teens. The minute he could head west for beaches and stardom with his wife, he had loaded the car and left.

      Tightening his grip on the steering wheel of his rented SUV, he narrowed his eyes on the hilly stretch of road. In a few miles, he’d reach the top of the highest point in Harmony, Illinois. Overlooking the Mississippi River, the spot was picturesque in summer and treacherous in winter. Like everything else in my life.

      “Daniel? You still there?” Mom asked, her voice bouncing through the sound system.

      “Yep. Sorry. I’m driving toward the mansion.”

      “Is it snowing? How are the roads?”

      “Thankfully, very dry. I’m safe, Mom. Don’t worry.”

      “That’s my job,” she said, exasperation carrying over the line.

      “As a parent or a manager?”

      “Both.” She chuckled.

      He lifted the corner of his mouth. He’d set her up for that one. Since taking over his career, he couldn’t argue with the results. His hard-working, single mom had applied every ounce of her dedication to save his fledgling bid at stardom.

      Six years ago, he had scored a walk-on role in a pilot, and everything changed. When he had returned home from the first day filming, he had entered an empty apartment. By that point, he’d been in LA for two years. His effervescent high-school-sweetheart wife had made an almost instantaneous splash, booking regular commercial work and soap opera appearances. He admitted now what he vehemently denied then. He’d almost been swallowed whole by jealousy. He hadn’t recognized himself. Could he be surprised she needed a break?

      He gritted his teeth. The memory of his behavior filled him with shame and regret. He had acted poorly. Still, he had expected Hannah to return to his life any day. Growing up in a small town, he couldn’t pinpoint their first meeting. But he remembered the day everything between them changed.

      At auditions for the high school musical sophomore year, he had asked if she’d help him run lines. He’d been blown away by her charisma on a cold read and felt like he’d been dragged into the eye of a tornado. Despite the chaos of hormones and homework, he stood centered with her. She’d been his magnetic north pole. For half his life, he was grounded by her love.

      Until her betrayal flashed across his TV at least twice an hour during a national ad campaign.

      “Hey? You sure you’re okay? I could fly in.”

      He shook his head. “No, Mom. Don’t worry about me. You handle plenty of my problems. I can take care of a divorce on my own.”

      “As long as news doesn’t get out,” she muttered.

      “It won’t. I’ve avoided any discovery of my tangled personal affairs so far.”

      “You haven’t been the lead in anything before.”

      He blew out a sigh but couldn’t so easily expunge the tightness in his chest. Cresting the hill, he drove past the mansion and gaped. Instead of glimpsing the Victorian era haunted house past the overgrown shrubs, he spotted fresh cedar shingles brightly out of place with the aged originals. The huge, abandoned house sparked every scary story of his childhood. Someone had bought it and started renovations? Harmony must truly be bouncing back.

      “Whoa.”

      “I don’t want to be harsh. I’m speaking frankly because, well, you need the truth. The Hope and Family Network loves you. It’s not every day the studio builds a show around a mostly made-for-TV-holiday-movie actor. You can’t lose this chance. You’ve worked too hard.”

      Frowning, he pulled to the side of the road in front of the mansion and parked. For everyone’s sake, including others on the road, he needed to focus on his driving and end the call before more of Mom’s tough love distracted him with unintentional truths. “I know what’s at stake.”

      “Good. Shooting starts after the New Year. Let’s put this whole complication behind us. Call if you need me.”

      “I will. Bye, Mom. Love you.”

      “Love you, Danny.”

      He tapped end call on the navigation screen and scrubbed the crust from the corners of his eyes. The bakery was only a mile away. He’d reach the door in less than ten minutes. Somehow, six years seemed both an eternity and an impossibly tiny measurement of time. He wasn’t ready.

      When he thought back on the final months of living together in the tiny apartment in West Hollywood, he never saw the signs of her imminent departure. In a studio, he thought they had no room for secrets. But she managed one by leaving. To find out she had a child with someone else was some cruel trick. Catching the morning news a few weeks ago, he had sipped his first cup of coffee when she appeared.

      Dressed in red and green, she had stood next to a perfect miniature version. The little girl had reminded him of the Hannah he met in elementary school. He wasn’t good at guessing kids’ ages, and working with child actors further skewed his understanding. But he knew enough.

      She didn’t have the decency to make their demise official before she moved on with another man. She had a child out of wedlock. What did the town think? How could she be accepted in the conservative community?

      He shifted the car into drive and rolled forward, scanning houses decorated for Christmas. Like everyone else, he grew up attending church every Sunday. Special events almost entirely revolved around the liturgical calendar. She was welcome here? Would he be? Swallowing, he forced down the lump stuck on his Adam’s apple. He wasn’t in the wrong, and asking for the decent thing—an end to their marriage as she disrespected their vows—didn’t make him a bad guy.

      At the next block, he stopped at the only intersection with a traffic light. He’d entered town proper, and everything was differently the same. His chest tightened. He hadn’t factored in the raw ache of homesickness. When he had left, he had escaped a town entering the final stages of collapse after years of economic decline. Empty storefronts had given the sense of impending doom. He’d been glad to offer Mom a reason to leave, too.

      The light flashed green.

      He pulled through and glanced up and down Main Street. While interiors were darkened for the day off, he spotted no for rent signs in storefronts. Instead, the street looked pristine, like the set of his last holiday movie, Christmas Concert. Sidewalk squares were unbroken. Trees set within raised beds illuminated, fully strung with tiny lights to the tips of each branch.

      At the first alley, he turned and slowed, pumping the brake. While the town seemed deserted, he couldn’t take a chance of alerting anyone to his presence. With his recent string of bad luck, he’d be spotted at the front door and his image viral on the internet before he stepped inside. His mission required rapidity and discretion. A hint of the situation to the studio compromised the morality clause fundamental to his contract.

      He stopped next to the dumpster behind the bakery, parking by a little red sedan. He turned the keys in the ignition, hopped from the SUV, and locked the vehicle. Nearing the sedan, he glanced through the front window. Inside, he spotted a tube of lipstick in the center console cupholder. His heart skipped a beat. In the backseat, he saw a booster seat. He caught his breath. He really needed her alone.

      Rubbing his clammy palms together, he jogged to the back door. He rolled his shoulders and neck. Now or never. He pounded the metal door with the side of his fist. He stepped back, stuffing his hands into his coat pockets. He’d rather look affectatious than mad. While he couldn’t shield his flaring nostrils, he could sheath his clenched fists.

      The door opened wide.

      Lifting his gaze, he froze. Every argument evaporated. Standing in the doorway, warm, sweet air surrounding her like sugar perfume, he gaped and stared into her blue-green-gray hazel eyes. In his fantasies, the moment was never so hazy and dreamlike. With one look, she stole his heart all over again.

      Did he really have to shatter the remnants of his hopes for their life together? Couldn’t he pretend he didn’t know the truth, and she still loved him? She never felt the same. I cared more. He shook his head, breaking the spell. “Hi, Hannah. Got a minute?”
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      Now? Daniel asked if she had a spare second…today? Was he joking? What about any other time during the past six years?

      Hannah opened her mouth and released a half-cough and half chuckle. The dry rasp scratched her cracked throat, irritating her entire upper respiratory system. Her nostrils burned, and her cheeks scalded. She dragged in a breath of fresh air and choked on the blast of cold. Raising a fist, she covered her mouth and coughed.

      “You okay?”

      From the other side of the doorway, he was tall and handsome as ever. With a thick head of dirty blond hair and dark brown eyes, he pierced her with his stare. His chiseled jaw was set, hinting at no emotions.

      And I look like a slovenly fool. She shut her gaping mouth, dropping her gaze, and willing herself to stop noticing too much about him. Like the fitted cut of the down jacket and faded jeans skimming the top of a pristine pair of driving loafers.

      If she imagined a reunion, which she’d neither confirm nor deny, she certainly wasn’t wearing ill-fitting jeans under a too-big sweater with her in-need-of-a-trim-and-highlights hair in a high ponytail. Pressing her lips together, she refreshed her color. At least she always counted on her lipstick obsession to save her from a total fashion nightmare.

      “Come in.” She dropped her hold on the door and stepped back.

      He followed.

      The service door swung shut, clicking into place in the frame.

      She jumped at the clang of metal on metal and the resounding echo. Her senses were painfully heightened. Warmth spread through her to the tips of her toes. If he was here, he wanted to see her. She had her second chance. Finally. With a shake, she folded her arms and smiled. “Hi.”

      “Hey.” He slipped a finger into his collar and tugged. “Happy Thanksgiving.”

      She stared.

      He arched a brow. “Do you have a better greeting?”

      I missed you. She nibbled her bottom lip, tasting the waxy remnants of lipstick. Too bad she couldn’t sneak to the car and refresh her pout. Running out of the room might be less awkward than silently staring but was exponentially more cowardly.

      With her heart stuck in her throat, she’d asphyxiate on everything she never said, starting with the reason she left in the first place. Their daughter. While she’d flitted from acting job to acting job, never landing a regular role but working steadily enough to keep their dreams alive, she’d struggled. Each success had emphasized his failure.

      He’d finally gotten a call back for a promising role. He had smiled for the first time in years. And she had been rooting for him to be disappointed so they could leave. She couldn’t be the reason he gave up his big break after years of struggle, but she couldn’t stay.

      She had thought leaving for a short break would provide clarity during the busy start of filming his new show. After a few weeks in her childhood home, she had understood the homesickness she experienced in LA could only be cured by moving to Harmony for good. She had called but couldn’t reach him. She had mailed a letter, and it was returned unopened. She had assumed he’d look for her when he had a break. He’d know where she was. He never did.

      “Silent? Really?” He shook his head and looked at the ground.

      She hated the scoff in his tone and the brush-off by glancing away. She made the best choice for all of them. Hard decisions were part of being an adult and helping loved ones. With the abrupt changes in her immediate family, she understood responsibility better than ever before.

      “I’ll start. Your little stunt has jeopardized my career.”

      She drew back her chin and studied him. What nonsense was he spewing? He schooled his features into an expressionless mask. But his brown eyes flashed like tempered chocolate edging toward the moment of ruin. As far as she was aware, her little stunt saved his career. “Sorry?”

      “You should be,” he muttered.

      “No, I’m not apologizing.” She pursed her lips. She should have known better than to raise her hopes for reconciliation. She made a mistake, but sorting out if it was leaving him or falling for him in the first place was the riddle taunting her days. She swallowed, clearing the sour taste in her mouth. She wouldn’t regret her child. “I meant, I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Your commercial. You picked a fine time to reenter the profession. And standing next to your child? Who’s the father? Does he know about me? Or your status as a married woman?”

      Her temples throbbed. Olivia finally spurred her father into action only to be denied by him. Hannah pressed cold fingers to her forehead. “Please explain how I’m impacting you?”

      “I landed a show on the Hope and Family Network. It’s huge. This opportunity is my big break. I signed a morality clause and being cuckolded, I’m pretty sure, is a major violation of the terms.”

      Is that worse than abandoning your family? He must have known where she was. Returning home wasn’t an attempt at hiding. She vaguely remembered bumping into his mom a few times. She’d been scared the woman would call her son and apprise him of Hannah’s condition. But then she’d also hoped it would happen, too. At least he would know. His mom had sold her house and left. With Hannah’s hopes and fears of an inelegant resolution dashed, she had settled into a routine of waiting.

      Her patience was rewarded with curt, cutting words? She breathed through her nose. Trusting Him wasn’t easy, but, on her path, she tried so hard to listen. “I’m not acting again. The commercial was a one-time thing.”

      “Yeah, for the biggest launch of the holiday season. Do you know how many times I saw the ad playing on TVs at the airport?”

      And you didn’t recognize your daughter? Her heart squeezed. She could stand any slight or insult directed her way. Her darling child needed much better than either parent seemed capable of achieving.

      “Whatever you want to do, you can.” He dragged a hand through his hair. “Leave me out. I’m here, in person, to file paperwork. We need to end our marriage.”

      She blew out a heavy sigh. Should she be grateful he didn’t want to meet the supposed other man? He wasn’t here to ask for custody? His accusations only poured salt into the wound that have never healed her broken heart.

      Jake was right to advise her to protect her best interests. She’d do better to shield her heart in the process. Her husband didn’t return for her but only for himself. “Won’t legal paperwork raise eyebrows?”

      “I’m counting on your discretion which has—up to now—been exceptional.”

      She rolled her eyes. Discretion was code for keeping her mouth shut and not cashing in on their connection. “Let’s talk abou⁠—”

      The backdoor slammed against the wall.

      “Hannah? You ready?” Mike entered the kitchen and twisted his neck this way and that, looking for something. When he spotted her, he turned. With a frown, he furrowed his gaze at her companion.

      Daniel glanced over his shoulder and waved.

      Mike widened his eyes and clenched his jaw. In two, heavy-booted steps, he crossed the room and grabbed Daniel by the front of his jacket. Spinning, he lifted the younger man off the ground and slammed him against a tiled wall.

      “Mike, stop!” She grabbed her brother by the shoulders.

      “No. I’ve waited a long time to do this.” He growled and curved his upper lip. “How dare you treat my sister with such a lack of respect and decency. We trusted you.”

      Daniel coughed and sputtered, dragging in air. “Put me down.” He gasped.

      “No,” Mike bellowed.

      The low tone mimicked the howl of an injured animal on a cold night. She knew her brother loved her. She never questioned his affection and always felt safest with him nearby, even as an adult. But would he still care about her when he learned the truth? She couldn’t risk Mike blurting his thoughts on Olivia until she had a chance to think. “Mike. Stop now.” She squeezed.

      He dropped his hands.

      Daniel thudded against the ground.

      “What’s he doing here?” Mike stared at Daniel on the floor.

      “He wants to settle some business,” she said. Leaning close, she pulled her brother back. “Don’t say anything.”

      Mike screwed up his face. “About?”

      “Anything?” Her voice squeaked, and she cleared her throat. “Jake brought preliminary papers for you in a file up front. He mentioned settling my affairs before the bakery is redistributed, to protect the assets. Let me deal with Daniel.”

      Mike pursed his lips and nodded.

      Passing in front of her brother, she sighed. The business, the child, the house, and the soul. If she could sort out priorities, maybe she had a chance at peace and contentment. If only. “Daniel, you caught me at a bad time. Mike and I have a delivery for a major event. Can I call you at your hotel? Meet up later?”

      Daniel brushed his jeans and coat with his palms. “I’m not staying at a hotel. I wanted to settle everything today.”

      “You can’t.” Mike bit out the words.

      With a glance over her shoulder, she shot her brother the stay out of it look and faced her husband. “It’s late afternoon on a holiday weekend. We can’t accomplish anything before Monday.”

      “I can’t stay at a hotel. If word gets out…” He shook his head.

      “No one here cares, Mr. Hollywood,” Mike hissed.

      “Someone might,” she murmured. And if Daniel learned about his child from the press? She shuddered. “Let’s keep the entire situation as quiet as possible. I really do need to get going, and we can meet later.”

      “Where do you suppose I go?” Daniel asked. “Your house?”

      Hannah met Mike’s glassy-eyed stare. Her stomach swirled. Mom had deteriorated rapidly and was unreliable with her reactions among her immediate family and caregivers. With someone she hadn’t seen in years, she could do anything. She might give Daniel a warm welcome, call the police, or tell him everything. Or all three.

      “I’ll take you. For the weekend only,” Mike said, his gaze holding hers.

      Hannah mouthed thank you. “I’ll start packing the trays.” She spun on her heel and stalked toward the door leading to the front of the house. She sniffed and swiped at her watery eyes. She wasn’t sure if anything was better late than never. She was on a collision course with finding out.
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      Daniel folded his arms over his chest, staring at the back of his brother-in-law’s head. Mike and Hannah had stepped away for a hushed chat followed quickly by work. The pair had packed cookies on trays, working as a team to lay the sweets in intricate patterns like flowers and covering the platters with plastic. He was unobserved.

      He could have done anything, like run out of the time capsule and get into his car and head for the airport. He should let his lawyers handle this affair. The rush of adrenaline pumping through his veins after the near throttling was probably enough to spur him on the entire two-thousand-mile road trip to his condo. Who needed a flight?

      What he hadn’t anticipated, however, was stepping back into the town like he never left. When she opened the door, she reached inside his ribs and grabbed his heart, squeezing until he fell to his knees. What went wrong? The thought reverberated in his mind, bouncing off every cell. His throat had constricted, cutting himself off from asking her direct and leaving in a moment.

      His acting skills must have improved. Her wrinkled brow gave no indication she saw past his bravado in the purposefully provoking words. Good. If she realized how badly he fought to keep his arms anchored at his sides, she’d see the power imbalance of their relationship remained intact. She could do anything, and he’d still adore her.

      Widening his stance, he gripped his biceps. Did he look strong enough to discourage another attack from Mike? Daniel was prepared for the next punch. Several years ago, Mom had hired a trainer. As ever the dutiful son slash client, he followed a strict diet and exercise regime.

      He wasn’t the gawky kid Mike scared sophomore year at the homecoming dance. When senior captain of the football team, defensive end Mike Beacon, had cornered Daniel for a talk, he’d almost peed his dress pants. He never forgot the threat but took better care of Hannah’s heart than his own self-preservation. Until she left…

      “Hey, pretty boy, help.” Mike glanced over his shoulder and held his gaze. “Or are your dainty hands insured?”

      Daniel ran his tongue over his teeth but didn’t reply. Rising to the childish bait was beneath a thirty-year-old man. He could give as good as he got. But if he was destined for spending the night at Mike’s, Daniel couldn’t risk retaliation while asleep. “Sure.”

      He dropped his arms and approached the counter strewn with trays. His mouth watered. He spotted the bakery’s specialties of sprinkle cookies from a pressed mold and chocolate dipped coconut shortbread. In a flash, he was transported to his part-time job during high school. He’d been hired to clean, but Mrs. Beacon taught him to bake the basic chocolate chip cookies he inhaled by the dozen fresh from the oven. She was a lovely woman, exuding warmth and light. Could he see her during his quick trip? Or did she hate him, too?

      His rib cage constricted, and his lungs burned. He breathed through the pain. “What do I do?”

      Mike held a tray. “Carry this to the van. We’re dropping off, and she’s serving.” He tilted his head to his sister.

      Hannah kept her gaze down.

      “I can’t be seen.” Daniel clenched his teeth. He felt like an egotistical idiot repeating himself. With his career on the line, he couldn’t back down.

      “Fine, stay in the van.” Mike pushed the tray into Daniel’s chest. “I’ll cart everything up the spiral staircase by myself.”

      It’s not like I’m part of the family. Daniel grabbed the tray and shut his mouth. He couldn’t make the situation better, but his words already made everything worse. Saying nothing couldn’t smooth over the inelegant speech he’d flung at her like mud. Until seeing her, he hadn’t thought of himself as lonely and angry. Dedicated to his career, he had plenty of excuses to ignore his inner voice and look toward the next goal, the last audition, and the new part.

      Mike grabbed two trays and strode toward the service door.

      Hannah raced ahead, skirting past, and holding open the exit.

      As she passed, her floral perfume danced in the warm air. Daniel breathed in the scent, holding the whisp in his lungs and praying it absorbed into his soul. If this was the closest he got to her again, he had to survive on fumes forever.

      Groaning hinges echoed in the bakery.

      He glanced up and frowned. In propping the door, he only spotted Hannah’s foot. Were both siblings outside already? He strode forward.

      A white panel van parked in the alley, wide-open doors facing the building. The front of the vehicle brushed his SUV’s bumper.

      If he had attempted to run during the whispered conversation, he wouldn’t have gone far. Seemed unfair to deny him the chance when he’d given her plenty of space. Had her protective brother urged her home? Without question, Mike knew who the other man was. If he’d talk was the real question. Daniel stepped to the back of the van.

      Cold air blasted past, squeezing through the alley, whistling past and scalding his ears. He clutched the cookies. This trip was a mistake. He’d come determined for discretion. He hadn’t forgotten what was at stake. Somehow, he hadn’t factored in the biggest variable: love.

      Mike grabbed the tray. “I’m guessing you drove the SUV blocking the alley.”

      Daniel shrugged.

      “Figured. You never could parallel park.” Mike sniggered. “I had to reverse to the street, turn, and drive backward to get my van inside.”

      Daniel held still, willing his face into stoicism.

      Mike hopped from the van. “Let’s get the other trays. You can drive your car to my apartment. I’ll meet you there.”

      Daniel nodded.

      Mike strode inside, sparring no second glance.

      Daniel glanced over his shoulder.

      Standing next to the building, she twisted her torso to prop open the door, and her face was in profile. So close and so far away. If she’d wanted a career, she could have called and asked for help. She had given up on him. When? Had she felt as deeply as he had?

      They had dreamed of acting on stage and in movies. At the start, he had followed along with her hopes for the future to forge a path together. She had ended up exactly where she started, and he’d drifted to another course.

      What was the point of the journey? He gulped. Was losing him on the way always part of her plan?
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