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      Even though the sky was overcast, it was the perfect day for a wedding. Remi’s ceremony location required a short walk through the woods, so guests had been advised to wear comfortable shoes. I’d worn wedge heels because I was trying to impress my boss. I hoped she’d see me as a wedding planner and not just an assistant.

      I held my tablet tight to my chest as I maneuvered the terrain in my wedge heels. I thought they were practical until I tripped over a branch.

      A hand gripped my elbow. “Regretting your shoe choice right about now?” The accompanying chuckle rumbled through my chest, dislodging the thoughts in my head.

      “Finn.”

      We’d come to a stop, his hand on my elbow as he steadied me, his free hand holding his guitar case. He wore a suit and smelled so good that I found myself swaying in his direction.

      When I didn’t respond, he cocked a brow. “You okay?”

      We usually found every opportunity to snipe at each other, but today, I was overwhelmed by his proximity and the concern that filtered through his voice. When I finally found my voice, it was steady. “I’m fine.”

      “You ready for today?” Finn took a step back, his gaze still on me. He usually only played for the receptions, but Remi had asked that he play the guitar for the ceremony too.

      “I’m excited for Remi and Colton’s big day.” Then I gazed up at the cloud cover. “I just hope the rain holds out. It would be a shame if we had to move the ceremony to a tent.”

      His lips twitched as if he found me amusing. “That would be a shame.”

      From his tone and our previous conversations, I doubted he cared where the event was held. We’d gotten into it before over my optimism and his pessimism when it came to love and weddings. He wasn’t as invested in the couples since he only talked to them about song selections. “You’re a cynic.”

      He winked at me. “Nothing you don’t already know.”

      Irritation flowed through me at his usual cockiness. Refocusing on my job, I picked up my long skirt and continued moving in the direction of the clearing where the ceremony would be held.

      Harrison should be setting up the chairs and the arbor. I needed to check to make sure the setup was exactly how Remi and Gia wanted it. Even though Remi was an easygoing bride, Gia had standards she wanted to meet for every wedding.

      Finn hurried to keep up with me, his hand hovering under my elbow in case I stumbled again. My heart contracted at the thought. I shouldn’t be attracted to a man who didn’t believe in love and marriage. I’d always believed I’d fall in love one day, get married, and have children. Just the thought filled me with hope and joy.

      “You know most couples don’t stay married,” Finn said softly.

      I shot him a look. “Not this again.”

      “I’m just stating the obvious.”

      “Well, these two will.” I usually got a feeling when I met a couple, and these two were ridiculously happy. “Besides, they have a little girl.”

      Finn’s eyes flashed with irritation. “Having kids doesn’t up your odds of your relationship working out in the long run.”

      I stopped and turned to face him. Crossing my arms over my chest, I considered him. “What happened to you to make you so jaded?”

      Finn sighed and looked away from me. “Both of my parents have been married and divorced multiple times. My dad five, my mom four.”

      My entire body deflated at his confession. “I’m sorry, Finn. I didn’t know.”

      He ran a hand through his hair. “It is what it is.”

      “It’s the reason why you don’t believe in love or marriage.” No wonder he felt the way he did.

      Finn’s gaze clashed with mine. “Maybe.”

      It was so obvious, I wasn’t sure why he couldn’t see it. Between his parents, they’d been divorced nine times. My heart ached for the pain that must have caused him. “Ireland never said.”

      I’d only recently become friends with Finn’s sister when I started working for Gia.

      Finn chuckled without any humor. “She wouldn’t. She doesn’t like to talk about it.”

      “I’m sorry you went through that.” I shifted on my feet, feeling bad that I’d argued with him about it. I’d grown up with parents, who’d been deeply in love.

      Finn stiffened and waved a hand in the direction of the chairs and arbor. “What they do doesn’t affect my life anymore. I just wanted to tell you why I don’t believe in all this.”

      “If you say so,” I murmured, but he’d stalked past the rows of chairs until he came to the one set up for him. He unsnapped the case and pulled out his guitar.

      He probably wanted to tune it, making sure he was ready to play in time for the bride’s walk down the aisle.

      I mentally shook my head. I had work to do too. Gia was counting on me, and I needed to prove that I was reliable and invaluable to her and her business.

      I needed this job. My parents might have had a great relationship, but money wasn’t something that came easily to them. They’d always struggled financially, so college hadn’t been an option for me.

      I’d worked as an instructional assistant in a local school district until they’d made budget cuts, and my job was the first to go. Losing my job was the scariest thing I’d ever experienced.

      I was thankful when I saw Gia’s posting for an assistant wedding planner. It seemed like the perfect job for me. I loved talking to brides and grooms and making their dream days come true. But I didn’t plan anything myself; I mainly helped Gia. I needed to prove my worth before she’d trust me with her clients.

      There was this push and pull between me and Finn. He drew me in and irritated me at the same time. But I couldn’t afford to be distracted—not when my job was on the line.

      I was currently living in a low-income apartment, and if this job worked out, I could move to a nicer one. One in a safer neighborhood. My goal was to save enough money to move my younger sister in with me too.

      When I reached the neatly arranged rows of wedding chairs, I opened my tablet to Gia’s list of things to do before I checked in with Harrison and then the florist, Lily. My job at these events was to make sure things ran smoothly and to report any issues to Gia.

      I was only an assistant, but maybe one day, I’d be the head planner, in charge of a wedding on my own. If only I could ignore Finn’s gaze when it landed on me.

      The notes of the guitar drifted around me as I made all the necessary check-ins and reports to Gia.

      I loved when Finn played. I got caught up in the way his fingers moved with confidence over the strings. It made me wonder if he’d be good with other things too.

      Needing to get away from Finn and his music, I walked the short distance to the main house and the smaller buildings that had been renovated. One was a garage for Lily’s and Jake’s vehicles, and the other one housed the bridal party suites and the guest bathrooms.

      I found Gia outside the bridal suite, so I made sure the bridal party had drinks and food to eat while fixing any wardrobe mishaps. There was this mad rush to get everyone ready but still allow room for the photographer, Abby, to get the perfectly serene pictures of the bride interacting with her friends and mother.

      Adding to the sweetness of the event was Remi and Colton’s daughter, Willow. She was passed from one person’s arms to another so that everyone could get ready. She was causing most of the wardrobe issues, but no one complained.

      At one point, Willow was placed in my hands, and I reveled in the feel of her chubby arms and legs. I breathed in her scent, marveling at the way a baby could make you melt all over. She fisted my hair and pulled, but the pure delight in her eyes outweighed the sting of pain.

      When it was almost time to put on her dress, Remi led her bridal party in a meditation with her daughter, Willow, in her lap. When Remi asked us to join her, I sat on the floor with everyone else, my palms facing up on my knees as I sat cross-legged. I listened to Remi’s direction to clear my head and dismiss any thoughts that popped up.

      That was easier said than done because every time I closed my eyes, Finn’s flashing eyes filled my head. He was irritated with me more often than not, and I wanted to kiss him. To distract him from whatever negative thing he was going to say about love and weddings.

      I wanted to shut him up, but I wanted to feel his hard body against me more. I wanted to let go with him, ignoring my responsibilities for once in my life. I didn’t want to worry about how I’d pay the rent this month, or whether I had enough money to buy groceries.

      When Remi gently brought us out of the meditation, I didn’t feel like I’d been successful in clearing my head. I wasn’t supposed to be thinking about anyone at all, much less the man who got under my skin.

      When we stood, Remi asked for her dress, and Gia and I left to give her some privacy with her sister, Delilah, and her mother. Abby would stick around to take the photos of her getting into her gown, but we wouldn’t be needed unless there was a dress emergency.

      “Why don’t you head over to the ceremony space and make sure everything is ready to go,” Gia said to me.

      “Whatever you need.” I turned to go, and Gia’s hand touched my arm. “Thank you for your help. It’s been invaluable having you and Ireland around.”

      “That’s what I’m here for.” I smiled because I was truly grateful for the job and the pay, even if I wanted so much more. I needed to learn to be patient.

      On the walk across the lawn and through the woods, I reminded myself of what I wanted: enough money to help my parents, to move to a nice apartment so that I could invite my sister to move in with me, and maybe even some extra to pay for community college classes for her. I loved my family and would do anything for them.

      I ignored the voice in my head that asked what I wanted for myself. I’d grown up in a trailer park and learned early on that I needed to take care of my sister and find any way I could to make my parents’ lives easier.

      As soon as I was old enough, I took babysitting jobs in the nicer area of town while my parents worked multiple jobs to put food on our table. I always brought Iris with me to work, and if we were lucky, the family would put enough money on the counter for us to order pizza for ourselves, too. I did whatever I could to ease my parents’ burden and ensure my little sister had food.

      “You got your head in the game?” Finn asked me.

      I was so lost in my thoughts I hadn’t even realized that I’d stopped next to Finn’s chair. “I have something on my mind.”

      “You’re a single woman with no kids. What could you possibly have to worry about?” Finn’s words were light, but I didn’t like the implication that I couldn’t possibly have anything going on in my life worth stressing about.

      Irritation slid down my spine, a common occurrence when Finn talked to me. “You don’t know anything about me or my life.” I stepped around him. “Excuse me. I have a job to do.”

      Lily and her assistant finished arranging the flowers on the arbor and the chairs on the aisle. There was no runner for the aisle. Remi didn’t want anything that would detract from the natural location, and it looked beautiful. I felt an occasional drop of rain, but the leaves of the trees provided adequate cover.

      I took a deep breath, releasing the pent-up irritation I felt over Finn’s words. He didn’t know me and never would. As I let it out, my heart filled with love and appreciation for this job and the wedding I was about to witness.

      When Colton arrived with his best man, Max, I directed him and the preacher where to stand. I kept in communication with Gia as the bridal party made their way here. The plan was for the bridal party to walk down the aisle, and then Remi would carry her daughter, Willow, who would throw a few petals as they walked.

      I focused on my job and put Finn’s careless words out of my head.
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      After the reception, there was an impromptu get-together for the Happily Ever Afters employees. It wasn’t something I’d seen before, but then, I hadn’t worked with Gia long. It seemed a little out of character for her management style, but maybe she was trying something different.

      I’d hoped to get away as soon as I could and put some much-needed space between me and Finn. Instead, I was forced to stick around. This job was new and important to me. I couldn’t afford to not give a good impression. I needed to show Gia I wanted to be here.

      The catering company took care of the dirty plates and leftover food, and we picked up the trash. Remi graciously donated a layer of cake to the crew, and Sophie passed slices around the tables we’d set up outdoors near the dance floor and bar.

      Finn was strumming his guitar like he hadn’t just played Remi and Colton’s reception. I would have thought he’d want to take a break, but the pure love on his face when he played said it all.

      I enjoyed listening to him. I couldn’t understand how he was able to make beautiful music from a few strings. When he opened his mouth and sang along to a popular song, my heart contracted and then picked up speed.

      There was something about the deep set of his voice singing about love and longing that made me think his talk about weddings ending in divorce wasn’t real. But I knew better than to infer something that wasn’t there. Finn had always been skeptical about relationships and marriage, and singing a song about love didn’t mean he believed in it.

      The only lights were the lanterns we’d placed around the reception area and the twinkling ones hanging from above. It illuminated Finn’s face while he played, his head bent slightly over his instrument as he focused on the chords.

      Conversation went on around me, but I couldn’t seem to tear myself away from him. At one point, he looked up and caught me staring. My heart caught in my throat as he winked, his lips quirking before he focused once again on the strings.

      He was probably used to women falling all over him whenever he played. There was just something about a man who could sing and play guitar that did it for any woman.

      I didn’t know much about him other than what he’d said to me the few times we’d talked. When I hung out with Ireland, we didn’t talk about her brother. I was careful not to bring him up. I didn’t want her to suspect that I had a crush on him, because it was stupid. His strong fingers and jaw made my heart go pitter-patter, but whenever he opened his mouth and talked, I was reminded why we had nothing in common.

      “It’s hard to believe he’s a band teacher,” Harper, Gia’s best friend and assistant manager, said to me.

      “Who?” I asked stupidly, even though she’d been smiling at my attention to Finn.

      “Finn.”

      “He’s a band teacher?” That was a surprise. I’d suspected he was a guy who played at bars and other venues in the evenings and had lazy days around his bachelor pad, recovering from whatever he’d been up to the night before.

      I’d always imagined him as someone who had groupies following him from bar to bar. I felt a stab of pain I had no business feeling because he’d been clear that he wasn’t a relationship kind of guy.

      “Gia convinced him to play weddings for her. I think she offered him more money to do it.”

      “He doesn’t want to play at bars?” Even though I knew he was bad for me, I was curious about him.

      Harper shrugged. “I don’t think he minds playing bars, but he seems to have a thing against weddings.”

      “Tell me about it,” I murmured, watching him. “Why did he give in to Gia, then, if he didn’t want to play these kinds of events?”

      “She can be persuasive,” Harper said with a smile before taking a bite of her cake.

      Gia was great at negotiations and usually got what she wanted. Her family ran the local pizza parlor, and she was the lone family member who’d gone out on her own. She’d had to be tough to defy her family’s wishes to work in their business.

      I wondered if Gia was persuasive in other ways. Had she hooked up with Finn? Did they have some kind of friends-with-benefits relationship? And why did it matter? Why was I thinking about my boss sleeping with Finn when she’d been the one to set the rules—no sleeping with wedding guests, the wedding party, or the vendors? Her rules were designed to keep our business professional. So, why would she break them to sleep with Finn?

      It didn’t sound rational, but I wasn’t feeling completely sane tonight. Every time I spoke to Finn, he knocked me off my axis. He made me question myself and what I’d always believed to be true.

      He’d revealed tonight that his parents had been divorced nine times between the two of them. It was unbelievable, yet his shame and disgust had been very real. Ireland didn’t talk about her parents much, and I wondered if that was why.

      I got the vague impression that their family didn’t worry about money, that she was free to take whatever job suited her fancy. But then, most people around me didn’t worry about money the way I did. I’d grown up with love but also with the distinct impression that money could run out at any time. It always felt like we didn’t have enough, and it was a relief when we could buy groceries that week. I was the kid at school who had free lunches, and I hated it, even though it made my parents’ lives easier.

      Finn couldn’t possibly understand why I hoped so hard for a better future, one that had the love my parents shared and the safety and security of money. I wanted to do something that I enjoyed and earn money from it.

      Happily Ever Afters was the best job I’d ever had, both in terms of pay and stability. I wouldn’t do anything to screw it up. I’d have to ignore my reaction to the man currently bent over his guitar, strumming the last chords of a song about a love that was so good it couldn’t possibly last.
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      I kept my fingers on the guitar and my head bowed, but I could feel Aria’s gaze on me like a caress. I loved playing for people, and I sensed when someone was enjoying my music, and she was.

      The rest of the group was talking and laughing, eating cake, and drinking the leftover champagne, but Aria wasn’t paying attention to them. Her eyes had been on me the entire evening, even when she was talking to Harper.

      I wasn’t cocky enough to think she was anything like a groupie at a bar I was playing. She didn’t like me, not after the ridiculous things I’d said to her. I couldn’t stop myself from spewing every single thing I was thinking when she was in my presence. It was like I couldn’t control myself around her.

      Every time I snuck a glance over at her, she was lost in the notes and the lyrics I was singing. Her cheeks were flushed, her eyes flared, and her lips slightly parted in wonder. She loved my music, and I couldn’t stop playing for her.

      I played longer than I should have. I played until my fingers ached from holding the pick, and my neck was tight with being curled over the instrument. When the notes of my last song faded into the night, Aria stood, her untouched cake still on the table, and walked toward the summerhouse. It was a small building that Lily had renovated into a suite for the bridal party, but it also served as the restroom for the guests.

      She was probably going to the bathroom, and I should leave her alone, but I couldn’t. I had to know if she liked my music. I wasn’t sure why I was so intent on getting a reaction out of her—good or bad—but I was.

      I carefully set my guitar in my case and left it by my chair. The evening air was cool for fall, but my skin was overheated from performing for so long.

      I was exhausted, and I should have headed home, but instead, I followed the path Aria took. Lily had renovated the smaller building after she started holding weddings on her farm in the spring. She lived in the main house, and it kept the bridal party and guests away from her personal space.

      The farther I walked, the more the conversation and laughter from the group faded into the distance.

      I told myself I wanted to talk to her about music, but my heart was practically racing in my chest. Why was I here? Why was I following this woman who drove me crazy?

      I opened the screen door and leaned against the wall, facing the women’s restroom. My actions were a bit stalkerish, but before I could change my mind, Aria opened the bathroom door.

      With her hand on her chest, she said, “You scared me.”

      “I’m sorry.” I didn’t move from my relaxed stance.

      Her cheeks were still flushed. Had she been drinking the champagne, or was her skin naturally pink? “Does Gia need me?”

      The implication was clear—I was acting weird, and I’d better explain myself. I stuffed my hands into my pockets. “You enjoyed me playing guitar?”

      “I enjoy music,” she said carefully.

      “It was more than that.” I wasn’t sure why it mattered, but I wanted her to say she enjoyed me playing.

      Her forehead wrinkled. “I don’t know what you mean.”

      “I don’t know if you realized it, but your whole body was moving with the rhythm of the music. You were into it.” Why was I pushing her to say something I wanted to hear when I knew instinctively it was true?

      “I love listening to you,” she finally admitted, her eyes darting around before finally landing on me. “Harper said you’re a band teacher.”

      I tipped my head to the side. “You didn’t know that?”

      “If Ireland mentioned it, I don’t remember.”

      “Ouch.” I pulled my hand out of my pocket to touch my chest. I’m not sure why I cared. We didn’t see eye to eye on anything. Why would she care about me?

      Aria’s lips twitched. “I think your ego can handle it.”

      “I love teaching. Young kids are so eager to learn, and the schedule works for my daughter.”

      Aria’s eyes widened at my words. “You have a child?”

      I nodded, my heart picking up for a different reason. How would she feel about me having a child? More importantly, why did it matter? “Paisley. She’s six.”

      Her face flushed. “That’s sweet.”

      She thought kids were sweet, or was it the fact that I had a daughter? I hoped for the latter. I hadn’t done much to impress her, but maybe she respected the fact that I was a dad.

      “I should probably get back in case Gia needs me.” She moved toward the door, but I didn’t want her to leave. I wanted her to see me differently, but I wasn’t sure why.

      “It’s a party. You’re not working.” I pushed off the wall to stand but kept my hands in my pockets so I wouldn’t reach for her.

      Aria slowly turned to face me. “I want to make myself indispensable.”

      “This job is important to you.” It was like getting a puzzle piece to what made Aria unique.

      “It is.” She didn’t elaborate, but I wanted—no, I needed to know more.

      “Why?”

      Aria shrugged. “I worked as an instructional assistant at a local school for years, thinking I wanted to be a teacher, but when the funding decreased, my job was the first to go. Now I don’t know what I want to do. I don’t have a talent like you do for music.”

      “You enjoy planning weddings?” I said, my tone a little disbelieving. For Gia, it was a business, and that made sense to me.

      “Why do I get the feeling you disapprove of everything I say and do?” Her tongue darted out to lick her lip, and I wanted to chase it with mine.

      “I don’t disapprove of you.” I wanted to crush her against my body and kiss her. I wasn’t sure where the desire had come from, but my fingers itched to touch her.

      “It seems like you do,” she said hesitantly.

      “I just don’t understand you.”

      Her nose scrunched. “You don’t have to. We’re nothing to each other.”

      She opened the door to leave.

      “Wait.”

      She paused but didn’t turn around.

      “I followed you because I wanted to apologize for what I said earlier. When I implied you didn’t have anything to worry about in your life. That was unfair of me. We don’t know what anyone else is dealing with on any given day.”

      She turned to me, her eyes soft in a way they never were in my presence. “Thank you. I appreciate that.”

      I wanted to say I needed to get to know her better, to understand why she was so hopeful and positive about relationships and marriage, but I shouldn’t. She opened the door and slipped out before I could say anything else.

      I needed to chalk it up to a weird personality clash. We didn’t agree on anything. Despite this physical attraction, we had nothing in common.

      I had a daughter to care for. I worked the teaching job because I enjoyed it, and it provided steady income and insurance for me and her. I did the gigs on the side to pay for her activities and to save for the future. I didn’t have a lot, but I had enough.

      I prided myself on not touching my trust fund unless I needed it, like I had for the house we lived in. I wanted Paisley to live in a nice home in a good school district. But otherwise, I relied on my income for living expenses.

      I watched Aria cross the yard to the barn, her long dress skimming the grass. A sense of loss shot through my chest, and I wasn’t sure why.
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        * * *

      

      Early the next morning, my doorbell rang. When I checked the video feed, it was Paisley and her mother, Naomi.

      I asked Naomi to marry me when she found out she was pregnant, but she’d wisely said no. She said she didn’t love me, and I knew I wasn’t capable of long-term commitment. I had my parents to thank for that.

      Marriage was nothing more than a legal piece of paper that contractually bound you to someone else. My intention was to protect Naomi and Paisley, so I shared custody, paid generous amounts of child support, maintained good health insurance, and co-parented like a boss.

      I opened the door just as Paisley launched herself at me. I lifted her, her curls falling around my face. “I missed you, baby girl.”

      She lifted to see my face, a huge smile spreading over her face. “It’s been like two days.”

      “That’s two days too long.” And that was the reason I’d wanted to marry Naomi, so I’d never have to be separated from her. I hated it, but I didn’t have a choice. We made it work and kept the upheaval to Paisley’s life minimal.

      I let Paisley down, and she ran into the house, probably to turn on the TV for cartoons. She was used to me and her mother taking this time to discuss any issues that arose during the week.

      “I wanted to talk to you about something,” Naomi said as I closed the door to the house and stepped onto the front porch. I sensed this was something she didn’t want to talk about in front of Paisley.

      Naomi smiled. “Chris asked me to marry him.”

      I had a feeling they’d be getting married soon. They’d been dating for several years. “That’s great. I’m happy for you.”

      “I know how you feel about marriage,” Naomi said carefully, as if she were walking through a verbal minefield.

      I shrugged as if it was no big deal. “I asked you to marry me.”

      Naomi shot me a disbelieving look. “We both know that was out of a misguided sense of obligation.”

      “You don’t know that,” I said stubbornly, even though it was partially true.

      “Don’t I? I know what happened with your parents and you not believing in love.”

      “That doesn’t mean it doesn’t work out for other people,” I said, the words falling like ash from my mouth. “I’m happy for you and Chris. I want the best for you guys.”

      If Naomi was happy, that meant Paisley was too.

      Then Naomi cringed. “I want to make sure you’re nothing but positive about it in front of Paisley.”

      I bristled at that. “I wouldn’t say anything bad about you.”

      She held up her hands. “I didn’t say you would. I just worry you’ll relay your negative feelings about love and relationships to her, maybe not even meaning to.”

      “I don’t talk about that stuff in front of her.” It was rare for one of us to criticize the other. We respected each other’s parenting styles, but we kept the same schedule and discussed everything from discipline to food choices.

      “I hoped you didn’t. I just—I don’t want our daughter growing up believing that love isn’t possible. It would be sad.”

      “You think I’m sad?” At her uncomfortable expression, I dropped my head back.

      She threw up her hands. “Are you dating anyone seriously?”

      “No.” For the first time, I felt uncomfortable admitting that. Something fluttered in my chest, and my mind flashed to the moment with Aria in the hallway of the summerhouse. I’d felt something, but it wasn’t anything serious.

      “I’m not going to ask if you’ve changed your mind about relationships because I’m sure you haven’t, and I don’t blame you. I just don’t want that relayed to Paisley.”

      “I won’t.”

      “Thank you.” Then Naomi relaxed and said, “We’re going to have a wedding, and I want her to be the flower girl.”

      “You don’t need to clear it with me. Whatever you need, we’ll be there for you.”

      “I guess a part of me wanted to make sure you’re okay with me and Chris. You did ask me to marry you once upon a time.” She smiled to soften her words.

      “We both know it wouldn’t have worked out.”

      She moved closer and placed a hand on my arm. “I want you to be happy too.”

      “I am.” I shifted on my feet.

      Her brow arched. “Are you?”

      “I love Paisley, my job, and my house.” I was proud of everything I’d accomplished. Being a single father wasn’t on my bucket list, but it was the best surprise I’d ever had in my life, and I couldn’t have picked a better woman to co-parent with.

      “I want more for you. I want our daughter to see healthy relationships in her life.”

      “You want me to bring women around her?” I’d never do something like that.

      “Not unless you’re serious about someone. I hope it happens for you, one day.”

      “I wouldn’t hold out for that.” I didn’t want a serious relationship. I couldn’t even envision it. I was content coming home and spending my time with Paisley, or at gigs to earn a little extra money.

      Naomi sighed. “I’ll let you know as soon as I figure out a date.”

      “You know you can schedule it on my weekend. We can always switch.”

      “I appreciate it.” And then she hugged me. “You know, you’re nothing like your parents.”

      I rocked back on my heels, unable to say anything over the tightening in my throat.

      She gave me a sad look that I didn’t want to think too hard about. “Enjoy the rest of your Sunday.”

      “Congrats again,” I said as she got into her car and backed out of my driveway.

      I turned back inside, determined to put the idea of marriage and relationships out of my head. She was crazy if she thought I’d ever get married. I had everything I’d ever wanted. Paisley was enough for me. Sometimes I thought about what it would be like to have more kids, but then I was sure Chris and Naomi would be doing that soon.

      I sat on the couch next to Paisley, and she cuddled into my side. “What are we doing today, baby girl?”

      “Watching TV,” she said without blinking.

      “We can’t watch TV all day. Maybe there’s something going on in town. A festival or something.”

      Paisley lifted her head. “The kids said the fair was in town.”

      “You want to go to that?” I asked, pulling out my phone.

      “Uh-huh.”

      “Then it’s settled.” I looked up the times and parking information. Then I sent a message to Ireland to see if she wanted to join us. She loved to spend her spare time with me and Paisley. She adored her niece.

      We watched TV for a little while longer, and then I made her a snack before we left for the festival. It was downtown on Main and Dock Streets. Hay bales were tied to the street posts, and there were stands lining the sidewalks, selling everything from crafts to apple cider.

      I was standing in line to buy apple cider when Ireland approached, with Aria trailing behind her. “How’s my favorite girl?”

      Paisley squealed and hugged her.

      When Ireland pulled back, she said, “This is my friend, Aria.”

      “Nice to meet you,” Paisley said politely.

      I didn’t praise Paisley for using good manners because I was a little surprised to see Aria here.

      “It’s nice to meet you too.”

      “We were just going to get apple cider.”

      “You like apple cider?” Aria asked Paisley.

      Paisley nodded. “Uh-huh. It’s delicious.”

      Aria smiled at her, and a strange sensation filled my chest. “You guys want some too?”

      Aria nodded, and Ireland said, “I’ll take one.”

      I stepped forward when it was my turn and ordered four cups of hot apple cider. It was the perfect fall day. The sun was shining, yet the air was cool. I handed out the cups, cautioning Paisley against drinking the cider right away because it was hot.

      We moved off to the side, and when Paisley saw a friend from school, she handed the cup to me. I watched her play with the boy with glasses from school—I thought his name was Vincent.

      Then Ireland said, “I see someone I know. I’ll be right back.”

      I let out a breath, a little nervous to be left alone with Aria after last night.

      Aria stepped closer. “You said you were a dad, but nothing prepared me for seeing you with her.”

      “What?” I asked, not understanding where she was going with this.

      “It’s—” Her cheeks flushed, and I wondered what she was thinking. “You’re a good dad.”

      “I get her every other week. My ex, Naomi, dropped her off this morning.” I wasn’t sure why I felt the need to let her know I wasn’t with Paisley’s mother. Maybe I hoped if I told her some of my history, she’d tell me hers.

      “She seems like a sweet girl,” Aria said as we watched her chase the boy and tag him.

      “She is.”

      “You’re a musician, a band teacher, and a dad.” Then she waved a hand in front of me. “You’re like the whole package.”

      I leaned over to whisper in her ear. “Are you saying you’re interested in my package?”

      She flushed just as Ireland appeared in front of us. “What were you two talking about?”

      I straightened and cleared my throat. “Paisley. What else is there to talk about?”

      “She’s great, isn’t she?” Ireland asked Aria. “I’m sure all six-year-olds are good kids, but I think she’s the best.”

      “You’re biased.” I bumped my shoulder with hers.

      Ireland smiled at Aria, and I was jealous of their easy camaraderie. “She’s the best thing that ever happened to our family.”

      My heart clenched. When Naomi got pregnant, we were just out of college, old enough to have a kid, but not sure we were ready for one. I worried my parents would think I was irresponsible for getting a woman pregnant, but they supported me and adored Paisley.

      “I love kids. I watched my younger sister and babysat a lot when I was younger.”

      My heart picked up at the nugget of information she’d revealed. “You have a little sister?”

      “Yeah, she still lives at home. Now that I’m working with Gia, I’m hoping to get promoted so I can afford a bigger place. Then I can ask her to move in with me.”

      That was interesting. She was always so put together with her makeup and clothes; I assumed she didn’t have any money worries, but that was a stupid assumption. “How old is your sister?”

      “Twenty-two. She works as a waitress in a café but wants to go to community college.” Aria flushed slightly and looked away just as Paisley bounced up to us.

      I had a feeling Aria revealed more to us than she intended.

      “Can you go with me over there?” Paisley pointed to the arts and crafts tent.

      Aria looked at me for approval, and when I nodded in assent, she took Paisley’s hand and led the way.

      I watched as Aria guided her to an open seat, talked to the instructor, and gathered the supplies they’d need.

      Ireland stepped closer. “You don’t mind that I invited her, do you? She asked to hang out, and I already had plans to join you guys.”

      “Of course not.” Although my stomach was rolling with indecision. “What do you know about her?”

      “Honestly? This is the first I’ve heard anything about her sister or family. She’s not exactly forthcoming with information.”

      “Yet you consider her a good friend?”

      Ireland was quiet for a few seconds before she said, “I get feelings about people, and Aria is a good person. I think she might be going through some things, and she’ll share when she’s ready. I don’t think she’s one to ask for help.”

      That hit me in the breastbone. Did Aria need help? I had so many questions, but I suspected Ireland didn’t have the answers.
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      Finn said he had a child, but it hadn’t prepared me for seeing him with her. He was sexy as all get-out when he interacted with her. It was a simple interaction between a father and daughter, but they were sweet together.

      When Paisley had asked me to take her to the arts and crafts table, I knew I was a goner. She took my hand and led me over, and my heart tumbled around in my chest cavity. I was on uneven ground, and I needed to right myself before Finn and Ireland joined us.

      I tried to focus on Paisley’s questions as she painted eyes on her small pumpkin, but it was difficult. My mind was racing with all the possibilities of what Ireland and Finn could possibly be discussing.

      They were so serious, and I’d just revealed more information about my past than I ever did with anyone. In school, I was teased mercilessly for living in a trailer and receiving free meals, and I thought I had gotten over all of that.

      I wanted Gia and my new friends to see me as an equal, not someone who needed charity. I’d come a long way. I could afford my apartment and groceries, but things were tight when I gave money to my sister and parents.

      I was always worried about unexpected bills too. Living in fear about the money running out was a real concern. It was a habit I wanted to break. But everything took time.

      I needed to focus on doing the best job I could. I shouldn’t be distracted by sexy dads and their adorable little girls.

      “You think I should give him hair?”

      I nodded solemnly. “He could use a healthy head of hair.”

      Paisley dipped her brush into the black paint and used broad strokes to fill in the hair on the top of the pumpkin.

      “What are you making?” Ireland said as she joined us, sitting next to Paisley.

      “A pumpkin. You like his hair?” Paisley asked as she turned it with her hand on the stem.

      “It’s great.”

      Finn stood at the end of the table, looking down at us. It made me a little uncomfortable. When Paisley was finished with her pumpkin, she placed it on the long table at the back with her name so she could pick it up at the end of the day.

      “I’m starving,” Paisley declared as soon as we exited the tent.

      Finn took her hand and led us to the food tents.

      “Are you having a good time?” Ireland asked.

      “Definitely.” It was a gorgeous day, but I hadn’t expected to run into Finn and his daughter. I wondered if being friends with Ireland meant I’d be seeing more of him.

      “You don’t mind hanging out with my brother and niece?”

      “Of course not. They’re great.” That wasn’t exactly the truth. Paisley was great, and it was eye-opening to see her with Finn, but we didn’t get along. His sister didn’t need to know that, though.

      Ireland linked her arm with mine. “That’s good because I spend a lot of time with them.”

      The implication was clear—if I was going to be friends with Ireland, I’d be seeing Finn and Paisley too. I needed to find a way to get along with him because we were going to be seeing a lot of each other.

      We ate at the picnic tables. Ireland insisted on getting a little of everything to sample and placed it on the picnic table for us to share. When I offered to contribute, Ireland told me to get the drinks. I took everyone’s order and headed to the closest tent to get the drinks.

      Finn appeared at my side. “I thought you could use some help.”

      “I could have gotten a drink carrier,” I said, wanting a moment to myself.

      “What if they don’t have one? You know how tiny festivals like this are. I went to one last year, and they were out of straws. You might not think that was a big deal, but it was to a five-year-old.”

      I smiled, remembering how my sister, Iris, was at that age. “Was it the end of the world?”

      Finn’s eyes widened. “It sounds like you know kids.”

      “I told you I took care of my sister and babysat a lot.” I didn’t do it just for the money. I loved kids. I always thought I’d be a teacher, but there was zero money for me to go to college. Loans were out of the question because I wouldn’t put myself into debt.

      I felt his gaze on the side of my face.

      “I still babysit. It’s extra money. I’m saving up to move into a bigger place.”

      “So you said.” He cleared his throat as we moved up in line. “Listen, if you’re serious about babysitting on the side, I could always use help. I play gigs occasionally at bars on Thursday and Friday nights. You’d just be feeding her dinner and getting her ready for bed. Would you be interested in something like that?”

      “You don’t even know me or particularly like me,” I said, marveling a little at my uncharacteristic bluntness.

      “I wouldn’t say that.” His palm landed on my back, the heat of it searing through the thin sundress material, and his voice rumbled through my chest. For some reason, my nipples hardened at the contact. I was acutely aware of how close he stood in proximity to my body and his intoxicating smell, a blend of spice and man.

      Then I thought about how convenient it would be to watch his daughter for a few hours and get some extra money. I’d contemplated picking up a serving job, but I’d had difficulty finding jobs in town. Unlike my sister, I’d never worked at a restaurant, and they wanted prior experience. “How do you know I’d be any good at it?”

      “You said you babysat a lot and still do. Plus, I’ve seen you with Paisley. If it would make you feel better, you could come over and play with her, get to know her and me better. See if it would be a good fit.”

      “All right,” I said just as the person at the booth asked if he could help us.

      Finn beamed at me before giving him our drink order and then pulled out a twenty to pay.

      “I told Ireland I’d get the drinks,” I protested as the worker took it from him.

      “Don’t worry about it.”

      I bit my lip. It wouldn’t look good to protest too much. I appreciated his help, but I also wanted to pay my own way.

      “You can get dessert,” Finn said to me as the man gathered our drinks and placed them on the counter in front of us.

      “You’ve got yourself a deal.”

      Finn handed me one fountain drink and gathered the rest in his arms. “Does the deal include watching Paisley?”

      I had a flash of uncertainty when I wondered if he’d be hooking up with groupies after the gigs were done, but then I remembered it was none of my business. I needed to focus on my priorities and not be distracted by a man.

      “Paisley likes you. Will you give it a try for her?”

      “Fine.”

      Finn smiled and winked. “Perfect. Maybe you could come over one evening this week and get to know us.”

      I flushed all over, my body feeling hot and tingly as we continued walking toward the table. We set the drinks down, and I wondered if I’d made a huge mistake. There was no mistaking the attraction I felt to him. Would I be able to ignore it to watch his daughter?

      I rationalized to myself that he wouldn’t even be there. I’d only need to see him when I arrived and left. There’d be no late-night discussions or heart-to-hearts. It was extra money.

      I pushed the deal out of my mind and focused on eating. They chatted about Paisley’s school and the upcoming talent show.

      After lunch, we headed to the game tents. Paisley was vibrating with excitement. “Can we do this one?”

      It was a ring toss. I vaguely remembered the stories about these games being rigged, but I was sure it was still fun.

      “I want the blue bear.” Paisley pointed to one of the stuffed animals pinned to the wall.

      “I’ll get that for you,” Finn said, and my heart contracted. He was so confident and sweet, and I knew in that moment, he’d do anything for his daughter.

      We watched as the lady handed Finn four rings, and he threw them, one by one, narrowly missing the ducks each time.

      “Let’s do it too. If there’s three of us going for it, one of us will get the bear, right?” Ireland asked, taking a step toward the lady.

      “I hope so,” I said to Ireland, not voicing my concerns that none of us would be able to win it, and Paisley would be disappointed.

      We each tried and missed, then got back in line to do it again. Each time, Paisley’s face fell more.

      “Let’s try a different game,” Finn said, guiding her to a ball toss in the neighboring tent. We had more fun with this one, getting a few baskets but not what we needed to win a prize. I could tell Finn was getting a little frustrated that he couldn’t win his daughter a stuffed animal.

      “Who wants ice cream?” I asked when we passed the booth, hoping to distract Paisley with a treat. When our cones were ready, I passed them to each person, and we found a shaded spot to eat.

      It was a great day. I’d enjoyed myself, even if things with Finn had been tense in the past. They talked about what they wanted to do next, but when I glanced at the time, I realized how late it was. “I need to go to my parents’ house.”

      “You guys do a family dinner night?” Ireland asked.

      “Yeah.” I bought groceries and brought them to my parents’ house. I wanted to make sure they had enough. They’d never ask me to do it; it was just something I’d gotten into the habit of doing when I moved out. I’d felt a lot of guilt for moving out and wanted to contribute in some way.

      Ireland hugged me. “Thank you for coming.”

      “I had fun.”

      I exchanged numbers with Finn, and he said to text which evening I’d be available to come over. On the way to my parents’, I stopped for groceries, getting the things they usually didn’t—fruits and veggies, meats, and a few treats they didn’t allow themselves to have.

      The farther I drove away from the Harvest Festival, the more like a fraud I felt. I hid my past from them because I was ashamed. Would they think differently of me if they knew?

      I didn’t think they would, but I wanted to be someone new. Not the girl who needed clothes from a thrift shop or food stamps to eat. I wanted to be seen as an independent and successful woman who had everything together. Until that was my reality, they didn’t need to know where I’d come from.

      When I got the job with Gia, I vowed to put my best foot forward. I was very conscious of how I looked and dressed. I’d heard the adage, dress for the job you want, and I took it seriously. I shopped at thrift stores to find brand-name clothes that would last. I wanted an amazing job that supported me, good friends, and a home that was safe and secure.

      When I pulled down the familiar lane to the trailer park, my palms grew sweaty. Why did I think I could escape from this? This was who I was. There was a part of me that thought I should be proud of how far I’d come, but then I’d look at my current apartment and think it wasn’t far enough.

      I wanted to get Iris and my parents out of the trailer. Without a college education, it was unlikely I’d be able to afford to move them to a new house. But I dreamt about it all the time.

      I parked in front of their trailer, which had seen better days. The paint was chipping, the roof sagged, and the landscaping could use a face-lift. The small shed that Dad used for tools and the lawnmower had caved in during a storm and had never been fixed. My dad said he could fix it himself but never did.

      I sighed as I pulled the groceries out of the trunk of my used car.

      “Hey, sis.”

      I smiled and returned Iris’s hug. “You’re not working tonight?”

      Her shoulders lowered. “The restaurant isn’t busy on Sunday evenings, so they sent me home.”

      “Did you explain that you need the hours and that you were scheduled to work?”

      Iris shrugged. “Apparently, they’re allowed to do it.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      She smiled at me as she grabbed a few of the plastic bags. “That’s okay. I get to see you for once.”

      “You can stop by my place at any time.”
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