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          LUCY

        

      

    

    
      I stood in the entryway to the Chestertown Yacht Club’s ballroom, a large round room with floor-to-ceiling windows showcasing the Chester River, at my older brother’s engagement party. Watching the familiar crowd of family and friends interact, I felt like an outsider for the first time since I left seven years ago. I’d drifted away from my family, my friends, everyone. I knew I’d have to face their questions—why was I gone so long and why was I back now?

      My eyes traveled the room and came to rest on my brother, Jack, who was surrounded by his tight-knit group of friends, who I barely remembered from high school. His fiancée, Samantha, looked beautiful in a blush-colored dress, strappy silver sandals, and a flush to her cheeks as the guests watched Jack pull a necklace out of a white box.

      Samantha’s hands covered her mouth. “Oh, Jack.”

      “This is engraved with the GPS coordinates for the exact location where we will exchange our vows.”

      When it was clasped, Samantha turned back to Jack touching the silver necklace resting on her collarbone. “Thank you. It’s perfect.” She went up on tiptoes to kiss him as everyone clapped.

      I took a few deep breaths, the most I’d taken since my boss told me they no longer needed me and I could clean out my desk. Apparently, I wasn’t creative enough for the department anymore. My roommate, April, said I could take over the lease since she was moving in with her boyfriend, but after two months of searching I had no job or prospects. There was no way I could afford to take over the high rent on our trendy townhome in Federal Hill. Our lease was up at the end of the month anyway, so I gave the landlord our notice, packed my meager belongings, which mainly consisted of clothes and high heels, into the back of my car, and headed here with the intention of moving back in with my parents until I could find a new job.

      The silky cobalt dress I’d worn on the drive was wrinkled but I’d managed to touch up my makeup in the car and brush my hair so it didn’t look like I’d sat in a car for three hours in the heat and traffic.

      The crowd, which had been watching Jack and Samantha, dispersed so I ran my fingers down the skirt to smooth out the wrinkles and drew in a shaky breath, worried I’d finally have to face everything and everyone I’d left behind.

      I approached Samantha to wish her well. “Congratulations!” They’d gotten engaged before Christmas, but I hadn’t been home yet to see her ring. She held out her hand for me to inspect. “It’s beautiful.” I hugged her and whispered, “I’m so glad you’re going to be my sister.”

      “Thank you,” she murmured.

      I turned to Jack who said, “I’m so glad you could make it.” He pulled me in for a hug—one I needed desperately. I relaxed into his embrace trying to remember the last time he’d hugged me. Was it when he left for college? I held onto him for a long time then too, hoping he’d change his mind about leaving. He was the eternal peacemaker in our family and when he left things weren’t the same. Back then, I couldn’t wait to get away from my family, this small town, and— I pulled back from Jack, seeing him. The one I left behind. Wyatt Carter.

      This was the first time I’d seen him in seven years. My pulse pounded in my ears as I took in his gray suit, his reddish-brown hair trimmed close to his head on the back and sides, left slightly longer on the top, and scruff bordering on a full beard covering his chin. So different from the unruly curly hair and smooth face he’d kept when we were kids.

      My arms hung loosely at my sides as I tried to keep my shoulders back, my face devoid of emotion. But inside, my stomach was churning and my heart was beating out of my chest. He wasn’t the reason I left, but he was the reason I’d stayed away. “Wyatt. I’m surprised to see you here.”

      The fitted suit, his stylish hair, and the jacket straining around his biceps made me swallow hard. He was a man now. So different from the boy I’d walked away from.

      “Why is that?” Wyatt’s eyebrow raised, standing feet shoulder-width apart, arms crossed over his chest. His voice was deeper and raspier than I remembered. Everything about his posture and tone screamed that I was the one who didn’t belong, even if it was my brother’s engagement party.

      His light blue eyes, which once looked at me with love and affection, now sparked with irritation. I couldn’t blame him. I hadn’t expected to see him here either.

      “I didn’t know you were even friends with Jack.” I’d left for college and visited occasionally—enough to keep my parents happy. I’d wanted to escape my family’s bickering and the family business which, if I’d stayed, threatened to consume my life. Every time I returned, I couldn’t wait to get in my car and head back over the bridge to the city.

      I’d been friends with Wyatt since we were kids, but after Jack went to college, he was more. He represented safety and an escape from my family, but it wasn’t enough. When I accepted a full ride to college, I thought I’d go without anything or anyone holding me back. I hadn’t expected the break-up to be so hard. I’d managed to avoid seeing Wyatt on those visits because I was ashamed of the way I had ended things and I was scared of my reaction if I saw him.

      “There’s a lot you don’t know,” Wyatt said, his voice was tight, and a muscle ticked in his jaw. “We work together.”

      I looked to Jack who watched our exchange, and his eyes were concerned. Why hadn’t he warned me Wyatt would be here? I’d dated Wyatt after Jack left for school so maybe he didn’t realize how close we’d been. And over the years, I’d never asked about him. I’d pretended he didn’t exist. Like there wasn’t anything between us but young love. That’s what I told myself so I could move on.

      But now that he was here, standing in front of me, I knew I hadn’t moved on at all. All those emotions were flooding back to me—regret for how I ended it and a crushing feeling of loss. Less than a minute in his presence and it was like no time had passed—nothing had changed. When you’re a teenager, you think there’s always something better out there. How wrong I’d been.

      “I’m sure you’re headed back to the city as soon as this party is over,” Wyatt said.

      A few heads turned to watch our exchange, hearing the barely disguised anger in his voice. My face warmed and I wanted to escape their scrutiny, and Wyatt. My former job was so demanding I’d told Jack I might not attend the pre-wedding events. Then I hadn’t wanted to come because I didn’t want to admit I’d failed—that I’d been fired from my dream job and couldn’t afford my townhome.

      I glanced at Jack, shifting on my heels. “Actually—I’m here for an extended visit.”

      “That’s great,” Jack said. “Will you be able to stay for our wedding at the end of the summer?”

      I hated that I’d been so absent in Jack’s life he didn’t expect me to appear at his wedding. With Wyatt’s gaze boring into the side of my head, I said, “Of course I’ll be there.”

      Wyatt snorted. “You’re going to stay here? The place you couldn’t leave fast enough when we graduated?” He paused as if to rein in his temper.

      My head snapped back to Wyatt who’d always been able to read me, my eyes pleading with him to drop it. “I’m here for now.”

      “Did something happen with your job?” Jack asked.

      It wasn’t the time or place, but I didn’t want to lie. “I don’t work there anymore.”

      “I thought that was your dream job,” Jack said.

      “It was my dream,” I said softly watching Wyatt’s face for any reaction. I found a subtle flash of sympathy and understanding there before the anger settled back in. “Look, I don’t want to ruin your party talking about this.”

      “We’re here to celebrate, not to interrogate Lucy,” Samantha said, diverting attention from our awkward exchange by grabbing Jack’s hand and pulling him out to the dance floor.

      My mom headed toward me. She’d been upset when I left home but hopeful that I’d return and help out with the business when I graduated. When I didn’t, she was unhappy and never failed to mention her disappointment. One more reason I didn’t stay long when I visited, but now I had no choice. “Lucy, when did you get here?”

      “I just got here.” I rubbed my bare arms to ward off the sudden chill.

      “Well, I’m glad you were able to make it. We weren’t sure there for a while,” Mom said.

      “Neither was I, but I’m here to stay.” I glanced at Wyatt, annoyed he was still watching our family drama.

      Mom’s forehead wrinkled in confusion as she asked, “And why is that? I thought you’d have to get back to your job as soon as possible. They never let you have time off.”

      My dreams were always bigger than this town, my family, even Wyatt. And for a short time, I thought I’d made it until everything came crumbling down. “I don’t work there anymore.”

      “Why ever not? Did you quit?” Mom asked, her face tight with disappointment.

      I was not only jobless but homeless too, which was difficult to admit to anyone, much less my mother. I certainly hadn’t expected Wyatt’s presence during this conversation. “Not exactly. My roommate moved out so I couldn’t afford my townhome anymore. I need a place to stay.” At her hard look, I continued, “But don’t worry I’m headed back to the city as soon as I get a new job.”

      I had asked every single one of my so-called friends and former co-workers if I could crash on their couch for a bit, but apparently we weren’t as close as I thought we were, or I was past the acceptable age for crashing on anyone’s couch. I’d only been here for a few minutes and I was already itching to leave.

      I’d never dealt with the aftermath of walking away from Wyatt. I thought it would be easy. I thought I’d feel free, but I hadn’t. When it didn’t get easier, I numbed myself to my feelings for him. He’d said our breakup was final, and it was. It was almost easy to block out that part of my life as I started a new one in college, but now that I was back, the hurt and anger emanating off of Wyatt brought back every feeling I’d ever had for him—affection, protectiveness, and love, first as friends and then later as lovers.

      “Lucy’s here.” I knew that voice anywhere, Stella Lewis, older than me by two years. The man next to her with his arm around her shoulders was Sawyer. All I remembered about him was that he was really smart. Now they appeared to be dating.

      “That’s great,” Sawyer said.

      Wyatt’s eyes now looked through me and he brushed past Sawyer, grumbling. “It’s really fucking not.”
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          WYATT

        

      

    

    
      I maneuvered through the mingling guests until I got to the hallway trying to draw in a breath. I knew I was going to run into Lucy at some point. There was no way I could avoid her, being Jack’s groomsman, but I thought I would have been more prepared. Instead I couldn’t take my eyes from when she’d appeared in the doorway or as she walked closer. I drank in the sight of her in the silky blue dress, which emphasized the color of her eyes, her long dark hair, and her toned legs. She was different. She’d changed from a cute pretty girl to a sexy and sophisticated woman.

      My heart thudded in my chest, waiting for the moment when she’d turn and see me standing there unable to look away. And when she did see me, she was so surprised. She didn’t even know I was friends with Jack. How was that possible? I knew she didn’t come home often but I guess she hadn’t asked about me. If she had, she would have known Jack and I were friends. The thought of her not asking about me was harder to understand than her walking away. Had I meant so little to her that she felt nothing toward me?

      When she said she was moving back home, every feeling I had when she’d broken it off came back to me—disbelief, agony, heartbreak. In high school, she talked about wanting to leave Chestertown to go to college, but I didn’t think she’d leave me. I was wrong. She couldn’t get out of this town or away from me fast enough.

      The night she broke up with me, I’d pleaded with her to change her mind. I’d asked her to try long distance, suggested we take a break and revaluate our relationship when she came home for Thanksgiving, but I was met with cold indifference. When I couldn’t get a reaction out of her, something snapped inside of me. I’d told her—“If you walk away now don’t ever come back. We.are.done.” I spoke with such vehemence Lucy shivered from the force, but I’d seen the relief on her face. It was exactly what she’d wanted—a clean break. It wasn’t the reaction I’d expected. But then nothing that night was expected.

      I leaned against the wall wondering how we had such different experiences. I’d been in love with her, or so I thought at the time. I’d never felt anything close to what I’d felt for her since. My lingering feelings for Lucy held me back in other relationships. I couldn’t find what we had, and I didn’t want to settle for anything less. I guess a part of me hoped she’d come back—that she’d change her mind, but she hadn’t. I was more in love with her than she was with me. I wouldn’t make that mistake again.

      “Hey, what are you doing out here?” Jack’s concerned eyes met mine. “Are you okay?”

      “There’s too many people in there. I needed a minute.” I didn’t want him to ask any more questions. I was hung up on his sister and he was the last person I wanted to talk to.

      Jack leaned against the wall next to me. “Is that it,” he gave me a pointed look, “or is it my sister?”

      I tensed. “Why would you think that?”

      “I was there. You were wound up when Lucy arrived. When I got off the dance floor, Sawyer asked me to check on you. He said he mentioned how great it was that Lucy was home and you said it wasn’t and stormed out. Want to explain to me why you’re pissed my sister’s home?”

      I couldn’t speak. I couldn’t have this conversation—not with Lucy’s brother and my friend. This was so fucked up.

      Jack sighed and leaned his head back against the wall. “Want to explain to me what happened after I asked you to look after Lucy when I left for college? You took that to mean you should date her?”

      Fuck. I’d somehow managed to avoid this conversation since Jack returned to town last year. “That was never my intention. It slowly evolved from good friends to dating but—” I couldn’t say nothing happened. I couldn’t tell him I hadn’t slept with his sister, because I had.

      His jaw was tight as he held up his hand. “I don’t want to know the details.”

      Thank fuck, because I didn’t want to tell him. “It was never my intention. I did take care of her. She was upset you left and your parents were arguing all the time about the marina. Money was tight with you in school. I took her away from that. I distracted her. Trust me, I didn’t mean for anything to happen.” I paused, the pain of our break-up as fresh as the day it happened. “She dumped me before she went to college. She wants nothing to do with me.”

      Jack’s eyes turned hard. “I hated leaving her to deal with that—to deal with them.”

      “You didn’t have a choice. You had to go to school, and returned when your parents asked you to come home and help with the marina. You shielded Lucy from that.”

      “I did. I came home so she wouldn’t have to. I didn’t want her to quit her dream job. That was the last thing she wanted.”

      “Now she’s moving back.” How did I feel about that? It was easy to ignore her when she was out of sight, but now I’d run into her around town. She’d be more involved in Jack’s wedding. It would be impossible to avoid her.

      Jack was quiet for a few seconds, probably remembering everything he went through last year—quitting his firefighting job to return home and help his parents with the marina only to discover the business was failing. Then his dad decided to retire when the lease for the marina reverted back to the town. At that point, Jack was dating Samantha and thought he’d have to move back for his old job because there weren’t any paid firefighter positions here. He was lucky enough to get an instructor position at the fire academy in the next town over.

      “You did the right thing.”

      Jack continued as if he hadn’t heard me. “I can’t believe she’s home.”

      Neither could I. She was so determined to make a life away from here. I never thought she’d return. Maybe in the beginning I thought she’d come back for me, but as the months went on and I didn’t hear from her it was obvious she wasn’t going to. It was healthier for me to believe she wouldn’t return so I could get over her, and I thought I had until she was standing in front of me. I clearly hadn’t moved on. She still had the power to knock me off my axis.

      He raised his brow. “Are you going to be able to get along for the wedding?”

      “Of course.” I wouldn’t let her affect me. Except she already had. I’d stormed out of Jack’s engagement party because Lucy said she was moving home. Not reacting to Lucy was a promise I couldn’t keep.
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          LUCY

        

      

    

    
      After the engagement party, I lay on the white fluffy comforter in my childhood room where the walls were now painted a cool blue. My mother had packed up all of my stuff—trophies, awards, and pictures into boxes stacked in the corner of the room.

      The room held no trace of teenage me and I’m sure that was intentional. My father had certain expectations of me—I’d stay close to home and help out in the marina’s office. Those expectations pushed me further away. When the marina’s business was suffering last year, I didn’t want to take leave from my job, so Jack stepped up. My father was still angry with me about that, but it had worked out for Jack. He’d reconnected with Samantha, he was happy, and starting a life with her.

      I watched the ceiling fan slowly turn on the ceiling, casting shadows in the room. Wyatt hadn’t returned to the party after his abrupt exit. I could face this town and my parents, but all of the guilt I’d been blocking out of my mind had washed over me tonight when I saw him.

      I was right back where I started in this small town, separated from the rest of the state by a three-mile-long bridge. There were no opportunities for me here. I felt the familiar weight of frustration settle on my chest.

      I’d worked as a junior graphic designer at Planit, the trendy advertising agency housed in the Power Plant building in the city’s Inner Harbor, working seventy to eighty hours per week with constant pressure to come up with innovative designs. All I had to do was put in the hours, impress the directors, and build a portfolio to move on to somewhere better. A few of the other designers moved on to work at the Discovery Channel, making double the salary.

      My position at Planit was highly coveted, but the salary didn’t match the lifestyle, and I had quickly gone into debt to maintain a wardrobe which caught the creative director’s eye. It was a cutthroat competitive field, but I hadn’t expected to be fired. I’d earned fewer and fewer jobs over the last few months, but I wasn’t sure why. Creative fields are subjective, and my director said my creativity had suffered. I hadn’t seen it coming, which bothered me. Why hadn’t I known my job was in jeopardy?

      Unable to sleep, I sat up in bed and pulled out my laptop to scour job sites. It was time to search for other positions. My degrees were in photography and graphic design. I doubted there were any positions in Chestertown, and what could I do with photography? Wedding pictures? I shuddered at the thought. My best bet was to move back to the city as soon as possible, but I’d need to earn some money in the meantime. I needed to find a new job. I couldn’t stay here. Not after my reaction to Wyatt.

      My mind drifted to how Wyatt looked in a suit. He was sexy. In high school, his boyish looks, floppy wavy hair, and sweet demeanor drew me in. After Jack left, Wyatt was there for me when the arguing between my parents was too much. I worried they’d get divorced, we’d lose the business and our house. I couldn’t talk to Jack. I didn’t want him to worry. Instead, I confided in Wyatt.

      We became close friends until at some point we looked at each other differently. I couldn’t pinpoint an exact moment, but I became very aware of his eyes on me, his hands that lifted me out of the water when we were swimming, the way he tracked the droplets of water down my body. He didn’t make a move right away. It was slow, deliciously slow, now that I look back on it. Our relationship was sweet, and it was the escape I needed from my parents back then.

      I couldn’t believe I’d effectively blocked him from my mind for years and one encounter brought everything back. Everything I did when I was younger, I did with him. At first, I thought I could go to college, keep our relationship long distance and return. But my dad pressured me to go to college close to home, to help out on weekends, and I knew if I stayed I’d be sucked into working at the marina.

      All I could think about when I broke up with Wyatt was that I didn’t want to be stuck in Chestertown. I didn’t want to be tied down and Wyatt was the knot that wouldn’t let me go. I had to block out my feelings for him, which made what I had to do back then infinitely easier.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 4


          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          LUCY

        

      

    

    
      When I woke the next morning, Jack messaged asking me to meet for brunch. I figured my other option was to eat with my parents, be asked a million questions about what happened with my job, and what my plan was going forward. I’d successfully avoided an interrogation last night by telling them I was exhausted. I was avoiding the inevitable by responding yes but I did it anyway.

      I quickly showered and dressed in a black romper and black crocodile sandals with a strap over my toes and around my ankle. My style was a little too fancy for Chestertown but then I didn’t exactly fit in here anymore and I wanted to feel like myself. I entered the kitchen to grab a cup of coffee before Jack and Samantha picked me up. As I pulled a mug down from the cabinet, my father said, “Good morning.”

      “Morning,” I said without turning around. My shoulders tensed as I picked a K-cup out of the tray and placed it in the Keurig, waited for it to warm up, and then pushed the button to brew.

      While the coffee filled my mug, I turned to find my father leaned against the counter with his brow raised. “I’m happy to see you.”

      I couldn’t remember the last time I stood in my parents’ kitchen. Dad had been so angry I didn’t quit my job and come back home to help him when the marina was going under, I’d avoided this place and his disapproval.

      “What’s going on? Mom said you’re moving back in?”

      “I don’t know.” My shoulders slumped as I leaned back against the counter crossing my arms over my chest. I’d never not known exactly what I’d wanted and gone for it.

      “Did you lose your job?” His forehead wrinkled.

      “My boss said I wasn’t producing.” The Keurig machine beeped to let me know it was done brewing, so I threw out the used cup and moved my steaming mug of coffee to the counter to add creamer. “But don’t worry. I’ll find something soon and⁠—”

      “And be gone.”

      I looked up at my father’s disappointed expression. “That’s the plan. I’m sure you don’t want your grown daughter living back home and eating your food.”

      “I’m happy you’re here whatever the circumstances,” he said gruffly. His fingers tapped on the countertop, he looked out the window as if he wanted to leave, but had something he wanted to say. “I think I screwed up.”

      “What are you talking about?” I didn’t think I’d ever heard my father admit he’d made a mistake. The arguments about the marina tended to be my mom pleading with him to do something different, modernize, create a website, but he was always adamant his way was the best.

      “When I ran the marina it was all I could think about. I thought you and Jack should be involved. I put too much pressure on you, and I think in the end I pushed both of you away. You both went away to college, and neither of you wanted to move back home.”

      My mouth dropped open slightly, my coffee forgotten on the counter in front of me. “What brought this change on?”

      “Honestly? Retirement. I’m more relaxed. I see things differently. What used to be important isn’t anymore. Your mother and I used to constantly argue about the business. Looking back, it was unnecessary. I pushed everyone away.”

      “Wow. I don’t know what to say.”

      “I’m sorry I asked you to quit your dream job and give up your life to come back here. I’m sorry I was disappointed with you when you didn’t do what I asked.”

      “Thank you.” A lot of the tension that had built on the long drive home yesterday began to dissipate. Tears sprang to my eyes. I didn’t realize how much I wanted his approval until this moment.

      “I want you to be happy. If living in Baltimore makes you happy then I’m happy too.”

      “Really?” My whole life, my parents wanted me to come back here. It was hard to believe that their opinion had changed so drastically.

      “Yes.”

      I took the few steps toward him and pulled him to me for a hug. He patted my back for a few seconds before saying, “You’re welcome to stay as long as you like.”

      I couldn’t say anything in response because the tears that had formed were starting to spill over and one thing my dad didn’t respond well to was emotion.

      He pulled away before pushing open the back door. “I gotta pick some eggs for breakfast.”

      The door slammed against the frame behind him and I watched him cross the yard to the chicken coop to gather eggs for breakfast.

      That was not the reaction I’d expected. I blew on my coffee and took a tentative sip, hearing the shower in my parents’ room turn on. The kitchen was the same as it had been when I lived here, yellow walls, chipped white Formica countertops, and worn oak cabinets. Yellow gingham curtains hung from the window over the sink and fresh cut flowers were arranged neatly on the counter. It was so nice to be home without judgment, without fear of my life choices disappointing my parents.

      A few minutes later, I heard the front door open and close, heavy footsteps sounded on the wood floor entryway.

      “You awake, sis?” Jack asked.

      I placed my coffee mug down on the counter and rushed through the house as fast as I could in my heels to find Jack in the hallway. I threw my arms around him again, so happy to see him even though I’d seen him just last night. He actually took a step back at the force of my embrace.

      “Wow. This is a nice greeting. Happy to see me?” he asked, pulling back from me slightly to see my face.

      I smiled. “Always. You know that.”

      “You ready for brunch?”

      “Yes. Definitely. Let me grab my purse and we can go.”

      “Where’s Mom and Dad?” he asked, ducking his head into the living room.

      “I think Mom’s in the shower and Dad’s gathering eggs.”

      “Let me say hi to Dad.”

      “I didn’t tell him I was eating with you.” I’d been so thrown off by his apology I’d forgotten to mention it.

      “I’ll do that. Samantha’s waiting in the car if you want to head out.”

      “Sure.” I grabbed my purse from the entryway and headed out to Jack’s truck. Samantha opened the door for me and scooted to the middle of the bench seat to make room.

      “Morning.” Samantha smiled.

      I pulled myself up onto cracked vinyl seats. “Good morning.”

      Samantha watched me warily. “So, the reason I wanted to meet with you is that I need a favor. A big favor.”

      “Okay,” I said cautiously as Jack opened the driver’s side door and got in.

      Jack shot her an amused look. “Are you propositioning her already? I thought we’d feed her first before we asked.”

      Samantha rolled her eyes but kept her attention on me. “I’m so sorry you lost your job but I’m really happy you’re here. We could really use your help if you’re going to be here this summer, but I’m not sure of your plans.”

      “I planned to search for a job in the city.” I looked back and forth between them wondering what they could possibly need.

      Jack pulled out of our long, graveled driveway and headed to town.

      “My mother is driving me crazy with this wedding, but I don’t want to hire the wedding planner she’s been insisting on. If I go with the one she wants they’ll team up and bulldoze any ideas I have. I want you.”

      “Why me?”

      “Jack said you’re amazing with design, you’re good at organizing things, and you plan huge parties at work.”

      “I did plan the parties at Planit. They were elaborate—two thousand people, themed, catered, ice sculptures, no expense spared. My bosses were hipsters who wanted everything to be cool and unique, but I have no experience with wedding planning.” Based on what I knew of Samantha so far, she was soft spoken, sweet, and wore flowy dresses, so I assumed she’d want understated and romantic.

      “We only have a few months to do everything. The marina is still under construction, so I need someone to be in constant contact with the town regarding the timeline for completion. I need⁠—”

      “She needs a buffer between her and her mom,” Jack interjected, one arm draped over the steering wheel and the other stretched out over the top of the bench seat.

      Samantha sighed. “Yes, even if it’s only for a few weeks. We need you. Please.”

      I didn’t want to say no, but I needed to look for a job and earn money to move back to the city. Would I have time for this too? On the other hand, I was good at planning parties and Samantha looked so hopeful. “I’ll do it.”

      “Yay!” She turned slightly to Jack and her hand squeezed his thigh. “I told you she’d do it.”

      “But I still need to find some way to earn money while I’m here so I can …” I paused, wanting to say ‘leave’ but I knew saying that would hurt them, so I said, “… find my own place to live.”

      “I’m shocked as shit you’re living at home. Never thought I’d see the day,” Jack said, glancing from the road to me.

      “Tell me about it, but I had no choice.” And it was temporary, so so temporary.

      “That’s the best part—we can pay you,” Samantha said.

      I shook my head. “I can’t charge you, you’re family. And I’m happy to help.”

      “No, this is perfect. My mom wanted me to hire a wedding planner and I have. She’s paying for the wedding.”

      “We need to make this look legitimate.” Jack pulled into the parking lot of the greasy spoon breakfast place on the outskirts of town. “So take the money.”

      “Wow. I don’t know what to say.”

      “Just say yes,” Samantha said.

      “I’ll do it, but I can’t make any promises. If I get a job offer in the city, I’ll have to take it.”

      “I understand, but really anything you could do would be amazing.”

      I laid my head back on the seat. For the first time since I heard my boss say he’d have to let me go, I felt hope that this could work out. Living with my parents wasn’t ideal, but I could save more money this way.

      “Don’t get too comfortable. I warned you her mom is over the top with wedding planning. She’s super involved and opinionated.” Jack shot me a look that said it was worse than he was describing.

      “Don’t worry. I can handle her. Design clients are the pickiest people in the world. Mrs. Miller should be easy peasy.”

      “Yeah, okay,” Jack said.

      “I can handle her. Don’t worry,” I said.

      “I’m just glad you’re here,” Jack said.

      “Me too. It will be nice to be involved in your wedding.” And to be present for it. I pulled open the door to step out.

      Samantha hopped out of the truck. “Thanks for doing this.”

      “Of course. Anything for you guys,” I said.

      Samantha smiled as Jack came around the truck and pulled her into his side. I followed them into a restaurant. The sign over the door read Wallflower Diner. “Is this new?”

      Jack opened the door for us. “A trendy new place which serves a mix of southern and Maryland dishes. Our friends like coming here.”

      When he said friends I knew he was referring to their tight-knit group of friends: Emma, Stella, Ashley and their significant others, Luke, Sawyer, and Logan. Observing them together after Wyatt had left last night made me question whether I should have hung onto my friendships from town.

      I slid into the maroon booth across from Jack and Samantha, relaxing for the first time since I’d arrived home.

      “Tell her the rest.” Jack nudged Samantha’s shoulder and her expression was pained.

      “The rest?” I asked.

      Samantha’s face was pinched as she handed out the menus to us. “I need you to plan the bachelorette party. Usually, the maid of honor handles it but as Jack’s sister, I’d like you to handle it.”

      I wondered if Jack asked her to give me the task. Was this his way of trying to get me to stay in Chestertown? “I can handle it.”

      But Samantha’s expression was still troubled as she looked over my shoulder and I heard the bell over the restaurant door sound as it opened and shut.

      “What aren’t you telling me?” I asked. I sensed Wyatt’s tense presence at the end of our table before I saw him.

      “Wyatt is planning the bachelor party,” Jack said.

      “Okay,” I said, drawing out the word.

      “Scoot over,” Wyatt said to me as I moved over to allow him to sit next to me in the booth.

      When he sat, the cushion dipped with his weight and his legs were spread so the entire length of his muscled thigh rested against mine, causing my breath to catch, before he pulled his leg away.

      “We want a joint party and we’d like you two to plan it together,” Jack said, looking back and forth between us.

      I felt my teeth clench. I didn’t have a choice. I wanted to be there for my brother and I owed him for how he’d quit his job last year to help out Dad so I didn’t have to.

      “We want to go Baltimore for the weekend—ballgame, fancy dinner, night on the town, hotel rooms, brunch the next morning, the whole thing. You lived in the city for years, so you can help Wyatt,” Samantha said.

      “I want to make sure Jack’s bachelor party is fun, so looks like you’re stuck with me,” Wyatt said quietly, his blue eyes on mine. I was stuck between the window and Wyatt and I felt like all of the air had been sucked out of the room.

      “That’s kind of why we invited both of you here this morning. I don’t know what happened between you two, but it was⁠—”

      “Hella awkward last night,” Jack added.

      “Yeah, things were super tense between you two,” Samantha said.

      I waved them off. “It’s no big deal. We dated a little in high school and broke up when I went to college. There’s no big story there.” I shrugged. “Typical teenage stuff.” Then I bumped shoulders with his, the touch causing a tingle to run down my arm. “Right, Wyatt?” I managed to squeak out.

      Wyatt cleared his throat opening up a menu. “That’s right. It was a clean break.”

      Jack raised his brow but didn’t press any further.

      I’d broken it off with him. Why did him calling it a ‘clean break’ irritate me? I needed to avoid Wyatt, plan this wedding, find a new job, and go back to my life in the city.

      Samantha and Jack updated us on their plans for the wedding and the family drama surrounding it, thanks to her mother.

      When we’d finished eating, I leaned back in the booth with a hand over my stomach. I felt so bloated and tired from the greasy fried egg sandwich and cheesy hash browns I’d eaten.

      “Lucy? Is that you?”

      It was only my second day in town, and I was confronted by another person I’d distanced myself from. My childhood best friend, Kristen Cook, hovered at the end of our table, eyes wide as she took me in. “I’d heard you were home but didn’t believe it. I don’t think I’ve seen you since⁠—”

      “Since I left for college,” I said quietly, leaning forward and placing my elbows on the table so I could see her better. I hadn’t made the effort to keep in touch with Kristen over the years. I could see the hurt I’d caused in Kristen’s eyes and I felt terrible.

      “What are you doing home? Is it just a quick visit?” Kristen asked.

      “I’m in between jobs at the moment so I agreed to help these two plan their wedding.” I gestured across the table at Samantha and Jack.

      “Oh, that’s nice. You’ll be home all summer then?” Kristen asked.

      “I’m not sure, honestly. I’m planning to get a job and move back to the city, so we’ll see.”

      She nodded. “Well, it’s nice to see you, I guess.”

      I tried not to be offended by her use of the phrase I guess. I deserved whatever she had to throw at me.

      “Maybe I’ll see you around,” Kristen said.

      I should have kept in touch with Kristen. She’d reached out to me over the years and I responded at first, but at some point my responses were slower to come and fewer in number until she’d stopped trying. “Yeah, maybe we could get together and catch up sometime?”

      She must have seen the sincerity on my face. “Sure. I’d like that.” With a small smile, she said, “Bye,” and joined her family in another booth. Before I dated Wyatt, I spent most of my time with her family. We’d grown up together.

      “You didn’t keep in touch with Kristen? Your best friend in high school?” Wyatt asked and I could hear the lightly layered disgust in his words.

      Annoyed now, I said, “It wasn’t like that. We drifted apart. You know how it is you get busy with work and school.”

      I saw the hurt in Wyatt’s eyes before he looked away and I sensed Samantha shift uncomfortably.

      “I guess everyone’s disposable to you, huh?” Wyatt stood abruptly pulling a few bills out of his wallet and throwing them on the table. “I’ll see you guys.” He nodded at Jack and Samantha.

      My stomach dropped as I watched Wyatt walk away. Pain filled my chest at the idea that Wyatt thought less of me. Growing up, his opinion and support had always meant the most.

      “This was such a bad idea,” Samantha said, watching Wyatt stalk out of the diner.

      “It’ll be fine,” I said, but I knew it wouldn’t be. Wyatt was still as angry as he was the night we broke up. I didn’t see him getting over it anytime soon. It was going to be an awkward few months at home if I had to work with him.

      “Excuse me,” Samantha said, waiting for Jack to slide out of the booth.

      Jack waited until the door to the bathroom shut behind Samantha. “What the fuck happened between you two?”

      “Nothing.” I chewed my lip, watching out the window as Wyatt approached a white Jeep Wrangler with no doors or top. A moment later he got in and pulled out of the lot.

      “That didn’t look like nothing,” Jack said. And when I didn’t answer, he continued, “I know it’s none of my business, but I work with Wyatt now. We’re friends.”

      I felt his unspoken words: You’re going to leave but I’ll still be friends with Wyatt.

      “I do not want to be in the middle of whatever that was,” Jack said, giving me a pointed look.

      “It won’t be a problem.”

      “Make sure it’s not. The whole point of asking you to be our wedding planner was to reduce Samantha’s stress. If Wyatt and you working together is going to be an issue⁠—”

      “It won’t be, I promise. I want to help you guys, not cause more stress.” But it was definitely going to be an issue for me. Wyatt held on to so much anger for what happened, and I couldn’t blame him. I handled it badly back then, but we were young. “I’ll talk to him and smooth things over.”

      When Samantha returned, Jack stood to allow her back into the booth. With his eyes trained on mine, he said, “See that you do.”
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