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          IRELAND

        

      

    

    
      “I don’t have time for this.”

      “It was your suggestion.” Irritation burned in my gut. My fiancé, James, preferred a flashy wedding venue that flaunted his wealth and status, but I really wanted to get married on a Christmas tree farm. Unfortunately, the one roadblock to that happening was a grumpy mountain of a man.

      “Let’s go, then.” Emmett turned and stalked toward the exit of the barn, and I followed at a more leisurely pace. I’d worn knee-high boots, but they were designer and not meant for walking through dirt. With the mood he was in, I was more than a little worried he’d lead me through wetlands.

      When he flashed an irritated look over his shoulder, I smiled serenely, hoping to disrupt his dark mood with positivity.

      We walked for a few minutes in the direction of one of the many fields sporting trees in various stages of growth. I breathed in the crisp fall air, imagining what it would be like to work here, where your office was fields and not four walls. Maybe that was why Emmett wasn’t keen on me holding my wedding here. “Why are you doing this?”

      Emmett stopped abruptly and turned to face me. “You were hell-bent on having a wedding here. You got what you wanted. I don’t think we need to rehash the whys and how we got here.”

      “Gia was hell-bent on holding the wedding here. Not me.” Although that statement wasn’t exactly the truth.

      “So, you don’t want to get married here?” Emmett asked gruffly, his arms spread wide. “In between the rows of Christmas trees with twinkling lights strung between the poles.”

      Everything inside me softened. “I’d love to. That’s not what I meant.”

      Something passed between us then. It was full of hope and anticipation, and it caused my heart to flutter. I am engaged to someone else.

      “Let’s get this over with.” Emmett stalked into a row of trees, and I followed.

      “I wanted to know why you’d agree to host my wedding if you don’t want me here?”

      He glanced over his shoulder at me. “I never said I didn’t want you here.”

      I touched his elbow with the intention of stopping his forward momentum because we’d reached a small clearing between the rows. “Thank you for agreeing to this. I know this is your home, and it wasn’t an easy decision for you.”

      His jaw tightened. “You have no idea.”

      I wanted to ask if he’d been engaged or married before, but it wouldn’t have been appropriate. It was just my intuition working in overdrive. I was a romantic at heart. I wanted to assign feelings to a man who probably didn’t experience any range of emotions other than irritation.

      His gaze dropped to where my hand held his arm. I felt the warmth of his body through the flannel shirt and the ripple of his muscles as he flexed.

      I wanted to step into his body and feel the heat all over.

      I am engaged to James.

      I let go of his arm and stepped back. I sucked in a breath of fresh air to clear the crazy thoughts in my head.

      “Are you sure you’re ready to get married?” Emmett asked.

      “We love each other.”

      He tilted his head to the side. “Is that the only criteria?”

      I frowned, trying to think of the reasons I’d agreed to his proposal. James was solid, and he came from a good family. He worked at his father’s law firm, and he came from money. He represented safety and security. But more than that, he seemed to adore me. I hoped it was me he was interested in and not the idea of me, or the fact that I come from a good family, went to the right schools, and had a trust fund.

      “Are you going to quit your job after you get married and pop out some kids?”

      A little taken aback by the venom in his tone, I said, “I like my job. I don’t have to work, but I enjoy making others happy.”

      Emmett nodded, seemingly respecting my answer.

      “I’ve never had to struggle with things like money. I always had my trust fund to fall back on. But my parents were divorced many times. There was a lot of upheaval in my life. Nothing felt safe or secure at home. I’m not telling you this so that you’ll feel sorry for me. Just because someone’s life looks good on the outside, doesn’t mean that it is.”

      Emmett sighed. “You’re right. I’m sorry for judging you without knowing anything about you or your life.”

      “I love your farm, and I’m so grateful you’re willing to share it with me. I know it’s a hardship for you and your family to hold events here.”

      He held up his hand. “This is just a onetime thing.”

      “I know what the contract says. But you know Gia’s hoping this is just the beginning.”

      “This wedding will be a disruption, and I’m not looking forward to it.”

      I watched him closely, the way his eyes were guarded, his muscles bunched tight. “You don’t like change.”

      He looked from the trees to me. “That’s probably it. I feel unsettled.”

      “We’ll make this as easy as possible for you. I have a team of people helping me.”

      “I hope you’re right, and this is nothing more than a small interruption.”

      I didn’t push any further because I didn’t think Emmett would appreciate it. I needed to prove to him that the wedding wouldn’t interrupt his business too much. Looking around, I asked, “Is this one of the options for the ceremony?”

      The clearing was in the middle of several fields. I couldn’t see the main barn or farmhouse from where we stood.

      “None of these trees will be cut this year, so it’s the perfect spot for the ceremony. It’s private and closed off from the rest of the farm.”

      “I like that.” I wandered the space, noting how many chairs would fit and the best spot for an arbor. “I would think the arbor would go here, the guests there. Would I emerge from the row of trees?” I asked, more to myself than him.

      “That’s a little too much like A Field of Dreams, don’t you think?” Emmett quipped.

      “Wow. I didn’t know you made jokes.” I didn’t wait for his response. “But you’re right, that would be odd. We could move it here, and then I’d enter from this small pathway. We can use a runner for the aisle and rustic chairs for the guests. Maybe purple flowers.” I hadn’t decided on any colors or other details, but now that I was here, surrounded by greenery, I loved the mix of purple, white, and green.

      Emmett stood in front of the larger trees. “You could put the arbor here.”

      I could see the wedding pictures now, me in a white dress in front of the evergreens. It would be gorgeous. I didn’t want to think too hard about why I couldn’t picture James next to me. “I wonder if Harrison could do something different for the arbor.”

      “I can make you one.”

      “That’s not necessary. Gia commissions Harrison for those.” I didn’t want to intrude on Emmett’s life any more than necessary.

      “I have an idea for something I’ve been thinking about for a while.”

      I tipped my head to the side. “You’ve been thinking about creating a wedding arbor?”

      “It came to me that first time you met with us.” He pulled out his phone, scrolled through some pictures, and showed me a photograph of an image he’d sketched.

      The branches were intertwined with evergreens wrapped around them. I wondered if he’d drawn it with me in mind. “This is gorgeous. It’s different than what we’ve done before.”

      “I think this matches the vision you’re going for.”

      It was perfect, and I couldn’t believe he’d read my mind so easily. “Are you sure you don’t mind making this? This is supposed to be a painless process for you.”

      “Nothing about this is painless.” Before I could respond to his comment, he continued. “We have another barn that we built for family picnics and events. That might be your best bet for the reception. It’s a short walk from here.”

      “I’d love to see it.” My heart rate picked up. I couldn’t remember him showing us a second barn on our original tour, and I was excited to see it.

      We walked in silence, our boots scuffing the debris on the ground. I could imagine what it would be like to live here. I’d take walks between the rows of trees in the early morning or evening.

      There were poles with lights strung between them, and I wondered if they were lit year-round or if they were only used when the farm was in season.

      This barn was a natural wood plank. There was a large, covered porch on the side, which I assumed they used for outdoor events.

      “We could move the picnic tables out. I’m sure you have tables you’d prefer to use. Unless your wedding is a barbecue.”

      “Definitely not.” I winced, unable to imagine James’s family attending a wedding at a farm. But this was what I wanted, not what James’s family preferred.

      He opened the door to the inside and waited for me to precede him. He flipped on the lights, and I was pleased the interior was spacious and clean. Tables lined the back wall, and chairs were stacked next to them.

      I wandered around the space, already imagining the tables, a dance floor, and endless flowers and greenery. Maybe white centerpieces with some kind of ornaments.

      “Are you imagining what it would look like in your head?” Emmett asked, and I was surprised he was interested.

      I gestured with my hands. “I was thinking centerpieces, maybe a configuration of white and silver ornaments, various sized candles or one tall one in the middle, purple and white flowers, and tons of greenery.” I breathed in deeply, smelling the cedar. “So much that you can smell the needles. It will smell like Christmas.” I looked up. “Maybe twinkling lights on the ceiling. It’s funny because I couldn’t picture it until I was standing here in this space.”

      “We don’t usually let anyone outside of family inside the barn.”

      “Thank you for inviting me into your space.” I was genuinely surprised he’d done so. He was so guarded and protective when it came to his family.

      He nodded toward the room. “Do you think it will work for you?”

      “It’s perfect. I’m imagining a winter wonderland. All tasteful, of course.” It would be simple yet elegant. For the first time, my chest filled with hope that maybe my marriage would be different than my parents’. That I’d be with James forever. But I had this lingering feeling that I was forgetting something important.

      As a wedding planner, I could easily see the empty room as it would be decorated on the day of the wedding. It was more difficult to imagine me walking down the aisle to James. Every time I thought about it, there was nothing waiting for me at the end. Now, all I could see was the beautiful arbor that Emmett drew.

      “I have one more space I’d like to show you. Maybe you could use it for pictures, or for a private moment with your fiancé.”

      “I’d love to see it,” I said, wondering why his comment about a private moment with my fiancé rubbed me the wrong way. “Do you have a lot of family events here?”

      “Picnics and family meals. There’s a kitchen, and it’s fully heated and air-conditioned.”

      I shook my head. “Those are the questions I should have been asking, not getting lost in imagining the décor.”

      “It must be hard to be the wedding planner and the bride.”

      I chuckled. “Well, it’s the first time I’ve attempted it. My parents haven’t set the best example. Both have been married numerous times, so taking this step is huge for me.”

      “What makes you so sure he’s the one?” Emmett asked, his gaze steady on mine as we walked down the dirt path and into the woods.

      I thought about it for a few seconds before answering. Our relationship had been a whirlwind. After the first few days, he’d said he knew I was the one for him. “He loves me.”

      He paused at the top of a hillside. “Do you love him?”

      “Of course,” I said. Love was what I’d been searching for my entire life. To me, it meant safety and security. I wanted a home, a place to call my own. I’d never put my kids through what I experienced—the constant upheaval, the stress, and uncertainty.

      My brother, Finn, and I were close because we were all each other had when my parents were going through the endless cycles of dating, marrying, and then inevitably divorcing.

      “Have you ever been in love?”

      “I was. Once.” Then he nodded down the hill. “This is what I wanted to show you.”

      Here, the trees were part of the forest and widely spaced. As we walked down the slope, there was a waterfall where flat rocks were placed into the side of the hill, water falling peacefully over them. “This is gorgeous.”

      When the ground evened out slightly, there was a spot where someone had made chairs out of logs and placed them in a circle around a fire pit.

      “Did you make all of this?” I asked him, genuinely impressed.

      “Me and my brother, Knox. He does landscaping work. One of his clients wanted something similar, so he made it here first and then took pictures for them.”

      “Do the visitors know about this spot?” I asked him.

      Emmett scowled. “This is strictly for friends and family.”

      I closed my eyes and breathed in the scent of rotting leaves. “It’s so peaceful. If I lived here, I’d hang out here, breathing in the fresh air and listening to the water.” When I finally opened my eyes, I was surprised to find Emmett watching me.

      He cleared his throat. “If you want to take pictures here, you can.”

      I couldn’t see this space appealing to James. He was all about opulence and elegance. This was too rustic for him. But I loved it. “Maybe I could take some shots with me in my dress.”

      I ran my fingers over the log benches, imagining little kids sitting here with their parents, cooking s’mores.

      “Wouldn’t you mess up your dress sitting on the logs?”

      “Yeah, I guess.” I hadn’t even picked one out yet. But seeing this, I imagined something soft and flowing, with purple and white flowers woven into my hair. It wasn’t the wedding that James was imagining, but it was the one I wanted.

      My heart ached as I looked at Emmett. Was I making the same mistake my parents had? Was I jumping into this wedding with James too quickly? Was it the right decision? I took a deep breath, my chest constricting.

      “Getting married is a big commitment. Just be sure it’s the right thing before you go through with it.”

      “Are you speaking from experience?” I asked, my intuition telling me there was a story here.

      His face screwed up. “I don’t believe in it.”

      I laughed. “My brother didn’t either. Our parents got married and divorced so many times that he didn’t want to put anyone through that himself. When he met Aria, he tried to keep it casual, but it didn’t work. He fell hard for her. Now he’s all in. It makes me think I could have something like that too.”

      Finn and I were different, though. Watching my parents only made me want to find love for myself. I was worried I would look for it in the wrong places or think I had something when I didn’t. Was I doomed to be like my parents, always searching for that elusive someone and never finding it? Or were they too quick to walk away?

      I just needed to commit to James, and everything would fall into place. I wouldn’t be like my parents.
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      When she showed up with that huge diamond on her finger, my stomach twisted. I’d been attracted to her since the first time she came to visit the farm.

      The problem was, I didn’t believe in relationships or trust women anymore. The farm was my solace, the place I felt the most comfortable. I’d built the barn for my family to enjoy, so why was I offering it to Ireland?

      I couldn’t believe she was getting married. Had she been dating him when I first met her? I didn’t feel great about lusting after someone else’s fiancée. “Where is your fiancé? Shouldn’t he be here?”

      “This was more of a business meeting. I didn’t think it would make sense for him to come, especially if you said no.”

      “Are you sure this is what he wants?”

      When I was engaged, I gave my ex free rein on the planning, and maybe that was a mistake. I wasn’t involved, and I’d missed the signs that she wasn’t happy.

      Ireland went over to the waterfall and sat crisscrossed on the grass and tilted her face up to the sunlight peeking through the leaves. “He said he wants whatever I do.”

      That was the same mistake I made—thinking a woman wanted to make all the choices when it came to her wedding. In the end, she wanted me to be more involved, or at least act like I was interested.

      “Isn’t that what most grooms say?” I figured she’d have some experience with this since she was a wedding planner.

      “Most are fairly hands off, but a few enjoy being involved in the planning. I don’t know if it makes a difference when it comes to predicting whether a couple will stay together. Sometimes I wonder if the day matters at all. Maybe eloping would be better. It’s only about the couple, after all.”

      “There’s an idea. If I ever get married, maybe that’s what I’d do.” I should have said get married again, but I didn’t want to tip her off to my previous engagement. It was bad enough that most people in the area already knew about it. I didn’t need Ireland to know about my greatest humiliation.

      “But this place is perfect. It’s so peaceful and calm. I’d love to get married here. Thank you for sharing this with me.” She stood and brushed the leaves and dirt off her jeans.

      Ireland surprised me in the best of ways. I figured she was into expensive things, like designer clothes and purses, but she didn’t bat an eye when I said we were going to walk to the possible ceremony locations. Her obvious pleasure with the barn prompted me to show her this spot.

      I was intrigued by her, but I should have been repelled. I didn’t mess with other people’s girlfriends, much less fiancées. Ireland wasn’t for me. She was in love with someone else. But then she didn’t act like someone in love.

      She acted more like a wedding planner organizing a wedding for someone else. I had a feeling her fiancé wouldn’t approve of a farm wedding.

      It would be interesting to see this play out, and it was partly why I agreed to let her have the wedding here. I wanted to keep Ireland close. It didn’t make any sense, not when she was someone else’s girl. But I had this crazy need to keep an eye on her and make sure she was okay.

      If this guy left her, I’d be here. That was a crazy idea because I wasn’t ready to date again. I didn’t know if I’d ever be ready. And if so, I wasn’t the forever kind of guy. Not anymore, and clearly that was what Ireland was looking for. She wanted the fairy tale, the happily ever after, the man who’d commit to her forever, showing her that she was nothing like her parents. But I wasn’t that guy.

      “I’ll be in touch to let you know when we’ll need access to the farm. I’ll need to take some measurements, draw up a plan for the décor, and talk to Harrison about how many tables will fit.”

      It was nuts that I was looking forward to her being in my space. That made no sense at all because I despised anything that interrupted my routine.

      “I’m responsible for the growth of the trees, and I run a furniture business on the side. Other than that, I’m free. I can let you in whenever you need it.”

      “Why the sudden change of heart? You were adamant that you didn’t want any weddings here.”

      “I didn’t promise to open the farm to all weddings, just yours.” My face heated. Would she assume it was because of her?

      Her forehead wrinkled. “What are you saying?”

      “You really wanted to get married here, and I wanted to give you that. But I’m not promising anything more.”

      Ireland smiled, and it lit up the space around us. “I bet you have a big heart under all that grumpiness.”

      Then she placed her hand over my heart, and I worried she could feel how rapidly it was beating.

      I wanted to grab her wrist and stop her from touching me, but at the same time, I wanted to pull her closer. Instead, I cleared my throat. “That’s not true.”

      “What? That you don’t have a big heart or that you’re not grumpy?” She smiled like I amused her, and I liked it too much.

      “Both.”

      She laughed, and the sound filled the space in the woods, reminding me that we were very much alone. That her fiancé wouldn’t like it if he showed up to find her palm covering my chest. “We should get back.”

      Ireland lowered her hand, and I missed the contact immediately. “Thank you for showing me around and hosting my wedding. I have a feeling it will be beautiful, a truly magical evening with the lights twinkling and all the greenery.”

      “Have you always dreamed of a holiday wedding?” I asked as we made our way through the woods and up the hill.

      Ireland smiled. “Christmas is a magical time of the year. It was when I hoped for something different, for my parents to find what they were looking for, and for my family to be settled and happy.”

      My heart squeezed at her admission. “But you never got what you wanted.”

      She gave me a small smile. “I never gave up hope that I would find what I was looking for.”

      I wanted to know if she had with her fiancé, but it wouldn’t have been appropriate for me to ask. Although I was dying to know. If he was the man for her, then I could stop thinking about her. Maybe this sense of loss would go away. How could I feel like I lost something I never had?

      “I am happy,” Ireland said quietly as we reached her car parked in front of the red barn.

      “I hope you get everything you’ve been looking for.” My heart ached for the little girl she’d been, seeking comfort from her brother because her parents were too involved in their lives. I grew up in a tight-knit family. When my father died a few years ago from a heart attack, it only drew us closer together.

      “I think I am.” She smiled and then got into her car.

      I wanted to be the one to make her smile. My stomach twisted because she was with another man. She was engaged to him, supposedly loved him, and was marrying him on my farm. How had I gotten myself into this mess?

      I stepped back and shoved my hands into my pockets as she backed up, waved, and then drove away.

      I thought it would be nice to keep her close, to see if her fiancé made her happy. Now I was wondering how smart any of this was. It might be best if I took a step back and let her and her wedding planners take care of everything.

      I could make myself scarce while she planned the wedding. As soon as she was married, I’d never have to see her again. I’d go back to my solitary but predictable life where I tended to the trees year-round and was too busy to sleep and eat during the holiday tree-cutting season.

      I wanted to go back to my shop and bury myself in furniture orders for the rest of the day. It wouldn’t be long before my time would be taken up with the farm for the holiday season.

      Knox fell into step next to me. “Are you sure we made the right decision?”

      I laughed and shook my head. “I don’t think so.”

      Knox’s brow furrowed. “What did you think of Ireland when you showed her around?”

      “She’s a nice woman. She appreciated us helping her out.”

      His face screwed up. “You don’t think she’s a spoiled princess? We can’t compete with the accommodations at Longwood Gardens.”

      “She didn’t seem that way. She might come from money, but she was down-to-earth.” She’d sat on the ground by the waterfall and touched the log benches lovingly with her hands. She didn’t act like someone who thought she was too good to get married on a farm and celebrate in a barn.

      “I hope you’re right. I don’t want to deal with a lot of drama. You know how weddings can be.” Then he flushed. “I’m sorry. I wasn’t thinking before I spoke. I forgot about your situation.”

      “Don’t worry about it. I barely think about it anymore.”

      “Is that right?” Knox asked, his too-knowing gaze on the side of my face.

      “It was a long time ago.” Two years ago, to be exact, and I was over Molly. I’d even gotten to a place where I was thankful she’d broken it off. If she wasn’t feeling me, then it was better to break up before we’d gotten married. It was the way she’d done it that still burned a hole in my gut.

      “What changed your mind about hosting the wedding?”

      I opened my mouth to respond, but it wasn’t something I could share. I liked Ireland and wanted to make sure she was in love with this guy before she married him. If I said that out loud, I’d sound like a lunatic. “I wanted to see if it was a feasible option for the family. I thought the best way was to limit it to one wedding. It can be a trial period of sorts.”

      “You’d seriously consider opening the farm up to year-round weddings?” Knox asked, his tone hopeful.

      When we’d talked in the craft room after Gia and Ireland left, Mom had mentioned the possibility of spring and summer weddings, referencing how popular rustic weddings were, not just during the holidays but year-round. “If it makes Mom happy. If we can juggle it all. I don’t know.”

      “It would be nice to have year-round income from the farm. And I think it helps to keep Mom busy.”

      “I think you’re right. We just don’t know if it’s feasible. If there’s any disruption to our prime earning season, we’d have to pull back.” Generally, all of us had to agree when we added new developments to the farm. Since I was the oldest brother and the one who dealt primarily with the trees, my opinion held a little more weight.

      “I agree. Gia already has a farm she uses year-round. It just doesn’t get booked during the holidays.”

      “The flower farm?” I asked him, trying to remember our earlier conversations with Gia and Ireland.

      “I think Lily owns it. She runs the store Petals in Annapolis. I read about it in the paper when she started hosting weddings, and it mentioned she worked with Gia’s business, Happily Ever Afters.”

      “I hope this arrangement will be good for everyone.” We brought in a lot of money from Thanksgiving to New Year’s and then nothing. Mom had been looking for a way to make the farm profitable year-round, and maybe this was it. She also wanted to open the shop in the red barn year-round to celebrate other holidays, like Valentine’s Day and Mother’s Day. I loved the idea of pleasing my mother, of making her happy and feeling more secure, but I just wasn’t sure this partnership would be good for me.

      I was already regretting it, and we’d only just begun.

      Knox clasped my shoulder when we reached my cabin and the shed behind that housed my furniture business. “Don’t bury yourself in work.”

      I gave him a wry smile. “That’s what I plan to do.”

      “You can’t go ahead with this wedding business and then hide from it.”

      I laughed. “I really want to.”

      “You’re the one who takes care of the trees and lives on-site year-round. If we decide to do this, you’ll be the one arranging everything.”

      Knox worked off-site with his landscaping business for the rest of the year. “I don’t like the sound of that. I’m sure we can come up with something that works for everyone.”

      “How would that work? I have a landscaping business. Mom wants to focus on her store, Heath just started working with Morrison Brothers Contracting, Sebastian has his accounting business, and Talon has his metal shop.”

      “I don’t want to be the point person for Ireland and her wedding.”

      “Yet in the meeting, you said you would be. Did something happen when you showed her around?”

      I shifted uncomfortably on my feet. How could I explain that I liked the woman, and I’d changed my mind?

      Knox was quiet for a few seconds and then asked, “Do you like her?”

      My gaze darted everywhere but to him.

      Knox ran a hand through his hair. “You do.”

      “I’ll admit, when I first met her, I was attracted to her. But I didn’t know she was dating anyone, much less soon-to-be engaged. Obviously, nothing can happen.”

      “But you don’t trust yourself around her.”

      “I don’t think it’s a good idea for me to spend a lot of time with her.” The more time I spent talking to her, the more I liked her. It wasn’t a good combination for me. Especially when we couldn’t be anything more than business associates.

      “I’m proud of you for finally admitting you’re attracted to someone. I was worried about you after the whole thing went down with Molly. I didn’t think you’d ever date again.”

      “I didn’t want to. I still don’t want to.”

      Knox nodded. “There will be other women. This is just the start of things for you.”

      I wasn’t so sure about that.

      “Just don’t lose yourself in work. We need you around here. We’re gearing up for the season, and it looks like it will be a busy one. We have more contracts this year to provide trees for hotels and the town.”

      “Did we get Annapolis?” I asked eagerly. We’d been wanting that one forever. It was my father’s motivation, and we’d all adopted it in his memory.

      Knox grinned. “We did.”

      I rubbed my jaw. “You’re not fucking with me, are you?”

      “I wouldn’t lie about something this big.”

      “Did you tell Mom?”

      “Not yet. I thought we could celebrate together.”

      “That’s amazing. I don’t know how you did it, but thank you.”

      “When Naomi, the event manager for the town, called, she said she’d visited our farm last year and fell in love with it.”

      “Don’t tell me she wants to get married here too.”

      “I have no idea, but she said she wanted to highlight our farm and show everyone how amazing it was.”

      “Whatever the reason, we need this boost. Hopefully, people will be willing to travel a little further to visit our farm.” We were a bit outside of Annapolis, so not everyone may have heard of us yet. There was another farm, closer to Annapolis, smaller and more popular. We suspected they shipped trees in to keep up with production, but we had no way of proving it.

      “I have a feeling between the extra publicity with the Annapolis town tree and the possibility of weddings, we might be able to increase revenue. I don’t want Mom to worry.”

      “I don’t either. She loves the farm.” I’d do anything to ensure she got to keep it and retire here. We could run it, and she could just relax and enjoy her retirement.

      The only problem was I didn’t want visitors year-round. Right now, I only had to endure the influx of people for a few months.

      “I have a good feeling about this,” Knox said as he walked toward the red barn.

      I went to my shed and pulled out the sheet of orders, prioritizing what I needed to complete before the tree farm opened officially for the season.

      I knew others lived for the holiday season. It was full of magic and hope for them. But for me, it meant a ton of people in my safe place, my farm. I’d built my cabin as far away from the red barn as possible.

      My chest was tight. I wasn’t sure if it was because of the impending holiday season or the fact that Ireland was marrying someone else on my farm.
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          IRELAND

        

      

    

    
      The last few weeks were a whirlwind between planning my clients’ weddings and mine. I’d been to the farm to measure the barn and sketch my ideas for the reception. Emmett met me at my car and let me into the barn but then mumbled something about needing to finish furniture orders before the season started and then disappeared again.

      As much as I was intrigued by him, I needed to focus on planning my wedding to James. I couldn’t seem to make the final decision on anything. Lily was waiting for my flower order, Sophie needed my cake order, and Harrison needed to know the approximate number of guests so he could decide on the number of tables, linen, and silverware.

      Every time I lifted my phone to dial one of them, my throat got tight, and it was hard to breathe. I felt like I was waiting for a sign that I was making the right decisions.

      James was fine with my choice of venue, although I think he would have preferred something more extravagant. He was acting like the perfect fiancé, but something still felt off. Shouldn’t I be more excited about planning my wedding and starting our lives together?

      I think it boiled down to our living situation. I lived in Annapolis, and he lived in Baltimore, which made it easier to think, but I suspected it wasn’t good for our relationship. We needed to move in together after we got married, and neither one of us had broached the subject of who would move in with whom. My job was in Annapolis, and his was in Baltimore.

      Gia was probably worried I’d quit, and I couldn’t reassure her I wouldn’t because I had no idea what life would look like after our wedding day. I didn’t want to quit my job. I loved working for Gia and enjoyed being with my friends on the job. I wasn’t sure what my future looked like. I couldn’t imagine James at the end of the aisle, much less what our life would be like.

      I felt heavy, like something was weighing me down, and it was driving me crazy that I couldn’t figure out the source of my trepidation.

      “I’ve been calling your name,” Gia said, startling me from my reverie.

      I’d been staring at the to-do list. “I’m sorry. I didn’t hear you.”

      Gia sat in the leather chair across from my desk. “Is everything okay? It’s not like you to space out like that.”

      I gestured at the list in my notebook. “I need to make these decisions, and it’s hard when it’s your wedding you’re planning.”

      Gia smiled and leaned forward. “I can understand that. You want me to help?”

      I turned the list around so she could see it and pulled out the sketch I’d done of the barn. I‘d sat by the waterfall to complete it. Other than my apartment, I felt most at home on Emmett’s farm, walking the grounds or sitting by his waterfall.

      Everything on the list was what I wanted, and I couldn’t figure out why it was so hard for me to place the orders myself.

      Gia read through it and then held it up. “This looks great. I love your vision for the interior of the barn. It’s going to look like a winter wonderland, yet classy and elegant.”

      “That’s what I was going for.” One thing that was certain was that I’d always wanted a winter- or holiday-themed wedding.

      Gia tipped her head to the side. “You want me to place the orders?”

      I nodded, my throat too tight for me to speak.

      “Is James on board with everything?” Gia asked as if she sensed my hesitation.

      “He wants what I want.” It’s exactly what I wanted to hear, so why did his acquiescence bother me so much?

      Gia nodded. “I’ll take care of it,” she said as she took a photo of the sketch and the to-do list. “Now, do you want me to pull a wedding or two from you?”

      I shook my head. “I can handle it.”

      Gia met my gaze. “Do you know what you’re going to do after?”

      “We haven’t discussed it, but I love it here, and I’d like to keep working.”

      “It will be a long commute from Baltimore, but you could do some work from home,” Gia said.

      “You’d allow that?” I asked, a little surprised. Gia had always been a stickler for time in the office, but maybe she’d relaxed slightly since she’d started dating her boyfriend, Silas, whose home was an hour from here.

      “I want to keep you, and I want you to be happy. The reality is, we can do some of the work from home. You’ll still need to meet with clients at venues, though.”

      “I’m so appreciative that you’ve given me some options to think about.”

      Gia stood and smiled. “Like I said, I don’t want to lose you. I’ve been thinking about the business, especially now that I have this course and my book is out. I’m working with Silas’s couples at his resorts, so I’d like to promote someone to the head wedding planner position. Harper manages the schedule and the office, but I need a planner to help her with coordinating planners and scheduling events.”

      “Are you serious?” My heart rate picked up. I hadn’t thought about my future with Gia, other than to continue doing what I’d been doing.

      “Aria has expressed interest in getting more responsibility, but you haven’t. I don’t want to offer it to you if it’s not something you want.”

      It was the only thing I’d heard lately that had me excited. “I’m interested.”

      “It would mean more responsibility. You’d be meeting with clients during the initial consultations, securing them, and negotiating the contracts.”

      “I can do that.”

      “I know you can. That’s why I’m considering you and Aria. The question is—do you want it?”

      “Yes.” I should have discussed it with James, but it was my career. Why did he get a say in what job I took, especially if it didn’t take me far away?

      “I’m glad you’re interested. I’ll decide in a few weeks.”

      It wasn’t ideal to be up for a promotion while planning a wedding.

      “You and Aria have allowed me to focus on the couples at Silas’s resorts, and even expanding outside of Annapolis.”

      Surprised, I asked, “You’d offer weddings off Silas’s resort?”

      “I’m thinking about it. I’ve had so much positive feedback from my course and the book that I want to add more content.”

      “You’re an inspiration.” I’d never gotten the bug to run my own business, but then I’d always had my trust fund to fall back on.

      “I’m playing with the idea of empowering women through starting a business. I feel like I’m really helping people, and it’s bigger than being a good wedding planner.”

      “I can see that.” With business ownership came freedom. When I went to college, I felt a different kind of lightness, one that came with controlling my own living space and the friends I surrounded myself with. I was no longer subject to the ever-changing whims of my parents.

      “Did you already talk to Aria about it?” I asked, wondering who she would pick.

      Gia nodded. “I knew she was interested, though. She told me about her plans from the beginning. It was you I wasn’t sure about.”

      “You can count me in.” I just hoped I wasn’t telling her something that wasn’t true. I was getting married, and these decisions were supposed to be made together, as a couple.

      As soon as Gia left, I called James. He finally answered on the fifth ring, sounding a little distracted. “Ireland, what’s going on?”

      “I have some good news.”

      “Oh, yeah?” It might have been my imagination, but he didn’t sound excited.

      I shook it off, thinking I was imagining his lack of interest. “Gia is looking to promote either Aria or me to a head wedding planner position.”

      “What does that even mean?” James asked, and I heard some background noise, like he was shuffling papers around.

      “She needs someone to handle the office in Annapolis while Gia works with the couples at Silas’s resort.”

      “Does it mean more pay?”

      I opened my mouth and closed it, a little shocked by his callous reaction. “We didn’t discuss salary, but I assume so.”

      “How can you take a job without discussing salary?” James asked, with a bite to his tone.

      “I don’t really think about money.”

      “That must be nice.” His voice was harsh.

      “Why are you talking to me like this?” He’d never been so dismissive of me before.

      “Some of us think about money.”

      “I didn’t realize you’d be upset by this. I thought you’d be happy for me.”

      “A promotion is a good thing, but find out how much she’ll be paying you before you sign anything.”

      “Of course,” I said tightly, not feeling great about this conversation.

      “Listen, I’ve got to go. I need to work late.”

      I could imagine him hunched over his desk, running a hand through his hair. “You’ve been working late a lot lately.”

      “Even though my father is a partner, I have to prove myself to the other attorneys. They think I’m only here because of my father.”

      “That must be tough.”

      “Not something you’ve ever had to deal with.”

      “I can still sympathize with you.” I couldn’t remember another time he’d blown me off, but maybe I hadn’t been paying close enough attention.

      “You want the big wedding. Someone has to pay for it.”

      “My parents are.”

      “Gia sent me the bill for the wedding.”

      I groaned. “I’m sorry. I don’t know why she did that.”

      James was quiet.

      Between my parents, it would be paid for. I wasn’t worried about it. I wasn’t booking the most expensive venue, and I was conscious about keeping it reasonably priced. Especially since it wasn’t my money I was spending. “Your family’s covering the rehearsal dinner, right?”

      “Do we need one?” James asked, his words laced with irritation.

      I frowned. “We don’t have to have one if you don’t want one. I just assumed we would since we had an engagement party.”

      “I think we should skip it.”

      “Whatever you want. I want you to be happy.”

      “Great. I have to go.” He hung up without another word, and I sat there feeling more than a little disturbed by the conversation.

      Maybe it was the stress of the wedding combined with whatever was going on at work. I should give him some grace. I’m sure things would turn around after we were married. But I couldn’t shake the feeling of unease for the rest of the day.

      When I went home to the two-bedroom apartment I used to share with Aria before she moved in with my brother, I drew a bath. I pressed play on a relaxing playlist when my phone buzzed.

      
        
          
            
              
        I got the plans from Gia.

      

      

      

      

      

      I felt a little weird texting Emmett while I was naked, but he couldn’t see me.

      
        
          
            
              
        She said she’d take care of some of the details for me. It’s a little more stressful than I thought to plan your own wedding.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Anything I can help with?

      

      

      

      

      

      I stepped into the bathtub, letting the warm water soothe my tired muscles. The lavender scent drifted to my nostrils, relaxing me even further.

      
        
          
            
              
        Now that Gia’s on it, I think I’m good.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Any reason why she’s handling it and not you?

      

      

      

      

      

      I wondered if it bothered him that he wouldn’t be working with me. Then I thought that didn’t make sense. Emmett didn’t even want me to hold my wedding on the farm.

      I must have waited too long to respond because the next thing I knew, my phone was ringing with an incoming video call from Emmett. I fumbled with it, unsure whether to answer.

      I finally hit answer and made sure the camera only showed my face. My hair was tied in a messy bun, and my cheeks were flushed from the heat of the water.

      “Emmett?” I hoped he wouldn’t notice that I was naked.

      “I wanted to see your face. You don’t want to work with me?”

      My face flushed hotter. “That’s not it at all. It was a lot to keep track of.”

      “I wanted to make sure it wasn’t me.”

      I frowned. “You’ve been perfectly accommodating.”

      Emmett’s face filled the screen, as if he noticed something on my face. “Why are you all flushed? Were you working out?”

      If anything, my cheeks flamed hotter. “No.”

      He arched a brow. “What were you doing when I called?”

      “Taking a bath,” I finally said, to see if that would get a reaction out of him.

      His eyes flashed with heat. “You’re taking a bath right now? You’re saying you’re naked?”

      “That’s right,” I said with a confidence I didn’t feel. My skin was tingling, my nerves drawn tight, and it had nothing to do with the warm water. It was the desire I saw in Emmett’s gaze.

      He swallowed hard and then looked away. “I’ll let you get back to it, then.”

      “You can’t see anything,” I said, by way of keeping him on the phone and engaged in the conversation.

      “Maybe not with my eyes, but my mind has a very vivid imagination.” His jaw was tight.

      Was Emmett Monroe attracted to me? My skin flushed hot, and my nipples pebbled into hard peaks before I remembered I was engaged to someone else. This was beyond inappropriate. No matter how off I felt about that relationship, this wasn’t right.

      Yet a part of me questioned why I thought something that felt good could be wrong.

      His gaze was hot on mine, as if he was trying to imagine what I looked like naked, which did nothing to cool my overheated body. I wanted to reach down and touch that bundle of nerves that was buzzing with need and slide a finger inside my tight channel. The urge to touch myself was overwhelming.

      “I should go,” I said quickly, eager to get off the phone before I embarrassed myself.

      “Glad everything is okay. Call me if you need anything.” Without another word, his face disappeared from the screen.

      I lowered my phone to the tray I kept next to the tub, making sure the phone call had disconnected before I buried my face in my hands and groaned. What was I thinking to answer Emmett’s call while I was in the tub, naked, and very much wanting his attention?

      I was playing with fire. Even though nothing had happened, it made me question what I was doing with James if I could have such a strong reaction to someone else.

      Then I took a deep breath and remembered what I was looking for—a man who was steady and secure. Not someone who could scorch my insides with one hot look.

      I wanted Emmett, but I knew you couldn’t build a relationship based on physical attraction alone. You needed mutual respect, similar desires, and a shared vision of your future.

      Emmett wasn’t safe. He was a five-alarm fire that needed several districts to respond and put it out. He wasn’t the guy for me.

      I reminded myself that I liked James. He was steady and dependable. He wanted me, even if he didn’t heat me from the inside out. He’d be by my side for years to come. I didn’t need something quick burning that would die out in a few weeks.

      I’d gotten a crash course in relationship dynamics from my mother and my father dating other people. They tended to burn hot and fast and burned out just as quickly. That kind of life wasn’t for me. I wouldn’t survive the ups and downs.

      James was the right guy for me. I wouldn’t walk away from a good relationship. I wouldn’t be like my parents.
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