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        Sometimes platonic friends make the best spouses.
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      Years ago ex-lovers and coworkers Amy and Moe agreed on a marriage pledge—if they’re not married by thirty, the jaded duo will head down the aisle and start a family together.

      

      And tomorrow Amy hits the big Three-Oh.

      

      The problem is, neither of them can afford help from a fertility clinic which means they’re going to have to start their family the old-fashioned way. Can the two friends withstand the pressures of baby-making as their minds begin to turn down avenues that are anything but platonic? And what will Amy do when she does the unthinkable and begins to fall for her husband of convenience?

      

      Find out in Jean Oram’s irresistible fifth novel in the Veils and Vows series.
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      Every book is different. Some are easy and fast to write. And some keep my puzzled for months and months at a time.

      Amy and Moe’s story was a real puzzler which is something I hadn’t expected seeing as I’ve known Moe for quite some time—since I first put pen to page with Rum and Raindrops (the second manuscript I ever wrote). He’s been there throughout the stories as the jovial, helpful friend and bartender in Blueberry Springs. But I never really knew him as a man with those hopes and dreams he kept close to his chest. All I knew was that he was in love with his best friend.

      And sometimes that’s where the best stories start.

      But then who was his best friend Amy—really and truly? Why did their romantic relationship always fail whenever these two best friends came together?

      So I did what most writers would do and I fed them straight through the wringer—and at one point sent them clear across the continent to one of my favorite fictional places (Indigo Bay).

      It was a journey for them and one for me as well as they found their way past their worries and fears, sorting out how to claim the love they so rightly deserve—and without fear. While they took their journey I took one as a writer as well, moving past some of my own fears and blocks including ones I didn’t even know I had.

      But in the end, this is their story, not mine, and I hope you love it as much as I do.
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        Happy reading,

        Jean Oram

        Alberta, Canada 2018

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Acknowledgments

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      With a gracious heart I thank the following people for being a part of this book’s journey.

      To my family, for understanding that this summer I didn’t get to play quite as much as usual while I puzzled out this book. The picnics out on the boat (thanks Dad!), and the leisurely swims were excellent writing breaks during the heat wave—heat wave? What heat wave?

      To Julie F. for helping me with the blurb way back when this story was still just an idea I wanted to explore.

      To my beta sisters who helped me iron out the kinks where I thought one thing, typed another, and messed up something else… Thank you for each and every comment you made on the drafts I uploaded. Your feedback helps me not only write a tighter book, but also helps me become a better writer. To Margaret Cambridge, Connie Williams Mechling, Lucy Jones, Sharon Sanders, Sarah Albertson, Erika H., and Donna Wolz.

      To my editor Margaret C. for loving the book and telling me so. I nearly peed my pants when you emailed me a few weeks after receiving the book, saying we needed to talk on the phone. You’ve never called me before and I, of course, assumed the worst about the book’s potential. Turns out you’d emailed the wrong Jean. Thanks for the edits. And for not needing to phone me.

      To Emily and Erin for proofreading and catching all those spots where my eyes skipped over the errors I made while changing things around.

      Thank you.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Three years ago

      

      “Tonight’s the night,” Amy said to her friend Hillary.

      “Really?” The other nurse’s eyes lit up and she clasped her hands together as she did a little dance.

      “I think so,” Amy Carrick replied, smoothing her skull-and-crossbones pirate-themed scrubs over her curves. “Dexter’s been talking about settling down and he called, asking me to meet up with him so we can have The Talk tonight. Well, a talk.”

      “Are you nervous? You look nervous.”

      “Why would I be nervous? Just because we’re talking about forever.” She rubbed the spot on her chest where her ribs met, trying to get the tightness there to ease off a little.

      “You’re totally nervous,” Hillary stated with a knowledgeable nod.

      “I’ve met his son and we hit it off. We’ve been dating for a while and this is the next logical step,” Amy replied, straightening the patient clipboards lined up at their nursing station. “My parents will be delighted.”

      “I hope you will, too,” her colleague said pointedly.

      Just because she didn’t walk around clutching a scrapbook of dream homes and curtain patterns like the hospital’s recreational therapist Beth Reiter had all those years ago before she’d married Oz, it was as if the town expected her to drop the man in her life if something more exciting came up.

      Sure, she thrived on adventure, but it didn’t mean she didn’t want that happy, cozy feeling of forever with that special someone in her life. She’d been making a point of trying to show Dexter that she was ready for a commitment and all that came with it. Children included.

      “I’m ready for this, Hillary. I’m ready for the long haul.”

      She was going to get married because she wanted it, not because her parents were still waiting with bated breath for her to settle down. To finally develop into someone more like her older sister had been.

      For Amy, marriage was about no longer having to babysit for friends so she could revel in the feeling of quiet contentment that settled over her as she held their sleeping infants. As she secretly fantasized about what would happen if her friends never came home and she was left to care for the sweet little beings. Marriage was about creating that for herself. She could be herself and be a mom. Someone who was fun and carefree as well as full of adventure. She’d let her kids be whoever they decided to be and it would be wonderful. Absolutely wonderful.

      Dexter, the father of a free-spirited son, was the man she’d been waiting for. The two of them were different, but not so different that their love couldn’t bridge any gaps.

      Hillary held up Amy’s left hand, gazing at her bare ring finger. “I hope he picks something delicate. I don’t think you could pull off something big and pretentious. It wouldn’t go with your tattoo,” she added wryly, tapping the rose above Amy’s wrist. It was small enough to cover with the face of a watch—should she ever choose to do that. “Does this mean you won’t be going to Belize?”

      “No.” She’d still go on the trip. She massaged the skin where the ring would soon be. “Why?”

      “Because you’re going to be saving up for a wedding.”

      Amy snorted at the idea, hefting a carton of supplies. “I’m still going. I paid for my scuba lessons in advance. The wedding can sort itself out.”

      The nurse laughed. “You are so not a details person.”

      “Hey, I succeed at this job, don’t I?”

      “You do know that husbands typically aren’t nuts about their wives switching careers—just dropping nursing whenever it suits them so they can mix it up or take a trip, right?”

      “I’ve barely changed jobs in the past few years.”

      “How many times have you quit nursing now?” Hillary chided with a grin.

      Amy wrinkled her nose. “It’s weird to pick something and stick with it forever.”

      “You feel ready to settle down? For real?”

      Amy sighed. Hillary was starting to sound like her parents. “The man I’m meant to be with loves me for who I am, and that means he understands that while I love adventure, I’m also ready for marriage. Dexter is that man.”
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      Amy walked down the streets of Blueberry Springs, noting that the surrounding mountains looked extra massive in the late summer sunshine.

      She wasn’t worried about Dexter. He understood her love of life and adventure. He got her. All of her—just like her best friend, Moe Harper, did. Because when you loved someone, that’s what you did. You saw the whole picture and accepted each other for who you were. You didn’t just see random pieces, like some of her exes had.

      Seeing as she had some time before she was due to meet up with Dexter, she turned down a tree-lined street and crossed the gravel parking lot of the brew pub where she used to work with Moe.

      He was, as usual, behind the long bar in Brew Babies, pouring a draft for one of the locals as happy hour drew near. The pub was still relatively quiet, the night ahead soon to build in its predictable, easy pattern, leaving Amy with a pang of nostalgia for her old job as Moe’s right-hand barkeep.

      She took the stool across from where he was working, earning a warm smile that made the tanned skin around his kind eyes crinkle. It was an open smile that he seemed to reserve only for her, and it made her feel special each and every time he turned it her way.

      As he slid the beer to the customer, she scanned the length of the bar, finding memories slipping through her mind like a slide show. Some of them were of customers, but many were about working side by side with Moe. They’d always seemed to find a rhythm where everything just flowed, and together they could serve more people than any other team in the pub, helping draw in even more customers than the owner’s brand-new sister pub, Brew, Too, in the city.

      “Have you quit nursing to return to me yet?” Moe asked.

      “Nah, Dexter would have a fit.” He was a good guy, but every boyfriend had his limits and, as a serious single dad, Dexter might object if she took up bartending again.

      Moe placed his palms on the counter and leaned forward as he took her in. “Looking hot, my friend.”

      She batted her lashes at him. “As always.”

      “Need a drink to fortify yourself for the upcoming ring-on-the-finger moment?”

      She narrowed her eyes in reply. “You know I’m fearless.”

      “Unless it’s gummy bears.”

      “I’m not afraid of them,” she said quietly, so nobody would overhear mention of her odd phobia. “They’re just weird. All squishy, but not gooey. Sort of rubbery and…” She gave a small shudder, her throat feeling oddly thick.

      “Says the nurse who can oversee an operation with great enthusiasm.”

      “That’s different.” She pulled a menu toward her. “Hey, are you going to create that onion ring double burger I keep telling you would rock the socks off your customers?”

      Moe made a face that aptly expressed what he thought of the combo. “I will if you come back and work here again.”

      “Can’t get by without me?”

      He shrugged. “It was fun working alongside my bestie.” He scooped a green olive out of the jar in front of him, mocked a throwing motion, then tossed it her way when she tipped her chin up to say she was ready to play.

      She leaned left, catching the olive in her mouth, and talked around it as she said, “I just upgraded my nursing degree to nurse anesthetist.” Thanks to her parents’ insistence, as well as financing.

      He tossed her another olive. She ate it, too.

      “I can see why you might not want to come back to the pub,” he said. “Again. Even if I’m here.”

      The thought was tempting. Moe was Mr. Straight and Narrow and All Planned Out, but together they had this weird synergy that just worked. She missed how even when they’d have a busy, difficult night, it still had a casual, fun feel to it when she was elbow-to-elbow with Moe.

      “With tips I made pretty much the same money.”

      “I see you considering,” he said in a singsong voice. Without being asked, he poured a glass of ice water with a wedge of lemon and handed it to her.

      “Thanks,” she said, taking a sip.

      “So?” He jerked his chin her way. “You going to say yes to Dexter tonight?”

      She nodded, the earlier strange thickness returning to her throat. Had she been thinking about gummy bears again?

      “And if he doesn’t pop the question?” Moe asked.

      “Then I will.” She downed half the glass of water.

      “Take the bull by the horns.”

      “Have you ever known me to sit around and wait for life to happen?”

      He chuckled. “It’s one of the things I love most about you.”

      Amy leaned across the bar to place a kiss on his cheek, enjoying the warmth of knowing that Moe would always be there, understanding and steady.

      “What’s that for?” he asked. “My charm and good looks?”

      “You’re the best friend a gal could ever ask for.”

      “Too bad you and I didn’t work out, huh? Imagine the cute kids we would have made.”

      “Adorable.” Amy slid off her stool onto her feet. “Intelligent little pranksters, too. I’ll catch you later.”

      “Speaking of pranks, are we still putting Frankie’s precious Mustang up on blocks to celebrate his birthday tomorrow night?”

      Amy nodded and flashed him a thumbs-up.

      She headed back out into the sunshine to meet Dexter in the square downtown. He was standing under the large tree that a local feline, Fluffy, liked to yowl from. Today the tree was quiet, and Amy went up onto her tiptoes to give Dexter a kiss. He turned his face so her kiss landed on his cheek, something he did when others were around. She peeked over her shoulder. They had the square to themselves.

      “Was I supposed to bring the picnic?” she asked. His large hands were empty, and no signs of a picnic were been laid out in the late August sunshine. “Wait, you didn’t say picnic, did you?”

      Man, she was nervous. Why had she imagined he’d have a picnic? Because they went with proposals. And instead of doing something romantic, he was just standing there, shifting from foot to foot and not making eye contact. It made her spine tingle as if her body was preparing for a sudden sprint—out of his life.

      “There’s something I want to talk to you about.” Dexter took her hand.

      Amy’s shoulders lowered and she let out a sigh of relief. He’d taken her hand. It was all going to be okay. She’d been overreacting, misreading his cues.

      Dexter led her farther into the square and sat her down on a bench beside a pretty flower garden.

      This felt right. It would be just like in a scene from the movies.

      Although he’d said he wanted to “talk.”

      But proposals were talking, right?

      Still… She hadn’t heard any rumors floating around town about him shopping for a ring. Maybe he’d bought it elsewhere? Or maybe he wanted her to choose her own? That would be okay. She did have to wear it for the rest of her life, and her tastes were a bit particular.

      It could also be a breakup talk, warned an annoying know-it-all voice in the back of her mind. Almost all her breakups had started with something along the lines of “Let’s talk.”

      Except for with Moe. They’d tried dating twice, and neither time had there been an official “talk,” because both times they’d slipped back into the friend zone as though their temporary friends-with-benefits trial offer had expired. Their breakup conversations had been more along the lines of “Are we still dating?”

      “It doesn’t seem like it…”

      “Weird.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Are we okay being friends again?”

      “Of course. We always will be.”

      Then they’d laugh, and just like that, they’d be nothing more than buddies again.

      Easy. Painless.

      Amy didn’t foresee a conversation with Dexter going that way.

      What was she thinking? This wasn’t going to be a breakup. This was the beginning of forever. No more breakups. Ever.

      There was no reason to panic.

      Still, she felt like she should panic.

      In a burst of spontaneity, she blurted out, “Do you want to come to Belize and learn to scuba dive with me? We could go while Evan’s with his mom. It’ll be fun. We can rent a scooter and see the area and eat from little food stands along the beach. Maybe tent in the dunes. What do you say?”

      Dexter inhaled, but didn’t reply, as though unsure what part of her little speech to address first.

      “It doesn’t have to cost much,” she continued. “When was the last time you put yourself first? You know, treated yourself to something fun?”

      Finally, Dexter spoke slowly and carefully. “You know I love your energy.”

      She braced herself for the incoming barrage that would surely start with “but…” Moe was the only person she knew who didn’t use the word energy like a polite insult. Instead, he said it with a touch of awe and approval. Good ol’ Moe.

      “But I’ve been thinking,” Dexter said. “We’ve been dating for ten months now.”

      Amy held her breath and nodded to show she was listening, was patient. Good qualities in both a wife and a mother.

      “And I fear that the potential problems in our relationship aren’t about me or you, but are about us not being a good fit.”

      Amy blinked, feeling numb. “I don’t understand.”

      He remained silent, simply waited while his words sank in, hurt her, ended her.

      “I’m breaking up with you,” he said, when she finally opened her mouth to speak. “It’s not me, it’s you. You’re attractive and I’m completely dazzled by your whimsy and how you just run off after things.” He smiled and swung his arms through the air. Then went quiet, taking her hands in his. “But long-term I’m not going to be exciting enough for you.”

      “You want me to settle down? Because I want to settle down.”

      “I don’t have any interest in learning how to dive in Belize.” He said it as though his refusal of her earlier invitation was some kind of wholesale relationship deal breaker, some huge illustration of why they couldn’t be together.

      “We can be interested in different things,” she said, forcing the words to come out evenly. Surely she could make him see sense. “Being dissimilar is more sustainable than being the same.” There was a sharpness to her tone and he released her hands, then crossed his arms as well as his ankles. “In fact, I think that would make our connection stronger. It’s healthy to have interests outside of a relationship. I thought you liked that I was so independent.”

      She stood, angry for letting herself believe that he was different from her exes. That their relationship was going to be different. She had fooled herself, so desperate for his love and that feeling of belonging that she’d overlooked one big thing: he was never going to be the one she came home to.

      “Amy.” Dexter pronounced her name so carefully she felt like a six-year-old with her hand caught in the cookie jar after she’d already been told no. “I need someone who isn’t going to run off on adventures. I have a son to think about.”

      She spun, facing him, satisfied that he was still sitting so she could tower over him. “You don’t ask the person you love to change who they are. That’s not true love. You want to make me into someone I’m not. And that’s not what I’m looking for. I want a man who makes me a better person, not a man who squelches my personality to fit into some stifling mold just so he can feel safe and secure.”

      “I have my son to think about,” Dexter snapped, like an alligator defending its territory.

      “And he’s a fun-loving ball of energy. Are you going to stifle him, too? Snuff out his spark?”

      Dexter stood, briskly brushing the wrinkles from his pants with one harsh stroke. “It’s been fun dating you, and I love that your parents tell you that you can do and be anything, but that’s not the father I will be for my son. There are limits to everything, Amy. And you and I are adults. It’s time to grow up. It’s time to settle down.”

      Amy sat as though her legs had been knocked out from under her.

      “I’m sorry,” he said immediately, his fight already gone. “I’m sorry if I was harsh. I love who you are.” He scratched the back of his neck. “I just… We’re too different. I’m sorry.” He turned and walked away, leaving her wondering how he hadn’t seen that he had everything she wanted, and that she would have been more than happy to fit herself into his life, his world.
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      Amy returned to Brew Babies in shock. Had that really just happened? Why had she been so certain she was about to get engaged? How had she convinced herself that Dexter was the real deal, and that he understood her and saw her for who she really was?

      He hadn’t even tried to let their love bridge everything.

      Her love hadn’t been enough; it hadn’t mattered to him.

      Maybe it hadn’t even been love.

      “So?” Moe asked, as he spotted her moving toward him across the pub. He started forward, a bounce to his step, but after one swift glance he slowed. Instead of meeting her with the bar between them, he came around the end and eased onto the stool beside her.

      She glumly plunked her chin in her hands, elbows on the counter. Moe slipped an arm across her shoulders, pulling her into a half hug.

      “I’m sorry, Amy.” His voice was full of comfort, like bread pudding made with real cream, fresh out of the oven on a freezing winter’s day.

      “I can’t believe I let myself get suckered into a fake dream again.” She heaved a sigh so deep it could have shook the town. “He broke up with me.”

      Moe gave her shoulder a squeeze.

      “Why can’t I find someone to love me for who I really am?” She looked at him, unafraid to show him the pain she knew was evident in her eyes.

      “I love you for who you are.”

      “Not like that.”

      “All nutty and adventurous?”

      She felt glumness descend over her like a storm cloud settling in over the mountains surrounding Blueberry Springs. “What’s wrong with us?”

      Moe’s chest expanded and he stared at the bottles lined up on the wall behind the bar. He finally let out the breath. “It beats me. I’m a catch. You’re a catch. I have this fabulous shaggy hair all the women go for, and you have an amazing figure. And on the inside I’m pure steady, reliable husband material. Meanwhile, you’re fun and adventurous. I think the world must be full of stupid people.”

      He hunched over the bar, forehead furrowed, then tipped his head her way, a lock of that shaggy hair falling over one eye. It gave him a playful, mischievous, cavalier look.

      He flicked his hair back. “Don’t you think?” he asked.

      Amy reached over and grasped his face, tipping his head down so she could place a kiss on his forehead.

      “What was that for?”

      “For being the best friend a woman could ever want when love sucks.” She let her shoulder bump his.

      He stood, looking slightly bashful at the heartfelt compliment. “Can I get you a drink?”

      “Only if you join me.”

      Moe glanced down the bar. It was still just him and the regulars keeping the lights on in the place until happy hour began in earnest and drew in more customers.

      He gave a shrug. He typically didn’t drink while on the job, but occasionally made exceptions during celebrations. Or for her.

      He went around the bar and began mixing them each a whiskey sour—their traditional someone-got-dumped drink.

      He passed her one and she lifted it, clinking the glass against his. “To a world full of stupid people.”

      “To stupid people.”

      They each took a sip.

      “So? Now what?” Moe asked, setting his glass down.

      Amy shook her head. “How could Dexter not see that I wanted what he has—a family, contentment? He…he didn’t even try to love me for who I am. How can something like that be called love?”

      Moe’s frown deepened, once again furrowing his normally smooth forehead.

      “A few hours ago I thought this was it. Now there’s another guy I’ll never see again.”

      “You could remain friends, you know.”

      Amy sent him a dark look. “Please. People don’t stay friends with their exes.”

      “I do.”

      She wrapped her hand over his, giving it a squeeze. “Yeah, but you’re different.”

      “I’m the only ex you’ve stayed friends with, aren’t I?” For all their late-night talks, they rarely shared their romantic histories.

      He was watching her, with something in his gaze suggesting that he was coming up with a new conclusion about her. If it had been anyone else, she would have tried to interrupt the thought. But it was Moe, and she knew he’d never think anything but good things about her and the way she led her crazy life.

      Amy let go of his hand and grumbled, “I feel like I’m running out of time.”

      “To have a family?”

      “Yeah.”

      He gave a grunt of acknowledgment and swirled his almost-empty glass, watching the ice slide and spin.

      “Do you want a family?” she asked.

      “Someday.”

      She finished her drink, then muttered into her glass, “You’re lucky. You’re a guy. You can have babies when you’re eighty.” She felt let down, and a bit heartbroken now that the shock was wearing off.

      “I think I’d like to start sooner than that.”

      “Me, too.”

      “What about a sperm donor?” Moe had bent over so he could lean against the bar, contemplating her.

      She scrunched up her nose. Going it alone felt difficult, as though she’d always be floundering and running around like crazy. She didn’t envision that warm content feeling she had when she held other people’s babies. “I want the nuclear-family option.”

      “Million dollar family.”

      “Million dollars?”

      “One boy, one girl. Nuclear family. Amazing and perfect. I think the million means that it’ll take a million to raise the kids, but I’m not sure.” He called down to a regular, Cole, a young cowboy from Texas who’d come to climb some mountains years ago and forgotten to return home. “Hey, why’s it called a million dollar family?”

      “The father is the Million Dollar Man,” chortled the man in reply, readjusting his cowboy hat.

      “Helpful smart aleck,” Moe muttered.

      “What if I’m still single when I’m thirty?” Amy moaned.

      “You have a few years yet.”

      “If I want to have a couple of kids I need to be married by then. Expectant mothers are considered to be old by the age of thirty-six, as the risk of health issues increases. If I’m married by thirty, I could have the first baby by thirty-one or -two. Give us a year or so, then have the other one by thirty-four. It could work, but unfortunately, I don’t feel very confident that I’m going to meet and marry someone by then.” She gave a sad sigh. “My luck sucks. I was supposed to be married by now. Dexter wanted me to be different—men always want me to be different. Why can’t I find someone to love me just for who I am? Is that so impossible?”

      Moe scooped up her empty glass, tipping it her direction as he often did when he was about to present an idea. “Tell you what.”

      “What?” Amy asked, feeling impatient. Moe didn’t often try and perk her up, but rather listened and sympathized. The perfect bartender and best friend. So if he was going to come up with some grand plan about how she could immediately find her Mr. Right, she was out. She had energy, but not that kind of energy.

      “If neither of us is married by the time you turn thirty, we marry each other and start a family.”

      “A marriage pledge? Are we seriously that pathetic?” She dropped her head in her hands.

      “Yup.”

      “I thought you said I was hot and wonderful.”

      “You are.”

      “But I have to depend on my best friend to have sex with me so we can have a baby?”

      “I didn’t say anything about sex.”

      She looked up at him, finding the room slightly blurry after pressing the heels of her hands against her eyes. “It’s kind of how babies are made.”

      “Nah, we get in vitro. Keep it platonic and without complications.”

      Amy thought about it. As a nurse, she probably should’ve thought of that. “Okay.”

      “So, a marriage pledge?” Moe asked, eyebrows lifted as if in surprise.

      “What? You weren’t serious?” She couldn’t take having her hopes dashed one more time today.

      “I am if you are.”

      “I am.” They studied each other for a moment. He was serious. Her kind, fun friend was serious. The corners of her lips twitched, despite her mood. “It’s brilliant, actually.”

      Moe buffed his fingernails on his shirt as if he had aced her problems, giving her a pleased look that made her giggle.

      “You’re ridiculous,” she said.

      “We’ll have brilliant babies.”

      “This could work, actually.”

      “You may refer to exhibit A—my brilliance.”

      She ignored his chatter, focusing more fully on the idea, her excitement over it building. “You like me for who I am. Love doesn’t have to be involved. It’ll never be a part of this, which makes it beautifully simple.” Even Moe hadn’t been able to love her in that romantic capacity when they’d dated, and he was her best friend, the man who knew every tiny thing about her. Therefore, it was easy to see that she was never going to find love, so she might as well have the next best thing—a man who understood her. She sat a little taller. “We’re awesome friends, and when we used to work the bar together we could tag-team like nobody’s business. We would be fantastic parents!” She leaned over the bar to give him a high five.

      His hand smacking hers echoed through the air.

      The plan was indeed perfect. “What you’re good at I suck at, and vice versa.”

      “What do I suck at?” Moe asked, with a rather wounded-looking frown.

      “Being spontaneous and living for adventure.”

      “You suck at details,” he countered.

      “Making us a perfectly balanced, nutty match.”

      Moe’s smile was more goofy leer than genuine as he made an hourglass shape in the air with his hands. “Plus you’re hot and we’d make cute babies.”

      “You’re not bad yourself,” she teased, giving him a long, slow look filled with a simmering heat she didn’t have to fake. He was appealing, definitely good-looking, and yet not conceited. He also had a sweet, carefree, yet solidly reliable personality to go with all that appeal. He knew her likes and dislikes, and she could act like she was into him without worry that he’d go all weird or think she wanted to hit the sack ASAP as a result. Quite simply, he was the best kind of man there was and would be the perfect fake husband.

      Should she ever need to cash in on the pledge as her backup plan.

      “You do a pretty good job of keeping your hands off of me,” he pointed out.

      “You just said I’m hot and yet…” She ran her hands down her sides, recreating the hourglass shape he’d sketched in the air. “…I don’t see you mauling me.”

      He leaned over the bar, and for a second she thought he was going to kiss her. Instead he whispered, “Because I’m a gentleman. You don’t usually date those, and have forgotten how they behave.”

      She patted her mouth, giving a fake yawn. “Bor-ring.”

      He chuckled and began fixing a refill for Cole, who was still seated at the end of the bar. “You didn’t seem to find our forays into the bedroom boring.”

      Amy let out a bark of laughter at the unexpected comment. “True.” Her face was heating from the scorching memories suddenly flooding through her mind. Their relationships had been good in the friends-with-benefits department, but they’d never really been able to make that into something more, something that lasted beyond a few weeks. “Screw love,” she announced, slapping a palm on the bar. “We’ve got a marriage pledge.” She snagged Moe’s hand as he put down the bottle of whiskey, and gave it a shake. “If neither of us are married by the time I hit thirty, we marry each other and have babies.”

      He pumped her hand once. “Deal.”

      Amy grinned, feeling as though the pressure she’d felt for the past six months had suddenly lifted. Marrying Moe was the perfect fail-safe plan.

      She stood on the crossbar of her stool and tipped herself over the barrier between them to place yet another kiss on Moe’s forehead. “Thank you, my shaggy-haired friend.”

      “If we get married you’re going to have to start landing those lips on mine again, you know.” He tapped his mouth as though she’d forgotten where his lips were located.

      She gave him a teasing smile. “You couldn’t handle the heat.”

      “My prediction is that you’re going to sabotage every relationship from now until your thirtieth birthday just so you can have babies with me—the old-fashioned way.” He lowered his voice to a low, seductive drawl. “Just you wait and see, Amy Carrick. Just you wait and see.”
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      Three years later

      

      Were all brides this nervous? Amy didn’t think so. Then again, they probably weren’t as nervous because it was unlikely that they were about to marry their best friend. A friend who wasn’t marrying her for love, but because he felt bad about her inability to land and keep a man.

      Moe’s well-meaning marriage pledge had seemed like a brilliant idea up until this very moment. Now Amy felt plagued by selfishness and doubt. What if she was locking Moe into something that would prevent him from running off into the sunset when his Mrs. Right came along?

      Amy sighed, gazing at her reflection in the tall mirror propped against a wall of the tent. Moe. Sweet Moe knew all her hopes and dreams, and was now setting his own life aside in order to help her achieve them. He deserved so much more. He was a completely lovable, total catch of a man that any woman would be lucky to have.

      And right now he was outside the little tent, waiting for her at the edge of Blueberry Lake so they could commit themselves to each other for the rest of their lives. She could envision him in his charcoal suit, his tie matching the ribbons in her bouquet because that’s what she’d wanted—a real wedding. He was ready to say “I do.” Ready to help her find that settled, confident place inside her that nobody could take away. She was going to marry a man who didn’t love her as anything more than a friend, but he at least understood who she was and didn’t demand that she change.

      After her thirtieth birthday, they’d moved fast, from fulfilling the pledge to buying a house to having a wedding, but Moe would have backed out if he didn’t want this. He wouldn’t have bought a suit and cut his well-known and beloved shaggy locks. He’d said yes to the pledge because he wanted kids, too, and had proved himself to be as hilariously hopeless at love as she was. They were a good fit.

      “Are you ready?” Amy’s mother asked as she entered the tent. Faith Carrick came to a halt, her eyes filling with tears, her shoulders rounding as though the sudden emotional hit of seeing her daughter dressed as a bride was too much to bear. “Your father and I have waited for this day for so long. If only your sister…” Her mother tipped her head up and sniffed, shaking off the emotion.

      Amy steeled herself against the comment that was sure to come, a comparison to her late sister, Jillian. The daughter who’d been taken too young, and who surely would have lived her life the right way. Sticking with one career that changed lives, instead of going back to waitressing at the pub once again. Settling down with Mr. Perfect. Marrying for love… The list went on.

      Her mother made her way across the grassy floor of the tent, hands outstretched to no doubt try and strap the ditched corsage over the rose tattoo on Amy’s wrist. Amy’s gaze cut to the small table at her side, wishing she had disposed of the corsage earlier. She already had her favorite flower on her wrist—embedded into her skin with red ink.

      “You and Rodney will be so happy together.” Faith plucked the corsage from its plastic case and held it up, poised and ready.

      Amy sighed and slid her hand through the stretched band of elastic. “Nobody calls him Rodney.” He’d always gone by his nickname, Moe, which stood for Middle of Everything. Nobody except her mom and medical personnel ever used “Rodney.”

      “There, isn’t that better?” Faith asked, admiring the flowers strapped to Amy’s wrist.

      “I don’t like it.” She quietly slid the band off as her mother moved behind her to fuss with her hair, which she’d left down.

      Faith didn’t meet her eyes in the mirror as she said, “Don’t be afraid of what this could truly be.”

      “Mom, it’s not that kind of marriage.”

      “He’s a good man.”

      “I know.”

      Her mom continued to fuss, her cool fingers subtly adjusting the straps of Amy’s long, fitted, eyelet sundress. She kept opening her mouth as though she wanted to say something.

      “All good marriages are based on friendship,” she finally murmured.

      Amy relaxed. That was as close to approval as she’d get from her mother.

      “I just wish…”

      And there it was.

      “It’s my life, Mom.”

      “You keep telling me that.” There was a sharpness to her mother’s voice. “You also keep changing your mind about what you want in it, too.” Her tone shifted. “And because I love you, it causes me to worry that you’re too impatient, and that you will lose out on the good things that take time.”

      Amy turned to face her. “I keep changing my mind because everyone keeps telling me what I want, and sometimes I just want my own thing. I want something different.”

      “Like your tattoo?”

      Amy instinctively clasped a hand over her forearm to cover the object of so many fights. “I like the tattoo.”

      “Good.”

      “What, Mom?”

      “I’m glad.” She gave a small, quick shrug.

      “Just say it.”

      “Marriage isn’t like nursing,” she said in a burst. “You can’t just spend all this money on it and then discard it when you get bored.”

      Amy blinked. Faith had never spoken up about all of her career changes. Ever. Not even after paying for her nursing degree and then the upgrade.

      “I’m sorry,” Faith said. “I love you. I only want what’s best for you.”

      “If it’s about money, I’ll repay you for the wedding.”

      She knew her mother would say no. When Amy had said she was paying for it all, her parents had gone on about wedding traditions, and had insisted they cover the cost as the parents of the bride. She’d managed to hold out until they’d gotten teary-eyed and brought out the big guns—dancing around the fact that there’d never be a wedding day for Jillian—and how they just wanted to be involved in Amy’s special day. Of course she’d caved. And once she had they’d had their list of stipulations such as the itchy wrist corsage.

      Her mother inhaled slowly, then smiled serenely on the exhale, no doubt trying to lull Amy into a false sense of security so she’d think she was done with the topic. But Amy knew that when she was feeling the least prepared, there would be an ambush. Probably some critical comment about marriage and love, and why on earth couldn’t she just figure it out and fall in love with Moe already?

      Her mother placed her hands on Amy’s cheeks. “Okay,” she said.

      “Okay?” Amy’s stomach clenched. Where was all of that insistence on wedding tradition now that she needed it? Amy had just bought a house with Moe that they’d yet to move into. She didn’t have money for a wedding. Even one this small.

      “Maybe it’s time you stood on your own two feet and faced the consequences of your decisions.”

      “This isn’t a mistake.” Moe wouldn’t have agreed if it was—not even for her. She trusted him.

      “I didn’t say it was.”

      This was a good thing. It had to be.

      Amy met her own gaze in the mirror before quickly looking away.
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      Moe’s breath caught as Amy walked through the wild grasses growing along the shore of the crystalline mountain lake, the breeze messing with her brown, wavy hair. He hadn’t seen her dress beforehand, and for some reason he hadn’t expected something so delicately feminine from a woman who tended to balk at conformity as well as tradition. He noted the way the fabric hugged her curves, highlighting her strength as well as her whimsy. It was perfect.

      She returned his smile with what looked like relief, and when she reached him at the water’s edge, took his offered hand, giving it a squeeze.

      Mary Alice Bernfield, a local who was certified to perform wedding ceremonies, began speaking.

      Amy’s chest expanded as she pulled in a breath, her eyelids fluttering. Moe couldn’t recall his friend ever looking so nervous. Her hand was damp and something was off—even more so than when she’d told her parents that she was leaving nursing for good. They hadn’t exactly been thrilled that she was going to “throw it all away” and work in the pub with Moe once again.

      Personally, he’d been thrilled at the announcement, having missed working alongside her. And she’d seemed more confident than ever, even though she’d have to face the firing squad.

      But today? She looked uncertain.

      “Hey,” he murmured. “You okay?”

      She gave a quick nod, looking away as though distracted by the birds circling above the lake.

      Nope. She definitely wasn’t all right.

      Did she need him to call this off and send everyone home?

      He gave a light tug on her hand and she returned her gaze to him. He lifted his eyebrows.

      “Are you—” Amy broke off, not finishing her whispered question when Mary Alice paused in her speech.

      “Do you need me to stop?” the woman asked.

      Amy leaned forward, murmuring quickly in Moe’s ear, “Are you sure you’re okay with this?”

      His head snapped back in surprise. He searched her eyes for clues. “Yes.”

      There was nobody else in his life he’d rather do this with. It was easy and fun being with Amy, and they’d create a great family together even if they weren’t in love. They had more than most couples had. History, respect, friendship and trust. There wouldn’t be endless nights of fighting where their kids hid under their pillows, in an attempt to block out the sound.

      The definitiveness of his answer must have silenced her doubts, because after a long moment of simply watching him, Amy gave a nod. She turned to Mary Alice, giving her a nod, as well.

      “Okay then…” Mary Alice said, before launching in once again, her voice loud and clear.

      Moe kept his gaze on Amy, watching for signs that she wanted out and was simply afraid to say so. If worse came to worst, they could get an annulment in the morning and break their pledge.

      Amy quirked her head at him, looking thoughtful.

      “What?” he mouthed.

      She stuck out her tongue, making him chuckle in surprise.

      Amy was going to be all right. He could relax. She had simply been looking out for him, like the good friend she was.

      She was warm and kind, with a refreshing unpredictability. He didn’t have it in him to let go and change his life on a dime the way she did, discarding careers she’d worked hard to get into if they got in the way of following her heart. It was a trait he admired and one he hoped would be passed down to their kids.

      Kids.

      Man, they were going to be amazing parents. They were fantastic lifelong friends, who could laugh off spilled beer and always hated the same movies. They didn’t argue and they would make some pretty darn cute kids, with Amy’s wavy brown hair and his own dark eyes. They were the best kind of partners and, quite simply, this marriage was going to rock.

      “Did you have vows prepared?” Mary Alice asked.

      “Oh, right.” Moe probably should have been listening and not staring at Amy’s long lashes while he ran through contingency plans and visions of the future.

      He reached into his suit pocket, pulling out the two short paragraphs he’d prepared as a way to keep the ceremony’s focus on their friendship rather than the typical stuff about devotion and undying love.

      “Do I go first?” he asked, brushing a hand through his foreign, short hair.

      Mary Alice nodded. She was being uncharacteristically quiet, and he wondered what the die-hard gossip was thinking.

      He cleared his throat, looking up to make eye contact with Amy. Her dark mascara made her amber eyes seem even larger.

      “Amy, you are my best friend.”

      That sounded really lame.

      He studied her for a long moment. She was gorgeous, funny and as sharp as a tack, and his written words failed to express that. He folded the paper in half, noting that her doubts seemed to rise, the longer he took to find the right words for the moment.

      “Amy, all I want is for you to be happy.”

      There. Her shoulders had gone down a notch.

      He continued, “When you feel lost, just look to me and I will be your compass.”

      Well, that was a bit cheesy and cliché, but it seemed to be working. Her eyes were smiling now. Probably due to the high cheese factor present in his words. Later, she’d undoubtedly make a crack about how he was the proud owner of a cheese factory, and that he’d made her lactose intolerance act up thanks to the high levels of dairy in his little speech.

      He held back his own mirth and added, “When you feel unsettled and awash with rogue waves, look to me and I will be your anchor, your calm seas. When you want to fly, look to me and I will be the air that lifts your wings.” His amusement faded as his words, corny as they were, spoke an element of truth. “When you need someone to hold you, my arms are yours. You make my days brighter, and I love how full of life you are. I love that I never know what you’re going to say or do, or even who you will be in the next moment, the next month or next year. You keep me on my toes and remind me to live my life to the fullest, and not settle into a routine just because it’s easy and what I always do. We bring out the best in each other, both as colleagues and as friends. And as your husband, I want you to know that I will continue to be as devoted to your plans as you are. Know that I will always be here for you, and we will always be friends.”

      Amy’s eyes had grown wet as he spoke, and now the tears spilled over. She gave a little hop when he finished and threw herself into his arms, squeezing him tightly. Moe rubbed her back until she slipped from his embrace and faced Mary Alice.

      Amy cleared her throat, and her voice was higher than normal as she asked, “My turn?”

      “When you’re ready,” the woman said, dabbing at her own eyes.

      “Moe,” Amy said, not bothering to dry her wet cheeks as she read from a Brew Babies cocktail napkin, “I don’t know what I did to deserve such a wonderful, kind, loving and supportive best friend, but I’m grateful.” She looked up. “Even when you’re super cheesy.” A glint of humor twinkled in her eyes.

      He chuckled. “Way to work that into your vows.”

      She flashed him a wink and drew in a shaky breath, the note in her hands trembling ever so slightly. “Any woman would be honored to have a man like you in her corner, and even more honored to have him step up as her husband. I hope…” Her voice suddenly wobbled dangerously. “I hope—”

      Moe edged into her personal space, cupping her bent elbows in case she needed support. She rested her vows against his chest and looked up briefly before bending her head to read from the napkin again.

      “I hope I don’t fail you,” she whispered. “I hope that I’m able to give you at least half of what you give me, because it’s so much. My life is better for having you in it, and every sacrifice you have ever made for me has not gone unnoticed.”

      Moe’s mouth quirked as he tried to comprehend where she was coming from. He hadn’t made any sacrifices. Amy was a dedicated friend, and everything he did was for them. That’s how their friendship worked, and always had.

      And when it came to their marriage, he couldn’t imagine either of them living with anyone else. All the men in her life had come and gone, just like the women in his. Their pledge was perfect. Their friendship was perfect.

      “It will only be a sacrifice if you start making me watch horror movies,” he said.

      Amy giggled, her body relaxing as it bounced against his. He drew her into another hug. There was a lightness inside her when she was happy that made everything feel easy.
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