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        This is such a beautiful return to Jonathon Island. The Island and the people come alive on the pages and I felt as if I were there as well. Kate is a character who tugged at my heartstrings and I was rooting for her and her heart to heal and love.

        Kristie, Goodreads

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        You’ll want this second-chance romance set in a small town and spotlighting forgiveness and belonging on your reading list! This story is beautifully written, deeply felt, and has a light faith thread that pulls everything together.

        The Literate Leprechaun, Goodreads

      

      

      

      
        
        
        This story has family dynamics, second chances, great characters, and a wonderful storyline.
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      To Lisa.

      I can never thank you enough for believing in me and this story and then reminding me again and again even when I doubted myself.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
          
        But he said to me, “My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness.”

        2 Corinthians 12:9a
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      Spinster older sisters weren’t supposed to watch their younger sisters ride off into the sunset with Prince Charming. Especially when they were the ones packing up said sister’s apartment like the forgotten twin from Cinderella.

      Kate Sullivan stood on her toes, her full five feet four inches barely enough to reach the box on the top shelf of the closet. She slowly worked the box forward until it tipped and sprinkled a cloud over her like pixie dust, igniting a coughing fit. Roma, the orange tabby, watched indifferently from her roost on the corner of the bed.

      “Careful, wouldn’t want to accidentally get too close,” she said to the cat, who merely looked at her. “Cinderella’s fairy godmother only needed a pumpkin and a few mice. One sprinkle of this stuff and you might end up turning into a stepladder. Or better yet, a tall man with muscles to intimidate these boxes right into the back of Dani’s golf cart.” A giggle slipped out at the thought as Kate lowered the box to the floor beside her camera case. The soft thud made it sound like it was filled with blankets.

      “At least it’s not more travel books.” They’d need to purchase at least another bookshelf to accommodate her sister’s collection. But from the way Liam doted on her, it was obvious he’d build Dani an entire library if that’s what she wanted.

      Kate stood and observed the sparsely decorated room. Only a few photos remained on the walls—Paris, London, Rome—along with one propped on the nightstand, showing the happy couple at the Grand Sullivan Hotel’s groundbreaking last spring.

      She was happy for Dani. Proud, actually, of the way she was breathing new life into this island. Their family too. Only a wedding could get their parents to exist in the same room without something burning to the ground. Kate had secretly hoped hers would be the one to reunite everyone, but calling things off the night of the rehearsal dinner had hardly had a positive effect on such a strained family dynamic.

      Faint music played from somewhere in the living room. After a moment of searching the couch cushions for her phone, she stood victoriously and tapped the screen. “Hey, Gabby. What’s up?” Loud voices filled the background for a few seconds before Gabby finally spoke.

      “Kate, hi!” She practically yelled over the other noise. “I know you’re probably with your family right now, but I have a few questions on the Clarkson-Smith engagement photoshoot. Do you have a minute? I wouldn’t ask, but they want these done as soon as possible, and they want the best. Which is you, by the way. In case there was any question.”

      Kate chuckled. “For you, anything.” It was the least she could do for dumping things on her at the last minute. Not that the doctor had given Kate much of a choice, but leaving her business partner to deal with the early-wedding-season rush alone wasn’t her idea of a stress-free vacation.

      She waited for her laptop to power up and then navigated to the business’s online Photoshop account. “Okay, I’m in,” she said, already opening the RAW files. Set against an overcast sky, the muted colors hardly gave off that dreamy, romantic vibe they were known for.

      Gabby stayed on the line as Kate softened the highlights and shifted the tone curve to bring a luminous glow back to the couple’s smiling faces. A few more tweaks—bumping the peach undertone, brightening the mid-tones, and adding a bit more warmth—and suddenly, the photos looked like stills pulled straight out of the 2005 Pride and Prejudice movie.

      “Thank you so much, Kate. That would’ve taken me at least an hour to figure out. They’re going to absolutely love these.” After a few more questions about an upcoming wedding shoot, she signed off, but not without leaving Kate’s spirits more lifted than they’d been in days.

      “Jane Austen had it right, Roma. What kind of affection would it create if Dani had to wait to find her happy ending, all because of me? One failed wedding shouldn’t ruin it for all the Sullivans.” She was bending to thread her fingers through the dense orange fur when a loud knock on the front door sent the animal streaking toward its tower.

      Green-gold eyes watched from the shadows, as if the cat somehow knew about her prescribed medical leave and was silently judging her for taking on a new project.

      “Don’t look at me like that. This is what family does for one another. You know Dani would do the same for me.” Sure, staying to photograph the island’s flower festival in a few weeks wasn’t the same as lying on a beach sipping umbrella drinks. But if anything would make her anxiety worse, it would be having nothing to do for an entire month. Dr. Weston might’ve been right about her needing a change after her most recent panic attack, but early retirement wasn’t the answer.

      She was fine. Really. Everyone got a little stressed now and again, right? Besides, she’d been finding ways to cope for years. This time would be no different.

      A toothy yawn was Roma’s only reply before Kate tugged open the door to the dimpled smile and designer haircut of her new brother-in-law.

      “Who were you talking to?” Liam’s chocolate eyes sparkled with mischief as he peered into the empty apartment. Crazy to think this tall man was her new brother-in-law, with his expertly styled brown hair and a watch that probably cost more than her monthly rent back in Petoskey. Yet he’d already fallen into the role of nosy younger brother with ease.

      “Just Roma. She might not be the world’s best conversationalist, but she’s a decent listener once you get past the judgmental stares.”

      “Tell me about it. A year later and I’m still trying to convince her I’m not stealing Dani away from her.” His chuckle was warm and relaxed. Shifting his weight, he cleared his throat, breaking the momentary silence. “Mind if I come in for a minute?”

      “Yeah, of course.”

      Notes of garlic and freshly baked bread wafted from the pizzeria on the ground floor, reminding Kate she’d skipped lunch.

      “Everything’s still a bit of a mess, but we should have her all moved by tomorrow.” That was, whenever her twin brother Oliver returned with the extra cardboard boxes. “Would you like some water or tea?”

      Liam shook his head. “This won’t take too long. I was actually hoping to ask you something. Although now that I’m here, I’m beginning to wonder if it’s such a good idea.”

      “Oh?” She tried to soften his pensive expression with a smile. If it were Oliver, she’d have teased it right out of him. But she didn’t know Liam well enough yet to know if he appreciated space or friendly prying.

      “You know how we were planning a weekend honeymoon to Napa?”

      Her sister had spoken of little else lately besides the wedding itself. “The Tuscany of America, right?” Short of the actual place, it sounded like the perfect trip for them. Dani had mentioned they were planning a longer one for later in the year, once her workload with all the upcoming festivals was over. A trip that was sure to impress with all of Liam’s fancy hotel connections.

      He nodded, but the sparkle had left his eyes. “That’s what I told her. I wanted it to be a surprise when I gave her the real tickets this morning. For Rome.”

      “Italy?”

      “One and the same.”

      “That’s great, although I still don’t see the problem.”

      His pinched lips said he had one. “The thing is, it’s for a few more days than a long weekend.”

      “Like, a week?”

      He winced and bobbed his head side to side. “Plus two more.”

      Wow, three whole weeks in her dream destination with the man of her dreams. Dani should be knocking down the door to tell Kate the news herself, and instead, Liam was standing there with his hands in his pockets. “What did she say when you told her?”

      His flat expression and raised eyebrow seemed to say You know Dani.

      “Just wait here a sec. I’m going to call her.” Kate grabbed her phone from the charging station and punched in the number. Two steps into the bedroom, she heard Dani pick up.

      “Hey Dani, this is Kate.”

      “Yeah, I kinda figured from the caller ID.” The humor in her voice fell flat, replaced with a stubborn edge Kate knew well. A grunt, followed by the squeak of moving furniture, and then a moment of silence. “Is Liam over there?”

      The crack of vulnerability broke Kate’s heart. Only days into their marriage, and they were having their first fight. She reminded herself that it was nothing serious—not like a broken engagement. But the pain was still real, no matter how small the disagreement. A reminder for Kate to tread lightly.

      “He is, and he’s told me about the trip he’s planned for you two. You’ve wanted to go to Italy forever, and now you’re going. No ifs, ands, or buts about it.”

      Dani sniffed as if she’d been crying. Either that or she’d been wrestling with her own dust-encrusted boxes all afternoon. “What about the Apple Blossom Festival? I’m supposed to organize the vendors, not gallivant across Europe. Not to mention the interview with American Wanderer. And with Holly leaving soon for a wedding, we still don’t have an event florist. I’ve called nearly every business in northern Michigan, and they’re either too busy or not interested or haven’t responded at all. This festival will set the tone for the entire year, which means if it doesn’t work out and bring more tourists to the island, the hotel remodel will be for nothing.”

      Kate softened her voice. “You only get married once.” God willing. “It’s your right to be happy and make us all insanely jealous by going on an amazing trip.”

      Dani didn’t respond right away, but neither did she argue, which had to be a good sign. For as much as Kate had loved getting reacquainted with her baby sister this past week, no amount of late-night ice-cream runs or family dinners could make up for the years they’d already lost. She wanted to be a good sister, and even more so, a friend. And if that meant seeing Dani off to the ferry herself, that’s exactly what she’d do.

      “What if I handle things here while you’re gone?”

      “Did you just volunteer to manage the festival? Don’t you have a business to run?”

      Which would have been a fair point if not for a stubborn doctor and Oliver’s worried tone when Kate had called him from the urgent care clinic in Petoskey last month.

      “That’s exactly what I’m saying. And it won’t be a problem.” She coughed into her sleeve to loosen the tightness from her throat. Darn dust allergies.

      She could almost hear Dani tapping her foot in thought until…

      “You’d do that, really?”

      Success. Kate couldn’t help but smile as Liam’s gaze locked with hers, realization, then relief washing over his clean-shaven face. The hope in his expression made a different kind of lump form in her throat, one she worked to swallow down.

      “What are sisters for? And if that’s not enough to convince you, I’d owe you one for letting me take the lead with American Wanderer. A mention in a magazine like that could launch my photography business for life.” And save her and Gabby from any lost business while Kate was away.

      An excited squeal pierced Kate’s ear, and she held the phone away.

      “You’re the best, Kate.”

      Chest swelling with satisfaction, she pasted on her best poker face before hanging up and rejoining Liam in the kitchen. But one look at his crooked grin had her slipping. “Pack your bags. You’re going to Italy.”

      He jumped from the chair and caught her in a twirl. Giggling as her feet landed back on solid ground, Kate looked up at his sheepish grin. Little brother, indeed.

      “Thank you, Kate. Dani’s been so focused on everything but herself lately. First with the hotel and now the festivals. This is exactly what she needs.”

      “Consider it my wedding gift.” This was far better than a gravy boat any day. “Just promise to take lots of pictures and eat your weight in pasta and gelato.”

      “I fully intend to.” His warm chuckle filled the space, the weight from earlier visibly gone. He was halfway out the door, presumably to start packing, when he paused and turned. “Some guy’s gonna be lucky to find you one of these days, Kate Sullivan.” A wink and then he was gone.

      The soft click echoed in his absence as surely as his parting comment.

      Little did he know, finding a guy wasn’t the problem. Lincoln St. James had found her five years ago and sealed their relationship with a promise. But that was before he’d walked out on her the night of their rehearsal dinner, shattering her visions of her own happily ever after.

      At least one Sullivan sister would have hers. Kate would make sure of it.

      All Dr. Weston had said was to take some time off from work. Which she had. But that didn’t mean she couldn’t call a few vendors and oversee a meeting or two in her free time until Dani got back.
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      Sparks rained down on Lincoln as flame and steel met in a ring above his head.

      Form and function. Destruction and beauty.

      He moved the blue flame across the red surface, touching the beaded wire solder to the final joint. Too little, and the entire frame could snap under the flowers’ weight. Too much, and he’d be accused of shoddy craftsmanship.

      “Not that a single member of Detroit society would be able to spot the flaw once tipsy on champagne and doing the cha-cha slide,” he mumbled to himself.

      But he’d know.

      If you can’t do something right, don’t bother. His dad’s words flowed uninvited, echoing as the hiss of the flame fell silent. He ripped his goggles off and set them and the torch aside.

      The smell of hot metal mingled with roses, delphinium, Sumatra lilies, and the white Duchesse de Nemours peonies he’d ordered specially from a boutique farm near Edwardsburg. With no place for water in the live floral chandelier, he’d have to work fast. Silk flowers would have afforded him more time and flexibility, but they wouldn’t catch the attention of the Great Lakes Bloomfest selection committee. They considered only the most exciting and innovative of florists for their yearly showcase.

      Fortunately, Felicity had the delivery trucks and phones under control, allowing him to do what he did best.

      Starting at the edges, he worked in circles as the halo of green began to take shape. The chocolate Queen Anne’s lace came next, followed by hanging tendrils of burgundy amaranthus, as if heaven was extending its blessing over the happy couple. The rest of the flowers would have to wait until he had the floral chandelier suspended from the rafters of the Shinola Hotel’s famous Birdy Room—a conservatory of vaulted glass and city views worth the six-figure price tag this wedding surely carried.

      The distant chirp of a phone barely cut through the piano music from his Bluetooth speakers, followed by Felicity’s melodic voice. His mother’s oldest friend and the best assistant he could’ve ever asked for, Felicity could talk down the most flustered of brides while color-coding the entire year’s calendar as if it was nothing more than a church picnic. The day she no longer needed this job was the day he’d close up shop. Just the thought of having to interview for a replacement made his skin itch.

      “Mm-hmm, yes ma’am. Yours is the only wedding we have on today’s schedule.” Her blonde waves bobbed through the open door linking the studio to the back of the flower shop. “I have three thirty on my calendar, but I’ll double-check.”

      Right as the piano piece was about to reach its climax, the volume plummeted. Felicity stood beside the now-silent speakers, her pink-and-lime-green kimono swishing around her knees as her blue eyes lifted from the workbench to the forest above. “My, doesn’t that just take your breath away?”

      Lincoln grunted his agreement.

      An artist at heart, Felicity viewed everything as a miracle. A few more awestruck moments later and she finally spoke. “I have an anxious mother of the bride requesting an update about the arrangements.”

      “Tell her I’m almost finished here and should have everything loaded and ready to drive over to the hotel within the hour.” He twisted another length of wire around a stem before climbing down from the stepladder.

      She relayed as much before smiling and ending with enough overly profuse compliments to choke him. Hanging up, she returned her gentle smile to him and the flowers.

      “How do you do that?”

      “Do what, dear?” A quiet patience threaded her words. He’d have thought it impossible to appear so cheerful all the time had he not known the woman since before he could walk.

      “How do you manage to turn every client into a friend? You and Mom always made it look so easy.”

      She twirled a single blue daisy that he’d set aside earlier between her fingertips, the creases of her forehead softening. “We all have our God-given talents. For some, it’s hospitality, while others can make masterpieces out of nothing but fronds and florets.”

      She made him sound like some horticultural genius. “Mom was the real artist.” Elaborate displays were one thing, but she’d had a gift for touching strangers’ hearts with her bouquets. Lillian’s Lilies had been a real-life Garden of Eden, the true inspiration behind his own flower business, Lily & Stone Floral Designs. If he could honor a sliver of her memory through his work, that would be enough.

      “I miss her too. But she’d be so happy with what you’ve created.” Felicity lifted the daisy and placed it in the palm of his scratched and calloused hand. A paltry remembrance of the woman who’d loved them. But a reminder, all the same.

      The tiny brass bell dinged above the shop door, signaling an end to their conversation.

      Felicity returned to her post inside the shop, taking her smiles and sunny disposition with her.

      Lincoln reopened his music app and scrolled to a new playlist, then turned up the tropical lo-fi, the simple melody pushing back April’s soggy cityscape as he got to work. He’d just swiped a pair of wire cutters from the bench when a pair of high heels stomped over the music.

      He turned in time to see a smartly dressed woman barge in through the studio door with Felicity in hot pursuit.

      “Mr. St. James. I need to speak to you immediately.” She stopped short of the workbench, scrunching her upturned nose at the scattered mess.

      “Mrs. Howard. How can I help you?”

      Designer sunglasses perched like a crown on her short hair. Only snatches of sunlight had broken through the past week’s drizzle, yet she was dressed like she was headed to a fancy garden party. “You can start by explaining what happened with the flowers for my daughter’s engagement party. I specifically ordered apricot roses, not peach. Nora Carmichael already did peach last year for her daughter’s wedding. I will not be accused of imitation. And don’t get me started on those gaudy vases.” She pronounced it vahses, casting a disdainful glare in Felicity’s direction.

      Lincoln felt as if he’d accidentally swallowed a stray spark, but he schooled his mouth into a straight line. “Yes, I remember the order. I had to call over a dozen vendors to find apricot roses in April.” He’d done it without complaint, as the Howards were one of the most influential families in Detroit. But now he was beginning to think he should’ve listened to the rumors before taking her on as a client.

      “Well? Something went wrong, didn’t it?” The woman’s burgundy lips dipped at the corners. “If you think I’m going to pay for these, you’re mistaken. I expect you to rectify this by tomorrow and refund the money I’ve already wasted.”

      The spark grew to a small flame. He clenched his fist around the wire cutters to keep his anger under control despite the rushing in his ears. “Mrs. Howard, I’m sorry you’re not satisfied with the arrangements we agreed on.” Or had she already forgotten about their meeting last week? “But asking me to drop everything and redo a perfectly flawless order when I have other commitments is unreasonable.” Not to mention it would cost him the biggest wedding of the season.

      Her gasp was worthy of the stage at Fisher Theater, her mouth opening and closing like a kid playing with a snapdragon. “Of all the insolent, ill-mannered…” She huffed, as if remembering Felicity was still there. “Alistair was right. I should have gone with Nora’s recommendation instead of taking a chance on some up-and-coming amateur. And don’t think I won’t be telling my friends to steer clear as well.” Her gaze dropped to the table, nose scrunching as she sneered at the blue daisy beside the other exotic flowers. “Any florist who uses weeds isn’t worth my time.”

      She turned on her heel and stormed out of the studio. The room fell silent except for the soft beat of the music and the jangle of the bell above the door.

      Fire burned the back of his neck, his forceful inhale and exhale doing little to quench his temper.

      This was why he didn’t work directly with the clients. He couldn’t be trusted not to lose his cool. Not only had Mrs. Howard walked away with a veritable steal of apricot roses, but she had the power and influence to make good on her threat.

      “She still has the entire order,” he said through slowly unclenching teeth.

      “Let her keep it,” said Felicity with a slight wave of her hand. “I doubt she’ll be able to find another option with less than twenty-four hours. Besides, her daughter still deserves a happy day, no matter how difficult her mother might be.”

      “I sure hope the groom knows what he’s getting himself in for,” he said with a heavy sigh. An indentation of the wire cutter reddened his palm as he finally set the tool aside, looking up only to see Felicity’s frown.

      “Children aren’t their parents.” Her hand rested lightly against his arm. She meant it as reassurance, but all he could hear was his mother’s voice making excuses for another of his father’s drunken outbursts.

      So maybe he wasn’t his father, but he might as well be. After all, it was because of them that she was gone.
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      Kate waved from the dock as Dani and Liam’s ferry disappeared on the horizon.

      Despite the cool temperatures, blue skies and only a fistful of wispy clouds overhead gave Kate hope that the second half of April wouldn’t bring any more surprise storms.

      A northern breeze licked off Lake Huron and through the open knit of her sweater. She turned and wound past rental bikes and the sprinkle of tourists on her way to historic Main Street. Already, a line was beginning to form outside Good Day Coffee as doors popped open one by one down the row of quaint Victorian storefronts. Wrought-iron streetlamps flickered out one by one as the sun rose over the rooftops, causing the whitewashed walls and green-accented beams to glow like a forest in spring. If she’d had her camera with her, she’d have stopped to take a few pictures.

      Hard to believe that only a year ago, over half of the stores had been all but vacant. The town had come a long way since then, with the hotel renovation underway, and the quiet street of preseason tourists hinted at more to come.

      “God, what have I gotten myself into?” She released the prayer on a sigh. But then she thought of her sister’s radiant smile as she’d waved goodbye from the ferry deck, and the doubts faded a little more.

      Kate shuffled past Kelley’s Bar & Grill, stomach gurgling at the lingering smell of last night’s fried chicken, and ascended the few steps to the century-old Tourism Bureau building. Warm air welcomed her down the hall to Dani’s office, labeled Director of Tourism.

      Kate smiled. For once, her sister could finally be a tourist herself.

      Her smile dimmed the moment she opened the door to overflowing bookcases, mismatched chairs, and a desk she could only assume was an antique. She couldn’t quite confirm that due to the piles of paper, tabbed books, and empty coffee mugs scattered across its surface, only the corner of what she thought might be a corded phone peeking through the jumble. “Heaven help me.”

      “Knock, knock.”

      Kate turned, surprised but happy to see her twin brother standing in the doorway, a to-go mug from Good Day Coffee in each hand. Maybe God really had heard her prayers. “Wow, that was fast.”

      “Hmm?”

      “Oh, nothing.”

      He gave her an odd look before handing over what smelled like an oat-milk latte with a dash of cinnamon. How had he known it was a coffee sort of day and not chai?

      “I figured you could use some reinforcements this morning. I’ve got a little time before I open the bookstore and thought I’d offer my services…” His blue eyes widened at the mess behind her. No doubt he already wished he could rescind his offer but was too polite, as always, to say as much.

      “Thanks, Ollie, but I’ve got it under control.”

      His raised eyebrows said otherwise, yet he didn’t pry. But that was Oliver. She could always count on him to be there for her, even when that constituted a late-night call in tears to tell him she’d been ordered to take a month off work. Or supplying her with caffeine to make it through the day.

      His crisp polo and chinos indicated he was on his way to work, even if the Dockers still reminded her of the lovable but quiet book nerd from their childhood. For twins, they had little in common aside from their brown wavy hair. Oliver ran his fingers through his, accentuating the six inches he had over her and some surprising muscles for a bookworm.

      She sipped the cozy blend and closed her eyes in a moment of bliss. “Mmm, they make the best coffee.”

      “Good enough to move back here, I see.”

      “It’s only temporary,” she said a little too forcefully. April might be a slow enough month for weddings in the upper Midwest, but June would come soon enough. “Dani needed the help, and I have nothing but time. Plus, who else was going to watch Roma while the two of them are in Italy?”

      “Mm-hmm.” A man of many words, her brother. Which was just as well. She could read his microexpressions like one of his beloved books. The slight tilt of his mouth and the crease between his eyebrows said, Just don’t work yourself too hard, okay?

      “I’ll be fine. I know Dani’s office might look a bit of a mess at the moment.”

      His grunt said that wasn’t an overstatement.

      “It’s a festival. How much different can it be from working a wedding?” she continued. “I guarantee I’ll have this place whipped into shape by lunchtime.”

      “I just don’t see why it has to be you. The doctor said to rest. Do you even know the definition of the word?” Oliver might be younger than her by a few minutes, but he’d always assumed the role of her protector when they were kids. Thirty-six years later, not much had changed.

      “I’ll be fine.”

      A frown, then, “Remember that panic attack you had before the state golf tournament? You said you were fine then as well.”

      “That’s hardly the same.” Yet the memory of that day still haunted her. “Besides, the exposure in American Wanderer will do far more to promote the business than staying in Petoskey would have. This couldn’t have come at a better time.”

      “Right. A vacation.” His sip of coffee lasted a whole four seconds, in which he said, No shame in admitting you’re in over your head.

      “I’m not in over my head.”

      “I never said you were.”

      “But you were thinking it.”

      As much as the movies loved to glamorize twins and their telepathic communication, it was a lot less fun in real life. Knowing a person’s tics and tells only made it that much more difficult to skirt the truth.

      “Should’ve gotten you decaf,” he muttered under his breath. “If you change your mind, I’ll be at the bookstore.” He turned to leave, then paused outside the open door. “Oh, and Kate?”

      She didn’t need another lecture about taking on too much, or her borderline caffeine addiction, but she looked up anyway. Lines she hadn’t noticed before creased around his eyes as he truly smiled at her for the first time that morning.

      “Welcome home.”

      Home. The word slipped around her as quickly as his footsteps down the hall. Jonathon Island hadn’t been her home in almost fifteen years—a lifetime, really. Yet the sentiment warmed her all the same.

      “I love you too, oh brother of mine.” He was too far away by now to hear it, but it didn’t make it any less true.

      By eleven thirty, she was placing the final scrap of paper into a new binder. The books were back on their shelves, and dirty dishes were clean and in the cabinets where they belonged, but no amount of sorting and reorganizing of Dani’s sparse notes could sugarcoat the truth.

      Her brother was right.

      “Ugh, the florist. Why didn’t I start there?” Even if the island’s apple blossoms were the main showcase, there were additional displays and flower talks and classes to think about. Tourists loved that sort of thing. The devil may be in the details, but all the cider tastings and historic tours in the world wouldn’t be enough to impress the readers of American Wanderer when they’d been promised flowers in abundance.

      Just breathe. Dani had to have those notes here somewhere. A quick raid through the ancient rolltop desk revealed nothing but a drawer of pens and a bag of saltwater taffy from the Fudge Shop on the Corner. Kate popped a yellow one into her mouth and cringed when what she’d expected to be pineapple turned out to be banana flavored instead.

      In need of a serious serotonin boost, she pulled out her phone and scrolled through videos of puppies and baby pandas. An arrangement of orange and white roses in front of a green velvet backdrop snagged her attention. She paused on the image by her favorite florist, Lily & Stone Floral Designs, and immediately tapped the heart beside it. Many floral influencers shared more about themselves than the flowers, but she appreciated the singular focus. The flowers should sell themselves.

      A deafening ring made her almost drop her cell as she scrambled to silence the ancient landline on the desk.

      “Jonathon Island Tourism Bureau, how may I help you?”

      Despite the poor cell reception across the island, the female voice came through loud and clear. “Hi, I’m Mrs. Shepherd. I’m responding to a call we received last week about the Jonathon Island Apple Blossom Festival. Is this the right number to inquire about the festival florist position?”

      Talk about miraculous timing. Kate did a little dance in her seat—one Oliver would no doubt roll his eyes at—before resuming a more professional demeanor.

      “Yes, this is the office in charge of the event. May I ask which vendor you’re calling from?” The filing cabinet jangled as she slid open the top drawer and skimmed the file names. Where was that list?

      The sound of a door closing echoed in the background of the call, followed by a long pause before Mrs. Shepherd continued. “That would be Lily & Stone Floral Designs, based out of Detroit.”

      Her hand froze over a folder of antique blueprints. “The Lily & Stone?” It was either the most unbelievable timing, or the woman on the other end of the line had seen her stalking the Instagram page and decided to give her a right scare.

      “I realize this is a little last-minute, but is the position still available?”

      Was it still available? More like a dream come true.

      “Absolutely!” She winced and tried again. “We’d be thrilled to have you partner with us. The festival doesn’t start for another couple of weeks, but you’re more than welcome to arrive early and get acquainted with the island.”

      “I have a few things to work out on our end, but how does April the eighteenth sound?”

      Saturday? That was…she checked the wall calendar…only three days from now. She’d asked God for help, but even this was moving a little fast. “Saturday sounds perfect.” Kate scribbled the date onto her calendar, then dug into the pile of sticky notes on the desk. She thought she recalled reading a note somewhere about using an old outbuilding at the livery in town. If only she could remember which sticky note it was on…

      “Wonderful. I’ll put it into his calendar and book the ferry for then.” The clack of a keyboard trickled over the receiver. “All set. He’ll be on the noon crossing. Between you and me, he’s not much of a conversationalist, but I’m sure you’ll get along just fine.”

      “I look forward to meeting and working with him when he gets here.” Kate returned the phone to its cradle, hardly able to believe her good luck. Feeling adventurous, she popped another taffy into her mouth—red this time—and savored the tangy watermelon candy.

      Take that, Oliver!

      Not even lunchtime, and she’d both organized Dani’s office and jumbled notes and secured their frontrunner for the festival. This called for a celebration.

      Purse in hand, she practically skipped out the office door and down the building’s front steps in search of the bookstore so she could tell him just how wrong he’d been.
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        * * *

      

      This had to be a joke. A cruel trick that only people who laughed at drunken college pranks might find funny. No one was laughing, least of all Lincoln.

      “This is slander. She has no right posting something like this on her social media account.” He glared at the screen as the Like count continued to skyrocket on Mrs. Howard’s post. “It’s already gotten over two thousand hits in the past forty-eight hours. She even tagged us with #BadServiceAlert. If the Bloomfest selection committee gets wind of this, I can kiss my chances at the showcase goodbye.”

      “Everyone has a right to their own opinion,” Felicity defended from the kitchen. It was just like her not to take sides.

      “Even if that opinion is a load of⁠—”

      “Language, please.” She cut him off with a pointed look from behind a refrigerator door covered in funky magnets and a handful of photos of him growing up. She might not be his mom, but she sure acted like it at times. Down to insisting he come to family dinner with her and her husband every Wednesday night. Not that he minded hamburger casserole and homemade cheesecake for dessert. But he could do without the moral lessons every second.

      “I was going to say manure.” However, a few other choice words came to mind.

      “Sure hope you’re not talking about the food.” Felicity’s husband Daryl appeared around the hallway connecting the condo’s kitchen to the living-dining room that was decked out in potted plants and brightly colored artwork that screamed Felicity. Dressed in a blue button-down and slacks, the man still looked every inch the tax lawyer he’d been for forty years before retiring. His bunions must’ve been acting up again based on the way he plopped onto one of the high-backed barstools and proceeded to rub his argyle-stockinged foot.

      “Lincoln’s stressing about how Mrs. Howard’s comments might affect the business. Orders have maybe been a little slower the past day or two, but these things eventually blow over.”

      Yeah, if half his clientele didn’t cancel on him before then.

      “Mind if I take a look?”

      “Be my guest.” Lincoln handed over the phone, knowing he would only get more angry if he kept looking at the post.

      Daryl peered down his nose and squinted at the screen with a lawyerly hmm.

      “What would my chances look like if I were to file a defamation suit against Mrs. Howard? Get her to retract her statement and the post.”

      The man grunted as he lowered the phone. “Might make more a mess of things than you’d want. However, I never did much in civil law. Now, if you had a question about navigating an audit, I could be of more use.” Daryl went back to massaging his big toe. “It’s usually best to settle disputes outside the courtroom and public eye. No use exposing all your dirty laundry to the world when it’s only one grungy sock in question.” He wiggled his toes for effect, chuckling at his own joke.

      Lincoln wasn’t in the mood. This wasn’t some smelly piece of laundry. This was his livelihood. His mom’s legacy. If he’d simply agreed to Mrs. Howard’s terms earlier, none of it would be in jeopardy.

      His phone buzzed on the counter, cutting his pity party short. One glance at the familiar number on the caller ID and his appetite disappeared.

      “Are you going to answer it?” Felicity prompted as she shredded a head of romaine lettuce. There was no way she could know it was Nancy Kensington from the Great Lakes Floral Association, but a person didn’t say no to Felicity Shepherd.

      He downed another swig of root beer before answering. “This is Lincoln St. James of Lily & Stone Floral Designs.”

      “Mr. St. James, I’m glad I caught you. Do you have a moment to talk?”

      Lincoln steeled himself. A woman asking a man to talk was akin to an officer telling a prison inmate to walk the green mile. Palms sweating, he wrapped his hands around the cool glass bottle. Maybe it was good news after all. Maybe they hadn’t seen⁠—

      “I’ll get right to the point, Mr. St. James. In our industry, reputation is everything, as I’m sure you’re well aware. A couple of our members have expressed concerns, so the committee has decided not to proceed with your application to this year’s Bloomfest.”

      “I see.” He nodded numbly, then realized she couldn’t see his contrition through the phone. Feeling the heat of Felicity’s and Daryl’s gazes, he dropped his to the flecks of gold and red within the granite countertop. “What can I do to convince you otherwise?”

      The pause was so long he thought she’d hung up on him. But then…

      “It’s not normally done, but we’d be willing to extend a probationary period of thirty days. If you can prove your participation won’t jeopardize the Bloomfest name, we’d reconsider.”

      How was he going to convince the committee when all his clients were pulling out?

      “Thank you, Mrs. Kensington. I won’t let you down.” Why he promised her that, he wasn’t sure, but it sounded like the right thing to say.

      “So? What did they want?” Felicity asked when he hung up.

      Lincoln repeated the ultimatum, ending with the thirty-day deadline.

      “Sounds like they believe in you,” Felicity said, clearly trying to soften the blow.

      “That or they want to make themselves feel better by not turning me down outright.”

      “Think of it as a growing opportunity.” Daryl was as much an optimist as his wife. “A chance to broaden your scope and step outside your comfort zone.”

      Hadn’t he been doing that the past few years already? When his mom had died, he’d taken her small neighborhood shop and turned it into a sought-after floral design business. No more prom corsages or flowergrams. That might have been enough for him five years ago, but he wasn’t the only one to consider in this equation.

      The timer on the oven went off, the smell of tomatoes, garlic, and cheese filling the kitchen. “Have you thought any more about the email I forwarded to you last week?” Felicity asked as she set the dish on the stove to cool. “Participating in a community event like that would go a long way toward showing the kind of man you are.”

      “The Apple Blossom Festival?” He’d read the short article, more than a little impressed by the larger-than-life description. However, it seemed like a lot of inflated promises to him, and he wasn’t an entertainer by any stretch of the imagination. “I keep away from the customers for a reason. Look what happened last time.”

      Her uncharacteristic silence had his neck tensing. “Felicity?”

      She wrung her slender fingers around the towel hanging from the oven door before finally speaking. “What if I told you…I already accepted the invitation on your behalf?”

      Lincoln’s eyebrows shot up. “You didn’t.”

      This time Felicity had gone too far. He didn’t care how well-intentioned she was. She shouldn’t have signed him up without at least discussing it with him first. “I can’t just drop everything and leave at a moment’s notice. I’ve already made commitments. There’s still the Waverly wedding next week, and I should really clean out the storage room behind the studio. You’ve been on at me about it for months, and now I finally have the time to take care of it.”

      The tiniest shake of her head ground him to a halt mid-stride. “Mrs. Waverly called while you were out earlier today. She canceled, didn’t she?”

      He didn’t need Felicity’s apologetic nod to confirm it.

      “Which means”—she jumped ahead of him—“your schedule is wide open. You were the one who said you needed something to impress the judges. So, impress them.”

      His focus bounced from her to her husband and then to the golden-brown casserole between them. It wasn’t the worst plan, but…

      “Daryl?” Felicity asked. “What do you think?”

      Despite the blue-and-gold argyle sock propped against his knee, he looked every bit the seasoned lawyer. He was quiet for only a moment before his mouth twitched into a smile. “I think I married a very wise woman. Crafty, I’ll give her that, but wise.”

      So that was it. Not that he had many other options. Slumping against the back of the seat, he swiped his pop and downed the remainder of its contents.

      “So, where is it that I’m going again?” Please say somewhere tropical and warm. Anything other than this dreary spring they’d been having.

      Felicity’s smile wavered only a fraction before she aimed those sunny eyes at him. “The pride of northern Michigan. Jonathon Island.”

      The root beer churned in his stomach. It had been a popular tourist destination back in the day, but it also happened to be the childhood home of his ex-fiancée, Kate Sullivan. “Are you sure that’s a good idea?” Five years might be a long time, but surely not enough for her to forget his leaving her at the altar for reasons he couldn’t bring himself to admit to.

      Felicity’s face softened. No doubt she could read every reservation bubbling inside of him, despite his clamped jaw. “If you’re worried about running into Kate, you should know she’s been living in Petoskey the past few years.”

      “I wasn’t worried.” Liar. But after nearly losing his reputation and business all in a few days, his personal pride was the last thing he had.

      Felicity gave him the same look his mom had always worn whenever she knew he was being stubborn. “Good. Then there shouldn’t be a problem, right?”

      There was no use arguing with her. He’d only embarrass himself further and end up giving in eventually anyway. That didn’t mean he had to like her underhanded tactics, but she needed this to work as much as he did. And as she’d said, Kate was in Petoskey, hours away from where he’d be going. And seeing as she’d never taken him to visit the island when they were together, there was no reason to think she’d be there now.

      “Fine, you win.” It was difficult keeping his frown in place when her smile grew so large, even if she was right about everything.

      “So, what time does my ferry leave?”
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      He’d expected a chilly welcome, but the frigid Canadian winds licking off Lake Huron were something else entirely.

      With temperatures barely hovering above forty, Lincoln slipped right past the open deck of the ferry to the more sheltered seats inside with the other passengers. A middle-aged man with a padded rod case sticking out of his bag took the seat across the aisle from him, behind a group of young adults decked out with trekking poles and backpacking gear. All dressed in down jackets and heavy boots, it appeared everyone had received the memo to pack winter clothes except for him.

      “Welcome aboard, ladies and gentlemen,” the captain’s voice crackled over the ancient intercom. “It’s a balmy forty-two degrees outside on this lovely Saturday. Perfect time to visit Jonathon Island before the busy season picks up.”

      Balmy, indeed.

      As they began to pull away from the dock, the speakers crackled back to life. “In a few moments, a member of the crew will come around with a visitor’s guide. It’s a little publication put out by the island’s historical state park commission with detailed maps that show her bicycle routes, walking trails, and other noteworthy sites that are hidden throughout the island.”

      A minute later, a guy in a navy hat and fleece vest made his way down the rows, a stack of papers beneath his arm. Lincoln took one look at the yellowed trifold pamphlet and waved the crew member on. He was here for work, not a vacation. No matter how hard the captain was working to entertain his guests.

      “Well, folks, there she is.” As if on cue, they turned, and the massive green-and-white bridge came into view. “Opened to traffic in 1957, it’s just shy of five miles long, connecting Michigan’s upper and lower peninsulas. It’s also the dividing line between Lake Michigan and Lake Huron. We are currently sailing on Lake Michigan, but once we cross back underneath the bridge heading toward the island, we’ll re-enter Lake Huron.”

      Lincoln popped in a pair of earbuds and closed his eyes as the gentle beat pulsed to the rhythm of the waves. He tried not to fixate on the bounce of the boat, focusing instead on the past two days of research. As far as he’d found, this was Jonathon Island’s first Apple Blossom Festival in years, which provided him very little to go off in putting together design ideas. What exactly did festival florists do? He’d asked around, but the other business owners knew about as much as he. Not a great start if he hoped to impress the journalist from American Wanderer who was expected to cover the event.

      The one upside to this arrangement.

      Something bumped his shoulder, and he opened his eyes to a nearly empty cabin. They were there already? The man with the rod case gave him a ruddy-faced smile, as if waiting for Lincoln to follow him out onto the deck with the others.

      One step off the platform felt like he’d passed through the wardrobe only to stumble upon a dollhouse village rather than wintry Narnia, but it was no less a contrast to Detroit’s modern cityscape. He stared at a horse-drawn carriage as it lumbered down Main Street, the clip-clop of the horses’ hooves the echo of a bygone era.
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