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      For my future daughter-in-law, Ashley. You’re already a cherished member of our family! Your sunny demeanor and kindness are a gift!
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      The door opens and my stomach plummets to my toes like I’m on a rollercoaster plunging down a terrifying drop.

      What is he doing here?

      Has he tracked me down after all this time?

      No, that’s not realistic. Is it?

      He tilts back his black cowboy hat. Blond hair, the exact color of freshly made waffles, brushes his forehead. He holds a phone to his ear with a scowl on his too handsome face. A face that’s been featured in multiple blockbuster movies over the past decade—not that I’ve seen a single one. If Holden Fox is in a movie, then I skip the movie.

      “The answer is no. There’s nothing to discuss.” His gaze sweeps my store and lands on me. “I’ve got to hang.”

      My heart pounds in my ears and my throat is as dry as a desert. A sharp pinch stabs my finger.

      Bollocks! I’ve stabbed myself with the needle. A drop of blood forms, and I stick my finger in my mouth before the blood can stain the fabric. How would I explain to Mrs. Roberts I ruined her blouse because I was too busy staring at Holden Fox?

      “Is this the only store in town called Dress to Impress? Wait, this is Granite Cove, right?” He frowns down at his phone. “Did my GPS send me somewhere else?”

      So he’s not lost.

      “You’re in Granite Cove, and this is the only dress shop in town. Let alone the only one called Dress to Impress. I’m Kelly Tanner, the owner.”

      His gaze swings up to mine without a trace of recognition.

      Of course he doesn’t remember me. I was nothing but a momentary distraction to him.

      Good, it’s better this way.

      He swaggers over to the counter in faded jeans and a tarnished, dented belt buckle.

      “I was told to come here for my fitting, but it must be a mistake.” His green gaze narrows as he scans the racks of clothes filling the store. He checks his phone and scowls.

      The low, Texas drawl sends a shot of heat through my core, but I dump an enormous pitcher of ice on my traitorous hormones and grit my teeth.

      Fitting? Please no. Fate couldn’t be that cruel.

      “H.A.? Mitch and Franny’s wedding?” I hold my breath. Please say no.

      “Yeah.”

      Why didn’t Franny warn me? A simple heads-up Mitch’s best man is a famous actor isn’t too much to expect, is it?

      “Then you’re in the right place.”

      He looks around my store again and frowns.

      Seriously, dude? My shop may not be the swanky, Rodeo Drive type of places he must be used to, but it’s not some crappy hole-in-the-wall, either.

      “If you’ll follow me, I’ll show you to a fitting room where you can try on the tux.” I stalk around the counter toward the back of the store. Why did I tell Lenore she could have the day off today? I could be safely hidden in the backroom right now and leave her to deal with Mr. Hotshot Celebrity Too Good for My Small-Town Store. She may have never actually measured or fitted any of my wedding clients before, but I have trained her how. So what if this is the highest profile wedding I’ve ever done?

      I snatch back the curtain on the dressing room I reserve for brides to accommodate the large trains or skirts and wave him in with a tight smile. “I’ll bring out your tux.”

      A spicy scent reaches my nose as he glides past me and tosses his hat on the small table in the corner. I swivel away and stride to the backroom. What the heck does the A stand for? Arrogant? Ass? Actor? If Franny had said H.F. I might have put two and two together. Then again, probably not. It never occurred to me Franny’s famous husband might have an equally famous best man. It should have.

      I grab the tux and fold it over my arm. She could have warned me. When she handed over the measurements and said the best man couldn’t arrive until right before the wedding, I should have asked more questions. Simply ensuring a qualified tailor took the measurements wasn’t enough. I would have had forewarning.

      I stop and take a deep breath in front of the door. He’s just another customer. I’ve worked with plenty of celebrities at past jobs. He’s nothing special. He clearly doesn’t remember me. So I have nothing to worry about. He’ll try on the tux and be out of my life once again. Hopefully, this time for good.

      He’s texting on his phone when I approach and doesn’t look up even as I hang the tux on the hook inside the dressing room. “Let me know if you need anything.”

      The curtain rattles across the rod when I yank it closed and return to the counter. I put Mrs. Roberts’ blouse on a shelf under the counter and drum my fingers on the countertop. I’ll finish repairing the blouse once he leaves. It certainly wouldn’t look good if I damaged her blouse after agreeing to fix the half a dozen garments she brought in. I should’ve directed her to the couple of local women who do an excellent job mending clothes like I do for anyone else that asks about repairing clothes. But, when she told me Franny referred her to me and hesitantly explained her eyes just weren’t what they used to be and she couldn’t see well enough to sew anymore, I couldn’t say no.

      The curtain slides open, and he steps out, frowning. “I told Mitch I have my own damn tux. This is a mess. Someone screwed up the measurements. Are you sure you brought me the right one?”

      I straighten my spine and run my tongue over the inside of my teeth. The tux is clearly too large in several areas.

      “I assure you, it’s the correct tux. I ordered it based on the measurements provided.” I march over, scanning him. “I’ll retake your measurements. I can make the proper adjustments. You will have to come in for a final fitting.”

      “This was the final fitting.”

      “Correct, but normally I would have taken the measurements myself. I went off the ones given as a courtesy. It is, of course, up to you. You’re welcome to take the tux elsewhere for adjustments.”

      He scowls down. “I don’t have time for this. I’ll wear one of my own.”

      “Franny and Mitch chose this particular custom design. If you wear a standard tux, you won’t match the rest of the marriage party and you’ll disrupt their plans. Is that what you wish to do?”

      I used to think his eyes were the exact same shade as the green stripe on my grandmother’s antique chairs. But, as he glares down at me from his six-foot-three height, they’re closer to the color of pond scum.

      “Make it quick.”

      I grab the measuring tape from the small, hidden cupboard outside the dressing area and suck in a breath. He’s just a customer. A rude, entitled one. I’ve dealt with plenty of those in the past.

      The length of the pants and arms is perfect. I compare the new measurements to the ones I was given. “Have you lost weight recently?”

      His gaze meets mine and darts away. “A bit.”

      He’s probably slimming down for a new acting role or something.

      “That would explain the difference.”

      Franny and Mitch’s wedding is only a week away. I already have a full schedule. It’s May and the wedding season is in full swing. If it weren’t for Franny, I’d tell him to go elsewhere. She’s one of the few genuine friendships I’ve made since moving to New Hampshire, and I don’t want to disappoint her. I also owe her for the huge spike in business lately. Her and Mitch’s celebrity wedding is a first for Granite Cove, and all the local businesses are seeing their sales skyrocket.

      I scroll through my calendar, checking for a suitable time to schedule his fitting. Lenore will definitely handle that one. I’ll go over every step with her beforehand. It should be fairly straightforward after I make the adjustments. She’ll only have to bring him the tux to try on.

      “I have an opening on Thursday morning at eleven o’clock. Will that work for you?” It dang well better.

      He scowls as he taps on his phone. “Fine.”

      “You can change and leave the tux hanging up in the dressing room.” I spin away.

      “You’d probably get more male customers if you didn’t have all these frou-frou decorations.”

      I slowly turn back. He’s waving his hands around at the entire back of the store as he steps into the dressing room. I intentionally decorated this part of the store in a fairy-tale theme for my brides and other special occasion dress wearers. Yes, it is feminine. So are most of my clients.

      Besides, it’s not like it’s over the top. The white-and-gold color scheme is elegant and tasteful. It’s not hot pink or anything.

      “Thank you so much for your unsolicited opinion. I’ll be sure to redesign my store to suit your masculine comfort.”

      I yank the curtain closed so I don’t have to see his too handsome face or the smirk spreading across it.
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      The garden path meanders past manicured hedges and overflowing flower gardens. Rebecca would know the names of all the plants, but the rose is the only one I can identify. It probably has some fancy name, and experts would cringe if they heard me simply call it a rose. Kind of like how I cringe when a customer mixes up the types of fabric when they describe a garment they want me to make for them, and then I have to backtrack when I realize they meant something completely different.

      I glance over my shoulder at the giant white house and the wedding reception happening in the yard. People dance and laugh under the massive white tent. Franny and Mitch’s wedding is an amazing success. There were only a few dry eyes when Franny walked down the aisle and they said their vows. I shed a few myself.

      Granted, one or two might’ve been because I’m feeling sorry for myself.

      The path branches off in different directions, and I take the one that will take me farther away from the merriment so I can wallow a bit in silence and privacy before returning to the party.

      It’s not like I’m not happy for Franny. I am. If Mom hadn’t pointed out I’m seven years older than Franny and still single, my loneliness probably wouldn’t have crossed my mind. I should’ve known when she asked me how old Franny was. It’s not like Mom has ever met Franny. Why would she care how old she is except to use the opportunity to once again point out I’m her only single offspring?

      The path ends in an enclosed garden. A small pond with adorable red, wooden, arched bridges fills most of the area. There are cement benches around the perimeter. I sit on the closest one and stare at the lily pads with the pink-and-white flowers. Spring was certainly the right choice to have a wedding here. It’s not too hot and the flowers are blooming, providing a beautiful backdrop.

      A bright orange fish swims by. Then another, and then a white one with orange spots. It’s a koi pond. How beautiful.

      I scan the pond for different colors. There’s a black spotted one, too. I follow its progress toward one of the bridges.

      A blond head peers into the pond on the other side of the bridge.

      So much for solitude.

      It’s a young boy. I search the garden for his parents. Should he be alone? How old is old enough for a kid to be unsupervised?

      How old was I when I was left alone? Being the youngest of four, I was never alone. Not until I was a teenager.

      He’s not a teenager, but close. He is tall and rather gangly. He appears to be all elbows and knees from this angle.

      He stands and walks over the bridge, staring into the pond the entire time. With his height, maybe he is a teenager. He stops about ten feet away from me and sits on the ground underneath a large tree.

      “The koi fish are beautiful, aren’t they? I had no idea this pond was back here. Hard to believe they’re related to tiny goldfish.”

      He continues to stare into the pond and doesn’t spare me a glance. “They’re not. Koi and goldfish are entirely distinct species of fish. Koi are a type of carp, and goldfish were created from a type of carp, but they’re not the same.”

      “Good to know.”

      He shrugs. “I like knowing things.”

      “That’s a good habit to have.”

      He stares at me with a wrinkled frown on his face. “Some people find it annoying.”

      “Why would knowledge be annoying?”

      A tiny smirk appears at the corner of his mouth. “That’s what I think, too.”

      “What has your attention over there?”

      “One with light blue spots. They’re rarer.”

      “Oh yeah? I want to see.” I stroll over and peer into the pond. “What other colors do they come in?”

      “Orange, yellow, white, black, blue, gold. They’re usually a mixture like those.” He points to a group of orange-and-white ones with black spots.

      “Thank you for teaching me something new today.”

      He shrugs.

      “Are you and your family on Mitch’s side or Franny’s?” Probably not too subtle, but I don’t feel comfortable with him being out here all alone.

      “Mitch’s.”

      “I’m a friend of Franny’s.”

      “She seems nice. Makes awesome brownies.”

      I laugh. “Yes, she does. You should try her cupcakes. They’re addictive.”

      “You got any kids?”

      “Nope, just me, myself, and I.” I eye the reasonably flat stone a few feet from him and sit. Hopefully, my dress won’t be stained when I get up. It’s not a great advertisement for my store if I saunter around in ripped or stained clothing. “How about you? Siblings? Parents?”

      “No siblings. I’m not a robot, so I have the required parents, but that’s not what you mean.”

      “Very funny. I’d like to have a robot. It could do all the cleaning I hate to do.”

      “I’d have it do much more interesting stuff than clean.”

      “Oh yeah? Like what?”

      He stares up at the sky for a moment and then shrugs. “Just stuff.”

      “Homework?”

      “Nah, I can do my own homework.”

      “Hmm…drive you around? You’re not old enough to drive yet, are you?”

      He rolls his eyes. “No, but I have a driver for that.”

      So he’s rich.

      “Can your robot fly? Oh, I know. You’d have your robot take you all over the world or into space. That would be amazing.”

      He laughs. “Yeah, that would be kind of cool. The space part.”

      “You want to walk back to the wedding together and find your parents?”

      He frowns and shakes his head.

      “They’re probably worried about you. Do they know where you are?”

      “He thinks I’m with Amy. Besides, I have my phone. I can always text him if I need him.”

      Him…so a father, not a mother. “Who’s Amy?”

      Another eye roll. “My nanny.”

      Thinks he’s too old for one, probably. “Dare I ask where she is?”

      “Last time I saw her, she was downing champagne and giggling.”

      Oh boy. Perhaps his nanny is enjoying the festivities a little too much.

      I nibble on my bottom lip. I can’t just leave him alone here. I guess there’s no one who will really miss me. Franny is obviously busy. Rebecca is a bridesmaid, so she’s busy, too. She asked me to keep an eye on her brother, Drew, but he’s with Ian and he was playing with Olivia’s twins earlier.

      I look sideways at the boy. “How old are you?”

      “Why?”

      “Because my friends have boys that might be around your age, and I thought you might like to meet them.”

      He stares at me silently. Is he considering it?

      “I’m twelve.”

      “The twins are ten or eleven, and Drew is a little older.”

      “Are they nice?”

      My heart clenches. “They are. I’ll come with you.”

      “Will you stay?”

      “Of course.” I’m not going to leave this kid alone. “You going to tell me your name?”

      He gives me a small smile. “Trevor.”

      “It’s nice to meet you, Trevor. My name is Kelly.”

      He follows me back through the gardens. I hear boys’ laughter and head in that direction. Trevor’s steps slow as we get closer.

      “Timmy and Tommy are the twins. Their mom, Olivia, is one of Franny’s bridesmaids. Drew is Rebecca’s brother. She’s one of the bridesmaids, too.”

      We step into a clearing with a low maze of hedges. The bushes are only waist high. The boys, along with Luke and Ian, are playing a tag hide and seek.

      Drew spots us and jogs over. He stops in front of us and waves at Trevor. “Hi. Do you want to play?”

      I smile. Drew always has a smile on his face whenever I see him. His friendliness is contagious and uplifting.

      “Drew, this is Trevor.”

      “Come on.” Drew runs back to the maze.

      Trevor glances at me and then shrugs.

      “I’ll wait right here. Unfortunately, this dress wasn’t made to play hide and seek in.”

      He strolls over with his hands in his pockets. Drew introduces him to everyone, and they fill him in on the rules and start a new game.

      A smile appears on Trevor’s face within a few minutes. By the end of the first round, he’s grinning and laughing with them.

      I sit on a wooden bench in front of a tall hedge and under a giant tree. I can monitor him from here and he can see me. I promised him I would stay.

      He texts something on his phone a few times, but other than glancing in my direction, his entire focus is on the game. Lights flicker on as dusk descends. They’re strung in the trees and placed around the maze.

      Olivia arrives and she and Luke sit on a bench in the corner. Rebecca watches from a distance. I stand to join her until I see Ian heading in her direction. I sit back down.

      “Thank you for watching over my son.”

      I gape up at Holden Fox. He stands next to me in his tux, which fits him like a glove—thank you very much.

      I snap my mouth closed and look at Trevor. “Trevor is your son?”

      “You didn’t know?”

      “No, I only knew he was a kid by himself.”

      He scowls. “Yeah, I fired his nanny. She’s drunk and barely conscious. Came with excellent references, but I guess you never know. Trev texted me Franny’s friend, Kelly, was keeping him company and introducing him to other boys to play with.” He smirks. “Franny said you’re her only friend named Kelly, so it must be you. She assured me you are trustworthy and not going to abscond with my son.”

      “Was that a concern?” Wait, of course, he’s a celebrity. He probably does have to worry about abduction more than the average parent.

      He runs his hand through his hair. “I have to consider a lot of things as a parent I never thought I would.”

      His hair is much lighter than Trevor’s, but I suppose he has highlights or something. Or Trevor could take after his mother. Who is his mother? I’ve carefully avoided reading or watching anything that mentions Holden Fox over the years. I didn’t even know he had a son. Or that he was married.

      “Listen, I’ll pay you for your time.” He takes out his wallet and flips through a stack of bills.

      You have got to be kidding me.

      I stand. “I don’t want your money, Mr. Fox.”

      He searches my face like he can’t believe I’m serious.

      “I’ll just say goodbye to Trevor, if you don’t mind.”

      I don’t wait for him to answer. I wave at Trevor as I get close. “I have to get going, Trevor. I wanted to say goodbye.”

      He jogs closer and frowns. “You’re leaving?”

      “Yes, it’s been a long day. Your dad’s here.” I jerk my thumb over my shoulder without turning around.

      He waves at his dad. “Am I going to see you again?”

      “Well, I own a dress shop in town. It’s called Dress to Impress. So, if you’re ever back in Granite Cove, you can drop in and say hello.”

      “Okay, I guess.”

      He seems disappointed. I bite my lip. Why did Holden Fox have to be his father? “Can I give you a hug?”

      He wraps his arms around me and I give him a squeeze. His head is almost even with mine. He’ll tower over me in another year or so.

      “Never stop learning, Trevor.”

      He pulls away and gives me half a smile. I clear my suddenly constricted throat. Dang, this kid is really getting to me.

      I wave at Rebecca, Ian, Olivia, and Luke as I stride past.

      Maybe my mother is right and my biological clock is not only ticking, but it’s releasing kid-wanting hormones throughout my body.

      God, wouldn’t that just be my luck! It’s not bad enough my mother feels it’s her mission on earth to pressure me to marry and produce children? Now my own body is starting its own campaign?
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      Navigating the village sidewalks during the summer can be like battling an ocean current. The swarms of people resemble the crowds I grew accustomed to when I lived in Manhattan, not the sweet little lakeside town of Granite Cove.

      I duck into an alleyway, lean against the cool brick wall, and take a long sip of my iced coffee. Franny’s coffee is the best. I don’t know what she does to make it taste so good, but it really hits the spot. It would’ve tasted even better with the salted caramel cupcake I originally walked to The Sweet Spot for, but they sold out of my favorite treat.

      According to Sally’s whispered explanation, Holden Fox snagged the last one. I’m not sure why she bothered whispering. It’s not like it’s a big secret he’s been renting a place on the lake for the past couple of weeks. He’s probably hiding out after the huge custody battle over Trevor that’s been splashed all over the tabloids and internet all summer.

      Poor kid. My heart broke for him when I read the news. I wonder if I’ll get a chance to see him again while he’s here—at least I assume he’s here. Holden won full custody, so Trevor should be here, too, right? Unless he shipped him off somewhere with a new nanny.

      Even here in the shade, the August heat is oppressive. I place the sweating plastic cup against the side of my neck for a moment. I need to get back to the shop. Thankfully, it’s only a few blocks up the street.

      I take a long swallow of coffee and shove off the wall. Time to slip back into the throngs of tourists. I shouldn’t complain. My bottom line certainly loves the summer surge of shoppers.

      I clutch my coffee close to my chest so no one bumps into it and sidestep the shorts-and-tank-top-clad teenagers occupying most of the sidewalk. I peek into Blossoms as I pass to see if Rebecca is busy. I could use a few minutes of conversation. She’s behind the counter, but there’s a line of customers. Conversation with her will have to wait until book club next week.

      Luke’s latest release kept me up way past my bedtime over the weekend. When Olivia selected her fiancé’s book for book club, I was nervous I wouldn’t like it and not know what to say when it came time to discuss the book. Thrillers aren’t normally my thing, but I couldn’t put it down. I wonder if Luke will be at book club to discuss his book.
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