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      “…I can’t begin to tell you how much I love you, and hope to share the rest of my life with you. Please, say you’ll marry me.”

      Toni Wakefield froze, the heartfelt words uttered in deep tones rushing through her. Oh, how romantic. How special. How she’d longed to hear him say these words. Even if she’d never have picked a New Year’s Eve party at her home as the place to pop the question. Still, with the sound of soft music, and the gold and silver decorations from Christmas still brightening their home, she supposed some might consider it a romantic-enough location.

      “Please, Serena,” Joel continued. “Say you’ll make me the happiest man in the world.”

      Toni’s heart kicked. When she’d moved to search the spare room closet to find the painting she’d done long ago, never in a million years would she have expected her brother was about to propose to his girlfriend in this room. And never would she have expected him to sound quite so… anxious. Or impassioned. Or romantic. Ugh. The awkwardness of it all.

      And now she was trapped here, crouched behind the open closet door as her brother proposed to Serena Williamson, trying to make it look like she hadn’t overheard, while the rest of their friends continued their karaoke countdown to New Year’s. She could only pray that Ethan wouldn’t wake and demand attention…

      “Of course I will,” Serena’s soft voice came, followed by a noise that sounded suspiciously like a kiss. A long, passionate kiss that drew new meaning to the word awkward.

      Toni eased back on her heels in her hidey-hole between the wall and the door, wincing as her leg began to cramp. Okay, so this was really starting to get uncomfortable, as the kissing and whispered words of devotion continued.

      Her nose wrinkled as dust from the long-untouched canvases wafted through the room. A sneeze threatened, the irritation building, building, building—

      “Ah-choo!”

      Toni slapped a hand over her mouth, as a wince shivered through her entire soul.

      The door slowly opened wider and she peeked up to see her brother’s face loom overhead. “Surprise.”

      “Toni? What on earth are you doing there?”

      She pushed to her full height, summoning a contrite smile. “Hi.” She peeked behind his shoulder. “Um, hi Serena.”

      “Hi, Toni,” Serena said, a big smile on her face unable to disguise the fact that her mussed hair and swollen lips made her look thoroughly kissed.

      Toni glanced back at her brother. “So, um, congratulations.”

      His mouth tweaked. “You heard that?”

      “Yep.” She glanced apologetically at Serena. “Sorry to intrude. But hey, if my brother isn’t going to check the room is clear before getting his proposal on, well, what’s a girl gonna do?”

      “You could’ve mentioned you were here,” Joel grumbled, even as he slipped an arm around Serena.

      “I was deep in the closet looking for—ah, this!” Toni held up the painting with triumph—and relief. “Looks like that is my cue to leave.” She mouthed a “sorry” at Serena, who simply grinned and drew her into a hug. “I am really happy for you though.”

      “Me too,” Serena said, glancing up at Joel like she thought he hung the moon.

      “And you too,” Toni said, giving her big brother a squeeze. “You might be a doofus, but you couldn’t have chosen better.”

      “I know, right?” He kissed Serena again, and they were soon lost in each other again.

      Judging this moment as being as good as any, she stole back into the hall where the sounds of merriment drifted from the living room.

      “There you are!” Anna Morely, one of Toni’s—and Serena’s—close friends waved her over to where she stood with Rachel and Damian Taylor, both here enjoying a child-free night. Judging from the beverages Rachel was knocking back—which had led to some very spirited renditions of You’re the One that I Want and Love Somebody Like You—Rachel might be enjoying the party a little too much. “I was beginning to think you must’ve got sucked into a time warp or something,” Anna said.

      “Nope.” Admitting what she’d just witnessed wasn’t her news to share. “It just took a while to find this.” She held up the artwork.

      “That’s so good.” Anna gestured for their friend Jackie O’Halloran to join them from where she’d been talking with their pastors, John and Angela McPherson, and Dr. James Wells and Staci Everton. Staci was one of Toni’s favorite authors, and had shocked them all earlier this evening by declaring that she was moving from Chicago to Muskoka Shores to help care for her grandmother, Rose.

      Anna shot the new couple a look and grumbled, “I still can’t believe my luck. Hot doctor was only here a month and already he’s been snapped up.”

      Damian murmured something about more punch and wandered away, as if the talk of hot doctors wasn’t fit for his ears.

      Toni nudged Anna. “I think you embarrassed Damian.”

      “Damian?” Rachel said. “Aw, bless. He’s never been great with girl talk. Which is why I need you gals in my life.”

      Gladness stole through Toni, treacly thick and warm. How glad she was to have been adopted into this group of women, a group that seemed to be expanding with Staci’s arrival in—or was it return to?—Muskoka Shores a month or so ago. A group where it was safe to be real, to relax, to enjoy Serena’s delectable cooking at her girl-gathering soirees, and talk that ranged from favorite books to Bible verses, times of praying together, movies, and more. A place where Toni was accepted, mistakes and all.

      “It’s like I’m never going to find a man,” Anna complained. “First Dan, then Joel, then James.”

      “Dan?” Jackie asked. “You mean Dan Walton?”

      Dan Walton. Toronto’s hockey defenseman extraordinaire. He had a summer cottage  nearby and attended their church on occasion.

      At Anna’s nod, Jackie’s brow cleared. “Girl, you’ve got to let that one go. He was never going to be yours.”

      He’d married an Aussie singer last year, Sarah somebody, and now they spent most of their time in the city. Toni knew that much at least.

      “And surely you can’t begrudge Serena and Joel?”

      “No, of course I don’t. You know I’m super happy for them.”

      Toni sensed that was true too.

      Rachel snatched a corn chip from a nearby tray and dragged it through a bowl of salsa dip. “As for you and James, well, obviously you two weren’t meant to be.”

      “Obviously.” Anna sighed.

      “You need to stop looking at him,” Jackie said. “You don’t want to make Staci feel like she’s not welcome here by gazing at her boyfriend for too long.”

      “I can’t help it. Every time I see his smile and those eyes, part of me melts.”

      “So how are you managing to get through your workday?” Toni asked.

      Anna worked as a receptionist at the medical clinic where James worked when he wasn’t rostered on at the hospital.

      “With difficulty.”

      Toni exchanged smiles with Jackie, as Rachel downed her second margarita.

      “Mmm. I needed that,” Rachel said, smacking her lips. “I’m pretty sure that’s gonna make my new year’s happy.”

      Toni chuckled, happy for a virgin version.

      Anna swallowed the last of her pink drink, a non-enhanced punch. “Hey, have you seen Serena anywhere? Or are she and Joel off kissing again?”

      Well, judging from what Toni had witnessed before, “They’re probably kissing.”

      “Everyone’s pairing up,” she grouched.

      “Not everyone.” Toni held up a hand, paint-flecked but ring-free.

      Anna snorted. “You could if you wanted to. I noticed your friend Matt has barely stopped staring at you all night.”

      Toni tensed, refusing to glance in the direction of the kitchen. There was a reason she hadn’t exactly hurried back to join the party. And a big, tall part of that was the man standing there in the kitchen, whose gaze felt heavy on her. Joel’s best friend, Matt Vandenburg. “We’re not together.”

      “Sure.” Rachel smirked. “Not yet anyway.”

      “No,” Toni corrected her. “He’s not my type.”

      “Yeah, well, he seems convinced that you’re his type,” Anna said. “I did my best to flirt earlier, but all he wanted to talk about was you and Ethan.”

      He had?

      “It’s not fun always being left out,” Anna grouched. “And now Serena’s so happy, I bet she won’t want to do the Galentine’s Day dinner again this year.”

      “The what?”

      “Galentine’s. It’s when the single ladies get together on February fourteenth and commiserate over cheese and wine about the sorry state of available single men for Christian women.”

      “Huh. I thought it was for the empowerment of women to remember their inner awesomeness and that they didn’t need a man to complete them,” Jackie demurred.

      “Yeah, well, that too.” Anna shrugged. “I’m just getting tired of feeling this empowered all the time, you know what I mean? I’d be really happy to switch it up for a Mix and Mingle event instead, and find a man who could appreciate my awesomeness instead.”

      “Here, have a chocolate.” Rachel shoved a Lindt chocolate ball at Anna, before sending Jackie and Toni an eye-roll that suggested she was as tired of hearing about Anna’s lack of romance as Damian had been.

      Anna unwrapped the red shiny paper and popped it in her mouth, as Rachel’s attention was claimed by a hesitant-looking Staci.

      Toni shot the author a smile—she wanted to include her and make her feel welcome like Serena had asked each of them, hence the invitation to the new couple tonight—but Staci held a sophisticated air that sometimes came across as intimidating. Staci’s luxury brand-name bag and shoes were a world away from Toni’s now-usual daily attire of flats and jeans and old tees. Added to this was the fact Staci was so smart. No wonder she’d landed herself a doctor.

      “You okay?” Jackie asked.

      Toni blinked. And realized she’d been staring at the couple like she had Anna’s heart-eyes going on. “Yeah.”

      Jackie drew her attention back to Toni’s painting. “You’re so talented. I don’t know how you get it to look so vibrant.”

      Toni shrugged. “It’s just a technique with light and shading we use.” Trying to explain the intricacies of chiaroscuro wasn’t exactly riveting party conversation.

      “Don’t sell yourself short,” Jackie gently chided. “You have a gift, which your new job obviously says you’ve earned.”

      Her new job! Her lips curved as a thrill rippled through her. God was a miracle worker, indeed, to have opened the door and allowed Toni—Toni!—to step into a newly-created role at the nearby resort of Muskoka Shores. A role that checked every one of Toni’s passions: artistic expression, education, and awareness. Of course, Serena had been instrumental in Toni getting the job, basically talking up Toni’s abilities when the resort’s general manager had taken a liking to one of Toni’s paintings Serena had hanging in her office. That initial conversation had led to the painting being incorporated into the resort’s new logo and branding, and a job to establish and then run an art gallery at the resort, allowing Toni time to work on her own art, while also providing means to care for Ethan. Truly, a Godsend of a job, one her artsy friends back in Toronto hadn’t believed when she’d told them. But then, Muskoka seemed to be a place where miracles could happen…

      “Finally!”

      Anna’s whisper pivoted Toni’s attention to where Joel and Serena had emerged, hand in hand, glowing with delight. Toni’s heart grew soft. Oh, how sweet. Were they going to tell everyone? Joel scanned the room, eyes alighting on her, and she raised her brows which met with a lift of his own. She mimed a zipped lip, and he nodded, before bending to whisper to Serena.

      “What’s going on?” Anna asked.

      A “nothing” wasn’t going to cut it. Maybe she could feign cluelessness with an, “I don’t know what you mean.”

      Anna’s head tilted. “Are you sure?”

      Toni bit her lip, glancing away only to meet Matt’s gaze. He smiled, and after offering a small smile she ducked her head. Nope. She had no desire to encourage him.

      A cleared throat swung her attention back to Joel. Serena stood beside him, almost sparkling. So, he was about to say something, after all?

      She grew aware of a presence beside her, caught a whiff of something that smelled clean and fresh like the sea. Matt.

      “Hey.”

      She glanced up, but didn’t quite meet his eyes. “Hi.”

      “Your brother looks like he’s ready to burst.”

      “Mmm.”

      She felt his gaze on her skin, but she refused to look in his direction anymore, her focus fully on Joel and Serena.

      “Seeing it’s almost the start of a new year, and that so many of our loved ones are here,” Joel said, one arm firmly around Serena, “I thought it the best time to announce that”—

      An excited murmur raced around the room.

      “—that Serena and I are engaged!”

      The room filled with cries of delight, cheers and applause, and Serena was instantly swamped with celebratory hugs from Anna, Jackie, and Rachel.

      “I knew it,” Matt said.

      “You knew he was going to propose?”

      He shrugged, shoved his hands in his pockets. “I might’ve had an inkling.”

      An inkling? What kind of man spoke like that? An old-fashioned one, that’s who. But wait. Had he said—“You knew and you never said anything?” She placed her hands on her hips.

      “Wasn’t my news to share.”

      Matt studied her, his mouth hitched up at the corner, his dark-lashed blue eyes drawing her in.

      Okay, she wasn’t blind. The man might be way too tall and his voice way too deep, but she couldn’t deny his handsomeness. Light brown hair the ends of which turned blond in summer sun, a square jaw and straight eyebrows and a mouth that was never too quick to smile. The man might suit a magazine cover, but he’d always been way too serious for her. Conscientious Man, she privately called him. Not that she was a fan of guys who proved themselves more worthy of the moniker of Mr. Irresponsible…

      Her gaze swung back to the happy couple, and a moment later Matt left her side to join the congratulatory throng. Then she realized that her standing back here probably looked like she wasn’t pleased about the engagement, when really, nobody here could be happier than her, other than the happy couple themselves.

      Toni allowed herself to be swept into a group hug, as Anna and Rachel shrieked about weddings and venues and dates and all manner of things. Which was ridiculous, as Toni knew they’d only just decided—

      “—hoping maybe near Valentine’s Day,” Joel said.

      What? Toni’s mouth fell open.

      Serena leaned against his shoulder. “It’s a fairly quiet time at the resort right now—”

      No. No, it wasn’t. Not when Toni was about to open the resort’s art gallery space and needed Serena’s help.

      “—and Mom and Dad said they’d be back by then, so anyway, we thought it could work. Especially as John has already said he’s free.”

      “But that’s so soon,” Toni blurted.

      “Not soon enough,” Joel said, eyes on his bride-to-be, before bending to kiss her in a swoon-worthy embrace, his deep affection obvious to all.

      Toni’s heart squeezed, and for a desperate second, she wanted to experience that feeling too. To have a man of Joel’s caliber—he might be her brother, but she recognized a man of quality heart and character—regard her with that look of undying devotion, like she was his everything. What must that feel like?

      She gulped down a stupid spurt of emotion, glancing up to meet Matt’s intense gaze.

      A shiver rolled through her. No. No. She was not going to get caught up in stupid emotions. She was glad, so glad for Joel and Serena. But just because they had found each other and were celebrating their love tonight didn’t mean romance was available for all. She tossed back her dark hair. It didn’t matter anyway. Ethan was enough—would always be enough—for her. Anything else was impossible. Even if she was good enough to have earned a shot at the love of a good man.
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      It was funny how on a night meant to celebrate a new year—meant to celebrate his best friend’s engagement—Matt barely cared about the other partygoers here. Sure, he cared. About some more than others. About one very particularly.

      Toni’s dark hair hung in a straight line that swished when she turned quickly. He watched her go to the bedroom and was tempted to follow. Then thought better of it. Then second-guessed himself again. Or was it triple-guessed by now?

      No matter. He’d been second-guessing Toni Wakefield since she’d first strutted into his awareness six years ago, back when he’d realized his best friend’s little sister had grown up. Fast. Gone were the pigtails and bookworm tendencies. In was sarcastic sass and artistic expression, which saw everything over the past years from hair dye and piercings to darker and more pivotal decisions that had made his heart break.

      But it didn’t matter what she did, or how many cold shoulders she gave him. Toni held his heart, even as he wondered if she knew that. She held his heart, even if at times it seemed she had the power to make him nearly stop breathing. She was his person. That thud of recognition six years ago had been like—if he believed in such things—a giant jolt of cosmic awareness that she was supposed to be with him and he with her. Like God had ordained Toni for him and Matt for her. And while he’d hoped and prayed and waited patiently, and she’d given glimpses of hope she might one day come around—like at the Cranberry festival two months ago—each day that passed without him asking the question burning in his soul only increased his inner agitation. The eczema that had plagued his teenage years was making its itchy reappearance over a decade later.

      “Matt?” A dark-haired man nodded—James, the new doctor in town Joel had asked Matt to befriend. He’d been happier to befriend him once he realized James and the author-lady had eyes only for each other. Men like James were way too good looking for their own good. Or for the good of other men’s self-esteem. “It is Matt, isn’t it?” His white grin was edged with apology. “Sorry, I’m still trying to remember names. You’d think I’d know more by now but my memory’s been a little hazy.”

      Score one point for Matt. His memory had always been as sharp as broken glass. “How are you doing, James?” Was that a little pointed? Better soothe it with, “Are you enjoying living in Muskoka Shores?”

      “Love it.” James glanced around, taking in the conversations buzzing nearby. “I used to live here, and once thought I’d never want to return, but there’s something pretty nice about living in a small town, isn’t there?”

      “Sure.” Well, Matt imagined there could be. He’d always lived in the city. It was where he’d met Joel and Toni all those years ago. And while Muskoka Shores might be only two hours north of Toronto, it felt a world away compared to his usual breakneck speed of life. “Actually, to be honest, I’m not sure if I could cope with living at such a slow pace.”

      “What do you do again? I think Joel once mentioned you work in the city.”

      A ping of pride preceded his answer. “I work in investments.” At one of the country’s top pension funds companies. Any day now he expected to hear about his longed-for promotion, and the company bonuses. His bonus this year should be sweet.

      “A money man, huh?”

      Was that a bad thing? “Someone has to do it.” And if it meant being an honest man in an industry known for cutthroat deals, then he was God’s man for the job. “I like to think we’re making a positive difference in the world.” He’d always pushed for the company to invest in projects that would prove advantageous to shareholders and fund members while still holding an environmentally sustainable or community benefit. Even if not everyone else in his company agreed. Some, like Ray Weiner, seemed to care more about the bottom line than anything else. Ray’s bottom line somehow always seemed to receive top priority.

      “So how do you and Joel know each other?” James asked.

      Matt explained about meeting in college and the past years of attending the city church where Joel had been a youth pastor for a number of years. “He’s been like a brother to me.” Even when his own hadn’t.

      James nodded, but said nothing more, Staci drawing his attention as the clock ticked closer to midnight. In that moment, Matt remembered Joel once saying something about James’s older brother dying in an explosion in the Middle East.

      Matt offered a weak smile and took the couple’s low-voiced conversation as a sign that his talk with James was done. He pivoted, scanning the room but Toni was nowhere to be found. Joel and Serena were still talking with Rachel and Damian and John and Angela McPherson. It didn’t seem like their announcement had taken the pastors by surprise either. Joel hadn’t exactly been shy about his feelings.

      Unlike some people here.

      Matt slowly exhaled. Was now a good time to go find Toni? Chances were she was checking on Ethan. Would she think it weird of him to find her there? Maybe. Probably.

      But if he didn’t ask her now, then could he really live with himself knowing another entire year had gone past where he hadn’t manned up enough to ask her out for coffee, let alone tell her how he really felt? What had been that verse he’d read this morning? Something about faith not shrinking back but pressing forward, even as the new day approached.

      Well, the new day—the new year—was coming in a matter of minutes now. He grabbed a meatball-on-a-toothpick and swallowed it for courage. Tossed the toothpick in the white ceramic bowl placed for such things. Prayed his millionth desperate prayer. And headed to the hall.

      “Hey, man.”

      Matt’s feet paused as he summoned a smile for Joel. “Congrats, dude.”

      Joel pulled him into another man-hug. More back-slapping. More grinning. “I can’t believe she said yes.”

      “I can’t believe you’d think she’d say anything but,” he said dryly.

      Serena hadn’t exactly been reticent about her feelings for Joel, either, the two of them nauseatingly sweet even as they’d danced around each other for months. Now if only some of this could rub off on Matt and bring his own private feelings to the fore.

      “Hey, have you seen Toni?” Joel asked, a slight crease between his brows. “She didn’t sound like she was too excited about us getting married so soon.”

      “She’ll be fine,” Matt assured. “You know she loves you. Loves you both.”

      “Yeah, she’s always seen Serena as the big sister she never had. Still.” Joel’s forehead puckered. “I don’t want her to think this has to change things.”

      Now Matt’s own forehead creased. “And how can it not? You’re getting married, man. I’m guessing you and Serena will want to be alone and not have your sister and a baby around.”

      “Well, yeah. Wow. Okay. I’ve got some things to figure out.”

      “Apparently so.”

      Joel rubbed a hand along his jaw. “Hey, if you see her, make sure she knows it’ll be okay.”

      “Will do.”

      Matt nodded, trying to tamp down his impatience. He would see Toni, and do his best to let her know that everything would be okay. That Matt would make it his personal mission to make sure everything was okay. That he’d like nothing more than for her to let him make everything okay in her life for the rest of her days.

      Whoa. He blew out a breath. Best he not follow through with that last comment, or else she might go running for the hills.

      The noise from the party in the living room was dying down, the karaoke contest from earlier having ceased at Joel’s earlier news. Matt eased up the hallway, hoping he didn’t look like a creepy stalker, that he was simply heading to the bathroom or something. But he wasn’t. This was his time. He just knew it.

      A soft humming sound drew his feet to a pause outside a yellow painted door that was slightly ajar, and had the name Ethan painted in curly letters on the door, along with a hand-drawn picture of a monkey.

      Matt’s heart grew soft. He’d never done the baby thing, but he could agree with Joel. There was something special about the little boy inside. And not just because of his mother.

      “Hey, little man, it’s time for you to go back to sleep.”

      From Matt’s position here he could see Toni holding a blue-wrapped bundle. His heart gave a savage tug. Then, knowing it really would appear super creepy if she spotted him like this, he moved beyond, propping up the wall with a shoulder as he waited for her to exit. He fiddled with the leather strap of his Longines watch as he waited, waited…

      The door opened. He straightened. “Hi, Toni.”

      “Oh!” She jumped, eyes wide, and placed a hand on her chest. “I didn’t see you there.”

      No kidding.

      “Did you, uh, want me for anything?”

      Oh, yes. But the myriad of things he wanted—her attention, her time, her kisses—could only happen if he finally dared to say this one thing first. He swallowed. “I just, er, wanted to ask you something.”

      “Okay.” She pulled Ethan’s door shut.

      From beyond he could hear the murmur as people called for party poppers. Quick! Say it now. Before it’s too late. “I, um,”—oh, why couldn’t he speak clearly, like he did at work presentations?—“just wanted to know if maybe some time you…you might like to have a coffee with me.”

      “A coffee?”

      Time suspended. His blood hammered in his ears. Please Lord. Please Lord. Please…

      Her brow knit. “You know I don’t drink coffee, don’t you?”

      Oh man. Mental face slap. “I, um, meant a hot chocolate. Or a chai latte. Or tea. Or anything really.” Yes. He was that desperate. Did he have a sign on him that said, ‘Pathetic Guy’?

      “Oh! Well, maybe.”

      Dreams that had fast been death-spiraling suddenly tipped their nose back in the air. Yes!

      “I mean,” her gaze dropped, along with his hopes, “sometime. Maybe. I suppose we could do like what we did before with Joel and Serena at the cranberry farm and go do something with them.”

      No. No, that wasn’t what he meant. “I thought something more just the two of us,” he dared.

      “Oh.”

      Toni winced. She actually winced. And the last of his fast-shriveling hopes curled up with a whimper and expired.

      She didn’t want to go out with him. She didn’t even want to have a hot drink alone with him. What kind of person must he be if she couldn’t bear the thought of just having a simple hot drink?

      A wave of something like dizziness washed over him. No. This was not what he’d prayed. Not what he dreamed. This manning up to finally ask her out wasn’t supposed to go this way. But he couldn’t admit the depths of his heart’s ache. Wouldn’t let her see that she’d crushed the breath from his lungs. With the last ounce of courage he lifted his head and pasted on a smile. “Don’t worry about it.”

      “Sorry. It’s not you—”

      Sure it wasn’t.

      “It’s just with the new job I’m going to be so busy, and now with Joel and Serena getting married—you know.” Her smile was so small she might as well not have bothered. “I still can’t believe you knew about this and never said anything.”

      He found a shrug he hoped looked convincing, even as a pitiful part of him gratefully clutched at her subject change. “I get things wrong, apparently.”

      Really wrong. Colossally, even.

      His fingers clenched then he pushed away from the wall. Looked like he might make a swift exit. Forget staying the night like Joel had originally suggested. Matt had no desire to wake up tomorrow and have to somehow pretend indifference for the woman who plainly felt indifferent to him.

      He had to leave. Drive two hours to his cold city apartment where he could lick his wounds in private. He pivoted, preparing to make his excuses—Joel would likely believe him if Matt said work had called with a situation that needed an immediate response. It wouldn’t be the first time work had intruded on his personal time. And it wouldn’t be a complete lie. It would be overwhelmingly hard work to stay here and try to stop caring about the woman who had no care for him. Who couldn’t care for him. Not in the way he wanted, anyway.

      “Matt?”

      “Excuse me.” He moved away, unable to look at her. He had to leave. Now. Each second in her uncaring company was sweet torture.

      “There you are!” Joel said. Happy, sunshiny, newly-engaged-and-oceans-deep-in-love Joel. “Did you find Toni?”

      “Sure did,” he muttered.

      “Everything okay?”

      “Yep,” he lied. His heart was dying.

      “Tell her to come out here. The countdown is about to begin.”

      The countdown to the new year? The countdown he’d dared imagine might finally take him into a new year of love and promise? No, thanks.

      “Hey, sorry.” Matt held up his phone. “I’m gonna have to run. It’s work.” It was becoming stupidly difficult trying to keep it together.

      “Are you serious? It’s New Year’s Eve, man. Who on earth would be calling at this hour?”

      “You know how it is,” he evaded. “Time zones around the world mean I’m always busy, busy—”

      “Busy. I know. Dude, I think you need a different job. The hours are insane.”

      “Yeah, well, it’s all I’ve got.” Especially now he knew the woman he’d dreamed about for so long didn’t want him. Didn’t want him. His lungs felt like hanging strips of dried leather, at the mercy of life’s fickle puffs. It was getting hard to breathe.

      “Oh, here she is!” Rachel—the loud, slightly obnoxious friend of Serena’s who seemed to like her cocktails a little too much—called. “Get yourself over here, girl.”

      Rachel dragged Toni to her side, shoved a party popper in her hand and placed a plastic silver crown on her head that said, “Happy new year!”

      Toni acquiesced, her gaze darting to meet his, but he couldn’t hold her gaze for longer than a second. “Matt, I—”

      “Ten, nine, eight—”

      His smile was going to fall off any second.

      “—six, five—”

      Lord, help me keep it together.

      “—three, two, one! Happy new year!”

      The living room exploded in a raucous chorus of cheers and congratulations as the sounds of Auld Lang Syne bleated from the TV.

      His cheek was kissed—Serena. Joel hugged him. James slapped his back. Rachel kissed his other cheek. He fake-smiled through it all.

      Then finally couraged up to face Toni, who looked like she’d been enduring the same. “Happy new year, Toni.” His voice sounded stiff, even to his own ears.

      “Happy new year,” she echoed. She wet her bottom lip. “Matt, I—”

      “Don’t worry about it.” His stomach roiled. His skin felt cold. “I’m going to go.”

      “You’re leaving?”

      Was that disappointment in her face? Oh, how delusional could one man be? Who was he kidding? That was relief, for sure. “I’ll see you around.”

      “But what about the coffee?”

      “You don’t do coffee, remember?” How could he have been so dumb that he’d forgotten such a basic thing? “And don’t worry. I won’t ask again.”

      He swallowed, unable to cope with her stricken look. She didn’t have the right to look stricken, not when she’d struck him in the heart.

      Somehow he made his farewells. Somehow he stumbled to his car. Somehow he heard himself promise to call Joel when he got in. But he couldn’t, wouldn’t, look at Toni. He couldn’t bear to see the woman who’d not only stolen his heart, but had apparently decided to trample it to the snowy ground. Especially on this first day of this anything-but happy new year.
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      “And how do you feel about placing this one here?”

      Toni stepped back, studying the placement of the landscape Chuck held at eye-level, the prime position for artworks in the almost-finished gallery.

      Since the general manager, Adrian Jennings, had first welcomed her to the Muskoka Shores Resort, she’d been impressed by the energy and efficiency with which they’d managed to make this happen, the old sports office stripped, cleaned, and repainted, ready for its ugly duckling transformation into beautiful art gallery swan. Of course, it probably helped that Serena had been so vocal with her support, advising Toni on everything from which of Toni’s paintings to include in the first exhibition, to making suggestions about finding lawyers who could ensure her images would be protected under copyright law for use by the resort in their new rebranding. This had led to a question to Matt several weeks ago, which had secured a city-based lawyer with expertise in similar artistic copyright cases. His fee had been surprisingly low, which had led her to wonder if Matt had negotiated a special deal for her. It would be just like him.

      Her stomach twisted with regret about two nights ago. Why hadn’t she just said yes instead of making a big deal out of things? Matt hadn’t deserved her stupid comments about ‘not drinking coffee.’ She could’ve let him down way more gently than that. But in that moment of panic, she’d spurted out the first thing her brain had latched onto, leading her to say dumb things, to hesitate, to nearly have a panic attack when her “maybe” had drawn from him a look of pure joy. No. She wasn’t supposed to be the one who made men look like that. She didn’t even understand why he seemed to care for her that way. She wasn’t worth it.

      “Ms. Wakefield?” the resort’s general assistant asked.

      “Toni, please.” Chuck had to be twice her age. “Um, yeah, that’s fine.”

      Ugh. She probably needed to improve her vocabulary if she was going to pretend to know what she was doing here. It was one thing to be an artist, it was quite another to run an art gallery, and create a space suitable for “interactive artistic experiences” as the marketing copy read. Her mind had been in a whirl these past weeks. It hadn’t just been a blow-off when she’d said no to a date with Matt. With all she’d had to learn and do in the past month, some days she really didn’t have the mental or emotional capacity left over for anything beyond her son. Thank God Ethan was an easy baby. There was no way she could ever envisage doing this if he hadn’t been.

      She refocused, conscious Joel was looking after him at home—a slight sniffle meaning Ethan couldn’t attend the employee-daycare here at the resort—and that on this cold and snowy day she had zero desire to be a second later than absolutely necessary. With Chuck’s help, painting after painting—including the one she’d shown the girls at New Year’s—was hung, their placement determined by the newly-installed spotlights and downlights that showed each work to advantage.

      It almost felt decadent, like she was a celebrity artist of the caliber of David Hockney or Erin Hanson, having so many of her works on display. But Mr. Jennings had advised this, saying that it was the perfect introduction to showing guests what kind of skills she would bring to the little studio that was part of this art space. The studio where she would both work as the ‘artist in residence’ and assist guests who might also be inclined to pick up a paintbrush and try their hand at an acrylic or watercolor.

      She glanced around, pivoting on her heel. It might be a bleak, wintry January day in Muskoka, but there was still a surprising amount of good light pouring in from the windows. And while the light would make it good for the actual practice of painting, it also had the potential to harm the paintings on the walls. Which was probably why it was good to begin the gallery’s exhibition with her own works, rather than ask another artist to display their paintings, only to have the light affect the pigments. This way, Toni could be the guinea pig, as it were, and they could reassess hanging space later, if necessary.

      “What do you think of that, Toni?” Chuck asked, stepping back to join her.

      She nodded slowly, narrowing her eyes as her perfectionist mind took in all the details. Simply framed, the acrylics and oils showed various scenes of Muskoka and similar environments, with everything from her signature maple trees to the blues and greens of lakeside scenes, with their ubiquitous wooden docks and red canoes. The use of trees in each painting was another nod to what could be seen out every resort window, a reminder of this beautiful region that guests could take home, and a subtle invitation to return, or so the general manager, Adrian Jennings had said.

      “So it really works both ways. You’ll profit by selling your paintings to guests with a special discounted commission rate for the resort, and we’ll benefit by reminding guests that they need to return. Win-win, I say.”

      It was definitely a win for her. Being able to show her work in a dedicated gallery space for at least three months until she secured the next artist to display, was something few artists her age dared dream of. Then to know she and the resort would split the commission on any future artist’s sales was another little bonus. Already the original Autumnal maple leaf tree painting that she’d given Serena last year had been commissioned by the resort for logo use as it rebranded, and Serena had agreed it could be placed above the registration desk so every guest would see her work displayed in prime position. Interested guests would then be invited to check out the special art gallery where more of the artist’s works could be displayed. The offer was so generous—so obviously God-blessed—that Toni wondered whether she could one day suggest blessing other artists with a similar opportunity, by creating a resort-sponsored art prize, with such prime hanging space as part of the prize.

      “I think the fifth one needs to be lifted a quarter inch on the right,” she instructed.

      “The one of the Muskoka chairs and sunset?” Chuck asked, shifting it up the required amount.

      “Perfect.”

      He nodded, swiveling to take them all in. The art gallery was supposed to open in two days; the art studio would take another few days or so longer. Guests were being asked to register their interest in art classes via their hotel bookings, but Toni suspected that there would be walk-ins as well. The extra time allowed for her to build up her supplies of art materials. While she never envisaged anything more than five potential art students, Serena had suggested she supply herself with enough equipment to manage twelve.

      “Twelve?” Toni had gasped. “There is no way there’d be that many people wanting lessons from me.”

      “I think you underestimate your abilities.”

      Something she’d been accused of all her life.

      “And you know that part of the reason why we’ve been pushing to get this done now is the chance for the resort to offer something a little different over the winter months. It’s not like the guests can go swimming in the lake when it’s frozen, but I suspect there may well be a few people interested in coming to learn some skills that they might otherwise never get the opportunity for. And there’s something special about being able to get away, to relax and unwind, and do things that you don’t normally do.”

      “But art can take weeks, even months to perfect.”

      Serena had smiled. “You and I both know we’re not talking about perfection here. You’ve heard of those paint-and-sip classes where people paint while enjoying a glass of wine, haven’t you? People enjoy the chance to do something a little different. We’re talking about some basic techniques that people can learn over a time frame that may mean half a day to two weeks. So much will depend on the guests themselves and how invested they are, but I think you’ll find that word-of-mouth will see your classes start to sell out, and provide another nice little earner for you.”

      Was it any wonder this non-teacher was quietly freaking out? What if Toni’s students weren’t happy with what she told them, what if they couldn’t apply the skills and wrote bad reviews? All of this she had discussed with both Serena and Mr. Jennings, and both of them had assured her that would not be the case. It was funny how often her insecurities shaped the way she saw the future, and while she knew she had to keep giving her past to God—that He’d already dealt with it—sometimes it was like her soul forgot. And it didn’t take much for her to spiral back into questions and self-doubt.

      “Oh, that’s looking wonderful!” Serena’s boots tap-tapped on the wooden floor as she entered the room. “Wow. I can’t believe the transformation of this space.” She looked at Chuck. “You’ve done a great job.”

      He shrugged. “Once the internal wall and those big cupboards were removed it was amazing how much lighter and brighter this space felt.”

      “And now it’s painted white it just feels so fresh.” Serena glanced at Toni. “I don’t think I realized just how many windows are here. That won’t be a problem for your work will it?”

      “Not in winter, the sunlight will be too weak. In summer we may need to revisit, possibly look at installing drapes and more lighting, but that’s down the track. We need to prove this will work first.”

      Six months, Mr. Jennings had said. All going well they would have covered the costs of the renovation by then and be turning a small profit. Please God.

      “Oh, it’ll work,” Serena said confidently, turning the ring on her finger.

      Toni’s heart twisted. Mom’s own engagement ring.

      Joel had checked with Toni that it was still okay for him to give Serena that ring, like Toni had suggested a month or so ago in a moment of tease. And it was okay. Mostly. But it became yet another way that her mother felt lost to her.

      “You okay?” Serena asked, drawing nearer Toni, her voice lower, as Chuck began collecting his tools.

      “Yep. Just thinking about your wedding.”

      Serena’s smile flashed. “I still can’t believe we’re rushing to make this happen so soon. But leaving things until later for the sake of convention felt wrong too.”

      “Your parents are happy?”

      Serena nodded. “I think we’re overdue for another soiree soon. Are you free this Friday?”

      “Sure.” Toni frowned. “I might need to see if Joel is able to babysit Ethan.”

      “If he can’t, then you can bring him too.”

      “Who, Joel or Ethan?”

      Serena chuckled. “As tempted as I am to say both of them, I think the girls would prefer the younger Wakefield man.”

      Toni nodded. “It’ll be easier to talk about Joel if he’s not there.”

      Laughter burst from Serena. “You’ll need to be careful. I have a vested interest now in anything you might say.”

      “Like his favorite meals?”

      Serena’s smile held a degree of smugness. “I like to think I have a bit of a clue in that regard.”

      “So you know he’s a big fan of eel?”

      “Eel?” Serena’s brow wrinkled. “Really? That’s kind of gross.”

      “Which is why he never mentions it. But I bet he’d love you forever if you made it for him,” Toni said, fighting to hold a straight face.

      “You think so?” Serena’s frown line deepened. “Can you even buy eel here?”

      “Oh, no. It has to be freshly caught.” Toni became aware that Chuck had stopped what he was doing and was listening in. “You’re a fan of eel, aren’t you, Chuck?”

      “Love it,” he said seriously, not missing a beat. “Tried some in Prince Edward Island once.”

      He had? Okay.

      “I’m afraid I don’t know much about eel,” Serena said, her expression still holding a measure of distaste. “Can you buy it at a store?”

      “Yeah. But I don’t think this is the right season for them,” he added kindly.

      Toni bit her lip, hiding her amusement. “Summer might be better, eh?”

      He dipped his chin, then moved to collect his things with a, “Let me know if there’s anything else you need, Toni.”

      “Thank you.”

      Serena’s brow still wore a pleat. “Wow. I can’t believe I did not know that.”

      “There’ll be time to discover all kinds of things. Just remember, once you say, ‘I do’ it gets hard to undo.”

      Serena nodded, as if she hadn’t heard a million wedding services already. Her role as the resort’s events coordinator was due to a recent promotion from a role that had overseen hundreds of weddings over the years. What was the bet that Serena already had a solid plan about what she wanted on her wedding day?

      “Maybe we can discuss some of the wedding details on Friday,” Toni suggested. “I bet Rachel and Anna would have lots of ideas.”

      “Yes.” Serena’s wrinkle between her brows deepened. “I don’t know how many of their ideas I’d really need to implement.”

      “But it’d be fun to hear them all the same.” Toni laughed. “We could play wedding planning bingo.”

      “What?”

      “Wedding planning bingo. Where we write down what ideas we think the others will say, and see who gets the most right by the end of the night.”

      Serena grinned. “I can just imagine what will be on Rachel’s list.”

      “Cocktails,” they said in unison, before breaking into laughter.

      “Just tell me what to bring,” Toni said. “It’ll be a nice way to celebrate the opening here.”

      Serena’s eyes rounded. “Ooh! I know we were talking about just doing a soft launch, but that would be a great way to ramp up the publicity for the art gallery.”

      “Your soiree?”

      “No! Doing a cocktail party or something like that. Oh! Maybe we could do an art auction, or one of your pieces of art as a door prize.”

      “Yeah, I think with all you have on your plate you’re probably best off going with the soft launch idea.”

      “But it really wouldn’t take too much to organize,” Serena insisted. “And it would be a great way to publicize this.”

      “But when? There’s no way you could have enough time to organize this before Valentine’s Day, which reminds me. I heard some of the others talking about Galentine’s Day. Do you know anything about that?”

      Serena sighed. “Oh, I forgot. Yes, it’s the singles event I’ve held the last few years, even when I was with Dwight.” She made a face at the mention of her ex. “He never liked Valentine’s Day—probably because it involved money—so us girls used to get together and it was a lot of fun. But I wasn’t thinking I’d host it this year.”

      “Maybe we could tweak it to fit your bachelorette party or something.”

      “Maybe.” Serena’s smile could light birthday candles. “Or maybe Joel will have plans for us on that day.”

      D’oh. Of course. Well, with Joel there was no ‘of course’ about it. But there definitely should be if the man was planning to marry Serena in the upcoming weeks.
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