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Chapter One
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The October light coming through my cottage windows had that sort of golden quality that made everything feel like a memory, even when it was happening. I stood at the kitchen counter, watching dust motes drift through the sunbeams, and smiled. In three weeks, I’d marry Grayson Harper.

Fitz had already claimed the one patch of sunlight not currently blocked by stacked boxes of Grayson’s and my combined book collections. Fitz turned twice, kneaded the worn cushion, and collapsed with a sigh of satisfaction. The ongoing renovation of my cottage had displaced him from three of his favorite napping spots, but he was adapting. Cats are amazingly resourceful that way.

There was a light tap on my door. I opened it to find Grayson there holding two cups of coffee from Keep Grounded. He handed me my cup, and I took a quick sip. It was exactly the way I wanted it, with perhaps a bit more cream than many people would consider reasonable.

“Good morning,” he said, dropping a kiss on my forehead.

“It is,” I agreed. And it was. Despite the plastic sheeting dividing the cottage, despite the sawdust that was determined to settle on every surface, despite the unpacked boxes, it was a very good morning. The sunroom was really coming together, as were the other additions. Our book collections would eventually have a proper home. And in a few short weeks, Grayson would be my husband. 

The doorbell rang.

“That’ll be Vivian,” I said, and tried not to let my shoulders tense.

Our wedding planner swept through the door in a cloud of expensive perfume and professional efficiency. Vivian Cross was impeccably dressed, as always in a silk blouse, tailored slacks, and heels that seemed impractical for a visit to what was basically a construction site and probably cost more than my monthly grocery budget. She was already checking her phone as she walked in.

“Darlings!” She air-kissed somewhere in the vicinity of my cheek. “Sorry I’m a few minutes late for our meeting. I was on a call with a vendor in Charlotte.” She glanced around the living room, taking in the boxes, the plastic sheeting, and Fitz sprawled in his sunbeam. “Oh my. You’re certainly stuck in that transition phase, aren’t you?”

“The renovation should be mostly done before the wedding,” said Grayson.

“Mostly,” Vivian repeated, with a small smile that suggested she’d heard that before and that it had never ended well. She settled herself on the edge of our sofa, perching really, as if she might need to make a hasty escape from the chaos. She pulled a thick binder from her oversized bag. “Well. Let’s talk about where we are with everything.”

Fitz, ever the diplomat, discarded his sunbeam and padded over to investigate our guest. He wound around her ankles once, then looked up fetchingly at her with the expression that usually earned him love from everyone in Whitby.

Vivian drew her feet back. “Oh. No, no.” She waved a hand at Fitz as if shooing a fly. “I’m wearing silk. And I’m allergic. Terribly allergic.”

She didn’t sneeze. Her eyes didn’t water. But Fitz got the message. He gave her one long, sad, unblinking look and returned to his sunbeam with his dignity intact. I liked to think I was a good judge of character. But Fitz was better.

I sat across from Vivian with Grayson beside me on the sofa. This was supposed to be a simple check-in and timeline review. Basically, just final confirmations without anything complicated. 

Vivian flipped to a tabbed section of her binder. “So. Centerpieces.”

“We decided on simple garden arrangements,” I said. “Mason jars with wildflowers and greenery. Sarah Chen is handling it.” I said this in the tone of someone providing a helpful reminder. But Vivian should certainly know what Sarah was doing.

“Yes, I have that noted.” Vivian pulled out a glossy photograph, sliding across the coffee table toward us. “I wanted to show you an alternative, though. I think it would really elevate the reception. Crystal centerpieces with formal arrangements. Very elegant and sophisticated.”

The photograph showed something that looked like it belonged at a black-tie gala, not a backyard wedding in Whitby. Grayson glanced over at me, as if seeing if I wanted to handle it or have him step in.

“That’s beautiful,” I said carefully. “But it’s not really what we’re going for.”

“I understand. You want ‘simple.’” She said the word the way someone might say ‘quaint’ or ‘rustic,’ with a particular tone that suggested she was humoring us. “But I’ve planned dozens of weddings, darling, and I can tell you that brides often regret not going a bit more polished. When I did the Morrison wedding in Charlotte, the bride initially wanted something understated, and I convinced her to trust my vision. The photographs were stunning.”

“We really do want simple,” Grayson said. His tone was pleasant, but I could hear the firmness underneath. “Garden flowers and mason jars. That’s the vision we’re looking for.”

Vivian’s smile didn’t waver, but something flickered behind her eyes. “Of course. It’s your day.” She made a note in her binder. “Though I do hope you’ll at least consider the upgraded linens I mentioned last week. The ones you selected are perfectly fine for a backyard gathering, but not for a wedding of this caliber.”

“What caliber is that, exactly?” Grayson asked.

I bit back a smile.

Vivian blinked. “Well. You’re both professionals. Grayson, you publish and edit the newspaper. Ann, you’re a reference librarian. People will be watching and judging you. You want to make the right impression.”

“We want to get married in our garden with our friends,” I said. “That’s the impression we’re going for.”

Vivian looked back down at her binder. “Of course.” She flipped to a new section of the notebook. “Now, about the menu. I spoke with Jasper, and I have some concerns about presentation. The food itself is fine, I suppose. It’s very authentic home-style cooking. But I thought perhaps we could discuss some elevated options. A few sophisticated touches would really make a difference.”

My head started hurting. “We love Jasper’s menu exactly as it is. That’s why we hired him.”

Vivian looked at me for a long moment. Then she smiled, a professional smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes, and closed her binder.

“Very well. I can see you both have a clear vision.” The way she said vision made it sound like something slightly embarrassing. “We’re meeting at Jasper’s this afternoon for the final timeline review. I’ll see you there?” 

“We’ll be there,” Grayson said.

Vivian gathered her things, her movements brisk and efficient. At the door, she paused and looked back at us. “You know, I only push because I care about giving my clients the best possible day. When you look back at your wedding photos in twenty years, you won’t remember wanting ‘simple.’ You’ll only see what you got.”

And then she was gone, leaving a faint trace of expensive perfume and the distinct feeling we’d failed some sort of test.

The door clicked shut. Grayson and I looked at each other.

“So that went well,” he said.

I burst out laughing. I couldn’t help it. “Crystal centerpieces. She actually brought a picture of crystal centerpieces.”

“For a wedding of this caliber,” Grayson said, grinning.

“The caliber where we spend three times our budget on things we don’t want.”

Grayson walked to the kitchen and made a pot of coffee, since we’d finished ours from Keep Grounded. He came back a few minutes later with cups for us both. I accepted mine with a smile. Somehow, Vivian’s presence always made me feel like I needed warming up.

“You know,” he said, settling beside me on the sofa, “we could still fire her. We’re clearly not seeing eye to eye on the vision thing here. The only reason we sprang for a planner was because the minor details were stressing us out. If our planner is stressing us out, then we’re not accomplishing what we wanted.”

I shook my head. “I think it’s too late to fire Vivian. She’s coordinating four vendors, has deposits in her name, and she’s good at logistics. The major issue we have with her is her determination to give us a wedding we’re not asking for.”

“That’s not going to happen,” Grayson said. He reached out to squeeze my hand. “We’ll make sure we’re getting exactly what we want. It’s our day, no one else’s.”

I smiled. He looked quite fierce. I brushed his hair out of his eyes. “You’re right. And at least this afternoon should go smoother.”

“I can’t believe we’re meeting her again today.”

“At the caterer’s venue. But Jasper actually gets what we’re looking for, so it should be a straightforward review of what we’ve already decided.”

Fitz, who’d remained magnificently unbothered throughout Vivian’s visit, stretched luxuriously in his sunbeam. He had the right idea about how to handle difficult people. 

“It’s too bad we couldn’t meet with Jasper this morning instead,” said Grayson. “Then we wouldn’t have felt like we were spending the entire day with Vivian.”

“I know. But Jasper does some sort of morning walk with hand weights every day. He’s apparently very committed to not breaking his streak.”

Grayson chuckled. “Right. I keep forgetting the town of Whitby is chockful of characters.”

“Covered up with them, yes. Caterers with morning constitutionals,” I said with a grin.

“It sounds like a smart way to keep the weight off. After all, he’s cooking delicious stuff all the time and presumably has to taste them,” said Grayson.

A saw screamed to life somewhere behind the plastic sheeting. Fitz’s ears flattened. Then a contractor moved on to what sounded like enthusiastic hammering.

Grayson glanced at his watch. “They’re starting pretty early today.” He gave me a sympathetic look. “Sorry. I know the construction isn’t easy to deal with.”

“It’s okay. I’ve gotten very attached to those noise-canceling headphones you bought me. Although I think Fitz could use a pair.”

“At least we’ll have extra space eventually,” said Grayson. “When I talked to one of the guys yesterday, he said they should be wrapping up before the wedding.”

“Really?” My tone was more doubtful than hopeful.

“His exact words were ‘barring any surprises.’ Which, in contractor parlance, I believe means ‘probably not.’ But we don’t have any control over the construction. We can only look forward to the results whenever it’s done. We’ll have a place to put all our books.”

I looked around at the boxes, the plastic sheeting, and the displaced cat now monitoring the construction noise with one suspicious ear. In three weeks, I was marrying a man who brought me coffee fixed exactly right and stood beside me against pushy wedding planners. All the chaos was temporary stuff. The rest of it, the important part, was permanent.

“And Fitz will have his sunroom.” I looked over at the cat, who’d closed his eyes against the indignity of sawdust and displacement. “He’s been very patient.”

Fitz’s ear twitched, acknowledging the compliment without opening his eyes.

I frowned. “Uh-oh. I just realized I left my wedding planning notebook at work yesterday.”

“Do you need it for the meeting with the caterer?” 

I considered this. But nodded. “Unfortunately. We’ve considered so many different dishes that I’ll never be able to make sure we’re going with our original plan unless I run by the library and pick up the notebook.”

A spate of hammering and drilling made Grayson pause before answering. “Will you be able to get in and get out of there?” 

Grayson knew me well, and it was a fair question. The library was both my favorite place and the spot where I had the most challenging time disconnecting from. I was in there so often that my regular patrons would come up for a chat or to ask a question, whether I was working that day or not. 

“I think so,” I said. 

Which was exactly when the construction drove us totally out of the cottage. 
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We’d barely made it to the front porch when Zelda Smith, homeowner association president and library volunteer extraordinaire, materialized from the direction of her house. She was moving with the purposeful stride of someone who’d been waiting for exactly this opportunity. Her henna-red hair was particularly vibrant in the morning light, and she had a clipboard tucked under one arm.

“Ann. Grayson.” She nodded at each of us in turn. “I was doing my morning walkthrough of the neighborhood.”

“Of course you were,” I said, keeping my voice pleasant. Zelda’s “morning walkthroughs” had a tendency to coincide with any activity she wanted to monitor.

“I couldn’t help but notice the crew arrived early today.” She pulled out the clipboard, which I now saw contained what appeared to be a detailed log. “They started working at 8:12. That’s before the approved construction window of 8:30.”

“I’m sorry about that,” I said. “I’ll mention it to them later today.”

“That’s very kind of you,” said Zelda with a sniff. She looked curiously at the cottage, then affected a nonchalant expression. “How’s the work progressing? Staying within the approved architectural review plans?”

“As far as I know,” I said. “Would you like to inspect it?” 

Zelda’s eyes lit up for a moment before she composed herself. “Well, I wouldn’t want to intrude. But since I am on the architectural review board, it would be responsible of me to do a periodic check. Just to make sure everything is going according to plan.”

“We’d hate for you to be irresponsible,” Grayson said. I could hear the smile in his voice, although his expression remained perfectly neutral.

Zelda either missed the gentle teasing or chose to ignore it. “I’ll stop by day-after-tomorrow. I have a checkup tomorrow, so it’ll have to be the next day. I’ll arrive during the approved construction hours.” She made another note, then surprised me by tucking her clipboard away and peering at me. “And how are you holding up? You’ve got a wedding in three weeks, construction chaos, and that wedding planner of yours to deal with.”

I blinked. It sounded like genuine concern. And I wasn’t entirely sure how she knew about Vivian. “You know our planner?” 

“I know she’s been coming and going from your cottage at all hours, always looking like she’s about to take on the whole town.” Zelda sniffed again. “I looked her up online. She used to work the Charlotte circuit. She did big society weddings and that sort of thing.”

“That’s right.”

Zelda said, “Don’t let her bulldoze you. She’s fully capable of doing that. If you want a simple wedding, you have a simple wedding. It’s nobody’s day but yours.”

It was quite possibly the kindest thing Zelda had ever said to me. “Thanks, Zelda.”

“Don’t mention it. Literally. I have a crusty reputation to maintain.” She turned and headed back down the sidewalk, clipboard tucked firmly under her arm, already scanning the neighboring houses for violations.

Grayson watched her go. “Did Zelda Smith just give you emotional support?” 

“I believe she did. The quitting-smoking thing has really mellowed her out.”

Grayson said, “Relatively speaking.”

“Very relatively speaking.”

A few minutes later, I hurried into the library. The familiar smell of old paper and lemon furniture polish settled something in me, even as I scanned the room for Wilson. The coast was clear when I walked in; I didn’t see Wilson, my director, or Luna, my friend in the children’s section. I ducked behind the reference desk, grabbed my notebook, and then heard a familiar voice and groaned internally. It was Mrs. Sullivan, one of our regular patrons. She was in her seventies, sharp as a tack, and had run the town’s most successful real estate office for thirty years. However, she tended to struggle with technology. And technology seemed to be winning the battle. 

Mrs. Sullivan strode up to me with the air of someone about to testify before Congress. “Ann, I need your help. The bank is doing it again. They’re most annoying.”

“You mean the bank’s two-factor authentication?”

“If that’s what they’re calling it now.” Mrs. Sullivan set her phone on the desk like evidence in a court case. “I’ve figured out the issue. The bank sends the code to my phone, but by the time I type it in, it’s expired. So clearly, the problem involves my phone receiving the codes too slowly.”

“Actually, the codes are ordinarily valid for anywhere from thirty seconds to a minute.”

“Precisely! My phone is at least ten seconds behind real time. I’ve noticed it before. The clock on my microwave is faster. So you and I need to fix my phone.” Mrs. Sullivan stared down the offensive device.

I took a steadying breath. “Tell you what. How about if you and I get you into the bank right now?”

Mrs. Sullivan cast a suspicious look at the public computers. “Over there?” 

They weren’t the most secure devices to do banking on, it was true. “Have you thought about downloading the bank’s app?” 

She looked at me with great surprise. “No. You mean bank on my phone? Is that a good idea?” 

“Usually, it doesn’t create too much of a problem. Do you know your login at the bank?” 

Amazingly, she did. But then, she’d always had a very sharp mind. She signed in on the site after I downloaded the app, then we waited for the two-factor authentication. It arrived in seconds. 

Mrs. Sullivan appeared disgusted by this instead of relieved. “So annoying. The code comes when someone else is waiting for it. It’s like it knows it’s not me on the other end.”

“I know what you mean. It’s like taking a car to the garage for a funny noise, then the car behaves perfectly well when the mechanic is listening to it.”

But Mrs. Sullivan, eager to get on with her banking business, only murmured a vague reply and wandered off. Crisis solved, I headed again for the door with my notebook. I could hear Wilson speaking with Mona in the background about birdwatching at the Ridgeline Trail near Jasper’s farmhouse. Wilson appeared to be talking about warblers passing through and that they needed to be mindful of groundhog holes. He sounded like he was giving a fairly pedantic lecture about groundhog neatness and how they cleaned debris out of their homes. I strode out before I could get noticed and waylaid again.

I spent the rest of the morning the way I always did when I was too restless to sit still; I made myself useful. I ran errands at the drugstore and hardware store. I tried settling into a corner of Keep Grounded with my coffee and Krista Davis’s The Diva Takes the Cake on my phone. It was a cozy mystery about a wedding that goes terribly wrong. This was perhaps not the wisest choice, given my current circumstances. But Sophie Winson’s problems made mine feel much more manageable by comparison. The coffeehouse was entirely too bustling for me to focus. It had to be quieter than at Construction Central, but after twenty minutes I gave up and headed home. My noise-canceling headphones should help with the racket. 

But the construction crew was apparently on their lunch break when I got back. I had a blissfully quiet stretch of time to eat a sandwich, answer emails, and snuggle with Fitz, who draped himself across my legs like a warm orange blanket. I very deliberately avoided thinking about crystal centerpieces. 

The quiet time did me a world of good, and by the time I met Grayson that afternoon, I was ready to take on the catering. 

Jasper’s venue was a converted farmhouse on the edge of town, set back from Ridgeline Road down a gravel drive. It had white clapboard, a wraparound porch with rocking chairs, and a faded sign with his name in hand-painted letters. A small parking lot for a nearby trailhead sat right past the property line. I could see a couple of cars there with hikers heading out for the afternoon. It was the trail that Jasper walked early each morning.

Vivian was there early, tapping a high-heeled foot while checking her phone. It was tough to nail the wedding planner’s age, but she seemed to be in her late 40s to early 50s. She was slim, carefully maintained, and always impeccably dressed and coiffured. 

Grayson pulled up to the farmhouse a second later, giving me a warm smile as he stepped out of the car. Vivian gave a huff of relief that we were there, as if we were quite late instead of ten minutes early. “There you are!” she said. “Let’s head inside. We’ll want to make absolutely sure Jasper is on-track for the menu we’re looking for.”

Grayson said in the tone of someone giving a friendly reminder, “Which is simple, Southern cooking.”

Vivian acted as if she hadn’t heard this. “Jasper said he would come up with a tasting menu.”

“We did a tasting menu last time we were here,” I said in the tone of someone giving a not so friendly reminder. 

“Yes, but it doesn’t hurt to consider other options,” Vivian said brusquely as she pushed open the door to the business. 

The kitchen was the heart of the place. It held commercial equipment alongside pieces that looked like they’d been there for generations, like a cast-iron skillet hanging on the wall and a worn wooden cutting board. The whole building smelled of freshly cooked biscuits and slow-cooked barbeque. It was the kind of smell that made you hungry, even if you’d already eaten. I felt a twinge of hunger, even though I’d just had that sandwich. My stomach growled quietly.  The farmhouse often hosted events and was well thought-of as a venue. But Grayson and I had planned on having our reception in the backyard of the cottage.

Jasper immediately greeted us. He was a big, laid-back guy sporting a mountain-man beard. Although his size made him look like something of a bruiser, he had a gentleness of manner that totally belied it. “How are y’all doing today?” he asked. His tone indicated he really wanted to know.

“We’re fine, fine,” said Vivian in the clipped tone of someone who had far more important things to do than chitchat. “What have you got for us today?” 

Jasper gave Vivian a thoughtful look, as if trying to figure her out. Her energy level was about twenty times his. He quickly gave up his attempt to figure her out, giving us a wide smile instead. “I’ve got a detailed menu that I put together from the tasting. I just need for you to give me the serving timeline. Then, at Vivian’s request, I’ve got a few items that could be good alternates, if you feel you’d like to make any changes to what we’ve set up.”

He had the look of someone trying to navigate a particularly dangerous minefield. I felt sorry for him. I wondered how often he found himself caught between Vivian and clients. 

Grayson looked at me, as if trying to feel out how I wanted to approach this. I must have looked aggravated, because he stepped right in. “We appreciate the work of coming up with other options, but Ann and I are happy with what we’ve had planned with you. We’ll approve that and go over the timeline.”

Vivian broke in. “You might be surprised by some of the elevated options Jasper has. They’re a lot more sophisticated than his family recipes, which are charming but perhaps too rustic.”

Jasper didn’t argue with Vivian, but caught my eye with a knowing look. 

I said firmly, “Actually, charmingly rustic is exactly what we’re looking for. Besides, it’s delicious. This is a backyard wedding with friends.” Vivian looked as if she were about to object. I opened my wedding planning notebook to the page where I’d listed our final choices. “Here are our picks for the menu. Now, where’s the paperwork? Grayson needs to get back to work, and I have some reading to do on my day off.”

Vivian opened her mouth to object before snapping it closed again. Grayson’s eyes twinkled as he looked at me. 

We approved the serving timeline and the menu and paid another deposit check while we were there. 

Vivian was still visibly aggravated and diverted herself by compulsively checking her phone while we took care of our paperwork. 

Jasper very kindly packed up the “elevated” samples he’d prepared for us so we could snack on them later. Then we headed for the door. Vivian turned to look over her shoulder at Jasper. “Remember, I’ll be back tomorrow morning with a different client for a tasting menu. I’d prefer it if you bring out the elevated menu choices to present to them. I think they’re the sort who’d want them.” With that, she flounced out the door. 

Before Grayson and I left, Jasper said, “Hey, since y’all like my cooking so much, you should stop by tomorrow morning around eight-thirty, after I’m back from my walk. You might want to try my grandma’s biscuits when they’re fresh out of the oven. They’re best eaten warm with honey butter or apple butter.”

I was about to turn down the opportunity because I knew I was working the next morning. But I stopped myself. Why not? The process of planning the wedding hadn’t been as fun as I’d hoped for, and these little pockets of pleasure should be something I sought out. “Actually, that would be amazing. I’ll be here.” I turned to Grayson. “What’s your schedule tomorrow like?” 

He gave a regretful shake of his head. “I’ve got an interview I’m doing first thing. I’m sorry I’ll be missing out. Those biscuits sound awesome.”

We walked outside, where Vivian gave us a quick wave and then hopped in her large SUV and sped off. Grayson grinned at me. “We’re not the sort who’d want elevated choices.”

“I always did wonder what was wrong with us,” I said with a grin. “I’m glad Vivian helped me figure it out.” I opened my car door, leaning on it. “Where are you off to now? Back to the office?” 

Grayson was the editor of the Whitby newspaper, a job that had some flexibility, but also consumed large amounts of his time. He pulled a face. “Sadly, I have a meeting with an advertiser.” 

“That doesn’t exactly sound under your remit as editor.”

Grayson nodded. “Yeah, our marketing guy has been out a lot lately and we want to get this advertiser locked down. I offered to go in his place.” He reached out, giving me a warm hug. “I’ll check in with you later today.”

The next morning, dressed with a sense of purpose, determined to enjoy some good Southern biscuits before heading into the library. Fitz watched me curiously as I headed for the door. I tickled him under his fuzzy chin. “I’ll be back to get you before I drive to the library. But I’ve got something to do first.”

Fitz looked solemnly at me, as if he understood every word. Then he curled up again and faded back to sleep as I headed out the door. 

It was a clear, chilly morning with a few fluffy clouds making swift progress across the blue sky. I turned onto Ridgeline Road, already anticipating the warm kitchen at the farmhouse. The trailhead parking lot was empty, which surprised me a little. Usually, it was a popular spot for hikers, even on a cool, breezy morning. 

I did see a car in Jasper’s parking lot, though, and winced, recognizing Vivian’s vehicle. I remembered she was supposed to be meeting another client for a tasting. It might be a short and sweet biscuit treat for me then, unless Vivian was completely focused on her other client and not on taking another opportunity to convince me to upgrade my catering. 
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