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      For those who know that opposites attract is truth.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Do you need more small town sass and spark? Sign up for my newsletter to hear about new releases, book deals, and exclusive content!

      

        

      
        Want to get social? Join me in Kait's Cantina!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A Letter to Readers

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear Reader,

      A few points of note:

      A shorter version of this story was originally published as Once Upon A Wedding, part of my Meet Cute Romance series. I have expanded it by more than 50% and turned it into a full novella. As such, the original version has been removed from sale.

      This book is set in the Deep South. As such, it contains a great deal of colorful, colloquial, and occasionally grammatically incorrect language. This is a deliberate choice on my part as an author to most accurately represent the region where I have lived my entire life. This book also contains swearing and pre-marital sex between the lead couple, as those things are part of the realistic lives of characters of this generation, and of many of my readers.

      If any of these things are not your cup of tea, please consider that you may not be the right audience for this book. There are scores of other books out there that are written with you in mind. In fact, I’ve got a list of some of my favorite authors who write on the sweeter side on my website at https://kaitnolan.com/on-the-sweeter-side/

      If you choose to stick with me, I hope you enjoy!

      Happy reading!

      Kait
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      “I can’t believe I let you talk me into this insanity.” Cayla Black bitched into her white wine spritzer. Denver knew it was the only drink the active, single mom ever ordered, and she was looking at it like she wished it were something stronger.

      “Are you backing out?” Kennedy Reynolds’ voice held a rare note of panic. His best bartender wasn’t prone to panic, and Denver paused in the noisy task of racking glassware before the dinner rush to listen in more closely.

      “Oh, I can do it. I didn’t say I couldn’t do it,” Cayla insisted, as though the suggestion that she couldn’t mocked her event planner pride. “You just need to be fully aware that your race to the altar is giving me wrinkles. You see this line right here?” She pointed to some nonexistent blemish on her forehead. “I got that convincing Jolene Lowrey to make her prize-winning red velvet cake for your wedding. You’re just lucky she has as much fondness for Xander’s extremely fine backside as you do.”

      Kennedy snickered and wiped down the already clean bar. “Your sacrifice is duly noted, but I object to ‘race to the altar’. We’ve been waiting for years. We just didn’t know we were waiting.”

      “Oh, that’s…sort of lovely.” Cayla’s face went soft for a moment, then her brows came back down. “Do not get me sidetracked,” she warned, flipping open the bulging planner at her elbow.

      Not for the first time since Kennedy had announced her engagement to Xander Kincaid—interim sheriff of Stone County—Denver wondered if there was a bun in the oven. He’d heard the pair had been hot and heavy in high school, but Kennedy had taken off after that, stayed away for a decade, and only resurfaced in Eden’s Ridge a few months ago. Xander had just proposed a couple weeks back, and it seemed Kennedy was hell bound and determined to be married next month. What was the hurry, unless there was an oops on the way that they wanted to legitimize before the official election for sheriff in November?

      Even as the question crossed his mind, one of his waitresses asked it for him. “Seriously, girl, what’s the rush? Did the golden boy knock you up?”

      Trish Morgan didn’t have a subtle bone in her body and was always all up in everybody’s business. But the customers seemed to like her—the men for the T and A and the women for whatever gossip she served up alongside their dinners.

      More than used to Trish’s less-than-subtle attempts at ferreting out the latest dirt, Kennedy rolled her eyes. “No, we just don’t want to waste any more time apart.”

      “I ought to hate your guts on principle for nabbing one of the Ridge’s most eligible bachelors, but it’s hard to do that when you look so damned happy.”

      “Thanks. I think.” As Trish sauntered off to finish refilling ketchup bottles, Kennedy turned back to her conversation with her wedding planner. As talk shifted to bridesmaids dresses—oh hell, were those fabric swatches on his bar?—Denver flipped the channel of the nearest flatscreen to ESPN and turned up the volume a bit. Hopefully coverage of the College World Series would help offset the estrogen.

      Kennedy did look happy. That hadn’t been the case when Denver had hired her a few months back, after her mom’s unexpected death in a car accident. Carving out a new niche in Eden’s Ridge and within her family had gone a long way toward banishing the shadows from her eyes. But fixing things with Xander seemed to have done the rest. Love conquered all, and all that shit. Denver legitimately liked her—had, right from the start, and he liked seeing her happy. He just hoped her happiness and impending nuptials weren’t going to lose him a great bartender.

      “—in with Misty Pennebaker.”

      The name had Denver’s attention sharpening like a dog on point. Of course Misty would do the flowers. Even Denver knew she was the only florist in town. He’d taken note of Misty and her flowers every day on his drive to work for the last three years. Hard not to take notice of a woman who looked like she did—sort of neo-hippie flower child, with a smile that could light up Main Street.

      But he’d never actually talked to her.

      When she’d first showed up in Eden’s Ridge, he’d been focused on getting Elvira’s solidly in the black, after buying the bar from Len Draper, when the old man had up and decided to retire to Florida. No time for a woman then, and anyway, he hadn’t been sure a free spirit like her would stick. But she had stuck, proving that there was more to the pretty brunette than her posies or colorful wardrobe.

      And yet he’d done nothing about it.

      “Even though it’s short notice, she’s agreed to meet us here to discuss the options,” Cayla was saying.

      Denver carefully, methodically stacked the empty trays. Misty was coming here?

      She’d been in Elvira’s before. Everybody in the Ridge had, at some point or other, for lunch or dinner. But, as a rule, she didn’t drink. Since he seldom left his sanctum behind the bar, he’d never had the chance to casually chat her up. Not that he was a casual chat up kind of guy. He could’ve stopped into her shop on Main Street, but what reason did someone like him have to go in to a place called Moonbeams and Sweet Dreams?  There was nobody he wanted to send flowers to or buy a gift for.  He had no family.  And while he’d made friends in the Ridge, none of them were the kind who’d merit the sort of thoughtful, artsy stuff Misty carried in her shop.

      Thanks to the small-town grapevine, he knew she was single, but surprisingly little else was known about her. In a place that valued gossip as highly as gold, that was intriguing all by itself. Since Denver habitually kept to himself too, and he understood valuing privacy, he hadn’t tried to find out more.  So, he’d just been admiring her from afar all this time, as if she were one of the wild, rare flowers she sold.

      Denver hauled the empty plastic trays back into the kitchen, then shoved back through the swinging door to check the syrup levels on the drink fountain. And there she was, framed in the front entrance as the door swung slowly closed behind her. She was wearing one of those bright, flower child dresses that skimmed just below the knees of her very fine legs. The slanting rays of the evening sun teased out traces of red in the dark walnut strands of her hair, spotlighting the trademark crown of flowers she wore. It should have looked ridiculous on a grown woman, but Denver found it unaccountably appealing—a fact which he’d take to his grave and beat anybody for suggesting.  She just seemed comfortable in herself, quirks and all.  He admired the hell out of that.  

      “Denver?”

      He jolted, realizing from the look on Kennedy’s face that she’d been talking to him for more than a second.

      “I’m gonna take my break to sort some wedding stuff, okay?”

      Ignoring Kennedy’s knowing smirk, and the fact that Misty wasn’t even looking in his direction at all, he jerked his shoulders. “Yeah, fine,” he told her, as he turned to the first patron of the after work crowd.  “What can I get you?"
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        * * *

      

      Misty Pennebaker slipped into Elvira’s Tavern, pitifully grateful her work day was at an end. Well, there’d be more work with this wedding consult, but that would be fun and for friends. Not that they were friends just yet, but Kennedy bought flowers twice a week for the inn she ran with her sisters, and Misty had hopes they would get there.

      She hesitated in the doorway, waiting for her eyes to adjust. She scanned the bar, looking for Cayla and Kennedy, and looked away quickly when she caught Denver Hershal watching her. Even while she avoided it, his gaze had an almost physical weight as it pinned her where she stood. Her skin heated from more than the early June sun, which made no sense at all because he wasn’t even smiling. She didn’t think she’d ever seen him smile.

      The man had presence, and he made her uneasy.  Not that she felt threatened by him, despite the tattoos she could see peeking out from beneath his shirtsleeves.  He’d never said more than two words to her in the three years she’d been in Eden’s Ridge, and she hadn’t really done more than nod at him, as was small town custom. Once you were here for a year or so, you knew nearly everyone on some level. But there was something closed about Denver, just one of the things that set him apart from others she had met in the Ridge. He seemed to want to be left alone. Whatever his secrets—and nobody seemed to know what they were, at least not that she’d heard—he had a right to keep them.  

      Misty saw no reason to push or pry.  She understood walling yourself off.  Hadn’t she done the same?  Oh, she’d made friends. She’d made a point of it, as she’d opened her business, gotten to know the various artists and artisans in the area. But there was a very clear line between Now and Life Before The Ridge.  

      Finally spotting her friends in a booth across the way, Misty broke her temporary paralysis and crossed to join them.

      “You are just in time,” Cayla crowed. “I’ve got ideas!”

      Misty grinned at her enthusiasm. “Kennedy, did you realize you were going to be a guinea pig when you agreed to this?”

      Kennedy shrugged. “I needed a wedding planner. Cayla needed someone to practice her event planning skills on to kick off her new business. Seems like win-win to me.”

      Misty had to agree. A local girl who’d come home to Eden’s Ridge after a nasty divorce, Cayla was starting over.  Misty knew all about that, and she was all over doing whatever she could to support Cayla’s new enterprise.

      Over a plate of nachos, they talked budgets and timelines, before finally turning to flower options for the venue—the barn on the family property, behind the inn.

      “It’s going to be a country wedding, but not redneck,” Cayla said. “Tasteful.”

      “I think Xander was ready to ask me to marry him all over again, when I told him he didn’t have to wear a tux.”

      “You are, without a doubt, the most laid back bride I have ever worked with,” Misty said.

      Kennedy shrugged, her green eyes dreamy. “I’m just happy to finally be with my Xander.”

      Propping her chin on one fist, Cayla sighed. “They’re disgustingly happy. Join me in my moment of envy.”

      Misty laughed. “I’m not looking for a man.”

      “Well, neither am I. I’d like to be more rid of the old one than I am. But damn, I’d love to be that kind of happy.”

      “Fine,” Misty conceded. “Maybe I’d change my mind if I had a guy who looked at me the way Xander looks at Kennedy.”

      Kennedy squirmed a little. “This is a wedding planning meeting, is it not?”

      “Yes, yes, back to work,” Cayla said, diving back into her planner and coming out with photos of the barn’s interior. “Now, I think we can use some kind of fabric swags or drapes to hide the less attractive sections of the barn, like the hay loft where y’all have stuff stored. And we’ll use the crap out of some white twinkle lights and some of that pretty outdoor lighting like you see on restaurant patios sometimes.”

      “That sounds good,” Misty agreed. “And of course, I can use floral arrangements to direct people’s attention down the aisle and toward whatever you deem is the front. But it might be nice to have a focal point since there’s no real altar. Something to give it some pizzazz.”

      Kennedy looked intrigued. “Like what?”

      “An arbor maybe. Something I can twine with flowers and ribbon. It could be done up really pretty and in your colors.”

      Cayla clapped her hands once, pressing her lips together in an obvious effort to hold in a squee.

      Misty smiled. “I recognize your lightbulb moment. What are you thinking?”

      Instead of answering, Cayla waved her hand. “Denver! Come here a sec.”

      What the hell? Are we ordering more drinks?

      Denver left the sanctity of the bar and strode over, his long legs eating up the distance. “Yeah?”

      “How much do you love Kennedy?”

      He didn’t even blink. “Enough not to complain that her break’s run over for wedding planning.” It wasn’t said in a teasing tone, just matter-of-fact.

      But Cayla wasn’t put off in the least. “How ’bout enough to build something for the wedding?”  

      Build something? He’s a bartender.

      Denver frowned, his brows drawing down over cool gray eyes.  “Like what?”  

      “An arbor. Something Misty can train some flowers around and on.  I’ve seen your woodworking.  It’s totally in your wheelhouse.” Cayla gestured to the bar. “He carved all that himself.”

      Collectively, they all shifted to look at the bar, with its subtly beautiful pattern carved into the side panels. Misty hadn’t ever really noticed it before because there was usually a crowd of people blocking it.  She wanted to get up, get a closer look, but Denver shifted his gaze to her, pinning her in place.

      “You want me to build an arbor?”  

      Something about the way the question was directed at her—or maybe it was just his intense focus—made Misty feel somehow like his target. She pointed at Cayla.  “I want someone to build an arbor.  She’s the one throwing you under the bus.”  

      Cayla clasped her hands in prayer position and gave him The Face—an adult version of the one her four-year-old regularly employed. “Please, Denver. For me? For Kennedy? For love?”

      He winced. “If I do it, will you stop with all the gushy shit?”  

      Cayla crossed her heart with one finger.

      Face set in lines of resignation, he sighed and looked at the bride to be. “Fine.  What exactly do you want?”  

      Kennedy held up her hands. “Don’t look at me.  It’s Misty’s concept.”  

      Cayla shook her head in mock disappointment.  “I swear, you’d get married in blue jeans if not for me. Anyway, you are the least fussy bride on Earth. So here’s the date we need it by,” she scribbled something on a sheet of paper and shoved it across the table at him, “and what we’re thinking we can spend on it. Let me know if that doesn’t work. You and Misty get together to sort out the details of what she needs and what you can actually put together in that amount of time.”

      Misty started to protest because Cayla was totally railroading him, but those gray eyes flicked to her again.

      “Fine. Dinner crowd’s coming in right now, but I can talk tomorrow. Swing by your shop?”

      This big, burly, bull of a man in her pretty little shop? “Uh…okay.”  

      He nodded to himself like something had been decided and walked away, leaving Misty wondering what the hell just happened.
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      Some kind of bells chimed as Denver tugged open the door of Moonbeams and Sweet Dreams. He glanced up automatically, noting the assortment of wind chimes suspended from a grid attached to the high, tin ceiling—glass, copper, bamboo, wood, other metals. Something for everyone. He shut the door and listened to the quiet tones of drums and flutes that floated out from speakers hidden around the room. Something dreamy and Celtic that suited the tone of the shop. The space was long and narrow, with wide-plank floors he suspected were original to the building. Displays made something of a maze of wares from the front to the back. It reminded him of the lone trip he’d taken to Ikea—herding you through the entire store before you got to the back and the register. Except this was clever, cozy, and warm, rather than a coldly calculated retail corral of gleaming fixtures, filled with a herd of shoppers. Homey instead of Hell on Earth. It helped that there was nobody else here.

      Denver wandered through, taking in the pottery, the textiles, the paintings, the carvings, noting the wide and varied selection. Tiny placards explained, in elegant, looping calligraphy, that all were locally sourced from artists and craftsmen of the region. Mixed in with the photographs, the sculptures, the glass, were fresh flowers and plants of all kinds—a seamless blending of the two halves of her business. He could see how somebody might see that vase and immediately want the cluster of whatever those purplish pink flowers were inside it. A girlie somebody anyway, which was her target demographic. As Denver was neither, he found the shortest route to the counter and called out, “Misty?”

      Something thumped. He heard a muttered curse and a clatter and wondered what he’d interrupted. She appeared from the back. It was a different kind of flowers in her hair today—something cheerful and yellow, woven into the two small braids pulled back from her face. He caught himself starting to smile at that before he realized she held her hand aloft, blood dripping down her arm.

      He didn’t stop to think. He just vaulted the counter and snatched her hand. “What the hell happened?”

      Misty tipped her head back to look up at him, stammering, “I cut myself on some thorns, while stripping some roses. It’s an occupational hazard.”

      Her hand felt so tiny in his, but it wasn’t soft as he’d expected. She worked with her hands, and it showed in the tiny scars from previous nicks and cuts. He lifted his gaze from her hand to her face, catching those brown eyes that were dreamy more often than not. They weren’t dreamy now. They’d gone wide and very, very aware.

      Denver realized he still held her hand and was all up in her personal space. “Sorry,” he muttered, releasing her and taking a step back.

      “I…uh…I’m just gonna go wash this and get some antibiotic ointment.”

      He had the distinct impression she was retreating as she headed back through the curtained doorway into what he presumed was a storeroom and work space. Feeling more than a little bit bull in a china shop, Denver shoved his hands into his pockets and stayed where he was. That’s when he noticed the old dog curled up on a bed in the corner. It was a little thing, a ball of black fur, with pointed ears that trembled as she snored quietly. A Pomeranian mix, maybe. Gray around the muzzle.

      “Who’s your friend?” he called.

      “That’s Moxie. She was a rescue.”

      At the sound of her name, the dog cracked open an eye and peered up at him. Denver hunkered down and offered the back of his hand. Looking imperious, Moxie stretched forward just a bit and sniffed. Her little black nose twitched, then she rose and stretched, worming her way under his hand with a sharp little yap that clearly said, “Pet me, damn it!”

      Misty came back out, her hand sporting a couple of fresh band-aids. “I got her when I moved to Eden’s Ridge because I was finally somewhere I could have a dog.”

      Following orders, Denver stroked along her little spine, giving the old girl a good rubdown. “Didn’t want a puppy?”

      “Oh, I love puppies.  But seniors need homes too, and I thought it would be easier to keep an older dog with me all the time.  Less rambunctious.”

      It took a special kind of person to choose an older dog, the ones who were usually neglected and first up on the chopping block at overcrowded shelters. He admired the hell out of that.

      “Seems like she makes up for that with sass,” he observed.

      “Hence Moxie,” Misty agreed. “Do you have a dog?”

      “Yep. Big old mutt. What my dad used to call a Heinz 57 dog. His name’s Oscar.”

      “As in Meyer or The Grouch?”

      Denver straightened. “The latter. Though it was because I found him in a dumpster as a pup, not because he’s grumpy.”
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