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Chapter One
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“You did what?” Susan Nealson winced at the echo her voice created bouncing off the back wall of the corner booth she sat in. She laid her fork down. A quiet homecoming breakfast with her best friend, Nina Carlson, wasn’t happening.

Nina sat across from her sipping her coffee. “I paired you up with Tim. Leslie and I have enough going on with his parents and keeping them civil.” 

Susan leaned forward and spoke in a lower tone. “Keeping Leslie’s parents civil?”

Nina set her mug down, nodding. “Cordial is probably a better term. Neither of them is likely to say something drastic. This wedding is stressful enough.”

“I’m sorry I wasn’t around to help more.” Susan bit into her toast, savoring the cashew butter spread topping it. 

“Don’t sweat not being around. You’re here now. Leslie’s sister helped a lot.” Nina cut into her medium-rare breakfast steak. “Leslie’s stepmom and stepdad are great at keeping things calm.”

Susan wiped her mouth and replied, “I bet. In high school, Leslie used to mimic his parents arguing. Said it was the only way he stayed sane.”

“They had some humdingers. I remember waking up hearing them yelling at each other like they were in my house, not next door.” Nina glanced at her watch. “I’ve got to be at work soon.”

Susan picked up her fork. “Here’s to enjoying the rest of our breakfast.”

Nina nodded. Several moments passed as they ate in companionable silence. 

Susan leaned back against the booth as she finished eating, going back over her decision to move back to Cascade Bay. Opening her party planning business was paying off. She had enough local clients to keep her busy for quite a while. Partnering with Jeff Nickerson and Mary Bates made moving back to Cascade Bay worth the move. Susan wiped her mouth, reaching for her tea. “I’d forgotten how good Maxon’s breakfasts are.”

“Since Jeff took over, business has grown. His mom retired a couple months ago.” Nina nibbled the last of her toast.

“I’m glad he kept her recipes and added his.” Susan ate the rest of her eggs, relishing the rich flavors in each bite. “A world-class chef cooking in a diner and loving it.”

Nina smiled. “Yes, Jeff got the best of both worlds. Traveled to learn his skill and do what he loves. Now that he’s doing catering, he’s going to be in demand.”

Susan swallowed her last bite of toast and finished her tea before speaking. “Oh, yes!” she began, leaning forward. “Mary’s and my business doubled in the last week. Flowers and food go together. Who knew Cascade Bay held so many parties?”

Nina pulled her wallet out of her purse. “Us since we were kids.” 

“Smart mouth,” Susan teased back. “True. With a lot of people moving to Cascade Bay, we’ve grown.”

“Yes, and folks come to get away from the city. I’m sure you’ll see more business as summer progresses.”

“Probably. I’ve got four weddings and a couple of graduation parties booked for the next two months.” Susan took her wallet out of her tote bag. “Good thing I blocked the week out.”

Nina laughed. “I’ll say. Your final dress alteration appointment is at two this afternoon.”

“That I’ll make. No client meetings until four.” Susan reached for the check lying on the table. “I’ll take care of this. Business is good.”

Nina pulled a five and three singles out of her wallet. She laid them on the table between them. Susan started to push the money away as Nina spoke. “Tip. Zach works extra shifts to make ends meet. He starts grad school in September.”

Susan grinned. “Hard to believe he’s twenty-five.”

“My kid brother. Grown, engaged, and going for his master’s.” Nina glanced over her shoulder as she slid out of the booth. “I still keep an eye on him.”

Susan snickered. “Don’t let him hear you. He’ll give you that ‘I’m grown’ lecture again.”

Nina turned around, shaking her head. “Oh, he knows. He told me he does the same for me.”

“Wow, that’s great.” Susan slung her tote and purse over her shoulder, making her way between the tables toward the diner’s front door. 

“Too bad you and your sister couldn’t mend things.” Nina caught up with her. “She missed out.”

“We both did. Mom and Dad’s divorce kept us apart for many years.” Susan stopped at the cash register near the entrance. “Growing up in different cities didn’t help either.”

Nina raised her hand, waving. “Hey, Jeff. Great meal.”

Susan held up the check. “Thanks. I’ll see you and Mary this afternoon. The Murphys are eager to sample your suggestions.”

Jeff held up his hand, calling out, “Be there in a moment.” Susan looked at Nina and winked. 

Jeff Nickerson stood six foot two. The chef’s hat added another five inches to his height. Some folks backed away at first look. His hazel eyes lit up when he smiled with a warmth that reached out and embraced everyone. 

“Glad you enjoyed the meal. Did Zach include your discount?” Jeff asked, reaching for the check as he reached the cash register.

“Yes. You’re not going to make money if you keep discounting things.” Susan handed him the check and cash she held.

“Regulars.” Jeff nodded toward Nina. “And business partners”—he grinned as his gaze met hers—“get them.”

Susan opened her mouth to reply only to be interrupted by Jeff hastily adding, “My business, my decisions. Our business, our decisions.”

“True enough. See you at four?” Susan dropped the change Jeff handed her in the tip jar next to the register.

“You bet. I’ll pick up Mary. She’s got some sample floral arrangements to show the Murphys.”

Nina moved to the door. “Thanks again, Jeff, for helping out with the tutoring group last night.”

“Any time. Now back to the kitchen.” Jeff gave them a bow, grinning as he came back up. 

Laughing, Susan pushed on the door, opening it. She waited until she and Nina were outside to pick up their conversation. “So you paired me with Tim. I’ve got one question.”

“Okay. What?” Nina pulled her sunglasses down from on top of her head.

“Why?” Susan fished her clip-ons out of the outer pocket of her tote. She fastened them on her glasses as she faced Nina. Nina’s sunglasses hid her eyes. Wisps of her red shoulder-length hair blew in the wind coming in off the ocean. Two of Nina’s bridesmaids matched her fair complexion, long hair, and model-like figure. Certainly more like what Tim dated in high school and the Cascade Bay newspaper society photos showed him.

“Does it really matter?” Nina took her car keys out of her purse. “It’s not like you don’t know each other.”

“Yes. Don’t tell me you’ve forgotten how disastrous our attempts at dating turned out?” Susan stepped out from under the awning covering Maxon’s entrance. Nina kept pace with her as they started walking toward where they parked their cars.

“I didn’t forget. We all made mistakes in high school and college. Besides, it’s not like I’m setting you and Tim up.” Nina picked up her pace.

Susan let Nina get a few steps ahead of her. Pairing up with one of Leslie’s groomsmen wasn’t the same as a blind date. She’d met everyone in the wedding party at various times. She’d had enough blind dates go sour on her to make her cautious about getting set up. Still, getting paired up with Tim could turn out like those less-than-stellar blind dates. She waited until they reached the corner before responding. 

Nina pushed the walk light button several times vigorously. On her last push, Susan nudged her. “I don’t believe you. You’re acting like I caught you bullshitting me.”

Nina spun around and pulled her sunglasses down her nose, revealing her glare. “You can’t leave well enough alone, can you?”

“You set us up, didn’t you?” Susan tried to inhale. Her hand fisted, clenching tight against her palm. Tim’s icy stare and good-bye retort after their last date clung to her as though it were yesterday instead of seven years ago. The pain had dug so deep into her, she had hidden from the world in her dress and mannerisms for the next two years. Now she was supposed to spend a week walking on eggshells around the man who ripped her heart and soul to shreds. Sweat rolled across her palms, slicking her fingers as the light changed.

Nina trotted across the street. Susan matched her pace, unwilling to let her get away. Nina,” Susan called out. “Answer me.”

Nina stopped near her car, took off her sunglasses, and faced her. “Leslie and I didn’t set you up. Tim asked for you.”

Susan blinked. Her eyes widened. She tried to speak, opening and closing her mouth. She managed after several tries to croak out, “Asked for me?”

“Yes, asked. He said he knew you and that’s all he would say when I asked why.” Nina put her sunglasses back on and unlocked her car. She tossed her purse inside. 

“Nina, I’m sorry—” Susan began.

“Accepted. I need to get to the office.” Nina got in her car and slammed the door. Susan heard the click of the door locks. Nina’s short, terse tone told of her frustration. Even her posture before she got in her car hinted at her growing agitation. She’d stood with her feet apart like she was weighing every word and ready to lash out. Her reddening cheeks capped it.

Susan reached toward the window, ready to rap on it when the car started. Nina pulled away without even looking at her. 

Taking a deep breath, Susan counted as she exhaled, visualizing her angst sloshing off her. Mistakes happened. Each of them needed time and space to cool down. As she walked to her car, one thought preoccupied her—why had Tim asked for her? 
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Chapter Two
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Tim Smith looked up from the spreadsheets strewn across his desk. His best friend and Cascade Bay’s mayor, Leslie Snider, sat in front of him. Copies of the same spreadsheets lay before Leslie. Combing his fingers through his short red curls, Tim spoke. “Not really a ‘yahoo, we did it’ quarter.”

Leslie leaned back in his chair, chuckling. “We came pretty close. A good quarter overall.”

Tim nodded. “A nice profit. Business is picking up.”

Leslie stretched, leaned forward, and picked up one of the spreadsheets. “Foot traffic along Main Street picked up last month. Two of the shops asked about leasing more space.”

“Investing in the city makes sense. You approved the expansion, right?” Tim reached for the pen closest to him, handing it to Leslie to sign off on the spreadsheet.

“Sure did. The arcade and skating rink hired three more teens from the high school’s entrepreneurs’ club.”

Tim grinned. “And Mr. Bowman thought we weren’t paying attention in econ class.”

“Worked our asses off for every extra credit we could get in economics, and accounting classes helped.” Leslie picked up another sheet.

“I still remember the look on Bowman’s face when they posted the university scholarship awards list.” Tim leaned forward to see what sheet Leslie held. “Cascade Bay Drive development?”

“Yes. Three new businesses going in. Either an apartment or condo building is under consideration. Needs county and city approval.” Leslie laid the sheet on top of the others. “Enough numbers. My mind is ready to scream.”

“Agreed. How about a beer and a game of pool?” Tim gathered his sheets and put them in the folder on the corner of his desk

Leslie stood, rolling his shoulders. “Sounds good. Except make mine a root beer. Nina and I are meeting her parents for dinner.”

“Okay, root beer and bumper pool at my place in an hour.” Tim put the folder in the middle drawer of his desk and locked his desk. He walked over to the chair holding his backpack. He slid one strap onto his shoulder and picked up the helmet on the corner table closest to his office door.

“Meet you there.” Leslie strode out of the office in front of Tim. He stopped halfway down the hall, turned around and walked back to Tim.

“Forget something?” Tim asked, pushing the elevator button.

“Nina’s question for you.” Leslie pulled his cell phone out. “To quote her, ‘Susan demanded to know why you chose her.’”

Tim glanced up at the elevator floor indicator. One more floor until it reached him. He needed a quick response. As the bell rang and the door opened, he said, “I’ll tell you at my place. See you there.”

Tim didn’t wait for Leslie’s reply. If Leslie pressed him for a response, he’d either stammer or blurt out where his thoughts scattered. He wasn’t sure admitting what his conscience tossed at him would do. He moved inside the elevator and pressed the door-closed button, blocking out anything else other than an image that captured him. 

God, a weekend started more things than just a couple of nights of hot sex. Leave it to his cousin and bride to elope to Vegas. He, Susan, and a handful of his cousin’s and the bride’s close friends went along to witness the nuptials. His cousin gave him the key to his room since the hotel upgraded their room on the house. What happened in Vegas hadn’t stayed there. The weekend remained one of his most cherished memories. The first time he got to show Susan the passionate side of his feelings for her. Tim swallowed hard as the elevator bell rang again. Looking up, he noticed the elevator car had reached the first floor. He glanced around him. No one else occupied the elevator. Great, he stood in the middle of the elevator without realizing it. As he exited, Tim nodded to the receptionist outside the first-floor office. He pushed the large glass door open, pulled on his sunglasses, and stepped outside into the midafternoon heat. The sun beat down heating the air several degrees warmer than predicted. Santa Ana winds whipped around the downtown buildings like toddlers chasing each other through an obstacle course. Dust and debris swirled up over the curb, settling in places where the wind bursts didn’t reach. As he came to the corner, Tim unbuttoned the top button of his shirt, loosened his tie, and sighed.

The light changed, and a loud horn sounded, accompanied by sirens. Tim looked both ways and behind him. Two engines with a full accompaniment of lights flashing, sirens wailing, and horns blaring zipped by followed by an ambulance and two police cars. Another accident out on the coast highway no doubt. Height of the summer and folks crowding to get out of town away to someplace sandy had the highway more crowded than usual. Tim shook his head. He didn’t get it. He liked living close to the ocean. Beaches were great places to jog, walk, and relax. When the crowds started hitting capacity, he stayed away. His backyard workout pool provided the exercise and lap swimming he liked. Northern California Pacific waters temperatures warmed some in August. Otherwise, that cold water could refreeze an ice cube twice over. 

“May those needing help find it,” he prayed, walking the two blocks to the city parking garage. His car, a red sportster with a sunroof, sat two parking spaces over from the exit. His days of four-door sedans and carpool activity with a car full of talkative children were behind him. His ex and two teens decided moving half a state south made more sense than staying near dad, their friends or the town where they’d spent most of their life. Tossing the helmet and his backpack in the back seat, Tim grinned. The bright red helmet with racing stripes would stand out. His nephew had asked for top-of-the-line motorcycle racing gear for his birthday. 

Tim rolled up his sleeves, took off his tie, and opened the sunroof. The forty-five-minute drive home would give him time to come up with a plausible reason why he’d chosen Susan.

Four traffic lights and two slow left turns brought him to the highway. He turned on the CD player, cranked up the volume, and entered the highway. Speed, music, and very little traffic brought him the focus he needed. Explaining to Leslie or Nina about Susan wasn’t going to be easy. He had to come up with something. 

“Okay, Tim.” He began thinking out loud. No one could hear what he said due to the music volume and the speed he drove. “Susan’s got you intrigued. Now, why and how.”

Tim shook his head as he worked his thoughts back to their last unencumbered conversation. That was two...no, three... frack! It was seven years ago. Tim smacked the stirring wheel with the palm of his hand. A high-pitched horn sounded. He glanced around. Good, no one close by. Boy, that was dumb! Taking a deep breath, Tim let go a deep pent-up sigh, gripped the stirring wheel, and changed lanes. The sign he passed showed less than a quarter-mile to his exit. 

So much for going backward and gathering his thoughts. Susan laughed at his lame jokes. She understood him because they shared history. Even chewed his teen and college self out when he needed it and hugged the stuffing out of him afterward. Then why the hell hadn’t their relationship attempts worked out?

Because you always had to be right, a voice screeched in his mind. Tim scowled. His conscience sounded like his ex when she cranked up her whine, refusing to take no for an answer. Great, he wasn’t looking for chastisement. He wanted answers, not his child brain acting out.

Maybe there was a point to that thought though. Neither he nor Susan confided in each other beyond close friends. The few times they did were usually on shared experiences. Both of them had lacked best friends throughout high school. He and Leslie ran into each other at college their freshman year, became roommates and best friends. Had Susan and Nina’s friendship grown due to similar circumstances? So many questions and so much unknown. As Tim pulled up to a stoplight, he snapped his fingers. He smiled as he turned onto the main drag leading into his housing complex. He had enough to keep Leslie and Nina from pestering him further. At least until he had his thoughts formulated better.

“I chose Susan because I know her.” Tim smiled more as he said it again. The unsettled part of their past might keep them on eggshells for now. Given his dreams and sexual fantasies as of late, he wanted another chance. A chance at what he still needed to figure out.

“Seven years, and I still got the hots for her.” Tim rolled his eyes heavenward, ready to blow a raspberry at the sky. Sounds of a car downshifting roared through the open sunroof. 

He glanced in the rearview mirror. A blonde in a convertible with the top down, her hair blowing in the wind, pulled up behind him. He knew that license plate. It belonged to only one person, Caryn McStone, the daughter of one of Cascade Bay’s upper crust families. There was a time when Caryn and women like her got his attention and focus. His ex-wife hung out with that crowd like many of the women he used to be attracted to. One woman held his rapt attention—Susan. He got part of why that was. Putting it into words still baffled him to some extent. The light changed. He eased into the intersection and turned. Getting away from Caryn mattered. He didn’t want her tailing him. Some women chased men like a dog after a bone. Word around town was her jet-setting boyfriend dumped her at the airport as they landed. Damn, talk about bad luck. He didn’t need hers rubbing off on him. He watched Caryn drive past the street he turned down. She was animatedly talking on her cell as she sped through the intersection. Tim exhaled, muttering a thankful prayer that his good luck continued.

Three blocks from his house, Tim slowed. He watched the houses roll by. Families, some multigenerational ones, owned many of the homes lining both sides of the street. The neatly manicured yards’ curb appeal drew gazes as vehicles passed. Three streets over, a four-story building housed the newest addition to this section of town. Condos and the amenities apartment life offered. Many millennials bought the affordable places over the ranch-style homes closer to town. A type of living he didn’t care for. Community property laws sometimes worked since he got to keep the investment property he bought before his marriage. Building the place into his post-divorce dream home had worked out to a point. It lacked a few essential ingredients—a wife and children. He found himself thinking about two items a lot since Leslie told him Susan accepted Nina’s request to be her maid of honor. Was this a sign he might be getting the second chance he daydreamed about, the one with Susan by his side?
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Chapter Three
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Tim noted his next-door neighbor’s grandkids played on the front lawn with two of their friends. Starting over with babies might not appeal to some thirty-five-year-olds. To him, it did. He wanted a family where the mom and dad raised their children together. Not separate households half a state apart. This time he knew what he wanted, to be a dad again. The first time came by surprise and at a cost, his and Karlene’s budding relationship.

He missed his daughters. Their aloofness and flyby visits left him wanting more. Getting away to visit them in San Diego wasn’t easy. They spent more time with their friends and cousins during his last visit. And their infrequent calls and e-mails in response to his left him at odds on how to reconnect with them. 

Loud barks sounded as he cut the motor. Opening the car door, Tim pushed the button on the garage door remote, closing it. Another beep sounded, disarming the house alarm system. He jingled his keys, setting off more barking. Sassy and her brother Thorn made their presence known. Two grown Staffordshire Terriers waited on the other side of the door. Had they cornered Mama Cat again? Mama didn’t take well to being a doggy pillow. Her cohort, Tabby, tolerated doggy sleep piles until Sassy tried to curl him into a tighter ball. Tim smiled, reaching for the doorknob, knowing he could face another mound of shredded paper given the quartets’ demeanors lately. 

Unlocking the door, he slowly opened it. Sassy’s paw greeted him. She tried to work her paw into the small opening, barking and whining when failure happened. Another deeper bark sounded. Thorn was no doubt right behind her. Tim braced himself, took hold of the doorknob with both hands, and pushed the door inward. Sassy, wiggling, her tail wagging like windshield wipers at top speed, lunged toward him. Tim let go of the doorknob, yelling, “Stop, Sassy. Sit. You too, Thorn.”

Quiet’s sharp arrival, followed by the pleasant sound of silence, told him both dogs heard him. Tim moved up the steps and into the house. He took a deep breath as he weaved between Sassy and Thorn sitting side by side. How long that would last, he didn’t know. He wasn’t waiting to find out. Getting to the kitchen mattered. If anything like the last mess he’d come home to awaited him, he knew Leslie would be laughing as he watched the cleanup happen. 

Two steps, and he stopped. Inhaled, counted, and let go a deep sigh. No matter what they’d done, he knew he was home. Now if he could find a human companion that greeted him with as much enthusiasm...well, wishes sometimes took trial and error to come to fruition. He hoped his error period with Susan was behind him. 

Three more steps and he turned, ready for whatever havoc and mess his furry quartet had for him. Setting his backpack on the counter, he glanced toward the living room. In the rocker in the corner near the window, Mama lay curled up. Her calico coat illuminated by the patches of sunlight beaming through the partially closed blinds. On the couch, sprawled out like he owned it, lay Tabby. After spending most of his ten years outdoors, the old male liked his soft life. Tim shrugged. So far, so good. He rounded the counter and...

He tried pressing his lips together. A hand over his mouth didn’t work either. Laughter erupted. He shook his head, glancing back toward the mudroom door. Sassy lay near it with Thorn, trying to look like he didn’t know what Tim saw. Tim moved into the kitchen more. In the middle of the area, bits of cotton, fabric, and dog bed littered the floor. As he bent down for the piece closest to his feet, Tim laughed harder. Neat hand-stitched letters greeted him. An S and part of an A remained intact on the small corner he picked up. Near it, another corner lay with a T and an H showing. Tim rolled his eyes as he reached the kitchen trash can. Remnants of fabric shredded lay close to the cabinets where he kept the dog and cat treats. He leaned down examining the face of the cabinet door. No scratch marks marred the finish. “Thank you,” he said, holding the trash can. “I wish you two could pitch in on this clean-up.”

Sassy rolled over, belly up like she tried to distract him. Thorn ducked his head, looking away. Tim chortled as an image flashed through his mind. His ex, Karlene, bug-eyed, lips tightly pressed together, and her hand on her hips, glaring at him and the dogs. She insisted on the overpriced dog beds and hand-stitching their names on them herself. He tried to warn her. She didn’t listen. Nor had his daughters either with the dog toys and squawkers. Sassy could tear a squawker out of a toy faster than a mouse could get away from Mama. Thorn chewed his out within days of getting a new toy. Ah, fur kids—almost as ornery as human ones. Sassy turned over and crawled over to him, laying her head on his feet. “Not now, Sassy. Leslie is on his way.” Tim stepped back. Sassy sat up, her tail wagging. Thorn barked. They considered Leslie part of the pack. Tim snorted as he continued stuffing bits and pieces of the destroyed dog beds into the trash. No telling what had set the dogs off. As he turned back to where the trash can went, he saw why the dogs went off. A lavender envelope. Not just any lavender envelope. The exact shade Karlene used. His name stood out in her handwriting. Damn it, he needed to figure out where to hide his spare key better. He thought he’d outfoxed her the last time she found it and used it to get in. He’d contact his lawyer about filing the restraining order as much as he preferred not to. Why was Karlene in town? 

He put the trash can down and reached for the envelope as a hard knock sounded at the front door. Two more fast raps followed. Leslie’s distinct knock. “Hang on, Leslie,” Tim called out, making his way through the hall toward the front door. Sassy and Thorn trailed him barking. As Tim unlocked the door, he moved behind it. Otherwise, he and Leslie would be stumbling off the porch, trying to keep upright as Sassy and Thorn eagerly greeted Leslie. 

“Hey,” Leslie began as he stepped in. “Sassy, sit, now.” She did immediately.

“Why does she listen to you more quickly?” Tim stuck his head around the door.

Leslie shrugged. “Voice? Pitch? Maybe I got the dad voice down.”

Tim pointed at Leslie. “You don’t have kids.”

“No, I got pairs of rambunctious nieces and nephews. My siblings made sure I had training. Remember I babysat them as toddlers.” Leslie made his way down the hall toward the kitchen. 
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