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            Chapter 1

         

         Your Caesar salad darn near killed three people.”

         Beth pinched her eyes closed and swallowed the wince that’d been threatening since they started discussing quarterly earnings.

         “Isn’t that being a little overdramatic?” her sister, Aurora, whispered.

         Cece, the youngest, shook her head. “Not really.”

         Beth hit the mute button on her phone before their accountant became privy to the peanut gallery.

         “At least five members of the wedding party went to the hospital,” Tom kept talking. “One of them was the governor’s press secretary.”

         She wanted to crawl under the table and hide for the next three months. Instead, she unmuted her phone and centered it on their kitchen table. “I’m aware. I was there when it happened, remember?”

         Like a slow-motion nightmare, the bad news had trickled in that night in February.

         Then, it poured.

         She’d pulled off the society wedding of the season last winter at the Orchard Inn, but a few hours after the sparkler send-off for the bride and groom, the first call came in.

         The mother of the bride didn’t feel so good. The bride wasn’t doing great either. Then a groomsman got sick. Then a bridesmaid. Then another, and another. Could it be…food poisoning?

         “I know you were. And I’m sorry to dig up old bones, but bad press like that is going to have negative impacts on a business. I just didn’t expect it to be this negative. Then again, you did almost kill a press secretary.”

         “It was a salad!” Aurora blurted.

         Beth patted her arm, attempting to calm and shush her. Aurora was only a few years her junior, but twice as blunt.

         “It wasn’t even a main course of bad chicken or fish,” she muttered anyway. “Like you’d serve bad romaine on purpose?”

         “Tom,” Beth spoke over her sister’s indignance, “I’m looking at our income and expenses year to date, and they don’t seem completely dire.” Just really, really desperate.

         “But how many events do you have booked for next quarter?”

         She pinched her lips together. That’d be zero, Tom.

         “I won’t insult your intelligence by telling you what this means for your bottom line.” Tom had been their family’s accountant for decades, and while he still called them “girls” even though they were in their twenties, he’d always respected and supported their decision to keep Orchard Inn in the Shipley family, with Beth taking the helm.

         That didn’t change the fact that the inn, and their wedding business, were in a pickle.

         No. That wasn’t fair to pickles. Pickles were delicious.

         The Shipley sisters were in a great big salad of doom.

         “Thanks for going over this with us, Tom. I’ll look over everything else tonight and call you tomorrow if I have any questions. We won’t keep you, though.”

         “Good luck, girls.”

         Aurora quirked her lips as soon as the call ended. “At least he was nice about telling us we’re broke.”

         “We’re not broke.”

         “Who even eats that much salad at a wedding, anyway?” Aurora asked the question like she was addressing a room of thousands. “You know the good stuff is coming out later. You eat a few bites to be polite and save up for the mains and cake.”

         “Can we stop obsessing over the food, please?”

         “Not when the food is what got us into this mess in the first place.”

         And as a trained chef, Aurora was incapable of not obsessing over food, and she hadn’t been Orchard Inn’s chef at the time. Still working in Los Angeles, she’d been nowhere near the doomed wedding reception, but the family business was the family business to the sisters, regardless of how near or far they roamed.

         “And not when we wouldn’t be here if they’d only eaten a couple of bites,” Aurora continued.

         “I don’t think E. coli works that way.” Beth needed to get this thought train back on track before they spent the next hour debating and speculating. “Regardless, we can’t blame guests for eating the food we served at the wedding they paid us to host.”

         “I know all that, and I know exactly how E. coli works, but…” Aurora let the sentence die.

         “But I’m trying to be nice.” Beth filled in the blank for her.

         An argument of fluff and fluster, attempting to salve Beth’s guilt by removing some of the pressure and blame.

         Good luck with that.

         Her sisters had to know by now that this disaster rested squarely on Beth’s shoulders, and she wasn’t sharing.

         “Come on.” She rose from the table in their common area, signaling the end of dwelling on their bad news. “Let’s get some tea and sit on the back porch. The few guests we do have will start getting back from town soon. They may need something, and we can’t wear long faces in front of them.”

         Besides, she was the type to dwell on things endlessly. No sense in her sisters duplicating her efforts.

         “Y’all go on out there and I’ll get the tea,” Aurora said. “I made some little cheese biscuits I want you to try before I put them out for guests.”

         Beth followed Cece out of their shared family space at the back of the inn and tossed her financial file and the accountant’s review into her room.

         Ever since they’d invested in taking their orchard house from a private residence to the Orchard Inn, the girls had lived in a collection of four rooms at the back of the house. The house was plenty big, but it was still an adjustment. Now that Aurora had moved home, even more so.

         Three grown women living in less than a thousand square feet.

         Good thing they loved each other. And had several acres of peach orchard to escape into for privacy.

         “You want to rock?” Beth nodded to the rocking chairs that lined the left side of the back porch.

         Cece nodded, and Beth took the chair farthest from the door, saving her sister the extra steps.

         It was silly and unnecessary, and Cece would flay her with one look if she knew it was intentional, but old habits died hard.

         Her sister had been on her feet a lot today, working around the inn and running errands back and forth to town and the orchard’s main shop. Her foot had to be killing her.

         Cece dealt with exhaustion or discomfort by soldiering through it. Beth wished she’d treat herself more gently sometimes, and would realize that giving herself a break wasn’t a sign of weakness.

         “Here we go.” Aurora showed up carrying a beautiful tray with three glasses of iced tea, a porcelain plate of little cheese biscuits the size of half dollars, and a bowl of the most perfect strawberries Beth had ever seen.

         “Aurora. You didn’t have to do all that.” She felt guilty enough already.

         Aurora set the tray down on the table next to Cece. “Yes, I did. We could use a little pick-me-up after that call.”

         Cece quietly took one of the biscuits and nibbled on it, her silence quickly becoming a concern.

         She was always quiet—painfully so when around new people—but usually, when it was just the three of them, she came out of her shell with quick-witted comments or a thoughtful retort.

         This afternoon she’d said barely two words.

         Beth grabbed one of Aurora’s latest offerings. If only she could bury all her worries in a biscuit.

         She took a bite. Soft and buttery, fluffy with just the right bite of cheddar. It was a handful of heaven. “Oh, my word, how do you do it?”

         Aurora shrugged it off and took the rocking chair on the other side of Cece. “It’s just flour and water. Salt. Some cheese. And an oven.”

         “It’s not just anything. You’re a magician.”

         Cece giggled, the first sound she’d made since they’d gotten off the call. “She’s a kitchen magician.”

         That was more like it.

         Beth had another bite of her biscuit, toes curling inside her flats.

         Aurora was way too humble about her talents. She had been a genius with food and flavors since they were kids, and she’d taken that natural gift and honed it at culinary school. Honed it so well she’d gone on to work in one of the best kitchens in Los Angeles.

         That was, until things imploded back home at Orchard Inn and she’d come to Beth’s rescue.

         If she’d been working at Orchard Inn and catered the wedding in February, Aurora would’ve somehow prevented the salad scandal and everything would be fine. And while it wasn’t fair she had to deal with the fallout, Beth was forever grateful.

         She chanced a glance at her sister.

         Their old catering manager had been let go, and as soon as Aurora heard, she’d insisted on returning home. She also insisted it was no big deal. She was happy to help. This was partially her business too—and on and on with why her leaving her life in LA was okay. But Aurora had to resent her for what she’d left behind.

         It kept Beth up at nights.

         “You’re awfully quiet over there.” Aurora leaned forward with a raised eyebrow. “You aren’t spiraling, are you?”

         “No.” Only a little bit.

         Orchard Inn was her brainchild. All of this was her doing.

         “Mmm-hmm.” Aurora wasn’t buying it, but she went back to rocking in her chair.

         Three years ago, when their mother announced she wanted to sell the place, get a little condo, and travel the world, Beth had come up with the idea for them all to pitch in, financially and otherwise, take out a loan, and turn their large home into the wedding destination in the Hill Country of Texas.

         A charming country inn, complete with ideal orchard location and Texan hospitality, combined with Beth’s business sense and years of experience as an event planner, Aurora’s culinary talents, and Cece’s eye for aesthetics and things of beauty, they were sure to be a success.

         And they were. Or at least they were headed that way.

         Season after season of working their butts off, and they’d made a name for themselves. Enough so that, last year, some big restaurant group courted Aurora off to California. And then came the doomed Caesar.

         “We’ll figure something out,” Aurora tried to reassure Beth. “Try not to worry.”

         But if Beth didn’t do something, fast, they were going to lose not just their business, but the orchard and estate that had been in their family for generations. Their employees, including the brand-new orchard manager, would be out of jobs. Worst of all, the biggest connection she shared with her sisters would be severed.

         Stifling a frustrated grumble, Beth devoured what was left of the biscuit. The savory softness danced across her taste buds.

         Life couldn’t be that bad with snacks like this.

         And it wasn’t all bad. She had both of her sisters home now. Even if they had little else, they had each other.

         When their dad took off decades ago, Beth had helped hold the family together. That was her job as the oldest. She’d started working as soon as she turned fifteen, worked all through school, and specifically gone to business school with the intention of keeping the orchard in the Shipley family name. This was her business, and, more importantly, her family.

         She’d always looked out for them, and she wasn’t about to stop now.

         Somehow, she was going to get the inn back in the good graces of the Texas Hill Country. She’d get their finances back in the black and be profitable. The wedding schedule would once again be booked solid. Cece would not have to work as hard as she did, doing three different jobs. And she would ensure Aurora’s return to California, back to the life she’d put on pause.

         Beth reached for a second helping of her sister’s delicious snack.

         Somehow, she was going to make this work, but figuring out how was going to take more than just one cheese biscuit.

         
              

         

         Beth snuggled under her softest blanket with a cup of honey chamomile and the accountant’s report. It’d be hours before sleep caught up with her, but the tea and numbers might help.

         She was neck-deep in their payables when her phone vibrated on the nightstand.

         OMG. Are you still awake?! Please say you’re awake! I need to talk to you! [image: ]

         The text was from Shelby Meyers, her roommate from UT and still one of her dearest friends. They didn’t talk as often now, what with life and careers, but if Shelby was texting at almost midnight, she wasn’t going to stop until she got a reply.

         I’m awake. What’s up? Beth texted back.

         I’m on your back porch! Let me in. [image: ] [image: ]

         “What in the world?” She got up, not completely surprised by the giddy behavior. Excitement about pretty much everything was Shelby’s default setting. But showing up late at night?

         “Shelby?” She stepped out into the porch light to find her friend bouncing on the balls of her feet, her left hand flung out toward Beth.

         “Guess what! Guess what!”

         Judging by the size of the blinding rock on her fourth finger, she—

         “I got engaged!”

         Beth grabbed the hand that’d been thrust in her face. “Oh my gosh! Shelby! Congratulations!” She hugged her friend tight and tried to think when she’d even started dating the guy. A couple of months ago?

         “Thank you! I am just beside myself. I’m so happy!”

         “So, when— How? When did all this happen?”

         “Tonight. He proposed tonight. We were walking around downtown after dinner—it’s what we did after our first date—and he took me by the hand and told me how much he loved me, how I felt like home. Then he got down on one knee and asked me to be his wife.” Shelby’s eyes glimmered with joyful tears, her smile radiant.

         “I am so happy for you and—” Oh jeez. Started with a G. “Garrett!”

         It wasn’t Beth’s fault. She’d never met the guy, and she and Shelby had only talked two or three times since they started dating.

         “Thank you. Can you believe it? I know it’s soon and all, and people will probably think we’re crazy, but we’re in love. We’re perfect for each other. I mean other than him and his whole family loving horses. But you’ll see. I want you to meet him and get to know him. There’s time for all of that.”

         “I know. And I think it’s wonderful.” Truly, she did. Marriage was on Beth’s agenda too.

         At some point.

         That whole key element of finding someone you loved, and who loved you in return? See, that’s where life got tricky.

         Surely all good things in time, right? But she’d never found a good thing, and now was most definitely not the time.

         Shelby was obviously over the moon, and if anyone deserved happiness, it was her. She’d never been anything but good to Beth and, while she put on a face for the rest of the world, she had to deal with a lot when it came to her family.

         “Have y’all picked a date yet? Do you have time to get a dress?”

         “Well, the date isn’t written in stone yet, but funny you should ask about all that. We want to have the wedding right here at Orchard Inn!”

         Beth had to blink to keep her eyes in their sockets.

         “I know things have been slow around here since…you know.”

         Shelby had always said a lady didn’t speak of unseemly things. Like bad salad.

         “And this could really help you out. The wedding will be a big event. Garrett said his family will pay for part of it, so you’ll have a nice budget to really do things up.”

         “That would be amazing and thank you, but don’t feel obligated to—”

         “You stop right there. This is not out of obligation. This is where I’d want to get married regardless, because it’s beautiful and perfect and you’re my best friend. And we want a big outdoor wedding that’s romantic and charming, and there’s no better place for that than right here.”

         When Shelby got nervous, she rambled.

         Beth took her hands. “Okay. Just forget I said a word.”

         “You remember the dream box I kept under my bed, freshman year?”

         She smiled at the memory. “The one with Southern Living magazine clippings and pictures of Channing Tatum? Yes, I remember.”

         “And the articles about interior design because I just knew I was going to have my own show on HGTV someday.” Shelby laughed. “See? No one else knows me or could plan my wedding like you.”

         She wasn’t wrong. Beth had heard all about the dream wedding for years. If it wasn’t the oil baron who looked like Channing Tatum, it was the quarterback at Tamu, who’d surely go pro. And play for one of the Texas leagues. Naturally.

         “Fair enough. I would love to give you the wedding you’ve always wanted.”

         “Eee!” Shelby started bouncing again. “And, and, and”—she flapped her hands in the air—“I think you know what else I’ll ask, or you should, but would you please be my maid of honor?”

         Beth’s breath caught. She actually hadn’t known Shelby would ask. Yes, they were best friends from college, but Shelby had close-knit cousins galore and a sister-in-law. The Meyers family was laden with potential bridesmaids and maids of honor, with a tendency to keep high-profile gigs like MoH in the family. “Of course I will. I’d be honored to do it.”

         She had a feeling there’d be some sour grapes among Shelby’s family over this, but too bad. Beth was going to be the best maid of honor anyone had ever seen!

         “So, tell me when you want to get married.” Because the planning would need to start ASAP.

         “Well, before it gets too hot, so…soon. Like, in two months? Tops?” Her already huge brown eyes widened expectantly. “The sooner the better, I think. Right?”

         People never said no to the Meyers family. Not even when they wanted the moon.

         Beth wouldn’t say no because she loved her friend. She also wouldn’t say no because this was a blessing in the making.

         A big wedding in two months was exactly the redemption Orchard Inn needed. Shelby might be preppy and privileged, but she wasn’t completely clueless. The rush-order wedding was meant to benefit Beth too.

         “I think you’re right. And I think you’re an awesome friend.”

         “Aww. Don’t sing my praises just yet, though. You have to deal with my mother on some of this too.”

         Beth’s stomach turned to cold lead.

         Evelyn Meyers. Old Texas money, expensive taste, impossible expectations. For everything.

         Their freshman year of college, she’d berated Shelby to the point of tears because she’d wanted to pledge a different sorority than Evelyn’s legacy. Shelby had won out in the end and gone her own way, but to this day, it was a point of contention between mother and daughter.

         Evelyn was queen of the castle. Everybody’s castle.

         “Everything is going to be perfect.” Beth smiled. Because she’d make sure it was. Whatever challenge came along with this wedding, she’d rise and conquer, for her family.

         “This will be the best wedding Texas has ever seen,” she promised her friend.

         “Thank you.” Shelby hugged her tight. “I know you won’t let me down.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 2

         

         Engaged. Can you believe it? Boy is barely out of law school and can’t even get out of the gate before getting tied down.” Sawyer shook his head and waited for a response.

         Clyde, his most reliable confidant and horse, trotted along with nothing to say as they made their way around the first bend on the family property’s easiest trail.

         “I know, I know. He’s been out of college and working for years now, but he’s still young. Too young to go marry some girl this fast.” In Sawyer’s eyes, his brother, Garrett, was eternally underage.

         Too young to go away to school. Too young to drink. Too young to move somewhere like Austin. And way too young to be someone’s husband.

         Clyde reached the top of the hill and came to a halt, familiar with the route of their favorite ride.

         “What is he thinking?” But Garrett was going to do whatever Garrett wanted to do, same as always. Unless Sawyer truly put his foot down.

         That’d only happened twice in their lives, and neither were moments he wanted to revisit.

         “You talking to the horse again?” Uncle Joe came up beside him, his steed, Malice, nuzzling into the tall grasses next to Clyde.

         “Like you don’t do it too.”

         “All the time. A horse makes a good listener. Only when they start talking back that you’ve got a problem.”

         Sawyer grinned at the long-running joke.

         “Something on your mind, son?”

         He shook his head but started spilling anyway. “Just Garrett and this getting-married business. Thinking he’s all grown up when he’s not even old enough to know better. He’s known her what, a month? And now she’s just supposed to be a part of the family? I’ve been around her exactly two times.”

         “He says he’s in love.”

         “He’s been in love before.”

         Love was a bedtime story people told themselves so they’d sleep better at night. People were people, and at the end of the day, their self-interest would always come before love.

         “He says this time is different.”

         “That’s the infatuation talking.” Everything was always sunshine and a field of flowers at first. Give it time. It’d all turn to torrential rain and mudslides in the end.

         “He seems pretty sure of himself.”

         Sawyer rubbed Clyde’s neck. Garrett was always sure of himself.

         He’d been sure he wanted a beat-up old Chevy as his first truck, because it was a classic. They worked for weeks getting the thing to run, only for Garrett to buy a new truck a year later. The old Chevy, still temperamental as a mule, remained in Sawyer’s garage.

         Garrett had been sure he didn’t want to be a part of the family business too. Then, after college, he’d used that big brain of his to change his mind and get into land-use law. He might not be a part of Silva Ranch’s day-to-day operations, but Garrett regularly came to town and consulted with them on the future of their ranch.

         “Garrett doesn’t know what he’s doing,” Sawyer insisted.

         They slowly made their way through a pasture, and his uncle offered no reply for at least five minutes. “Big step, getting married. Neither of us have done it,” he finally said.

         His statement hung there between them in the long silence, the low sounds of the horses winding around his words.

         Uncle Joe was a self-proclaimed bachelor for life. Early on, it’d likely been by choice. Later, he’d been saddled with raising Sawyer and his brother.

         Saddled wasn’t the right word. His uncle had raised them both with a good spirit, even if with a gruff demeanor.

         When their parents died, he’d taken on the responsibility, protecting and providing for them both like they were his own. And, as the oldest, Sawyer had fallen into a surrogate role of nurturer.

         Garrett was their responsibility.

         So how in the world was his baby brother responsible enough to get married?

         And who was this girl, anyway? Shelby Meyers.

         He knew the Meyers name. Everybody knew the Meyers name.

         “How much do we really know about this Shelby, anyway?”

         His uncle shrugged.

         “I guess she seems nice enough, but she’s a Meyers.”

         “Mmm.”

         Deep down, she would be just like the rest of them. Looking down their nose at everyone else in the county, or in the whole state, all because they have—or had—money and their ancestors settled Texas—way back in 1330 BCE, to hear them tell it.

         “I’m not overly fond of that family.”

         “Mmm.”

         He wasn’t fond of the rumors about their financial state either.

         He’d seen an article in the local magazine featuring Shelby Meyers as one of their “30 Under 30,” and she’d flat-out told the interviewer she intended to turn her family’s fortune around.

         Turn it around, as in turn it from bad times to good.

         He didn’t put a ton of stock in gossip, but where there was smoke, there was at least a flame. If even a whisper of the gossip was true, the uppity Meyers family was on much harder times than they alluded to.

         Their little princess marrying someone as well-off as Garrett Silva would go a long way to ensuring the future smoothed right out for them.

         He didn’t like thinking that way, but in the ranching business and, unfortunately, in life, he’d learned that thinking the worst of people was often the safest mindset.

         Sawyer took a steadying breath and tried to focus on the rolling hills before him, dappled with green amid dry stretches of land and grass. Over the farthest hill was a vineyard, and past that, a wildflower farm.

         Beautiful country that soothed his soul.

         A breeze reached the hilltop, ruffling Clyde’s mane.

         A ride on their property always cleared his head, the view from their favorite path a soothing reminder of all the Silvas had to be thankful for.

         Today it also drove home how much was at stake.

         This was his family. His blood. He’d sworn to take care of Garrett since they were little. He couldn’t stand by if some high-and-mighty family was trying to take advantage of him. And in so doing, taking advantage of Silva Ranch.

         “Garrett wants me to go all the way into Fredericksburg later today, to meet up with him and Shelby. Celebrate the good news and look at some bed-and-breakfast or something for the wedding.”

         “Mmm.”

         “I don’t want to go.”

         “Mmm.” His uncle kept with the one-syllable replies.

         “He’s going to expect me to be happy for him. I have to act happy about this.”

         “Folks love a wedding.”

         “Not folks like me.”

         “Mmm.”

         Uncle Joe was right. He had no choice but to haul himself out to Fredericksburg and make nice about this whole farce. Garrett was his brother, and if he objected outright to his engagement, they’d have a big falling-out.

         That was the last thing he wanted. He only wanted what was best for his brother.

         And what was best was a long engagement and time for that boy to see the light.

         Come to think of it, going to spend some time with his brother meant time to talk sense into him.

         Not too obviously, of course. But pointing out there was no rush. He and Shelby didn’t have to move so quickly into marriage.

         Sawyer could grind the gears down to a slower pace, if not halt them altogether. Give his brother time to think and see people for who they truly are.

         “Thanks, Uncle Joe.” Sawyer urged Clyde back onto the path down the hill.

         “Anytime.”

         
              

         

         Sawyer drove to Fredericksburg, his decision made.

         He’d give this wedding, and the girl, the slightest chance. But if he determined even an iota of his suspicions were true, he’d do something about it. He was not going to let someone marry Garrett just for his money. It’d break his brother’s heart and God have mercy on anyone who hurt his brother.

         No one else was ever taking advantage of a Silva again.

         But with Garrett, his methods couldn’t be heavy-handed. Give that boy anything resembling a hard line or an ultimatum, it was guaranteed to blow up in your face. Dragging the plans out, stalling the wedding long enough to ensure Garrett saw the truth—that was the way to go.

         If Sawyer had only dated Melissa a few more months, he would’ve saved himself a barrel of heartache. But no one had warned him or been there to remind him there was no rush, to take the time to really know the woman you’d spend the rest of your life with.

         Take the time to learn she loves your last name more than she loves you.

         Garrett wasn’t going to make that same mistake.

         Orchard Inn, formally the Bluebell Orchard, sat about a quarter mile off the main road, the drive lined on both sides with peach trees and, closer to the main house, what looked like a few plums. The house itself was a two-story, sprawling, traditional southern estate. Wraparound front porch, gazebo to the left, all in crisp white. Perfectly manicured grounds, potted plants dotting the porch, rocking chairs, and even a swing inviting you to sit a spell. Stay awhile.

         He parked in the mostly empty pea-gravel lot designated for guest parking. Before he could even make it to the front porch, Garrett and Shelby bounced out the front door and onto the porch, big wide smiles on both of their faces.

         “Sawyer!” Garrett grabbed his hand, pulling him into a hug. “You remember Shelby.”

         “Shelby. Congratulations.” He put on his best manners.

         “Thank you!” Shelby flung her arms around him, giving him no option but to accept her hug. “And thank you so much for meeting us out here on such short notice. We’re just so excited.”

         “You’re going to love this place,” his brother added. “It’s perfect for a wedding.”

         In other words, Please be pleasant and agreeable to everything we say and want to do.

         “Is everybody here now?” A voice crossed the threshold before the person.

         “We’re all here. Sawyer, this is Beth,” Shelby introduced the woman joining them outside. “One of my closest friends and the owner of Orchard Inn. She’s going to show us around.”

         All air left his lungs, like he’d taken a fall off Clyde.

         “Beth, this is Sawyer. Garrett’s older brother.”

         “Nice to meet you.” The woman held out her hand. Only a little shorter than him in heels, Beth had strawberry blond hair that fell to her shoulders and sharp green eyes that pierced right through him.

         Words. Words would be good right now.

         “You too.”

         Nice save.

         “Now that we’re all here, how about we take a look around?”

         They all followed Beth into the house, and she showed them every room on the first floor with the command presence of a horse master.

         “This is the dining room, suitable for small parties like a bridal brunch or groomsmen dinner. Beyond the French doors you can see the side porch. We’ve had guests use a string quartet, and I recommend opening the doors and allowing the musicians to play outside so the music floats in, naturally.”

         She went on and on about wedding details and reception ideas, a lot of which might as well be in another language.

         What in the blazes was a reception lounge and ushers? Wasn’t a wedding reception just a party that people went to afterwards? Walk in, eat and dance, throw birdseed, the end?

         Apparently weddings and receptions were way more complicated than he’d ever known.

         “With your tighter schedule, you’ll want to start discussing a seating arrangement soon too.” Beth kept bestowing wedding intel while they walked. In her white blouse and fitted, light gray pants, she was buttoned up and all business, except for a smattering of freckles across her nose and cheeks turning traitor on her strictly professional demeanor.

         It was cute. Not that he’d dare call her cute to her face.

         She responded to all of Shelby’s questions and comments with authority. And there were a lot of questions and comments.

         “What type of wedding dress do you see me in? You must go with me when it’s time to shop for it. I’ll need someone who will give me their honest opinion, but not brutally honest, like Mama. And I think I know who all I’m going to ask to be a bridesmaid, but there are two I’m on the fence about. What do you think about Julie?” Shelby jabbered their entire tour of the inn, Garrett somewhat forgotten beside her.

         “I want to do a plated meal. Steak, of course, a fish option, and what about a vegan choice, just in case?”

         “Nowadays, you definitely need a vegan, gluten-free option,” Beth said.

         “Did I tell you my cousins are coming in from Dallas? And Daddy said I can get all the flowers I want, and he thinks he can get the Crashers to play the reception.”

         Sawyer leaned closer to Garrett and kept his voice quiet. “Is she as excited about being married as she is about this wedding?”

         Garrett ignored him.

         At least he’d thought he was quiet. But Beth looked back at them, her green eyes flashing.

         Sawyer cleared his throat. “That will be nice,” he commented to whatever Shelby had said last.

         “Let’s go out the back of the house and circle around so you can see all of the grounds.” Beth led them from the house the same way she’d led them through it. Back straight, confident in her pace, she had only the slightest sway to her hips when she walked.

         Which was, of course, completely beside the point.

         Sawyer told himself he noticed things like that after years of teaching horseback riding. People’s stance, the way they sat. Their enticing way of walking.

         “You can see more of the orchard from back here.” Beth’s heels clicked against the stone steps that took them to the backyard. “And we have had a few weddings out here as well, but most people prefer the front of the house. There you have photo opportunities with the porch and gazebo. The choice is completely up to you, though.”

         He noticed a couple of other things about Beth too.

         She said the choice was completely up to them, but the look on her face said she had a very strong opinion and knew exactly what they should do.

         “I think you should get married back here,” Sawyer blurted.

         All three of them stopped walking, drawing him up short.

         He had no idea why he’d played devil’s advocate. Maybe it was Beth’s assuredness that made him want to engage. Her confidence calling him to match wits. He couldn’t care less if they had the ceremony up front, out back, or side to side, but he couldn’t resist debating even a pointless point with Beth and her freckles.

         “If everyone else uses the front, why not be different? Right?”

         “You make an interesting point,” she said. “But it really depends on what the couple wants.”

         “What do you think?” He asked his brother, praying he’d take his side and make the tour a little more interesting.

         “Um. Both are nice, I guess. I’d be fine either way. What do you think, Shelby?”

         Shelby looked to Beth. “I think…the front?”

         “You’ll be happier with how it looks.”

         “Okay, the front.” Shelby nodded, her relief plain.

         “Then you can do the reception around back,” Beth added.

         Shelby clasped her hands together like a little kid who just found out she was getting ice cream. “Yes! This is going to be so perfect.”

         “What if it rains?” Sawyer asked.

         They all stared at him, bordering on horrified.

         “Do you really think it might rain?” Shelby pleaded.

         “No, of course it won’t rain.” Beth cut her eyes at Sawyer.

         Was she a meteorologist now too?

         “And, on the way off chance it even sprinkles, we can move things inside like that.” Beth snapped her fingers.

         That got the group moving again, and they’d returned to the front of the house when he found he couldn’t help but poke at the perfect plans again.

         “Do you set up for a whole wedding inside, too, just in case? Is that how you can move locations like that?” He snapped his fingers too.

         He was goading her. Why was he doing it, though? He couldn’t possibly care less about how you moved a wedding inside.

         Beth’s green eyes flashed again.

         Oh yeah, that was why.

         “We have our ways,” she said.

         “Garrett!” Shelby exclaimed. “Oh my gosh. This would be perfect for our wedding portrait. Come see.” She all but ran to the gazebo, pulling him along.

         As soon as they were out of earshot, Beth turned to Sawyer. “I apologize if I’m off base here, but I get the feeling you’d rather they didn’t get married at Orchard Inn.” Brow scrunched, her little nose wrinkled up, and she only got cuter.

         It was his turn to stare. “What?”

         “Shelby and Garrett told me about his family home. Your home, Silva Ranch, and I don’t blame you for wanting to have the wedding there. I’d want my sisters getting married at home too.”

         Huh? The last thing he wanted was to host a wedding at the ranch. Talk about a nightmare.

         “And I know your family is paying for part of the event and, as such, you have a very big say in what does and doesn’t happen with the wedding.”

         Why did it always come back around to money?

         “However, since the bride and groom are certain they want to be married here at Orchard Inn, and I know we all want to make them happy, I’m sure there’s a way we can compromise.”

         “Okay?” He didn’t know where she was going with all this, but he enjoyed watching her go.

         “There are events that take place before weddings. The ranch could host one.”

         Uh-oh. Abort, abort. He did not want a bunch of people all over his place, hobnobbing and jacking their jaws, all up in his business.

         “We could also incorporate some of Silva Ranch into the wedding day itself. Make it the best of both worlds. Tell me what you’d like to see happen.”

         “I want my brother to be happy.” That was the God’s honest truth.

         “I will guarantee that he and Shelby will be beyond happy with their wedding.”

         “But,” he quickly added, “I don’t need to have any kind of party at my place. I’d like to include our ranch somehow, but it really doesn’t have to be to that degree. I’ll give it some thought.” Being more involved meant staying at his brother’s flank during all this, but surely that could be accomplished without hosting people at the ranch.

         Being more involved also meant doing more with Beth.

         “Great. So, we’re good now?”

         “We’re good.”

         “Good news, guys.” Beth immediately turned from their conversation. “Sawyer is not only on board, but he’s going to help bring a bit of Silva Ranch to the event to represent both families coming together.”

         “How?” Shelby asked.

         “We might host an event at the ranch and then bring some of the ranch to the wedding. You can leave the details to me.”

         “Us,” Sawyer added. “Leave it to us. And we don’t have to have an event at—”

         “That’s a great idea.” Garrett gave him a huge smile. “We could do our couples shower at the ranch. Thank you.” He looked as happy as he had when he’d told Sawyer about the engagement.

         “You…are welcome.” What else could he say? His brother’s excitement didn’t leave room for him to say no.

         But one party was enough.

         “And I was thinking, what if all of the other events like…” Sawyer looked to Beth.

         “The groom’s dinner?”

         “Like the groom’s dinner. What if we had that here? At Orchard Inn? As well.”

         Beth’s eyes widened, the first time she’d looked caught off-kilter since they met. “Really? That would be awesome. I mean, yes, we can arrange something, I’m sure.”

         “Yay!” Shelby clapped again before squeezing Sawyer like a teddy bear. “See, Garrett? I told you it would be okay.” She looked at Sawyer. “He was so worried about what you’d think and say about all this. I told him you’d be happy for us, but you know how he is.”

         Yes, Sawyer certainly did.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 3

         

         Tell me again why we had to come all the way out to Johnson City on a Saturday to meet Shelby’s man?” Aurora twisted her hair up into a knot and pinned it as they made their way down the sidewalk.

         “He’s not her man. He’s her fiancé.”

         Cece lagged half a block behind them, gazing into the window of a consignment shop. “We’re also not even half an hour from home,” she called out.

         Beth stopped and turned to her sisters. “Huddle up.”

         Aurora let her head fall back with a level of drama any teenager would envy. “Not a family huddle.”

         “Yes, a family huddle. Come on.” Beth waited until Cece joined them. “Shelby wants us to get to know Garrett better and talk wedding stuff. I think she’s a little self-conscious that they’re getting married so soon. By Texas standards, anyway. Plus, this gets us out of the inn for a bit. Enjoy the break. Planning this wedding is both a marathon and a sprint.”

         “Go, team!” Aurora stuck out her hand, palm down, and grinned.

         Cece gave her hand a good-natured slap. “Some fun never hurt, and Johnson City has a new fabric shop I’ve been following on Instagram. Now I can go check it out in person, and if they have a nice taffeta, I’m making that dress I showed you.”

         “Fine, fine. I’ll behave and enjoy the day. But tell me again why Garrett’s brother is going to be here, if it’s all just wedding talk and getting to know Garrett?”

         “Because…” Beth struggled with the explanation.

         She was equal parts eager and reluctant to spend time around Sawyer Silva. He wasn’t without his charm, and undeniably good-looking. Big brown eyes, toothy smile, and dimples that managed to make him look more manly than cute.

         But beyond all that, she sensed reasons beyond brotherly support and regular interest as his motivation.

         She’d expected Shelby’s mother and a mother-in-law to have the opinions and input she must contend with. Not some six-foot-three cowboy.

         Then she’d remembered the Silva history from years back. Both parents had passed, decades ago.

         Garrett Silva didn’t have a mom and dad. He had an older brother. One who was clearly a force to be reckoned with, and she didn’t need that in her life right now.

         “Because why?” Aurora looked at Beth like she’d lost her mind.

         “Because he wants to be, I guess. And he’s involved in the wedding.”

         “How?”

         “He’s paying for part of it and wants to help. And Garrett wants him involved. And the bride and groom get what they want.”

         “Jeez. Don’t bite my head off about it.”

         “Sorry. I just…I wasn’t expecting a brother-in-law to be involved. I really want this to go well. We need this to go well.”

         “We know,” Cece assured her. “And it will. Right?” She looked at Aurora.

         “Right.” Aurora squeezed Beth’s hand—this time the gesture was in earnest. “Quit worrying, sis. We’ve got this.”

         They walked a few more blocks and turned onto Main Street, into the heart of the festival. The midday festival crowd was light enough that it took Beth only a few minutes to spot Shelby.

         In a huge, floppy white sun hat, white shorts, and pale pink top, she glowed, already looking like a bride.

         The men standing near her stood out too.

         Not just the groom. No, no. The other man.

         “Is that Garrett’s brother?” Cece asked.

         Miles of jean-clad legs, a short-sleeved shirt that showed off thick arms and the curve of his biceps, his dark hair standing out above the crowd line.

         Aurora made a noise by sucking her teeth. “No, I believe that is what folks call a tall drink of water.”

         “Aurora,” Beth admonished.

         “Please. You either didn’t notice or just failed to mention he’s hot.”

         Cece shook her head. “They’re both hot. I can’t imagine dating someone like that.”

         “Why?”

         “Out of my league much?”

         “They are not.” Aurora shook her head. “You’re out of your mind. Any guy would be lucky to have you and the sooner you get that through your head, the better off you’ll be.”

         Beth shushed them both as they got closer to the others.

         “Hey!” Shelby waved as soon as she saw them and greeted them all with a hug. “I’m so glad you-all could come.”

         Introductions were made to her sisters, and Sawyer greeted Beth with a smile.

         Beth fidgeted, waiting for the niceties to be over.

         Or maybe it was Aurora’s staring at her that made her fidget. Her sister had always been bolder, and even if she thought she was being discreet, she was not.

         Finally, the group began wandering down the center of Main Street.

         “It’s good to see you again.” Sawyer matched her stride and looked her way with another smile. His eyes lightened in the afternoon sun, a chocolate brown that took her in.

         “You too.”

         “How have you been?”

         “Fine.”

         She wanted to roll her eyes at herself. Normally she was the master of small talk and networking, but today she kept clamming up.

         Had to be the heat.

         Booths lined both sides, selling every kind of food item from apple turnovers to zucchini bread, homemade crafted items, even some art. A band played on one of the side streets, the music drifting in and out.

         “Busy, I bet,” Sawyer said, and he bumped against her as they maneuvered around another group of people.

         “Sorry about that.” The palm of his hand was warm against her elbow.

         She nodded, her entire conversational repertoire gone.

         After another half a block of walking in silence, Aurora fell back.

         “Hey, sis. Check this out.” She tugged Beth aside to look at ceramics, but once they got in the booth, her sister just stared at her.

         “What?”

         “Sawyer keeps trying to talk to you and you’re being weird.”

         “I know, but you keep staring at me.”

         “Because you’re being weird.”

         Beth huffed a sigh.

         “When a nice man wants to talk with you, you talk back. I thought we’d gone over this. Did you forget everything while I was gone?”

         A more prolific dater than Beth ever thought about being, Aurora had insisted on advising her since they were teenagers.

         For the most part, it was hopeless. And pointless.

         Beth was good at networking and business and reaching her goals. Flirting, demurring, and having any luck with guys went beyond her expertise.

         “I think he might be interested in you,” her sister insisted.

         “He’s just being nice.”

         “You sound like Cece. You are not that naïve.”

         Beth wasn’t that naïve. But Sawyer wasn’t there for her. He was the groom’s brother. A vitally important groom.

         “I get the feeling he has a lot of…opinions about this wedding, okay? And the Silvas are bankrolling half of it.”

         “Oh.”

         “Exactly. There’s too much riding on this for me to worry about whether or not some guy likes me. Especially when the guy is the groom’s whole family rolled into one person.”

         Aurora pursed her lips, deep in thought. “I guess I see your point. Sucks, though. You deserve to have fun, too, you know?”

         Sawyer, with his bright smile and warm gaze, was the kind of fun Beth didn’t need right now. His insistence on being chatty and personable only muddled things even more.

         No. She was there to plan a successful wedding for her best friend and have Orchard Inn rise from the ashes. She’d hang back and keep some distance from Sawyer.

         “There you two are!” Shelby popped into the booth with them. “We were wondering where y’all went.”

         Beth picked up one of the statues closest to her. “Just looking at some of these.”

         Shelby glanced down at what was in her hands. “I didn’t know you collected clowns.”

         Beth looked at the bulbous-nosed clown staring back at her. “Oh god!” She set it down quickly. “It’s for a gift. But I think I’ll go in another direction. Shall we?” She turned to leave the booth.

         “Wait.” Shelby waved her and Aurora over to the side, out of the way of other shoppers. “I’m glad I have you both here, alone. I wanted to talk to you about the couples shower. Garrett has almost convinced Sawyer to have it at the ranch.”

         “Convinced him?” Beth asked. “I thought he wanted to have the party there.” Why else would he have been such a naysayer while touring Orchard Inn?

         “Honestly? I can’t ever tell what Sawyer wants or is thinking. But it does seem like the shower is a go there. However, we still need it catered.” Shelby smiled at Aurora.

         “Me?” Aurora all but blushed.

         “Of course, you. That is if you’re available. It’ll be next Saturday. I wouldn’t want anyone else. Please say yes.”

         “Yes, I’d love to. Do they have a kitchen I can use at the ranch or—”

         “There’s one in Sawyer’s house. I’m sure he won’t mind. I think. I’ll let Garrett handle that.”

         “This is great.” Beth glanced at her sister.

         More exposure for Aurora, and the inn. A way to prove they could cater without trying to kill anyone. And, if the shower went well, prospective business for the future.

         “And listen, thank you so much for coming out here with us today. I know it’s a haul, but it’s such a pretty day. And I know y’all will like Garrett once you get to know him. I don’t want you to think he’s some stranger I’m rushing to marry.”

         Beth stopped Shelby mid-fret. “We do like him.”

         “And no one thinks you’re rushing to get married,” Aurora added.

         Shelby obviously didn’t buy it. “Maybe you two don’t think it. I know what people are saying about us getting married so soon and—”

         “I don’t know what they’re saying, and I don’t care. Neither should you.”

         “Shelby. There you are. Look what I found.” Garrett appeared out of nowhere offering Shelby a fistful of pink gerbera daisies.

         It was impeccable timing and the perfect way to stop Shelby’s spiral.

         “Oh, baby. They’re beautiful!” Shelby popped him a kiss and held the flowers close, Garrett beaming like he’d won over the homecoming queen.

         Which, to be fair, he had.

         “I saw one of those dog bakery booths are here too. Thought maybe Dodger would like some treats.”

         “He’d love some.” Shelby turned to Beth. “Dodger is his terrier, and he’s adorable.”

         “And he loves Shelby,” Garrett added. “Which is saying something, because that dog doesn’t love just anybody.”

         They all left the booth and started down Main Street again. Eventually, Beth found herself right back next to Sawyer. This time she intently avoided glancing at her sister.

         Don’t be weird, she told herself, Aurora’s words ringing in her ears.

         “Have you ever been to this Founder’s Day festival before?” she asked him, making a point to sound casual.

         “Never. You?”

         “Once, when we were little. But it was much smaller back then.” See? She wasn’t being weird. Sawyer was just a guy, related to the groom. There was no attraction here with either of them.

         Nothing to see here, folks.

         “Oh. I’ll be back in a minute.” Shelby dropped back from the group and disappeared.

         As they kept walking, Beth kept her gaze off Sawyer.

         They meandered down the street until they all stopped to look at an artist’s eye-catching paintings.

         And Sawyer touched her again.

         This time it was just the tap of his fingers on her shoulder to draw her attention. “Look, it looks like your place.”

         Beth turned to find what he’d pointed out.

         The artist had done an orchard row in vibrant acrylics, the depth so real Beth imagined she could step right in and pluck a peach from one of the trees. “Wow.”

         “You like it?”

         “I love it. It looks like…” She let her sentence drift, anxiety kicking in over Orchard Inn and what she stood to lose.

         “Home?” he finished for her.

         “Yeah. Home.”

         Sawyer ran a hand through his tousled black hair. “Yeah,” he said, and she could’ve sworn it sounded like he knew the trail of her thoughts. “And check these out.” He led her to a series of smaller canvases, horses the focus this time. “They look alive, like you could touch them. These kind of look like home to me.”

         He stepped around her to reach for something, his body close enough she could’ve fallen back into him.

         He took the artist’s business card and quickly slid it into his back pocket.

         Sawyer appreciated art?

         She was not going to find that attractive.

         “Garrett, come here.” Shelby popped back up outside the art booth, waving him over.

         They all left, with Garrett hurrying out in front. He reached for the clear cellophane bag in the palm of her hand, two perfect, bright yellow squares inside.

         “Those aren’t—”

         “Mama Luann’s lemon squares? They are indeed.”

         “Don’t tease.”

         “I’m not. I saw online that she was going to have a booth here. Why do you think I insisted we come all the way out here just to meet up with everyone?”

         Garrett already had one of the lemon bars in his mouth. “I didn’t know it was for this.”

         Beth looked to Sawyer for an explanation.

         “Luann’s is a sweets shop in Austin. His favorite.”

         “We have to get some more.” Garrett was about to head off in search of the booth.

         “I had her put aside a baker’s dozen. Already paid for.”

         “You’re the best, you know that?” He turned and kissed Shelby, this time full on the mouth as she wrapped her arms around his neck.

         A pang of envy tugged at Beth. She wasn’t jealous that Shelby had found someone she’d fallen madly in love with; she was jealous she could.

         Beth had never felt that kind of all-consuming emotion for anyone. Sure, she loved her family, but that was different.

         “There’s the fabric shop I was telling you about.” Cece quickly turned from the group. “I’m going to check it out.” The words were barely out of her mouth before she was gone.

         “Yeah, I’m going back to that organic farm stand,” Aurora added. “I saw some super fresh veggies that might inspire a new dish.”

         Her sisters couldn’t have abandoned the scene any faster. Maybe they felt as awkward about the moment as she did.

         They hadn’t grown up seeing their parents lavish attention and affection on each other. After their dad left, their mother didn’t date for eons, so there were no examples of couples being…couple-y.

         Outside of wedding days, where it was expected, and kind of required, that kind of open tenderness and consideration seemed too private and precious to witness.

         Garrett and Shelby left as soon as he finished the lemon bar, and Beth realized she’d been left alone with Sawyer.

         “I don’t want any sweets. You?”

         “Not at all.”

         “Good. How do you feel about street tacos? There’s a truck up ahead.”

         She loved them, and eating something as unromantic as tacos might help with the awkward silences. “Sounds good to me.”

         They each ordered a taco with chorizo, shrimp, and sriracha and Sawyer was paying the truck owner before Beth could even offer.

         They found an empty table, and it turned out she was hungrier than she thought and halfway through her second taco she started wishing she’d ordered a drink with her lunch.

         Sawyer seemed to read her mind. “The sriracha isn’t playing games, is it?”

         “I’m dying over here.”

         “I’d kill for a beer right now.”

         She nodded fervently, mouth full of spicy shrimp.

         “Want to finish these and hit the saloon up there?”

         “Please.”

         They tossed their trash and headed to the saloon, reaching the wooden front porch before she spotted Shelby coming toward her.

         “Guess what! They have a vintage consignment shop.”

         Beth quickly moved closer to the door of the saloon.

         Nothing against consignment, but Shelby was the kind of shopper who went in for the long haul. A decathlon of shopping, complete with jumping the hurdles of other shoppers, javelin-throwing of charge cards, and a shot put of coffee halfway through if you got too tired to make it to the finish line.
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