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She hadn’t bothered with a bathing suit.


Irene floated in her swimming pool, letting the hot Texas sun lull her into a lethargic daydream state. She closed her eyes and listened idly to the chirping birds and the chattering squirrels. Peace and quiet.


Exactly what she needed.


No one could see her way up here at her hillside home. The front of the house looked down on the small town of Everson. She could stand on her front porch and watch the traffic move through the streets, but the back of her house was completely private, backing up to an undeveloped area of small hills and trees. No, she was quite safely out of view, drifting languidly in her own private world.


The rumbling sound of a small plane overhead disturbed her tranquillity. As she shaded her eyes it flew closer and then buzzed directly overhead. She made no attempt to cover herself. In fact, she was tempted to sit up and wave. She had never been known for her modesty, and if some bozo pilot was out for a joyride, he might as well enjoy a cheap thrill. But she didn’t react at all, instead deciding she wasn’t going to let the uninvited visitor ruin her day. She watched as the plane tilted its wings, in a way of a greeting, it seemed, and then circled around heading in the direction of the small airfield on the outskirts of town.


In a flash she realized exactly who was flying that noisy, intrusive airplane. Theo Jacobson. She knew he was coming back to town. According to his brother Jake, he was due back in town for the wedding sometime this week. It was just like him to make a splashy return, arriving like some winged warrior mocking her from on high.


Good, she thought defiantly. Let him have a good look. He should get an undisguised eyeful of the woman he hadn’t wanted all those years ago. The woman he hadn’t bothered to acknowledge since. He’d broken her heart and never looked back. A big fluffy cloud wafted by, momentarily covering the sun. She trailed a hand through the relaxing water, but it suddenly felt too cold. She slipped off the float and pulled herself from the pool. A terry cloth robe lay draped across a lounge chair, and she picked it up, wrapping it around her chilly body. With one more look at the now empty blue sky, she opened the back door and went inside her house.
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“Welcome to the Rise-N-Shine. My name is Nell, and I’ll be your server today.”


Theo looked up at the waitress standing by the booth at the back of the local diner. She was willowy and tall with a ponytail of thick, red hair trailing down her back. Her expression was carefully polite.


“Well, hello, Nell.” He added a smile to soften the impact of his wild and woolly appearance. He knew he must look like a grizzled mountain man who’d just stumbled back into town after a long, cold winter’s hibernation. That wasn’t too far from the truth. His full, dark beard and unruly mess of long, black hair were a testament to the untamed months he’d just spent running backcountry tours up in Alaska. As soon as he’d landed he had called his brother to let him know he’d arrived and then called Everson’s only taxi to take him into town. He was starving, so he’d had Bo Birdwell drop him at the diner. Later this afternoon he’d meet up with Jake and Marla Jean.


The smile must have helped because the waitress smiled back. “Are you ready to order?”


“Sure, I’ll have the meat loaf and mashed potatoes. And a side of mustard greens.” He took a quick glance at the menu and then refocused his blue eyes on her again. “And I think I’ll try some of that peach pie, too. What do you think?”


“Good choice. My mom makes the best meat loaf in the world, and her peach pie is my personal favorite.”


“Okay, then. That’s good enough for me. I’m hungry enough to eat a bear. So, Bertie’s your mother?” He nodded toward the Rise-N-Shine’s owner loudly holding court at the front counter.


“She sure is. And I was just telling her we should add bear to the menu.” They both laughed in the way people do when they’re flirting rather than because something is actually funny. Still smiling, she asked coyly, “Are you new in town?”


He soaked up her interest and winked. “Actually, I’m just passing through. I’ll be here for a week or two, and then I’m taking off again to parts unknown.” He gestured out the window indicating the far horizon.


She peered out the window and then looked back at him. Moving closer, she said, “Parts unknown. That sounds mighty adventurous.”


He leaned closer, too, like he had secrets to share. “It certainly can be, Nell. I’m Theo Jacobson by the way.”


Her eyes widened. “Jacobson? Wait a minute. As in Jake Jacobson?”


He grinned like she’d won the grand prize. “The very one. He’s my big brother. I’m here for his wedding.”


She held the order pad against her breast as she studied him more closely. “I knew you looked familiar. Underneath all that hair, that is.”


“So you know Jake?” He wasn’t surprised. Everson was a small town after all.


“Of course. And Marla Jean, too.” She gave his shaggy head of hair another once-over. “Maybe you should stop off at her place for a haircut.”


His future sister-in-law owned the local barbershop. “Are you suggesting I look uncivilized?” He leaned back in the booth with an unrepentant grin.


She raised her eyebrows, fully flirting now. “Uncivilized isn’t necessarily a bad thing, Theo Jacobson. I was just thinking you might be worth asking out if I could see what you look like under all that shaggy growth.”


“Are all the women around these parts as bold as you, Nell?”


She laughed. “Hold your horses, mister. Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. I haven’t asked you out yet, have I? And I better go put in your order.” She winked and turned to go.


He watched her walk back toward the front of the diner, taking his time, admiring the way her waitress uniform skimmed tightly over her perky, little butt. This visit to Everson might turn out to be a lot more fun than he’d expected.


Nell was pretty damn cute, and he wouldn’t mind spending some time getting to know her better while he was in Everson. He wouldn’t mind that one little bit. After all, he was here to have a good time. Enjoy the wedding. Help Jake with some jobs. Keep it all easy and uncomplicated.


But Jake had already complicated this visit when he’d said he wanted Theo to stay on after the wedding. He was offering him a full-time job and a place to settle down with family close at hand. Theo had to admit he’d been tempted, which surprised him. Since leaving the Navy, he’d never stayed in one place for long. He always had one foot out the door, but this time he hadn’t turned his brother down flat out. He’d actually promised to give the idea some thought. But still, the odds were pretty good that he’d be moving on when the time came.


Which was why he’d been out of his mind to buzz Irene Cornwell’s house on the way into town. Because he certainly didn’t plan to spend the short time he was here reflecting on the time in his life that included her. Some things were better left in the past where they belonged. But the last time he was in town she’d ignored him completely, didn’t even give him the passing courtesy she would extend to a stranger, and he could admit he’d let it get under his skin. It chafed, and festered, and bugged the hell out of him. He was determined not to let her get away with doing it again. Not that he expected her to run and jump into his arms. He didn’t want that, either. A simple hello or nod of the head would do.


But the image of her floating buck naked in her swimming pool would be hard to forget. As soon as he’d spotted her, he reacted with something close to physical pain and an old, ancient longing that he thought had died out a long time ago. His body didn’t seem to get the message that she was off-limits now.
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“Well, well. If it isn’t the best man.”


As Theo made his way through the gate and into the backyard of the Hazelnut Inn, a soft, feminine voice hit him like a nasty punch to the gut. A voice that had haunted his dreams for years, a voice he’d recognize anywhere. Irene Cornwell. He must have been thinking about her so much that she’d materialized right in front of him like a magic trick gone wrong. Shit. Irene Cornwell. Fully clothed as well. Double shit. And she was actually speaking to him as well. Mission accomplished. He could check that off his list. Not just a hello or a nod of her head, but an entire sentence. For some reason it didn’t feel like a victory. It felt like he’d jumped out of his airplane without a parachute. Free-falling, waiting for the painful impact that was sure to follow. But he wasn’t about to let her see him sweat, so he slapped a cocky grin on his face and said, “Well, if it isn’t Irene Cornwell! How the heck have you been, Ree?”


She sat at an outside patio table with a thick file folder open in front of her and a pair of big, black-framed sunglasses shoved on top of her head. Her long, dark hair was caught up in a messy bun that he guessed was her attempt at looking serious. He allowed himself a minute to stare. She was still the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen, but he would be careful to keep that opinion strictly to himself. Seeing her from a distance had been bad enough. But now, here she was close enough to touch. He was determined not to even consider that idea. Not even if someone offered him a ten-foot pole.


Her bright smile turned brittle. “No one calls me Ree anymore, Theodore. And I’m fine, thanks.”


He laughed, thinking how easy it was to get a rise from her. “Well, no one but you ever called me Theodore, and that was only when you were mad at me. I hope you’re still not mad at me after all this time?”


“Don’t be silly.” She waved her hand as if she thought he was being ridiculous. “Of course not.”


He dropped into the chair across from her. “I’m glad to hear that. And this is great. We’re actually sitting here having a conversation. Last time I was in Everson you pretended I didn’t exist.” He kept smiling like he was tickled pink by their unexpected reunion.


Her chin lifted regally. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” He didn’t push it when she changed the subject. “Jake will be glad you made it home for the wedding.”


He looked at his watch. “Yeah, I’m supposed to meet him and Marla Jean here at four.”


She nodded at the back door of the Inn. “They’re inside talking to Etta about the food for the wedding reception, but they should be out any minute. We need to finish going over the details of the ceremony.”


“We?” He couldn’t think of any reason she’d be involved in the wedding.


She closed the folder on the table and held out her hands in a “look at me” gesture. “Haven’t you heard? I’m their wedding planner.”


An involuntary bark of laughter escaped his throat. But she looked completely serious, so he asked, “You? A wedding planner? Since when?” Even to his own ears it sounded like he was accusing her of some sinister crime.


She crossed her long legs to one side. “Actually, it’s a fairly recent development. It came to me in a flash. When the Inn opened and I found out Etta planned to hold weddings here, I thought it sounded like something I’d be good at doing.”


“You don’t say? You don’t need the money, do you? So what? You just happened to have some extra time on your hands?” He didn’t try to hide his skepticism.


“Something like that.” She stuck out her chin, looking like she was ready to engage in a battle over the subject. “Why do you find that so peculiar?”


“No reason. Don’t go getting all defensive, Ree. Forget I said anything.” He shrugged as if it didn’t really concern him.


He could tell she wasn’t ready to forget it, though. “I’m not defensive, but you obviously have a strong opinion on the subject. So, please share. I’m simply dying to hear what you have to say.”


Theo knew he’d be smart to keep his mouth shut, but he plunged ahead anyway. “Okay, and don’t take this the wrong way, but it seems to me that a certain respect for the institution of marriage should be necessary in order to do a good job as a wedding planner.”


The look she gave him clearly let him know his sarcasm had been noted. “Okay, and don’t take this the wrong way, but I’ll have you know my respect for the institution of marriage has increased by leaps and bounds since you knew me, Theo. Besides, you remember how I love a good party. A wedding and the reception aren’t that much different.”


He was about to stick his foot further into his mouth by saying that her feelings about marriage must have improved once he was out of the picture, but he was saved when he spotted Jake and Marla Jean coming out the back door and he stood up from the table. They were talking about the advantages of a sit-down dinner versus the simplicity of a buffet.


Marla Jean was saying, “I don’t want people to think we’re being cheap, Jake.”


“No one will think we’re cheap. But a buffet is less stressful. Less waitstaff to hire. People can help themselves,” Jake said. “Don’t you agree, Irene?”


Before the words were completely out of his mouth, Marla Jean spotted Theo. She ran toward him in a full sprint and jumped into his arms. “Theo, you’re actually here. Oh, Jake, look, it’s Theo.”


Theo laughed as he caught her in midjump and spun her around. “That’s the way I like to be greeted. You sure you’re marrying the right brother, Marla Jean?”


Jake reached the two of them just as Theo set Marla Jean’s feet on the ground. “Take your hands off my future wife, little brother.”


Theo turned and grabbed Jake in a bear hug. “I’m glad she’s going to make an honest man out of you, Jake. It’s about time.” His big brother meant the world to him. While Theo was growing up, Jake had been the one person he could count on for love and to support him with no questions asked. Seeing him happily married to Marla Jean was a cause for real celebration.


“Now that you’re here everything is going to be absolutely perfect,” Marla Jean said.


“Once Jake asked me to be his best man, you know nothing could have kept me away,” Theo assured her.


“With all the stops you had along the way, we weren’t sure exactly when you’d get here, though. I was so happy when Jake told me you landed this morning. I couldn’t believe it when he said you were flying your own plane all the way from Alaska.”


“Oh, really? You flew in this morning?” Irene asked from her patio chair. “I think I saw your plane.”


Theo smiled widely. So she realized it was him flying over her house. “It’s a nice view from up there.”


He watched her chin jut out as she declared, “Nice? I’ve heard it’s nothing short of spectacular.”


Marla Jean turned to Irene. “Have you met Theo, Irene?”


“As a matter of fact, Theo and I are old friends.” Irene stood up and walked over to the group.


Jake looked at Theo in surprise. “Is that so? How come I didn’t know that?”


“Old friends.” Such a catchall phrase, such a generic, inadequate term for what they’d been. But now was not the time or place to squabble over how to define their past. “Yeah, Ree and I go way back. You remember when I got that job working at the Piggly Wiggly after school? Ree was a checker while I was a lowly grocery sacker.”


Jake looked from one to the other. “That grocery store was over in Derbyville. You lived in Derbyville, Irene? I never realized that, either.”


She nodded. “I grew up there. But I couldn’t wait to escape to the big city. I moved to Dallas right after high school.”


Jake narrowed his eyes like he was sensing a deeper undercurrent. “And so did Theo.”


Theo nodded. “Yep. That was a long time ago, though. A lot of water under the bridge.”


“In all your visits you never mentioned you knew Irene,” Jake said suspiciously.


Theo wished they would all just drop the subject. He glanced at Ree, who seemed completely unmoved by the conversation. On the other hand, he felt as if he was teetering on the edge of a cliff, scrabbling to get his feet back on solid ground. “It just never came up, and, well, our paths haven’t crossed much since those days.”


Marla Jean swatted Jake’s arm. “Quit being so nosy, Jake.”


Theo smiled at Marla Jean gratefully. “Yeah, Jake, we all have a few secrets in our deep, dark past.” He was talking to Jake, but he looked directly at Irene while he spoke.


Irene met his eyes and lifted her chin as if she was ready to challenge any version of things he might offer. Abruptly, she turned and marched back to the patio table. She grabbed the wedding folder and announced, “I hate to interrupt this walk down memory lane, folks, but we should head over to the pavilion and walk through the ceremony. We have a lot of ground to cover before it starts getting dark.” She started off down the backyard path without waiting to see if they would follow.


“We’re coming.” Marla Jean grabbed Jake’s hand, and they bounded after her like puppies let off their leashes. Theo found their enthusiasm for the upcoming wedding to be downright heartwarming. He planned to concentrate on their happiness while he was here and, as much as possible, ignore the woman who had broken his heart without a backward glance all those years ago. That might have been easier to do if the recent picture of her wet, naked body hadn’t been seared permanently into his brain.















Chapter Two
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And Jake didn’t want a bachelor party at all, but my big brother is insisting,” Marla Jean explained. “Linc said even though Theo was the best man, as Jake’s lifelong best friend he was taking charge of the party. And he wouldn’t listen to any arguments against it. So there will be a bachelor party, but I told him if Jake was a minute late for the ceremony he’d have to answer to me.”


Irene nodded and smiled patiently while Marla Jean carried on about this newest wrinkle of possible trouble. The wedding was only five days away now, and all of their careful planning was practically finished. At this point Marla Jean just needed someone to listen while she tried to anticipate anything that could possibly throw a monkey wrench into things. Like her big brother Linc, for instance. He was happily married and a soon-to-be new father, but that didn’t mean he wouldn’t miss a chance to show Jake a good time on the eve of the wedding.


“Theo will be there. He’ll watch out for him, right?” Irene threw that out as reassurance, and it seemed to do the trick.


“You’re right, and Linc has to answer to Dinah, too. She does a good job of keeping him in line. Especially now that she’s pregnant.”


Irene laughed and looked over the checklist for Marla Jean’s wedding. It promised to be simple and tasteful—a chock-full-of-love affair. Not that most weddings didn’t start out chock-full of love, she supposed, but sometimes in the middle of haggling and hammering out all the details, harmony seemed to fly out the window. And in Irene’s opinion a lot of those marriages would be plagued by the same problems after the ceremony was said and done.


Her very first adventure into the wonderful world of wedding planning had been the ceremony and reception she’d arranged for Beulah Cross and Noah Nelson. Theirs was a late-in-life marriage, but the utter sweetness of the couple and the obvious love they shared had brought tears to her eyes. It had spoiled her. The affair had gone off without a hitch. No fussing or fighting. No last-minute snafus. A real heartwarming success.


So she’d been supremely confident when she’d tackled the Mullins-Pickering nuptials next. What a mistake. It had been nothing but squabbling and backbiting and carrying on about every little detail. Talk about a nightmare. Bridesmaids rebelling at the last minute, refusing to wear their pink and purple dresses, the groom’s father showing up drunk, and the band they’d booked veering from the agreed-upon playlist to show off their original math rock compositions. But in the end, she thought with some pride, she’d managed it. She’d learned she could be tough with people if she had to be. And when all was said and done, it had been a beautiful wedding. Most importantly Brenda and Eddie had never turned on each other throughout the turmoil, so she gave their probability of longtime happiness a better-than-average chance of success as well.


But Marla Jean and Jake’s engagement had been the thing that originally inspired this new venture of hers in the first place. They’d been the first to agree to use her services, and their seal of approval had pointed more business her way. It was a fledgling venture, but it surprised her just how much she enjoyed it.


Marla Jean and Jake’s ceremony and reception were going to be a piece of cake. The happy couple had decided on only one attendant each. Marla Jean’s hugely pregnant sister-in-law Dinah was her matron of honor. Jake’s brother Theo was his best man.


Theo. She had to brace herself just thinking his name.


She tried unsuccessfully to concentrate on what Marla Jean was saying. When she’d first corralled Marla Jean at the Inn’s Valentine’s Dinner and convinced her she would be the perfect person to plan her wedding, she hadn’t been thinking about Theo or how since he was Jake’s brother he would most likely and in all probability be a part of the wedding party. Or maybe subconsciously she’d been fulfilling a long-buried wish. A chance to not just see Theo again, but a reason to interact with him.


Marla Jean regained Irene’s attention when she clapped her hands declaring, “I’m delighted to report that my mother has finally stopped giving me a hard time about wearing my cowboy boots under my wedding dress.”


Irene shouldn’t have been letting her mind wander while Marla Jean had been babbling happily along, jumping from subject to subject without rhyme or reason. She refocused on what her client was saying. “Oh, really? What made her change her mind?”


Marla Jean’s mom Bitsy had been a big help with everything during the planning process. The cowboy boots had been the one sticking point for her. She’d been absolutely appalled at the idea, and she hadn’t minded telling her daughter loudly and often that she thought Marla Jean should wear something more delicate and feminine under her beautiful white dress. These kinds of skirmishes popped up with every wedding Irene had planned so far. It amazed her how seemingly simple things could get blown way out of proportion. Helping negotiate these battles was part of the job, and she was good at it. But Marla Jean didn’t need her help.


“I told her Jake really wanted me to wear them, and when I started to tell her the fantasy he had about taking them off, that stopped her in her tracks. She squealed and started shushing me. Then she threw her hands up and said, ‘Okay, Marla Jean, wear the silly boots, for Pete’s sake.’ ”


Irene laughed. “Your poor mother. She’ll have that image in her head forever.”


“Serves her right.” Marla Jean laughed, too, enjoying her small victory.


They were sitting in Irene’s newly opened office of I Do, I Do. Her wedding planning business now had an official address, a storefront located right on the town square on Main Street in Everson, Texas. She was nestled in between the Three Sisters Bookstore on her right and the Everson Daily newspaper office on her left. Her space had been a dress shop in another life and now needed some shelves and display cases where she could feature some wedding-type froufrou decorations that would lend the impression that she knew what the heck she was doing.


Because she didn’t. Not really. She’d been flying by the seat of her pants up until now. Brazenly faking her way through two weddings with the help of the Internet and every bridal book she could get her hands on. Marla Jean and Jake’s would be her third. Today they were finalizing the table placement around the dance floor. But for a few minor details it was all decided. White tablecloths with burlap runners. Centerpieces made from logs sliced into rough rounds would hold burlap-wrapped candles and pale green mason jars filled with white flowers. Instead of renting dishes, they purchased from thrift stores mismatched plates that would be stacked at the front of the buffet. The reception would be fun and down-to-earth.


From the start Marla Jean had been ever conscious about this being her second go-round at marriage. So now she bent over backward to approach this wedding in a mature, responsible way. Irene understood and appreciated her need to keep things low-key, but she’d finally told her that it was Jake’s first wedding, and if the fates were smiling, it would be Marla Jean’s last. She told her she should forget about what anyone else thought. If her choices made her happy, then everyone else could go screw themselves. Recently Marla Jean had confided that that was the minute she knew she’d made the right choice in wedding planners.


The two women had been acquaintances but never particular friends before. But this experience had forged a strong bond that would last long after the ceremony was over and done with. Irene cherished the idea. After all these years she still didn’t have many women friends in town. For the most part everyone treated her with polite civility, but a few made no bones about what they thought of her.


Those few still treated her like an outsider and considered her a greedy, gold-digging opportunist because of marrying a wealthy man three times her age. But they were wrong about her. Her marriage to Sven might not have been typical, but it was full of love, and she missed him every single day.


Sometimes she wondered if that hadn’t played a part in her decision to take up wedding planning. She certainly didn’t need the money. But weddings in a small town like Everson were a big deal, and it was an innocuous way to insert herself into the middle of these social occasions that made up the heart and soul of small-town life.


“I’m supposed to meet Jake and Theo for lunch. You should join us,” Marla Jean said as she gathered her purse and stood.


Irene kept her expression neutral, though her pulse kicked up again at the mention of Theo’s name. “Thanks, but I have another appointment in just a bit. Margo Douglas says she’s sure Jim Murray is about to pop the question, and she wants to get a head start, even though I’m pretty sure she’s had her wedding planned to the last detail forever now.”


“Good grief. Those two have been going together for over ten years, haven’t they?”


“At least that long. And now she’s saying when he asks, she doesn’t plan to say yes right away, just to make him wonder. She wants him to grovel a bit.”


“But she’s going ahead with the wedding plans, anyway?”


“Oh, sure. Don’t ask me to explain the games of people in love.”


“Okay, I won’t. I wish you could come to lunch. I still want to hear some old stories about you and Theo sometime. I didn’t even know Jake had a brother before last year, and it turns out you’ve known him forever.”


“We haven’t kept up with each other, so I couldn’t add much. Besides he’s always been pretty private.” Even though Irene couldn’t stop thinking about Theo, that didn’t mean she was ready to talk about him. Especially not to Jake and Marla Jean.


“Okay. I’ll mind my own business, then. But the rumor mill will go into full gear if anyone finds out you two knew each other way back when.”


“Well, ever since I moved to this town married to a man three times my age, my whole life exists solely to keep the rumor mill churning. I think I can manage the few days Theo is in town for the wedding.”


“Oh, but he’ll be here longer than that,” Marla Jean said slyly.


Irene didn’t try to hide her surprise. She didn’t know if she was experiencing pure panic or some out-of-bounds feeling of joy. “What do you mean? You two will be gone on your honeymoon. Why would he hang around?”


Marla Jean dug her keys from her purse. “That’s the reason he’s hanging around. Jake talked him into working on the unfinished jobs he already has lined up while we’re gone. He didn’t want all those projects to come to a screeching halt. And thank goodness Theo was willing to step in and help. I think that’s the only reason Jake agreed to a two-week honeymoon.”


“Oh, I guess that makes sense,” Irene mumbled. Theo was staying in town for a while. Okay. She could handle it. She’d have to double reinforce the walls of her emotional armor, but she would manage.


“It makes perfect sense, and we both plan to convince him to stay for good if we can.”


That idea stunned Irene into silence, and she always had plenty to say. Theo Jacobson back in town for good. No, no, no. That was a completely different story. For years she’d wished for an opportunity to sort things out with him. And she hadn’t backed away from the idea that he would be part of Jake’s wedding. It seemed like the perfect opening to heal an old rift. But Theo’s life had always been about moving on. To the next place. To the next adventure. To the next woman, she assumed. Theo moving on had always been an essential element for her peace of mind.


Finally Irene asked, “Do you think he’ll actually consider it? Staying here, I mean?”


Marla Jean sighed. “Who knows? I just know it would make Jake happy. And whatever makes Jake happy? Well, these days that makes me happy, too.”


“Ah. It must be the curse of true love.”


Marla Jean smiled and didn’t deny it. “Must be, and I better get going. I wouldn’t want to be late.”


“Okay. I think we have everything under control on my end, but I’ll check in with you again tomorrow.” Irene stood up and walked her to the door.


“Sounds good, Irene. See you then.”
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Theo sat on a sofa in Mr. Smythe’s tailor shop. He and Jake were having a final fitting on the monkey suits they’d wear on the big day. He’d already gone through the process of being poked and prodded, and now Jake stood on a short stool while Mr. Smythe measured and pinned and fussed over the fit of his tuxedo.


“So, I have plenty of work lined up to keep you busy while we’re gone, Theo.”


“That’s great, but you better watch out. If your customers get too used to seeing what quality work looks like, they might hold a full-scale rebellion when you get home.”


Jake’s laugh filled the small space. “Fat chance. I just hope I don’t have too many do-overs when I get back.”


Mr. Smythe glared at him for moving around so much. “Please, Mr. Jacobson, you must resist the urge to wriggle.”


Jake smirked at Theo and straightened up like a soldier. “Sorry, Mr. Smythe. I’m so eager to get married it’s made me downright giddy.”


Theo laughed from his spot on the couch. “He’s in love, Mr. Smythe. You’ll have to forgive him.” It meant the world to Theo to see his big brother so happy. While in college Jake had discovered that his father had been living a double life for years and had another family in the neighboring town of Derbyville. That family had been Theo and his mother. Two families were destroyed by the revelation, but when their father died, Jake stepped up, making sure Theo got the emotional support he needed. Theo knew he’d never be able to completely repay Jake for all he’d done.


“Humph. My experience with Mr. Jacobson tells me that he always has some excuse for making my job more difficult. But I’ll admit he has a good reason this time.” Mr. Smythe draped the measuring tape around his neck and got to his feet. Smoothing the fabric across Jake’s shoulders a final time, he said, “There now. We’re all done, young man. And I’d like to earnestly express my good wishes regarding your upcoming nuptials.”


“Why, thank you, Mr. Smythe. But you’re coming to the wedding aren’t you?”


Mr. Smythe adjusted his half-glasses further up his beaklike nose, looking curiously touched. “I was honored to be invited. Of course I’ll be there.” He scurried behind the counter and handed Jake a claim ticket. “The alterations on the tuxedos will be complete by tomorrow afternoon.”


Jake handed the ticket to Theo. “Your first job as best man, Theo.”


Theo put the ticket in his jeans pocket and put his hand over his heart. “I’ll make it my number one duty to make sure you are properly attired when Marla Jean walks down the aisle.”


“Sounds good. I’ll be lucky if I can tie my shoes that day.” Jake ducked into a dressing room and came out dressed again in his own clothes. “Thanks, Mr. Smythe. We’ll get out of your hair now. Come on, Theo. Let’s go meet Marla Jean for lunch.”
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Marla Jean was already sitting in a booth when Theo and Jake walked into the Rise-N-Shine Diner for lunch. She waved, and Theo slipped into the seat across from her while Jake slid in next to his fiancée and greeted her with a kiss that was a little too steamy for a middle-of-the-day, right-out-in-public kiss. Theo’s eyes widened, and he cleared his throat, but he was ignored while everyone in the diner watched the display and cheered.


Jake ended the kiss and looked like a man satisfied with his lot in life. He made a gesture indicating that all the smiling, happy diners should return to eating their lunch now that the show was over. “If I don’t lay a big kiss on her the minute I see her, they’ll just goad me until I give in. My new strategy is to start beating them to the punch.”


“That must be a real chore.” Theo was happy that they seemed so happy.


Marla Jean nestled close to Jake’s side beaming like a woman in love. “It’s awful what we go through to keep folks in this town content.”


Theo smiled at their antics. “When I left town you two were barely friends anymore. I thought I was going to have to come back and lock you both in a room until you came to your senses.”


“Oh, I think I’d like that.” Marla Jean elbowed Jake. “Your brother is full of good ideas.”


“Don’t encourage him, please.” Jake pulled out a list from his pocket. “Theo, I thought I’d run down the jobs I’ve got lined up for you to finish while I’m gone.”


Theo took the list and scanned it quickly. “These don’t look like anything I can’t handle. Once I see you two safely off on your honeymoon, I’ll start contacting your customers and get to work.”


“I’ve already warned most of them, so they shouldn’t be surprised,” Jake said.


“Hello, folks. Can I get your drink orders?”


Theo looked up from the list and was happily surprised to see Nell standing by their booth.


Marla Jean spoke up first. “Hey, Nell. I’ll have an unsweetened iced tea.”


“Me too,” Jake said with a smile.


Nell turned to Theo. “And what about you, Mr. Mysterious Man of Adventure?”


Jake laughed. “So, you’ve met my brother, I see.”


Nell grinned. “I’ve had the pleasure. I have to say, you clean up real nice, Theo.”


Theo lounged against the booth, pleased with her attention. “Why, thank you, Nell. Make that three iced teas.”


She grinned and said, “Will do. I’ll be back in a sec to get your order.”


Theo watched her go. “She’s cute.”


Jake unwrapped his silverware from the paper napkin. “Are you planning on breaking a few hearts while you’re in town?”


“No, but there’s no law against having a good time while I’m in Everson, is there?”


“Just remember Marla Jean and I have to live here with these good people after you are long gone, little brother.”


Marla Jean put her hand on top of Jake’s. “Don’t be such a stick-in-the-mud, Jake. I’m sure there is more than one woman in this town that would love to show Theo a good time. And Nell’s a big girl. I’m sure she can handle herself.”


“Thank you, Marla Jean. I’m glad someone has faith in my sterling character.”


She laughed. “Let’s not get carried away. But I don’t think you should let Jake guilt you into making your time here all work and no play.”


Jake shook his head. “I couldn’t if I tried.”


Theo went back to reading the list of jobs. “Number one: painting Lily Porter’s new garage, number two: new bookshelves for Lee Wheeler. Okay, wait a minute. What’s this?”


He handed the paper back to Jake and pointed to the notation three places down.


Jake took a minute to read it and then looked up. “Oh yeah. ‘ID, ID office and float.’ That’s some work I’m doing for Irene Cornwell’s business, I Do, I Do. We made a bargain in trade for part of her wedding planning fee. Her new office needs a few built-in shelves and some storage areas. Simple stuff. Since you two already know each other this will work out nicely.”


Theo didn’t say anything. He sat staring at the list like it was suddenly radioactive.


Marla Jean chimed in, “Oh, goodness. I forgot all about the float. For the Fourth of July parade. Building that should be lots of fun. I bet Irene will go crazy with wedding decorations.”


Theo didn’t know anything about building a float, and he didn’t want to build one for Irene. “Will you have a float for the barbershop?”


Marla Jean nodded her head. “Hoot and Dooley will help my dad throw something together. Since we’ll barely be back from the honeymoon, Jake will just decorate one of his old cars for the remodeling business. He can wave to the crowd from there. It will still be lots of fun. You can ride with him, Theo. The parade is always a highlight of the Fourth around here.”


Theo turned his head to stare out the window. Across the square he could see the sign. I Do, I Do. White letters bordered in black on a bright pink background. To be honest he’d stopped processing anything anyone said after he realized he was going to have to work with Ree. That hadn’t been part of the bargain. She must not realize that Jake planned to foist this work off onto his brother, because Theo had trouble believing she’d ever agree to this arrangement. But then again maybe she hadn’t wanted to cause a fuss right before Jake left for his honeymoon. No doubt she’d wait until they were gone to tell him his services wouldn’t be necessary.


Nell came back to the table. “Are y’all ready to order?”


Marla Jean clapped her hands. “I’m so ready. I’m starving. I want a double cheeseburger with no onions and sweet potato fries.”


Jake smiled like her appetite was one of her many charms. “I’ll have the chicken fried steak, Nell.”


Theo didn’t feel all that hungry anymore. Thinking about Irene had dulled his appetite, so he just ordered the same thing as Jake. “I’ll have the chicken fried steak, too.” He could always get a doggie bag and send it home to Sadie if he couldn’t eat it. Irritated that he was letting Irene ruin his day, he took a deep breath, and before Nell could walk away, he asked on a whim, “So, Nell, how would you like to go out tonight? I haven’t made it to Lu Lu’s yet since I’ve been back in Everson, and I could use a night out. How about it?”


Nell stuck her pencil behind her ear and put her hand on her hip. With a saucy smile she said, “Well, now, you must be reading my mind, Theo. I was all ready to ask if you wanted to help me paint the town tonight, but you went and beat me to it.”


Theo allowed himself to be flattered by her enthusiasm. A little fun with a woman like Nell was the very thing to keep his mind occupied. With someone—anyone—other than Irene Cornwell. “Great. Just tell me where and when to pick you up.”


She scribbled her address on an order pad, tore off the sheet of paper, and slipped it to him before skipping back to the front of the diner.


Theo watched her go and then turned back to face Jake and Marla Jean. “Hey, bro, I need to borrow one of your cars. If that’s okay with you.”


“Sure. You can use Jasper. The keys are at my office,” Jake said. “We’ll stop by and get them after lunch.”


“Jasper?”


Marla Jean patted Jake’s hand and explained, “Jasper is the Jeep, Theo.”


Theo laughed. “Great, because it looks like Jasper and I have a hot date tonight.”















Chapter Three
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Irene checked herself one last time in the mirror before heading out the door. She was wearing a tight black dress designed to give all but the hardiest of men heart failure on sight. Her lipstick was blood red, and her long black hair was straightened into a sharp blade hanging halfway down her back. With her armor firmly in place, she grabbed her purse, climbed into her Shelby, and backed out of the garage. Her headlights sliced past the tall trees that lined the road, piercing through the dark night and guiding her car downhill toward town.


All in all, it had been a productive day. In addition to her meeting with Marla Jean, she’d taken copious notes on Margo Douglas’s dream wedding. The woman wasn’t fooling around. It promised to be a gigantic affair. Now as soon as good old Jim proposed they’d be all ready to get to work on their big day.


After that she’d had a long conference call with her banker regarding several of her charity foundations. She had several ideas on the children’s hunger initiative she wanted to implement, but that meant a trip to Dallas to discuss the details with the board. She scheduled several other meetings for next week. One was to discuss her proposal to provide prom dresses for girls who couldn’t afford them, but that was going to take some convincing. The old men she had to deal with didn’t appreciate how a decent dress could make all the difference when a girl was poor and trying to fit in with her peers. As always there was a lot to do, but today her concentration had been scattered, her thoughts tumbling in a million different directions.


All day long she’d been plagued by a feeling of lightheadedness. A bumble-headed, unfocused vagueness that wouldn’t go away. If that wasn’t bad enough, the surface of her skin prickled with awareness that something had changed. Something in the air was different. Any other time she would have thought she was coming down with the flu. But she knew she wasn’t getting sick. No, she knew it was because somewhere within the ten-mile radius that made up the town of Everson, Texas, Theo Jacobson was out there. Looking up at the same sky, walking the same streets, breathing the same air she did.


It made her want to jump right out of her skin. And it was probably just fanciful thinking on her part, but the world around her suddenly seemed to sparkle and shine with life. Brighter colors. Deeper shadows. Everything seemed less dull simply because Theo was nearby. In the flesh. Not just in her head where he’d lived for the longest time. It was as if her body knew he was somewhere close, and that old longing to touch and be touched had come roaring back to life.


While getting ready tonight she’d spied an old beat-up box in the top of her closet. Her heart beat out a crooked rhythm while she pulled it down and opened the top with trembling hands. It had been a long time since she’d bothered to look inside. She’d almost thrown it away several times, but could never bring herself to do it. She couldn’t part with this final piece of her past—a past that now fit so easily inside the small cardboard container.


So instead of drying her hair, she found herself sifting through old notes, a few pictures, and a small stuffed teddy bear. She picked up the fuzzy purple bear, straightened the aqua bow tied around his neck, and hugged him to her chest. Clarence. Sweet, silly Clarence. While they lived together in Dallas, Theo had won the bear for her at a small carnival by knocking over milk bottles. He’d been so proud, and she’d been thrilled. They’d been happy back then. A picture of her standing with Theo drew her attention. It had always been one of her favorite pictures of the two of them. Instead of smiling at the camera, Theo had his arm around her shoulder, and they were caught up completely in each other, smiling into each other’s eyes, shutting out the rest of the world as only young lovers could. She closed her eyes remembering that sweeter time.


Seeing him again had hit her a hell of a lot harder than she’d expected it to. When he’d walked into the backyard at the Inn, the sight of him was like a shot of whiskey rushing to her head. Intoxicating and dangerous. Dammit, he looked so good her teeth hurt. That dark head of hair curling at the back of his neck just like she remembered. His long, lean body calling to her in all the old familiar ways. Easygoing and carefree, that’s how Theo faced the world. But when his blue eyes raked down her body, pinning her in place like a butterfly on a mounting board, his words made it clear that any love he’d felt for her was long gone.


In any case he would be in town for only a few days. And she could manage anything for a few days. But what if he stayed longer? What if he stayed forever? According to Marla Jean that’s what Jake wanted, wasn’t it? There was no point worrying about it before it happened. After all, she knew from hard experience that Theo didn’t do forever. No, he’d stay a few weeks at most, and then he’d be gone. And that she could survive. She’d done it before, and she could do it again.


So tonight she needed the comfort and ease she always found at Lu Lu’s. The local bar had become a sanctuary over the years where she could kick back and block out all of her troubles for a few hours. She didn’t drink much. Maybe an occasional beer, but the rhythms of the place soothed her like a colicky baby. The constant hum of low conversations, the smell of stale beer and being surrounded by all of the regular bar patrons. Nothing ever changed at Lu Lu’s, and she appreciated that. But the thing she loved most of all was the dancing. Moving, spinning, and waltzing mindlessly around the floor to the music.


Up until a few months ago she could always count on Donny Joe Ledbetter to provide her with a dance partner. Despite what folks around town had believed, they were just friends. It was true neither of them had done anything to disabuse the good people of Everson of the notion they might be more. Having someone to hang out with gave both of them an escape from the pressure of the singles scene with no questions asked. Neither of them had wanted a relationship, so their friendship served their purposes. But now Donny Joe had fallen head over heels for the owner of the town’s new bed-and-breakfast, and he spent all of his time wooing Etta Green. So she’d head into town and find someone harmless to fill out her dance card, because tonight she longed for the mindless part more than ever.
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Lu Lu’s was loud for a Tuesday night. Theo guided Nell around the dance floor, and for the first time since he’d hit town, he felt a sense of relief. He was in his element. A pretty woman in his arms, some lively music to set the mood, and a happy crowd of mellow people letting off steam after a day’s hard work.


Nell was friendly and flirty, just the way he liked a woman to be. She wanted to have a good time, and he was more than willing to show her one.


“So, Theo, tell me about Alaska. Are you going back after the wedding?”


“Nah. I loved it up there. But I’m thinking I might head for someplace warmer.”


“Everyone is buzzing about you flying your own plane into town. That must be terribly exciting.” Her eyes gleamed like she thought that made him pretty exciting, too.


It wasn’t the first time a woman had been turned on when they found out he was a pilot, and he never minded using it to his advantage. “Flying is my one true love. Nothing like soaring through the clouds to make all your troubles fall away.”


She let her arm slip from his shoulder to his waist. “I think I’d be too scared. A small plane like that.”


He snuggled her closer. “You might be surprised. Would you like to go up sometime?”


“Oh, gosh. If you were doing the flying maybe.” She giggled like she couldn’t control her delight at the idea.


The sound of another laugh—an all too familiar laugh—drew his attention, and his good mood took a nosedive. Irene was holding court in one corner of the bar. He tried to ignore the way his breath caught when he spotted her, tall and regal, surrounded by men.


During his visit to Everson the summer before he’d suddenly caught sight of her on the street one day. Back then he had no idea she even lived in Everson. He assumed she was still living in Dallas with her rich husband. And even if she was going to move back to this area of the state, he would’ve thought she would move home to Derbyville.


But there she’d been big as life, walking alone down the street with her head held high like a queen, nodding occasionally to her loyal subjects. He’d stopped in his tracks feeling breathless as she approached, overcome with a mixture of excitement and terror, not having a clue what he would say. But it hadn’t mattered. She looked straight through him and walked by like he was invisible.


True, he was older, but he didn’t believe for one second that she didn’t recognize him. It was a deliberate snub, and he’d been surprised at first and then a little angry. But from that moment on he’d said the hell with her, taking his cue from her and simply acting like they were strangers when they crossed paths. But every time she ignored him, every time she pretended he didn’t exist, she tore another strip of flesh from his soul.


No doubt those slights from last summer had spurred him to buzz her house on his way into town. This time he’d been determined that she would acknowledge him one way or the other. But in the end that proved to be unnecessary. She must have known he’d be part of Jake and Marla Jean’s wedding, so ignoring him wouldn’t be an option she could exercise. For him the challenge was to find a way to appear cool and calm whenever she was around. And tonight was a good time to start.


He planned to have a great time dancing with Nell, even though he would be acutely aware of Ree and who she was dancing with at every moment. Nell deserved his undivided attention, but it felt like a sort of self-defense to keep an eye on the woman across the room, too.


The song ended and he escorted Nell to their table. “How about another beer?”


“Thanks. I would love one, Theo.”


“You got it.” Theo smiled and left her at the table. He made his way to the bar and ordered a pitcher. As he waited he watched Irene take the dance floor with some old geezer. The old guy was grinning like he’d struck gold, and she was having a high old time, too. He remembered very clearly how much she loved to dance. It was like the music buried itself inside her and had to come out as she moved around the floor. Most people danced. Irene became the dance.


She must have felt him watching because she turned her head and their eyes collided. She raised an eyebrow, questioning his attention. He waved and tipped his hat just for fun. He wasn’t about to let her ignore him again. She returned his greeting with a tiny nod, and then he smiled and turned away.


The bartender put a pitcher of beer on the bar. “Here you go, Theo.”


“Thanks, Mike.” He grabbed the pitcher and mugs and made his way back to Nell.


He’d barely gotten settled in his chair when Nell said, “I saw you waving at Irene Cornwell.”


“Pardon me?” He poured some beer into their frosted mugs.


“Irene Cornwell. She’s a beautiful woman, so I can understand why she would get your attention, but I probably should warn you about her.”


His hackles went up, and his first instinct was to defend Irene. And he didn’t even know what he was defending her against yet. “That’s okay, Nell. I’m sure I don’t need any kind of warning. She’s planning Jake’s wedding. That’s all.”


Undeterred, she leaned closer and said conspiratorially, “You know everyone calls her the black widow.”


Theo leaned away and looked at Nell like he’d heard her wrong. “Like the spider? I thought that was saved for women who marry a string of men for their money, and they all end up dying.”


She nodded. “Exactly. Old Mr. Cornwell grew up around here, but then he goes off to Dallas and makes his fortune. He marries and has a kid. The first wife dies, and before the dust settles, he comes back married to her.” She nodded toward Irene in case he’d lost track of who they were talking about. “He built that big house on the hill for her, and next thing you know he was dead, too. He didn’t even live a year after they moved back to Everson. It was quite a scandal.”


Theo knew most of this story, and the word “scandal” hadn’t come up until now. During his last visit, he’d asked a few discreet questions about Irene and learned the basics. He hadn’t been able to help himself. But the exquisite pleasure Nell was having at sharing the story with a total stranger rubbed him the wrong way. “Humph. Didn’t you just say he was old?”


Nell smiled with delight at this chance to air someone else’s dirty laundry. “Old enough to be her grandfather.”


“Wow. So maybe his dying had more to do with his age than it did with his young wife.” He could feel his blood start to boil at the unfair rumors swirling around about Ree. Not that he hadn’t had more than a few uncharitable thoughts about her himself. But that was personal and somehow altogether different than this.


Nell took a drink of her beer and said coyly, “Hey, I’m not actually accusing her of anything.”


“Aren’t you? It sort of sounded like you were.” The words came out harsher than he’d intended, and she recoiled.


Crossing her arms across her chest, she said, “Just forget I said anything. I just thought you’d want to know.”


“Oh, I do, darlin’. How many other dead husbands do you think she’s hiding?” Theo smiled like they were on the same side, and he could see her begin to relax again.


Nell grinned, getting back into the spirit of things. “Who knows? That’s just it. No one knew anything about her before she moved here, and so people have good reason to be leery of a woman like that. She obviously married Sven Cornwell to get her hands on his money.”


Theo nodded toward the man she was dancing with and the others who seemed lined up ready to take his place. “The men in this place don’t seem all that leery. In fact, they seem anxious to ask her to dance.”


Nell pursed her lips in disgust. “A bunch of old fools. That’s Arnie Douglas dancing with her now. He gets all dopey when she barely smiles at him. The men around here are completely blinded by her beauty.”


“I can see how there might be a lot of truth in what you’re saying, Nell. Men can be plumb crazy when it comes to a good-looking woman. And beauty can hide any number of character flaws. So thank you.” He reached over and tucked a loose curl behind her ear.


“You’re welcome, Theo.” She beamed like she was happy to be the provider of such a service.


His barb went right over her head. “I have something else you can add to that story when you’re spreading it around the old rumor mill.”


She showed no shame at his implication, but eagerly prodded, “Oh, really? What’s that? I’m all ears.”


He leaned closer. “Well, Nell, after hearing your tale, I guess I’m one lucky guy.”


She smiled in anticipation. “You are?”


He nodded and added gravely, “Yep. By all accounts, I narrowly escaped a horrible fate.”


Her eyes got wider. “You did? Oh my gosh. What do you mean?”


He leaned in and confessed, “Because I almost married that woman.”


“What?” Nell pulled back, looking appalled.


He stood up. “That’s right. Irene and I used to be engaged. Now if you’ll excuse me, I think I’ll go ask my ex-fiancée to dance.”
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