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Prologue


Twenty Years Ago


Tanner Dean frowned as he stood in front of his parents’ sprawling Victorian lake house, loosening his black tie. The somber drone of guests milling around the living room and reminiscing about his mother’s life sounded like melancholic white noise from the driveway. He rolled his shoulders, his muscles straining against the too-tight formal jacket. He hadn’t worn this suit since his baseball awards dinner last year, and it barely fit over his broadening teenage shoulders. Dozens of cars filled the wide tree-lined street and spilled over into his neat front yard.


He walked over to the red pickup truck that was half on the thick green grass and half on the driveway, glaring at the deep grooves the tires had left in the dirt. He’d only just gotten his license a year ago, but even at his age, he knew the damage a heavy truck could have on someone’s yard.


That was the last thing he wanted his dad to have to deal with after today.


“Tanner?”


He turned around to see his younger sister’s best friend approaching him.


“They are, um… they are about to start the slide show.” Magnolia Bennett looked down at her hands, fidgeting with her dark red painted nails. “Your dad asked me to find you so you could join.”


“Do you see all this, Nola?” He waved his hand toward the de facto parking lot that had sprung up. “It’s a complete mess.”


She looked around, her brows knitting. “What?”


“The grass.” Tanner squatted down to survey the damage closer. “See what this guy’s tires did? That’s going to take a lot of landscaping work to fix.”


Nola placed a hand on his shoulder and guided him back to a standing position. “We can figure out the yard tomorrow. Let’s go inside.”


His eyes found hers, and he paused for a moment as he registered the concern in her expression. He glanced behind her toward the house. Two women stood on the front porch dressed in black dresses, both crying as they spoke, their blond heads close together—one was his old third-grade teacher, the other the president of the PTA. His mother had been adored in Heart Lake, and her funeral this morning had certainly been an example of just how deep that love had run.


His stomach churned at the thought of walking back into that house—into that crowd. All the open feelings. The hugs and empty apologies. Sweat pooled against his collar as he imagined it.


“Not yet,” he replied, his voice slightly above a whisper. He cleared his throat. “I’m just… just… Not yet. Okay?”


Nola nodded, her eyes soft. “Okay.”


He looked around, unsure of what he wanted to do instead. He felt lost, and everything seemed so overwhelming that he couldn’t seem to form a coherent thought in his head. Despite the fact that he’d known this was coming, he still felt surprised. His mother had been battling breast cancer for years, but the last six months had taken a dramatic turn that had been difficult for his entire family to watch.


“I have some poster board in the trunk of my car leftover from the career fair at school,” Nola added after a quiet moment had passed between them. “What if we made some signs telling people where to park?”


Tanner hesitated, and the corner of her full lips curled in a soft smile.


“I won’t make you talk, or ask how you’re feeling,” she added. “Deal?”


He nodded, grateful that she seemed to understand what he needed. He didn’t want to say anything—he was too empty for that. But it would be good to have something to do with his hands, anything to be useful on this day when he felt so helpless. “Yeah. Let’s do that.”


She led him to her small coupe parked against the curb halfway down the block. Nola popped open her trunk and handed him a few pieces of poster board and a handful of markers. “I don’t have any stakes to put them in the ground, but I have tape. We could tape one to the mailbox or something like that.”


“I can get some stakes from the shed.” Tanner placed the blank poster board on top of the hood of her car and began writing parking instructions in large, black letters. “And I think we have a staple gun in there, too.”


“That’s a good idea,” Nola agreed, working beside him on an off-center red NO PARKING sign.


They worked quickly and quietly, finishing the signs and gathering a few wooden stakes and a staple gun. Nola helped him position each board as he stapled it into place and stuck it in the ground. When they were finished, Tanner felt a tension ease in his chest. He watched Nola as she straightened the last sign and stepped back. Ironically, this had been the longest amount of time they’d spent around one another that hadn’t involved arguing. It wasn’t that he didn’t like her, but Magnolia was younger than him and was his kid sister’s annoying friend. She tended to be a bit bratty and spoiled, but right now he didn’t see any of that. He’d seen her and his cousin Amanda holding Rosie’s hand during the service. They seemed to keep his sister upright throughout the entire funeral and that meant the world to him. He needed to know Rosie was okay, but he didn’t have the emotional bandwidth to step in himself. It comforted him to know that she had people who could do that for her.


“Ready to go inside?” he asked Nola, though he was really asking himself.


She nodded but didn’t speak. Instead, she slid her arm around his and walked with him back toward the house. He appreciated the gesture, even though she was much shorter than he was and he had to bend sideways to accommodate the height difference. Nola Bennett might just be his sister’s best friend, but he supposed she wasn’t so bad overall.


Hell, she just might be the one good part of today.














Chapter One


It had been some time since Magnolia Bennett had seen the giant lit-up mechanical pine cone in the middle of the town square in Heart Lake, Michigan. A long-held holiday tradition, it perfectly encapsulated the whimsical nature of Nola’s small hometown. A smile tilted the corners of her perfectly glossed lips as she drove past the reminder of childhood memories and turned off of Main Street to find herself pulling into the Hobbes Grocery Store parking lot.


Putting the car in park, Nola took a minute to stare out her windshield at the familiar storefront decorated with red-and-green wreaths and Christmas trees to celebrate the upcoming holiday. The last time she was here had been for her grandmother Gigi’s funeral, and while that had been almost a year ago, she still wasn’t sure she could bear all the old reminders of someone she had cherished so much. Which Hobbes would no doubt be chock-full of—both memories and people who would want a piece of her.


After taking a deep breath through her nose, Nola exhaled slowly out of her mouth. There was no escaping the errand tonight. After all, she needed to stock up on food—and wine, of course—before hunkering down for the next week or two at her grandmother’s home, also known lovingly as “The Castle” by those around town. It was a historic site for the area, reminiscent of an era long gone, and Gigi had left the entire place to Nola in her will. She had been shocked when she’d found out, but there was no doubt Gigi would have done something so kind as her dying wish. It was the type of person she was. She had wanted Nola to succeed, and the money from the sale of the house would certainly help Nola launch her own consulting practice. Gigi had always supported Nola’s dreams—so much, in fact, that she’d helped pay for her MBA at Northwestern and still found the time to send her a dozen of her famous snickerdoodles on the first of every month. Those were much appreciated given Nola’s complete inability to cook, or bake, or do anything remotely domestic.


Thankfully, she already had a buyer for The Castle lined up—Craig, her former high school boyfriend, who now ran a very successful real estate development company in the area. His plans to turn the lot into an upscale waterfront condominium complex next spring was certainly going to benefit the town by bringing in new, wealthier residents that could finally put Heart Lake on the map. Western Michigan wasn’t a bustling metropolis, and so modernizing the homey old towns seemed like a great way to help it catch up to the times.


At least, that was what Nola had decided to tell herself.


Grabbing her purse, she stepped out of her car and found herself sliding slightly on the icy ground as she made her way to the store’s entrance. High heels might not have been the best choice for the current weather, but where she had come from, convenience was compromised for beauty. Chicago certainly wasn’t New York or Los Angeles, but it had the Magnificent Mile, and a young woman in the business world was expected to look the part. With sharp heels, tight pencil skirts, and a blazer that reminded everyone she was there to make a statement, Nola had found herself quickly enveloped by the bustling city when she’d first gone there for college and then never left. Gigi had often gently remarked that Nola hadn’t come home enough, but it had always been hard to find the time to visit because of her job as a senior manager at a business consulting firm. She’d like to say she had a thriving social life that kept her busy as well, but that wouldn’t be honest. True, she had a great spin class worth rolling out of bed at 6:00 a.m. for five days a week and a gaggle of friendly coworkers to grab a coffee or cocktail with on the nights she didn’t work late. But was it home?


No. It was work. Heck, she barely ever saw the inside of her Wrigleyville condo during daylight hours, let alone the nearby baseball stadium.


Still, she was happy—busy, yes, but she was going places. You don’t get to rise up the ladder if you aren’t willing to put in the effort.


“Can it be?” Nola lifted her eyes to see a woman standing just inside the doorway of the quaint grocery store. Adorned in a brightly colored knitted poncho, her grandmother’s best friend, Marvel, stepped in for a hug. “My God, it is you! How long are you home for?” The tiny woman wrapped her arms around Nola and squeezed tightly before taking a step back and clapping her hands. “Good Lord, you smell lovely. What’s that perfume you’re wearing?”


“Chanel.” A warmth crept up Nola’s cheeks. “Gigi gave me my first bottle on my sixteenth birthday and I guess it’s my signature now.”


“It’s perfectly Magnolia.” Marvel inhaled deeply. “Classy yet sweet.”


Few people still called her by her full name, but Nola didn’t mind. Marvel had always been one of her favorite people—a local potter who was every bit the aged hippie, she had been close friends with Gigi for years. It was an unusual friendship in many ways, since Gigi had been at least twenty years older than Marvel and every bit the supporter of etiquette and sophistication that Marvel couldn’t care less for. Gigi was known for her high collars, pearls, and ability to transport guests back to the Victorian age when they would visit The Castle. Somehow, though, the two women had become best friends despite having almost nothing in common. Marvel owned a clay studio in town and did unusual events like pot throwing and smash-the-art nights. Gigi had always claimed throwing pots was the perfect cure for her arthritis, and admittedly, Nola had enjoyed a few nights smashing clay sculptures herself.


“Well, I am actually back in town to do a little work. Just here to grab some food and supplies for the week. I’m staying at Gigi’s for the holidays.” She tossed her light-brown hair over her shoulder and tried to smooth the wrinkles out of her jacket.


Marvel clapped her hands together. “How is The Castle? I miss that place. Heck, I miss your grandmother. I loved that woman’s spirit fiercely. It’s so wonderful that you’re able to come back for a visit. Are your parents coming for the holidays as well?”


Nola shook her head. “I wish, but they are on a tropical vacation in a Costa Rican cloud forest for the month.”


“Costa Rica?” Marvel lifted her graying brows. “I’m surprised you’re not there with them!”


“They offered, but I wanted a bit of old-fashioned holiday spirit this year.” Though, the truth was she was going to be preparing the home to be sold. She wasn’t quite ready to tell that to Marvel, however. She wasn’t sure why, but it just felt like a decision that might cause some backlash… Better to put it off. “Plus, they’ve never had much time just to themselves. I think they deserve a romantic trip in their retirement.”


“You’re absolutely right, darling. I always said I was going to travel the world one day, but here we are.” Marvel shrugged her shoulders, then pointed to a back aisle. “Hey, do you know what they just started stocking? Plant burgers. Can you believe it? It looks like meat, except without the murder and torture of innocent animals.”


Nola snorted, trying not to laugh out loud. Marvel was a staunch vegan and only recently had more and more options become available to her in such a small town. “I have heard of them before but never tried one,” she admitted.


“Let’s do tea at The Castle later this week. I’ll bring some with me and we can sit out on the porch overlooking the water. That view of the lake… can’t beat it!”


She nodded, though she wasn’t interested in making big commitments with her time right now. “Sure, we can do tea.”


“Great! I’ll give you a call a bit later. I have to dash, darling, but we have so much to catch up on!” Marvel gave her an exuberant wave and then headed out into the cold air.


Nola turned back toward the store and grabbed a small cart as she began wandering the aisles. The selection was limited compared to what she was used to in Chicago, but she did manage to find a few favorites—a few bags of rice cakes, some holiday-themed Oreos, and a couple of frozen dinners. Plus all the wine. She’d stocked up on several bottles of red, as well as some dark roast coffee.


Priorities.


“Why, Magnolia Bennett! Aren’t you a sight for sore eyes?” Perry Mott stood in the middle of the liquor aisle holding a bottle of rum. As Heart Lake High School’s beloved woodshop teacher, Perry was a favorite among every alum.


“Hi, Mr. Mott,” Nola greeted the older gentleman, wondering when he’d aged so much. She’d only seen him a year ago or so, but he seemed more frail and tired than before, despite the big smile on his face. “I see you’re stocking up for your famous eggnog.”


“Perry, please.” He lifted the bottle of rum proudly. “My annual Heart Lake High School faculty party is coming up! You should come!”


“I’m not faculty,” she reminded him.


He waved a hand like that was nonsense. “But you like eggnog, and that’s all that really matters.”


“Thanks, Mr. er… Perry. You’ll have to save me some!” Nola gave him a quick hug before snatching up a fourth bottle of wine and heading back to the cashier. She had always loved Heart Lake, and there was no doubt that the people of this town were kind and loving. But she was here on a mission. She wanted to get in and out and call it a day. Honestly, every time she ran into someone she knew or thought of walking into The Castle, her heart squeezed a little with the painful thought that Gigi wouldn’t be wandering these streets anymore.


Climbing into her car with her purchases, Nola set off for The Castle. Her route took her back down Main Street. The quaint shops lining the street had the perfect small-town charm that was classic Americana, and they were all beautifully decorated for the holidays with lights, wreaths, trees, and more. But Nola knew behind each shop window was a struggling small-business owner trying to stay afloat. In Chicago, her job was to help mom-and-pop businesses build and grow, so it was impossible not to see her hometown and think of how much they were missing out on. A few small changes to diversify sales and build a robust commerce platform with a little out-of-the-box thinking could revive these little businesses into national treasures.


Ideas for improving the small businesses in Heart Lake began churning in her brain, but her thoughts were interrupted by the loud ringing of her cell phone. Her car was equipped with Bluetooth, so she clicked the button on her steering wheel to connect the call over her speakers.


“Hello?” Nola answered, mentally praying, please don’t be work, please don’t be work.


“Nola, darling, I was just inquiring… have you managed to send Spades the plan for their new social media handles?” Her boss—Charles St. John, the British-born CEO of St. John Consulting, one of Chicago’s biggest marketing firms—had a discordant, reedy voice that had the same effect on her ears as an elementary schooler playing the recorder. No doubt he was calling to mansplain something she already knew perfectly well. Charles didn’t even bother to say hello or ask how she was doing. “It was due today, you know.”


“I sent it to them yesterday,” she confirmed. Spades was a new distillery company that they were helping to promote.


“And did you include the promotions with the other businesses from the local bar and restaurant association? It’s very important to have cross-promotion from related businesses in a launch like this one. We need them all to want to stock this brand.”


Nola rolled her eyes, her nostrils flaring at the useless information. Still, she kept her tone steady and professional as she responded, “Yes, Charles. Everything is ready to go.”


This was exactly why she needed to sell The Castle and leave her job. She wanted to start her own consulting practice where she’d be the boss, rather than doing all the work while men like Charles took the credit. There wasn’t a doubt in her mind that she’d do all the legwork, and then he’d take credit in front of the clients as though he’d done the entire project himself. In a male-dominated industry, she was beginning to see a pattern of that happening, and it was time to make some changes.


But first, she needed to find the resources to launch her own female-forward small-business consulting firm.


“Great,” Charles responded, then launched into a long tirade about business-to-business sales that she’d heard a dozen times. Heck, she’d probably written the script. She gripped the steering wheel a little tighter, trying to practice slow belly breathing to keep herself from snapping at him. All that yoga and meditation came in handy sometimes.


Suddenly, a snowball flew out of nowhere and slammed into the driver’s side window.


“Shit!” Nola yelled, completely caught off guard by the loud thunk.


“Excuse me?” Charles responded. “Did you just say my pitch was shit?”


Nola grimaced. “Oh, no! Sorry, Charles. I’m driving and something hit my car. I’ll call you back!”


She definitely was not going to call him back but quickly hit the end button and pulled her car over to the curb to ensure everything was fine. Her heart was still pounding in her chest at the scare, but she tried to shake it off as she unbuckled and stepped out into the snow. Her toes immediately curled in her heels at the cold moisture seeping through.


“Aunt Magnolia!” Little voices cheered her name as another snowball whizzed right past her head.


Becca and Zander, her best friend’s twins and her godchildren, were waving to her from a few yards away. Piled high in jackets and outdoor gear, their little cherub faces were rosy from the cold as they bounced toward her with arms wide open. Her first instinct was to scold them for hitting her car and causing a potentially dangerous scenario, but the look of adoration in their eyes was enough to still her annoyance and make her open her arms to them for a hug as well.


“Becca, Zander! Oh, I’ve missed you!” She wrapped the twins in her arms and squeezed them.


They squealed and squirmed, soaking her dress with their snow-covered jackets.


“Who is supposed to be watching you two?” Nola asked. “You can’t be out here all by yourself. You could have caused an accident!”


“Uncle Tanner is babysitting while Mama’s at the store,” Becca informed her, and Nola immediately gritted her teeth.


Of course Tanner would be somehow tied to this fiasco. He might be Heart Lake’s favorite bachelor—and one of the hottest, most ruggedly handsome men she’d ever seen—but anytime he was around Nola, all they did was bicker. She was going to find him and give him a piece of her mind.














Chapter Two


“It’s still leaning to the left!”


Tanner Dean rubbed a calloused hand across his forehead and brows, trying to swallow the irritation building in him, while his other hand held steady a twenty-foot-tall Christmas tree in his father’s vaulted-ceiling living room. He pushed the tree more toward the right. “How’s this?”


“Now it’s too far to the right. The base isn’t even. You’ll have to take it down and cut it,” Thomas Dean replied, barking orders from the stuffed recliner that had definitely seen better days. The rest of Thomas’s living room and his entire house was professionally decorated—Tanner’s sister, Rosie, had enlisted their cousin Amanda’s help with that—and it was beautiful enough to be photographed in Home Digest, except for the plaid recliner with loose threads and faded patches placed in the center of the living room with perfect proximity to the fireplace to feel the warmth on cold winter nights. With the damn chair aimed squarely at the television, it was a safe bet that is where Tanner would find his father if he ever needed him.


Tanner still had memories of his mother arguing with his father over how ugly the chair was. In fact, he was pretty sure that his father had kept it all those years just to annoy her. After she’d passed away from breast cancer while Tanner was still in high school, his father had never really been the same. He was pretty sure he kept the chair now as a token of her memory. If there was one thing he’d known about his parents, it was how deeply they loved each other—and how passionately they argued with one another. He didn’t remember a day when the two weren’t on opposite sides of an issue, but their love and dedication to each other and their children was unwavering.


Tanner and his father weren’t in complete agreement about everything either, but Tanner did appreciate how his dad had stepped up and taken care of Rosie and him after their mother had died. He cooked dinner for them every night, always welcomed their friends over with a hot pot of chili, and still made it to watch every game Tanner played while also running a successful local business. He was ornery in his old age, but there was no doubt that he was a good man and an even better father.


“Dad, it’s even. I already made sure of it before I put it in the stand. Just tell me if it’s straight, will you?” Tanner grabbed the saw and went to work at the base of the tree, attempting to flatten the trunk to allow for a straighter edge. Hopefully then it would stand up in a simple line and his father could return to his shows.


“No, I think the base is uneven,” Thomas remarked before taking a sip of his dark beer.


Tanner sent up a silent prayer for patience before shifting the tree a bit to the left and then back to its original spot. “Now?”


He was trying his best to be understanding, but a please or thank you here or there certainly might have helped the situation. Tanner knew that his father’s bad back was keeping him from being part of the holiday prep, as well as from his work at Dean & Son Custom Construction. That didn’t make it any less frustrating to get unsolicited advice on how to saw a tree when Tanner himself was a professional woodworker. Dean & Son Custom Construction wasn’t a one-man show, and Tanner had come on board against his better judgment at the behest of his father. It wasn’t that he hated it—in fact, he was very talented at all things construction and woodworking. Genetics clearly carried skills down a generation. But Tanner also didn’t love it. He saw the passion in his father’s eyes when he used to work, and that same feeling was missing for Tanner. Still, however, it was his father’s dream to leave the company to him. So, here they were.


“If you’re going to do something, do it right,” Thomas continued to rant from the recliner.


A loud pounding came from the front door.


“What in the heck?” Thomas jolted in his chair and turned to look at the door. “Who is that?”


Tanner stood up abruptly and unceremoniously dumped the tree on the living room carpet to go find out the answer.


“You can’t just leave it like this,” his dad protested. “You’re getting pine needles all over the carpet!”


Tanner shrugged his shoulders. “I have to answer the door. It’s probably some carolers from Grace Lake Church down the street.”


Truthfully, some young kids singing Christmas songs badly would be an enjoyable break from the tension in the Dean household. Tanner swung open the large wooden front door, smiling wide when he suddenly froze.


Nola Bennett was standing on the front porch with his niece and nephew in either hand. Former queen bee of Heart Lake High School, Nola had been his teenage crush for as long as he could remember. She was older now as she stood in front of him with her jaw tight and her nostrils flared—the typical irritated expression she always had when they were around one another. But age had done nothing to dim her beauty. Her brown hair now had red highlights that perfectly matched the rosy tone of her flushed cheeks, and her deep-brown eyes were as piercing as they always were. Her nose was pointed, but in a way that fit her face perfectly and gave her an edge that matched her personality. Despite their history of bickering over literally everything and the fact that there had never been so much as a single romantic moment between them, Tanner had never found anyone who interested him half as much as she did.


“Tanner Dean, you are the worst babysitter I have ever seen,” Nola announced without waiting a beat.


Tanner quickly pushed aside his thoughts, because clearly this was not a social visit. “Excuse me?”


Nola dropped the children’s hands and pointed a finger at Tanner. “Rosie left the twins in your care and I find them out in the street throwing snowballs at cars? Alone in the dark? I almost swerved off the road and crashed!”


“I told them to stay in the front yard.” Tanner shot a disapproving look at his niece and nephew, his head cocked to the side.


“I couldn’t help it, Uncle Tanner! It’s so snowy!” Zander ducked his gaze, ran off the porch, and threw his body into a snow pile. Pushing up out of the cold fluff, the young boy launched a snowball directly at Tanner. It landed square on his chest, startling him.


“Gotcha!” Zander squealed.


“Oh, now you’re going to pay.” Tanner used his deepest voice, the one the kids thought was hilarious when he was actually trying to sound scary. It rumbled in his chest and he didn’t miss the surprised look on Nola’s face as she considered him. He hadn’t been able to hit those deep notes in high school, but it was a different story now, and he could tell that she recognized the change. “Let me grab my gloves.”


“Wait, this is not—” Nola looked between him and the kids, but Becca had run to join her brother and they were stockpiling snowballs in a hurry. “Okay, I guess we’re doing this. Tanner, time to dig deep and show ’em what you got! Are you ready?”


He tossed her a pair of gloves from the closet by the front door and pulled on his own worn leather pair. “Born ready.”


Nola lifted one brow, but a smirk quirked the corner of her lips. She pulled on the gloves he’d given her and grabbed at some snow on the railing to begin rolling into a ball. With one swift move, she chucked it right at the side of his head. Icy cold dripped down his stubbled cheek and neck, sliding under the collar of the thermal shirt he was wearing. He shivered as the cool liquid trailed down his muscled chest.


“Hey!” Tanner shouted, amused but pretending not to be. “You’re supposed to be on my team!”


She shook her head, but her eyes were sparkling with enthusiasm. “Never. Kids, let’s get Uncle Tanner!”


“Yay!” Becca and Zander both began launching snowballs at their uncle as Nola hid behind the porch post and tossed a few his way as well.


Tanner grinned and tried to take cover behind a bush, but three-to-one was a losing battle. “White flag! White flag! I admit defeat,” he finally said after his shirt was entirely soaked with icy slush. He waved his arms ceremoniously at the kids, dodging a few last throws. “Time to go inside and get some hot chocolate. It’s too cold out here!”


“Hot chocolate with marshmallows!” Zander screamed, instantly forgetting about the snowball fight. He and his sister raced into the house, cheering and shedding wet clothes and outerwear with each step.


“I didn’t say anything about marshmallows,” Tanner shouted back, but the kids were out of earshot at that point. And there was no way he wasn’t going to give them an entire scoop of marshmallows each anyway. While he may not have any kids of his own, Tanner adored his niece and nephew with his whole heart and it was impossible not to spoil them as much as he could.


Nola stepped back onto the porch, batting some snow off her jacket. She shook out her thick brown hair, small snowflakes clinging to her extra-long eyelashes, the cold reddening the tip of her pert nose. With a tired sigh, she arched one of her thick brows that seemed almost too perfect. This woman in front of him felt so much like a stranger. “So, okay, that was fun, but seriously, Tanner. You’ve gotta watch them more carefully. They could have caused an accident.”


She handed him back the gloves he’d given her, then pushed her hands into her jacket pockets for warmth. Although jacket was a stretch, because it was more of a windbreaker. Of course she’d come back to town in December only to forget to bring proper gear for the snow. He didn’t understand her sometimes. It’s not like Chicago was a beach town—plus, she grew up here.


Annoyance tightened his gut as his gaze traveled down to her inappropriate footwear. “My apologies. I wasn’t expecting the queen to arrive on her sleigh from the big city. Maybe you forget how we roll out here by the water, but in Heart Lake, kids can play in their neighborhood without adults helicoptering around.”


Nola lifted her chin slightly, a look of both frustration and guilt crossing her face. “I’ll have you know that Rosie and I keep in touch via text, and we try to do video calls with the kids at least every other month. I may not always be around, but I am still their godmother.”


That, he did know. Despite her city lifestyle and complete lack of interest in all things Heart Lake, Nola had always treated his niece and nephew with the most love and affection he’d ever seen. Second to himself, of course. She was undoubtedly an amazing godmother, and anytime he saw her at a family gathering, she was usually fawning over the twins or laughing with his sister.


Admittedly, he found himself watching her a lot longer than he’d like to at those events. They were just so few and far between, considering she’d come to town for a day and then be off to the city again for months. The last time he’d seen her had probably been at her grandmother’s funeral. It was a rare occasion where they hadn’t fought at all and had been quite civil, actually. He had loved Gigi just as much as everyone in town had, and there was no doubt the loss was hard on Nola. He knew too much about losing a loved one to see it as anything other than completely heart-wrenching.


“Well, why don’t you come in for some hot chocolate with us, then? I’ll even throw in a few marshmallows,” he offered, realizing too late that he wanted her company a lot more for himself than he did for the kids.


“Next time,” she said, quickly rejecting his offer with a small wave. “I have to run, but I’ll catch up with Rosie and the twins later.”


“When I’m not around?” he asked, lifting one brow.


“It would certainly be preferred that way,” Nola shot back over her shoulder as she walked to her car.


Tanner chuckled lightly as he watched her tread through the snow in heels, nearly falling a dozen times before she finally made it to her vehicle. God, that woman irritated him so much, and yet… he’d rather watch her drive off into the cold night than return to the Great Tree Debate with his ornery, old father.














Chapter Three


Nola pulled into the circular driveway and stared up at the great three-story Victorian home. When she was little, she imagined the house looked like a fairy-tale castle, and honestly, the description was still accurate. It was too dark to see the lake, but she could tell it was down the hill from the vast black expanse, framed in the distance by twinkling lights from houses on the other side of the water.


“Hey, Gigi, I’m home,” she said to herself, a pang in her chest at the fact that all the large windows were dark. Normally, there would be at least three trees decorated for Christmas and a blow-up Santa that was equal parts hideous and hilarious waving from the porch.


The pang in her chest increased as she bumbled through the large, antique front door of The Castle with her arms full of grocery bags and suitcases. Almost dropping everything several times, she made it to the ornamental table in the center of the foyer and placed her items down on and around it. Nola closed the door behind her with a swing of her foot and then let out a deep exhale as she examined her surroundings.


She’d been in this foyer more times than she could count, but it felt different tonight. It smelled different—there was a musty scent, probably from the faint film of dust that coated every surface. The curtains were drawn and the darkness added eerily shaped shadows to the walls. It hadn’t always been this way. In fact, when Gigi had occupied The Castle, the delicate floral scent from her favorite French perfume had infused the air. Gigi had worn the same signature scent every day of her life, and it was absolutely impossible for Nola to remember her grandmother without thinking of jasmine and ylang-ylang. She took in a deep breath but couldn’t smell those flowers, and her heart ached a little at the expectation.


This seems like a good excuse for wine. Nola left her suitcases in the foyer but hauled her groceries to the kitchen. Depositing the bags on the long marble countertop, she fished out a bottle of red wine and went in search of a bottle opener. Gigi had always been more of a tea snob than a wine drinker, so there were dozens of strainers, kettles, and other tea accessories… but Nola couldn’t find a bottle opener anywhere.


“Magnolia Bennett!” A high-pitched shriek sounded from the front of the house.


Nola lifted her head and smiled, immediately recognizing the voice of one of her best friends. “In the kitchen!”


The kitchen door flew open seconds later and Rosie Dean walked in, followed by her cousin, Amanda Riverswood. She’d already texted her two lifelong friends the moment she stepped foot in Heart Lake, but their impromptu visit tonight was a welcome surprise. Rosie was the mother of Becca and Zander, and she owned the local bookshop, Fact or Fiction. At thirty-three, Amanda was a year younger than them both and was single, married instead to her very successful interior designer business both locally and throughout the state.


“How are you skinnier every time I see you?” Rosie opened her arms to embrace Nola. “Those damn twins gave me a mommy pouch that is here to stay.”


“Worth it, though?” Amanda chimed in, hugging Nola next.


Rosie sighed with a big smile on her face. “Yep. Every tiger stripe. It’s all worth it for those little semen demons. Did I tell you that Zander put plastic wrap over the toilet seat last week? I went to sit down and do my business and suddenly there is pee all over the floor. It was a mistake letting him take home that book about pranks.”


Nola laughed at Rosie’s story but silently thanked the good Lord that she didn’t have children yet. “I don’t know how you do it. You’re an absolute superstar raising those kids alone.”


She was one of the only people in the world who knew the real father of Rosie’s twins, but that was a topic that her bestie wouldn’t entertain for even a moment.


Rosie perched on the stool at the island countertop, leaning forward on her elbows. “Yeah, well, someone’s gotta do it. You two aren’t adding to the population anytime soon.”


“Definitely not.” Amanda made the sign of the cross over her chest and forehead. “Don’t put those fertility vibes on me.”


“Speaking of the twins,” Nola continued, opening more drawers in the kitchen in an attempt to find a corkscrew. “You need a new babysitter. The current one has attitude.”


She wasn’t about to admit that her blood was still pumping after her encounter with Tanner in the snow… in that perfect olive-green thermal shirt that hugged every muscle in his arms and chest. Not that she had noticed his muscles. Jesus, he had so many of them. Sure, he did physical labor every day, but the physique on that man seemed criminal. The adrenaline pumping through her right now was from the exhilaration of the snowball fight, and that was all.


“Hmm. A little birdie told me that you had a run-in with my brother tonight,” Rosie teased, wiggling her eyebrows suggestively. “Tanner gave me quite the earful about your encounter and ensuing argument. What are you looking for, by the way?”


Nola held up the wine bottle. “A wine opener, but I swear Gigi might not have one.”


“Oh, I do!” Amanda opened her purse and pulled out a corkscrew.


Rosie and Nola both looked at her for a moment, puzzled expressions on their faces.


Amanda shrugged her shoulders and handed over the device. “What?”


“Should I ask why you carry around a corkscrew with you?” Rosie questioned.


“I had more Girl Scout badges than the two of you put together,” Amanda replied. “I’m always prepared. Now, crack open that wine because we need to catch up! What’s the plan with The Castle? How long are you staying? How are the men in Chicago? How are you?”


Nola chuckled at Amanda’s barrage of questions—some things never change—and opened the bottle. She hadn’t found wineglasses, but regular glasses would do just fine.


“I’m selling. I’m not sure. Men are men. I’m exhausted.” She poured the wine and handed each woman a glass, then took a sip of her own. Warmth slid down her throat and sat in her chest, bringing a dreamy smile to her lips.


“This was exactly what I needed after today,” Nola remarked, holding up her glass.


“You and me both,” Rosie agreed. “Things are really beginning to stress me out. Don’t get me wrong—I love running a bookshop. But with all the big online mammoths in the bookselling space, it’s hard to get a foothold as an indie.”


“What can you give readers that big retailers can’t?” Nola asked, her mind already flooding with ideas of how to improve Rosie’s current business plan.


“Uh… late fees on all my bills?” Rosie joked, though Nola could hear the hint of stress behind her words.


“Or… personality. What about making Fact or Fiction a destination spot? Bring in big authors to do signings or donate time for a meet and greet? People would travel from all over the country to come here!” Nola suggested.


“Hmm… I haven’t done an author signing yet.” Rose’s full lips pursed. “It’s such a small store. I don’t think authors would be interested.”


Nola waved a hand. “That’s even better. Exclusivity. Only allow a certain number of people in the store at a time. The rest can wait in a line outside. Then blow up your social media with pictures of the long lines. Everyone will be wondering what they are missing.”


“You should definitely do that, Rosie,” Amanda agreed. “People love things that are unattainable. Makes it even more desirable.”


Rosie nodded, clearly pondering the idea. “Nola, you’re pretty good at business consulting. You’re obviously in the right field.”


“I freaking know it.” Nola took another sip of her wine, bigger this time. “You’d think my boss would appreciate me a bit more, but Charles is so old-school. I swear he secretly thinks women should only be in the kitchen.”


“Well, if you ever get tired of the big city, I’m sure Heart Lake could use that genius brain of yours,” Rosie hinted, though not at all being subtle.


Nola smiled. “You know, if you came to visit more often, you’d see how wonderful Chicago is, too. I know I’m complaining, but also, it’s realistically the best place for me to advance my career.”


“You try traveling with twins and let me know how that goes,” Rosie countered. “But I think I’ll definitely be giving your suggestion a shot once the renovations are done.”


“Renovations?” Nola asked. She’d assumed her frequent texts with her friends had kept her in the loop, but now she could see there was plenty she was missing out on. How long had it been since she’d caught up with these ladies face-to-face?


It had been a while. Too long.


“Rosie gave me carte blanche to redecorate Fact or Fiction.” Amanda clapped her hands together. “I’m going for literary chic—small town meets Hemingway meets Walden.”


“It’s actually not as pretentious as it sounds,” Rosie added. “She finally wore me down.”


Nola lifted her brows. “How’s business around here been going for you, Amanda?”


Her friend gave a weary shrug. “Same old story. It’s not like Heart Lake is a thriving metropolis in need of design services regularly. I branch out to some surrounding towns and cities, though, so it’s not too bad. Focusing on the state as a whole has been going well, but it’s… not a lot. Driving all around isn’t that fun.”


“I recently saw some interior designers doing everything online, like selling look books and discounted pieces through an online portfolio. Those designers can work globally—location doesn’t limit them.” Nola picked up her cell phone and typed in a few search terms, then pulled up some recent websites she’d noticed. She pointed her phone toward Amanda. “I wonder if you could add something like this to your business model?”


Amanda took the phone and scrolled through the pictures. “Interesting… I could do my business mostly remote. Or I could offer online services as an additional option to current clients.”


“This is why we’ve missed you,” Rosie chimed in before finishing off the last of her wine. “Honestly, it’s been way too long since we’ve all been together in person.”


“Agreed on that. Let’s not ever let this much time go between catching up.” Nola poured her friend another glass. “And I hope you miss me for more than my sparkling business acumen.” She pushed aside the uncomfortable thought that she didn’t have much else going on these days but work, work, and more work.


“Of course we do,” Amanda assured her while topping off her own glass as well. “I miss having another single gal to gossip with.”


“Uh, I’m single?” Rosie looked at her cousin. “You gossip to me all the time.”


Amanda waved her hand. “Yeah, but you’re a mom. You’re not on the market.”


“Apparently my lady bits were a one-and-done kind of show,” Rosie said with a sarcastic laugh, but a noticeable flinch revealed the comment had hit bone.


“No, no, no. You know what I mean!” Amanda insisted.


“Are you dating anyone back in Chicago?” Rosie seemed determined to take the focus off of herself.


Given they were just catching up, Nola decided not to push. There would be time for that later. Instead, she shook her head. “Nothing serious since Dalton. I don’t really have the time—plus, everyone in my circle is a corporate bigwig. They’re not really my type. They are driven and successful, sure, but… I don’t know. They are more interested in the bottom line than the people behind it.”


It seemed like a nice, well-reasoned answer, and it was the truth—mostly.


The uncomfortable part she didn’t share was that she could make time. In fact, she often wanted to coordinate schedules with someone else, come home at the end of the day to more than a quiet condo and a take-out menu.


She was… lonely.


“You know who is down-to-earth and cares about people?” Rosie quipped. “Tanner.”


“Ooooh, yes.” Amanda waggled her brows. “And as far as we know, he’s still free as a bird.”


“Honestly, that does surprise me,” Nola mused, blaming the wine for the sudden dark flush on her cheeks. “I’m always waiting to hear that he’s been snatched up by some cute ex-cheerleader turned preschool teacher with a way-too-perky personality.”


“Tanner?” Amanda laughed. “I don’t think that’s his type. I can’t even remember the last time I heard of him dating.”


“Maybe he’s still holding out for a supersmart woman with business savvy…” Rosie added with an insinuating shrug.


Nola eyed her friend with a small smile. Was Rosie implying that she and Tanner would make a good couple? That was definitely not possible. Nola had certainly had secret teenage girl fantasies about him many, many years ago. Hell, everyone in Heart Lake had. Her best friend’s big brother was—and was apparently still—the town’s favorite bachelor.


She didn’t want to admit it to herself, but her heart beat faster even when she saw him today. Still, she didn’t have time to sit here pining over a high school crush. She had to get this house sold and her life back in order. After all, her life wasn’t in Heart Lake anymore. She needed to move her focus back to Chicago and put down roots in the Windy City.


“I’d assume he’s too busy to date anyway,” Amanda added. “Dean and Son has seen some big changes lately.”


“It has?” Nola asked, wondering why she hadn’t kept up-to-date on Tanner and his father’s company recently.


Rosie nodded. “They brought in a new employee—Blake. He’s actually been incredible. Dad’s been slowing down, given his health lately. He just can’t keep up with the growing demand, but bringing on Blake really helped with that. He’s fired up about the company, so it’s nice to see that passion again. God knows Tanner doesn’t have it.”


“What do you mean?” Nola remembered nothing but talent when it came to Tanner’s history with construction and building. “Tanner is great with wood.”


“Oh, definitely,” Rosie agreed. “But he doesn’t like the business side of things. He loves the craft, but not the paperwork. Maybe I’m reading into things. I don’t know. He just seems a bit restless or unhappy. Thankfully, Blake keeps that place running no matter what.”


“Hmm. Well, I wonder what that’s all about,” Nola mused. “I should catch up with Thomas while I’m in town. I haven’t seen your dad in a while.”


Rosie pulled up a picture of her father with the twins on her phone and showed it to Nola. “He’s doing okay, but definitely not as young as he used to be. His back is giving him a lot of problems.”


“He always was a hard worker. I’m not surprised it caught up to him eventually. Well, ladies, as much as I’ve enjoyed our chat, I’m going to have to head to bed soon.” Nola finished off the last of her glass of wine and then placed the empty wine bottle—or two—in the recycling bin. “I’ve got so much to do tomorrow to inventory everything in this place.”


“I don’t envy that task.” Rosie looked around the expansive kitchen. “Gigi had a lot of stuff.”


Nola snorted a laugh. “That’s an understatement.”


Amanda picked up their glasses and went to the sink to begin washing them. “I’ve got work early tomorrow, too. But let me know if you need help selling any of the antiques. I know some great vendors in the area.”


“That would actually be amazing,” Nola replied. “And, of course, if there is anything here that you two want, let me know. You all get first dibs.”


Rosie nodded, but her face was pulled into a frown. “I still can’t believe you’re going to let go of this place.”


“Yeah,” Amanda agreed as she looked around The Castle. “We made a lot of good memories here. Probably half the town could say that.”


“You’re definitely serious about selling it?” Rosie asked Nola.


Her tone was kind and lacked judgment, but Nola still prickled at her friend’s words. Irritation swam through her at knowing her friends weren’t completely on board with her plan. It was the right choice from every logical standpoint. For some reason, she continued to feel a need to justify her actions… and was beginning to wonder who she was trying to justify them to.


“I’m absolutely sure.” Nola lifted her chin as she walked her friends back toward the front door. “It’s definitely the right move. I know Gigi would have supported it.”


Amanda nodded before giving her a hug goodbye. “If there is one thing that’s for sure, it’s that Gigi always wanted the best for you.”


“Exactly,” Nola agreed.


And selling The Castle was the best for her and her future. She was sure of that. She just wished her friends were, too.
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