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            Chapter 1

         

         The morning sun blared through the floor-to-ceiling windows like a solar bonfire. Emma Monroe clutched a crisp white sheet tight against her chest, squeezed her eyes shut, and slid under the Egyptian cotton as if she were five and hiding from the imaginary monster in her closet. None of that, of course, erased the monster-size mistake she’d woken up to in a hotel room in Nevada.

         Emma made major life decisions like some people bought uncomfortable shoes, without thinking or trying them out or even waiting for a sale. Last night, surprise-surprise, she’d made another one. But this time, the choice she’d made was bigger, more permanent, and…human.

         The low rumble of snoring came from the right side of the bed. She closed her eyes tighter, but it didn’t change a thing. Instead, the snoring stopped, and the bed swayed a bit with movement. Then a hand slid across and covered hers, fingers starting to interlace with her own.

         No, no, hard no.

         Emma scrambled out of the king-size bed, disentangling from the sheets with a twist and stumble. “I…I have to go.”

         Luke lifted his head from the pillow. One side of his dark, wavy hair had flattened in his sleep, making him look like a two-dimensional version of himself. “What? Why?”

         She had a hundred reasons for leaving, most of which started and ended with because we never should have done this.

         “It was your idea. Remember?” He shielded his eyes against the sunlight streaming through the windows and grimaced. “It’s so early, Emma. Go back to sleep, and we can talk about this later.”

         “It’s after nine, Luke, and we…we can’t talk about this. We are just going to forget it happened. Okay? I’m serious. This never happened.” She started gathering up her clothes—faded jeans with tattered hems, a peasant blouse with tiny coral flowers, gold braided sandals—and avoided the floral headband sitting on the nightstand. The flowers had dried, and petals had begun to flake off, as if the headband were shedding its memories of the night before, too.

         Smart headband.

         Out of the corner of her eye, she caught a glint, a bounce of sunshine. A shiny gold circle sat on the fourth finger of her left hand, like a hallucination. She tried to wrestle the ring off, but it was good and stuck. Karma was probably laughing his butt off because Emma had long ago been voted the Monroe girl Most Likely to Never Settle Down. Maybe it was all some kind of waking nightmare. A hallucination. Yeah, and maybe the Easter bunny was going to waltz in here and hand her a Cadbury egg, too.

         “Emma, they’ll kick you out if you don’t go through with the whole thing.” Luke’s voice held the huskiness of sleep, the kind of hypnotizing sound that lulled people into bad decisions.

         “I don’t care. I’ll find another way to get into one of Yogi Brown’s retreats.” Except she’d been trying to go on one of the yogi’s retreats for two years now. There was no rhyme or reason to the nearly secret getaways. He would announce one, it would fill up in a matter of minutes, and then he’d go silent until the next one. When the notice for the Renew Your Connection retreat came into her inbox, Emma clicked and paid without even reading the description.

         Which was half the reason why she was standing in a bedroom in Nevada with a wedding ring and a six-foot problem.

         If she stopped long enough to consider her decisions, maybe she wouldn’t end up in situations like this. But stopping meant thinking—no, feeling—and Emma avoided the latter at all costs. It wasn’t like she needed to have some kind of self-revelation, aha moment, or anything. She already knew she was the kind of person who flitted from relationship to relationship, job to job, and apartment to apartment, always in search of…something.

         That something was definitely not a husband. Marriage was one of those semi-permanent things that Emma wouldn’t touch with a ten-foot pole and a hazmat suit. Until now, apparently.

         “They’ll ban you for life,” Luke said. “There’s a clause in the flyer that says—”

         “I know what it says. I know what we did. Can’t you just forget all your stupid rules for one second, Luke? I need to go home. I need to think. I need…” Crap. Where was her phone? The little white wristlet she remembered dangling from her right hand last night was nowhere to be found. When it mattered, Emma rarely had her act together.

         “You’re really doing this?” he said.

         We’re really doing this? she’d said last night, in a giddy bubble composed of lies. There’d been something so…fun about pulling off the fake marriage. Undoubtedly fueled by the spiked punch that had been in abundance in the ballroom that had served as a wedding chapel for fifty couples. The only thing she hadn’t planned for was the real marriage license.

         Emma started moving throw pillows and sliding her hand into the couch cushions before finally finding her tiny bag under a stack of papers on the kitchenette counter. A foggy memory of celebratory champagne and stumbling back to their “Marital Reinvigoration Suite” on the other side of the resort danced in the back of her mind.

         Marital Reinvigoration. That was what she got for not reading the paperwork packet for the retreat before hopping on a plane and showing up at the center. All she’d known was that she had to leave the suffocating envelope of her life. Do something that had meaning and impact. Prove to her family and the entire town of Harbor Cove that Emma Monroe had her shit together.

         Except nothing said my life is a total mess more than getting shackled to a man she barely knew. God, how could she be so incredibly idiotic? She’d wanted an escape and an adventure, and she’d gone and taken the whole idea too far. There was spontaneous—and there was foolhardy.

         “Listen, Luke, you’re a nice guy and all, but I can’t—”

         “Already breaking us up before we’ve even consummated the union?” He propped himself on one elbow and watched her fumble with the buckle on her sandal. A look of amusement lit his features. “That’s not exactly working on our marriage, Emma. You know that Yogi Brown would say you aren’t listening to the Law of Correspondence.”

         “Don’t go throwing universal laws at me, Luke…” Her voice trailed off into the void in her memory. “Whatever your last name is. That’s not fair.”

         “My last name is now your last name, wifey, so you might want to learn it.”

         A year ago, Luke had unfurled his yoga mat beside hers in a canyon in Utah. They’d chatted between Sun Salutations and Downward Dogs, finding a common ground in their shared love of adventures and an uncle of his who lived in Harbor Cove, Massachusetts, only a mile from the house where Emma spent most of her childhood. Then she’d seen Luke again six months later at a weekend meditation retreat in Burlington, Vermont. They’d walked the serenity garden and the endless circles of the stone labyrinth as the sun crested over the mountains.

         She’d liked him a lot and been happy to run into him again at the registration desk for the yogi’s retreat. When he’d whispered, Hey, we should pretend we’re a couple, she’d thought it would be a lark, until they’d ended up reciting vows with all the twosomes there to elope or renew their commitment. It was all fun and games—until it got super, super real. “Is all this funny to you? Because it’s not even remotely funny to me.”

         “What happened to the Emma who jumped off the cliff at Navajo Falls and dove forty feet into a glacier pool? The Emma who walked across hot coals, and who tried a little ayahuasca in a tent in the middle of the Pyrenees?”

         “I’m not that person anymore.” Geez, put all together, she sounded like the very definition of foolhardy. Or fun. Yeah, fun was a better adjective to go with.

         And then a tiny part of herself, the part she tried never to listen to, whispered, Aren’t you already planning another risky venture in two months? One without a safety net to catch you if it doesn’t work out?

         When are you going to get your act together, Emma?

         “Anyway, as I was saying, I’m not like that. Anymore,” she added.

         “As of what, yesterday afternoon?”

         She refused to rise to his bait. “This whole thing was a deal you and I made so we could get into the seminar. How was I supposed to know that Yogi Brown was going to really marry all the couples during the seminar? Is that even legal?”

         He crossed his hands behind his head and leaned against the bank of pillows. “In all fifty states, apparently. So we are, for all intents and purposes, a married couple. And we’re supposed to be at the”—he reached for a sheet of paper on the bedside table—“‘Are You Attracting or Repelling Love?’ seminar in seventeen minutes.”

         Repelling. Definitely repelling. If there was some kind of reverse magnet for whatever was happening between them, Emma would order a giant version right now. “I’m not going, Luke.”

         “And how am I to explain your absence, wifey?”

         Wifey? The added note of sarcasm on the second use of that dreaded word added a little extra oomph of annoying punctuation. Emma parked a fist on her hip. Where did Luke get off questioning her choices? Her family did enough of that, thankyouverymuch. And maybe they sometimes had a point, but that was going to change. Right after she got out of this mess—the last mess, she swore—that she had created. Because Emma had big plans that were going to change her life and make a difference in the world. Then she could leave her screws-up-everything-she-touches reputation behind once and for all. “Why are you even here? You had to know about the whole marriage-required deal when you signed up for this retreat.”

         “You didn’t.”

         She arched a brow. “The chance that there are two people who didn’t read the fine print is slim to none. So what’s your deal?”

         “I don’t have a deal. I wanted an experience, and I figured I could charm my way past the rules.”

         Emma didn’t care about Luke’s charm or his reasons or anything else about her hubby right now. All she wanted to do was leave and get back to her boring life in a small town. She had opportunities ahead of her that she refused to derail because of one stupid mistake after too much rum punch. “Tell Yogi Brown that I fell asleep during my meditation or that I got fatally entangled in my yoga mat. I have to get out of here.”

         “Fatally entangled in your yoga mat?” He laughed. “The worst part is, he might just believe that.”

         “Either way, I don’t care, and we are done here, in every way possible.” Emma grabbed the papers and the wristlet and then ran out of the room and down the hall, clutching the whole kit-and-kaboodle, as Grandma would say, to her chest, and whispering a quick prayer that the exterior doors would close before Luke…What on earth is his last name?…came stumbling after her.

         The doors shut with a solid thud. Emma was now on the outside of the resort, a sprawling eight-thousand-acre property with pools and waterfalls and vast views of Nevada in all directions. She’d checked in on the other side of the property, and all of her stuff was in the locker room right off the main yoga studio.

         Emma stood on one leg while she slipped on her shoes, balancing against the stone exterior as she did. She needed a ride back to the main lobby. She had no idea how to navigate this gargantuan building, and she was not going back inside where she could possibly run into Luke again. She wasn’t a fight girl. She was a take flight, avoid, then deal kind of girl.

         She could handle this. No problem. She’d get back to the lobby and straighten out this entire mess. There was no way she’d really, legally, for sure gotten married last night, right?

         Except she remembered standing in a room with white walls, white carpet, Yogi Brown in a white tuxedo, and dozens of couples filling the room while Emma sipped the unlimited agave nectar rum punch and laughed and wobbled and—

         Oh. My. God. She’d said I do. She could hear the words in her head, caught on a laugh and the same devil-may-care, why-not impulsive whim that had been a part of Emma’s personality since birth. Normally that trait made her dash off on adventures like a hiking trip in Yosemite or kiteboarding in Newport, or agree to upend her life for a chance to work with a start-up charity. Not this. Not doing the one thing she had long ago decided she would never, ever, ever do.

         Get married to Luke What’s-His-Name, or any other What’s-His-Name man for that matter. No, not her. Impossible.

         Emma went to fold the papers, and there, in black and white atop a colorful brochure for the Nevada Half Moon Restoration Resort, was a marriage certificate for one Emma Monroe and Luke Carter. Dated the night before, signed by Yogi Brown, an ordained minister from someplace with a URL.

         An internet-certified minister couldn’t marry people for real, could he? Even if he was the most sought-after retreat leader on the planet?

         For more than two years, Emma had heard other people talk about Yogi Brown in soft, reverent tones and seen dozens of people in her Facebook groups rave about how Yogi Brown had transformed their attitudes and emotions.

         And Emma—stuck in a job she hated, living in a town about as exciting as dish soap, and wondering what else the world might have to offer—felt like she was missing the one key that would turn everything around in her life and give her some meaning and substance, a purpose. She’d dabbled in this and that and jumped from thing to thing, looking for the answers that would finally ease the constant nagging feeling that she was failing at, well, everything.

         Her mother, a person Emma didn’t even remember, had been someone. Penny Monroe would have changed the world if she had lived, of that Emma had no doubt. People spoke of her late mother like they talked about a saint—maybe because that’s what she’d been, at least from the stories Emma had heard. Her mother had been everything Emma wished she could be and kept falling short of achieving.

         Emma shoved the papers under her arm and then dug in her wristlet for her phone. A dozen text messages filled the screen. Her sisters and grandmother, worried that she hadn’t checked in for a couple of days. Plus three from Diana, her best friend and the manager at the hotel where they both worked, Diana at the front desk and Emma in the wedding planning department. An irony to be sure, given the situation Emma found herself in right now. Call me, Diana wrote, or I’ll assume you’ve been kidnapped by aliens and then I’m going to have to hop on a plane and rescue you.

         Emma groaned and leaned against the wall. How on earth was she going to explain this to anyone? She started to type a reply to Diana and stopped. There were no words to explain signing up for what she thought was a yoga retreat—because who read the fine print anyway?—then discovering the surprise-surprise marriage requirement, and waking up hitched to a man she’d met exactly three times.

         The resort flyer fluttered out of her hand, and as she went to pick it up, she noticed a little note on the bottom. If you need assistance, just dial this number, and we will help you find your center again.

         Emma dialed, and a friendly woman answered. “Half Moon Restoration Resort. How can I help you become more grounded and intentional today?”

         “Um, can you get me one of those golf cart guys to drive me back to the lobby? I’m standing out here on the other side of the resort, and I think I got lost.”

         “All who are lost are easily found again,” the woman said. “Is there a number on one of the exterior doors?”

         Emma turned around. “Um, A-235.”

         “Perfect. Someone will be there in a moment. Until then, my dear, just breathe.”

         Yeah, easy for that woman to say. She wasn’t married to a near-stranger and stuck in the middle of the country. If she’d been smart, she’d have nama-stayed back home in Harbor Cove, and then she wouldn’t be in this mess.

         A few minutes later, the soft purr of an electric motor brought a golf cart around the corner. The man stopped and asked Emma if she was the one who had called for the ride. She climbed aboard, sank into the vinyl seat, and let out a sigh of relief. “Can you bring me to the lobby, please?”

         The driver, a lanky older man in a green uniform and a ball cap emblazoned with the resort’s logo, gave her a quick glance. “You one of those health nuts? My wife is always trying to get me to eat greens. I say, if God wanted me to eat vegetables, he would have made them look like steak.”

         “Uh-huh,” Emma murmured as they began putt-putting around the endless building. All she wanted was the quiet of the locker room where she’d first stowed her belongings. Then a moment to collect her thoughts before she caught the first plane back to Massachusetts. Her head was pounding, clearly an aftereffect of the marriage-inducing punch she’d had last night…

         And the bad decision that had followed. How much had she been drinking anyway? Whatever the amount was, it was a lot more than her usual couple of glasses of chardonnay. She’d stood in the ballroom with all the other couples—some with hope in their eyes that a renewal of their vows would change years of fighting, some with infatuation bubbling between them—and felt…

         Alone.

         For some reason, the thing she loved most—her freedom—had seemed like an albatross yesterday. “Who is ready to commit to changing their lives together?” Yogi Brown had asked.

         A few minutes before that, Luke had made his way through the crowd and come over to say hello. Emma flashed him a quick smile, but her attention stayed on the tall, thin man with the long white beard, so much the epitome of a yogi that he might as well be a caricature. “You thinking of doing this?” Luke whispered.

         “Maybe. I mean, yeah, I’ve been trying to get into his retreats for years. I’ve heard he’s so life-changing. Whatever Yogi Brown has us do, I’m all in, because I need my life changed in the worst way possible.”

         “Anything?” Luke clarified, and Emma remembered wondering why he’d said that with a quirk in his grin.

         “Anything,” she’d replied, thinking it meant walking on hot coals or dropping into a cryo tank or holding the Lotus Pose for thirty minutes.

         “Well, you should know that, this time, he has something different planned. Very different. I don’t think”—his gaze dropped to her hands, clasped in front of her—“that you came adequately prepared.”

         “I have my yoga mat in the locker room, Luke.” She shifted her weight. It had been a long day what with the flight, registration, and then waiting for the kickoff event. “I hope they assign us to our rooms soon. I’d really like to try to get in a quick meditation session before dinner.”

         “I don’t think there’s going to be time for that today. In fact, Yogi Brown only has one event on the schedule today, and frankly, I’m kinda surprised you’re at it, Emma.” He looked at her askance. “You did read the schedule, didn’t you?”

         “Shh. I’m listening.” She shot him a glare. Yogi Brown was talking again, and Luke’s whispering was distracting. And no, she hadn’t read the schedule but now she was beginning to worry that maybe she should have.

         “You need a lot more right now than a yoga mat, Emma. You’re going to need—”

         “Partners! Grab hands with your love match and stand before each other,” Yogi Brown said. The crowd began moving and re-sorting itself, like fish dropped into a pond. Several women dressed in long white muumuus began making their way through the room, dropping floral headbands on the crowns of every female they saw.

         “My what?” Emma asked, just as Luke came around to stand in front of her. “What are you doing?”

         He leaned down and whispered in her ear, “Saving you from getting kicked out of the retreat.”

         “Why would Yogi Brown do that to me?” A woman placed a headband on Emma’s hair and moved on to the next female attendee. Headbands? Partners? Love matches? What the hell was going on here?

         “Because this retreat, Emma, is a marriage retreat. For building, repairing, or renewing relationships. And look at us here together. I’d call that an opportunity for a little fun.” He brightened. “Hey, we should pretend we’re a couple.”

         She spun a long, slow circle in the room and saw that yes, indeed, couples of all kinds, ages, races, and orientations were standing together, holding hands, waiting for Yogi Brown’s next command.

         “But I…I…” She turned back to Luke. “What am I supposed to do?”

         “Two choices,” he said. “Play along with me because I’m kind of in the same boat as you, or pack up your yoga mat and head back to Massachusetts.”

         Whatever crazy marital repair thing the yogi had going on this weekend was surely just a theme or something. She could pretend to be with Luke and take advantage of the spa day, the meditation seminar, and the hatha yoga sessions, then go back to Harbor Cove all recentered and recharged.

         “Partners, are you ready to begin or renew your commitment?” Yogi Brown asked. “Are you ready to transform your relationships?”

         A collective yes went up from the room. Luke tipped his head toward Emma, and she nodded in return. He took her hand, gave her a quick grin, and then shouted, “Yes!”

         And that was how she found herself getting swept down a set of category 5 rapids that led from a ballroom in a fancy resort somewhere in Nevada to the wedding band on her finger. It wasn’t my idea after all, Luke Carter. It was yours. She turned on the vinyl golf cart seat and glared at the building in the distance where she’d left her husband-mistake.

         “Rough morning?” the golf cart driver asked as he stopped at a crossing and let several pairs of people meander past.

         “That’s an understatement.” So no, it hadn’t been her idea to get married, but she’d gone along with it, which was just as bad. All for a seminar. Was her life really that awful that she’d get married to escape it? Apparently…yes.

         That alone was a sign she couldn’t leave Harbor Cove fast enough. She had an opportunity to be part of a new charitable foundation that paired traveling volunteers with children in underserved corners of the world. In exchange for working with the kids, Emma would get free room and board and a trip around the world. It was essentially skills-based social work, but with airfare and hostels. And to Emma, it was the opportunity she’d been looking for all her life, one she believed in so much, she’d poured her entire savings account into the foundation. In a few months, she’d dust off her passport and take her life in a new, far more responsible direction. Finally officially going after a career she’d never dared to speak aloud.

         Her phone rang, and Emma jumped, nearly dropping the cell on the floor of the golf cart. “Hello?”

         “Thank God you’re not dead.” Diana laughed. “Seriously, I don’t want to do your job, and if you died, I’d be stuck in the bridezilla department until Larry opened his wallet wide enough to hire a replacement.”

         Emma laughed. “I haven’t quit yet.” Soon enough Emma would leave her job and travel the world. No nine-to-five, no husband to tie her down—

         Well, technically that last part wasn’t true. At least right now. She’d get an annulment or a divorce, or whatever it was that people did after such a stupid mistake. Wasn’t her cousin George a lawyer in Dover? He could help her figure out what to do.

         “So tell me all about the retreat,” Diana said. “Any yummy guys there?”

         “Uh…” Luke was yummy. He had a toned, muscular body, a sharp wit, and a hell of a One-Armed Compass Pose. When she’d first met him, he’d become a friend of sorts, and yeah, Emma had thought about dating him down the road if he ever got to Massachusetts to visit whatever family member he had there, but not marrying him. Or anyone.

         “Uh-oh,” Diana said.

         “What’s uh-oh?”

         “Usually when you’re speechless, it means you’ve done something spontaneous and are possibly regretting it. Spill. What does he look like? Did he ask you out? Where does he live? Or is he just going to be one of those what-happens-at-the-yoga-retreat-stays-at-the-yoga-retreat guys?”

         “Uh…” She didn’t have an answer for half of those questions. It was easier to picture Luke in her mind and describe him like he was some kind of retreat fling that she was going to forget as soon as she got on the plane. And that was exactly what she was going to do. Forget him and this whole ridiculous thing. I really need to get my life on track. “It’s complicated.”

         “Honey, they all are. So what’s he look like?”

         She closed her eyes, and she could see Luke standing before her with a grin that could melt steel. And damn it, she almost let out a little sigh. “He’s tall, like six feet, and he’s got super-broad shoulders. He used to play tennis competitively back in high school and does something like working on houses now, so he’s in pretty good shape.” Pretty good was like saying crème brûlée was an okay dessert. Luke was in incredible shape with muscles that popped and flexed every time he did a yoga pose.

         “And…did he get your number?” Diana asked.

         “Technically, no.” Emma glanced at the ring, nothing more than a plain band that had oh-so-big, lifetime implications. “I might have…uh…accidentally married him yesterday.”

         “Happens all the time, especially up at this crazy place,” the driver said, catching Emma’s eye. “You can get a quickie divorce in Alaska for a buck-fifty. Just so you know.”

         “Thanks for the tip.” Emma shifted away from the man, facing the grass rushing past her at a whopping ten miles an hour, and lowered her voice. “I mean, I think I did.”

         “Did you say you got married?” Diana said. “This from the girl who thinks marriage is the equivalent of being sent to death row?”

         “I’m not sure. I have to…” She was going to say ask Luke, but she had already decided she was never, ever going to talk to him again. What was she going to say? Hey, you wanna get divorced? How legal do you think this piece of paper is anyway?

         “Although, if you never consummated your union,” the driver went on, “an annulment might be faster. I don’t know if it’s cheaper, ’cuz I’ve only been divorced myself.”

         Emma gave him a nod and a quit-talking-to-me smile. “Listen, Diana, I gotta go. I’ll call you when I get to the airport. I’m heading back on the first flight.”

         “Three times,” the driver continued, oblivious. “Number four seems to be the one that’s sticking. She told me there’s nothin’ more romantic than being married by Elvis.”

         “I’ll keep that in mind,” Emma muttered as she tucked her phone away. Not that she was ever getting married again. Or keeping this husband, for that matter. Husband. Even thinking the word felt weird. And the worst part?

         She wasn’t going to get to go to any of the workshops or sessions today. That was Luke’s fault, she decided. If he hadn’t come up with this ludicrous idea—

         Well, truth was, she would have had to leave anyway. Yogi Brown had made it very clear in the papers that she now had in her hand that the whole thing was for couples, not singles. Would have been helpful to have read that before she showed up here. Either way, she wasn’t going to get the retreat she had paid for. And whose fault is that?

         Finally, the golf cart rounded the building, and the front entrance came into view. “Thanks,” Emma said, not even waiting for him to come to a complete stop before she fished a five out of her purse, left the money on the dash, and then hurried inside and down to the locker room, avoiding everyone she saw.

         The resort itself was gorgeous with wide oak floors shined to a high gloss and mossy-green walls that made the rooms seem like secret dens in a forest. Calming music played over the sound system, while the water fountain outside gurgled a slow beat. The locker room was empty because everyone was probably at the retreat, figuring out if they were attracting or repelling. It was a minimal space—a wall of metal lockers, a couple of wooden benches, and a sauna on the far end. Normally, Emma would love coming back to a near-empty space like this because it gave her busy mind a chance to quiet.

         But not this time. Right now, all she could hear was the panicked cacophony of her need to leave. She yanked her backpack out from inside the locker. Eighteen hours ago, she’d stowed it with such hope and anticipation. Never in a million years did she think the “life-changing” retreat would harness her to a husband whom she was now doing her best to run away from. A Google search told her there was a flight at two this afternoon back to Massachusetts, and she’d rather wait in the airport for five hours than run into—

         “Emma?” There was a soft knock at the door and a familiar voice. “Can we talk?”

         Luke. Damn it. How the hell did he get back here so fast? Would it be cowardly to pretend she wasn’t here? She stood stock-still, her heart hammering so loudly that she was sure he could hear it in the hall.

         “Listen, I know you’re in there and probably avoiding me,” he said, “which is totally understandable, but we do have to talk about what happened last night.”

         She yanked open the door, and there he was, all six feet of him, with that crooked smile and dark wavy hair. Her pulse did a little gallop. “Nope, nope, nope, Luke.” She spun away, threw the last of her things into the bag, and zipped it shut. “I can’t deal with this. I need to go home.”

         “Or…here’s an idea.” He held up his hands in a don’t-shoot-the-messenger move. “You could stay here, and we could get to know each other more, Mrs. Carter.”

         “Ugh. Don’t ever call me that. The last thing I want to be is married to you.” Then she brushed past him, ignoring the flicker of hurt in his features as she hurried down the hall and out the door. A taxi was waiting by the valet station, a gift from the heavens that Emma was so, so, so grateful to see. She climbed inside and shut the door, and for the first time in twenty-four hours, she let out a calming breath.

         As the taxi pulled away from the curb, Emma hit FaceTime and her grandmother’s number. If anyone would know what to do about this mess, it was Grandma Eleanor. She’d been the Harbor Cove advice columnist for decades and a surrogate mother to Emma and her two older sisters after their mother died. Grandma had always been the one with all the answers, and if there was one thing Emma needed right now, it was advice.

         But when the phone connected, it was her sister Gabby’s face that she saw, not Grandma’s. “Hey, Em! How’d it go?”

         “Uh…I think I accidentally got…” Emma paused. She couldn’t seem to figure out a lie that would work, not right now while her mind was a muddled, hurried mess. “Married.”

         Grandma moved into the frame, so close to the phone that all Emma could see was her ear. “Uh, Emma, what did you just say? I think our connection’s poor. Did you say you were in an accident?”

         “No time to explain. I’m heading home right now,” Emma said. If no one had heard the word married, maybe Emma could just keep the whole thing secret, go see her cousin George, and settle this idiocy with Luke before it got any further out of hand. “Gotta go! Love you!” Then she hung up the phone, laid her head against the back of the cab’s seat, and tried not to cry.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 2

         

         Luke Carter had done a lot of foolish things in his life. The truant officer at his old high school surely had a list, as did his parents, who’d washed their hands of their only child a long time ago. In truth, it had been a mutual unraveling of a relationship that had always been fragile at best. An alcoholic father with an anger management problem and a mother who loved her son but chose to preserve the peace rather than stick up for her child. He’d left home as soon as he could, and except for occasional visits around the holidays, he’d never looked back.

         And never intended to have a child of his own. Hell, he had no idea how to raise a kid. He’d barely raised himself. Then along came his daughter four years ago, an event that should have made Luke slow down but instead made him move faster and farther because he was scared as hell to screw up his own kid.

         For most of those four years, he had worked sixty hours a week and traveled three weeks out of the month. All of which meant he hadn’t had to step up and become the man he should have been a long time ago until he was literally forced into it. Now he lived every day trying to be better than his own parents because Scout was counting on him.

         Two months ago, he’d realized his ex-girlfriend had begun drinking heavily. He’d called her mother, and together, they’d given her the ultimatum—rehab or lose custody of Scout. A teary twenty minutes later, Luke was holding a Paw Patrol suitcase in one hand and his daughter’s tiny hand in the other. In an instant, he’d had to rearrange his life.

         He’d given up his grueling, travel-heavy job working for a custom renovation company and instead taken the offer his cousin made him. Come work for me, and I’ll give you a respectable job and a steady paycheck. His cousin had forgotten to mention that the stress factor was multiplied many times over because Luke was stuck in a four-by-four cubicle crunching numbers under soulless fluorescent lights eight hours a day.

         But he kept clocking in, day after day. Because every time he left work and pulled up to the daycare’s front door, the little pixie face waiting for him would light up with so much joy that Luke swore his daughter’s energy could power three states.

         Scout had come along when Luke least expected it, but she had been the greatest thing to ever happen in his life. He’d barely been dating Kim when she got pregnant, a relationship that had been more rocky than smooth. Long before Scout was born, they had agreed to go their separate ways. So he’d shared custody for the first three and a half years of Scout’s life, with Kim taking the lion’s share of the parenting because he’d buried himself in work.

         When he’d seen those bottles piling up at Kim’s house, he’d ignored them until he couldn’t any longer. That intervention with Kim had been the wake-up call that told him he needed to get his act together and become a steady parent in Scout’s life. There was no way in hell he was going to let his daughter live through the same hell he had as a kid.

         Parenting, however, had not been the easy road he’d expected. Scout had acted out—a lot—after Kim went away, and Luke, who had never had so much as a potted plant, was left frustrated and at a loss for how to build a relationship with his daughter.

         A few weeks ago, cousin Jimmy had asked him to fly out to Nevada and do an on-site evaluation of the resort’s water systems. Luke had seen the Yogi Brown retreat on the resort’s schedule and decided a few days away—with Scout staying with his uncle Ray in Harbor Cove—would help ease the stress of his job. As a temporary staff member, Luke could go to the yoga sessions without having to be part of the marriage retreat. Sounded like a good deal to him. And if he happened to soak up some information about how to deal with a four-year-old who was having a hell of a time adjusting to the shock in her life, so much the better.

         As he’d passed by the lobby, he’d seen Emma, a woman he’d met a couple of times before and who had lingered in his mind both times. She’d looked lost and beautiful, and so he’d proposed posing as a couple. The next thing he knew, they were sporting wedding bands.

         Almost six weeks had passed since that crazy night, and he’d been unable to forget her. The whole thing had been impetuous, and a mess he needed to clean up. But like most things in Luke’s life so far, he was doing a damned fine job of ignoring the mess.

         He glanced around the office, didn’t see his manager, and fished out his cell phone. He pressed Kim’s number and waited for the connection to be made. Three rings, four, five, and finally voicemail. “Call me, Kim. I haven’t heard from you in a couple of days. Scout misses you.”

         His last conversation with her had been tough. Kim was emotional, missing Scout like mad and talking about checking out early and against medical advice. Luke had spent a solid hour talking her down and helping her see the big picture. She’d finally agreed to stay for as long as the rehab staff wanted her to because they both knew the best thing for Scout was stability, and this was her best—and maybe only—shot at having any of that.

         The clock on his office desk ticked at a snail’s pace toward five. Luke sighed and tried to focus on the mind-numbing spreadsheet in front of him. The Windsor knot around his neck threatened to choke him, no matter how many times he tugged at the buttoned collar of his shirt and the silk paisley fabric of the tie.

         If Luke had his choice, he’d be working with his hands, outside, maybe high on a roof while the sun beat on his shoulders or down in a valley with the heft of stones and mortar in his hands. Not sitting in front of a computer calculating water densities for a softener company in Amherst.

         His cell phone buzzed, and the familiar number of Brandon, his old boss, lit up the message app screen. Hey, you interested in a job?

         Very, Luke texted back. Where and what kind?

         As soon as he sent the text, he regretted it. He couldn’t go back to that job, not now. Working with Brandon had been great and something he would have stayed at forever—until he became a full-time parent instead. Brandon was an up-and-coming developer who took existing and run-down neighborhoods and completed full, custom renovations that immediately raised the values and created hip communities near struggling downtowns. The company had been wildly successful, which had kept Luke traveling more often than he’d been home. Luke already had an apartment in New Hampshire that he’d barely seen for five years and a daughter who barely knew him. Going back to that kind of life was no way to be a good parent to Scout.

         The buzzing fluorescent lights above his head chided him for checking his phone. He shouldn’t even ask about a job that would undoubtedly involve a lot of travel. He had it made here, a nine-to-five with benefits, steady pay, and a Boring Quotient of ten million. Then the messages screen lit up again, and Luke’s attention went straight back to the phone.

         I know a guy who just got a subdivision contract out in Newburyport, up in Massachusetts, Brandon wrote. Probably a yearlong gig, if you’re up for it. Company housing is shitty, but if you can tough it out, might lead to a long-term thing. The owner of the company is looking for a guy to manage the project, and you’re the first one I thought of. He said the job is yours if you want it.

         “You got that report for me yet?”

         Luke jumped and pushed his cell phone to the side. His manager’s voice, nasally and loud, grated on Luke’s nerves. Stewart Whitley was a short man who wore a toupee that everyone thought looked like a runaway rabbit. He stood beside Luke’s cubicle, fists on his hips, a look of irritated expectation on his face.

         Ever since Luke had taken the job, he’d hated nearly every second he spent in this office. Actually, sometimes hate was too mild a word for how he felt about the tie, the lights, and Stewart.

         “Yes, sir. Give me a minute.” Luke scanned the numbers on Excel, checked the columns and rows, then hit the X button in the corner. A little question box came up, but Luke clicked on CANCEL before he realized what he’d done.

         Forgotten—again—to save his work before closing the file. It wasn’t that he didn’t understand technology; it just wasn’t second nature like laying a tile floor or installing a new sink. This job was so far from Luke’s comfort zone that it might as well be another planet. “Uh, I accidentally deleted it.”

         His manager’s face flushed crimson. “What is wrong with you? Are you a total idiot? Count on working all weekend to get that done, Carter.”

         “I can’t. I have my…” He didn’t want to mention Scout to this dictatorial guy wearing fake hair. “I can’t.”

         “Either you finish that report this weekend,” Stewart said, leaning so close to Luke’s face that he could see one gray hair curling like a runaway from the other man’s eyebrow, “or don’t come back at all.”

         A few inches away on his cell phone, Brandon was waiting for an answer. Yes, moving to Massachusetts would mean uprooting Scout again, but Uncle Ray lived in Mass, a couple of towns away from Newburyport, which would make Luke’s commute pretty short. A subdivision project meant staying in one place until it was done. A year was plenty of time to give Scout some roots.

         The cookie-cutter sameness of subdivisions sure wasn’t the challenging fun of a whole-house renovation, but it was steady work that beat sitting at a desk any day. Plus Newburyport was just over the border from New Hampshire, if Kim got sober and wanted to be part of Scout’s life again. Either way, maybe a little family time would do everyone some good. And if it led to permanent work again in the field Luke loved, well, maybe this was a chance worth taking. Either way, it was better than one more second under these lights.

         “Fine.” Luke pushed off from the desk and got to his feet. “I won’t come back at all.”

         “I knew it. I told Jimmy you’d screw up this opportunity, just like you’ve screwed up every other opportunity in your life. That’s what Jimmy gets for hiring family. A whole lot of trouble from a whole-lot-of-nothing cousin.”

         Anger boiled in Luke’s veins, but he kept it tightly leashed. He didn’t owe this man an explanation about choosing to put his daughter and career satisfaction ahead of water hardness testing. “Do me a favor, Stewie, and mail my final paycheck.”

         “You’re going to regret this, Carter!”

         Luke was already striding out of the office, loosening his tie as he walked and then undoing the top button of his shirt. He was halfway to his car when a man in a short-sleeved mustard-yellow shirt hurried over to him. “Luke Carter?”

         “If Stewart Whitley sent you after me…”

         “I’m a process server, and these”—the man handed him an envelope—“are for you.”

         “What the heck?” But the other guy was already walking away. Luke tore open the envelope and tugged out the papers inside. Complaint for Annulment.

         It took a second for the words to click in his brain. Annulment.

         The end of his marriage to Emma, contained in a single sheet of paper and a court date. It made sense. After all, the whole marriage had been a spur-of-the-moment thing that neither one of them had thought through. There wasn’t any reason to keep it going because there wasn’t anything to build upon.

         After Emma had rushed back home, he’d texted and called a few times, but she hadn’t responded. He’d realized then how little he knew about Emma Monroe. Like what she ate for breakfast. Whether she liked roses or daisies. What she did for a living. Whether she had thought about him even once in the weeks since their hasty wedding.

         For some reason, the word annulment felt like a failure to Luke. He’d failed so many things in life—left home at seventeen, dropped out of college, fathered a kid with an alcoholic, and now walked away from a job that anyone else would consider a good future—and today he could add failed at marriage to the list.

         He flipped through the pages and found one from the family courts of the great state of Massachusetts, setting a hearing date for the annulment in a month’s time. There was a note saying he didn’t need to be present, that if the annulment was uncontested, he would be notified once the judge granted the end of their marriage.

         He could walk away from this, just like he’d walked away from almost everything else in his life. Easy-peasy, over and done, just another memory in his rearview mirror. All he had to do was pretend it never happened.

         Or, he thought as he pulled his phone out of his pocket, he could take the job Brandon had offered him, a job that would bring Luke very close to a second chance.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 3

         

         Emma told herself to breathe. Two counts in, four counts out. Two counts in, four counts out. A little spur-of-the-moment, surreptitious mental meditation exercise while she sat in the worn leather chair in the overly decorated office of the Harbor Cove Hotel wedding planner.

         Then maybe she wouldn’t lose it with the bridezilla sitting across from her. Thirty-two days and counting until Emma quit her job and headed off for anywhere but here. And to work that offered a lot more fulfillment than this position.

         When she first took the job at the hotel, she’d been the assistant to the main wedding planner. It was a hectic, stressful job that paid well, and Emma had decided she would take it—but hand in her resignation before she hit her one-year anniversary with the hotel. Then the head wedding planner left to work at another hotel, Emma earned an instant (and not necessarily wanted) promotion to sole wedding planner, and her one-year flight plan was in its second year of being delayed.

         There was no way in hell Emma was going to spend her third year here dealing with panicked, demanding brides and their impossible expectations. Which was why the opportunity with the Atlas Children’s Foundation sounded perfect. Okay, yeah, it was a start-up that still wasn’t fully funded or fully organized, but when Emma had heard about the program from the father of one of her brides, she’d seen the potential in it. Karl Jensen, the creator of Atlas, had said that Emma had skills that could be valuable to the foundation. Coming on board as it was launching would allow her to be part of not just helping kids—a cause that grew more and more dear to Emma’s heart as she got older and realized what a difference the people around her had made in her motherless childhood—but also creating something. Something that had way more meaning than a floral arrangement.

         “Sharon, I assure you, our chef knows how to make chicken cordon bleu,” Emma said, although she’d never tasted the dish. She’d been vegetarian for a year, a choice that made Grandma hover and worry about whether Emma was getting enough protein. “We serve it daily on our restaurant menu. Our chef is also well versed in the art of the salad. You won’t—”

         “Everything has to be perfect. Do you understand that?” Sharon’s voice rose, and she leaned across Emma’s desk. Her little white Pomeranian, a spoiled dog named Marshmallow, yipped in agreement. “This is my wedding, and I’m only going to get married once.”

         If you’re lucky or, like me, a little unlucky, Emma thought. “I totally understand, and I can reassure you that the Harbor Cove Hotel is just as committed to perfection as you are.”

         Sharon’s lips pinched. Doubt twitched in the vein on her forehead. “Let me see the linen choices again. I can’t decide between the eggplant and the lilac. My bridesmaids are wearing aubergine and lavender, and Marshmallow, my little ringbearer baby, has a lavender harness. I don’t think they’ll match with the linens.”

         “Of course.” Emma pasted a fake smile on her face and wondered how on earth other people did this job all day, or frankly any job in customer service. Diana worked the front desk and often voluntarily pitched in to help Emma with big weddings and never complained. Diana, however, was a hopeless romantic who read romance novels and was a sucker for any movie on Hallmark or Lifetime. Emma wasn’t even sure she had those channels on her streaming service, never mind watching them.

         She opened the heavy binder containing the fabric swatches and turned it to the exact same colors she had shown Sharon last week, last month, and last year. “If you compare the fabric of—”

         “I know how to do that.” Sharon yanked a square of material out of her voluminous Kate Spade bag. The purple leather purse was like a clown car—it could fit half the town of Harbor Cove inside, as evidenced by the leather-bound wedding planner, multicolored pens, fabric swatches, and multiple copies of Bride magazine she’d already unearthed.
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