

		

			[image: Cover for Lovelight Farms, Author, B.K. Borison]

		


	

		

			Books by B.K. Borison


			

				Lovelight Farms


				In the Weeds


				Mixed Signals


			


		


	

		

			

			Lovelight Farms


			B.K. Borison


			PAN BOOKS


		


	

		

			

[image: image]


			Lovelight Farms was originally self-published by B. K. Borison 2021


			First published 2023 by Berkley Romance


			an imprint of Penguin Random House LLC


			This electronic edition first published 2023 by Macmillan


			an imprint of Pan Macmillan


			The Smithson, 6 Briset Street, London EC1M 5NR


			EU representative: Macmillan Publishers Ireland Ltd, 1st Floor,


			The Liffey Trust Centre, 117–126 Sheriff Street Upper,


			Dublin 1, D01 YC43


			Associated companies throughout the world


			www.panmacmillan.com


			ISBN 978-1-0350-2886-3


			Copyright © B. K. Borison 2021


			‘Bonus Chapter’ copyright © B. K. Borison 2022


			Excerpt from In the Weeds copyright © B. K. Borison 2022


			Cover illustration by Sam Palencia at Ink and Laurel


			Cover design by Lila Selle


			The right of B. K. Borison to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


			Pan Macmillan does not have any control over, or any responsibility for, any author or third-party websites referred to in or on this book.


			You may not copy, store, distribute, transmit, reproduce or otherwise make available this publication (or any part of it) in any form, or by any means (electronic, digital, optical, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise), without the prior written permission of the publisher. Any person who does any unauthorized act in relation to this publication may be liable to criminal prosecution and civil claims for damages.


			A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.


			Visit www.panmacmillan.com to read more about all our books and to buy them. You will also find features, author interviews and news of any author events, and you can sign up for e-newsletters so that you’re always first to hear about our new releases.







		

			

			For E, my favorite love story.
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				Christmas Eve will find me


				Where the love-light gleams.


				—Kim Gannon and Walter Kent, “I’ll Be Home for Christmas”


			


		


	

		

			Chapter One


			“Luka, listen.” I lean backward in my chair and fumble for the stack of papers on the file cabinet behind me, cursing under my breath when my fingertips barely glance the corner edge and it goes cascading to the floor in a flurry of white. “Listen, I need you to stop talking about pizza for a second.”


			There’s a pause on the other end of the line. “I was just getting to the good part.”


			What he means is he was just getting to the part where he talks at length about homemade cheese, and I don’t think I can handle him talking about mozzarella with that level of detail right now. As a data analyst, Luka is ridiculously thorough in all things. Especially cheese. I rub at the ache between my eyebrows. “I know you were, I’m sorry, but I’ve got something else to talk to you about.”


			“Everything okay?” There’s a honk in the background, Luka’s muffled curse, and the steady click of his turn light as he merges into another lane.


			“Everything is . . . fine.” I peek down at the budget spreadsheets littering my floor and wince. “It’s good. Okay, I mean. I just—” The fleeting confidence I entered this conversation with leaves me and I slouch down in my chair. Every time I’ve called Luka this week or Luka has called me, I’ve chickened out. I don’t think this time is going to be any different.


			“I actually have to go. One of my vendors is calling.” I frown at myself in the reflection of my computer screen. I have bags under my eyes, my full bottom lip is bright red from nervous chewing, and my mass of dark hair is twisted up into a bun that looks better suited to a haunted Victorian doll.


			I look every bit as rough as our budget sheets.


			“One of your vendors is not calling you, but I’ll play for now.” Luka sounds amused. “Call me when you’re done working, okay? We can talk about whatever you’ve been running circles around all week.”


			Reflection me frowns deeper. “Maybe.”


			He laughs. “Talk soon.”


			I hang up my phone and resist the urge to toss it clear across the room. Luka has a knack for cracking me right open, and I don’t want that right now. I don’t want it ever, to be honest, afraid of what he’ll find when he starts connecting all the data points.


			My phone buzzes in my palm with an incoming text and I flip it face down on top of a stack of invoices. It buzzes again and I pinch the bridge of my nose.


			With our finances the way they are, I’m quickly running out of options. I had thought—I guess I thought owning a Christmas tree farm would be romantic.


			I had big dreams of a holiday season filled with magic. Kids weaving their way through the trees. Parents stealing kisses over hot chocolate. The stuff Christmas songs are written about. Young couples getting caught beneath the mistletoe. Low hanging lights and oversized stockings. Wood railings painted red and white. Gingerbread cookies. Peppermint sticks.


			And at first, it was great. Our opening season was as magical as it gets.


			But since then, it’s been one thing after another.


			I’m eyeballs deep in debt with a fertilizer supplier who conveniently forgets my shipment every other month. I have an entire pasture of trees that look like something out of a Tim Burton movie, and there is a family of raccoons orchestrating a hostile takeover of my Santa barn. It is, in short, not a magical winter fairyland.


			It is a frigid hellscape from which no one can escape, topped with a pretty red bow.


			I feel lied to. Not only by every Hallmark movie I’ve ever seen but also by the previous owner of this land. Hank failed to mention he stopped paying his bills months ago, and as the new owner, I’d inherit his debt. At the time, I thought I had gotten a steal. The land was at a good price, and I had exciting ideas for expansion and marketing. With a little love, this little farm could make a big impact. Now though, I just feel stupid. I feel like I ignored several red flags in my desire to create something special.


			I was blinded by the Douglas fir.


			But I do have a solution. I’m just not sure the email sitting at the top of my inbox is something I’m willing to explore.


			Honestly at this point, harvesting my own organs sounds less scary.


			“Estelle.”


			I jump when Beckett elbows his way into my office, my arm knocking over my coffee, a halfway-dead fern, and a stack of pine tree-scented air fresheners. It all tumbles to the ground on top of my destroyed filing system. I frown at my lead farmer over the mess.


			“Beckett,” I sigh, and the headache pressing behind my eyes spreads, curls at the base of my skull. The man is physically incapable of entering a room in a normal, understated way. His knees are caked in mud and my frown deepens. He must have been in the south pasture. “What is it now?”


			He steps over the pile of plant and cardboard and coffee and folds his large frame into the chair opposite my desk—a horrible, too-small leather thing I found on the side of the road. I had wanted to reupholster it a rich, velvet evergreen—but then the raccoons happened. And then the fencing by the road randomly collapsed twice.


			And so there it sits. Horrible cracking brown leather with bits of stuffing spilling out onto the floor. It feels like a metaphor.


			Beckett peers at the faded trees decorating the carpet, the cardboard curling up at the edges. One eyebrow shoots straight up his forehead. “Care to explain why you have 75 gas station air fresheners in your office?”


			Leave it to Beckett to forget an apology and start digging into something personal instead. My phone buzzes again. Three staccato bursts in rapid-fire. It’s either Luka’s dissertation on pizza crust consistency or another vendor looking for their late payment.


			Beckett’s eyebrow creeps higher. “Or perhaps door number two. Care to explain why you’re ignoring Luka?”


			I hate when Beckett is feeling clever. It almost always ends poorly for me. He’s too astute for his own good, despite the dumb farmer act he plays a majority of the time. I bend down and pick up an air freshener, tossing it in the bottom drawer of my desk with all of the rest. A big ol’ mess of tangled strings, stale pine, and unrequited feelings. A single pine tree for every time Luka has been home, starting back when we were twenty-one and stupid. I typically find them a week or two after he’s left—tucked away in some hidden spot. Beneath my snowglobe, under my keyboard.


			Wedged in my coffee filter.


			“I’m not and I don’t,” I mumble. Hard pass on both those options, thank you. “Care to explain what you found out there this morning?”


			Beckett slips off his hat and runs his fingers through his dark blonde hair, working a smudge or two of dirt in there. His skin is tanned by the sun and from spending his days in the fields, the flannel rolled up to his elbows displaying a cacophony of color and ink on his forearms. All the women in town are crazy about him—which is probably why he doesn’t go into town.


			Also probably why he frowned at me when I suggested a Hot Farmer calendar to boost profits.


			I swear, I’d have no financial concerns if he let me take that one to market.


			“I don’t understand,” he mutters, thumb rubbing at his jaw. If Cindy Croswell were here right now, she’d drop dead on the spot. She works at the pharmacy and sometimes pretends she’s hard of hearing when Beck comes in, just so he has to lean into her space and yell straight into her ear. I even saw that old bat pretend to stumble into a shelf so Beckett would help her back up. Hopeless.


			“These trees are probably the lowest maintenance crop I’ve ever had to support.” There’s a joke in there somewhere, but I frankly don’t have the energy. My lips tilt down until my frown mirrors his. Two sad clowns. “I can’t think of a single reason why the trees in the south pasture look like—like—”


			I think of the way the trees growing at the base of the hills curve and bend, the brittle texture of the bark. The limp, sad needles. “Like a darker version of the Charlie Brown Christmas tree?”


			“That’s it, yeah.”


			Strangely enough, there’s a market for lonely-looking Christmas trees. But these don’t fall into that category. These are unsalvageable. I went out the other day and I swear one of them crumbled when I looked at it. I can’t imagine one of these things sitting in anyone’s home—ironically or not. I pluck at my bottom lip with my thumb and do some quick calculations in my head. There are dozens of trees in that lot.


			“Will we be all right without them?” Beckett looks worried and he has every reason to be. It’s another hit we can’t afford to take. As head of farming operations, I know I owe him the truth. That we’re hanging on by the skin of our teeth. But I can’t make the words come out. He took a leap of faith when he left his job at the produce farm to work here with me. I know he’s counting on this being a success. For all of the promises I made him to hold true.


			And so far they have, thanks to my savings. I’ve had to scrimp and save and eat ramen more nights than not, but no one who works here has seen a dip in their pay. I’m not willing to sacrifice that.


			But that won’t last forever. Something has to give soon.


			I glance back at my computer screen, the email at the top of my inbox. “Well,” I chew on my bottom lip. In for a penny, in for a pound, and all that. If Beckett wants us to make it through this next season with the farm in one piece, there is something he can do. I breathe deep and summon the scraps of courage that didn’t abandon me during my call with Luka. “Want to be my boyfriend?”


			I’d laugh at the look on his face if I wasn’t so serious. He looks like I asked him to go out into the orchards and bury a dead body.


			“Is that—” He shifts in his chair, the leather squeaking under his legs. “Stella, I’m not—I don’t really see you—you’re like my—”


			When was the last time I heard this man stutter? I honestly can’t think of it. Maybe when Betsey Johnson tried to cop a feel in front of a group of school kids during his Arbor Day presentation at the middle school.


			“Relax,” I press the toe of my boot into another air freshener and drag it towards me. “I don’t mean a real boyfriend.”


			I’m struggling with dragging the piece of cardboard towards me, so I don’t see the way Beckett’s body goes ramrod straight in the chair. All I see is his leg, jumping up and down a mile a minute. I snort. When I look up, his eyes are wide and he looks like I’ve put a gun to his head. It’s the same thinly-veiled apprehension and mortification he wears on his face every time he steps foot in town.


			“Stella,” he swallows. “Is this—are you propositioning me?”


			“What? Oh my god, Beck—” I can’t help the full-body shudder. I love Beckett, but—god. “No! Jesus, is that what you think of me?!”


			“What do I think?! What do you think?” His voice has hit a register I have never heard from him before. He gestures wildly with his hand, clearly not knowing what to do with himself. “This is all a little out of left field, Stella!”


			“I meant like a fake boyfriend thing!” I shriek, like that was obvious. Like this is a normal thing people request from their very platonic friends. Like my overactive imagination and half a bottle of sauvignon blanc didn’t get me into this mess to begin with. I click to open the email and stare at it mournfully, ignoring the animated confetti that explodes across my screen. I watch it three times in a row and pretend Beckett’s eyes are not currently drilling a hole into the side of my head.


			“I did a thing,” I supply, and leave it at that.


			“A thing,” he parrots.


			I hum in response.


			“Do you want to share what that thing is?”


			No.


			“I—”


			As if summoned by sheer force of will, Layla tiptoes her way into my office, a tray of something preceding her around the edge of my door. I smell cinnamon, dried cranberries, and a hint of vanilla.


			Zucchini bread.


			Like an angel descending from the heavens, she brought zucchini bread. The one thing that always, always distracts Beckett.


			Beckett makes a noise that is borderline obscene and I vaguely consider recording it and putting it on OnlyFans. That might bring in some dollars: Hot Farmer Eats Zucchini. I chuckle to myself. He reaches for the tray with grabby hands but Layla smacks his knuckles with a wooden spoon she pulls out of her—back pocket, I think? She balances the tray neatly on the edge of my desk. I peer into it and almost weep. She added chocolate chips.


			“Made you something, boss lady.”


			She nudges it forward with the edge of her spoon and rests her chin prettily in one hand.


			While Beckett embodies rugged recluse with all the charm of a paper bag, Layla Dupree brightens any room she walks into with her sweet southern hospitality and no-nonsense wit. She is striking with her crystal clear hazel eyes and cropped dark hair. She’s kind to a fault and makes the best hot chocolate in the tri-state area. I snatched her up to manage the dining options at my little tree farm as soon as I tasted one of her chocolate chip cookies at the firehouse bake sale. She’s the third member of our humble little trio, and if she’s bringing me sweets, she wants something.


			Something I probably can’t afford.


			I shove a slice of bread into my mouth before she can ask, bound and determined to enjoy at least one thing before I have to tell her no.


			My phone takes advantage too, buzzing merrily across my desk. Layla blinks at it, exchanges a glance with Beckett, and then looks at me.


			“Why are you ignoring Luka?”


			“I’m not—” A spray of golden, flaky, delicious crumbs accompany my denial. “I’m not ignoring Luka.”


			It sounds more like m’snot snore ukeah.


			Layla hums and pivots. “So, I was thinking,” she starts. Bingo. “If I add another stove in the back corner of the kitchen, we could almost double our output. Maybe even start some prepackaged things if people want to take a little basket out into the fields with them.”


			Beckett crosses his arms as I continue chewing my massive bite. I ignore Layla for now and stare him dead in the eye.


			“It’s still warm,” I tell him.


			He groans.


			Layla relents and rolls her eyes, plucking a slice off the top and offering it to him.


			“If people start leaving trash in the pastures, I’m going to have a problem with that,” Beckett grouches. He shoves the whole slice of bread into his mouth and then collapses against the back of the chair in rapture, the leather once again releasing an ominous squeak of defeat. Just like I’m about to.


			“I love the idea, but we might need to put a hold on any big purchases right now.” I think about the sad little number in my savings account. How I was barely able to cover operational expenses this past quarter.


			Layla’s face falls, her hand reaching out to mine. She touches my knuckles once. It’s a kindness I don’t deserve, given that I haven’t been completely honest about how bad things are right now. “Are we doing okay?”


			“We’re doing—” I search for a word to categorize hanging on by my fingernails. “—all right.”


			Beckett finally swallows his ridiculous bite of food and kicks out a leg. “We were just talking about that, actually. Stella propositioned me.”


			“Oh? That’s interesting. Don’t understand how it plays into our operational status, though.”


			“Yeah, me too. But that’s what I got when I asked her the same question.”


			“Do I get to be propositioned too?”


			I roll my eyes and choose not to dignify that with a response. Instead, I turn my computer screen around so they both can see the animated confetti in all its glory. Beckett doesn’t so much as blink, but Layla throws both arms up in the air with a high-pitched screech that has me wincing.


			“Is that for real?” She grabs the sides of my desktop and leans closer, nose practically pressed up against the screen. “You’re a finalist for that Evelyn St. James thing?”


			Beckett eyeballs the zucchini bread as it balances precariously on the edge of my desk, eyes glazed like he’s been drugged. “Aspirin Saint what?”


			Layla slaps his hand again without even looking at him. “She’s an influencer.”


			Beckett makes a face. “Is that like a political thing?”


			“How do you exist in this century? She’s a big deal on social media. She does destination features. Sort of like a mini travel channel thing.”


			I feel a small burst of pride. She is the influencer for destination hospitality. Snagging a feature on her account is equivalent to thousands in ad spend—thousands we have never had the budget for. It would turn our farm into a place people want to visit, not just a stopping point for locals. And the $100,000 cash prize for the winner of her small business sweepstakes would keep us afloat for another year, if not more.


			Too bad I lied on my application.


			“Where does the propositioning come in?”


			“I didn’t—I didn’t proposition Beckett.” I swing my computer screen back around and minimize the email. I drum my fingers against my lips and remember the night that got me into this mess. I had been on the phone with Luka, a little bit dizzy off white wine and the way his eyes crinkled at the corners. He had been making some stupid joke about ham sandwiches and couldn’t stop laughing long enough to get the full thing out. I still don’t know the punchline.


			“I said in the application that I own the farm with my boyfriend,” I mumble. Color heats my cheeks. I bet I look as red as one of my barn doors. “I thought it would be more romantic than sad, lonely woman who hasn’t been on a date in 17 months.”


			“I hope to god you’re having meaningless sex with someone.”


			“Why do you need a boyfriend to be successful?”


			Layla and Beckett speak over each other, though to be fair, Layla makes a much more aggressive effort as she propels herself forward in the chair and yells her statement about my sex life. She collapses back, jaw hinged open, hand-pressed dramatically against her chest.


			“Holy cannoli, no wonder you are—” she gestures at me with her spoon-wielding hand and I fight not to blush a deeper shade of red. We’re probably hitting crimson territory by now. “—the way you are.”


			I fidget in my chair and press on. I don’t have to tell Layla that dating in a small town has its complications, let alone starting a no-strings-attached situation. “She’s coming for five days for an in-person interview and she’ll feature us on her social accounts. The boyfriend thing, I don’t know. I guess I thought having a boyfriend would make this place seem more romantic. She loves romance stuff.”


			Beckett sneaks another piece of zucchini bread. He’s taking advantage of Layla’s continued shock and awe at my celibacy. “Well, that’s fucking stupid.”


			I give him a look. “Thank you, Beckett. Your input is helpful.”


			“Seriously though,” he breaks his zucchini bread slice in two. “You’ve made this place amazing. You. On your own. You should be proud of that. Adding a boyfriend doesn’t make your story any more or less important.”


			I blink at him. “Sometimes I forget you have three sisters.”


			He shrugs. “Just my two cents.”


			“You sure you don’t want to pretend you find me irresistible for a week?”


			Layla shakes her head, finally emerging from her trance-like state. “Bad idea. Have you seen him try to lie to anyone? It’s horrible. He turns into a monosyllabic fool every time he has to go into town for groceries.”


			It’s true. I’ve had to pick up his order from the butcher more than once. I’m convinced he became a produce farmer purely so he’d have to make fewer stops at the Save More. Beckett doesn’t enjoy people, and he especially doesn’t enjoy the overt flirtations of half the town whenever he stops in. Sometimes I feel like Layla and I are the only ones immune to his considerable lack of charm, but I suppose that’s what happens when you’ve seen a man muttering obscenities to trees half the day, every day.


			And when your heart has been hopelessly pining over the same person for close to ten years.


			I grab another slice of zucchini bread and begin to nibble, considering my options. My non-Luka-shaped options. I could ask Jesse, the owner of our town’s only bar. But he’d likely think it’s more than it is and I don’t have the time or energy for a fake break-up for my fake relationship. I could look into escort services, maybe. That’s a thing, right? Like, that’s why escort services exist? For people to—I don’t know, escort others?


			I press my fingers under my eyes, forgetting that one hand is still clutching a piece of zucchini bread. There’s an obvious answer here. It just—it scares me to death.


			“There it is,” Beckett mutters, and it takes every fiber of my being not to hurl this bread at his face. “It just hit her.”


			“I don’t know why you’re freaking out. It’s a simple solution. He’d do it in a heartbeat.”


			I peek through my fingers at Layla. She’s smiling a smug little grin. She looks like she should be wearing a monocle and stroking a hairless cat, Bond style. Why I ever thought she was all sweetness is beyond me. She’s a spicy little thing.


			“Ask Luka.”


		


	

		

			Chapter Two


			There’s this bar in the city that Luka and I like to go to. The beer is cheap, the floors are sticky, and when I kick the jukebox in the bottom right corner, it’ll play Ella Fitzgerald thirteen times in a row exactly. It’s perfect.


			But sometimes on a Saturday night when the bar gets crowded and bodies press close, I have trouble holding my space. Emboldened by whiskey, it’s always inevitable that a hand lands on my ass or some pretty, dumb thing who thinks he’s a gift and a delight leers down my shirt. And always, Luka slips his hand over my shoulder, under my hair, and presses it to the nape of my neck. He pulls me close and tucks his chin on top of my head. I fit perfectly there, folded in close to his body. I find my space.


			I’ve thought about that a time or two in the stillness of night. How his hand feels against my skin, his palm gently cupping the back of my head, the move both possessive and reverent. I’ve thought about what it might feel like for his fingers to tighten, to sift up into my hair, to pull and angle me until his mouth finds mine.


			I’ve thought about a lot of things when it comes to Luka. Things you shouldn’t think about your best friend.


			We met when I was twenty-one years old. I ran smack into him as I was leaving the hardware store, lost in a shadow of grief I couldn’t shake. It clung to me like an uncomfortable blanket, relentless since the passing of my mom just three months earlier. I remember standing in one of the aisles, holding a mismatched set of nuts and bolts, determined to do something with all my listless energy. Build a birdhouse. A new shelf for the hallway. I stumbled into Luka on the front steps when I was leaving and he cupped his hands around my elbows to hold me steady. I remember staring at his caramel brown hair, just starting to curl from beneath his baseball hat, the way his smile pulled at one side of his mouth before the other. It felt like the first time in a long time I noticed anything. Luka had cleared his throat, steadied my arms, and asked if I wanted grilled cheese. No hello. No how are you. Just, wanna go get a grilled cheese?


			I don’t know what made me say yes. I’d barely been talking to people I had known for years at that point. I was existing, at best. Floundering, at worst. But I went with Luka and ate grilled cheese at the little cafe in town. It turned out his mom had just moved to Inglewild and he was helping her get settled. I offered him the set of hardware I picked up and he had stuttered a surprised laugh. I can still remember the rasp of his fingers against my palm as he took the stupid wing knob I had aimlessly purchased.


			Luka called it kismet. He had been on the way to the store for that exact piece of hardware.


			From there, we fell into a routine. Whenever he was in town, he managed to find me and we got grilled cheese. Grilled cheese turned into afternoon walks through the park and early morning farmer’s markets. Afternoon happy hours and trivia nights. His trips to Inglewild became more frequent and he invited me to stop by if I ever found myself in New York. I got brave and tried, booking a bus ticket on a whim.


			Luka filled the empty places in my life slowly, carefully, with his easy smile and stupid jokes. He brought me back to myself.


			And it’s been that way ever since.


			Frustratingly, perfectly platonic.


			This wouldn’t be any different, I try to tell myself. Asking Luka to pretend for five days would just be—a friend helping a friend. I’d do the same for him or Beckett or Layla. It doesn’t have to—it doesn’t have to mean whatever my mind seems fixated on having it mean.


			Layla’s suggestion isn’t the first I’ve thought of it. Of course, I’ve thought of it. I’ve been trying to ask him all week. He’s the reason I wrote it down in the first place. Call it wishful thinking or living a fantasy, but I know when I typed those words who I was thinking of.


			But it does feel a little like crossing a line we’ve both been careful to hold. A line I have been absolutely meticulous in my desire to hold. Luka is the very first person in my life who hasn’t disappeared. He’s more than my best friend—he’s tradition and familiarity. He is homemade pop tarts on the first Saturday of the month. He is late-night viewings of Die Hard in the sticky summer heat, both of our phones propped up on our respective coffee tables. He is pizza with extra mushrooms and light sauce, a crust that has to be perfect.


			The relationship I have with him is the closest thing I have to family. I can’t—I wouldn’t—risk that for a chance to see what we could be.


			Even if I wonder. Even if the reason I haven’t been with anyone in seventeen months is because I always inevitably compare every man against Luka, and I’m always left disappointed.


			But maybe this idea—this pretending to be together—maybe this is the solution. After a week of pretending I can get it out of my system. Get him out of my system. I can stop with the wondering and the comparing and just move on.


			After all, if something were supposed to have happened with Luka, wouldn’t it have happened already?


			The thought aches like an old bruise, one I press my thumb in from time to time just to feel the dull hurt of it. Because the truth is, there have been times when I thought he might want something different too. Sometimes after a night of drinking, I’ll catch his gaze lingering. On the curve of my shoulder or the swell of my bottom lip. His touches become freer. A hand on my hip as he swings me around the tiny dance floor. His forehead pressed against mine. Moments frozen in time throughout the years, always just for a second or two. But it has always been enough to make me feel like maybe he might want me the same way I’ve always wanted him. More than a friend.


			More than anything.


			But then I press that bruise and tell myself it’s better this way.


			Because this is the way I get to keep him.


			“I’m not sure he’s in town that week,” I respond to Layla after a lengthy retreat down memory lane, very aware it’s a thin excuse at best.


			She gives me an unimpressed look. “He lives three hours away. Plus, haven’t I seen him like twice this month already?”


			Beckett decides this is a fine time to chime in. “And didn’t you ask him to come home for the strawberry jam cook-off in April?”


			I sink further in my chair. “He loves strawberry jam.”


			Beckett heaves himself out of the tiny leather chair and wipes his palms on his thighs. He has officially removed himself from this conversation. Mentally, he’s somewhere amongst the balsams, humming a merry little tune, a fresh loaf of zucchini bread cradled gently in his hands.


			“I’m leaving,” he announces and turns on his heel. Layla hops up to join him and curls her hand around his elbow before he can get too far. She points a threatening finger in my direction.


			“Ask Luka, or I’ll ask for you.”


			I don’t even want to know what that would involve. A PowerPoint deck, probably. My total and utter humiliation, likely.


			As if on cue, my phone skitters across my desk. It gives one long, violent buzz and then comes to a standstill. I turn it over carefully and stare at my notifications, a perfect storm of anxiety pulling in my gut and creeping over my shoulders.


			

				7 messages


				Luka


				3 messages


				Charlie


				1 message


				Charlie, Brian, Elle


			


			Ah, crap. Not many people have their dad in their address book with full first and last name, but that about sums up my relationship with my father. I decide to tackle that one first.


			

				Brian: We’ll be having our Thanksgiving dinner the first weekend in November. Estelle, you may bring a pumpkin pie.


			


			I may bring a pumpkin pie. Awesome. I bet if I was the type of person to save text messages, I’d have this exact same message on this exact day at this exact time from last year. In fact, I’m not sure my father has ever sent me a text message beyond this little nugget. That explains the three text messages from Charlie, then. I delete the group chat with my dad, his wife, and my half-brother and move straight to the next.


			

				Charlie: He sure has a way with words, doesn’t he?


				Charlie: Don’t let him get to you.


				Charlie: Dare you to bring pecan.


			


			I huff a laugh and send a stupid gif—something with a dog and flames that sums up my overall feelings at being summoned like a petulant child. My dad and his family do not celebrate Thanksgiving on the first weekend of November, but it is the one I am invited to so my dad can check off his yearly holiday box. Maybe it assuages his guilt for the way he left me and my mom high and dry, or maybe Elle makes him do it. Whatever the reason, it is always a painfully awkward dinner broken up only by Charlie’s well-meaning attempts at making conversation and my dad’s sullen mumbling under his breath.


			I’m definitely bringing pecan pie.


			I pull up Luka’s messages next, the stress of the day catching up to me. I think tonight will be a boxed wine, Sleepless in Seattle, pizza in bed kind of night.


			

				Luka: How was your vendor call?


				Luka: You’re cute when you’re lying to me, by the way.


				Luka: Also, why are there three episodes of Naked and Afraid downloaded on my tv? Do I even know you anymore?


			


			I sometimes forget we share streaming services. Thank god I watched those porny Netflix movies at Layla’s place.


			

				Luka: Charlie is texting me about pecan pie.


				Luka: Dear god.


				Luka: Is Layla making pie now?


			


			I shouldn’t feel a stab of jealousy over pecan pie, but there it is, all the same. This is what Luka reduces me to.


			

				Luka: Sleepless in Seattle is on HBO again.


			


			I close my eyes and press my phone against my forehead. I tap it there twice and make a decision. I’m going to do it. I’m going to ask him. I’m going to ask him and it’s going to be fine.


			

				Stella: Can we FaceTime tonight? I need a favor.


			


			My phone rings almost immediately, a picture of Luka from five years ago stretched across the screen. It’s from when I made him try seven different pizza places in one day because I couldn’t find a sauce I liked. In the picture, he’s wearing a stupid hat that looks like a giant slice of pizza. He looks ridiculous.


			I love it.


			I let it ring a few more times and try to channel a more resilient version of myself. A version of myself that maybe doesn’t have maple syrup from this morning’s stress waffles still on her shirt.


			I can do this. I can ask Luka for this simple thing and nothing has to change.


			“Hey!”


			It’s overly perky and forced, and I’m immediately met with a ringing silence. There’s muffled shuffling, a door closing, and then a huff.


			“Can you please just tell me what’s going on?”


			I fiddle with one of the pine cone air fresheners I didn’t throw in my bottom drawer, twisting the string forward and back over my thumb. “What do you mean?”


			I’m officially a pathological liar.


			“You’ve been weird all week.”


			“I have . . . not.”


			“You’re being weird right now,” he says. He sighs again and I hear a flop like he’s just thrown his body down on his bed. I imagine the way his long legs starfish out, ankles hooked over the edge. “Come on, La La. What’s going on with you? I can’t remember the last time you asked me for a favor.”


			I frown and turn in my chair, peering out the large bay window that looks out over the trees. We’re pretty isolated all the way out here. But if you travel down the narrow dirt road that leads to our farm, you’ll find the tiny town of Inglewild. About twenty years ago, someone tried to brand Inglewild as Little Florence, likening us to the stunningly beautiful city in Italy. It was an effort, I think, to pull in more tourists passing through to D.C. or Baltimore. Unfortunately for that marketing campaign, there are exactly no similarities between Inglewild and Florence. It didn’t stick.


			“About a month and a half ago,” I tell him. “I made you bring me back three gallons of chocolate ice cream from that shop on the corner by your apartment. You had to buy a special cooler and everything.”


			His laugh rumbles over the line and it tucks itself right between my ribs. “Okay, that’s true. But you’re being weird. What’s up?”


			My stomach grumbles and I shoot a glance at the clock. There’s ramen waiting for me in my pantry. And I don’t especially want to get into this here where anyone could walk in. I’d much rather have a glass of wine in hand.


			“Could I call you back when I get home?” I stall for time, tossing the air freshener down on my desk. I have a bright red mark across my thumb from the string. Apparently, I want to draw this anxiety out some more. “I’m about to head out.”


			“Well, funny story,” he draws. “I’m actually in town visiting my mom. I can be at your place in twenty?”


			Crap.


			“Yeah, sure,” I say faintly, panicking. Leave it to Luka. I remind myself that he is my best friend, and I have done far more embarrassing things in our long relationship than ask him to be my fake boyfriend. Like the time I threw up on his welcome mat after betting someone I could consume an entire jug of mystery wine. Or the time I cut my bangs and I wore a bucket hat everywhere we went together for eighteen weeks. I swallow the nerves.


			“That sounds good.”


		


	

		

			Chapter Three


			Even though my cottage is within walking distance of my office, it still takes me forty-five minutes to extricate myself from emails, gather my things, and begin my walk home. I make a note to follow up with Hank and see if he noticed any troubles with the trees in the south pasture. Or if he noticed the family of raccoons tearing the barn apart. Or if he had trouble with the fertilizer distributor.


			And if he did, why didn’t he say anything to me?


			Because he knew this place was a money pit and he wanted to move to Costa Rica with his wife. My mind helpfully recalls the posters I had to peel off the office walls. Bright green jungles and lush waterfalls, practically bleached white from how long they had been hanging.


			I wasn’t exactly level-headed when I bought this place. Blinded by positivity, probably. Too focused on the cute little cottage that hugs the corner of the property, visions of curling up in front of the stone fireplace with a mug of tea dancing through my head. Imagining the first snow of the year, walking through rows and rows of trees. A place of my own. A place to belong—finally.


			Growing up, my mom and I were always moving, chasing the next opportunity. I had trouble finding my footing when we popped up in a new town for a waitressing job or temporary seasonal help. It wasn’t for lack of trying from my mom. She always did her best to make things special, connected. She kept us in one spot for as long as she could, painstakingly packing up our meager amount of possessions as we shuffled from place to place. Hanging the cross stitch welcome sign in the same place every time, the same dish towels dotted with embroidered lemons and limes. But I was always afraid to plant roots, wondering if it would be for nothing. If the next month I’d have to uproot and start all over again.


			A gust of wind whispers through the trees and lifts my hair, brushing at my cheeks as my boots crunch through the leaves of the mighty maples that line the edge of the property. There’s a footpath that winds its way through a small meadow and the outer edge of the pumpkin patch that links the house to the office. It’s a five-minute walk when the weather is good, but I find myself moving slower tonight, watching the way the sun dances lower in the sky, the light glancing off the leaves. Reds, oranges, and yellows dance in a kaleidoscope of color around me.


			It’s probably not a coincidence that I bought the place in October. There’s a special kind of magic on nights like this, a certain sort of nostalgia when the past intermingles with the present and flirts with the future. I can smell the wood smoke from the fire Beckett has going in his place at the base of the foothills, see the plume of smoke as it lifts from his chimney. The branches rustle above me and a few owls call out, a solemn sound as the sun dips lower. For a single, perfect moment, I feel like I’m in that picture my mom used to tape on the wall of whatever apartment we called home.


			A farm. A single red tractor. A little girl with dirt on her knees and a perfect collection of Christmas trees behind her.


			It’s been a dream since before I even had the courage to make dreams.


			A light in the distance catches my eye, a warm glow cast out over the stone of my driveway. As I move around the last tree that marks the edge of my personal property, my front door swings open and Luka steps out, resting his shoulder against the banister. He looks almost comically large on my tiny front porch in front of my tiny house with my tiny kitchen towel held between his hands. He swings it over his shoulder and crosses his socked feet at the ankles. I smile when I notice he’s wearing the socks I got for him last Christmas, the ones with the tiny sriracha bottles. His mouth hitches up in a small grin, the one that pulls his bottom lip just a bit lower on the left, the October wind tousling his endlessly messy hair. His warm brown eyes reflect the setting sun, making them look almost amber in the fading light.


			“Breaking and entering now?” I pick up my pace, getting a whiff of tomato and basil. If he’s made his grandma’s meatballs, I might never let him leave.


			“It’s not breaking and entering if you have a key,” he calls back. I laugh and his smile tips up into something beautiful. It’s a moment I want to stamp into my soul for the nights when I feel a little bit lonely and a lot bit sad. I take in a deep breath and hold onto the moment. The pinks and purples that cast his face half in shadow, the pull of his sweatshirt across his chest, his socked feet creaking the aged wood of my front porch. The magic is in the details, my mom always used to say. And these details are perfect.


			My feet find the bottom step, and he meets me halfway, two strong arms wrapping around my shoulders in a bear hug. He smells like marinara and the vanilla hand soap I keep next to my kitchen sink, and I suddenly, inexplicably, want to cry.


			“Hey, La La,” he rests his chin on top of my head, arms squeezing tight. “Long time no see.”


			I curl my arms around his back and press my hands into his shoulder blades. I breathe out slowly through my nose and rock us back and forth. “You saw me two weeks ago,” I mutter somewhere into his chest. “We sat on the couch and watched Independence Day two times in a row because you have a Jeff Goldblum fixation.”


			“Something about that flight suit, am I right?” He pulls back, but keeps his hands over my shoulders. His brown eyes search my face. This close, I can see the freckles that bridge over his nose and spread like constellations under his eyes. I bite back a sigh, and he frowns.


			“What’s going on, Stella?”


			The panic is still there. And so I delay. I pat his sides and press up on my tiptoes, trying to see over his shoulder. “Feed me first?”


			He frowns but nods, slipping his hands down my arms in a series of squeezes. He’s done this since that first day when I steamrolled right into him, a one-two-three of his hands moving down my biceps, elbows, hands. Once we’re inside, he retreats back to the kitchen and I kick off my shoes by the door, noting his boots already neatly tucked beneath the entryway table. I toss my keys on top of his in the blue ceramic dish I made as an art class project in high school, and loop my scarf on the hook next to his black denim jacket.


			And isn’t it silly, to love the way someone’s things look like next to yours? Little bits and pieces of a life lived in parallel.


			I stare at his jacket for a minute too long before he shouts from the kitchen, asking after a bottle of red I keep in the hall closet. I’d be impressed at his memory if he wasn’t the one to bring this red and hide it beneath my sweaters a few months ago.


			I shuffle into the kitchen with the wine bottle in hand, another tucked under my arm. This conversation will probably go better if I have a bit of liquid courage. He glances over his shoulder when I place them both down, a lock of his hair dropping in front of his eye, that damn dish towel with the garden gnomes tucked in his back pocket. He looks absolutely ridiculous and deliciously perfect, worn jeans and faded sweatshirt, sleeves rolled to his elbows.


			“One of those nights?”


			“One of those years,” I mutter in response, digging through my drawer for the bottle opener. Luka watches me struggle for approximately twenty-six seconds before he abandons whatever he’s stirring at the stove and crowds my space, his chest pressing into my side as he reaches over our heads. Its sudden, his body against mine, and I tip my head back to watch his face. Like this, I could bite his bicep if I wanted to, the curve of it just an inch from my nose.


			His eyes search my face, a grin curving his lips upward. “What in the world are you thinking about?”


			“Devious things.” A blush climbs my cheeks and I pinch his side. He winces but keeps patting around on top of the cabinets. “What are you doing up there?”


			He holds up a wine opener in response, and I crane my neck to look above my cabinets with a frown. “What else are you hiding up there?”


			“Whatever I don’t want your little hands on.”


			I mentally remind myself to get the step stool out later and investigate. He takes the wine bottle out of my hand, and with a series of smooth movements that honestly shouldn’t look as attractive as they do, uncorks it. He reaches over my shoulder and pours us both a glass, still with me plastered against his front. The top of my head barely reaches his shoulders and I can see the jut of his collarbones peeking out from his sweatshirt. I stare at them with laser focus.


			“Dinner will be ready in a few minutes,” he mutters, his words a warm puff against my skin.


			I blink and reach for my wine, clinging to it like a lifeline. I’ve noticed these things before, of course, but now it feels like everything about Luka is under a magnifying glass. Life in technicolor, I guess.


			“Thank you,” I look around at my kitchen like I’ve never seen it before, dazed and confused. “Do you need help with anything?”


			My voice sounds oddly formal like I should add a good sir to the end of it. Luka gives me another narrow-eyed look and just points to the table in response. I follow his direction without comment and settle in the wobbly mid-century dining chair that absolutely does not match my farmhouse table. I stare and stare at the tabletop and do my best to not freak out, but it’s hard not to when the thing I’m about to ask my best friend might make him laugh in my face, bolt out the door, or both.


			By the time Luka slides a heaping plate of spaghetti and meatballs in front of me, I’ve drained my wine glass and worked myself into an emotional bottle rocket, ready to explode.


			“Beck says the trees are looking good,” Luka slides across from me, cozying himself in the chair. “Well, besides the pasture by the south gate.”


			I don’t need the reminder. My eyes wander from my full plate of spaghetti to the cuff of his sweatshirt stretched tight around his forearm. I quickly redirect my gaze to the bottle of wine on the kitchen counter and the parmesan cheese sitting next to it. I hope that didn’t come from my fridge.


			I point at it with my fork, leg dancing under the table. “Where is that from?”


			Luka stares at me like I’m insane. “The grocery store.”


			“Cool. Cool cool.”


			“Stella,” Luka places his fork on the edge of his plate and leans forward, reaching halfway out to me like he wants to scoop my hands in his. I’m not sure that would help, honestly. He pulls back, sighs, and rubs his knuckles against his jaw. He picks up his fork. “What is going on with you?”


			“Why do you ask?”


			He arches an eyebrow. “I think you’ve moved this table halfway across the kitchen, for one.”


			“I just—I need to ask you something.”


			“Do you need a kidney?”


			“What? No.” Though an organ transplant sounds preferable right now.


			“You’re acting like you need a kidney.”


			“I need you to date me,” I blurt out. My palms are sweating, my heart is somewhere in my throat, and my stomach has completely removed itself from the conversation. Luka, for his part, doesn’t so much as flinch. He just calmly twirls his fork around and around, collecting the world’s longest spaghetti noodle.


			“Okay.” He pops his fork into his mouth.


			“It’s fake,” I practically yell at him. I don’t know why I’m talking so loud. I make a conscious effort to turn it down. “It wouldn’t—I meant to ask if you would pretend to date me. The pretend part is important.”


			He shrugs. “Sure.”


			Sure. Sure. I’m on the verge of a total mental break, but Luka says sure. I watch another elegantly cut meatball disappear behind his lips. I aggressively stab one of mine and it flies halfway down the table. I ignore it, spear another, and shove the whole thing in my mouth.


			“Cheese s’or grandschmas?”


			Luka calmly takes a sip of his wine, ignoring my deterioration into lunacy. “Pardon?”


			I swallow and gently pat the corners of my mouth with the napkin resting in my lap. I am a lady. “Is this your grandma’s recipe?”


			“It is.”


			“Do you think she’d adopt me?”


			“She’d kick me out and adopt you in a second.” Luka huffs a laugh. “We both know it. Thanks by the way, for bringing her dinner last week. She called me seventy-five times to brag about it and ask what you use in your snickerdoodles.”


			I did not make those snickerdoodles. But over my dead body am I telling that to Luka’s grandmother who makes her pasta from scratch. She once came over, saw a half-used jar of store-bought marinara in my fridge, and looked me dead in the eye as she threw it in the trash.


			I wish he wouldn’t thank me for spending time with his family. It’s not a hardship. Going to visit his grandma and his mom and sometimes his Aunt Gianna who lives two towns over is a nice distraction from the fact that my only family decides to celebrate Thanksgiving an entire three weeks early just so they don’t have to explain my existence.


			Also, his grandma is a badass, so.


			“They were Layla’s snickerdoodles, so you’d have to ask her.”


			“I’m more interested in why you need to fake date me, actually,” he pauses with another dramatic sip of wine. I stare mournfully at my empty glass. “Aren’t you dating Wyatt?”


			I stare at him. Stare and stare and stare. How is it possible for someone to be so intricately woven into my life, and yet not realize I haven’t brought Wyatt around in a short eternity?


			“Luka,” I blink at him. “We broke up over a year ago.”


			Luka is a caricature of the comically shocked. Furrowed brows, fork frozen halfway to his mouth. It would be funny if it wasn’t so shocking. “What?


			“Yeah, after last year’s harvest festival. He texted me.”


			“He—wait, he broke up with you over text?”


			Wyatt had been kind and sweet, if not a little immature. In a lot of ways, it felt like reverting back to my teenage self and dating the cute captain of the soccer team. A lot of heavy petting, a useless label, and zero emotional attachment. He texted me after last year’s festival with a simple You’re super cool, but I think we want different things. Friends? ☺


			Super cool.


			The smiley face sealed the deal for me. Anyone that continues to use punctuation to convey emotions is probably somewhere on the serial killer spectrum anyway. I had agreed and that was—well, that.


			“I told you this.”


			He stares at me. “You did not tell me this.”


			I put my fork down and lean to the left, reaching for the bottle of wine. “Luka, how on earth would I have all this time to spend with you if I were dating someone?”


			He blinks, his gaze far away like he’s mentally reliving the last year of his life. His mouth moves soundlessly, and then he picks up his wine glass, draining it in one go.


			“Okay, so not Wyatt.”


			“Not Wyatt. No.”


			“Am I your only option, then?”


			I don’t know why he sounds so upset about that. “If it makes you feel better, I asked Beckett first. He said no.” His frown deepens, that tiny little divot between his eyebrows appearing. “I was going to ask Jesse, but—”


			“You were going to ask Jesse before me? Christ, Stella.” Now it’s his turn to stab a meatball like it’s personally offended him. “You should have asked me first. Now I feel like I’m your last resort.”


			I don’t tell him that he is, in fact, my last resort. Well, besides the escort service.


			“I’m sorry, Luka.” I clasp my hands in front of me on the table, pleased when I sound only slightly sarcastic. “Did you want me to put more of an effort into asking you to be my fake boyfriend?”


			“It wouldn’t have killed you to,” he mumbles. He runs both hands through his hair, back and forth and back again, a tuft on the left side sticking straight out. It’s such a familiar gesture that it sends a pang of wistfulness straight through my chest.


			“Luka, listen.” I swallow twice, hesitant. This feels important, his reaction. If he’s agonizing already, I don’t want—


			I don’t want to ruin what Luka and I have.


			I curl my hands around my cutlery. “This was a stupid idea. If you don’t want to do this—”


			“No, that’s not it. Sorry, I’m just—” He cuts himself off by biting down on his words, brown eyes fixed on his plate. He picks his fork back up—twirls, twirls, twirls some pasta. “I keep getting off track. Why do you need a fake boyfriend?”


			It’s a redirect, but I allow it in the same way he allowed my procrastination earlier. I explain the social media contest to him, careful to leave out the parts about how much our farm desperately needs the cash prize. I focus instead on the national exposure, the influx of new customers, and hopefully an online presence we can capitalize on. By the end of it, I sound like I’m giving a presentation to the board, and given Luka’s glazed eye look, he probably agrees.


			He’s a data guy. I probably should have just shown him a bunch of numbers.


			He shakes his head slightly when I finish. “I think that’s the first time I’ve ever heard the words ingress and egress come out of your mouth.”


			“Yeah, probably.” I think for a second. “Though I feel like I probably mentioned it when I was complaining about the state fair.


			He laughs at that. He is very familiar with my thoughts on the state fair.


			We’re quiet for a moment, the sound of tree branches scratching at my windows filling the space between us. Wind whistles through the cracks around the door, and I think about starting a fire. Wine in front of the fireplace sounds excellent.


			Luka leans back in his chair and considers me. I’m content to leave him with his thoughts as I work to untangle my own.


			“You think this will help? The pretending?”


			“Yes,” I respond without hesitation, the answer rising from deep inside of me. I don’t know how I know that Luka is the key to all of this, but I do. This fake relationship, stupid and silly and cliche as it may be, it’s the spark we need. It’s the spark I need. I clear my throat. “I really do.”


			He knows me well enough to understand that there’s something I’m not telling him, but he also knows me well enough not to press. It feels like we’ve run back-to-back verbal marathons since I walked in the door, and I think we’re both okay with leaving the conversation where it is for the night.


			Luka nods, a decision made. “Then that’s what we’ll do.”


			I mirror his position and kick back in my chair, grasping for something that will ground me. Something that will make me feel like I’m not stepping into a giant mistake.


			Except nothing comes to mind.


		


	

		

			Chapter Four


			I wake up the next morning with a headache behind my eyes and a pull in my gut that’s the result of one too many gummy worms, and probably a hasty decision to force my best friend into a fake relationship. Can you have a hangover from bad decisions?


			It seems likely.


			In the light of day, the decision feels like an unnecessary mistake. A boyfriend won’t make or break my chances at this cash prize. I don’t even know if Evelyn St. James read my full application, let alone the one place in the personal statement that I said I owned and operated the farm with my boyfriend.


			Unless she did read it, my brain whispers. And you’re automatically disqualified for lying.


			I’ve done my research. As soon as I heard about the contest, I scoured Evelyn’s feed. I looked for trends in her content, the type of businesses she liked to recommend. She always has a story to tell and she loves romance. Her last three features were all love stories in their own way. The couple in Maine with their bed and breakfast. The lifelong best friends that operate historical boat cruises from their little jetty in South Carolina. The newlyweds that met on a blind date and decided to open their own winery. Maybe this time, for once, I want my story to be something different than a sad one. I dig my palms into my eyes and kick my legs out from my tangled blankets. I’m tired of being the sad one.


			I think about Beckett and Layla. The stack of bills that are getting harder and harder to pay. I think of the wrought iron gate that welcomes you to the farm, the two giant red bows I put on it last year. I remember the day I was given the keys, how the sound of the rusted chains slipping off the bars almost made me cry. I think about closing that gate and looping those chains back around the bars and almost want to cry for an entirely different reason.
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