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Chapter One

“Have you ever noticed how big Krystal Voleck’s feet are? Do you think she’s a clown?”

Gabriella Charbonnet almost knew that voice, but only almost. She turned from the Eat Cake pastry shop work counter to look into eyes every bit as blue as the crystallized pansies she had used to decorate the white chocolate and Swiss meringue buttercream cake she was working on.

Bryant Taylor had a big head, but you didn’t notice it so much because of those cobalt eyes and that choppy, chin-length hair that was at least twenty shades of blond, from French vanilla to honey caramel.

But what was he doing in Beauford? She doubted if he’d driven from Nashville for a cookie, though Eat Cake was the finest bakery in the state. Garden & Gun Magazine said so.

Bryant was a defenseman for the Nashville Sound and Gabriella’s brother’s teammate and best friend. As a goalie, Emile valued a good D-man above most things in life, and he said Bryant was one of the best in the NHL. Bryant had been on Hot Nashville’s most eligible singles list last year, probably in part because—big head, or not—he was absolutely walking physical perfection. It had been said that he was the best looking player on the team, maybe in all of professional hockey. Gabriella might have even said it herself. She particularly liked the little scar above his right eye that made it seem like the eyebrow was perpetually raised just a hair higher than the left one.

If Gabriella had a talent beyond turning sugar, butter, and flour into an edible masterpiece, it was the ability to get a date without having to do the asking. And she dated steadily but no one steady, hardly ever anyone more than twice—at least not since the pastry chef from Nashville she’d been involved with for about six months moved to New York. That had been almost two years ago.

Since then, it had been coffee with tourists, dinner with bakery supply reps, late night drinks with semi-somebody musicians—but no physical relationship. She wasn’t one for casual sex, but casual dating was easy. She smiled, they asked, and she said either yes or no. She might have worked her magic on Bryant if he were anything other than a hockey player.

She didn’t date hockey players, ever. For one thing, it would send Emile into big-brother-hell-no orbit. He didn’t ask much of her, but he did ask that, claiming that interfamily dating made for bad team dynamics.

 That wasn’t the main reason she steered clear of hockey players, though. For all that Gabriella was a people pleaser and wanted to please Emile above all others, she would not let him dictate who she dated if she didn’t agree. But she did agree—emphatically.

Gabriella’s father had been a hockey player, though not a very good one even in the dead-end minor league he’d last played for. If watching him beat the hell out of Emile on a regular basis hadn’t been enough to make Gabriella’s mind up about getting involved with a hockey player, clutching a broken arm at the top of the stairs while her mother lay dead at the bottom would have certainly sealed the deal.

Intellectually, she knew that most hockey players left the violence and aggression on the ice, but she wasn’t taking any chances. She was never going to be at the bottom of those stairs, never going to have to be the shield between her child and a fist. She unconsciously rubbed her arm.

Bryant Taylor—Swifty, his teammates called him—smiled and winked, charm oozing from every inch of his being like it was his job to make the whole universe fall at his feet. But just because she wouldn’t touch him with a ten-foot whisk didn’t mean she couldn’t enjoy the view.

And what a view.

He dropped his long-lashed eyelids at half-mast and spoke again. “And if Krystal is a clown, do you think she’s a freelance clown or actually works for a circus?”

“I have no reason to think she’s a clown.” Gabriella thought the team was a little too hard on their teammate Jan Voleck’s wife. So what if she had been a notorious puck bunny and was seven years older than Jan? If they were happy, who cared? Sometimes Gabriella thought those hell-raising, woman-chasing, beer-swilling men were worse than a bunch of Regency era Almack’s patronesses who just sat around looking for reasons to deny debutantes permission to waltz.

Bryant cocked his head to the side. “No? I wouldn’t have taken you for Alice in Wonderland, but there you are.” He gestured to her blue dress and white pinafore.

“It’s my Halloween costume.”

He looked around and let his eyes light on the jack-o’-lanterns and Halloween cupcakes and cookies in the front window. “Is today Halloween?” He didn’t look happy about it. What was that about? What was to dislike about Halloween?

“Yes. And tonight is the Beauford Harvest Festival.”

Located about forty minutes from Nashville, Beauford was a small artisan boutique town with some of the best master craftsmen in the country. People came from all over to buy handmade one-of-a-kind goods. Gabriella had been lucky to land a four-year master baker/pastry arts apprenticeship with June Champion, who owned Eat Cake. After two years of junior college, Gabriella had gone to work at Eat Cake and begun her apprenticeship a year later. Now, at twenty-five, she was due to finish her apprenticeship in the spring.

“Harvest Festival?” Bryant looked around. “Just where did you harvest all these cakes from? A Candy Land game?”

Gabriella laughed. Bryant did have a way about him. Her father had been an incredibly good-looking man, and there had been a time when Gabriella had steered clear of men with Bryant’s kind of looks, but she’d gotten past that. Too bad Bryant wasn’t an accountant or a lawyer. But if she’d learned nothing else in life, she’d learned that hockey players would always be hockey players—even when their bodies failed them. It was a mentality.

“You have your sweets mixed up. You can’t harvest pastry from a Candy Land game.”

He grinned. “Candy corn? Can you harvest that?”

“Absolutely. All you need is a candy corn picking basket and a ladder. The best candy corn grows in the tops of the trees, you know.”

“I would have thought it grew on stalks.”

“That’s regular corn. Candy corn is different.”

“Will there be any candy corn trees at this festival?

“Absolutely. You should stay around and check it out. It starts in about an hour. All the shops stay open late. Everyone serves refreshments and has candy for the trick-or-treaters. There’ll be games, and Jackson Beauford is going to perform a little later. He’s big country star and Beauford’s most famous resident. He owns Beauford Bend plantation.”

Bryant cocked his head to the side and grinned. “I know who Jackson Beauford is. You know—since I don’t live under a rock.”

“Oh, right,” Gabriella said. “I forget that all hockey players aren’t like Emile. He knows not one thing about pop culture.”

“Emile is unique for sure. Too bad I didn’t know about this festival. I would have worn my vampire suit. You can’t show up at a harvest festival without your vampire suit.” He gave her a smile that, if sold, would buy and sell Bill Gates. “I hate to miss a cornhole game. I’m good at it.”

“Not to mention all that candy corn. If not the Harvest Festival, what brings you all the way to us from Sound Town?” Sound Town was the area of downtown Nashville informally called so because of the location of the Sound practice rink and the number of players and team-connected people—including Emile—who lived there.

“No practice today. I came to watch some game film with Glaz.” Nickolai Glazov was the Sound team captain and was married to Beauford artisan quilt maker, Noel, who owned Piece by Piece. “Your brother was supposed to join us, but I gather he’s somewhere in Georgia chasing Amy.”

“Hmm.” It was true, in a sense. After a huge mess, most of it of Emile’s own making, he’d almost lost Amy. But happily, he’d called last night to report that she had accepted his engagement ring and that Amy would call her later. But Gabriella wasn’t telling. That was Emile’s news to deliver. Besides, it gave her a warm feeling that she knew what others didn’t, and she wanted to hang on to the secret a little longer. “He’s coming back tonight.”

“Coming here? Or back to Nashville?”

Good question. “I assume back to Nashville.” Though it was possible he would stop off to see her. Emile liked Halloween and would, no doubt, want to share more of his news in person.

“Is Amy coming with him?” Bryant asked.

“That remains to be seen.” That was technically the truth too. Emile had morning skate tomorrow before leaving for a road trip, so he had to hurry back, but Gabriella didn’t know if Amy would be with him or if she would spend some more time with her family.

“Maybe I can catch him at home tonight. I wanted to hear about him beating the hell out of Cameron Snow Saturday night.”

Ah, yes—the very public, televised fight Emile had had two nights ago with Amy’s former boyfriend. Cameron Snow had stolen everything she owned—including several million dollars—and abandoned her. What had made the fight especially remarkable, other than that Emile never fought, was that his opponent wasn’t a hockey player and the brawl had occurred in the tunnel after the game.

“You probably know more than I do,” she said. “I’ve talked to him once briefly since then. You were there, and didn’t you help pull Emile off him?”

Bryant nodded. “Thor, Jarrett, and me. I’ll tell you a secret.” He smiled and leaned on the counter. His teeth were very white. “We let it go on a couple of minutes longer than we had to. The son-of-a-bitch had it coming. Thor wanted to join in.”

“Figures.” Did anyone ever have a beating coming? Gabriella supposed if anyone did, it was Cameron Snow. And Snow had thrown the first blows. Emile had already been bleeding before he retaliated. But Gabriella had never liked the fighting in hockey. Bryant wasn’t in the same class with the Sound’s big, old-school enforcer, Lars “Thor” Eastrom, but he tangled with his opponents on a regular basis. Gabriella always looked away when a fight broke out.

“Can I get you something?” Gabriella gestured to the pastry case.

Bryant nodded. “I’d like an ice cream cone.”

“You’re kidding, right?”

“Why would I? Ice cream is serious business.”

“Bryant, you’ve got your sweets mixed up again. Are you aware you are in a pastry shop?”

He nodded. “Said so right there on the sign. But I figured a place with cake was bound to have ice cream.”

“No. We don’t. I’m sorry. How about an éclair? Or some tarte tatin? And this is the last day for our October limited edition cake—apple cider cinnamon. It’s really good.”

“No. I need an ice cream cone.”

She sighed. Why did she always feel like such a failure when she had to tell someone no? Even if it was out of her control?

“Then you need to go around the corner to Scoops and Sprinkles. It’s in the middle of the block on Lee Street. It’s all organic and made in-house. Of course there’s also the Dairy Barn out by the high school, and The Apothecary next to Noel’s quilt shop has a soda fountain.”

He shook his head and leaned on the counter. “You mean to tell me that in this entire emporium dedicated to decadence and tooth decay, there’s not even one small spoonful of ice cream? No pint of Ben & Jerry’s or Häagen-Dazs that you have squirreled away for your own use?”

She hesitated just long enough that he read the struggle in her eyes.

“Ah ha!” He fist pumped. “What is it? Chunky Monkey? Coffee Toffee Bar Crunch?”

“Neither. I don’t have any ice cream squirreled away for my own use. And neither does anyone else who works here.”

“There’s ice cream here. I smell it. I smell it from the look on your face.”

“There isn’t any ice cream here,” she said firmly. There was, however, the candied chestnut gelato she’d made this morning, but that was for a special order—a chocolate caramel chestnut cheesecake that was to be picked up tomorrow at noon.

He shook his head. “I don’t believe you, Gabriella.”

“Even if there were, there are no cones.” And that was the gospel truth.

He pointed to the pastry case. “What’s that?”

“Puff pastry cornucopias with pumpkin chiffon.” She brightened. “Would you like one of those?”

He grimaced. “No! I rate pumpkin slightly above stinky cheese and below liver. But you can put the ice cream in one of those cone things. I know you’ve got some in the back.”

“We don’t have ice cream.”

His eyes bored into hers—blue pansy eyes. The last light of day shone through the window, bouncing off his blond hair and creating the illusion of an aura. He looked like an angel.

“We only have a bit of gelato, intended for another use. And you wouldn’t like it. It’s chestnut flavored.”

“What’s gelato?” he asked.

Damn, damn, damn. Why did she always do this? Try so hard to please everyone that she told more than she should?

“Gelato is . . . is like ice cream. Only not. More milk than cream. And it’s churned slower . . . ”

“Is it cold? Sweet? Sign me up. That’s what I’ll have. In one of those cornucopia things.” He smiled and she was lost—and not because of his smile, his eyes, or any part of his angel looks. She was lost because she was weak and a pleaser.

She merely nodded and went to the kitchen. She should have saved herself the time and given it to him to begin with. Maybe if she only gave him a small scoop there would still be enough for the chestnut layer of the cheesecake.

Her reward was that he was pleased when she handed it over.

He reached for his wallet.

“Never mind. It’s on the house,” she said, even though Eat Cake wasn’t her house. But she wouldn’t even have known what to charge.

“Thanks, Gabriella! I owe you one.” And he left, licking his prize as he walked away. She watched him go. God had not made him choose between high cheekbones and outstanding glutes, and the world was a better place for it.

Unfortunately, June, back from setting up the refreshments at the stained glass shop, passed Bryant as she entered Eat Cake.

“Gabriella, was that my chestnut gelato going out the door?”

“Yes, but don’t worry. I’ll make some more after we close tonight.”

“Tonight? After the Harvest Festival is over? And we’ve broken down the refreshment table at Spectrum, cleaned up here, and gotten ready for the morning?”

It would be midnight, at the earliest, before she could even start the gelato. So much for her plan to finish reading Invitation From the Duke.

“Yes. I promise. I won’t leave until it’s perfect.”

June shook head. “You never do. But, Gabriella, it was perfect. What am I going to do with you?”

That was the trouble with being a pleaser. Every time you pleased one person, you disappointed another.





Chapter Two

Bryant licked his ice cream and thought about Emile’s sister. The ice cream—gelato, Gabriella had called it—was different and certainly no Blue Bell mint chocolate chip, but good. It was kind of buttery, salty, and sweet—same as Gabriella, come to think of it. At least, that’s what he suspected. He’d never been close enough to verify that and he never would.

The last time he’d gotten involved with a friend and teammate’s sister, he’d found himself like a butterfly trapped in its cocoon. It had been a good safe place for a long time. And then it wasn’t. Not that he thought of himself as a butterfly.

However, it wasn’t too much of a stretch to think of Gabriella as a butterfly—a knockout, gorgeous butterfly more suited to a magazine cover than a bakery. She was tall and graceful, with waist length blond hair and all those curls that went this way and that. A man could get lost in that hair. Not this man though.

In view of all of that, he didn’t know why he’d gone into Eat Cake. Having just come from a late lunch/early dinner with Glaz, he certainly hadn’t been hungry. But on the way back to his car, he’d caught sight of Gabriella through the window and had gone in to say hello. Hello had turned into a huge surprise. It had struck him that, though he’d spent countless hours with Gabriella over the past few years, it had always been in a group—which usually included Emile. One-on-one, she was so clever, so funny—something that either didn’t come out in a group setting or he hadn’t bothered to notice before. He supposed that was why he hadn’t been able to let the ice cream issue go. He’d been enjoying the banter too much—not to mention that he’d needed the diversion after he’d realized it was Halloween.

It was still daylight, but there were a couple of gangs of little costumed goblins, witches, and Disney characters stirring around. A little Superman caught Bryant’s eye, but he turned away quickly, as he always did when a saw a boy of a certain age—a boy who would have been the age of his son.

His phone rang. Glad for the distraction, he eagerly reached for it. Then he saw who was calling and eager morphed into dread. He would have been glad for any distraction except this one.

“Hello, Ma.” He loved his mother, even admired that she was a force of nature—when her high winds and lightning were directed at someone else. But, no doubt about it, today it was his turn.

“Bry?” She always said it like a question, as if she were calling a 1970s landline shared by 175 people.

“Yes. The one and only.” He sat down on a park bench. Might as well. This was probably going to take a while. Storms always did, though she would start out slow. “How are you?”

“Good. I went to the obstetrician with your sister this morning. Everything looks good.”

“Which sister?”

“The one who’s pregnant, Bry. Mary Catherine. Did you not hear me say obstetrician?”

“You never know. It could have been any of the other three.”

“It had better not be Michelle, for sure.” Michelle was the baby, just seventeen, and his only unmarried sister. “Though I wouldn’t be surprised to get some news from Patricia soon as far as that goes. Michael is two now—just the age Molly was when we found out you were on the way. That was just about perfect. You were barely one when I got pregnant with Luke. Anyway. Things are fine with Mary Catherine. Ryan would have gone with her, but he had the chance to double-out, and a man has to work.”

Yes, a man did. And in Bryant’s small Minnesota hometown, for most that meant the St. Sebastian Paper Mill. They all viewed a chance at a back-to-back double shift as a gift from God unless it caused them to miss a hockey game. His dad, both his brothers, and all his brothers-in-law worked there, as would—no doubt—Michelle’s eventual husband.

As would have Bryant himself had he not been able to skate a little faster, check a little harder, and shoot a little straighter than the other boys on the pond. Life in St. Sebastian wasn’t a bad one—Mass on Sunday at St. Joseph’s, school and work when required, and hockey watching, if not playing, the rest of the time for all four thousand inhabitants. St. Sebastian might have limited shopping choices, some rundown storefronts, and no Latin taught at the high school, but there was a state-of-the-art rink, and they could fill it any night of the week.

Lots of people in other small towns thought of their homes as Hockeytown, USA, and maybe they were right. But Bryant didn’t know about those other towns. He only knew about St. Sebastian and how hockey pulsed through the veins of every single member of the population, from the two-year-olds wearing their first pair of skates to the old men who still played pickup at ten o’clock on Saturday nights when the high school team, youth leagues, and juniors were done. Hell, the town was named for the patron saint of hockey.

“Anyway,” his mother went on, “I don’t know where it came from, this idea that the father is supposed to go to all the doctor’s appointments.” Couples prenatal appointments might be a nice idea, but they couldn’t always work for blue-collar workers—or hockey players. “But that’s not why I gave you a jingle.”

No kidding. He knew why she was calling.

“Mary Philomena’s birthday is in three days.” There it was.

Believe me, Ma, I am well aware of that. True, it had kind of gotten away from me until today when I realized it was Halloween.

“So we—our family and Mary Philomena’s—thought we would have a Mass said for her.”

Like that was new this year. And there was that thing with her name. She’d been Philie all her life. Now, she was Mary Philomena, whispered in reverent tones like she was some kind of especially chosen celestial handmaiden to the Holy Mother herself.

“So I was wondering about your coming home.”

“I can’t, Ma. I have a game the Sunday after Philie’s birthday. We play Ottawa.”

“I’ve known your schedule better than you since you were a mite. Don’t you know that then?” Bryant smiled at his mother’s Minnesota vernacular. He’d all but lost his own, though it sometimes popped out. She went on, “Who drove you to that rink before daybreak for practice all those years? It was always below zero, and half the time I was pregnant with your brothers and sisters.” Come on, Ma. It wasn’t always below zero. But he wouldn’t say that. That would be construed as sassing, and sassing called for a lecture—not that he wasn’t already getting one. “And sat in that cold rink so I could bring you home, feed you, and get you to school on time? Not that I minded. We knew you had promise even back then. That’s true for sure.”

That again. Other mothers played the martyr over the hours they’d spent in labor or the sleep they’d lost over colic. But not Margaret Murphy Taylor. Uh uh. It was always the early morning sojourns to before school practice. Good thing they’d only lived eight minutes from the rink, or he’d never live long enough to pay her back. That Cadillac Escalade and house expansion and remodel hadn’t begun to scratch the surface.

Maggie went on, “We don’t have to do the Mass that Sunday. You have a Sunday off the next weekend. I thought maybe you could fly directly here the night after you play St. Louis at home. Then you could go back to Nashville Sunday afternoon in plenty of time for you to fly out with the team for the Pittsburgh game on Tuesday.”

“I don’t think I can do that, Ma.” He would be physically exhausted, not to mention emotionally tortured.

“No? We could do it at Christmas since you have five days off then.”

“Is it really five days?” He couldn’t remember when they’d had more than four days at Christmas.

“You betcha.” She really did know his schedule better than he did. “But think about what I suggested. Beverly and I would really like to do it in Mary Philomena’s birthday month.”

“Then you and Philie’s mom should just go ahead and do that. In fact, why don’t you call Father Martin and plan on doing it the Sunday after her birthday? Just plan on it without me.”

“Without you? That’s impossible. We’ll just have to do it when you can come. If it’s Christmas, it’s Christmas.”

Now for the hard part. “Actually, Ma, I thought I would take a pass on Philie’s memorial Mass this year. I will pay for it, of course.”

Silence—aggressive silence. Anybody who doubted such a thing existed did not know Margaret Murphy Taylor.

But it didn’t last long; it never did. She liked to have her say too well. “I don’t understand. I can’t believe you wouldn’t want to be there for your wife’s memorial Mass.”

Wife. If he had a wife, why was he sleeping alone and coming home to a dark house every night? Why didn’t he feel married? But he never had. He’d been so young and Philie had been his wife such a short time that he hadn’t had time to get used to it.

“Ma, we have done this every birthday for five years now—and on the anniversaries of her death. Having memorial Masses isn’t going to bring her back. Philie is dead.”

“Do you think I don’t know that then? That girl was like a daughter to me. She was in and out of this house like one of my own all her life, but especially after she was fifteen and you turned up sweet on her. Even if you aren’t, I’m well aware every single day that she’s gone and that sweet, unborn baby boy with her. Your son.”

“I’m aware.” His face felt hot despite the October dusk cool that was settling in.

“I just don’t know what to say, Bry, to you or to Beverly and Alan. You know they think of you as their son. And Patrick—what will he say if you don’t come home to honor his sister?”

Maybe he would also say, “Enough. When will it ever end?” But Bryant didn’t know. Even though they’d been friends since the cradle, he and Patrick had never discussed it.

“All right, Ma. I’ll come. The Sunday after St. Louis. I’ll work it out.”

“Good. You won’t be sorry, don’t you know.”

He was already sorry. And he did know.





Chapter Three

Gabriella put the finishing touches on Eat Cake’s refreshment table and peered out the front window at the costumed children gathering on the street. She hoped they had made enough food.

In addition to the spider cupcakes, pumpkin cheesecake bars, and jack-o’-lantern-shaped apple hand pies that she had just put out for shoppers, they had made several hundred festive cellophane wrapped cookies to give out for trick-or-treat. June had also bought little orange and black bottles of bubbles, witch whistles, and pumpkin erasers to give the children.

“The table looks wonderful!” June came out of the kitchen and poured a tub of ice over bottles of water in the large black cauldron. “I hope people won’t be disappointed that we aren’t having the hot spiced cider that we had last year.”

The chestnut gelato incident had been forgotten—or at least forgotten by June. Gabriella couldn’t forget it until she’d made more.

“I think the water is a better idea. The weather is cool enough for a warm drink, but with all the activity, people will want something cold.”

“Are you going to be warm enough outside?” June asked. Eat Cake wasn’t selling anything outside, but people could register to win a free cake per month for a year, and of course there were the trick-or-treaters. Gabriella had volunteered to man the table.

“I’ll be fine. Remember, I’m North Dakotan.” And before that a Canadian, but it had been a long time since she’d felt that particular chill.

“If you get cold, let me know. Haddie or I can switch off with you—I don’t think we want Quincy giving out cookies to the children.” June, Haddie, and Quincy were to work the inside, serving food and selling cakes and pastries to those who wanted to buy.

Gabriella laughed. “True. But we wouldn’t have to worry about running out of treats, because he’d scare them all off.”

“I guess I should have specified no bloody zombie costumes.”

“If you don’t need me here, I’ll go finish up out front.” Trick-or-treating was scheduled to start in fifteen minutes, but Miss Sticky and Miss Julia were already handing out candy in front of their knitting shop, String. Like always, Miss Sticky was wearing her ham costume identical to the one Scout wore in To Kill a Mockingbird. Miss Julia was Wonder Woman.

“Go ahead,” June said. “Haddie and Quincy are putting the things for trick-or-treat in baskets. I’ll send them out when they’re finished.”

Gabriella retrieved the box of salt dough Halloween cookies from behind the counter. It had been her idea to have a gnarly, faux wooden oak Halloween tree decorated with fake cookies that were replicas of the ones she’d be giving out to the children. The salt dough cookies would last for years, and they wouldn’t have to reinvent the wheel next year.

Once outside, Gabriella straightened the candy corn tablecloth that Quincy had put in place earlier, opened the box of pens and prize registration slips, and moved the tree away from the front table edge. If someone tried to eat one of those fake cookies, Eat Cake might have to go out of business.

The street had been blocked off and a stage set up at the end where Jackson Beauford would perform. She was just finishing hanging the cookie ornaments when something—or rather someone—down the street caught her eye.

Now that was odd. Hadn’t Bryant said he was headed back to Nashville, that he’d catch Emile at home? He’d left the shop at least an hour ago, but he was sitting on a bench in front of The Café Down On The Corner. He wasn’t doing anything, just sitting there staring into space. Maybe he was waiting for someone to join him there for dinner. Probably not Nickolai. He’d be with Noel at Piece By Piece, giving out candy and autographed hockey pucks to trick-or-treaters.

Maybe Emile. Gabriella brightened at the thought. He ought to be back from Georgia soon. And hadn’t Bryant said Emile had been supposed to meet him and Nickolai to watch film? Since he’d stood them up for that, maybe he had arranged to meet Bryant here for dinner. Then she could see for herself if Amy had come back with him, and maybe get some information about their plans—if they knew themselves. But no. Now Bryant was on his feet and walking away—walking with his head down and slumped like an old man walking into strong, frigid wind—of which there was none. What was wrong with him?

“Here you go.” Quincy came out and set two baskets on the table—one with cookies, the other with the small toys. “June said to remind you not to give little children the erasers, because they might choke on them. The bubbles and whistles are okay. But I guess little kids don’t have anything to erase anyway.”

“I wish I could erase your costume,” Gabriella said. “Go be bloody inside before you scare the kids.”

“Might scare them more if you erased it.”

“Might scare me more.”

They laughed together as he turned to go. “Just knock on the window when you get low on treats.

Gabriella lit the jack-o’-lantern to signal that they were open for business.

“Baa! Trick or treat!” It was Amelia Beauford, Jackson and Emory Beauford’s two-and- a-half-year-old, dressed as an adorable wooly lamb.

“Sh. Not yet, Amelia.” Emory swung her daughter to her hip. “I told you. Five more minutes until trick-or-treat time. I need to talk to Miss Gabriella for a minute.”

Though she didn’t seem to know it, Emory Beauford, who was dressed as Little Bo Peep, was the reigning queen of Beauford and not just because she was married to town’s most famous citizen. When she needed services and goods for her party planning business, Around the Bend, Emory never went outside Beauford for caterers, limos, florists, or anything else that was available locally. When she had married Jackson, lots of the townspeople were afraid that she would close the Beauford family plantation business, which would have had a serious adverse effect on the town’s economy, but it had never missed a beat and neither had she. She could have walked down the street and gotten anything she wanted at any time, but she would not even allow her child to trick-or-treat one minute before the appointed time.

“I think you’re right on time.” Gabriella held out a cookie to Amelia. “How about a jack-o’-lantern?”

“Hold your bag open, Amelia,” Emory said. “And say thank you to Miss Gabriella.”

Amelia shook her head vigorously and her lamb ears flopped. “Thank you! But I eat it now!”

Emory took the cookie and removed the cellophane. “All right. But you get to have this before dinner only because this is a special night.” She handed the cookie to her daughter as Gabriella put some of the small toys into Amelia’s bag. “I’m a terrible mother.”

No. A terrible mother lets her husband abuse her children and allows them to eat cereal for meals because she can’t get up from bed to shop or cook. You’re doing just fine, Emory.

“You’re doing just fine, Emory.”

Emory laughed. “Some days I do better than others. But I wanted to talk to you. I’m so happy about Emile.”

Gabriella felt her eyes go wide. She had to be talking about the engagement. How in the thunder did this woman know about that? Did Jackson Beauford have some kind to pipeline to all information?

“I don’t know him well,” Emory said, “but you know we were all in Nickolai and Noel’s wedding, and then I saw him again at the baby’s christening. I have always liked him, and I was so pleased when he called today.”

Emile had called Emory Beauford? To tell her he was engaged? None of this made sense.

“I admit there are not a lot of people I would be willing to do a wedding of this size for with this kind of notice and especially with the timing, but he was so excited. And he can be charming.”

Gabriella was having trouble finding any charm in him right now.

This was as surreal as the steampunk teenagers across the street with gears and watch parts hanging all over them. Just how big was this wedding going to be? And more important, when? Emory Beauford knew more about Emile’s wedding plans than she did—apparently including the date. How could this be? Emile was her brother, her best friend, the one person on earth who had always, always put her first.

Certainly, Johanna and Paul loved them and were there for them without question, but there had been a time when Emile was all Gabriella had. And then there was that dark, brief time when she’d had no one. Johanna and Paul Lindell had become Emile’s billet parents when, at sixteen, he had gone to North Dakota to play junior hockey, leaving Gabriella in Quebec with her monster father and her beaten down mother. After Andre Charbonnet had broken Gabriella’s arm and knocked her mother down the stairs when she’d tried to intervene, the Lindells had brought Emile to Quebec for the funeral. They had taken Gabriella from the neighbor’s house where she had been staying to be with them at the hotel, and Johanna had taken her shopping for a dress for the funeral. When they’d learned she had no one, they’d taken her home with them and loved her, too.

Gabriella loved them completely and knew how incredibly lucky she’d been that they had rescued her. But there had always been Emile, and now things—big things—were happening that she didn’t know about. She had to find something to say to Emory that didn’t give away that Emile had not bothered to tell her when he was getting married.

“The timing is . . . is . . . really something, isn’t it?”

Emory set Amelia on her feet. “Hold my hand, Amelia.” She turned back to Gabriella. “I know! I asked if he was absolutely sure they wanted to get married on December 22, and he said no, that he wanted to get married today, but Amy needs some time to get everything together. Like six weeks is time enough. I had six months and that was barely enough time.”

Six weeks. December 22. Gabriella couldn’t begin to process that the wedding train—and Emile’s new life—had left the station and she wasn’t on it.

“It will be a busy time for sure,” Gabriella managed to get out. But what about Christmas? For the first time in three years, Emile had enough off days that they could spend Christmas in North Dakota. June had given Gabriella the time off, and they had been planning it since the Sound schedule came out early last summer.

But that was before Amy. Not that Gabriella didn’t like Amy. To the contrary, she adored her and they had become friends. Amy was perfect for Emile. But everything was moving too fast. No matter where she and Emile had been born, North Dakota with Paul and Johanna was home, and Gabriella had hoped Amy would go home with them for Christmas—but as Emile’s girlfriend or fiancée, not his wife. Now, it looked like no one would be going to North Dakota, because Johanna and Paul would certainly come for the wedding, which apparently was going to be at Beauford Bend Plantation.

“Of course, we don’t know what kind of cake they want, yet, or even exactly how many it will need to feed, though Emile said they want a large celebration.” Finally, something Emory didn’t know. “But I wanted to go ahead and get penciled in. Should I go inside and tell June?”

“I can take care of it,” Gabriella said. “Though there are some nice refreshments inside.”

“I’ll come back by,” Emory said. “Abby is saving us a table at The Café Down On The Corner. We’re going to feed the kids before sugar takes complete charge of the night.”

Apparently, Emory didn’t even know that her sister-in-law didn’t have to save her a table. Robin and Billy Joe Reynolds always had room for Emory Beauford.

“Mama!” Amelia cried out. “Want another cookie!”

Emory picked her up. “Not yet, baby. We’re going to see your cousins and have a grilled cheese.”

“Want to tell my daddy baa and give him a kiss.”

“Good idea. We’ll do that. After grilled cheese.” She smiled as she walked away. “Bye, Gabriella. We’ll have such fun with the wedding!”

Yeah, buddy. Fun aplenty. On some level, she knew she was overreacting. After all, he’d told her he was engaged. But now it sounded like the whole wedding was planned, and he hadn’t bothered to tell her. Why had he not wanted to share this with her, at least before the event planner? Or maybe he’d tried. She’d been so busy; it was possible he’d tried to call. She pulled her phone from her apron pocket. No. Nothing.

Fear shot through her gut—fear of being alone. She hadn’t felt that in a long time. Nonetheless, she recognized the feeling. It wasn’t rational, but there it was anyway.

“Trick or treat!” The chorus brought Gabriella back from her musing.

She gave out treats to a few dozen kids and posed for pictures with several before there was a lull. She found her bottle of water under the table, drank deeply, and commanded herself to change her attitude. So what if he’d reserved the venue?

“Gabriella!” Hélène-Louise, Gabriella’s good friend and the owner of the Gossamer Web, was hurrying down the street. Hélène-Louise had gone out with Emile a few times. She had been fond of him, but not romantically. She had recently married Bennett Watkins, whom she’d been in love with since she was eighteen.

“Hi. Where are you going in such a hurry? Aren’t you supposed to be giving out candy and selling lace?”

Hélène-Louise stopped in front of her. “Olivia and Whitney are covering for a few minutes, though I have to get back. But I had to come down here and tell you how excited I am for Emile! Isn’t it wonderful?”

“I guess you’ve been talking to Emory.”

Hélène-Louise looked puzzled. “Emory? No, I haven’t seen her. Why?”

“Nothing. I assume you’re talking about my brother’s wedding plans.”

“A Christmas wedding!” Hélène-Louise’s eyes shone. It looked like Emile was calling old girlfriends now. No wonder it was taking him so long to get to his sister. “You know Bennett and I reconciled on Christmas Eve.”

“Yes.” Hélène-Louise had been so hurt and miserable without Bennett, and Gabriella had been so happy to stand up with her at their wedding six months later. “So my brother called you?”

She nodded. “He wanted me to make Amy a veil.”

“What is he, the wedding planner? Did you tell him you can’t make a whole wedding veil in six weeks?” She’d meant for her tone to express humor she didn’t feel. No. She just sounded mad.

Hélène-Louise looked taken aback. “I did tell him that I can’t make a whole veil. But I can make enough to edge it. He was on his way back to Nashville when I talked to him. Since he’s going on the road tomorrow and won’t be back until Thursday, Amy isn’t coming back for a few days. Then she’s going to come in and we’ll talk about exactly what she wants.”

At least she knew now what Amy’s plans were. “Well, that’s nice that she’s having some input. Is he planning to make her dress himself? Grow the flowers?”

Hélène-Louise laid a hand on her arm. “What’s wrong, Gabriella? I thought you liked Amy.”

“I do. It’s just that he’s told me nothing, except that she took the ring. But he called Emory and now you.”

“He’s just making arrangements, Gabriella, and he’s not thinking. You know how he is.”

“I do. And I don’t mean to sound like I think this is about me.”

“It’s a little about you. And you don’t want feel left out.” That was it exactly. She didn’t want to feel alone. “But, honey, they won’t leave you out. You will be part of things. They both thought all was lost. Then they reconciled and they’re riding high and making plans. That’s all. They’ll calm down.”

Apparently, he’d told her the whole story. No surprise there. He told everybody everything.

“I’m sure you’re right. Thank you for letting me vent.”

“You won’t feel this way tomorrow.” Hélène-Louise looked down the street. “It looks like you’ve got a gang headed this way. And I’d better get back and help the girls. We’ll talk tomorrow. But I promise—you’ll probably be laughing about this in an hour.”

But she didn’t feel better in an hour, or two. In fact, she felt worse. In between giving out hundreds of treats and registering almost as many people for free cake, she received visits from all the people Emile had found time to call to share his news—Nickolai Glazov, Sheriff Brad Stanton, who Gabriella had dated a few times, Abby Beauford, who Emile had been interested in before she married Rafe Beauford. Then came Miss Sticky, Heath Becket, and Coach Conrad MacKenzie—none of whom Gabriella was aware even knew Emile. Apparently, he got around town quite a bit and he wanted them all to save the date. Hell, this wasn’t even the Harvest Festival anymore. It was Let’s Celebrate Emile Giroux’s Engagement Day.

Thank God it was nearly over. She was almost out of cookies and patience. All the children had full bags and sleepy eyes, and Gabriella could hear Jackson Beauford’s band tuning up.

“The candle’s nearly out in your pumpkin.” She looked up and then relaxed. It was the one person who would not know more about Emile’s future plans than she did.

Jimmy Simpson was the high school janitor and one of the most beloved people in Beauford. The story went that he had left town an eighteen-year-old golden boy and returned from Vietnam broken in ways that would never be fixed. He was wise and kind, but he was known for disrobing in public from time to time. Gabriella was glad to see that he was wearing a space suit and a cowboy hat.

“Hi, Jimpson. My candle is nearly out. I guess that means Halloween is almost over.” She handed him a Frankenstein’s monster head. “Have a cookie.”

“Did you make it?”

“I did.”

He put it in a pocket of his space suit. “Thank you. I’ll save it until tomorrow. You’re too young to know what my costume is.”

“I’m not. Maurice. You’re a space cowboy.”

He laughed. “I guess everybody knows that song, but not everyone remembers when it was new.” He touched the brim of his hat. “Rafe Beauford gave me this hat. He wore it when he won a rodeo championship.”

“It’s very fetching.”

“You’re very fetching in your Alice in Wonderland costume. I can’t wait to see you all fixed up for Emile’s wedding. I guess you’ll be a bridesmaid?”

Angels above and demons below! Now Jimpson.

But she was pretty sure she didn’t look surprised. She’d gotten over that about eight people ago. And would she be a bridesmaid? Would she even be invited?

“So you heard Emile’s news?”

He nodded and laughed. “I was over at Firefly Hall helping Christian with a few things when he called to reserve the place for the wedding.” Christian was yet another Beauford wife, married to the youngest brother, Beau. She had turned her family plantation home into a successful bed and breakfast.

“The whole inn?”

Jimpson nodded. “The whole thing—from three days before the wedding until Christmas Eve.”

“Wait.” Hadn’t Emory said the wedding was the twenty-second? “Christian always closes Firefly Hall from the twenty-third until the twenty-seventh.”

Jimpson nodded. “Usually. But her mother is coming here for Christmas this year, and Christian said why not? That it would be fun.” Not only was Emile convincing everyone to do what he wanted, he was making them like it. “When Emile found out I was there buffing the floors, he asked to speak to me and invited me to the wedding.”
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