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Advance Praise for Almost Like Being in Love

“I love Vogt’s layered and masterful romances. Almost Like Being in Love was one of those stories you don’t want to end, and I lingered over every page enjoying the intriguing characters. Highly recommended!”

—Colleen Coble, author of Mermaid Moon and the Rock Harbor series

“Almost Like Being in Love is the perfect beach read. Beth K. Vogt delivers a charming romance with a sigh-worthy happily-ever-after ending.”

—Rachel Hauck, New York Times bestselling author of The Wedding Chapel

“In Almost Like Being in Love, Beth Vogt once again introduces us to relatable, heart-tugging characters. Caron and Kade are struggling with broken dreams, with both their careers and their love lives in upheaval. I loved the thread of hope laced through this story and the reminder that sometimes the best things in life are waiting for us behind the most unexpected doors. Another keeper for your bookshelf!”

—Melissa Tagg, author of Like Never Before and One Enchanted Christmas

“Beth Vogt is an author I look to for not only a delightful story, but one that moves me and stays in my heart. Almost Like Being in Love is no exception. Moving, romantic, fun—a great way to spend the weekend!”

—Susan May Warren, RITA Award–winning author of the Christiansen Family series

“It’s always a pleasure to read a Beth K. Vogt book. Authentic characters with realistic struggles we can all identify with bring her well-written words to life in this touching story about finding love where you least expect it and finding the courage to follow your heart. Almost Like Being in Love is another winner that fans and new readers alike will thoroughly enjoy.”

—Catherine West, award-winning author of The Things We Knew

“Love is complicated. Family relationships are complicated. In Almost Like Being in Love, Beth K. Vogt explores the collision of the two with a soft touch and deft hand. Her novel sings with grace and the journey to learn who we are and how to stand on our own. And how to do that while risking all to discover who we are and a love that will sustain us. A beautiful novel that I inhaled.”

—Cara Putman, award-winning author of Shadowed by Grace and Where Treetops Glisten

“Author Beth Vogt has done it again—a story you can curl up with and crawl into. Her characters are so real, I wish we could hang out. She has a permanent place on my favorite’s shelf.”

—Edie Melson, director of Blue Ridge Mountains Christian Writers Conference

Praise for Crazy Little Thing Called Love, Book 1 of the Destination Wedding Series

“Second chances at love, storm-chasing danger, and a destination wedding? I’m in! Beth K. Vogt’s newest book, Crazy Little Thing Called Love, hits all the right notes, touching on more serious subject matter without losing any of Beth’s signature charm. This is sure to be a favorite addition to any fan’s Christian romance library.”

—Carla Laureano, RITA Award–winning author of Five Days in Skye and London Tides

“In Crazy Little Thing Called Love, Beth Vogt shows us that indeed love is crazy, in the best possible way! This story had everything I’ve come to expect from a Beth Vogt novel: high-quality writing, a deep spiritual journey, and a poignant love story. Throw in the fun of a destination wedding and you have yourself a story that is sure to touch hearts and entertain readers. I can’t wait for the next installment!”

—Katie Ganshert, award-winning author of The Art of Losing Yourself

“Curl your toes into the sand and relish the delicious warmth of Destin, Florida, in Vogt’s Crazy Little Thing Called Love. A must-read with engaging characters, rich scenery, and the high tension of a hurricane that carries us into love, forgiveness, and the joy of discovering treasures once lost.”

—Katherine Reay, author of Lizzy & Jane

“Logan Hollister is a storm chaser by profession, but he’s never been able to tame the storms in his personal life. Crazy Little Thing Called Love is an exciting, romantic adventure as Logan and his ex-wife, Vanessa, are forced to confront both a hurricane and the emotional storm that rages between them. Beth Vogt takes readers on a heart-pounding journey through both the present and the past even as her characters try to sort out their future. Second chances are a rare gift, and Beth unwraps this one perfectly.”

—Melanie Dobson, award-winning author of Shadows of Ladenbrooke Manor and Chateau of Secrets

“Beth Vogt has done it again! Her heart-tugging characters and writing make you feel like you’re right there on a sunny—and sometimes stormy!—Florida coast. I especially loved the underlying themes of mistakes and regrets turned to joy and new hope. Another winner!”

—Melissa Tagg, author of From the Start and Three Little Words

“Second-chance love at its crazy best! Beth Vogt is a master at wringing tears from the eyes and sleep from the soul in a tender love story that both heals and haunts.”

—Julie Lessman, award-winning author of the Daughters of Boston, Winds of Change, and Heart of San Francisco series

“Beth K. Vogt’s amazing ability to create complex, true-to-life characters with realistic flaws and emotions keeps me hungering for her novels before they’re even available for sale. The depth of her stories pulls me in, leaving me to ponder the spiritual truth she has woven into the plot long after I’ve finished the book. Beth’s novels are automatic buys for my keeper shelf.”

—Lisa Jordan, award-winning author of Lakeside Redemption

“Beth Vogt is a master at capturing the sometimes stormy emotions of the human heart. In Crazy Little Thing Called Love, Vogt takes the reader on Vanessa and Logan’s road back to each other—a journey that is both deeply felt and realistic. She makes us believe in the power of second chances, all the while reminding us that it’s never too late to have faith in our first love.”

—Kristy Cambron, author of The Butterfly and the Violin and A Sparrow in Terezin
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To Rachelle Gardner, whom I am thankful to call both my literary agent and my friend:

Your influence runs deep in my life and I am a better person for knowing you. Here’s to pursuing dreams together for many years to come—yours and mine both.
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A new day—another opportunity to prove herself to her boss.

Of course, Caron had complicated the whole “prove herself” challenge by working for her father.

She leaned back in the driver’s seat of her car, inhaling the faint citrus scent of Armor All lingering in her SUV. From the hubcaps to the dials of the CD player, the car gleamed. Dash and door handles wiped down with cleaner. Windows streak-free. Floors vacuumed so that not a candy wrapper or Hot Tamale lurked beneath her car seats. At this moment, she sat in the perfect car for a Realtor to transport clients to see properties.

Not that her father conducted weekly inspections of his employees’ cars. But he could inspect hers, if he wanted to.

Caron unbuckled her seat belt with a sharp metallic click. Time to get to work. It was almost six o’clock in the morning. Showing up before sunrise might earn a brief nod of acknowledgment from her father, but only if he’d been there to see her early entrance into the empty building.

She paused in the reception area long enough to place a fresh arrangement of bright purple irises and vivid blue cornflowers in the vase on the glass-topped coffee table, then switched the outdated copies of Real Simple and HGTV magazines with more current ones. She returned to her SUV to grab the bags of pillows she’d purchased over the weekend. Removing the teal and muted silver ones set along the back of the sofa, she added the circular pops of yellow, white, and royal blue. The final touch—a single spray of cornflowers added to the tall glass bottle on the receptionist’s desk.

Her father might not ever acknowledge her attention to detail, but their—his—clients appreciated the welcoming touches. And the coming summer season was the perfect time to update the look in the reception area.

Once she was in her office, the minutes disappeared into the silence, her thermos of cold sweet tea ignored on the corner of her desk as she studied the new homes on the MLS list. She e-mailed a prospective buyer, a military spouse flying in midweek to house-hunt, attaching photos of a few of the houses she had in mind for the family of five. Later today, she’d go visit some of the homes she’d marked down and begin mapping out the showings.

“You heading into the morning staff meeting?” Jackie appeared in the open doorway to Caron’s office, holding a mug of coffee emblazoned with the company logo.

Caron rested her chin on her hand, resisting the urge to rub her eyes and smudge her mascara. “Is it almost nine o’clock already?”

“Yep.” Jackie nodded toward the conference room, causing her sleek black ponytail to sway. “I think your dad—I mean the boss—brought in some sort of motivational speaker this morning. I only got a quick look, but there’s something familiar about her.”

“What? My father didn’t mention anything during Sunday’s barbecue.”

Of course, he didn’t have to tell Caron everything—or anything—just because they worked together. But there were the very rare times they talked business, sitting in his office at the back of the house until her mom came looking for them and demanded that they stop.

“Well, we won’t know what’s going on until the meeting starts.” Jackie took a step back. “And we both know the boss likes his employees to be punctual.”

Caron slipped on her floral heels, organizing the top of her desk before joining Jackie and making their way to the conference room. “Did you have a good Memorial Day weekend?”

“Spent it out on the bayou, water-skiing. What about you?”

“The traditional barbecue with my family and Alex’s family.” Caron lowered her voice as they entered the conference room, nodding to her father. “Alex didn’t get called away once on an emergency.”

“All the air conditioners on the Panhandle managed to stay functioning for a day, huh?”

Caron muffled her laugh with her hand, turning it into a cough as her father took his place at the head of the long table. It was their Monday-morning staff meeting—only on Tuesday morning, thanks to the holiday weekend. Time to focus, to be professional.

Caron used the logo-branded pen to surround the list of topics on the paper in front of her with various-sized arrows as her father worked his way through the list.

• Scheduling for Continuing Education Courses

• Agents’ New Listings

• Open House Weekly Caravan

• Office Total Production for Month/Quarter/Year

• Agents’ Production for Month/Quarter/Year

“I wanted to single out one agent in particular this morning—Caron Hollister.”

At the mention of her name, Caron dropped her pen so that it rolled across the table with a clatter of plastic against glass, her attention pulled away from her doodling.

“Congratulations on surpassing the proposed quota in sales not only for the month, but for the quarter.” A brief smile creased her father’s face. “If you keep this up, you’re likely to be in the top ten percent of sales in the country by the end of the year.”

A flush heated her neck, rising to her face—the round of applause from her colleagues mere background noise to her father’s public praise. Yes, the sales meant she’d satisfied her clients, but she’d also made her father proud, which made all the early mornings and late nights worth it.

“And now that we’ve discussed the usual business agenda—” Her father smoothed his royal-blue tie against his starched white dress shirt. “—I have an important announcement that affects the future of this company.”

As he spoke, a petite woman, who appeared no more than ten years older than Caron, entered the room and came to stand beside him. She was all polish and poise. Immaculate deep red dress that almost shouted designer-made. Mile-high heels. Airbrushed makeup. Blond hair cut into a classic bob. Bleached-white smile.

Wait . . . who was she? Caron scrolled through her brain, trying to put a name to the vaguely familiar too-perfect face.

Nothing.

A hush settled over the room as if everyone took a collective breath and held it. No exhale.

Wait for it . . . wait for it . . .

“I’d like to introduce Nancy Miller. I’m sure you’re all familiar with her reputation along the Emerald Coast as a well-respected Realtor. After some lengthy negotiations, I’m very pleased to inform you that Nancy is joining Hollister Realty . . . as my partner.”

The room remained quiet, as if people weren’t sure if a round of applause was in order. Caron gripped the fabric edge of her chair to keep from bolting to her feet. His partner? Her father didn’t share his business with anyone. Caron stared down through the clear glass table. Maybe if she let go of the edge of the chair, she’d fall through the glass like some modern-day Alice. Fall, fall, fall into some other world where things made sense.

Her father’s voice chained her to the how-can-this-be-true reality.

“As I’m sure you’re all aware, Nancy has a thriving real estate firm in Navarre. I’ve watched her for years and I respect her business prowess and all she’s accomplished in the past decade. We both realized that together we’d be a realty force to be reckoned with.”

Her father was standing there . . . praising Nancy Miller . . . announcing she would be his new partner . . . only minutes after he’d finally acknowledged Caron was successful—on her way to possibly earning national acclaim.

“This is going to mean great things for our companies. A name change, for one. We’ll become Hollister Realty Group. We’re already working on our ad campaign to announce our merger and our new name.” Her father beamed like a man announcing the birth of his firstborn. “At this time, no one needs to worry about any adjustments to our staffs.”

Around the room, the employees relaxed in their chairs, a collective exhale whispering through the air.

“As a matter of fact, we may need to hire additional employees. But that’s all to be determined. This morning, I just wanted to share that today’s a new beginning for our company.”

Applause splattered around the room.

“To celebrate, I requested champagne and cake. I’m not sure what the delay is.” Her father motioned Nancy forward. “I also wanted Nancy to say a few words and to give her the chance to tell you her vision for our future. While she does that, I’ll slip out and see what’s the holdup on the bubbly.”

As a wave of laughter flowed among the employees, Nancy worked the room like a pro, starting off with a joke about her early years as a Realtor. Caron slipped from her chair and caught up with her father in the hallway.

“What was that?” Her words were a timid verbal tap on his shoulder.

Her father didn’t slow his stride. “What was what?”

“That.” Caron motioned back toward the conference room. “That announcement.”

“Just like I said—it’s the future of this company.”

“I was at the house two days ago for lunch and you never said a word.”

“That was a family gathering. You found out today, with the rest of the employees, Caron.”

“But I’m your daughter.”

“Exactly. At home, you’re my daughter. Here, you’re my employee like everyone else.” He stopped outside the kitchen, where two of the receptionists arranged clear plastic champagne glasses and plastic plates with slices of cake on two rolling carts. “And I decided it was best you found out today.”

“How long have you been planning this?”

“Six months, maybe a little longer than that.”

Six months? For a moment, the scene in front of her blurred—the receptionists pouring streams of champagne into tiny cups seemed to fade in and out. “You didn’t think I would want to know? Didn’t realize how this would affect me?”

“My decision affects you the same way it affects any other Realtor who works for me. It’s a wise move for the business.”

Caron’s fingers worried the collar of her linen dress. “Dad, you made Nancy Miller your partner. You’ve always said that this company was yours—a family-owned business—”

“And it still is. I’ve retained majority ownership in the business.”

“But Nancy Miller isn’t family—”

“No, she’s not. She’s my partner. And I chose to expand my business by making the best decision for this company.”

Nancy Miller. Her father’s partner.

And where did that leave her?

Caron swallowed past the sharp ache slicing the back of her throat. This was not the time to give in to emotion. Her father had taught her the importance of remaining calm when negotiating. “But . . . you knew my dream was to . . . to one day . . .”

Her father stepped away from the other women, blocking them as he turned to face her. Lowered his voice, his gray eyes glacial. “Dreams don’t get handed to you. Having the Hollister name doesn’t guarantee you anything. I make business decisions based on what’s best now as well as in the future. Granted, you’ve surprised me by settling in here and proving to be a good Realtor. But Nancy Miller has years of experience that you don’t have. She’s rocketed past anyone’s expectations for her success. A good employee doesn’t question her boss’s decisions—in public or private. Given time, you’ll realize this was a wise decision.”

With that, her father addressed the receptionists, his voice smooth. Caron braced a hand against the wall. With her father’s unexpected decision to form a partnership, she’d lost her way. His “surprise” at her success erased any indication she’d made real progress. It was as if he’d removed all the signs, all the mile markers, from the road map of her life.

Her father took a few steps past her, back toward the conference room. Stopped. “Are you coming?”

Was she coming . . . where? Back to the conference room to watch everyone fawn over the woman who’d stolen her dream?

No, that wasn’t true. Nancy Miller hadn’t stolen her dream. Her father had handed Caron’s dream to her, with no thought of how it would destroy his daughter’s professional goals.

By aligning himself with Nancy Miller, her father had betrayed her. Was she going to betray herself?

Caron forced herself to stand straight, fisting her hands at her sides. How . . . why had her father done this to her? She’d poured hours into being the best Realtor she could, all the while hoping that one day she’d be her dad’s partner. How was she supposed to work under Nancy Miller?

“Dad, you’ve worked hard for what you’ve accomplished. Made the decisions you thought best.” Her body flushed hot, then cold. “It’s . . . only right I do the same.”

A nod of agreement. “Now you’re talking.”

“I don’t understand your latest decision . . . how I fit in . . .” Caron searched for the next words. The necessary words. The words that would stamp FINAL on today. “—so . . . so I think it’s best that I’m not a part of Hollister Realty Group.”

“Excuse me?”

She hesitated for only a moment, waiting until she could say what needed to be said without her voice quavering. “I quit. I’ll draw up the standard two weeks’ resignation today—”

“Don’t be rash, Caron. You’re not in high school anymore.”

High school.

With those two words, her father reduced her to a seventeen-year-old with streaks of vivid pink in her hair.

“I’m not being rash.” Caron maintained eye contact. “I’m making a wise business decision. For me.”

Now was the time for her father to tell her that she was too valuable an employee to lose. Maybe even put his arm around her shoulder in an all-too-rare display of affection. Insist they both calm down and talk this out, Hollister to Hollister.

But instead, her father nodded again, his face devoid of any emotion. “You do recall you signed a contract stating that when you leave here, any and all deals in process revert back. That your commission drops down to fifty-fifty, even if you are making a larger commission at the time. I will not make an exception for you, daughter or not.”

Of course he wouldn’t.

“Understood.”

“Fine. You’ve got until the end of the month under my name. Your MLS access shuts off in two weeks.” Her father’s words were automatic, as if he was checking off a list. “I’ll waive the two-week resignation period. And Caron, don’t be foolish enough to think there’ll be a job waiting for you here when you realize your mistake.”

“I won’t.”

“You can clean out your desk immediately.”

And that meant she’d skip the champagne and cake, too.

•  •  •

What had she done?

Caron sat at her desk, the stillness seeming to crawl up her skin. Everyone else was in the main conference room. Celebrating. Toasting her father’s brilliant business venture.

And she . . . she had just thrown away the only job she’d ever wanted. And her father hadn’t stopped her. Hadn’t done one thing to keep her as an employee, despite praising her less than an hour ago.

Why?

Caron closed her eyes, covering her face with her hands, fighting the increasing desire to burst into tears.

Not here. Not now.

Why didn’t her father insist she stay? Was she nothing more than a quarterly statistic that benefited his company? Why didn’t he at least try to discuss things with her? Why didn’t he . . . understand?

With hands that shook, she moved one of the empty computer-paper boxes from the floor to the top of her desk. Slid open the middle file drawer, the scrape of metal against metal severing the suffocating silence. Within minutes, she’d transferred her transactions in process and future-leads files to the box. Farther in the back she found the folder of thank-you notes from clients, depositing those into the box, too. Sliding the drawer closed, she opened the bottom drawer, where she kept her stationery, a backup makeup kit, a small hairbrush, and a bottle of her favorite hair spray, along with a bag of cashews and another of golden raisins.

Next—the top desk drawer.

Paper clips. Neon Post-it notes. Pens with the company logo, which her father would be changing. A pack of breath mints.

She slammed the drawer shut. She didn’t want, didn’t need, any of it.

The pen engraved with her name that her parents had given her when she’d passed her real estate license exam lay on top of the desk. Caron balanced it in the palm of her hand, tempted to leave it among the other pens in her desk drawer.

No. She was still a Realtor, albeit an unemployed one. And she didn’t have the energy to be petty. Her father likely wouldn’t even notice she’d left the pen behind.

Her desk lamp. The chargers for her iPod and iPhone and the speakers she’d brought in so she could listen to music while working. The photo calendar on the wall Vanessa had made her for Christmas, filling it with family photos and pictures from Logan and Vanessa’s wedding and photos of Caron and Alex. Of course she’d take that, and the framed photo of Alex and her, taken on her last birthday.

The two watercolors of Destin—one of pale-green-and-gold sea oats, one of a purple-and-orange-tinged sunset—wouldn’t fit in the boxes. She’d just carry them out to her car, then come back for the boxes.

On her return, she dumped her business cards in the box, so that they tumbled, helter-skelter, like oversize confetti. Tossed in her datebook. The small glass jar of bright red Hot Tamales she kept on the edge of her desk. Only a few pieces of candy remained inside. She’d meant to bring in a bag to refill it this week.

And that was that.

All that was left of her time here.

She’d have to call her clients, let them know she was no longer working for Hollister Realty. Correction. No longer working for Hollister Realty Group. She would try to find out who would be handling their closings. But she’d make those calls from home.

Caron stood in her office doorway. Did she want to wait, take the time to explain to Jackie? To say goodbye to everyone? Make the rounds of the other offices? Hug the receptionists?

No.

She needed to leave with her dignity intact. No wobbling chin, no blinking back tears.

She could always send e-mails or make phone calls later. Maybe bake brownies and drop them by in a few weeks—or better yet, have something delivered.

As she entered the building after depositing one box in her car, people had begun to return to their offices as the celebration broke up. She needed to be done. Gone, before anyone tried to engage her in conversation. She wasn’t a coward, but one confrontation was enough for this Tuesday.

•  •  •

She was no better than a thirteen-year-old, running home to her mother, expecting her to dispense just the right amount of love, listening, and momma-wisdom to make everything better.

She’d left her father’s office with no real idea of where she was going. She’d driven over the Mid-Bay Bridge, ending up at the Donut Hole, in a booth with a glass of sweet iced tea that the waitress kept refilled and a salad that ended up in a to-go box. And despite several hours at the restaurant, going over listings, trying to create a semblance of order to her life—the life she’d wrecked of her own free will—she was still lost. Now she was driving back across the bridge to her parents’ house, just wanting to be with her mom.

Not that Caron expected her mother to fix anything. She couldn’t. And most of all, she didn’t want her mother caught between her father’s red-letter day and her unemployment announcement.

But Caron still wanted to tell her mother herself what had happened—what she’d done—before her father did. She needed to be an adult. First she’d tell her mother. Then she’d tell Alex that his girlfriend was now unemployed. And then, after conquering those two hurdles, she’d start sifting through the shambles of her life tomorrow.

Caron swallowed back the sour taste that filled her mouth, pressing the palm of her hand against her stomach. Right behind the looming question “What had she done?” lurked the question “What was she going to do?” Work for another realty company? Go independent? Or maybe she’d surprise everyone and do something else. Go sell Hawaiian shaved ices in one of those little trucks along the beach in Destin.

Caron shut the front door of her parents’ house, kicking off her high heels and heading for the kitchen, the plush carpeting soft on the soles of her feet. “Mom? It’s me.”

Where would she find her mother? Caron never stopped to consider what her mom did during the day. The house was always immaculate and her mother refused to let her father get a maid service. She nurtured the mini-jungle of plants growing in the sunroom, belonged to a book club, attended a women’s prayer group. She planned dinners for her husband’s business colleagues—the consummate hostess, Dad always said.

The kitchen smelled of chocolate and vanilla and peanut butter, and a quick glance at the red KitchenAid mixer on the counter—with remnants of cookie dough in the silver bowl and a black wire rack with cookies cooling alongside it—proved that her mother had decided to bake. She couldn’t be that far away.

Sure enough, Caron found her mother sitting on the family room couch, her laptop balanced on her knees, a pair of bright fuchsia readers, embellished with gold filigree, perched on her nose.

“Hi, Mom.” Caron offered her a small wave from where she stood in the archway separating the two rooms.

“Caron!” Her mother started and then smiled. “I didn’t hear you come in, honey.”

“Sorry. I didn’t mean to surprise you. What are you doing?”

“Nothing important.” Her mother moved the laptop aside, shoving her readers on top of her head. “I’m surprised to see you in the middle of the day right after a holiday weekend. The office is usually so busy—”

“I know. Usually.”

“Do you have time for some lunch?” Her mother transitioned into the kitchen, offering Caron a quick hug that was like a soft kiss on her bruised emotions. “I have leftovers from Sunday, or I can whip up some tuna salad. It won’t take long.”

“I’m not that hungry, but some iced tea would be nice.”

“Coming right up. I’ve got it sweetened, just the way you like it.”

Unexpected tears stung Caron’s eyes, but she blinked them away. That was her mother—always taking care of her and everyone else, too.

“Listen, Mom, something happened at work today and I wanted to tell you myself . . .” Her voice wobbled like a kid’s bike with only one training wheel.

“Oh?”

Caron scooped the side of the mixing bowl with the plastic spatula, savoring the leftover cookie dough. “Did you know Dad was going to partner with Nancy Miller?”

Her mother stilled for just a moment, then resumed removing two tall glasses from a cabinet. “Yes. He’s talked about it for months.”

“Mom . . . you know he’s always said Hollister Realty is a family-owned business. His company. Why would he suddenly partner with Nancy Miller?”

“Caron, I don’t tell your father how to run his business. Yes, he discusses things with me, but in the end, he makes the decisions.” Her mother stopped talking for a moment as she filled the glasses with ice. “I do wish he’d told you before today, but he prefers to keep family and business separate as much as possible. And I respect that.”

“Well, there won’t be any problem with that now.”

Her mother carried a plastic pitcher of tea to the kitchen counter. “What do you mean?”

“I quit.”

The pitcher hit the counter with a dull thud. “Caron! Why would you do that?”

“How can you even ask that question, Mom?” Caron abandoned the mixing bowl and held the glasses steady as her mom filled them with tea. “You know my dream has always been to be more than another one of Dad’s employees. I wanted to inherit the business one day. By partnering with that woman, he’s made it very clear I don’t fit in his plans.”

“I know that’s been your dream. And I know your father’s decision is a shock.” Her mother paused, seeming to debate her words. “But Caron, have you ever asked yourself if being with Hollister Realty is the right dream for you?”

“Ever since I was a little girl, I’ve loved going with Dad when he viewed houses, prepped them for showings. I worked in his office during the summer. All I’ve ever wanted was to be a Realtor—”

“I know that—”

“I kept waiting for him to see that even though Logan didn’t want to follow in his footsteps, I did. I could.” Caron closed her eyes, resisting the urge to stomp her foot on the tile floor. “And what good did it do me? He joins forces with Nancy Miller. And now I don’t have a job.”

“Caron, if you really want to be a Realtor, I’m sure your father will understand you were upset. Go back and talk with him—”

“Haven’t you been watching me for the last four years, Mom? Or listening to anything I said? I am a Realtor.” Now Caron did stomp her foot. “And I’m not asking for my job back. Dad may think Hollister Realty Group is the future of the company, but I don’t want to be a part of it. I was working for my future—what I hoped would be my future. I made the wrong assumption. I’ll figure out something else.”

“Well then, I won’t try to talk you out of your decision.” Her mother slid her readers off her head, setting them on the counter. “You’re an intelligent woman, Caron. Your decision to quit may have been sudden, but that doesn’t mean God isn’t in it. I once heard someone say an unexpected bend in the road can lead right to God’s next blessing for us.”

God. Right. He was probably standing back and watching her tear her life apart, wondering why she hadn’t asked for his help, his direction, when she was upset. Caron sipped her tea, but the sweetness didn’t alter her attitude in any tangible way. She didn’t have the right to throw a temper tantrum and blame anything on God. Her earthly father had hurt her, not her heavenly one. But right now her emotions were as shattered as if she’d dropped her glass of iced tea on the kitchen floor.

She wanted to blame somebody for the mess her life was. Her father for not making the decisions she wanted. Nancy Miller for being an interloper.

“So, what can I make you for lunch?”

“Mom, I didn’t come here for you to fix everything. Or to fix me lunch. I just wanted you to hear about my decision from me, not from Dad.”

“Making you something to eat doesn’t mean I’m fixing anything—”

“I know. I’m sorry. I’m just not very good company right now.”

“Tell you what.” Her mother wrapped her in a loose hug and the faint scent of vanilla. “How about you go swim a few laps? That used to work when you were in high school and you were stressed out about exams or a basketball tournament.”

“Leave my troubles in the deep end of the pool, right?”

“Something like that. I’ll make lunch while I finish up these cookies. No more talking. As a matter of fact—” She consulted her slender gold watch. “—I have somewhere to be in an hour. Lunch and fresh-baked cookies will be waiting for you after your swim. So what’s it going to be?”

“I learned a long time ago to never argue with the wisdom of my mom.” Caron returned her mother’s embrace. “A few laps sound perfect. Who knows? Maybe I’ll have an appetite when I’m done.”

“Swim as long as you want. I’ll have a sandwich waiting for you in the fridge and cookies in the usual container.”

Her mother was right. She’d drag her heated emotions through the pool, eventually tempering them in the repetitive motions of kicking and arm strokes, of breathe and hold, breathe and hold. Most days after high school basketball practice she’d come home and cool down with a swim. And when the team lost? She’d endure her father’s replay of the game—what she’d done right and everything she’d done wrong—and then muffle the sound of his criticism by swimming lap after lap in the pool. Caron only stopped when her mother stood at the edge, towel in hand, and demanded she get out, dry off, shower, and come get something to eat.

Some teenage habits were worth reviving.



TWO
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Hollisters don’t quit.

Her father’s voice had chased Caron from her parents’ house, following her all the way home. He’d drilled those three words into her from an early age until they seemed an inseparable part of her DNA.

And yet, if she wiped away the steam clouding her bathroom mirror, she’d be staring at the reflection of an unemployed woman.

A quitter.

She scrubbed away at the mirror with her towel, staring into her eyes.

“You made a decision, Caron Hollister. You live with your decision.”

And now she was quoting her father to herself? Out loud?

She needed to call Alex and tell him about her ill-fated day. He would provide some much-needed consolation.

Caron towel-dried her hair, any hint of chlorine washed away, thanks to her favorite shampoo. The scent of coconut and shea butter always reminded her of lazy summer afternoons lying out on the white sands of the Destin beach when she was a teenager.

The coolness of the bathroom tile floor changed to the softness of bedroom carpeting. Her rescued-from-a-flea-market wrought-iron bed dominated the area, the off-white comforter shot through with multicolored threads of muted reds, blues, oranges, greens, and yellows—all echoed in the myriad pillows piled at the top of the bed.

She settled herself in the center of the mattress, legs crisscrossed beneath her short cotton robe. Just as she reached for her phone, it came to life with the upbeat tones of “Count on Me” by Bruno Mars.

Okay, then. She was talking to her best friend before she talked to her boyfriend.

Caron flopped back among the accent pillows. “Hey.”

Margo ignored her greeting, her voice shrill. “You quit your job?”

Caron jerked her phone away from her ear. “Stop shrieking at me.”

Margo inhaled a gulp of air. “You quit your job?”

“We’ve texted about this all day. Five I-quit-my-job texts from me to your five WHAT? reply texts.” Caron tossed the damp towel onto the floor beside her bed. “Yes. I quit my job.”

“Why?”

“It was time.”

“It was time?” A piercing note tinged Margo’s voice yet again. “Come on, Caron, this is me. Your high school best friend. Your college roommate. I know all your secrets. So unless you want me to start posting them on Facebook in the next thirty seconds, start talking.”

“Coercion? And you call yourself my best friend?”

“Whatever it takes. Stop stalling.”

“I can’t work for my father anymore. Not after what he did.”

“And what exactly did he do?”

“He brought Nancy Miller on as a partner.” Caron sat up, shoving her wet hair out of her face.

“He did not!” There was a pause on the other end of the phone. “Wait! Who is Nancy Miller?”

A half-formed laugh died in Caron’s throat. Even after moving cross-country for a job, Margo was such a faithful friend—outraged for her even when she didn’t know why.

“Nancy Miller is a top Realtor in town. She may be five years older than me—she’s probably no more than ten. She’s this prepackaged thirty-or-forty-something professional on the rise.” Caron pressed her lips closed to stop the words spewing from her mouth. “To be honest, I respect the woman. She’s worked hard to get where she is. Won a ton of awards. Today he announced they merged companies to form Hollister Realty Group.”

“Why would he do that?”

Nancy Miller has years of experience that you don’t have . . . she’s rocketed past anyone’s expectations for her success.

The echo of her father’s words interrupted her conversation with Margo. The woman was her father’s dream employee. She, on the other hand, had merely surprised him by “settling in” as a Realtor. Where did she fit in her father’s grand plan for the future?

She didn’t.

“Hey, did I lose you?”

“Sorry. I asked my father the same question. According to him, this partnership is the future of Hollister Realty.” Caron clutched a round, tasseled pillow to her chest. “But it’s not my future.”

“What are you going to do now?”

“I have no idea. I just . . . quit.”

“This is bad, Caron. Bad.”

“I know that. I’m sitting here trying to imagine not going into work tomorrow—”

“You need a break.” Margo rushed past her. “Before you make any more life-altering decisions, why don’t you come out here for a week or two?”

“What?”

“Come to Colorado. Catch your breath, get your bearings again.” Margo’s words piled on top of one another as she warmed up to her idea. “And you can help plan my wedding up close, instead of always being long-distance. It’s been a challenge, planning everything solo, since Ronny’s job transfer isn’t happening until right before the wedding. There’s a big bridal fair soon. I’m hoping to find some beautiful bridesmaid dresses for you all at these supposedly amazing prices—”

“I can’t—”

“Why not? What are you going to do? Stay in Niceville and avoid your dad?”

Margo’s question was like running into a towering defender on the basketball court. Blocked. But did it make any sense to quit her job and then run away to Colorado and play bridesmaid instead of figuring out her future?

Her phone beeped, indicating another call.

Alex.

“Margo, I’ve gotta go. Alex is calling.”

“Fine. But think about what I said, okay?”

“Sure. Fine. Love you.”

“Wait.” Margo’s voice stopped her from hanging up. “I need to mention one thing, though—”

“We’ll talk tomorrow. And I promise I’ll think about coming to visit.”

•  •  •

Three rings. No answer. Looked like he wasn’t going to catch Caron in between his two emergency work calls.

Alex exhaled, scrubbing his palm across his face, the stubble on his chin a reminder he was running well past five o’clock. He’d wait for the phone to roll over to voice mail, leave a message, and then head to the next client’s home—

“Hello?”

Caron’s voice, when he was expecting to be greeted by her voice mail message, stalled his reply for a moment.

“Alex?”

“Yeah, I’m here. I was expecting to have to leave a message. Thought you must be busy with clients.”

“No . . . no, I’m home.”

“Nice.” Alex started the van, cranking up the air-conditioning to combat the eighty-three-degree heat and one hundred percent humidity lurking outside. “Busy day?”

Caron’s voice dropped low. “I would say . . . it’s been more of an interesting day.”

“Interesting in what way?” Alex pulled a plastic sandwich bag half full of beef jerky from a crumpled brown paper bag on the passenger seat. “Did you find the perfect house for that one family—?”

“I quit my job.”

The salty chunk of meat seemed to lodge in Alex’s throat, causing him to cough and struggle to speak. “What . . . did you say?”

Caron raised her voice as if Alex were hard of hearing. “I quit my job.”

A quick gulp of lukewarm grape Gatorade helped him swallow the beef jerky. “Why would you do that?”

“My father made some changes at work that I didn’t agree with, so I quit.”

“Your father is your boss, Caron. He can do whatever he wants.”

“Nancy Miller isn’t that much older than me, but she’s earned my father’s respect so much that the same morning he compliments me in the staff meeting, in the next breath he announces that she’s his new partner.”

“Who’s Nancy Miller?”

“A hotshot Realtor in town who had her own company.”

“Well, I’m sure your father knows what he’s doing.”

“Would you stop defending my dad and listen to me?” Caron’s voice sharpened. “I’m your girlfriend. You’re supposed to take my side.”

Alex tossed the plastic bag back onto the passenger seat. It was past eight o’clock in the evening and he had one more emergency call waiting for him, thanks to another malfunctioning air conditioner. If he was lucky—and if he didn’t get caught up in an unexpected argument with Caron—he’d be home before eleven.

“I know how hard you worked for this job. I hate for you to throw it away without really thinking your actions through. I’m sure if you went and talked things over with your father—”

“There is nothing to talk over with my father. My decision was abrupt, yes, but that doesn’t mean I made the wrong decision. My father waived the customary two weeks’ notice—”

“Waived the two weeks’ notice? Caron, what did you do to upset him so badly?”

“I quit because I couldn’t stay and see my father give Nancy Miller everything I’ve always dreamed of.” A soft sniff hinted that Caron might be crying. “I may admire the woman professionally, but that doesn’t mean I’d enjoy watching her live my dream. And why are you so worried about my father? Why aren’t you defending me?”

“I’m concerned about both of you.” He searched for the right thing to say. “I apologize. I’ll try to be more understanding.”

“Thanks for that.”

Too little comfort, too late.

Alex opted to just keep asking questions. “What are you going to do now?”

“I think . . . I think I’m going to take Margo up on her offer.”

How did Caron’s best friend end up in the conversation?

“And what offer was that?”

“I talked to her right before you called. She invited me to come out to Colorado for a short visit. Catch my breath and get my bearings again.”

“Do you think that’s the best choice right now?” As soon as he asked the question, Alex knew he’d lost more ground with Caron.

“I realize you don’t understand my decisions today, but yes . . . yes, I do. I’ll only be gone a week, ten days at the most. I’ll get away. Get some perspective. And then come back here and start job-hunting.”

“You’re upset—understandably so.” Best to retreat to the understanding boyfriend stance. “Why don’t you sleep on it, and then make a final decision tomorrow morning? If you still want to visit Colorado, let me know. I’ll get you to the airport and be waiting when you get back to Florida.”

Their goodbyes were brief. An abbreviated exchange of “I love you” and a promise to talk in the morning.

Alex put the work van in gear, focusing on the task ahead of him. He had a customer and a nonworking air conditioner waiting for him. They were his main concern now. He’d talk with Caron again tomorrow morning, when the emotion of the day had worn off and she was calmer. More reasonable.



THREE
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If he was going to achieve his dreams—at least the professional ones—he needed to continue thinking like an up-and-coming Realtor, but act more like an Army Ranger. When Kade was in the military, he’d demanded more of himself. More physically. More mentally. Why should it be any different when it came to selling houses? Success wasn’t going to track him down. And he wasn’t waiting around for someone to show up and hand any career victories to him, either.

Kade paced his small office, outfitted with the essentials. A basic oak desk. A high-backed leather chair. Several coordinating dark brown cloth chairs for clients. Oak bookshelves. The requisite art pieces he’d selected because he liked the mountains and the autumn colors reflected in the lake and the perspective of the aspens zooming up against the clear blue of the Colorado sky. Mitch, who knew the quirks of his personality, allowed the quiet to stretch out between them.

“So I’ve been thinking—”

“Uh-oh.” Mitch positioned his wheelchair to face Kade.

“Hear me out.” Kade settled into the chair behind his desk, swiveling forward. “This is a good plan. One almost guaranteed to bring in more business, if the other guy goes for it.”

“The other guy? You looking to bring in another Realtor?”

“No. Webster Select Realty is doing well for now with just you and me. If this project succeeds, then we’ll probably need to talk about bringing on another Realtor.”

With two quick motions of his muscular arms, Mitch maneuvered his wheelchair closer to the desk. “Appreciate being included in the process, boss. Now tell me your plan.”

“How many times do I have to tell you to stop calling me boss? You invested in this company, too.”

“Employee. Boss.” Mitch pointed to himself, then to Kade, his grin meant to yank Kade’s chain. “Enough of this lighthearted banter. Back to telling me about your good plan.”

“Right. I have a friend in the homebuilders’ association. He told me about this new builder who’s entering this year’s Peak Tour of Homes. Already entered.” Kade leaned forward, resting his elbows on his desk, steepling his fingertips. “He’s started a small subdivision. He’s got half a dozen new homes in the plans. I’m going to approach him. Offer to pay his entry fee and provide signage—something better than that little sign on a stick you get. Then I offer to be onsite when the people start visiting the homes—”

“Ah. Put the Kade Webster charisma to work.”

Kade waved away Mitch’s statement. His plan was much more than some personal “razzle-dazzle.”

“We can both take turns greeting the visitors. See if they’re just looking at all the new homes or if they’re actually in the market to buy one.”

“I like the way you think, Kade. This is why you moved on from Hollister Realty.”

“Mitch, that’s the past. I’m focused on the future of Webster Select. Besides, your suggestion to try my luck in Colorado if I was going out on my own was a smart one.” He motioned around the room. “It’s gone well. But I’m not the only one who’s going to see this opportunity and want to take advantage of it.”

“So when are you talking to this guy?”

“His name’s Eddie Kingston and I’m talking to him tomorrow. Had to get through the holiday weekend. We’re meeting for breakfast.”

“Turn on the Webster charm—the one that sells houses and attracts the ladies—” Mitch’s smile widened with every word he spoke.

“Hey, I sell houses because I’ve worked hard and learned the business. We both do. And I’m not interested in attracting anyone right now. That’s the last thing on my mind.”

“The Hollisters really did a number on you, didn’t they?” Mitch rubbed his fingers through his dark blond hair, still cut in a military style.

“I’m focused on the future now—the future of Webster Select.” Kade shifted his position, reaching for the ballpoint pen labeled with his business information and tapping it on the desk. “So, you still feeling good about the Mudder?”

“Very smooth, changing the subject.” Mitch gave him a quick thumbs-up. “And yes, I’m looking forward to the chance to splash some muddy water in your face.”

“We’ll see who’s muddier by the end of the course.” Kade knew his grin matched his friend’s. “Lacey coming to watch?”

“Yes, and she’s declared herself the team photographer, too. She’s studying the online map and trying to figure out where she can take pictures along the way. She also said to invite you over for dinner tonight.”

“I’m in. It’s always good to see Lacey and remind you two—”

“That you introduced us to each other. Yeah, yeah.” Mitch rolled his wheelchair a few feet backward. “You’ll be best man at our wedding.”

“You plan on proposing anytime soon?”

“Did I say anything about proposing?” Mitch broke eye contact.

“Just asking. You don’t want somebody to move in on Lacey while you’re biding your time—”

“Thanks for the vote of confidence, man.” Mitch didn’t laugh at the joke. “I’d like to, but . . .”

“But what? Are you worried about Lacey not understanding what life will be like—”

“Married to a double amputee?” Mitch’s voice deepened.

“I was gonna say married to someone as ugly-stubborn as you. But okay, we’ll go with that. Surely you two have talked about the challenges.”

“Sure, we’ve tried to talk through the challenges. All the what-ifs. Lacey says the unexpected is covered in the ‘for better, for worse’ clause in the wedding vows.” Mitch fisted his hands in his lap. “I’m a little more practical. We can’t live in her apartment. I can’t live in her apartment. What am I supposed to do, ask Lacey to come live with me and my brother, Tony, after we’re married? You and the other guys were great, putting the ramp out in front of my brother’s house. And retrofitting the shower for me. Even if I opted to buy the house from him, day-to-day living there is . . . well, it’s cramped and challenging. We’d have to do a bunch of construction on the house to really make it work for us long-term.”

“So you take out a loan. Do what you need to do. Lots of married couples do that.”

“Yeah, well, there’s no use pretending Lacey and I’ll be a normal married couple.” Mitch’s gaze didn’t waver. “But I’m still committed to living as normal a life as possible, Kade. And I want to be able to provide a decent house for me and my wife.”

“I understand.”

“I keep hoping I can find a bigger house to buy. Something that will work now and in the future . . . if . . . when we have children.”

“Have you talked to Lacey about it?”

“No. I want to do this myself. I’ve had to get used to adapting or asking for help for a lot of things. Buying a house—that I want to do on my own.”

“Come on, Mitch. Did you forget I’m a Realtor, too?” Kade waved his hands up and down in front of himself. “Hello? Finding people the right house is what I do for a living.”

“If I can’t find anything, what makes you think you can?”

“Thanks for that, buddy.”

“Besides, I want to keep this quiet. I don’t want to get Lacey’s hopes up.”

“I can be discreet. Tell me your price range, some specifics, what location you’d like to settle in, and I’ll see what I can find. Between the two of us, we’ll find the perfect house. Something that won’t require too many changes.”

“We keep this between you and me, right?”

“Absolutely. Part Realtor, part secret keeper. And I like surprises as much as the next guy. When we find the house, we’ll put a big red bow on the front door with a tag that says ‘For Lacey. Love, Mitch.’ ”

His comment earned a laugh from Mitch. “I’m going to hold you to that.”

“We’ll make it happen.” Kade pressed his hand against his chest, right where his heart was. “We’ve had each other’s backs for a long time, Mitch. That doesn’t stop just because we got out of the military. We’ll find your house. I promise. And praying about it—that’s going to help, too.”

“I needed that reminder.”

“How about we pray about finding the right house now. And then we’ll plan on praying together at the start of each work day, so long as we’re both in the office.”

“Sounds good.”

The prayer was direct. Brief. But it—and the agreement to work together—reminded Kade that he wasn’t the only one with goals.

“Now, what time’s dinner?”

Mitch checked his watch. “Not for another hour. Why?”

Kade powered up his computer. “Get over here. Let’s browse houses a bit before we head over.”

•  •  •

There were other Realtors vying for Eddie Kingston’s favor, but Kade expected to be the one who won.

A four-year stint as an Army Ranger had taught him many things about survival. One of them was: Know your chances for success. No matter what they are—succeed at any cost.

He’d heard through the grapevine that breakfast was Kingston’s favorite meal of the day, so he’d scratched the idea for a lunch meeting. He’d arrived early at Over Easy, setting his sights on one of the few booths in the restaurant. Before Eddie arrived, he’d tipped the waitress, who’d introduced herself as Felicia, to ensure good service and no need to rush. But all of that was merely the backdrop for today’s meeting. Now he had to convince the other man to do business with him—and no one else.

Kade had prepared almost two hours of conversation. Well-thought-out, guided questions aimed to put Kingston at ease. What Mitch called charisma required planning and forethought. Kade was disciplined—had the ability to do the needed work, no matter what it took. His years as a Realtor had honed his natural ability to read people. And despite how things had ended with Russell Hollister, Kade was thankful the man had taught him the importance of taking the time to know his clients. Anticipating their needs.

Once Eddie arrived at nine, it was all about being relaxed. Focusing on the man across the table and keeping the agenda hidden. Like most people, Eddie enjoyed talking about himself. He liked to think Kade was interested in him as a person, not just as a project. Eddie loved his wife and two preteen girls, and owned an extensive collection of Marvel comics. Over breakfast, they talked football, found out they’d both served in the military—Eddie in the air force—and they both liked water-skiing.

They ate huevos rancheros, sharing sides of buttermilk biscuits and sage gravy, and bacon. Kade moved the conversation from personal to professional, first asking about Eddie’s work history and his business philosophy—both of which he already knew, thanks to his research—and then finally outlining how he wanted to partner with him.

“Eddie, I realize you’re talking with other Realtors. I’ll admit I’m not the biggest company in town. But no one will work harder for you during the Tour of Homes than I will.” Flashing a smile and taking the time to thank Felicia, Kade motioned for her to refill their coffee cups. “I’m prepared to cover the entire amount of your entry fee and purchase better signage outside your home on the tour. And if you want, I’m connected with a great home stager. We can work with you to decorate the house.”
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