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Chapter One

 

 

Life couldn’t get any more unfair.

It wasn’t just that she had to be at work at 5 am. It was that she had to do it on June 15
th
.

The day Anna Keller was supposed to get married.

She parked her car in one of the spaces behind the bakery, headlights still on. The sky was only beginning to see hints of light, but otherwise the world was quiet.

No, not completely quiet. Anna spotted a lamp on in one of the apartments over their row of stores. Her sister, Jillian. It had to be. She was the only one Anna knew who actually liked to be up before the sun, and did it with enough enthusiasm she barely even passed for human.

Anna shuffled through the door in her moccasins and leggings. Her cake decorating clothes.

After all, it wasn’t
her
wedding day anymore. She’d change for the ceremony later. Grudgingly.

How was she supposed to summon enthusiasm for someone else’s wedding when
everything
involving weddings made her feel like vomiting? Only six months before she was supposed to walk down the aisle, she’d discovered her fiancé was cheating on her. Not only had she felt betrayed, but she’d felt stupid for not seeing it sooner. When he was in the shower, she’d tossed his wallet and keys in a bowl of cake batter and left him.

Weddings had lost all of their appeal since then.

Pretty unfortunate considering her family ran a wedding planning company. With her mother at the helm and all her siblings running various parts of the operation, she was surrounded by wedding bliss. And damn it, she couldn’t exactly stay away from weddings when they were part of her life every single day.

Anna washed her hands at the sink, the scent of lemon surrounding her, and dabbed them on a towel before grabbing an apron. She frowned at it. It was the one her sister, Poppy, had given her as an engagement gift.

She closed her eyes and took a few calming breaths. This, too, would pass. She had to keep reminding herself of that. It was a good thing she hadn’t married Tom, but that didn’t mean his betrayal hadn’t hurt. It had been six months. But six months going to everyone’s wedding but her own made moving on next to impossible.

In fact, lately she’d been thinking she might need a fresh start. She was thirty years old and ready to settle somewhere. Preferably nowhere near her ex-fiancé.

Anna opened her eyes and glared at the apron before turning it inside out and tying it on. Whatever. She’d buy a new one later. Burn the old one if she had to. That jackass Tom had ruined what was supposed to be the best summer of her life. Not even baking consoled her lately.

She pulled her hair back loosely with a clip, cinched a bandana over the top of her head, and docked her iPod to listen to music. Pat Benetar blared through the speakers, and Anna sang along, pretending to feel empowered as she slid over a bowl.

She didn’t want the cake done too early, so she started with cookies. The wedding was a late morning ceremony followed by a luncheon reception in the barn at Beckett’s place. It was a popular location for weddings even if it did sound casual. If fact, it was where she had wanted to get married before Tom had insisted on a hotel in the city.

She gritted her teeth, rolling the fondant so flat she had to start over. “Shit.”

She turned the music up to distract herself. After another try, the fondant was the right thickness and she embossed it before cutting circles to layer on top of the cookies. Better.

Anna made up her own lyrics to the next song, putting some power into her voice. Fake it till you make it, right? Eventually the feeling of betrayal would go away. Eventually she’d feel normal again.

It was barely 6:00 when her oldest sister, Jillian, breezed in, tablet in hand and a cup of coffee in the other.

Anna stood up straighter and said, “Ready to report, drill sergeant.”

Jillian flashed a smile. “Funny.”

“It’s early. I haven’t had any coffee. My decorating hand isn’t as steady without all that caffeine.”

“That’s what this is for. I heard you pull up.” She passed the coffee over, then nestled her glasses on top of her head. “So…how are you doing?”

“Peachy.” Anna covered her irritation by taking a long swallow of coffee before filling a bag with icing.

“Liar.”

Anna glared. “I did mention I hadn’t had any caffeine, right? You sure you want to mess with the bull this early on?”

Jillian’s lips twitched, but she didn’t push it any further. “Need any help?”

Anna lifted a brow. “You? In the kitchen? I didn’t know you could be so funny this early.”

“I meant I’d see if Summer or Mom could come help. And it’s not that early for me.”

Of course it wasn’t. Jillian was just like their mother. Orderly. Precise. She was the wedding planner–the one who organized it all and kept their whole operation running. Jillian hardly ever had a hair out of place and never, ever forgot anything. She never would’ve ended up with a man like Tom.

But being an organized soul meant Jillian had also remembered what today meant to Anna. She’d come to check in on the baking, but she’d also come to check in on her. Anna had to appreciate her big sister for that even if it pissed her off at the same time.

Anna blew out a breath, searching deep for that mantra again.
This, too, would pass
.  But why the hell did it have to be so hard?

“I’m good,” she said, waving Jillian off. “I’m getting to the cake in just a minute and it won’t take long.”

Besides, she was going to be terrible company, and she knew it.

Jillian nodded and put her glasses back on. She made a few notes on her tablet. “Good. We’re on schedule. I’m going to check on Poppy.”

One of her older sisters, Poppy was appropriately named for her first love. Flowers. Her shop was on the other side of the main offices to Keller Wedding Consultants. Years back, her mom and dad had bought both stores that connected to their headquarters and they’d added onto their already thriving business.

Not only did they plan weddings, they had access to most of the necessities that came with it. Poppy ran the florist shop. Anna and her team at the bakery handled cakes and goodies for events leading up to the weddings. Her brother Eli, who was away on vacation at the moment, did photography for the events when he was here, and Summer consulted on the dresses and accessories.

Jillian was the only one organized enough to keep it all together.

Anna set out the cake, which had been baked yesterday and was ready for her to decorate. Easy and simple this time. Just buttercream frosting on three layers with raspberry filling and a topping of live roses she’d add before the reception.

“Can you remind Poppy to bring the roses for the cake?” Anna asked her sister as she prepared to leave.

Jillian poised her stylus over her tablet. “What color?”

“Isn’t it in there?” Anna peered over Jillian’s shoulder to see the tablet. “Along with the key to world peace?”

“No making fun of my tablet. Yes, it has
everything
in here.” Her lips curled. “Even your deepest, darkest secrets. So you’d better be nice.”

Anna rolled her eyes and stirred the frosting. “Red. Just red for the roses.”

Jillian made a note, and then smiled. “Perfect.”

And it would be. Perfect. Everything Anna’s wedding should have been. Especially with Jillian helping to plan it.

Everything
had
been perfect. Everything but the groom.

As Jillian walked out, Anna turned up the music and sang to cover her hurt while she frosted someone else’s wedding cake.

{} {} {}

Beckett Hansen drove the golf cart, balancing his insulated mug of coffee in one hand while he dodged dips and ruts on the back road from the main house. He enjoyed the spackle of sunlight through the tall trees and the hint of the breeze that stirred the air.

Damn, it just didn’t get any nicer. One of the reasons he never thought of leaving Park Creek. He got mountains, trees, heat in the summer, snow in the winter, and all his closest friends and family.

He’d also grown up right here on the Hansen property, with his parents and dogs and cats and pretty much any animal a young boy could want as a pet.

The rest of the property housed a large barn, the old homestead that now belonged to the county, gardens, and various other attractions his parents had set up over the years. Like the pumpkin patch open to the community every year. Or the giant treehouse that kids liked to play in during the summer. And all the goats and chickens they could feed.

Beckett slowed for some geese on the gravel road. The main house where he lived was far enough away, of course, that he had privacy. Privacy he didn’t really need. He liked being around people. Even more so since his parents had decided to buy an outrageously large motorhome and tour the United States. Permanently.

He picked up speed again after the geese were clear. At least he still had the Kellers. His family and theirs had been close ever since he’d been born. And Beckett, as an only child, spent most of his time tagging along with the five Keller kids, wishing they were his siblings.

And with Anna…wishing there was more.

Beckett parked the cart at the back of the barn, not surprised to find Jillian had already arrived. It was barely 7:00, but with the rest of the flowers to put up, the tables to set, and catering to accommodate, there wasn’t time to waste.

He walked inside the barn and found Jillian with her tablet in hand, staring at the table chart through her thin-rimmed glasses. She murmured a hello and made a few changes with her stylus.

Poppy stood on the other side of the barn where the head table sat under a high loft.

“Morning, Beckett,” she said, flashing him a smile.

She was the complete opposite of Jillian, with a flowy dress on, a flower in her hair and an easy laugh. Jillian had on a dark suit with heels that made him grimace. How did she walk in those? Anna hardly ever wore heels and she looked more comfortable. Carefree. Except the last several months since she’d broken it off with Tom.

Since then, he’d seen her less than he liked. And what he’d seen made him want to kick the shit out of Tom. He’d hurt her, and Anna had the tired circles under her eyes to prove it.

“Lost in your thoughts?” Jillian murmured from next to him without even looking up from her tablet.

He jerked his attention to her, frowning. “No.”

“She’ll be here soon.”

“The bride?”

This time Jillian did look up, and an amused smile curved her lips. “Anna.”

“I don’t–” He broke off and tugged a hand through his hair. “What are you talking about?”

“It’s pretty obvious. More roses.”

“Excuse me?”

She waved her arm toward the end of the table and said to Poppy, “Two more vases, I think. It’s not balanced.”

Poppy took more arrangements from her bin and set them on the table, twisting them and organizing the blooms inside.

“It’s pretty obvious how you feel about her.” Jillian made another note on her tablet.

Damn it. He hadn’t been as careful as he thought. Jillian probably wasn’t the only one who knew how he felt. In fact, Anna might be the only one who
didn’t
know. But she was busy getting over Tom. And before that, she was busy falling in love with Tom. Before that, it had been Lewis and some other guy who drove a Corvette.

Any chance Beckett had had at trying a relationship with Anna was always shoved to the side because of something. Sometimes a Corvette. Sometimes a cheating fiancé.

And other times because he didn’t know how in the hell to tell a woman who’d been a friend his whole life that he wanted something more.

“It’s none of your business,” Beckett said, though not with any malice. He was practically Jillian’s brother and that’s how they did things.

“Ah, Beckett, you always were good at avoiding my questions.”

“You didn’t ask a question. What do you need help with?”

Jillian turned to the tables and pointed. “These two in the middle need to go a few feet this way to leave more room for the dance floor.”

Relieved to have a task, Beckett moved the tables, taking Jillian’s direction as she had him go one way, then come back a few feet, and finally end up where she’d had the tables in the first place.

“That looks perfect,” Jillian said.

He chuckled. “If you say so. What else?”

“You should talk to her.”

Beckett rubbed a hand over his eyes. When he looked up again, Jillian was staring at him. “The bride?” he asked hopefully.

She nudged his arm. “Anna.”

He shook his head. “This is why I’m an only child.”

“So you can have an excuse to be socially awkward?”

“You’re hilarious. No, so I don’t have sisters butting in my life.”

“Your
love
life?” Poppy crooned.
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