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Chapter 1

No . . . no . . . For the love of . . . NO.

Harper Wilson groaned as her Mercedes shuddered
to a halt. Unbelievable. She banged the heels of her hands 
on the steering wheel, then twisted the key in the ignition. 
Nothing. Three more turns. Yep, her baby was dead.

She grabbed her phone, stepped out of the car, and 
slammed the door shut, grimacing against the blast of 
muggy midday heat. But that was nothing compared to her 
rising panic. In fifteen minutes she was supposed to show a 
potential client a seven- acre plot of land nearly three miles 
down this dusty road. In just a few hours she needed to be 
at Amazing Grace Church for Anita and Tanner’s wedding. 
She was a bridesmaid— again— for one of her BFFs, and nor-
mally she would already be at the church helping out with 
whatever needed to be done. But Olivia, Anita’s perfection-
istic maid of honor, had things under control for the bridal 
party. Since Anita’s mother was controlling everything else, 
Harper had decided she could sneak in this showing.
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She looked at her cell. Zero bars. “Great. Just great,” 
she muttered, holding the cell away from her, then up in 
the air. After turning around in a circle, she finally saw a 
bar appear in the upper corner of the screen, but only if she 
held the cell above her head while she stood on one foot, her 
narrow four- inch heel sinking into the soft ground of the dirt 
road. Quickly she searched for the familiar number, then hit 
it with her thumb.

“Hiya, Harper.” Rusty Jenkins’s low, affable drawl came 
through the speaker.

“Thank God you answered,” she said, not daring to 
move and lose the precious service bar.

“Did ya break down again?”
She sighed. “Of course I did.”
“Dang it. All right, I’ll come get ya and tow ya back to 

the garage. I’m sure sorry about this, Harper. I thought I’d 
fixed her up for good this time.”

“It’s okay, Rusty.” She gave him her location, then hung 
up and tried to call her client, only to lose her balance and 
drop the phone onto the dry dirt. “No!” She grabbed it and 
searched for service. Nothing. Held the phone above her 
head and stood on one foot again. Zip. Now beads of sweat 
were running down the side of her face.

Yuck. The only time perspiration was permissible was 
when she was working out or playing for the church softball 
team. But dripping sweat while standing next to her stupid 
car? Ridiculous.

She opened the door and sat on the driver- side seat, the 
hem of her peach- tinted silk sheath dress rising above her 
knees. Bad idea. The cream- colored leather interior was 
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stifling. She grabbed her Louboutin Paloma bag— a luxury 
purchase to celebrate her first real- estate sale seven years 
ago— and exited the car. She fished for her makeup bag 
inside the purse, then pulled it out, quickly unzipped it, and 
found the small rectangular mirror inside. One look at her 
reflection had her cringing. Her perfect coiffure, meticulous 
makeup, and optimistic disposition were all wilting under 
the scorching sun.

Who gets married in August anyway? Anita and Tanner, 
that’s who. And while Harper was just as happy for the 
two of them as she’d been last summer when her friends 
Riley and Hayden had gotten married, summer weddings in 
Arkansas were peak insanity.

As she waited for Rusty to pick her up, she dabbed at her 
face with a tissue and scrolled through the emails already 
downloaded on her phone. Six messages from prospective 
buyers surfing property websites on the internet. Good, 

good. For the past six months the local real estate had taken 
a downturn, which was one of the reasons she didn’t want 
to cancel today’s showing. Thankfully her business was still 
in the black, and she wanted to keep it that way.

She then scanned the email reminder of the final com-
mittee meeting for the ALS Foundation gala and auction 
happening in Hot Springs the last Saturday in October. 
Oops. She’d already missed the last few meetings due to 
work. This was her third year volunteering for the gala, 
although she’d attended them for the past five years— once 
with Anita’s brother, Kingston. She made a mental note not 
to schedule anything for that evening.

The rest of the emails weren’t urgent, and she decided to 

9780785238171_SoldOnLove.indd   39780785238171_SoldOnLove.indd   3 2/1/22   5:28 PM2/1/22   5:28 PM



Kathleen Fuller

4

wait to answer them until after the wedding reception was 
over. She glanced at the time on her phone. If Rusty arrived 
in five minutes or less, she’d still have time to meet the client 
and not be late for the wedding. Please, Rusty. Hurry.

As if on cue, his huge tow truck appeared in the distance, 
clouds of dirt flying behind it. She tossed her phone into the 
Paloma and hurried to the middle of the road to flag him 
down. When he halted a few yards away, she met him on 
the passenger side. “Perfect timing,” she said after he rolled 
down the window. She poked her head through the opening. 
“Can you do me another favor?”

His easy- going grin reappeared. “Sure.”
“I’m meeting two clients farther up the road. Could you 

take me there?”
“After I hook up your car?”
“No, before.”
Confusion entered his eyes. “All right,” he drawled. 

“Climb on in.”
Relieved, she opened the door, barely noticing the light- 

blue towel draped over the seat. She sat down and pointed 
straight ahead. “They should be there already.”

Rusty put the truck in gear and drove for a few minutes 
until they saw a dark- gray sedan parked on the side of the 
road. Only then did she realize she’d left her phone and purse 
in her car. She pulled down the visor and checked her face. 
The air- conditioning in the truck had helped her cool off 
a bit, but she still shone with perspiration. “I look awful.”

She felt a tap on her shoulder. When she looked down, 
she saw Rusty’s huge hand holding out a clean white paper 

9780785238171_SoldOnLove.indd   49780785238171_SoldOnLove.indd   4 2/1/22   5:28 PM2/1/22   5:28 PM



Sold on Love

5

towel. “Thanks,” she said, then dabbed her damp skin a few 
times before opening the door. “Wish me luck.”

“But Harper— ”
She shut the door, pasted a smile on her face, and walked 

to the middle- aged couple standing by the sedan. The smartly 
dressed woman fanned her face with what looked like a bro-
chure as the man wiped his brow with the back of his hand.

“Hello,” she said when she reached them, extending her 
hand. “Harper Wilson. Goodness, it’s a hot one today, isn’t 
it?”

Both of them looked her up and down, the man with 
more interest than the woman, who quickly gave him an 
elbow to the ribs. Then the woman glanced at Rusty’s truck 
behind her. “Is something wrong with your car?” she asked.

“Nothing major.” I hope. The last thing she needed 
was a huge repair bill. “Now, let’s talk about this jewel of 
a property. Isn’t it an absolutely perfect place to build your 
retirement dream home?”

J

Rusty sat in the cab of his truck, cool air blasting through 
the AC vents and muted classic rock playing through the 
scratchy radio speakers. He’d set the volume on low, but he 
could still hear the Eagles singing “Desperado” as Harper 
led the couple to the field on the opposite side of the road, 
the grass dry and brown from the hot sun.

He was surprised she hadn’t wanted him to hook up 
her Mercedes to the tow lift right away. Anita and Tanner’s 
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wedding started in less than two hours, and they had invited 
him. He glanced down at his navy- blue dress pants. When 
Harper called, he’d been halfway done putting on his fancy 
clothes. But an emergency was an emergency, and this 
wouldn’t be the first time he’d had to stop what he was doing 
to tow someone. He’d thrown on his work shirt, jumped in 
the truck, and come here. Hopefully whatever Harper was 
doing wouldn’t take long. He didn’t like being late.

Rusty glanced at her again. Judging by her sleek, form- 
fitting dress, her high- heeled gold shoes, and her blond hair 
piled high on her head, he assumed she was going to the 
wedding too. He reckoned she might be in the wedding party 
since she and Anita were good friends. Or maybe it was 
just another day for Harper Wilson. She was always fancy 
dressed.

“Desperado” faded into Journey’s “Faithfully,” and he 
leaned back against the seat. He’d gotten to know Harper 
somewhat over the past year since her Mercedes had started 
giving her— and him— fits. Although he’d been working on 
cars and trucks in some capacity since he was a kid, his 
grandfather, Russell Jenkins Sr.— “Senior” to everyone who 
knew him— the first owner of Rusty’s Garage, had rarely 
tackled foreign automobiles. But Rusty liked a challenge, 
and he wasn’t about to let the Merc get the best of him. 
Besides, it cost a pretty penny to tow the car to the nearest 
Mercedes dealer in Little Rock, and he liked to save his cus-
tomers an extra expense if he could.

He continued to watch Harper and the couple as they 
talked. The sun beat down through his driver- side window, 
and the outside- temp gauge on his dash read ninety- five 

9780785238171_SoldOnLove.indd   69780785238171_SoldOnLove.indd   6 2/1/22   5:28 PM2/1/22   5:28 PM



Sold on Love

7

degrees. With the humidity it felt hotter than that. But 
Harper looked as cool as a fall day, seemingly unaffected by 
the heat. A few minutes ago had been the first time he’d see 
her flustered, or even sweat. She was gorgeous and elegant, 
he had to admit. Miles out of his league. Or she would be if 
he was interested in her that way.

He wasn’t dumb, though, and he knew better than to 
even open his mind to the idea. Harper was sheer class. Rusty 
was a grease monkey who lived for working on cars. They 
existed in two different universes that only collided because 
her Merc was probably a lemon— although he wasn’t going 
to tell her that. Not until he tried everything he could to fix 
it.

As the minutes continued to pass, he grew a little con-
cerned. He considered exiting the truck and insisting she and 
her clients quit their discussion before they ended up with 
heatstroke.

Finally, the couple got into their car, and Harper hurried 
to his truck. How she walked so quickly in those heels he’d 
never know, but she had a wide smile on her face when she 
opened the passenger door.

“Yes!” she said, pumping her fist before she sat down on 
the towel he’d laid out for her. His tow truck was old but in 
good condition, and he tried to keep it as clean as possible. 
But there were a few coffee spots on the seat, and he hadn’t 
wanted her to sit on stained upholstery.

“Good news?” he asked as he waited for the sedan to 
turn around and pass.

“Absolutely.” Her cheeks and the tops of her shoulders 
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were bright red. “They’re ready to sign the contract on 
Monday!”

“Congratulations.” The gray sedan passed by, and 
Harper waved.

“Lord knows I needed this sale.” She leaned against the 
back of the seat and closed her eyes.

He didn’t have a clue about real estate, but he did know 
how to run a business. From her comment, it sounded like 
she might be in a lean time. Fortunately, lean times were few 
and far between for his garage.

Rusty turned the truck around and headed for her car. 
When they reached the Mercedes, he hopped out and went to 
work hooking it up while Harper retrieved her bag from the 
driver’s seat. She waited in the tow truck’s air- conditioned 
cab until he finished.

A few minutes later, sweat poured down his back and 
over his face as he hooked up the last chain. Today was a 
scorcher. He jumped inside the cab. “Mind if I turn this up?” 
He pointed to the air conditioner.

“Please do.”
He turned the knob to full blast and let the cold air hit 

him. Ahhh.

“Here.” Harper held out the roll of paper towels for him. 
He grabbed it, tore one off, and wiped his face. “Thanks.”

But her attention was focused on her phone screen. He 
put his truck in gear and took off. “Want me to drop you off 
at the church?” he asked.

“Hm, what?”
“The weddin’s startin’ in about an hour.”
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She stopped typing, then gasped. “I didn’t realize the 
time! I’m going to be late!”

“I’ll take that as a yes.” He accelerated as fast as he 
safely could and headed for Amazing Grace Church while 
Harper yanked a mirror and a glittery bag out of that huge 
purse of hers.

“The Lattes are going to kill me for this,” she muttered.
He glanced at her. “The who?”
“Lattes. It’s the temporary name of our little group of 

friends. Me, Anita, Riley, and Olivia.” She pulled out a 
small, red- tipped wand of lipstick and smoothed it over her 
lips. “If I’m late, Olivia will never let me forget it.”

“She seems like a nice gal. I reckon she won’t be that 
hard on you.”

“There’s a drill sergeant underneath that innocent librar-
ian veneer, trust me.”

He hadn’t spent enough time in the library to know any-
thing about Olivia other than she was in charge in some 
capacity. “We’ll be there soon,” he assured her. “You won’t 
be late.” Not that late, anyway.

“First you show up in record time to tow my car, then 
you stay while I conduct business, and now you’re making 
sure I get to Anita’s wedding on time.” She turned, her ruby- 
red lips forming a brilliant smile. “How you haven’t been 
snatched up by some girl yet is a mystery to me.”

“Aww, I ain’t all that.” Truth be told, his single status 
was a mystery to him too. He didn’t want to be single. More 
than once he’d put himself out into the dating scene only to 
have his heart stomped on like a wood floor in a country 
bar each and every time. After his last date, he’d given up 
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on women entirely. “I could say the same for you,” he said, 
turning into the Amazing Grace parking lot.

“No time for romance. Or much of anything else.”
Before he could wonder what she meant by that, they 

were at the church. As soon as he pulled up in front of the 
building, she opened the door and hopped out, dragging her 
big bag with her. “Thanks again.”

“No prob— ”
The door slammed shut.
“— lem.” He watched her rush inside, more of a habit 

his grandmother had drilled into him when he was growing 
up than paying attention to how good she looked in that 
dress. Well, yeah, he was noticing that too. He wasn’t blind. 
Harper Wilson was something else. Gorgeous, smart, and 
obviously cared about her business. He just hoped she didn’t 
overwork herself. It was never a good idea to wear yourself 
out.

He towed her Merc to his garage, unattached it in a 
parking space near one of his two work bays, parked the 
tow truck in its spot, then jumped into his pickup truck and 
headed home. It was too late for him to attend the ceremony, 
but he could make it to the reception.

A short while later he whipped his truck into his drive-
way, ran into the house, and took a quick shower, making 
sure he got all the grease he could from underneath his nails. 
Then he wrapped a towel around his waist, went to his room, 
and looked for a shirt to go with his pants. What shirt went 
with navy blue? He looked at the four shirts that didn’t say 
Rusty’s Garage on them. One was white with long sleeves, 
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the other three short- sleeved plaid. Too hot for long sleeves. 
That narrowed the choices down a little.

Senior’s ring tone, a country song from the sixties, trilled 
from his phone as he pulled the green- and- white plaid one 
off the hanger. “Hey, Senior,” he said, putting the phone on 
speaker mode and setting it on his bed. “What’s up?”

“Not a dang thing,” his grandfather said. “Other than 
chasing after your niece and nephews.”

Rusty grinned as he slipped on the shirt. “I reckon it’s 
the other way around.” His sister Amber had four children 
under eight years old. But his grandfather still had some kick 
left in him.

Senior laughed. “And you would be right.”
“I hate to cut this short, but I have a weddin’ to get to.”
“Anyone I know?”
“Tanner and Anita.”
“Oh, that’s right. Them two were just gettin’ together 

when I moved to Amber’s. You takin’ anyone special with 
you?”

Rusty finished fastening the last button and started tuck-
ing his shirttail into the pants. “Just me, myself, and I.”

“Well, shoot. I was hopin’ maybe you’d found a young 
lady you were sweet on.”

“Nope.” Not in the plan. “Are we still on for next week?”
“Yep. Can’t wait to get back to Maple Falls for a spell. 

Don’t get me wrong. I enjoy livin’ in Little Rock. Found a 
good church to attend, and it gives me time to spend with my 
granddaughter and grandbabies. Austin’s a fine sort too.”

“He sure is.” His sister had hit the jackpot when she 
married him. Not any husband would agree to have his 
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wife’s grandfather move in with them, but he’d been just as 
enthusiastic as Amber when she proposed the idea to Senior. 
Rusty also approved, even though he missed his grandfather 
at the shop and at the home they’d shared together. The only 
person who took convincing was Senior— a lot of convinc-
ing. But now that he was settled, he seemed content.

Except when it came to driving. Rusty steeled himself for 
what Senior was going to say next.

“Don’t worry about pickin’ me up,” his grandfather 
said. Rusty mouthed his next words along with him: “I don’t 
wanna be no bother.”

“You’re not a bother.” Rusty’s pants slid to his hips. It 
had been a while since he’d worn them. Riley’s wedding last 
year, now that he thought about it, and he’d lost some weight 
since then. He grabbed his belt and threaded it through the 
loops.

“I can still drive, you know.”
He buckled the belt on the last notch. The pants were 

still a little loose, but now he didn’t have to worry about his 
trousers dropping to the floor. “We’ve been through this.” 
Thousands of times. “You don’t see well enough to drive.”

“I see fine,” Senior grumped. “What does that doctor 
know anyway?”

“He’s one of the top ophthalmologists in the state. So 
when he says you can’t see well enough to drive because of 
macular degeneration, you need to listen to him. He knows 
his stuff.”

“Hmmph. You and Amber are stubborn, you know 
that?”

Rusty grinned. “Can’t imagine where we got that from.”
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“Fine. I’ll let you pick me up next week,” Senior said. 
“I’ll also let you get goin’.” His tone brightened. “Who 
knows, maybe you’ll find that special lady you can’t live 
without at the weddin’.”

“Yeah, right,” Rusty muttered.
“What’s that?”
“See ya next week.” He hung up the phone before 

Senior had a chance to make any more comments on his 
love life— or, more accurately, lack of one.

He went into the bathroom and looked in the mirror. 
Tie or no tie? He decided against one. No need to have a 
cloth noose around his neck in ninety- plus- degree weather, 
especially when he couldn’t really knot one anyway. Besides, 
who would he impress? He knew everyone in town and had 
worked on most of their cars at one time or another. Senior 
had started him in the garage at age eight, and by the time 
he was twelve he’d been able to take apart and put back 
together an engine faster than Senior could.

He grabbed a comb and tried to force his wiry, wavy 
red hair into a decent style as he thought about Riley and 
Hayden’s wedding again. He’d danced with Anita at the 
reception. Tried to, at least. He could fix a car in his sleep— 
except for Harper’s Mercedes, apparently— but he had two 
left feet when it came to dancing. Fortunately, Tanner had 
cut in before Rusty broke one of Anita’s toes . . . and the rest 
was history. Now the two of them were getting married, and 
he was still . . . single.

His hair stuck up around the edges; he was in desperate 
need of a trip to the barber. Oh well. He shoved his feet into 
his barely worn dress shoes, grabbed his sports jacket and 
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keys, and went to his car, shaking his head as he thought of 
Senior’s words. The chances of him finding a special lady 
today were exactly zero. In fact, he was starting to think 
she didn’t exist.
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Chapter 2

I can’t believe you were late.”
Harper glanced over her shoulder at Olivia, who had 

muttered the words under her breath. “I’m sorry,” she 
whispered.

“This is Anita’s special day,” Olivia said, her brow knit-
ting together. “She was worried you wouldn’t show up.”

Harper stared straight ahead, gripping her bridesmaid’s 
bouquet as they lined up for the bridal party procession. The 
peach, mint, and teal roses were beautiful, but she couldn’t 
enjoy them through the guilt. She hadn’t meant to be late, 
and if it hadn’t been for Rusty, she might have been tardy 
for the ceremony. Still, she didn’t appreciate Olivia scolding 
her, even though she had expected it. And deserved it. “I said 
I was sorry,” she whispered out of the corner of her mouth.

“Ladies, can this wait?”
She turned to Kingston, the groomsman she was paired 

up with. Even with her high heels she had to look up at him. 
Anita’s pediatrician brother was flawlessly handsome in his 
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light- gray suit and teal tie. With their blond hair and almost 
matching blue eyes, more than one person had already said 
Harper and Kingston were a striking pair. But there was 
zero spark between the two of them. He was more like her 
brother— if she’d had one. He was also right. Now wasn’t 
the time to apologize or argue.

“Sorry,” Olivia said.
Harper couldn’t help but glance at her. She and Lonzo, 

who was Tanner’s best man and younger brother, both 
stood at attention, staring straight ahead. Like I should 

be. Following their cue, she smiled as the sanctuary door 
opened.

She waited as Anita’s sister Paisley and her husband, 
Ryan, entered the sanctuary behind Riley and Hayden, the 
other members of the bridal party. Kingston tucked her hand 
in the crook of his elbow, and they proceeded down the aisle.

As expected, the ceremony was perfect. Anita’s mother, 
Karen, was already crying before Olivia and Lonzo reached 
the front of the church, and Harper saw a sheen of tears in 
her husband Walter’s eye too. Even Kingston showed a little 
emotion, the muscle in his jaw jerking as Anita and Tanner 
said their vows. Not unexpected since the two of them were 
very close.

“You may now kiss the bride.”
Harper grinned as Tanner took his bride into his arms 

and kissed her sweetly. And that was that. Anita was now 
Mrs. Tanner Castillo, and Harper was thrilled.

She met up with Kingston again, and they walked back 
down the aisle. Feeling calmer, she enjoyed standing in the 
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reception line and visiting with everyone as they congratu-
lated the couple and their bridal party.

“My stars, look at the two of you.” Erma McAllister, 
Riley’s grandmother, stepped in front of her and Kingston. 
She leaned over to Bea, Peg, and Myrtle— three women from 
the Bosom Buddies group, otherwise known as the BBs, who 
stood beside her— and said, “They look straight out of a 
fashion magazine, don’t they?”

Bea, Olivia’s aunt, nodded. “They sure do.” She leaned 
forward and whispered, “Maybe you two will be the next 
ones to get married.”

Harper laughed. The idea was preposterous. Even when 
the two of them had gone to the gala together year before 
last, it had been as friends. She glanced at him, expecting 
him to find the comment as humorous as she did. Instead, 
he stood looking at Olivia for some reason, his expression 
the exact opposite of humorous. Olivia didn’t seem to notice.

“That’s the thing about weddings,” Harper said, turning 
her attention back to the older ladies. “We all get a chance 
to clean up for a change.”

Erma leaned forward. “Pretty and modest. I like that. 
We’ll keep you.” She winked at Harper.

“I’ll keep you, too, Ms. McAllister.” And then, to squash 
any possible ideas the BBs might have of her and Kingston 
ever being a couple, she added, “Trust me, I’m not getting 
married anytime soon.”

“That’s what they all say.” Erma winked at her, and she 
and her friends moved on.

When the wedding party finished with the receiving line, 
it was time to head to the Maple Falls community center for 
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the reception. Since the center was only a few blocks from 
the church, everyone took their own car.

Wait . . . Her car was in the shop.
She saw Kingston head for the door. “Can you give me 

a ride to the reception?” she asked.
“Sure.”
“Thanks. I just have to get my purse.” She hurried to the 

third- grade Sunday- school room, grabbed her bag from the 
child- sized semicircle table at the back, and met Kingston 
back at the front of the church.

He held open the door for her. For the second time that 
day the oppressive, damp heat almost took her breath away. 
What she wouldn’t do for crisp fall weather. But cooler tem-
peratures were at least a month and a half away. Horrific 

heat it is. “I really appreciate this,” she said as they crossed 
the parking lot. “My car broke down again.”

“That red Mercedes?” Kingston slipped off his suit 
jacket and loosened his tie. “Nice car.”

“It’s not nice to me,” she grumbled. “When I bought it 
two years ago, it ran fine. Now it breaks down as soon as I 
get it out of the shop.”

“Who’s working on it?”
“Rusty.” She dangled the handle of her Paloma from her 

fingers.
“It’s in good hands, then.” The Audi was already run-

ning by the time they reached it. “I’m sure he’ll figure it out,” 
Kingston said, walking to the driver- side door. The doors 
automatically unlocked.

“I hope so. I love that car.” Harper got into his vehicle 
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and immediately felt relief. “Ah, air- conditioning. I love you 
too.”

Kingston pressed the starter, and soon they were on their 
way to the community center. “I can’t believe both of my 
sisters are married,” he said as they turned out of the church 
lot.

“That means you’re next.”
He chuckled, but it sounded a little strained. “Stop 

sounding like my mom.” He paused, then said, “Like I told 
her, I’ll get married when I’m ready.”

Had she hit a nerve? “Okayyy.”
“Sorry.” He grinned, back to his all- American male per-

sona. “Weddings seem to give folks carte blanche to tease 
the single people. I’ve been to three since June. It’s getting 
a little old.”

She could totally relate.
The community center came into view, and as he turned 

into the lot she saw Rusty’s emerald- green pickup truck 
parked near the back, the words Rusty’s Garage displayed 
on the passenger- side door. She sure did owe him one. She 
wasn’t sure how she would pay him back, but she’d figure 
out something.

“Thanks again for the ride,” she said when they were 
out of the car.

“Anytime.” Kingston smiled, as if he hadn’t been even a 
smidge irritated a moment ago.

As they walked inside the hall, the last of Harper’s ten-
sion faded away. The community center was almost as old 
as Maple Falls, and not only did it double as a social venue 
and gymnasium, it was also an official polling place and 
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used to host the annual Maple Falls talent show, although 
that had gone by the wayside almost half a century ago. 
The expansive room was beautifully decorated in Anita’s 
wedding colors, and soft lights shone everywhere, from the 
peach and teal candles in clear globes flickering on the table 
centers to the numerous strands of clear white lights draped 
on the walls.

“Oh, there’s Mom,” Kingston said, gesturing to Karen, 
who stood by the dessert table in animated conversation 
with one of the caterers. “Uh- oh. She looks ready to pop 
off.”

Karen Bedford was legendary for micromanaging and 
getting her nose out of joint if things didn’t go strictly as 
planned.

“How can you tell?” Harper asked. “She looks fine to 
me.”

“That’s the calm before the storm. Better go rescue that 
guy.”

“Good luck.” She watched as Kingston moved to stand 
beside his mother. When he lightly placed his hand on her 
back, Karen’s flailing hands went to her sides. Another crisis 
averted.

Harper turned around, needing to find the rest of the 
bridal party before they wondered where she was— only to 
walk straight into something solid.

“Oof.” Rusty took a step back, raising up his palms. 
“Sorry.”

“No, I’m the one who’s sorry,” she said, a little embar-
rassed. “I didn’t see you there.”

“I didn’t exactly make myself known either.”
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“Then we’ll call it even.” She took stock of his out-
fit. Due to her love of clothing and fashion, she normally 
paid attention to what others wore. But she never judged. 
Everyone had their own sense of style, and Rusty’s currently 
resembled thrift- store comfort. Nothing wrong with that, 
but there was comfort and then there was . . . whatever this 
was. His cobalt- blue suit jacket sat tight around the shoul-
ders but loose around the middle and barely escaped clashing 
with his navy- blue pants. She’d noticed— especially since 
she and the Mercedes had spent so much time at his garage 
lately— he’d slimmed down over the last year. Only now did 
she realize how much. His baggy work shirt and jeans hid a 
lot, but it was clear that his dress clothes were way too big. 
The green- and- white plaid shirt was a nice pattern— for golf 
pants. And she had to resist the urge to pat down the cowlick 
sticking up on the right side of his head.

None of these things were horrible. Just messy, in a clue-
less kind of way.

“Harper!” Riley called out from a few feet away, motion-
ing for her to go to the bridal table in front of the stage. The 
heavy burgundy velvet curtains that usually hung there had 
been replaced with layers of sheer fabric, also covered in 
lights.

Harper glanced around and saw that most of the guests 
had already found their seats. “Gotta run,” she said, moving 
quickly past Rusty. Then she called out over her shoulder, 
“Save me a dance, okay?”

“Uh, okay.”
But she barely heard him as she took her place next to 
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Olivia. “I know, I know,” she said, sitting down between her 
and Paisley. “I’m late again.”

Olivia reached out under the table and grabbed her 
hand. “I’m sorry I snapped at you,” she said. “I’ve been a 
little crabby lately.”

Relieved, Harper squeezed her friend’s hand. “It’s all 
right. I was late, and I deserved it.” She started to tell her 
why, then decided against it. Putting her job before her BFFs 
wasn’t a good look. She also felt bad that she hadn’t noticed 
Olivia being crabby at all up until today. Usually the Lattes 
met once a week at Knots and Tangles, but she hadn’t been 
able to meet with them lately due to, of course, work. That 
wasn’t good either.

“Everything worked out great, though.” Olivia’s strained 
expression softened as she glanced at Anita and Tanner. The 
two sat close together, their heads touching as Anita spoke 
into his ear. “They’re both so happy. And I’m happy for 
them.”

Harper nodded. “Me too.” She shoved business out of 
her mind. Tonight she was going to enjoy herself and her 
friends. Work would have to wait.

J

Rusty was experiencing déjà vu. Or life on repeat, to be 
more accurate. He was babysitting the punch bowl again, 
like he’d done during Riley and Hayden’s reception last year. 
But unlike the weak beverage they had served, the margarita 
drink in this bowl packed a little punch— pun intended.
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He took a sip from his small clear glass and watched 
everyone dancing. This was his third drink, and apparently 
that was the charm, because he was starting to feel the 
effects. Not bad ones, just a mellow sensation going through 
him as he spied Harper and Kingston slow dancing together.

“Save me a dance.” Her request had surprised him, but 
he hadn’t taken it seriously. She had her pick of partners, 
and at the moment Kingston was her choice. He’d seen them 
walk into the community center together. He had to admit 
they looked good together, like one of those celebrity couples 
from the magazines he kept in the small waiting room at his 
garage to help his customers pass the time. Once the bridal 
party introductions were finished, Harper and Kingston 
hadn’t parted ways and continued to dance during the next 
song. Which was fine by Rusty. Whatever makes her happy.

“Psst.”
Rusty turned to see that Jasper, the town’s oldest resident 

and one of Senior’s good friends, had appeared next to him. 
“Hey, Jasper,” he said. “Want some punch?”

“Shh.” He moved closer to him. “Keep your voice down, 
will ya?”

Leaning toward him, Rusty asked, “Why we whisperin’?”
“I’m trying to be incognito.”
“Why?”
Jasper gave him an exasperated look. “Never figured you 

for the nosy type.”
Eyebrows raised, Rusty turned away and finished off 

his punch.
“Fine, since you’re buggin’ me about it.” Jasper moved 

close enough to Rusty that he was almost leaning against 
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him. He was several inches shorter than Rusty and at least 
half his size. “I’m avoiding her.”

Rusty’s gaze followed the direction Jasper pointed. 
“Myrtle?”

“No. The battle ax next to her.”
His eyes widened. “You’re hidin’ from Ms. McAllister?”
“Avoiding. There’s a difference, boy.”
Jasper was clearly ducking behind him, so Rusty fig-

ured the old man had his words mixed up. “Why are you 
hidin’— er, avoidin’— her?”

“Because she is the bane of my existence.”
Rusty turned to face him. “The what of your what?”
“Don’t draw her attention. Oh, drat. Too late.” Jasper 

grabbed a cup and handed it to Rusty. “I’ll take that drink 
now.”

Rusty filled the cup halfway and handed it behind him.
Slurp!

“Hello, Rusty.” Erma grinned as she reached the table. 
“Manning the punch bowl tonight?”

That sounded a little pathetic. “Just observin’ the festiv-
ities,” he said. A tad better, but not by much.

“I see.” She craned her neck to peek around his shoulder. 
“Observing all by yourself, then?”

“Uh  .  .  .” There were very few things Rusty outright 
hated. Lying was one of them. But he didn’t want to upset 
Jasper either. Who knew standing by the margarita bowl 
would put him in such a pickle?

“Don’t bother fibbing, Rusty,” she said. “I know that old 
coot is right behind you.”

“Who you callin’ an old coot?” Jasper moved to stand 
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next to Rusty. He weakly slammed his empty glass on the 
table.

“If the suspenders fit . . .” Erma crossed her arms.
Rusty’s lips twitched. Jasper was rarely seen without his 

suspenders.
“I will not be aspersed by you.” Jasper lifted his chin.
While the idea of learning a new vocabulary word was 

a little interesting, the fire in Erma’s and Jasper’s eyes was 
not. “I best be gettin’ along— ”

“ ‘Aspersed.’ ” Erma rolled her eyes.
“Yes. Aspersed.”
“All I did was ask you to dance, then you ran off like the 

scaredy cat you are.”
Jasper scowled. “I ain’t afraid to dance.”
“Then prove it.”
“If it’ll get you off my back, then I will.”
Erma smiled as if she’d won a secret lottery jackpot. She 

held out her hand.
Groaning, Jasper trudged around the table.
“Slower than molasses flowing upriver,” Erma mumbled, 

but she was still grinning.
“We’ll see who’s slow.” As if he’d suddenly found the pep 

in his step, he grabbed her hand and practically dragged her 
behind him onto the dance floor.

Rusty wondered if he was the only one who noticed 
Erma’s hand fluttering to her chest. He shook his head and 
smiled.

“Ready for that dance?”
He looked up to see Harper standing in front of him. 

And then something weird happened. His mouth went dry 
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at the exact same time his palms grew damp. What in the 
world? It wasn’t as if this was the first time he’d seen her 
today. But it was the first time he’d reacted like this. That 
punch was stronger than he thought.

She tilted her head, her blue eyes filling with slight con-
fusion. Then she brightened and walked around the table to 
stand next to him. She slipped off her heels and pushed them 
under the table with the side of her foot. “Ah, that’s better. 
My feet are killing me in those things.”

“I, uh . . .”
“Is there something wrong?”
“Um . . .” He took a step back. “I didn’t think you were 

bein’ serious. About the dance.”
“Of course I was. I love to dance.” And in much the same 

way Jasper had led Erma out on the dance floor, Harper 
took his hand and gave it a slight tug.

Not wanting to look like he was being dragged away, he 
walked beside her. “Celebration” was playing, and Harper 
lifted up her arms and started to dance.

“I’m not a great dancer,” he said, moving his feet from 
side to side in what he hoped was some kind of rhythm. He 
suspected he looked more like a bull hoofing on a hot plate, 
though. At least he wasn’t stepping on her toes. Maybe he 
should have taken his shoes off, too, but it was too late for 
that.

She took his hands, and they both moved their arms back 
and forth like they were playing a crooked game of London 
Bridge. Then the song switched to one with a slower tempo. 
Gratefully, he started to release her hands and go back to the 
punch table where he belonged. But in one smooth move she 
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placed his hands on her slim waist, moved closer to him, and 
put her hands on his shoulders.

Wow.

“I can’t thank you enough for bailing me out today,” she 
said, the music low enough that he could hear her clearly. “I 
owe you one.”

Ah. That was the reason she asked him to dance. “Just 
doin’ my job,” he said. “You don’t owe me anythin’.”

“I figured you’d say something like that.” She smiled, 
rested her wrists on his shoulders near his neck. “Thanks 
again anyway.”

The soft music played in the background, and they 
stopped talking. He breathed in her perfume, a heady scent 
he hadn’t noticed when he picked her up earlier. He was 
noticing it now, along with how his hands almost spanned 
her waist and the soft, silky feel of the fabric of her tight 
dress. Nice. Very nice. Now all he had to do was not step 
on her— 

“Ow!”
“Sorry!” He jumped back, dropping his hands. “Are you 

okay?”
“I think so.” But when she stood on both feet she winced.
Oops. He’d been so focused on how good she felt in his 

arms that he hadn’t paid attention to his clumsy feet. What 
if he’d broken her foot?

Without thinking, he swept her up into his arms.
“Rusty, what are you doing?”
He didn’t answer as he took her outside the gym to one 

of the folding chairs in the hallway and set her down gently. 
Then he knelt in front of her. “Which foot is it?”
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“I’m fine, really . . .”
Rusty looked up at her. “Are you sure? I can get some 

ice for it.”
She held up her left foot in front of him, wiggling her 

toes, the nails polished white.
“See? I’ll live.”
He leaned back, breathing out a sigh of relief. “This is 

why I don’t dance. I always step on someone’s toes. Or feet. 
Mostly both.”

“You just got my big toe.” She put her foot down and 
grinned. “I appreciate the chivalry, though. It’s not every day 
a girl gets whisked away in a man’s arms.”

Now that he knew he hadn’t damaged her, he felt his 
cheeks redden. “Sorry. That was a bit much, huh?”

“A bit.” But she was still smiling. Then she leaned over 
and ruffled his hair.

The gesture was an innocent one, but his mouth felt like 
the Sahara again. Time to lay off the punch.

Harper stood up. “Thanks for the dance, Rusty. It was 
fun.” She gave him a little wave and walked back into the 
gym, her limp barely noticeable.

Slowly he rose, still floored by what had just happened. 
He’d never literally picked up a woman in his life. He’d never 
gone completely cottonmouthed with one, either, and that 
included all of the dates he’d been on. Not that he’d had a 
lot of them. But none of those women had been as nice as 
Harper. And he had to be honest— they weren’t as beautiful 
either. They were pretty, though. He thought most women 
were, in their own way. And he was never one to be hung 
up on looks anyway. But Harper was an absolute knockout.
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Nuts. He had to stay away from that punch. It was mak-
ing him think things . . . feel things . . . he didn’t want or 
need.

He paused, then started to go back inside, only to stop 
himself. He’d made an appearance, had a chuckle at Erma 
and Jasper’s expense, and had a mostly humiliation- free 
dance with Harper. No need to hang around any longer. He 
could spend the rest of the evening working on his classic 
GTO, something he hadn’t been able to do much of lately. 
Besides, no one would notice he was gone anyway. Not a 
pitiful thought. Only a factual one.

Rusty turned around and walked outside, then made his 
way to his truck. When he opened the door, he slipped off 
his jacket, caught a whiff of Harper’s perfume, and smiled.

J

“We saw Rusty carrying you out of the gym.”
“What was all that about?”
“Are you keeping something from us?”
Harper turned away from the hazy mirror in front of 

her and stared at her BFFs. Anita, Riley, and Olivia had fol-
lowed her into the women’s bathroom, and like most things 
in Maple Falls, it needed a makeover. Earlier she’d apolo-
gized to all three of them, then added two more apologies to 
Anita for almost ruining her special day. And because they 
were the best friends in the world, they’d all forgiven her.

Apparently, they were also the nosiest.
She leveled her gaze at Riley. “No, I’m not keeping 
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anything from you.” Then she looked at Anita. “Rusty 
stepped on my toe. And that, Olivia, was why he carried me 
out of the gym.”

“He tends to do that,” Anita said, tucking a strand of 
her long auburn hair that had escaped from her updo behind 
her ear. “I had a bruise on the top of my foot from our dance 
last year, but I never told him about it.”

Harper turned around and checked her false eyelashes. 
They were fine, but she needed something to do or her 
friends might see how inexplicably unnerved she was. Not 
because Rusty had picked her up, although that was pretty 
awesome. He had a rock- solid torso, something she’d noticed 
when they were slow dancing together.

Ah, that slow dance. Up until he stepped on her toe, she 
had felt . . . Well, she wasn’t sure what she’d felt. Only that 
it felt good. Maybe we can dance again.

But when she and her friends went back to the reception, 
he was nowhere in sight. She went to the beverage table and 
slipped on her heels. Jasper stood there, looking grouchier 
than he usually did at wedding receptions, although he never 
missed a single one. “Have you seen Rusty?” she asked.

He shook his head. “Not for a while.”
“Okay, thanks.” She went to the entryway of the commu-

nity center and stepped outside. Now that the sun sat lower 
in the sky, the heat wasn’t as bad, although still oppressive. 
She searched for Rusty’s truck and didn’t see it. He’d left.

She was surprised at the bit of disappointment she felt. It 
wasn’t like she hadn’t danced with other men before at these 
things. At Riley’s wedding she’d hit the floor with a number 
of guys, both married and single. She’d even slow danced 
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with Jared, the unmarried pastor of Amazing Grace. And of 
course Kingston at Riley’s reception and twice this evening. 
She liked dancing with him because he was an exceptional 
dancer, having been forced by Karen to go to cotillion when 
he was a kid. But while those dances had been fun, she’d 
never felt anything. She wasn’t even sure she’d felt anything 
with Rusty.

Or had she?
As if he’d read her thoughts, Kingston approached and 

held out his hand. “Dance?”
Harper opened her mouth to say yes, but nothing came 

out. She cleared her throat. “Um, not right now. I hurt my 
foot a little while ago while I was dancing.”

“Oh. Want me to take a look at it?”
“No,” she said, waving her hand. “I’m sure it’s fine.”
He nodded. “You should probably stay off of it to keep 

it from swelling.” He eyed her feet. “I’m sure those heels 
aren’t helping.”

Her toe barely hurt, but she nodded anyway. “Thanks 
for the advice, Dr. Bedford.”

“Anytime. Just save me a dance at the next wedding.” 
Then he gave her a sly grin. “Maybe you’ll be Maple Falls’ 
next blushing bride.”

“Hey, I thought this was a no- teasing zone.”
“No teasing me,” he said. “You, on the other hand, are 

fair game.”
She smirked. “Laugh it up, Chuckles.” As she slipped 

off her shoes, she spied Olivia sitting by herself at the bridal 
table. “Olivia’s free. Why don’t you dance with her?”

A strange look crossed his face. “Uh, sure.”
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She watched him slowly walk over to the table, then 
pause before he reached Olivia. Olivia looked up from 
the nearly empty plate in front of her. Her big brown eyes 
widened even more as Kingston said something to her. She 
looked down at her lap.

Huh. That was weird. She’d never seen Olivia and 
Kingston act so strangely with each other. Now that she 
thought about it, she’d never seen the two of them together 
other than in a group— usually at church when Kingston 
wasn’t working or on call, or during a few softball games 
last season when he would show up to cheer the team on. 
Harper had only made the first two games of this season 
before dropping out to deal with her sinking sales, but Olivia 
had still played. Was something going on with them?

Finally Olivia nodded and followed Kingston onto the 
dance floor. Three couples seemed to simultaneously sur-
round them as the DJ played the latest pop song. Soon almost 
everyone was dancing, and all Harper could see was the top 
of Kingston’s blond head bopping back and forth.

She picked up her shoes and went to sit at the bridal table 
again. Olivia and Kingston. Nope, that would never hap-
pen. They didn’t have anything in common, and probably 
the only person in this room who was more entrenched in 
singledom than her and Kingston was Olivia.

The moment she sat down, her phone buzzed. She 
glanced at the message flashing across the screen.

Hey, Harper. It’s Jack. Call me.

She froze, reading the text again. Only one person 
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named Jack had her phone number, and she couldn’t believe 
she’d forgotten to block his. Not after what he’d done to her 
almost three years ago. Then again, she hadn’t expected to 
ever hear from him again.

Harper grabbed the phone and dropped it into her purse. 
She’d deal with the text later— by erasing it and then block-
ing his number so hard the cell tower would topple over. On 
his head.

I wish.

She yanked back her thoughts. This wasn’t the time to 
stew about him. She’d let Jack ruin enough of her life back 
then, and she wasn’t going to let him ruin tonight.

But as she watched the reception wind down a little, 
fatigue suddenly hit, and she realized how exhausted she 
was. It had been a long day. An exciting and lovely one for 
her friends, and a fruitful one for her, professionally speak-
ing. Also an unexpected one where Rusty was concerned. 
She thought back to their slow dance. The way his big hands 
had lightly rested on her waist and how broad his shoulders 
were as she wrapped her arms around them when he carried 
her out of the hall. Harper Wilson didn’t swoon— and this 
was Rusty, anyway, and she wouldn’t ever swoon over him. 
Yet those few moments in his arms had been . . . bliss? No, 
surely not that. Just a nice dance with a nice guy. Nothing 
special about that.

Still, she couldn’t help but smile.
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Chapter 3

Two months later

Honk!

Rusty moved his head from underneath the GTO’s 
hood and saw a red Mercedes approach his garage. He 
groaned as he heard the knocking sound coming from her 
engine. Nuts. He’d thought he’d fixed Harper’s car for good 
back in August. He should have known the car wouldn’t 
surrender so easily.

He wiped his hands on a rag, left the small, separate 
building next to the two garage bays where he housed the 
GTO, and walked over to the space where Harper had 
parked the Merc. The shop had closed an hour ago, and he’d 
decided to work on his baby for a little while before going 
home. Senior was coming for another visit next week, and he 
didn’t want to ignore his grandfather while he worked on his 
car. He also didn’t want Senior helping him either. This was 
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