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To my mom.

Writing this book during your cancer treatments is the hardest thing I’ve ever had to do. But we choose joy in this family. I choose to make people laugh so I don’t cry.

I love you.
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PROLOGUE

RENLEY

“What are you doing?” I ask the man who’s joyfully down on one knee in front of me, a sparkle in his eye and hope in the upturn of his lips.

Dressed impeccably in a bespoke suit, holding out a monstrous engagement ring in a wooden box, is Theodore Williams, properly known as Theo.

British, posh, and delusional…an alarming combination in my opinion.

“What does it look like I’m doing?” he asks, his brown hair curling over his forehead while his clear blue eyes gaze up at me.

“It looks like you’re proposing.”

His curled smile lights up the front yard of my home where he’s firmly planted himself for this momentous occasion. “That would be correct.” Then to my horror, he clears his throat and says, “Riley—­”

My expression falls flat, while his friend, Rupert, whispers, “It’s Renley. Her name is Renley.”

Theo’s eyes widen. “Oh shit, you’re right.” Plastering on that charming smile again, he continues in that posh British accent of his. “Pardon me. Renley Henrietta—­”

“My middle name is not Henrietta.”

“It’s not?”

“No. It’s not.”



Confusion laces his brow, his nose scrunching up in a cute way. “What is it?”

I fold my arms over my chest. “It’s Lynn.”

“Lynn?” He tests that out for a second. “Renley Lynn…Renley Lynn. Are you sure? Because Lynn doesn’t sound right.”

“I’m positive. It’s Lynn.”

“Well then, my mistake.” Clearing his throat again, he continues. “Renley Lynn Gosling, will you do me the honor—­”

“Gossage.”

His face contorts in confusion. “Huh?”

“My last name is Gossage.”

“Now you’re fucking with me.” He stands up. “It said on your profile that your last name is Gosling. Like Ryan Gosling.”

“No, it didn’t. It said Gossage, like Goose Gossage.”

“Who the hell is Goose Gossage?” he asks.

“This is very romantic,” Rupert says off to the side, looking like he’s watching a tennis match, his head bouncing back and forth.

“Richard Michael Gossage, also known as Goose, was a pitcher for the Yankees.”

“Oh.” Theo shakes his head. “I don’t do sports, sweetheart.”

“Yeah, I could tell from the leather tassel on your loafer.”

He glances down at his shoes. “These are Berlutis.”

“That means nothing to me.”

“Obviously. I could tell from the paint stains on your threadbare overalls.”

Pardon me?

“Not the way to win her over,” Rupert mutters from the side of his mouth.

“You’re right.” Theo takes a deep breath, shakes out his arms, and then gets back down on one knee.

You have got to be kidding me.



Note to self, never drink margaritas with Aunt Kitty, ever again.

Get Aunt Kitty a new tablet that is not cracked so we don’t mistake the words financier and fiancé.

And never give your home address to strangers!

He opens the ring box again, holds it in front of me, and then smiles. “Renley…uh—­”

“Lynn,” Rupert assists.

“Yes, that’s right. Renley Lynn Gossage, will you do me the greatest honor of my life and be my wife?”

“Nice rhyme,” Rupert says.

“Thanks, mate,” Theo replies, and I swear, that smile of his, reaching from ear to ear, it’s gleaming. Actually sparkling.

I have known him for less than a day—­yes, a day—­and I already hate him.

Despise.

Desperately want to take him to my backyard and shove his face into a patch of poison ivy because he’s a thorn in my side, a massive disappointment, and everything I hate about a drunken mistake.

“So?” he asks. “Will you be my wife?”

“Absolutely…not.”

His expression flattens and he stands tall, snapping the ring box shut. “Why did you have to say it like that? With the pause? That was spiteful. I thought you were saying yes for a moment.”

“I told you I didn’t want to marry you from the beginning.”

“That’s not what your profile said.”

“Stop bringing up the profile.”

“Why would I stop bringing it up when that’s the reason I flew across the Atlantic Ocean to be here with you?”

“That was your choice, not mine.”

“Uh, it was your choice, when you selected ‘match.’”

“That’s not what I thought I was matching for, and you know it.”



He tosses the ring box to Rupert, who catches it, and sheds his suit jacket, throwing it to his friend as well. He undoes the buttons of his shirt and untucks it too.

“What on earth are you doing? If you think getting naked will convince me to marry you, then you have no idea what kind of woman I am.”

He scoffs loudly. “I have a lot more respect for myself than to flash you the goods to get you to marry me. It’s a bloody heat box in this town and I dressed up for you. I’m not going to stay dressed up if you’re going to turn me down.”

He sheds his button-­up shirt and then exhales loudly before flopping back on the grass of my front yard.

For a moment, and I mean a very small moment, I allow my gaze to travel over the well-­defined contours of his chest and the delicious ripple of his abs. Good for him, being able to obtain such an impressive physique. Must be nice to have that amount of time on your hands.

Not that I want to pay him any sort of compliment.

“Rupert, I’m going to need a lemonade instead of tea this afternoon.”

“Uh…I’m unaware of when I became a butler?”

Theo lifts up and blocks the sun from his eyes as he says, “Mate, my fiancée just turned down my marriage proposal. I’m hurting. Lemonade is my only cure.”

“Oh my God,” I say with a giant eye roll. “Can you wallow somewhere else? Your limbs are creeping over onto my neighbor’s lawn and I don’t want them thinking that I have strange, half-­naked British men just lazing about my yard.”

“Don’t worry, they won’t be mad.”

“Pretty sure they will be.”

“No, they won’t.” He casts his hands over his face again, blocking out the sun as he looks up at me. “I’m renting their place for the summer. I’m your new neighbor, love.”

Wait…what? He’s going to be here all summer?



I turned him down, he’s “hurting,” he should be finding a flight back home.

“And this fiancé is not quite finished with you yet,” he adds.

Ohhh, hold on a freaking second.

“What the hell does that mean?”

“It means by the end of the summer, mark my words, you’ll be wearing my ring. I’m incredibly persuasive.”

Rupert leans in and says, “He is. He once convinced me to run a half-­marathon in my mum’s best Sunday dress…and heels.”

Jesus, these two.

I don’t care if he hypnotizes me, there is no way I’m going to marry this man.

No chance.

“Dream all you want, but it’s not going to happen. Now, if you’ll excuse me, unlike you, I have actual work to do.”

As I walk away, Theo calls out from the grass, “Gossy, the British are coming and you have no idea what’s about to hit you.”

I glance over my shoulder to see him smiling once again. “You’re delusional.” Then I slip into my house and shut the door, leaning against it as I take a few deep breaths.

Dear God in heaven, where is that tablet? I need to know as much about this man as possible…and I need to order Aunt Kitty a new one.







CHAPTER ONE

THEO

“Truth or dare?”

I sway on my wingback chair, my lager clutched firmly in my hand as the room slightly spins.

“Truth.” I tip back my bottle, gulping down the rest.

Rupert, my best friend, smirks from where he’s lying in front of the unlit fireplace, my father’s faux-­fur bearskin draped across his bare chest while he sports the war pants of my great, great, great, great, great…uh, how many greats was that? Who fucking knows and who fucking cares. Just know, he’s wearing crusty-arse trousers from the 1700s that he snagged from the glass case in my father’s office.

Between you and me, I’m unsure they’re from the 1700s. I’ve spent my entire life with eyes glazed over as my father spoke of the battle triumphs of our late ancestors. Call me progressive but I haven’t really found the urge to care about all the blood my family has shed over the centuries.

And the bearskin, it’s faux because I replaced the real one my dad once had with it. One night, when we were in high school, Rupert and I snuck in, grabbed the real bearskin, replaced it with this dupe, and then gave the real one a proper Viking burial out at sea. We got so knackered that we both were woken up by the ocean tide slapping us in the face.

Despite almost drowning ourselves, we felt like real vigilantes that day.

Rupert rubs his hand over the bear fur, paying far too much attention to where it rests just over his nipple, and says, “Gertrude Storch.”



With a loud groan, I roll my eyes. “Come on, mate.”

Rupert grins. “Did she or did she not blow you exactly seven times in one night, as legend states?”

Trading my lager out for the bottle of whiskey we stole from my dad’s cabinet, I take a swig…and I’m met with instant regret.

Fuck, that’s terrible.

The liquid burns down my esophagus, reminding me how shitty his drink of choice is, just like all the other shitty choices he’s made in his life.

“Gertrude Storch…did not,” I answer, passing the whiskey to Rupert. Then, with a smile, I say, “It was six.”

Rupert lets out a roar of a laugh that normally makes me cringe—­it draws attention to our two-­man party—­but my parents are currently on holiday in Spain, so I have nothing to worry about. The only people who could possibly hear us are the house staff, but I slip them cash all the time so they’ll never tell my parents that Rupert and I are drinking in my dad’s office, wearing ancestral pants, while stroking the faux skin of a bear my father believes he once murdered.

“Truth or dare?” I ask as he passes me the bottle back.

“Dare,” he answers. He always goes for the dare option, hence the pants he’s wearing.

I glance around the pompous decor of my father’s office, where he admires the wealth that has been passed down to him from generation to generation rather than conducting any business. The brown houndstooth curtains my mum has changed out at least eight times cover the floor-­to-­ceiling windows, the obnoxiously large mahogany desk where Gertrude Storch blew me twice that one infamous night, and the self-­indulgent oil painting of my father above the mantel, his foot perched on top of a rock in his hunting gear, looking out toward a pretend field of domesticated grasses.

I hate everything about this office, and yet…some of my best memories have been made between these pretentious and abhorrently expensive walls—­and I’m not just talking about with Gertrude. Rupert and I have defiled this office in more ways than one.

Ehh, that came off wrong. Rupert and I haven’t defiled it in the way that Gertrude and I have. But Rupert has rubbed his arse on almost every surface, because, you know, he always chooses dare. I don’t think there is a spot in this office that his bare arse hasn’t touched.

Which reminds me, steer clear of that brown tweed ottoman over in the corner. If memory serves me right, that thing had more than just Rupert’s arse on it—­it had a full-­on affair with his twig and berries too.

But that picture…that picture is the fucking worst. It’s everything my father wants to be seen as and everything he’s not.

Respected, accomplished, a man of superior stature.

But he didn’t earn his respect.

He didn’t earn his title.

He didn’t earn anything in this life. It’s all been handed to him.

Just like it will be handed to me.

And because of that, I nod toward the picture and say, “I dare you to take a permanent marker to it and add something to the painting.”

Rupert’s face blanches as he adjusts the bear on his shoulder. “Do you want your dad to shoot my head off with Great-­Great-­Great-­Grandpa Charles’s musket?”

I chuckle. “It can be small.” When Rupert doesn’t move, I add, “We’ve never broken the truth-­or-­dare pact. And it’s the one thing in this office that we haven’t besmirched.”

Rupert looks up at the picture and then back at me. “How small? Because I just found out that my dick can pleasure women in a way I never knew.” Whispering, he adds, “I found that G-­spot, mate, and I don’t want to lose such a sacred secret.”

I give him a get real look because if I know anything about my best friend, it’s that he does not know where the G-­spot is. “You didn’t find it.”

“The fuck I didn’t. I found it.”



“Christa was faking.”

Rupert points at me with the whiskey bottle. “She was not fucking faking it. I felt it.”

“Oh yeah? Did it feel like a G?”

“Oh fuck off.”

I laugh as he stands and lets the bearskin fall to the ground. He stretches his arms over his head, yawns, and then loses his balance and stumbles forward, right into my dad’s desk. His right knee smashes into the front, his left hand knocks over a notebook, and his right hand only misses the Zen garden my mum bought for my dad by mere centimeters, causing Rupert to freeze in panic.

“Bollocks, that was a close one.” He lets out a shaky breath. “I think my dick just shriveled up.”

“I heard it squeeze into your scrotum from here.”

“Impeccable hearing.”

I tug on my ears. “Thank you. I grew my ears myself.”

“And you say you don’t accomplish things.” Rupert tsks at me. “Dare I say, you can write ‘grows own ears’ on your list of unblemished achievements.”

“Grew my own dick and arse too.”

Rupert straightens up, puffs his chest, and slowly claps. “And the list continues to grow.” I take a curt bow and then gulp another mouthful of fermented barley water while Rupert snags a Sharpie from the cup on my dad’s desk. When he turns around, he dramatically holds the pen in the air and says, “Let the besmirching begin.”

Smiling, I sit back, utterly pleased with my choice in dare. Sure, making him wear bloody battle britches is all fun and games, but watching him become a graffiti artist on my father’s beloved portrait—­now that’s pure entertainment.

With a herculean effort—­because he’s knackered—­Rupert moves a chair in front of the mantel, stands on top of it, and then gently caresses the pen tip along the bushes at the base of the rock my dad’s perched on.

“What are you doing?”

“One second.” His tongue sticks out as he concentrates, his other hand hanging on to the mantel to steady himself.

He swirls his hand with flair.

He leans in a little closer, examining his markings.

And when he’s done, he pulls away, caps the Sharpie, and then tosses it at me, hitting me dead in the chest.

I glance up at the portrait, looking for any sort of defilement, but I don’t see one goddamn piece of evidence that he made his mark. Did he even do anything?

“What the fuck is that?” I gesture to the painting.

“It’s called code,” Rupert says and then beckons me with his finger.

With a hoist, I lift my body off the chair and stumble across the floor, ramming right into the fireplace.

“Aw fuck.”

Rupert lets out a roar of a laugh while I rub my shoulder, thinking twice about the addition of whiskey in my drinking tonight.

“The fact that you’re not wearing any pants just made that so much better. Your thigh jiggled.”

The fuck it did.

I glance down at my bare legs, my half-­unbuttoned dress shirt barely covering my junk and my pink toenails that Rupert made me paint as a dare looking more like a Jackson Pollock splattered across my feet.

“Why don’t I have pants on again?”

“Because the swish swash of corduroy was driving you bonkers.”

“Right.” I chuckle. “Swish swash.”

Rupert sways. “Your words, not mine.” He clears his throat. “Now, please, bring your attention to these bushes.”

“You didn’t actually draw?”



“I did.” He stiffens his finger into a pointer. “Right here. I wrote out ‘wanker’ in script to mesh with the branches. It’s only visible to the drunk eye.” He slaps the oil painting. “So go ahead, put your eye on it, you’ll see.”

Don’t mind if I do.

“Give me a hoist.”

Rupert bends down, hands clasped together so I can step on his joined palms, and then lifts me up so my eye presses against the painted bushes.

“Oh, yup, ‘wanker,’ right there. Plain as day.”

My eyeball is kissing the canvas, and I can’t see shit, but who really fucking cares.

“Lower me down, dear sir,” I say just as he releases his hands and I fall right to the ground, flat on my arse, with a thud. “Fucking Christ.” I roll to the side and rub my hand over my backside. “You broke my hip.”

Rupert plops down in my dad’s office chair and lifts the lid of his cigar box. He pulls one out and then replaces it with one that he brought with him, a cheap knockoff. He’s done it so often that now my dad is convinced that in every box he buys, there’s always a dud in the batch.

“You’re fine, but if you don’t put pants on soon, I’m going to kick you in the cock. Can’t stand seeing your giblets, mate. Your dick is way too big to be walking around without pants.”

I glance down at my lap, noticing nothing wrong with my lack of pants. If anything, it’s a dignified dick and he should be honored to be in its presence. “Grow up,” I reply as I spread my legs apart and start stretching side to side for the hell of it.

“Ahh, fuck off,” Rupert says, shooting his hand up to cover his view of me. “Christ…truth or dare? And you can’t say truth.”

“Then why did you ask?” I lie back on the floor, staring at the plaid wallpapered ceiling, a touch my mum found to be classy but I saw as a waste of money. But that’s wealthy arseholes for you, wasting money on meaningless things like wallpaper on a ceiling.

“Out of courtesy to my lord.”



I lift my middle finger to my best friend and say, “Don’t fucking call me that.”

“It’s your God-­given title. You’re going to have to get used to it.”

“Not yet.”

“‘Yet’ being the key word.”

“Just get on with it.”

“Fine. You chose dare, or I chose it for you. Either way, are you ready for this?”

“Yes,” I say, exasperated.

When he doesn’t say anything for a solid ten seconds, I look up to find my best friend grinning like he has the best, most maniacal idea he’s ever come up with.

“What?” I ask, sitting up on my elbows.

“How do you feel about finding a fiancée?”

A fiancée? Has he lost his mind?

“Uh, not great.”

Rupert laughs. “Too bad, because I created a profile for you on a find-­a-­fiancée website. So, I dare you to press the activate button.”

Oh fuck.

I think truth or dare just became a whole lot more serious.







CHAPTER TWO

RENLEY

“Are you nervous?”

I shake my head even though I feel like the English muffin with peanut butter I ate this morning is threatening to make another appearance. “All good.”

“You sure?” Aunt Kitty asks as she leans back a few inches to give me one of her classic assessments. “You look…clammy.” She drags her finger over my cheek and then sniffs it. “Salt, unmistakable.” Her eyes dart back and forth over mine. She sniffs again. “Fear. Indisputable.” Then she grips my jaw with her whole hand and awkwardly presses her nose to mine. After what feels like a lifetime, she whispers, “Trembles. Unequivocal.”

Good lord.

With her hand firmly grasped on my jaw, causing my lips to purse together like a fish, I say, “I’m not…nervous.”

“Evidence states otherwise.”

I swat Aunt Kitty’s hand away and whisper, “Stop making a scene. I’m fine.”

She eyes me suspiciously but then thankfully drops it, turning back toward the ceremony unfolding in front of us.

To be honest, I’m nervous. Extremely nervous. I don’t think I’ve ever wanted something as much as I want this.

Mayor Sheffield taps the mic in front of him. “Is this on? Marjorie, can you turn it up?”



His bumbling assistant adjusts the speaker, causing an ear-­piercing screech to shoot through the crowd. Groans erupt while ears are clutched, including Aunt Kitty’s.

“By God, Marjorie.” Aunt Kitty sticks her finger in her ear and wiggles it around. “Get your life together.”

“Aunt Kitty.” I shush her. “Don’t be rude.”

Leaning in and keeping her voice in a hushed tone, she says, “Marjorie is an abomination of an assistant. She’s the reason Mayor Sheffield is wearing brown shoes with black pants and a navy blue button-­up. How do you think that’s going to look in pictures? You can’t put three solid base colors together and call it an outfit.” Cupping her hand over her mouth, she shouts, “Choose one, Marjorie. Choose one!”

Jesus.

This was a bad idea.

I don’t know what I was thinking, getting involved in something as big as this, with a town as unstable as mine.

And an aunt who is even more unstable.

“Can everyone hear me?” Mayor Sheffield asks, speaking loudly into the microphone.

The crowd cheers, and then he offers two thumbs-up in the mayoral way that says, I’m a nice guy, here for you even when I have leftover waffle stuck in my mustache that Marjorie has neglected to point out.

“Wonderful.” He places his hands on the brown lectern and smiles out toward the crowd. “What a monumental day for this town, passing on the legacy of a cherished business to its next owner, a time-­honored tradition we’ve been taking part in since 1947.” The crowd cheers as nerves billow up in the pit of my stomach.

“Because our dear Ira Rudd has passed and left his candy store, Rudder’s Sweets, to the town, like every other business owner before him, we are prepared to hand over the keys to its next rightful owner.” Marjorie starts clapping, leading the crowd to do the same. Aunt Kitty obnoxiously swoops her arm around, being louder than everyone else. Mayor Sheffield eyes her, causing her to settle down. Clearing his throat, he continues, “We received twenty-­one applications for Rudder’s Sweets.”

Twenty-­one?

Oh God, that’s a lot.

There’s no way I stand a chance with those odds.

I glance around the crowd, looking for any sign of the other applicants.

No doubt Shawn Herman put in an application. That sniveling man has been wanting to take ownership of several businesses in town.

And Jasmine most likely put in an application. I catch her off to the side, her hands poised together as she stares up at the stage. She’d be a good owner but would turn the sweets shop into some sort of healthy candy store, no doubt.

And then there’s Jericho. Aunt Kitty can’t stand the man because he spends the majority of his life shedding cat hair from his clothes. There would be so much cat hair in that store that no one would be buying candy from Rudder’s anymore.

But of course, there are people who would be a good match. People like Laura Bell, who has her family’s wealth behind her. She’d hire help and manage the people rather than the shop itself. But wealth…wealth weighs heavily in this town because people don’t want to have a lot of turnover in our businesses.

I pull on the corner of my lip with my teeth, my anxiety revving up my doubt.

This is humiliating. I don’t even know why I’m standing here.

“You know what, I don’t think I got the bid,” I whisper to Aunt Kitty. “I think we should go.”

“What are you talking about? Of course you got the bid.” Cupping her hand over her mouth, she shouts, “Get on with it, Sheffield.”

“Aunt Kitty.” I tug on her arm as she points to her eyes with two fingers and then to Mayor Sheffield, who looks extremely displeased with the outburst during his walk down memory lane of the history of Rudder’s.

Mayor Sheffield and Aunt Kitty don’t get along. So I’m certain I won’t win.

Clearing his throat again, Mayor Sheffield says, “Well, we don’t want to keep you too long, because we want this shop opened sooner rather than later with summer upon us and the arrival of tourist season along with it, so, without further ado, I’d like to announce our new owner.”

I press my lips tightly together, wringing my hands in front of me, clammy from the humidity of a Cape Meril summer and pure nerves. If I don’t get it, it’s not the end of the world, that’s what I keep telling myself. I have my business, which made me known as the Jackie of all trades around town. I help everyone with their odd jobs, help them fix up their own stores…

God, I want this.

I want this so bad.

I want to preserve the legacy of the store where I made some of my favorite memories with my dad before he passed.

I want to be able to have something of my own.

And most importantly, I want to be able to prove to this town that I’m not just Renley Gossage, daughter of the town screwup, niece of the quirky, hobby horse–­riding Kitty Gossage, but that I can make something of myself, and of the name that my father gave me.

“The Cape Meril Business Society and I are proud to announce that the new owner of Rudder’s Sweets is…” Marjorie plays a drumroll over the speakers, and for far too long, as Mayor Sheffield motions toward her, attempting to get her to turn it off.

She fumbles, causing the speaker to send an ear-­piercing screech into the crowd again, only for her to scramble some more, knock a speaker over, and cause the crowd to gasp in horror.

“For the love of…” Mayor Sheffield mumbles before helping Marjorie right the speaker back up on the stage.



“Marjorie sucks! Fire her,” Aunt Kitty shouts from the side of her mouth and then looks around, surprised. “Who said that? I…I can’t believe someone would say that.”

Dear God.

When everything is settled, Mayor Sheffield brushes off the front of his button-­up shirt and vest and then grips the mic, leans in, and says, “Congratulations to Renley Gossage.”

I’m so busy looking around myself to make sure no one heard Aunt Kitty that I don’t notice when the crowd starts cheering.

“Wait, did he say your name?” Aunt Kitty asks.

“Did he?” I ask. When I look around, everyone is looking at me, even Mayor Sheffield.

“Holy shit, I think he said my name.”

Aunt Kitty turns toward the stage and shouts, “Hey, Sheffield, did you say my niece’s name?”

He rolls his eyes and then nods. “Yes, Renley Gossage.”

Oh.

My.

God.

“He said it.” Aunt Kitty shakes me by the shoulders. “He said your name. Oh my God, you’re the winner. You’re the winner!” Then she smacks my ass and shouts, “Get up there, Renley, claim your prize.”

In pure shock, I walk up the steps to the stage to shake Mayor Sheffield’s hand while he offers me the keys to the shop.

As if I’m having an out-­of-­body experience, I stand there while pictures are taken, my hand in the mayor’s, both of us posing with the keys as the cheers continue.

I did it.

I won the bid.

Rudder’s Sweets is mine.

Now it’s time to prove to the town that I am the right person for the job.
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“What a day,” Aunt Kitty says as she kicks her feet up on the coffee table and leans back on the pink velvet couch in the living room. “What was that old hack of a man talking to you about after he was satisfied with the amount of pictures that were taken of him?” Aunt Kitty snags a toothpick from her porcelain toothpick holder and starts shuffling it around her teeth.

“He was handing me all of the paperwork, telling me about the work that needs to be done in the shop to bring it back to code. Apparently some things were left undone while Ira was sick, so I have to make sure I take care of them. But that shouldn’t be a problem because I can do the labor, we’ll just have to work on getting the materials and whatnot. He also said the town business society would like to see an update to the storefront with paint, new windows, and some other things. It’s all in the binder.”

“Sheesh, that’s a lot of work.” She picks at her front tooth. “Good thing you won the bid to help pay for it.”

I sit down next to her and flip through the paperwork, going over the quotes they’ve received for some of the repairs, as Aunt Kitty’s words sink in.

“Wait, what do you mean good thing I won the bid?”

“For the money,” she says, flicking the toothpick into the small trash can that she keeps next to the couch.

Slowly I turn toward her. “I don’t understand. There was no bid for money.”

“Then what was the bid?”

“The bid was what we wrote up together, telling the business society how we would be able to take over the shop and financially support our endeavors.”

“Financially support?” she asks, looking incredibly puzzled. “I thought we were putting together a loan application saying how much we wanted.”

I sit taller, panic starting to take over. “Please tell me you’re kidding. Like this is some sort of weird joke of yours. You…you sat down with me, Aunt Kitty. You helped me fill out the application. You said we had at least twenty thousand dollars for renovations. We knew that would be enough because I could do the work myself. Please, please tell me we have that money.”

Confusion tugs at her brow.

Her lips purse with thought.

And oh fucking hell, I don’t think I’m going to like what I hear next.

“I said we would need at least twenty thousand dollars.” She shakes her head and then points at her chest. “I don’t have twenty thousand dollars. Do you?”

“Oh my God.” I press my hand to my forehead, my panic sinking in, planting itself deep in my chest. “Aunt Kitty, I signed a contract saying that I had the money for this project, that I’d do the best I could to preserve the shop and maintain the history of it. How…how can I do that if I don’t have the money for it?”

“Well, can’t you ask them for the money?”

“No!” I shout and then stand. “I can’t ask them for the money. They’re not a bank. They’re a society of people who like to tell other people what to do with their businesses. They keep people in line, apparently people like us who think they can take on a project like this but have no right to do so.”

“Hey.” She points at me. “We have a right to do so. You’re better than all those other schleps out there.”

“Those other schleps probably have the money that they promised they had in their bid for the business!” I shout. I flop down on the couch and press my hands to my head. “I can’t believe this. I’m going to have to go back to Mayor Sheffield and tell him I can’t do it. He’s…he’s going to probably just nod and say, ‘Sounds about right.’”

“Oh stop that, you’re not handing back those keys. That shop belongs to you.”



“Not if I can’t make the required updates. I can’t even open the store until the renovations are done.”

“Well, isn’t there money in the store we can use? Shouldn’t there be some sort of on-­hand cash?”

You would think.

But no.

“Because of the business transfer and town regulations, I won’t have access to the store money until three months after opening back up. It’s so that they don’t have someone coming in to rob the store of its cash and leave. It’s why they require you to have money on hand to put into the store,” I say through clenched teeth.

“Ah, that makes sense.” She nods, pressing her finger to her chin. “Huh, that’s quite a predicament. We really should have had that money.”

Oh my God, I’m…I’m going to murder my aunt.

“I can’t with you,” I say, storming off toward my bedroom.







CHAPTER THREE

RENLEY

“Just follow my lead,” Aunt Kitty says as she adjusts her purple velour business suit with matching necktie. “This is not my first rodeo. They’re going to try to rope us into so much more than what we need. We go in there, slap a piece of paper on the desk, and say, twenty thousand, that’s it. No more, no less.”

“This is not a good idea,” I say, adjusting my simple black dress with sleeves, the same dress that I wore to my father’s funeral, the only fancy dress in my closet. “They’re…they’re not going to give us the money.”

“Trust me, I know my way around this joint. Five summers ago, I had a wicked affair with Robby Trent. He bent me over every desk in this establishment. I have video evidence, and if he doesn’t give us a loan, then I plan on blackmailing him.”

“Aunt Kitty, that’s…that’s not a great idea.”

“Blackmail is the key to business. How do you think people become billionaires?” She touches her nose. “Blackmail.” Then she holds the door to the bank open and gestures for me to walk in.

That, or investments…

But desperation has seeped in and I’m not above trying something different to avoid the embarrassment of walking into the mayor’s office and handing over the keys to Rudder’s Sweets.

So, head held high, I walk into the bank with my folder while Aunt Kitty strolls in behind me, briefcase in hand, on a mission.



She walks right up to the counter and slaps her hand on the surface. “We would like to speak to Robby Trent right away; this is of the utmost importance.”

The lady behind the counter looks Aunt Kitty up and down and says, “Kitty, Robby was fired five years ago after the escapade you two went on in this bank.”

For the love of God.

Aunt Kitty leans forward and asks, “Are you sure?”

The lady across the counter lifts her chin and says, “Very sure.”

Standing taller, Aunt Kitty taps her fingers on the counter in front of her and then says, “Can we speak to the individual who took his place?”

The lady points toward the right and says, “Second office on the left.”

Aunt Kitty raps the counter and then says, “Thank you.” Together we head to the office while Aunt Kitty leans in and says, “Looks like we’re going to have to pull back on the blackmail idea.”

“Didn’t even think it was a good one in the first place.”

“Every idea is a good idea until it fails. Now, get ready and watch me cook.” She knocks on the open office door, and inside, when the person in the chair turns around, it’s Marjorie smiling brightly up at us. “Son of a bitch,” Aunt Kitty whispers.

“Well, if it isn’t the Gossage girls, looking all businesslike.” She folds her hands together. “Is there something I can help you with? Because I can’t imagine you’re here for money for the sweets shop.”

Oh God.

Oh God.

Oh God.

My skin prickles with panic, because she’s onto us. Of course she is. I bet this is all a setup. She knew we didn’t have the money and she knew we would come here and…and…wait…

“Do you work here and with the mayor?” I ask.



“Part-­time with both jobs.” She glances down at her nails. “I’m in high demand.”

Ugh, no wonder Aunt Kitty heckles Marjorie. Who says they’re in high demand and actually means it?

“Oh, that’s…that’s great. Wasn’t aware.” I nervously look around. “Really like what you’ve done with your office.” My eyes fall on the plastic vines she has taped around the perimeter of her office. “Very…earthy.”

“Thank you.” Nose held high, arms crossed, she asks, “So what could you possibly need a loan for?”

Oh God, think of something.

Anything that doesn’t have to do with Rudder’s.

Because this is the last person we should be talking with about money. She could easily tell the mayor we lied on the application and then Rudder’s will be taken away, without even giving us a chance.

“Hobby horses,” Aunt Kitty says, stepping in and pulling me from my thoughts. “I was considering starting a hobby horse farm where I’d train individuals for competitions, lend them my secrets.”

Marjorie’s expression falls flat. “No one wants that, Kitty.”

Oh no, Marjorie just chose violence.

You can tell Aunt Kitty her hairstyle—­a curly perm like Blanche’s from The Golden Girls—­is an abomination.

You can call her outfit a cheap Prince Purple Rain knockoff.

But insult her hobby horses?

All I can say is, block your eyeballs, neck, and crotch, because Aunt Kitty has no problem poking eyes out, punching throats, and sticking her foot right up the old nether regions out of pure rage.

Aunt Kitty rears back, as if she was just slapped, and in a low, demonic voice, she says, “How…dare…you.”

Uh-­oh.

Three fighting words that lead to no good.

Before she can pounce, I place my hand on Aunt Kitty’s shoulder, mentally willing her to calm down. “You know, I think that maybe we might seek a different route for the hobby horse thing, Aunt Kitty. Remember that, uh…that investor that wanted to help you out? I know it’s not your first option but might not hurt hearing them out.”

When Aunt Kitty looks me in the eyes, I mentally communicate with her to stuff away her anger and abort the mission, because the last thing we need in this mess is to get caught by someone like Marjorie. She doesn’t need to know that we don’t have the money for Rudder’s, and she definitely doesn’t need that piece of fodder to hang over our heads.

“The investor,” Aunt Kitty says with a slow nod. “Yes, you’re right, I think we shall give them a try.” She straightens herself out and pats down her suit coat. “I think the investor would be a marvelous idea, better than having to sit in this room with Marjorie and pretend that we actually like to hear the sound of her voice.”

My eyes widen.

For the love of God, Aunt Kitty.

“I beg your pardon,” Marjorie huffs.

“I think we should just go.” I loop my arm through Aunt Kitty’s and tug her toward the exit.

“Yes, please, take me away. Being around her is insufferable.”

“Stop,” I whisper. “You’re going to put a target on our backs.”

“You’re insufferable to this entire town,” Marjorie says, garnering our attention as she stands from her desk. Arms crossed, she looks ready to fight. “You know the only reason why Renley was granted the bid for Rudder’s was because the business society wants her to screw up, right?”

I feel my face blanch from embarrassment.

“What do you mean by that?” Aunt Kitty asks, her tone dripping in defensiveness.

A sadistic smile crosses Marjorie’s face as she says, “Renley was not even close to the top choice, rather bottom of the barrel, but the reason the bid was awarded to her was because your family has a reputation for screwing things up and the business society doesn’t want Rudder’s to succeed. We know you don’t have the money, we know you don’t have the experience. We’re giving it three months before pulling the plug and awarding the store to a national chain that offered the business society a hefty check to plant themselves in the middle of Cape Meril.”

“But that…that goes against everything this town is made of. We’re about small businesses and keeping those small businesses alive,” I say, floored that Marjorie is telling us this.

“Not when there is a buy-­in check that will help the town further.” Marjorie shrugs. “That’s business. A half-­dead candy store is not going to bring in the kind of business this town needs. Rudder’s is prime real estate and it’s wasting away.”

“Rudder’s holds cherished family memories,” I say.

“For you. For others, Ira was a cranky old man who didn’t listen to the business society, and it’s time for it to go, but because we have laws, we have to follow them. You have three months. If I were you, I wouldn’t waste my time; just call it quits now. We all know you won’t succeed.”

Ouch, that’s…that’s really hurtful.

“She will,” Aunt Kitty says. “Just watch, you and your business society will be weeping at the storefront, apologizing for ever thinking otherwise. Just you wait and see.”

“Okay,” Marjorie says sarcastically and then motions her hand toward the door. “I believe you were leaving.”

“Yeah, because we can’t possibly suffer through your tuna breath one more second.” Aunt Kitty pulls a case of Tic Tacs from her pocket and chucks them at Marjorie, hitting her directly in the head. “Treat yourself to a Tac, Marjorie. For the love of God, put an end to your rotten ocean mouth.”

Then she tugs on my arm and leads me out of the bank, my mind racing and my heart breaking.



They don’t believe in me. They only believe I’m capable of failure.

And now, I’m not sure I believe in myself either.
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“Here we are,” Aunt Kitty says as she places a mug in front of me, full of her famous margarita concoction.

We’re both on mug number three, because when your town thinks you’re going to fail at something, and you’re chosen for that specific reason, there’s really nothing else you can do other than drink your sorrows away.

Aunt Kitty kicks her feet up on the table and sighs. “I’m toilet-­papering her house tonight. I already have the outfit picked, black top, pants…even underwear, and I’ve stocked up on enough toilet paper for the entire state of Vermont to have their bowels slaughtered and still have leftover toilet paper. She won’t know what hit her.”

“Other than she’ll know it was you because you hate her, and apparently she hates you, but no one knows why.”

“Everyone knows why.” She sips her drink from her mug. We’ve found over time that it’s easier to grip a mug when drunk than a margarita glass. “She’s jealous of my talent.”

What talent specifically?

Because Aunt Kitty is an eccentric person. She married young, someone much older than her, and when he passed, he left this house to her, along with everything else he owned. It wasn’t much, but enough for her to invest and not have to ever really work a day in her life. She lives off her retirement, which is restricted in budget, but it works for her. She’s spent her days attempting to be the latest and greatest influencer at the ripe age of fifty-­six but focusing on an extremely niche topic, her hobby horse training.

She’s told me the reason she has over two thousand followers is that she’s a woman after her own dreams. Curvaceous, unique, with short legs that you would never expect to be able to jump over a hurdle with a stick horse between them—­people find her journey inspiring.

Personally, I think people like her blunder videos more than her success, but who am I to judge her for chasing her dreams?

“You know, she tried getting into hobby horse training once,” Aunt Kitty says and then swallows some more margarita. “She attempted a steeplechase.” She moves her fingers in the air, leaps them over a fake hurdle, and then flattens her hand on her lap. “Splat, that’s what we called her. Couldn’t make it over one hurdle. So she hates me because of my raw talent.”

I nod. “Yeah, I can see that.”

Even though I don’t think that’s the case at all. I think Marjorie hates Aunt Kitty because Aunt Kitty is a loudmouth who doesn’t know when to stay quiet.

“And of course that hate for me transfers to you.”

“Well, technically, it wasn’t Marjorie who made the decision, it was the business society,” I say.

“Trust me, Marjorie had a big part in swaying all of those people. Don’t understand how with that tuna breath, but to each their own.” She heavily sighs. “And you know what? How dare she. You’re not a screwup, you’re this town’s Jackie of all trades. If it wasn’t for you, Mayor Sheffield would be swimming around in his own fecal matter because his toilet isn’t working. Dalinda down by the shore would still be traipsing around on that old moldy tile in her kitchen. And that man-­slut of a general store owner, David De-­HER-­erra, would still be trying to get women off while his smoke detector bled for a new battery.”

She paints quite the picture.

“They’re kind of right, though,” I say. “We already messed up by not having the money.” I still can’t believe I listened to Aunt Kitty when she said she had the money. She lives on a fixed income. What was I thinking? “And there is no way we can get a loan for it now, so it just seems like we’re living up to their expectations.”



“To hell we are. We just need twenty thousand dollars.”

“And how do you plan on finding that?”

“Well, there are options,” she says as she taps her chin.

“What kind of options?”

She glances down at my legs, huffing. “Well, if your feet weren’t so…gnarly, we could sell feet pics.”

“My feet aren’t gnarly,” I say, glancing down at them as well.

“Your first four toes are all the same size while your pinky is half the size. It’s oddly unsettling to look at.” I curl my toes under, because she’s not wrong about that. “Feet are out.” She slashes her hand through the air. “Which brings us to the rest of your body. How do you feel about selling it for twenty thousand dollars?”

“Not great!” I yell. “Jesus, Aunt Kitty.”

“Okay, okay, sheesh. Just exploring our options. You know I’d sell my body if it wasn’t for my celebrity personality. I need to stay loyal to my fans and out of trouble. I promised I wouldn’t sell myself out, so I’m unable to help you in a sexual way.”

“Can you not say it like that? We are not doing anything sexual to get money.”

“Shame, there’s some real money in that field. Oh, you know, I’ve been in contact with some men from foreign countries who have sent me DMs asking if I’m looking for a sugar daddy. Want me to write them back?”

“Those are scams.”

“Perhaps one of them is not; we could be ignoring a golden opportunity.”

“No, Aunt Kitty, we are not contacting random thirsty strangers from your DMs.” I slouch further into the couch and let out a defeated sigh. “Just admit it, we failed before we could even try.”

“Oh stop that.” She waves her hand at me in dismissal. “We haven’t failed, we just need…we need someone to give us money.”

“Yeah, and where do you think we will find this person?”



She sways to the side, tipping back the rest of her drink before she reaches for her tablet on the coffee table. The screen is cracked so badly that it looks like a spider web took up permanent residence. How she can see on that thing, I will never know, but she refuses to get a new one. Something about loyalty. I try not to question too much. “There’s got to be something. What about a financier? Perhaps Mark Cuban is interested?”

“Oh yeah, I read an article the other day about how Mark Cuban was interested in investing in a small-­town sweets shop.” I roll my eyes and finish my drink as well, letting the alcohol seep into my brain, making everything fuzzy.

“And where did you see this article? Maybe there is an attached email address where we can inquire.”

My expression falls flat. “I was being sarcastic.”

“I’m not. I’m dead serious. Let’s see here.” She opens up her internet search and starts typing. “Mark Cuban’s email.”

“You are not going to find his email online.”

“Ah-­ha!” she sing-­songs. “Right here. Mark Cuban at get fucked dot com.” Her nose scrunches up. “Seems a bit crude for a serious businessman. But we can try it.”

“That’s not his real email,” I say, grabbing the tablet from her before she can email a scammer.

“How do you know?”

“Because Mark Cuban is not going to tell his correspondents to get fucked.”

“You don’t know him personally. Maybe he has a dark side to him. All billionaires do.”

“Jesus Christ,” I mumble. “Can you drop the idea of Mark Cuban? He’s not going to finance the candy store.”

“What about Barbara Corcoran?”

“No one from Shark Tank!” I shout.



“Fine.” She rolls her eyes and then takes the tablet back. “Then we need to search for a financier.” She purses her lips for a moment and then her eyes light up as she starts typing.

“What are you doing?”

“Going straight to the source. Financier dot com.” She presses search and, lo and behold, a website pops up.

Huh, that almost seems too convenient.

She clicks on it and we are inundated with pictures of men. “Holy moly, look at this.” She turns the tablet toward me and I blink a few times, trying to focus my eyes, the margarita making it more difficult. “Look at all these men looking to invest.”

I take the tablet from her and swipe to the left, scrolling as best as I can through the cracks. “Why does it show their age?”

“Probably to let you know if they’re young and aggressive or older and experienced. Both positives for a financier.” She takes the tablet back. “Look at this guy.” She clicks on an older man with salt-­and-­pepper hair, holding a small dog. “Looking for commitment, must love dogs, and works in tech. There is big money in tech.”

“Why would a financier be looking for someone who likes dogs?”

Aunt Kitty scoffs. “Please, you’re not going to go into business with someone who doesn’t share the same interests as you.” She taps the side of her head. “Think, Renley.” She continues to scroll through the onslaught of men. Goodness, there are a lot of guys looking to invest. Where are all the women entrepreneurs out there? Surely they should be here. “Ooh, this guy owns his own food truck. I bet he’s looking to expand into different cuisines. He’s a contender.”

“How is he a contender?”

“Candy is a cuisine.”

“I think you’re confusing what the word ‘cuisine’ means.”

Aunt Kitty shakes her head. “No, I’ve never been clearer. Ugh, gross, not this guy. He has a picture of a cat on his shirt.”



“What’s wrong with that?” I ask.

“No serious investor is going to wear a shirt with a picture of a cat in his profile picture. I bet he’s surfing for good ideas to steal as his own. You’re a no, Sebastian, go poach someone else’s idea.”

I lean my head against the back of the couch and say, “I don’t think this is a very good idea. We don’t know these people; they could be criminals.”

“No, this website conducts background checks. Says in the top corner. These are certified financiers. We just need to find the right match for us.” She spends some time scrolling through, making comments here and there about the different men that are popping up. “Depressing that they’re all men. Wouldn’t it be nice to see a Lori Greiner on here?”

“Who is that?”

“From Shark Tank. Honestly, Renley. You claim to know things but it’s as if you were raised in a briar patch—­oh…oh, I think I found our man.”

I glance over at the tablet, where there’s a picture of a guy on the fractured screen, wearing a suit while tugging on his curly brown hair. Long legs, square, broad shoulders, piercing blue eyes, and a carved jaw peppered in scruff that almost seems illegal to look at. He looks more like a model than someone looking to invest.

Or it’s a fake profile picture.

“He’s British, which is a plus—­”

“Why is that a plus?”

“Because Cadbury was created in the United Kingdom, and if I know anything, I know that Cadbury will capture the attention of any red-­blooded tastebud, and we need that kind of experience for our candy store.”

Are tastebuds red-­blooded?

“Does it say he works for Cadbury?”

“No, but it does say that he likes sucking on cherries.”

“That’s an odd thing for a financier to say.”

“Not if they’re looking to be in the food business. Oh, and look, says he wants a solid twenty years of commitment, nothing less.” Aunt Kitty nudges me. “Marjorie can take her three months, chew on it, and preferably choke.”

“Twenty years, wow, that’s long.”

“Twenty years of committed business sounds like a winner to me. Not to mention, he loves a long-­lasting merger, and this says he can go all night. That’s what you want in an investor, someone who burns the midnight oil.”

“That does sound promising.”

“And it says he’s also looking for someone with a strong hold, someone who can take him deep.”

“Take him deep?” I give her a puzzled look.

Aunt Kitty waves me off. “One of those finance terms.”

“Huh, never heard of it before.”

“That’s because we’re newbies; these guys know all the quick terms. Like this right here, says he’s DTF before commitment.”

“What does that mean?” I ask with a scrunch to my nose.

“Clearly it means he’s down to finance before fully committing. That right there says he can be trustworthy.”

“Wow, yeah, that does seem promising. Does he have any requirements for me? Like is he looking for anything in particular to invest in?”

“Let me see…” She runs her finger over the tablet, reading carefully. “No requirements, just…oh look, an American. That’s you. You’re an American.”

“I am.” I brighten up. “I was born here. I know of America.”

“You were, and you do, therefore, you meet the requirements.”

“Well, that seems…that seems almost too easy, but maybe we apply.”

Aunt Kitty smirks. “I think we shall.” She starts typing away, that evil smirk still on her face. “Marjorie is going to rue the day she messed with us. Just wait until she gets the taste of her own foot bone in her mouth. She’s going to see exactly why she’s so repulsive.”



“Why is she sticking her foot bone in her mouth?” I ask, the alcohol making me feel all kinds of dazed.

“Because…honestly, Renley, because she stuck her foot in her mouth about us screwing up. You know what, dear, just go to sleep, let Aunt Kitty handle this. I got you.”

“Yeah.” I close my eyes. Those margaritas are making me sleepy. Is three too many? “You got me.”







CHAPTER FOUR

THEO

“Theo!” I hear my father roar from the bottom of the stairs. “Get your arse down here. Now!”

Groaning, I lift my head from my bed and look at the clock on my nightstand.

9:32.

Ugh, doesn’t he know not to bother me until at least noon? And isn’t he supposed to be on holiday?

“This very second!” he screams again, using the type of voice that tells me whatever happened involved me doing something stupid.

I shift the blankets off me and glance down at my lap to see that I’m wearing a pink lace thong. What the hell?

I look over to the side to see a note on the nightstand with a pair of pink lips staining the paper.

Oh…right.

Not wanting my father to have any excuse to yell at me more, I slip off the thong—­unsure why I’m wearing it in the first place—­and slip on a pair of boxer briefs. I grab the robe that’s hanging off the back of my wingback chair and I slip it over my shoulders as I reach for my door.

Just as I open it, my father yells, “Hurry up!”

I wince from the booming of his voice. Jesus Christ. Who invited him into my little cottage anyway? I surely didn’t. That reminds me, I need to see what kind of key he has. Sure, my cottage is on his property, but technically this will be my property one day, therefore, it’s everyone’s…wait, does that make sense?

Hell if I know. I can still taste the rum on my tongue that I was licking off…huh, what was her name?

“I can smell you from here,” Father says as I make my way down the moderate staircase.

“Yeah? What do I smell like?”

“Don’t test me,” he says just as I reach the bottom, and he shoves a phone in my face. “Care to explain?”

“Uh, yeah.” I pinch my brow, attempting to get my eyes to focus on the screen millimeters away from my nose. “That’s a mobile phone; they’ve overtaken the use of landlines.”

“Theodore,” Father booms, causing the stairs beneath me to quake.

Okay, okay, maybe I need to actually take this seriously. His spittle just landed on me, and when there’s spittle, there’s consequences.

Adjusting my eyesight and attempting to focus, I take in an article that reads, “Theodore Williams III Is Looking for a Fiancée.”

Oh shit.

“From the look in your eyes, I’m going to assume this is not a fake headline?”

I press my lips together and take the phone from my father, quickly searching through the article and glancing at the screenshots of my profile on Fiance-­er.com.

Likes to suck on cherries?

Loves a long-­lasting merger?

Jesus, Rupert.

“Why?” Father asks, ripping the phone from my grasp. “Why do you keep doing this? Getting yourself into
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