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Macy lay the beach bag on the wooden counter of Buster’s Books and artfully crammed it with paperbacks, allowing two of the colorful selections to appear to be spilling out, desperate to be purchased and brought to the beach by the next discerning shopper. “I don’t know, Gina. Do you think this display looks irresistible?” She looked beyond the counter to the back room of the bookstore where her friend and colleague stood with a hand resting on the laser printer. “How’s the sign coming?”

“Almost there.” Gina cocked her head and listened to the printer’s inner workings before retrieving the finished product and bringing it to Macy. “What do you think?”

Macy gave the page a quick scan. “It’s perfect. I love the colors you used. Who could set eyes on this combo and not buy at least one of these books?”

“The only reason I’m not buying those two is I already bought them.” Gina inserted the paper into the chrome sign holder and set it on the counter.

“Well done. Now all we need is a flurry of customers to come in.” Macy heard the distinctive squeak from the floor above and knew Buster would be coming down the stairs from the second-floor apartment where he and Cheryl lived. “I hope it’s as busy as yesterday.”

“It should be. It’s Saturday, right?”

“Right. And a definite beach day. Which means they might need beach reads.”

“Beach reads?” Buster asked, appearing in the doorway from the back room.

“Good morning, boss,” Gina said.

“Hi, Buster.”

“Morning, ladies.” Buster strode to the door, checking his watch before unlocking and turning the door sign to read Open. Returning to the counter, his eyes swept the new display. “Nice job. Can you handle the place while I go investigate a rumor I just heard?”

Macy met Gina’s eyes and they both smiled. “A rumor?” Macy asked.

“We enjoy hearing rumors.”

“It’s probably not what you think, and as soon as I confirm it, you’ll be the next to hear it. I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

Macy and Gina watched him cross the shop and enter the back room, then seconds later heard the door open and close.

“He’s taking his car,” Macy said. “So it must not be a Main Street rumor.”

“He could have given us a hint, couldn’t he?”

Macy put her hand on Gina’s arm. “Do you think he’s planning to retire finally? So we can buy the store from him and Cheryl?”

Gina frowned. “I don’t know where that idea came from. And before you say anything else, I know you want to buy Buster’s Books, but why would he need to drive anywhere if that’s what the rumor is?”

“He might be confirming with a potential purchaser.” Macy grimaced. “Do you think he forgot we want to buy it?”

“First, since you remind him every other week, I don’t think he forgot. Second, I don’t have enough saved to buy a new car, let alone a store. And I’m not sure if I want to go in on it with you.”

“Okay. Fine. I know you haven’t made up your mind, but you aren’t 100% sure you don’t want to buy it, are you?”

“Not 100%, no. But the money...”

“Don’t worry about the money right now. Once Buster decides to sell and we’re somewhat ready to buy, we’ll figure it out and make it happen.”

“Right. Like magic.”

“I’m going to pretend I didn’t hear your sarcasm because I need to go straighten up the children’s section.”

“Not really sarcasm. More like wishful thinking with a side order of skepticism.”

Macy picked up three books and returned them to their proper places while she forced thoughts of Buster and Cheryl selling to some mystery person out of her head. Someone nowhere as deserving as Gina and she were.
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TANNER HAMMERED WHAT he hoped was the last nail into the Tremaine’s three car garage, then turned to Curtis. “When’s Nick coming to do the wiring?”

“Monday.”

“Him and his banker’s hours.” Tanner shook his head. “Maybe you should have gone for your license so you could do all our electrical.”

“And you could do all the construction by yourself? How long do you think this garage would have taken you to build alone?”

“Maybe I should have gone for my license then. We should have one electrician in the family.”

“Tell Emmett he can do it.”

Tanner thought about his older brother giving up his web-design business so he could work with his younger brothers. “I guess we wait for Nick, then. But we can paint the exterior and probably finish today.”

“Or Monday.”

“Or Monday.” Tanner wished there was an extra work day in the week. Sundays were not, and never would be, work days for Wright Bros. Builders. He walked out through the opening where one of the garage doors would be once Nick had done his thing on Monday. If he finished on Monday. This was the largest garage Tanner and Curtis had ever built, and Tanner didn’t know if the wiring was going to take longer than their usual two-car jobs. Opening the back door of his black F150, he lifted the 5-gallon bucket of Silver Satin and brought it to the garage. “Come on, Picasso. Let’s get to work.”

“Excuse me. That’s Mister Picasso to you.”

Tanner grinned. Maybe it was a good thing Emmett hadn’t decided to be a third partner in Wright Bros. They’d spend even more time clowning around. Picking up a brush, he thought about the next jobs they had lined up once they finished at Tremaine’s, first for two 10’ x 16’ sheds for Kingsbury Garden Center, then adding the second story on the McKenna’s, then the granny flat for the Damiens. They’d be busy for months, and it was all good.

When they’d finished the first coat on the right side of the garage his phone rang and he put down the brush to answer. “Tanner Wright.” He listened to the lengthy explanation, gave a brief response, and the call ended. Looking at his brother, whose frown indicated he’d grasped the situation, he shoved the phone into his back pocket.

“What was that?”

“Damiens cancelled. They can’t wait that long.”

“That sucks.”

“Yeah.” Tanner picked up the brush, dipping it into the pail. “We lose a job because we can’t get to it quickly enough, but we can’t afford to hire anyone until we finish more jobs.” Dammit.
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It was almost lunch time before Macy heard the back door to the store open, then the jingle of Buster’s keys as he passed through the back room. She was ringing up a handful of paperbacks, including one from the beach reads’ display, when he joined her at the counter.

“How are you, Mrs. Oakley?” Buster asked.

“I’m doing well. How are you, Buster?”

“Also well.” He bagged the books and handed the bag to her. “Thank you. Enjoy your books.”

“Oh, I will.”

Macy thanked the woman, then watched her walk toward the door. Glancing around to confirm there were no other customers in the store, she asked, “Can you tell us about your ‘rumor’ now?”

“Wait for me,” Gina said, hurrying from the self-help section to join them.

Buster leaned against the wooden counter. “I went to see Harold Welch.”

Macy opened her mouth to ask why Buster wouldn’t just go next door to Kingsbury Hardware to speak to its owner, then remembered Harold didn’t work Saturdays. “You didn’t want to just call him?”

“This required a face-to-face talk, and he confirmed the rumor that he is, indeed, selling the business.”

“You couldn’t have just asked him?”

“Maybe I phrased that wrong. He’s been trying to sell the business, but quietly, and there’s been no interest. So he’s closing and selling the store.”

Macy and Gina looked at each other, then back to Buster. “And?” Macy asked.

“We’re going to buy it and expand. He has twice the space we have here, and we can get into more of the things Cheryl and I’ve been wanting to do.”

Expand? Macy knew Buster had continued to explain, excitement evident in his expression and tone, but all she could focus on was the fact the bookstore was going to more than double in size, which meant the cost when Buster was ready to retire would be even higher. Significantly higher. If he ever decided he was ready to retire. He was in his sixties, and she’d thought a time or two he might be thinking about retirement, but the way he was still talking made her think she must have imagined it. Gina was asking questions and Buster was answering, but the words just flowed past Macy as she realized her dreams of buying the store would remain just that, with little hope of them ever coming true. Forcing a smile, she pretended to be excited for her boss and made the effort to listen to what he was saying.

“So I’ll need to find a contractor to either gut it or work with what Harold’s got over there.”

Macy realized she could be of some help with this. “I have a cousin who’s a contractor. I can give you his number if you want.” That was the ticket, wasn’t it? When change was forced on you, move right along with it. Be part of the solution. She could be part of the solution, couldn’t she? It would be better than having some unknown man coming in here, all swagger and arrogance, just like Gary Pierre had been. The fact she hadn’t recognized his “qualities” for what they were since she’d had stars in her eyes because he was the hottest guy to ever show an interest in her was her own stupid fault.

“Thanks, Macy. I’ve got someone in mind, but if they’re busy, I’ll let you know.”

That was a maybe. Maybe was good. “What kind of timeframe are we talking about?”

“Harold is ready to sell now, and once we close, I’ll get the contractors in. Shouldn’t be more than a month before it’s ours. I’d only be guessing on how long the reno will take.”

“So will you knock down that wall?” Gina asked, pointing to the children’s section. “Or just make a doorway there?”

“It’s coming down. I want the space wide open. Maybe we’ll add a small coffee shop. Who knows?”

Who knows, indeed? Macy stared at the children’s section, trying to imagine what the expanded shop would look like, but she was unable to move beyond her disappointment. Oh, well... Tonight was going to be a brownie sundae night. And it was going to be a big one, not some piddly little thing. While she savored every single bite, she was going to revise her dream and come up with something to replace it. There were plenty of things she could do besides buying a bookstore and being a slave to her business for the rest of her life. There was the right sour grapes’ attitude. Or was it sweet lemons? Either way, maybe Gina would come with her to Peaceful Meadows and they could revise their dream together.

As she and Gina left through the back door after they’d wrapped up their closing activities and heard Buster lock the door behind them, Macy asked, “Peaceful Meadows tonight?”

“Can’t. I’m watching the littles so Katie and Dustin can have a date night.”

“What a great sister you are. And auntie. And sister-in-law.”

“That’s me. I’m going to let them stay up too late and make a blanket tent and have snacks and everything.”

Macy laughed at the way Gina had perfectly mimicked her niece and nephew. “You guys have fun.” And I will, too. With my giant-sized sundae. And she wasn’t even going to have dinner first because losing out on a dream didn’t happen every day and she deserved a special treat.
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AFTER DROPPING CURTIS at home at the end of the day, Tanner knew he was in need of a drive to help clear his head. He drove along the back roads of Kingsbury and continued his mental argument about one, hiring someone with the expectation the business would be able to support a third salary, or two, doing nothing, working at the same speed as they’d always worked, and taking the chance of losing another job because of it. Pausing briefly to wonder what dinner was going to consist of, since he didn’t have anything suitable at home, his eyes strayed to the left and lit on the ice cream stand. Why the hell not? He tapped his blinker and eased the truck to the side of the small building, climbing out and automatically tapping his back pocket to confirm the presence of his wallet before he approached the front and the three lines of ice cream fans.

“Thank you,” Macy said, cradling the plastic bowl in one hand while she stuffed the tip into the glass jar. “You have made my night.” Hurrying out of the way to make room for those behind her in line, she headed for her car. It was while her eyes were gazing with longing at her beautiful, delicious treasure, cupped in both hands, disaster struck.

Tanner looked down at his shirt, which was now sporting a glob of whipped cream complete with cherry. The cherry lost the battle with gravity and fell to the ground before he raised his eyes to see who’d attacked him with what had probably once been a decent sundae. A brunette held what remained of the ice cream mess, the part that wasn’t smeared all over the front of her, and her striking face wore an interesting expression. “Thanks, but I’d rather choose my own tonight.”

Macy moaned, hoping it was less audible than it had sounded to her, then looked at her clothes, covered in whipped cream, before looking at the man before her. Also covered in whipped cream. How had this happened? Where had he even come from? Was she at fault? Had she been anticipating her sundae dinner complete with a lovely maraschino cherry instead of watching where she was going? Meeting the man’s eyes, she said, “That wasn’t supposed to happen.”

He looked down again, feeling the wet shirt attaching itself to his chest. Not a pleasant feeling, even if it had the benefit of taking his mind off his business concerns. Maybe he didn’t have anything decent to eat at home, but he wasn’t going to stay in this shirt longer than he needed to. “You have a great night.” He turned and headed back to the truck, tugging the shirt off over his head as he walked, careful not to smear the whipped cream any further.

She looked from the mess on her formerly pretty pink shirt to the man’s naked, and yes, attractive back thanks to the wide shoulders and slim and trim hips, as the distance between them increased, then she studied what was left of the sundae. The no longer appetizing sundae. Well, if she was going to splurge on a zillion calories, it was going to be satisfying and beautiful and worth it. Stepping toward the trash barrel, she dropped the plastic bowl into it, then walked toward her Honda Civic, thinking men had no idea how lucky they were being able to just whip off their shirts whenever they felt like it.

Hearing a motor start, she saw a truck start rolling toward the street. Wright Bros. Builders. A contractor. Didn’t that just figure. She’d seen the truck around, but would never have suspected it housed a destroyer of extra-large brownie sundaes who hadn’t even apologized for the collision. Or his part, anyway. Maybe it was more a 50/50 blame situation. It didn’t matter. She had a messy, sticky shirt and hadn’t had even one little taste of her sundae. Not even one. And her hands were all sticky and she’d touch her door handle and her steering wheel and her keys and everything would be sticky. How absolutely fantastic.
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Monday morning, and a cloudy one at that, Macy thought with a complete lack of enthusiasm. She pulled into her usual space behind the bookstore, next to Buster’s truck and Cheryl’s SUV, thinking it could be worse. It could be raining, or even hailing. July was often full of surprises, weather-wise. She glanced at the back door of Kingsbury Hardware, soon to be the second back door of Buster’s Books, and wondered how soon the destruction and reconstruction would be happening. Buster was pleased with how smoothly the sale had gone through, and Macy had resigned herself to the fact she would never be a proud co-owner or sole owner of the bookstore. She hadn’t yet come up with a new dream, but decided she had plenty of time and that inspiration could strike her unawares at any time.

Unlocking the door, she heard voices in the back room. Raised voices. Uh-oh. Buster never raised his voice, and Cheryl rarely did, but today was clearly an exception and Macy wondered if she should back up, close the door quietly, and pretend she hadn’t heard anything.

“Good. One of the girls will help me to be the voice of reason.”

Cheryl’s voice. Which meant they’d heard her coming and there would be no sneaking out now. She stepped inside, hoping she was ready to be a voice of reason. Cheryl and Buster were facing each other, Cheryl with hands on her hips, Buster with arms crossed, and the tension was practically bouncing off the walls. “Good morning?”

“Hello, Macy,” Cheryl said. “Perhaps you could explain to Buster that if he doesn’t slow down and take some time off for a vacation, he’s going to stress himself into a heart attack.”

Oh boy. Just what she always wanted. Being right in the middle of her bosses. It was almost as bad as being in the middle of her parents, which had never happened, but she could imagine how hideous it would be. “You seem to have worded that very well, and I know I couldn’t-”

“I can’t go now, not when construction is starting this morning,” Buster said.

“Do they, or do they not, have the blueprints for what you want done?” Cheryl asked.

“Yes, but-”

“Are they, or are they not, capable of doing the job? You hired them for a reason, didn’t you? Because you know you can trust them to do the job right.”

“Yes, but-”

“No more buts. I am going upstairs now, and I’m going to book a vacation for two. And you are going whether you like it or not. And we’re going far from Massachusetts, so don’t get any ideas.” Cheryl turned to head for the stairs, pausing long enough to send Macy a wink that Buster couldn’t see.

After watching his wife until she disappeared up the stairs, Buster looked at Macy. “Apparently there’s some trouble in paradise.”

“I’m just going to get things started.” She gestured to the front.

“I don’t know how soon this forced vacation is happening, but I want you and Gina to text me if you have any questions or the guys have any problems. Understand?”

It was a direct order and she understood perfectly. “Yes, but-”

“No more buts. A few texts aren’t going to ruin anyone’s vacation.”

That was one way to look at it. Not necessarily the realistic way, but she was staying out of it as much as possible. “They’re starting today?”

“Yes. I’ll have you meet them when Gina comes in, and you should exchange numbers in case they have questions when I’m not here.”

Macy couldn’t imagine “the guys” would be there unless the store was open. “What days will they be working here?”

“Monday through Saturday, and they start at 7:00. They’re later today because they said they had to wrap something up first.”

So they’d be there three hours before the store opened every day. “When do they finish?”

“They said it varies. I told them they could name their hours because I want this finished as soon as possible.”

Macy heard a phone chirp and knew it wasn’t hers, then saw Buster pull his from the pocket of his jeans and check the screen. Looking at Macy, he smiled.

“My bride requests my presence upstairs. Wish me luck.”

She grinned and headed for the counter, hearing his steps as he mounted the stairs. Cheryl and Buster had been married almost forty years, and Macy liked hearing him refer to Cheryl as his “bride”. Maybe one day she’d have a husband who’d have a fond nickname for her. It certainly wasn’t going to be any time soon since there hadn’t been a boyfriend in sight since Gary. And the less she thought of him, the better. Hearing the back door open again, she wondered when she and Gina would be going next door to meet the guys and see what the former Kingsbury Hardware looked like in its stripped-down state.

After they’d been open for a couple of hours, Macy heard the unmistakable beeping of a truck in reverse coming from out back and looked at Gina. “That could be the builders. I hope Buster comes down soon. I want to see what the place looks like before they get started.”

“Maybe Buster and Cheryl have found a vacation spot and everything’s hunky-dory with them again,” Gina said. “I’m glad I missed their spat. It would be like hearing my parents fighting.”

“It was just like that, but luckily it was mostly over by the time I got here.” She heard the doorknob squeak upstairs and said, “That’s probably Buster now.” They listened to the descending footsteps, then Cheryl and Buster joined them.

“Cheryl’s going to watch the store while I bring you girls next door.” He smiled at his wife. “I promised her this wouldn’t take long, then she can get back to her packing.”

Macy caught the look they exchanged and was impressed that Cheryl had apparently not only booked their vacation but had shown Buster the light in only a couple of hours. Smiling to herself, she followed Buster and Gina out the back door for their meet and greet session.

––––––––
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TANNER ADJUSTED HIS tool belt and surveyed the space as Curtis took a drag from his coffee cup. When he heard the back door open, he tapped his brother’s arm and they turned to face their visitors. Buster Keane came through the doorway first, followed by two women, no doubt the employees he’d said he was going to bring over today.

He didn’t recognize the first woman, which was no surprise since he’d never set foot in Buster’s Books, preferring to order his paperbacks online. When he saw the second one, he thought she looked familiar, but in the less than adequate lighting, he couldn’t be sure... Wait just a second...Hell, yes, he could be sure. It had to be her, the same one who’d given him a bath in her whipped cream. Complete with cherry. If this was the way she operated, he'd better give her plenty of room. She didn’t look as if she remembered him but maybe she’d been too preoccupied with the sundae she’d thrown on his shirt to notice his face. He’d noticed hers, though.

“Tanner, Curtis, I want you to meet Gina Troy and Macy Peters. Since my wife and I are taking a vacation, effective as soon as she can get me in the car, you’ll need to direct all your questions to the girls. It’s probably best if you all exchange numbers.”

Exchange numbers with contractors? Macy looked at Tanner and Curtis, not really sure who was Tanner and who was Curtis, and – and wait just a flipping minute. She’d seen that face before. Buster hired this guy to reno the store? The guy who’d destroyed her brownie sundae without even a word of apology? And now she was supposed to give him her number?
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Curtis stepped over to Gina, brushing a hand on his jeans before extending it. “Curtis Wright. Nice to meet you.”

“Hi, Curtis. I’m Gina Troy.” As soon as Curtis released her hand, she pulled out her phone.

Macy was aware of Gina and Curtis exchanging numbers and waited to see if the other one, Tanner, or she would be the first to speak. But, really, how often would she need to speak to this Tanner? He’d be over here banging things around and flexing his muscles and making lots of noise while she’d be in the bookstore, probably kicking up the volume of the streaming music to cover as much of the commotion as possible without blasting anyone’s eardrums. Of course there would be little to no contact, which was the way she wanted it, so she could be polite, mature, and all the other things one was sometimes forced to be with someone one really doesn’t want anything to do with. Politely extending her hand, she said, “I’m Macy.”

Tanner eyed her hand, deciding he was safe enough for now, and grasped it. “Tanner Wright. What’s your number?” He pulled out his phone and waited. And waited a little longer.

Macy reached for his phone and saw him pull it back before she could take it, then she met his eyes. Was that how it was going to be with this man? Then game on. She rattled off her number and watched him add it to his contacts. “When you aren’t too busy you can send me a text.” She looked at Gina, who seemed to be finding all kinds of things to talk about with Curtis. Curtis was a contractor, yes, but he didn’t have those conceited eyes she was all too familiar with, thanks to Gary. But Macy really didn’t have time to stand here and examine anyone’s eyes, she needed to get back to the store so Cheryl could finish packing and sweep Buster away for his much-needed vacation. “I’ll head back to work.”

Tanner watched Macy stride toward the back door, dodging the collection of empty shelves and racks that needed to be heaved into a dumpster, whose delivery time was supposed to be today at who-knew-when o’clock. What he did know was if they had any questions while Buster Keane was away, he and Curtis would be dealing with Gina.

Once Gina and Buster followed Macy outside, Tanner looked at Curtis.

“What?” Curtis asked. “Have to be nice to the neighbors. Or at least one of us does. What’s the matter with you?”

“She’s the one who threw her sundae at me that night.”

“Threw her...who, Gina?”

“No. Macy.”

“You should have asked her why when you had the chance.”

Tanner knew why. And he knew he was exaggerating by saying she threw it at him. They’d collided, that was all. But it had happened just after he and Curtis had lost the Damiens’ job and he’d been anticipating losing more jobs for the same damn reason. He sighed. “It was an accident.”

“That makes more sense. And don’t forget you’re supposed to send her a text so she has your number.”

“You heard that? I thought you were too dazzled by Gina to notice anything. Did you ask her out yet?”

Curtis laughed. “Just send the text so we can get to work. Maybe it will improve your disposition.”

“Nothing wrong with my disposition.”

––––––––
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“REMEMBER I TOLD YOU about the guy who crashed into me and ruined my brownie sundae?” Macy asked, once Buster and Cheryl had returned upstairs to continue their adventures in packing.

“Yes, but remind me what happened.”

“I was coming around the corner at Peaceful Meadows and my beautiful sundae was looking all delicious and irresistible and all of a sudden I was wearing the sundae, and so was that guy.”

“Why are you remembering this now?”

“Tanner Wright was the guy.”

“Oh.”

“Yes. Oh. So if the guys have any questions while Buster and Cheryl are gone, guess what? You’ve just been elected the Buster’s Books’ liaison. I am staying away from Tanner. He’s arrogant and conceited, and just like... Never mind. Curtis seems very nice, so you can deal with him. And you have his number. I have neither of their numbers, which is very telling, isn’t it?”

“I am happy to play liaison. I’ve never met a Mister Wright before.” Gina grinned, then elbowed Macy. “Now we’ve both met one.”

“Except Tanner is more like Mister Wrong. As he continues to prove.” When her phone chirped with a text, she slid it from her pocket to tap the screen. Glowering, she showed it to Gina, who seemed to find the graphic pretty funny.

“I guess you have Tanner’s number now.”

“He couldn’t have sent just his name? He had to send a sundae?”

“Maybe he thinks he owes you one since he ruined yours.”

Macy looked at the photo. Piles of whipped cream and a cherry filled a blue plastic bowl just like the ones Peaceful Meadows used. “This is just great. Now I’m going to have to stop on the way home and get one.” She’d never tried again since that day, deciding it wasn’t meant to be, and she was fated to suffer without ice cream despite having her dream destroyed. Her dream and her sundae, both in one day. Could being forced to work within hearing distance of Tanner Wright’s crashing around be considered a good enough reason to try again for a sundae? Absolutely.

Hearing the squeaky doorknob again, she met Gina’s eyes. “Oh, boy.” She was dying to know where the Keanes were going for their instavacation, and she walked toward the door to the back room to meet them, Gina beside her. “Hi.”

Cheryl smiled and patted Buster on the back. “We’re going to have a lovely road trip to the place we rented on the Outer Banks, and we’re going to spend days and days just relaxing on the beach and doing whatever we feel like doing. Except worrying about the store. Because it will be in very capable hands.”

“If anything comes up-”

Cheryl interrupted Buster. “If anything comes up, call or text me, and if we can’t figure it out together, then I’ll ask Buster. All right, girls?”

Macy wanted to answer, “Yes, Mom.” Instead she said, “All right with us. Right, Gina?”

“Absolutely all right. You two have a great time.”

“If you get short here, you call Earl or Lois. They said they’d fill in.”

“Yes, boss.” Macy didn’t think Buster had quite caught the proper vacation vibe but Cheryl would make sure he did. Probably before they left the county, if not by the Kingsbury town line.
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“Did you notice how different Curtis and Tanner are?” Gina asked after they’d had a flurry of customers and they were alone again.

“You mean one is friendly and one isn’t?”

Gina laughed. “I mean their hair, and their faces.”

“Not really.”

“Curtis has dark straight hair and Tanner’s is light brown and wavy. They both have scruffy beards, though. They just look very different for brothers.”

“Maybe Tanner colors his hair.” When Gina laughed again, Macy said, “You can ask Tanner when they have their first question for you.”

Gina’s lips twisted. “I can’t remember the last time you were so against a guy, Macy.”

“He came between me and my sundae. And I really needed that sundae.”

“That was weeks ago. Why don’t you go get a sundae right now and get it out of your system? So you can move on and stop thinking of him as something evil.”

“Fine. He isn’t evil. But I need to stay far away from him.”

Gina rolled her eyes. “Okay. But maybe with time you’ll realize he’s just another guy. Buster wouldn’t have hired him if he wasn’t good at what he does. Right? Are you upset because Buster didn’t ask your cousin to do it?”

“I was at first, then I realized if Lance wasn’t everything Buster wanted in a contractor it would be awkward, and I was relieved he went with someone else.” Hearing a truck outside, she headed for the back room. “We aren’t expecting a delivery, are we?”

“Not that I know of.”

Opening the back door, Macy saw the source of the commotion. “Look at this.”

Gina stepped beside her. “That makes sense. They’d need a dumpster to hold all the leftover stuff from the hardware store.”

“I guess.” Macy had expected to see a huge empty space when they went next door, but there had been all kinds of obstacles. Maybe Harold Welch had thought Buster would want some of the stuff. Maybe Buster did, but he hadn’t shared that with either Gina or her. She hoped Curtis wasn’t going to ask either of them if Buster wanted anything that was still in the old store. This would be the opportunity, since both Curtis and Tanner were outside, Tanner directing the truck driver on where to leave the dumpster. When she saw him notice them standing by their back door she wondered if he’d give them a wave, then when he looked away without any acknowledgement, she wondered why she’d wondered. “I’m going inside. You can stay out if you want.” 

She walked back to the counter after checking to see if anyone had come in, but the store remained customer-free. When she heard Gina’s laughter, she imagined Curtis had come over to say hello again. Maybe Gina really liked the guy, even though they’d just met. He was nice looking, and just because he had a brother who would never win any awards for friendliness didn’t diminish that fact. Maybe if Tanner had an ounce of niceness in him he’d be nice looking, too. He did have great hair. Both brothers did. But great hair was of no use to anyone if it wasn’t teamed with a great personality. 

When the front door opened, she stood at attention by the counter, ready to help someone, anyone, who needed a book or two. She wanted the numbers to be great while Buster was away, to show him they were fine alone, and maybe he needed to think about taking more vacations. And it was the Tanowicz sisters, probably looking for another cozy mystery, and she smiled as she walked over to greet them. “Hi, Phyllis. Hi, Lynn.”

“There’s a big truck out behind your store. What’s going on?”

Macy knew Buster wasn’t keeping the expansion a secret, and was happy to supply what the sisters would consider “news”. “Buster and Cheryl bought the old hardware store and we’re expanding.” Hearing a crash out back and feeling the ground shake, she said, “There’s the dumpster being delivered.”

“All kinds of excitement around here,” Phyllis said.

“Oh, yes. It’s good to keep things interesting.” When Macy heard more construction-type bangs and bumps, this time coming from the store next door, she smiled at the women, hoping they weren’t going to exaggerate what they’d heard and make it sound as if the store were under siege. “I guess you can’t build a store without a few growing pains, right?”

“I can’t wait to see how it will all look,” Lynn said. “But right now I need something to read.”

“We’ve got some new mysteries on the counter by the beach bag if you want to check them out.”

“Thank you, Macy. We’ll just see what we can find.”

Macy heard the back door open as the sisters were leaving by the front, both with two new mysteries apiece. She headed for the back room, meeting Gina in the doorway. “Well, did you two go out for coffee or something?”

Gina grinned. “We were just talking. He’s really nice.”

“I assume you’re talking about Curtis.”

“Yes. Tanner went inside right after you did, but for all we know, he could be nice, too.”

Macy wasn’t going to jump aboard the Tanner-could-be-nice train, but she gave him points for either having a strong work ethic or knowing his brother may have wanted to be alone with Gina, and she decided her benevolence must have sprung from the anticipation of her trip to Peaceful Meadows. How could she not feel all was well when she knew she’d soon be enjoying a double chocolate brownie, brownie ice cream drowning in hot fudge sauce, whipped cream and a cherry? And this time, this time, when she had that precious cup in her hands, she would be scanning the area around her constantly, making sure there was no Tanner Wright in the vicinity, until she was safely in her Civic, where she would dip the plastic spoon into that luscious whipped cream. It was going to be wonderful.
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Macy kept her eyes on the stunningly attractive new addition to the small parking area behind the bookstore as she pulled in. At least the dumpster was a cheerful green and free of any questionable and possibly disgusting spillages on the exterior. She wasn’t going to waste any time speculating on what delights the interior might hold. Parked beside the dumpster was the black Wright Bros. truck, and she wasn’t going to speculate on what might be happening inside the addition, either.

She’d decided to call it the addition last night as she sat in her car enjoying every single bite of her brownie sundae with brownie ice cream. Even Tanner Wright’s previous behaviors had faded into the past where they belonged. She’d told herself tomorrow would begin a new era between them. Every conversation, every consultation, every contact would be as smooth as whipped cream.

And seeing the truck already installed, meaning the Wright men were hard at work already, gave her almost a warm and cozy feeling because it meant Buster was one day closer to having his store nearly triple in size. After she’d shut off the car, she saw the back door open and Tanner appeared carrying what looked like a display case, then he headed for the dumpster, heaving the discarded piece up and in. She was almost too distracted by the crash that followed to notice the sight of his biceps. But notice them she did. Then she reminded herself bulging biceps were a dime a dozen. And for half a second, she almost believed herself. She watched Tanner return inside without acknowledging her presence, which showed he was totally focused on his work. She considered that commendable.

Hearing her phone chirp with Buster’s familiar text alert once she reached the counter, she grinned, then pulled out her phone to check the display.

“Changed my mind – tell Tanner I want the display cases with the closed backs”

She tapped a response. “Will do. Enjoy your vacation.” When she didn’t hear anything further, she glanced at the wall standing between the current bookstore and the mess that was to become the rest of the bookstore. Wishing there was a connecting door, she took her keys and headed out the back door, locking it behind her, then hurried along the building to accomplish the quick errand. And behind door number two, we have... Her hand on the knob, she pulled the door open. The back room was dimly lit, as was what she could see of the store. There was brown paper covering the front windows, par for the course for any renovations she’d ever seen, and she headed for the front.

When Tanner heard the back door open, he guessed Curtis’ dental appointment had finished sooner than he’d expected. Calling out before he lifted another shelving unit, he said, “What’d they say? You going to live?” His eyes on the doorway, he saw it wasn’t Curtis who appeared there. Now what did Macy Peters want? “Can I help you?”

Rather than think about Tanner’s previous questions about what they said and would she live, she focused on the question she could answer. “Buster wants to keep the display cases.”

He put down the one he was holding, thinking about the others they’d already tossed out back. “Keep the display cases?” He pictured himself climbing into the dumpster and examining the cases for salvageability. If the impressive sounds of destruction they’d been treated to was any sign, there wasn’t much worth reusing in there.

“Yes. The ones with the closed backs.” She glanced around, wondering about the look on his face. Maybe it was more the absence of a look. Except his eyebrows had lowered just a fraction. Maybe his eyes had narrowed slightly, too. “Is that a problem?”

Would she consider the waste of his and Curtis’ time a problem? He sure as hell would. But he wasn’t the boss here. Technically, neither was she, but she was the closest thing to it until Buster returned. “No problem. All of them? Half of them? How many?” Maybe it wouldn’t be as bad as he was imagining.

How many? Buster hadn’t been specific, and she wasn’t going to text him to ask, unless he texted her first with another request. For all she knew, he’d texted her the first time without Cheryl even knowing. What
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