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            SYNOPSIS

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Let me share with you how a work retreat, a studio apartment, one gorgeous chef, and a four-legged caregiver changed my life.

      

        

      
        It all started when my car skidded on black ice on the way to a work retreat.

      

        

      
        I ended up in a small town I had never heard of, far from my destination.

      

        

      
        Wait until you read what happened next…

      

        

      
        A hot guy rescued me, another guy rescued my car, and the third guy let me stay in his studio apartment above his garage.

      

        

      
        When I woke up this morning, all I wanted was to be home, on my couch, snuggled under my favorite blanket… until I met him, the owner of the studio apartment.

      

        

      
        He swung the door open, and my mind seemed to forget about my busy schedule or my favorite blanket.

      

        

      
        Colter’s tall frame and piercing blue eyes were definitely going to be a distraction.

      

        

      
        I don’t want to spoil what happens next, but the magic of the small town, two irresistible hot chocolates, a loving cat named Cinnamon, and a never-ending amount of Christmas decorations…

      

        

      
        …prove when life forces you to slow down, that’s when everything comes into focus.
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            CHAPTER ONE

          

          ANNA

        

      

    

    
      “Yeah, I’m on the way to the retreat now.” My assistant always seemed to call me at the worst times. Like, when I was driving in a surprise snowstorm.

      Right before I left home, I checked the weather app on my phone. My drive from Chicago to Traverse City, Michigan, should’ve been simple. According to the meteorologist’s report, it was supposed to be clear, with no snow in sight.

      Instead, I was lost because visibility sucked due to the snow I was told wouldn’t happen.

      It was moments like these when I wished I had taken the simple flight to Traverse City with my coworkers.

      “Do you want me to send an email?” Jill, my assistant, called to share a few client updates with me since I had been driving for several hours.

      “No, just tell them I’ll take care of it when I’m back at the office on Monday.” Right as I said the word Monday, I felt my wheels move back and forth. I was on a two-lane road. The pavement seemed fine, but then my tires slipped again, and that’s when I realized I was on black ice.

      “Anna, are you alright?” I was using the car’s hands-free feature. Her voice sounded high-pitched through the speakers.

      “I need to…” I was about to say go, because I needed to focus on the road. My finger hovered over the end button when my car slipped on the black ice for the third time. Then, it felt like I was riding a roller coaster, the way it spun around twice before slamming into a tree.

      The car hit the tree, and the airbag deployed. My head hit the airbag, then slammed back against the seat. I sat there with my eyes closed, visualizing every part of my body. There was no way I didn’t hurt myself with that sort of impact. Thankfully, I was only going about 15 mph because of the shitty visibility. As I slowly lifted each eyelid, I tried to get a grasp on my surroundings.

      “Shit, shit, shit.” I glanced over and noticed the call had disconnected. I must have hit end, because the line was dead.

      I lifted my hand to my forehead, where I could feel a small amount of pain. No blood, thankfully.

      I pushed the door open and attempted to stand before I almost fell right into two feet of snow. “Are you kidding me right now?” When I attempted to take another step, my body fell forward, and it took every ounce of strength not to fall face-first into the snow.

      The last time I saw a road sign, I had about forty-five miles until I would reach Traverse City. So, where the hell was I?

      “Come on, Anna, get your ass out of this mess.” I took two more steps and was finally standing on the road. My head didn’t feel too bad, so I figured I would be okay. There was a sign a couple of yards away, but I could only see the back of it. I glanced down and noticed I was still wearing my leather boots with a short heel. “Awesome.”

      I had to walk on the side of the road in the snow because of the black ice. It took a little longer, but I was finally able to step around the large wooden structure and read the bold lettering on the sign: Welcome to Crystal Shores. In smaller print right below, Home of the Chocolate Lemon Chess Pie.

      Where the hell was Crystal Shores? And what was a chess pie? I had never heard of either.

      I didn’t have time for this.

      As I stared at the sign, I could hear a sound behind me. It was a car. No, it was bigger than a car. I turned around and started waving frantically.

      When the vehicle was a few feet away, I stopped waving. A vision popped into my mind, and I wondered if this was the day I died. Dramatic much, Anna. I loved to talk to myself. Seriously, though, what if the person behind the wheel was a serial killer?

      Then the truck stopped next to me and rolled down the window. “Are you okay?”

      “Um…” I lost my train of thought for a second. The man sitting behind the wheel was gorgeous. “I’m okay, but my car has seen better days.”

      The guy hopped out and stepped around to the front of the truck. “I’m Jackson.” He held out his hand.

      “Anna.” I smiled and took his outstretched hand.

      “Where’s your car?” He had a scowl on his face and turned side to side.

      Well, alrighty then. It was obvious I’ve been watching way too many crime shows. The guy was not only handsome, but he was also helpful.

      He took a moment to survey the area before his eyes landed on my sad display of a car. “Wait, that looks serious. Are you okay?”

      “I think so. I’m more shook up than anything.” I walked toward my car. “The black ice surprised me.”

      “It always does.” He let out a low whistle as we approached the car. “What speed were you going?”

      “Maybe 10-15 miles per hour.”

      “That’s good. This could’ve been way worse.” He slid his hand over the hood and made his way around the car, taking in all the damage. “Did you try to start it?”

      “Not yet.” I tightened the grip on the keys in my hand.

      “Is it okay if I try?” He opened the driver’s side door.

      “Sure, go for it.” I tossed him the keys.

      The car sounded like it would roar to life, but it never did.

      “Let me see if Jimmy is still at the shop.” He pulled out a phone from his back pocket and talked to someone for less than a minute before ending the call and turning back to face me. “Jimmy’s on his way with a tow truck. I can give you a ride into town, or you can wait for him.” Jackson pointed at his truck. “He said he’ll be about 20-30 minutes, which for Jimmy means about one hour.”

      “Sounds like hitching a ride with you is the better option.” I laughed and felt a shiver run through my body. I tightened my coat around me and followed behind him to his truck.

      He helped me up into the passenger seat and made his way over to slide behind the wheel. “Was Crystal Shores your destination?”

      “Um, no…” Something happened, I suddenly felt lightheaded, and a shooting pain shot up the back of my neck. “Um…” I tried to form words and let him know something was wrong, but I struggled to focus, and my body felt limp.

      “Anna. Are you okay?” He had just started driving when my body decided to revolt against me. He reached over and placed his hand on my shoulder. “Anna.” He yelled my name and lightly shook my shoulder back and forth.

      I let my head fall back against the back of the seat. “I don’t feel so good.” My body felt like jelly, and the inside of the truck started to spin.

      I heard Jackson talking to someone. Then, the car was moving, and I had to keep my eyes closed to prevent everything around me from spinning wildly out of control.

      “Hang on.” He spoke softly and squeezed my shoulder with his hand. “I’m taking you to the doctor in town.”

      I hugged my arms around my body and tried to think about something other than vomiting or even passing out.

      So much for clear skies and no snow today. The weatherman was very wrong.
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            CHAPTER TWO

          

          COLTER

        

      

    

    
      The next day…

      “Wow, that lunch rush was crazy.” I grabbed the towel hanging over my shoulder and set it on the counter. “We ran out of the soup, right?”

      “Yeah, and midway through the rush, I had to prep more chicken.” Sandy, my sous chef, grabbed two pans off the stove and headed to the three-compartment sink. “By the way, we need to order more chicken breasts.”

      “Noted.” I pulled down the last two printed order slips and crumpled them. “Two hours with clear skies and no snow in sight brought everyone out of the woodwork.”

      “Yeah, it was a balmy 42 degrees today. A Michigan heatwave.” Sandy laughed and stepped into the walk-in cooler.

      “Perfect day to get out of the house,” I mumbled to myself.

      Six years ago, when I bought By the Shore Cafe from the previous owners, I didn’t think the town would be happy with all the changes I made. Four weeks after opening the doors, seats were full for lunch and dinner, and we always had a waitlist during the peak times.

      The reviews on the comment cards were all the same: the food was packed with flavor, and they enjoyed the daily specials. Everyone seemed happy with all the changes.

      One person even took the time to write a detailed note on the back of the card.

      
      You are warm and welcoming. Crystal Shores and the cafe needed these changes. The last few years have been hit-or-miss with the food. When it was good, I was excited to come back. When it was bad, I would tell myself to never come back. I adore your daily specials. I don’t usually order chicken dishes, but my husband finally convinced me to try your Verde Chicken Chili. It’s the best bowl of chili I’ve ever had. Thank you so much for taking over the cafe. We’re so happy to have you here!

      
      I had that comment card framed.

      My family, who still live in the suburbs of Chicago, couldn’t understand why I moved to such a small town in Michigan.

      Every time I looked at the framed comment card, it served as my positive reminder that I had made the right choice by buying the place. I touched the frame and stepped around the desk, letting my body fall into my office chair.

      Right as I was about to grab my phone, it started to ring.

      “Hey, Jimmy.” I straightened and rested my forearm on the desk.

      “Chef. Quick question.” Jimmy was a good guy, but somehow always managed to call me at the weirdest times.

      “Go for it. Just finished our lunch rush.” I shook my head.

      “Another busy one?”

      “You could say that.” I laughed. “What’s up?”

      “Is that studio apartment you have above the garage available?”

      “Um, yeah, why?” He had me curious. Why would he need to know about the studio apartment?

      The house I bought six years ago came with a studio apartment above the garage. It was fully furnished and in good shape. The little kitchen could use an upgrade, but it was still functional. Right now, the main function is to hold storage boxes rather than clutter the garage.

      “There’s a woman who was in an accident in the snow the other day. She’s from out of town, and the doc wants her to stay in Crystal Shores for a few more days.” Jimmy cleared his throat. “Her car slipped on black ice and crashed into a tree, and I’m still working on the car. There’s a lot that needs to be fixed. I’m also waiting on a couple of parts that should be arriving any day.”

      “There’s no room at the doc’s house?” I didn’t mind letting her stay at my place. It was odd that the doctor didn’t have enough room at her place.

      There was a Victorian-style home in the downtown area; that’s where the doctor worked and lived. She usually had a couple of rooms available for patients if they needed to stay longer.

      The rooms must be occupied.

      “Yeah, I guess she needs the rooms. I don’t know the whole story, I just overheard the doc talking when I popped into the coffee shop, and then mentioned your place.” He paused for a beat. “I hope that was okay?”

      “Yeah, it’s fine.” I stood and grabbed my keys, which were sitting at the edge
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