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A Note to Readers


I have been excited about writing Blue Ryder’s story since the very moment I met him, and when I met Lizzie Barber, I knew she was the perfect woman for our sexy, loyal hero. They are outwardly sweet and secretly naughty. What could be more fun? I hope you love them as much as I do. Please note that this book was written before Only Fans was founded. Lizzie was a little ahead of her time.

If this is your first Love in Bloom book, then you have a whole series of fiercely loyal heroes and smart, sassy heroines to catch up on. The Ryders are just one of the families in the Love in Bloom big-family romance collection. Characters from each series make appearances in future books, so you never miss an engagement, wedding, or birth. If this is your first Love in Bloom novel, you have many more loving, loyal heroes and sexy, sassy heroines waiting for you!

Don’t forget to download your free family trees, series checklist, and more here:

MelissaFoster.com/RG
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Meet Melissa


Chapter One


THERE WERE SOME nights when Lizzie Barber simply didn’t feel like donning an apron, black-framed glasses, and high heels, covering her shiny brunette locks with a blond wig, and prancing around nearly naked. Tonight was one of those nights. Gazing at her reflection in the mirror of her basement bathroom, Lizzie tucked the last few strands of her hair beneath the wig and forced her very best smile. Thank God her elfin lips naturally curled up at the edges—even when she wasn’t smiling, she looked like she was. And tonight she definitely wasn’t in the mood to smile. Her oven had been acting up for the last few nights, and she prayed to the gods of all things sugary and sweet that it would behave tonight.

Tightening the apron tie around her neck and the one around her waist, to avoid wardrobe malfunctions, and tugging on the hem of the apron to ensure her skin-colored thong and all her naughty bits were covered, she went into the studio—aka the miniscule kitchen located in the basement of her cute Cape Cod cottage—and surveyed her baking accoutrements one last time before queuing the intro music for her webcast and pasting that perfectly perky smile back in place.

“Welcome back, my hot and hunky bakers,” she purred into the camera. “Today we’re going to bake delicious angel food cupcakes with fluffy frosting that will make your mouth water.” She leaned forward, flashing the camera an eyeful of cleavage and her most seductive smile as she crooked her finger in a come-hither fashion. “And because we all know it’s what’s beneath all that delicious frosting that counts, we’re going to sprinkle a few surprises inside the thick, creamy centers.”

Lizzie had mastered making baking sound naughty while in college, when her father had taken ill and her parents had closed their inn for six months to focus on his medical care, leaving Lizzie without college tuition. Her part-time job at a florist shop hadn’t done a darn thing for her mounting school loans, and when a friend suggested she try making videos and monetizing them to earn fast cash, she drew upon her passion for baking and secretly put on a webcast called Cooking with Coeds. It turned out that scantily clad baking was a real money earner. She’d paid for her books and meal plan that way, and eventually earned enough to pay for most of her college tuition. Lizzie had two passions in life—baking and flowers, and she’d hoped to open her own floral shop after college. After graduation, Cooking with Coeds became the Naked Baker webcast, and she’d made enough money to finish paying off her school loans and open a flower shop in Provincetown, Massachusetts, just like she’d always dreamed of. She hadn’t intended to continue the Naked Baker after opening P-town Petals, but when her parents fell upon hard times again and her younger sister Maddy’s educational fund disappeared, the Naked Baker webcast became Lizzie’s contribution to Maddy’s education. Their very conservative parents would have a conniption if they knew what their proper little girl was doing behind closed doors, but what other choice did she have? Her parents ran a small bed-and-breakfast in Brewster, Massachusetts, and with her father’s health ping-ponging, they barely earned enough money to make ends meet—and affording college for a child who had come as a surprise to them seven years after Lizzie was born had proven difficult.

Lizzie narrowed her eyes seductively as she gazed into the camera and stirred the batter. She dipped her finger into the rich, creamy goodness and put that finger into her mouth, making a sensual show of sucking it off. “Mm-mm. Nothing better than thick, creamy batter.” Her tongue swept over her lower lip as she ran through the motions of creating what she’d come to think of as baking porn.

During the filming of each show, she reminded herself often of why she was still doing something that she felt ashamed of and kept secret. There was no way she was going to let her sweet nineteen-year-old sister fend for herself and end up doing God knew what to earn money like she did instead of focusing on her studies. Or worse, drop out of school. Madison was about as innocent as they came, and while Lizzie might once have been that innocent, her determination to succeed, and life circumstances, had beaten it out of her. Creating the webcast was the best decision she’d ever made—even if it meant putting her nonexistent social life on hold and living a secret life after dark. The blond wig and thick-framed spectacles helped to hide her online persona, or at least they seemed to. No one had ever accused her of being the Naked Baker. Then again, her assumption was that the freaky people who got off watching her prance around in an apron and heels probably rarely left their own basements.

She was proud of helping Maddy. She felt like she was taking one for the team. Going where no girl should ever have to go. Braving the wild naked baking arena for the betterment of the sister she cherished.

A while later, as Lizzie checked the cupcakes and realized that while the oven was still warm, it had turned off—her stomach sank. Hiding her worries behind another forced smile and a wink, she stuck her ass out and bent over to quickly remove the tray of cupcakes from the oven, knowing the angle of the camera would give only a side view and none of her bare ass would actually be visible. Thankfully, the oven must have just died, because it was still warm and the cupcakes were firm enough to frost.

Emergency reshoot avoided!

Smile genuine!

A few minutes later she sprinkled the last of the coconut on the cupcakes, narrating as she went.

“Everyone wants a little something extra on top, and I’m going to give it to you good.” Giving one last wink to the camera, she said, “Until next week, this is your Naked Baker signing off for a sweet, seductive night of tantalizing tasting.”

She clicked the remote and turned off the camera. Eyeing the fresh daisies she’d brought home from her flower shop, she leaned her forearms on the counter, and with a heavy sigh, she let her head fall forward. It was after midnight, and she had to be up bright and early to open the shop. Tomorrow night she’d edit the webcast so it would be ready in time to air the following night—and she needed to get her oven fixed.

Damn thing.

Kicking off her heels, Lizzie went upstairs, stripped out of the apron, and wrapped a thick towel around herself. A warm shower was just what she needed to wash away the film of shame left on her skin after taping the webcast. Thinking of the broken oven, she texted her friend Blue Ryder to see if he could fix it. Blue was a highly sought after craftsman who worked for the Kennedys and other prominent families around the Cape. When Lizzie’s pipe had burst under the sink in the bathroom above the first-floor kitchen while she was away at a floral convention for the weekend, Blue was only too happy to put aside time to handle the renovations. He was like that. Always making time to help others. He was still splitting his time between working on her kitchen renovations and working on the cottage he’d just purchased. He was working at his cottage tomorrow, but she hoped he could fit her in at some point.

Can you fix my oven tomorrow?

Blue texted back a few seconds later. He was as reliable as he was hot, a dangerous combination. She read his text—Is that code for something sexy?—and shook her head with a laugh.

Smirking, she replied, Only if you’re into oven grease.

Blue had asked her out many times since they’d met last year, when she’d handled the flowers for his friends’ quadruple beach wedding. Turning down his invitations wasn’t easy and had led to more sexy fantasies than she cared to admit. Her double life was crazy enough without adding a sexy, rugged man who was built like Magic Mike and had eyes that could hypnotize a blind woman, but her reasons went far deeper than that. Blue was more than eye candy. He was also a genuine friend, and he always put family and friends first, which, when added to his panty-dropping good looks and gentlemanly demeanor, was enough to stop Lizzie’s brain from functioning. It would be too easy to fall hard for a caring, loyal man like Blue Ryder. And that, she couldn’t afford. Maddy was counting on her.

She read his text—Glad you finally came to your senses. When are you free?—and wondered if he thought she was being flirtatious.

Time to nip this in the bud, she thought. Her finger hovered over the screen while her mind toyed with images of Blue, six foot three, all hot, hard muscles and steel-blue eyes.

It had been way too long since she’d been with a man, and every time Blue asked her out, she was tempted, but she liked him so much as a friend, and she knew that tipping over from friendship to lovers would only draw her further in to him, making it harder to lead her double life.

That was precisely why she hightailed it out of her house on the mornings before he showed up to work on her kitchen. Leaving before he arrived was the only way she was able to keep her distance. He was that good-looking. That kind. And that enjoyable to be around. Not only didn’t she have time for a relationship, but she was pretty sure that no guy would approve of his girlfriend doing the Naked Baker show. Of course, the mornings after taping her shows, she left him a sweet treat on the counter with a note thanking him for working on her kitchen.

Even though Blue couldn’t see her as she drew back her shoulders and put on her most solemn face, she did it anyway to strengthen her resolve as she typed a text that she hoped would very gently set him straight. After work, but this is REALLY to fix my oven. The one I cook with! Thank you! See you around seven?

She set the phone down and stepped into the shower, determined not to think about his blue eyes or the way his biceps flexed every time he moved his arms. Her mind drifted to when she’d arrived home from work yesterday and found Blue bending over his toolbox, his jeans stretched tight across his hamstrings and formed to his perfect ass. Her nipples hardened with the thought. He’d been the man she’d conjured up in her late-night fantasies since last summer. What did it hurt? He’d never know. She closed her eyes and ran her hand over her breasts, down her taut stomach, and between her legs. She may not have time to date, but a little midnight fantasy could go a long way…


Chapter Two


SWEAT POURED OFF Blue as he carried the wood he’d just torn out of the second-floor bedroom down the stairs and into the late-afternoon sun. It had been a mild fall so far on Cape Cod, and as thankful as he was for the moderate temperatures, working on the second floor of a cottage without air-conditioning had him wishing winter would peek its head over the sandy stretch of land. He tossed the old wood into the dumpster and wiped his brow with his forearm, gazing out over the property he’d purchased weeks earlier, the Bowers Bluff Lighthouse and its keeper’s cottage. Bowers Bluff was a mile-wide, eight-mile-long, dune-ridden peninsula on the north side of Cape Cod and the perfect location to one day raise a family.

Blue had fallen in love with it the first time he’d seen it two summers ago with his brother, Duke, a real estate investor. They had planned on jointly purchasing the property and renovating it to be used as a restaurant, but the more time Blue spent there, the more he became attached to it. Eventually he gave in to his love and told Duke of his desire to purchase the property himself. Duke, being the eldest of the six Ryder siblings, had been supportive and understanding, as always.

Blue had been working day and night renovating the cottage, until Lizzie Barber’s kitchen was damaged and he began splitting his time between the two properties. The renovations on both were coming along nicely. And as a bonus, he was able to see Lizzie almost every day, at least for a few minutes. Lizzie was a sweet bundle of seductive energy. Her personality lit up the room, and Blue had a feeling that if she’d ever give in and go out with him, they’d find out that the friendship they enjoyed was just the tip of the iceberg. But Lizzie had turned him down more often than the sun set. That, however, didn’t deter him. The more often she turned him away, the more he thought of her—and the more he wanted to make her his. Blue believed in following his gut, and his gut—and his heart—continually drew him to the petite, perky woman who could drive him crazy with a single smile.

He stood in the doorway of the cottage, admiring his hard work. He’d refinished the hardwood floors, renovated the kitchen, removed the old paneling, and installed drywall and decorative moldings on the first floor. With the first floor complete, the second floor seemed like a breeze. Everything about the old place already felt like home, despite the fact that he’d grown up just outside of New York City. Unlike most of his siblings, he had never felt drawn to city life. His family had visited the Cape when he was just a boy, and his love for it had stuck with him ever since.

He pulled out his cell phone to check the time. He was meeting Lizzie at seven to fix her oven, which he was sure was just a ruse, given that he was already renovating her kitchen and she had a brand-new oven. With any luck she’d finally come to her senses and would agree to go out with him. Every time he asked her out he was met with the same responses—she didn’t have time to date or she didn’t want to chance ruining their friendship. They did have an incredible friendship, but hell, wasn’t that how people got to know each other before dating?

Before heading back inside he noticed he’d missed two texts. That wasn’t surprising. He was in the habit of giving his full focus to the quality of his work and letting everything else fall to the side.

The first text was from his younger brother, Cash, who was a New York City firefighter. He and his fiancée, Siena Remington, a world-famous model, were finally getting married next month. Siena was the sister of another of Blue’s friends, Kurt Remington, a bestselling thriller writer who’d married Leanna Bray last summer in a quadruple wedding with six of their other friends here at the Cape. It was at their wedding that Blue had met Lizzie for the first time.

He read the text from Cash. Need a head count. Are you bringing a guest to the wedding?

He’d love to take Lizzie to the wedding, but the wedding was in New York, and if she wouldn’t go out on a date at the Cape, she surely wouldn’t go away overnight with him. Normally, he’d take his best friend, Sky Lacroux, to the wedding, a little no-commitment arm candy to keep the single women at bay, but she’d recently gotten engaged, which meant Blue was on his own for the wedding. He’d never been a weekend hookup kind of guy, and his life was on the Cape. The last thing he wanted was to play the flirting game with women who meant nothing to him. Not when he’d had a certain feisty little brunette with a tight body and an effervescent personality on his mind every second of the day for the last year.

He returned Cash’s text—Flying solo. Thanks for checking—knowing he’d likely spend the wedding hanging out with his family while his brothers checked out every skirt that passed and their sister, Trish, made fun of them. Not that he was opposed to checking out women, but while some of his brothers enjoyed one-night stands, Blue hadn’t been into that for quite some time. He’d not only spent the last few years watching his closest friends fall in love and get married, and more recently, start families of their own, but he’d also been hurt by an ex-girlfriend who’d thought a one-night stand that had meant nothing to her wouldn’t cut him to the bone.

Sarah Jane had been Blue’s first love. They’d come together in the innocence of their youth, both just eighteen years old, and they’d stayed together for more than a year. She’d gotten a ride home from a coworker one night when Blue had been in an evening class, and when he’d shown up at her place and caught them having sex, Sarah Jane had tried to explain. It didn’t mean anything! She’d been so wrong that even now the memory of being hurt—and of his broken trust—still stung. He’d sworn he’d never be in that position again, and it was an easy promise to keep. No long-term girlfriend left no room for agony.

The second text message was from Hunter, one of Sky’s older brothers and Blue’s buddy. Bonfire tonight. You in?

A bonfire sounded great, and assuming Lizzie was just going to turn him down again, he’d need a good distraction. Hell yeah, he responded, then added, Fixing Lizzie’s oven. May get there late.

A few hours later he headed back to his cabin in the woods of Wellfleet, showered, and then drove over to Lizzie’s. Blue parked in front of her house, thinking about how much he loved the feel of her place. The quintessential Cape Cod cottage exuded simple elegance. Just like her. The split-rail fence was laced with pink Knock Out roses, and the front yard had several beautiful gardens. He followed the slate walkway as it snaked through the gardens and heard Lizzie talking through the open window. Her laughter filled the air, and Blue paused to drink it in. It wasn’t the feel of her house he adored; it was Lizzie. She was everywhere.

Lizzie answered the door with her cell phone pressed to her ear, holding up one finger as she mouthed, I’m sorry. One second, and moved to the side for him to come in.

“Listen, Maddy,” she said into the phone, “don’t do anything you’re not comfortable with, okay? Promise?” She held up a finger to Blue again, and even if he hadn’t heard Madison’s name, he’d know by the protective tone of Lizzie’s voice that she was talking with her younger sister.

He tried not to let his eyes wander, but hell if he could keep from taking in her slim hips and tanned legs, revealed by a pair of sexy white cutoffs, or her smooth, lean shoulder peeking out from beneath a cream-colored, boat-neck sweater with a picture of an elephant on the front. The way the elephant hugged her curves made him a little jealous. What he wouldn’t give to be that elephant.

He should’ve taken a cold shower before coming over.

[image: * * *]

LIZZIE ENDED THE call with her sister and slipped her cell phone into her pocket.

“I’m so sorry. That was Maddy, and she has a date tonight. She was a little nervous. I worry about her. I hope she doesn’t get into a bad situation. I’m worrying over nothing, right? Please tell me I am.” She blinked up at Blue, who was looking at her with amusement in his steel-blue eyes and a crooked grin that nearly made her heart stop. She always rambled when she was nervous. Better he thought she was nervous about Maddy than because of their close proximity.

“She’s nineteen, Lizzie. She’ll be fine.”

“Right. Thank you.” She exhaled loudly, trying to calm her racing pulse from the sight of him in his skintight T-shirt. He was truly beautiful, with a face that should grace the front of every magazine in the country and a smile that could melt butter.

“So, you have an oven that needs fixing?” He lifted his toolbox and cocked a brow, and she realized she was staring at him.

Great. Way to go, Lizzie.

“Yes. This way.” She motioned for him to follow her down to the basement.

“You’re going the wrong way.”

“I have an apartment down here.” She led him to the kitchen. Even though he was handling the renovations, she’d never given him a tour of the rest of the house.

She flipped on the lights, and her kitchen lit up too brightly. Perfect for her videos, not perfect for a basement kitchen.

“Wow, that’s bright,” he said.

“A properly lit kitchen is important. You know that.” She smiled at him, hoping he’d buy that excuse.

Blue set his toolbox on the floor and eyed her laptop sitting open on the counter.

Thank goodness for power saver mode. She snagged it off the counter.

“Do you rent this space out?”

“No.” She clutched the laptop to her chest, a shield between Blue and her secret.

“So…” He shifted his eyes to the oven and turned it on. “That oven looks older than you. You cook down here often?”

She laughed nervously, trying to think up something better than, Only when I’m selling my body for my sister’s tuition. “Sometimes. I like to mix things up.”

He leaned across the counter with a lazy smile. “If I didn’t know better, I’d think you called me over just to see me, which I wouldn’t mind at all.”

She walked around the counter and stood beside him, staring accusingly at the oven. “The oven’s really broken, Blue. Besides, if I wanted to see you, I’m pretty sure you’d be okay with me asking you to come over just for that.”

He grinned, and her stomach fluttered. Damn stomach.

“It really is broken.” She pulled open the oven door and warm air rushed out. Of course it did.

“It’s definitely heating up in here,” he said in a low voice that made all her best parts take notice.

She sensed his heat behind her. If she leaned back a fraction of an inch she’d be pressed against him. The man oozed sexuality in the very best of ways, and he was in full-flirtation mode, which made him even hotter and more difficult to resist. His scent was potent, earthy and heady and purely male, and it was doing strange things to her resolve to keep a safe distance between them. She gripped the counter to keep herself from leaning in to him.

“I swear it wasn’t working last night. It shut off all by itself.”

“Maybe we should leave it on for a while and see if it turns off.” He leaned against the counter, his eyes skirting over the white, builder-grade cabinets, dating back to the early eighties, and the Formica countertops.

Lizzie closed the oven door and crossed her arms to keep her greedy fingers from touching him. “What would make it turn off like that?”

He held her gaze as he answered. “I can’t imagine anything turning off around you.” Smiling with the flirtation, he added, “Probably the heating element.”

How did he make that sound seductive? “Can we fix it?”

“Sure, we can fix it. It’s an old oven, and if it’s turning on and off, at some point you should probably consider swapping it out for a new one.”

“You treat your women like you treat your ovens? When they start to break down you just swap them out?” Lord, where did that come from?

His lips curved up in a wicked grin, and his eyes darkened. “I’d never swap you, Lizzie.”

“I…” Great, he’d completely scrambled her brain. If he could do that with five words, what could he do with those capable hands and that sexy mouth of his? She had to stop. This was why she left before he arrived most mornings. This was why she turned down his invitations to go out. Blue was utterly irresistible.

“I’ll tell you what. Hunter’s having a bonfire tonight, and the hardware store closes in half an hour. Why don’t we go to the hardware store and pick up the heating element, and then we can hit the bonfire for a little while? Afterward, we can come back and fix the oven.”

Lizzie rolled that around for a minute in her head. She loved hearing we slide off his tongue full of innuendo, probably loved it too much, considering that she was still mulling over the idea rather than nixing it. She could tell him she had work to do, which was true. She still needed to edit her webcast, but she needed the oven fixed before she had to tape the next show, too. She couldn’t do the Naked Baker webcast in her upstairs kitchen. On the off chance that anyone who knew her watched the webcast, they’d recognize her bright orange kitchen in a heartbeat. But if she tried to beg off this time, after hours, wasn’t that rude? She was asking him to work on her oven late at night.

“Okay,” she finally said.

Blue’s brows lifted with surprise. “Okay?” He pushed from the counter and grinned.

“Yes, okay. I’ll go to the bonfire. But it’s not a date, so get that look off your face.”

He turned off the oven. “Why do you always turn me down? I don’t get it.”

Neither do I.

She hated continually turning him down. It wasn’t like she didn’t want to go out with Blue, but the truth was, if she were to go on a real date with Blue, hold his hand, and kiss those full, delicious-looking lips of his, she knew she’d like it too much to walk away. She already knew that he treated her, and everyone else she’d ever seen him interact with, like gold. And right now Maddy was counting on her. She didn’t need to get involved with a nice, gorgeous guy like Blue and then be forced to hide part of her life from him, or worry that someone he knew might watch the webcast and somehow figure out that she was the Naked Baker. Despite the income she gained from the show, she wasn’t proud of prancing around nearly naked for money.

She finally met his gaze. “I just have so much going on right now. I barely have time to breathe.”

He stepped closer and brought a heat wave with him. “Everyone has a little breathing room.”

You just stole mine. “I’m running the flower shop, and…”

“And?” Blue looked around the kitchen. “Breaking ovens?”

“It’s nothing personal.”

He touched her arm, sending shivers of heat through her. She was sure he could see inside her to the part of her that was cuddled up in the corner, praying he didn’t spot the Naked Baker.

“How can it not be personal? I’ve asked you out at least a dozen times and you always turn me down. A guy could get a complex.” He slid his hand up her forearm and gently cupped her elbow.

How could such a benign touch make her whole body simmer? She knew she’d love the way it felt to have his hands on her, exploring, pleasuring her, taking her to heights she couldn’t reach by mere thoughts of him.

Great. Now she couldn’t even respond. She was lucky she could walk after that voice slithered over her skin and his eyes held her prisoner. How the hell had her friend Sky spent time with him day after day without ever being more than friends with him? Lizzie forced herself to take a step back. Surely if Sky could do it, she could, too. Then again, Sky said she was never attracted to Blue in that way.

Therein lay the difference. From the moment Lizzie had seen Blue at the wedding, she’d been attracted to him. And the more she got to know him as a friend, the more she liked him and the more she fantasized about him.

She realized he was watching her, waiting for a response, and went with a tease to try to distract herself from her sexy thoughts. “We’re friends, and I like our friendship. Besides, you’re too good-looking to get a complex. And if we don’t go soon, I might change my mind, but this isn’t a date.”

He grabbed his toolbox. “You’re feisty when you’re turning a guy down.”

Blue’s truck was so high off the ground Lizzie practically needed a stepladder to get in. As she gripped the cold metal doorframe, his hands landed on her hips from behind, and he lifted all five feet of her into the passenger seat.

“Damn, I’m glad my truck is so big,” he said as she tried not to think about how strong his grip was and how good his hands felt.

He turned on the radio and sang off-key on the way to the hardware store, which made Lizzie laugh and want to join in. He knew just how to put her at ease and just how to make her quiver. Another tantalizing and dangerous combination to contend with.

Inside the hardware store, despite a hand on her lower back that nearly burned her skin as they paid for the purchase, Blue didn’t flirt with her as he had at the house. Lizzie wasn’t sure if she was disappointed or relieved.

“Have you eaten dinner?” Blue asked as they drove toward the beach.

“No, but I’m okay.” She hadn’t eaten since that morning because the shop had been so busy, but she didn’t want to make Blue late to the bonfire—and she was aware of needing to get home and edit her webcast.

An easy smile spread across his face as he watched the road, and she realized that this was the first time she’d really been alone with Blue. They’d gone out with their friends as a group, and he’d fixed broken pipes and built a few cabinets for her at the flower shop, and of course she saw him at her house after work sometimes when he was working on her kitchen, but she’d never been alone with him in a social situation. Being with Blue was comfortable and fun—except for the undercurrent of heat simmering between them, which made it hard for her to concentrate.

“Let’s grab a quick bite before going to the bonfire.” He turned into the parking lot of PJ’s Restaurant, which had both a walk-up window and a dining room, and came around to help her from the truck. He reached his hands up and gripped her hips without saying a word.

The second his hands touched her, his eyes darkened. She liked the sinful look in his eyes and the feel of his hands on her hips way too much and forced herself to take a step away. She was so full of desire, she was sure he could taste it in the air between them.

The line for the dining room went out the door, and the picnic tables on the patio were full. With a hand at her back again, Blue led her to the walk-up windows. Lizzie wasn’t as surprised by the heat of his touch this time, but she was confused by how much she liked it and by the possessiveness of it, the way it seemed natural for him to do it.

“What’s your pleasure?” Blue asked.

“That’s a dangerous question for a guy like you to ask.”

He laughed. “A guy like me? What does that mean?”

“You ask me out, then you asked me what my pleasure is? What’s a girl supposed to think?” Lizzie hadn’t been out on a date in a very long time, and even though this wasn’t a date, it was a lot more fun than editing her webcast, doing inventory at the shop, or planning her next recipe for the Naked Baker.

“You’re supposed to think…Hm, which would I rather have? A lobster roll and fries or a hamburger?” He bumped her with his shoulder, and she keeled to the left.

“Whoa.” He caught her with an arm around her waist and a killer smile that made her want to forget about the Naked Baker altogether and start working on her Lick-It list—a list she’d started in college when she was still trying to repress her naughtier thoughts. She’d been so used to fighting her changing hormones in high school, trying to stick to her rigid upbringing, that by the time she got to college she was near ready to burst. Instead of acting on the thoughts that came to her, she’d started her Lick-It list—all the things she’d like to lick off of a man and have him lick off of her—and her Fuck-It list—the list of all the places she wanted to make love to a man. Somehow, getting those lusty thoughts down on paper gave her hope that one day she’d meet the right person, and then it would be okay for her to act on those desires. But she’d never met any man she wanted to explore with. Blue was an insanely tempting option.

Oh great. Now I’m thinking about licking you.

“Sorry about that,” Blue said. “I forget how petite you are.”

“It’s okay.” She shoved her hands in her shorts to keep from hanging on to him.

“So, what’ll it be?” Blue asked.

Whipped cream and strawberries all over your abs. Holy crap. In a matter of minutes she’d turned into some sort of sexual deviant. She shook her head to clear the lust from her deranged brain.

“You choose,” she finally managed.

Blue ordered two lobster rolls and fries, and they took them back to his truck.

“Let’s eat at the beach,” he said as he helped her in again.

She wondered if she could just spend all night getting in and out of his truck, because it felt so good when he held her.

They drove down the narrow road toward Cahoon Hollow Beach with the bag of food sitting between them. It smelled like heaven, and when Lizzie’s stomach growled—roared—she wanted to curl up from embarrassment.

“Ah, you’re a normal person after all.” He smiled as he dug into the bag with one hand, withdrew a fry, and held it in front of her mouth. “Open up.”

“I can wait,” she lied, wanting to rip the delicious-smelling fry from his hand.

“How can you resist the smell of PJ’s fries?” He waved it under her nose, and when she reached for it, he pulled it away. “Uh-uh. Open your mouth.”

“God, you’re a pain.”

“The best kind of pain there is,” he teased as he fed her the fry.


Chapter Three


THIS MIGHT NOT be a date, but this was the first time Blue had been alone with Lizzie since they met, and he wasn’t in a hurry to share her with Hunter and their friends. He parked at the edge of the parking lot and circled the truck to open her door. Just getting in and out of the truck proved both entertaining and enjoyable. He loved the feel of Lizzie’s sweet curves beneath his palms and couldn’t resist helping her down by lifting her from the waist. Her heated stare was either a warning or an invitation, and for the first time in his life, he couldn’t tell which. She definitely had a way of fogging his brain.

He grabbed the food from the cab of the truck and blankets from behind the front seat and carried them around to the back, where he opened the tailgate and reached for Lizzie’s waist again to lift her up.

“We’re eating in the bed of your truck?”

He lifted her easily and climbed in behind her. Gently turning her shoulders so she was facing the ocean, he said, “Look. This is why we’re eating here.”

The moon was almost full, glowing orange and yellow against the gunmetal sky, casting a streak of light across the dark water. A single light illuminated the tip of a sail as a boat moved past the shore, and on the beach, two bonfires cut through the night.

“It’s gorgeous,” she said just above a whisper.

He lifted her chin and gazed into her hazel eyes. “I’m not a bad guy, Lizzie. I’m not sure why you’re dead set against dating me, but if you give us a try, you might enjoy spending time together.”

He moved away from her to spread out the blankets and to keep from doing something or saying something he shouldn’t. He’d wanted to get closer to Lizzie from the first moment he’d set eyes on her as she hustled around the beach preparing for their friends’ wedding. Even when Bradley Cooper showed up at the wedding, she didn’t falter for a moment. She had insurmountable grace, and there was something about the way she moved, with confidence and focus, that had sucked him right in, and it had only gotten more powerful every time he saw her.

She stood with her back to him, her arms wrapped around her middle as she ran her hands over her arms. Not only did she have grace and class, but there was no denying that she had a great ass, shapely legs, lean shoulders, and—hell, everything about Lizzie was exquisite.

He spread the blankets out in the bed of the truck and noticed she was trembling. He wanted desperately to tuck her against him to keep her warm, but he didn’t want to chance moving too quickly and scaring her off. After all, this wasn’t a date. Blue jumped from the bed of the truck and grabbed one of his zip-up sweatshirts from the cab, then climbed back in and draped it over her shoulders.

“Thank you,” she said, turning to face him as he helped her slip her arms in.

He rolled up the sleeves four times, and she looked cute as hell. Curbing the urge to pull her into his arms and kiss her smiling lips was torture.

“You didn’t have to go to all this trouble,” she said as she sank down to the blanket to eat.

“Lizzie, seriously. How long have you lived here?” He handed her a lobster roll.

“I grew up here.” She took a bite of the sandwich, her eyes quizzical.

“Then you know that eating dinner at the beach is never trouble. Toss a blanket in the truck, grab a sweatshirt, and you’re good.” He leaned in closer and said, “And if you’re lucky enough to bring the prettiest girl on the Cape with you, then you’re way better than good.”

Lizzie smiled and her shoulders relaxed. “You do know how to flatter a girl. Blue, can I ask you something?”

“Of course.”

“You were friends with Sky for years and you guys never took it further, or at least according to Sky you guys never did. She’s beautiful, smart, funny.” Her eyes rolled over his face, as if she were searching for an answer. “Why didn’t you two ever date? And why do you want to date me so badly?”

Their friends often wondered why he and Sky had never dated when they were close enough to spend the night on each other’s couch and before Sky met her fiancé, Sawyer, they’d hung out more often than he hung out with his guy friends. He didn’t understand it very well himself, and he wasn’t sure his answer would make any sense, but he had only one thing to offer Lizzie—the truth.

“That’s like asking why someone likes chocolate ice cream but doesn’t like vanilla. I’m not sure of the exact reasons, but from the moment Sky and I met, we were friends.” He shrugged, because to him, it was that simple. “Sky is all those things you said, and she has been my best friend for a few years, but for whatever reason, I was never attracted to her in that way.”

He touched Lizzie’s hand, and when she didn’t pull away, he held it. “Unlike what I’ve felt since the moment I saw you. I was, and am, attracted to everything about you. Not just your looks, Lizzie, although you’re sexy as hell and more beautiful than any woman I’ve ever seen.”

She blushed, and it made his chest go warm.

“It’s you, Lizzie. All of you. The way you were so focused and organized at the wedding. And when I come into the shop, you’re always trying to tend to everyone so no one is left out. You watch over Maddy with a fierceness that belies your sweet personality. And the way you move like you have no idea you’re the cutest girl on the planet—”

“Oh my God.” She covered her face with her free hand. “Laying it on thick, aren’t you?”

He pulled her hand away from her face and held it, too. Her hands were delicate and soft, and they fit perfectly in his, as he’d known they would.

“No,” he said, holding her gaze. “I’m laying it on truthfully.”

[image: * * *]

THE HONESTY IN Blue’s eyes was captivating. How could he see so much in her? Then again, hadn’t she seen as much in him from the first time she’d laid eyes on him? He’d been the most handsome man at the wedding, and she’d seen him eyeing her—felt the heat of his stare, the sultry effects of his smile. That’s when she’d known she had to keep her distance. And since then, every time they were together she played a mantra in her head, reminding herself of her secret life and how much she didn’t want to try to explain it to anyone. Certainly not to a man like Blue, who could have his pick of any woman around. He’d definitely want to steer clear of a woman who secretly played the Naked Baker in her basement.

The thought of him finding out made her feel a little queasy.

They finished eating in silence, the weight of Blue’s confession hanging between them and somehow drawing them closer, then went down to the beach to join the others at the bonfire. Lizzie hadn’t realized how many people would be there. She was surprised to see Sky. Sky owned the tattoo shop next to P-town Petals, and they usually saw each other for at least a few minutes each day, but today Lizzie had been too busy to stop by. Sawyer was playing the guitar, while Sky talked with her older brothers Hunter and Grayson.

Sky noticed Lizzie and squealed as she dashed across the sand and threw her arms around her. “I’m so glad you’re here! Hunter called me an hour ago and said he was having a bonfire. I tried calling you, but you didn’t answer.”

“I must not have heard my phone. We were out buying something to fix my oven.” Lizzie watched Blue spread out a blanket for them to sit on, still thinking of what he’d said in the truck. He’d opened right up to her, like he’d been thinking about all the things he’d said for a long time.

Sky lowered her voice. “And you’re with Blue.” She raised her brows as she zipped her hoodie. A breeze swept up from the ocean, sending Sky’s long white skirt flying around her legs.

“It’s not a date, Sky,” Blue said flatly as he sank to the blanket and patted the spot beside him for Lizzie to join him.

Sky leaned down and hugged Blue as Lizzie sat beside him. “You’re a buzzkill. This should be a date.”

When he shrugged, Lizzie wondered why he didn’t tell Sky that she was the one who wouldn’t allow it to be called a date. She hadn’t told Sky about Blue asking her out over the last few months because she didn’t want to explain her reason for not going—or be pressured into accepting. As it was, at least once a week Sky urged her to go out with him. She could only imagine what she’d do if she knew he’d asked her out. She didn’t keep much from Sky, just this and the Naked Baker. She didn’t even want to think about what Sky would think of that little endeavor.

“I wondered if you’d changed your mind about the bonfire,” Hunter said, tossing a drink to each of them.

“Nah. We just had to buy a heating element,” Blue explained. Lizzie found it interesting that he wasn’t pressuring her or flirting with her in front of their friends, and she wondered why. “Sawyer, that song is great. Is that a new one?”

Sawyer set his guitar down and pulled Sky onto his lap. “I wrote it last weekend, for Sky.” He gathered her hair over one shoulder and kissed her cheek. Sawyer had retired from professional boxing and worked as a trainer, and songwriting was a hobby of his. He and his father, a published poet who had Parkinson’s disease, had recently collaborated on a book of poetry.

Lizzie tried not to feel envious of their relationship, but there was no denying the longing she felt. She’d never imagined that by twenty-six years old she wouldn’t have had a serious boyfriend. Then again, she’d never thought she’d be prancing around naked beneath an apron to pay for Maddy’s education, either. Life had a way of throwing curveballs, and she was good at batting them out of the park, but that didn’t mean that at a moment like this the tweak on her heartstrings didn’t make her wish for more.

“Blue, when’s Cash’s wedding?” Sky asked.

“On the sixteenth.” Blue smirked at Sawyer. “Thanks to you, I have no date. I’ll be going to the Big Apple alone and will have to fend off women left and right.”

Sawyer nuzzled closer to Sky. “She can go to the wedding with you. I’m marrying her, not putting her in jail.”

“Like I’d take your fiancée away for a weekend so I don’t have to go alone?” Blue shook his head. “I’m not that lame.”

“Take Lizzie!” Sky’s eyes widened with excitement, and Lizzie’s heart nearly stopped.

The hopeful look in Blue’s eyes tugged at the part of her that wished she didn’t have the commitments of her webcast. A weekend in New York City with Blue sounded like the best escape ever.

“I have the flower shop to run.” And a Naked Baker webcast to film.

“The wedding is on a weekend,” Sky pushed. “I’ll watch your shop for you.”

Will you do the Naked Baker program, too?

Her show had picked up so much momentum that she couldn’t even skip an episode. Doing so caused views and income to drop dramatically. How nice would it be to hand over the program to someone else and enjoy life without the embarrassment and constant commitment of it hanging over her head?

Pipe dreams.

She needed the money for Maddy, and she’d do the program for as long as it took. With every show she held out hope that it would be the big one. The one that earned her enough money that she could quit hosting it altogether. Her schedule was exhausting: She taped shows on Mondays and Thursdays and edited them on Tuesdays and Fridays. The show aired on Wednesdays and Saturdays, which meant watching the first few minutes to make sure there were no technical glitches, and that left Sunday as her only day off—and that was only if the programs didn’t need refilming.

“I can’t really afford to take off Friday or Saturday, and leaving you to watch my shop will cut into your income from your business.” Lizzie felt Blue’s hand brush over hers on the blanket. The hope in his eyes turned to understanding.

“It’s okay, Lizzie. Sky’s just being pushy.” He glared at Sky. “I don’t actually need someone with me. It’ll be nice to focus on my family.”

“I love your family,” Sky said.

“Speaking of family,” Lizzie said. “I just remembered that I have to pick up Maddy next weekend to have dinner with my parents.” Maddy went to college in Harborside, about an hour away from the Cape.

“How are your parents?” Sky asked with a teasing smile.

Margaret and Vernon Barber had been stable forces throughout Lizzie’s life. Her mother was sweet and never pried too deeply, and her father was a big man, weighed down with a strict set of morals.

“As proper as always,” Lizzie answered. Every time she saw her family she worried that they’d find out about her webcast—and she knew her parents would not react well. The word disown came to mind, and that was not something Lizzie wanted to think about.

“You say that like it’s a bad thing.” Blue touched her hand again, and her insides warmed.

Blue was so attuned to her, to everything she said, and every time they were close sparks flew. She tried not to think about those things as she answered. “It’s not a bad thing, just something I’m very aware of. My parents never let me or Maddy date, even in high school. They monitored what we wore—‘Button up, girls; don’t want to give anyone a show.’” She cringed at the memory. The Lick-It list had opened a door for Lizzie. When her father had taken ill and a friend had mentioned making money off of webcasts, she’d immediately nixed the idea. But later that evening, when she was adding to her secret Lick-It list, she realized that maybe she could help raise money for her education after all—with a secret webcast. It was a far cry from her upbringing, but it was also an outlet for a side of her she wasn’t comfortable publicly playing with. And as the money came in, Lizzie became more and more embarrassed about what she was doing, and she feared her parents and friends finding out. But just when she was ready to give up the program, they’d needed money for Maddy’s education. There was no way she could walk away from it then. She’d do anything for Maddy, even if it meant putting her own relationships at risk.

“I love my folks. I’ve just got a lot on my mind.” She rose to her feet, feeling antsy thinking about her parents and the Naked Baker.

“Worried about your oven?” Blue asked as he rose beside her.

Not for the first time, she wished she had someone to confide in about her double life, but deep down she was so embarrassed by what she was doing that every time she thought about even confiding in Sky, she couldn’t bring herself to do it.

She shrugged.

“I have an idea.” Blue picked up the blanket and shook it off. “Hey, guys. I know we just got here, but we’re going to go for a walk before we need to get back to fix Lizzie’s oven.”

A walk?

“Go. Have fun.” Sky shooed them with way too much enthusiasm. “I’ll see you tomorrow, Lizzie.”

“Sounds good,” Lizzie managed, trying not to think about taking a walk with Blue, or the way his hand had already taken up residence on her lower back again. She’d spent so many months avoiding a date with him, and in one night she’d already spent more time alone with him than she had in the last year. And to her surprise, she liked the fluttering in her stomach and the anticipation that was tickling up her spine.
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