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      These books dear to my heart. I’ve always loved the small town feel and the crazy characters that generally live there. I hope you enjoy the story and the characters as they are dear to my heart. If you do, please leave a review at your retailer. It really does make a difference because it lets people make an informed decision about books.

      I’d also like to offer you a sample of my newest book. Free Sample!
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      Max pulled at his blue and red striped tie again. He hated ties. Hated the look of them with their perfect knots and pointy ends and hated the way they felt around his neck like they were cutting off his air supply. A sadist must have invented them, someone who liked feeling like they had a noose around his neck all the time. Someone who didn’t know the comfort of a well-worn flannel shirt with the top two buttons undone and plenty of room for his neck to breathe.

      He never wore ties or dress shirts even, and he couldn’t believe he was wearing them today. Scratch that. He couldn’t even believe he was here today. Sitting in an uncomfortable folding chair surrounded by people he didn’t want to talk to. Even the hum of their muted conversations annoyed him. He’d rather be anywhere else, but Layla was his friend and it would have been rude not to be here.

      The problem was… It should be him at the front of the church. Not that he wanted to be wearing a silly monkey suit and flashing a fake smile at all the people in the congregation, but he wanted to be the one marrying Layla. He had since they were in high school, but he’d never gotten the courage to tell her.

      Prom night had been the closest he’d come. Of course, she’d gone with Bruce Bollinger, captain of the basketball team - Star Lake was too small to even have a football team - but Bruce had left her in the middle of the dance floor to talk to some cheerleader from a neighboring town who had crashed their dance with a group of her friends. His heart had broken for her that night as he saw her freeze in the middle of the dance floor like a deer in headlights.

      Max had swooped in and led her off to a secluded corner. He had offered his shoulder to cry on, and she’d accepted, soaking his jacket with her tears and filling his nose with the sweet scent of her shampoo. He wanted to tell her how he felt then, but it hadn’t seemed right. Not with her heart so newly trampled.

      So, instead, he’d held her until her tears stopped. Then he’d danced with her and joked with her and told himself he’d get the chance to tell her how he felt soon. He’d walked her home in the moonlight, trying to ignore the romantic setting and fighting the urge to kiss her as she stared at him under the soft porch light.

      “Thank you, Max,” she’d said as she inserted her key in the front door. “I appreciate you being there for me. I must be a terrible judge of character. It’s a good thing I’m swearing off men.” And then she’d entered the house and closed the door. He’d walked home that night wondering how he could convince her that he wasn’t like the other men she’d dated but coming up with no answer.

      A few months later, she’d begun seeing someone new, and after graduation, she’d decided she wanted to see the world. With him. Max’s heart had broken for the second time.

      He was comfortable in Star Lake. He’d been born here, and he was a homebody. He liked working in the diner his father had opened. He enjoyed the slower pace of small-town life. He had no desire to go and see the world. What he saw on television - though he rarely watched it - was enough for him, and so he’d said goodbye to the woman he loved without telling her.

      He’d tried dating a few times after she left, but not only was the dating pool small in Star Lake, but Layla had ruined him. No other woman had her smile, her vivacious personality, her quirky nature. So, he’d given up on the thought of love. Then his mother had died, and his father, unable to bear the pain, had retired and left the diner to him. Max had pretended that was enough. And then Layla had come home. Alone.

      They’d fallen right back into their old routine. She’d come over every morning for coffee, harass him about his flannel shirts and ball cap, beg him to put something new on the menu, and flash her crooked smile on the way out the door as she went to work. He’d been so glad to have her back that he hadn’t thought there was any rush in telling her how he felt. And then Randall Jones had swooped in and whisked her off her feet. Now, here he was sitting in the stuffy church, wearing a scratchy shirt and a noose around his neck as he waited to watch the woman of his dreams get married to someone else. Suddenly, his life felt a little like an old Western. Or a sad country song.

      “Do you think this wedding is even going to happen?” Ned leaned over the empty seat Max had purposefully tried to leave between them and invaded his personal space. The odd man had a way of rubbing on his last nerve though Max wasn’t sure if it was his Alfalfa hair or his habit of asking incessant ridiculous questions. “You think she ran? Maybe we have our own Runaway Bride.”

      Max rolled his eyes as he glanced around for a clock. He never wore a watch, but thankfully the church had a small clock above the door. It was ten after two, but Layla was notoriously late to everything, so there probably wasn’t any need to worry just yet.

      “Some people really should learn to be on time,” Barnard piped from his other side. His too-small jacket bulged against his belly, and though Max was sure he thought he was whispering, his voice still carried through the small room. Barnard was the mayor, and he loved nothing more than hearing his own voice, even though the sound was like nails on a chalkboard to Max. “Some of us have other things we could be doing.”

      Max doubted Barnard had anything interesting waiting for him at home. Besides himself, the man only showed an interest in stamps and chess. Nothing exactly riveting in Max’s book, but then he was pretty sure most people thought the same of him.

      “Maybe she took my advice,” Paula chirped up from behind him. Max turned to see her lean toward him, her bright red dress stretching across her ample frame. No one, except for Paula who was always looking for attention, would wear red to a wedding. “I told her not to marry him. He’s not from Star Lake.”

      Max furrowed his brow at her, wondering if she realized Layla wasn’t originally from Star Lake either. However, she’d become such a part of the town that he often forgot she hadn’t been born here as well.

      As if she hadn’t seen his look or didn’t understand it, she continued. “Plus, there are certainly more handsome men here who would love to be with Layla.” She shot him a pointed look as she said the last statement.

      Did she know of his feelings? Had she told Layla? Was he the reason she hadn’t shown? Should he try to find her? He wrestled with his emotions and his tie a few moments longer before standing and edging out of the aisle. He felt the eyes on him as he made his way toward the back of the small church, but he refused to look back and give them any satisfaction.

      There were only a few rooms outside of the small sanctuary. Besides the bathrooms, one was the pastor’s office, one was used as the Sunday school room, and he had no idea what the other was used for, but he made his way in their direction.

      Kitty, Layla’s best friend, stood outside the Sunday school room. Her auburn hair was pulled back in her signature fifties’ style making her appear put together, but her hands fidgeted with something white and a worried frown covered her face.

      “Where’s Layla?”

      She turned wide eyes in his direction and bit her lip. “I don’t know. She said she needed some air, but that was ten minutes ago.”

      “Okay, stay here. Do you have any idea where she might have gone?”

      Kitty shook her head and clenched her hands tighter. “She always goes to the diner when she needs to get away, but she knew you were here.”

      He placed a hand on her arm to try and ease her anxiety. “I’ll find her. Don’t worry.”

      She nodded though she didn’t look convinced, and he headed for the outside door. As he pushed it open, he lifted his hand to shield the sun. It shone brightly as if it had no idea the storm cloud brewing in the small church. He paused, thinking of where Layla might have gone. Back to the bed and breakfast she ran? Would she sit on his front step? And then it hit him.

      In the middle of town, there was a huge weeping willow with branches that seemed to kiss the ground. He’d found her there years ago when her parents separated and she felt her world was falling apart. Knees pulled to her chest, she had been the picture of innocence and sadness. It would be the perfect place for her to go now, especially with most of the town inside the church.

      Why had she run though? Was it just nerves or could it be that she realized Randall wasn’t the guy for her? And if that was the case, did he have a chance? His heart did a funny little dance in his chest, and he pulled at his collar again, wishing he was wearing his comfortable flannel instead of this stiff dress shirt.

      The tree came into view, the branches bending toward the ground as if pressed by some invisible force. Squinting, he thought he could make out a patch of white beneath the low branches. She was there, probably with her knees curled to her chest and grass stains on her backside, but then Layla had never been the type to care what people thought about her. That was just another thing he loved about her.

      He spread the soft branches of the tree and crawled in next to her. His dress shirt pulled at his shoulders as he tried to get comfortable, and he loosened the tie from its death grip on his neck. She lifted her head and smiled at his awkwardness.

      Leaning against the trunk of the tree, he cleared his throat. “You know, the wedding is supposed to be happening over there in the church.” He pointed to his left, but offered her a crooked smile to soften his words.

      “I know, but I couldn’t go through with it.”

      His heart lifted at her admission, but he tried to play it cool. He was her friend first and foremost. “Why not? I know Randall doesn’t have my skills in the kitchen, but he seems like a nice guy.”

      She sighed and leaned her head against the tree. Her hair was nearly the same color of the trunk except for the soft red highlights that ran through hers, and her head was close enough to his that he could once again smell the sweet scent of her shampoo. “He was nice, and I thought that was enough, but as I was getting dressed today, the thought of marrying him just made me feel…” She paused and bit her lip. “Bored. Is that awful? I’m so awful.” Her head fell back to her knees.

      Max placed a hand on her shoulder and fought the urge to pull her into his arms. “It’s not awful. It’s smart. Yes, Randall might be hurt, but believe me, he’d rather know now than marry you and find out later.”

      She sniffed and lifted her eyes to his. He wanted more than anything to wipe her tears away and touch her lips with his, but it wasn’t the right time. It seemed to never be the right time. “I don’t know what’s wrong with me. I don’t even need to be married. Now that I’m running the bed and breakfast, I can take care of myself.”

      But Max knew. Yes, financially she could take care of herself, but Layla’s parents had split when she was in high school and her father had run off with another woman and had more children. She rarely saw him after the divorce, and her self-esteem had taken a hit whether she knew it or not. So, while she could financially provide for herself, she was looking for someone to love her like her father hadn’t, but he couldn’t tell her that. Instead he’d have to show her that he was the man who could do that. The man who had been and would always be by her side. The man who would wipe her tears at night and bring her coffee in the morning. He just wasn’t sure how.

      “You know what?” she continued, “I know I’ve said it before, but this time I mean it. I’m swearing off men until I really know what I’m looking for. That’s only fair, right?”

      It was, and Max just hoped that it gave him time to show her that what she was looking for was right in front of her face.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            Layla

          

        

      

    

    
      Layla smiled as she took Max’s hand and let him lead her out from the willow tree. He always seemed to be there when she needed him. He’d been there when her parents split, when her father remarried, and when her high school boyfriend dumped her at prom. She was so fortunate to have a friend like him.

      “Do you think everyone is going to be mad?” She bit her lip as they made their way back toward the church. She certainly had made a mess of things, and she really needed to figure herself out before jumping into another relationship.

      Max turned to her, his brown eyes full of compassion. “Are you kidding? Nobody cares about the wedding; they just want the free food. Since it’s already made and paid for, just tell them the party is still on. I bet no one other than Randall will be upset at all.”

      Layla laughed, but she knew he was right. The best thing about small town life was the camaraderie, and Star Lake was not short on that. Nor were they short on quirky characters. There would probably be a few people who talked about the cancelled wedding for a few weeks, Paula included. That woman would gossip about anything she could get her hands on, but she was also fiercely loyal. Layla guessed it went with the territory and really if a few sideways glances and a little gossip was all she got from this; she could count herself lucky.

      When they reached the church, Layla took a deep breath before pulling open the door. Kitty still stood outside of the office door where she’d left her, only now she was a nervous mess. Tiny white dots covered the floor at her feet, and Layla realized she had shredded a napkin to bits.

      Her eyes widened when she caught sight of Layla, and she stalked over as fast as her short legs would allow. “Layla Montgomery, what do you think you were doing leaving me here? People have been asking me where you were and I didn’t know what to tell them.”

      Layla bit her lip and offered an apologetic smile. “I’m sorry, Kitty. I just needed some air.” She should have remembered how high-strung Kitty was and that leaving her without an explanation would send her into a tizzy. Kitty had been her best friend since the eighth grade when she moved into town. Even then, she had dressed as if she lived in another decade. Most of the kids had found her weird, but Layla had found her refreshing. She was definitely different, and Layla liked that.

      Kitty pushed her cat-eye glasses up with one perfectly manicured fingernail and sighed. “It’s okay. I should have figured something was up when I was doing your hair. I’ve never seen you look so pale, but I thought it was just nerves.”

      Kitty was also the resident hairdresser and had been doing Layla’s hair for years. It had only been natural that she would ask her to do her hair on the most important day of her life. Only it had turned out not to be the most important day of her life.

      “I thought it was just nerves too,” Layla said, “but as I sat under the willow tree, I realized it was more that.”

      Kitty’s wide eyes looked from Layla to Max and back again. “So, there’s not going to be a wedding?”

      “No, but there is going to be a reception.”

      Kitty began fanning herself with her hand and leaned against the wall. “Oh dear, I don’t think I’ll be able to handle the stress. Do you mind if I stay here while you tell them? I can’t deal with accusing eyes.” She pointed weakly toward the sanctuary.

      Layla chuckled and squeezed her friend’s arm. “Don’t worry. You can stay right here until I come back. I bet Max will even stay with you.” She looked to Max who opened his mouth as if he wanted to protest but closed it when she mouthed the word “please” at him.

      “Yeah, sure. I’ll stay with you. It’s not like I need to get the food ready or anything.”

      Kitty brightened. “I could help you with that. It would certainly take my mind off of the stress.”

      “Fine,” Max grumbled, “but you do what I say. Not the other way around, got it?”

      Layla bit her laughter back as she watched her two closest friends argue. She was definitely lucky. If only she could skip the next few minutes. Seeing the disappointment in Randall’s eyes was not something she was looking forward to.

      She paused at the sanctuary doors and took a deep breath. She could do this. As soon as she swung them open, the pianist began playing the wedding march. Layla cringed. She had been hoping to tell Randall first, but there was no way she was walking up the aisle to that.

      “Sorry, can you please stop playing?”

      Beula, the pianist, was an elderly woman. She was still a beautiful player but nearly deaf, and she seemed not to hear Layla’s request as her fingers flew over the keys.

      “Beula?” Layla hollered a little louder. Someone near Beula stood and tapped her on the shoulder.

      The music stopped and Beula looked up in surprise. “What?”

      “There’s no need to play anymore, Beula. There isn’t going to be a wedding.” Layla glanced Randall’s direction and then quickly away when she saw the hurt in his eyes.

      “No wedding? Then what on earth did you gather us all together for?” Barnard asked, standing and tugging on his jacket.

      “Yeah, I got dressed up in my Uncle Albert’s suit,” Ned added.

      Layla held up her hands to stop the bickering. “There’s still going to be a reception. Max is getting it ready now, so why don’t you all head over to the bed and breakfast?”

      The bickering turned into a hum of excitement as the crowd began spilling out of the sanctuary.

      “You know, you didn’t have to fake a wedding to have a party,” Paula said as she marched out the door in her bright red dress.

      Layla shook her head and continued up the aisle to Randall. This was the part she’d been dreading, but she figured it was like a band-aid. Best to rip it off as quickly as possible. “I’m sorry.”

      He shrugged. “I guess I kind of knew. You didn’t seem that into planning the wedding which should have been my first clue. Can you at least tell me why?”

      “You’re a great guy, Randall, but I realized that I don’t know what I’m looking for right now and marrying you wouldn’t be fair. To either of us.”

      He nodded as if he understood though she doubted he did. She didn’t really understand herself. If she had, she never would have let it get this far. “Well, if you change your mind…”

      “I won’t,” she said, interrupting him. The last thing she wanted to do was give him any more false hope.

      “I see.” His voice had taken on a nasally tone or maybe it had always been there. Regardless, Layla realized she didn’t really like the sound of his voice, and she couldn’t imagine listening to it for the rest of her life. “Well, if it’s all the same to you, I think I’ll skip the party.”

      “Right, of course.” Layla leaned in to hug him, but he pulled back and she was left standing awkwardly with her arms raised. Slowly, she lowered them, feeling like a complete idiot. It was understandable that he didn’t want her to touch him. “Well, I guess I’ll see you around then.” The words felt flat and stupid as they came out of her mouth. Here was a man she had almost married and she was acting like they had just gotten together for coffee instead of breaking his heart. Why did her mouth always have to react faster than her brain?

      He nodded, shoved his hands in his pockets, and shuffled out of the side door of the church without another word. Layla felt awful for hurting Randall, but Max was right. It would have been much worse if she had waited until after they were married to realize he wasn’t the man for her.

      She waited a few extra minutes to make sure he would be out of eyesight before she exited the church and headed to the bed and breakfast. The noise of conversation and music carried out to her before she even opened the door.

      Paula stood just inside the small entryway, her large frame taking up the majority of space and causing Layla to squeeze against the wall to get around her. “I knew you would come to your senses,” Paula said, laying a hand on her arm as she passed. “We all knew Randall Jones wasn’t the right man for you.” She emphasized the word wasn’t as if she and everyone else knew who the right man was.

      “Uh, thanks, I think.” Layla wasn’t sure what the right response was to something like that though she assumed Paula wanted her to ask who the right man was. She wasn’t going to play into that game though. Nope, she’d decided no more men until she figured herself out a little more.

      “So, now that the wedding is off, does that mean I can get the toaster back that I gave you?” Ned asked as he came up to her. “I could use it for my house. Mine blew up the other day for some unknown reason. Smoke filled the kitchen and I had to open the windows to keep the smoke detector from going off. Had them open for hours, but it still smells burned in there.”

      Gifts. Yes, she would have to give all the gifts back. It was too bad because she was certain someone had bought her the cappuccino maker she had placed on her wish list. That was a shame to lose.

      “Of course she will return the gifts.” Barnard’s pompous voice carried over the noise of the others. “It would be highly improper to keep them and while Layla has her faults, she is aware of proper etiquette.”

      Her brow furrowed as she wondered just what faults he was referring to. “Yes, I will make sure all the gifts are returned to the giver. It might just take me some time, but if you know what your gift looked like, you are welcome to take it with you when you leave.”

      That earned a cheer from the people in the immediate vicinity, and Layla took the opportunity to continue to the kitchen. She pushed open the swinging door and sighed as she leaned against it. At least it was quieter here.

      “Everything okay?” Max asked as he looked up from the counter where he was assembling some beautiful dish.

      She bit back a smile as she watched him. He was an anathema for sure. Rugged and surly on the outside but inside there was this other part of him. Refined and sweet. He could have probably left Star Lake and been a famous chef anywhere else, but he seemed attached to the town. All he’d ever talked about was taking over his dad’s diner and adding his own flair to the place. He’d certainly done that, but she wondered if he ever wanted more.

      “It’s fine,” she said, answering his question. “Just needed to get away from the crowd for a minute.”

      He snorted softly as he pushed the finished plate toward Kitty and began another. “Why do you think I like hiding out in the kitchen?”

      She had always wondered, but she could understand now. Besides, he looked completely at home in the kitchen, even though it wasn’t his normal one. She watched him work for a few minutes - she could really use some pointers from him. Maybe he could give her some as they worked on the upcoming festival together.

      Every summer, Barnard planned some big festival to try and drum up business for the town. This year, he had planned a week-long Star Lake Days of Summer festival. Every business owner had teamed up to take on a day and showcase what they did best. Layla was glad she had been paired with Max though she still had no idea how best to showcase the bed and breakfast. It wasn’t like she could wash laundry or answer phones as a demonstration which seemed to be how she spent most of her time nowadays.

      Oh well, there would be time for that later, and maybe Kitty would have some ideas. That woman was a bundle of ideas, and, unlike Ned’s, hers usually made sense.

      “Layla, grab a few plates and help me get this food out there. You need to be socializing with your guests anyway, not hiding out here in the kitchen with Oscar the grouch,” Kitty said as she placed three plates on a large serving platter.

      “I’m not grouchy,” Max said under his breath as Layla grabbed a plate. She bit back a smile as he huffed. He might not be grouchy underneath, but that was certainly the image most people had of him. It was too bad he didn’t show other people the side she saw of him.

      Pushing the thought out of her mind, she followed Kitty back out into the crowd. Okay, a crowd might be a slight exaggeration. There were probably fewer than thirty people in the dining room and living room, but people in Star Lake tended to have big personalities which made them feel like more than their actual number. She would certainly be glad when this party was over and she could rest her feet and relax.

      It was four hours later when the last guest left. Nearly all of them had taken their gifts with them, leaving only a handful still on the coffee table in the living room that she would have to hunt down the owners of.

      The door to the kitchen swung open and Max and Kitty stepped through. “The kitchen is all clean,” Kitty said.

      “Guys, you didn’t have to do that.” Layla felt badly that her friends had worked so hard for an unnecessary party.

      Max shot Kitty a pointed look and folded his arms across his chest. “That’s what I told her.”

      Kitty swatted his arm and shook her head. “The wedding may have been canceled, but we said we would take care of the food and that means cleaning up after it too.”

      Layla’s throat tightened with emotion. She really did have the best friends a girl could ask for. “Thank you both. For everything.”

      “Nonsense. That’s what friends are for.” Kitty gave her a tight squeeze. “I’ll come check on you tomorrow.”

      Max shuffled his feet, appearing unsure if he should hug her as well, so she took the guesswork from him and wrapped her arms around him. “Thank you,” she said again and waited for him to return the hug.

      His arms circled her, and he tapped on her back lightly before pulling back. “Call me if you need anything or you just want to talk.”

      His words tightened the feeling in her throat. She was lucky, and yeah, she had acted stupidly rushing into the romance with Randall after getting her heart broken but there was no need to do that again. She had Kitty and Max and everything she needed right here in Star Lake. Romance could wait.
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      Max laid the menu down in front of Paula and tried his best to ignore her pointed stare. At nearly fifty, Paula thought she was wiser than everyone else - except possibly Barnard - and she was attempting to use that flawed logic with him now. Her and the rest of the town, it seemed.

      It had been two weeks since Layla’s cancelled wedding, and everyone who entered the diner appeared to either shoot him a look or drop a hint that now was the time to make his move. But it wasn’t.

      Layla needed time.

      He didn’t want to be the rebound guy, and besides, he’d heard her say she wasn’t ready for another relationship. Telling her how he felt now would only earn him yet another heartbreak and turn their relationship awkward, and he didn’t want that. Especially not with them having to work on the festival together.

      “I don’t mean to state the obvious,” Ned began from his position a few feet away.

      “Then don’t.” Max didn’t even bother to watch Ned’s jaw drop as he passed the counter and entered the kitchen. He loved the small-town feel, but he hated how everyone felt it was their right to butt into his business. He knew what he was doing. Well, that wasn’t entirely true. He had no idea how long he might have to give Layla, but he was working on reading her cues.

      She and Kitty came in every morning, and he had learned to discreetly watch them while he cleaned the counter or served up food. He’d picked up on a few cues, and he was sure that when Layla was open to the idea of love again, he would know it.

      “Well, good morning, Layla.” Paula’s voice carried through the swinging kitchen door. She was normally a loud mouth anyway, but she had obviously upped her volume to give Max a heads up at Layla’s arrival. He shook his head as he scrambled up the omelet Ned had ordered and folded it onto a plate. Carlos, his helper, was working on his own masterpiece at the oven next to him and bopping to the music playing in his ears.

      Normally, Max would find it rude for an employee to listen to headphones at work, but cooking was a pretty solitary job anyway, and as long as Carlos got the orders out on time, he didn’t mind if the man never spoke.

      He placed the plate down in front of Ned and walked away before the man could make any other awkward comments that Layla might hear. Though he knew what she and Kitty would order, he grabbed menus from the end of the counter anyway and placed them down on the table in front of them.

      Layla’s dark hair was down today and flowed to her shoulders. He’d touched it once or twice over the years and knew that it was as soft as it appeared, and he forced his hands to stay by his side. Touching it now would certainly earn him creeper status.

      “I’m going to assume it’s the usual today,” he said as he stood at the end of the table, hoping his nerves didn’t show.

      Layla looked up and smiled. “I don’t know why you bring us menus, Max. We sit at the same table every day and order the same meals.” It was true. She had staked claim to a table, and while Max would never shoo a customer out if they were to sit at her table, she had been known to wait until it cleared before sitting and ordering. Usually while tapping her fingers loudly on whatever surface was nearby and fixing a stare on the perpetrator. Of course, the regulars knew it was her table, but every once in a while, a visitor would pass through town, and as Max’s diner was one of the few places to eat, they would inevitably stop in to partake of his famous burgers.

      “I guess I would hate to overstep and assume on the one day you decided to be different.” He flashed his own smile back and scooped their menus up. “One order of chocolate chip pancakes with a side of bacon and one all-star breakfast coming right up.”

      Layla had been ordering chocolate chip pancakes and bacon along with a large cup of coffee for as long as she’d been coming into the diner. He’d thought she was kidding the first few times she ordered them because that wasn’t a normal grown woman’s order, but she’d been adamant. So, he’d made them, adding a smile and a hat like he did for the kids who ordered them, and she’d eaten every bite, proving his theory that she was still a kid at heart.

      Kitty, on the other hand, ate the more grown-up breakfast. Two eggs, two slices of bacon, and two pieces of toast - always sourdough and always eggs over easy. He could see why the two of them got along so well, at least in the area of consistency. After scribbling the order down on the pad, he placed them on the silver spinner and dinged the bell until Carlos nodded that he’d seen them. Max would decorate Layla’s pancakes, but allowing Carlos to make them gave him the opportunity to stay where he could see and hear Layla better.

      He fished out two porcelain mugs from under the counter and filled one with tea and the other with coffee, black but with two pumps of caramel and a splash of hot fudge. Then he returned to Layla and Kitty’s table and placed the mugs down.

      “What do you think, Max?”

      Layla was looking at him with those soul-sucking eyes, and he realized she had asked a previous question he had not heard the answer to. “I’m sorry, I must have missed the beginning. What do I think about what?”

      “Hosting our day at the bed and breakfast.”

      Their day? Had he missed something? And then it hit him. The stupid festival day that Barnard had arranged. He was supposed to host that day with Layla. He would display his cooking - which would of course cost him financially here at the diner, but Barnard didn’t seem to think about that - and she would display… How on earth was she supposed to display the bed and breakfast?

      “I was asking if you would be opposed to hosting the day at the bed and breakfast instead of in the town center? I can’t think of any other way to advertise the bed and breakfast. Plus, it would give you access to the kitchen.” She smiled up at him, a hopeful expression on her face.

      She needn’t have bothered trying to butter him up. His mind was already spinning with how much time this would give them together. “I think that’s actually a great idea.” He might just have to thank Bernard after all. “I could have Carlos cover a few of the customers here and send the others to the bed and breakfast. That way they have a comfortable place to eat and I don’t lose all my business.”

      Her smile widened, sending his heart into that funny skipping dance again. “You could never lose all your business. Other than my place for breakfast, there’s no real place for anyone to eat in this town.”

      “I don’t know. Someone just bought the old laundromat across the street. What if they turn it into a restaurant?”

      “What?” She bolted from her seat and hurried to the large glass window. “How did I not know about this?”

      Layla was generally one of the first people in town to be “in the know”, but he knew her head had been focused on her wedding and then the repercussions of the cancellation of it the last few months. “You were a little busy,” he said, shuffling his feet.

      Shaking her head, she returned to her seat. “Crazy. That’s what I was. It’s definitely a good thing I swore off men.”

      She didn’t notice the heads that shot up at her statement like groundhogs popping out of holes, but Max did. Maybe now Paula and Ned would leave him alone about telling Layla how he felt. It was clearly not the right time.

      The bell from the kitchen dinged, alerting him that Layla’s and Kitty’s food was ready. Relief flooded Max as he entered the kitchen and grabbed the plates. He added his usual flair plus a little something extra to Layla’s pancakes and then returned to their table.

      Layla laughed as she spied the clown hat and bow tie Max had added to the plate. “Max, you are too fun. You really do spoil me.”

      Coughs erupted from Ned, and Max glared at him. “You might want to get something for that cough, Ned.” He emphasized the man’s name and hoped he understood the implied meaning.

      “We should probably get together soon and work out the menu and a schedule,” Layla continued as if she didn’t hear the commotion going on a few feet away.

      “I’m free tonight after closing.” Max mentally kicked himself at the eagerness of his words. They had flown out of his mouth without him thinking about it.

      Her lips pursed for a minute and then broke into a smile. “I can make tonight work. See you at eight?”

      He couldn’t wait.
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      The sun was just setting as Layla approached the diner that evening. Max always stayed open until eight, but he rarely had customers after seven. The people of Star Lake liked to hole up in their houses by seven thirty and watch game shows or play card games. Actually, she wasn’t sure what most of them did in their houses, but that was how she imagined them.

      A bell announced her arrival with a bright tinkling sound as she pulled open the door, and Max looked up from the counter he was wiping down. His lips broke into a wide smile, and for a moment, she saw the boy she remembered from high school. He’d been different then, still reserved and yet opinionated, but not the short, sarcastic man he had developed into. She wondered when that change had happened. Probably when she’d been gone from Star Lake. Perhaps that time had been as disastrous for him as it had for her.

      “Grab a seat,” he said, pointing to her favorite table. “I had some time today, so I wrote down some menu ideas.”

      “Good because I was too busy today to do much of anything besides answer the phone and put out fires.” She collapsed into her favorite seat and sighed.

      “Busy is good though, right?” He rummaged behind the counter for a bit and then produced a yellow legal pad and a pencil.

      “Yeah, it is, but I’m going to have to look at getting some more help. Emma is no longer cutting it.” She’d only recently bought the bed and breakfast, and it had been in the red when she’d signed the papers. Starting new with just herself and one part-time person had seemed to be the best way to start turning a profit at the time. She’d just had no idea how much work was involved.

      Max sighed as he sat down beside her. “Taking over and changing things is never easy, but I think it’s worth it in the end.”

      She knew he was talking about the diner. His father had definitely run it differently, and Layla knew Max had taken some flak for the changes when he first took over. “How is your dad?” It was the first either of them had spoken about him since Max’s mother passed and his father up and left Star’s Lake.

      Max’s jaw clenched, and his posture stiffened slightly. “He’s okay, I guess. Haven’t seen him in a few months.”

      Layla wished she had words to comfort him, but she was unsure what the best words would be. He and his father had been on rocky ground before his father left, and after… well, that had been when she was gone. When she’d returned, Max had changed. Plus, her relationship with her own father was disastrous. She was certainly not one to be doling out advice in that department. Still, she felt the need to say something. “Do you remember the time you recommended a Hawaiian burger be added to the menu?”

      Max chuckled and a smile graced his face. He really was handsome in his own way. Yes, he had zero fashion sense, but his jaw was strong and angular and when he smiled, a tiny dimple appeared in his right cheek. It was barely visible under his two-day old stubble, but it was there, and his eyes were kind. She knew from high school that Max was fiercely loyal, and it radiated from every pore of his body but especially his eyes.

      “I thought he was going to ground me for a week just for suggesting it.” He laughed, and it was a deep, tingling laugh that sent a fluttering motion through her body. “I’m glad he didn’t though or I would have had to sneak out to rescue you.”

      Layla’s brow furrowed. “Rescue me? From what?”

      Max’s laugh quieted, and the light mood turned serious. “You don’t remember?”

      Layla thought back through high school memories. Many were a blur - she had tried to put them behind her - but suddenly one surfaced in her mind and she gasped. “Was that the same night as prom?”

      Max nodded. “I wanted to ask you. I wish I had, but I don’t think you really saw me in high school.”

      He was right about that. She hadn’t really seen him. Of course, she’d known who he was. It was a small town and his father owned the only restaurant, but she didn’t really know him. She’d been the newer girl in high school, having arrived late in her eighth-grade year - a hot commodity - and she had attracted the attention of several other boys, including Bruce Bollinger, the one who’d invited her to prom and then left her for a girl from a neighboring town. Was that why she felt so comfortable with Max? Because he’d swooped in and saved her asking nothing in return? And then his words connected in her mind. “You wanted to ask me to prom?”

      Shock registered on his face as if he hadn’t meant for that to slip out. His mouth opened and closed then opened again before he spoke. “Well, yeah, just to save you from that guy. I knew he was a jerk. I just didn’t know he was that much of a jerk.”

      He was playing it off, but Layla could tell from his reaction that his explanation wasn’t the whole truth. Had he liked her in high school then? How had she not seen what an amazing man he was? Amazing? Oh no, she could not be thinking like this. She had been engaged to marry someone else just a few weeks ago. She had sworn off men. She could not be falling for Max, could she?

      No, she needed to change the subject now before she said something she might regret. “So, how about those menu ideas?”

      She saw the look of disappointment flash across his face momentarily, but she couldn’t help it. Falling for Max was just not something she should do right now. Not until she knew what she really wanted.
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      “Earth to Max. Are you going to put my order in?”

      Max blinked, surprised to see Paula’s hand waving in front of his face. He’d been thinking about the time with Layla last night. He couldn’t believe he’d told her about his crush on her in high school. Even more, he couldn’t believe she hadn’t gone running. In fact, she had stayed until after ten. They’d reminisced about high school and laughed - she had the most angelic laugh like bells at Christmas. It was a laugh he could get used to hearing every day.

      “Max! My order.”

      “Right.” He cleared the thoughts from his mind. No use wandering down that road yet. He still had to get up the nerve to tell her how he felt. The moment had almost been there last night when he’d mentioned the dance. Her face had shifted just for a moment as if realizing his feelings. Before he could say anything though, she had switched the topic back to the menu, and the moment had been lost.

      “Did something happen between you and Layla?” Paula asked in a teasing lilt. “You seem a little more preoccupied than normal.”

      Ned popped up from one of the booths. “Did you say something happened with Layla? Did you tell her how you feel?”

      Max rolled his eyes and shook his head. “Nothing happened.” He would have to be more careful at work or rumors would spread that they were on their way to marriage. Not that he’d mind marrying her, but that wasn’t the way he wanted her to find out. He pushed open the kitchen door, grumbling about small town gossip under his breath.

      “You say something, boss?” Carlos asked as he took the earbud out of his ear.

      “Nothing important,” Max said with a sigh. He handed over Paula’s order and then his gaze landed on his notepad. He’d made a few more suggestions to the menu after Layla left. Perhaps now would be the perfect time to show her. “Actually, can you watch the diner for an hour or so?” It was their slow time with the breakfast rush over and the lunch rush a few hours off. Carlos should be fine to handle both the kitchen and the front for a bit.

      “Sure thing, boss.” Carlos removed his earbuds and deposited them in his pockets. Max appreciated how easygoing Carlos was. He could not have asked for a better employee. Perhaps he should see if Carlos had any family members who could help Layla out. He realized he didn’t know much about his family but that could wait.

      “Did you put my order in?” Paula asked as Max exited the kitchen.

      “Yes. Carlos has it all under control. I’ll be back in a bit.”

      “On your way to see Layla?” She sang the words more than said them, and he shook his head again, refusing to answer her.

      The walk to the bed and breakfast was short. Most of the businesses in Star Lake were placed around downtown and on the main street in order to take advantage of the few travelers they did see. The bed and breakfast was on the opposite side of town from his diner but still within a ten-minute walk.

      He didn’t bother knocking. Layla’s door was always open and she had told him more than once to come right in. Her voice carried through the small entryway as he stepped inside. Her words were muffled, but he could hear the strain in her voice.

      “Randall, I don’t know what to tell you. I don’t have that book.”

      Max hung back a little. He didn’t want to interrupt a couple’s spat, even if they weren’t a couple any longer, but when he didn’t hear Randall respond, he realized Layla was on the phone and Randall wasn’t in the other room.

      He stepped around the corner and Layla held up her hand as soon as she saw him. “Randall, I’ve got to go. I’ve got a customer. Look around your house. I’m sure you’ll find it there.” She placed the phone down and sighed. “Thank you. Your timing could not have been better.”

      “Everything okay?” Max asked.

      “Fine,” she said with a sigh. “Just Randall asking for some book he thinks he loaned me. It must have been his other fiancée though because I barely had time to read the wedding invitations much less a book.”

      Max looked down at the papers clutched in his hands. “I can come back if this is a bad time.”

      “No, it’s fine. Let me just get Emma in here to watch the counter.” She disappeared into the kitchen area and returned a moment later with a young blond girl. “You mind if we go out back? I could use a breath of fresh air.”

      Max followed her out the back door. The back of the bed and breakfast was surrounded by trees, making it feel even more isolated and quiet. A large wooden porch complete with chairs and a few tables in case patrons wanted to eat their meals outside filled the space, but Layla bypassed the chairs and leaned against the railing instead.

      “I never thought breaking up would be so hard. Maybe it would have been better just to marry him.”

      Max placed his paper down and put a rock on top of it to keep it from blowing away. Then he placed his hands on her arms. “Don’t say that. It’s hard now, but you didn’t love Randall. You deserve to be married to someone you love. Someone who loves you back. Someone who would do anything for you.”

      “I know, but where am I going to find someone like that?”

      The world around them stopped. Not that it had been noisy before, but as their gazes locked, it was like all the birds and other things in nature had grown silent. He knew he shouldn’t. She wasn’t ready yet, but he couldn’t stop his face from lowering to hers. As his lips touched hers, he knew that she was the only woman he wanted to kiss for the rest of his life. She was comfort, excitement, and love all rolled into one, and he knew no one else would ever come close.

      For a moment, her body was stiff, but then she leaned into the kiss. Her hands grabbed the back of his neck, and her body pressed so close to his that he was no longer sure if the heartbeat he was feeling was his or hers. As suddenly as the kiss started though, it ended.

      She pulled back and stared at him with wide eyes. “I have to go,” she said in a soft voice before fleeing back into the safety of the bed and breakfast.

      Great. Now what had he done?
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      Layla stared into the bottom of the ice cream container. Drat. She was out again, and she didn’t want to venture out for fear of running into Max. It wasn’t that she didn’t want to see Max - no, that kiss had rocked her world - but she had no idea what to say to him. What did that kiss mean? She’d promised not to fall for any more men until she figured out what she wanted, but this was Max.

      Yes, he was gruff on the outside and a little rough around the edges, but she knew there was a softer side inside. A sweet side. And that kiss had just proved it. But had he been kissing her because he cared or because he’d overheard her conversation with Randall and felt sorry for her?

      Ugh, and then there was Randall. He’d called with the book as an excuse, but the conversation had been laced with hurtful remarks about how she strung him along. Had she strung him along? She certainly hadn’t meant to. Randall was a nice guy. A reliable guy. A boring guy. She groaned into her empty container. Maybe she had strung him along hoping he would open up and sweep her off her feet. The way the kiss with Max had.

      A knock sounded at her door, and Layla stood, smoothing her shirt as she did. She didn’t know why she bothered. The only person getting in that door was Kitty, and she didn’t care how Layla looked. Kitty had been there when Layla canceled the wedding, she’d been there after prom when Bruce had left her for the other girl, and she would be here for her now. That’s what friends were for, and Kitty was one of the best.

      “Cat pajamas again?” Kitty asked when Layla opened the door.

      Layla looked down at her pajama pants. Okay, maybe they were a little juvenile, but she couldn’t help it. They were pink and purple and the cats were drinking coffee. She loved coffee. So much so that she was jonesing for her regular from Max’s diner. She’d been avoiding it the last few days and making a pot at the bed and breakfast, but it was not the same. Not by a longshot.

      She offered Kitty a shrug as she stepped back to let her in. “What can I say? I love cats and coffee. Please tell me you brought some coffee from Max’s. This make-it-yourself stuff isn’t cutting it.”

      Kitty held up her hands. In her left was a large disposable coffee cup and in her right was a bag from Max’s. “Yes, I have your coffee and chocolate chip pancakes too. Max insisted. Are you going to tell me what happened between the two of you and why you’re avoiding him and he looks like he hasn’t slept in days?”

      Layla sighed as she shut the door. “He kissed me. Or I kissed him. Or… I don’t know who started it, but we kissed.”

      Kitty rolled her eyes. “Is that all? Why are you both acting like it’s the end of the world?”

      “Is that all? What do you mean is that all?” Layla took the coffee cup and tipped it back, enjoying the glorious flavors that exploded on her tongue. She continued to the kitchen, her stomach growling as the decadent scent of cinnamon and chocolate from the pancakes reached her nose. She was a decent cook, but nowhere near Max’s level which was why she always snuck out and had breakfast at the diner instead of the bed and breakfast.

      “I mean that he’s had eyes for you since high school and you have a spot reserved in his diner. We’ve all been waiting for this to happen for years.” She set the bag on the kitchen table and wandered to the fridge. Kitty was so comfortable in Layla’s house that she never asked before raiding the fridge or the cupboards for food. “Good grief, Layla, what have you been eating?”

      Layla blinked stupidly at her. Max had liked her in high school? Since high school? Was that why he had never married? Did she feel the same? It was true that she had staked out a table in his diner. She sat at it every morning and if ever someone was at the table, she would stare at them until they left. He’d tried to get her to sit at a different table, but she wanted none of it. That table allowed her to see him as he bustled behind the counter. It allowed her glimpses of him when he disappeared into the kitchen. Oh dear. She did like him too.

      “Layla. Come in, Layla.”

      Layla shook her head at the sound of Kitty’s fingers snapping. “What?”

      “There you are. I asked what you’ve been eating. There is nothing in this fridge except a bottle of mustard.” She held it up and wiggled it for effect.

      What had she been eating? Ice cream, food from the bed and breakfast, she really had no idea. The images of food over the last few days were hazy at best.

      “Are you okay?” Concern was etched in Kitty’s wrinkled forehead and compassionate eyes.

      “Yeah, I’m fine.” Layla opened the bag and pulled out the container holding the pancakes. She flipped the lid open, her heart melting at the sight in front of her. Max had written “I’m sorry” on one of the pancakes and drawn a heart on the other along with a question mark. The corner of her lip pulled up as his quirky thoughtfulness swept over. Before she could stop herself, she blurted out, “I think I love him.”

      “Who?” Kitty asked. Layla had clearly shifted the conversation too quickly for her to catch up.

      “Max.”

      Kitty rolled her eyes. “Of course you do. Glad you finally realize it, but why are you telling me? I’m not the one who needs to hear it.”

      “You’re right.” Layla glanced around for her keys, finally finding them under another empty tub of ice cream. “I have to tell him.”

      “You might want to change your pants first,” Kitty said with a laugh as she pointed at Layla’s bottom half.

      Layla considered it for a moment, but what would be the point? If Max had liked her since high school, he’d already seen her highs and lows. Plus, if they did get together, he’d see her in these pants a lot. She might as well know now that he could handle it. No sense offering her heart to a man who would want her to change.

      “You know what? I think I’m good.” Kitty’s laughter followed her out the door.
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      Max scowled as he scrubbed the counter. He shouldn’t have kissed her. It was obviously too soon, but he’d been unable to stop it. However, now he wished he could turn back the hands of time and do it all over again. She hadn’t been in the diner since the kiss, and he knew she was avoiding him. He’d rather have her as a friend than nothing at all.

      His gaze wandered to the clock that sat above the door. He hated watches, especially while he was cooking, but knowing the time was a necessity. Especially on those days when Ned felt the desire to stick around and needle him with twenty questions. That man could get under his skin like no one else, but it was almost closing time and even Ned was gone for the day. He wondered though if Kitty had given Layla the food.

      She’d only ordered coffee, but he knew from the order it was for Layla - no one else drank a coffee with two pumps of caramel and a squirt of hot fudge. He didn’t even consider that coffee, but he’d wanted to do a little something to let her know he was thinking about her. Chocolate chip pancakes with an “I’m sorry” on one pancake in case she was mad and a heart and giant question mark on the other instead of the face had seemed to be the perfect way. Maybe she hadn’t understood the question though. Maybe she was still trying to think of a way to let him down gently. She would definitely want to find the path of least conflict especially after the recent events with Randall.

      The bell above the door jingled, bringing him out of his thoughts. It might be five minutes to closing time, but he was not making any more food tonight. “We’re closed,” he said, but when he lifted his eyes, the words died in his throat. Layla stood in his doorway.

      “Should I leave then?” Her hand reached back for the door, but he could see the teasing glint in her eyes.

      “Absolutely not, but I am going to lock it. It would be just my luck if Ned or Barnard showed up supposedly needing something after seeing you come in.” Max hurried around the counter and locked the door, then pulled the blinds for good measure.

      Then the awkward silence hit.

      “I take it you got the pancakes.” Why couldn’t he say something more intelligent?

      Nodding, she stepped toward him. “I did, and I wanted to say I’m sorry for running off and avoiding you the last few days.”

      He shook his head. “I’m the one who should apologize. You said you weren’t ready for another relationship and then I just laid that kiss on you. I didn’t mean to.”

      “Are you sorry you kissed me?”

      She took another step closer, never averting her gaze. He loved her eyes, but he had no idea what to make of the way she was staring at him, like she was trying to see inside his soul. What should he say? If he told her the truth, would she run again? It didn’t matter. He’d avoided the truth long enough, and he wasn’t sure he could go back to pretending she didn’t play a starring role in his thoughts all day long.

      “No, I’m not sorry I kissed you. I’ve wanted to do that since prom night in high school.”

      Her eyes widened. “The night Bruce dumped me?”

      “If not before.” His voice sounded so strained in his ears; he was having trouble getting enough air to speak clearly.

      “Why did you never tell me?” Her hand touched his arm, and heat licked all the way up to his shoulder.

      “I didn’t think you felt the same way, I thought it would ruin our friendship, you name it. Then, by the time I got up the nerve, you’d fallen in love with that other guy and moved away.”

      Her hand moved from his arm to his chest, and he swore his heart stopped beating for a moment. “I’m here now.”

      The way she said it sounded like an invitation. Then her face turned up, and he could see the desire in her eyes. It was more than he could take. “Yes, you are,” he said, moments before his lips met hers again.
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