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 Chapter 1



 


Well, this isn’t going
well.

Ainsley Morrison pursed her lips. She had no
basis for dealing with her current situation.

Brett Bentwater, the former Marine who had
moved into Sara Newton’s apartment, Ainsley’s best friend, was
nothing like sweet, personable Sara. This imposing, scowling man
couldn’t be further from the petite blonde who Ainsley missed so
much there weren’t words.

Ainsley’s brother, Clay Morrison, had coaxed
her into introducing herself to the man.

She had been willing to be friendly.

Morrisons did friendly.

The nearly snarling man in front of her
didn’t appear to appreciate this fact.

He also didn’t seem impressed with the
brownies she’d made for him as a house warming gift. The ones she’d
labored over for days. After a few experiments, this recipe was
perfect.

Even she, her worst critic, hadn’t had a bad
thing to say about the resulting product.

Most people lit up at the appearance of a
homemade baked good. Not Brett Bentwater.

“Thanks.” His rusty voice sounded as though
it hadn’t been used in a while. He cleared his throat and indicated
the disposable container she used to bake the brownies.

“You’re welcome. Hope you enjoy them.”
Although she had to admit to some dubiousness of this man enjoying
anything. “Welcome to Hershey.”

He nodded, his lips thin, nostrils close to
flaring. As though the very sight of her made him long to trample
her into the nondescript carpet lining the hallway.

She rubbed her moist palm as unobtrusively as
possible across the fall-appropriate material of her long skirt.
Then fiddled with the hem of her sweater. “Okay… well.”

The ding of the elevator made her jump. A
woman exited the car and paused outside a door near the stairs. It
didn’t take her long to unlock the barrier, and she soon
disappeared inside.

The elevator signal had never startled
Ainsley before. So what was the big deal? She breathed deeply until
her heartbeat settled.

Brett’s unblinking eyes narrowed on her. He
didn’t say anything. His cold perusal didn’t give her a case of the
heebie-jeebies. It should give her the creeps. The reason why his
coldness didn’t freak her out finally popped into her head.

“You remind me a lot of my brother when he
first retired from the service.”

“Your brother was in the service?” His hand
tightened on the disposable container. It creaked in protest.

“He was an Army Ranger.”

This appeared to impress him. For a
nanosecond. “Knew some Rangers.” He must not subscribe to the
Marine-Army Ranger rivalry.

Brett’s baritone voice sent a shivery
sensation down her spine. The consequence wasn’t uncomfortable, not
entirely. Ainsley still didn’t care to repeat the experience. She
rubbed the back of her neck, before offering a fleeting smile.

“Why did you come?” He didn’t bother to hide
his suspicion. At least it didn’t sound as though he made an
effort.

Her spine went rigid. “Because my cousin’s
husband, Mitch Monahan, a former Marine, and my Army Ranger
brother, insisted.”

If she spat what she was really thinking,
she’d disappoint her grandfather. Disappointing Granddad wasn’t her
favorite thing to do. It ranked near the bottom of her least
Favorite Things To Do list. And yes, she did keep such a list. In a
mental file in her brain, but this list did exist. Ainsley
preferred organization over chaos.

“I’ve met Mitch once or twice.”

Ainsley eyed the man looming in the doorway
of Sara’s old apartment. “He’s married to one of my cousins.”

His shrug couldn’t have been more casual.
“Thank you.” He waved the brownie pan, stepped back into the
apartment, and shut the door.

She gaped at the closed door, before
remembering there was a peep hole. Stepping away from the door,
Ainsley grappled with the entire interaction.

Had she been rude? Had she said something
inappropriate?

Maybe she’d been too chirpy.
Her heart dropped. That possibility remained all too realistic.
Sara, once when Ainsley had pressed, admitted that Ainsley tended
toward chirpy. Her best friend had hastened to reassure that
she liked chirpy. Some
people, on the other hand, hated chirpy people.

Brett Bentwater, surly former Marine, must
fall within that category. The man could scare off a grizzly with
porcupine quills in his bottom. Not that she in any way resembled a
grizzly bear. From what she understood, they didn’t chirp.

It was too bad he didn’t like happy
people.

Being a Morrison, she was well loved, and she
possessed the usual blue-green eyes most of the family sported.
Also, as a Morrison, at least her branch of the family, she tended
toward the tall end of things. She was statuesque, as her mother
preferred to call it, and carried ten extra pounds, probably due to
her profession as a chef and pastry artist, with light brown hair
and her Morrison family eyes. Nothing special.

Of course, a man who bordered on handsome
wouldn’t notice her. Of a size with Mitch and Clay, Brett could
also hold his own with those gray eyes and black hair. She happened
to like a little beard stubble and flat stomachs. But she drew the
line at cranky.

No one wanted to live with a cranky
pants.

Brushing off her hands, both physically and
philosophically, she had done what was asked of her. Never again
did she have to deal with Brett Bentwater.

Thank
goodness.

***

Brett shut the door, not slamming it in
Ainsley Morrison’s face, but close. His heart kept accelerating as
he dropped the brownie container. Only two spilled close to the
edge, but he didn’t pay attention.

Instead, like the Marine he
was, he deep breathed through the pending panic attack. An
invisible band tightened around his chest, as a clammy sweat coated
his skin. Don’t pass out, don’t pass out,
don’t pass out.

He had identified the triggers that provoked
this response a couple of months ago, before he’d ever left the
military. The altercation in the foyer as he entered the elevator
had likely been the trigger to set him off.

While trying to combat this,
Ainsley showed up. He didn’t know people here in town yet, so he
hadn’t expected company. Especially not right now.

Most of his friends were still in the
service. His heart clenched. Due to PTSD, he’d been honorably
discharged. His last choice had been to leave the service. Brett
staggered to the couch and struggled to keep taking deep
breaths.

His thoughts continued to berate him. He
wasn’t a Marine any longer. His life held no purpose now.

Who am I if I can’t be a Marine?

Being discharged from the military this early
had not fallen into his long-range plans. His goal had been to
retire when he had white hair and maybe with the rank of Admiral.
Not now, in his prime. The bullet he’d taken in the leg hadn’t
ripped away his life naturally, but it stole so much.

It had triggered post-traumatic stress
disorder. After all he’d seen and done in combat, it didn’t seem
right that he merely got injured, while his buddies were blown to
fragments right in front of him. And in only the seconds it took to
bounce along a rough desert track. Within the span of an exhalation
his friends were no more.

He didn’t understand where his PTSD came from
and he didn’t like admitting it had taken him out of the service.
Weak men got a PTSD diagnosis. He’d heard the term bandied about
all his life, but he never thought it would happen to him.

A wave of dizziness forced Brett to tuck his
head between his knees, as though preparing to torpedo out of a
Navy ship. The blood rushed out of his head and he breathed deep,
as though preparing for combat.

No pre-battle calm settled over him.
Adrenaline did surge through him, compounding the dizziness and
extreme sense of loss of control.

Why is my body doing this?

Why can’t I be normal? And still in the
service?

No one answered him. No disembodied voice
offered words of wisdom.

Right now, he’d even welcome a woo woo
experience if it offered some much desired answers. Especially if
they were answers he wanted to hear.

Instead, the adrenaline
continued to pummel him and the blood didn’t rush fast enough from
his brain. He endured, because that’s what he’d been taught to
do. Improvise, adapt, and
overcome. The Marines’ informal motto
reeled through his brain on a new litany, the one they all lived
by. The same one he kept falling short of since receiving the
post-traumatic stress disorder diagnosis.

Then thoughts of his visitor crept in, like
silent guerrilla soldiers, intent on overpowering him.

Ainsley Morrison had come as a surprise.
Brett couldn’t work out whether her visit should be classified as
welcome or unwelcome.

She’d taken his breath and rattled his
brain.

Every military man worthy of his rank
understood the seriousness of that state. A warrior retained
control of himself and his thoughts at all times—or he died. Or
caused the death of one or more of his brothers.

Better to avoid that type of distraction.

Still, her golden-brown hair, a beautiful
intermingling of colors, had dazzled his war-weary senses. Those
lovely blue-green eyes had also sent his pulse skittering. He
couldn’t work out whether this unsettling effect was due to the
liquid colors that made up her eyes or because of the warmth and
joy intermingling in the depths.

As a Marine, watery depths did not bother
him. He didn’t fear sharks. Or being lost at sea. Please don’t ask
him to ever gaze into Ainsley Morrison’s eyes again though.

A man could only take so much.

But she’s the perfect height
and size and beauty and…

With ruthless resolve, he cut off those
treacherous thoughts. A man didn’t stay alive in combat by
listening to his weaker side. He had to stay strong, smart, fast,
and on his toes. The perils all around him kept trying to suck him
in and Brett knew the moment he gave in to the varied temptations,
he might as well punch his own ticket.


 Chapter 2



 


“Max, are you sure about this?” This
uncertainty couldn’t be good. Ainsley had to bite her lip to keep
from blurting out her true feelings.

They had met for lunch at a small diner not
far from the company Max ran with the help of his wife, KC. This
restaurant had been in business since their grandparents were
young, and hadn’t changed much through the years.

It had a great atmosphere Ainsley wanted to
emulate in her own eating establishment someday.

“Of course I’m sure. Funding your coffee shop
is a wise business decision.” Max Morrison, a first cousin,
shuffled papers. His blue eyes, lacking the green of the normal
Morrison family eyes, were envy invoking for her. Not that she
didn’t like her eyes, she did, but Max’s were pure blue and they
often twinkled. Because he was likely up to no good and someone
else got blamed. A factor he enjoyed and played with the skill of a
maestro. Upon reflection, it might be his penchant for getting away
with shenanigans that she envied rather than the color of his
eyes.

“I’m excited, but I’m also terrified about
this.” She gazed at the sheaf of papers in Max’s hands.

“That’s actually a good sign.”

“It is?”

“Sure. It means you’re taking this seriously.
You understand this business endeavor isn’t a sure bet, so that
will make you work harder.” He opened the top file and handed her
the pages inside.

“It’s not a sure bet.”

“In your case, it is. You’re,” he held up a
finger at the sight of the protest on her lips, “an incredible chef
and pastry artist. A coffeehouse, which we currently don’t have
nearby, is sorely needed. With your amazing pastries, and my
business skills, we’re golden.”

“I am good at what I do.” It would be silly
to deny the obvious. She had tasted her own creations. And her
family didn’t rave over things that weren’t delicious. If she
supplied bad pastries, they never let her forget.

Her family was close and Max and his sister
Lainy both possessed long memories. Having cousins with such mental
power hadn’t improved her childhood, but it had expanded her
cooking and baking skills to near perfection.

Not that everything she made came out
beautifully.

It didn’t. Life didn’t work that way.

However, she had practiced and now she could
produce baked goods that not only tasted delicious, but they also
leaned toward good for you, as well.

A feat many companies hadn’t accomplished
yet. That alone should help with her bakery’s success.

“You’ve got a lot of businesses going on
though, Max.” She considered hunting through her purse for a pen,
but instead stole the one in Max’s pocket to sign the paperwork to
make this official. Hummingbirds took flight in her stomach.

Signing the official papers for her own
coffeehouse was really happening.

He offered a solemn nod. “I do. So you’re
going to need to figure out a long term plan for managing your
shop, but with time, I think that will resolve.”

“If you don’t think you have time for my
business—”

“I have time for your business. I will also
have time to get coffee and a pastry there every morning, without
telling my wife.” Mischief lit his eyes.

“Good luck with that.”

“You know I’ll share the treats. My only
concern is you keeping up with demand, because there will be
demand.”

Ainsley didn’t consider this an initial
worry. However, a good business person should weight every aspect.
“It’s to our favor that we have plenty of family.”

“Yes. And the better thing
is we have lots of younger cousins we can employ to work the
registers and various coffee machines.”

Her young relatives had factored into her
decision to open a coffee establishment first. They had plenty of
high school and college aged members who could be persuaded to work
for her and Max. This would enable her to bake plenty of pastries
to go with the coffee, which she’d resourced a few months ago.

The people who roasted the beans she planned
to brew for the good people of her town were local and thrilled to
do business with her. Max had thoroughly researched them and
approved of her decision, especially after they’d offered him a cup
of coffee.

She didn’t worry about that aspect.

“I’m still not certain about marketing and
promotion.”

“I’ve got some people you can talk to, but
already word is out that you’re thinking of opening a coffee shop
and bakery. And word of mouth is huge. Trust me, the 800 or so
rellys we already possess are going to spread this far and
wide.”

“True. I’ve already got a website in the
making.” She tapped Max’s pen on the paperwork she hadn’t finished
signing yet.

“Is Lainy doing that for you?”

“She’s helping. Cassandra, one of Ed’s kids,
is working on it for me, with Lain’s help.” Ed was Max and Lainy’s
older brother, the second of eight while Max was number five and
Lainy number six. She and Max were practically twins.

“I didn’t know Cass dabbled in web design.
But she probably should since she is Ed’s kid.”

“I’m not sure she intends to pursue a career
in it, but she needs to show versatility of mediums or something
for a project she’s working on for school.”

“Ah, right.” Max noted something in his
phone.

“Have you looked at the two places I’m
considering for our location?”

“I did. I put a deposit on the second one.
It’s perfect for our purposes.”

She nodded. “That’s the one I really wanted.
I just wasn’t certain about the higher rent.”

“I talked the guy down to something
reasonable.” Max shrugged.

“Thank you.” Ainsley had suspected the man
saw her coming and decided to take advantage.

“No problem. It’s what I do.”

No one would see Max coming and try to take
advantage of him. Another reason why she was pleased to have him on
board. Especially in the very beginning. He had already blasted
through several roadblocks she hadn’t known how to remove.

“So that means I’ll have the keys soon?” She
finished signing the first stack. Her hands might be shaking.

He fished in his pocket and presented her
with a keyring. “I meant to give these to you earlier.” He sorted
through them. “These five are duplicates and open the front door.
These five are also duplicates and open the back door.”

“How did you manage to get him to make
duplicates?”

Max’s mouth thinned. “I talked to him about
his attitude, by the way.”

Her eyes widened. “What about it?”

“It stank. It was obvious to me that he’s a
misogynist and I called him on it. He won’t give you a hard time
again.” The hardness in Max’s eyes was something she’d seen before.
He had a business face, and used it when necessary. She needed to
learn that skill, and soon.

“He provided another reason for why I balked
at taking his location. Between his attitude and the inflated
price, I didn’t know.”

“The good thing about him is he can be made
to see reason.” Max signed the paperwork after her, stacked the
sheets with precision, then tucked them into the first folder.

“I’d appreciate if you would deal him for a
little while.”

“You’re perfectly capable.”

She frowned. “How do you figure?”

“Think about it.” He handed her a second
stack of paperwork to sign.

Ainsley drew a blank. Fortunately, Max
possessed years of experience reading her expression. “Hello,
you’re Clay Morrison’s little sister, and one of the very few
people who stands up to him. I’m guessing there are hardened
military people who wouldn’t dare.”

She wrinkled her nose. “Clay isn’t a
problem.”

“Pull out the same attitude toward this guy
you use when talking to Clay. Trust me, he’ll treat you
differently.”

“And if he doesn’t?” Her big brother, Clay,
tended to garner a lot of wariness in people. A big, former Army
Ranger, who held his own against General Emma, their great aunt who
was hailed as a force of nature.

“Sic Clay or General Emma on him, if you
don’t succeed.”

“Or you.”

“Or me. I’m happy to rearrange his thinking.
It won’t hurt to introduce him to as many family members as
possible.” Max flipped through the paperwork, signing where
required before he tucked the pages into the second folder. Ainsley
hadn’t seen him locate another pen but he must have.

Good advice, actually. Her landlord must be
new in town and probably didn’t know about her vast collection of
relatives. The rellys didn’t mind being daunting when
warranted.

“Thank you, Max.”

His blue eyes gleamed. “This is what family
is all about. And I’ll be expecting a regular dose of Great Aunt
Mabel’s spiced sugar cookies.”

She nearly groaned. “I fully intend to keep
those on the menu.”

“You better. You’ll get flattened if you
don’t.”

“I’ve learned they’re best sellers wherever I
take them. Trust me, they’ll be permanent.”

Max adjusted his glasses. “I’m looking
forward to opening day.”

“Right. I’ve been stockpiling everything I
need.”

“You don’t have a storage unit with me.” Max
offered her a quizzical look.

“No. My storage unit thus far has been my
parents’ shed.”

“Oh yeah, they have a good sized one.”

“I’m using a quarter of it, since Dad is
pretty eager for me to open this shop.”

“He is a fellow coffee addict.” Max signed
the paperwork as she finished, and tucked the completed sheets into
the appropriate file.

“Right. And he’s a big fan of my
pastries.”

“Wasn’t it his idea that you go to pastry
school in addition to the chef training?”

She laughed. “He did convince me I needed to
pursue baking. Mom is the one who insisted I earn a degree in
business.” She signed the last page in the sheaf. This had been
tedious.

“Aunt Tessa and Uncle Rex are wise.”

“I’m thrilled they’re my parents. Oh, your
dad has expressed a desire to invest in my store as well.”

“Don’t let him do that.” Max’s yelp of alarm
made her grin internally.

“Oh please, there will be plenty of cookies,
even if he invests.”

“How long have you known my dad?” Max eyed
her dubiously.

“All my life. He’ll be a great customer.”

“Exactly. You want to keep him as a customer,
not an investor.”

“Why can’t he be both?”

“As a customer you can appease him with white
lies. As an investor, you won’t be able to prevaricate.”

“Oh, right.” She pursed her lips. “I told him
you were going to be my partner.”

“Good. Keep telling him that. And be firm,
like you are with Clay.”

“Clay is not willing to be a partner, but
Sara said I can have whatever money she makes.”

Max grinned as he finished making certain
they had signed all of the paperwork. “She knows a good thing.”

“She loves me.”

“Right. I love your cookies.”

Ainsley swatted him as he finished his
coffee.

They soon said goodbye, and Max rose from the
table, stuffing the folders into a classy soft sided briefcase.
“I’ll take care of these.” He patted the bag. “You can probably
start clearing out your dad’s shed.”

“It’s going to be amazing to see everything
arranged.”

“Was it once a coffeehouse? I don’t remember
what that place was before.”

“No, it was a bakery, and the way it’s set up
means there’s not much we need to do, which is another reason why I
leaned toward that location. Not to mention it’s located in a busy
spot in town.”

“The location is superb. A coffee shop in the
heart of town is a good business decision.”

“Right.” She clutched the keys as images of
transforming the space into her own business swirled through her
mind. The pictures clustered into a montage of ideas and
possibilities.

“Thanks again, Max.”

“Again, keep me in coffee and cookies, and
I’ll be happy.”

She laughed. “Okay. I’m going to go check out
the space and start cleaning.”

“Do you have help?”

“Not yet. I’ve got to figure out exactly what
I want to do first.”

He hefted the briefcase, slinging the strap
over a shoulder. “Let me know when you need a crew.”

“I’ve got the family on alert.”

“Right. I’d wish you good luck, but you’re
not going to need it.”

“Thanks.” Still clutching her keys, Ainsley
hugged Max, before she raced out of the restaurant, since they’d
paid before they started discussing business.

She had a coffeehouse to open. She had
already given her notice at her job, then she would be free to
devote her time and energy to her own business.

Excitement and utter fear pounded her in
tandem.

***

Brett hadn’t noticed the other patrons of the
small diner he’d found a week ago. He didn’t make a habit of
checking out the people other than to make certain they weren’t of
the suspicious variety. He’d made note of the couple in a corner
booth, the woman had her back to him, but he hadn’t labeled either
as risky.

Moving on, he had relaxed after a thorough
inspection of the place and those gathered in the small space,
including the staff. Once a Marine, always a Marine. He’d probably
never be comfortable living like a civilian.

His heart wrenched.

What was a civilian?

Mitch Monahan, a Marine he’d met up with once
since coming here to Hershey had seemed to revert to being a
civilian without issue. But then Mitch had also been out in the
desert, working on engineering things, rather than actual combat.
He’d seen action in Kuwait, but not to the extent Brett and his
team had.

By the time Brett had rolled in, those
causing trouble had learned a few things about the Americans and
other foreign military operations stationed in their turf. They had
upped their game. To catastrophic proportions.

So even the server here made him a little
jumpy. Then again, these days, that was the state he lived in.
Jumpy, with an impressive ability to leap to the wrong
conclusion.

An annoying addition to his already
problematic life.

He had just finished eating when the woman in
the booth laughed. The genuine sentiment, not nervous or awkward,
and it rang with happiness and pleasure. He paused with his water
glass halfway to his mouth. Setting the glass down, he focused on
the woman. Now that he had done so, there was something familiar
about her.

Interested in anyone who could find joy in
life, he watched her, or at least the back of her head. If he
blocked out everything else, he could pick up snippets of her
conversation. Yes, the woman in the booth was Ainsley Morrison. He
recognized her voice.

A few things became obvious to him in the
next several moments of observation. Ainsley loved the man she
conversed with. The man in question wore a wedding band, but he
shared her love.

Don’t leap to
conclusions, don’t leap to conclusions, don’t leap to
conclusions. You know how well that’s turned out in the
past.

His pep talk didn’t help much.

By the way the pair leaned toward each other,
and the easy lines of their bodies, they not only were comfortable
with each other, they also liked the other. A stack of file folders
lay in front of the man, and Brett observed Ainsley signing several
of the pages.

She and the man with her both signed with
their left hands. That might not mean much, but his eyes narrowed.
Left-handedness did run in families, and he had heard this trait
was particularly strong in the Morrison family.

Was the man with her a relative of
Ainsley’s?

From the gossip abounding in this town, it
had sounded like the Morrisons were a prolific lot. Mitch had
mentioned there were approximately 800 members associated with the
family. Ainsley’s easy acceptance of the man might be because she’d
known him all her life.

The server made tracks across the small
space, but bypassed Brett’s table. He instead stopped beside
Ainsley’s. The young man had a booming voice, and he projected
well, probably was a drama major. Or he planned to pursue public
speaking.

This worked for Brett.

“So, Ainsley, you’re going to give us
competition?”

Ainsley laughed. “As if, Jason. Max and I are
opening a coffee shop, not a diner.” She glanced around the
space.

“A coffeehouse? We need one of those.”

“That we do, Jason.” The man spoke now. His
voice was deep and quiet. Yet the air about him was commanding, in
an understated way.

Jason, the server, turned back to Ainsley. A
hint of a crush might linger there. “You talked Max into financing
your coffeehouse?”

“Of course. He’s family and he’s got good
business sense. He can do all my tax and financial stuff.”

Her response stilled Brett. So the man was
family. But how close?

Since he had no way of discovering this
answer, Brett’s thoughts drifted to the brownies she’d given him.
They had been the best he’d ever eaten. Although that might not be
saying much. Growing up in the foster care system hadn’t been the
homely, bucolic lifestyle many families enjoyed.

Brett hadn’t eaten all that many brownies in
his lifetime. Goodness knew the Marine cooks he’d run across hadn’t
produced stellar grub.

He’d heard, through Mitch, that Ainsley was
an excellent chef and baker. Then again, from what Mitch also said,
this wasn’t unusual in the Morrison clan. It just so happened that
Ainsley had gone to school for this, whereas her relatives just had
a knack for preparing food.

Not that he had ever experienced this
firsthand. Or was likely to.

Being alone had happened so long ago, he had
no real knowledge of being with people. His last memory of his
parents was one he had shoved deep and never revisited.

Therefore, his proved to be a lonely
existence.

Some people excelled at this. Whether that
was true for him or not, Brett didn’t know. He’d barely been a part
of a true family structure, so…

Ainsley laughed again, a carefree, happy
exhalation.

His stomach muscles tightened. What did that
feel like?

He blinked in the shadow of his server. The
one he shared with Ainsley and her companion.

“Can I get you anything else, sir?”

The two at the other table rose, donned their
jackets, and soon left the small diner.

“She’s opening a coffeehouse?” He used his
head to indicate the table Ainsley had occupied.

“Yeah. We need one bad. There aren’t many
options here now.” Jason waxed enthusiastic. Brett tuned him out
until he mentioned Ainsley’s companion. “Max knows business, so
that should be helpful.”

“I missed who Max is.”

“Max Morrison is Ainsley’s cousin. I imagine
they’re first cousins, but who knows in that family?”

“A big one?”

Jason reared back for a second. He must have
determined Brett wasn’t being sarcastic, or he couldn’t tell, which
was fine as well. “You must not be from around here?”

“No. I’m a Marine. Former Marine. Got in a
few weeks ago.”

“Hey, it’s great to have you.” Jason went off
on a few tangents, and from long practice, Brett tuned out until
the kid said something pertinent. “We’ve got some military folk in
town. From all different branches, and some are even active
duty.”

Nausea clawed up his throat. He drank some
water to encourage his gastric juices to remain in his stomach.
Active duty people had jobs. Happy lives.

He had—nothing.

“Thank you, Jason. I’m finished.” He kept his
expression neutral. No sense in terrorizing the kid. At least now
he knew the identity of Ainsley’s companion. Not that he needed to
know the man. Who the man was didn’t factor into his own life in
any way.

So, a cousin.

For some reason, he wondered if Ainsley
Morrison had a boyfriend.
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“Excuse me.” Ainsley apologized automatically
as her shopping basket clacked with someone else’s.

“No problem. I wasn’t paying attention
either.” The man smiled. His warm brown eyes appeared to appreciate
what they saw.

A faint heat flushed her cheeks. “I tend to
be focused when I shop.”

Those brown eyes warmed another notch. “I
can’t say I’m any different.” He transferred his basket to the
opposite arm and offered his hand. “I’m Lance Hawke.”

“Ainsley Morrison.” She offered him her name
and hand as though on autopilot. Never in her life could she recall
introducing herself to someone in the grocery store. Was that
strange?

Maybe.

“It’s nice to meet you Ainsley. Although I
can’t say I ever expected to meet someone here, of all places.”

Lance’s dark hair, brown eyes, and lean build
all combined into a nice package. His sculpted cheekbones and
aquiline nose hinted that he might have modeled in the past. Maybe
he still was a male model. She had no idea.

Her magazine tastes tended toward the cooking
and baking variety.

He stood a few inches taller than her,
probably six feet right on. She had missed that mark by three
inches. She’d have been happy missing it by more.

“I don’t recall ever meeting anyone in the
grocery store either.”

His smile was nice, his manner exuded
sincerity, but a small voice in the back of her mind exerted a word
of caution.

“So do you live around here?”

Probably not an unusual question. It still
gave her a faint case of the heebie jeebies.

“I do. I’m from Hershey. What about you?”

“I’m new to the area. I’ve got some family
here though, so have plenty of memories of going to the park and
visiting my aunt and uncle.”

“So your stay is permanent?”

“As far as I know.” His smile remained warm
and friendly. Unlike another man’s who she had recently met.

“It was nice to meet you.” She attempted to
exude friendliness, but nothing overt. Not that she was exactly
weirded out by meeting a stranger in her favorite store, but an
instinctual warning kept pinging her.

“Say, would you like to go out to dinner
sometime?”

Ugh. What to
do? “That might be nice.” Okay, that answer
wasn’t exactly what she had aimed for.

“I’d enjoy seeing more of you.”

Maybe it was the fact that her best friend
had just experienced a stalker, and before that, her cousin’s new
wife, Katy, had dealt with one too, that made Ainsley so uneasy
right now.

“I’m working to set up a business, so I don’t
have a lot of time.”

“Ainsley, I was hoping to see you here.” Her
Aunt Emma breezed in, smiled at Lance, and whisked her away as only
a force of nature can do.

“Thanks for that save,” she whispered to
General Emma once they were several aisles over.

“Your body language told me you wanted
rescuing.”

“Thank you, from the bottom of my heart.”

“He was an attractive young man.”

“I know. That’s what doesn’t make sense.
There wasn’t anything wrong with him.”

“Maybe you just weren’t in the mood.” Emma
plucked several items off a nearby shelf.

“Have I ever seen you in a grocery store
before?”

“I eat, just like everyone else.”

“I know you cook, since I always try whatever
you bring to potlucks. I’ve just never seen you here before.”

“Probably because I hate shopping when this
store is busy. But I needed a few items, and we’re having a guest.
Therefore, I had to stop, despite the busyness.” Emma continued
down the aisle and added a few more things to her cart.

“Do I know your guest?”

“He lives in your building. His name is Brett
Bentwater, he’s a former Marine. Rich knows him, and they ran into
each other. Rich asked him to dinner, of course.”

“Uncle Rich is like that.” A friendly,
handsome man who bore the rank of Admiral, Rich O’Riley was a near
legend within the family. He was the current or former boss of
several of her family members.

When he re-met Emma after
years apart, their relationship culminated into marriage and a long
lost daughter rather quickly. [The Nerds
Pocket Pets — The Morrison Family Series —
Book 4]

“I’ve met your guest.” Ainsley worked hard to
keep all hard feelings out of her tone.

General Emma was no fool. “Have a beef with
him, dear?”

“I wouldn’t call it a beef. I met him. I
wasn’t impressed.”

“Too bad. I need you to even out the
numbers.”

“Why me?”

“I just ran into you in the grocery store. My
thought was whichever single relly I ran into here, would end up
being my fourth.” Emma beamed at her.

Since Clay had never daunted her, Ainsley
worked hard not to be daunted by this petite aunt who barely came
to her shoulder.

“I am not eating with Brett. I don’t need
indigestion.” She eyed her aunt with her best hairy eye.

General Emma didn’t appear to notice. “Too
bad. Remember, this man is fresh from battle.”

“Clay has expounded on that.” She held her
ground. Or tried to.

“Clay would know.” Emma popped two additional
items into her cart. “There, that should do it.” Wheeling it around
with the skill of a woman who has wielded a cart before, Ainsley
had to admire her aunt’s panache.

Ainsley had filled her own basket as they
went, and she counted the items. One more to go. “Well, I’ll see
you, probably this weekend.”

“You’ll see me this evening. Make sure you
arrive by no later than 4:30. You can finish off dessert. No one
has your gentle touch with pastry.”

“Emma—” And her aunt waved airily, eyed her
with menace, then breezed off to the checkout counter.

Great, dinner with the one man on earth who
probably wouldn’t appreciate what she could do with pastry.


 Chapter 4



 


Brett finished buttoning his shirt, not
convinced a button up shirt was the right choice, but his host
boasted the rank of Admiral. And this occasion was his first time
to meet O’Riley’s wife. He’d heard Admiral O’Riley had married, but
he hadn’t known the man chose a Morrison. Seemed a lot of the
people he knew lately were either involved with, or already deeply
embedded within this family.

Whether he should be cautious or not, he
didn’t know. He didn’t know enough about the family to be wary at
this stage.

Perhaps I should be far more wary.

The thing is, the one he did know, at least
who had Morrison blood, was a nice enough person. And Ainsley was a
talented brownie maker.

Brett didn’t look forward to being the third
wheel tonight. Then again, he was so used to it, he shouldn’t give
the lonely state much thought. The only reason he had agreed to
have dinner with the O’Rileys was because the man had caught him
off guard and he’d been wondering if O’Riley had experienced
PTSD.

If not… he’d deal.

The man had been a leader for long enough he
had to know something about the issue, at least. Brett had been
paired with a therapist here he respected, but he’d like to hear he
wasn’t the only man in his unit to suffer from the problem. He
hated weakness, especially in himself.

Brett ran a hand over his hair. It had grown
since he left the military and he didn’t like it. But he hadn’t
seen his own hair at any length other than a buzz cut for so long,
maybe the change would do him good.

Grabbing a jacket on his way out the door, he
made certain he had his wallet and phone. The only extravagance
he’d allowed himself was his new device. A recent model, sleek and
powerful in all its technical glory.

He also relied on it to keep track of his
appointments and dinner dates. His mouth pulled down in a wry
grimace. Dinner dates. Did people actually indulge in those?

He’d enjoyed eating with his colleagues,
listening to their foolishness. Now eating by himself after all
those years of being a part of a band of brothers, had proved more
challenging than he originally thought. Many of his brothers still
kept in touch on an annoyingly regular basis—another reason for his
shiny phone.

Who knew he, the most infamous loner in their
unit, didn’t much enjoy eating alone? It still rankled a little,
this newfound knowledge.

His keys in hand, he headed for the door. The
clock showed five-twenty, so time to leave for O’Riley’s house.

He immediately noticed Ainsley’s car was
missing. He’d made note of her vehicle after meeting her. This
wasn’t creepy because he could identify most of them in this lot
now.

The bright Mini belonged to the garrulous
Mrs. Foster, who lived on the floor below him. She enjoyed
exchanging reports of the weather with him. He didn’t mind, since
she did all the talking. The red pickup truck belonged to Ron, the
man who managed the apartment complex. He was former military, and
got Brett.

A bonus.

The absence of Ainsley’s small silver SUV did
harden his jaw. Where was she tonight? He hadn’t been able to
determine whether she had a boyfriend or not. But he’d heard it
wasn’t for lack of trying on the part of the local men.

At least those not related to her. Her vast
number of male relatives whittled her dating options. Satisfaction
erupted. He tamped it without much thought.

Since when did Ainsley’s dating life concern
him?

It shouldn’t even register.

Mouth firm, he strode between the beat up
cars Ainsley’s college aged family members shared. They lived on
her floor somewhere, and he’d never seen any of the six members
drive the same car regularly. The two aging models appeared to be
communal property and even kids who didn’t live here had driven off
in one or the other.

The Morrison retired teacher aunt drove a
bright blue sedan while the bodybuilding uncle, he had to be a
great uncle to Ainsley, owned a tricked out black pickup truck. It
came complete with roll bars, chrome, and a sedate lift kit.

This great uncle’s body was in better shape
than some of Brett’s active duty buddies. The man took his
weightlifting seriously, and his body showed his devotion. Brett
made a mental note to get his butt back to the gym.

It would do him good. The great uncle had
given him the name of his gym, and Brett fished out his phone to
insert a reminder to actually check the place out the next morning.
His therapy appointment wasn’t until nine o’clock.

He paused. The apartment complex had a decent
fitness area. Without a job, maybe he should try out the facility
here. It probably wasn’t as nice as the one the uncle used, but it
would probably work for his purposes. At least until he figured out
his life.

The door of his SUV unlocked when he
approached it, so he climbed in, hooked his seatbelt, and started
the engine, all in one nearly smooth motion. He backed out of his
spot and headed toward O’Riley’s house. The place wasn’t far, but
with Hershey traffic, it might be tricky. He had studied the town
map when he arrived, so he could navigate the back alleys and
streets if necessary.

It wouldn’t be hard to wind through the
little used thoroughfares to reach the O’Riley residence on time.
As a rule, he was never late.

A man showed respect in all things—especially
by arriving on time.

***

When Ainsley reached the O’Riley residence,
her Uncle Rich met her at the door. As usual, the man’s
handsomeness caught her in the chest. She shook her head.

“You are far too attractive to be in our
family.”

He laughed, as she intended. “Right back at
you, Ainsley.”

His hug was everything she could have wished
for.

“Are you flirting with my husband?” Emma
joined them in the front hall, drying her hands on a dishtowel.

“Always.” She flashed a smile at Rich.

He chuckled.

Emma rolled her eyes. “So the same old, same
old.”

“I don’t mind, love.” Rich sought to assure
his wife, and he also planted a proprietary kiss on her.

Ainsley bet Emma’s smile could be seen from
Canada.

“You’re spoiled,” she whispered loudly to her
aunt.

“I know.” She finished drying her hands. “I
have all the ingredients ready for you to make an apple pie.”

Rich groaned. “Ainsley is making this
pie?”

“Of course. If she’s coming to dinner, she
might as well make it.”

“Do I need to work out?” Rich glanced in the
direction of their home gym.

“Depends on how much pie you want to
eat.”

“I smell Emma’s lasagna.” Ainsley enjoyed the
fragrant air. “Oh my.”

“Lasagna and apple pie don’t really go
together.” Emma didn’t seem to be fretting about that.

“I need to work out.” Rich nodded and headed
in the direction of the gym.

Emma sent his retreating back a fond smile.
“As if he needs to actually work out. His body is more efficient
than a teenager’s.”

“I’m sure that’s true.” Ainsley wondered if
she should make better use of the gym facility in her apartment
complex. Then again, she’d be busy whipping her new space into
shape for her business. Surely that meant a decent amount of
exercise.

“I heard Max is financing your first
coffeehouse?”

“We signed the papers yesterday.”

“Oh good. When does it open?”

“As soon as I get it set up.”

“When will that be?” They arrived in Emma’s
spacious, airy kitchen.

“Whenever I get it set up. I want this
kitchen.”

“It is a nice kitchen. I don’t mind working
in here.” The renovations had been completed a few years ago, and
took the former from cramped and outdated to roomy and
spectacular.

Ainsley spied the ingredients she needed to
make the pie. Stashing her purse and jacket in the mud room, she
rolled up her sleeves, washed her hands, and inspected what Emma
had set out.

“You’ve already done the apples.”

“I peeled and sliced them. And doused them
with lemon juice to preserve them.”

“Perfect.” Ainsley tested the butter. Room
temperature and squishy, perfect. The cold countertops were perfect
for rolling pastry. She started sifting the flour and salt. Ainsley
added the butter and crumbed it, then drizzled in the ice water
until the dough came together.

“No one makes pastry like you do. It’s magic
to watch.” Emma’s marveling voice broke her concentration.

“There’s actually a science behind it, not
magic.” Ainsley sent her aunt a bratty look. “We should rest this
dough, but we don’t have time, so it won’t be as good.”

“Your pies are always beyond good.”

Ainsley mixed the apples with sugar, spices,
additional flour, and salt. Once coated, she piled them in the pie
shell. Then laid the top crust in a simple pattern, and added a few
apple and leaf dough cutouts she free handed.

“You are such an artist, Ainsley.” Emma shook
her head.

“Is that bad?”

“Of course not.”

She tucked the pie into the second preheated
oven. “I also want two ovens.”

“I wouldn’t budge on that aspect of this
kitchen and I’m glad I didn’t. I use both ovens more often than I
thought I would.”

“I’m sure you do. You entertain a lot.”

“It’s also nice when baking cookies.”

“When is the next box of treats going
overseas to the military personnel?”

Emma glanced at the calendar in her phone.
“It mails on Friday.”

Ainsley bit her lip. “I might not manage to
contribute this time.”

“You concentrate on getting your store up and
running. You’ll have time after that.”

“Maybe. I need to hire counter help, as I
probably won’t be able to bake and serve coffee at the same time.
At least not in the morning.”

“Will you need to get up early in the morning
to bake?”

“Yes and no. Most bakeries do that. However,
for my coffeehouse, I’d prefer people come in and smell the freshly
baked and baking treats the moment they walk in.”

“A good business strategy.”

“I hope so. We have plenty of family who are
reliable who can run the counter area.”

Emma waved that away. “You won’t need to do a
lot of external hiring.”

“I’ve got several cousins who have already
texted me that they’re looking for a job. I just need to actually
meet with them and have them fill out the appropriate
paperwork.”

“Do you know what you’ll need to do
business-wise? I can help you with that.”

“Thank you, Aunt Emma. Max and I went over
all that, and I had done my research before I ever approached him.”
She washed her hands, making certain to dig pie crust out from
under her fingernails.

“You want to make certain you’ve got all your
paperwork in place before you open the doors.”

“Max mentioned that as well. He’s taking care
of the majority of the paperwork, and he’ll check whatever
information I collect from the cousins.”

“It’s a good idea to have someone checking
you, just as a backup.”

“Like I said, Max said he’ll do so. For
now.”

“He doesn’t plan to let you flounder on your
own?” Emma’s frown could have stripped
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