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            ABOUT HOTTIE LUMBERJACK

          

        

      

    

    
      I have my reasons for walking into Chelsea Singer’s cupcake shop with an axe. Too bad I’ve forgotten what they are.

      Hell, I forgot my own name the second she flashed those blue eyes and offered up a double-fudge cupcake with Irish cream frosting. I may look like a grumpy lumberjack, but I’m a softie for sweets, single moms, and my massive, messy family.

      The family stuff gets messier now that we’re running a resort together on our late-father’s ranch, which brings my siblings that much closer to discovering I’m not who they think I am.

      As things heat up with Chelsea, I’m falling faster than an old-growth redwood filled with buttercream and lit on fire and then maybe chopped into kindling. It’s a figure of speech, okay?

      And it’s damned inconvenient, since it turns out someone wants to hurt Chelsea and her daughter. But they’ll have to get through me first.

      And no way in hell is that happening.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ALSO IN THE PONDEROSA RESORT ROMANTIC COMEDY WORLD

          

          THE SERIES IS COMPLETE WITH 9 TITLES!

        

      

    

    
      
        	Studmuffin Santa (Jade & Brandon)

        	Chef Sugarlips (Amber & Sean)

        	Sergeant Sexypants (Bree & Austin)

        	Hottie Lumberjack (Chelsea & Mark)

        	Stiff Suit (Lily & James)

        	Mancandy Crush novella (Valerie & Josh)

        	Captain Dreamboat (Blanka & Jon)

        	Snowbound Squeeze novella (Gretchen & Gable)

        	Dr. Hot Stuff (Isabella & Bradley)

      

      If you dig the Ponderosa Resort books, you might also like my Juniper Ridge Romantic Comedy Series. There’s even some crossover with characters featured in both worlds. Check it out here:

      
        	Show Time (Dean & Vanessa)

        	Let It Show (Mari & Griffin)

        	Show Down (Lauren & Nick)

        	Show of Honor (Joe & Jessie)

        	Just for Show (Cooper & Amy)

        	Show Off (Lana & Dal coming soon!)

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        To Cedar and Violet,

        For being my daily reminder that

        family requires no shared DNA.
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          CHELSEA

        

      

    

    
      “Here you go, Mrs. Sampson.” I slide the pink bakery box across the counter with a smile. “One dozen Guinness chocolate cupcakes with chai spice frosting, and one dozen strawberry with vanilla fondant.”

      My retired math teacher pulls the box to her chest like she thinks someone will snatch it. “Did you put the penises on top like I asked?”

      Her volume is a good indication she forgot her hearing aid, and the chime of my front door is a good indication of how my week’s going. I order myself to stay focused on the customer in front of me, but from the corner of my eye I see the new arrival flinch in surprise.

      “I’ll be with you in just a—oh.”

      Holy shit.

      The guy in the doorway of my bakery doesn’t look like someone shopping for a dozen vanilla bean cupcakes. He looks like a lumberjack who lost his way to the forest. The scruffy beard, the plaid flannel, and ohmygod is that an axe?

      I swallow hard and glance at Mrs. Sampson, reminding myself not to alarm her. If we’re going to die at the hands of an axe murderer, I’d like her to go out knowing she got what she wanted in that bakery box. “The cupcakes are made to order, just like always,” I assure her. “I even slipped in a couple complimentary macarons because I know Mr. Sampson loves them.”

      She frowns but doesn’t turn around to notice the hulking figure behind her. “But the penises,” she says. “They’re for a bachelorette party for my grand-niece and⁠—”

      “You’ve got your penises.” I wince at the sharpness of my words, wishing desperately we could stop saying that word in front of a guy who presumably has one. I’m trying not to look. “And I’ve got your order for next week’s Welfare Society luncheon. Can I get you anything else, Mrs. Sampson?”

      “No, dear,” she says, finally convinced that I successfully piped one dozen flesh-colored phalluses onto her pastries. “You’re a doll, Chelsea. I hope you find a man soon.”

      As if that weren’t embarrassing enough, she reaches across the counter and pats my cheek. Then she turns and brushes past the man who’s looking more than a little regretful about walking in here.

      I get a better look at him this time, and nope, I didn’t imagine the axe. Or the fact that he has to be at least six-five, which means he has to duck to get under the doorframe as he holds it open for Mrs. Sampson.

      “Ma’am.” His voice is gruff, but his eyes are kind. “You need help getting that into your car?”

      “Thank you, Mark,” she says. “I’ve got it. You tell that sister of yours hello.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      Sister? Mark?

      I study the guy more closely but see zero resemblance to five-foot-nothing Bree Bracelyn, the marketing VP for Ponderosa Ranch Luxury Resort. But this has to be the brother she’s talked about for months, right?

      The door swings shut and Paul Bunyan—er, Mark—turns to face me. He scrubs a hand over his beard as he ambles toward the counter. “I need cupcakes.”

      I glance at the axe in his hand and nod. “Uh, you’re in the right place for that.”

      Folding my hands on the counter, I meet his eyes. They’re a warm brown like my favorite Guittard chocolate, and I forget for a moment that he could crush my skull with his hands if he wanted to. He doesn’t appear to want to, but I don’t have a history of being a great judge of men.

      I push aside dark thoughts about my daughter’s sperm donor and the half-dozen other men in my past who’ve turned out to be real doozies and focus on the more immediate threat. Or is there a threat? Hottie Lumberjack doesn’t look terribly menacing. There’s an odd sort of teddy bear quality to the guy, if teddy bears had massive biceps and broad shoulders and sharp pieces of weaponry in their paws.

      He catches me staring and sets the axe down beside my display case, leaning it against his thigh. That’s huge, too. Everything about this guy is enormous, so why do I feel more turned on than terrified?

      The guy clears his throat. “I’m supposed to order two dozen cupcakes for a bunch of tour operators from⁠—”

      “I’m sorry, why do you have the axe?”

      He cocks his head, genuinely perplexed. “For chopping wood.”

      For fuck’s sake. “I mean why did you bring it into a cupcake shop?”

      I’m no longer worried he’s here to lop my head off, but still.

      He stares at me for a few beats, not answering, not blinking, not even smiling. Not that I could tell, what with the thick beard masking any sort of expression. But I can see his lips, which are full and soft and⁠—

      “Sharp.”

      I blink. “What?”

      “The axe,” he says. “Had to get it sharpened.”

      “So you brought it to a cupcake shop?”

      The corners of his mouth twitch, but he doesn’t smile. “No, I brought it to the shop down the street. Didn’t want to leave it in the truck because the doors don’t lock. Safety hazard.”

      “Oh.” That actually makes sense.

      Sort of. If this is really Bree Bracelyn’s brother, he’s a freakin’ gazillionaire. Not that any of the siblings in that family act like it, but it’s common knowledge the Bracelyn kids inherited a lot more than their dad’s ranch when he died.

      Suffice it to say, Hottie Lumberjack could afford a truck that locks.

      “Chelsea Singer,” I tell him, wiping a hand on my pink and green striped apron before offering it to him. “I own Dew Drop Cupcakes.” As an afterthought, I add, “And I’m not an axe murderer.”

      His mouth definitely twitches this time. “Mark Bracelyn. Ponderosa Resort. Also not an axe murderer.”

      “Good. That’s good.” And interesting. He didn’t volunteer his job title, but I know it’s something like Vice President of Grounds Management, which Bree told me he hates. He might be part-owner of a luxury resort for rich people, but he’d rather be regarded as the handyman. That’s what Bree says, anyway.

      And don’t think I haven’t noticed Bree filling my head with Mark-related tidbits.

      Mark built me a new woodshed this weekend.

      Mark has a major sweet tooth.

      Mark rescued a family of orphaned bunnies yesterday.

      I’m not sure whether she wants me to date him or just think twice about macing him if we meet in a dark alley, but it’s odd this is the first time we’re meeting.

      “So Mark,” I say, leaning against the counter. “What can I get for you?”

      “Cupcakes.” He frowns. “Two dozen.”

      “Right, but any particular flavor? Strawberry, peanut butter, kiwi, red velvet, double-fudge—” I stop when I see the dazed look in his eyes and nudge a laminated menu across the counter at him. “We have more than fifty cake flavors and three dozen frosting varieties, plus fondant and icing. There’s an infinite variety of combinations.”

      Those brown eyes take on the ultimate “kid in a candy shop” glow, so I give him a private moment while I turn and wash my hands at the sink. His eyes become saucers as I turn back and reach into the display case to pull out a tray of mini cupcakes. I wouldn’t do this for every customer, but Ponderosa Resort is one of my biggest clients.

      “This is one of our seasonal favorites right now,” I explain as I pluck a soft baby cupcake off the tray. “It’s Guinness chocolate, and it’s great with the Irish cream frosting. Would you like to try it?”

      “Yes.” His throat moves as he swallows. “Yes, please.”

      The gruff eagerness in his voice makes my girl parts clench, which is ridiculous. And a sign of how long it’s been since I had sex, which….um, yeah. Let’s just say dating’s not easy for single moms.

      I whip out a pastry bag and do a quick swirl of frosting on top of the cupcake. “Here you go.”

      Our fingers touch as I hand it across the counter, and I suppress an involuntary shiver. The good kind of shiver, like the one I do every time I bite into a perfect snickerdoodle. Good Lord, this guy has massive hands. He makes my mini cupcake look like a chocolate chip. “See what you think of that.”

      I have to look away from the expression of rapture on his face. There’s something raw and intimate about it, and my belly’s doing silly somersaults under my apron. I survey my tray, trying to come up with another good flavor combo.

      “Let’s see, this is one of Bree’s favorites.” I steal a look at his face, but if he’s surprised I connected the dots to his sister, he doesn’t show it. He’s too fixated on his cupcake, savoring every little mini-bite like it’s an act of worship.

      This shouldn’t be getting me hot, right?

      I clear my throat and swirl some lime zest frosting onto a lemon cupcake. “Bree likes the citrus combo,” I tell him. “Is it a family thing?”

      Something odd flashes in his eyes, but he takes the mini cupcake and nods. “Thank you.”

      He eats this one more gingerly, still savoring every crumb. I glance down at the sample tray and try to think of what other flavors to offer. What would a guy like Mark Bracelyn enjoy? I don’t make manly-man confections like sawdust cupcakes with drizzles of pine sap or mini-cakes infused with hints of leather and charcoal briquette. But maybe something on the other end of the spectrum.

      “These tend to be too sweet for some people, but⁠—”

      “Yes.” He nods. “Yes, please, I’d like to try it.”

      I smile and pluck a gooey-looking confection off the edge of the tray. “You’re in luck, I had some left over from a kids’ birthday party order. This is my coconut caramel chocolate delight cupcake. It’s like those Girl Scout cookies—Samoas?—but in cupcake form.”

      The sheer joy in this man’s eyes is enough to make my hand shake as I place it in the center of his massive palm. He lifts it to his mouth, and I swear on my KitchenAid mixer, I have a mini-orgasm. If the way to a man’s heart is through his stomach, the way into my pants is through a man’s sweet tooth.

      What? No, I didn’t just think that.

      Holy shit, Chelsea, get it together.

      I smooth out my apron as Mr. Tall, Gruff, and Silent polishes off his cupcake. I consider offering him more—cupcakes, not sexual favors—but what’s that expression about free milk and cow buying and⁠—

      Great, now I’m thinking about Mark Bracelyn’s hands on a pair of udders, which sooooo shouldn’t be hot, but it is.

      Stop it.

      I clear my throat. “So what’ll it be?” I ask. “You didn’t mention when you need the order, but I have several of these in stock. Most will take a couple days, though.”

      Mark wipes his beard with a sleeve, and I realize I should have offered a napkin. He doesn’t seem to need one, though, and his beard is remarkably crumb-free. What’s it like to kiss a guy with facial hair? I’ve only experienced five-o-clock shadow, the sort of sandpaper scruff that leaves your cheeks raw and red. But Mark’s beard looks soft, with hints of cinnamon and nutmeg.

      Stop thinking of this man as edible.

      “I’ll take four dozen, please,” he says.

      I bite my lip, not positive I’ve got that much stock. “I thought Bree only needed two dozen.”

      “She does,” he says. “The extras are for me. A dozen of whatever you’ve got in stock now, and the rest can wait ‘til Friday.”

      I smile and jot the order on a notepad. “Got it. You want anything specific, or a mixed batch?”

      He doesn’t smile, but there’s a flicker of interest in his eyes. “Surprise me.”

      Oh, baby.

      “How about any pupcakes?” I offer.

      Mark frowns. “Pupcakes?”

      “Cupcakes for dogs,” I say. For some reason I just assumed he has a dog. He looks like the sort of guy who’d have a Rottweiler or maybe a blue ox named Babe. “Bree buys them all the time for Virginia Woof.”

      “I should get a dog.” He says this with an earnestness that makes my heart go gooey.

      “You totally should.” Good Lord, why am I advising this man on his life choices? “The Humane Society has tons of great ones. My daughter and I volunteer there every Saturday.”

      This is where most guys check out. Or check my ring finger. Or ask some not-so-subtle question about the baby-daddy, even though everyone pretends not to care. Plenty of folks have heard rumors.

      But Mark doesn’t blink. Just looks me in the eye, calm and steady. “Good idea.”

      “Which? Volunteering at the Humane Society, or you getting a dog.”

      “Yes.”

      I wait for more, but there doesn’t seem to be any. His attention shifts to something over my shoulder, and he points one enormous finger. “How long’s that been like that?”

      I look where he’s pointing and see the banged-up handle on the side door leading to the alley. I left it open a few inches to let the spring breeze waft through, and it’s obvious even from here that someone messed with the doorknob.

      “A couple days.” I turn back to face him. “I came in the other morning and found it like that. Probably kids messing around. I haven’t had time to call the repair guy.”

      Mark frowns. “May I?”

      I’m not sure what he’s asking, but I nod like an idiot. “Sure.”

      He lumbers around the counter, leaving his axe behind. After a few seconds of fiddling with the lock and muttering, he marches back around the counter. “Wait here.”

      “I—”

      The front door swings shut behind him before I can point out that I’ve got no place to go, owning the shop and everything. He’s not gone more than a minute, and when he strides back through the door, he’s carrying a battered red toolbox.

      He doesn’t ask this time. Just rounds the corner and goes to the door again. There’s some hammering and rattling, a few curse words that make me glad it’s a slow weekday and there are no other customers around. I busy myself filling a bakery box with cupcakes, slipping in two extras and one of my cupcake-shaped business cards with a few words scrawled on the back.

      Then I wander toward the door, watching his shoulders bunch as he works. He’s rolled up the sleeves of his flannel shirt, revealing forearms thick and ropey with muscle. The man is huge, even kneeling on my floor.

      I don’t realize how close I’ve crept until he turns his head and⁠—

      “Um,” he says.

      He’s face-to-boob with me, and we’re frozen in the moment. I could step forward and feel the tickle of his beard against my breasts through the front of my T-shirt. He could lean in and whisper warm breath against my nipples, making them pucker through the lace of my bra.

      But neither of us does that.

      He’s first to lift his gaze, meeting my eyes through a haze that looks like the same thing buzzing through my brain. “You’re good.”

      “What?”

      “The door.” He gestures with a screwdriver but doesn’t break eye contact. “That should hold now. No need to call a repairman.”

      I drag my eyes from his and see he’s fixed my damn door. How about that?

      “Wow.” I step back at last, aware of the dizzy hum pulsing through my core. “That’s—wow. What do I owe you?”

      Mark stands and hoists his toolbox, wiping a hand on his jeans. “You gave me cupcake samples.”

      “Maybe a dollar’s worth of samples,” I point out. “A repairman would charge at least a hundred.”

      “You can give me a pupcake,” he says. “When I get my dog.”

      He gives me a small smile, but I don’t think he’s kidding. I do think he’s considering kissing me. I want him to, Jesus God, I want him to, and it’s the craziest thing ever.

      But he turns and lumbers back around the counter. Setting down the toolbox, he fishes into his pocket and comes up with a battered leather wallet. “For the four-dozen cupcakes,” he says, laying four hundred-dollar bills on the counter as my jaw falls open.

      How much does this man think I charge for butter and sugar and⁠—

      “It was good meeting you.” He gathers his axe and toolbox and the pink bakery box, then lumbers toward the door before I can muster any words like “wait” or “your receipt” or “please bend me over the counter.”

      The door swings shut behind him, and seconds later, a truck engine growls to life. I realize my mouth is still hanging open, so I close it and watch a faded blue and white pickup rumble down the street.

      What the hell just happened?
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          MARK

        

      

    

    
      My plan to avoid sibling contact until I’ve calmed the fuck down lasts roughly nineteen seconds after I get home from meeting the woman of my goddamn dreams.

      That’s Chelsea, in case it wasn’t obvious.

      And that’s Bree, my pain-in-the-ass sister, banging on the door of my cabin just as I’ve dropped into an oversized leather chair and popped open a can of grape soda.

      “What?” I ask, soda can gripped in one hand.

      I’ve cracked the door only a few inches, but my sister shoves her way inside like a curly-haired bulldog and marches right past me. Even in her high-heeled shoes, she barely comes up to the middle of my ribcage.

      “We have a meeting,” she announces, grabbing the soda can from my hand and taking a slug. She makes a face. “How can you drink this stuff? It’s pure sugar.”

      I snatch the can back. “What meeting?”

      She rolls her eyes. “The pre-meeting for tomorrow’s meeting of the entire resort ownership team. Remember? Jonathan is flying in?”

      Crap. She’s right; all four of us who live on-site—me, Bree, Sean, and James—plus our brother Jonathan, who’s been halfway around the globe doing God knows what with some humanitarian group, we’re set to have some sort of annual review. It’s the first time in ages that the core of Bracelyn sibs will be under one roof, and Bree’s been talking about it for weeks.

      An uneasiness settles in my belly as I think about sitting down with all those pedigreed half-sibs with their dark hair and eerie green eyes.

      “Who the fuck has pre-meetings?” I ask. “Isn’t one meeting enough?”

      More than enough, actually. I love my brothers and sister, but holy hell, what is it with them and meetings?

      Bree sighs, but she’s not really annoyed. She’s only here to quiz me about Chelsea anyway, but I might as well make her work for it.

      She leans against the wall and grabs my soda again. “Jonathan hasn’t been here since before we opened.” She takes another slug of soda and makes a face. “Hell, James is the only one who’s seen him recently, and that was just to sign all the legal paperwork saying we could run his share of the resort however we want.”

      I consider opening a can of soda just for her, but I’d rather not prolong this discussion. I’m not a fan of conversations about the awkward family dynamic. All of us—Bree, Sean, Jon, James, and God knows how many other Bracelyn progeny are out there running around—have different mothers, and most of us grew up in different states. I was raised right here in Oregon, the only kid to somehow avoid getting hauled off to some snobby boarding school.

      That’s not the only thing that separates me from the rest of the bastard Bracelyn clan, but I digress.

      “Come on, Mark,” she says. “You’re part of this family and a member of the leadership team. We need you.”

      Something knots up tight in my gut, and it’s not because I’m needed. That’s the part I like, the part that leaves me feeling like I have a place in this whole crazy plan to turn Dad’s ranch into a luxury resort.

      You’re part of this family.

      I grab the soda can and gulp until I don’t hear Bree’s words anymore. “I’ll be there in five.”

      “Great.” She grins and leans back against the wall. “So, how was she?”

      Gotta appreciate that my sister’s not even pretending there wasn’t an ulterior motive behind her cupcake errand. She’s been on me for months to meet the owner of the cupcake shop. Blame my sweet tooth for the fact that I caved.

      “She’s nice.”

      Nice.

      Bree’s not the only one who knows what a bullshit answer that is. Nice is for tepid water and saltine crackers. Not for stunning brunettes with fiery streaks in her hair and clear blue eyes and freckles like sprinkles of cocoa powder on her nose. God, those eyes. And that mouth. And⁠—

      “Hello? Earth to Mark.” Bree frowns. “You did remember to order the cupcakes, right?”

      “Yeah.” I clear my throat. “She’ll have them ready for you to grab on Friday.”

      “Oh.” My sister frowns. “You’re not picking them up for me?”

      There. That’s my opening. My chance to see Chelsea again.

      But no, that’s a bad idea. Like a bull in a china shop—or a toddler in a cupcake shop—I’ll just make a mess of things. Besides, she’s got a kid. I know damn well how messed up it is for a kid to bounce between his dad and his mom’s “man friends” with no real certainty who’s staying or going and who the hell that makes you in the grand scheme of things.

      I might have issues, as Bree would say.

      “Come on,” I tell her now. “Let’s go to the pre-meeting.”

      She watches my face for a moment, then grabs back my soda can and polishes it off. When she sets the empty can on my counter, determination glints in her eyes. “We’re not done here.”

      I close my eyes and sigh, pretty sure she’s right.
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        * * *

      

      It’s nearly eight-thirty by the time I make it back to my cabin.

      It’s both a blessing and a curse having a brother who’s a Michelin-starred chef. A curse, because every meeting turns into a three-hour, six-course dinner party.

      A blessing because it’s fucking delicious.

      And because I love my family. I do, even though I don’t always show it. Even though I’m not sure I belong.

      I kick my boots off by the door and head for the fridge. I shouldn’t still be hungry, but it takes a lot of calories to fuel someone my size. Besides, I haven’t stopped thinking about those cupcakes all night.

      Fine. Fine, it’s Chelsea I haven’t stopped thinking about, but I’ll take the cupcakes if I can’t have her.

      You can have her. You caught the vibes coming off of her back there.

      It’s not a matter of interest. I’m not stupid; I can tell when a woman’s into me. True, her interest has a sweet, warm quality, while mine might trend more toward nuclear energy. Either way, the chemistry’s there.

      But no. That’s a dangerous path to start down, the single mom thing. I could pick up the phone right now and call my own mom if I wanted a reminder of that.

      Mistress to a millionaire—okay, gazillionaire—my mom bore zero resemblance to Cort Bracelyn’s other wives. That’s probably why she never became one, content to turn down his marriage proposals while raising me mostly on her own.

      I’ve wondered sometimes if that’s what kept him hanging around. The fact that my mother left him wanting, that he stuck around waiting for her to say yes—is that what made me the only Bracelyn kid who got dear ol’ dad in his life on the regular?

      Or maybe it was proximity, the fact that he liked coming out to his vanity ranch in Oregon. Maybe that’s why he sometimes did normal dad stuff like showing up for Little League games and even the occasional dinner while my brothers and sister got fat checks and tiny scraps of time during their boarding school breaks.

      Shaking off the grim thoughts, I open the bakery box and pull out three cupcakes. One with pale yellow frosting that I fear might be lemon—not my favorite—but that turns out to be pineapple. That, and something chocolate, plus another with pink frosting and a fresh raspberry in the center. I slide them all onto a plate and start to close the lid when I notice the card.

      At first I think it’s just a business card—one shaped like a cupcake, but a business card nonetheless. Then I spot handwriting on the back.

      

      Mark,

      Would love to hear how you like the caramelized pineapple, it’s a new flavor.

      

      That’s followed by a tiny heart and her name. Below that is a phone number. I flip the card to see the digits are different from the ones on the front, which means she’s given me her personal number.

      Don’t do it. Don’t call. Don’t fuck this up.

      But I’m already dialing.

      She picks up on the second ring sounding breathless and cheerful. “Hello?”

      I hesitate. I could hang up now, pretend it was a wrong number or something.

      But my big, dumb heart forces the words into my throat without consulting the rest of me.

      “Chelsea,” I say. “It’s Mark. Mark Bracelyn.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          CHELSEA

        

      

    

    
      I’m not sure what stuns me more—that I had the guts to scribble my phone number on that note to Mark, or that he actually dialed it.

      He’s silent on the other end of the line, but I can hear him breathing. Can picture him sitting on a sofa with his big arms spread across the back and a plate of cupcakes on his knee.

      “Mark,” I say when I find my voice. “It’s great to hear from you. Did you like the caramelized pineapple?”

      “I’m eating it now.” His voice is a low rumble, and I swear this is my equivalent of phone sex. Sitting here, knowing a man I’m hot for is devouring something I baked.

      “And?” I hate how breathless I sound, how needy. This isn’t like me.

      “It’s great. I didn’t expect that.”

      “To like my cupcakes?” I’m not flirting, I swear. Just looking for honest feedback.

      “Caramel and pineapple,” he says. “I wouldn’t put those things together, but it’s good.”

      I curl my feet up under me on the sofa, grateful Libby has already turned in for the night. In a few months when she’s seven, she’ll probably start pushing back on the eight-thirty bedtime. For now, it’s a blessed relief to have some quiet time to myself at the end of a long day.

      “I love playing with unique flavor combinations,” I tell him. “Things you wouldn’t think go together sometimes do.”

      He’s silent for a long time, and I wonder if I pushed my luck. If he heard that as a come-on, or if I’m blathering on with stuff his famous chef brother has already told him.

      When he speaks, his voice is low and rich as molasses. “Like chocolate and peanut butter.”

      “Sure, or you know what’s even better?”

      “What?”

      “Chocolate and sesame.” I’m being a food geek, but I don’t care. I could talk about this stuff all night. I snuggle back on my couch, wondering what it’s like to cuddle with a guy as big as Mark. Would that beard tickle the back of my neck? Would arms that size feel comforting wrapped around my middle, or like a pair of anacondas poised to crush the life out of me?

      Something tells me it’s the former.

      Food. Right, we’re talking about food. “Sesame has a more complex, savory flavor than peanut,” I tell him. “Mixing it with chocolate is decadent, especially if you throw in a little Himalayan pink sea salt.”

      “Wow. That’s—you’re getting me all worked up.”

      Oh, Jesus.

      He didn’t mean that in a sexy way, he didn’t.

      But my body responds like he’s whispering dirty words in my ear. I keep going, hungry for more of that same response.

      “You know what else is great with chocolate?”

      “What?”

      I lick my lips, part of me wanting to blurt out a desire to drizzle it on my breasts and have him lick it off.

      Down, girl.

      “Avocado,” I tell him. “It adds this creamy, silky texture, and this amazing richness. I do a mousse sometimes that’s great on my red velvet cake.”

      “God.”

      I’m not imagining it. He sounds as turned on as I feel. I keep going, totally in my element. “Spice is good, too,” I tell him. “With chocolate. I do a raspberry jalapeno cupcake with bittersweet chocolate that’s really popular around the holidays, and a flourless chocolate cayenne cake that’s to-die-for with⁠—”

      “Stop. Chelsea, you’re killing me.”

      His protest is gruff and breathless, and I look down to discover my fingertips skimming my nipple through the thin cami top I’m wearing. I draw my hand back fast, thankful my daughter is a sound sleeper. What the hell am I doing?

      I clear my throat and try to think of something non-food porny to talk about. “So you’re the handyman.” I glance down at my hand grazing the junction of my thighs and shift it to my knee fast. “At the resort,” I clarify. “And with my door. Thanks again for⁠—”

      “Yeah,” he says. “I’ve always been good at fixing stuff.”

      I wait, wondering if he’ll say more. Tell me about building things with his dad or splitting wood for his sister. When the silence stretches for more than a few heartbeats, I hustle to fill it.

      “Did you learn that from your dad, or⁠—”

      “Yeah.”

      One syllable. I can’t even tell from the tone if it’s a happy one or bittersweet. His father died a couple years ago, and though I never met him, his financial status was legendary. “I’m sorry he passed,” I murmur. “He must have been a great guy.”

      “Sometimes.”

      Another one-word answer. Another long stretch of me waiting to hear if there’s more or if that’s pretty much it.

      Mark clears his throat, and I grip the phone tighter. “Kinda weird for a wealthy guy with mansions all over the world to be handy with tools,” he says. “But he was.”

      There’s definite nostalgia in his voice, and I suspect I’ve just gotten a rare glimpse into the inner workings of Mark Bracelyn. I hold my breath, waiting for more.

      I wait a long time.

      Finally, I can’t take the silence. “Bree says you built most of the cabins at the resort,” I say. “You and your cousin, Brandon.”

      “We all did,” he says gruffly, not clarifying who “we” might be, but clearly not loving the spotlight shining too brightly on him as a solo act. “Sean and James and I did the tables in the restaurant.”

      “Sean is the chef and James is the⁠—”

      “Boss man. Lawyer. Yep.”

      “Wow.” I’m even more impressed than I was a few minutes ago. I’ve seen those tables, and assumed they came from some overpriced boutique. “You’re talented.”

      “Thanks.”

      I want to ask more. About his dad and his mom and his childhood and how he ended up becoming the guy he is now.

      But something tells me not to push. Mark Bracelyn’s like a soufflé. Rush it or jack up the temperature or bang the pan too hard and the whole thing collapses. But if you’re patient and gentle and⁠—

      “How about you?” he asks.

      “Me?”

      “How’d you learn to bake?”

      “Oh. My grandmother. She owned a bakery in Portland. A famous one, near the Pearl District.”

      “Portland,” he says. “My mom’s got a place there.”

      “Do you visit much?”

      “As often as I can.”

      “So, you’re close.”

      “Yes.” One word, crisp and cautious, is enough to tell me I’m treading closer to something he doesn’t want to discuss.

      But he surprises me. “My mom’s the best,” he says. “Not perfect—not by a fucking long shot—but kind and smart and funny and doesn’t take shit from anyone. Anyone. She’s the best person I know.”

      Wow.

      I have trouble finding my voice. “You know, it’s every mother’s dream to have a kid who talks about her like that,” I say. “I hope my daughter does that with me someday.”

      “What’s her name?”

      “Libby. Short for Elizabeth, but she’s really more of a Libby.”

      “Libby,” he repeats, and there’s something unbearably sweet about hearing my daughter’s name
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