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      Bessie Clifton shook her head as one of her best friends held the blow dryer over it. She scrubbed her fingers along her scalp, because she’d been sitting with the bleach and dye on it for what felt like a long time now, and she needed relief.

      Behind her, Sage laughed, the sound barely registering over the blowing of the dryer. Bessie had been getting her hair cut and colored by Sage for several years now, since they’d met and started attending Supper Club together.

      That life felt like it belonged to someone else. Certainly not Bessie, who’d been married and raising a teenager when she’d first gone to the initial meeting for a Supper Club in Sweet Water Falls, a small town along the Coastal Bend of Texas.

      She was currently divorced and lived with her adult daughter on Hilton Head Island, in South Carolina, and the only thing that even remotely resembled the life she’d had a decade ago was the Supper Club.

      Not even the women who belonged to and attended the Club. Just the fact that the Supper Club still existed. And to Bessie, that was significant, because for a year or so there, she’d thought they’d disband and go their separate ways.

      A new kind of relief filled her when she thought about how they’d saved their Supper Club. Her and Sage. Because they’d realized that if they didn’t make the move to Hilton Head, the monthly dinners would have to end.

      Bessie usually held her tongue and didn’t make close friendships with very many people. Those she did tended to be very close—like her Supper Club ladies—but she wasn’t very confrontational. She knew a lot of people on the surface, and she recognized people who came into the bread shop where she worked.

      People had come and gone in her lifetime. Friends for a season. There, then gone. She knew that once common interests were lost or too many miles separated two people that it became harder to stay friends. Harder to stay in touch. Easier to focus on those closer, or those who shared new common interests.

      And, as she’d watched her friends lose husbands, go through divorces, become empty nesters and widows and reinvent themselves, she hadn’t wanted to lose her connection to them. She hadn’t wanted to watch Bea, Cass, Lauren, or Joy walk out of her life, never to be heard from again.

      Or, if she did hear from them, it was a lame social media message after a few years, stating how they’d “lost touch,” and wanted to catch up.

      No, that wasn’t good enough for Bessie, and it hadn’t been good enough for Sage either. They’d gotten together, and they’d made plans to move to Hilton Head too, each with a loved one, so they could keep and continue their relationships.

      Bessie lived with her adult daughter, and Wynona made dinner almost every night. Bessie didn’t much care to spend time in the kitchen if it wasn’t to bake something golden and delicious, and Wyn could put together something simple in a matter of minutes. Sage lived with her sister, Thelma, and the two of them got into so much trouble together, even now that Sage was in her early fifties.

      Sage switched off the hair dryer and asked, “Well? How do you like it?” Her hair bore the same color as freshly churned earth, but it looked a little washed out to Bessie today. Sage insisted that she never dyed it, but Bessie wasn’t always sure she believed her.

      Bessie reached up, shaking her hands loose of the drape she wore buttoned tightly around her neck, and ran her fingers through her hair. “It’s really blonde,” she said.

      “The dark smudge offsets it,” Sage said, fingering a lock of hair. “I think that turned out great. It might be my new favorite thing to do.” She smiled at Bessie in the mirror, and she really was the best colorist Bessie had ever met.

      “I love it too.” She grinned back at her friend. “Thank you, Sage.”

      “You’re gonna be the talk of the island, what with your sexy new ‘do and your new bread bakery opening up.” She switched on the blow dryer again and blew it over Bessie’s shoulders and down her back to dislodge any errant hairs. Then she silenced it, holstered it in the compartment at her station, and unsnapped the drape.

      Bessie sighed as she got to her feet, the chemically smell of the salon one of her very favorite things. It meant she was taking time for herself, doing something that made her feel good, and spending time with a friend. She stepped into Sage’s arms and hugged her. “You’ll be at the grand opening on Saturday, right?”

      “I’m not even going to answer that,” Sage said. All of her friends had promised and re-promised to be there. Bessie wasn’t sure why she was asking. Probably because her guts writhed at the thought of truly doing what she’d been dreaming of doing for the past four years: Opening her own bakery.

      Not just any bakery. She wasn’t making double-fudge brownies or eclairs, raspberry pistachio tarts or birthday cakes. All Bessie wanted to make was bread. Loaves of bread in all shapes and sizes. Rolls and croissants for parties, family functions, and the holidays.

      She and Wynona had been back and forth about the name of their joint-venture bread bakery since the moment they’d started discussing it. They’d narrowed it down to two—Flour Power or Bread & Butter—and Bessie still hadn’t told her friends what the name of the shop would be.

      “See you Saturday,” Bessie said after she’d checked out and booked her next appointment, and she left the high-end salon that seemed to be made of glass, metal, and light in a strip mall near the beach. She loved the beaches here in Hilton Head, as she visited them far more often than she had in Sweet Water Falls.

      When she pulled up to the shop, she smiled fondly at her daughter’s sedan parked out front. She took a moment to imagine a line of eager bread lovers extending out the double-glass doors. They currently hid behind a painter’s cloth that covered the name of the bakery.

      Wynona had bought into the business as the businesswoman working behind Bessie’s beautiful bread. She’d come up with the idea to reveal the name of the shop at the grand opening, and she’d put out all of the press releases to the local papers, online forums, and social media groups. She’d passed out flyers and visited with other small businesses and managers of local interest around the island, including the various Country Clubs, the public library, and other non-competitive businesses who might be able to simply put a stack of flyers about their grand opening on the checkout counter.

      Bessie had stopped keeping track after the library, the restaurants, the historical lighthouse, the quilting and yarn shops, and the bigger outdoor malls had agreed to shelve their event flyers. Even the owner of Gourmet Goods—a direct competitor for croissants had gushed over the fact that there’d be a new bread bakery in town, and grumpy Oliver Blackhurst had also agreed to put some on the counters of The Mad Mango. Bessie had sent Wyn to do all of that community outreach and education alone.

      She ducked under the drape and into the shop to find Wyn sitting at one of the front tables. She’d wanted to go in the French direction, as so many people equated good bread with France. But she didn’t want to be kitschy or outdated too fast. She didn’t want people to assume she only made baguettes or that they wouldn’t find their favorite regional bread in her store. Because they would. They absolutely would, as Bessie had handmade bagels on her menu every day of the week, along with a German pretzel recipe that wowed every person who’d ever tried it.

      She’d recently perfected arepas from Venezuela. She usually made hers straight up to be savored with coffee, but she’d been known to stuff them with meat and cheese too. She adored pitas from the Middle East—if someone had never tried a homemade pita, the way she scored it into a grid and then baked it… They hadn’t lived yet—in Bessie’s opinion.

      Her mouth watered every time she thought of her Egyptian bread recipes, as well as the naan she’d been working on for a while too.

      “Hey, sissy,” she said to her daughter. They could’ve decorated the shop in any number of styles, from French or European to Moroccan or Middle Eastern. In the end, they’d gone with classic, beautiful tables with a muted metal frame and pure wood tops made from planks—almost mirroring some of the seasoned wood planks Bessie had been cooking on for years.

      The tables held two or four and had chairs that matched in frame and wood. They’d bought restaurant-standard napkin holders and equipped each table with a container of plastic knives for butter and jam spreading.

      At her old job at the Bread Boy in Texas, a friend had made jams and brought them into the shop. Wyn had been working on a partnership with a local farm to provide and feature their jams instead, and Bessie only bought the best butter from an Amish community in Pennsylvania she’d gotten to know through her connections in Texas.

      The quality of a loaf of bread came partly from the ingredients, so Bessie paid close attention to those. The rest came as the dough got worked with the hands of a master, and Bessie went by her daughter and into the kitchen. “When is the final staff meeting?” she called.

      “Two hours,” Wyn answered.

      Bessie whipped an apron from the hook by the back door that led into the narrow parking lot behind the shop. Her new bakery sat second-down in a row of little shops, and she loved the location. Only a couple of blocks from the beach, she shared the row with a kite shop, a bistro that only served dinner on weekdays and lunch and dinner on weekends, and a wig shop down on the other end.

      It sat about six blocks from the place she’d looked at beside The Mad Mango a few months ago, and only one and a half miles from the house she and Wyn were renting together. She’d wanted to be close to her commercial space and feel like it was in a safe spot, because she’d arrive early in the morning and probably work for hours in the strip shop alone, before any other employee showed up, including her daughter.

      Two hours was enough to get something going that would be ready by the end of the final staff meeting. They’d hired eight people to help them run the shop, and that included one custodian, an assistant baker, and six people to man the cash register from the hours of six-thirty am. to three p.m.

      Bessie’s adrenaline kicked in, and by the time the meeting started, she had a batch of quick-yeast dinner rolls ready to go into the oven. She slid the tray with all the dough balls pressed together into the waiting oven, set a timer in her phone, and went to join her daughter in the front of the shop.

      Everyone else had arrived, and someone had brought coffee. Bessie took the last remaining cup—the one with her name on it—and sat down at the table with Wyn and all of her papers.

      She leaned over and said something to a man named Winslow, who would be their custodian in the shop. He’d come in close to noon and work for several hours, staying after the storefront closed to get the trashcans emptied, the floors and counters cleaned and ready for the next day, and any maintenance on her ovens and mixers that might arise.

      “How’s Darla?” she asked.

      His face lit up. “She’s doing so much better,” he said. “Claire is thrilled with the progress, and she’s eating more.” Their Pomeranian had just had puppies, and the fourth one had been born late. His wife had thought they might lose it, especially when the little pup wouldn’t eat.

      “I’m seriously considering taking one of them,” she said.

      “She’s only sold two, so we have a couple more,” he said.

      “All right, everyone,” Wyn said. “Let’s get started. I’ve got a game plan for the grand opening in a couple of days, and I want to go through it and make sure there are no questions.” She stood in the middle of the grouping of tables but moved over to where Bessie sat and collected a thin stack of papers.

      Bessie knew the game plan already, and she pulled Wyn’s yellow lined notepad closer and started making a list of the breads she needed to make tomorrow for the following day’s grand opening.

      Four hours of a grand opening. A name reveal. One ribbon-cutting ceremony. A tiny, short speech. Coupons. Samples. An email list. Special orders. And any sales they could rustle up.

      Bessie had decided to start with what most people loved—sourdough, whole wheat, classic French white, croissants, dinner rolls, and her signature salted honey whole wheat.

      She couldn’t wait to come in at three a.m. tomorrow morning and start baking.
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      Bessie stood next to Wynona, both of them wearing nearly identical outfits. They’d wanted to come across as casual but professional, and they’d chosen black slacks or jeans, along with a pretty blouse they felt comfortable in, with their baking apron tied around their waist.

      The sun had already heated the entire island, despite the grand opening being at nine o’clock in the morning. Bessie couldn’t believe how many people had shown up for the grand opening and the name reveal of the shop, and more people kept gathering. The clock ticked to time, and Bessie glanced over to her. “Should we begin?”

      Bessie did a quick check—Bea and Grant had arrived, as had Cass and Harrison. Lauren and Blake had been here since seven, helping Bessie put the bread into the display cases and onto the shelves, as well as printing and cutting the one-time-use coupons.

      Joy and Scott had taken all the trash out this morning, and they’d helped Bessie clean the kitchen after she’d made several more loaves of bread this morning. No bread bakery worth its salt didn’t smell like something golden and delicious had just come out of the oven, so while Bessie had done the bulk of her baking yesterday, she couldn’t have this grand opening without the scent of yeast, milk, and butter hanging in the air.

      Sage stood front and center with her sister, and Bessie didn’t recognize a lot of the other faces. Tyler Barker, who’d helped her find this place, stood off to her left, and she nodded to him. He smiled like he attended all of his clients’ functions, and perhaps he did. She didn’t know him well enough to know.

      “Mom?”

      She nodded, and Wynona put her movie star smile on her face. Bessie’s stomach swooped, and when she blinked, the whole world went black, despite the brightness of the sun. Her vision cleared quickly, and her eyes landed on a dark-haired man that shouldn’t have accelerated her pulse quite the way he did.

      Oliver Blackhurst had been dipped in all the best gene pools, and Bessie sure did like the sweep of his thick, dark hair across his forehead. The way his nearly black eyes zeroed in on her, and that slight, arrogant curl of his lips as he smiled.

      Oh, the man was dangerous to her health, as her stomach dropped to her knees and her heartbeat accelerated. Again.

      She gave her head a small shake, and Oliver cocked his right eyebrow. She hadn’t realized she hadn’t looked away from him before moving, as she hadn’t meant to communicate with him. She’d been telling herself no. A very solid, very loud, No.

      She wasn’t interested in Oliver Blackhurst. Not only was he one of the grumpiest men she’d met on this island, but she didn’t have room in her life for a boyfriend. Especially not one as hot as the surface of the sun.

      “Welcome everyone,” Wynona said, and Bessie tore her attention from the gorgeous Mister Blackhurst. Why was he here anyway? “My mother and I have had a dream of opening a bread bakery for a few years now.” She glowed as she looked over to Bessie, her smile genuine and pure and oh-so-good.

      “We’re excited to have found this perfect shop, on this perfect island in South Carolina, and we’re first going to reveal the perfect name.” She look up and to her left, where she lifted her hand and gripped the drop cloth still covering the sign.

      “Without further ado, I give you…Flour Power!” She tugged on the cloth and it came down just as she’d rehearsed. The gorgeous logo Bessie had commissioned from Lauren, which was a bright pink daisy with a perfectly golden-yellow center—in the shape of a loaf of bread.

      Applause broke out and filled the air surrounding the new shop, then the whole parking lot. The dropping of the cloth was the cue for their employees inside the shop, and they spilled out onto the sidewalk. Bessie and Wynona parted and both gestured to the held-open doors, and Sage and Thelma were the first to surge inside.

      “Hello,” Bessie said to the woman who followed them. “Thank you for coming. Good to see you. Thank you. Hello.” She greeted everyone who streamed past her, and soon enough, the crowd had filled the shop and more remained on the sidewalk in front of the shop.

      Thankfully, Wyn’s game plan had anticipated this, and before Bessie could say “Hello,” again, one of her employees, Rachel, handed her a silver tray full of samples. Wyn got one too, and then the three of them started walking around the crowd still mingling outside.

      Just her luck, Oliver stood on her side, and she couldn’t avoid him. “Bessie,” he said. “This is fantastic.” He seemed perfectly pleasant today, but he couldn’t very well act like Oscar the Grouch in public. Many of these people were probably his customers too.

      “Thank you,” she said. “This is my salted honey whole wheat, but Wynona has the French white, and Rachel has the sourdough.”

      He didn’t look away from her as he said, “I’d like this.” He reached for a sample, which already had a toothpick speared through it.

      “There’s butter and jam on the tables,” she said, wondering if he’d started to melt out here too. That was the reason her skin felt seared, and not because Oliver still hadn’t looked away from her.

      She forced herself to turn toward someone else, but Oliver said, “Wait.” Bessie turned back to him, her eyebrows lifting into a silent, Well?

      “There’s a small business…thing here on the island. For locals who own small businesses.” He reached up and pulled at his collar, then quickly dropped his hand. He stuffed the bite-size sample of bread into his mouth, those handsome eyes widening. “Bessie, this is fantastic.”

      “And you didn’t even have it with butter,” she said with a smile. “There’s nothing better than bread with butter, you know.”

      “Oh, I can think of a few things,” he said, and Bessie felt sure her eyes had started to see red, for Oliver was blushing. Blushing. He cleared his throat. “The Island Collective meets every month, and I think you’d benefit from attending.” He held out a card.

      Bessie wanted to toss the sample tray and take the card, then devour the words on it. Instead, she blinked at it and then Oliver. He smiled, and wow, he shouldn’t be allowed to do that in public.

      “We meet this coming week, and we’ll be talking about the upcoming Heritage Festival.”

      “The Heritage Festival?”

      “It’s a huge celebration in late August, right before the tourists leave,” he said. “We have booths for each of our businesses, and the city gives those of us who are in the Island Collective better placement, special consideration, and the first chance at sponsorships.”

      Bessie was a long way from sponsoring anything but paying her own rent, but she took the card from his fingers. “Thank you, Oliver.”

      He nodded, kept that glorious smile on his face, and said, “Now, I need to go buy a whole loaf of this salted honey whole wheat bread.” He dodged through the crowd and managed to get inside the shop, all while Bessie stood there and watched.
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      Wednesday morning, Bessie hung her apron on the hook by the back door. “Hillie, I’m headed to a meeting, okay?”

      “No problem, Miss Bessie,” she said, her hands working the dough on the board in front of her without looking. She’d grown up out in rural South Carolina, and she’d been baking since the age of five. Bessie had loved listening to her talk about her mammy and grammy, and the interview had been more storytelling than questioning.

      Bessie had also hired her at the end of that, and she’d been happy she had. They’d been baking together for about three weeks now, as Wyn interviewed and hired the rest of the staff, as the tables and chairs and napkins holders had come in.

      She went out the back door and over to her SUV, her hands feeling too hot and everything else suddenly too cold. The overheated interior of the vehicle made breathing difficult, and Bessie got the engine started and the air conditioning vents blowing right on her face.

      By the time she arrived at the community center where the Island Connection meeting was set to take place, she felt like throwing up. Bessie didn’t normally eat breakfast, except for a couple of bites of croissant and the coffee Wyn brought her when the shop opened. She hadn’t eaten more than that now, but maybe she should’ve.

      She looked toward the entrance, but she couldn’t make herself get out of the car. A couple of women who were dressed like they might be on their way to the meeting went by and inside, and Bessie took a deep breath.

      “You can do it, girl,” she told herself. She hadn’t seen Oliver yet, and she didn’t want him to find her sitting in her car, too scared to go inside. She told herself she’d left work early for this meeting. She told herself she wanted this opportunity. She told herself it would be good for her to meet other locals who also owned small businesses.

      None of those got her out of the car, and Bessie found herself kneading the steering wheel though she then wouldn’t be setting it to rise the way she did her flawless dinner rolls.

      “Come on, Bessie,” she moaned the words as she leaned her head back against the rest. Her eyes drifted closed, and a twinge of exhaustion stole through her. She’d been getting up in the middle of the night for years, so she wasn’t really tired yet.

      The grand opening had gone so well, and they’d had a steady stream of customers in the four days since. Word seemed to be spreading, as Wyn had been having their cashiers ask how people had heard about Flour Power when they came in to buy.

      She and Hillie had sold through all of their inventory every day so far, and Bessie told herself these things as motivators to get herself inside the community center. It still didn’t work, and she told herself she didn’t want to leave the air-conditioned interior of her car and step out into the near-July heat and humidity.

      The fact that the community center also had air conditioning didn’t weigh on her decision, because she couldn’t let it.

      A sharp knock met her ears, and Bessie yelped as she shot forward. She jerked her attention to the side window as her adrenaline spiraled up into her brain and down into her toes. She tingled, and not in a good way.

      Oliver stood there, and he backed up with both hands up. Amusement rode in his expression, and Bessie pressed the on-off button and practically pushed the door open into his body.

      He chuckled and said, “I’m sorry. I didn’t realize you were taking a nap.”

      “I wasn’t taking a nap.” Bessie turned back to the car and pulled out her purse. It was really more the size of a small carryon, and the only reason she could carry it around was because she had some pretty impressive arm and shoulder muscles from all the kneading.

      She slammed her door, and they fell into step beside one another as she started toward the community center. “You’re late, you know.”

      “You were sitting in your car, apparently asleep.” He didn’t even look over to her as he said it. When they reached the door, he opened it and lifted his eyebrows to usher her through it. A blast of the blessed AC hit her in the face, and she went into it willingly.

      She didn’t know which way to go after that, and Oliver put his hand on the small of her back and said, “To the right. Down that skinny hallway there.”

      “You call hallways narrow, not skinny,” she hissed at him as she started that way. Now she had to deal with her irritation with Oliver Blackhurst as well as the queasy feelings of walking into a meeting with complete strangers.

      “Next doorway,” he said from behind her, and Bessie didn’t break stride as she made the turn and entered the room. Unfortunately, they were late, and that meant a whole room of local business owners turning to take them in.

      Men and women, and several of them broke out into smiles. “Ollie,” a woman said, and that nearly made Bessie roll her eyes. The room was small, but Bessie hadn’t anticipated it being so full.

      Only two chairs remained, and she edged over to one, only to have Oliver’s perfectly cologned body drop into the one beside her, trapping her on the row between his sexy Versace scent and a woman wearing more foodstuff on her clothes than Bessie ever wanted to see outside of a kitchen.

      She gave the woman a tight smile and tried to inch a little closer to her. That was a mistake, as the scent of stale oven cleaner met her nose.

      “All right,” the woman up front said. “So as I was saying.” She shot a look toward the corner where Oliver and Bessie sat, but it didn’t feel like her eyes roamed anywhere near Oliver. “We’ll need to be in pairs for this year’s Heritage Festival, and you’ll be working closely with that person to advertise the festival, come up with marketing ideas, and this year, you’ll be able to cross-promote each other’s businesses in a whole new way.”

      She acted like these things were so amazing, but Bessie had no idea what she was talking about. Oliver had said that they’d be talking about the Heritage Festival, and Bessie did want to be involved in that. She simply thought it would be an introductory meeting. She cut a glance at her phone and saw that they’d only been eight minutes late.

      The whole intro to an entire Heritage Festival couldn’t have happened that fast, could it?

      She didn’t dare look over to Oliver, as he’d been through this before. Maybe she could ask him a question or two if she got partnered with someone who acted like she should already know everything about this island and its traditions.

      The woman up front talked for a few more minutes, and then she said, “We’d like to welcome any new members.” She zeroed in on Bessie again, and she managed to put a smile on her face before she added, “You guys missed the sign-ups, so Oliver, would you be willing to introduce the woman you brought and be her partner for the festival this year?”

      Bessie gaped at the woman, then switched her attention to Oliver. “We missed that much?” She faced the front again, barely able to bear the load of all the eyes in the room which had landed on her. “We were eight minutes late.”

      “Thirty-eight,” the woman said, and Bessie’s heartbeat flailed behind the bars of her ribs.

      She turned more fully to Oliver. “Thirty-eight minutes late?”

      He actually lifted his arm to the back of her chair like he might fold her into his side. He smiled at her and then up to the woman standing in front of everyone. “I totally forgot we switched the time for our summer meetings,” he said easily. “I apologize, Amy.” He looked at Bessie, who blinked at him like he’d gone crazy.

      His smile slipped a little, and he shifted on his chair though he still broadcasted the picture of ease. “This is Bessie Clifton,” he said. “She just opened the best bread bakery on the island—Flour Power.” He leaned closer to her, and Bessie’s first inclination was to do the same to him.

      But she had no idea what game he was playing, being snarky and throwing banter her way as they walked in—thirty-eight minutes late—and then turning into Mister Nice Guy Oozing Charm for this meeting. So she didn’t move a single inch.

      “And sure, I’d love to partner with Bessie for the Heritage Festival this year.”
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      Oliver Blackhurst couldn’t help finding a little bit of humor in the way Bessie’s mouth turned into an O and her eyes rounded even more.

      “Great,” Amy said from the front of the room. “I’ve got your sponsorship packets up here at the front, and remember, you do need to sponsor as a pair this year. Hilton Head wants to focus on the concept of a double, as we now have a pair of twins as the Mayor and the Fire Chief.”

      She beamed like this was just so cute, and Oliver seethed inside. He did not care one whit who the mayor or the fire chief were, and he certainly wouldn’t plan island festivals around such a thing.

      “Our platinum sponsorship is only open today,” Amy said. “And we only have three spots for pairs, for a total of six platinum businesses.” She glanced over to Oliver, who didn’t move. He’d always sponsored the Heritage Festival at a high level, because that gave him better booth placement, bigger ads in all the printables for the festival—both before it began, during, and after—and he’d seen noticeable increases in customers and profit for months after the event.

      The other business owners in the room started to stand, the chatter between them breaking out as they waited to get closer to Amy to get their packets.

      Next to him, the gorgeous Bessie Clifton sat ramrod straight, the tension radiating from her. “You need to relax,” he said quietly.

      That earned him a glare, and she quickly switched her gaze back up front. “Should we get a packet?”

      “We can do it online.” Oliver pulled out his phone and tapped on the icon to load his web browser. “I’m going to sponsor at the platinum level.”

      “You’re kidding.”

      Oliver raised his eyes from his phone to Bessie’s. They were the kind of blue that made Oliver sigh. The kind of blue that the late spring sky held for days. Not too rich. Not brilliant or bright. But so beautiful, Oliver’s thoughts scattered.

      He gathered them all back together and said, “I’m not kidding. With pairs this year, that’s six businesses who’ll get the most exposure.”

      Bessie leaned closer to him, her blonde hair falling forward over her shoulder. He couldn’t stop himself from looking at it, his imagination kicking into gear about what it would be like to slide his fingers through those golden locks.

      He swallowed and leaned toward her too. “What’s the problem?”

      “I don’t know what platinum costs, but I can guarantee I can’t pay for it.”

      Oliver’s lips twitched as the scent of butter and oranges met his nose. This woman was going to be the death of his no-dating rule. The death of his aversion to trying to find someone to spend his life with. The death of him as Oliver Blackhurst.

      All of his walls re-erected themselves at the thought of losing himself simply so he could fall in love with someone. He’d done that before, and it had ended with him standing on the side of the road—literally—wondering who he was and how to find his way home.

      He’d worked for every inch of his life since then. He’d clawed his way back from the version of himself he’d been just to be with Helena.

      He’d found himself, rediscovered his own passions and what made him happy, and had everything he could ever want. It had cost him a lot, and he wasn’t going to throw it away for a beautiful woman, even if she called to him in a way no one had in a while.

      Besides, he almost had everything he wanted.

      He blinked at Bessie, at those pink lips and worried cornflower blue eyes, and thought again, Almost.

      “I can cover you,” he said.

      “No.” She shook her head, the action getting faster and more violent with every passing moment. “No. No, thank you.”

      “We have to sponsor at the same level,” he said, looking back at his phone. He tapped on platinum at the top of the sponsor screen and found all three spots were still available.

      Several others had their phones out too, and Oliver ignored Bessie’s protest as he quickly filled out the form and submitted it. The number that came up made his heartbeat pause for a moment, and then he tapped the big yellow button to pay it.

      “Oliver,” Bessie hissed at him. She did a lot of hissing, in his opinion. Or maybe that was just how she spoke to him. He hadn’t noticed her talking like that to anyone else.

      Not that you know, he told himself as he entered his business credit card. It wasn’t like he’d spent a lot of time with Bessie, a fact he’d been lamenting and trying to figure out how to rectify since he’d spilled smoothie down the front of her daughter, months ago.

      He’d caged his feelings for her until he knew for sure she’d be moving here. He didn’t want a long-distance relationship the way Scott had done with Joy. Even Grant and Bea and Harrison and Cass had dealt with flights back and forth from Hilton Head to Texas.

      Oliver had marveled at that at the same time he’d vowed he wouldn’t do it. Hundreds of thousands of tourists came to the island every summer, and sure, Oliver had enjoyed a fling or two over the years.

      More than he wanted to admit out loud. But he’d grown up and matured since then. He’d only been dating women who lived on the twelve-mile-long island or a neighboring community off the barrier island, but even Charleston was too far away for him.

      He could drive there in an hour, but an hour spent behind the wheel was an hour he wasn’t spending at The Mad Mango, growing his business or training the ever-revolving cast of employees he had.

      The site reloaded, his payment complete, and he pressed the power button to make his phone go dark. He stood and tucked it in his pocket. “Come on,” he said, glancing around the room. It was too small and stifling, and Oliver couldn’t breathe in here, let alone think.

      Bessie stood too, and she clutched her oversized purse like she’d use it against anyone who got too close. Oliver took a moment to wonder what she had in there that she absolutely had to carry with her at all times.

      He didn’t ask, and he wouldn’t. But he’d love to go through the bag when she wasn’t around, just to see what she had.

      “Do you have time for lunch?” he asked.

      “It’s ten-twenty,” Bessie said.

      Oliver’s smoothie shop didn’t open until eleven, but Bessie had left her bread bakery to attend this meeting. A thread of guilt pulled through him that he’d gotten the time wrong, and he pressed his lips together so he wouldn’t grovel.

      “Breakfast then,” he said. “I know a great place that won’t be so loud.” His skin crawled, especially as a few people started looking his way.

      Bessie studied his face, and he had no idea what she was looking for.

      “Ollie,” Samantha said, and Oliver put his business-smile on his face as he looked past the beautiful blonde he wanted to spend time with to another one he didn’t.

      “Hey, Sam.” He moved by Bessie and kissed both of Sam’s cheeks. “Who did you partner with? Wait.” He held up one hand. “Let me guess.”

      He didn’t have to look more than two feet to her right. “Cast-Iron Creations.” He beamed at the man at Sam’s side and extended his hand for Stanley MacDonald to shake.

      “It’s a good pairing,” Sam said, looking over to the man who probably had ten years on both her and Oliver.

      “You do meal kits,” Oliver said. “He has the wares to cook them. It’s brilliant.”

      Sam nodded to Bessie, who’d turned toward them but hadn’t joined their threesome. Oliver backed up a step to give her room to slide into the huddle, but she didn’t move. Frustration filled him, and he reached for her hand and pulled her forward.

      Her feet seemed glued to the carpet, but she finally managed to take the couple of steps to join them.

      “Bread and smoothies,” Sam said as her eyebrows went up. “What’s your strategy there?”

      “Well,” Bessie said. “My strategy would’ve been to be on time so I could find a partner who makes sense, but.” She hit the T hard and gave Oliver a pointed look.

      “Oh-ho, boy,” Stanley said, his voice mostly made of a laugh. “I like you, Bessie. I’m Stanley MacDonald. Do you ever bake bread in cast-iron?”

      “I have, yes.” Bessie gave him a bright, kind smile, and instant jealousy spiked through Oliver. She’d never looked at him like that, and wow, he wanted her to.

      He heard his name in a voice he absolutely did not want to engage with, and he took Bessie’s hand again. “We have to jet. Sorry. Good to see you guys.”

      Oliver started for the door, but Bessie didn’t come with him. He turned to glare at her. “We have to meet privately,” he said.

      “Our platinum spots are sold out!” Amy crowed from the front of the room.

      Bessie squeezed his hand, but not in a romantic way. Then she tried to yank her hand back.

      Oliver steadfastly held on. “Please,” he said through clenched teeth as Kamille’s eyes locked onto him. She nodded to her friend, and Oliver had to leave. Now.

      He released Bessie’s hand and said, “I’ll meet you outside.” He hightailed it out of there, his heartbeat thrashing against his sternum and sending frantic blood through his veins.

      Maybe he hadn’t forgotten about their earlier summer meetings times. Maybe he’d subconsciously known he better not be on time, or he might be paired with an absolute nightmare of a partner.

      “You didn’t even know it would be a partnership this year,” he grumbled to himself as he strode down the narrow hallway.

      He burst out into the open area at the community center, the high ceilings and larger space allowing more air to enter his lungs. You’re fine, he told himself. Bessie had never done the Heritage Festival before, and Oliver had. Many times. He could do the whole thing without having to speak to her again.

      A tight, pinching loss eased through his stomach and up into his lungs and throat.

      Sunshine poured in through the front windows and doors, and Oliver turned that way. If he couldn’t take Bessie to a late breakfast or an early lunch, he might as well get to work. He could start planning his booth in his office at The Mad Mango.

      He hadn’t gotten his feet to move before Bessie asked, “Why are you just standing there?”

      She actually glared as she went in front of him, curving around him on her way toward the doors. His attraction to her arced through the air, and she had to feel that.

      “Are we going to breakfast, or what?” Bessie tossed over her shoulder as she headed away from him, and Oliver’s heartbeat boomed at him to go with her, you idiot. Don’t just stand there!

      He cleared his throat and straightened the collar on his polo. Then he hurried after Bessie, that almost echoing dangerously in his head.
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      Bessie hadn’t been out with a man on a first date in a very long time. Almost twenty-five years now.

      As she eased herself into the passenger seat of Oliver’s expensive SUV and settled her purse on the floor, she tried to catalog everything at once.

      The interior of the car smelled like Oliver’s cologne and something sweet. She spied a pastry bag lilting lazily in the cupholder, and she assumed he’d eaten something fried and frosted for breakfast. His first breakfast.

      That, or he bathed in ocean water, chocolate frosting, and male goodness.

      He’d opened her door for her, and she had time to glance into the back seat before he joined her in the car. She immediately swung her head back to him, her brain somehow cataloguing that he’d been a gentleman by helping her into the car first. “Your car is really clean.”

      “You sound surprised.”

      Bessie faced the front again, every muscle in her body drawn tight. “Let’s just get this over with.” She was surprised, though she wasn’t sure why. She didn’t know Oliver Blackhurst, and she had no reason to think he’d be a slob. Every time she’d seen him, he’d actually told her something different with the pressed slacks he wore and the wrinkle-free polos.

      He wore such clothes now and combined with that dark hair being swept so perfectly, and the scent of everything man-amazing in her nose, Bessie had very few defenses against him.

      “I have a couple of things I’d like to discuss first,” he said. Even his voice tickled something inside her in a pleasant way.

      Bessie’s eyebrows shot up. She glared at him again. “A couple of things?”

      Oliver’s mouth curved upward into that delicious smile, and Bessie told herself to stop staring at his mouth. She couldn’t do it and ended up closing her eyes instead.

      “One,” Oliver said. “I’ve done this for over a decade. I always want new ideas, and I’ll seriously consider what you say. But I’d like some sort of agreement that you’ll trust me to make good decisions for both of us.”

      “Trust you?” Bessie’s eyes flew open as she scoffed, her blood so hot in her veins. Despite the air conditioning blowing in the car, her body felt like she’d stepped into a sauna. “I don’t even know you.”

      “Trust my business experience with this, then,” he said, his voice low.

      Bessie wanted to argue with him, but she folded her arms and looked out the windshield. “I will try,” she said stiffly.

      “Great,” Oliver said easily. Bessie wished his voice didn’t rumble quite so perfectly in her ears, and then down into her chest.

      “Second,” he said. “You have to promise not to fall in love with me.”

      A strangled yelp flew from her mouth, and every cell in her body burned with pure fire as she faced him again. He wore a wide smile on that handsome face, his dark eyes flaming with the same energy Bessie felt in every corner of her being.

      The problem was, she wasn’t sure if the heat inside her came from irritation or attraction. Or both.

      She forced a laugh out of her mouth. “That’s a promise I can make, Mister Blackhurst.”

      He laughed too, and Bessie suddenly wondered if he’d been joking. Probably. “Then I think we’ll be great partners for the Heritage Festival.” He put the car in reverse and backed out of the stall. “Have you been to Circle Tree?”

      Bessie shook her head, not sure she trusted her voice.

      “I’m not going to murder you and bury you in the bayou,” Oliver said with a chuckle.

      Bessie tossed him a glare. “I know that.”

      “You’re so…tight,” he said.

      “Thank you,” she threw back at him.

      He laughed lightly again, the sound almost under his breath, trapped behind his tongue.
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        * * *

      

      Bessie imagined the handsome face of Oliver in the bread dough beneath her palms. She folded it over and punched it down, her heart rate still elevated though their “brunch date” had ended hours ago.

      “Mom.” Wyn moved to her side. “What are you doing here?”

      Punch, punch, punch. “Making bread.”

      “But…why?” Wyn sounded genuinely confused, and that caused Bessie to come out of her frustrated-filled cloud and look at her daughter. Wyn searched her face. “Everyone’s been calling and texting you.”

      Bessie’s brain had gone on vacation the moment she’d hung up her apron to go to that blasted Island Collective meeting.

      She looked around the kitchen in the back of the bakery. “I don’t know where my phone is.”

      Wyn frowned, her expression part concern and part irritation. “Hillie’s made everything we need for tomorrow’s pick-up orders, and Bea finally called me to say you hadn’t shown up for their afternoon tea.”

      Wyn held up her phone. “I’ve called you and texted you a million times.”

      Everything held tight inside Bessie fell. “I’m so sorry.” She dusted her hands on her apron and stepped away from the dough she’d been kneading. “What time is it?”

      “Four-thirty.”

      Bessie needed a hot shower and a comfortable couch and maybe something she’d seen a bunch of times playing on the TV in front of her. She wouldn’t be watching it, but it would be like a friend in the room, filling the silence so her mind couldn’t revolve around and around thoughts of Oliver.

      She went into the small office she and Wyn shared, a feeling of being trapped and smothered covering her. She didn’t live alone. She couldn’t just escape anytime she wanted. Her purse sat on the chair in front of her desk, and she rummaged around in the big front pocket until her fingers touched her phone.

      She pulled it out
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