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            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            Baby It's Cold Outside

          

        

      

    

    
      Nia Alexander turned off her car and thumped her head on the steering wheel.

      She’d made it.

      A dozen states in four ridiculously long days with a nine-year-old.

      But she’d made it.

      Even if it was almost four in the morning. Even if they’d spent their Thanksgiving driving. There’d be lots to be thankful for next year.

      Nia didn’t have a key to their new apartment yet, but she’d planned to catch a little sleep in the car before meeting with her landlord.

      She hadn’t been expecting the cold. It was barely past Thanksgiving, but Vermont didn’t appear to care. A layer of snow covered everything, and the wind had nearly frozen her lungs when she’d filled up the tank a few hours before.

      At least the snow was a good sign she’d be able to produce the white Christmas she’d promised.

      A peek over her shoulder showed Malik still sleeping like the baby he’d been five minutes ago. How was it possible he was approaching double digits?

      She’d have to turn on the car periodically to keep him warm, so she couldn’t risk falling asleep herself.

      At least she’d charged her tablet. She could work on her business plan.

      Nia Alexander had a business plan.

      She had a meeting with Bea Davis in the afternoon to look at the boutique that would be Nia’s business as of the following morning.

      Nia couldn’t stop the seat dance. Her own business. Lots of terror in those words, but so much joy as well.

      A dream come true.

      One for her and Malik. A way to ensure his future and his happiness. Nothing else mattered.

      A flash of headlights brightened the interior of her car. Nia checked her locks and put her hand on the key. Did she need to run?

      She’d been too tired to think to back in. It should be habit by now.

      A bright blue compact car pulled in beside Nia. Hand still on the key, Nia checked out the driver.

      Female. Curly white hair. Thick glasses. Warm smile.

      And a big wave.

      Nia knew appearances were often deceiving, but if this woman was a threat to her or Malik, she’d go back to working under the nightmare that was Madame LeBreque. That woman had made everyone unpick all the seams and start again if the wind blew from the wrong direction.

      The woman in the blue car got out and walked around the front of it to approach Nia’s door.

      Knowing she was acting ridiculous, Nia rolled down her window a few inches and kept her hand on the key.

      The woman peered into the backseat, and her smile grew. “Is that your boy? I didn’t realize you had a little one. He’s a sweetie. They’re so angelic when they’re sleeping.”

      Nia didn’t respond, but that didn’t stop the woman’s smile from growing.

      “I’m Megs Carter. I’m the baker for The Lucky. I start every morning at this time. Can’t sleep like I used to. I imagine you’re Nia Alexander. You’re the one taking over Bea’s Boutique. She’s so excited to be moving down south with her grandbabies. Having someone to take over the store has been a big relief.”

      Nia found herself smiling back even as she wondered how Megs knew so much about her.

      “It’ll be a few hours before you get your key. It’s too cold out here for both of you. Come on into the kitchen with me. We’ll find a good spot for your little one to sleep.”

      Minutes later, Malik was snuggled on some coats laid over a couple of chairs pushed together and Nia was sitting with a big mug of coffee and a cranberry muffin.

      She couldn’t have been further from her life in LA than if she’d been on the moon.

      Megs chatted away as she mixed up dough and batters. Cookies. Muffins. Breads.

      The woman might look like a grandma from a fairy tale, but she had the energy of the stunt people in the movies.

      Nia imagined fitting Megs Carter for a costume would require the same energy as fitting one of the action heroes she’d worked with.

      “So what made you choose Bloo Moose? It’s a long way from California.”

      Which was one of the main reasons for choosing it.

      Another was sleeping softly in the chairs.

      The third she wasn’t discussing.

      “Malik and I have always thought snow sounded like fun. It was time for a change and when I saw the ad for the boutique, it seemed like a dream come true.”

      A dream that would take her far from a nightmare.

      “No family back in California?”

      It took a couple of deep breaths before Nia answered. “No. Malik’s grandmother passed away recently, and she was our last tie to the area. I want him to have a fresh start, and a place with a name like Bloo Moose has to be fun. He deserves more fun.”

      Nia rolled her lips together to stop the shake audible in her voice.

      She should have moved years before. Malik hadn’t been touched by much of the wackiness that was in the industry itself, but her marriage had.

      Clay had wanted to be part of it all. He’d wanted to be at the center of it all.

      Nia had wanted to run in the other direction.

      And now she was.

      Shaking her head to clear it, Nia took another sip of coffee. This kind lady who loved to talk appeared harmless, but Nia wasn’t sharing any nightmares.

      Those were behind her, and her focus was going to be on building a healthy and happy future for her little guy.

      “How did you find our town?”

      Nia was glad her dark skin would cover most of her flush. This was where it was a little tricky. A little embarrassing, some might consider it borderline creepy.

      She looked over at her boy and knew it wasn’t. She’d made the best choice she could for him.

      For them.

      “I once worked with someone who lived here. He told great stories about the town and when it was time to move, I remembered those stories.”

      “Sounds like he made an impact.”

      The kindest man she’d ever met in the industry. One of the sexiest, too. He certainly hadn’t been part of the darkness and slime that covered so much of Hollywood.

      They’d worked together a few times, and he’d always treated her with respect. Which wasn’t nearly as common as it should be.

      Instead of answering the implied question as to the man’s identity, Nia took another sip of coffee. “Anything I can help you with?”

      Megs laughed and shook her head. “No, but thank you. I’ve got it down to a pattern. If anything throws me off, it takes me far longer than normal. But, I do like to have company.”

      When the clock showed seven, Megs smiled. “Your keys should arrive any moment now.”

      Megs hadn’t made any calls or texts that Nia had seen, so apparently Nia’s landlord was a stickler for routine. As she’d only dealt with the realtor, she didn’t know who the landlord would be.

      On cue, Nia heard a key in the lock of the back door and the door swung open.

      Her mouth dropped open as the man strode in. When he looked up, he froze for a second before moving forward again and forcing a fake smile.

      “Nia? You’re the new tenant?”

      Nia nodded. Apparently, the kind and sexy Jaz LaChance was her new landlord.

      And he wasn’t happy about it.
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        * * *

      

      Jaz LaChance nearly stumbled over his feet as he walked into the kitchen of The Lucky.

      The woman sitting at the butcher block counter was connected to one of the most humiliating times in his life. A time he’d locked into the past.

      A time he didn’t want encroaching on him in the kitchen of his coffee shop.

      Or in his town.

      Or anywhere in his life.

      Ever.

      He’d been a fool. And a coward.

      It took Jaz's brain a few seconds to realize Nia had to be the woman taking over Bea’s Boutique and renting the apartment above.

      The store and apartment right next door to The Lucky and his own place.

      He’d have to see her every day, have those reminders every day.

      Megs interrupted his thoughts as she grinned at him, oblivious to his thoughts. “Good morning, Jaz. From the look on both your faces, I’m going to guess you’re the man who told her those great stories of Bloo Moose.”

      Why hadn’t he kept his mouth shut with her like he had with most people? Something about getting costume fittings with Nia had always loosened the tongue.

      She was unlike most people he’d had to deal with. Most of them were looking for the next opportunity, the next angle.

      Nia had simply done her job. She’d been friendly and easy to talk to.

      She’d been witness to that embarrassing moment.

      And she’d saved his ass from it being any worse.

      At least she didn’t know about the rest of it. He was incredibly grateful to her, but he didn’t want the constant reminder her presence would bring.

      Not that he could say, or even imply, that. She had every right to live in Bloo Moose.

      “Hello, Nia. How are you?”

      Her smile was small, but friendly. He’d bet every last coffee bean in the shop that she was remembering that day and eyeing him with pity.

      “I’m good.” She looked over her shoulder at the pile of coats spread on a couple of chairs. “We’re good.”

      Jaz looked again and realized there was a boy under the pile. “Your son?”

      Nia nodded with a proud grin.

      The boy had been a baby when Jaz had last seen him. But he could see sneakers poking out one end of the pile and a mop of dark, curly hair out of the other.

      “How old is he now?”

      “Malik is nine.”

      “I’m almost ten.” The sleepy voice preceded a shifting of the coats as Malik sat up.

      The child’s dark skin and hair echoed his mom, down to the eyes that indicated Asian heritage.

      From what he remembered of Nia’s jackass of a husband, he’d been of mixed race as well, but all he could see in the boy’s face was a copy of Nia.

      When the boy grinned, the resemblance was even more striking.

      “It’s morning? We’re here? Is there snow?”

      Not waiting for an answer, Malik raced to the front window of the shop and stared out past the sign. He let out a whoop and ran back. “There’s snow. The real stuff. Not that fake crap they tossed around at that stupid company Christmas party.”

      Nia flushed and frowned at her son. “Malik.”

      He rolled his eyes. “It was lame, Mom. You’re just too polite to say so.”

      Nia sighed, but her eyes sparkled and Jaz knew she totally agreed with her kid.

      Jaz stuck out his hand. “Nice to meet you, Malik. I’m Jaz and this is Megs, best baker in the world.”

      “Hi. It smells great in here. I’m starving.”

      Nia tugged him into her side for a hug. “You’re always starving.”

      For having been awake for an entire minute, the kid crackled with energy. Jaz remembered that age, when the world was all about adventure and food.

      Megs raised an eyebrow. “Any allergies?”

      Malik shook his head, curls waving wildly.

      Megs reached over and tossed him a couple of muffins. “On the house. Welcome to Bloo Moose.”

      “Seriously? Thanks.”

      The first one disappeared in about three bites.

      Nia sighed. “It helps to actually chew and not just inhale.”

      Malik grinned at his mom’s words and peeled the wrapper off the second muffin.

      Jaz kept his tone serious. “I’m glad you didn’t rent a gingerbread house. You’d be living in a pile of crumbs in twenty-four hours.”

      Malik’s eyes widened before he realized Jaz was joking, and he laughed. “Sounds tasty.”

      Megs grabbed some loaf pans out of the oven. “Jaz is your new landlord, Nia. Bea moved into the B&B last night so you could get settled into the apartment right away.”

      “She didn’t have to do that. We could have stayed there. Or a motel.”

      Megs laughed. “She wanted to spend a couple of nights at Darby’s B&B so she could enjoy her cooking. And she wanted to make sure you didn’t change your mind. She’s really looking forward to seeing those grandbabies.”

      “We wouldn’t change our minds. This is where we want to be.”

      Malik polished off his second muffin with a nod.

      Jaz grabbed the keys that Bea had left with him the day before and motioned them out the back door. Megs passed Malik another muffin on the way.

      In the parking lot, the boy reached down to pick up a handful of snow with his free hand. He squashed it with his fingers and then opened it to watch it melt. Then he did it again.

      “Your boutique is right next door. You’ve got two entrances to the apartment. One’s via this set of stairs.” He pointed up at the small balcony that led to two doors. “The one on the left is yours. I’m on the right. If you need anything, you just need to knock.”

      He’d have to get over his reaction and be a good neighbor and landlord. Neither of them deserved anything less.

      “The other entrance is through this door. It leads down to the boutique and storage areas. Let’s go in this way.”

      He opened the door and pushed it in, then motioned for the two of them to precede him inside.

      “Can I check it out, Mom?”

      When Nia nodded, Malik bounced off. The kid had enough energy for three people.

      The boy reminded Jaz of Lil’s energy growing up. “He’s a great kid.”

      Nia beamed at him. “He is. That’s why I needed to get him away from the crazy and into some normal.”

      Jaz nodded. He’d felt the same, something Nia probably suspected.

      He also noted the I, not we. And her finger was bare. “You’re not married anymore?” He kept his voice low, even though he heard Malik’s footsteps pounding up the stairs.

      Nia’s smile dropped. “No. Clay died eighteen months ago.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      She nodded, but turned away and opened the door of the nearest storage room. Topic closed, especially with Malik around.

      “I’ll let Bea go through the store with you, but you’ve got the main storefront, two storage rooms, a powder room, and an office down here.”

      Nia nodded as she moved to the stairs. “Let’s follow the bamboo sprout and see the apartment.”

      “Bamboo sprout?”

      Her natural smile was back. He’d always thought Nia could have made a killing on screen instead of working in the costume department.

      “He’s growing so fast, I can almost see it happening.”

      “Not surprised with the way he inhaled those muffins.”

      “I may have to do fundraising to feed him once he’s an actual teenager.”

      When they opened the door at the top of stairs to enter the apartment, they found Malik at the front window.

      He turned with another wide smile. The kid could easily make a living on screen as well.

      “Mom, you gotta see this view. It’s killer. The lake is huge.”

      Jaz followed them as they looked at his favorite view in the world. The one that said home.

      “In six weeks or so, the lake will be covered with ice and huts for ice fishing.”

      Malik raised his eyebrows. “That’s a thing? A real thing? Fishing on the ice? How does that work?”

      “One question at a time.”

      “That’s way too slow, Mom.”

      Jaz laughed. The two of them were a perfect fit. Nia was gentle and the love between them was obvious.

      “When the ice is thick enough, you can drill a hole through it and fish that way. Lots of fun.”

      “How thick does it get?”

      Jaz shrugged. “Depends. The middle of the lake never gets more than a couple of inches. No one is dumb enough to fish out there. Nearer the shore, the ice can get two feet thick.”

      Both of them goggled at him, then looked back out the window.

      “That’s a lot of ice. Exactly how cold is it going to get here?”

      Nia’s concerned look made Jaz laugh. He looked over their sneakers and hooded sweatshirts.

      “Let’s just say you’re going to need to get some new clothes.”

      Malik grinned at his mother. “Good thing we know someone who owns a clothing store.”

      Nia tilted her head in question and then surprise and delight flowed over her face. “You mean me.”

      Her kid rolled his eyes, hard. “Obviously.”

      Even as Jaz laughed along with them, he wondered how in the world he was going to be able to avoid the pair.

      A small part of him wondered if that was even what he wanted to do.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            Let It Snow!

          

        

      

    

    
      Nia knew they needed winter clothes. Their sweatshirts and shoes weren’t going to cut it. Not with snow already on the ground. Which continued to boggle her mind.

      Almost as much as seeing Jaz LaChance.

      She’d hated seeing the way his eyes had shuttered as he’d recognized her. Made her feel bad for choosing his town.

      It wasn’t as if she was stalking him. She hadn’t known he’d still lived here. But she’d known it was a possibility, and she’d chosen it anyway.

      She hadn’t realized he’d be that uncomfortable with her there. Hadn’t thought that part through.

      He’d been victimized, and she’d managed to intervene. He’d thanked her enough, and she’d thought it would be part of their past. It had happened when Malik was a baby. Maybe she should have tried to contact him before buying the boutique, but it was too late now.

      They had a couple of hours before she had to meet with Bea, so Jaz pointed them toward CharterGear to get outfitted. He was probably relieved they were out of his hair.

      Her budget had a bit of cushion, but a move was very expensive and she hoped it could absorb the hit.

      “Whoa.” Malik stopped short on the inside of the store.

      It was filled with everything winter. From clothing and boots to snowshoes and skis.

      “This is awesome.” Her son breathed the words like a benediction.

      “Welcome to CharterGear. I’m Quinn. How can I help you?”

      “We’ll take two of everything.”

      Quinn laughed and looked to Nia. “I’m going to guess that’s not going to be your answer.”

      Another gorgeous man in this town. Not as attractive as Jaz, of course, but still gorgeous. Surfer boy charm like many men out in California, but wrapped up in a casual, friendly package.

      “You’d guess right. We’re new to town and need some winter gear.”

      Quinn’s eyebrows raised. “Are you the woman taking over Bea’s place?”

      Nia blinked a couple of times before Quinn laughed.

      “Small town where gossip moves at the speed of text. Welcome to Bloo Moose. Where are you from?”

      “California.”

      “Mom, look at these!” Malik’s excited tone had Nia and Quinn popping around a few stuffed clothing racks to find him looking at the fishing gear and framed photos above the wall.

      “Winter virgins I take it?”

      Malik laughed and Quinn flushed as he realized her son had heard him. “Sorry.”

      She waved the apology away. She’d already had multiple birds and bees conversations with her precocious kid, and he’d probably heard way more from the kids at school.

      “Don’t worry about it, you’ve probably made his day with that phrase.” She sent Malik a look. “Although I will not be hearing that expression from you before you’re twenty.”

      He rolled his eyes and turned back to the pictures. “I can’t believe the ice is thick enough to hold all those snowmobiles.”

      While Quinn and Malik chatted, Nia moved around the store, looking at options and prices, figuring out what they would need right away and what would fit in the budget.

      In the end, they each had jackets, snow pants, hats, gloves, and boots.

      Quinn tossed in a couple of extra pairs of mittens for Malik. “When I was your age, I lost mitts every time I turned around.”

      Including the winter virgin discount, the grand total didn’t decimate her savings, but it did dent them.

      Back at the apartment, they cut off tags and then dressed up in layers and headed out to explore.

      “Lead the way, Sprout.”

      The eye roll was accompanied by a smile, and they headed out the front door of the boutique.

      A boardwalk extended the full length of the town, all the way along the lake. Every once in a while, a pier jutted out into the lake and ended in a circle. She assumed those were for fishing.

      They discovered sets of stairs where the piers joined the boardwalk. The stairs led down to what they’d been told was a narrow stretch of beach that was currently covered in snow.

      “Can you imagine the beaches back in California covered in snow? This is wild.”

      He didn’t mention any friends he’d like to tell. Didn’t say anything about taking pictures to show anyone.

      Life hadn’t been easy after Clay’s overdose.

      Actually, it hadn’t been easy before.

      Clay’s relentless desire to find a big break and become famous had been wearing thin for years. He’d been so angry she’d refused to allow Malik to attend auditions. Malik had no interest in acting or modelling, but his dad wouldn’t listen.

      Clay had also been annoyed that Nia was content to work on costumes and fittings.

      You’re never going to be anybody.

      To hell with that. She was already somebody. A woman. A seamstress. Most importantly, a mom.

      She hadn’t been a wife for a while. In fact, she’d had divorce papers ready to share with him that day.

      He’d blown their family off again and had gone to a party. And he’d never come home to find she wanted to end their marriage.

      Guilt still swamped her when she thought about it all. They’d been young and excited and in love once. But that had changed over time.

      She couldn’t regret him or their relationship because the best thing in her world had come from it.

      Malik.

      She’d never regret having him.

      He was a spectacular kid, and she was going to do her best to make sure the rest of his childhood made up for the tough years behind them.

      Starting with a Christmas to remember.

      Snow in November was a good start for that.

      Nia picked up some snow in her gloves and squished it into a ball. Well, more of a lump than a ball.

      But it would do the trick.

      “Hey, Bamboo Sprout.”

      When he turned, she tossed the lump, and it hit him in the middle of his jacket.

      His eyes widened with shock, and then he laughed. “Game on. You’re going down, Mom.”

      Soon they were shrieking with laughter as they figured out how to make snowballs that would hang together better.

      She ran out of breath long before he did, but she didn’t stop.

      Seeing the joy and laughter on his face was priceless, and she wanted him to have amazing memories of their new home in Bloo Moose, starting from their very first day.

      Memories were worth everything.
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        * * *

      

      Jaz enjoyed covering the counter at The Lucky for a few hours in the mornings. He got a chance to catch up with the locals and see his friends.

      He was a lucky man, and he’d named his coffee shop to ensure he never forgot.

      In his late teens, he’d been snapped up by an agent when he’d been visiting friends in New York. He hadn’t even known what an agent was.

      Next thing he knew, he’d been modelling underwear for magazines and advertising campaigns.

      There weren’t many things weirder in the universe than seeing yourself wearing nothing but boxer briefs on a billboard.

      He kept the shudder internal, glad that part of his life was behind him, even though parts of it continued to follow him.

      Most people thought he’d named The Lucky as a play on the English version of his last name. LaChance. The Luck.

      And that played a part, but it was more.

      He’d left the modelling behind him before he’d fallen too far down the trap of fame.

      Too many women, too much booze, too many egos. Too many slime balls.

      It had been easy for a kid from a small town to get trapped in the shiny lifestyle.

      But it wasn’t for Jaz. Not long term anyway.

      He’d been lucky to get out before he got sucked into the destructive pathways so many people took.

      He’d been lucky his family had always been there for him.

      He was lucky his bank account reflected the ridiculous money people had thrown his way to get him on camera.

      And he was lucky he could now help the town that had always had his back. He’d quietly bought up all the boardwalk properties that had been for sale since he’d been back. He kept leases low to encourage businesses to come and to stay.

      And now, that lure of small town life and low rents had brought a memory of his past into his life.

      A memory that highlighted what a fool he’d been.

      He’d been lucky Nia Alexander was a decent person who’d been willing to go out on a limb for him.

      It had been the wake up call he’d needed, and he’d finished up his remaining contracts and hightailed it back home without looking back.

      Megs walked through the swinging doors into the front part of the coffee shop.

      “Did you get those two settled into their place?”

      “Good morning, Megs. They’re in.” Jaz wished for new customers to appear. Megs might be a substitute grandmother for everyone, but she was also the nosiest person he knew.

      She and Mario Fortini, owner of the local Italian restaurant, were always battling for the lead in the race to spread news. They were both kind-hearted, and it was never gossip that would hurt, but Jaz preferred staying out of it.

      “I like them. That boy is going to make a fine man one day. Curious, bright, and with enough sparkle to keep Nia on her toes. They’re going to make a nice addition.”

      Megs paused, obviously hoping Jaz would fill in some details from the past. Not going to happen. Instead, he turned his attention to straightening the already-straight lineup of bags of coffee beans for sale.

      “I’ve made up a welcome package for them. It’s on the counter in the back. You’ll deliver it for me this afternoon.”

      There should have been a question mark at the end of that sentence, but that’s not the way Megs operated. Instead of fighting the inevitable, Jaz nodded again.

      “They’ve had some hard times. You can see it in their eyes. More hers, but some in his as well. We’re going to make sure they’ve left those hard times behind. You make sure you introduce her around town, help her get to know people.”

      “I’m sure they can handle that all on their own.” He didn’t want to have Nia in his pocket, bringing all those memories with her.

      Megs poked him and glared up through her thick lenses. “You’re the only person she knows in town. It’s your duty.”

      Which it was. He owed her for that night.

      Sensing victory, Megs patted his arm. “I’m off for a walk before I head home.”

      Jaz raised an eyebrow. “Let me guess. Going to stroll by and see if Mario is around the restaurant?”

      With a laugh that sounded more like a teenage girl who’d been crowned homecoming queen, Megs waved and walked out.

      Fresh gossip waited for no one.

      When Kari came in for her shift, Jaz decided it was time for a walk of his own. He needed to clear his head. The restlessness that had been itching at him for a few months had only increased with the arrival of Nia and her son.

      He enjoyed his life in Bloo Moose, enjoyed being surrounded by family and friends. But he wanted something more. Owning The Lucky and being a landlord for multiple businesses was good, but it wasn’t enough. He couldn’t imagine doing only that for the rest of his life. He wanted more.

      Too bad he didn’t know what.

      He’d never wanted to run LaChance Lodge along with his oldest brother Gage. He’d never had the talent or desire to be a master carpenter and contractor like his twin, Rayce.

      He’d never had the interest in computers and photography like their sister, Lil. And he certainly wasn’t a thriller writer like their buddy, Max Fortini.

      He’d never had a burning desire for a career like the others.

      Which had made him an easy catch for the agent.

      Now, he was thirty-two and needed to find a career. How pathetic was that?

      He heard a squeal coming from the beach and was across the street to the boardwalk before he realized it was a happy sound.

      Two happy sounds.

      He leaned over the railing and spotted Nia and Malik a little way down the beach having a snowball fight.

      They were scooping up the snow and flinging it at each other as fast as they could. Both laughing so hard, he wondered how they were able to stand up.

      Even as he thought it, Nia dropped dramatically to her knees and then rolled to her back, arms and legs flung wide.

      He was too far to hear the words, but Malik’s laugh and victory dance were clear. Then he flopped down beside his mom and she grabbed his hand.

      After a bit, they made snow angels, hands still linked.

      Jaz’s eyes misted, but he blinked the moisture away, surprised at the yearning he’d felt.

      He was grateful to Nia for a lot and it was good to see her so happy. Even if her return made him feel like a coward all over again.

      A quick online search the night before had told him her husband had died of an overdose at the party of a minor celebrity. He’d seen no signs of drug use in Nia’s eyes or face, and she certainly hadn’t been a user back when he’d known her.

      He’d never been lured by that part of the lifestyle and neither had Nia.

      He knew because that’s what had saved him.

      Blocking off the memories, Jaz shoved off the railing and walked in the other direction.

      He needed a hobby.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            O Little Town Of Bloo Moose

          

        

      

    

    
      Nia hung up her dripping wet outerwear on the hooks at the apartment entry. She was going to need to buy a mat to contain the drips. For now, she grabbed a towel and put it on the floor to catch the mess.

      The mat was the least of the things she needed to buy. The apartment had come with a kitchen table and four chairs. They’d brought some air mattresses with them, but that was all they had.

      Furniture shopping would have to come sooner rather than later. For now, though, they needed to eat. At least they’d filled up coolers and a couple of boxes with the necessities before they’d left. They’d get through the day, but tomorrow would require grocery shopping as well.

      She patted Malik’s shoulder as she passed him sitting at the kitchen table.

      “I’ve got a half hour before I need to meet Bea downstairs. Want a grilled cheese?”

      “Two?”

      She pulled up her To Buy list on her phone while she cooked and while they ate, they brainstormed what they needed and what could wait until later.

      “Can I go back to the beach while you’re meeting with the lady? I promise not to go in the water.”

      Nia shook her head. “You’ve got to get those assignments done. You can work on those. We’ll go for a walk after and get to know the town.”

      He groaned, but nodded. Once the decision to
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