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A hot cop and a sweet baker get a second chance at love in this small town romance. 


 

Seventeen years after Shay Michaels said goodbye to summers in Red Maple Falls and the only boy she ever truly loved, she's back and the proud owner of Sweet Dreams Bakery. Life is good until someone breaks into her shop,making her question if the life she left behind in New York followed her.

As the local sheriff, Matt is keeping a close eye on the place and an even closer eye on the beautiful owner who refuses to take the break in seriously. Two conflicting personalities that burn bright on their own become down right explosive when thrown together. But in order to move toward a future together, they will have to let go of their past and accept the mistakes they made.
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Chapter 1

 

Growing up the oldest of six, Matt Hayes knew a thing or two about all the places teens went in Red Maple Falls to break the law. It might have been seventeen years since he graduated high school, but other than the clothing and hairstyles, not much else had changed. So, when he slowed his patrol car to a stop on the outskirts of the old barn on Chestnut, he already knew the source of Ms. Wilkinson’s noise complaint. 

With a population of nine-hundred-and-twenty-two, there wasn’t much crime. Every now and again there would be a domestic dispute up at the old Wheeler cabin or Old Man Simpson driving his tractor drunk down Main Street in no more than his underwear, but nothing ever life threatening or earth shattering. Nothing like the big city cops who dealt with armed robberies and gun-wielding criminals on a daily basis. 

It was small town life, and Matt wouldn’t trade it for anything in the world. He loved knowing the address of every person in town. Loved that his entire family was close by—with the exception of his baby sister, who was currently chasing her dreams in New York City and his younger brother, who was backpacking across Europe. He even loved that his best friend from childhood was the local fire chief. Matt was what the locals called a “lifer.” He was born in Red Maple Falls, and he would die there… and he would do so with not a single regret. 

He grabbed his flashlight and headed toward the abandoned barn. Music and chatter echoed through the night like a guiding path that brought him directly to the main doors.  The padlock he placed on it a few weeks ago was lying broken on the ground. 

It’s not that he was too old to know there wasn’t much for a teen to do in Red Maple Falls on a Saturday night, but this barn wasn’t exactly the safest place to hang out. The beams were rotted, the foundation cracked, and it was full of rusting farm equipment that would cause more than a scratch and a need for a tetanus shot.

He stepped through the door and held up his flashlight, not expecting a frenzied panic to ensue. The word sheriff was whispered like a swear word from both directions as the sound of swift movements and clanking bottles joined the mix. 

“Freeze!” he called out to the shadows dodging into the darker corners of the barn. 

He mentally shook his head. Kids. Did they really think they’d be able to hide, and he would just leave? It was his job not only to protect the town of Red Maple Falls, but also its citizens. 

“If you come out right now, I won’t personally escort each one of you home to your parents,” he said, knowing that threat would work for most of the town’s young adults. 

Slowly, and not without a few heated whispers, the shadows materialized. Shelly Grist was first to step forward. Her usual fair skin was brightened red as she cast her eyes to the ground. She fidgeted with her hands and shifted awkwardly from one foot to the other. 

Carrie Fleming was next, followed by Greg Atman. They stood next to Shelly in the same awkward stance. Al Ruiz and Henry Lutz joined them shortly after. Jake Johns stepped out last, his shoulders set back with way too much attitude for a kid his age. 

Everyone in town knew Jake’s story, and Matt felt sorry for him even if he knew that would be the last thing Jake Johns would ever want from anyone. He was a tough kid, smart too, but he was slowly self-destructing, and there was little anyone could do to help. 

Once all the kids were lined up in front of him, Matt urged them to get out of the barn. The structure had stood for a hundred years, but he wasn’t taking any chances. There was a reason for the no trespassing signs. 

He flashed his light on those very signs. “Can you read that?” he asked the group. 

The girls and Al nodded, Greg gave a quick yep, and Henry shrugged. 

“Are you insinuating we can’t read?” Jake asked with his usual tough guy tone. 

“Jake, stop.” Carrie grabbed his hand and tried to pull him back with the rest of the kids. There was a sparkle in his eyes when he looked at her, but he quickly shook his hand free from her grip and stood on his own. 

Matt had seen that sparkle many times in the eyes of his two brothers and also the poor saps who dated his sisters. Jake Johns, Red Maple Falls rising bad boy, had it bad for 

Carrie Fleming. It was information Matt could use to his advantage. 

“I’d listen to the lady,” Matt said, locking his gaze with Jake’s. “You might not care about having the Sheriff escort you home, but I’d wager she does.” Matt glanced over to Carrie. “Am I right?” 

“Yes,” she said softly and Jake’s eyes dropped to the ground. His shoulders slumped forward and he let out a loud exhale, as if the realization that he would let her down weighed heavily on him.  

Matt sympathized with the kid. Once upon a time, he knew what it was like to love a girl who was out of his league. If Jake was lucky, he’d make a run for it before he got in too deep and his heart was broken beyond repair.

“We weren’t doing anything wrong,” Jake stated. 

“Never said you were, but this building is condemned for a reason. Trust me, I know there’s not a lot of places to go around here, but I don’t want to see any of you getting hurt. So please do me a favor, and stay out of the old barn.” 

He received a collective nod, even Jake who stepped back to stand next to Carrie. Matt scanned his flashlight across the property and toward his police cruiser. “I don’t see any cars, so is it safe to say you walked here?” 

“Yes, sir,” Carrie answered. “We cut through the woods from my house.” 

“Then head on back.” He motioned his flashlight toward the large expanse of trees lining the property. The teens hesitated for a moment then began to move. “And another thing,” Matt called out. “If I catch any of you drinking and driving, I won’t be so nice. You got that?” 

The group nodded. 

“Good. You can go now.” 

They hurried off toward the trees. Born and raised in these parts, the woods were as much a part of you as your own family, so Matt wasn’t too concerned about them disappearing into the darkness.

He waited a few minutes to make sure they didn’t double back before he got into his cruiser and pulled away, making a mental note to replace the lock. With no streetlights, Matt depended on his headlights and own knowledge of the area. He was about to turn onto the dirt road that would bring him back to civilization when a call came over his radio. 

“What’s going on, Martha?” Martha, his secretary and dispatcher, had been doing this job for twenty plus years and liked to remind him of such every time he questioned her. She was set in her ways and refused to change what wasn’t broken. It was a topic of contempt between them when Sheriff Green had retired and Matt had taken over. But as much of a pain in the ass as Martha was, she was efficient and loved her job as much as he did. 

“The alarm down at Sweet Dreams Bakery is going off.” 

Matt’s heart skipped a beat. Sweet Dreams Bakery was owned and operated by the only girl who ever gave him that sparkle Jake Johns was sporting earlier. Shay Michaels, a petite little thing with long brown hair—he wanted nothing more than to wrap his fingers in—and big hazel eyes that could burn right through to his soul. She was the star in many of his dreams.

Ever since that day, twenty-one years ago, when he laid eyes on her as she stepped out of her grandparent’s car onto Main Street with those tiny jean shorts, he was a goner. She lived in New York, but visited her grandparents every summer. Matt looked forward to that first week in July every year until she stopped coming, and then he dreaded the memories that time of year churned up.    

Shay was a city girl at heart, and Matt knew that. He also knew that Red Maple Falls would never be enough for a girl who lived amongst sky scrapers and crowded sidewalks. It took him a while to realize Shay Michaels needed someone who could promise her the world, and all he could promise was a simple life in a small town he would never leave. 

Seventeen years ago, he let her go, and nobody was more shocked than he after all those years of being MIA, Shay came back to Red Maple Falls to stay. Her return was a mystery and the town gossip for weeks. Though, just as the girl he remembered would, she took it in stride. Her smiles only grew when she suspected someone was talking about her. 

A few short months later, she opened Sweet Dreams Bakery and was an instant success, selling everyone on her upbeat personality and her now famous maple bacon cupcake—a cupcake that won top billing at the annual Town Festival, beating out Terry, of the Happy Apple, and her famous apple tart.

He’d avoided the tiny section of Main Street as best he could. He had nothing left to say to Shay Michaels. There’d been occasions when they bumped into each other—small town and all, it was kind of impossible not to, especially when she was good friends with his sister. 

With all those years between them, he was surprised she even remembered him. The boy from Red Maple Falls she made believe was her future before she stomped on his heart and turned him bitter. 

It didn’t matter she was the last person he wanted to see. She was a citizen of the town now, and her business was a part of the community. He had no choice but to push aside their past and make sure everything was all right. 

He took a deep breath, clearing his head and getting back into the right mind set. 

“Did you call Shay?” Matt asked Martha a moment later. When building alarms went off in Red Maple Falls, nine times out of ten it was an accident and nothing to be concerned about. 

“I did,” Martha said. “It wasn’t her.” 

While break-ins were rare, it did happen on occasion, which meant he needed to approach this as if it were a viable situation, just in case. 

“She’s on her way there now.” 

Matt’s heart kicked into overdrive, his hands tightening on the steering wheel. “What do you mean she’s on her way?” 

“I told her I’d send you over, but she said it’s her shop and if someone had the… the um… balls to break into her shop, she was going to make them sorry.” 

The girl might only stand at an inch or two over five feet, but she packed a lot of punch in that tiny, tight body of hers. He’d almost feel bad for the intruder if she got there before he did.

Wait. What if it was an intruder? A trained criminal who would take no prisoners, and she’s storming in there like Joan of Arc ready to fight a war? A rush of panic shot through him, causing his hands to tighten on the steering wheel. 

 “Son of a bitch,” Matt mumbled under his breath as he slammed his foot on the gas and headed toward Sweet Dreams Bakery.  

In Red Maple Falls time, Main Street was only five minutes away, but in real time it was a good twelve minutes from where he was. Shay lived roughly ten minutes away and already had a head start. 

Matt flipped his lights on and flew down the road, kicking up dirt and rocks in his wake. It was a quarter to ten and most businesses on Main closed at seven. If Shay got to the bakery before him, there’d be no one to help her if she needed it.  

Violating too many traffic laws, he made it to the bakery in nine minutes. The street was empty except for Shay’s bright red Mini Cooper, and he pulled his cruiser right beside it.  

He flung his door open and, with his hand on his gun ready to hurt anyone if they hurt Shay, he ran to the front entrance. The door was unlocked so he let himself in, immediately wishing he wore sunglasses for the sensory overload caused by the pink and white everything. 

Unable to focus, he squinted against the brightness, taking in the flipped chair to his right. He retrieved his gun and moved quietly toward the register. The shelves were covered in flour, chocolate chips scattered across the counter, and pans knocked from their perch lay haphazardly across the floor. 

A slight sniffle caught his attention, and he rounded the counter to the kitchen to find Shay sitting in a mess of flour and a path of destroyed cupcakes, her head hanging in defeat. 

“Shay, are you okay?” he asked, squatting down to her level, but on alert in case the culprit was still lurking. “You aren’t hurt, are you?” He rested his hand on her, but she stayed quiet. “Dammit, Shay, answer me.” 

She blinked up, tears glistening in those beautiful hazel eyes, and suddenly, all those years between them didn’t exist. God, he wanted to take her in his arms and protect her, find a way to make the tears his own so he could bear the pain for her. 

Her hands fell limply to her sides as she let out a loud puff of peppermint breath. 

 “It’s ruined.” 

A tear escaped her lid and slid down her cheek. This time he couldn’t help himself. He reached out, swiping a finger across the wet streak. “Don’t cry.”

She inhaled deeply and straightened her shoulders. “I’m good,” she said, getting to her feet as if she’d flipped a switch. She wiped her hands against her thighs, leaving white streaks of flour across black leggings. The material was practically molded to her skin, highlighting every perfect curve. 

He shook his head, reminding himself he had a job to do, and that job was not checking out Shay Michaels. 

“Did you see the person who did this?” he asked. 

She shook her head then glanced around to the disaster that was her kitchen. “No. I checked the register. They didn’t take any money.” 

Did they take anything?” 

“No.” 

“They just destroyed the place and left?” 

“Appears that way.” 

“Do you have surveillance cameras?” 

She cocked her eyebrow and her hip. “What do you think?”

His eyes lingered on the soft curves of her lips long after she stopped speaking. He had a lot of thoughts running through his head, like how they were the softest lips he’d ever kissed. How she was the single most beautiful woman he had ever seen. How he still couldn’t believe after all those years of not seeing her, of not knowing where she was in the world, she was right there in front of him that very second. 

All the animosity he felt toward what they once had vanished as he looked into her sad eyes. He cleared his throat, bringing him back to reality and warning himself to keep it professional. “I can see if they left any fingerprints on the door.” 

“What’s the point? They didn’t steal anything. Just made a mess and ruined all the cupcakes I made for Tommy Kramer’s sixth birthday party tomorrow.”  

The point? Nobody destroyed a bakery for no reason, especially if they didn’t steal anything. In his line of work, he’d learned that there was motive behind everything. Somebody broke into Shay’s shop tonight, and the question was, not only who, but why? 

Retaliation was at the top of his guesses. Someone who felt Shay had wronged them and wanted to hurt her in the best way they knew how. The little bakery on Main was Shay’s life, according to his sister, and if someone wanted to find a way to unnerve her this place was an easy target. “Do you have any enemies?”

Her eyes widened. “I get along with everybody here. Why would you even ask that?” 

“If they didn’t steal anything, then it would appear that whoever did this was trying to send a message. Maybe you don’t have any enemies here, but what about in New York?”


Chapter 2

 

Shay sucked in a startled breath at Matt’s question. Who the hell did he think he was? Sure, his shirt said Sheriff, but that didn’t mean he had to use the opportunity to go probing into her past. When she’d left New York, she’d left everyone and everything behind her. There was no reason to bring it up after all this time. 

He tilted his head in her direction like he knew she was hiding something. Maybe she was, but that was for her to know, and her alone. She didn’t care that his freakishly green eyes had an extra sparkle in them as he looked at her, or that his lips were so damn kissable she deserved a medal for not attacking them. 

No, it didn’t matter that Matt Hayes was sex on a stick dressed in a tan uniform that screamed dominance. She wouldn’t tell him about her enemies in New York because, quite frankly, it was ancient history… just like the two of them. 

“Nobody I can think of,” she said, bending down to pick up a pot from the floor. She placed it in the sink. Even though she kept her store cleaner than a hospital, she wasn’t taking any chances. All of the pots and pans needed to be washed before she could use them again. 

So much for her early night in front of the TV with a glass of chardonnay and her Kindle. It would have to wait for another time. Right now, she had a shop to clean and five dozen cupcakes to re-bake and re-frost. 

 “You could be washing away fingerprints,” Matt said as she plunged her hands into the warm water. 

“It’s fine. Probably some stupid kid who has nothing better to do than wreak havoc.” 

The truth was she didn’t want Matt dusting for fingerprints… or any evidence for that matter. If it was somebody from her past, she didn’t want Matt to get involved. He didn’t need to know about that part of her life. It was better to forget about it. 

“I don’t think you’re taking this seriously enough.” 

“And I think your badge is getting to your head.” 

His jaw ticked and, as silly as it was, she found satisfaction in his annoyance. 

“My badge has nothing to do with it. I’m the Sheriff of the town and whether you like it or not, it is my duty to protect you and your shop.” 

She knew this, of course, but hearing him say it—declaring that the only reason he was there was because he had to be not because he wanted to be—cut a little deeper than she expected. 

Pushing aside the disappointment that someone could ruin what she’d worked so hard for, she squared her shoulders and glared at Matt with all the irritation she could muster. “Glad to see you care.” 

“I do,” he grunted in heated anger. 

“Because it’s your duty, right?” 

“That’s not what I meant.” 

It didn’t matter what he meant. All that mattered was the fact that the clock was ticking and if she didn’t get to work, she’d have a very upset birthday boy tomorrow.  

She squirted more soap on the sponge and scrubbed harder at the bowl in her hand.  

“Let me help you,” Matt said, reaching for the sponge she was holding, his fingers grazing her skin and causing a flurry of sparks to ignite along her arm. 

After all this time his touch still set her ablaze. She ignored her burning skin and focused on the water, the bowl, anything to keep from looking at him. 

“Give me the sponge,” he said, his voice low and demanding. 

The only reason he was offering was because he felt bad. She didn’t need his help, and she damn well didn’t need his pity either. She’d started this bakery from the ground up with little to no help. She could handle a few dishes. 

“I have it. You should go. I’m sure you have speeders to catch and a town to keep safe. I don’t need you cleaning up my mess.” 

He didn’t step away. His hand tightened on the sponge until she let go. She looked up, catching those gorgeous eyes of his. Her body betrayed her, a smile playing at the corner of her mouth as she lost herself in his gaze. 

“I’m not asking.” His tone was commanding and insisting, but she knew him. Or at least she once did. Despite everything, he was kind. It was all he knew. He was raised to be a gentleman, a quality so rare in the men she’d dated since him. She’d almost forgotten what it was like to have a man offer his help without expecting anything in return. 

There was no denying that Matt Hayes was a good man, but he was also a living, breathing reminder of the mistake she’d made—walking away from him so many years ago. They had been teenagers, but she’d loved him with every fiber of her being. 

Every guy she’d dated since then had fallen short…not just short, oh no, a football field length short of Matt and the connection they’d shared. 

No guy had turned her body to liquid heat the way Matt had from only a single look. Or ignited an explosion of fireworks up her arms and straight to her core from a simple touch. And no guy could ever make her feel like she was the most beautiful girl in the world—even after falling in a murky creek—like he had. 

Their summer together was so long ago, yet the memories were burned so vividly in her mind it was as if she could still smell the basil growing on his parents’ farm, feel his hands roaming up and down her body, his lips pressing hungrily against her own as they made out behind the tractor, trying to hide from his brothers and sisters. 

Memories—that’s all they were. She grabbed a rag and started wiping down the counters. Anything so she didn’t have to look at him and get sucked into that intense gaze again.  

 “Rub any harder and you might just put a hole in it,” he said a few moments later, snapping her out of her head and back to reality. She looked down at the stainless-steel counter that shined as brightly as polished silver.

“You sure you’re okay?” His voice like silk wrapped around her in a warm caress. 

She forced a smile, even though she wasn’t feeling very chipper at the moment, and lied. “I’m fine.” 

“‘I’m fine’ as in you are fine? Or ‘I’m fine’ as in ‘I’m not fine but I’m going to say I am so I don’t have to talk about it?’” 

She cocked an eyebrow at him. 

“Remember I have three sisters. I know when I’m being blown off.” 

He shut the water off and turned toward her, resting his backside against the sink. The muscles in his arms pressed firmly against the tan sleeves of his uniform as he crossed them over his chest. She swallowed down the desire the movement stirred inside her. 

She forced her eyes away from his biceps, fully aware that she’d been staring and staring hard. She only hoped she wasn’t slack-jawed and drooling. If she hoped his expression would key her in, she was sadly mistaken. A knowing smirk flitted across his mouth, his eyes twinkling in amusement.

 Refusing to play into his boyish charms, she continued scrubbing the counter. “I’m not blowing you off,” she finally managed.

“If you say so.” 

“I do.” 

They spent the next hour working side by side in silence until her kitchen was finally back to normal. 

“Let me walk you out,” Matt said, tossing a towel onto the edge of the sink. He had shed his top shirt at one point, and was down to a white undershirt that only managed to accent his hard muscles even more. She swore he did it on purpose after seeing how crossed arms got her all hot and bothered. He scooped up said shirt and pivoted toward her. 

“You go,” she said, tying her hot pink apron with white polka dots and black frilly trim around her waist. “I have five dozen cupcakes I have to make.” 

“Now?” Matt glanced over to the vintage cupcake clock. “It’s after eleven.” 

“Tommy Kramer will be six years old tomorrow, and he’s expecting five dozen dinosaur themed cupcakes.” 

“You still have plenty of cupcakes in the case up front. Tell his parents what happened. I’m sure they’ll understand.” 

“I can’t let him down.”

“He’s six. He’ll get over it.” 

“Six or sixty-six, he’s still my customer, and I always aim to please. I will accept nothing less.” 

“You’re a good person, Shay.” 

A slight smile lifted at the corner of her mouth. Maybe she was then and now, but it didn’t make up for the in between years when she hadn’t been. “Thanks for coming down here. Sorry to have wasted your time.” 

He stepped toward her, his gaze dark and serious. “Any time with you is not wasted.” 

She tried to ignore the butterflies taking flight in her stomach, swirling around in a joyous frenzy. Afraid she was blushing, she let her hair fall forward, creating a curtain to hide behind. 

 “I should get started,” Shay said and hurried over to the cabinets, pulling down the sugar and flour. It was late, and she was bone-dead tired, but once she started mixing ingredients, she’d come alive just like she always did. 

Matt slapped his hands down on the counter, startling the ever-living hell out of her.

“What do you need me to do?” he asked, taking the containers out of her hand and placing them on the counter. 

Her eyebrows pulled down. “What?” 

“We have five dozen cupcakes to make, don’t we?” 

“We?” 

“Did you honestly think I would bail on you?” 

“You’ve already spent so much time here. Don’t you have to get back to the station?” 

“Shift’s over.” 

“You’re the Sheriff. Your shift is never over.” 

“I have my phone on me in case of emergency.” 

“But you’re probably tired. You should go home and get some sleep.” 

“Are you going to stand here all night trying to get rid of me, or are you going to give me something to do?” 

He was always a straight to the point kind of guy—something she’d appreciated. No bullshit, no beating around the bush… It was refreshing. 

She gave him a sassy tilt of her head. “You know how to crack an egg?” 

“I think I can manage.” 

She slid a bowl across the counter to him. “In the fridge, top shelf.” 

“Yes ma’am.” 

She might not have been that girl anymore, but right now she was a girl in need, and she would take the help he was willing to give. 

Besides, it was just baking. It’s not like he was going to scoop her up and have his way with her on top of the fondant.   


Chapter 3

 

Matt’s back and feet hurt and… come to think of it, so did his hands and ass. He worked out four times a week, hiked on the weekends, and spent many early mornings rowing across the lake behind his log cabin, yet spending four hours bent over a counter making cupcakes, was seriously taking a toll on his body. It was downright pathetic, so he blamed it on lack of sleep. 

He skipped his morning row and headed to Main Street before his shift started. He needed to stop by his sister’s studio and, since he’d be a few doors down, he’d also stop in to check on Shay. He was the Sheriff, and it was the right thing to do after all. 

Matt parked his cruiser in one of the few spots alongside his sister’s building, Serenity Glass Blowing Studios. Kate had been up and running for three years now, and as an older brother, he couldn’t be prouder. She had a dream she wanted to make happen by her thirtieth birthday and she didn’t just follow it; she grabbed it by the balls and made the dream a reality. 

At thirty-three, she was the second oldest in the Hayes clan. Growing up they shared a lot of the same friends and were extremely close. It was a different bond than he had with his other siblings. Kate was his go-to whenever he needed advice. He trusted her opinion and respected her as a business woman and a person in general. 

He arched his back, giving it a good stretch before making his way toward the front. Multi-colored glass balls strung up by clear fishing line decorated the big front windows of the studio, and come midmorning when the sun sat just right in the sky, it would illuminate them and cast a rainbow of colors across the small space. 

The sign on the door was flipped to CLOSED, but Matt ignored it. Signs like that didn’t pertain to family. Even if it did, that wouldn’t have stopped him. Just like when they were kids and the girls would put “no boys allowed!!!!” signs on their doors as if that would keep him from entering. His sisters quickly learned it would take more than some angry written sign with too many exclamation points to keep him away. 

Being the oldest, he looked out for his younger sisters and brothers, even if that meant poking his nose where it didn’t belong. He couldn’t help himself. He was born to protect them, care for them, and he would do it whether they wanted him to or not. 

He looked around the front portion of the studio that was set up like a small shop. The shelves along the walls were lined with vases, glasses, and various shaped animal figurines. While handcrafted pedestals made out of refurbished wood—courtesy of Earl, the owner of Red Maple Falls Wood Studios—were placed meticulously throughout and showcased Kate’s larger pieces. 

“Anyone here?” he called out as he pulled the door behind him. The shop area was small, but what most people didn’t realize was there was also a back section of the studio where Kate did all of her work as well as teach classes.

He found her there rolling a metal rod with flaming bright glass across a flat surface. 

“Hey sis,” he said as he approached so he wouldn’t startle her. He made the mistake of doing that once, causing her to roll the rod a little too hard and sending it sailing out of her hold and across the concrete floor. The vase she’d been working on shattered into a million pieces, and he’d never felt so guilty in his life. He apologized a million times and brought her coffee for a week.  

Kate lifted her head, reddish blonde wisps falling free of her ponytail. “Matt! What are you doing here? I wasn’t expecting you.” 

Matt leaned against a table after making sure there was nothing breakable in sight. “A brother can’t stop by to say hi?” 

“Oh, he can, but you usually have a reason.” 

One thing about being so close—Kate could call him out from a mile away no matter how good his poker face was. There was no use dragging this out. He needed answers and Kate would be the only person who might have them. “Have you talked to Shay today?” 

Kate stopped and looked up, her brows pinching. “No, I haven’t. Should I have?” 

“Got a call last night that her alarm was going off. It looks like someone broke in.” 

“Oh my god! I had no idea. I’ve been here since the ass crack of dawn. I must’ve missed the gossip mill. If I’d known I would have stopped by this morning on my way in to check on her.” Kate’s head tilted. “Unless you were hoping I didn’t have any information so you could go check on her yourself.” 

Kate and Shay had been close friends ever since that first summer Shay arrived, and it was a friendship that had only gotten stronger over the years. 

If anybody in Red Maple Falls knew anything about Shay’s past it would be Kate. Matt hated to go behind Shay’s back in order to find out information, but Shay wasn’t talking, and he didn’t like how defensive she’d gotten when he had asked about her past. She was hiding something, and he was going to get to the bottom of it with or without her help. 

“I was planning on stopping by there anyway. Thank you,” he said with extra sarcasm.  

“Then why don’t you tell me why you’re really here.” Kate put down her tools and crossed her arms over her chest. “I’m not used to you beating around the bush, so get to it already.” 

Matt didn’t believe in bullshit or sugarcoating things. It was a quality he’d gotten from his grandfather. But for some reason this wasn’t easy to blurt out. There was something in the back of his head telling him to talk to Shay one more time. If she was in danger, he needed to know. How else would he be able to protect her? He didn’t have time to play games. Not if there were answers that could help him help her.  

“Has Shay ever mentioned anything about New York?” 

“She’s mentioned a lot actually. Anything in particular?” 

“An enemy?”

“Besides her mother?” 

“I’m serious. Is there someone she might have bad blood with?” 

The soft playful air that surrounded Kate vanished as the smile on her lips flattened into a straight line. “You think the break-in was personal?” 

“Her place was wrecked, but they didn’t take anything. So, to me, that says it was someone trying to send a message.” 

Kate’s bluish green eyes widened. “Do you think she’s in danger?” 

“It’s all speculation right now. I wanted to see if there were fingerprints left behind, but she started cleaning and tampering with things before I could. She told me not to worry about it.”

“But you can’t help yourself.” 

He shrugged. “I don’t want to not look into it and then she winds up hurt. I’d never forgive myself.” 

Kate gave him a knowing look. She didn’t need to say anything. That look said it all. Because you still love her. 

It had been so long since they’d been together, but the love he once had for her still burned like a fresh lit fire. No matter how hard he tried to snuff it out, it just kept coming back. They weren’t teenagers anymore, and so much time had passed, so much had happened, but every time he looked at her, it was like he was eighteen all over again—hopelessly and forever in love with her. 

Most of the time, he despised her for it. She’d ruined his chances of ever having a family because every time he started something with a girl, thinking that was his chance, he’d remember Shay. Try as he might, he couldn’t create the natural spark that Shay so easily ignited inside of him. When she left, she’d taken the spark with her. How the hell was he ever supposed to be with someone else when a part of him was missing? The part that made everything worthwhile, caused excitement and passion. Drove him crazy with desire and want. 

Sex for him had become a means to an end. A need for release and little else. He’d tried to forget about Shay, let go of what they had because clearly it was something made of fairy tales and only set him up for failure, but he couldn’t. She had infected his heart, staking her claim, and ruining his chances at happiness. 

Who knew a girl from New York had that much power?

 “She doesn’t talk about New York,” Kate said. “Not anymore at least. I always assumed something happened. Why else would she come back here after all this time? Especially right after her grandparents left for Florida.” 

“Did she have a boyfriend?” Matt growled despite his attempts to keep his feelings out of his tone. The thought of Shay with another man made his jaw tick, his teeth grind, and every muscle from his neck to his shoulder blades to tense. 

“Of course. It’s not like she was celibate for the past seventeen years. She dated. A few were serious.” 

“Did she ever give you the impression that they…” He couldn’t get the words out. If he had even an inkling of suspicion that a man would hurt Shay in any way, he’d drive all the way to New York and make them pay for every tear, every ounce of pain she ever felt because of them. 

“That they were what? Abusive?” Kate’s voice held the disbelief he secretly hoped for. “God no. At least I don’t think so. Some were jerks, some more than others, but just stupid stuff. Nothing like that.” 

Relief settled through him, easing the tension that had been pulling painfully tight. 

“Don’t you think if she suspected someone she’d tell you?” 

He’d like to think so, but he wasn’t so sure. Once upon a time Shay told him everything, but not anymore. Before last night he’d done his best to avoid her, and on the off chance he couldn’t, their conversations had mostly consisted of pleasantries and awkward observations about the weather. 

“Did she have any idea of who it might be?” 

“She said it was probably some teenagers.” 

“Maybe it was the Johns boy. I’ve been hearing musings around town about him causing trouble.” 

“He would have been my first guess, but I was with him and a group of other kids on the other side of town right before getting the call for the alarm.” 

“Oh.” 

“Exactly.” Matt ran a hand over the day-old stubble on his chin. He’d been too tired to shave this morning and said the hell with it. “I’m going to head over there now and talk to her again. Do me a favor? Don’t tell her about this conversation.” 

“You want me to lie to my friend for you?”

“Just withholding information.” 

“Funny. You’re asking me to do exactly what you wish Shay wouldn’t.” 

“So?” 

“Just thought I’d point out the irony.” 

“Don’t be a smartass.”

“But I’m so good at it.” 

He cocked an eyebrow at her, and her face softened. 

“I won’t say anything. Just keep our girl safe.” 

Our girl. If only Shay was his girl. If only he’d gone after her sooner… If only he hadn’t succumbed to the fear that their differences did in fact divide them. 

It was ancient history though, and not something he cared to think about anymore. There was no use dwelling on the would have, could have, should have’s of life. 

He’d keep her safe because it was his duty to do so. “I will.” He gave a nod to Kate and headed toward the entrance when she called out to him. 

“Do me a favor and flip the sign to open.” She smiled big when he grunted. “Thanks!” 

“Any word on if they rented out the other unit?” Matt asked, deciding he had a few more seconds to kill. Kate’s studio was connected to another unit that used to be occupied by Mae’s Toys, but when Mae fell and broke a hip a year ago, she’d had no choice but to close shop. The unit had been empty since. Everyone in Red Maple Falls was waiting to see what would open up. George Peters, a crazy old man with too much time on his hands, was taking bets. Last Matt heard, the pool was getting pretty high. 

Gambling was illegal in their parts, but Matt chose to ignore it. George was harmless, and if it kept him from bugging Matt about the street light that was installed last year down on Roanoke Blvd, then he could keep on taking bets. 

“Not yet. I’m just hoping whoever moves in is as sweet as Mae.” 

“Big shoes to fill,” Matt said. 

“Tell me about it. She was the best neighbor, and the kids always dragged their parents in here to watch me. I got so many sales because of that.” 

“I’m sure you’ll luck out and get someone great.”

“I hope so.” 

Matt rested his hand on her shoulder. “Just have a little faith. I’ll see you at dinner tonight.” He gave a squeeze and let his hand fall back to his side. 

“I heard through the grapevines that Mason has big news,” Kate said and Matt stopped in his tracks.  

At twenty-seven, Mason was fourth in the Hayes sibling lineup. While he often kept to himself, he was the go-to person for most of his brothers and sisters. He was the quiet, shy one, which is probably why he was extremely insightful. He might have lacked the extrovert gene, but he made up for it in dry wit that either left people laughing or scratching their heads. 

“How do I not know about this?” Matt asked, not happy to be left in the dark. He was usually the first to know about everything in their family, or at least he thought he was. If there was news or drama, he was always on the inside.

“That’s what I hear.” 

“From who?” 

Kate smirked. “Wouldn’t you like to know.” If he were fifteen, he would have grabbed her in a headlock and given her a noogie, but he was an adult, the Sheriff of an entire town; as much as he wanted to, he couldn’t resort to childish tactics. 

“You’re not going to tell me?” 

“And reveal my sources?” She shook her head. “Not a chance.” 

With an obnoxious smile, Kate turned back to whatever it was she was working on, and Matt headed out. As soon as the fresh spring air surrounded him, he reached into his pocket and pulled out his phone. 

He found Mason’s name and hit call, but unfortunately got his voicemail. There was no point leaving a message. Mason was notorious for never listening to them. Matt would have to wait and find out the news like the rest of the family. 

 Besides, he had more important things to worry about right now. 

Shay’s bakery was only a few doors down, so he left his car and made his way over. 

***

Working as a VP of Marketing for a Fortune 500 in her old life made Shay used to functioning on little to no sleep. She’d put in long hours at the office and followed it up by meeting colleagues and clients for dinner then drinks. She’d be lucky if she managed to clock four hours of sleep a night. As long as she had her coffee, she would make it through the day no problem. 

She took a sip of the glorious liquid then finished boxing the last of Tommy Kramer’s cupcakes. According to her clock, Sarah Kramer would be arriving in ten minutes to pick them up. 

When she’d come into her shop last night and seen the disaster, she never would have thought she’d be able to clean up and remake all those cupcakes. If it hadn’t been for Matt, she probably wouldn’t have been able to pull it off. He’d saved her butt big time, and she owed him. 

At the same time, she hoped they could both forget about it. 

Shay closed the lid of the last white cardboard box and taped it in place before tying her signature ties, a pair of pink and white, and the other white and black, around the box. She should have finished up over an hour ago, but from the moment she walked in this morning, people had been stopping in to check on her. Apparently, word had gotten out about the break-in and everyone was concerned about her well-being. As exhausting as it was assuring everyone she was okay, it was nice to have people care. It was also nice that not a single person could resist a purchase after walking in the door. 

The bell above her door rang, and she turned with a smile ready to greet another concerned citizen. Her breath caught in her throat at the sight of Matt with dark stubble on his face. His usual combed hair was unkempt like he’d just rolled out of bed. 

Her teeth slid over her lip as she imagined him waking up first thing in the morning, ruffled hair, bare chest, droopy eyes… oh my. Heat swelled in her chest and crept up her neck. Before the warmth made it to her cheeks and gave her away, she quickly pushed those thoughts far out of her mind. 

“Good morning,” he said as he approached the counter. 

“Morning,” she replied with her normal chipper tone. 

“How do you do it?” 

Confusion tugged at the space between her eyebrows. “Do what?” 

“Look as if you got a full night’s sleep.” 

 She smiled. “Used to it I guess. I had a busy schedule back in New York. After a while sleep becomes a luxury and not a necessity. Plus, lots of coffee.” 

 On closer inspection, she could see the tiredness in his eyes. His lids were heavier than usual, his normally bright green eyes dull. Suddenly, she felt horrible for keeping him up all night. 

It’s not like his job was mindless, like he just had to go through the motions. He needed to be alert twenty-four-seven. Not that there was really any danger in Red Maple Falls, but Matt Hayes still kept the people of this small town safe by making sure they didn’t speed, helping old women cross the street, and keeping old man Simpson from getting too far on his tractor when he had one too many sips of moonshine. 

Matt protected people, gave them a feeling of security, and she didn’t want to compromise that. 

“I’m so sorry. I should have insisted you go home.” 

“Like I would have listened.” 

“That’s true. I tend to forget how stubborn you are.” 

“Family trait.” 

“Are you hungry? Want some coffee? Whatever you want, it’s on the house.” 

His eyes scanned down to the display case, and he pointed at a blueberry scone. “That’s looking pretty good.” 

“You got it.” Shay grabbed a light pink paper bag with her logo—a cupcake with a hot pink and black striped baking cup and Sweet Dreams Bakery written in cursive above—and placed the scone inside. “Let me get you a cup of coffee, too. You look like you need it.” 

“Is that your way of saying I look like shit?” 

Shay froze as she placed the bag on the counter beside the register. “No, of course not.” She didn’t even think that was possible. 

“Not everyone can look as beautiful as you do on no sleep, you know.” 

Her heart came to a stop before jumping into overdrive. Heat crept up her neck and into her cheeks before she could control it. She didn’t waver in her response, hoping he wouldn’t notice how flustered his words made her. “We all know that is not true, pretty boy.” 

“Pretty boy?” 

Shay shrugged. “Sheriff or not, you are and always will be a Hayes boy.” 

The Hayes brothers were the hottest bachelors in town—kind, each charming in their own ways, and undeniably sexy as hell. They all had a distinct look but shared a smoldering gaze that could make a girl weak in the knees. 

Matt shook his head at Shay’s words. There was no arguing that point; it was a stigma he’d been stuck with for as long as she’d known him. The brothers were the subject of many girl crushes, and now they were objects of desire, stars of fantasies and daydreams.  

“To answer your question,” she said. “You don’t look like shit, you just look a little tired.” 

That damn gaze of his locked on hers, and she felt unsteady on her feet. She wondered if he knew how much he affected her still. 

“Coffee would be great,” he said, flashing her that sexy lopsided smile of his. Shay quickly tore her eyes away before her body melted to the floor like overheated chocolate. “You should really think about putting some cameras up.” 

She had hoped he would let last night’s disaster go, but she should’ve known better. Matt Hayes didn’t let anything go. But if it wasn’t some punk kid and it was, as Matt suggested, someone she knew then the last thing she wanted was for Matt to get involved. 

The mess she left behind in New York was her problem and her problem alone. She thought leaving would fix things, but maybe it made things worse. Either way, it was a personal matter and one she would have to deal with on her own. 

With a deep breath, she took hold of his coffee and turned back to him. “I don’t think that’s necessary.” She slid the coffee across the counter. “Milk, one sugar, right?” 

“You remember.” 

“My grandma always said I have a steel trap for a brain.” 

“How are your grandparents?” 

“Good. Enjoying the warmth of Florida and not missing the snow at all.” 

Her grandparents had bought a second home in Florida a few years back and spent most of their time there. It was only supposed to be for winter, but after time they came home less and less. They were kind enough to let Shay stay at their place while they were basking in the sun. They’d insisted she’d be doing them a favor by keeping an eye on things and helping with the upkeep. 

“They’re even taking salsa lessons.” 

Matt laughed—the same reaction Shay’d had when her seventy-five-year-old grandma had shared the news with her. 

“I can’t picture that.” 

“I don’t want to,” Shay said and this time they both laughed. 

Shay had always loved his laugh. It softened his features and made his green eyes sparkle. 

Matt looked down at the coffee cup with trepidation. 

“You didn’t tell me the cup was pink.” 

“Does that bother you?” 

“I mean it’s pink.” 

“It’s not like it’s going to infect you and turn you into a girl. It’s just a cup.” 

“If you say so.” 

She rolled her eyes, and Matt took the cup into his hands, examining it like it was a foreign object. 

She laughed and his face fell. 

“What?” he asked 

 “Just thinking how cute you look with that pink cup.” 

“You’re enjoying this way too much.” 

“Maybe.” 

“Have you had any more thoughts about who could have broken in here?” Matt asked, completely knocking Shay off guard and reminding her that Matt was a stubborn mule. 

“No,” she lied. “I have no idea who would do something like that.” 

“Are you sure?” 

Frustration bubbled inside of her, but she took a calming breath, pushing it down. “I’m sure.” 

“You plan on staying after hours tonight?” 

“I don’t know. Why?” 

“It’s not safe to be here by yourself, given the circumstances.” 

Shay rolled her eyes. “You’re being ridiculous. I doubt they’ll be coming back.” 

“It’s better to be safe than sorry. I don’t want to have to worry about you if I don’t have to.”

That stupid anger only he could provoke rose inside of her. “Then don’t. It’s as simple as that. I lived almost my whole life in New York City, a place where there actually is a crime rate. I took the subways at all hours of the night, walked the streets—” She sucked in a startled breath slapping her hand over her mouth like she was in disbelief and lowered her voice. “And most times I was…get this… alone. Without Mr. Sheriff Man worrying about me. I survived then and I’ll survive now. If you want to waste your time worrying that’s your problem, not mine.” 

“You’re being completely unreasonable.” 

A laugh bubbled out of her. “Do you even hear yourself? You can’t get safer than Red Maple Falls. I’m not concerned, and you shouldn’t be either. Besides, this is my bakery and I refuse… re-fuse to let anyone or anything keep me from it. So, don’t ask me to.” 

“Can see you’re just as stubborn as you once were.” 

“Look who’s talking.” 

 “You give me no choice, then. I’ll drive by on my way home from my parents tonight just to make sure everything’s okay.” 

“Be my guest. Maybe then you’ll realize you’re overreacting.”

“I don’t overreact.” 

Another obnoxious laugh exploded out of her. Was he really going to stand there—with a straight face, no less—and say that like it was the truth? He was delusional. 

It’s not like her bakery was a crime scene with blood and guts. A few things got tossed around, a few dozen cupcakes were destroyed. The mess was cleaned up and forgotten just as the situation should have been. 

The bell above the door rang, and Tommy Kramer came running in like he was shot out of cannon. “We’re here for my cupcakes!” he declared, and not wanting to ignore an excited birthday boy, Shay leaned across the counter and offered him a warm smile. 

“They are right here waiting for you. And you know what?” 

“What?” His eyes lit up in curiosity, the freckles on his cheek defined by the big smile spreading wide. 

“I have a special one right here I’m only allowed to give to someone on their birthday.” 

“It’s my birthday!” Tommy exclaimed. 

“It is?” 

He nodded with the excitement and joy Shay so adored. 

“Then this is for you.” Shay handed him a cupcake with a fondant birthday hat on top. 

“Mom, look what I got!”

“Thank you, Shay,” Sarah Kramer said with a big smile before bending down to her son’s level to admire his cupcake. 

“Isn’t it awesome, Mom? Can I eat it now? Can I? Please?” 

“You’re a good person, Shay Michaels,” Matt said just loud enough for her to hear. “While I’d love to stay for you to mock me some more, I have to get going. I’ll drive by later.” 

“Suit yourself. If you want to waste your time, I’m not going to stop you.” 

“Making sure you’re safe isn’t wasting my time.”  

Before she could think of a retort, Matt crouched down to wish little Tommy Kramer a happy birthday before disappearing out the door.


Chapter 4

 

Sunday night dinner at the Hayes family farm had been a tradition for as long as Matt could remember. Even as a teenager he’d had to make plans around dinner or invite whoever he was with to come along. His parents were pretty lenient when it came to most things, but his mother would never budge on Sunday night dinner. 

The whole clan would be there except for Daisy and Cooper.

Cooper’s backpacking adventure was a mystery to Matt. Matt loved his youngest brother, but he didn’t understand him. Cooper was a nomad, never staying in one place for too long, always out looking for the next big journey. Matt only hoped that whatever Cooper was looking for, he would find it. He missed his little brother. Missed having him around to go fishing together, hike through the mountains to Angel’s Den, and having him around to help with the farm. 

All the siblings kicked in their time to help Mom and Dad manage Basil Hill Farms. It was made famous by their annual Fall Festival that started the last week of September and ran through the first week of November every year since Matt was seven. It was all hands on deck to get through the season. 

Matt and Cooper used to plan the corn maze, spending hours coming up with a design before bringing it to their father who was the mastermind behind turning their idea into a reality. This year Matt would be doing it on his own unless Cooper decided to come home. Matt wasn’t going to hold his breath. 

Hadley pulled up in the driveway beside him and Matt got out of the car to greet his second youngest sister. She slipped out of her beat up red S-10 pickup, and her latest foster dog, Bubbles—a pit bull/husky mix that Hadley called a pitsky—jumped out. He had a white face with a band of brown fur that started right at the edge of his head and went right into his ears, making it look like he was wearing a headband. His crystal blue eyes could easily make you drop a few scraps from the table. 

Bubbles ran right to Matt who bent down to pet him. 

“Hey Mattie,” Hadley said. The nickname would have bothered him coming from anyone else, but Hadley had been calling him that ever since she could talk and because of that, and that alone, she was the only one allowed to use it. 

“Hey sis,” he said, standing up and wrapping her in a hug. 

While all the other siblings had their own thing going on, Hadley devoted all of her time to helping their parents with the farm. She did everything from running the shop where they sold fresh cut vegetables, flowers, eggs, milk, and homemade pies, to working in the fields and cleaning out the chicken coops. 

A dirty blonde strand fell from Hadley’s bob, and she quickly pushed it back into place. “I heard Shay’s place got broken into. Is she okay?” 

Word spreads fast in their small town. 

“She’s fine. Whoever it was just left a little mess, nothing too crazy.” 

“Thank god. Do you have any idea who it could have been?” 

Matt shook his head, wishing he had a better answer. “No, but I’m looking into it.” 

“Good. That shop is Shay’s life. I’d hate to see the person responsible get away with it.” 

“That makes two of us. Now come on. Let’s get in there before Mom sends out the search party.” 

Hadley looked down at her watch. “Five after. I’m surprised she hasn’t already.” Hadley patted her leg. “Come on, Bubbles.” Bubbles, who was sniffing along the far-right side of the house, came running. 

“Any interest in him yet?”

“There’s a couple in North Conway that are interested. They have a dog already, though, so they want to make sure they’ll get along. We’re trying to coordinate a meeting. Hopefully all will go well, and Bubbles will have a new home.” 

“Won’t you be sad to see him go?” Matt didn’t know how his sister did it. Taking in dog after dog, sometimes months at a time, before saying goodbye. 

“It’s always a little sad, but then I think of the life they get to have they might not have been able to, and then I’m not sad anymore. Just happy.” 

Bubbles led the way, running up the stairs and excitedly wagging his tail while he waited for them. 

“What do you think Mason’s big news is?” Hadley asked. 

“How do you know he has news?” 

Hadley plucked a piece of dog hair from her shirt. “Spoke to Kate this afternoon. Jealous you weren’t the first to find out?” 

“Don’t be ridiculous.” 

Hadley’s eyebrow rose. “You’re the one moping.” 

“I’m not moping.” 

“Sure, you’re not. So, any guesses?” 

“Maybe he met someone.” 

Hadley laughed. “Yeah sure. I swear my brothers are destined to be forever bachelors.” 

“Like you should talk. At least we date.” 

“I date.” 

This time Matt laughed. “When?” 

“It’s not my fault my brother is the Sheriff and scares off any guy who is remotely interested.” 

“I did that once. Besides, you should be thanking me. Steve Radley is a loser. And if that’s not enough… ‘Hadley Radley?’ Come on. I did you a massive favor.” 

“Fine, I’ll give it to you, but that’s not the point.” 

“Yes, it is.” 

“No, it isn’t!” 

Matt held the door for his sister, and she rolled her eyes as she passed. He waited for Bubbles to go in before he followed. 

The mouth-watering aroma of fresh sauce, basil, and garlic, permeated the air. Matt’s stomach growled in response. 

He hadn’t eaten anything other than the blueberry scone Shay had given him earlier. He’d been running mainly on coffee. 

“Is that my babies?” Carol Hayes called out from the kitchen. 

“They’re in their thirties; they are not babies anymore,” Jonathon Hayes, the patriarch of the family, responded to his wife.

Matt walked into the kitchen as his mom swatted his father’s chest. “You shush. They will always be my babies. Now out of my kitchen.” 

Matt gave a sympathetic look to his father as he left the room. 

“Hi Mom,” Matt said as he stepped into her outstretched arms, making sure to avoid the wooden spoon she held in her right hand. He might be a thirty-five-year old man who carried a gun for a living, but that wooden spoon still gave him nightmares. Not that she’d ever actually hit him with it—hard—but the threat had always been enough to put the fear of God in him. 

“Dinner smells delicious.” He went to stick his finger in the sauce, and she smacked his knuckles with the spoon. 

“Matthew Jonathon Hayes, don’t you even think about it.” 

“Come on, Mom. Just a taste.” 

“You can wait to taste just like everyone else.” 

He tilted his head, and his mom laughed. “Fine, but don’t tell your father.” She took a piece of Italian bread, dipped it in the sauce, and handed it over. 

He gave her a kiss on her cheek and pulled back. “You’re the best.” 

“I know,” she responded with a big smile. “Now go on inside. Mason and your father are tasting one of Mason’s new batches. 

His mom didn’t have to tell him twice. Mason was a homebrewer and always brought samples for his family to taste. Matt was particularly fond of Mason’s coffee oatmeal stout. He could easily throw a few back when he was off duty, relaxing on his deck. 

Matt walked into the oversized den that was just off the living room. Mason was pouring out a dark beer into small tasting glasses. Kate was lounged in the Lazy Boy in the corner, and Bubbles found a comfortable spot at her feet. 

“What do we have today?” Matt asked as he entered the room. 

“Hey son,” his dad said, walking over and giving him a proper greeting. “Mason here is letting us try a maple bacon porter.” 

The flavor instantly reminded Matt of Shay’s famous cupcake, and he found himself biting back a smile as he thought of her. That was new—usually when he thought of her he got annoyed or angry.

 “Sounds delicious,” Matt said as he gave Mason a pat on the back. 

Mason handed him a small glass. “Hopefully it tastes as good as it sounds.” 

Hadley came into the room and took a glass off the table. “Let’s find out.” 

Unlike Kate, who preferred a nice red wine, Hadley loved a good beer. 

“Here goes nothing,” Mason said, holding up his glass. The four of them clinked their glasses together then took a sip. 

It was quiet for a moment while they let the liquid settle over their taste buds. Kate leaned forward on the chair, her eyes fixated on the group. She might not have liked beer, but she was always interested in everyone’s thoughts. 

“Holy crap, that’s good,” Hadley finally said, and the slightest of smiles tugged at the corner of Mason’s mouth. If you blinked, you would have missed it. 

“Nicely done, son,” Jonathon Hayes declared, patting Mason on the back then taking another sip. “I think this is your best so far.” 

“I agree,” Matt added. “Really good. I like how the smoky bacon taste hits you on the back end and doesn’t overpower the beer.”

“That’s what I was going for.” 

Matt nodded toward his brother. “So, what’s this big news I’ve been hearing about?” They’d tasted the beer, and now it was time to get down to business. He had waited long enough, and his patience was starting to wane. He hated when anyone in his family knew anything before he did. Hated even more when his family kept things from him. 

“All in due time,” Mason said. “I’m waiting for Grandma and Grandpa to get here.” 

“They should be here shortly,” Carol Hayes announced as she came to a stop by her husband’s side. She placed a plate of mini quiches on the table for them to snack on. Matt scooped up two before
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