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        “All the happy feels are what this book is made of.”

        ANGI, GOODREADS

      

      

      

      
        
        
        “This is one of those books where you just sit back and hang on for the ride of your life.”

        KRISTEN, GOODREADS

      

      

      

      
        
        
        “laugh out loud entertaining”

        ANGIE BENGSTON

      

      

      

      
        
        
        “I have fallen as in love with Mudville as Brandon has...but I do advise not reading before bed if you have to work in the morning. I couldn't put it down.”

        PANSY, GOODREADS
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      “Good morning, Brandon.”

      I glanced up at my assistant Mina and scratched the day-old stubble on my chin, pulling myself out of the spreadsheet I’d been engrossed in on my computer screen.

      “Good morning.” My voice sounded gruff as I realized she was the first person I’d spoken to this morning.

      “Exciting day today. The results are here.” She beamed with more than her usual morning cheer.

      The enthusiasm with which she delivered that news pulled me out of the daze I’d fallen into after staring at numbers in the silent office for—I glanced at the time—three hours.

      I scrubbed both hands over my face, trying to rally a modicum of the energy my young assistant possessed naturally, while she drank only herbal tea. I should probably find out what she ate to give her that glowing skin and unending energy.

      Even then I knew I’d never have her inherent perkiness. It must be a mid-west thing. At least I believed that’s where she was from.

      “And which results are those?” I frowned, still trying to pinpoint what she might find especially exciting and worthy of a special mention. Then I remembered. “Oh, is it last night’s debate numbers?”

      That I could get excited over too. I had twenty-four/seven access to our social media ad analytics, but I was waiting on the results of multiple voter polls.

      It was an election year and I co-owned a company responsible for analyzing data. That data was then used to direct some of the leading candidates’ social media targeting for their campaign advertising.

      It was a job that kept me tied to my desk sometimes twenty hours a day. There was a reason I had a nice long sofa in my office. Too often it served as my bed.

      I lived and breathed statistics, but it was a surprise and a novelty to see Mina so very excited about it too. Maybe I’d rubbed off on the twenty-two-year old.

      In fact, perhaps I could be her mentor. She’d be my protégé. I could guide her through the fascinating world of demographic analytics.

      She let out a giggle. “No. It’s the Family Tree Heritage results.”

      “Oh. That.” My flat reply sounded about as enthusiastic as I felt about this whole Family Tree thing that had been forced upon me.

      The company-wide DNA test had been my partner Josh’s idea. He’d thought it would be a good corporate team building exercise. That we could see how alike we were in our differences.

      He was the Kumbaya half of our partnership. The earthy-crunchy feel good part, as opposed to me. I was the just the facts half. I left all the people-y stuff to him.

      But since my involvement in this heritage test thing had been limited to the couple of seconds it took me to swab inside my cheek and hand off the apparatus to Mina, I’d agreed and hadn’t thought about it again.

      Three weeks later, it seemed that heritage pigeon had come home to roost. In my very own family tree, apparently.

      “Don’t sound so excited about it.” She shook her head and smiled as she set down a large envelope as well as the mug of coffee she’d been holding hostage until now.

      Reaching between the stacks of papers on my desk to snag the mug, I eyed the envelope.

      I was more interested in the design of the tree logo artfully splayed across the front, its branches framing the address label, than what was inside making it so damn thick.

      Stifling a groan, I sighed. “I suppose Josh expects me to review that.”

      I wrinkled my nose at the prospect. My partner had talked about planning a meeting where we’d all compare our findings.

      Mina’s tinkling laugh brought my gaze up.

      “What?” I asked.

      “You. You’re the hardest working man I know, but only when it’s something you’re interested in. Otherwise you’ll procrastinate forever.”

      I snorted at the accuracy of her assessment.

      She took a step closer. “Want me to review your results and give you the highlights?”

      My eyes widened at the offer. “Would you?”

      She rolled her eyes at my obvious and overwhelming relief. “Yes. I’d be happy to. I find this stuff interesting. My results were fascinating. Apparently, I’m descended from Scottish royalty.”

      “Well, good for you. Here. Have at it.” I picked up the hefty envelope and handed to her. “If I need to take over the throne for any dearly departed relations overseas, give me a heads up.”

      “Will do.” She smiled.

      I tended to lose myself in work. Hours could have passed for all I knew—it felt like just minutes to me—but all too soon a message from Josh popped up on my computer.

      Yes, I know, every efficiency expert on record says to turn off notifications. And I do for everything, including our internal interoffice messaging system, except for messages from Josh.

      I trusted him to not bother me unless it’s something that couldn’t wait . . . I might have to reevaluate that assumption.

      JOSH: Did you get your DNA results?

      Sighing, I decided I would be very happy when he got this DNA crap out of his system. Until then, I guess I was stuck.

      I typed in a reply.

      BRANDON: Yes.

      That was all he was getting on this matter. Partially because I had nothing else to say. Mostly because I was annoyed at the interruption.

      Although since he’d already broken my concentration, now might be a good time to stand up, stretch, and get a fresh cup of coffee.

      I glanced at the clock and it told me what the sun high in the sky already had—it had been hours since I’d even glanced up from the screen.

      The ping from my computer, which I heard from across the room where my personal one-cup coffee maker was currently spewing out fresh hot brew into my mug, told me Josh wasn’t done with the conversation yet.

      I waited for the final drip, grabbed the mug and took my steaming black coffee back to my desk. His message sat in the corner of the screen, blinking at me annoyingly.

      JOSH: What did you think? I’m going to call an all-hands meeting for this afternoon to discuss.

      I knew it. Just getting the results weren’t going to be the end of this little project of his. I drew in a sip and then set the mug down to reply.

      BRANDON: Fine.

      JOSH: What’s with the one-word answers?

      I shook my head and couldn’t help a laugh. No wonder I didn’t miss having a serious relationship since launching this venture two years ago. Josh was needier than any girlfriend I’d ever had.

      BRANDON: Just busy.

      I was going to leave it at that but decided if I didn’t placate him, this conversation would go on forever and I’d never get my work done. I added See you at the meeting and hit to send the message.

      But then I realized something. Josh was all about full participation at the all-hands meetings. Every employee was invited, from the head office to the guy who delivered the mail and made sure we didn’t run out of coffee pods, and everyone got a chance to speak.

      That meant I’d have to comment on my results. The results I hadn’t even laid eyes on.

      I reached for the intercom and pushed the button. “Mina? Can you come in here?”

      She appeared in the doorway, still chewing. “Yes?” she asked after swallowing.

      I realized what a dick I was. Not only was my assistant eating lunch at her desk, no doubt while working, but I’d just interrupted her meal.

      “I’m so sorry. I didn’t realize you were having lunch.”

      She shook her head and waved away my concern. “No worries. What’s up?”

      I made a mental note to get her a little token of my appreciation. A pedicure or a massage or something, then I realized that I’d have to figure out how to do any of those things since she was the one who always handled gifts from me to others.

      Maybe Josh’s assistant would do it for me.

      Or maybe I needed to start doing some things for myself. If Mina ever quit, I’d be screwed.

      “Um, so Josh is talking about calling an all-hands to discuss this DNA thing.”

      I still felt silly using the term all-hands. Josh had heard that’s what Jeff Bezos called his corporate-wide meetings and decided we would too. I didn’t think us borrowing Bezos’s lexicon would help us grow as big as Amazon, but it made my partner happy.

      Meanwhile, Mina’s eyes had widened and she held up one finger. “Hang on. I have your results.”

      I was going to tell her it could wait until after she’d finished eating, but she’d already skidded out through the doorway.

      She was back in seconds, the thick sheaf of papers in her hand decorated with multicolor sticky notes.

      I lifted my brows. “I see you had time to review it.”

      “Oh, yeah. It’s really fascinating. I know you weren’t enthused but I think you’re going to be excited about the results.”

      Doubtful. I kept my rude assumption to myself out of respect for all her hard work.

      She stood in front of me like a schoolgirl about to deliver an oral report.

      Happy I didn’t have to research and write that report myself, I grabbed my mug, leaned back, and waited for her to begin.

      “So, apparently you’re one of the last members of your family to take this test because both your parents, and two of your grandparents are already listed in the database.”

      I nodded, remembering a couple of years ago when my mother had been on a DNA kick and given everyone the tests for Christmas. I’d never gotten around to taking mine then.

      Mina continued, “No surprise, you’re mostly European. But this was fun . . . You’re also six percent Native American.”

      “Really? Hmm.”

      Okay, maybe this was a little bit interesting. Still not worthy of all the hype Josh was throwing at it.

      “Now, here’s the most fun part. When I was mailing your Christmas cards, didn’t you say you have no cousins?”

      I pocketed more guilt that this woman had handled my personal family Christmas cards along with the corporate ones and answered. “Pretty much, yeah.”

      As an only-child born to two only-children, I had no first cousins. Family holidays had been pretty small—and boring affairs growing up.

      “Well, there are two people, just about your age, who are showing as close DNA matches. I’m thinking they’re cousins of yours.”

      “Really? What are their names?” I asked, curious in spite of myself.

      I supposed there had to be some very distant cousins from my great-grandparents' and my grandparents’ generation but I didn’t remember ever meeting them.

      Perhaps these two people were from that line of the family.

      “Amanda and Christopher Van de Berg. Born to Michael and Rita Van de Berg in 1988 and 1990, respectively.”

      “Can I see?” I extended my hand for the papers.

      “Sure.” Mina’s smile spoke volumes as she handed them to me.

      “Stop looking so smug,” I said, staring down at the papers but still feeling her glow of satisfaction, all because I was showing interest in this bullshit.

      She chuckled as I fought my own smile.

      “Go finish your lunch,” I said. “And tomorrow, go out for lunch, please, on me. Put it on the corporate card. I don’t want you chained to your desk for meals.”

      “I learned from the best but thank you. I will go out tomorrow, on you.” She flounced out of the room but I was already engrossed in this Van de Berg family tree.

      Frank, born 1908. His son Robert, born in 1933. His son Michael, born in 1961. And finally Amanda and Christopher, who were, as Mina had said, close to my own age.

      I’d never heard the Van de Berg name before. Yet my family and theirs shared DNA.

      Of course, it could be a glitch. How accurate were these tests, anyway? I’m sure Josh had an answer to that question. Asking it could be part of my participation in today’s meeting.

      Perfect. Homework assignment complete.

      Since my concentration was good and broken now, I decided to do a quick scan of my email inbox before getting back to work on the project I’d spent all morning on.

      I tossed the papers aside, satisfied I could provide enough during the all-hands to make Josh happy. I’d deliver the fascinating news that I was European and Native American, had possibly two distant cousins I’d never met, then file the report and probably never look at it again.

      That had been the plan until at the top of my inbox was an email to me from Family Tree Heritage and the subject line read, You have a new message from Amanda Van de Berg.

      So much for my plan. Damn you, Josh, and your damn test too.

      This was a rabbit hole I didn’t feel like falling down right now. I still had too much work to do. I was about to click to close my inbox but something had me opening the email instead.

      There it was, a message from my supposed cousin Amanda.

      A long message full of exuberance and what amounted to pages of information about her and her brother, her parents and the history of the Van de Berg family in the town of Mudville, New York.

      Mudville. Where the hell was Mudville?

      Curious, I googled and found it on a map.

      The town was only about a three-hour drive from the city. Surprising, since I’d never heard of it.

      I was still absorbing all the information when Josh knocked on my open door.

      “Shit. Is it time for the all-hands?” I asked, realizing that between this long ass email and the meeting, my afternoon was going to be completely blown by this heritage crap.

      “Not yet. Just stopping in to see how you’re doing.”

      “I’m doing fine. Why?” I frowned. Did I not look like I was fine?

      “When was the last time you went home?” he asked.

      My frown deepened, not only because I couldn’t answer that question without thinking much too hard about it, but because Josh had asked at all.

      I glanced down at myself. I kept clothes at the office. Toiletries too. And the gym I belonged to just down the block had a shower. I was in a fresh shirt.

      I’d even shaven this morning. . . Or no. I ran my hand over my stubble. That had been yesterday morning.

      I shook my head, still confused. “I don’t know. Does it matter?”

      His eyes popped wide. “Brandon. You can’t work twenty-four/seven.”

      “I don’t. I slept a full six hours last night.”

      He blew out a loud puff of air and hooked a thumb toward my couch. “On that sofa?”

      “It’s very comfortable.” Long enough for my six-foot frame. Firm. Wide. It was the reason I’d chosen it.

      With the blanket and pillow I kept in the closet, the couch made a great bed in a pinch. And it was so much closer than my apartment in Williamsburg. A walk across the room was better than a subway or a cab ride any day.

      Josh drew in a breath, leveling his eyes on me. “I want you to take some time off.”

      With the waves of his dark hair nearly reaching his shoulders, while mine was dirty blonde and cropped short, my college best friend and I couldn’t have looked more different. But we’d always shared the same drive when it came to this company . . . at least I’d thought we had.

      I shook my head again. “I don’t need to—”

      “Don’t wait until you need a break. Then it’ll be too late. I don’t need a partner in the hospital from a nervous breakdown.”

      “I’m not going to have a nerv—”

      “You will if you keep up this pace.” My formerly laidback friend interrupted me yet again.

      I let out a sigh, not knowing where his unwarranted concern was coming from. “It’s only until the election.”

      “The election isn’t for another seven months,” he pointed out.

      I opened my hands wide, my upraised palms as empty as my brain of ideas for how to stem his tide of ridiculous apprehension. “I don’t know what you want me to say here. There’s work that needs to be done.” And I was happy to do it so I didn’t see the problem.

      “Hire more staff.”

      “But—”

      “Brandon. Stop being a martyr. Stop being a control freak. You are not the only person who can do your job. You're not the one who has to handle all the work around here.” He folded his arms and glared at me.

      Martyr? Control freak?

      Wow, tell me how you really feel, bro.

      I might have been insulted if Josh wasn’t being so insane. He had to be working as much as me. Starting now, I was going to begin tracking his hours just to prove that to him.

      In the meantime, I had a crazed partner to deal with.

      I rolled my eyes, reluctantly giving in. “Fine. I’ll leave tonight at five—which is earlier than even Mina usually leaves. Would that make you happy?”

      “It’s a start but it’s not enough.”

      I sighed again. “Why not?”

      “Because even though it’s Friday, I know you’ll be in here bright and early tomorrow morning.”

      I waited for him to make his next demand, figuring he’d decree that I stay out of the office all of this weekend.

      That was fine. I could work from my apartment Saturday and Sunday. Actually, I had a kick-ass computer there. And the dual, large screen monitors in my home office didn’t get nearly enough use.

      “I want you to go away for the weekend,” Josh said.

      My brows slammed down over my eyes. “Away? What? Why?”

      “Because I know you and how your mind works and you’ll just work from home if you stay in the city.”

      I compressed my lips, not denying he was right but certainly not admitting it either.

      “Where the hell would I go?” I asked.

      He lifted a shoulder. “Anywhere there’s no computer for you to work on. Preferably somewhere with no Wi-Fi. Hell, no cell service either.”

      I let out a laugh. “So, uh, the South Pole? Or maybe out to sea on a raft?” I made the ridiculous suggestions to demonstrate exactly how ludicrous Josh’s idea was.

      “I was thinking more like Watch Hill or Montauk maybe.”

      I smiled as Josh suggested the two destinations where he’d be most content—Rhode Island and Long Island. He loved pretty much anywhere with the word island in it and water surrounding it. Put that all driving distance from New York City, conveniently located for a quick getaway, and Josh was a really happy boy.

      “You’re the boat guy, Josh. Not me.” I had to stock up on Dramamine when Josh invited me away with him on one of his seafaring excursions, otherwise it wasn’t pretty.

      “Then you come up with someplace,” he challenged. “But make no mistake, you’re going somewhere this weekend.”

      I folded my arms. “Oh, am I? And you’re going to make me how?”

      “I already had IT turn off your access to the cloud servers.”

      My eyes widened until I realized he had to be bluffing. I sniffed. “You wouldn’t do that.”

      He mirrored my stance and crossed his own arms. “Oh, no? Try logging in.”

      His smug expression reinforced by the satisfied smirk had me starting to panic. Either Josh was incredibly good at  bluffing or he was telling the truth.

      I spun my chair to face the computer, set hands to keys and . . . mother fucker!

      Access denied.

      I read the message and turned back to face him, feeling shell shocked. Helpless. Lost.

      He smiled. “So, where will you be going?”

      I drew in a breath, tempted to tell him I’d meet him in Hell after I’d wrung his neck and sent him there. But then an idea struck . . .

      “Mudville,” I announced.

      His brows lowered. “Where?”

      I grinned. He could take away my access to the corporate servers. He could force me to take the weekend off. But he couldn’t tell me where to go and I’d made my choice.

      “Mudville, New York” I repeated.

      “What the hell is in Mudville?” he asked.

      “I honestly have no clue,” I admitted with a chuckle.

      Except for the Van de Berg family house on the river my newfound cousin had written about, I knew nothing about the town.

      I was going to have to get online and do some searching—if Josh hadn’t turned off my internet access as well.

      Was there even a hotel in Mudville?

      For better or worse, I supposed I was going to find out.
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      The service entrance of the hotel was locked. I pounded on the thick windowless door and waited.

      Luckily it was a nice warm sunny day. Early April could be iffy in upstate New York. It could just as easily snow as be suntanning weather. I’d lucked out for my drive today.

      But I guess I’d used up all my good luck. The back door was locked and no one had answered when I knocked.

      It looked like I was going to have to go around to the front just to get inside and open the kitchen door so I could make my delivery.

      I pounded again, harder and longer. It was worth one more try.

      Finally, after the muffled sound of words spewed in a foreign language, the door whipped open and I was subjected to the glare of a man wearing the standard chef’s coat and pants.

      Why was it that chefs could be so scary? Was it their access to knives? This one was no exception, though he was new. Or at least new to me.

      “Hi. I’m Bethany Van Dyke from Honey Buns in Mudville. I’m here to deliver the pastries for the event—”

      “Over there.” With barely a glance in my direction, he waved an arm toward a long steel table before he disappeared into the walk-in fridge.

      I detected some sort of accent though it was hard to define since he delivered the two short words while walking away from me.

      I’d been in enough kitchens that I knew better than to question him further.

      I certainly wasn’t going to ask him for help unloading. I didn’t have a death wish. And I wasn’t going to risk losing this sweet gig.

      The Otesaga Hotel didn’t call me often but when they did, the order they placed brought in enough money to pay my overhead at the bakery for the month.

      This delivery wasn’t so large that I couldn’t handle it on my own anyway.

      I turned, about to head out to the car for the first load, when I remembered I’d need to prop the door open so I could get back inside. I didn’t trust the chef to go out of his way to open the door for me twice in one afternoon.

      I’d just wadded up some cocktail napkins to wedge in the lock when the door between the kitchen and the front of the house swung open.

      “Bethany! Hey.” Laurel—young, pretty, sweet and smart—stepped toward me with a smile.

      “Hi, Laurel.” I smiled back at the black-and-white clad bartender as she moved in to give me a hug.

      “Oh em gee, I love your hair.”

      I reached up and touched one blue shoulder-length strand and cringed. “You really like it? I’m not so sure about the color.”

      I’d been dying my light brown hair various shades since high school. Once I’d dyed it dark brown, which came out almost black, and I'd looked like Snow White for a few months. Once, a bad home color job had me sporting orange hair. That was only outdone when one summer’s bleached blonde look turned green from pool chlorine.

      This week, Ruby had talked me into putting in some blue along with my blonde highlights.

      “I love it. It’s perfect,” Laurel said.

      “It’s not too . . . radical?” I asked.

      Laurel shook her short blonde hair and laughed. “No. A few strands of blue hair are not what I’d call radical. Most of my friends have had pink or purple or blue hair at one time or another. Sometimes all the colors of the rainbow at once.”

      “Okay. I’ll take your word for it.” I had to. Besides the Mudville locals who came into my bake shop, I didn’t see a whole lot of people.

      “So what are you doing here?” she asked.

      “Dropping off an order.”

      “Come out to the bar before you leave. I want you to try something. I need your opinion.”

      I’d tried some of Laurel’s somethings in past so I knew they were all alcohol based.

      I cringed, tempted but trying to be practical. The hotel was a solid forty-minute drive from Mudville. “I don’t know if I should. I have to drive home.”

      “Oh, come on. Just one. I just made a batch of spring violet and lavender simple syrup. I wanna see what you think. I’ll make it a light one, I promise. And you can stay and have something to eat.”

      “Violet and lavender? That sounds amazing.” And tempting. Decision made, I said, “Okay. I’ll stay.”

      “Good. I just gotta grab some fruit, but I’ll see you in a few.” With a wave, she disappeared into a different walk-in than the chef had and I turned toward the exit to head for my car.

      She didn’t have to twist my arm too hard to convince me to stay. Laurel had a flair for combining flavors. She was one of the few people I knew who I could talk food with.

      My friends liked to eat, but cook? Not so much.

      At that thought I was once again hit with the nagging guilt that I’d pretty much snuck out of town to come here alone.

      Yes, this was technically a work-related trip. I was literally here just to deliver a special order. But a few months ago I would have asked Red and Harper if they wanted to come with me. We would have made a girls’ night out of it.

      Things were different now.

      Harper had been seriously dating Stone since Thanksgiving. Red had started dating Cash just before Valentine’s Day. And I, the only single one left among us, was starting to lose my mind.

      Not from my singleness. Rather from their extreme couple-ness over the past few months.

      But if I didn’t at least go out on a date with someone—anyone—and soon, I feared I’d be venturing into spinster territory. Then, I’d have to go to Bingo night at the church. Join Lainey’s Saturday morning card tournament at the Muddy River Inn. Become part of the Mudville gossip network with Mary Brimley and Alice Mudd and attend all the town meetings like it was my job.

      Christ on a cracker, was that my future? It wasn’t a comforting thought.

      Maybe I’d stay for a few of Laurel’s concoctions. I suddenly felt like I might need more than just one.

      As I loaded my arms with pastry boxes, I figured I could grab a tasty cocktail and maybe spring for a gourmet appetizer as my dinner while I was here.

      Two more trips to the car and I had all the boxes stacked on the table. I got a grunt from the chef when I told him I was done, and then I made my way out front to see Laurel.

      It was early still. There was only one man seated at the end of the bar, so involved in his phone I couldn’t even see his face.

      I planted my butt on the stool in front of where Laurel sliced what I thought was a lime until I looked closer. That’s when I noticed the round object was slightly fuzzy.

      “Kiwi?” I asked, intrigued. “What’s that going in?”

      “Kiwi martini,” she answered with a grin.

      “Interesting.”

      “Not as interesting as what I’m about to make you.” Looking excited, she put the cutting board and knife beneath the bar and grabbed a mixing cup.

      “Remember, not too strong. I have to drive home eventually.”

      “Or, I could make you one very small strong one.” She held up two fingers close together.

      I let out a laugh. “Okay. I wouldn’t dare mess with your recipe.”

      “Good. I can’t wait for you to try it.” She packed the shaker with ice, then poured vodka and a splash of orange juice inside.

      I noticed the vodka far outweighed the juice. This was going to be strong so it had better be small.

      She poured in a generous amount of what I assumed was her homemade simple syrup. The liquid had a violet-colored tinge to it that just screamed Spring. She shook the concoction then strained out the ice as she poured the drink into a stemmed martini glass.

      A single violet bloom floated on top as garnish when she slid the glass toward me. “There.”

      “It’s beautiful. It would make a great drink special for Easter—”

      “Easter brunch,” she nodded, saying it almost the same time I did. She laughed. “Great minds . . . Now try it.”

      I eyed the amount in the glass and vowed to only drink half.

      The first sip told me I was a liar. There was no way I wasn’t draining this to the last drop.

      I drew in another long sip of the cold liquid and closed my eyes, only opening them so I could look at Laurel.

      “Wow. This drink is the bee’s knees.”

      “You really like it?” she asked.

      “Yes. It’s amazing.”

      “Wait. You just gave me an idea.” She skidded away to the kitchen as I watched and wondered what I’d said. Not that I minded being left alone since I had my tasty drink to keep me company.

      I picked up the glass and glanced around, taking another look at the guy at the other end of the bar.

      He was handsome, judging by his profile now that he’d finally stopped hunching over his cell.

      Light brown, almost blondish hair cropped short fit right in with the uptight navy blue sports jacket that looked expensive, like it had been fitted to his body.

      My gaze traveled up from what I bet were very pricey leather shoes, past the khaki pants and to his white button-down shirt. It had exactly two buttons undone, leaving it open at the neck.

      If he’d been trying to look casual, he’d failed.

      What he really looked like, was pretentious. As if he’d just pulled his yacht into a slip and come here to compare how big his was next to everyone else’s.

      Heck. That scenario was very possible. There were fancy boat clubs all around Otsego Lake.

      Too bad for him, the only other person in the bar was me, and I wasn’t impressed with size. At least, not with the size of his boat or wallet.

      Though the size of other parts—

      With that naughty thought, I glanced up to see if he’d really been as gorgeous as I first thought and found his eyes on me.

      Crud! Had he caught my head-to-fancy leather shoe full body visual sweep of him?

      He lifted his beer bottle to me in a toast and I feared he had.

      I raised my glass in response, before taking a sip. What else could I do?

      Besides, the vodka had gone right to my head and I was starting to feel bold.

      Why not flirt a bit with a stranger? It wasn’t like I’d ever see him again.

      Unfortunately, this was about the extent of my flirting skills. At a loss, I turned back to face the bar.

      Thankfully, Laurel returned to break up the awkward silence and keep me from guzzling the remainder of the cocktail already making me tipsy.

      “What have you got there?” I asked as she unloaded two hands full of stuff.

      “Honey and a scented sugar I just made.”

      I watched as she poured the sugar onto a cocktail napkin. “What are you—oh, you’re gonna rim the glass. That’s brilliant.”

      Laurel nodded and glowed with the compliment as she set up what she needed.

      Soon, I had in front of me a second martini glass. This one’s rim was coated in honey and sugar and filled with the chilled vodka, orange, violet and lavender drink.

      I raised the beautiful creation to my lips and let the sugar dissolve on my tongue. I tried to discern the flavors I could taste over that of the honey, before I allowed the cold liquid to slide into my mouth.

      “Mmm.” I sampled another taste of just the sugar that rimmed the drink that was like heaven in a long-stemmed glass. “Vanilla and orange?”

      “Yes! I’ve been steeping the sugar with a vanilla bean and orange peel for days.” Laurel grinned wide. She loved when I could guess the flavors she’d used.

      “Well, that’s really the bee’s knees now.”

      “That’s what we can name it. Wait. If I remember correctly, the Bee’s Knees is a prohibition era cocktail.” Laurel whipped out her cell phone and tapped on the screen. “Yup. It was made with honey and fresh lemon juice. And gin, of course. Every cocktail during that time was gin. But we could list a modern, updated version on the menu.”

      I nodded. “With the honey rim and floral simple syrup, it’s the perfect name. And the change to vodka modernizes it. You’re a genius.”

      She blushed. “No. You’re the genius. What I would give to have access to a super taster like you every day. Are you sure you don’t want to get a job here?”

      “So you can get me drunk tasting your drinks every day?” I laughed. “And I’m not sure I qualify as a super taster.”

      I was just more attuned to noticing nuances of flavor than other people. Food was my life. And if I didn’t watch myself, I had an ever-expanding butt to prove it.

      “You’re close enough to a super taster for me,” Laurel said. “Hey, since we’re talking brunch menus, I was thinking these flavors might also work for a mimosa.”

      My eyes widened. “Yes.”

      “Let’s try it now.” She spun to reach into the refrigerated cabinet behind her. She pulled out a bottle of champagne and was popping the cork before I could say mimosa.

      Before I knew it, I had a champagne flute lined up next to my two martini glasses. So much for her pouring me only one small one. But I wasn’t going to miss out on Laurel’s newest experiment.

      I took a sip of the champagne and orange juice scented with her hand-crafted additions and groaned. “This is even better than the vodka drink.”

      She sipped at her own glass and nodded. “I think it is. And probably more suited for the brunch menu.”

      “Yes.” I took another sip. “That’s the bomb diggity. It’s fresh-squeezed orange juice, isn’t it?”

      “Of course. They can charge more for it that way,” Laurel whispered the last part before shooting a glance toward her only other customer.

      Make that her only paying customer since
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