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      Troy Stewart barely made it through the jingle-bell-laden front door of the Hidden Springs Inn and Spa when he stopped, closed his eyes, and drew in a long, slow breath.

      Either he was asleep and his belly was in charge of dreaming, or he’d taken a wrong turn on the way down from Maple Ridge and somehow ended up in Appalachian home-cooking heaven.

      Hot coffee was a given at barely a hair past late-November sunrise, and this smelled like it was fresh-roasted and brewed to high-test perfection. He was sure the yeasty aroma that set his mouth to watering even more carried a kiss of cinnamon and vanilla.

      The earthy undercurrent of garlic and cooking onions somehow harmonized everything into a glorious kitchen symphony that just about managed to grab him by the nose and drag him to wherever the pure ambrosia came from.

      But since he wasn’t a guest at the inn and hadn’t exactly been invited here to stuff his face this morning, he opened his eyes instead.

      For a second, he thought he’d either gotten the wrong address or slipped into some kind of small-town time warp. What should surely be a modern early-twenty-first century bed and breakfast lobby looked a lot more like a wonderfully old-fashioned and well-stocked general store.

      Every inch of available wall space was covered from floor to ceiling with shelves made of wood or wire or glass. And almost all of those shelves were packed full of a spectacular display of what had to be the pride of single-cottage-industry Hidden Springs, Virginia.

      With the holiday shopping season in full swing now that everyone had recovered from their Thanksgiving food comas, the first things Troy’s eyes focused on were the ornaments. Hand-blown glass in a rainbow of colors, three-dimensional felted wool in the shape of candy canes and reindeer, and beautiful tiny gift boxes.

      A bunch of adorable carved wooden hearts and stylized Santas hung all over the front of what had to be the inn’s check-in desk, chest high and covered in gleaming woodwork.

      But the displays for the celebration of Small Business Saturday—2011’s very best new thing as far as Troy was concerned—went way beyond getting everyone geared up for oncoming days of Christmas cheer.

      He spotted a section of scarves and sweaters in luscious autumn colors, and stacks of handmade soaps that he was certain smelled amazing when the unseen cooking frenzy wasn’t going on out back.

      Several shelves full of sparkling jewelry made of silver and copper and gold sat right beside an assortment of fabulously funky mugs and bowls that were just irregular enough to be charming.

      For a second, he thought the mellow guitar and mandolin music playing softly in the background had taken a turn toward jazz, with an oddly offbeat trill of some kind of organ.

      Then something gave a firm push against his shin, and Troy realized he was being serenaded by an absolutely stunning black cat with long, silky hair and huge green eyes.

      “Hello there,” he said, squatting down with only a couple of creaks from his forty-two-year-old knees. “Are you the welcoming committee for local businesses today?”

      The cat butted Troy’s hand and sat, letting out another of those extended chirrups that really did sound like a rising and falling organ flourish. He happily stroked from her insistent head all the way down to her bushy, waving tail, grinning when she pushed her rear end up and turned in a tight circle to invite more pets.

      A crackle of static in the dry air set her gossamer-fine hair floating under his touch, or maybe that was simply her sheer beauty escaping into the atmosphere.

      “You are about the softest thing I’ve ever touched in my entire life.”

      After one more half-purr, half-meow, the cat favored Troy with a slow blink, turned, and made a most impressive jump even for a feline acrobat. Without seeming to hesitate or flex a single muscle, the jet-black bundle of fluff landed on the top shelf of a sturdy display table made of pale wood full of much darker swirls and textures.

      A shelf that stood higher than waist level on Troy, who was hardly short.

      After gazing unmoving at him for several seconds, then giving him an even slower, more luxuriant blink, the cat turned its attention to a big rectangle of polished metal attached to the wall. A bunch of magnets in all kinds of shapes and sizes decorated it, most of them related to some sort of local small business.

      In case he’d had any doubt, a lovely hand-carved and painted wooden sign at the top invited visitors to get to know their professional friends and neighbors.

      The clever designs of several of them left Troy feeling a little shy about the ones he’d brought himself. Amazing examples of cabinets, bathtubs, even a tiny wardrobe full of clothing. His favorite was a minuscule cast iron skillet with something written in silver on its black surface.

      Not looking away from Troy’s eyes, the cat very deliberately reached up one tiny little paw and flipped one, then two, then three of the skillets off to clatter onto the hardwood floor, leaving all the others untouched.

      Mission apparently accomplished, the cat blinked one more time, leapt silently to the floor, and flounced off down the hallway. Her feet didn’t make a sound, and that incredible coat fluffed with every step.

      Troy snorted out laughter and gathered the magnets. On impulse, he pulled out several of the little copper maple leaves he kept in his jacket pocket in case of just this kind of surprise advertising opportunity. They were just big enough to have Maple Ridge Magic printed in the middle, along with a website and phone number.

      Before he could read what the other magnets said—or decide whether he should follow the gorgeous creature or call out a greeting—he heard human-sized footsteps coming toward him.

      “Did I hear someone talking out here?” a man said, with the softly musical local accent. “Or has Loretta finally figured out the trick of sounding exactly like a person?”

      Troy stood as he popped all the magnets into place on the display, wondering if this was Lloyd Fletcher, one of the owners of the inn. When the man stepped out of the dim hallway and into the bright lobby, Troy hoped that was not the case.

      Mainly because Lloyd was happily married, and this guy had the best smile Troy had seen for ages.

      He also had spiky brown hair with a few sparkles of silver, warm gray eyes, and a build like a lumberjack, showcased to perfection in a burgundy t-shirt and faded blue jeans. All the way down to well-muscled forearms and strong hands he was currently wiping on a dark-blue apron with Kennedy’s Comfort Food Catering embroidered in silver across his broad chest.

      At the sight of a remarkably clear plateful of steaming hot biscuits right below the words, Troy felt a lot less self-conscious about the swoopy maple leaf and Maple Ridge Magic stitched in coppery thread on the breast pocket of his jacket.

      “Loretta sounds to me like she’s doing a lot better than mere human speech,” Troy said, smiling himself now. “What you heard was me talking to her. I’m Troy Stewart, with the stuff from Maple Ridge.”

      “Oh good, I’ve been looking forward to you getting here.” The guy’s cheeks flushed a little, and he gave his head a good shake. But he didn’t lose that sexy smile. “I meant I was looking forward to your delivery. Finding a good local supplier of maple syrup will make me and a whole lot of other folks in Hidden Springs happy. I’m Bruce Kennedy, glad to meet you.”

      Bruce held out one of those big hands, and it was everything Troy could do to keep from gasping when they touched.

      The tingle of static from Loretta’s glorious black coat was nothing compared to the charge of Bruce’s warm hand. Troy hoped the words tumbling out of his mouth didn’t sound as giddy as he felt right then.

      “If you’re the caterer, I have to tell you whatever you’ve got going on in the kitchen smells amazing.”

      Bruce shrugged, and now his expression shifted to an irresistible mix of shy and proud.

      “Well, the Fletchers wanted me to come in and set up kind of a tasting menu for today, let folks know about the catering business I’m trying to get off the ground. I was here a good bit to help out over the last few years for big holidays and such, when they had their hands full with little Meggie and then Jake. They’re the ones who encouraged me to dive into this whole career change thing at age forty-five. Suzie and Lloyd, I mean, not Meggie and Jake.”

      He stopped, shook his head, and put his hands on his hips.

      “And wow, listen to me talking your ear off. Can I help you bring everything inside, then get you a cup of coffee? Something to eat if you’re hungry? I think I’ve got enough going back there to feed everyone in Hidden Springs all three meals today plus a good bit extra, and the Fletchers will probably fuss at me to make more when they get here. But I know they’d still want me to offer you a good breakfast since you made the drive all the way down from Maple Ridge and all.”

      The polite little boy who operated the good manners engine in Troy’s mind suggested saying thank you, but he’d already had breakfast and more than enough caffeine for the day.

      But the grown man inside who didn’t want to stop gazing into Bruce’s eyes jumped in with a giggle to insist on ignoring all that polite silliness.

      Between that and his stomach clamoring for attention, Troy knew better than to resist.

      “As long as Loretta doesn’t mind the company, I’d be a fool to turn down coffee and anything else that smells that good.”
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      Bruce hoped his smile didn’t cross the line from friendly to pure silly, but he wasn’t about to take bets on that.

      At the moment, he was awfully glad to have carrying a big heavy box full of the cutest little maple leaf jars ever created to keep himself from staring like a pure fool at the crazy-handsome guy who delivered them.

      With his wiry strong body, delightful mop of strawberry blond curls, and dimples only highlighted by his neat, red-going-white goatee, Troy Stewart had to be all the magic any small mountain town could possibly need.

      The trip down the hallway that served as a loving tribute to all the inn’s many feline ambassadors gave Bruce a chance to at least try to gather his thoughts enough to say something coherent. But he walked past all the photos, paintings, and precious children’s drawings of tuxedo, tabby, tortie, calico, and solid-colored cats of every variety without so much as a single sensible idea.

      He was going to have to wing it.

      And thank every four-legged beauty who ever patrolled the lovely old building, Loretta jumped in to save his sorry self.

      Jumped up was more like it, since she took lightning-quick leaps from floor to deliberately placed chair to her designated spot on the only antique thing in the whole kitchen. She sat and curled her luxurious tail around her feet, clearly ready to supervise the proceedings from the speckled metal surface of a beautiful old Hoosier cabinet complete with its huge gleaming flour sifter and rotating spice rack in place over her head.

      The Fletchers kept Loretta’s seasonally appropriate acorn squash-shaped food and water bowls tidy and full at all times, just like they kept the chair in place to make up for her less-than-stellar jumping abilities.

      Everyone had been delighted with Bruce’s addition of a plush cat bed made of deep green velvet that perfectly matched Loretta’s eyes.

      The rest of the room was all meticulously clean stainless steel and spotless appliances and every labor-saving device any caterer could possibly need. Bruce had spent the last couple of days preparing the dizzying array of bite-sized temptations that now covered most of the huge central worktable.

      Luckily he’d saved enough room for Troy’s box of maple syrup among little cups full of spiced black walnuts, extra-special secret-recipe deviled eggs, and perfect rounds of crusty brown cornbread ready and waiting for dollops of garlic and caramelized onions.

      Another batch of cornbread and miniature biscuits baking right now would be ideal for fresh-churned butter from a local farmer and a drizzle of dark amber maple syrup.

      Troy stood wide-eyed in the doorway, holding a big cardboard box of his own. He opened his mouth, then blinked and closed it, turning toward the Hoosier cabinet.

      A rumbling purr had started up, loud enough that someone who didn’t know better might think a ghost desperate to bake for a huge crowd of unexpected

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/a-fluffy-black-ball-of-pure-naughtiness-ebook.jpg
KARI KILGORE

NNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNN

1 Fluffy Black
Ball of Purg

Nag)@)htmggs

>
9

> %





