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  Chapter 1

[image: image-placeholder]
Kenzie


“That gorgeous specimen of male over there can’t keep his dark, smoldering eyes off you, and if you don’t want him, I might have to brave twisting my ankle in these damn heels just to see if he’ll look up at me the way he looks at you.” 
I don’t even have to glance over to know this woman is talking about Trevor. He’s chatted with me the whole time he’s been here. It’s what happens every time he comes to the diner, only this beautiful, obviously drunk woman doesn’t know Trevor’s my best friend.
I laugh internally, but also hate what this woman’s suggesting. I don’t care how single he is or that he might like a night with her. I just can’t stomach the idea of Trevor getting naked with . . . anyone, really, though I know it happens.
“Sorry, he’s taken.” I give the woman and her friends a smile. Only one of them is sober enough to perhaps figure out how sorry I’m not.
The first woman looks a little disappointed, I admit, but still, I don’t care.
I walk away from them, having already supplied the extra barbecue sauce they asked for. Then Trevor calls me over.
“Why do those women keep staring at me?” he asks in a whisper. I wish he could whisper it in my ear instead of just in my general direction. Then I remind myself that best friends are not supposed to do things like that—the same thing I’ve been telling myself all the time lately, it seems.
“The blonde one in the pink top wants to have you for dinner instead of her chicken strips.”
Trevor laughs. “Wow, that’s abrupt.” His face tells me he’s not sure what to think of my bold words.
“Maybe I should send her over,” I tease. “I know you like the tourist types. The temporary women.”
His eyebrows shoot up. “Please don’t.”
“Relax. I told her you’re taken.”
Now he grins. “By you?”
“I wasn’t specific.” But the way he looks at me has me wishing it were true.
From my vantage point, I can see the woman—Jacey, I think I heard a friend call her—watch us the entire time Trevor and I talk at his table. He gives a soft annoyed groan. I move my eyes back to his handsome face.
“Maybe I can make this believable.”
I have no idea what he’s talking about until he stands up. His rough hands cradle my face, his touch gentle on my cheeks. Before I have a chance to react to this or the sexy wink he gives me, he plants a kiss on my lips.
There are sparks immediately. It’s an electric jolt, in the best freaking way. Trevor wastes no time parting my lips with his tongue, giving me tingles everywhere. The heat from him roasts my body as we passionately explore each other’s mouths, both of us now tasting like the root beer he was drinking moments before I walked over here. His short, neatly trimmed beard rubs against my skin, and I have a flash of it rubbing on other parts of me.
But this is crazy.
He’s my best friend.
I’m his.
This is our first kiss.
Kiss.
I’m at work in a town, in a diner, where nearly everyone knows both of us. Only the women in that booth don’t know that Trevor and I are only friends.
Not a single person has said or done anything to stop us.
One of us moans. Then we both do. My hands are on his face. His arms are wrapped around me now, his body pressed into mine, hands gently caressing my back through my stretchy T-shirt. Then, slowly, Trevor moves his mouth in a way to let me know we should end the kiss.
By the time we’ve separated and I glance over, the women are gone. Dottie, my coworker and Trevor’s aunt, walks by with a tray of food for a table of regulars. Trevor and I are still in each other’s embrace.
“Are you not even going to ask what your nephew’s doing to me?” I ask Dottie.
She smirks. “Nope.”
Not a single coworker or regular customer, especially all my fellow Syracuse Falls citizens, seem at all concerned that Trevor and I just made out. No one’s even batted an eye in shock. 
“They’ve known both of us for years,” I whisper to Trev. Neither of us has pulled away yet. I don’t know why.
“I’m sure they know there’s nothing to it,” he replies as he steps back. My arms feel empty now. “They know we’re just friends.” His smile drops a bit. His deep brown eyes watch me, but I can’t tell what he’s thinking just by looking in them.
“Yeah,” I say.
He’s right. 
I know he is.
But it doesn’t sit well with me. Not in a bad way, I don’t think. It just feels like there’s something I’m missing, especially since there’s something to Trevor’s expression that I can’t quite read. 
“Yeah, I’m sure that’s it,” I add.
Something has changed with him now. I know he kissed me to save himself from the thirsty woman, but I feel like there’s more to it.
This has happened a lot recently. This feeling of a change in Trevor, or perhaps a change in how I see him. It feels like he wants more, from me or with me. But it could also just be in my head. I’ve been single ever since my stupid-ass husband walked out on me and our baby daughter and suddenly became my stupid-ass ex-husband.
Whatever this is, I need to let it go. At least for now. I’m still at work in a diner full of people, for crying out loud. No time to dissect emotions.
Trevor gives me a nod and a smile, as well as a promise to call me in the morning, like we do every day. Then he’s out the door.
I’m gripped with the fear that he might go find Jacey after all. She’s definitely his type—most importantly because she isn’t local. And if she’s his type, as fancy and brash as she is, that means I’m not. She and I have a totally different style and a totally different vibe. I’m a local, which is number one on Trevor’s list of hell no. Not to mention the fact that we really are just friends.
I give my head a quick shake and snap out of it, moving my feet and eventually grabbing the plates I need from the kitchen. Thankfully, Dottie covered the couple tables that needed me while I was lost in my stupor.
This won’t happen again. 
I will never try to convince myself that Trevor wants me as more than a friend.
And I’ll make myself okay with that.






  
  Chapter 2

[image: image-placeholder]
Trevor


I visit Kenzie at the diner every day she’s scheduled, even if we have plans later that day or night. It’s too good and too gratifying to be around her no matter where we are. Running my family farm isn’t easy, and it’s sometimes difficult to get away from my responsibilities to go visit with Kenz, but I’d do just about anything to see her. 
As I leave the diner now after the best damn kiss of my life, I see those women just down the street, at the corner. Hopefully, they’ll cross the street, moving themselves away from me, but I don’t want to take the risk of being spotted. I duck behind a car parked along the curb, hating the fact that I didn’t leave my truck closer to the diner. I have to walk toward the women to get to it, placing me in an unfortunate dilemma.
My sister Polly texted me right before I walked out the door—my lips still on fire from Kenzie—asking me to return to the farm because there’s something not adding up in the apple yield and the sales spreadsheets covering the past five years that she’s been scouring through. It’s late, but the work is often never over, especially the paperwork. Well, especially with Polly in charge of it.
Heading to my pickup truck could cause me to be spotted by the blonde. Even with that kiss I just planted on Kenzie, there’s a chance that woman might still want me for dinner, the thought of which has me thinking maybe I’ll hide out here behind Tysen’s car for an extra five minutes, just in case.

      [image: image-placeholder]The next morning, as Kenzie pours me a cup of coffee and everyone who was here last night pretends nothing out of the ordinary happened, I watch my best friend with hopeful eyes, wanting her to intuitively know that kiss meant everything to me.
“Lemon meringue today, right?” she asks.
As an excuse that my staff won’t get mad about, I buy pie for them every day at the diner. Mostly, they eat it at lunch or take it home for later. Some of them might never eat it. Some might throw it away. I don’t know. I don’t really care. Of course, I do give them the choice of opting out any day they want because the pie isn’t really the point of the diner trips. It gives me a good enough reason in everyone else’s eyes. I already have the best reason for me: my best friend.
I nod, watching the sparkle in her eyes as the sunlight from the window hits them just right.
“Coming right up.” She starts to walk away, but stops short and turns to me again. “By the way, I saw that stack of books you bought Hayzel.”
I feel myself grinning sheepishly. “She’s been wanting to read that series for ages, and the library is always out of its copies. Same with online.”
Now Kenzie grins, too. “You spoil her too much.”
“We both do, but it’s okay. She’s a healthy, happy, well-adjusted child. You’re doing things right with her.”
Kenzie leans closer to kiss my cheek. When she leaves and comes back a few minutes later, she has the bags full of pie to-go, as well as a slice of carrot cake just for me. 
It’s literally just for me, too. Knox, one of the cooks here at the diner, lets Kenzie use his family recipe, but he’s such a perfectionist that he’ll only allow her to make it here. He also altered it so it would make a small cake, not a full- size one. Kenzie bakes the carrot cake—my favorite—once a week, and I get to order it any day. There’s always some fresh in the fridge or freshly thawing from the freezer. I don’t care either way.
Sometimes I take it to-go, but this time I’m glad Kenzie made the choice for me.
As I take my first heavenly bite—complete with the sweet, tangy cream-cheese frosting Kenzie spent hours practicing before she got it just right, when she first started offering me the cake—my best friend studies me with her eyes.
“Change your mind yet?” she asks.
I shake my head, hoping she’ll let it go. Instead, she squeezes herself into the booth with me, though I’m in the middle of the bench and there isn’t much room for her. “Kenz, no. Not gonna happen.”
“Oh, come on. Jade said you’d be perfect for it. All you have to do is hold a banner and recite—”
“Recite a few lines,” I say at the same time she does. I’ve heard this speech too many times. This makes me laugh to myself. “Already told my sister this. I am not an actor. That’s what the performers are for.”
“Yeah, but they lost one when he got that part in New York. Jade told us you’re the same size and height as him. She wouldn’t have to alter the costume like she would for a different actor.”
I’ve already devoured my slice of cake. It never seems to last long. Kenzie just makes it too damn good, even though I wish I could slow down and savor it like she does when she eats a piece. It may be only for me, but I always share with her and Hayzel. The heady look Kenz gets when she eats it is worth a million times more than keeping the cake to myself.
Since my amazing dessert is gone too soon and I really need to return to the farm, I put my hands on Kenzie’s hips and slide her out of the booth, allowing her to stand before following. Then I kiss the side of her head as usual and say, “Love you, Sweet Cake.” Also as usual.
That’s our thing. We tell each other love you every day. Have for nearly our entire decade-long friendship. Odd for best friends? Perhaps. I don’t think so, though. I just wish she knew it isn’t platonic on my side. I mean, I thought the kiss last night would have shown her that, but she hasn’t given any indication this ever occurred to her.
“Love you, too, Trev.” She gives me a soft kiss on the cheek. I wish I could turn and catch her by surprise on the mouth again, but it’s not a good idea.
“Think about it,” she calls as I walk toward the door.
“Not happening.” I leave with these as my last words, though I do throw her one last grin that she laughs at, then blows a friendly kiss to.
With the pie safe on the back seat of my truck, hopefully without the risk of sliding to the floorboard, I drive back to Bernhardt Farms and Orchard.
I love my job. I really do. And I know it was necessary for one of my siblings or me to take over once Dad died. But damn. I miss my journalism job sometimes. Well, I miss having less decisions to make and less people who depend on me. Running a family farm is high risk and extremely stressful in a lot of ways.
The sound of a new text emanates from my phone. I’m sure it’s Polly again. She and I already met up twice today so we could try to figure out this apple-yield mess since it was too late for phone calls and emails to our buyers last night. But I’ve also been busy with all our other crops and harvests—what with this June weather being wholly uncooperative—plus everything that’s going on with our shops and whatnot. It’s never-ending, it seems.
I don’t check my phone until I make it back to the farm. The drive only takes a few minutes, anyway. Less than ten, most days. Only I see it wasn’t my sister. It was actually my mom, with news that one of the doors just broke on the barn we use for the combine, and also that the track loader apparently now has a bad transmission, according to Rob, our worker who was using the machine at the time.
Like I said. It’s always something.

      [image: image-placeholder]Hours later, I’ve distributed the pie, helped board up the open barn doorway with some scrap wood we had lying around, checked in with Rob again about what the track loader actually did or didn’t do in addition to how it sounded, and called in a reliable mechanic we’ve used several times on short notice. I also helped Polly finish sorting the yield numbers and—with the assistance of a few of my workers—checked on the status of everything else on the farm, just in case something decided to play along with Murphy’s Law today.
As far as I could tell, it all looked okay. My staff agreed with me, as did Polly, Mom, and my brother Dawson, who stopped by to lend a hand.
Kenzie’s just about off work now, or she should be. She and Hayzel will be home soon enough, after Kenz picks Hayzel up from her parents’ house. I could sit at home by myself, with my cats, missing my best friend, or I could invite myself to her house like I normally would before that make-out session last night.
Today is Friday. Kenz has often wondered why I don’t have Friday night dates. Well, I do, just not in a way I can fully explain to her. Or rather, not in a way I ever thought she’d want to hear, at least until yesterday. Even now, I’m still not sure she’s ready for it. The best I can do is go over there as a way to show her that she is and always will be more important to me than a date with any other woman ever could be.






  
  Chapter 3
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Kenzie


“If you don’t take those plates to their tables, they’ll be so cold, I’ll have to make them again, and it’ll come out of your paycheck,” Knox whisper-shouts at me. 
I’ve been stuck in the same spot, watching my best friend—the man I’ve loved in a strictly platonic way for years, until recently—leave the diner, oddly finding myself wanting him to come back again. Wanting him to cradle me in his arms like he did last night. Wanting his weirdly soft lips on mine again, aching for that little squeeze he gave me before our kiss ended.
Trevor kissed me.
More than just our friendly kisses. More than just my joking air kisses.
He kissed me with a hungry tongue and exploring hands.
Like, what the hell? What was that?
I don’t have these thoughts in a mean or mad way. Just . . .
It was weird. It’s weird, right?
I mean, I’ve thought about kissing him many times these last few months. I never thought it would ever actually happen. Why would it? We’re friends.
But the wink. The kiss. The squeeze. The moan. The hard body against mine. Those things all meant something.
Didn’t they?
It wasn’t my imagination, or because of that woman. It can’t be. Trevor isn’t that good of an actor. He just said so. There’s no way it was all fake.
Except now I’m thinking about my best friend Charisma. She’s told me many stories where the passionate nights she has with men are simply perfect, then she doesn’t even remember what they look like by the next day. They gave her what she needed in the moment, then she moved on.
Is that what Trevor did?
Did he need a really good kiss—an explosive, all-consuming kiss—without needing anything else after?
Then why would he have picked me? Or why would he not pick me for anything else?
Yet again my brain is screaming, Because you’re a townie!
My ever-present reminder.
The reason Trev and I will never actually be more that what we already are. He is Charisma and I am a faceless date, perfect for a little bit of fun, but otherwise unremarkable. I told myself I’d accept this truth and move on from it. Time to kick that plan into high gear, because clearly, I’m faltering. No sense in bogging Trevor down with my mess, so I also promise myself to never talk about it with him.
I deliver the dishes to my tables, and thankfully, no one complains about cold food except for one customer who’s new-ish in town and complains about every meal yet returns every day. I can’t say I blame him this time, though, because I wouldn’t want to eat cold scrambled eggs either.
Eventually, work becomes enough of a distraction, and Trevor is out of my thoughts.
At least until he stops over at my apartment after dinner. Hayzel’s in her room reading one of those new books Trev bought her. I eye him carefully as he sits on the sofa with me, his attention caught by the video of cats in Santa hats that I’m halfway through. Trevor watches more of it than I do. I just can’t stop looking at him. He’s still giving no indication that anything odd happened last night.
Guess I’ll continue to follow his lead.
No matter how much I want things to be different.
Tonight is different in other ways. Every Friday, Hayzel stays with my parents or my sister, and I go over to Trevor’s. While I appreciate time to myself, I don’t actually care for being alone at night.
I mean, I was okay at first. Then Trevor suggested I watch a movie at his house with him. I ended up falling asleep on the sofa, my head resting against his shoulder. He never woke me up to send me home. In the morning, we were still in the same positions we were when we drifted off to dreamland. It was the first good night’s sleep I’d had on a Friday since Hayzel’s overnights with my parents began the month before.
It’s now been four months. That’s sixteen weeks of sleeping next to Trevor every single Friday. At some point, we shifted from sitting next to each other and falling asleep to lying cuddled on the sofa and sleeping that way. It’s been about fourteen weeks of me wishing he’d carry me to his bed and sleep with me or sleep with me there.
Except we don’t have any of those options tonight. My parents had other plans with old friends who unexpectedly came into town and my sister is busy with her boyfriend, so Hayzel’s home. Friend date is at my place. No falling asleep in a cuddle this time.
“Since yesterday was your last double shift and you’re vegging out tonight, how would you like to go to Billie’s Bar-B-Que tomorrow?” Trev asks when the short video is over.
I smile. “Love to.”
“I’m sure Hayzel would like to go, too, right?”
Days and nights out with Trevor often feel like family time, like Hayzel is our kid and not just mine. Sometimes, he’s confused for my husband or boyfriend, and he’s never once corrected anyone who made the mistake. I used to think it was funny. For the past few months, it’s given me hope. Now I’m not sure. What does Trevor think of me most? Friend? Great kisser? Wife potential?
I clear my throat, annoyed that I let my imagination start to run wild. “Usually, yeah, but she’s going to the movies with friends tomorrow.”
“So it’ll be just us?”
“Yep. Friend date.”
“Awesome.” He has a wide grin, but was that a brief glimmer of sadness I saw? The teeny-tiniest flicker of him hating being friend-zoned? Or is that my stupid imagination again?
With our faces turned toward each other, sitting as close as we are, I would only have to lean about six inches to kiss him. Six inches between me and the thing I want most. Six little inches.
Could I do it?
Should I?
Damn it. Now I feel my cheeks pinking up at the palpable physicality of that first kiss in my memory. Why am I aching for my best friend to hold me and squeeze me again? Why am I longing to feel his muscles tight around me and against me? Why is he the only man I’ve dreamed and daydreamed of for months?
“You all right, Sweet Cake?” he asks with a bit of a laugh to his voice, dark eyes on mine.
Oops.
I’ve moved closer now.
It’s no longer six inches. It’s maybe three.
Is he breathing faster, too?
I swear he just looked at my mouth.
Unintentionally, I lick my lips. Just the idea of him looking at them caused the reaction.
Then I feel a warm, heavy lump land in my lap. An enormous, furry lump, forcing me to turn away from Trevor. Cinnamon, our giant one-year-old Maine Coon, has apparently decided I’m the best thing to sleep on.
This is what I always wanted when we got him. Hayzel just wanted a cat, but when Trevor was gifted a small litter of Maine Coons, I knew that would be the perfect kind of kitten. Sweet, warm, fuzzy, and the best to cuddle with. Now is not the time for that, however.
“Hi, sweet kitty,” I say before attempting to shift him down to the floor, only he’s not having it. He’s relaxed his body to the point that it’s like trying to lift fifteen pounds of fluffy goo. Not going to happen.
Only Trevor swoops in, easily lifting Cinnamon off me, carefully cradling the cat and setting him down on the other side of the sofa. “His siblings get me all the time.”
We both laugh because it’s so true. Though they’re large, Trevor’s cats are still young enough that they don’t seem to notice or care about their size. Cinnamon is the same way.
My orange tabby isn’t happy with this arrangement, though, and stands back up to climb on Trev this time.
Trevor gives him a hug and a good scratch behind his ears, which makes Cinnamon purr so loudly, it nearly vibrates into me. I mean, I love my cat, but this is not the kind of vibration I want to feel. I’d rather feel a humming or tingling from Trevor. I want to be the one in his lap.
That’s an idea, though. If I straddle Trevor, there won’t be any room for Cinnamon. He’ll be bored or annoyed, but either way, he’ll most likely walk away and let us get back to what we were doing. Well, what I was about to do.
But just randomly straddling the thighs of my only male bestie—something I’ve never done before—isn’t nearly as easy and carefree as it sounds.
Trev’s still snuggling with my sleepy feline, which doesn’t help the situation. I can’t exactly snatch Cinnamon up. They both look so happy and cute, cuddling together. Then Cinnamon yawns with a stretch and jumps down. I should not be this giddy, but I don’t care. Now’s my chance. Then again, with Cinnamon gone, I have no excuse to climb on top of Trevor except for the glaringly obvious one: I want him.
A kiss is one thing. I could come up with a dozen reasons to kiss him, then back away from it if it turns out he’s not happy about it. But sitting on him like that? I’m not helping him cut his hair or shave his beard. He doesn’t have anything in his eye I need to look at.
You know what?
I am not a timid woman.
Not usually.
I can do this.
If his reactions to our kiss last night were real—even if fleeting—then this will allow him to enjoy them again, at least temporarily.
Shifting my body, I pull my legs up onto the sofa, intending to get on my knees. I have to adjust my foot since I’m doing this very awkwardly and it’s jammed against the armrest. This doesn’t take long, though. I’m on my knees, watching Trevor watch me. I swear his pupils dilate as I place my nearest hand on his arm.
“Mom! Do you have my charger?”
Startled, I let go of Trevor. “What?” I turn and see my daughter standing in the hall.
“Charger? The battery died, and I was in the middle of the chorus. I have to finish that song.”
I don’t need her to tell me what song it is. It’s Taylor Swift’s “Today Was a Fairytale (Taylor’s Version),” the one Hayzel’s had on repeat for the last twenty-three days. “I haven’t seen it, honey. Have you checked your desk?”
“Will you help me look for it?”
“Where was the last place you remember seeing it?”
“Why do people ask that question? If I knew where I saw it last, I would have found it,” my ten-year-old going on sixteen replies snappishly.
Before I have a chance to respond, she sighs and turns her gaze to Trevor. “Trev, will you help me since Mom won’t?”
“Watch the attitude, Hayze,” he scolds gently. Then he looks at me.
I give him a slight nod, knowing he’s asking what I want. Trevor always does this, and I love it. He wants to help and doesn’t have any qualms about stepping in, but he also wants me to know he respects me and respects the fact that I obviously make the final decisions.
“Yeah, I can help you, Hayze.” Trev smiles at me, then stands.
“Sorry,” Hayzel adds quickly to me before heading back down the hall.
“I would say she’s at a difficult age, but every age seems to have this effect on her.” He gives a soft chuckle.
He comes back after maybe thirty seconds.
“Let me guess. She found it before you ever got there?”
“Yep.”
We both laugh this time, then I reach for the remote control to find another video to watch. My fantasies almost got the best of me. Hayzel’s still awake, and Trevor’s not giving me any go ahead signs. Time to shove those feelings back down and spend the rest of the evening laughing at funny videos with my bestie.
After a while, it’s time for Hayzel to go to bed. Trevor and I both give her hugs good night. He stays in the living room when she asks me to tuck her in. I know she’s old enough to do this herself, but it’s been a while since the last time she made this request, and I’m happy to do it for her. Then she wants to talk about one of the girls who’s supposed to go with the group to the movies tomorrow, who hasn’t been nice to her the past few weeks, and what she should do about that.
Once we’ve discussed her options, I kiss her cheek and leave her to fall asleep. In the living room, I see Hayzel isn’t the only one who’s ready for bed. Trevor’s leaned back against the sofa, arms crossed, feet on the floor. He doesn’t look very comfortable, but if I wake him, he might go home. I woke up this morning around the same time he did. For some reason, though, I’m both an early bird and a night owl and am not too tired.
Maybe I could snuggle up to him and fall asleep with my head on his shoulder.
Maybe that would be too weird. It’s only normal when we both fall asleep like that, right? Just joining him when he’s already out?
Yep. That’s weird.
So I crouch in front of him and tap on his leg. Trevor doesn’t react. I try again, to no avail. Then I get up on the sofa, next to him, and rub his arm.
“Trev, wake up.”
He startles, and his eyes open. Then he blinks twice before his eyes seem to focus on me. “Hey.” There’s his beautiful smile that I love.
“You fell asleep,” I whisper.
“Yeah.” He gently scrubs a hand over his whole face. “Guess I should head home.”
“Yeah.” I pause. “Or you could stay.”
Trevor turns his head more toward me but doesn’t reply.
“Just that it’s late. So you could sleep here if you want.”
“Do you want me to?”
Yes. “If you want. I mean, I know it’s more convenient for you to already be home in the mornings since your office is right there.” If there were ever a queen of talking someone out of doing the thing she actually wants them to do, it’d be me. And now that I’ve begun, I can’t seem to stop. “And you’d have to sleep on the sofa, whereas home has your bed. And your cats.”
“You’re sending me home so my cats won’t be lonely?”
“I’m sure they miss you. Everyone misses you when you’re gone.”
“Including you?”
“Especially me,” I whisper. Then the queen—who apparently can’t help herself—adds, “But you’ll come for lunch tomorrow, right? Knox is doing that bacon gravy and cheddar waffles special he’s been talking about for weeks.”
“Sounds delicious.” Only his smile isn’t very big and it doesn’t last long.
After a stretch of both his arms and legs, Trevor kisses my forehead and rises to his feet. “Love you, Sweet Cake. See you tomorrow.”
“Love you, too,” I say, wishing so desperately I could tell him exactly how much. “Drive safe.”

      [image: image-placeholder]A few days later, I stand with Edin in her tiny office at the back of her brand-new bakery in Syracuse Falls. Late last year, the bakery she had in Auburn suffered from an electrical fire. Most of it burned down or had to be ripped down to nothing. The fire was traumatic enough, but then the building’s owner decided to just demolish instead of letting her help rebuild. With a loan from her parents—since the insurance money wasn’t released yet—Edin set her sights on something new.
Some people in this town—especially my sister—think Edin chose the Falls because Edin’s ex-fiance Rhett lives here with his wife Gwenn. Honestly, if that were her reason, I wouldn’t blame her for it. Edin can be acerbic at times, salty at others. Not the warmest person one might meet. But she’s also kind and loving and fiercely loyal when it comes to her friends. She just doesn’t have many of those.
Aside from me and Charisma, Edin still has Rhett as a best friend. He’s not in love with her, but he cares about her enough to stay her friend. After their rocky first meetings, Gwenn and Edin now respect each other enough to considers themselves friends as well. And Edin has Val and Phoebe, her two assistants who have been with her for years, since the very beginning of her bakery in Auburn.
The grand opening today is so important to Edin. Rhett and Gwenn won’t be able to make it, but I hope the rest of the town shows up. I know everyone’s been buzzing about it. Neither Capelli’s nor the diner has a full bakery. Each only offers a few options. This town could use more choices for cakes and pastries. Edin also won last year’s Butterscotch Pie Festival, which is a huge nod in her favor. I hope all that talk leads to customers.
I also hope maybe her family will come. Edin moved to town a few months ago, and in that time, not one of them has come to visit. Not even her brother Elliot, though they’ve supposedly always been close. In our nearly yearlong friendship, I’ve only seen him in person twice. He’s a civil engineer and always has a huge workload, and he doesn’t seem to make much time for her. I guess that’s what close means when you’re a Marchant. Totally different from being a Larkin.
We might annoy each other, but I know I can always count on my family, which is how I know all of them—my sister Lucy included—will show up and buy something today because I asked them to. I even offered to buy Lucy’s treat for her since she initially balked at the idea, but she shot that down, too. She’ll show. She’ll buy her own cake or cookie. She’ll smile a fake smile, then she’ll be on her way. My brother Dom will probably be grumpy, but at least he’ll enjoy his time here more than Lucy will.
I’m grateful to Jacqui for switching shifts with me, because there was no way I’d miss this. Despite her sometimes gruff exterior, Edin is a complete mess of nerves.
“The balloon bouquets are up but not blocking anything?” she asks.
“Yep. We checked them a few minutes ago.”
“They’re pink—the right shade of pink?”
“Yes.”
“All the tables and chairs placed just right?”
“Already lined them up with both a tape measure and a ruler.”
Edin nods, but I’m not sure how much she hears me or my joke. “And there is no glitter anywhere except for the edible glitter, right?”
“Yes, we triple checked that, too. Just breathe, Edes. It’s going to be okay.”
“Kenz, this is my whole world. I live for this bakery. If this bombs—”
“It won’t. I promise. This town was not meant to survive on only a handful of fresh-baked choices and whatever’s at the grocery store. We need you just as much as you need us.”
She nods again, and I know she’s heard me this time.
An alarm sounds on her watch. She turns it off, then checks her notifications, looking for texts from her parents, I’m sure. Her downturned expression tells me she doesn’t have any. Looking up at me with a smile, she puts her arm down, the sounds on her watch now muted.
“There have been some really long days and really hard nights to get to this point, but you are going to kick ass, Edes. You hear me? You already know how to run a super-successful bakery. The people of Syracuse Falls will support you. I know it. You’re one of us now.”

      [image: image-placeholder]I knew our town wouldn’t let her down, but I’m still a little surprised at just how many familiar faces are here. Some of these people don’t go anywhere except the grocery store and the gas station. Entire families, including those temporarily returning from out of town, showed up. Edin’s glossy eyes tell me how relieved she is.
However, there is one person who could completely ruin the mood.
Lucy and Gwenn’s bestie Lourdes talking to Edin is never good. Her showing up to the grand opening for the bakery to deliver flowers might seem innocuous to most others, but I know better. She isn’t here by choice, and she is clearly in no mood for Edin’s admittedly acerbic way of dealing with those she’d rather not have to face.
The situation takes a turn for the worse when Lourdes shoves the vase of pink and white blooms—ones that perfectly match Edin’s Sprinkle Scene Bakery logo—at her with a look of annoyed disdain. It’s really packed in here, and neither of them are actually making a scene, but I’m worried all the same. There isn’t much I can do at the moment, though. When Edin’s stressed like this, the best thing to give her is space.
Edin reads the card from the flowers, says something that looks like “thank you” to Lourdes, and heads to pick up an enormous tray of cupcakes that need handed out. I know she’d much rather be in her office, where she’d more easily fight off her tears and try her best to take deep breaths. Edin’s suffering out here in public, and Lourdes can’t be bothered to feel sorry about it. She’s not even looking at Edin anymore. Based on the way she just rolled her eyes, I don’t think she cares.
Now’s my chance. I wave to Lourdes and rush over.
“Where is everyone?” she asks.
I can’t help but laugh. She must be in a mood to not even notice the dozens of people filling the bakery. “What are you talking about? Almost the whole town is here.”
Lourdes takes a look around, so I do as well. Every table and chair is full. Have been all day. So have all the stools at the counter. Those who can’t find seats stand around, happily snacking on cakes and cookies.
“I mean, where are all the people I don’t recognize? Where are her friends from Auburn?”
My smile falls immediately. “She has her staff.”
“Two people. What about the rest?”
“She doesn’t have a lot of friends. People are too hard on her.”
“Maybe she should adjust her attitude.”
I knew this was going to happen. When it comes to her loved ones—when it comes to most people—Lourdes is able to hold her tongue and keep the thing she shouldn’t say to herself. There are only a few people Lourdes loses her cool about, mostly her ex-boyfriend Spence, a girl from our town named Pippa—though I’m not fully caught up on the story of that one—and Edin.
I give Lourdes a look I hope she understands as me asking her to chill out a little. “Maybe it’s also been hard for her.”
Lourdes doesn’t reply. In fact, she almost looks like she’s about to debate me on this.
Oh geez.
We should at least be sitting down for this. I lead her over to a newly opened stool at the counter, but before I have a chance to sit, Edin returns, holding a now-empty large tray. She spies Lourdes immediately.
“Oh no,” she says, shaking her head in Lourdes’s direction. “I don’t need your pity. You are more than welcome to leave, so please do.”
Lourdes turns to me. “Guess I’ll have to buy a cupcake somewhere else.” Then she walks out the door.
Edin passes the tray off to Val, then stalks toward the back. I slip past a group of customers near the counter and head toward Edin’s office again. The moment I open the door, she turns toward me, eyes teary, voice shaky, tissues in her hands.
“Rhett and I are friends. Hell, Gwenn and I are friends. I’ve apologized a dozen times to both of them. Why won’t Lourdes let it go already?” She lets out a sob, but tries to hold the rest back. This causes her to sputter a little.
“Lourdes has a hard time letting things go. Her anger, for one.”
“You can say that again.” Edes tilts her head up, looking at the ceiling. Though she’s silent, I know what she’s doing. Counting. Breathing. Calming down. There’s no way she wants any of the customers to see her like this.
When her tears have abated a few minutes later and she’s refreshed her makeup, Edin and I head back out to see what’s left of the crowd. Honestly, there are more people in here now than there were ten minutes ago, which is saying something. More than three-quarters of them have nowhere to sit, but no one seems to mind. If I know my fellow townspeople, they genuinely don’t. I always told Lucy that Edin opening a bakery here was a brilliant idea, long before Edin was sold on the plan.
By closing time, Edes has given away more cupcakes than I can count. She’s also had the best turnout for a new business in the Falls in years, as far as I can tell. My entire family showed up as promised. Lucy smiled twice at Edin, though they looked seriously fake, as expected. She even bought two boxes of cookies for her boyfriend Pete to share with his coworkers. Some of Val’s and Phoebe’s relatives came up from Auburn to help support them and Edin, too.
The only family that didn’t show? Edin’s.
We sit on the chairs in her office hours later, after everything is cleaned up to Edin’s standards and she sent her assistants home. Well, to this new fancy restaurant they want to try in Syracuse. The four of us spent half an hour debating on Edin’s attendance, which she was wholly against.
“But we have to celebrate,” Val insisted to no avail.
“This weekend, I promise,” Edin replied.
Phoebe and Val reluctantly took off. I stayed behind to see what I could do to help Edes.
She sighs now and slouches further into her plush chair.
“You wish we’d gone with them?”
Edin scoffs. “Not really. I’m far too exhausted for that. I just . . .” She heaves another deep breath out. “Where the hell was my family, Kenz?”
I don’t reply. I know she doesn’t need me to.
“Even my damn brother. Elliott promised he was going to get the day off, no matter what. Why didn’t they come? I’ve been a success since I first opened the Auburn bakery when I was nineteen. What more do I have to do? Why can I never live up to their expectations?” Tears stream down her cheeks. She angrily swipes some away with her hands, then reaches for some tissues to get the rest.
While I don’t know what it’s like to not have a supportive family, I do know how it feels being disappointed by people I love. “Whatever their issues, whatever their hang-ups, it’s not about you. Your family might not ever come around, and that sucks. But you know you’re living your best life, kicking ass and being a total boss babe.”
She gives a small smile with a tiny laugh.
“You are kind and loving, Edes. You—”
“No one ever says that about me,” she interrupts with a deeper laugh. “They think the four of you are crazy for being my friends.” Meaning Charisma, Val, Phoebe, and me. Then she sobers. “That’s what my parents think. No one should be friends with me. No one should date me or marry me. No one should come to my stupid little bakery.”
“Your parents are assholes, and you know it. They’re also wrong, and you know that, too. Our entire town showed up for you. You’re one of us now, Edes, and we will never let you down.”
“Love you, bestie,” she says with a soft grin.
“Love you, too.” I check the time on my phone. “Guess I should go home and sleep. Early morning tomorrow. For both of us. You go home and sleep, too.”
“Hayzel’s going to miss all these sleepovers with your family when school starts.” Edin laughs. “End of summer break is going to be a rude awakening for her.”
I chuckle. “Don’t I know it. Congrats on the most amazing launch.”
“Thanks. If I ever expand to New York or Paris like my parents think I should, I’m bringing you with me, you know.”
“Hayzel and I will go happily,” I reply before giving my bestie a quick hug. Then I’m on my way home, wishing there was more time in the day because I doubt I’ll get more than a few hours of sleep before waking for my daily hourlong workout. I also wish there was a way to invite Trevor over without it being obvious that I’d happily have sleepovers with him every day instead of only once a week.






  
  Chapter 4
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Trevor


Mom is, of course, outside when I pull up to her house. She’s never been one to sit around and let things be done for her, even when Dad was still alive. So when she mentioned yesterday that the railing on her front deck was a little loose, I knew even though I’d go over there to fix it, she’d probably have it finished before I arrived. This seems to be the case. 
“Need any help?” I ask anyway.
“I got it, thanks,” she replies with a smile.
“Thought I’d still offer,” I tell her.
Her smile grows even bigger. “And I appreciate that.” I join her on the porch. She turns and gives me a hug. “So how are things?”
I shrug. “Things are good.”
Mom makes a hmm sound. Then she says, “I heard about you kissing Kenzie.”
“Aunt Dottie tell you?”
“My sister couldn’t wait, that’s true. But she wasn’t the only one. Seems half the town was in there when you pulled Kenzie in for a lip-lock.”
Now I laugh. “Mom, I didn’t have any other choice. There was this tourist—this woman—I was trying to shield myself from, and—”
“Trevor, sweetheart, I’ve heard the whole story. I don’t care one bit about this other woman. You and I both know it had nothing to do with her. Do not stand there and lie to me about what’s going on with you and your beautiful best friend.” She gestures with the hammer while she talks.
“Maybe you should put that thing down,” I say.
“Don’t deflect. I am perfectly safe, as are you. Now, tell me about Kenzie.”
“She won’t talk to me about it.”
“Won’t or hasn’t? Because there is a difference. One means she’s refused, the other means she just hasn’t brought it up yet.”
I amend my original answer. “Hasn’t.”
Mom’s quiet for a few moments, the only sound the hammer and nail she’s using on this next part of the spindle. Then she asks, “Is she still going to your house tonight while Hayzel is with her parents? You know, like you two do every weekend?”
This takes me by surprise. “How did you know she was coming to my house?”
“We share a lane, son.” Mom laughs. “Your house is on the same farm as mine.”
“Yeah, with a whole lot of land between them.”
“Don’t avoid the question.”
“Yes, she is,” I admit.
“Well then, that’s the perfect opportunity, don’t you think?”
“For what?”
“Talking to her about that kiss.”
I almost want to laugh, to play this off, to pretend this is all no big deal, the way I normally do. But Mom’s right. “I probably should. That kiss isn’t something I’ll ever forget. I don’t like pretending it didn’t happen.” Even being best friends, there’s only so much
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