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            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            The Nosy Trinity

          

        

      

    

    
      Darby Banks swung into the front parlor of her B&B, where the Nosy Trinity graced three of the wingback chairs like lace doilies come to life. Their perfumes tickled her nose and on a bright day their glasses could start fires, but they were sweet. Even better, the trio sent a whole lot of business her way.

      Mrs. LeClair waved Darby over before she could place the fully-laden tray on the coffee table. The woman leaned forward to study the cookies. A small smile lifted her lips as she nabbed the one with an extra glop of icing. “Gingerbread in March, you’re so good to us, Darby.”

      “Nothing but the best for your last night with us.” Darby set the tray down and poured peppermint tea into her best china cups. Marshmallow, one of the cats who’d adopted her, nudged her hand and tried to poke his nose into the cup. Should have called him Peppermint, but the white coat had been matted in tiny clumps when he’d shown up so Marshmallow it was.

      When she lifted the cups to the ladies, the cat turned up his nose and leapt to his favorite spot on the window ledge between the ivy and the umbrella plant.

      Darby smiled as she handed out tea and cookies. The Nosy Trinity had been spending two weeks in her B&B for years. They wrote great reviews and referred many of their friends. Whatever treats they wanted, they got. If her grandmothers were still alive, she imagined they’d get along well with these three.

      Darby’s only family remaining was her brother, and while they were close, it wasn’t the same as having a mother or grandmother around. These ladies filled some of the gap even if they were an eccentric bunch.

      “That’s a lovely sweater, Darby.” Mrs. Theriault leaned forward to rub the wool between her fingers. “Don’t you have one just the same, Maria?”

      Darby’s arm jerked, and she looked at Mrs. Reyes, who was nodding. “I do, except mine is blue. I wore it yesterday. That’s the one my granddaughter bought me for my birthday a few years ago. You have lovely taste, my dear.”

      She was wearing the same clothes as an octogenarian?

      “Oh, look. Our shoes are almost the same, too.”

      No. No way.

      Except yes. The styles were shockingly similar. Darby’s pulse picked up and her cheeks heated.

      “You could be one of our group, Darby, and join us on our tramps through the Vermont countryside.”

      Everyone laughed and if anyone noticed her own was tinged with hysteria, they were too polite to mention it.

      Darby didn’t spend a lot of time on her appearance. She had a B&B to run. Besides, cooking, baking, cleaning and laundry didn’t lend themselves to trendy clothes.

      But when had she bought this sweater? When was the last time she’d gone shopping?

      Months?

      “Have you thought about adding a splash of lipstick, Darby?”

      Darby’s hand flew to her unadorned lips.

      All three curly white heads tipped in her direction. Three mouths pursed in disapproval. “Men like a bit of color. On the cheeks as well. You don’t need to look sallow, you know.” Three heads bobbed in agreement.

      “Washed out isn’t in, dear. You need to wear makeup.”

      “Not so much that you look like a tart, though.”

      Mrs. Theriault smirked. “Depends on what kind of man she’s looking to catch.”

      The other two women twittered, then Mrs. Theriault leaned forward in what she obviously thought was a discreet whisper. She was wrong. “Maybe it’s a woman she’s wanting to catch.” She straightened and lifted innocent eyes at Darby. “Are you one of the lesbians, dear?”

      Mrs. Reyes shook her head. “Lesbians wear lipstick, too. Do keep up with the times, Jean. Leslie and Irene always look lovely. They could help you, Darby, if they weren’t back home in Boston.”

      Darby managed to back up a step. Her nearest escape was the kitchen door, a dozen feet behind her.

      Mrs. Reyes, of the thick-as-bread-slice nylons and sweater-twin to Darby, pointed her finger at Darby’s jeans. “You should show a little leg, Darby. Men do like to look at legs. Makes them think romantic thoughts.” The women all swished their skirts in unison.

      Like geriatric cheerleaders.

      Darby took another step closer to freedom.

      “Have you thought of doing something different with your hair?”

      Her hair. Unable to stop, she reached up to pat at the ponytail. She didn’t have time to fuss with her hair all the time. A ponytail was practical.

      Like her shoes. And sweaters. And lack of makeup.

      Two hundred and fifty years of experience studied her, sized her up and found her lacking.

      Worse, she wondered if they were right.

      “If you need some help finding a man, dear, you should have let us know earlier. We’re leaving tomorrow.” And Darby had never been more thankful. “If you’re still struggling, we’ll set up a plan next year.”

      Struggling? She wasn’t struggling. She dated.

      When was her last date? That boring dinner with what’s his name last summer? Or the summer before?

      Yikes. She was struggling.

      And it had been ten years since, well, since.

      “You’re not getting younger, so you’ll need to step on your game if you want to get married one day.” Mrs. LeClair nodded sharply.

      Mrs. Theriault laughed. “Up, Diane, step up her game. But you’re right. Time is running out.”

      Darby stumbled back another step. She was twenty-eight, not eighty. Twenty-eight was in her prime. Well, not in her dotage, anyway. If she wanted a man, she could go out and get one.

      Couldn’t she?

      Mrs. Theriault smiled like Cruella De Ville. “I wonder if…”

      “The phone,” Darby lied with no compunction, “I hear the phone ringing. Excuse me, I have to go.”

      Turning, Darby fled to the relative safety of the kitchen, but the women were too close. They could come in at any moment to scrounge for more cookies. Heart racing, Darby ran up to her third-floor apartment, where she slammed the door shut, flipped the lock and let herself slip to the floor.

      They didn’t know what they were talking about.

      Sure, it had been a long time since she’d shopped for clothes or makeup, but she couldn’t possibly fit in with the eighty-year-old crowd. Except they didn’t think she was quite that fashionable.

      Eep.

      She must have made the noise aloud because Meatball turned his head almost a full inch. The orange tabby had his bulk splayed wide as he let the sunshine warm his belly.

      He didn’t care what he looked like, he didn’t care what others thought. Had she turned into Meatball?

      The one mirror in the room was a full-length antique mirror she’d bought at a thrift store. At some point, she’d tossed an afghan over it. How long ago?

      Feeling ridiculous, Darby forced herself to her feet and across the room to stand in front of the mirror. Figuring it was like a bandage, she whipped the afghan off and immediately regretted it.

      It was that bad.

      Squeezing her eyes shut, Darby counted to ten. Twenty. A hundred.

      She certainly didn’t look like a twenty-eight-year-old woman who enjoyed her life. Nothing about her appearance said happy.

      Time to put the past in the past where it belonged. Time to move forward. It had been an entire decade. Time to prove to herself that she was past it, that he couldn’t control any part of her. She was in charge.

      A shudder ran through her, and she glanced back at the mirror. Time for a true assessment of where she was at. Then she could make a list, figure out the equipment needed and tackle it one item at a time. Like her Reno List.

      Darby’s heart slowed, and her panic eased at the thought of a controllable list. For some people, New Year’s was the time for renewal, but for Darby, it was the last two weeks of March. Those weeks were sacred. Every year, she scraped, painted, replaced, remodeled, buffed and polished her B&B until it was fresh and new.

      Every year.

      Why had it never occurred to her to do the same for herself?

      Because the thought was scary. A whole lot scarier than the renovations.

      Too bad. No matter how much it terrified her, she was going to put the past in its place and take a few steps toward looking like a woman in her twenties, not eighties.

      A craving for brownies hit her, but Darby pushed it aside. Heading to the kitchen meant risking an encounter with the Nosy Trinity and her self-esteem wasn’t up to another pounding. She was going to be brave all on her own without sugar.

      Meatball stretched, yawned, and strolled over to rub against her legs. Darby scooped him up and picked up her notebook with her other hand. The Reno List and sublists took up pages.

      Breathing deeply, she flipped to a clean page.

      With a cringe, she moved back to the mirror and took a long look. Talk about depressing. The best that could be said was that she had good hygiene.

      Blah ponytail. Blah face. Blah clothes.

      Meatball appeared to agree as he leapt from her arms to her bed.

      Darby whipped off the offensive sweater and tossed it to the middle of the floor. It would be her burn pile. Beneath the sweater, she wore one of her brother’s t-shirts. As a former Navy SEAL, Sawyer had more muscles than she had recipes and his body mass was easily twice hers. Obviously, the shirt did nothing good for her, especially when it was stained with three, no, four types of batter.

      Narrowing her eyes, she took a deep breath and lifted the hem of the shirt. The jeans sagged in more places than she would have believed possible. Did she even have a butt in there?

      Hopeless.

      Before the depression could worm its way in, she turned away from the mirror and focused on her notebooks. Lists always helped.

      The first few items were easy.

      1.Buy makeup (learn how to use it)

      2.Get a hair cut

      3.Buy new clothes

      Breathing easier, Darby sat back. Sure, the items were as scary as a basket of snakes but doable. With some research, she’d be able to figure out where to go and what to buy.

      It would be a whole lot easier if she had a close friend, but she’d let that lapse along with everything else. Ten wasted years. Way past time to fix it.

      Her brother’s girlfriend would be a great choice for a friend. She’d spent a few weeks at the B&B and they’d become close, but now Myla had moved in with Sawyer out at his cabin in the woods so they didn’t see each other as often. She could do something about that.

      Blowing out a big breath, she picked up her pen and added it to the list.

      4. Make a lunch date with Myla.

      A glance back at the to-be-burned pile told her she’d made a good start, but it wasn’t enough. Not if she was serious about stepping back into the real world. She didn’t only need to dress better, but she needed to be better. To believe in herself as a person. As a woman.

      5. Buy some sexy lingerie.

      A giggle escaped, and she squirmed in her seat. She’d obviously let things go far too long if even thinking about sexy underwear had her blushing. Catchup time. Surely wearing the lingerie would give her some power.

      6. Cause some fun gossip.

      7. Talk with a sexy stranger. (Flirt?)

      Could she flirt? Maybe talking would be enough. Unless the lingerie came with flirting instructions, she doubted she’d be able to handle it. Talking to guests at the B&B was easy and natural, but chatting with a sexy man? Awkward.

      She should be able to think about flirting and lingerie without flinching. She needed to push herself harder if she wanted to end in the land of normal someday.

      The next items flew onto the page.

      8. Kiss a man.

      9. Be kissed by a man.

      10. Have a fling.

      11. Whipped cream and chocolate sauce?

      Laughing out loud, Darby crossed off the last two items as soon as she’d finished writing them. The thought of flirting had her hyperventilating. No way was she anywhere near capable of those last two.

      But they made her smile, and she realized she’d missed the most important element of all.

      She’d changed a lot since that night. He had taken a lot from her. She’d let him.

      Not any more.

      She was done behaving like her cats. No more hiding out inside.

      Darby titled the page Risk List and added one more item. Time to take the biggest risk of all.

      12. Learn to have fun.
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        * * *

      

      Quinn Charters grinned as his latest customers waved and walked out of the shop. His cash register might be happy, but he’d tried to talk the couple out of their purchases.

      They’d insisted on buying top of the line ice-fishing gear and clothing. Didn’t matter to them that the huts had been pulled off the ice last week because the weather was heating up. More money than sense, but who was he to argue with rich tourists?

      To think he’d almost put away the winter stock. Hell, if he’d had enough storage, he’d have done it by now and missed out on a grand’s worth of sales.

      Couldn’t realistically avoid it any longer, though. He needed to move in all the summer stock that was currently in boxes, towering in every available space. Time to commit to a decision.

      He’d moved to Bloo Moose a decade ago out of sheer pissed-offness and a need to get the hell away from his family. He’d landed here because he hadn’t known where else to go.

      Old Joe had hired him to help out in the sports store, probably because he’d been hanging around drooling over all the things he couldn’t afford. The old man had let him live in the storage room, helped him figure out how to be a man. A real man. Not one who lived off the misery of others.

      When Joe had retired, Quinn had bought him out. Along with the help of a big-ass mortgage from the bank.

      Originally, Quinn’s plan had been to become a success, thumb his nose at his family then disappear to another part of the country where he’d never have to see them again.

      Not that they’d ever made any attempt to see him. Until recently. Phone calls had started a couple of months back. He hadn’t answered, hadn’t returned their calls, either. Or listened to the messages. Then letters had started arriving, letters he hadn’t opened. Registered mail he’d refused to accept.

      They were circling like vultures, which could only mean they wanted something from him. He didn’t plan on giving them a single damn thing.

      He could disappear. Sell the store and move. They’d never find him. CharterGear was a success—which still shocked the hell out of him. He’d never imagined himself running a retail business, but he loved it.

      Starting over again would add some excitement, a new challenge. He’d been edgy lately and he couldn’t lay all that at the feet of his jackass family. Something was missing from his life, but he hadn’t figured out what it was.

      Maybe a move would be the right step.

      Except the quirky town of Bloo Moose had grown on him. He’d been eighteen when his parents had bought their fancy summer house on the bluffs so his father could try and schmooze with a senator. For the first time in Quinn’s life, his time hadn’t been strictly controlled, and he’d snuck out of the house and down to the town. Often.

      He’d found friends. Friends who didn’t give a shit that his family had money. Friends who played rough and lived out loud. Friends he didn’t want to leave. But he was restless, frustrated. He needed a challenge. Something new.

      Someone new?

      Some-woman-new?

      He couldn’t base a life decision on the fact that none of the women who’d propositioned him lately had anything to offer.

      Well, they had sex to offer, but that wasn’t enough anymore. They weren’t enough.

      And the woman he did want couldn’t seem to look him in the eye.

      Maybe it was time to move on.

      Circling around the decision was making him nuts.

      The chime above the door that sounded like a referee’s whistle blew again and Quinn glanced up to find his buddy Sawyer Banks and Sawyer’s lady, Myla, smiling at each other as they walked into the store. One of those we-only-need-each-other-so-screw-the-world smiles.

      It generated another itchy feeling. Maybe it was a woman he needed. Quinn ran his hands over his face. He was driving himself nuts.

      His buddy had sure lucked out when the little writer had bumped into town in that ridiculous neon green car of hers. Of course, it had been a couple of crazy weeks before Sawyer had clued in, but it had been fun to watch. Well, except for the idiot from Sawyer’s past trying to off the two of them, but they’d sorted that out too.

      Sawyer slung his arm over Myla’s shoulder and hauled her up on her toes to kiss her like he meant it. When the kiss extended past comfortable, Quinn moved around the counter to approach them. “You guys trying to move spring along with all that heat? You’re going to make my customers think this is a whole different kind of shop.”

      Myla’s cheeks flushed crimson, but Sawyer just looked smug. Made Quinn’s itch itchier. Maybe he needed to rethink the hookups.

      Arm still around Myla, Sawyer guided her through the racks toward the back. On her own, she nearly always got stuck between the piles of overstuffed winter clothes. “You ever going to get your ass in gear and expand already? There’s barely room to move in here.”

      “Thinking about it.” He either had to expand the store up into the second-floor apartment or buy a storage unit. Something. And soon. Or move.

      “Make a decision already and deal with it. You’re going to lose someone in this maze soon.”

      True. “You come in to complain?”

      The two exchanged a look that had Quinn squirming. They really needed to get a room.

      And he needed to get laid.

      Myla grinned and flashed her hand at him. Left hand. Sparkly, big-ass diamond on it. “Holy shit. You guys are engaged?” Quinn pulled Myla from Sawyer’s grip and spun her in a tight hug, then kissed her on the lips.

      Sawyer growled and tried to tug her back, and Quinn grinned. “You jealous, man? I can kiss you too.” The burly former SEAL glowered at him. Myla laughed as Quinn put her down and then he pulled Sawyer into a hug. “Congratulations, you two. I couldn’t be happier for you.”

      “You up for best man duties when the time comes?”

      A jumble of emotions ran through him. Happiness. Pride. Envy. “Hell, yeah.” Another round of hugs had them all laughing when a huge crack sounded throughout the shop. The floor shook, sending vibrations all through his body.

      Sawyer reacted instantly, throwing Myla to the floor and covering her body with his while yanking Quinn down with his other hand. “What the hell was that?”

      Silence followed the crack for a long minute, then some creaks and groans. Quinn raised up his head and he and Sawyer looked around. Myla couldn’t move from under her fiancee’s protection and recent circumstances probably had her scared to move. Although not much scared her for long. Sawyer was a lucky man.

      The crash and creaks were coming from upstairs. No one was up there, but that crash wasn’t someone knocking something off a shelf. Quinn pushed to his feet and spoke to Sawyer. “Take her outside. I’m heading up.” He didn’t pause to see if they listened, instead he jogged to the back and up the stairs, slowing as he neared the top, wondering if he should have grabbed some kind of weapon.

      Quinn eased open the door at the top of the stairs. It didn’t take long to spot the cause of the crash. A huge hole gaped in his front wall, ripping it from the roof down to the floor. One of Bloo Moose’s iconic light poles, with its lamp topped in antlers, angled through the rip and hovered over his bed.

      Shit.

      Looked like the universe wanted him to make a decision already.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            Champagne Regrets

          

        

      

    

    
      Darby hefted the last of the suitcases into the trunk of Mrs. Theriault’s tank-sized Buick. The three ladies gathered her close in hugs scented with lavender and roses.

      “Thank you for everything, my dear. We’ve had another lovely time.” Mrs. Reyes patted her arm. “I hope we didn’t upset you with our conversation last night. We only want what’s best for you.”

      “Of course. It’s fine.” If fine meant feeling as if she’d been punched in the stomach.

      She didn’t want to get into this. A sleepless night spent worrying and planning and regretting and remembering had taken its toll and she needed to escape to the solitude of her two week Reno Plan.

      And consider actually implementing her Risk Plan along with it. Although she was tempted to rip that page out and maintain the status quo.

      Mrs. Theriault tilted her head. “I do think you could be quite pretty with a little work. You’ve got good features hiding under all that drab.”

      The other two women smiled as Darby gaped like one of the large-mouthed bass out in the lake.

      Instead of stopping, the older woman pointed her car keys at Darby. “You’re too young to be hiding away from life. Get out and have some fun before you’re too old to enjoy it.”

      Mrs. LeClair snorted. “As if that ever stopped us.”

      The three laughed while Darby continued to blink. Time for another strategic retreat. Plastering on a plastic smile, or as much of one as she could muster, Darby stepped up onto the curb.

      “We have had some delightful, well, let’s call them encounters over the years, haven’t we ladies?” Mrs. Theriault’s smile was carnal. And terrifying. Another step in retreat.

      “Remember to buy some lipstick. Do you want the name of the brand we use?”

      Nope. No geriatric lipstick for her. “I’m good, thanks. Have a safe trip ladies.” When her hand gripped the stair railing for the B&B, she sighed in relief and stepped up.

      Mrs. Reyes turned to her friends. “Do you think that spicy Mr. Simmons has a son? He might be able to show our Darby how to have some fun.”

      Not unless a nuclear disaster wiped out every other man in the entire species. Maybe not even then.

      “His father certainly knows how to show a lady a good time.”

      Back up, back up, back up.

      “Next time, we can arrange a double date. Or an octo-date. We all have men we can call.”

      Not happening. “The phone. My phone’s ringing.” Using the same lie was weak, but she couldn’t think of anything better. “Have a safe ride, ladies. See you next year. Bye.” Not caring if they believed her lie or not, Darby turned and fled up the remaining stairs. Once inside, she slammed the door closed and turned the deadbolt.

      Running away. Like yesterday.

      How many times had she run away instead of standing her ground? Far too often. The Buick rumbled away, then roared off to terrorize another part of Vermont.

      Darby blew out a relieved breath. Sometimes running away was definitely the best option.

      Shoving off the door, Darby moved to the kitchen to heat up some tea and decide on a plan of attack. The next two weeks would be busy. She’d hired Rayce LaChance, local carpenter extraordinaire, to help with the bigger items, but the leftovers would have her buzzing.

      Leaving her no time for the Risk List.

      It almost worked as an excuse.

      Grabbing a brownie, Darby pulled her notebook out of the drawer and sat at the island to wait for the kettle.

      Reno List or Risk List?

      With the Nosy Trinity’s words ringing in her ears, she flipped to the second list.

      Marshmallow jumped onto the counter and sat down with his front paws crossed on the notebook so she couldn’t flip the page.

      “Fine. I’ll try.”

      How was she supposed to do this when the first item threw her into fits of panic? Makeup. What did she know about makeup?

      Weren’t women supposed to instinctively know this stuff? Her mom had probably worn it, but her parents had been killed when Darby was in high school and she didn’t remember as clearly as she wanted to anymore.

      It might have been more than a decade since a drunk driver had orphaned her and Sawyer, but the ache would always be there.

      And while she’d always miss her mom, Darby couldn’t blame her lack of feminine know-how on the loss. Not even on him. She wasn’t giving him any more power. She wasn’t even going to think about him. Instead, she’d focus on the list.

      Makeup. “It can’t be that bad,” she told the cat. “I’ve painted rooms, trims, banisters. I’ve stained decks. A couple of lips shouldn’t be that hard.”

      Anything could be found on the internet and it would be less embarrassing than shopping in an actual store where it would be obvious she didn’t have a clue what she was doing.

      It only took about three seconds for shock to set in. The web search resulted in seventy-five million results. Million. Seventy-five million. How was she supposed to choose one from there?

      “Maybe I should have taken Mrs. Theriault up on her offer.”

      Clicking on the first link, Darby was faced with more choices. Lacquer. Moisturizing. HD. Wasn’t that for televisions? Matte. Color Burst. Stain. Stain? Like the stuff she used on the deck? Liquid. Suede.

      Dozens of colors in each option. Even green. When had green lips become popular? And why?

      Okay, forget lipstick. Mascara. She’d bought mascara before. It hadn’t seemed that bad.

      “Only fifty million sites, Marshmallow. Much better.” Grinning, Darby clicked on the first link and sighed. Volumize. Lengthen. Glamorize. Plumpify. Clump-crush.

      Black. Brown. Brown-black? Blue?

      Super. Mega. Ultra. Extra.

      No matter where she clicked, the choices overwhelmed her until she shoved the tablet across the island and grabbed another brownie. Maybe there was a Dingbat’s Guide to Makeup she could buy.

      Marshmallow watched the brownie closely and then checked the kitchen clock. “You don’t eat for a few hours. Relax.” The cat flicked his tail at her, leapt off the counter and disappeared down the hallway.

      Males had it easy.

      Needing to feel at least a little competent, Darby pulled her paint samples out of the drawer and spread them over the counter. These choices made sense to her. She rifled through the strips until she pulled out the current contenders for the front sitting room. Serene Sea Breeze, a soothing soft green and Clambake, a cream with a hint of pink. She’d narrowed it down from hundreds of choices by going with her gut and knowing her clientele.

      All she had to do was apply the same principles to lipstick. She was the clientele, so that part was easy. Once she could push past the panic, surely she’d find out what her gut liked. Maybe something like the Clambake. The soft color wouldn’t make her feel like she’d painted on neon.

      As she pulled the tablet back toward her, the back door rattled, then a knock sounded. “Open up, Darb, the Nosy Trinity is long gone.” Sawyer.

      Smiling, Darby opened the door and stepped back to let her brother and Myla in. It took only seconds for the glow and joy on Myla’s face to register. Darby’s eyes moved quickly to her friend’s left hand and spotted the ring.

      “You’re engaged!” Myla nodded, and both women squealed. Darby threw her arms around her and they bounced in circles. When they broke apart, there were tears in Myla’s eyes, and Darby knew she was grinning like a fool.

      Sawyer had been her rock when their parents had died. Probably before that and definitely since. He’d only been a few years older, but he’d taken care of it all and let her fall apart. When she had it together, he’d joined the military to ensure they had enough money to create futures for themselves, then worked his ass off to fulfill his dream of becoming a SEAL.

      He’d worked hard and played little. When Afghanistan had happened, he’d tried to freeze his heart. Whatever had happened had been bad, so bad Darby hadn’t been sure he’d ever be able to be a regular civilian again. But Myla had warmed that frozen heart and the smile Darby loved so much reappeared often.

      Now, he leaned back against the kitchen door, arms crossed over his massive chest and a soft smile on his face as he watched them. After another hug for Myla, Darby released her friend and flung herself at her brother. He caught her easily and swung her in a circle as tears filled her eyes. “I’m so happy for you, Sawyer. You know they’d love Myla, and they’d be so happy for you.”

      Sawyer’s arms banded around her until she had to struggle for breath.

      “You guys are going to make me cry.” Myla’s voice shook with emotion and instead of letting Darby go, Sawyer simply swept his fiancee into the group hug and they all hung on until they got control of themselves.

      Finally, Sawyer squeezed them both, then released them. Darby wiped her eyes and smiled. “Champagne. We need champagne. But I don’t have any, so I’ll grab the best wine I can find.”

      Before she managed to move even a step, Myla snagged her arm. “Before you do that, I have a question I’d like to ask you.” Myla’s expression changed from joy to tension. “I don’t have any family.” The worry shimmered away as she looked at her fiancee. “Not yet, anyway. I’m looking forward to having a sister. Do you think you could start a little early?” Myla waved her hands in front of her face. “Sorry. I’m making a mess of this. I want to know if you’d agree to be my maid of honor.”

      Darby’s heart filled, and she nodded. “I’d love too.” Finding a friend was going to be the first thing Darby would be able to cross off her list.

      Myla squealed and hugged Darby again. “Thank you. You were my first friend here in Bloo Moose.” Her voice shook with tears. “In a lot of ways, my first friend ever. Thank you.”

      Darby swallowed her own tears and hugged hard. She didn’t know everything about Myla’s background other than she’d grown up in foster homes and it hadn’t been easy.

      Behind them, Sawyer heaved a huge sigh into the room. “Are we done with all this crying stuff yet?”

      His hard-done-by tone had both women laughing as they pulled apart. Sawyer immediately yanked his fiancee into his arms and twirled her around the room. When she laughed, he grinned and kissed her loudly. “Much better.”

      Darby reached into the cupboard and took down three wine glasses.

      “Grab another one, Darb, my best man’s heading over, too.”

      Darby’s stomach tightened and her hand trembled as she grabbed another glass.

      It wouldn’t be him. She couldn’t be that unlucky. Sawyer had lots of friends. Gage LaChance. Either of the LaChance twins. The police chief, Dave Belanger. Even his captain from the SEALs. Anyone.

      But it wouldn’t be any of them. She knew it.

      Darby moved to the walk-in pantry to gather a few snacks to go with the wine and to calm her nerves. She could do this.

      After a few deep breaths, Darby gathered some cookies for a tray and headed back to the kitchen. As she reentered the room, the outer door opened and confirmed her suspicions.

      Quinn Charters.

      How was she going to cope?
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        * * *

      

      As soon as he opened the door to the B&B, Quinn’s eyes were wrenched to where Darby was walking out of the pantry. Like a damn magnet. Her chocolatey eyes pulled at him, even when they were as cold as the frozen lake.

      Like now.

      Like pretty much always.

      If only he could figure out what he’d done to piss her off.

      If only it didn’t matter so much.

      Change that. It didn’t matter. He wouldn’t let it.

      Loads of women didn’t freeze up when he walked into a room. They made eye contact. Hell, some of them tripped over themselves to make body contact, too. It shouldn’t matter if one brunette with haunted eyes couldn’t have a conversation with him.

      Didn’t matter at all.

      Darby blinked at him, then her eyes shied away as she carried a tin from the pantry. Probably something she’d baked and while he rarely earned a taste on his own merits, snitching some of Sawyer’s stash was always worth the risk.

      Sawyer grinned at him and offered a glass of wine. When they all held a glass, Sawyer held his up. “To our maid of honor and best man.”

      Crap.

      Didn’t Myla have anyone from her pre-Bloo Moose life to choose? Apparently not if she’d chosen a woman she’d only known for a couple of months.

      Quinn might not know squat about weddings, but he’d bet the rules included him and Darby spending time together. Which would be great if she could look him in the eye. Or use full sentences when she spoke to him.

      Even as they clinked their glasses, she avoided looking at him. Glanced at his chest, his shoulders, his hands, then away. Never at his face. Made him want to hold her head in place so she’d be forced to see him and tell him what bothered her so much.

      At least he only had a few minutes today before he was meeting with Rayce about fixing the hole in his building. And he still hadn’t decided exactly what he wanted to do with the store. Fix it back the way it was? Renovate to make the whole second story into storage? Keep a small apartment and use the rest for overflow stock?

      As if on cue, his cell buzzed. Rayce. Quinn replied to his text, telling his friend that he was at the B&B and would be at CharterGear soon. When he looked back up, Sawyer had wrapped Myla in another of those screw-the-world kisses. He glanced at Darby to find her smiling softly at the couple. Until she caught his eye and stiffened again.

      Sawyer broke off the kiss but kept his arm hooked around Myla’s shoulder. “Was that Rayce?” Even locked in an embrace, the former SEAL didn’t miss much.

      Quinn nodded. “Meeting him soon.”

      Darby’s eyes flicked between the two men. “Rayce?” Quinn felt his teeth grind together. Was she interested in the carpenter? Not that he cared. But he had to force his jaw to relax.

      Sawyer answered his sister. “Mrs. Hammond got more confused than normal this morning. She hit the gas instead of the brake and rammed that old Pontiac of hers straight into the light pole outside of CharterGear. Ripped a hole right through the building.”

      This time, Darby’s eyes met his. Full of worry. “No one got hurt?” Her gaze flicked over him as if to reassure herself. Nice.

      “The damage is all upstairs, and no one was up there. But my apartment has seen better days. The antlers at the top of the light post took a strip off my stove and hacked up the floor before poking through the wall and landing on my bed. Total mess.”

      The back door opened behind him and he saw Darby’s eyes smile at the new arrival. Rayce. Damn it.

      “Figured if I met you here, I might snag some of Darby’s baking before we check out the mess you’ve got.”

      Darby’s cheeks flushed with pink, and she laughed. “Sure thing, Rayce, come on in.”

      The carpenter, like all the LaChance men, was tall, strong and a lady killer. His pretty-much-identical twin, Jaz, had been an underwear model of all damn things. Quinn watched Darby closely for her reaction. Too friendly? Too happy to have
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