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AUTHOR’S NOTE

Though inspired by a northern region of Vermont, please note that Sugar Creek and the surrounding locations mentioned in this book are fictional. Welcome to my world!

On a fun note, while writing Fool for Love, I learned that many of my friends and readers were already avid cupcake lovers! In celebration of the book series and a mutual love of cupcakes I launched a cyber-club that’s featured on my blog—Honorary Cupcake Lovers! Featured in the back of Fool for Love you’ll find some of the honorary CL members’ cupcake recipes. My heartfelt thanks to all who submitted. Some are original creations, some family favorites. Some easy, some challenging. Mix, bake, and enjoy!


 

ONE

Life is uncertain. Eat dessert first.

—Ernestine Ulmer

Manhattan, New York
Upper East Side

“How many years do you think I’d get for death by Cuisinart?”

“Chloe—”

“I’m serious, Monica. I want to kill him.”

“With a hand mixer?”

“I don’t want it to be quick.”

“Or easy. How exactly would that work?”

Chloe didn’t know—exactly. She wasn’t thinking rationally. Her brain was choked with visions of Ryan licking vanilla-bean buttercream frosting from her beaters—frosting she’d prepared for a celebratory cake—right before announcing he was leaving her for a Parisian “tart.” (Chloe’s description of the other woman, not his.)

Heart full of equal parts grief and fury, Chloe squeezed back tears as she continued her long-distance tirade with her closest and oldest friend. “Maybe you’re right,” she said into her smartphone. “Maybe I should skewer his traitorous heart with my meat fork. Or pulverize him with my tenderizer.”

“That’s just grisly. And totally out of character. You’re a pacifist, hon. Zero tolerance for gore. You threw up when we accidently ran over that squirrel on Route Twenty-two. Remember?”

Senior year of high school. Driving home from a rehearsal for West Side Story. Monica had swerved, but not enough. Chloe had screamed when she’d felt the thud, then, looking out the rearview window and seeing the furry roadkill, had puked all over the backseat of Monica’s 1992 Camaro.

Remember?

“Sort of,” she mumbled, letting out an aggrieved sigh. Monica was right. Violence and gore wouldn’t do. Just thinking about that squashed squirrel turned her stomach and soured her killer instincts. Once she was depleted of rage, Chloe’s knees buckled. She slumped onto the love seat she and Ryan used to cuddle on, misery pouring over her soul, slow and thick like the homemade maple syrup Monica had shipped from Vermont.

Two years. Chloe had invested two years of her life in this relationship—her longest serious liaison ever. She’d had a severe falling-out with her dad when she’d moved in with Ryan, and she’d lost touch with a contingent of her NYC friends when she’d given up partying for domestic bliss. She hadn’t expected a conventional union, what with Ryan frequently traveling oversees for his job, but she hadn’t expected this. She hadn’t suspected an affair, hadn’t felt Ryan’s affections straying. She’d thought they were a solid couple, destined for marriage. She felt like the biggest freaking idiot on the planet.

“Listen, Chloe. I know you’re crushed. The bastard cheated on you. That sucks. And he’s leaving you for her. Sucks worse. But. . .”

“But what?”

Monica blew out a breath. “Okay. Here comes some tough love, sweetie. You had a comfortable relationship, lived a comfortable life, but did you seriously want to spend the rest of your nights with a guy who couldn’t find your G-spot?”

Chloe flushed. “I had orgasms.”

“With the shower massager. Doesn’t count.”

“I shouldn’t have shared that with you.”

“Why not? I told you about the time I got off sitting on top of the crazed washing machine.”

“Are you trying to make me feel better? Because, news flash, you’re not.”

“I’m trying to tell you Ryan Levine isn’t worth twenty-five to life in the state penitentiary.”

“Don’t worry. The murderous urge passed.”

“Good.”

“Now I just want to curl up and die.”

“Oh, hon—”

Chloe burst into tears and poured out her heart. Maybe Ryan wasn’t worth a stretch in the clink, but he was sure worthy of a good cry. “He ruined the happiest day of my life, Monica. After all these years, all the botched courses and careers, I finally followed through, finally excelled at one of my passions. After four hundred and forty hours of in-class training and a two-hundred-and-ten-hour externship, I not only earned a diploma from the Culinary Arts Institute; I graduated with honors.”

“What? You’re kidding! I mean, that’s fantastic! Why didn’t you tell me?”

“I just found out today. About the honors part, anyway. The happiest day of my life—ruined! The affair’s been going on for months. He could’ve waited a day or two to dump me. Any day other than my proudest.”

“Or,” Monica growled, sounding like a provoked mother bear, “he could’ve broken off with you weeks ago, when the fling started.”

“He said he didn’t want to distract me from my studies.”

“Big of him.”

“Said he’d feel better leaving, knowing I was finally focused on a sensible career.”

“Bastard.”

“He’s coming back at the end of the month to pack up his things. He’s actually transferring to the company’s resort in France so he can live with her. Said our apartment’s paid up for the next three months. That gives me three months to find a roommate or to find a place I can afford on my own. Both prospects are daunting. Not to mention I’ll be job hunting at the same time.”

“Maybe you could ask your dad—”

“No.”

“Right. Dumb suggestion. Okay, then. Come stay with me.”

Chloe blinked. “You live in Vermont.”

“So what? Put your things in storage and fly up for an extended visit. It doesn’t have to be forever. Just time enough to heal. To catch your breath and plan for your future. Who knows? Maybe you’ll fall in love with Sugar Creek like I did and want to stay.”

Chloe glanced around the living room and into the kitchen, her gaze drifting toward the bedroom. Every square inch of this apartment reminded her of Ryan and the life they’d shared. She couldn’t imagine staying here for the next three months. What’s more, she didn’t want to.

“I don’t feel right about imposing on you and Leo. You’re trying to have a baby. I . . . I wouldn’t feel comfortable.” According to her friend, she and her husband of three years were doing it like bunnies every chance they got. Last week when he’d come home for lunch, she’d greeted him at the door naked.

“Potential for awkward moments,” Monica said with a smile in her voice. “True.”

“Plus, what would I do with my time? Sugar Creek is even smaller than the town we grew up in. I’ve been a city girl for fourteen years. I need culture. Activities and distractions.” Especially now. The last thing she needed was empty hours enabling her to wallow in the breakup.

“We have activities and distractions in Sugar Creek,” Monica said. “Just different than what you’re used to. Hey, I know. Daisy Monroe is looking for a cook and companion.”

“Who’s Daisy Monroe?”

“You’ll love her. She’s just like you—charmingly off beat—only older. The town just celebrated her seventy-fifth birthday.”

“The whole town? What is she, famous or something?”

“You could say that. She lives alone in a beautiful old colonial home. I bet if I asked, I could get her to include free board.”

“Monica—”

“It’s perfect! Time away. Time with me. Plus you get to cook. Let’s put that diploma to use, honey!”

“I don’t know.”

“I do. Say yes.”

She hugged Ryan’s favorite toss pillow to her chest, breathed in his scent. Her aching heart pounded with renewed fury. What the hell. “Yes.”

“Fantastic! I’ll line everything up. You pack. Oh! Speaking of activities, you can join Cupcake Lovers. Hit us with some of those fancy recipes you learned in culinary school.”

“No, thank you.”

Monica had mentioned the local club in her e-mails. A small group that met once a week to swap recipes and ideas on how to make a difference in the world via cupcakes—chocolate, red velvet, banana walnut . . . 

Chloe envisioned the devil’s food cake she’d chucked in the garbage less than an hour ago. Thought about the way Ryan had sampled the frosting, the groan of delight just before the weary sigh. Remembered the way he’d raved about her cooking over the last few months, especially the dishes she’d created during her Contemporary Desserts course.

Equating confectionary with heartache, she wondered if she’d ever be able to mix up another dessert without feeling depressed or homicidal. “I’m swearing off sweets,” Chloe said with a sniff. “Forever.”

Monica snorted. “Now that’s just crazy talk.”


 

TWO

Two days later . . .
Sugar Creek, Vermont

Devlin Monroe massaged his throbbing temple as his brother relayed troubling news. He shifted the phone to his left ear and scribbled a name on a notepad. “Thanks for the heads-up, Luke.”

“If you would’ve accepted her invitation for breakfast you would’ve heard it from Gram herself.”

“Backed up with work.”

“You’re always backed up with work. You need to get a life, Dev.”

“So you keep telling me.” He signed off with his brother and glanced at his watch. Nine fifteen a.m.

The store had been open to the public for fifteen minutes. Most of the employees had arrived fifteen minutes before that. Devlin, Chief Operating Officer of J. T. Monroe’s Department Store—family owned and operated for six generations—had been on the property since 7:00 a.m. He’d already crammed three hours of work into two, focusing on a short, medium, and long-range report regarding the nineteenth-century retail store’s ability to compete with the Walmart Supercenter opening two towns over, a short thirty-minute drive for anyone in or around Sugar Creek. A concern that had robbed him of a month’s worth of decent sleep. Determined to bring J.T.’s into this century, he’d e-mailed the report to the CEO, his dad, who was in Florida enjoying the first year of his semi-retirement. Even though the old man had handed over the reins, he couldn’t, or wouldn’t, get out of the damned driver’s seat.

Just after Devlin had texted his dad about the incoming high-priority document, Luke had called. Now Devlin stared at his phone contemplating who to wage war with first. His dad or his grandma.

Before he could decide, his sister, Rocky, blew into his office—unannounced—and dropped into the seat across from his desk. As always, she was dressed in jeans and layered T-shirts, her thick blond hair woven into two braids. Twenty-nine and still a tomboy. A tomboy with womanly curves and the face of a Hollywood starlet. Thankfully, she scared off a lot of men with her blunt talk and tough attitude; otherwise, given his overprotective nature, his big-brother role would be daunting. “Have you heard the news?” she asked.

“Most people knock.”

“I’m not most people. I’m your sister. Besides, the door wasn’t closed all the way.”

“Ah.” As if that made all the difference.

“Gram hired a companion.”

“I heard.”

“You don’t look thrilled.”

“I’m not.”

“Why? You’re the one who convinced Gram she needs help.”

“I was hoping she’d rely more on us. Or hire someone local. Someone we know.”

“We’re lucky she hired anyone at all. You know how stubborn she is. Now we don’t have to worry about her starting another kitchen fire or running over another fire hydrant. This woman can cook Gram’s meals—I heard she’s a gourmet chef, by the way—and drive her wherever she needs to go.” Rocky crossed her arms and raised an eyebrow. “You’re just pissed because Gram excluded you from the interview process.”

“I’m concerned,” Devlin said, leaning forward, “because we don’t know this woman.”

“Her name is Chloe Madison.”

“Luke told me.”

“Did he tell you that she’s an old friend of Monica Smith’s?”

Devlin nodded. “Doesn’t mean she’s trustworthy.”

“I don’t think Monica would hook Gram up with an ax killer.” She frowned. “You need to loosen up, Dev. Seriously. This is good news. For all of us.”

“You drive all the way here just to bust my balls?”

“No. That’s a bonus. Actually, I came to ask a favor.”

“You could’ve called.”

“Too easy for you to say no over the phone. This way I can charm you by smiling and batting my baby blues.” She proceeded to do just that.

In spite of his tense mood, Devlin smiled. “What do you want?”

“Your house.”

“What?”

“For one night. Tomorrow night. It’s my turn to host the meeting for Cupcake Lovers and my oven’s busted.”

“Since when?”

“Since this morning.”

“I’ll buy you a new one.”

“I like my old one. I called a repairman, but it won’t be ready in time. By the way, if I wanted a new cooking range, I’d buy it myself. That’s the trouble with you, Dev. Always taking control. Sometimes people like to make their own decisions, take care of their own problems.”

“Not helping your case here.”

“So can I take over your kitchen and living room for about four hours? I’ll make an extra batch of cupcakes just for you.”

“Toss in a pot of your vegetable beef stew and you’ve got a deal.”

Her mouth quirked. “You know, if you had a wife or even a steady girlfriend, you wouldn’t have to bribe me for the occasional home-cooked meal. Of course that would mean actually getting out and socializing so you could meet someone.”

“I’ve met a lot of someones.”

“Just not the right one. I swear you set yourself up for failure. Take Tasha for instance.”

“Do you want my house for the night or not?”

“Cupcakes and stew it is.” She stood and moved to the door, pausing on the threshold. “We missed you at breakfast.”

Meaning “we miss you, period.”

His family had always been close, and even though he and his sibs and cousins were adults with full lives and careers, they still got together regularly. Except for Devlin. With his multiple business interests and investments he spent more and more time at the computer. Seeing the genuine hurt in his sister’s eyes, he offered a smile and a promise: “I’ll see you at Sunday dinner.” A running tradition at Gram’s house.

Rocky rushed over and offered her pinky.

He crooked his own pinky around hers and squeezed. “Swear.”

Smiling, she kissed him on the cheek, then rushed out, leaving the door open in her wake.

Shaking his head, Dev snagged his cell and, while moving to shut the door, dialed his best friend, a private investigator who’d relocated to Brooklyn, New York.

Jayce answered on the first ring. “Calling to shoot the shit or to raz me about the Jets?”

“Professional call. Need you to dig into someone’s life.”

“Must be serious.”

“Concerns family.”

“On it,” Jayce said. “What’s the name?”

He glanced at his notepad. “Chloe Madison.”

In two days’ time, Chloe had secured a job and lodgings in Sugar Creek, put most of her belongings into storage, and purchased a one-way ticket to Burlington, Vermont. She’d worked fast, refusing to second-guess her decision. The apartment was in Ryan’s name and he’d purchased the majority of the furnishings. She suddenly felt like a kept woman, especially since he’d repeatedly pointed out her spastic work résumé. She needed to get her act together and, as Monica had suggested, take time to heal. Ryan had dinged her sense of security and blown a hole in her self-esteem. Was she really that much of a flake?

When her plane touched down in Burlington, Chloe vowed not to fall apart when she saw her best friend. Besides, Chloe was fairly sure she was all cried out. She’d gone through four boxes of tissues and two rolls of toilet paper in her two-day packing spree. Nope, she wasn’t going to shed one more tear for Ryan-the-Cheating-Bastard Levine. She wanted to make the most of her time with Monica. Unbelievably, even though they frequently e-mailed and talked on the phone, they were lucky if they saw each other in person once every three years. In fact, the last time she’d seen Monica was when Chloe had flown back to their hometown in Indiana for Monica and Leo’s wedding. That was also the last time Chloe had seen her dad.

“Oh, my God,” Monica squealed as Chloe rushed toward her in Baggage Claim. “You’re a brunette!”

“I didn’t have time to keep up with the blond highlights when I was in school, so I went back to my roots, so to speak.” Chloe hugged Monica and held tight. But she didn’t cry.

The taller woman pushed her to arm’s length and eyed her with a sympathetic smile. “You look good. A little thin, but beautiful as always. How the hell did you lose weight in culinary school? Don’t you eat what you cook?”

“You end up tasting and sampling on the run rather than sitting down and lingering over a meal. Plus, between the heat of the kitchen and the anxiety and excitement. . .” She shrugged. “Watch. I’ll put on twenty pounds in the next month.”

“In these parts that would qualify you for curvy. As someone who could stand to lose an entire dress size, I, for one, appreciate the region’s more generous views on the female form.”

“I think you look wonderful,” Chloe said honestly. Monica had always been on the “curvy” side, but she was tall and big boned and between her pretty face, signature pixie cut, and funky eyeglasses she made a bold, sexy statement while retaining a classy aura.

Wearing a mothering expression that Chloe knew well, her friend reached out and gently tucked Chloe’s loose long hair behind her ears. “How do you feel?”

“Okay.” She forced a smile. “But life will get better.”

“Yes, it will.” Monica squeezed her hand and tugged her toward the baggage carousel. “Come on. Let’s get your luggage and get you to Sugar Creek.”

Twenty minutes later they were loaded up and on their way.

Chloe rolled down the Suburban’s window, enjoying the rush and smell of the cool fall air as Monica sped north on I-89. Instead of stark steel and glass skyscrapers, she was surrounded by lush valleys and wooded mountains. No wonder they called Vermont the Green Mountain State. She couldn’t stop staring at the stunning landscape. Yes, she’d grown up in a small midwestern town, but in comparison this was the wilderness. “Feels like I’m in another country.”

“You almost are. Once we get to Sugar Creek, we’ll only be ten miles south of the Canadian border.”

“I can’t believe I’m doing this.”

“I can’t believe you only brought one suitcase. Didn’t you agree to a three-month trial period with Daisy?”

“Yeah, but what do I need really aside from clothes and toiletries? I thought about bringing some of my new cooking appliances, but she said she has everything I’ll need. I asked about bringing my own bed linens, but she nixed that as well.”

“What about personal stuff?” Monica asked as she zipped past a slow-moving pickup.

“Like what?”

“Like your laptop, books, camera, CDs . . . I don’t know. Stuff. You’re the one who said you need distractions.”

“Laptop’s in the suitcase. Camera and music are on my smartphone. As for books. . .” She reached in her purse and fished out her Kindle. “Loaded with over a hundred novels and thirty-six cookbooks. So far.”

“As a library assistant, I’m well aware of the explosion of digital books,” Monica said, “but please tell me you still read the occasional print book; otherwise you’ll break my old-fashioned heart.”

“As an avid reader I indulge in both worlds,” Chloe said with a smile. “Happy now?”

“Delirious. So,” she said, gesturing to the Android and e-Reader, “when did you become a techno geek?”

“I’m not a techno geek,” Chloe said. “Ryan bought me all that stuff. Christmas. Birthdays. I would’ve chucked it all, but I’m sort of used to it now.”

“Yeah, well. Things move at a slower pace in Sugar Creek. I’m not even sure if Daisy has cable.”

“That’s okay. I’ll connect at an Internet café.”

“We don’t have an Internet café.”

Chloe gaped. “You’re kidding!”

Monica smiled. “Nope.”

“But . . . you said Sugar Creek attracts a lot of tourists.”

“It does.”

“How do they check their e-mail? Google directions and specifics for restaurants and attractions?”

“Chloe, in these parts, most of the people on holiday are too busy hiking, tubing, fishing, snow skiing, horseback riding—”

“I get the picture.”

“—to check e-mail.” She glanced over. “If it makes you feel better, there’s a computer with Internet access at the library.”

“Thank God. So,” she said, still amazed. “No Internet café. I’m guessing no Starbucks?”

“Nope. But they serve great coffee at Gemma’s Bakery.”

“I’ll keep it in mind.” Chloe sighed. “What about a grocery store? I told Mrs. Monroe I’d take care of the shopping. Plus I’m sort of picky about the ingredients for my recipes.”

“Not too picky, I hope. One place to do your food shopping in Sugar Creek. Oslow’s General Store.”

“Seriously? A general store? What, something the size of Marlton’s IGA?” The family-operated grocery in their hometown.

“Smaller, but better stocked. If you don’t find what you want there, your best bet is the supermarket in Pixley. It’s a thirty-minute drive on a clear day. If it’s snowing, tack an hour or never.”

“I’ll only be here until mid-December.”

“Last year we had our first big snow late October.”

“Oh.” When making her deal with Mrs. Monroe she hadn’t considered the weather. “I haven’t driven in the snow since I moved to Manhattan.”

Monica cut her a look.

“Hello? Big city? Public transportation?”

“When were you last behind the wheel of a car?”

Chloe looked away, knowing Monica was well aware of her arrangement with Mrs. Monroe. “The day before I moved to Manhattan.”

“Fourteen years ago?” Monica jammed on the brakes and squealed to the shoulder of the road. “Get out.” She unbuckled her seat belt and shoved open the driver’s door.

“Why? What are you doing?”

“Trading places with you. If you’re going to chauffeur Daisy you need all the practice you can get. One fender bender and Dev will have my ass. Yours, too.”

“Who’s Dev?” Chloe asked as she scrambled out the door. Heart pounding, she rounded the hood of the Suburban, passing Monica along the way.

“Devlin Monroe. Daisy’s oldest grandson. Heir to the Monroe legacy. Runs J. T. Monroe’s Department store and a few other local businesses. Watches over his family like a hawk. Mess with his family and you’re dead meat.”

“Sounds like a scary guy.”

“Not scary, just influential.”

They stopped talking long enough to climb back into the vehicle.

Monica buckled the passenger seat belt and sighed. “Listen. I didn’t mean to make Dev sound like a tyrant. He’s the brother of a good friend of mine. It’s just . . . the man has a major stick up his ass. A shame really. Otherwise he’s the perfect catch. Rich and frickin’ hot.”

“Good looking, huh?” Not that Chloe cared. It’s not like she was looking to date anytime soon.

“Drop-dead gorgeous,” Monica said. “You do know where all the important parts are, right?”

Chloe blinked.

“Steering wheel, gas pedal, brake. . .”

She smirked. “I know how to drive. It’s just been a while.”

“Okay then. Keep the pedal to the metal until the exit for 105.” She glanced sideways and smiled as Chloe peeled onto the interstate. “Just watch out for squirrels.”


 

THREE

By the time they reached Sugar Creek the sun was setting and Chloe was running out of steam. She’d been up since 6:00 a.m. and hadn’t slept well for three nights running. She hadn’t eaten much either, operating mostly on coffee and adrenaline. Now that they’d reached their destination, even the wonder of the forested peaks and the high of driving had worn off. All she wanted was to eat a sandwich and go to bed. So what if it was only five thirty?

Monica had other ideas. One block into the quaint town, she instructed Chloe to make a left, then pointed to a bright blue barn with white trim—Leo’s Auto Repair. “Just pull in here and let me tell Leo about our change of plans.”

“Honestly, Monica, ordering in pizza is fine.”

“Forget it. After hearing you describe all the dishes you’ve made over the past few weeks, I’m jonesing for a full-course, professionally prepared dinner.”

“I could cook—”

“Not on your first night here. I’m taking you out. The Sugar Shack has the best food in town. Great atmosphere. You’ll love it. Plus we can order champagne and toast your special honors diploma.”

“It’s not that big a deal.”

“It’s a huge deal, and you know it.”

Which was why she’d been especially crushed when Ryan had peed in her Cheerios. Or rather her cake. “You’re right,” she said, sitting straighter and forcing a smile. “I deserve a celebration.”

“Atta girl.” Monica hopped out. “I’ll be quick. I’d call, but if he’s working on a car he won’t answer. When the man focuses on engines, he’s oblivious to all else.”

“How late does Leo work?”

“Depends. Tonight the garage is open until six.”

“What about Oslow’s?” Chloe asked, eyeing the general store across the street.

“Same.”

“Mind if I peek in? I’d like to get an idea of what they stock so I can plan Mrs. Monroe’s meals for the week.” She was staying with Monica and Leo tonight, but tomorrow Chloe moved in with her new employer. She wanted to impress the woman from the get-go. Sharing a well-thought-out menu seemed like a good start. She noticed then that Monica had a goofy smile on her face. “What?”

“I just love how you never do anything half-assed.”

Chloe laughed. “Me? Up until the Culinary Arts Institute, I never followed through with anything. Just ask Dad or Ryan.”

Monica waved them off. “I’m not talking about commitment. I’m talking about passion. Since I’ve known you, whatever your current interest, you pour your heart and soul into the project. Your enthusiasm is infectious. And admirable.”

Chloe swallowed an emotional lump and smiled. “I’m really glad I came.”

“Me, too.” Monica squeezed her hand. “Now run over to Oslow’s. If you’re not back when I come out, I’ll join you.”

“Deal.” Chloe slid out of the Suburban, smoothed the wrinkles from her mid-thigh dress, and crossed the deserted street.

Sugar Creek’s sole grocery looked like something out of a Norman Rockwell painting. Like Leo’s garage, it resembled a converted barn. Only it was bigger and varnished an appealing shade of maple brown. A big green sign announced in white letters: OSLOW’S GENERAL STORE—established in 1888. Swinging out from the top gable was a brightly painted rooster displaying a much smaller sign that simply read: GOOD FOOD.

Chloe hooked her handbag over her shoulder and entered the store, smiling when a bell tinkled to announce her arrival. Cute. She closed her eyes and breathed deep. Heaven. Spices and freshly ground coffee, scented soaps and fresh herbs. She caught a whiff of fried chicken and . . . apple pie? Must have a ready-made food section, she thought as she opened her eyes and took in the layout.

Monica was right. Oslow’s was smaller than their hometown IGA, but not by much. Instead of a sprawling building, it was compact and three stories high. The hardwood floor creaked under Chloe’s wedge-heeled boots as she made her way up and down the narrow aisles. Folksy Muzak floated softly from hidden speakers.

The shelves were crammed with stock—lots of local specialty foods, but a ton of basics, too. Deli counter, dairy section. To her amazement, she only spied a couple of shoppers. The markets in Manhattan were crowded every day at every hour. Here the sparse shoppers smiled and nodded in greeting but other than that didn’t pay her much mind. Probably assumed she was just another tourist.

She was lost in thought, mentally cataloguing stock and sifting through recipes when she rounded the soda and chip aisle and rammed hard into another shopper. Half the contents of his wicker shopping basket tipped out and crashed to the floor.

“I’m so sorry,” she squeaked, dropping to her knees to snag a runaway can of pork ’n’ beans. A box of cornflakes, a bag of chips, frozen dinners. He had to be single. Or lazy.

“Don’t worry about it,” he said, stooping to help.

Their fingers connected around his Vermont smoked and cured summer sausage. Chloe froze—her skin tingling with sensual awareness—then flushed when she noted the devilish tilt of his mouth. She wasn’t sure which was more disconcerting—his sexy smile or her reaction to his touch. Not to mention he was freaking gorgeous. Chocolate hair, blueberry eyes, a beefcake body clad in grey canvas khakis and a plaid oxford shirt, the long sleeves rolled midway up his muscled forearms. Not that she was checking him out.

Heat flooded her body as she realized she was doing just that and he was doing the same!

“My sausage—”

“Excuse me?” She followed his gaze and saw in horror that she was still clinging to his processed meat. “Oh.” Cheeks burning, she scrambled to her feet, wishing he hadn’t helped by grasping her elbow. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d been so flustered by a man’s innocent touch. “You should buy some fruit,” she said, noting the contents of his basket. Wow. That was lame.

Again with the sexy half smile. “What would you suggest?”

“Bananas? Apples?” She glanced at the fresh-fruit cart to their left. “Melons?”

“I like melons.”

She waited for his gaze to shift to her chest. It didn’t. He was looking directly in her eyes. Somehow that was worse.

He snagged a small honeydew and put it in his basket.

“What are you doing?”

“Buying fruit?”

“But you didn’t thump it.”

He raised a brow.

Men. She moved in and gave the melon a squeeze. “Too hard.”

“I can honestly say I’ve never gotten that complaint.”

Okay. Definite flirting here. She should leave. But the image of Ryan canoodling with his tart caused her to stand her ground. Her wounded ego needed affirmation that she was still desirable to the opposite sex. Problem was she hadn’t flirted in a long time. “Let me give you some tips on how to handle melons.” Oh, brother.

“I’m all ears.”

Just then his phone rang. He pulled an Android from his pocket, glanced at the incoming call. “Damn.”

Obviously, he needed to take it. Perfect. This way she could exit before making a complete fool of herself. She quickly squeezed and thumped three melons, putting the second one in his basket. “Nice meeting you,” she whispered as he tried holding off the person on the other end of the line.

“Wait,” he called as she backed away.

“Remember. Four food groups,” she said, then made a beeline for the front door. Four food groups?

Lame, lame, lame.

“If this is a bad time,” Jayce said, “I can call back.”

“No. Now is good. Now is . . . great.” Devlin watched her sweet ass go, telling himself not to follow. To what end? A one-night stand? She didn’t strike him as the type. She’d blushed too easily, and her attempt at flirting had been awkward. Not that his had been much better. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d been inspired to flirt. But, Christ, seeing her in that short flowery dress and those knee-high boots, the long dark hair and that face. Like any man wouldn’t be reduced to a drooling idiot.

Yet for all her sensual beauty, she seemed oblivious. An even greater turn-on. Melon Girl was a nice girl and, since he’d never seen her before, no doubt a tourist. Which meant she’d be gone in a day or two. He chalked up the encounter to the sexiest five minutes of the last three years and felt thankful for it.

Oh, hell. Maybe Luke was right. Maybe he did need to get a life, because damn, that was pathetic.

“Sure you don’t want me to call back?” Jayce asked.

“What? No. Go on.”

“I was apologizing for the delay. Wanted to be thorough.”

“I appreciate that,” Devlin said, balancing his food basket on a pickle barrel.

“I’ll give you the basics and e-mail the full report. You’re not going to like it.”

“I’m not surprised.” Today had been full of frustrations. His dad had refused to comment on Devlin’s report until he’d slept on it. Gram had refused Devlin’s offer to bring her dinner, saying she’d already committed to an evening of chili and Canasta with the Larsens. And when he’d broached the subject of her chosen companion, she’d brushed him off.

“Chloe Madison,” Jayce began. “Thirty-one. Single. Never been married. Born and raised in Marlton, Indiana. Moved to New York City straight out of high school. No siblings. Mother died when she was fourteen. Father’s loaded. Funded her education and picked up the bulk of her rent for, get this, ten years.”

“Who studies to be a chef for ten years?”

“She didn’t study to be a chef until this past year. We’re talking two years at Juilliard, two and a half at NYU, a year—almost—at a fashion design institute, back to NYU for six months, different major, then a shitload of workshops and courses on various subjects.”

“What the hell?” Devlin scratched his head, baffled by the inconsistency. “Did she flunk out? Get expelled?”

“Dropped out.”

Even worse. “So what? She’s unmotivated? Unfocused?”

“Fickle maybe. One of those people who can’t decide what they want to do. So far she studied for and/or worked as an actress, a singer, a playwright, a fashion designer, fashion photographer, model, spokesperson, publicist, and food critic. You can read some of her critiques on a popular e-zine. I’ll send you the URL. They’re pretty good.”

“Sounds like Gram hired an impulsive free spirit.” The kind of woman who pushed a personal hot button.

“There’s more.”

“Naturally.”

“Looks like her rich daddy cut her off two years ago, about the same time she moved in with a guy. Hold on. Ryan Levine. That’s his name. Fifteen years her senior. Works for an international resort company. Efficiency expert. Big bucks.”

“From rich daddy to sugar daddy.” Gold digger—another hot button. “Let me guess. Levine covered her tuition for culinary school.”

“She did, however, finish what she started this time. Graduated from the Culinary Arts Institute four days ago.”

“Four days? So she doesn’t have any practical experience as a chef.”

“Doesn’t mean she isn’t a hell of a cook. Plus, Dev, you’ve gotta see this girl.”

“Considering she once worked as a model and has the ability to wrap rich men around her finger, I’m guessing hot.”

“Blond hair. Brown eyes. Kick-ass curves.”

“Sounds right up your alley.”

“She’s up every man’s alley.”

Devlin was more interested in the sweet-faced brunette who’d essentially told him to eat healthier. Drop-dead beautiful—in an Ivory-soap-girl kind of way. He thought about the glimpse he’d gotten of her pink panties as she’d scrambled on her hands and knees for his pork ’n’ beans and cursed a hard-on that wouldn’t die. “Dammit.”

“Here’s the part you won’t like.”

“I haven’t liked any of it.”

“You’ll hate this. Had to dig deep, since she had her record expunged.”

“Record?”

“Arrested twice. Once for shoplifting. Once for disturbing the peace. Both times charges were dropped.”

“That doesn’t make me feel better.”

“Implies innocence.”

“Or not enough evidence.”

“I knew you’d say that. That’s why I called in a favor. Details forthcoming.”

“Meanwhile Miss Madison is also forthcoming.”

“For what it’s worth, Dev, I don’t have a bad feeling about this woman.”

“I do.” All told, Chloe Madison sounded like his worst nightmare.

“Want me to fly up and run interference?”

“My problem to tackle.”

His friend laughed. “Lucky you.”

“What about Levine?”

“Lover boy’s transferring to France.”

“Left her high and dry,” Devlin guessed, “and now she coming to mooch off Gram.”

“Overall, I got the impression she’s a nice girl, well liked. Just restless and reckless.”

“Translation: an irresponsible user. Twice arrested.”

“Two sides to every coin, my friend.”

“I’ll keep that in mind. Send a bill with that report, Jayce.”

“Treat me to dinner at the Shack next time I’m up and we’re square.”

No use arguing, since Jayce never took money from those he considered family. “You’re on.” Devlin disconnected and snatched his shopping basket. He’d meant to pick up a few basics, then grab a fried chicken from the take-out section. Unfortunately, between his encounter with Melon Girl and his discussion with Jayce it was now five minutes to closing.

Skipping the fried chicken, he zipped through the checkout, obsessing on Chloe Madison. Maybe she didn’t have any ulterior motives. Maybe she just needed a job and because of her friend Monica she’d lucked into this one. Still, he intended to keep an eye on her and would tell Luke and Rocky to do the same. In fact, he’d swing over to the Sugar Shack right now and fill Luke in. Might as well have dinner there, too. Something including all four food groups. Hell, he was half owner of the restaurant. He should probably show his face more often. Given the Shack was a hot spot for locals and tourists, maybe he’d spot Melon Girl there having a drink.

Not that he had ulterior motives.


 

FOUR

By the time they reached the Sugar Shack it was seven o’clock. By 7:05, Chloe had her second wind. Revived by the sights and sounds of crowded tables and happy diners and the mouthwatering scents of baked bread, roasted meats, and hearty stews. The atmosphere was casual and lively, the décor country-inn rustic. Polished wide-planked hardwood floors, cobblestone fireplace, colonial wall sconces, and assorted paintings featuring American Folk Art. An Alison Krauss song played in the background—not too loud, just enough to flow through your brain and loosen your limbs.

If Chloe were writing one of her food critic articles, she’d give the Sugar Shack “Four Forks Up” for ambiance. No cheesy theme. No pretensions. Just a nice place to hang out for drinks and a good meal. Her favorite kind of restaurant. The kind she used to seek out with friends before she hooked up with Ryan.

Monica slid into one of the old-fashioned window booths. “What do you think?”

“I think it’s charming.”

“Wait’ll you meet the owner. Part owner anyway. See that guy behind the bar?”

Chloe glanced to where Monica pointed. Hard to miss a guy like that. Even from several yards away, Chloe could see that he was handsome, in a rugged, boyish way. Shaggy sandy-brown hair. Sculpted features. Nice upper body. Dressed down in a dark-colored T-shirt, he was serving drinks while chatting up two redheads decked out in matching skintight dresses. Chloe figured if she moved a few feet closer she’d get devoured by his animalistic charisma. He was that charmingly intense. Not her cup of tea. She knew the type. She’d kissed a lot of frogs to get to Mr. Right, except he’d turned out to be Mr. Wrong. Trying not to despise all men in general, she nodded toward sexy bar dude. “Serial dater or incorrigible flirt?”

“Both.” Monica smiled. “But he’s also a nice guy. Name’s Luke Monroe and he’s the most sought-after bachelor in Sugar Creek aside from his older brother, Dev.”

Chloe raised a brow. “The overprotective entrepreneur with the stick up his ass?” Mess with his family and you’re dead meat.

“Not so loud. Jesus.” Choking back laughter, Monica opened the wine list to hide her blushing face and surreptitiously surveyed the crowded room. “Luke manages this place, but Dev’s part owner. Never know when he’s going to drop in.”

“Do you see him?”

“No.”

“Good.” Chloe slipped off her sweater and snapped open her dinner menu, intent on derailing further talk of Devlin Monroe. She hoped to avoid the man for, well, ever. She had enough on her plate without fearing his wrath should his grandmother so much as stub a toe while under Chloe’s watch. Not that she’d been hired to care for Daisy 24/7. In fact, Chloe’s duties were pretty light. In their phone interview the woman had made it clear she didn’t need or want a nursemaid. But she did want her family to get off her bony patooty (her words, not Chloe’s). Apparently they considered Daisy a menace in the kitchen and behind the wheel. All Chloe had to do was prepare her meals and drive her around. A cushy gig if there ever was one.

“You’ll meet him eventually,” Monica said. “A) This is a small town. B) He’ll want to know who’s living under his grandmother’s roof.”

“Fine,” Chloe said, feigning a carefree shrug. “As long as he doesn’t try to tell me what to do.”

“Tall order.”

“I mean it, Monica. I’m over it. First Dad manipulated my life, then Ryan.” She stared hard at the appetizers—Rosemary Potato Chips, Garden Bruschetta—summoning calm and confidence via her love of food. “I refuse to answer to any man. From here on out I’m trusting my own instincts. I’m capable. Responsible. Mrs. Monroe and I will get along just fine.”

“I know.”

“I mean it.”

“I’m glad.”

She could almost hear Monica smiling. She looked up and, yep, huge smile. “What?”

“Just happy you’re here.”

Chloe was sure there was more to it but didn’t press. She was tired and suddenly starving. “Ever had the Baked Onion and Apple Soup?”

“To die for. Everything on this menu is to die for.”

“You’ve had everything on the menu?”

“Almost everything.”

Hungry for the carefree spirit of her younger days, Chloe beamed at her oldest friend. “What do you say we order a little bit of everything? Remember when we sampled every dish at Rosie’s Café?” They’d been sixteen and celebrating the fact that they’d both been chosen to sing in the All-State choir.

“As I recall, you threw up less than an hour after we rolled out the door.”

A bad reaction to French fries smothered in chili and cheese, just after a downing a chocolate milk shake. Chloe had blocked out that part. “Honestly. Why do all your memories revolve around my puking episodes?”

Monica’s eyes twinkled with mischief. “Good times, good times.”

“What if we restrict the smorgasbord to appetizers?” Her mouth watered just thinking about the Roasted Garlic Shrimp.

“And desserts.”

“No desserts.”

“Aw, come on. You aren’t seriously swearing off sweets!”

She thought about the way Ryan’s eyes had rolled back after he tasted her Raspberry White Chocolate Mousse, just before he’d made love to her on the living room carpet—only two days after returning from the French Riviera. “Seriously.”

“Fine. No dessert. Not tonight.”

“Not ever.”

“I’d be stricken if I didn’t know this insane boycott wasn’t temporary.”

“You’re not listening to me.”

“No, I’m not. I don’t listen to crazy people. Obviously, Ryan drove you insane. Temporarily.”

Chloe sighed. “Okay. Fine. Realistically, I can’t imagine swearing off sweets forever, but just now . . . this moment and who knows for how long . . . confections are poison to my soul.”

“Noted.” Monica motioned for the waitress. “We’ll start with a bottle of champagne.”

After lingering over a full-course meal and giving up on an appearance by Melon Girl, Devlin had slipped into his brother’s office to escape the unwanted attention of the Kelly twins. He could have had his pick of the girls, or he could have had them both—at the same time. They’d been upfront about their adventurous streak. Which should have been a turn-on but wasn’t. Katie and Krissy were cute as hell but too young and shallow for his taste. Not to mention they’d made the same offer to his brother and their cousin Nash last June at the Vermont Dairy & Maple Festival. Devlin was fairly certain his cousin had crumbled and indulged in the average man’s twin-girl fantasy. Nash wasn’t one to screw and tell, but he’d walked around with a dopey smile on his face for an entire week.

Devlin shook his head while checking his e-mail. Luke and Nash juggled women and relationships the way he juggled multiple business interests. Life was complicated enough without having to deal with the drama of multiple affairs. He’d always leaned toward monogamous relationships but had never been inclined to fully commit—not since Janna had ripped out his heart. Once annihilated, forever wary. Not that he was celibate, just cautious. His cynicism and habitual bad luck with women ensured his bachelor status, as did his obsession with work and various investments. He had too many people counting on him—the employees at J.T.’s and the Shack, his relatives—to dwell on what eluded him.

The love and devotion of a down-to-earth, family-oriented woman.

Restless and hopeful that the Kelly twins had zeroed in on another target, Devlin left the office intending to have a last word with Luke before heading home. When he neared the bar, he saw his brother enduring the attentions of Viv Underwood, a woman he’d dated and broken off with a year ago, while waving good-bye to Katie and Krissy and serving draft beers to the Brody brothers. Luke had an amazing talent for making everyone seem like the center of his world while he was actually tuned into something else altogether. Just now Viv appeared smitten while Adam and Kane seemed enthralled by whatever bullshit Luke was spewing. Luke was . . . distracted.

“You outta here?” he asked without making eye contact.

“Almost.” Devlin looked where his brother looked. Damn. Melon Girl had shown after all. Luke was practically drooling. “Down, boy.”

“Am I that obvious?”

“Yes.”

“Can you blame me?”

“No. But keep it zipped.” The intensity of the jealousy rippling through Devlin’s blood took him by surprise. He didn’t even know her name, yet he had the insane urge to tell his brother, Hands off. She’s mine.

Luke laughed while serving Devlin a Dewar’s on the rocks he hadn’t asked for. “Admit it. She’s hot.”

“How many women are you seeing now?”

“On a steady basis? Three. What? They know about each other.”

Devlin rolled his eyes, then, unable to help himself, glanced back to Melon Girl. She was still wearing her flowery dress and knee-high boots, but she’d twisted her long hair into a messy ponytail. His cock twitched and he’d swear his heart skipped. Something that hadn’t happened since—Christ—Janna. He ignored the warning bells, sifted through old-as-dirt pickup lines. But then Connie, one of the six waitresses on the payroll, showed at Melon Girl’s booth carrying a tray loaded with enough food for two people.

Damn.

“When you asked me to keep a close eye on Gram’s new companion,” Luke said, “I had no idea it would be such a pleasure.”

“What do you mean?” But then Monica Smith slid into the seat across from Melon Girl and Devlin connected the dots. “That’s Chloe Madison?” Jayce had painted a different picture—an in-your-face gorgeous blonde—whereas the woman affecting Devlin’s pulse was a dark, subtle beauty. “Are you sure?”

“I’d say it’s a safe bet. She walked in with Monica and they’ve been gabbing like women who’ve known each other for years. Thought I’d wait till they got to dessert before introducing myself. If she isn’t Chloe Madison, I’d like the name and number that goes with that dish.”

“To hell with waiting.” Devlin pushed away from the bar, drink in hand. Working his way through the crowded tables, he assured himself Luke was wrong. The sweet-natured woman who’d knocked Devlin’s food basket and guarded heart for a loop could not be the same reckless free spirit who manipulated rich men and snowed dotty old women like Gram. Curiosity warred with dread. Either Melon Girl was someone other than Miss Madison or Miss Madison was even more dangerous than he’d first assumed.

“All I know,” Chloe continued in mid-thought as Monica returned from the ladies’ room, “is that I’m fed up with bossy men.”

Her celebration dinner had turned into a bitch fest, soon after they’d toasted her “special honor.” All Chloe could think about was the graduation cake she’d baked and how Ryan had ruined her day with his betrayal. Yes, she’d spewed to Monica on the phone, but it wasn’t the same as face-to-face. At least tonight she was calm. She didn’t cry. Didn’t even raise her voice. She even refrained from cursing the other woman. Mostly, she was bitter because she’d given up a life she’d loved, along with a good many friends, because Ryan had convinced her it was time to settle down and commit personally and professionally. Something her dad had been preaching for years, only it had sounded different coming from a guy she was crazy about.

“So you said, although I never really thought of your dad as bossy, hon. Even though he’s always been distant, he caters to your whims. Or at least he did before you moved in with Ryan.”

“My point exactly,” Chloe said as they picked at the appetizer smorgasbord. “He thought he could bully me into walking away from the man I loved by cutting me off financially.”

“Well, you showed him.”

“I suppose.” She hadn’t missed the money, because Ryan had insisted paying the majority of their rent. But she had missed the weekly phone calls. They’d talk about his life in Indiana and her life in New York. They’d had an amiable long-distance relationship. Now they only talked once in a blue moon and it was always strained.

“When are you going to tell him Ryan split?”

“When I’m ready to hear a big fat I told you so.”

“Which intimates never.”

“I’ll tell him. When the timing’s right.”

“Which intimates never.”

“I’ll call him in a few days,” Chloe grumbled while finishing her second glass of champagne. “After I’m settled in at Mrs. Monroe’s. I just . . . I want to feel somewhat stable when he offers to fly out to help me pick up the pieces of my life.”

“Spin it so that he focuses on the fact that you’re putting your diploma to good use. You found something you excel at, something you love, and something you’re sticking with. Right?”

The hesitance in that last word wounded Chloe, though she tried not to show it. Even her best friend questioned her ability to commit to a profession. “Right,” she said, and she meant it. “Although I wouldn’t call cooking meals for Mrs. Monroe a great use of a diploma from the Culinary Arts Institute.”

“Think of it as a segue,” Monica said with a tender smile.

Chloe smiled back and, eager to shift the conversation, sampled the Baked Onion and Apple Soup. The contrasting flavors danced on her tongue and initiated a sigh of pure bliss. “You’re right. Beyond scrumptious.”

Behind Monica’s rectangular glasses, her brown eyes rounded. Leaning in, she whispered, “Speaking of scrumptious. . .”

“Ladies.”

Chloe glanced over her shoulder and nearly spit soup at the shock of seeing Sausage Guy. He’d changed into a fresh shirt, but other than that he looked exactly as she remembered—handsome and thigh-sweat sexy. Embarrassed for ogling, she flushed head to toe. “Hi.”

“Hi.”

She opened her mouth to add something pleasant or witty, but nothing came out. Her brain clogged with a collage of erotic images and thoughts. Good Lord.

“Mind if I join you?”

Monica, who’d yet to say anything, slid over to make room, but he squeezed in next to Chloe. His scent—manly soap and spicy cologne—went to her head, nearly causing her to sigh like a swooning teen. The mere brush of his arm prompted breathless desire. Once again, his touch unnerved her. Normally sociable, charming even, she could feel herself morphing into the tongue-tied airhead who’d scrambled for his pork ’n’ beans.

“You ran off before I got your name.”

“You were on the phone and I, well, I. . .”

“You two have met?” This from Monica, who was still wide eyed and looking as flummoxed as Chloe felt.

“Not officially,” he said.

“Oslow’s,” she said. “We were shopping and I, well, there was an incident.”

“Which resulted in me buying fruit, then coming here for a meal consisting of all food four groups.”

Was he teasing? Scolding? Flirting? She couldn’t tell. It wasn’t like before. He was . . . guarded. “I’m sorry I blurted that bit about the four basics. As if you don’t know how to take care of yourself. You’re a grown man. Obviously.” Shoot me now!

“And you’re. . .?”

Hot to jump your bones?

“Chloe Madison,” Monica said, filling the awkward pause. “Chloe, this is Devlin Monroe.”


 

FIVE

Rocky Monroe kicked off her morning like every morning, with a glass of OJ and a four-mile run along Pikeman’s Trail. The only difference was she was at it earlier than usual. By the time she got back to the Red Clover Bed-and-Breakfast—her home and place of business—the sun was just breaking over Thrush Mountain.

Lately, she’d been having trouble sleeping. Too much on her mind. Even though she tried to play down the increasing frequency of Gram’s incidents, Rocky was truly worried about the woman who was too stubborn for her own good. Then again, most of the Monroes had a stubborn streak a mile wide, so Rocky shouldn’t have been surprised by Gram’s dogged determination to carry on as though she were twenty-five instead of seventy-five. Not that seventy-five was ancient, especially in this day and age, but she’d grown forgetful and accident prone and, God help them all, more adventurous.

She’d nearly turned Rocky’s blond hair white when she’d “borrowed” her snowmobile last winter to take a joyride. Considering the damage to the Arctic Cat, it was a miracle Gram had walked away with no more than a broken wrist and unsightly bruises. Then there were the cooking-related accidents. Last month while hosting a meeting of Cupcake Lovers, Gram had put a teakettle on the burner and turned the gas flame full up, which wouldn’t have been so bad except she forgot to put water in the kettle. There’d been a small fire, which Rocky and her cousin Sam had easily extinguished, but what if Gram had been alone?

That’s why Rocky had been immensely relieved to hear Gram had hired a companion. That alone should’ve helped Rocky sleep easier last night, except she was also obsessing on her broken oven. She’d had to replace the washing machine last month and now her fridge was making funny sounds. Since she normally cooked meals for the B and B visitors, she relied heavily on her appliances. Not that she had anyone to cook for today or for the next two weeks. The Red Clover had been experiencing unusually sporadic bookings for months now. Her savings account was taking a hit at a time when she really needed to overhaul the nineteenth-century five-bedroom house to attract more business. All she had to do was ask Dev and he’d cover the expenses. Or . . . he’d suggest she sell. He’d been against her buying the Red Clover in the first place, calling it a money pit, but Rocky had had her eye on this inn and the attached several acres since she was a kid. She’d be damned if she’d let her big brother, or anyone else for that matter, dictate her life.

By the time Rocky showered and dressed, she’d worked up the stress she’d worked off with the run. She needed to get out and get her mind off of the inn for a while. She needed to do something physical. She thought about Dev’s place. He’d told her she could borrow his house tonight, since her stove was on the blink and it was her turn to host Cupcake Lovers. He’d probably tidied up, but her idea of clean differed greatly from both of her brothers’. Men. The kitchen and bathroom could probably use a good scrubbing and she’d vacuum under the furniture. God only knew what lived there—dust bunnies, rogue pretzels. But first she’d stop at Oslow’s and purchase the ingredients for her featured cupcake and the vegetable beef stew she’d promised to make for Dev.

She was midway to Sugar Creek when she heard an ominous clunking in the engine of her Jeep. Damn. “Whatever’s wrong, please hold out until I get the oven fixed.”

Dev blew out of his house at—Christ—8:37 a.m. and nearly barreled into his sister. “What are you doing here?”

“You said I could borrow your house.”

“Tonight.”

“I have to prepare. What are you doing here?”

“I live here.”

“But it’s”—she glanced at her watch—“eight thirty.”

“Eight thirty-eight.”

“You’re always out of here by six thirty or seven.”

“I overslept.”

“You never oversleep.”

“First time for everything.” Anxious to be on his way, Devlin relieved his sister of three recyclable grocery bags. “Any more in the Jeep?”

“One more. I’ll get it.”






































































OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
headline
ETERNAL






OEBPS/images/9781472209436_FC.jpg
4 < 5 ; i
CUPCakE | ovERS ok

BETH CIOTTA





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
ool

For LOV@
BETH CIOTTA





