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Dedication

To my hometown, the village of Rantoul, Illinois, my own little Harvest Hollow




Chapter 1

You’re fired, Eleanor.”

It takes a moment for the words to filter through my eardrum and present themselves to my brain in a way that makes any sense. I’m 99 percent sure the look on my face remains pleasant, but inside panic is throwing a rager, and I wasn’t invited.

Did I just hear Steve Gibbons, my boss for the last seven years, say that I’m fired? That can’t be, and yet . . .

One glance through the glass doors at the shiny brown oval conference room table provides more evidence. All three of the clients, execs from the Bolt Hotel Group, are sitting there, blinking at me in sympathy. They just heard my presentation. The one I’ve been working on all summer. Right before Steve asked me to step into the hallway for a private conversation.

Steve’s eyes are slightly narrowed in that way he does when he’s trying to seem as if he cares. Like the time I told him my uncle died, and I needed one day off work. And Geoff, my coworker and ex-boyfriend for all of twelve hours, has his head cocked to the side, his fingers steepled in front of his chest, and is nodding in a clearly fake-sympathetic manner. I recognize his look. It’s the same look he gave the ladies at the animal shelter when we volunteered there last spring and they told him how many dogs need homes. Fake. As. Hell. Geoff doesn’t even like dogs. He’s allergic to them. He only volunteered because Steve asked us to, and he took so much allergy medicine, he had to lie down. Plus, I never should have dated a man who steeples his fingers. Finger steepling is ridiculous.

“I don’t . . . understand.” Those are the three uninspired words that decide to slide on out of my mouth as I continue to stare into the conference room. How eloquent. How professional. Five stars.

“This is really embarrassing,” Steve says, shaking his head. “I never would have allowed you to present to the Bolt Group if I knew you were planning to copy Geoff’s presentation.”

Wait. What? “Geoff had a presentation?” I ask. I thought he was only sitting in while I gave mine. My presentation began promptly at nine a.m. as scheduled. What the hell is Steve talking about?

“Yes, it started at eight. I thought you knew,” Steve replies, giving me a look that can only be described as patronizing.

“It started at eight? You thought I knew?” Apparently, all I can do is echo what I just heard like some sort of a well-dressed parrot. And I am well dressed. At least I have that going for me. I put on a suit for this. All long, sleek, black trousers with a wide leg, sky-blue satin shell blouse with a keyhole neckline, and one-button black blazer. I’m wearing heels. Expensive heels. This is serious.

And I deserve this account. I’ve been working on the event plan for the Bolt Hotel Group’s new brand launch party for the last three months. Our firm, GMJ Events, had been chosen by the biggest hotel group in the country, and Steve had given me the account. After years of weddings, bar and bat mitzvahs, and small corporate shindigs, I was finally getting a chance at the big league. Bolt Hotel Group owns over eight thousand hotels and has twenty brands. It’s huge.

I’d planned the hell out of their event, the unveiling of the first of their newest brand: Barn and Branch. A set of unique country inns the Bolt Hotel Group will purchase around the country and make over in their exquisite style. Their gorgeous boutique-like rooms start at a thousand dollars a night. The launch event must go off without a hitch, and it will. Because I’ve planned it that way.

There will be farmhouse flowers in milk jugs, and pumpkin-and-cinnamon-scented votives in tiny glass holders on every table. Thick off-white tablecloths and gold flatware. Pumpkins and gourds spilling from every surface, making the entire dining room feel like a cornucopia from an autumn harvest. I planned every single detail down to the pesto-encrusted broiled salmon entrées and the apple-crisp bread pudding topped with semi-melted white chocolate chips. Delicious perfection, damn it.

This meeting today was supposed to be a formality. A check in the box. Steve had assured me we already had the account. Hell, everything was already planned, and now I was fired? What happened between me leaving work last night and this morning when I walked into this conference room? Other than Geoff dumping me, that is?

“I didn’t know,” I assure Steve. “What’s going on?”

Steve’s eyes crinkle again. This time he adds a wince. “Listen, Eleanor, I didn’t want to make a scene in front of the clients, but Geoff told us what happened.”

“What happened?” I frown. Did Geoff tell them he broke up with me last night? After living together for two years, being together for four, he unceremoniously dumped me the night before my big presentation. It sucks beyond belief, and I still haven’t processed it yet, but after watching a depressing documentary about the meteoric rise of dementia in the US and getting about two hours of sleep on the uncomfortable Ikea couch in our apartment, I woke up this morning determined to forget about it long enough to make the biggest presentation of my career. But what the hell does Geoff dumping me have to do with it?

“Look, Steve. I’m fine. Really. What happened last night won’t affect my performance in the least. I—”

“I don’t think you understand, Eleanor.” Steve puts a comforting hand on my shoulder and squeezes ever so slightly. “Geoff gave us the heads-up. He thought your presentation might closely mirror his.”

What the—? “I didn’t—”

“I didn’t totally believe him,” Steve continues, “but then you came in with yours and it was nearly word-for-word the same thing. It makes us look bad, Eleanor.”

I know my face must register my shock. I was born without a poker face. “I’m sorry, he what?”

“Look,” Steve continues. “We work in a competitive business, Eleanor. I know it can be tough, but GMJ is not an organization that tolerates this type of behavior. Passing off a colleague’s presentation as your own”—he shakes his head sadly—“is grounds for termination.”

What the hell? Geoff didn’t have any ideas. And I certainly hadn’t stolen any of them. In fact, if anyone needed to steal ideas, it was Geoff. And apparently, that’s precisely what that snake had done. He’d heard my presentation fifty times. He knew all the details, had been there when I’d worked day after day to make them all come together. I’d practiced my presentation for him to get feedback multiple times a night every night for the last month.

My vision blurs slightly. Is going rage-blind a thing? It sounds like a thing. “That’s it? I’m fired. You’re not even going to hear me out? What if I told you that Geoff stole the presentation from me?” I don’t want to appear unprofessional, but I’m not about to go down without a fight or at least an attempt at telling the truth either.

Steve’s face crumples in faux sympathy. Very faux. Plus, another freakin’ wince. “I’d believe you if Geoff hadn’t been bouncing these ideas off me the last month or so. We’d already talked about his plan at length, he and I.”

I squeeze my eyes shut and pinch the bridge of my nose. “Geoff’s been giving you details of the plan for the last month?” Was this really happening? It wasn’t some sort of test, was it? See how the event planner responds to having her ideas stolen by her recent ex? Am I on a reality show and don’t know it?

“Yes. And it’s a brilliant plan. I see why you would choose it over your own.”

I press my lips together. It is a brilliant plan. Because it is my own. I’d perfected every detail. The white pumpkins and hot toddies with cinnamon sticks swirling inside. The hayrides in honest-to-goodness wagons with honest-to-goodness horses. Horses with jaunty orange bows tied to their manes. And I’d told every single one of those details to Geoff MF-ing Herringdon, only to have him steal them from me.

And now it hits me. Like a fist to my middle. The memories flood back. Every time Steve and Geoff exchanged a look or laughed about their dumb golf handicaps or made their little inside jokes about their shared college fraternity. I’d always known this company is a boys’ club. But GMJ is the premier event-planning company in the city. Every planner out there wants a job here. I thought I had proven myself, but Geoff set me up perfectly. He took all my ideas and fed them to Steve over the last month to ruin my credibility and make it look like they were all his. Meanwhile, I’d been keeping my plans close to my vest so I could wow both Steve and the clients at the same time. Today. It was supposed to be today!

I drag air into my lungs as a red cloud covers my vision. “I spent the last seven years working sixty-hour weeks for this place, and this is the thanks I get?”

Okay, fine. I may medal in the cliché Olympics for that statement, but it feels good to say something, anything to get a little of my own back.

I’d given up weekends to attend the firm’s most important events. I’d missed family milestones to seem like a team player. I’d skipped the last several Thanksgivings at home to bring the apple pie to the annual dinner Steve holds for the top brass at the firm, thankful to have been invited.

“You’ve been a valued employee for years. I understand that,” Steve says. “Please, let’s keep this professional. I’ll call HR. You can stop there on the way out. They’ll tell you all the details of your termination.”

Termination details? Like I give a flying eff about termination details right now. “Can I at least get the stuff from my desk?” I ask, pointing toward the door at the end of the hallway that leads to our offices. I want my hot-pink water tumbler and the gray sweater I keep hanging on the back of my chair for when the AC makes it really cold in there.

“I don’t think that’s a great idea,” Steve says, shaking his head. “I can send them home for you with Geoff if you like.”

“Don’t bother,” I huff. “Geoff broke up with me last night. I’m moving out.” My voice rises, and I turn red—I can feel my face heat. There. Let Steve think about that for a few minutes. If the event plan was Geoff’s idea, why did he dump me last night? Only Steve probably assumes Geoff dumped me because I was trying to steal his brilliant idea. Gah.

Steve clears his throat. “Don’t make a scene, Eleanor. You don’t want to burn any bridges, do you?”

Don’t make a scene?

Did he really just say that?

Something breaks inside of me. I don’t give a crap about any bridges, I want to burn down the whole building. But I will happily start with Steve’s stupid Patagonia vest. I’ve wanted to tell him about those vests for years. It’s go time. I turn on my heel and stalk toward the elevator yelling, “You’re not a finance bro, Steve! Lose the vests.”

“Best of luck to you, Eleanor,” comes Steve’s calm and still-fake voice from behind me. “I hope you land on your feet.”

To my credit, I resist the urge to reply by lifting a middle finger in the air toward him. Instead, I wait until the elevator opens and swallows me before I allow the tears to sting my eyes. Why do tears have to be my visceral reaction to anger? I don’t want to sob. I want to punch both those jerks in the stomach. But here are tears, nonetheless. Right on cue.

Determined to keep it together, I tug on the hem of my blazer, clear my throat, and lift my chin. I blow out a breath and stare at my reflection in the glossy silver elevator door. It’s a little blurry, but I don’t look like I just got fired. My straight, brown, shoulder-length hair is on point. My dark-rose lipstick isn’t smeared, and my hazel eyes might be swimming with tears, but none have fallen. Yet.

I’m hoping to get all the way to the lobby without a stop. I don’t want anyone climbing on the elevator to witness my watery eyes. At least I have my bag and my keys with me. I’m not stopping in HR. I’m not stopping anywhere. I’m going to . . .

Going to . . .

Damn it. I can’t go home. It’s not even my home any longer. I’d moved into Geoff’s place, and the lease was in his name. We’d already established last night that I’d be the one moving out. ASAP.

Where am I going now?

The elevator dings at the lobby, and I step out into the wide marbled expanse just as my phone buzzes. Mom comes up on the screen. I inwardly cringe. The last thing I want to do is explain to my mother what just happened. Mom always wanted me to stay home out in Harvest Hollow on Long Island. To work for the inn she and Dad own. When I was a kid, it’d been fun to think of working with Mom and Dad, but by the time I graduated high school, I was looking forward to a new adventure in the city. Harvest Hollow is a small town, and the city just seemed so full of possibilities. And I’d loved it here . . . until today.

Now that I think about it, Mom had also always warned me about Manhattan being “dog-eat-dog.” I’d dismissed her concerns the same way I did when she told me I needed to have bottles of pepper spray in every drawer in my apartment. I mean, that’s a lot of pepper spray.

But I take a deep breath and answer the phone, because what else do I have to do? “Hi, Mom.”

“Hi, Ellie, how are you?”

She insists on calling me Ellie. Everyone at home does. I’d dropped the nickname and started going by Eleanor when I began working at the firm. I thought it sounded more professional. The name of a future partner. “I’m . . . okay. How’re you?”

“I know you’re busy, but . . .”

Mom begins every conversation we have this way. “I know you’re busy, but Mrs. Timkins is having a garage sale this weekend, and I wondered if you wanted to come. I know you’re busy, but the Harvest Hollow Community Theater is doing The Music Man, and I thought you might enjoy it.” I always say no. I’m always too busy.

This time, she says, “I know you’re busy, but we need your help with an event.”

Wait. What’s this? “An event?” I echo. By this time, I’ve walked across the lobby and am staring out the three-story glass windows at Madison Avenue and the morning traffic streaming up it. I may have just been dumped and fired, but at least it’s a bright sunny day in late September. Wait. Are those storm clouds in the distance?

Of course they are.

“Yes, your dad and I and the Parkers have entered the inn and orchard into the Autumn Harvest Parade, and this year we thought we’d do an Autumn Harvest Festival out here that same weekend. I told Lyn I’d ask you to help.”

Lyn Parker is the owner of the apple orchard and the rest of the property where my parents’ inn sits. The Parkers and my parents have been in business together since before I was born, and our families have always been close. I’d been raised alongside their two kids, Aiden and Charlotte. Aiden is a year older than me, and Charlotte is several years younger. I think she was in eighth grade the year I graduated high school. As kids, Aiden and I had been tight in that way all kids who are thrown together because of their parents’ friendship are. But once we’d hit high school, the differences in our personalities had become obvious. I’d been more of a student-council, straight-A, homecoming-court type, and Aiden had been more of a Future Farmers of America sort. I think he was also the president of the Wood Shop Club or something like that. He never went to school dances or participated in anything fun. I’d gone off to college in the city, and Aiden had . . . I’m not really sure. But the last I’d heard, he’d come back to live in our hometown and works on the orchard farming the trees. And Charlotte works there too. Somewhere. I hadn’t really kept tabs since moving away.

“I told Lyn not to get her hopes up,” Mom continues.

I frown. “What does that mean?”

“You know. You’re busy, dear. I understand.”

I am busy. Or at least I had been, the dozens of other times Mom had called and asked me to participate in the hometown hominess of Harvest Hollow, New York. But at the moment, I am decidedly free . . . and without a place to live. Which means I can go out and stay at the inn under the guise of helping Mom and Dad without having to admit I’ve been fired and dumped just yet. I’ll work my way up to that confession.

“You’re in luck, Mom!” I say. “I just finished a big project, and I’m free for a little while.” Best to be vague.

“You are?” Mom’s voice sounds delighted and shocked. Which makes guilt slither through me.

“Yep.”

“Oh, wonderful. You can stay in the attic apartment, of course,” Mom says.

The attic apartment is a two-bedroom place at the top of the inn all tucked up under the eaves. It’s cute and cozy, and smells of sweet cinnamon and cloves, just like the rest of the inn does. And I always stay there when I come home. Which, admittedly, isn’t often. But I’m pretty sure Mom and Dad built it for me to live in after college. So, I think of it as mine.

“When can you be here?” Mom asks next.

“How about tonight?” Might as well get going. It’s not like I have the money to stay at a hotel. I’ll have to use my savings to get another apartment and pay for things until I find a new job. The only other option is my best friend, Maria, who has a tiny studio in Chelsea. She would definitely let me crash on the couch, but her hospitality would come with a side of I-told-you-so. She’s always hated Geoff, especially the way he spells his name. I have pointed out numerous times that it’s his parents’ spelling, not his, but she insists it doesn’t matter.

“Tonight?” Mom says in a flabbergasted voice, as if I’d just told her she’d won the HGTV dream house, which, by the way, she enters to win every year. “That’s wonderful, dear. Your dad and I are going to the Moose Lodge tonight, but the apartment key will be at the front desk for you.”

The Moose Lodge is our town’s hottest venue for residents of a certain age (and Donny Briggs, the bellhop at the inn). Mom and Dad (and Donny) never miss bingo night at the lodge. Though Donny is the only person under the age of fifty who participates.

“Sounds good, Mom. I’ll catch the train out tonight. I should be there by nine.”

“Oh, honey. Your father’s going to be so excited. Lyn and Kevin too.”

I’m pretty sure the Parkers don’t care whether I show up. But I don’t bother pointing this out to Mom. Instead, I thank my lucky stars that I have a place to go and a reprieve from explaining the dumpster fire my life has just become.

An Autumn Harvest Festival might not be the Bolt Hotel Group’s extravaganza, but it’s an event. Something small and relaxed and pressureless might be fun for a change. Not to mention I can probably do it with my eyes closed. Not that I will. My eyes will remain firmly open. I subscribe to the if-something’s-worth-doing-it’s-worth-doing-well theory of life and work.

“See you in the morning, then, Mom,” I say, before clicking off my phone.

I take a deep breath before I walk over and hop into the revolving glass door to leave the building for the last time. It’s insane to think about that. I hit the street filled with the crowded, noisy traffic that is Manhattan on a Wednesday morning. I glance at my smartwatch. Nearly ten a.m. First, I’ll go back to the apartment and pack. But I will only stay there long enough to get my clothes. And maybe rearrange the pantry so the canned goods are mixed in with the boxed goods. Geoff will hate that. That level of petty feels right. Otherwise, there will be no lingering. Then, I will text Maria to tell her I’ll be out of town for a bit. I’ll confess the rest to her later, hopefully over cocktails at our favorite bar in the Village.

When I woke up this morning, I never would have thought that by nightfall I’d be on my way back to Harvest Hollow. But here I go.




Chapter 2

Twelve hours later, I pull my rain-soaked self, including hat, coat, scarf, and enormous suitcase, through the ton of mud that currently makes up the front of the Honeycrisp Orchard Inn. Has this mud always been here, or did it just materialize tonight because the dumping, the firing, the long, smelly, delayed train ride, and the rain haven’t been enough for a bad day? Mud is a nice touch, though. Truly. Chef’s kiss to the Universe.

All I need now is—

And there it is. First, I hear a telltale bleat, and then Miss Guinevere gallops directly into my hip. I fly into the mud pile, landing on my left side with a loud “oof.”

“Good to see you, Miss Guin,” I say to the goat, who is staring down at me, chewing something, and bleating.

The orchard is also a working farm, and schoolchildren come out here on field trips most of the year, so, in addition to the other animals, the Parkers decided to buy some goats. Kids love goats, so I hear. Goats and weary travelers, however, are a different story. I’ve also learned from Mom’s stories that goat owners are subject to all manner of indignities, including spitting, theft, and oh yes, the best one, being rammed into and toppled over. It’s fun. Sort of like living with a mischievous linebacker who pops out of nowhere every so often with no warning.

Miss Guin is the most egregious of the lot when it comes to headbutting. Mom and Dad had to increase their insurance because of her.

Yep. Goat insurance. It’s a thing.

I struggle up to my knees and use my suitcase to pull myself out of the muck. I look down at myself. Oh. Good. If I didn’t have enough mud on me before, now I do. It’s all over my wool coat, my adorable suede shoes I clearly should not have worn here, and my retro seventies-style jeans that I just bought at a little boutique in the city south of Houston.

Miss Guinevere, who clearly doesn’t care about fashion, trots off. She is no doubt plotting her next tackle.

I lift my head and stare up at the inn. Despite the mud, the place looks like an autumn postcard. It’s a huge white farmhouse with autumn wreaths filled with orange leaves and pine cones, glowing candles in the windows, pumpkins and gourds scattered along the balustrade, white wooden rocking chairs, and large planters filled to the brim with bright yellow and orange mums. It couldn’t be more bucolic. It may be a tiny part of a tiny town, but I have to admit it’s a beautiful place. No doubt about it.

And it is my home.

Most people would probably think it odd to live in an inn, but I didn’t know any different. Dad built us a two-bedroom apartment behind the front desk. I had my own room and grew up helping at the inn. Everything from maid service to room service is second nature to me. The part I liked the best, though, was the event planning. Whenever anyone wanted a wedding or a baby shower here, I begged Mom to let me help. That was back when I actually thought I’d stay here and plan events solely for the inn. Before I realized there was a whole big, wide world out there.

The lights are on inside the inn, and the soft, warm glow filters out into the soggy night. A little pang of regret unfurls in my chest. It’s been a long time since I’ve been here. Too long. The regret turns into a dull ache as I stare at the inn, an outsider looking in. Everything is so homey and cozy. It’s flannels and hot tea and warm socks. And I’ve missed it. I’ve missed this place.

The last several Thanksgivings, I’d gone to Steve and Barbara’s apartment in the city, then stayed in town to work. The last four Christmases, I’d gone to Geoff’s family’s house in Connecticut. He insisted that his mother would die without him on Christmas. Plus, he never really showed much interest in spending time with Mom and Dad. He met them when they came to the city and a couple of times after that, but he never visited here.

I made excuses for why Geoff never showed up. I was too embarrassed to tell my parents the truth, that he wasn’t interested. Visiting without Geoff, each time needing to explain his absence, had taken a toll on my desire to visit . . . until I just stopped altogether. It really has been a long time since I’ve been back here.

I’ve seen my parents since then . . . well, once. They came into the city to see The Phantom of the Opera before it ended. Dad was a big fan of “The Music of the Night.” We had dinner before the show, and I took them to my favorite brunch place the next morning. Mimosas were enjoyed by all. And that had been, what? Uh. More than a year ago? Two? I scrunch up my nose and wince. Not great.

Okay, no matter. I am here now, and it’s right on the cusp of the very best season for it. The leaves have already begun to turn crisp with orange on the edges, and there’s a decided chill in the air. I thump, bump, thump my suitcase up the wide front stairs. Once I’m standing on the huge wraparound porch, out of the rain, I decide to take off my coat. No need to slop mud all over. I kick off my boots too, right there next to the front door, and drop my hat beside them. There is no help for my muddy jeans. They’ve got to come in with me.

I push open the big wooden front door with the apple-shape brass door knocker and step inside. It’s like stepping back in time. The first thing I notice is the scent. Cinnamon sticks are simmering on the stove. They are always simmering on the stove this time of year. I breathe them in. It makes me the slightest bit melancholy and a lot happy. A smile curves my lips.

The next thing I notice is Pumpkin snorting. Pumpkin is a pug Mom rescued from the Harvest Hollow Humane Society when he was a puppy. He is a little chonk, and like the rest of his breed, he has trouble breathing, which causes a constant wheezing sound wherever he goes. Poor dog can’t sneak up on anyone. He is also eternally dressed in an orange jumpsuit. It is a set of dog pajamas that Mom put on him one year for fun. However, Mom could not have anticipated Pumpkin’s attachment to loungewear. The first time she tried to take it off, Pumpkin emitted a ferocious growl and in general wasn’t having it. Mom was forced to buy a second set of orange PJs, which are quickly put on Pumpkin the moment the first set is occasionally removed to be washed. But even with the new set on, Pumpkin sits in front of the washer and dryer staring until the original set is ready. How he knows those are the OG PJs is anyone’s guess. It’s really quite unsettling.

Pumpkin waddles over to me and stares up at me, his tongue hanging out, his perpetual pug smile on his little round face. “Good to see you, P-dog,” I say.

Pumpkin barks twice, and I squat down to rub his fat little neck because I know he loves that. And because he’ll keep barking if I don’t. His curly pig tail gets me every time. It sits on his back like he can’t be bothered to hold it up. It’s just cute. No two ways about it.

“Ellie! Is that you?” comes a bright voice from behind the front desk.

I look up to see Charlotte Parker standing there.

“Hi, Charlotte,” I call back, waving. “You look great.”

And she does. Her long dark hair is pulled back in a ponytail, and her dark eyes framed by long black lashes are blinking at me brightly. She’s always got a smile on her face, and tonight is no exception. I usually say I never trust anyone who’s always happy, but right now, after the day I’ve had, Charlotte’s sunny demeanor makes me feel good.

Leaving Pumpkin and his PJs to waddle behind me, I straighten and make my way over to the front desk.

“What are you doing here?” I ask.

“Your mom didn’t tell you I work here in the inn now, Ellie?” Charlotte asks, her smile somehow widening.

“Oh, she must have.” I flutter a hand in the air. It’s no use trying to tell anyone in Harvest Hollow that my name is Eleanor now. They won’t say it. They’re quirky like that. Childhood nicknames are not changeable in these parts. Or so Mrs. Lawrence at the drive-in movie theater told me once when I attempted to correct her years ago.

“Yep.” Charlotte splays her hands over the front desk. “I’m here most days. And Wednesday nights when your parents go to bingo.”

“How’s business?” I ask mostly to be polite.

A strange look passes briefly over her face. “It’s . . . good . . .”

“Oh yeah?” I bob my head back and forth. “Lots of bookings? Got twelve tonight?” The inn has twenty rooms. Sixty percent occupancy is a good night.

“Something like that.” Charlotte snaps her fingers. “Oh yeah, here’s the key to the apartment upstairs. Your mom asked me to make sure you get it.”

She slides a physical metal key toward me. It has a big piece of leather attached to it by an orange ribbon. The words The Penthouse are printed in white on the leather. I shake my head. Mom insists on keeping actual keys around here. I explained to her a dozen times why key cards make more sense, but she and Dad both refuse. “People don’t come here for the technology, Ellie,” Mom says. “They come here to step back in time. To keep things simple. Keys are simple.”

I wish I could really step back in time. Back to when Geoff asked me out over our lunch hour one day. “It’s just drinks, Eleanor,” he said. Then he’d gone on to be charming. He asked me to dinner, and even though I had a strict policy about not mixing business with pleasure, I somehow ended up dating him and eventually moving in with him. And he ended up stealing my brilliant ideas and dumping me. Yes, a time machine would be welcome right about now. Where’s the TARDIS when you need it?

I shake my head. I have more important things than my crappy past to think about right now. Like taking a long, hot bath in the claw-foot tub upstairs in the attic apartment. And then tomorrow, I will think about how to explain to Mom why I have time on my hands. And then I’ll think about stealthily conducting a job search from here and getting back to the city and exacting my revenge on both Geoff and Steve. Okay, maybe not that last part. How long does it take after a bad breakup to stop fantasizing about revenge, though?

But there will be time to think about all that tomorrow. When I’m not freezing cold, bone tired, and caked in mud.

“Thanks,” I say to Charlotte as I grab the giant key. “I’ll just . . . go up the back way?” I point toward my parents’ apartment behind the front desk. The attic apartment has two entrances. One is accessible via a staircase inside my parents’ apartment. The other is from an innocuous-looking door out back. The key works in both locks, but I’m not about to go outside again in the rain, not with Miss Guin lurking around like a land shark.

“Sure!” Charlotte says, pulling open the swinging wood half door that leads behind the front desk.

I pull my suitcase behind me and enter Mom and Dad’s place. The smell of cinnamon is stronger in here because the sticks are simmering on Mom’s stove. She leaves the pot on low, completely unconcerned about the fire hazard no matter how many times Mr. Peyton the fire chief tells her to stop.

The memories the apartment conjures bring another little smile to my face. Me and Mom baking sugar cookies with apples on them. The cider donuts we used to make. The pumpkin carving and the mums planting. It’s pure Norman Rockwell up in here.

I make my way through the living room to the door that leads to the staircase up to the attic on the fourth floor. I thump the suitcase nearly the entire way up. It takes a hot minute. The suitcase is huge, and nearly all my clothes are stuffed inside of it. The good stuff, at least. I couldn’t risk Geoff the Traitor burning them or giving them to his new girlfriend, who he probably already has moving in. Jerk.

By the time I get all the way to the top of the stairs, I’m winded and have definitely made a racket the entire inn heard, which I regret. I make a silent promise to be more quiet on the way out. I’ll get Donny to help. I’ll make sure it’s not bingo night when I go.

I balance the suitcase on the stair behind me and wrestle with the big metal key. Once I get a good grip on it, I fumble it around where I think the lock should be. It’s too dark to see, so I use my fingers to feel around until I figure it out. Only, I don’t figure it out, and I clatter around for a length of time that is honestly embarrassing. I double majored in marketing and business at Columbia, yet I somehow can’t get an old-timey key in an old-timey lock. Wasn’t this the white chocolate chips sprinkled on the top of my crappy day?

“All right! All right!” comes a deep male voice from inside the apartment. “I’m coming.”

I have about two seconds to process this surprising turn of events before the wooden door swings open to reveal a half-naked man standing there with a white towel slung low over his hips.

My jaw drops. Because this isn’t just any half-naked man. It’s a super-hot half-naked man. A man who has the body of Adonis. A man with chiseled abs and a six-pack that should seriously be illegal. Or come with a warning, at least. I slowly force myself to lift my gaze from his body to his face. His dark, slightly curly hair has fallen over one brown eye, and he is frowning at me.

“Ellie?” he says. “What are you doing here?”

Ellie? He knows me?

I gulp. I’ve met Adonis before? You’d think I’d remember. Do I have dementia?

I study his face. In that moment, he swipes the wet hair to the side, and oh damn. I know. I know exactly who he is. And I have met him before. Only I haven’t seen him in a while, and he did not look anything like this. I am certain of it. Certain.

Mr. Hotness standing in front of me is none other than Aiden Parker. And oh holy Mary mother of God, has he changed.




Chapter 3

Aiden Parker!” I yell his name as if a) he doesn’t already know it himself, or b) he’s hard of hearing. Both are idiotic.

He shifts to his other bare foot, still holding open the door, still clutching that towel at his hips. I keep my eyes trained on his face because I swear I cannot look down at the line of hair on his flat lower abdomen that disappears under the towel. I want to. But now that I know who I’m staring at, it feels . . . wrong. I mean, Aiden and I used to play hide-and-seek together. And now he’s . . . I press a hand to my warm cheek.

I shake my head and clear my throat. “What are you doing here, Aiden?”

There. That is a reasonable thing to ask, especially given that he’s in the apartment where I’m about to post up for an indeterminate period of time. “Don’t you have a house or something?”

I’m still standing on the second step down, one hand balancing my huge suitcase behind me, so I have to crane my neck to look up at him. I try to make it sound casual, like we just ran into each other at the grocery store instead of me desperately trying not to look at his happy trail. Or think about it.

“Would you like to come in?” he asks, as if it’s totally normal to invite someone in while wearing a towel.

But yes. Yes, I would like to come in. Because I have every intention of staying here tonight, and possession is nine-tenths of the law or something like that. And even if that’s not true, I will quote it as if it’s true later, if I must.

I grunt and start to heft my big suitcase behind me, but Aiden stops me by nudging my shoulder slightly and steps down. Still clutching the edge of that towel that is going to haunt my dreams for a hot minute with one hand, he grabs my heavy suitcase with his free one and easily swings all of my stuff up onto the top landing. It’s over in a matter of seconds, and I expel my breath in a heave as if I were the one who just slung a hundred and fifty pounds of clothes up three stairs in one fell swoop.

“Thank you,” I say as I step up into the apartment. First, damn. He’s tall. Like, really tall. And second, double damn. His shoulders. Watching them flex as he lifted that suitcase was . . . something.

Aiden closes the door behind me. “Just a sec,” he says. “Let me throw on some clothes.”

Or not. You could stick with the towel. That would be fine. I wouldn’t mind.

I scratch the back of my head, as if I can scrape those types of thoughts from my brain. What was happening? Why was Aiden Parker in Mom and Dad’s attic apartment wearing a towel? And when had he become so tall and so hot? And most importantly, with all the inane things Mom mentions on the phone, why had she failed to mention said hotness?

I mean, Aiden and I were kids together. Running around the property and helping our parents with chores. Then we hit high school, and it was like our relationship changed overnight. I was Miss School Spirit, and Aiden was a grumpy loner type. I was busy with schoolwork and extracurriculars, and Aiden was busy with . . . I don’t know . . . wood shop and grumbling? He spent more time with his dad learning about farming the apple trees and less time in the food barn and the inn, and we just sort of . . . grew apart. The next thing I knew, I was off to college, and I only saw him in passing here and there over the years. But this is definitely the first time I’d seen him in at least four years and for sure the first time I’d seen him wearing nothing more than a towel.

I rack my brain, trying to remember everything, anything Mom has said about Aiden in the past. He’d gone to college. That seemed right. Where? I don’t know. Damn. Why didn’t I listen more? He’d moved back to Harvest Hollow. Did Mom tell me he had a house? I may have just made that up. But he couldn’t have been living up here. Mom wouldn’t have offered me the apartment if it wasn’t vacant.

Oh God. Does Mom have dementia? She’d sounded okay on the phone earlier, but dementia is tricky. It comes and goes at first. What if she’s been steadily going downhill for years, and my failure to listen intently to her phone calls made me oblivious? I am a bad daughter. We need to get her a good doctor. Immediately.

There’s a rustling in the bigger of the two bedrooms, which distracts me from my medical intervention plans for my obviously ailing mother. Aiden comes back out wearing nothing but a pair of shorts. Oh, great. So, still a clear view of his fully bare chest. Fantastic. He is scrubbing a towel over his head to dry his hair, and I never knew until this moment that I have a thing for men messily scrubbing their wet hair with towels.

“Hey, there,” he says, grinning at me as if I’d just popped by to borrow a cup of sugar. Out here, neighbors do stuff like that. I try to imagine asking to borrow kitchen items from my neighbors in Brooklyn. They’d probably call the cops on me.

“So, yeah. I do have a house,” Aiden continues, causing me to stop thinking about borrowing kitchen items, “but there was a pipe burst this week. The plumbers are going to give me an estimate as soon as they finish a job at the Moose Lodge. My place is pretty much flooded at the moment.”

“So, you’re staying here?” My voice goes up to a weird octave I don’t recognize, and I point at the floor as if there is some question about where “here” is. It is probably rude of me to blurt that out, but I’m tired and want a bath and bed, in that order, and now, well, Aiden’s standing here looking like an underwear model. It’s distracting.

“Yeah, Mom asked Lucy about it Saturday. I’ve been here since then.”

Lucy is my mom, and now I’m even more worried about her dementia because she clearly forgot she gave the key to Aiden last weekend. And how the hell did Charlotte not see this coming from a mile away? She should have known the second key was missing from the front desk. There are two keys to every room. There always have been.

“Don’t tell me,” Aiden says, biting his lip in a way that makes me envious of a lip for the first time in my life. It’s a sort of half tug, half nip with two of his perfectly white, straight teeth showing. “You were planning to stay here too.”

“I was,” I say, which probably makes me Captain Obvious, since I’m standing here with no shoes and a suitcase and the key still dangling from my hand. I am also nodding way too hard. As if an
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