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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Margie

      

      

      Spoiled.

      Ruined.

      Addicted.

      That’s what Paul Hudson did to me. Trained me to be highly accustomed to, expectant, and a little more than hopeful of seeing him, my more than a crush every day.

      But you can’t blame a girl because when a six-foot, tanned, muscular, and instant wet your panties devastatingly handsome man flirted outrageously with you—did I mention every day?—for months, you’d feel lucky. Excited. Lust for sure. And a lot of overactive butterflies in the pit of your stomach at the mere thought of him. Don’t get me started when I locked eyes on him.

      Oooeeee. Vroom. Vroom.

      I mean, who didn’t love a walking Adonis who made you feel like the North Star?

      Well, Paul Hudson gifted me all of that.

      And because he owned his own landscaping business, his hours were close enough to mine that I got my daily hit of all kinds of goodness right off the bat. And, oh boy, did it set me up for the day.

      Until today.

      He was late.

      Several hours late.

      So, I was worried, grumpy, and tired.

      On top of that, this morning kicked my ass.

      My bottom line loved it.

      My feet—not so much.

      The rush after rush of people, the constant hum of voices, and the clinking of cups created a caffeinated symphony in my little coffee shop. The aroma of freshly ground coffee beans and warm pastries filled the air, a scent that usually brought me comfort. My avó always said family was a woman’s greatest treasure. It’s why she had had her own small café back in the Azores—to give her children a foundation that no one could ever take away from them. It was a lesson in strength I’d taken to heart. But today, it reminded me of how much work I still had to do.

      “I’d kill for a foot rub and a massage,” I mumbled to Brooke as I restocked the bakery case. The cold glass door squeaked slightly as I opened it, reminding me I needed to oil it. “Preferably given by a hot, sexy man and ending with our mutual pleasure.”

      Brooke, my good friend, rolled her eyes. “Only you could make restocking muffins sound dirty.”

      “It’s a gift,” I grinned, then winced as I straightened up.

      “Mmm hmm. Do you have anyone specific in mind for this unwrapping?” Brooke raised a perfectly sculpted eyebrow at me as she sipped her coffee.

      “Not any more than you do when it comes to joining the Mile High Club.” I winked at her, knowing Paul’s brother, Vic’s relentless pursuit irritated Brooke’s calm and implacable will. But I wouldn’t bet against Vic’s steady but wild disposition. Brooke was going down. Or up if Vic could get her in one of his airplanes.

      Even though Brooke’s facial expression never changed, I still saw the sparkle in her eyes.

      I wondered if my eyes did the same thing when I thought of Paul, because my mind seemed to have a one-way track when it came to the deliciously scrumptious landscaper.

      He was yummmyyy.

      Tall. But compared to my five-foot-one stature, everyone was taller than me. I loved that Paul towered over me. It made me feel safe and protected. Not that I had many opportunities to have him that close to me.

      I shivered.

      I didn’t know if I’d be able to handle him that physically close to me, but when I sat at home alone with my imagination, I fancied it a lot.

      A lot.

      With and without my BOB.

      As if on cue, Paul strolled in, all tall, effortlessly gorgeous in his fitted, nicely worn-in all the right places jeans and a navy blue henley stretched across his broad chest. The scent of freshly cut grass and earthy cologne followed him, making my knees weak.

      I tried not to drool.

      “Hello ladies!” Paul greeted us with his megawatt smile that could probably power half the town of Feldspar if we could figure out how to harness it.

      Or maybe just me.

      “Hey, Paul.” I hoped I sounded casual and not breathless. “Everything okay? I didn’t see you this morning.” Shit. Did I give too much away?

      “Miss me?” He winked.

      “Uh-huh. My ego can’t take a day without someone worshiping it. You’re falling down on your Margie duties,” I teased.

      “I’d gladly fall down and worship at your altar, Margie,” his voice dropped several octaves, and hit me in all the right places.

      Heat instantly pooled between my legs, my heart did a little dance, and I swayed along with it.

      “Oh my God! You two are a real-life romance story in action!” Brooke’s eyes pinged between us. “Keep going. This is good.”

      I rolled my eyes.

      Paul turned to her and smiled his I-know-something-smile. “You know, Brooke, I think I heard my brother, Vic, mention he wanted to take you flying.”

      “I take it back. You’re the villain.” She sipped her coffee in dismissal.

      I snorted. “Do you want an afternoon caffeine pick-me-up?” Or you know, a little spice in the backroom?

      “I’d love it.” Me too. “And give me one of those chocolate croissants, would you?”

      “Coming right up,” I managed to say before I turned to the coffee machine to hide the fact that I wanted to lather him in all kinds of decadence and eat him up. The espresso machine’s usual hissing and gurgling provided me with a welcome distraction—anything to keep my mind from fixating further on Paul and his mouthwatering body.

      “What are you working on today, Paul?” Brooke asked.

      “I’m working on the proposal for the kids’ community program that the city wants to shut down. It’s all about funding. Mrs. Chen and I are trying to secure financial backing before the city pulls the plug completely,” he grumbled, his brow furrowed in a way that made me want to smooth it out with my thumb.

      Or my lips.

      “That sucks,” Brooke uttered a huge understatement. “You know what? Coop’s Bar and Grill will make a donation.”

      “Count me in, too,” I said without hesitation. “The coffee shop will contribute. Those kids deserve a safe place to learn and create.”

      From their corner table, Kyra, a long time customer turned friend, looked up from her latte and said, “Did someone say the kids’ program needs funding?” She nudged Nyla. “We’ve been talking about finding a good cause to support.”

      “Absolutely,” Nyla chimed in. “Whatever you need, count us in.”

      Paul’s expression shifted from worried to one of stunned surprise. “I… wow. You guys don’t have to⁠—”

      “Yes, we do,” I interrupted firmly. I handed Paul his cup. “Especially since the kids are profiting in more ways than one. They’re learning how to be entrepreneurs.” I pointed toward the corner shelf where I displayed their crafts for sale. The colorful array of handmade trinkets told their own story. It was a small thing to help the kids, but the pride they took in it was priceless.

      “Besides saving the kids’ program, do you have any other exciting plans for the day?” Brooke asked Paul with the straightest expression on her face. If she had been standing next to me, I would have given her a swift kick in the shin for her needling.

      Instead, I scrubbed at a non-existent spot on the counter as if his answer wasn’t vital for my very existence. Because if he replied he had a hot date, I wouldn’t be liable for my actions.

      Hot coffee burned like a bitch.

      “Nope. Just working.” His answer was a little too polished. A little too nonchalant.

      And my heart beat double-timed.

      Was it code for he didn’t want to admit the truth in front of me? Or was he hoping I’d take the bait and offer myself up on a platter?

      Because if it were the latter I’d swipe everything off the damn counter and present myself as a gourmet appetizer. Hell, I’d be the whole damn menu.

      Crrraaassshhhh.

      The shattering ceramic jolted me out of my sensual daydream.

      I turned around and saw Willow bent down picking up pieces of the kids’ broken flower pots from the floor. I rushed over to her, and the strong scent of soil filled my nose.

      “I’m so sorry, Margie. I rearranged them since there were gaps from where people bought some.” Willow kept her head down, focused on her task as she rushed to explain her clumsiness. “I thought I’d get a reorder ready for Paul since he’s here, but…”

      It didn’t matter what Willow did, and believe me, I tried her in every position I had and then made some up. She notoriously screwed it up one way or another, every single time. I faced a difficult decision–did I let her go? My stomach soured at the thought because Willow needed someone to believe in her, to take a chance on her. I didn’t want to let her down, but I didn’t know if my business could handle any more of her ineptitude.

      “It’s okay. Why don’t you go grab the broom?” I did my best to ease her nerves.

      “No, I knocked it down.” She insisted as she grabbed another trinket off the ground, blindly reached up to place it on the display, missed, and it crashed back down.

      Her hands trembled on her bunched-up apron as she sat immobile next to me, and the tears in her eyes clenched my heart.

      “Willow, accidents happen. I’ll pick up the bigger pieces while you get the broom.” I had hoped she’d be more comfortable by now, but the rate of accidents she had daily had not receded. In fact, her incident rate had reached an all-time high. She was a naturally timid young girl, but her behavior had recently transformed into that of a skittish and nervous being. Almost as if she was scared, but no matter how much I asked her if there was anything wrong, she wouldn’t open up.

      She nodded and scurried to the back.

      “Let me give you a hand.” Paul headed towards me, and I swear I could feel the heat radiating off his body from across the room.

      “I’ve got it. Thanks, though.” Distance was vital when it came to Paul and my libido. My inner kitty cat chomped at the bit to be let loose on him. So, yeah, I needed to keep at him at least a football stadium’s length away because these past few months of constant sexual innuendos were finally taking a toll on me.

      “Girl, let the man get down on his knees—” Kyra eyed Paul up and down, her gaze appreciative, “—to help you.” Her tone stated help wasn’t what she had in mind.

      Me neither.

      “Mmm hmm.” Nyla, Kyra’s friend, nodded in a womanly gesture of unity.

      And I knew my face blazed redder than the peras bêbedas I made last night for dessert. The image of Paul on his knees between my legs—Good Lord!

      I needed a cold shower.

      Or a naked Paul.

      “Why doesn’t anyone ever listen to me when I tell them I run a respectable family establishment?” The evil eye I gave them was a joke. They knew I wanted Paul to drop to his knees and worship all of me.

      Both of them raised their eyebrows at my blatant lie, and Brooke snickered behind her pastry.

      I ignored them all and stood up as Willow arrived with the broom.

      “But if you don’t mind, Paul, I’d appreciate it if you jotted down what we need more of.” I tried to keep my voice steady.

      “Not a problem. I’m happy to… stock you anytime,” he quipped with a naughty grin that made my insides flutter and my friends mmm hmm and that’s right behind their cups.

      I sighed.

      No matter how much I dreamed of more with Paul, I wasn’t the type of woman he dated, with my curvy figure and loud laugh. But it didn’t stop me from imagining running my hands over his biceps, pulling him down for a deep kiss, and…

      “Well, I’d love to stick around and chat more, but I gotta head over to Coop’s.” Brooke interrupted my sensual daydream as she tipped her to-go cup at us on her way out the door.

      The rest of the day passed in a blur of friendly faces and delicious aromas. I loved the community vibe of my shop and catching up with regulars over lattes and pastries, which included Paul, who sat in a corner with his laptop, working. He did that occasionally, and every time I struggled not to watch him like some stalker-girl, which I was.

      Life could be cruel at times.

      The bell over the door chimed again. Normal. Expected and welcomed. But when I looked up, ready to greet my next customer, the words died in my throat.

      A delivery guy strode in, and in his hands were a hauntingly beautiful bouquet. But not just any flowers. These were dark, almost black roses. Their petals resembled velvet shadows rather than living things.

      Stunning.

      Breathtaking.

      Mesmerizing.

      But the scent that wafted from them bombarded my senses with a cloying, too sweet, almost sickening scent. They overpowered the delicious aroma of coffee.

      Coupled with his assessing gaze but expressionless face, and goosebumps erupted on my arms.

      “Delivery for Margie.” The man’s voice was oddly flat to my ears.

      Kyra’s whistle pierced the air. “Giiirrrlll, those are some flowers!”

      “Uh-huh,” Nyla agreed. “I don’t know if those say ‘she gave one hell of a performance’ or ‘fuck off.’”

      Both of them turned to Paul and their faces clearly stated they wanted an answer.

      It wasn’t the first, and as far as I knew, it wasn’t the second. So, I cautiously approached as something told me this wasn’t a delivery I wanted. As I accepted the flowers, a small card fell out, and Daisy’s cheery logo smiled at me in complete opposition to the foreboding aura the man and the flowers emanated.

      My fingers trembled when I picked it up and read the message.

      
        
        “It’s not yours to keep.”

      

      

      The words sent a chill down my spine. I looked up, hoping to ask the expressionless man who these were from, but he had already left.

      I stood there, holding the beautifully disturbing flowers, and felt as if the shadows in the corners of my shop had suddenly grown longer and darker. As if ready to swallow me up. Meanwhile, the scent of the roses continued to fill the air, suffocating me.

      “Margie? You okay?” Paul’s voice startled me, and I jumped, shaking the eery flowers in my hand.

      I turned to him and tried to compose myself. “Yeah, I’m fine. It’s an unexpected…” What did I call them? They definitely weren’t a gift. Nor were they welcome.

      He frowned, clearly not buying my lie. “You look pale. What’s wrong?” His eyes shot to the flowers and back to me.

      I hesitated, not wanting to seem paranoid or dramatic. But something about those flowers, and the message… it wasn’t right.

      “I…” I shook my head. “I don’t know,” I finally admitted. I gazed out the front windows and scanned the streets for anyone who didn’t belong in my deceptively small, quaint town. “But it’s gotta be a joke.” It had to be.

      “What is?” Paul’s expression hardened as his protective instincts kicked in.

      I handed him the card and his eyes narrowed as he silently read it. The muscles in his jaw clenched, and for a moment, I forgot my fear, distracted by how unfairly attractive he was.

      “I don’t think this is a joke, Margie.” He waved the offensive little paper back and forth. “Have you received anything like this before?”

      I shook my head. “No, never.”

      Paul wrapped his arm around my shoulder, and despite the circumstances, I couldn’t help but notice how warm and strong it felt. I melted into his embrace and immediately tensed when my soft, much curvier body met his unyielding, solid, muscular frame. The stark contrast in our forms was a physical reminder of why we could never be. It was too much. I felt too exposed by the unknown threat, and with Paul forever being out of my reach.

      To top it off, Willow walked out from the back with a tray full of baked goods and proceeded to drop them. I watched the small but delicious bolos de arroz scatter across the floor and thought fuck me.

      If it wasn’t one thing, it definitely was another.

      My gaze dropped from Willow’s ashen face to the pastries scattered across the ground.

      Great. Now I scared Willow.

      I pulled away from Paul’s warm embrace and realized I still had the beautifully creepy flowers in my hand. I stared at them and debated what to do with them.

      As if reading my mind, Paul gently took them from me. “I’ll get rid of these while you handle that. Then, when you finish, we can take them to Alex and Trent.”

      He didn’t wait for my objection as he headed for the front door.

      I shook my head. One thing at a time. Willow and her current blunder first. Then, Paul and his overreaction.

      “Hey, it’s okay.” I heard the frustration in my voice and sucked in a deep breath to calm myself. There was no reason for me to take my irritation out on her. “Why don’t you pick these up, and I’ll go grab more.”

      I did my best to give her a pleasant smile, but the fear in her eyes told me I failed.

      I went to the back, loaded up another tray, and headed out to the front as Paul reentered, beelining straight to me.

      “Are you closing alone tonight?” Paul leaned his forearms on the display.

      “Yes, I am.”

      “I don’t like the idea of you being alone after those flowers. Can you ask Willow to stay until closing?” He focused on the backroom, and I knew he knew Willow wouldn’t make a good deterrent. Her name fit her perfectly. She was as thin as a willow, pale as the moon, and jumpy as a jumping bean. I’d be more concerned about Willow getting hurt than her causing someone harm.

      “You’re sweet, but I’m sure it’s nothing.”

      “No, I am not.” His tone left no room for argument. “We’re going to the police about this.”

      But me being me, I argued, “It’s not necessary. It’s probably some stupid teenagers playing a bad prank.” A really bad one.

      “You honestly think some teens pulled their money together to buy you roses as a joke? When they could use said money to go to a movie, get a burger, or take their crush out?” The incredulousness in Paul’s voice called out the bullshit in my excuse.

      “Well, when you put it like that.” It made too much sense but I didn’t want to admit it out loud.

      “Besides, I already contacted Alex, and he recommended bringing them by.” Paul casually dropped that little tidbit.

      My mouth dropped open. “You did not!”

      “You bet I did. I knew you wouldn’t want to go, so I made it, so you have to.” His smile was all kinds of smug. “He’s expecting us no later than tomorrow.”

      “I can’t believe you.” I shook my head at his sneakiness.

      His expression softened, and concern flooded his eyes. “Someone has to watch out for you since you won’t.”

      Oh boy, did I want him to.

      But he mistook my expression and said, “It’s going to be okay, Margie.”

      I didn’t believe that.

      But now he made me want to believe him.

      Because now I had a feeling something horrible was going to happen.
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        Margie

      

      

      “Mãe, I’m tired.” And sexually frustrated, but I wasn’t going to tell my mother that. “It’s been a busy day.”

      “I worry about you, Margarida. You work too much. Why don’t you hire more people? Then you’d have time to find a nice young man and give me my grandbabies.”

      Her words hurt. I thought my mother had given up on the whole stay-at-home-mom-don’t-work-thing when I kicked John to the curb for the same way of thinking. But it wasn’t just her words. The issue was that they echoed John’s ultimatum. He’d made it painfully clear I couldn’t have a dream, my dream, and a man. And that tiny, treacherous part of me still feared he might be right.

      An image of my grandmother’s jewelry box flashed through my brain. When she gave it to me, she made me promise I’d hand it down to my daughter. She demanded we keep it in the family because it told our history. Would I ever give it to my children?

      I rubbed my chest as a sudden ache for the family I yearned formed. But not because my mother was on a kick to populate the world with Silva babies.

      “What a great idea. With the way business has picked up, I do need to hire more help.” I counted to five as I sought patience and diplomacy. “But Mãe, you know I’m happy with my life. The coffee shop is doing well. I have great friends⁠—”

      “Friends don’t give me grandbabies, Margarida.” Her tone carried that particular mother guilt that could level mountains. “Speaking of which, what about that handsome Paul? The one who owns the landscaping business? Mrs. Tipton mentioned he comes to your shop every day.”

      Of course, Betsy mentioned it. The woman likely maintained a detailed record of every customer interaction. Oh my God! Did Betsy tell my mother about the flowers? “Paul’s a good friend.” A friend I wouldn’t mind practicing making babies with.

      “A good friend? Ai, meu Deus. He’s a man, you’re a woman. What more do you need? He has his own business, and he’s strong from all the outdoor work–perfect for making beautiful little ones. And those shoulders! Mrs. Tipton said⁠—”

      “Mãe!” Heat flooded in places I didn’t want in a conversation with my mother. “Can we not discuss Paul’s–” bitable “–body and baby-making potential in the same conversation?” I had enough problems not thinking about it on my own. Add my mother to the mix?

      Dear God, save me.

      “Why not? You’re twenty-six, Margarida. Your biological clock is ticking. Look at your brothers—Carlos has three little ones, and Miguel recently had his second. Even your sister Teresa is pregnant after two years of marriage.”

      Right, because I should measure my reproductive timeline against my siblings’. “And Gracie is still in college, focusing on her education, which you seem perfectly fine with.”

      “Gracie is twenty-one! She has time. You?” Mom made that distinctly Portuguese tsk sound. “Not so much.”

      I rubbed my forehead as my headache kicked into migraine territory. “Mãe, I promise when I’m ready⁠—”

      “Ready, ready, ready. You’ve been saying that for years.” Her voice shifted and she was all business now. “But tell me, Margarida, you’re being careful, yes? Taking care of yourself?”

      The questions caught me off guard. “Careful how?” I asked slowly.

      “Oh, you know. Watching out for yourself. Making sure you’re safe. You work such long hours, and you’re there alone so much…” She trailed off. “Everything has been normal lately? Nothing troubling you?”

      My stomach tightened. Did Betsy tell her about the flowers? “Everything’s fine.” I hoped. “Why?”

      “No reason, no reason. I worry about my baby girl. Maybe Paul could help keep you safe? Strong men make good protectors and good fathers.”

      Aannnddd we’re back to Paul’s reproductive potential. Which, let’s be real, was off the charts. I didn’t think there was a chart for his baby-making potential.

      But there was something else in her voice. “Things are going smoothly. Really.”

      “Good. That’s good.” She paused, and I could almost hear her thinking. “You would tell me if something was wrong, yes? Promise me, Margarida.”

      “I promise. But are you okay?”

      She went from worried mother to carefree mom in a heartbeat. “Of course. I want more grandbabies to spoil.” And, we were back to my reproductive timeline.

      “Okay, I gotta go, Mãe. I love you.” To save all my baby-making ovaries that seemed to be on permavacation.

      “Okay, I love you, too.”

      I hung up and stared at my phone for a moment. My mother’s words echoed in my head. Strong men make good protectors and good fathers. Paul’s shoulders. Baby-making potential. The worried undertone in her voice she’d tried to hide behind grandbaby talk.

      What was that about?

      I shook off the unsettled feeling and tucked my phone into the pocket of my apron. Whatever bothered my mom, she wasn’t ready to share it. And honestly? I had enough on my plate without borrowing trouble from cryptic maternal conversations.

      I scanned my shop and whispered another thank you to the universe for my beautiful life.

      I did love my life.

      I just wanted to share it with a man and the babies–thanks Mom–we made together.

      I shook my head as the image of Paul danced in my mind and forced myself to focus on locking up the shop, rather than on Paul and all his gorgeousness.

      We had a heated argument earlier when I forced him to leave me by myself. And, no, I wouldn’t ask Willow to stay later. I didn’t need to add anything else to my existing headache. He then insisted on staying because leaving me alone was something his protective nature simply wouldn’t allow. But the Portuguese sass in me reminded him I could take care of my damn self and that some pretty, but creepy flowers weren’t going to stop me from being me. It was getting touchy when Kyra jumped in and told me, ‘You tell him, girl,’ that I remembered I was at my place of business.

      He left in a storm of macho man pissed off attitude and I set about wiping down every nook and cranny with a little more gusto than necessary.

      Now, as I locked up, the cheerful little bell above the door gave one last eerie jingle, as if to say, “Good luck out there, sucker!” I ignored it and trekked through my store to head out the back. I knew it wasn’t the best option after today’s creepy flowers, but it was the shortest route home. I wanted and needed that. I stepped out into the chilly night, and all of a sudden, the shadows were way darker than the late hour called for. I eyed them in trepidation and wondered why I had made such a fuss about Paul staying.

      I glanced down the alley, half-expecting to see a shadowy figure with a hook for a hand because that’s how my imagination ran. But nope, it was the usual dumpsters and fences.

      I began the familiar walk home and focused on the fact that in a few minutes, I’d be home. Where I’d soak in a bubble bath, enjoy a glass of wine, and forget all about the creepy delivery guys, creepy flowers, and creepy notes.

      Well, at least I tried, but with each step I took, it felt more like a metronome of doom. And I swear I could hear my Portuguese grandmother’s voice in my head, “Margarida! Why you no marry nice boy yet? You want to die alone? You need a big, strong man to protect you.” Thanks for the pep talk, avó. Really needed that right now on top of my own delusional thoughts.

      Crruunncchhh.

      I spun around, stared down the path, and saw… nothing. No one. Nada.

      But my brain screamed it had heard something. My eyes darted everywhere, and yet nothing stood out.

      Garbage cans. Check.

      Minimal litter. Check.

      The Boogey Man. Left unchecked.

      I sucked in a breath, told my heart to calm down, and scolded my mind for scaring me. Main street was about two blocks away. I could do this. I needed to rein in my runaway-star-in-my-own-damn-thriller thoughts. Of course, there was no way I’d admit to my avó that she might be right about needing a bodyguard. Not a man. Just someone to guard my body.

      As I continued my trek, I prayed for my heart to return to its normal rhythm when I caught a whiff of freshly cut grass and the earthy scent of cologne. Great. Now I hallucinated Paul’s scent. Apparently, my brain decided facing potential danger wasn’t enough, it needed to remind me of the walking dreamboat I could never have.

      Thanks, avó, for adding fuel to the fire.

      “Come on, Margie,” I pumped myself up. “You’ve faced scarier things than a darkish alley. Remember when you had to break up that heated argument between two moms fighting over the last cinnamon roll? This is nothing.”

      With all the false bravado of someone who’d watched way too many horror movies, I squared my shoulders and marched my way through the alley like the kickass woman I was.

      Halfway through and I patted myself on the back for my bravery when something clattered behind me. I spun around so fast I nearly gave myself whiplash.

      “Hello?” I called out and my voice squeaked like my pastry glass door.

      Silence.

      You know the moment in horror movies where everyone yells at the screen, “Don’t go in there, you idiot!”? Well, I was not that idiot.

      Nope, I got the hell out!

      My feet pounded against the asphalt in a desperate and frantic run for my life. I ran like my very being depended on escape, which, you know, it might have. Except, I kept turning around to see if anything or anyone was behind me.

      So maybe I was like the too stupid to live actor on the tv screen we yelled at.

      The whole time, I promised myself that if whatever danger was out there didn’t catch me, I would join Bella on her daily jogs.

      Cardio, I learned during in my sprint, was a crucial factor in escaping imaginative bad guys.

      I burst out of the alley at the ridiculously slow speed of Mach 1, gasping for air like a fish out of water, only to collide with what felt like a brick wall. A very warm, a very solid brick wall that smelled suspiciously like Paul.

      “Margie!” Paul’s strong hands grasped my shoulders and steadied me. “What’s wrong?”

      I knew I smelled him.

      His grip tightened. I blinked and my vision cleared to reveal Paul’s easy charm replaced for a split second by a haunted pain that stole my breath. Just as quickly as it appeared, it disappeared just as fast.

      I shook my head. My imagination was getting the best of me.

      “Margie.”

      Focus. I was in Paul’s arms after a disastrous sprint from a possibly imaginary foe. Because, of course, the universe couldn’t let me make a fool of myself in front of someone less attractive. No, it had to be Mr. I-Want-Only-You-Tall-Dark-and-Handsome himself.

      “Oh, you know,” I panted, trying to sound casual and failing miserably, “getting my cardio in. Gotta work off all those pastries somehow, right?”

      Paul’s eyebrows shot up so high they were in danger of disappearing into his hairline. “In an alley?”

      I shrugged. I aimed for nonchalant and more than likely hit somewhere closer to mildly unhinged. “What can I say? I like to live dangerously.” Not really.

      Or at all.

      As I stood there, still trembling and looking like a hot mess, I couldn’t help but think maybe—just maybe—I needed to reconsider my life choices. Starting with my apparent attraction to dark alleys and men way out of my league.

      But hey, at least I hadn’t tripped and fallen flat on my face in front of Paul. Small victories, right?

      He stared at the alley opening and asked, “Do you always walk home this way? Or run?”

      “Sometimes.” Not anymore. “It’s a shortcut on the nights when I’m really tired.”

      He turned back to me. “Really tired?” He scanned the sweat on my face and my labored breathing, and his facial expression called bullshit. “I thought you were working off your overconsumption of pastries?”

      I obviously wasn’t on my A-game, so I decided to keep my mouth shut before I stepped in my bs even more.

      “I know this is a small town with all the safety that accompanies it, but you shouldn’t walk alone back there. At night.” Paul pushed his advantage. “Or anytime.”

      My eyebrows shot up. “Really? Why?”

      “Wasn’t it you who just ran out of there? Into me? Scared?”

      Fucking logic.

      “Sorry about that.” I turned to walk away. “Have a great night.”

      He grabbed my elbow. “Where are you going?”

      Tingles emanated from his touch and traveled to all the right places. My body shifted from terror to other, more pleasurable effects.

      “I’m going home.” I attempted to pull my arm out of his grasp, but he tightened his hold.

      I didn’t know if I could take any more currents—especially sensual—zapping through my body. I wouldn’t be liable for my actions, and I didn’t want to screw Paul on the main street in town in front of the good citizens of Feldspar.

      “Great. I’ll take you.” Paul’s granite tone stated he wouldn’t take any objections as he pulled me toward his truck.

      “No need.” I dug my heels in, leaned away from him, and strained to remove his hand from my arm. “I’m a few blocks up. I’ll stick to the public spaces.” Please do not confine me in his truck, saturated in his scent with him in it.

      My poor body was on adrenaline overload.

      “Then it’ll be a short drive.” He opened the passenger door and easily—how? especially since I had been unyielding in going—guided me to the seat as if I hadn’t put up any resistance to the very thing.

      I looked at it, turned back to Paul, who was way too close for my comfort, and stated, “It’s okay. I can walk.” Fresh air would do me good, and space from Paul would be even better.

      He leaned in even closer. “Humor me, babe. I want to make sure you get home safe. You’ve had one too many scares today, and my dad would have my hide if I didn’t make sure you got home safely.”

      Babe?

      I stared into his warm, honey-colored eyes filled with sincerity, and thought God enjoyed torturing me because there was no way I could say no. “Okay.”

      His mouth twitched, and I melted toward him. I noticed the tips of his eyelashes slightly curled, and there were flecks of dark brown shooting out from his pupils. The sides of his eyes crinkled, and I thought it was all kinds of cute, which didn’t fit Paul because he was all kinds of hot.

      “You going to get in or stare in my eyes all night?” His deep voice dropped an octave, and my body swayed even more toward him.

      His lush mouth captivated my attention. His lower lip was slightly fuller than his top lip, and both were a light mauve color. The tiny lines across them were a proposition to lick them, to nip them.

      Unconsciously, I swept my tongue across my lips, wondering what he tasted like. The coffee he always drank? Dirt from his work as a landscaper? Or something all Paul?

      “Is that an invitation?” I watched his gorgeous mouth move as he murmured, and I bit my lower lip.

      One hundred percent.

      It was a demand.

      He tipped my chin up, and the heat from his eyes soaked my panties instantly.

      “Fuck it,” he whispered.

      One arm banded across my back as he jerked me to him, and his other grasped my hair and slanted my head to the side right before his mouth slammed down on mine.

      Oh, heavenly Father! The angels opened the floodgates, and the magic of the Promised Land sang down on us.

      It was magnificent!

      And Paul tasted better than I imagined.

      Waayyy better.

      Paul kissed me thoroughly, expertly, and spectacularly.

      I slid my hand under his arm and held onto his shoulder. No way was I letting him get away. I lifted on my toes to get closer and I shoved my other hand in his soft, thick hair.

      His kiss consumed me, and I never, ever wanted to stop.

      “Ahem.”

      Paul caught on quicker than I did at what the irritating sound meant. Slowly, and to my annoyance, he carefully pulled back. I, on the other hand, tightened my hold on him and chased his lips as he pulled away.

      “Margie, you gotta help me out here,” he growled.

      Even though Paul’s harsh tone erased my I’m-finally-kissing-Paul haze, I struggled to open my eyes. But once I did, I saw the pissed off look he sported. That’s when I realized a stunningly beautiful woman stood on the sidewalk staring at us. She was a top-to-toe movie-star-shouldn’t-be–anywhere-near-Feldspar gorgeous. Her thick, shiny, opulent auburn hair fell gracefully around her golden face, and pale freckles dusted her cheeks.

      “Sorry to bother you both. I—” She semi-turned and pointed over her shoulder toward Toole’s Shop, and I saw her toned biceps flex with the action, “—work here. Mrs. Tipton—Betsy—saw your PDA. It bothered her, and instead of her calling the police—” the barest pink hit her cheeks, “—I convinced her I would get you two to find another more private location for your activities.”

      I switched my gaze to Paul and saw he was frozen, staring at the model come to life before him. Of course, he was. The two of them fit. Both unbelievably attractive and in shape. Not an ounce of fat on them. I knew he didn’t have any with his solid wall of muscle pressed against me.

      But there I was with enough cushion to share with both of them pressed up against a man who had no business holding me.

      My heart splintered as I saw the evidence of Paul mesmerized by her. I couldn’t take it. I fell flat on my feet, dropped my head, and pulled back out of his arms. “Sorry. Won’t happen again.” I tried to get past him so I could hide inside my house and cry away the best kiss I’d ever had, but he blocked my escape. His arm around my waist held me immobile.

      “No problem,” she muttered as she walked back inside Toole’s.

      “Get in so I can take you home.” Anger roughened his voice.

      “That’s okay. I can walk.” I didn’t know how much longer I could hold back the tears.

      “I’m not arguing with you.” He placed his hands on my waist, lifted me into his truck like I weighed nothing more than a five-pound bag of coffee beans, shut the door, and walked around to the driver’s side.

      I blinked in disbelief at what just happened. I figured Paul was strong, given his line of work, but lifting me was something else. And he made it look and feel like it was no big deal. Like I didn’t weigh a thing.

      I didn’t know what to do with that, so I decided to focus on getting home without breaking down. Luckily, the drive was short and quiet.

      Paul even walked me to the door, which made me hate him even more because did he have to be such a nice guy?

      “Than—” I cleared my throat and did my best to shove everything I felt back down. “Thanks for driving me home.”

      “If you need anything, call me. I don’t care what time it is,” Paul demanded.

      He waited for my nod in agreement, and then mumbled, “Good night.” Before he turned and walked away.

      The first tear fell when I closed the door, but it wasn’t until later, when I drowned my sorrow in a glass of wine, that I realized I never gave him directions to my apartment.
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      Yesterday was a shit day.

      So, it was no surprise that I arrived at my coffee shop exhausted after a sleepless night. My nerves had me double-checking the locks and peering cautiously down the alley before I entered. The creepy flowers and the earth-shattering kiss I shared with Paul, along with his apparent regret, had my mind running a marathon all night long.

      To the point I was bone tired, and I had the overwhelming desire to turn back around and crawl back in bed.

      But I couldn’t.

      I loved what I did for a living. I loved owning my coffee shop where I had the opportunity to introduce people to the flavors of Portuguese coffee and baked goods. I loved watching the tentative first sip or bite followed by delightful surprise.

      Loved it.

      I did not enjoy getting up at the ridiculous hour of four in the morning to begin all the preparations for everyone to enjoy my culture.

      Nope.

      Not at all.

      Especially not when I ran on fumes, my mind a jumbled mess of ominous black roses, the taste of Paul’s decadent lips, and the soul-deep feeling of his contrition.

      I shook my head in hopes of breaking the torturous cycle of thoughts. I needed caffeine and to focus on baking.

      Creeeaaakkk.

      I froze mid-roll of the salame de chocolate and listened. Every little sound had me freaking out. I glanced at the clock on the wall and noted Nora wasn’t due for another thirty minutes.

      “Hello?”

      I was suspended in mid-action and didn’t know what to do. Because after yesterday’s creepy flowers, not-quite-right note, and even creepier alley sprint, my senses were on high alert.

      And right now they were telling me I heard something.

      Or did I? I stared through the little square window on the door that separated the front of the shop from the kitchen. I couldn’t see anything abnormal. No movement. No lights. Nothing that shouldn’t be there.

      It was time for another cup of wake-me-up if I was imagining things. Again.

      And darn it, I hated to admit it, but yesterday more than messed with my head.

      I sucked in a breath and released it letting the fear out while I continued rolling the salame de chocolate. Unlike the chaotic recipe of my life currently, here I was in control. With my own hands, I could take simple, good ingredients and bake something sweet, something whole.

      I would not let fear control me.

      Not after finally living my dream.

      Knock. Knock. Knock.

      The roll of dough in my hand flew up as I stared at the back door. The splat against the table went unheeded as I held my breath, waiting for whoever it was on the other side of the door to go away.

      “Margie! It’s me. Paul!” He bellowed.

      My breath rushed out of me, and I dropped my head in relief. My heart, on the other hand, did its best to jump right the fuck out of my chest.

      I wiped my hands on a towel as I made my way to the door. I unlocked and opened it to see Paul standing there, looking unfairly handsome for this ungodly hour, unlike myself. My hair was in a messy bun—purposely messy in the I-don’t-give-a-fuck-it’s-four-a.m.-and-I’m-crawling-out-of-bed-to-bake-for-a-living sense. No makeup whatsoever because if I didn’t have time to do my hair at four a.m., I sure as hell didn’t have time to do my face. Not to mention, I wore black yoga pants, my usual Cafeína Doce shirt, and a blue apron covered in flour and dough.

      Yeah, I hit the top one hundred worst dress list the second I rolled out of bed.

      Not that Paul seemed to notice, because he gently pushed me to the side, closed, and locked the door behind him.

      “Please, dear God, tell me you have coffee made,” he muttered as he headed straight for the pot.

      I followed him. “Of course, I do, but what are you doing here?” And hallelujah that he was. “And just so you know, you scared the crap out of me.”

      “Sorry.” His apologetic boyish grin caused my insides to do a little samba. “I came to see how you’re holding up after what happened yesterday. I didn’t want you to be alone this morning.” He poured himself a cup.

      “How did you know where I lived? ” And I would remember having Paul in my apartment.

      A small, almost shy smile touched his lips. “You mentioned it a while ago when you were talking to Bella and Rocky.” He shrugged. “I guess I remembered.”

      My stomach got all mushy that he paid that close of attention to me.

      “Ah, I thought you were stalking me.” I winked.

      He didn’t tease me back. “Want to tell me more about what happened yesterday? What exactly did you see or hear that freaked you out so much?”

      My heart skipped a beat at his thoughtfulness. But then I remembered his pissed off expression after our kiss when the walking cover model interrupted us. Mixed signals, much?

      I hesitated, unsure if it was wise to open myself up to him more. The more I shared with him, the closer I unconsciously got to him. My brain and heart were at odds when it came to Paul.

      Which meant my heart took the lead and I admitted, “Honestly, I’m a little bit of a mess. I woke up several times last night thinking over my reactions.” I went back to rolling the dough and forced my face not to pinken from the memory of our kiss. “I’m not a worrier, and I don’t usually overreact, so my mind obviously tried to tell me something. I don’t know what, though.”

      “I can understand that.” Paul sipped his coffee. “I didn’t sleep great either. I kept thinking about those disturbing flowers and you running out of the alley like you’d seen a ghost.” He walked over to stand across from me at the worktable. “Then I kept kicking myself because I shouldn’t have left you alone. I should have stayed to make sure you were alright.”

      So, he thought about that, but not the earth-shattering kiss? I suppose it may not have been for him.

      And how sad, despite all that, I would still have loved for him to stay. I mean, who wouldn’t want Paul Hudson, Eye Candy King, standing guard all night? But then again, maybe not. The way he’d seemed after our kiss, you’d think I’d forced him into some horrible ordeal instead of what felt like the most mind-blowing lip-lock of the century. Besides, it would have been overkill since there wasn’t anything viable to go on except for my manic state.

      “I almost didn’t let you go either.” I winked at him and received the little wicked smile of his that made me want to jump him. “But I refuse to let the what-ifs hold me hostage.” And you made it clear you wanted nothing to do with me in that way.

      The way my body and soul craved.

      “No, you can’t. But something made you take notice.”

      I paused mid-glide. “Yeah, it’s just after the creepy bouquet with the even creepier note that when I was in the alley, I heard noises behind me…” I shivered, remembering my panicked dash. “I think the combination set me off.”

      “Jesus, Margie.” Paul set down his mug and stepped closer, placing a comforting hand on my shoulder. His warmth helped ground me. “No wonder you ran like hell.”

      “I feel silly for my reaction. It was probably nothing.” Or were my mom’s strange questions adding fuel to my already overactive imagination?

      “Don’t downplay your instincts. If something felt off, you were right to get yourself to safety. I’m glad I was there when you came flying out of the alley.” He came around the counter and rubbed soothing circles on my shoulder.

      I managed a weak smile, trying not to get lost in the mesmerizing sensation of his touch or the memories of our electrifying kiss. After all, he stood outside Toole’s Shop where the beautiful buff woman worked when I ran into him. “What project are you working on?” Is that why you were at Toole’s? Or did you have other, more sexual reasons?

      Paul’s hand dropped away as he fixed me with a serious expression. “I hung around to make sure you were safe.” He raised his hand to stop me from commenting. “I know you can take care of yourself, but there was no way I could stay away. Not when your safety is involved.”

      My heart kicked into overdrive.

      He made it hard not to get attached, as my heart just proved it wanted all in.
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