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      Sweet Pease is dedicated

      to all my Kates, literal and figurative–there is a little of all of you in Kate Pease–

      

      and to the memory of Dolores Morin.

      I’m sorry I didn’t finish in time​.
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        You are waiting for me behind every cozy door in Thornton.
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      “I’m going to make one hell of a maid of honor.”

      Kate Pease laughed off the wobble in her voice and blinked back a threatening tear. She smoothed the fuchsia silk shantung over her hips and stomach, twisting to check out her own rear view in the three-way mirror.

      Her best friend, Nan Grady, stood on a dressmaker’s pedestal while an attendant laced up the wedding gown she was trying on. Nan was radiant; the creamy silk only accentuated her glow.

      Kate blinked back tears. It wasn’t every day your best friend found the dress she was going to get married in. “That’s the one, you know.”

      Nan blushed happily. “I think so, too.”

      “There’s no thinking about it. It’s the one.”

      The two women regarded each other. Below the second story window, Boston’s Newbury Street bustled despite the January cold. Nan’s brilliant smile wavered; Kate rushed over and swiped gently at the yet-to-fall wetness in her friend’s eyes.

      “No crying. We are far too fabulous today for streaky mascara.”

      Lady Gaga suggested a bad romance from Kate’s purse. When Nan snickered, Kate shot her friend a withering look.

      She retrieved her phone from the bag and took the call with a grin. “Hello, brother dear.”

      “Did Nan pick a dress?”

      “Yes, she found her dress.” Kate winked at Nan, who was posing for the shop attendant’s measuring tape.

      “Did you leave anything for the other shoppers?”

      Her brother Jack might taunt her about her shopping habit, but his own was just as bad… if not worse.

      “You’re mean.”

      “Can I make it up to you with an extravagant lunch?”

      “You can.”

      “I have to go; client on the other line.”

      He gave her a restaurant name and a time, and Kate ended the call.

      Nan looked over her shoulder while the attendant created a potential bustle in the skirt. “Lunch?”

      “At that sushi place near Jack’s office. And he’s picking up the tab.”

      Kate watched as Nan took a moment to drink in her own reflection. The dress was a simple A-line; the corsetry emphasized Nan’s lean waist and gentle curves. The skirt clung to her hips just a little before falling like water to her feet.

      “Oh, Nan,” Kate breathed, “you’re gorgeous.”

      Thornton was in for the wedding of the decade. The Fullers, the Peases—who considered Nan one of their own already—and nearly half the county would gather to celebrate Nan and Joss Fuller’s marriage at the Damselfly in June.

      That they would all eat cake by Kate Pease, well that didn’t hurt either. Especially given her business plans.

      Placing the dress order was swift and expensive. Her thrifty friend was pale with sticker shock. Kate squeezed Nan’s hand in solidarity.

      Kate and Nan gathered coats and scarves and gloves, bundling up against the bluster of a Boston winter. Just as they struck out for the T station at Arlington Street, Nan’s phone rang in her pocket.

      “Hello, Anna?” Nan motioned for Kate to stop. “He just walked in? Well, we have room. Go ahead and check him in.”

      While Nan walked her friend and inn-sitter through the registration software, Kate’s gaze lingered on a camel hair wool skirt in the window of a nearby boutique, and she slipped inside.

      Kate picked up a few additional items on her way to the fitting room. Nan followed her inside. Her half of the conversation was clear across the tiny space.

      “I’m as surprised as you are.” Nan’s smile was wide and gleeful. “I can’t imagine why, though. The college must have offered him an apartment.”

      Kate waved to Nan, motioning at the fitting room door while Nan’s eyes widened at whatever Anna was saying.

      “He’s what?” Nan laughed aloud. “I have to go. Kate and I are meeting Jack for lunch before we drive home. I’ll be home in plenty of time for you to tuck Chloe in.”

      Nan waved to Kate from across the sales floor, pointed at her watchless wrist.

      “Bye, Anna. Thanks for calling. Give Chloe a snuggle for me.”

      Kate whipped through her choices, but nothing was just right. She hung everything on the rack outside the fitting room and sought Nan out among the scarves near the register. She tucked her arm in Nan’s and swept them out the door and down the street.

      “What did Anna want?”

      Nan squinted into the glittering winter sun. “I have a new guest. A surprise. Anna says he, and I quote, ‘looks like Mr. Rochester.’”

      “Oh, really?” Visions of Timothy Dalton’s smoldering gaze danced in her head. She silently thanked her mother for making her watch old BBC dramas when she was home sick in high school. “I always did think Rochester was kind of dreamy.”

      Nan snorted. “Don’t.”

      Kate grinned, wondering if the newcomer was her kind of dreamy.

      And if he was single.
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      Ewan Lovatt woke to the kind of rural quiet he knew would be perfect for his next project.

      He stretched and swung his legs over the edge of the bed. He’d long ago perfected the art of sleeping diagonally in a queen-sized bed to accommodate his six-foot-three frame. His feet struck the cold hardwood and he shivered. Pulling on cotton flannel drawstring pants and an NYU T-shirt before he padded over to the window seemed a wise choice.

      Ewan was an urban creature, but the stark allure of the Vermont countryside in January wasn’t lost on him. The nearby hillsides rolled smooth, painted in slashes of snow, granite, and coniferous greens. The skeletons of cornstalks marched in the neighboring fields. At the far western point of his view the Adirondacks were just beginning their craggy swell over the horizon.

      By the time he left Thornton, Vermont he hoped early summer would show a version closer to the one he planned to write.

      He grabbed his advance copy of Reed Sharpe’s newest novel and headed for the bathroom. He had promised the man—or their shared publicist, anyway—a jacket review, and he couldn’t think of a better place to read the damn thing.

      After a shower, his appetite called to him more clearly. The small reproduction mantle clock in the room told him he had twenty minutes before the innkeeper closed the kitchen, so he put his feet into his boots, hauled the laces tight, tossed the book and some papers into his laptop case, and started downstairs to meet his hostess.

      Watery winter sunlight flooded the kitchen; the scent of toast and coffee filled the air.

      “Good morning. Mr. Lovatt, I imagine?” A petite brunette brushed her hands on her apron and offered one to him. “I’m Nan Grady. I’m sorry I missed your arrival, but it’s a treat to meet you. I’m a huge fan.” The innkeeper paused with a twinkle in her eyes. “Huge enough that it’s killing me not to rush at you with all my copies of your books.”

      “Good morning, Ms. Grady.” He enjoyed her praise even as embarrassment spread up the back of his neck like fire. “Thank you.”

      “Mama? Is Paw Onion stayin’ wif Nan?”

      Ewan turned to see the blonde who’d checked him in—Anneliese, he recalled —sitting at the enormous farm table which dominated half the room. Next to her was a small version of herself, in pigtails and overalls. Anneliese laughed affectionately and tapped a bowl of what looked to be yogurt.

      “Breakfast, Chlo.”

      “Mr. Lovatt, you’ll remember Anneliese Thompson from check-in last night,” Nan said. “This is her daughter, Chloe.”

      “Forgive her, Mr. Lovatt.” Anneliese blushed. “We’ve been reading about Paul Bunyan. Apparently she’s grasped the bit about him being very tall.”

      The two women watched him with gentle mirth in their eyes, and whatever wit he had escaped him. He cleared his throat.

      The innkeeper spoke first. “Mr. Lovatt…”

      “Ewan. Please.”

      “Ewan, would you like some coffee? Please have a seat while I put your breakfast together. I’ve got oatmeal, bread for toast, eggs however you’d like them, scones from Sweet Pease, the bakery in town…”

      “Yes, to the coffee. Eggs, scrambled dry, please. And a scone.” He moved to a chair opposite Anneliese and Chloe.

      Nan brought over a mug on a coffee tray and a carafe. “I have Devon cream or honey-lemon preserves for the scones, if you’d like.”

      “Cream,” he said.

      “Of course.”

      Ewan pulled the novel and his reading glasses out of his bag. He slipped the glasses on his nose and opened to his bookmark with a sigh. Reed Sharpe couldn’t string four words together without tripping over his colossal ego, but his grasp of sexual positions and heavy weaponry had catapulted his books to the bestseller list faster than you could say, “Sell out.”

      He folded a corner on page forty-two. There was a touch of literacy there he could reference. He looked up from the coffee tray to see Anneliese staring at the galley with an expression Ewan couldn’t quite explain.

      She blinked. “Is that a new Reed Sharpe novel? I don’t read him, but my h— my ex-husband did. Your books are more my type. I read The Orchard Gate when I was in the hospital after Chloe was born, and the nurses recommended a therapist because I was always crying. I finally gave them my copy to convince them I wasn’t seriously unwell.”

      Ewan poured milk into his coffee, his eyes flicking nervously from the billows of dairy to Anneliese’s blue eyes as she spoke.

      “And I’m babbling. I’m so sorry,” she finished with a small laugh.

      The little girl—Chloe—clutched a strip of toast and peered into his face from across the table. “Did you bring the blue ox baby?”

      He smiled in spite of himself. She was a beautiful child, and funny, especially since she didn’t know it yet. “No, Chloe. I’m sorry. Babe stayed in New York for the semester.”

      Chloe’s laugh was sweet, like wind chimes, and he wished he had a notebook to capture the joy in her blue eyes.

      Nan set down his plate of scrambled eggs, along with a wedge-shaped scone with double cream pillowed on top and a scoop of minted citrus salad. He tucked into his breakfast, quietly observing the women in the kitchen with him. Their ease and camaraderie was infectious.

      “All done Chlo?” Anneliese swiped at Chloe’s mouth with a napkin, helped her down from her chair, and cleared their dishes. “Time for your jacket and boots, little lady. We have to meet with CeCe at the florist shop, and then we have a lunch date with Mere!”

      “Thanks for staying here while I was in Boston, Anna.” Nan came around the island to hug her.

      “Sorry we invaded your space again this morning.” Anneliese held out a tiny sunflower printed parka for her daughter. “She was willing to sleep one night without Feesh, but she was rather insistent we come get her first thing.”

      “You are both welcome any time, especially since you took the trouble to keep my business running for me.”

      Ewan watched them embrace, piecing together details about them between bites of egg.

      “It was no trouble, and it’s nice to have a night away from my parents’ house. Reminds me that someday I might have a place of my own again.”

      “You will.” Nan dropped to her knees beside Chloe. “Thanks for helping your mom take care of the inn, Chlo.”

      “A-welcome, Nan,” Chloe replied seriously, before digging a ragged plush clownfish from her mother’s purse and skipping over to Ewan, mushing the toy against his cheek. “Feesh kiss!”

      Ewan patted the clownfish, touched by the little girl’s affection, and then they were gone, trailing her giggling mother toward the door.

      Nan saw her friends out, and turned to him. “You were very good with her. Thank you.”

      Ewan swallowed his coffee with a fresh wave of shyness. “She seems like a sweet kid.”

      “She is, but not everyone has the patience for a preschooler.”

      “Not everyone’s taught college freshmen.”

      Nan laughed and peered at the book in his hands. “Are you a Reed Sharpe fan?” Her delicately raised eyebrow told him all he needed to know—she was not.

      “No,” he exhaled. “But we share a publicist, and I promised I’d give him a jacket quote.”

      “I’m glad. You’re an entirely different class of author, Mr. Lovatt.”

      Ewan’s cheeks burned.

      Nan returned to her work behind the counter, and he finished his breakfast in silence.

      Nan brought the coffee carafe back to him just about the same time he realized his mug had gone cool. “I’ve read The Orchard Gate too, but Moriarty’s Daughter is my favorite.”

      He waited for it: the casual request for something that more often than not followed praise, but nothing else was forthcoming. “Thank you, Ms. Grady.”

      “It’s Nan,” she said. “I hate to abandon you, but I have rooms to turn over by noon, and my assistant won’t be in until later. Leave the dishes. I’ll come back for them.”

      Ewan could only nod at Nan’s warm charm. He listened to her light steps on the stairs for a moment, before opening the book and pouring a second cup of coffee.
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      Kate gazed through framed openings for planned picture windows at winter-brown fields spreading down to the long shoreline of Lake Champlain. Dotted with oaks and maples, cross-stitched with stone walls, the view from Cooper Vineyards was breathtaking, and almost hers.

      She stretched up to see the acres of dormant grape vines, waiting in their tidy rows for the milder weather to come again. Wineries weren’t unheard of in the Champlain Valley, but this one, with its huge success, was something special. That they were willing to take a chance on her, on Sweet Pease, was an amazing opportunity.

      As if in greeting, a cold wind blew up off the water and swirled around in the space.

      A few feet away, her father and Jack consulted with Joss Fuller on the room’s blueprints. “Room” was too small and organized a term. “Space” was more accurate. The unfinished lower floor of the brand-new barn—built into the hillside with one entire face open to the lake—was cavernous, but Kate was already seeing it complete.

      She rubbed her gloved hands together, blowing hot breath between them. The men laughed the secret laugh of shared maleness, bringing her out of her reverie. If it weren’t for the immense love she felt for them all, she’d have been tempted to throw something at them.

      “Are you boys going to let me in on the joke, or will poor, stupid Kate not understand?”

      Joss, at least, had the good grace to look ashamed.

      Her brother shot her a devilish smile. “‘Poor, stupid Kate,’ my ass. You planned out the entire expansion. We’re only indulging our egos that we have half a clue about any of it.”

      “Speak for yourself, son.” Her father waved her over. “Where were you just now, sweetheart?”

      Kate grinned at her brother. “Building the whole thing in my head. So, what’s the joke?”

      “No joke, Katherine. These two young bucks were giving an old man a hard time.”

      “Then, gentlemen, if you’re done consulting amongst yourselves,” Kate asked with a wry smile, “Will it work the way I think it will?”

      “I think so, Kate,” Joss answered. “I really do.”

      Kate launched herself at Joss, hugging him hard and kissing him extravagantly on the cheek before pulling her father and brother into her arms.

      “Joss thinks he can have it ready by the end of the summer,” said Jack.

      “Even with the addition at the Damselfly?” Kate asked.

      “Even so,” Joss replied, looking at Kate’s father. “John’s going to help me when he can, and we’re nearly ready for the subcontractors at the inn, so there’s some room in my schedule.”

      “Daddy?” Kate’s smile faltered a little. “Do you have time for this? What about the practice?”

      “Oh, the practice only needs me on weekdays, but your mother may smother me in my sleep if I don’t find something to do on the weekends.”

      “Speaking of being smothered while we sleep,” Joss added, “Nan’s expecting me back at the Damselfly.”

      Jack made a whip-snapping gesture. Joss replied with a gesture of his own.

      “Go home, Joss,” Kate giggled. Her brother and his best friend never failed to entertain her. “Maybe we can all hang out before the city mouse goes back to Boston on Monday morning?”

      She stuck her tongue out at her brother, but it was Joss who answered.

      “Call Nan. If she can get away, we can all go up to the cabin tomorrow night.”

      “Oh, I love that idea! Jack?”

      “It’s not like I have a hot date.”

      “I wonder if the Thompsons would watch Chloe.” Kate went into planning mode. “If Nan can get Amanda to stay at the inn, then Anneliese could come, too.”

      She ignored the shadow that crossed her brother’s face.

      John Pease chuckled and dug his car keys out of his pocket. “Katherine, you exhaust me.”

      Kate squeezed him. “I love you, Daddy.”

      “I love you, too, sweetheart.” He leaned in close to her ear. “And I’m so proud of you.” He turned to his son. “Jack, I’ll see you and that flashy car back at the house for supper?”

      “Sure, Dad. I’ll be back by seven.”

      “Good night, John,” Joss said, stretching out a hand.

      John took it with a wide smile. “I’m looking forward to this, Joss.”

      The two men walked out, leaving Kate and her brother standing in the empty barn. Kate took a long look around, already building the walls in her imagination, filling the empty space with an open kitchen, booths and tables, a gleaming pastry case. The winery would use the space above for tastings and functions, and she would run Sweet Pease’s expansion from here. She would put in a terrace and a garden for the warm months, drawing her customers to the panoramic view of the Adirondacks rising up across the lake.

      “I’m going to run up to Burlington before supper,” Jack said, sliding his phone into his trouser pocket. “Seth’s in town curating a new show. You want to come?”

      Kate considered. Not so long ago, Seth Weston had made her a very attractive offer with his eyes. The art dealer was just the sort of man she usually loved to spend time with. There was something about him, though. Something vulnerable. Something lost and seeking that she sensed she’d never satisfy.

      “I’m going home to go over my numbers again.”

      “Who knew it’d be ambition that would settle my little sister down?”

      “Stuff it, Jacky Boy.”

      She started for the sawhorse, where her bag lay on the plywood floor.

      “Katie?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Hang on a sec.” He pulled an envelope from his coat pocket. “For you.”

      Kate took the envelope and flipped it open. Inside was a generous check.

      “Jack.” She breathed her brother’s name.

      “Your budget should cover things, but this will cushion you and provide a little cash reserve if you need it.”

      “I can’t take this from you.”

      “Of course you can. Especially since I’ll be running up a tab in exchange for my investment.”

      Kate bent to retrieve her bag. “I still haven’t paid you back for the first loan you gave me.”

      “Katie, they’re not loans. I’m investing in you. Because I believe in you. You’re terrifying and you own too many pairs of shoes, but you’re a brilliant baker and a hell of a businesswoman.”

      “Oh, I own too many pairs of shoes?”

      “Mine all fill a very specific need. You’re just a magpie.”

      “As in, ‘oooh! Shiny’?”

      “Exactly.”

      Kate snatched the keys to Jack’s coupe and danced away from him, taunting him with the jingling keys as she bolted for the car. “Oooh, shiny!”

      “Kate!” He yelled and gave chase.

      She had the lead, but Jack had longer legs. Even in dress shoes, he was faster. He caught her and wrestled back his keys by pinching her armpit, just like he had when they were kids.

      “Jerk!” She was laughing.

      Jack offered her his keys back. “Fine, take them. Give me yours.”

      “Really?” Kate looked longingly at Jack’s car. “You’d take my van?”

      Jack wrapped an arm around her shoulder and squeezed. “Just this once. I know you don’t get a ton of thrills up here.”

      Kate blew a raspberry at his back, but Jack was already climbing into the fuchsia van.

      She settled into the supple leather of the driver’s seat with a little shiver of delight. When the engine roared to life, she had to admit her brother had a point, at least as far as driving went.
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      Ewan’s temporary office on the fourth floor of Keller Hall was quiet and devoid of personal effects. He’d brought little with him on this first visit, just a small, framed lithograph of the Chrysler building and a photograph of his parents standing on the stoop of the Brooklyn Heights apartment building where he had grown up, both of which fit in his laptop bag.

      Reed Sharpe’s galley taunted him from his desk like a malevolent paperweight. He turned instead to the view over County Road, just in time to watch a sleek sports car roar over the ridge and downshift with a throaty purr as it whipped down the hill that bisected the campus.

      He smiled at the blur of the car hugging the curve below the science building. Maybe things didn’t move so slowly in the country after all.

      Thornton College, nestled in two hundred years of tradition and rustic Vermont hillside, was breathtaking, but it was neither the ivy-draped white granite buildings around the quad nor the charming village straddling the river that thrilled him about this position.

      It was a chance to research a tenuous connection between his family and Thornton’s best-kept ghost story. There was a novel in it; he just had to find the lost threads of the tale.

      A knock at the door pulled Ewan from his thoughts. The intrusion didn’t bother him so much as surprise him. He pushed aside the Sharpe novel and took off his reading glasses.

      “Come in.”

      “Excuse me, Professor Lovatt?” A young man in Elvis Costello frames and a Navy surplus pea coat shuffled into the room.

      “Mmhm?”

      “I’m Ryan Chandler. I write for The Rose and Talon. I’d love to do a piece on you for our next issue.”

      “The Rose and Talon?”

      “Online daily broadsheet. Thornton, the rose. Falcon, the talon. We started it as a side project for our freshman Shakespeare seminar.”

      “Clever. All right, Ryan. Have a seat.” He gestured to the empty academic chair across the room. The boy pulled the chair up to the opposite side of Ewan’s desk and pulled out his smartphone. He unwound a preposterously long, striped scarf from his neck and draped it over the chair, revealing a hipster band T-shirt whose logo Ewan actually recognized.

      “Do you mind if I record this?” Ryan gestured to the phone.

      “Nope.”

      Pulling a composition notebook and a gel pen from the front pocket of his bag, the boy touched the screen of his phone and spoke.

      “Interview with Professor Ewan Lovatt. Office 402, Keller Hall, Thornton College, January twenty-eight.” He looked up at Ewan. “Well, Professor, how are you finding Thornton?”

      “I’ve only just arrived. I checked into the Damselfly Inn yesterday.”

      “And how are you enjoying it?”

      “Charming.”

      “Charming?” The boy echoed. “Your characters, especially Dearest in Moriarty’s Daughter, often use one word replies to deflect attention from their private agendas. Would you say this is something you do as well?”

      His interviewer had at least read the right reviews of his work. “I suppose all authors draw on themselves a little.”

      “That’s a very diplomatic answer.”

      Ewan chuckled. “My room is very comfortable. Ms. Grady is a generous hostess. My breakfast scone was a little dry. Probably the last one of the morning.”

      He watched the young journalist notice the Reed Sharpe novel and switch tacks. “The critics loved your last two novels, but I’ve read that Moriarty’s Daughter was passed over by a major Hollywood studio while Reed Sharpe’s Hawk Johnson books are being optioned for a multi-film series. Authors like him are more of a hit with bestseller lists and Hollywood executives. Does that ever factor into your writing style?”

      “Not particularly.” He didn’t want to talk about Reed Sharpe.

      Ryan was quick to take that in. “You self-published your first few books, the Alasdair Sledge novellas, which you’ve continued to put out between your traditionally backed literary fiction. There are a lot of people who wonder why a man, whose historical female leads are so treasured, also writes a steampunk mystery series with no women at all.”

      Ewan went for levity. “Alasdair just hasn’t found the right woman yet.”

      “Is that autobiographical?”

      Ryan Chandler wasn’t half bad at interviewing. Ewan reached for his glasses, though he didn’t need them. “Just a coincidence.”

      “You’re offering an intro to speculative fiction, a junior seminar in novella structure, and an independent project opportunity in literary fiction. Those are some very interesting course options. Are these courses you’ve taught before?”

      “They are. I’m also co-instructing a course in publishing industry legal issues with Will Dancy.”

      Ryan consulted his notebook. “You’ve taught at NYU, Emory, and UVA over the last few years. That’s an impressive spread. What drew you to Thornton?”

      The Damselfly Inn. Ewan pushed aside the true answer and gave his interviewer the quote he needed for the piece. “I’d heard the students here were some of the best minds I could learn from.”

      Ryan laughed out loud. “Well-played, Professor. I won’t take any more of your time. I appreciate you talking with me.”

      “Not a problem,” Ewan said. “I’ll keep an eye out for that broadsheet of yours.”

      “The profile will be online around midnight. I’ll be sure to send you a link.”

      “You do that.”

      “Good day, Professor.”

      Ryan stood, made a production of buttoning the six buttons on his coat and winding his scarf just-so, shouldered his expensive messenger bag, and hunched his way out into the corridor. Ewan leaned back in his chair and kicked his boots onto his desk. The Reed Sharpe novel hit the floor with a solid thump. At nearly five hundred pages, the damn thing would make an excellent weapon. He let it lie where it had fallen and watched students trickling out of the granite and ivy buildings which ringed the quad. Winter term was finishing up; the campus was preparing for a short break and a new semester.

      His student interviewer had come closer to the heart of the matter than he could have known. Thornton held the key to the next stage of his career.
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      Kate heard the front door to the bakery open just before seven the next morning. A moment later, Andy Greenberg came into the kitchen to hang up his coat and swap his customary fisherman’s sweater for an apron. Kate wiped a stray curl from her cheek with a finger dusted in confectioner’s sugar. She took a sip of her coffee and smiled at him.

      “Morning, Kate.” Andy blushed furiously. The blushing was an improvement over the stammering and fidgeting he had exhibited when she first hired him.

      “Morning, Andy. Who’s on the breakfast shift with you today?”

      “Moira.”

      “Great. Breakfast is trayed up on the rack. I’ve got a wedding cake for tomorrow that’s going to take all of my time today. Think you two can handle the morning?”

      “No worries, Kate. We’ve got it.”

      “Great.”

      Andy went back out front. The familiar sounds of his morning routine faded into the background while she rolled gum paste out on the stainless steel counter. She studied the pinboard on the backsplash, where a photograph of the bride’s bouquet design and a piece of lace from her veil were centered.

      When the gum paste was suitably thin, she took up her tools and began to fashion lily petals, setting them aside in groups to be assembled into flowers. The bride had called the night before, wondering about adding a few white lilies to the cake, and Kate was never one to turn down a client’s last minute add-ons—at an upcharge, of course. These would take up most of her day if they were going to be dry for the event the next night.

      The bell over the front door jingled; she heard Andy greet Moira.

      A moment later, Moira hastily ducked in to grab an apron, gave Kate a worried glance, and slipped away again.

      Kate frowned, but continued to trace lily petals with a fine blade. As the newest hire at Sweet Pease, Moira got all the jobs the others didn’t want, but she was easy-going and the customers loved her for her friendly, chatty nature. Kate enjoyed the benefits of Moira’s vital position in the town’s gossip chain, which was based largely on Moira’s elementary PTA involvement.

      This shifty silence was unsettling.

      The bell jingled as the first of her regulars began to appear. The sounds of conversation, orders taken and filled, the hiss of the espresso machine, all of it gave her a thrill—this place of hers, just as she liked it, succeeding, poised on the verge of expansion. Two hours later, with the lilies fashioned and propped against foil and egg carton molds to dry, Kate popped out front to check in with her employees.

      A silver-haired woman in faded Levi’s and a Patagonia fleece waved to her. “Morning, Katie.”

      “Good morning, Mrs. Mayhew,” Kate replied. “Can I get you and Mrs. Marlow another cup of coffee? On the house?” Her now-retired kindergarten teacher came in every morning with her next-door neighbor. They stayed an hour in their favorite booth, walked Main Street, then drove together to the twin Cape houses they lived in on Snake Mountain Road, rarely pausing to draw breath. Kate liked to think that Mr. Mayhew and Mr. Marlow each drank concurrent, silent cups of coffee on their adjacent decks without needing to speak a word.

      “No, thank you, Katie,” Mrs. Mayhew replied.

      It was then that Kate noticed Moira and Andy with their heads together over Andy’s phone, whispering.

      “What’s the big secret?” Kate asked, coming around behind the counter.

      “No secret,” Andy said quickly, stowing his phone in his pocket. Moira busied herself with a milk pitcher which needed cleaning.

      “Seriously you two. What gives?”

      “She’s going to see it sooner or later.” Moira mumbled. “News in this town travels quicker than lightning,”

      “It’s just an article in one of the student newspapers. Nothing big,” Andy said as Kate held her palm out expectantly. He dug the phone out and placed it in her hand.

      She swiped the screen, bringing up the article. It was a profile on a professor who had recently joined the Thornton faculty. Ewan Lovatt. Why was that name familiar? Books. Novels. Nan read his books. Kate skimmed until the offending paragraph jumped out at her:

      
        
        On the topic of life in Thornton, Professor Ewan Lovatt was reticent, save for an apparent dislike for the scones served at the Damselfly Inn. “The room is very comfortable. Ms. Grady is a generous hostess. My scone was a little dry,” said Lovatt. An informal investigation revealed the scones in question to be provided by Sweet Pease, a favorite local bakery and pastry shop.

        

      

      Kate felt the blood rush up to her face. Andy and Moira looked on, waiting.

      “Kate, it’s really nothing,” Andy reassured.

      “The hell it’s nothing. My scones are perfect.” She bit the word off.

      Andy backpedaled. “The seniors who publish this thing, Kate, they like to stir up trouble.”

      “I have lilies and royal icing lace to finish.” Kate slapped his phone into his hand and stormed from the room.

      Back at her work table, she rolled out a ball of ivory fondant. Unpinning the lace from the corkboard, she laid it over the fondant and pressed it gently with a small plastic smoother to indent the lace pattern into the fondant. The work forced wounded pride from her mind. There was no room for temper or defensiveness in a wedding cake. Kate believed in that, and after a few hours of painstaking fondant work, with five nearly-finished cake tiers to show for it, she’d almost forgotten Ewan Lovatt’s commentary.

      Kate covered the cakes, took them to the walk-in, checked the lilies, and set about tidying her workspace. Her Lady Gaga ringtone punched into the relative quiet of the empty bakery. Nan’s number and a goofy picture of the two of them together lit up the screen.

      “Hey Sugar Plum, what’s the plan?”

      “Amanda is watching the inn; Joss and I are on our way up to open the cabin. Pack some treats,” Nan said. Kate heard Joss’s voice in the background. “And can you swing by and pick Anna up?”

      “Is my darling brother not going to pick her up?”

      “He said something about there being no room in his car. I guess your mom is sending a bunch of his stuff back to Boston with him.”

      Kate snorted. “She’s been threatening to clean out the attic for years. Figures.”

      “Joss wants to know if there are any day-old financiers for him?”

      “He’ll find out when I get there. Which, factoring in a swing up to River Ridge to get Anneliese, should be an hour and a half from now.”

      “Perfect. We’ll light the wood stove and get dinner started.”

      “See you in a bit.”

      Kate ended the call, pulled up her to do list and typed in a few items. Satisfied that her workspace was ready for a busy wedding prep morning, she opened the walk-in to raid for treats.
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      Ewan wasn’t normally given to gestures of the supernatural kind, but he couldn’t help but stroke the white granite mantelpiece in the Damselfly Inn’s parlor, hoping some gift from its original owner might simply appear in his imagination. The mantel was warm from the fire which crackled merrily below it, magnificently carved with vining botanicals, but devoid of messages from beyond the grave.

      If the secrets of Faye Bartram’s love and death were ever locked in this stone, they would remain for now.

      With only the century-old diary of a teenage girl and third-hand family stories to push his curiosity, he would have to unearth Faye’s secrets on his own—or build them from the world he now inhabited. He hadn’t meant to book himself into the Damselfly; he’d only meant to drop in and meet the current owner before collecting the keys to the apartment Thornton College had offered him along with the teaching fellowship.

      Instead, he’d felt the thrill of a character in his chest; the request for a room had come from the place in his heart where his characters lived. How could he have refused?

      The extravagance of staying at the Damselfly Inn—in Faye’s own home—would have to be reckoned with.

      Novel writing alone—even the critically acclaimed and modestly successful variety—didn’t allow for nest-egg building, but Thornton had been calling to him for years. The siren song of a story—a complicated, heartbroken story—lured him. If his agent’s promises of backlist sales boosts and his share of the new project panned out, the expense of the inn would be a drop in an almost Reed Sharpe-sized bucket

      He wandered out of the parlor and down the front hallway to the back door, stepping out into the brittle sunshine. He shoved his bare hands into his pockets and curved his shoulders in, hunching away the chill. The morning sun cast the back patio into shade, and Ewan regretted coming out here without going back upstairs for his jacket.

      A dairy herd grazed in the pasture to the north, their shaggy hides soaking up the weak warmth. Patches of grimy snow still dotted the fields. Though there hadn’t been any new snow recently, it was cold enough for some to have survived the bovine hooves churning the winter ground.

      He momentarily envied the cows their slim foraging; his stomach was beginning to complain.

      When he’d first researched Faye Bartram’s story, he’d wondered what on earth would have drawn a sophisticated bluestocking, bred to Manhattan’s bustle, rocked to sleep to the heartbeat of railway expansion, to build her country home among Vermont dairy farms. Great Granny Lovatt’s girlhood diary echoed these sentiments. She’d been an upstairs maid in the Bartram household, one of the entourage who’d traveled to Vermont for the first few glorious summers, and the only one to see the final, tragic one.

      Now, with mountains blurring one horizon and creating the other, he began to understand why Faye might have wanted to be part of this place. Its beauty seeped into the soul, even in these darkest, most frigid months of the year.

      A gust of early February wind swirled around the corner of the house, and Ewan left the cows lowing in the north pasture, hoping to find something tastier than half-frozen pasture to graze on.

      Nan Grady was in the kitchen, an ergonomically curved laundry basket on her hip, shifting folded tea towels onto the center island. She greeted him with an easy smile.

      Ewan held out his hands. “Can I take that for you?”

      “I’ve got it, but thank you.” She nudged the stack of towels away from the edge of the counter and set the basket down on the floor. “Is there anything I can get you?”

      He wanted to plumb her for any knowledge of the house’s history, but manners and instinct held him back. One excellent breakfast and a few moments in the company of her friend didn’t mean he was entitled to her life story. He settled for satisfying his rumbling belly. “I heard a rumor from the couple in the room next to mine about leftovers.”

      She lifted a glass pie dome resting on the counter. “English muffins, and sausage and rosemary focaccia. Help yourself.”

      He reached for a thick slab of focaccia, the soft bread redolent of a savory breakfast, its dark-golden crust studded with rosemary. “This smells amazing.”

      Nan bent to retrieve her laundry. “If the pie dome is out, it means there are treats for grabs. Please feel free to take them. I get deliveries from the bakery daily, except for Mondays.”

      She grinned when the first bite of the breakfast bread left him happily speechless. “Enjoy, Mr. Lov—Ewan. Have a great day.”
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      Kate took the last curve before the Thornton River fast and hard.

      Anneliese grabbed the “oh-shit” handle and hung on. “I love that you drive your minivan like it’s an Aston Martin and you’re 007.”

      “You can take the fast car away from the Pease…”

      “I know.” Anneliese cut her off, looking out the window as Kate crossed the bridge over the river and took the next switchback a little slower. “The river’s mostly frozen.”

      Her friend’s voice was far away. Kate regretted the quip about Peases and fast cars. There was definitely some tension between her brother and Anna.

      “This winter’s been cold, even by my father’s strict standards,” Kate said.

      The road up to the gap twisted and wound its way up toward the bony backbone of Vermont that was the Green Mountains. As the river dropped away into its ravine, and the mountains rose up around the van, Kate turned to some shop talk with her driving companion. Anything to dispel the sudden mood shift in the car.

      “Thanks for the O’Hara graduation referral. That’s going to be a fun cake.”

      The wistful fog cleared from Anneliese’s expression.

      “You’re welcome. Are you all set for the Lynch wedding tomorrow?”

      “I have to do the royal icing on the lace overlay and position the flowers. I’ll assemble on-site. How are things from your end?”

      “We had a small hiccup with the seating chart, but I checked in with the maid of honor and the best man about an hour ago, and the rehearsal dinner is underway at Vittorio’s as we speak.”

      “Have you eaten there?” Kate asked.

      “I’ve had their function sampler. The catering menu is excellent, and the price point is really attractive. It’s funny to me, a hot-shot Food Network chef opening a restaurant in a sleepy Vermont town.”

      “Vergennes is the smallest city in the country,” Kate reminded her with a sideways smile. “And Mike Labonte, the executive chef? I totally made out with him in culinary school.”

      Anneliese’s lips curved. “Who haven’t you made out with?”

      “Pretty much just Joss,” Kate shrugged. Both women giggled as Kate pulled off the main road and onto the dirt driveway that led up to Joss’s cabin in Catmint Gap. He’d kept it after he moved back down to the valley to live with Nan at the inn, just for nights like this. As they wound through the fir and white birches, coming to a stop with the forest thick around them and the night sky endless above them, Kate understood why.

      “What do you want me to grab?” Anneliese asked.

      “I’ve got it. It’s just this one bag of snacks and dessert.” Kate shouldered a reusable shopping bag and slammed shut the door to the van.

      Nan opened the front door as they approached. “Come on in.”

      The cabin glowed warm against the night, and Kate and Anneliese hurried for the door. As the door was closing, Kate heard the purr of Jack’s car coming up the drive.

      She shut the door behind her. “And my brother makes five.”

      “Thank god,” Joss joked from his spot in the recliner by the stove. “It’s a bit of a hen party right now.”

      “And that’s so hard for you.” Nan replied with an expressive eye-roll even while she settled on the arm of his seat.

      Outside, Jack killed the engine. They heard his boots on the packed-dirt driveway. He didn’t knock, but opened the door and let himself in. “Joss, you wanna come give me a hand out here?”

      “What the hell did you bring?” Joss asked, setting down his beer and pushing himself up.

      “I’ve got my stuff—since I’m crashing here tonight—and a half dozen bottles of my Dad’s home brew.”

      Joss vanished out the door with Jack. Kate wasted no time.

      “Nan,” she said, “is the Thornton professor staying with you? The novelist? Lovell, Lobel?”

      “Ewan Lovatt,” Nan answered slowly. She could hear the unrest in Kate’s voice.

      “He’s kind of ruggedly handsome,” Anneliese remarked. “Like…”

      “Rochester,” Kate snapped. “I remember. He’s got about as much tact as fucking Rochester, apparently.”

      “Kate?” Nan began, but was cut off by the men returning with the beer and Jack’s bag.

      “Rochester? Are we angry with upstate New York?” Jack interrupted.

      “We’re talking,” Kate snapped, “about the jackass professor who trashed my scones on the internet today.”

      Nan sat up. “What?”

      Kate was already pulling her laptop out of her leather bag. “Joss, do you have internet up here?”

      “I’m not a total savage.” Joss set the beer on the counter and peered over Kate’s shoulder. Jack left his things by the front door.

      “Password?” Kate demanded.

      “579 capital-F falcon one,” he replied.

      “Katie, what’s going on?” Jack asked.

      Kate pounded on the keys, bringing up the Rose and Talon. “Here,” she offered, tilting the screen back for her friends. “This is what’s up.”

      Ewan’s headshot filled the top left corner of the screen. His dark eyes, shaggy dark hair, and serious expression dominated the photo.

      Jack peered at the screen. “I’d buy him as Rochester. Who’s playing the crazy wife in the attic?”

      “Read the damn article,” Kate said through clenched teeth.

      Joss had pulled the article up on his phone. “Wait. The guy staying in the Chittendon room is the Ewan Lovatt? My mom loves him. She’s going to want to meet him.”

      Nan found the offending paragraph first. “Oh, honey,” she said, squeezing Kate’s arm, “it’s just a soundbite. And no one but students read this thing anyway.”

      “Give it a day or two and it’ll come up in a Google search for Sweet Pease, and then I’m the baker with the dry scones.”

      “Kate,” Jack said seriously, wrapping an arm around his little sister, “do not feed the troll.”

      “I’m not going to feed the troll,” Kate hissed. “I’m going to kick the troll in the shins and tell him to go back to New York where he belongs.”

      Joss and Anneliese both giggled, but Nan and Jack exchanged a knowing glance over Kate’s flushed cheeks and glittering eyes.

      “Seriously, Kate, the guy’s quiet, kind of shy,” Nan said. “I doubt he was trying to offend.”

      “He struck me as sort of awkward,” Anneliese added. “Chloe was the one who got him to open up.”

      Jack popped open his cooler. “Who wants some of Dad’s winter spice brew?”

      “No one thinks this is a big deal?” Kate asked, looking around at her friends.

      “I think it’s only a big deal if you let it be,” Nan said. “You have incredibly loyal customers, and a comment from an outsider, on a student website, isn’t going to undermine that.”

      “The last thing I need with the expansion is negative press.”

      “This isn’t negative press, Katie,” Jack soothed. “This is what Nan says it is. A flatlander with no taste giving a college kid a soundbite.” He handed her a pint glass.

      Joss laughed. “Ouch.”

      “Let’s not let this spoil the evening,” Anneliese said, taking the glass Jack offered her without touching his hand.

      Kate closed the laptop with a deep sigh. “Okay, if you think
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