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THE ONLY THING BETTER THAN A SURPRISE FLING . . .

Sugar Creek, Vermont, is a world away from Los Angeles for high-powered, media-obsessed Harper Day and she never expected to be won over by its old-fashioned charms. But that was before she moved into the Victorian vacation home of her dreams and fell in with a man whose good looks and irresistible ways are anything but small-town . . .

. . . IS FINDING TRUE AND LASTING LOVE.

Sam McCloud is a widowed father of two. He and bossy, big-city Harper appear to have nothing in common . . . though the attraction they feel toward one another cannot be denied. As it turns out, Harper needs to get married – fast. But little does she know that family-man Sam is willing to do whatever it takes to keep her in Sugar Creek – and never let her go . . .


To my husband and real-life hero—Steve.

My rock, my love, my friend.


ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

Creating, getting to know, and writing about the Cupcake Lovers has been a unique challenge and sincere joy. Their romantic and quirky adventures are forever branded on my heart. A special thank you to my editor, Monique Patterson, for providing me with the opportunity to bring Sugar Creek to life.

I’d also like to acknowledge everyone at St. Martin’s Paperbacks for their support. Most especially, this time around, Alexandra Sehulster and my publicist, Amy Goppert. Your kindness and enthusiasm is endearing and much appreciated.

My undying gratitude to my agent, Amy Moore-Benson—my champion and friend. A huge hug to Cynthia Valero for the most awesome brainstorming session ever, and to Elle J Rossi for critiquing every chapter as I wrote it and for keeping me sane and on track.

I’m blessed with amazing family and friends and I thank you all for your constant support! I’m forever grateful for the support from readers, booksellers, librarians, bloggers, and the wonderful people I’ve met in cyber-land. Thank you for everything! Cheers and Cupcakes!


AUTHOR’S NOTE

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

As an added bonus, in the ongoing celebration of cupcakes and camaraderie, we’ve included a few scrumptious recipes from Honorary Cupcake Lovers. My heartfelt appreciation to the amazing Gina Husta, JoAnn Schailey, Mary Stella, and Dawn Jones for sharing their cupcake-a-licious delights!


ONE

Marriage is a dinner that begins with dessert.

—Toulouse-Lautrec

The Kelly twins.

Double your pleasure, double your fun.

The lyrics of a gum commercial ran through Sam McCloud’s head alongside several racy thoughts.

Two women at once.

Every man’s dream.

Sam could live out that fantasy. All he had to do was take Krissy up on the offer she’d whispered in his ear. Or was it Katie? He’d never been able to tell them apart. They were in their mid-twenties. Blond, spray-tanned Barbies who dressed alike, talked alike, and even wore their hair and makeup exactly the same. Which struck Sam as odd. Just one of the reasons he’d declined their tempting offer. They also giggled too much and were intellectual pinheads. Not that that had bothered Sam’s cousin Nash Bentley—who walked up to the bar just as Sam sent the girls away.

“You don’t know what you’re missing,” Krissy (or Katie) said to Sam.

“Tell him, Nash,” Katie (or Krissy) said with a wink and a giggle.

“Never kiss and tell,” Nash said as he perched on the stool next to Sam. But he did smile—the smile of a man who’d had the ride of his life. Considering Nash, a charter pilot and hot-air-balloon operator, drank thrills with his morning coffee, a tumble with the Kellys must’ve been a mind-bending rush.

Sam focused on his beer, not wanting to give the twins a reason to double back and double their efforts. If they were seriously on the prowl then pickings were slim. The Sugar Shack, owned by another cousin, Luke Monroe, was sparsely occupied. Not unusual given it was a weeknight and shoulder season for their small tourist town, but unlucky for Sam who wanted to be left alone. “Are they gone?”

“Slipped into the john.” Nash motioned to the new hire, Joelle Jenner—a personable, crackerjack bartender, who didn’t mind the late shift since Luke had mostly switched to days. Joey (as her nametag read) nodded and nabbed a chilled beer while sliding another customer a bowl of mixed nuts. Her counterpart, Decker, who pulled double duty as bouncer, hovered at the opposite end of the bar manning the TV remote and surfing stations. “Swear to God, the dude’s got ADD,” Nash said.

Sam was still thinking about the Kellys. “Don’t you think it’s strange that the twins do everything together?”

“Chicks always go to the head in packs.”

“Not that.”

“Oh.”

“It didn’t bother you?”

Nash grinned. “Oh, I was bothered.”

“I mean that they’re sisters.”

“Twins.”

“Which is—”

“Hot?”

“Inappropriate.”

“Like you’ve never fantasized.”

Sam didn’t answer.

Nash took a pull off his longneck then laughed when he caught Sam glancing toward the ladies’ facility. “Having second thoughts?”

“Smutty thoughts.”

“So much for being a monk.”

“Who said—”

“Laura Payne. Two dates and you didn’t kiss her once.”

“That makes me chaste?”

“You didn’t make a move on Alana Foster or Kady Bridges, either.”

Sam glanced at Joey who was mixing a drink and suppressing a smile while stealing looks over the thick black frames of her glasses. The twenty-something heartland transplant was also the newest member of the Cupcake Lovers, the town’s longtime social and baking club. A club devoted to supporting soldiers and various charities. Sam, who enjoyed baking as well as the camaraderie, was also a member of that club. He didn’t know Joey well enough to know if she was a gossip, but he wasn’t keen on this convo getting back to the CLs . . . or anyone else for that matter. He nabbed his mug then nudged Nash. “I see an empty table.” There were lots of empty tables. Sam chose one by the cobblestone hearth, far from the action of pool sharks or barflies or bartending eavesdroppers. Sugar Creek, Vermont, thrived on gossip. As a widowed father of two young children, Sam flew under the radar as best he could. Another reason he’d turned down a dose of double delight. Like he needed that kind of news getting back to his kids. Explaining the meaning of threesome or ménage à trois to Ben and Mina was not on his agenda anytime soon. Never suited even better.

Toting three cold ones, Nash set a bottle in front of Sam then settled in with the other two. “Women talk, cuz.”

As someone who juggled female friends the way Sam juggled playdates for his daughter, Nash had no doubt gotten an earful from the eligible women Sam had crossed off his “wife” list. “What are they saying?”

“You don’t want to know.”

Sam countered with one of his death stares. Most people crumbled after five seconds. Nash broke after one sip.

“There’s a pool,” he said, while picking at the bottle’s label.

“A betting pool?” There’d been a lot of those lately. The biggest being based on the gender and birthdate of another cousin’s first baby.

Nash nodded.

“Go on.”

“When you ask a woman out she assumes you’re attracted. Sexually,” Nash emphasized as if Sam needed clarification. “Touching. Kissing. Trying to get in her pants. Granted, not every woman’s going to tweak your pole, but you’ve been out with how many women in the past month and a half?”

Thanks to Sam’s matchmaking family and friends, and especially the Cupcake Lovers, a lot.

“And how many have you seduced?” Nash asked even though Sam hadn’t answered his first question. His Casanova cousin curled his fingers in the shape of a zero. “At first Laura blamed herself, questioning her weight, but then she got talking to Kady, who’d already spoken to Alana, who’d overheard, well, you get the picture. I heard it from Viv Underwood.”

Sam’s most disastrous date.

“So now the general consensus is, it’s not them, it’s you.”

Sam couldn’t argue. He’d said as much when any of his mismatched dates had noted his distant manner.

“There’s speculation,” Nash said.

“Hence the betting pool.” Sam glanced at his watch. “Speed it up, flyboy. Only booked the sitter till eleven.”

Looking uncomfortable now, Nash leaned forward and lowered his voice. “For what it’s worth, no one thinks you’re gay. Given your history, the kids . . .” He cleared his throat. “Some of the girls are betting you can’t get it up. A war injury.”

Sam arched a brow.

“Others think you’re crippled emotionally because of Paula.”

Not long ago, that conjecture would have been dead on. Sam’s heart had iced over after losing his beloved wife to cancer, but then last year he’d met Rae, who was now Luke’s wife. Though Rae had never returned Sam’s tender regard, she had sparked his numb spirit back to life. A few months after, he’d met Harper Day, a self-absorbed celebrity publicist who’d torched his senses with a sporadic, kinky affair. No one knew about that affair, so of course everyone assumed Sam hadn’t been laid in close to three years. All Sam had to do was tell Nash about Harper and all bets would be off—his reputation as a sane, virile man intact.

But Sam didn’t screw and tell, either.

“You asked,” Nash said, mistaking Sam’s silence for anger.

Sam wasn’t pissed. He was restless.

Just then the Brody brothers—Adam and Kane—strolled in. Adam was a freelance sports instructor. Kane, a local logger. Both single. Both fixtures at the Shack. Instead of taking their usual seats at the bar, they joined Sam and Nash.

“Nothing against Joey and Decker,” Adam said as he dropped into a chair, “but they’re not Luke.”

“Luke’s not Luke,” Kane said. “Not as we knew him. Not that I’m jealous of the time he spends with his wife—”

“Yes you are,” Adam said. “Rae gained a husband and the Shack lost its greatest host. Even when Luke’s here his mind is somewhere else.”

Adam and Kane, especially Adam, went way back with Luke. Sam didn’t take offense to their comments. But he did feel compelled to defend his younger cousin. Something he might not have done six months ago when they’d been at war regarding Rae. “Luke didn’t desert the Shack. He stepped up his game. New wife. Soon-to-be dad. Coaching the kids at Rae’s school.”

“As for the slump,” Nash put in, “business is down everywhere.”

“Luke’s late-night presence wouldn’t ensure bigger crowds,” Sam said.

“Yeah. But we’d have more fun,” Kane said. “Decker messes with our feng shui.”

“Don’t ask,” Adam said.

“Speaking of out of place,” Kane said. “Surprised to see you hanging at the Shack on a weeknight, McCloud.”

“Hanging” at any bar hadn’t meshed with Sam’s lifestyle in years. He spent most of his nights at home with the kids. That’s not to say he was a hermit. His carpentry work kept him out and about, and he spent plenty of time with the Cupcake Lovers. The club gathered every Thursday and participated in several annual events. They’d recently published a recipe book that had led to even more activity. Sam was tired of the growing attention and they had Harper to thank for the budding media frenzy. Not that Sam had seen the bicoastal publicist in weeks.

“Wait a minute,” Nash said. “Why are you here?” He angled his head, frowned. “Tell me you had a date tonight and blew her off.”

Sam shrugged. “We had dinner.”

“Who was the girl?” Kane asked.

Sam polished off his beer, bracing for the men’s reaction. After all, tonight’s match-up had been with one of Sugar Creek’s hottest and smartest women. “Jane Dunlap.” Adam whistled low. “And you’re here drinking suds with Bentley instead of playing doctor with Nurse Dunlap?”

“If you think that’s something,” Nash said, “guess who else he shot down tonight? The Kelly twins.”

“Oh, man.” Adam dragged a hand down his face, stifling a laugh.

“Damn, McCloud,” Kane said, looking half shocked, half amused. “You do know they’re selective, right? And you passed? No wonder there’s a bet—”

Adam nudged his brother.

“Sam knows about the pool,” Nash said.

“Not that we’re part of it,” Kane said. “Although maybe the twins are.”

Adam shifted. “If you want my advice—”

“Pass.” Sam straightened as Willa, the only waitress on duty tonight, approached their table. She smiled. He tensed. He knew that look and he wasn’t interested. She was pretty and sweet, but he didn’t feel a flicker of heat. Instead, he had a vision of Harper, posing in a red silk bra and panties, seductively sucking cupcake icing from her thumb.

Damn.

Quick on the uptake, Willa flushed and turned her attention to Adam and Kane. “The usual?”

“As usual,” Adam said, returning the smile Sam had withheld.

“Do you miss Luke?” Kane asked, stealing Willa’s attention.

“I do. Then again, I mostly work nights and he mostly works days. He comes in awfully early,” she said, “and he pores over the books and inventory, plus tending bar and hosting happy hour. Luke may have cut back on his overall hours but he works even harder than before. All for his wife and baby.” Willa hugged her order pad to her chest and heaved a dreamy sigh. “Oh, to be in love.”

Everyone at the table liked Willa so they bit their tongues. Everyone at the table liked Rae and had been friends with Luke forever. Wisecracks were definitely out. Luke, the town’s former number one Romeo, was a lucky son of a bitch and they all knew it.

“Could we get an order of Nachos Grande with those beers?” Kane asked.

“Sure thing,” Willa said with a bright smile. “Four plates?”

“Not for me,” Sam said.

Nash flashed three fingers.

Willa peeled away and Kane leaned in. “What is it with this town lately? It’s like everyone’s been shot by cupid and bitten by the baby bug.”

Nash nodded. “Dev and Chloe, Luke and Rae, Jayce and Rocky . . . although Rocky isn’t pregnant. Yet.”

“Yeah, but Monica and Leo are having twins,” Kane said. “All I can say is, I’ll be doubling up on condoms.”

“That’s if you ever get laid again,” Adam said with a ribbing glance toward Sam. “Now that he’s back in the game, all the women have their sights set on McCloud.”

“And he’s casting them off like flies,” Kane said. “All I need to do is stick close and pick up the broken pieces of their pretty shattered hearts.”

Sam gave him the finger.

Nash laughed.

Adam glanced at the plasmas hanging over the bar. “If Luke were here, we’d be watching ESPN.”

“At least it’s not a shopping network,” Kane said. “Although what is it?”

“The Travel Channel. No, wait. He’s switching. The weather.” Nash finished one beer and started on the other. “We need to find a new hang. Not all the time, just once in a while. Something to shake up the monotony.”

“Have you checked out the new bowling alley?” Adam asked.

“Rock ’n’ Roll Lanes,” Kane said. “How cheesy can you get?”

“I don’t know,” Nash said. “Music, bowling, and beer. What’s not to like?”

“Took Ben and Mina on opening day,” Sam said, happy to talk about anything other than his train-wreck dating spree. “They’re especially kid friendly Saturday and Sunday afternoon. Nice atmosphere. Decent staff. Heard they cater mostly to adults after eight.”

“Come summer,” Adam said, “that place will be jammed with tourists.”

“So maybe we should feel it out now,” Nash said. “During slow season. Bowling night. Once a week. A couple of hours of sports and beer.”

“What the hell,” Kane said. “I’m in.”

“I’ll bite,” Adam said. “What about you, Sam?”

“At the rate you’re going,” Nash teased, “it’s not like you’re going to hook up with Mrs. Right any time soon.”

“We’ll try not to corrupt you,” Kane ribbed.

Someone beat you to it, Sam thought. If they only knew about his racy fling with Harper. But he wouldn’t tell. Hell, he was trying to forget. Maybe he needed to shake things up, hang with the guys. Between his five-year-old daughter’s obsession with tiaras, boas, and Miss Kitty, coupled with all the recent baby talk, matchmaking efforts, and additional baking tasks within the Cupcakes Lovers, Sam was OD’ing on women. And not in a good way. “Yeah, sure. Pick a night.”

“Any night but Thursday,” Nash said as Willa served up spicy nachos and cold brews. “That’s Sam’s night with the Cupcake Lovers.”

Whereas Sam used to take solace in the camaraderie of the club, lately he’d been feeling like a fifth wheel. Not to mention, even though Harper didn’t live in Sugar Creek full-time, she’d become the Cupcake Lovers’ official publicist. Even though they’d cooled their secret affair, Sam still burned for that irritating woman. Which had pretty much crippled his efforts to find new love and the best mother for his kids.

“Actually,” Sam said, suddenly desperate to escape all things cupcake, “Thursdays are perfect.”


TWO

Harper Day greeted the morning with an obstinate smile and an optimistic attitude. Wednesday had sucked, almost as bad as Tuesday and twice as bad as Monday. She didn’t even want to think about Sunday. But today, Thursday, would be the flip side of suckville.

This morning, she would conquer her anxiety enough to walk across her massive backyard to the edge of the small pond. She’d sit on the pier and dangle her toes in the water. She’d breathe in the fresh mountain air. Later, she’d venture to her rented car and drive to the end of the lane. Surely she could make it that far without freaking. She’d idle and breathe and think good thoughts. Maybe she’d conduct business via texts and e-mail. A phone call or two. Anything to detour morbid thoughts.

If that went well (and it would), she’d drive a little farther. She’d think happy thoughts, tune in to a sugary pop station and crank the volume. She would not obsess on the numerous possibilities of a horrible violent end while driving her car into town. Chances of being rammed by a suicidal driver or blown to bits by some terrorist missile were slim to none. She would not obsess on that “slim” percentage.

Harper stared up at the ceiling of her almost-but not-quite-wholly-renovated getaway, garnering the courage to roll out of bed and seize the day, still smiling even though her optimism had slipped a notch. She wasn’t alone in her misery.

Local legend Mary Rothwell, a long-ago previous owner of this house and an original Cupcake Lover, had stared up at this ceiling hundreds of times. Granted, that had been back in the 1940s, but this was the same ceiling and this had been Mary’s bedroom. Even though Harper had never seen the ghost of the woman who supposedly haunted this house, she definitely felt Mary. Or at least, commiserated with her restless soul. That’s why Harper had specifically bought this farm. To fill a void in Mary’s life, to connect with a kindred spirit. Harper had a lot in common with Mary. She would not, however, meet the same end. Harper was made of sterner stuff. She’d get through this rough patch and get on with life.

Today.

Motivated, Harper shot out of bed. She grabbed a remote and turned on the wall-mounted plasma screen while padding to her desk to fire up her laptop. She’d had a wall knocked out in order to create a combo bedroom/office—a comfortable, functional living space while the rest of the rooms were under renovation. Multitasking as always, she used one hand to tune in VH1 while the other keyed up CNN. She nabbed her phone and quickly checked for texts, e-mails, and PMs on her Twitter and Facebook accounts. No urgent pleas from any of her clients. No fires to put out. That was disappointing. Harper thrived on snuffing fiascoes and solving problems. Then again, kudos to her tribe for staying out of trouble for at least one night.

On the other hand, there was also the chance that they’d taken their crisis to someone else. Harper hadn’t been the most hands-on publicist these last few weeks. Although she’d worked hard to meet her clients’ needs via telecommunications, she’d bailed on several premieres and luncheons. Crowds weren’t her thing just now. Wide-open spaces, public places weren’t her thing just now. A liability given her line of work. A glitch she was striving to overcome. As a last resort, she’d flown from her home base in Los Angeles to the home she’d created in Sugar Creek. Her retreat. Her safe haven. A relatively isolated nonworking farm on the fringes of a small town in northern Vermont. Far away from her needy clients and demanding PR firm. Yes, they could still contact her, and she was counting on it, but they weren’t likely to show up on her doorstep or insist they meet at a trendy restaurant or popular bar to discuss business. She needed private time to pull it together. A week or two. Maybe three, depending. Not that she didn’t deserve a holiday. Harper had a reputation for working 24/7. No matter what time of day someone needed her, she was there.

Until recently.

Satisfied none of her clients were presently drowning in scandal, Harper peeled off her satin cami and boxers and pulled on a sports bra and capris. A health-and-fitness junkie, she worked out religiously. Exercise also helped to reduce stress. On any normal day, Harper was wound tight. She couldn’t forget the tragedy and the threats that had inspired her to flee Canada three years back, but she could stem the guilt and worry by keeping insanely busy and spinning other people’s lives for the better. In her case, that meant saving reckless or screwed-up celebrities from countless missteps and fiascoes. Taking control of their crises helped her to manage her own sense of helplessness. She’d been episode-free for almost a year. Partly because the man who’d sworn to “never let her forget” had finally given up. Or at least Harper had finally managed to block him from every aspect of her life.

Until last month.

Until the spa shooting.

Soon after, he’d crawled out of his hole long enough to hack his way into her work e-mail.

“Not going there.”

Heart thudding, Harper stonewalled the memory of the recent senseless crime and the subsequent cruel taunt issued by the father of her former fiancé. Edward Wilson hadn’t given up on making Harper’s life hell. He’d just allowed her a false sense of hope.

“Bastard.”

She hadn’t heard from Edward again since that one e-mail three weeks ago, and she couldn’t help hoping—again—that that had been his final jab. She understood his grief, but how would he ever heal if he clutched so tightly to the past? She’d asked herself that same question a million times and that’s why she worked so hard to press on. Rather than wallow, she’d kicked into high gear. She’d donned invisible armor and a virtual cape. Harper Day to save the day.

Shoving Edward Wilson from her mind, she focused on a VH1 news bite featuring the celebrity troubled kid of the month. Not Rae Monroe, formerly Rae Deveraux. Thank God. Harper had worked magic to free the young heiress from the Hollywood gossip mill. Not an easy feat when the girl had a wacko, self-absorbed, attention-hungry former starlet for a mother. Tabloid sensation Olivia Deveraux. Just one thorn in Harper’s side.

No longer smiling but channeling zippety-do-dah positivity, she twisted her long, thick hair into a high ponytail, snagged the water bottle off her nightstand and hydrated. She’d prefer a mug of java, but she’d nixed caffeine from her daily routine until her debilitating anxiety was more manageable. Alcohol was out, too. In her present mental state, a glass of wine induced melancholy instead of a mellow buzz.

No caffeine. No alcohol. Plenty of exercise and sleep. She was beginning to feel like a freaking nun in addition to a freaked-out shut-in.

Sex would take off the edge.

Sex with Sam McCloud, the first man she’d slept with since Andrew, would be the ultimate.

Sex with Sam would obliterate every thought in Harper’s head. She couldn’t stress if she couldn’t think. Too bad she’d sworn off the hunky carpenter along with caffeine. She’d kill for a dose of his electrifying heart-melting machismo. A Boy Scout and a bad boy rolled into one. The bad came out in bed. The best kind of bad. The kind of bad that whipped Harper into an orgasmic frenzy.

VH1 news segued into a music video, a sexy grind of a song that made her think about the way Sam rocked her body . . . in bed . . . against the wall . . . on the counter . . .

Desperate for distraction, Harper skimmed channels, landing on Good Morning America, hoping for a cooking or health segment and instead catching an interview with actor Dylan McDermott—who looked a lot like Sam McCloud. Only Sam was broader. Definitely more ripped. His eyes were a deeper blue and his hair, the same dark brown in need of a trim or taming. Ruggedly handsome, not pretty handsome. Mark Wahlberg/Jason Statham charismatic. Action-star hot. And he wondered why she called him “Rambo.”

So much for distraction.

Harper climbed on her indoor bike, wishing she were mounting Sam instead.

“Great.”

Why wouldn’t that man stay out of her brain, her blood? She’d been in town for a few days and she hadn’t texted him once. Texting—their only comfortable mode of communication. The strong silent type, Sam doled out casual conversation like a miser whereas Harper talked incessantly to keep from thinking too deeply. Dark things lurked in the depths of her mind. Shallow was safer.

She glanced at her phone, thought about Sam, then nixed the thought of Sam. “Not going there.”

She stepped up the pace, looked back to the screen. McDermott, who still reminded her of McCloud (except Dylan was laughing and Sam never laughed), was talking about his latest project. She’d never handled a big star like Dylan, but she’d handled Sam. Her fingers burned in memory. The faster she pedaled the more she craved the irritating man who’d worked wonders refurbishing her house. The more her heart raced, the greater her lust. The man was screaming alpha. Former military. Confident. Competent. A master carpenter and furniture maker who also painted and baked.

Baked!

He was also a widower with two little kids.

Harper had minimal experience with children and she didn’t want children—or rather the responsibility of children. The thought of failing them or losing them to some horrid end iced her blood. Which is why she’d ultimately cut off her secret affair with Sam. Even though it was just sex. Even though they only saw each other whenever she visited Sugar Creek which was hardly ever. They’d never work long term. Not that she wanted long term. Not that he wanted long term with her. Via gossip among the Cupcake Lovers, her newest clients, Sam wanted a mother for his children. Harper was not mother material.

So, yeah. No. She would not text Sam. There would be no racy exchanges. No amazing sex. No Sam.

No. Sam.

Heart pounding, sweat trickling, Harper pumped her stationary bike and stared out the same window Mary Rothwell had dogged for two long years. Mary had had blinding faith that her husband, a soldier gone missing in World War Two, would return. To her. She’d never lost faith in her beloved.

That’s where Harper and Mary differed.

“Not. Going. There.”

No dwelling on how she’d failed Andrew. Or how he’d wigged out. A public meltdown. A violent display. So like the spa shooting, although not really. Only in Harper’s wounded mind.

Chest hurting, she pedaled past the pain. She would make it to the lake. She’d make it to the end of the lane. She’d make it into Sugar Creek. She’d disappointed a lot of people recently, but she would not disappoint the Cupcake Lovers. And while she was there, maybe she’d say hi to Sam just to be sociable. It’s not that she didn’t like him. It’s that she liked him too much.


THREE

This isn’t easy for me . . . I’ve been thinking . . . Life’s funny . . .

Damn.

None of the opening lines Sam rehearsed felt right. Bottom line, he was bailing on an important organization. On the women who’d freely accepted him as the first male member of the Cupcake Lovers. They’d welcomed him into their world and now he was leaving at a crucial time. He wasn’t arrogant but he was savvy. He didn’t need Harper, a professional publicist, to tell him he was a valuable asset to the club when it came to generating additional attention. He was former military. A marine who’d served multiple tours overseas. And now he was baking cupcakes for other marines and every other branch of the military.

He got why he was a perk to the club and he’d rolled with it. He was all about the cause although, granted, he’d joined the Cupcake Lovers as a way to shake up his morbid mindset after Paula’s death. A selfish reason, but he’d honestly enjoyed the company of his fellow bakers. Then he’d fallen for Rae and there’d been that mess. He’d fooled around with Harper and now she was involved in the club. Another potential mess. In the last months, a few of the members had gotten engaged or married and three were expecting babies. The dynamics of the club were changing. The discussions more out of Sam’s realm. The “fame” factor was the tipping point. If he shared his reasoning, no one would blame him for quitting. Except Sam wasn’t one for baring his soul. I’ve lost my cupcake mojo was the best he could do. Hopefully they’d read into that and let him go without a fight.

“Would you mind lending me a hand, Sam?”

He’d been deep in thought. So deep that Rae’s soft voice startled him. Sam glanced at the woman he’d been enamored with for a good year, a woman he’d hoped to make his wife, a woman whose sweet disposition resembled that of his late wife. Like Paula, Rae would have been the perfect mother for Ben and Mina. Trouble was, she’d fallen for and married Luke. The match had been quick and seemingly written in the stars. Sam was happy for his cousin and for Rae, but damn, he was envious of their easy bliss.

“You okay?” Rae asked, and Sam realized he was probably staring like a moonstruck teen. Uncomfortable, since he’d put that infatuation to rest. Like his cousin Rocky had pointed out, Sam hadn’t been in love with Rae as much as the idea of Rae. Unfortunately, it had taken him a while to get that, involving some pretty ass-wipe behavior on his part. Thankfully, all had been forgiven, all friendships intact. Still, there were times when Sam thought it best to walk on eggshells.

“I’m good.” Pushing off the doorjamb, Sam smiled down at the mild-tempered philanthropist. Transforming the town’s defunct day-care center into a thriving preschool with latchkey educational and sports programs for children up to ten was just one of Rae’s good deeds. “What do you need?”

“Help in the kitchen.”

Every member of the club took turns hosting the weekly meeting. Tonight they’d gathered at Rae and Luke’s home, a charming single-family house that sat on several acres of land. Rae was worth a fortune. She could afford a mansion. She preferred a simple life with Luke. A grounded life for their soon-to-be child. Sam’s heart jerked with affection. Or maybe it was simple respect. Man, he was off his game tonight.

The animated chatter of the Cupcake Lovers faded as Sam followed Rae from the living room to the kitchen. Along the way he noted the changes she’d made since the last time he’d been here. Rae had Paula’s flair for whimsical warmth. He ignored the pang of melancholy. Paula was in the past. Rae was Luke’s. Sam had to fricking move on.

“What’s going on with you?” Rae asked as they breached the kitchen, a cheerful room recently painted in shades of lemon and lime.

“What do you mean?”

“Everyone else is bouncing off the wall thrilled about the exposure and sales thus far for Cupcake Lover’s Delectable Delights. Instead of joining in the excitement, you were holding up the wall in a brooding funk.”

“I don’t brood.”

“Could have fooled me.”

“I was thinking.”

“Broody thoughts.”

Sam’s lip twitched. “Why am I here?”

“To help me with the teakettle.”

Yeah, boy, that was fishy. Rae was one of the most capable and self-reliant women he knew. “You can’t carry a teakettle?”

“If you ask Luke, I shouldn’t even carry a cup of sugar. I’m only five and a half months pregnant and he treats me like an invalid.”

“He loves you. He worries.”

“I know. And that makes me the luckiest and happiest woman in the world. It’s just . . .” She smiled and shrugged as she dialed down the burner. “He’s driving me crazy. I think we’re spending too much time together. Every couple should have breathing space, individual hobbies, right? I feel awful saying it, but I’m glad he quit the Cupcake Lovers.”

“Luke was never a natural fit. His baking sucked.”

She shot him a chastising look. “Not for lack of trying.”

When it came to friends, family, and worthy causes, the usually demure redhead was quick to rile. “Don’t get bent,” Sam said kindly. “Just stating facts. Ask Daisy or Rocky or—”

“I’m not bent. I’m . . .” She narrowed her eyes. “How did the spotlight turn to me? I hate that.”

He knew that. He loved that. Harper, on the other hand, glommed onto anything that put her in the forefront of a celebration or crisis.

Rae set the kettle on a heating pad and reached for a canister of tea bags. “Seriously, what’s troubling you, Sam?”

He preferred to break it to the club as a whole—a surprise attack. He knew, one-on-one, Rae would do her best to talk him out of quitting the CLs. “Nothing.”

“I know Ben’s been taking some heat from his classmates—”

“Ben’s fine.”

“There’s been talk among some of the single women regarding your recent dates.”

“I know.”

“Luke says—”

“There’s a betting pool. I know.”

“I think it’s awful.”

Sam hadn’t given it a second thought but he was touched that Rae cared. Then again, Rae cared about everyone.

“You can’t force love,” she said.

“I know.” Sam tucked his hands in his jeans instead of touching her arm. He didn’t want her to misconstrue his attentions. Months back, before he’d known about the attraction between Luke and Rae and even after he’d known, Sam had told Rae he was okay with being just friends. He’d lied. And then he’d pushed. He’d been unfair to her and a bastard to Luke. But he’d been desperate to move beyond Paula. The wonder of Paula. The grief of Paula. Why couldn’t he be attracted to Jane Dunlap or Laura Payne? Interesting, hot women with stable, meaningful careers. Desperate to change the subject, Sam gestured to the stocked three-tiered cupcake holder standing on the opposite counter. The featured cupcake of the evening. All part of the weekly meeting tradition. “What’s on the agenda?”

“A new recipe I’ve been dying to share with everyone.” Rae grinned. “I call them Kick-in-the-Pants Kupcakes. Cupcakes spelled with a k.”

Intrigued, Sam folded his arms, angled his head. “What’s the kick?”

“Cinnamon and cayenne pepper in both the dark chocolate cupcake and the cream cheese icing.”

“Feeling adventurous, huh?”

“I admit to some recent odd cravings, but I swear, Sam, these are the shiz.”

“The what?”

“The shiz. The shit. The coolest.”

“Got it.” Sam, who was not the coolest, filed shiz away with all the other jargon he’d been hearing lately from his nine-year-old son. Harper was another one who tossed around the latest slang and acronyms. Sam couldn’t decide if he was an old fart or just old-fashioned. His fortieth was around the corner. Hell, maybe he was both. He gestured to the tea bags. “And the beverage to counter the kick? Chamomile? Green tea?”

“Raspberry Zinger. Although I’ll be adding hazelnut creamer to mine.”

Sam laughed. “How’s Luke holding up with your cravings?”

“He’s particularly fond of anything having to do with ice cream and cookies. Pickles and radishes, not so much. I’ll come back for the cupcakes. Mugs are already out there. Let’s serve tea.”

Sam had hoped to resign and leave before tea, but, with two kids, he was also used to adjusting his plans on the fly. “I’ll take the kettle. You tote the bags. I assume my cousin won’t have a gripe about one lightweight jar,” he teased.

She rolled her eyes. “You’ve met Luke, right?”

Yeah. A man who, although in his past had been a major skirt-chaser, was always, and above all, devoted to family. “He’ll get over it.”

“Just know that you can confide in me or Luke or both of us anytime, Sam. We’re here for you. Just tell us—”

“You’re a good woman, Rae.”

“There are lots of good women, Sam, but, like great cupcakes, not all of them are sugary sweet. Your perfect cupcake could be the one with kick. And if you sink in deep enough, long enough, maybe you’ll taste the sweet among the spice. My advice? Get adventurous.”

Armed with the canister and a stack of napkins, Rae breezed out of the kitchen leaving Sam to ponder her words.

Then it hit. With the force of a fricking sledgehammer.

In that moment, Sam realized the reason none of the women he’d dated over the last weeks had won his interest was because they’d failed to match up to his first wife in the first ten minutes. Just as he’d done with Rae, he’d been looking for a clone of Paula. And then, yeah, if he was being totally honest, Harper, who wasn’t anything like Paula, had him twisted up—sexually, if not emotionally.

Head spinning, Sam hurried after Rae, catching up just as she entered the crowded living room.

“Tea’s ready,” she announced in a gleeful voice.

“Perfect timing,” Rocky called over the excited chatter. “Take a seat, everyone. Let’s get down to business.”

Rocky was one of Sam’s many cousins and, lately, one of his closest friends. President of the Cupcake Lovers. Sister to Luke and Dev Monroe. Granddaughter of Daisy Monroe, a senior Cupcake Lover (and a bit of a wack job). Rocky was the glue that held the club together as they encountered more attention and responsibility.

“What’s the beverage of the evening?” she asked as everyone vied for a seat and Sam and Rae served.

“Raspberry Zinger,” Rae said.

“Spiked with vodka?” Daisy asked.

Rocky snorted. “It’s not cocktail hour, Gram.”

“It’s five o’clock somewhere!”

The other senior members, all in their seventies, and still kicking cupcake ass, snickered.

Sam smiled, scanning every face as he set aside the kettle and sat on the vacant leather ottoman. His sweeping gaze stuttered on Joey. She looked out of place. Mostly because this was only her second meeting and Sam wasn’t used to her presence. Partly because she favored what Chloe called “cyberpunk” fashion. She also sported combat boots and a diamond stud in her nose. Not exactly how he envisioned a girl from Nebraska.

Every other woman in the room, aside from Daisy, had a more conventional look. Ethel, Helen, Judy, Monica, Chloe, Rae, Rocky
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