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      The next time I saw Victor Harvey—which better be in the next five minutes—I was going to snatch him up and shake him senseless.

      The insistent blare of a semi-truck horn echoed through the alley behind Sweet Bliss, rattling the antique glass in my back door. I pushed my way back outside and pressed the phone to my ear, hands shaking with rage. So far, he’d left my flurry of texts on read with no reply.

      So I called. Again.

      The phone rang and rang and went to voicemail.

      “Come and move your damned car! Are you kidding me right now? Where are you?” I snorted with a snide laugh. “You know what? Never mind. Stay parked. I’ll have your shiny, new tiny-dick mobile towed all the way to Tyler and send you the bill, you arrogant—” I broke off into another huff and took a breath before I called him a piece of shit.

      Victor wasn’t a piece of shit.

      And I wasn’t going to lay hands on him.

      I’d just had enough trouble this morning, dealing with Corey Dixon—an all-around pain in my ass who belonged to a family of pains in my ass.

      Corey’s cousins, the Jessups, still hadn’t paid me for their share of the engagement party I catered for their son, Shawn, and his former fiancée, Olivia. The father of the bride, my old high school friend, Colton, promised he’d cover it, but I refused on principle.

      Shawn’s parents were supposed to pay and, so far, offered me no money and a million of excuses all summer. And through September. Now it was October and still nothing. Somehow, some way, I’d get the money out of them.

      In the meantime, former groomsman Corey was here barking at me. I hated when he was the one to deliver my supplies.

      “Boudreaux! You gonna make me wait all day?”

      I whirled around. The asshat leaned against his rig—thin, twisted, and angry like a wire hanger—tapping his work boot against the asphalt in an agitated rhythm. Last month, he tried to shortchange me on a flour delivery, claiming a box had “gone missing” when I knew for a fact it hadn’t.

      The whole family was a pack of fucking grifters.

      “Get here fast, or I will tow your car,” I snapped, then hung up and faced Corey. “You can see the problem.”

      I waved an angry hand at the cherry-red sports car blocking my loading ramp. It was so new, so ostentatious, and so Victor.

      My blood ran hotter than my industrial oven.

      “Not my fault your boy doesn’t know how to park,” Corey drawled, eyes narrowed.

      “He’s not…” I started, then stopped. “If you back out and come down the other side of the alley, you’ll have room.”

      Maybe. I flicked another glance at my silent phone.

      “No. I don’t have time for that. If I can’t get this ramp down, I’m leaving your 250 pounds of flour right here. Not my problem.” He stepped back and crossed his arms, a smug little smirk pulling at the corners of his mouth.

      Just as I was about to ring the vehicle’s troublesome owner again, Victor strolled into the alley, sporting mirrored aviators and a half-apologetic smile.

      He threw up his hands in exaggerated supplication.

      “I’m here. Enough with the angry messages.”

      “I wouldn’t be calling you if you hadn’t parked like you own the world,” I snapped back, shouting.

      The problem was he and his business partner, Caleb McKnight, probably did own a good part of the world in these parts—including my building. I preferred to think of Caleb as my landlord and to ignore the other man as much as possible.

      Victor slid into his Italian sports car, and its engine purred as he pulled forward enough to clear the dock so Corey could lower the truck ramp and roll the heavy sacks of flour into my bakery. The irritating delivery driver grumbled under his breath about “rich folks” and some people “not knowing their place.”

      My rage flared again, but ignored him and turned back to Victor. He hopped out of his car and leaned against it, cool as a tall glass of sweet tea.

      “What are you doing in the alley anyway?” I demanded.

      “Moving my car like⁠—”

      I cut him off. “I mean, why are you treating the alley like your personal parking spot? Corey was ready to drop my delivery right here. Do you have any idea how much this flour costs? Do you think I can afford to have it dropped in a filthy puddle?”

      A tiny pool of water had collected in the center of the alley, runoff from the sprinklers that kept the rose bushes around the store next door from wilting. Autumn might have sent temperatures falling in some places, but not the Piney Woods. It was going to be eighty-five degrees today.

      I stopped my tirade before diving deeper into the thin margins of the food service business. Complaining further would only invite unsolicited advice. Victor loved to lecture me about the ways he thought I should make more money.

      He straightened, stroking his trim goatee sprinkled with gray between his thumb and forefinger—a move I found infuriatingly attractive even as I wanted to throttle him.

      “Maybe I was hoping to run into you and bask in the glow of your sunny disposition?”

      I thrust my tongue into the side of my cheek and snarked back at him. “Funny.”

      His tone softened. “Look, I booked it over here as fast as I could. I moved. He’s unloading. What’s got you all wound up? You’re even more uptight than usual.”

      “I am not uptight!” I yelled, then drew in a deep breath. The scent of fresh bread and sweets—evidence of my early morning labor—calmed my nerves. Closing enough distance to have a semi-private conversation, I lowered my voice and gestured over my shoulder with my thumb. “Tweedle Dum over there hassles me enough on a weekly basis without creating more opportunities for him to screw me over.”

      Victor’s eyes flickered over to Corey, who made a production of each sack he hefted off the truck, grunting like a Scandinavian strongman pulling a bus with his teeth on ESPN the Ocho.

      “Do you need me to talk to him?” Victor straightened his already near-perfect posture, radiating the easy confidence of a man people rarely had the guts to tell no. “Better yet, I know the owner of the supply company. I could⁠—”

      Now it was my turn to groan. “Just stop.”

      “What?” He frowned in genuine confusion.

      “Did I ask for your help?” The words came out sharper than I intended, but honestly, the man made me want to scream. “I can handle Corey.”

      Victor’s brows shot up. “Clearly. That’s why he was about to dump your flour in the alley.”

      My cheeks burned. “He wouldn’t have been in a position to threaten me if you hadn’t blocked my ramp.”

      “Fair point,” he conceded with an elegant nod that still felt condescending. “But seriously, one call, and no more Corey problems.”

      “You think I can’t call Evelyn myself?” I asked, referring to the Bliss city council member who also co-owned a restaurant supply with her ex-husband. “I’ve lived here practically my entire life.”

      “Of course. It’s just sometimes⁠—”

      “I don’t need you swooping in with your…” I paused with a huff and waved my flour-dusted hands at his tall form, temporarily losing my words. “Your big-man-on-campus act. I needed you to move your car. You’ve done that. Let’s just…” I sighed again. He still hadn’t answered my question about why he parked behind the building instead of in one of the many spots out front on Main Street.

      I no longer cared.

      “I have to go.”

      Victor studied me, biting his bottom lip in a way that made his dimples wink at me. Then he sighed. “I’m not the enemy, you know.”

      The deep, silky musicality of his voice rumbled through my belly, sparking a flush of heat that I immediately tried to smother.

      “Did I say you were?” I asked through pursed lips.

      “I’m sorry I caused you a problem,” he said. “I was in a hurry and was thoughtless. It won’t happen again.”

      Staying pissed now seemed petty. “Thank you.”

      “And if you need help, let me know. Occasionally, people find me useful,” he suggested. The corners of his mouth curled up and had his cheeks twitching again, but in amusement.

      “And occasionally, others can do perfectly fine without you,” I shot back, but gentler this time.

      He snickered. “You’re the one worried about the cost of flour.”

      Damn him. “That’s not…I’m not…Sweet Jesus, I don’t have time for our Bickersons routine today. Goodbye, Victor,” I sang and spun around.

      “See you at Caleb and Aneka’s tomorrow night?” The question held an amusement that nearly made me crack a smile.

      Of course he’d see me at our mutual friends’ dinner party. Bliss Mansion, which Caleb bought from the family whose name was on the town and a dozen other nearby locales, had become the central meeting place for all of us.

      Behind me, Corey slammed down the last bag inside my back door with unnecessary force and shouted, “All done! Sign here.”

      My twisted bun of braids nearly came undone as I bounded up the ramp to count bags and double-check old Corey’s math before scrawling my signature on the delivery slip. Confirmation complete, I ushered him out of the shop.

      “See you next week, princess,” he said with a snarl that promised future stress.

      He slammed the truck door and pulled out so fast I jumped back, nearly tumbling into the other interloper who had sent my morning into a tailspin.

      Victor leaned over my shoulder. The spicy scent of his cologne tickled my nose, but hit a wonderful note along with the smell of yeast and vanilla. Maybe for the holidays, I’d mix up a new sticky bun flavor or make some mini mince pies. Something warm and comforting like… Well, like Victor smelled.

      “My offer stands. Just say the word,” he pressed, which refocused my brain.

      “I’ve got plenty of words for you. ‘Help me’ isn’t among them.”

      “Regardless, I’m at your service, my lady.” Victor bowed and laughed before returning to his ridiculously expensive car.

      “Judging by the new wheels, you should probably focus on navigating your midlife crisis. Maybe visit that new testosterone clinic over in Canton,” I sniped at his back. “Their ads say they specialize in low T.”

      “Wo-ow,” he crooned, clutching his chest. “You wound me, Nat.”

      Victor’s cackles echoed in the brick-lined alley. He shot me one last look.

      “Fortunately for me and the women of Bliss, my T and everything else—in case you were wondering—are just fine.”

      His testosterone and “everything else” were none of my business, but the thought still sent my brain down spicy tributaries again. I hurried inside before he could see my disgusted scowl dissolve into a tiny smile. That would make him happy, and I tried my best to avoid doing that.
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      By afternoon, the chaos of the morning faded into a more familiar pattern. I slid a tray of pecan tarts into the display case as my assistant manager, Mariah, surveyed the results of her sweeping.

      The bell at the door chimed, followed by the boom of a familiar voice.

      “How’s it going, Natalie?”

      I grinned. “Looking up since I get to see you, Mr. Powell.”

      He waved a hand at me. “Oh, you hush.”

      “What can I get you?” I straightened and wiped my hands on my apron.

      “I was hoping you’d still have some of that sourdough left. Corina’s got half the church coming over for dinner tonight, and she’s convinced the world will end if we don’t have fresh bread.”

      I grabbed a piece of tissue paper and headed to the bread case. “You’re in luck. I just took some loaves from the oven.”

      “Thank God. Between the Bliss sesquicentennial, the holidays, and Aneka’s wedding all coming up, we’re about out of our minds,” he said. “I swear, that girl’s nuptials are going to be the death of me. All this fuss. I don’t know why they don’t just do something small and simple. It should be about love, not whether the napkins are ivory or ecru.”

      I loved my best friend’s parents, but both of them were a little controlling in their own way. I’d just seen Mrs. Powell at Caleb and Aneka’s a week or so ago. The mother of the bride had a wedding planning binder thicker than the Bible for an intimate wedding with fewer than 100 guests. I was Aneka’s maid of honor. By the good luck of a coin toss, Caleb’s friend, Colton, was best man, which meant I didn’t have to walk down the aisle arm-in-arm with Victor.

      But that was the least of the wedding dramas popping up. The Powells had all kinds of ideas about what was and wasn’t proper, especially for a second wedding. Mr. Powell seemed to think a second wedding was due a plain, off-white dress, bread, and water. Mrs. Powell wanted half the planet in attendance so everyone could see how much Aneka had moved on from her scandalous first husband.

      Normally, that would be a kind of petty I’d support, but all Aneka wanted was to marry her first love in peace. She’d have lost her mind since moving back to Bliss if she weren’t staying with her fiancé instead of with her parents in her childhood home.

      Seeing Reverend Powell’s scowl, I knew better than to bring that up. He also had opinions about his divorced daughter “shacking up” with Caleb.

      “Don’t worry about the wedding. We’ll make sure it’s perfection,” I said.

      “At least I’ll get a slice of your wedding cake.” He handed me a crisp ten-dollar bill, and I handed him change and a bag with his sourdough. “If I’ll be allowed to have some. Corina keeps pushing this low-fat, low-sugar diet. I have to sneak sugar into my coffee, but don’t tell her I said that. She’ll have me sleeping on the couch for a week.”

      “Your secret’s safe with me.”

      “How’s the planning going on the 150th anniversary deal? I hear you’re on the committee.”

      “Great. We’re digging up that old time capsule from the Centennial. You were here then, weren’t you?”

      “I was at seminary in Dallas, but I came back for it.”

      “I just saw a picture of my dad helping with the burial in the newspaper’s photo archives. He looked so young.” The memory of Dad’s bright, unlined face made me chuckle.

      Mr. Powell’s lips flattened into a single, unyielding line, and he shook his head. “Your daddy must have been about sixteen or seventeen. He was…lively back then.”

      From the stories my father told me about his teen years, he wasn’t the sort of kid who’d earn Mr. Powell’s approval. Dad got good grades, but he also drank, smoked a variety of hand-rolled cigarettes, and ran the streets, wrangling as much attention from girls as he could.

      “You don’t have to spare my feelings. I know Dad used to be trouble,” I laughed.

      “He straightened up after the Centennial. I think that week of revelry got to him. He started helping your grandmother run the bakery more. Then he met your mother. A good woman has a way of straightening a young man out.” Mr. Powell’s smile returned in full force. “He had a good heart. So did your grandmother. I’m glad to see you continuing your family tradition.”

      The oven timer buzzed from the back room.

      “Sounds like you have some work to do. I’ll get out of your hair.”

      “Mariah will get the oven,” I said. “You’re welcome anytime. You know that.”

      “Oh, I need to go, myself. Corina expects this bread, and I’ve got a couple more stops to make. But I might sneak in for a honey bun tomorrow.”

      He placed his index finger over his lips, laughed, and hustled out with a wave goodbye—the last of the morning rush. I wiped down the counter and enjoyed the lull before the lunch crowd rolled in. Some days the quiet made me twitchy, but today, my head was too full of plans to worry about a temporary absence of customers.

      “Javier, can you refill the cold brew before we hit noon?” I called over my shoulder.

      My newest hire glanced up from arranging cookies on a platter.

      “Yes, ma’am.” He hustled to the back.

      Javier studied marketing at the community college and was the most enthusiastic employee I’d had in years. A stark contrast to some of the sullen teenagers who’d passed through Sweet Bliss, treating the entry-level tasks at the bakery like a prison sentence.

      Mariah came out and leaned her hip on the counter. “The cookies are cooling.”

      “Perfect.”

      “I ran into Mrs. Dunbar when I took the trash to the dumpster. Did you know they’re selling their store?” she asked with alarm.

      The Dunbars owned the retail space next door. They sold home goods, local crafts, and souvenirs.

      I nodded. “I talked to them last week.”

      I chewed the inside of my cheek, debating whether now was the time to tell her. Lachlan Dunbar had said he wasn’t ready to announce their retirement plans yet, but if his wife was telling Mariah, their secrecy must be over.

      My assistant manager stopped wiping the counter and planted both hands on her hips. “What’s that look?”

      “What look?”

      She circled her finger at my face. “The one that says you’re plotting world domination through pastry.”

      I laughed. “Just Bliss domination. They told me a few months ago that Iona and Skye decided against moving back here to take over the shop, so they’re selling.”

      “I’m going to miss them,” she pouted.

      “Me too, but they’re ready to retire, travel, and not have the stress of literally minding the store every day,” I said.

      The Dunbars dilemma reminded me of the same one my parents faced when they got sick and couldn’t run the bakery anymore. But I came home.

      Skye and Iona were twins, six years younger than I was. Both of them had lived in Houston for almost a decade. They came home at Christmas and sometimes spent part of the summer here, but that was it.

      “I wonder who our new neighbors will be.”

      I smiled. “That’s why I was in Dallas a few weeks ago, lining up financing. I’m putting in an offer to buy the store and this place—if I can get Caleb to sell.”

      Well, Caleb and Victor, but I wouldn’t worry about that. Both of them knew what the bakery meant to me.

      Mariah brightened, but gave me a slanted look of concern. “You’re going to run the store too?”

      “Not exactly. I’d renovate to put the two spaces back together like they were when the block went up. We’ll have more space for people to hang out here and work, not just get coffee and a treat. I might even expand the menu and get a license to serve wine and beer,” I explained.

      The bakery was slammed in the mornings, got another rush after lunch, but then was quiet again until right before we closed at six. While I had enough special events and orders from the two main restaurants across the street to keep me in the black, the bakery could be more like a café with the expansion.

      Right now, I had one narrow row of tables good for grabbing a quick bite, but the dining area wasn’t big enough for more comfortable seating. Many of the new remote workers in town told me they wished I had more power outlets and more seating.

      Once a month, I hosted a game night, and we crowded around the tables, all pushed together. Those had to be BYOB. Merging the bakery and the store space and adding happy hour would give us a reason to stay open later on the weekends and host more events.

      Bliss had the Feed and Fodder, which got raucous with barbecue, live music, and its outdoor beer garden, and we had The Lucky Duck diner for family meals and homestyle food. What we didn’t have was a spot for low-key, after-work vibes, and with the way the town had grown since Caleb and Victor descended with their investments and new housing, Sweet Bliss could fill that niche.

      “I’d love a wine bar,” Javier chimed in.

      “You’re barely old enough to drink,” I reminded him.

      “Barely is good enough.” He pumped his fist and laughed.

      Mariah rolled her eyes before turning back to me. “Now I know why you’ve been testing sandwiches and soup recipes.”

      “I don’t want to compete with The Lucky Duck, but I can add items built around baked goods: more breads, simple sandwiches, and maybe a signature soup plus a soup of the day. And we can keep a retail section with the crafts and specialty food items they have at the Dunbar Mercat.”

      “These Austin transplants love their fancy jams and quilts,” Mariah said.

      I hummed in agreement. “It’s why the Dunbars stayed open as long as they have. Business has never been stronger.”

      My building came up for sale a few years ago, but I couldn’t make the math work to buy it. At the time, I wasn’t sure Sweet Bliss would survive. I focused all my resources on keeping my parents’ legacy alive.

      My culinary friends didn’t know what to make of me when I moved back from France after finishing baking school and then working in Paris. But losing both Mom and Dad in less than three years threw me into a crazed level of grief. My grandmother built Sweet Bliss from nothing in the early 1970s—not an easy feat for a Black woman in East Texas—and my parents shepherded it for decades after her death.

      If I hadn’t come back, that legacy would have disappeared. My sister had been married at the time and living in Dallas with her now ex-husband. Stephen was a bougie corporate type who would have drowned himself in Lake Bliss if Katrina suggested living in a town as small as this one. Still trying to make him happy, she couldn’t come home. So I did.

      Now, she was almost divorced, and I’d almost convinced her to move back. Chasing private chef gigs in Dallas had worn her out only slightly less than working in restaurants, and my weekly calls with her detailing how much opportunity we had here now piqued her interest. Katrina loved a grand plan.

      So did I.

      “I’m floating the idea by Caleb at dinner tomorrow and pitching to the Dunbars next week. Keep this on the DL until then. I don’t need the town grapevine heating up before I’m ready.”

      Some of Dad’s friends had doubted whether I could keep the business going, and I didn’t want any of them piping in with their naysaying. Dad’s blustering accountant Garrett was the worst of them.

      “Natalie, honey, you should consider selling while the business still has value,” he said a few days after Dad’s funeral. He’d paused and smiled with what I’m sure he thought was encouragement. “Or find yourself a husband and let him handle the numbers. You stick to the cooking.”

      My fingers curled into fists against the countertop just thinking about it. Selling Sweet Bliss had never been an option. I was the keeper of three generations of my family’s dreams and sacrifices. Every success since my homecoming felt like a direct rebuttal to misogynist bullshit, and I had more planned—free from the condescending “advice” of people who thought they knew better.
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      “What do you think of the Dunbars’ store?” Caleb asked, leaning back in his chair behind the sleek maple desk in his home office.

      I held up a hand to shield my eyes from the dipping sun glowing through the picture window at the far end of the room. Caleb tapped the touchscreen controller on his desk, and the blinds swiveled closed.

      I blinked and refocused on the blueprints spread between us. A familiar surge of excitement hit me at the prospect of a new acquisition. This was where I thrived—analyzing assets, seeing their potential.

      “The building’s solid and strategically located. It’ll bridge our parcel on the northwest side of Main to the stretch with the apartments south of the town square.”

      “Your parcel.”

      “Not yet,” I said, smiling. “We still need to finish the transfer.”

      Development was more my thing than Caleb’s, which is why he included me in his investment group when he returned with plans to revitalize his hometown. His thing was engineering. My thing was finance. Our partnership built a medical technology business that allowed both of us to retire before fifty. His high school best friend, Colton, had also invested, allowing the former pro football player to retire as a billionaire instead of a millionaire after his playing days.

      They introduced me to Bliss, and I fell in love with the quiet, lakeside town dotted with pines. Now, they were my neighbors most of the year, and I was as invested in making Bliss thrive as they were.

      I could have handled the entire remaking of downtown myself—except I was an outsider. Change was hard for people, but easier when it came from a hometown hero returning to make a difference. Now that I’d established myself, Caleb and I agreed I would take over the stretch of real estate downtown.

      And I had plans.

      A boutique hotel with a comfortably elegant restaurant and bar on an empty lot next to the Dunbar Mercat and expanding above the store with additional retail and event space.

      I walked Caleb through the structural components the architect said would keep its historic feel. She’d even mocked up some Main Street storefronts with two additional floors. Zoning regulations limited buildings to four stories, but with the right design and a big enough footprint, that wouldn’t be a problem.

      “Construction will be pretty disruptive,” Caleb noted. “Work fast so you don’t cut off foot traffic for the existing tenants.”

      “If we start late next year, we’ll be mostly done by the summer season and finished by fall. As long as we manage permitting and inspections, we’re golden,” I said. “And once it’s done, everyone will have more business. Hotel occupancy nearby is up nearly fifty percent in the last five years, and most of that is people visiting Bliss. People come to the Fodder for concerts and hit up the Bliss festivals. We could definitely use a small downtown hotel,” I argued. “Or inn. I think calling it an inn helps keep the vibe.”

      “It doesn’t matter what we call it as long as it keeps the character of things,” Caleb warned.

      “We’ll scale it to fit in with the existing architecture and have the quaint feel everyone wants. We can have additional occupancy out on the old grazing land by the lake. Some of those glamping-type cabins will be perfect, and we’ll use the same operator for both.”

      “As long as it’s not a national chain. That’ll piss everyone off,” Caleb said.

      I smiled and waved my hands to sweep away his concerns. “I know.”

      “Someone else will be really pissed off with this commotion next door,” he mumbled.

      Caleb didn’t even have to say her name.

      “She won’t be once it’s done.”

      “Construction dust makes terrible icing.”

      “You saw how quickly Hunter-Cross Development put up the apartments,” I countered.

      “It’s still almost a year of noise and dust and blocking access to her place. You already got an earful yesterday.”

      I hadn’t mentioned my run-in with Natalie, but of course, he’d heard. She probably couldn’t wait to tell Aneka, who told Caleb.

      “I’ll give her fair warning and make sure she’s included in the scheduling,” I promised.

      Despite the pain, everyone would benefit. The inn could even contract with her for baked goods, like the other restaurants in town.

      In the end, she’d thank me.

      “Anyway, we have the preliminary plans. I just have to close on the Dunbar property, get the go-ahead from the city council, and deal with the permits. Hunter-Cross is ready to go as soon as I say boo.”

      “Carter’s getting back to his roots,” he said with a laugh.

      Our friend Carter Cross had decades of experience in commercial real estate, but took a brief break to run his family’s oil and gas conglomerate after his grandfather died. He’d just turned the business over to his cousin and returned to his old line of work.

      I gathered the financial statements and slid them back into their folder. The projection numbers rose in my mind. Seeing tangible assets on a balance sheet always settled the restlessness hovering in my chest. I loved building things. I loved increasing their value, and I loved turning them into even more opportunity for people.

      “Me too. Not that our other projects haven’t been interesting,” I admitted.

      “And early retirement is nice.”

      Caleb’s brainchild—a line of smart healthcare devices—had changed our lives. Running the business together had been a dream, but I was glad to sell it off and start something new.

      How I handled this project would make or break me. People were in awe of the money I brought to town, but it didn’t make them like me. Investing in the people of Bliss—that’s what they cared about.

      “Is that what this is? Retirement?” I asked with a snort.

      “Our version of it.”

      After one last look at the blueprints, I rolled them up and returned them to the canister next to my chair. “When I toured the Dunbars’ back room, I saw where their space used to connect to the bakery.”

      “I think they split the property in the late sixties, right before Natalie’s grandmother opened the shop,” Caleb said. “Aneka’s dad said Armand Bliss leasing it to her and Natalie’s dad surprised everyone. Desegregation was still fresh, but he’d stop in every morning for a pastry. Then, everyone else did too.”

      Natalie told stories about the head of the town’s eponymous family and how he supported his former cook’s burgeoning business. By the time he died, Sweet Bliss was an institution.

      Visions of bringing the properties together flashed through my mind, but I immediately pushed them away. Natalie would have a stroke if I suggested changes to Sweet Bliss. She’d think I was trying to take over, and while she may not recognize it, I tried not to irritate her.

      “Have you mentioned your plans to her?” my friend pressed.

      “To Aneka?” I coughed. “Or her friend?”

      Caleb rolled his eyes.

      “No. I already get enough side-eye from Natalie. Once I’ve closed on Dunbar, I’ll let her know.” My gut tightened again, remembering her glare. “Our…things between her and me are complicated enough.”

      “She won’t like a surprise.”

      I cleared the sudden tightness in my throat. “I can’t help how mad she gets.”

      “Can’t you?” Caleb sighed.

      “We have our moments,” I insisted. Because we did. I could manage Natalie’s prickly side.

      “You two should just hook up already.”

      My pulse jumped at the idea. I’d ventured down that road a time or two, but Natalie always pulled back. She blew hot and cold with me—even though we both knew underneath all the sniping was attraction.

      “That never goes well,” I admitted.

      Caleb leaned back and emitted a mocking bark of laughter. “You made your move and got shot down already?”

      “Death Star level counter-defenses,” I muttered, focusing intently on aligning the edges of the financial folder as my so-called friend cackled.

      “I would have loved to see that.”

      I pushed the memories away, but one from the Fourth of July last year clawed back. The whole town had gathered around Lake Bliss, families spread across blankets while strains of Beyonce’s country album wafted from the bandstand Caleb set up at the edge of his property. Natalie came with her game night crew, laughing at something one of them said, head thrown back. The elegant column of her throat made my lips tingle like I’d taken a bite of her spicy pastries.

      Feeling bold, I’d grabbed two cold beers and brought her one, which she took without comment. Progress. We stood at the edge of her group’s blanket territory
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