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  Note From the Author


My dear, sweet reader,
Welcome to Fauna, Mississippi! Where the weather is hot and sticky, and so are the… pecan rolls! Come on now. What did you think I was going to say?
The first time I ever set foot in Mississippi was when my husband and I traveled there to look for a house. He'd just accepted a new job in Hattiesburg, and I was so nervous moving somewhere I'd never been. I'd always had this image of Mississippi in my mind that must have come from some ancient history textbook showing life during the Great Depression. When we arrived, it was nothing like I'd imagined. The landscape was gorgeous. It is full of beautiful cotton fields and tall, tall trees. They don't call it the Pine Belt for nothing!
After we'd lived there for a while, we took a weekend trip to Natchez, toured some of the plantation homes, and learned some of the local history. Something about the land right next to the great Mississippi River spoke to my soul.
The idea for Simply Sweet was born from a combination of my time working as a pastry chef and my joy at this new part of the country I was discovering. This story had been rolling around in my head for almost a decade before I decided to get it out onto the page.
I absolutely love small-town stories where you get to fall in love with a whole host of characters, and everyone is so interconnected that you couldn't have one person without the rest. The whole idea of people looking out for each other, as well as getting all up in each other's business, is so appealing to me. Why? Probably because I happen to be overly caring and nosy myself. 
Kidding… about the nosy part.
What started as one story idea has morphed into the whole Flora & Fauna series. Simply Sweet is just the beginning for Fauna, Mississippi. I hope you fall in love with this magical little town as much as I have, because there's a lot more to come!
So, sit back. Grab some sweet tea and a cupcake, and enjoy.
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Chapter 1


The Darlin’ Diner was exactly as it had been almost twenty years ago. The late summer sun glinted off its aluminum siding, momentarily blinding Lexi as she staggered out of the car. She felt all thirteen-hundred miles she’d driven over the past two days as she stretched and rolled her shoulders. 
The Mississippi air was heavy with humidity and the scent of plants and earth. No other place smelled like this, smelled so green. Lexi took a deep breath and smoothed her skirt before heading toward the entrance. The neon red and blue ‘Open’ sign flashed in the front window as she pulled open the door. 
Lexi paused after she stepped through the doorway. The drastic change between the steamy outside and the air-conditioned inside was shocking. She debated turning back to grab a sweater, but excitement pushed her in further.
She slid into the first booth on the right, just like she’d done as a little girl. The cherry-red vinyl seat had faded slightly from years of sun pouring through the windows. Her fingers caressed the tear down the center of the bench, a smile tugging at her lips. Excitement and nervousness wrestled inside her, twisting her stomach into knots.
“Can I help you?”
Lexi looked up at the waitress in her polka-dot uniform and apron, its cut very similar to her own vintage-inspired dress.
“Yes, Rosita,” Lexi read her nametag, “I’d like a grilled cheese, please.”
“Just a grilled cheese?”
“Do you still do Free Fry-day?” Lexi said in a low voice, looking around, not wanting to share the secret, but the diner was practically empty since she’d arrived in those odd hours between breakfast and lunch.
“Free Fry-day?” Rosita looked confused. “Um, no.”
“Ok. Well, I’ll get fries too.” Lexi was disappointed for a second before perking up again. “Oh, and a pop. Sprite, please.”
“Pop? I knew I hadn’t seen you before, but now I really know you aren’t from around here.” 
“Nope. But I will be soon.” Lexi wiggled her shoulders in excitement. “I’m moving here. Today actually.”
“Well, congratulations. And welcome to Fauna.”
Rosita turned to go, scribbling the order in her small notepad, but turned back when Lexi cleared her throat.
“Um,” Lexi held up a finger. “I know this is a long shot, but does a Silvia still work here?”
“Silvia, yeah.” Rosita’s eyes narrowed. “Why?”
“Oh, I was just curious. She was our server last time.”
“Sheesh. When was that?" Rosita shook her head, her long, dark ponytail swishing over her shoulders. "Mama hasn’t been a server since I was a kid.”
“Silvia is your mom?” Lexi asked.
“Yeah. She’s in the back office.” Rosita nodded her head toward the door behind the counter. “I’ll let her know you’re here…”
“Lexi.” She reached out and shook Rosita’s hand a little more vigorously than needed. “Lexi Caehill.”
“Right. I’ll let her know you’re here.” Rosita gave a small smile before disappearing behind the swinging door.
Lexi had waited so long for this day; she couldn’t believe it was finally here. Nervous energy poured out of her as she crossed and uncrossed her ankles, then drummed her fingers on the spotted tabletop. When her toes began tapping along with the Elvis song crooning from the jukebox in the corner, she started to annoy herself. She knit her fingers together and shoved them in her lap, pressing down on her legs as if that would keep her toes rooted to the floor.
She stared down at her hands clenched on top of her skirt and remembered the hours her mother made her sit like this as a child. "It's not ladylike to fidget," she’d say as a wooden spoon smacked down over Lexi’s knuckles. As if being ladylike was the height of their concerns. Eventually, she’d started sitting with her hands clasped in her lap all the time to avoid her mother’s attention.
Lexi quickly pulled them apart, hating that, even at twenty-eight and from halfway across the country, she still feared her mother’s judgment and wanted her approval. 
“It’s always a good idea to start a meal with prayer,” said a voice over Lexi’s shoulder. “That is what you’re doing, isn’t it?”
Lexi looked up and smiled. Even after so many years, she recognized the woman who’d offered her so much kindness as a child. 
“I wish, Miss Silvia.” 
The older woman set her sandwich and a heaping plate of French fries on the table and slid into the booth across from Lexi. Her dark, wavy hair had streaks of gray now, but her face hadn’t been changed by time. Only the crinkles at the corners of her eyes hinted at the happy years she’d lived.
“I’m not sure if you remember me, but…” Lexi choked off the sentence, not sure what to say now that the moment had arrived.
“Of course, I remember you. As soon as Rosita told me there was a girl…” Silvia tilted her head and really looked at Lexi, “… young woman asking about Free Fry-day, I knew it must be you or your sister.”
“I can’t believe you remember that after all these years.” Lexi’s chest felt tight.
“How could I forget? Jeb Thompson heard me tell your mom about Free Fry-days, and I’ve had to feed him free french fries every week for the last sixteen or seventeen years.”
“Wait, so Free Fry-days wasn’t really a thing?”
“Eh,” Silvia waved a hand at her, “you and your sister were so scrawny. And those parents of yours not wanting to get you proper food. No one leaves my diner hungry.”
As Lexi had grown older, she’d often wondered if Free Fry-day was something Silvia had made up to feed two hungry kids and not insult their prideful parents. It made her even more grateful to her.
“I can’t even tell you how much your kindness meant to me. I’ve wanted to come back so many times to thank you.”
“Oh, niña,” Silvia stopped and placed her hand over Lexi’s, “it was just a couple plates of fries.”
Lexi felt tears well in the corners of her eyes. She wanted to tell Silvia it was so much more than just plates of fries. It was the gesture. The pure, simple kindness that left its mark on her. It was the fact that she’d noticed her. But the words just wouldn’t come.
This wasn’t going at all how she'd planned. She wanted to show Silvia how far she’d come from those days of being dragged from one state to another, hopping from one couch to the next. She did not want to revert to the small, scared child she’d been the last time she sat here in this booth. But sometimes, going back to places of your childhood brought that part of yourself to the surface, and Lexi couldn’t fight the tears that spilled down her cheeks. She grasped Silvia’s hand tightly, savoring the warmth of the touch.
“Child,” Silvia leaned in and whispered, as if she’d read Lexi’s mind, “you aren’t that little girl anymore. Let it go and be happy.”
“You’re right.” Lexi sniffled and wiped the tears away, smudging her eyeliner. “I pictured this going so differently.”
“Things happen as they are meant to.” Silvia squeezed Lexi’s hand before letting go and leaning back. “Maybe those tears have been waiting for just the right moment to leave you, which means you have been carrying them for a long time. Uncried tears are a heavy, heavy burden.”
Lexi straightened in her seat, feeling the weight of each of those tears leaving her. She smiled at Silvia and popped a fry into her mouth.
“Mmm. You seriously make the best french fries I’ve ever had. And trust me, I’ve eaten a lot of them.” Lexi stopped to squirt ketchup onto her plate. “French fries are not something they teach in culinary school, which is a real shame. What beats a delicious plate of fries? Nothing. That’s what.”
“Culinary school? Is that what you’ve done with yourself?”
“Yes, ma’am.” Lexi beamed. “Not for fries, though. I’m a pastry chef.”
“I’m proud of you, Niña. That is a big accomplishment. And your sister? Did she better herself as you have?”
“Uh, not really.” Lexi set down her perfectly grilled cheese sandwich. “She hops from one job to another. One couch to another with my folks.”
“Well, then what you have achieved is even more of an accomplishment. It is not easy to rise above what people expect of you.”
The door jingled behind them, and Lexi watched as Silvia’s face lit up. She heard heavy footsteps beside her before the newcomer bent over to hug Silvia. Lexi swallowed hard as the most perfect man’s backside she’d ever seen graced her vision.
As the man stood, Lexi tried to avert her eyes and not stare, but her brain was stuck in ogle mode. A thin blue shirt fit snugly over broad shoulders and muscular arms. Worn jeans hugged those perfect hips like a buttery pie crust wrapped around her favorite filling.
“Ay, mi Corazon. What are you doing here?” Silvia beamed as she placed a hand on her chest. “I thought you were working out of town this week. You’ve been working so hard. I know you want to save that house, but a man must rest, must eat.”
“I came back early. Just to get some of your shrimp and grits.” His voice was deep and flowed like honey over Lexi. The slight Southern accent literally made her swoon. Silvia looked over at her, a knowing look in her eyes.
“A man must also live.” Silvia shook her head and patted his arm before turning her attention back to Lexi. “I’d like to introduce you to C.D. Walker.”
“Just Chaz.” He smiled and reached out a hand. “Only Silvia here calls me C.D. and gets away with it.”
“I’m Lexi,” she chuckled and shook his hand. For the second time since she’d arrived, she relished the warmth of a hand in hers. He gave a firm shake and tilted his head to look at her.
“Pleasure to meet you. You’ve got a little something…” He reached up with his free hand and brushed under his eye to show her.
“Huh?” Lexi muttered, her brain still moving like molasses as her hand rested in his. 
“Um, here.” He leaned in, grabbed a napkin, and pressed it below her eye. His pinky brushed below the edge of the paper along her cheek. It was rough and warm but feather-light against her skin. “There. You just have a little something.”
The damn eyeliner. She’d totally forgotten about it. And now the most gorgeous man she’d ever laid eyes on was rubbing a napkin to her cheek. Which maybe wasn’t such a horrible thing.
“Thank you. I, um, should probably go take care of that.”
Chaz stepped to the side with a smile, giving her room to get out of the booth. Her heels clicked on the checkered linoleum floor as she rushed to the bathroom. At least she’d opted to wear a nice dress today instead of the comfy travel pants she’d worn the day before.
“Oh, Lord,” she muttered when she looked in the mirror. 
Her adorable cat eye had turned into an owl eye, black rimming both and streaking down one cheek. The one Chaz had rubbed. She flushed pink at the thought. 
Grabbing several paper towels, she furiously rubbed under her eyes, making them turn red as the black came off. 
“Great. Now I look like I’ve got pinkeye.”
She ran another paper towel under cool water and pressed it gently to her face. The coolness helped slightly, but not enough to fully make the pink go away.
“Well, you’re just going to have to rock the contagious disease look,” she told her reflection and squared her shoulders before turning to head back out to her booth.
Chaz was still talking with Silvia, casually leaning against the table. He glanced up as she approached and ran a hand through his dark hair. It fell in waves over his ears, and Lexi felt another sigh of appreciation trying to escape her throat.
“So, Lexi, what brings you to Fauna?” Chaz asked, stepping aside to let her back into her seat.
“I’m moving here, actually.” She slid in as gracefully as she could, which wasn’t as graceful as she’d hoped, and plopped into her spot. 
“Really?” Silvia sounded slightly surprised. “Well, that’s fantastic, Lexi. Fauna will be lucky to have you.”
“You’ll love it here.” Chaz gave her a lopsided grin, creating a single dimple that softened his sharp features.
“I already do,” Lexi said breathily. Realizing how that sounded, she cleared her throat. “I mean, I was here once as a kid, and it’s kind of been my life goal to move here someday.”
“Ha!” Chaz laughed. “Apparently, we made a good impression then.”
“Oh, yes,” Lexi smiled. “Everyone here was so nice, and everything was so clean. The day we spent here was the best day of my childhood.”
“Well, nice and clean are definitely things Fauna does well,” Chaz said. “I'd better let you ladies get back to chatting and eat my lunch before my boss gets impatient.”
Lexi jumped when Silvia let out a booming laugh from across the table. Her molasses mind had practically forgotten she was there. She looked questioningly from Silvia to Chaz, feeling like she had missed something.
“He owns his own company,” Silvia croaked out after laughing. “He’s his own boss.”
“Oh,” Lexi smiled and laughed at the joke. “What do you do?”
“I’m a contractor. So, if you need any work done wherever you end up moving, just let me know.”
“Thanks.” Lexi took the card he offered, glancing at it to see that his phone number was indeed on it. Did small-town Mississippi men flirt like the ones in New York? Was he just giving her his business card, or was he trying to give her his number in a way that wasn’t so obvious?
“You ladies enjoy your lunch.” Chaz tipped his head and slid into a booth down the opposite side of the diner.
“So, you’re moving here?” Silvia cut into her musings. “What are you planning on doing, Cariña?”
“Cariña?” Lexi raised an eyebrow.
“Sweetie. Like candy. Since you are a pastry chef, yes?”
“Oh, yes. I like that,” Lexi smiled at the term of endearment. “Um. I’m planning on opening a bakery. My grandmother passed away not too long ago and left me a little money. Figured this would be my opportunity to get away and make my dream come true.”
“I’m sorry to hear about your grandmother.”
“It’s okay. We weren’t that close.” Lexi nibbled on a cooled fry. “We were actually leaving her house when I stopped here as a kid. She kicked us out. Well, she kicked my parents out. She said Liv and I could stay, but my parents wouldn’t hear of that. Leave their kids in a stable environment with someone who kind of cared about them and could provide them a good life? I think not.”
“So, you were maybe close to your grandmother at one time?”
“Not really. She kept us all at arm’s length. But I suppose she cared in her own way.” Lexi let out a laugh she hoped didn’t sound too bitter. “I’m the only one she left anything. Except for her cat. She left 98% of her fortune to her cat, 1% to her church, and 1% to me.”
“That must be one special cat.”
“It’s fat and ugly.”
They both dissolved into giggles before Silvia pushed her way out of the booth.
“You need to eat that lunch. And I’m going to get you something else to try. You can give me your professional opinion.”
Lexi ate her few remaining fries and the last of her grilled cheese before Silvia returned with a small plate. She placed it on the table, and Lexi was glad to see a slice of pecan pie. Her palate for sweets was finely tuned, but if Silvia had brought out a hamburger, she wouldn’t have been able to tell the difference between it and one she’d picked up in a drive-through on her way here.
“Taste,” Silvia laid down a fork.
Instead of grabbing it, Lexi picked up the plate, turning it from side to side. She examined the color of the crust, which was evenly golden brown. The layer of pecans on top looked nicely caramelized, meaning the baker had made the filling ahead of time to let the flavors meld. Finally, she took the fork, slid it through the slice of pie, and pulled it away. The filling held firm and wasn’t sticky. In her mouth, the flavors melted, perfectly balanced on her tongue.
“You’re an exceptional baker. This is one of the best pecan pies I’ve ever tasted.”
“Oh, I didn’t make it. I have them made locally and brought in.” She shrugged. “I was just curious how our pies stacked up against the big city.”
“Well, it’s excellent. You can tell whoever makes them, I’d be happy to hire them once my bakery is open.”
Silvia snorted and shook her head.
“I don’t think you’d want that, Cariña. She would be more of a headache than it would be worth.”
“I will remember that.” Lexi slid out of her booth and pulled out her billfold, but Silvia pushed her hand back into her purse.
“I have thought about you over the years. Seeing you and easing my curious mind is payment enough.”
Lexi hesitated for a moment and then leaned down to wrap the tiny woman in a brief hug. Silvia squeezed her back, holding on longer than Lexi had. In the short time that she’d been in Fauna, she’d felt more warmth from other people than in all the years she’d lived in New York. 
“Thank you, Miss Silvia. I will come back. A lot.” 
“Tia Silvia, Cariña. In Fauna, we are all family.”
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Chapter 2


Lexi left the diner feeling brighter than a lemon tart on a summer day. Their meeting might not have gone as she’d hoped, but just like Tia Silvia said, it went the way it was supposed to. 
And if the other men in Fauna looked anything like the eye candy currently sitting in the diner, then she was in for a treat. A sweet, sweet treat.
Lexi took a breath of the heavy outside air and decided to leave her car. A quick walk to the realtor’s office would give her time to check out the town center. Tia Silvia had told her it was directly opposite the diner. As she strolled down the sidewalk, she saw the courthouse in the center of the square. Its large white columns and red brick walls set off in stark contrast to the giant moss-covered oaks surrounding its curving front lane. The buildings that ran along the outside of the square were all different sizes and colors, but they were pristinely kept. No chipped paint or faded signs. Every door had a pot of blooming flowers next to it. Just like she’d told Silvia and Chaz, Fauna was so nice and clean.
Lexi spotted the sign for R.W. Realty and pushed open the door. She ran a finger over the intricately carved casing and stopped just inside to let her eyes adjust. After a moment, she looked around at the warm, cinnamon-brown walls and dark leather chairs in the waiting area. The only things missing to make it a total boys' club were a bottle of scotch and a box of cigars on the sideboard.
She waited a few minutes, her foot tapping impatiently, before venturing down the hallway towards the back.
“Hello?” she called out. “Is anyone here?”
Faint music played from behind the door at the end of the hall in front of her. It opened onto a courtyard where music blared, and four shirtless men beat on punching bags while another barked orders at them through a headset. All five men stopped mid-punch and stared at Lexi as her mouth hung open in surprise.
“I…I’m so sorry.” She looked back through the office, wondering if she’d gone in the wrong door. “I thought this was the real estate office. Maybe I’m in the wrong place?”
“You’re in the right place.” The man with the headset smiled at her and turned off the thudding techno music. “I just teach boxing classes every Friday over lunch.”
“Ah. Okay.” Lexi tried to avert her eyes from all the sweaty torsos and chiseled abs in front of her. “I must have missed the sign or something.”
“There’s no sign,” he chuckled and ran a hand over his dark, slicked-back hair. “Everybody just knows.”
“Well, not everyone, apparently.” Lexi shot back.
“You’re right.” He held up his hands in surrender. “Only the locals know. I will get a sign put up in the window for the odd occasion when someone new visits my office.”
He walked over to a bench and pulled on a t-shirt, then turned back to the other four men. After barking a few orders over the headset, they all jumped back into formation, pummeling the punching bags.
“I’m Rhys, realtor and boxing instructor extraordinaire. What can I do for you today?”
“I’m looking to buy a commercial space here in Fauna.”
“Oh…kay.” His eyes widened in surprise. “Why don’t you take a seat in my office while I get changed, and we can discuss what you’re looking for.”
He ushered Lexi through the first door off of the waiting room. A massive wooden desk took up most of the space. Two chairs and a small refrigerator were crammed around it. 
“I didn’t get your name.” Rhys pulled out a chair for her to sit in.
“Lexi Caehill.”
“Well, Miss Lexi, can I get you a water while you wait? I’ll only be a moment.”
“Yes, thanks.”
He pulled a bottle from the fridge and disappeared out the door. Lexi drank all the water quickly. The heat was more than she was used to. If she had to spend much more time outside, she’d look like a melted bonbon in no time.
“So, you said you’re looking for a commercial property?” Rhys had changed into a sharp blue suit and was still straightening his tie as he walked in. 
He lifted her water bottle off his desk and slid a coaster under it before moving to the other side, continuing to adjust his tie even though it looked perfectly straight to her.
“Yes, I’m hoping to find a space that can be commercial downstairs with an apartment upstairs. I know that might be asking a lot, and I’d be willing to look at two separate spaces if need be, but that would make my finances pretty tight.”
“What kind of shop?” Rhys asked. “That might help me narrow down the search.”
“A bakery. I’m a pastry chef.”
“Ohhhhh…” Rhys stopped fiddling with his tie and looked up at her for the first time. 
“Is that a problem?” Lexi folded her hands in her lap before quickly clenching them into separate fists.
“Nope. No problem.” Rhys said hurriedly. “Let me just look at our inventory and see what might fit.”
He turned to his computer, his fingers flying over the keys. Lexi studied him for a moment. He was lean and cut and belonged in the tailored suit he wore. His expression outside had been serious while he shouted orders, and it stayed the same here in his office. There was nothing calm or relaxed about him.
He wrote a couple of addresses and then stopped, his pen hovering over the page. After glancing between Lexi and the computer several times, he wrote one last address and set down the pen. Only three options, but in a town this small, that was more than she’d expected.
“I’ve got several choices for business locations. Two of them would be strictly commercial. The third could be both commercial and residential.”
“Perfect. That’s more than I expected. Let’s take a look.”
Rhys quickly printed off several sheets of paper and handed them to Lexi. The first building was very large and had a matching price tag, which would wipe out her bank account. The second was a small space in a strip mall on the highway that wouldn’t have enough room for a kitchen and dining area, and she’d really hoped for something inside city limits. The third looked like it could be just what she needed, and the added bonus of the residential space upstairs meant she wouldn’t need to find a house as well. So, her list quickly dwindled to one real possibility.
“That one.” She slid the sheet across the desk.
“That one’s nice, but…” Rhys’s face twisted.
“But what?” Lexi leaned forward in her chair.
“The owner could be pretty prickly.” Rhys locked his eyes with hers. “Very prickly. Like a cactus, but worse.”
“I’m from New York. I can handle prickly. No problem.”
“If you say so. You’re the boss.” Rhys stood and led her out to the waiting area. “If you’d like to ride together, I can drive.”
“That would be great.” Lexi followed him out to a small car at the curb. “I left my car at the diner.”
Lexi opened the passenger door of the car, and heat rolled out across her legs. Rhys put the keys in, and the air started blowing, but it was just as hot as outside. She could feel the heat all the way down into her lungs. She knew the melted bonbon look would happen sooner rather than later. 
They drove to the corner of the square and turned down one side. Lexi leaned back, watching the courthouse slide past. She closed her eyes, praying she didn’t melt into a puddle right there in the seat of Rhys’s car. He seemed like the type who would throw a fit if a wrapper got left on the floor of his immaculate interior. A melted city girl would probably send him over the edge.
He turned at the corner again and pulled to a stop.
“We’re here.” He said cheerfully and climbed out.
Lexi sighed and peeled herself out of the low seat. She knew sweat had soaked through the back of her dress. And she didn’t even want to know what her hair looked like. She’d styled it in adorable pin curls, fastening the top half back with a beaded comb. That morning she would have done Grace Kelly proud, but now her auburn hair probably looked as graceless and frizzy as a sheepdog.
Her reflection in the car mirror showed her exactly what she expected. She had passed the sheepdog stage and run right into finger-in-the-light-socket. With a sigh, she ran a hand through her thick hair and walked around the car.
“I’ve just messaged the owner in case you decide to look inside,” Rhys said as he slid his phone into his pocket. “But here’s the property. Perfect location to open a business since it’s right on the square. You’d get a lot of foot traffic here.” 
Lexi turned to see an old Victorian home on the corner across from them. A porch wrapped around the front and one side. The other side was accented with a small turret. Empty planter boxes lined the railing. The yellow paint was slightly faded, setting it apart from the rest of the immaculate shops on the square, but Lexi could see its potential.
“Oh, my.” Lexi couldn’t find any more words.
She could picture customers sitting on the porch, dining on her pastries, and sipping sweet tea with large fans overhead, stirring the air to keep them comfortable. The turret would be her reading nook. She’d always wanted a reading nook. She could imagine sleek modern railings on the porch, simple landscaping out front. A perfect mix of old and new, which is just what she hoped to bring to Fauna with her baking.
“It’s perfect.”
“Well, just wait until you see the inside.” Rhys guided her across the brick street. “There’s hand-carved spindles on the staircases, real wood chair rails in the dining and living rooms.”
“Well, all that will probably have to go. I want something a little more modern to match my baking style.” Lexi’s mind was already planning colors for the exterior as they approached the porch. “When can we go inside? I’m dying to see it.”
“Here’s the owner now.” Rhys pointed to the white truck pulling in behind his car. 
Lexi couldn’t believe her eyes when Chaz climbed out and walked towards them. Not only would she get to do the remodeling with him, but she’d get to go through the buying process, too? She was already imagining meetings over coffee with her fresh-baked biscotti.
“Chaz. I’d like you to meet...”
“Lexi?” Chaz looked up at her, recognizing her for the first time.
“You already know each other?” Rhys seemed confused. “I thought you just got into town.”
“I did.” Lexi smiled up at Chaz’s silhouette, shading her eyes from the sun behind his back. “We met at the diner earlier today.”
“Wonderful.” Rhys clapped his hands together. “You want to unlock the door so we can show her the inside? I was just telling her about all the handmade touches.”
“Nope.” Chaz stepped out of the sun so Lexi could see him. 
The smile fell from her face, and she took an involuntary step back as he crossed his arms. The sweet, easy-going Southern gentleman she’d met earlier was gone. Instead, she saw a steely-eyed, immovable wall of muscle. 
“Show her something else, Rhys.” Chaz’s jaw ticked as he clenched his teeth. “I don’t actually want to sell Meemaw’s house to anybody, but especially not to her.”
“What?” Lexi and Rhys said at the same time.
“You heard me,” Chaz said as he turned on his heel and stomped down the steps. “Show her something else.” 
“Excuse me for a moment.” Rhys raced after Chaz, grabbing his elbow to slow his march down the walkway.
“What do you mean, 'show her something else?' This property is exactly what she’s looking for.” Rhys lowered his voice, thinking Lexi couldn’t hear. “She already said it’s perfect. This could be an easy sale.”
“Not happening, Rhys.”
“And why not?” Lexi had heard enough. She marched down the stairs, right up to both of them. “The property is for sale, right?”
“The home might be for sale.” Chaz emphasized the word ‘home’ as he responded.
“So, then what’s the issue?” Lexi threw her hands up.
“You.” Chaz turned to walk away again.
“Me?” Lexi sputtered. “You don’t even know me.”
“Chaz, you’re being unreasonable. Lexi’s opening a business that could be really good for Fauna.”
Chaz’s steps halted, and he turned. He narrowed his eyes at Rhys and pursed his lips, thinking. Lexi’s blood was pumping hard and fast, but even in her anger, her brain registered how firm his lips looked, how his hard eyes shot sparks, and how she wished different kinds of sparks were flying.
“What kind of business?” he asked slowly.
“A bakery.” Lexi jumped in. “I’m a pastry chef. And I could definitely help the town with jobs and sourcing local products...”
Before she could get through her pitch, Chaz threw his hands in the air and laughed. 
“A bakery?” He turned on Rhys. “Are you kidding me? Chris Anntha would murder us. Literally murder us. And you’re wanting to sell her Meemaw’s house? What were you thinking?”
“Who is this Chris Ann person?” Lexi practically shouted. “And what in the world is a Meemaw?”
“Who was Meemaw?” Chaz said through his teeth. “She was our grandmother, and this was her home.”
“Your grandmother?” Lexi looked between the two men, finally noticing the dark hair and chiseled features they both shared. “You’re brothers.”
“Yep. And we have a lot of really fond memories in that home. And I’m not selling it to some big-city girl who can’t appreciate its history.”
“That’s what this is about?” Lexi wasn’t sure whether to be insulted by the city-girl comment or touched by his nostalgia. “Why put it on the market at all then? Doesn’t sound like anyone would be good enough to move into it.”
“You’re right.” Chaz looked from her to Rhys. “Thanks for your interest, but as of this moment, the home is off the market.” 
“Chaz, this is ridiculous. You’re being ridiculous.” Rhys crossed his arms, finally losing his cool. “Do I need to call Mama?”
“Don’t you dare bring Mama into this.” Chaz thrust a finger at Rhys. “And I’m being ridiculous? I’m not the one trying to palm off our memories to make a few bucks.”
“Chaz,” Rhys’s voice softened, “the memories will always be there. But look at Meemaw’s home. It needs someone to love it again. And what better way to honor the best baker we ever knew than by putting a bakery in her old house? It’s like her legacy will live on.”
“Then it can live on through Chris Anntha. Not some uppity outsider who’d probably tear out all the details that make it a home.”
Lexi couldn’t even believe what she was hearing. Uppity? Never in her life had she been pegged so wrong. In all the years of being thought of as less-than and people saying she’d never amount to anything. She’d proven them all wrong, and she’d do that here too.
“Excuse me, sir. But I am not ‘uppity’, and I may be an outsider, but I don’t want to be. I’ve wanted to live in Fauna my whole life. I’m risking everything to move here, so don’t think I’m making these decisions lightly. This is my life’s dream.”
“The dream you made after spending a few hours here when you were a kid?” Chaz sighed.
“Everyone needs a dream.” Lexi cleared her throat. “And what’s so wrong with holding on to a happy memory? Isn’t that exactly what you’re doing?” 
Lexi felt her throat tighten as a wave of emotion ran through her. She glanced between the two men in front of her. Rhys wouldn’t even make eye contact and found an invisible scuff on his shoe to obsess over. Chaz, on the other hand, stared directly at her, his dark eyes narrowed, obviously unaffected by her emotional plea. Her heart fell like a poorly mixed souffle. 
“I hope that trying to crush my dreams makes you happy.” She pulled back her shoulders but could feel tears prickling the corners of her eyes. “You can add this to your list of fond memories at your Meemaw’s house.”
Lexi pushed past them both and stormed down the walkway. A sob threatened to escape her throat, but she wasn’t about to let these two see her cry. She rushed out into the street, not remembering it was brick, and fell to her knees as her heel caught in a crack. She heard her dress rip and felt gravel dig into her knees. 
A hand grabbed her elbow, helping her to stand. She shrugged it off, not bothering to look and see who it was. She reached down to pry her shoe out of the road and hobbled to the other side before taking off the other one. Without a single glance back, she rushed to the diner parking lot and threw herself into her oven of a car.
Was she delusional? Was this dream of hers crazy? What if the Fauna she visited years ago and built up in her mind didn’t actually exist? What if she’d be an outsider here, just like she had been everywhere else?
All these questions rolled through her mind as she rolled the ripped seam of her dress between her fingers. She’d been so sure of this decision. So positive that life would fall into place here. She’d never once questioned what she’d do if it didn’t work. If this wasn’t where she was meant to be.
Her head hurt. She needed to clean up the scrapes on her knees and take a nap. That’s exactly what she needed. A reset. Tomorrow would be a new, better day. She’d ask Rhys to show her the other two properties, and one of them would work out just fine. They wouldn’t be perfect like Meemaw’s house, but they’d be just fine. And she'd make them successful if it was the last thing she did. 
The a/c kicked in almost instantly, making her thankful she’d spent some of her inheritance on a new car. She pulled out and headed towards the B&B she’d booked online. As she drove past R.W. Realty, she held her head high and didn’t even glance at the little black car or white pickup parked outside its front door. 
Past the square, homes lined the street. Azalea bushes were in full bloom, their pink flowers weighing down the branches. Lexi slowed down and turned into the driveway of the Sleepy Time Inn. The name couldn’t have fit her current mood any better. She barely registered the woman who checked her in and hurried upstairs to her room.
The violet walls and flowered bedspread helped to calm her, but sinking into the warm, bubbly water in a claw-foot tub finally helped her relax. She soaked until the water turned cold, then hurried under the covers, curled up into a warm ball, and fell into a restless sleep, full of anxious dreams.
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Chapter 3


Lexi awoke to the smell of something delicious. Her head hurt and her mind felt foggy, but her stomach rumbled, driving her out of bed. Her torn dress lay in a sad pile next to the tub, so she pulled on a soft pair of black capris and a cute lacy shirt. After running her fingers through her matted curls, she padded down the stairs, following her nose to a large dining room where other guests were serving themselves from the small buffet along the back wall. Lexi kept her head down as she piled her plate with pot roast, green beans, and mashed potatoes. 
A small table sat under a window at the front of the house. She pulled out a chair and enjoyed the view overlooking the porch. The warm food hit her tongue with a burst of savory flavor that had her sighing in contentment, but that warm feeling quickly vanished as a pair of familiar boots walked up next to her.
“Do you mind if I join you?” Chaz asked, his brow furrowed. He stood next to Lexi’s table with a dinner plate in one hand and the other shoved deep into the pocket of his snug jeans.
Lexi’s left eyebrow rose a good inch. Her sister, Liv, always told her she could give The Rock a run for his money in the eyebrow department. What could Chaz possibly want?
“If you must.” Lexi nailed the cool, dismissive tone she’d been shooting for and cheered internally.
The table was so small, meant for tea rather than dinner, that their plates and knees touched as he slid into the chair opposite her. Lexi did her best to keep her eyes on the window and take small bites of her dinner. But she could feel his cool gaze on her, bringing heat to her cheeks.
“Ok.” Her fork hit her plate as she dropped it to the table. “Seriously. What are you doing here? Are you following me or something? Because, let me tell you something, Buster,” she thrust her finger across the table at him, “I’m from New York. I know how to handle creepy men.”
“I rent the carriage house out back. Lived here for a few years. So, if either of us is being creepy, it’s you.”
He leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms. As he slid back, his legs pushed further under the table, bumping into her scraped and bandaged knees. She sucked a breath in through her teeth and jerked back in surprise. Nothing like anger and annoyance to make you forget a silly thing like skinned knees. Chaz pulled back but looked at her questioningly.
“Skinned knees.” Lexi’s cheeks flushed. She felt like a kid complaining after a fall at recess.
Chaz was out of his chair and by her side in a heartbeat. His questioning look had turned into one of apology, the corners of his mouth downturned and his eyebrows pinched together. 
“Aw, geez. I’m sorry. I just can’t seem to do anything right around you.” He shook his head.
The smell of sawdust tickled her nose as she blinked at his nearness. He was close enough to see the dusting of dark stubble along his jawline.
“Let me get you some ice.” 
Lexi’s hand shot out as he turned to leave. For the briefest moment, they both stopped and stared at her hand on his arm. Slowly, she pulled it back.
“It’s nothing. Really.” She said hurriedly. “The knee, I mean. I think I was more startled than anything.”
“Are you sure?” He looked down at her with concern in his eyes. “Mrs. Miller won’t mind.”
“No. No.” Lexi shook her head and tucked her legs back under the table. “Just sit down. I’m fine.”
Chaz hesitated a moment before returning to his seat. He slowly tucked his long legs under the tiny table, careful to avoid her knees. They both stared at their plates and ate a few bites in silence.
“Listen,” Chaz took a deep breath, “I just wanted to apologize for my behavior earlier. My mama always says I get too attached to stuff, but that’s no excuse for me saying the things I said.”
“Thank you. I appreciate that. I’m sorry, too.”
“For what?”
“You know. The dream-crushing thing.” Lexi finally looked up from her plate. “You don’t seem like the kind of man to go around crushing people’s dreams for the fun of it, but then again, I don’t really know you. Do I?”
Lexi was rewarded with an amused grunt and the faintest hint of a smile, which she would take as proof the man had at least a hint of a sense of humor. They both returned to eating, but the silence wasn’t nearly as heavy. Only slightly awkward.
“Oh, good.” A sing-songy voice approached their table. “Chaz is finally stepping up and playing host for once.”
Lexi turned to see the woman who’d checked her in earlier. She was a large woman with beautiful white-grey hair tucked up in a bun and a neon green apron covered in strawberries. Just the sight of her brought a smile to Lexi's face.
“Mrs. Miller. You know I never slack on my duties.” Chaz turned in his seat to face her. “But where in my rental agreement does it say I need to be the tour guide and chauffeur for all your guests?”
“Nowhere. Thanks for pointing that out. I’ll be adding it in when it comes time for you to renew your lease at the end of the year.”
“Oh, Lord,” Chaz muttered, his face falling into his hands.
“Now, dear,” she turned to Lexi, “I hope everything is to your liking. If you need anything, or if he gets annoying, you let me know. I’ve got a rolling pin that’s dented the heads of a few presumptuous young men before.”
Lexi laughed as Chaz sank even lower in his seat, still keeping his knees away from hers. His cheeks turned the exact shade of the pink lemonade cupcakes she was known for. Her mouth watered, and not just from the sudden sweets craving.
“I also have a large rolling pin, but can’t say it’s dented any heads,” Lexi chuckled. “Although I’m not completely opposed to the idea.”
“You and I are going to get on just fine, dear.” Mrs. Miller patted her shoulder and hustled over to another table. 
Lexi watched as she talked with the other guests, her whole body animated with excitement. 
“You can tell she really loves this.” Lexi couldn’t help but smile.
“Yep. The Sleepy Time Inn has been around longer than I have, so she’s been doing this for quite a while.”
“It’s so admirable, you know?” Lexi turned back to Chaz. “Watching someone in their element. And to stay with one thing for so long? Wow.”
“Don’t you feel that way about your baking?”
“Well, yeah,” Lexi said around a mouthful of potatoes. “Just not something you see very often.”
“Maybe not in New York, but around here, people stick with things. Even when… especially when things get tough.”
Lexi felt a subtle shift in their conversation. They weren’t talking about Mrs. Miller anymore. This felt like a test, a gentle prodding. But what was he trying to get at?
“I love being a pastry chef and can’t imagine doing anything else.” Lexi’s eyes narrowed. “I’m damn good at it, and I’ve worked my ass off to get to where I am.”
Chaz nodded and turned back to his plate, meticulously scooping a small portion of potatoes, one green bean, and a slice of pot roast in each bite. Apparently, she passed the test because there were no further questions. 
“Well then,” Chaz swallowed, “I suppose if you don’t mind talking business over dinner, I’ve got a proposition for you.”
Lexi slowly laid her fork on her plate and clasped her hands in her lap. They were clammy, and she could feel her heart kick up a notch. The clinking of forks, Mrs. Miller’s laughter, everything faded into the background. 
“I don’t mind. What are you thinking?”
“My brother and I had a long talk after you… left.” Chaz leaned forward and rubbed his fingers on his forehead as if trying to rub away a headache. “He’s pretty stuck on having a bakery in Meemaw’s house as an honor to her memory.”
“Okay.” Lexi held her breath.
“And he’s right.” 
Chaz looked at her long and hard. Lexi didn’t dare look away or shrink under his gaze. She could see the emotion rolling through him. His shoulders tightened. His hands thrust into his pockets. Everything about him was curling inward to protect the part of him that was struggling and hurting. His heart.
“I’ll sell you the house…” his voice raw, “on one condition.”
“Name it.”
Lexi was instantly imagining how her bakery would look. Bright, white, and open. She hadn’t seen the inside of the house yet, but she imagined some walls would need to be taken out to open the space for a large dining area with several sleek display cases. With any luck, she could get a crew in there and have the work done within the month and get her business started.
“I do all the remodeling.” The sadness left his voice, replaced by fierce passion. “My hands are the only ones that work on that house. You hear me?”
“I do.” Lexi resisted the urge to reach across and touch him to offer some kind of comfort as she debated the ramifications of that offer. “I think your grandma would really like that. Putting your love into the house again.”
“Please don’t act like this is anything more than a business transaction for you.” Chaz pushed away from the table. “You didn’t know her. And, as you said, you don’t know me.”

      [image: ]The next morning, Lexi stretched out in bed as warm light poured through the window. Normally, she was up before the sun and heading to work. Lying in that big, fluffy bed after 7 a.m. felt like the most luxurious thing she’d done in years. She wrapped herself around a pillow and snuggled further down into the sheets until her phone went off. Repeatedly.
Only two people had her new phone number. One was Mrs. Miller downstairs, and Lexi did not remember wake-up calls being offered. The other was Rhys at the real estate office. At that thought, her conversation with Chaz the night before rushed into her mind.
“My hands are the only ones that work on that house. You hear me?”
Lexi thought briefly about his hands working on other things, then shook her head to dislodge that train of thought. Rhys had said Chaz was prickly, but that wasn’t quite right. Chaz was more like the weather in the mid-west. Cold, then hot. Sunny, then stormy. There was no telling which way the wind would blow with that man.
Lexi grabbed her phone. Multiple texts from Rhys pinged through as she was trying to check her voicemail. He had perfect grammar and punctuation, even in text messages. Very professional.
R.W.-Great news! Chaz has agreed to sell.

R.W.- He wants to meet in the office at 8 to discuss paperwork.

R.W.- I suggest you arrive early so he can’t change his mind again.

See u soon.


Lexi added several excited emojis and slid out of bed. She rushed through a shower, slid on one of her favorite dresses, and hurried downstairs to grab some breakfast for the road. With a muffin in hand, she set out toward the town square. Even though the humidity was already like a wet blanket on her skin, she decided to walk the two blocks to the realty office. She’d have to get used to the weather at some point.
Lexi hurried across the brick street, navigating the heels of her shoes around the cracks in the road. Small magnolia trees dotted the edge of the sidewalk. Their large white blooms were barely opening. Lexi gently grasped a bud between her fingers and leaned in to smell the faint citrusy scent. With the sun shining on her back, she closed her eyes to savor the perfect moment.
“If you really want to smell the magnolias, you should come back in a week.” A young woman holding a large camera stepped out from behind the tree Lexi had been admiring. “The air will be so thick with the smell of them you’ll almost choke to death.”
“Oh. Well, that sounds lovely.”
“Sure does, doesn’t it?” The woman let her camera rest on its neck strap and reached out a hand to Lexi. “I’m Lotus. Lotus Johnson. Named after the car, not the flower. You may have seen some of my work in the Fauna Gazette.”
“I’m sorry. I haven’t read the paper. I’ve just arrived.” Lexi shook Lotus’s hand and tried to follow everything rushing out of her mouth. “I’m Lexi Caehill. So, you’re a reporter?”
“Not yet. Still working as a photographer. One of these days, Bill has got to give me a shot at writing an article.” Lotus stopped talking for a moment and looked Lexi up and down. “So, what brings you to Fauna, Lexi? Something newsworthy?”
“Uh, well, I hope it will be newsworthy,” Lexi said. “I’ll be opening a bakery here soon.”
“Hot dogs! A new business coming to Fauna? Bill will have to run my article when he hears about this. Stand right there.” Lotus swung Lexi around in front of the magnolia tree and began snapping photos. “Tuck in your chin. Stand a little straighter. Oh, maybe I should run and grab a whisk or spatula or something for you to hold. No time! I do not want Bill to get the scoop on you before I’ve got my article in hand. Can you tuck that curl back? Nope, other side. There. Now smile. Perfect!”
“I really don’t think I’m camera ready. I mean, I just drove into town. Could we maybe do this another day? When I’m a little more settled?”
“Don’t you worry. My photos could make a dead fish look amazing.”
“Ummm….”
“Oh geez. There goes my mouth again. You are not a dead fish. I just meant that I take pretty good pictures.”
“It’s fine.” Lexi laughed and waved her hands. “After the couple of days I’ve had, mostly in the car, I don’t feel like much more than a dead fish.”
“Whooo…” Lotus whistled. “Days in the car? Where did you come from?”
“New
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Croquembouche-

French for ‘Crack in Mouth.” A tower of
cream puffs, held together with
carmelized sugar.

Ganache-

A smooth, creamy chocolate spread
made by melting chocolate in hot
cream and mixing until smooth.

Macaron-

A meringue based sandwich cookie made
with almond flour. Can be filled with
frostings or jams.

Pate a Choux—

A type of dough cooked on the stove-top, ¢
piped in desired shapes, and baked until ~‘
hallow. Used for cream pulffs, eclairs, etc.

Pavlova-
Named after the Russian ballerina Anna

Pavlova, this is a meringue dessert. It is
often called a cake and topped with
whipped cream and fruit.
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Petit Four-

A small dessert meant to be eaten in one
or two bites. Often made of thin layers of
cake and frosting or jam.

Spun Sudar-

Caramelized sugar. drizzled into thin
strings. Used as decoration for desserts like
croquembouche.
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