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            CHAPTER ONE

         

         Beth Beverly adjusted the wings strapped to her back, balanced the box on her hip, and slammed the heel of her hand onto the door to the coffee house.

         Thud thud thud.

         Sarah would flip when she saw her costume. You were never too old to dress up for Halloween. And not the slutty bunny, slutty genie, slutty maid kind of dress up. Those costumes had their time and place, but 6:00 a.m. on a weekday wasn’t one of them.

         She bounced on the balls of her feet as she imagined her college friend’s reaction. It was too perfect that Halloween fell on a Thursday this year. Little Ray of Sunshine had started ordering her muffins a month earlier and she always delivered on Tuesdays and Thursdays at 6:00 a.m. On Thursdays, it was Sarah who accepted the delivery, and on Tuesdays, it was her hot boss. Which was also perfect. Every week she got both a dose of eye candy and a chance to catch up with one of her favorite people.

         Her antennae swayed back and forth as she shifted impatiently on her feet. She had a lot of muffin deliveries to make and if Sarah didn’t hurry, they’d miss their weekly gab session.

         The door jerked open. Griffin Hall towered over her, his eyebrows furrowing on his perfect face.

         Shit. Her heart lodged in her stomach. She swallowed hard, her eyes taking in the dark-blond hair that curled over the corners of his ears and the few days’ worth of facial hair on his chin.

         Where was Sarah? Suddenly Beth wished she’d gone with slutty…something. Anything sexier than a bumblebee. Then again, weren’t most things sexier than a bumblebee?

         “Um.” Her throat was scratchy. “Muffin delivery?”

         He studied her for a second, then gave a polite half smile. “Thanks. We already have a line of people at the counter waiting for their fix.” He stepped to the side and held the door open with one sinewy arm. “Nice costume, by the way.”

         She arched an eyebrow as she stepped inside. “You, too. What are you? Belmont coffee shop owner who’s awake way too early? Caffeine addict who hasn’t gotten his morning jolt yet?”

         He chuckled. “Maybe a combination of the two.”

         Her skin tingled. A chuckle and an almost smile. She was making progress.

         “So, are you guys having a good morning?” She eased past him and into the back prep area of the bustling coffee house. The smell of dark-roast coffee enveloped her, causing her mouth to water. The clamor of voices drifted from the front service area. Griffin’s business was always hopping and yet she’d never seen him really smile, a fact that stymied her. After all, the business she had poured her heart and soul into had bombed catastrophically two years earlier and she still found plenty of reasons to smile.

         Then again, she didn’t know anything about him. Maybe his family had been lost at sea and he was the sole survivor. Or maybe he was a coffee shop owner who hated mornings. Or maybe he belonged to some weird cult that required he wear mohair underwear. Whatever it was, Griffin carried something heavy. She could sense it.

         Which only made him sexier.

         “Sure. Been pretty busy.” His voice was a low rumble, which sent her stomach into a series of somersaults.

         God, he was hot. Someday, when she had more than a few seconds to spare, she’d find a way to make him smile. Not one of those smiles that merely curved the edge of his lips. A real, soul-melting smile that radiated from inside.

         Today, while she stood before him as a bumblebee, was not that day. She had a dozen deliveries to make before 8:00 a.m. Time to get moving. She’d have to catch up with Sarah another time.

         She lifted the lid of the box so he could see inside. “One dozen carrot cake, one dozen lemon corn, and one dozen good old chocolate chip. Think that’ll get you through?”

         The corners of his eyes crinkled. “You know they’ll sell out in an hour. They always do.”

         She shrugged. “What can I say? That’s one of the hazards of being a small business. I can only make so many muffins in a day.”

         One failed business per lifetime was sufficient and she was perfectly content working as a part-time baker, part-time kids’ drama teacher, part-time seamstress, part-time whatever. Although, ever since she’d added Little Ray to her list of clients, she hadn’t been able to keep up with demand.

         “Believe me, I completely understand.” His irises took on a blue hue and for the hundredth time she wondered what that meant. She scanned his forehead, cheeks, chin, jaw, eyebrows. Usually she was good at reading people, intuiting their emotional states. But with Griffin? Nothing. Nada. Zip.

         She tore her eyes from him and peeked into the dining room, where people crowded around tables and waited in line. Griffin’s shop was a haven for people from every walk of life: local wannabe artists, bikers, stay-at-home moms, starving actors, and high school athletes. It was something he’d fostered since he’d opened six months earlier and it was one of the things that intrigued her most about him.

         When she turned back, his eyes were fixed intently on her. A fire ignited low in her stomach and she had to focus to keep her breathing steady.

         Holy shit. What if her crush wasn’t some unrequited, one-way kind of deal?

         He met her gaze and held it. Her heart raced a million miles a minute, but her tongue was glued to the roof of her mouth. What should she do now? What should she say?

         She’d never in a million years expected him to look at her the way she knew she looked at him: like she was a cupcake and he wanted to lick the frosting off.

         He was still holding her gaze when Sarah entered from the storage area.

         “Beth!”

         She jumped, like a child who’d been caught with her hand in the cookie jar.

         Now she shows up.

         Sarah blinked at her, then dissolved into laughter, grasping her sides as she heaved for breath. “Again? The bee?”

         Beth’s face burned. She’d forgotten she was dressed as a giant bumblebee. No wonder Griffin had been staring.

         “And what are you supposed to be?” she teased.

         Sarah wore black tights, an orange dress and a green headband that clashed with her purple hair.

         Sarah folded her into a hug. “I’m a pumpkin. We can’t all be as awesome as you and fit into clothes from freshman year.”

         “Eh.” Beth’s face grew even hotter. “I don’t know that anyone would call this clothes.” Sarah released her, and Beth waved at her torso, which was enveloped in yellow and black stripes. Who cared what the fashion police said? Horizontal stripes would come back in eventually.

         Sarah hooked an elbow through hers. “So, what kind of goodies did you bring for us today?”

         Beth always made sure to feed the staff. After all, sugar was happiness.

         “I haven’t unloaded them yet. Come see.” She glanced over her shoulder. “Griffin, you want to join us? I don’t know if Sarah can be trusted to escort them safely inside.”

         Today’s baked goods had been made specifically with him in mind.

         “I’d follow you a lot farther than the parking lot for treats,” he said. The left side of his mouth quirked up and her pulse sped. She was getting closer to that elusive real smile.

         He opened the door and held it while Sarah and Beth walked through. As Beth passed him she caught a whiff of coffee and caramel and something manly and musky. Her heart thumped.

         Sarah led the way across the parking lot to the van, which Beth had bought when she’d opened the stained-glass studio. They’d made custom stained glass and sold it in a storefront, but had also offered a delivery option. When that went out of business she’d had to find a way to repurpose the van.

         “So Griff, what’s May going to be for Halloween?” Sarah called out.

         Beth’s stomach wrenched. A daughter. He had a daughter? Her chest grew tight. She really should have worked up the nerve to pump Sarah for more of his personal details before she’d fallen so far into like. Or lust. This crush seemed to have a healthy dose of both. At least she’d been stealthy enough to ascertain from Sarah that he was single.

         Daughters were…serious. And serious wasn’t her forte.

         “She’s dressing as a fairy princess cat. That was an interesting shopping trip to the costume store.” Griffin’s voice hummed with amusement.

         She grinned. May sounded like her kind of kid.

         She reached for the handle to the van’s door, which creaked as she tried to pry it open. Poor Martha, as she thought of her van, had seen a lot of use over the years and wasn’t getting any younger.

         “Need some help?” Griffin’s arm brushed against hers, making her skin sing with awareness.

         She abruptly stepped back from the door. “Um, sure. Just be careful with Martha. She’s getting up there and she requires a delicate touch sometimes.”

         He raised an eyebrow. “Martha, eh?”

         “Like Martha Stewart. The Hostess with the Mostest. Hostess cupcakes. Baking. Maybe you have to be drunk, but it seemed fitting when I thought of it.” She and her friends Kate and Ryan had once gotten drunk during a snowstorm and brainstormed stupid names for their businesses. Ryan’s recording label was named Hungry Hippo, Beth’s van was Martha, and none of them could look at a bottle of Jack Daniels ever again.

         Plus, renaming the van had made the bankruptcy sting a tiny bit less.

         “I like it.” His mouth lifted into a real, genuine smile and her skin broke into goose bumps. With a pointed look her way, he eased the door open. She ducked her head inside the van to grab a small box, which she shoved into Griffin’s hands. Her stomach seemed to have launched into a full-scale fireworks display.

         He grinned and arched an eyebrow as he held a finger out to her, a smattering of silver and purple sparkles flecking the surface.

         She fought the urge to snort with laughter as she racked her brain. Glitter? It had to be left over from the balloons she’d decorated with her children’s theater class last week. Or maybe it was from that dress she’d found at the thrift shop. Either way, there were certain things she’d never outgrow, and glitter was definitely one of them. Glitter and costumes.

         She leaned toward him and whispered, as if she were sharing a secret. “I don’t ask where Martha goes or what she does at night. I try not to pry into her private life.”

         He laughed, a low rumble. “Probably a good plan.”

         Mentally she patted herself on the back. A real smile and a laugh. And they hadn’t even gotten to the contents of the box yet.

         “What did you bring us?” Sarah snatched it from Griffin’s hand.

         “Lemon bars. I found some Meyer lemons at the store the other day.” By “found” she meant she’d hunted through four local supermarkets until she’d located the perfect ones. It was imperative that these particular lemon bars be the best she’d ever made.

         Griffin’s eyes snapped to her face, another smile crossing his lips. “Lemon bars are my favorite.”

         “Really? That’s crazy.” She couldn’t admit that she’d already known that. Someone on his staff had let it slip and the tidbit had haunted her into lemon-hunting submission. Once she got an idea in her head, she had to create the vision or it would drive her mad.

         At least, that’s the excuse she was going with. The fact that Griffin was dead sexy in a rugged-logger-from-the-woods kind of way only made her challenge more imperative.

         “I will never say no to a lemon bar,” Sarah said and shoved one into her mouth, sending crumbs flying from her lips. “You find a new roommate yet?”

         Beth glanced at Griffin, who had extracted the box from Sarah’s hands and firmly secured it under one arm. Out of Sarah’s reach.

         “Nah. I’m just sort of seeing.” She’d crunched the numbers a million different ways, and she could afford to live by herself. At least, for now.

         Her heart twinged at the idea of letting someone else move into Kate’s room. She was happy her best friend was madly in love and engaged, but she missed seeing her every day. There was a certain kind of intimacy you only experienced when you saw someone at their drunkest, sleepiest, craziest, and crankiest. She wasn’t sure she was ready to take that leap with someone new. What if she picked the wrong person? Kate was right; maybe she should get a dog.

         “If you want, you can put a flyer up in the shop. I’ll make sure it stays on the front of the bulletin board and I’ll try to deter any crazies from applying,” Griffin offered.

         She forced a smile. She wasn’t prepared to have this conversation right now, especially not with him. “I’ll think about it. As long as you promise to tell anyone who looks like a serial killer that I love to blast John Philip Sousa marches first thing in the morning.”

         He arched an eyebrow. “A John Philip Sousa reference? I’m impressed.”

         Sarah placed a hand on her shoulder, dragging her attention away from Griffin. “I was asking because my cousin’s looking for a place. Do you want me to give her your info?”

         Sarah had good taste in people, but after living with her best friend she couldn’t live with just anyone. “If I decide to get a roommate, you’re the first person I’ll call. I promise.”

         She glanced back at Griffin, whose eyes had darkened. The back of her neck prickled. When had her hard-earned smile disappeared? And why?

         She checked her watch, and her heart lurched. Almost six thirty. She and Martha had better get back to their regularly scheduled deliveries.

         “I’ll see you guys next week. Get ready for some exciting new muffin flavors! I’ve been experimenting.” That was another reason she loved Little Ray of Sunshine. They sold whatever muffins she brought them, no questions asked. They’d even managed to sell out of her chipotle chocolate.

         “Thanks for the lemon squares. I’ll make sure everyone else gets one, including May. She’ll love them. And I’ll look forward to seeing you Tuesday.” His voice was warm, but his expression had returned to unreadable.

         “Anytime.” She winked and climbed into the van. She’d never been one to back away from a challenge. Daughter or not, she couldn’t help but be excited to earn another of his smiles on Tuesday.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Griffin stared after the van as it drove from the parking lot, willing himself to look away. He had things to do. Coffee to make, customers to serve, employees to supervise. And yet all he could think about was Beth. Her short, curly hair and the way her eyes had danced as her pink lips formed the words “lemon squares.” Adrenaline shot through his veins, the way it had whenever he’d stepped onto a stage in front of a crowd of people.

         A lump formed in his throat. That rush of energy was one of the few things he missed about his life as a professional musician. It hadn’t been hard to say goodbye to living on the road or squabbling with his bandmates. The lifestyle had never been for him, and it was almost a relief when the band broke up. But the music? There were moments when he missed writing and performing so acutely that his chest ached.

         He pushed the thought away.

         No regrets. The judge had granted him full custody of Mabel. Leaving the music business had been worth it.

         “Earth to Griffin.” Sarah waved a hand in front of his face, jerking him back to the present. “Where are you taking Mabel trick-or-treating tonight?” she asked.

         He turned back in the direction of the store.

         “We’re doing the trick-or-treat thing at the elementary school.” Another parent from the preschool had offered to take her, but he wanted to do it himself.

         He clenched his fists. Mabel is happy. Mabel will be happy. His daughter would grow up normal, emotionally healthy, happy, and unscarred. These days he’d probably settle for minimally scarred. Raising a kid could be damn hard, especially when you were doing it alone.

         “Sounds fun. Is that why you decided to open with me today? So you could get out of here early?” Sarah fell into step beside him as they crossed the parking lot.

         “Huh? Oh. Yeah.” Sarah didn’t need to know the way his mind replayed Beth’s smile all day, every day.

         Which brought him back to something she’d said. Something he needed to discuss with Sarah. He stopped abruptly.

         Sarah took a few steps past him, then turned, her brows furrowed. “You okay? What’s up?”

         His gut tightened. He had to do this. It had to be said.

         He put a hand on her shoulder. “I know you want to help your cousin, but you can’t move her in with Beth.”

         His relationship with Sarah wasn’t the typical boss-employee relationship. She was one of the few friends he had in Belmont and one of the fewer people he trusted to watch his daughter. From day one, he’d respected her tendency to say whatever she was thinking. Which is why he’d always responded in kind.

         “Why not?” Her voice carried a false brightness.

         Really? Was she kidding?

         “Because your cousin’s a convicted felon.” He worked to keep his tone even, but the muscles in his jaw tensed. He didn’t want to fight with Sarah; he just wanted to keep Beth safe.

         He gave Sarah’s shoulder a quick squeeze, then dropped his arm and yanked the door open. They’d discussed this once before, when she’d asked him to hire her cousin. And he’d flatly refused.

         She shrugged as she stepped past him. “Beth doesn’t care about those kinds of things. She’s, you know, cool.”

         He gritted his teeth. His staff relied on him to be the opposite of cool, responsible even, the same way his daughter did. That was how he kept them employed, which meant they were fed and clothed.

         “She probably is. But I still think it’s a bad idea.” The world wasn’t some magical la-la land where everything worked out. That wasn’t pessimism, it was realism, and he’d had to learn the hard way.

         His temple throbbed. What was it with the creative types? Had he been like this, too? Before Mabel?

         Sarah sighed loudly. “Look, what do you want me to do? Mandi’s my cousin. She needs a job and a place to live.”

         The back of his throat burned. He and Sarah were friends, but there were so many things she didn’t know about him. Things he was determined to forget. How could he keep her from making the same mistakes he had?

         He crossed his arms over his chest and leaned against the counter. “She sold stolen property and served two years in jail. I can’t trust her to work here, and you shouldn’t trust her to live with your friend. Sometimes you have to let the facts weigh more strongly than your feelings. Especially when that decision will affect people you love.”

         I know better than most people.

         Sarah ripped open the box on the counter and began to arrange the muffins on a tray to be placed in the display case. “Mandi’s boyfriend conned her into selling stolen property, and she took the fall for him because she’s stupid and love is blind.”

         “Actions speak louder than words.”

         He sounded like one of those lame coffee mugs they sold at kitschy shops on the boardwalk.

         He crossed the space between them and took the tray from her hands. “I get it. Trust me. I do. But you can’t fix someone who doesn’t want to be fixed. You can’t clean up her life for her. She has to be the one who puts in the effort.”

         His words hung in the air.

         “What am I supposed to do in the meantime? Just watch her struggle?” Tears gathered in the corners of her eyes.

         He threw his free arm around her shoulder, careful not to jostle the tray of muffins he balanced in his other hand. “If you want to judge a person’s character, you have to look at the things she’s done in her life. That’s the hard evidence. And if you don’t have the hard evidence, you can’t trust someone until they’ve proven trustworthy.”

         Going through the courts was a tedious nightmare, but they got things right. If Mandi had been convicted, then she was guilty.

         Sarah sniffled into his shoulder. “Mandi had a crappy childhood.”

         He tensed. “I’m sure she did. Lots of people do. But we can’t use the shit life throws at us as an excuse for making bad decisions, especially when those decisions hurt other people.”

         Look at him. Aside from Mabel and the coffee house, his life was nothing like he’d expected. He worked constantly, never had enough time with his daughter, and worried every damn day that he’d screw her up. The only thing that eased the web of anxiety in his chest was her smile.

         And his daydreams of Beth.

         He clenched his eyes shut. If she kept making lemon squares and walking ahead of him, her hips swaying hypnotically, his willpower would break. And he couldn’t afford any more complications in his life.

         The way he felt about Beth was dangerous. It made him feel reckless, made him want to do crazy, impulsive things. And he had Mabel to think of. No matter what, Mabel had to come first.

         He opened his eyes and dropped his arm from her shoulder. They needed to get back to work.

         He peered at her. “You going to be okay?”

         She gave a nod. “Yup. I’ll be fine. We’d better get out there before the morning rush hits.”

         And with that, the subject was closed to discussion.

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER TWO

         

         Griffin surveyed Little Ray, the sense of satisfaction filling him nearly to bursting. Friday had been another busy day and the crowd had started to slow only around 3:00 p.m., which had given him just enough time to swing by the preschool to pick up Mabel. She now sat at a stool at the counter, singing for a leather-clad, fifty-something biker who sported a long, white beard. The child psychologist Griffin had consulted said Mabel needed to spend time around other adults. He was pretty sure the coffee shop crowd wasn’t what she’d had in mind, but it was the best he could do.

         “Then the princess climbed up the ladder,” Mabel trilled, inventing the words as she went along.

         Like father, like daughter. Maybe she was destined to be a musician, too.

         Wisps of blond hair escaped from her braids and Griffin reminded himself to buy sturdier hair ties, the ones with the rubber grips on the inside. A mom at Mabel’s preschool had said that they worked best for “active” children.

         Mabel was most certainly active.

         He handed a cappuccino to the next woman in line. She’d asked for low-fat milk and he’d had to explain, politely, that he didn’t serve that kind of swill to his customers. Sure it was the latest fad, but people would be over it soon enough. He couldn’t be remembered as serving crap coffee, otherwise how would his business survive the highs and lows? No, it was better to stick to his principles.

         She took a sip. “This is the best cappuccino I’ve ever had.”

         Damn straight it was. People forgot that things tasted like cardboard when you removed any trace of fat. He carried only whole milk and people could take it or leave it. “In the morning we have really good muffins, too.”

         Mabel’s ears perked up. “Muffins?”

         The kid loved muffins. Especially Beth’s mango chili ones.

         “Not tonight, Mabel.” It was approaching dinnertime and he should get her back to the house and fix her something that could pass for a healthy meal.

         “I love muffins,” she whispered to the preppy high school student seated on one side of her.

         “Me, too,” the girl whispered back.

         Mabel turned to the biker. “Ralph, do you love muffins?”

         He nodded at her and drained his coffee cup. “Absolutely. Muffins are awesome and your dad sells the best ones.”

         She bounced in her seat. “Ralph, do you like dinosaurs, too? I like dinosaurs but Daddy says they’re not alive anymore. Did you ever meet a dinosaur?”

         Ralph chuckled. “I can’t say that I’ve had the pleasure. They lived a very, very long time ago. Before I was born, even.”

         This. This was why he loved Little Ray of Sunshine. Where else would so many different people have a chance to come together? Where else could his daughter learn firsthand about all of the different kinds of people there were in the world? Warmth flooded him. He needed to remember this feeling when he was awake at 2:00 a.m. reviewing purchase orders. Or when a customer stormed out because he refused to make a triple-shot, hazelnut macchiato, room temperature, with half soy, half skim milk, chocolate flakes and caramel drizzle on top.

         The bell for the door jingled, and he glanced up to see his friend Ryan walk through. A redheaded woman followed him in and surveyed the shop.

         Griffin grinned. Five p.m. Right on time. Ryan always stopped by for a coffee fix before he went out to see a show by one of the bands he managed.

         “Hey, man.” Ryan strode to the counter and clapped a hand in Griffin’s.

         They’d met when Griffin had booked one of Ryan’s bands to play at a local art and music night. Griffin knew how hard it could be to get your big break, and he wanted to pay it forward. They’d become fast friends, discussing the music scene and swapping playlists.

         “Hey. Thanks for the tip the other day. I’ve been listening to Lucy Dacus nonstop. She’s got a great voice.”

         Ryan’s eyes lit up. “I know, right? I saw her open at a show a few weeks ago and her lyrics have been haunting me ever since. She’s brilliant. I wish I’d found her and signed her first, but she made it as a Rolling Stone top ten, and I think she’s going to explode this year.”

         A brief flash of déjà vu sneaked up on Griffin. Rolling Stone top ten. He remembered the year his band, Thorny Lemon, had been featured as number six. Funny how times changed.

         Luckily, Ryan didn’t seem to notice his momentary space-out. Which was one of the reasons Griffin liked him. Ryan knew exactly who he was, knew how popular Thorny Lemon had been and how abruptly they’d split up. But he’d never once asked about it. He simply accepted Griffin for who he was now, today.

         Griffin pulled a cup to prepare Ryan’s usual order. Café americano, with an extra shot of espresso. The guy was almost as much of a caffeine addict as he was himself.

         “What can I get for your friend?” He nodded toward the redhead, who stood by the door, her eyes fixed on her phone.

         “Ivy? She’ll have a nonfat cappuccino.” Ryan reached into his pocket, then slid something across the counter. When he lifted his hand, he revealed a large, black spider.

         Griffin jumped. It took him a second to process the fact that the spider wasn’t moving. “What the hell?”

         Ryan leaned forward and grinned, his eyes gleaming. “Can you sneak this into her cup?”

         Griffin grimaced. “How’s she even going to know it’s in there?”

         “When she finishes her cappuccino she’ll hear the rattling, take off the lid and find the bug!”

         He groaned. “You’ve put entirely too much thought and planning into this.”

         “Trust me, I do this kind of thing all the time.”

         Ryan and his pranks. How did he get so many women when he pulled crap like that? Or maybe that explained why he came into Little Ray with a new date every weekend. None of them stuck around for a second spider.

         Reluctantly, Griffin grabbed the bug off the counter. “Besides, you know I don’t have the nonfat shit.”

         “I know, but nobody has to tell her that, right?” Ryan winked.

         He shrugged. While he didn’t necessarily believe in lying, a little omission could be for the greater good. Preserving coffee integrity was definitely a worthy cause and nonfat was an abomination to cappuccinos everywhere.

         “So who are you going to see tonight?” The pitcher of milk spluttered as he submerged it under the steamer.

         “Mustachio the Monkey, out in Stonyfield. You want to come with?”

         Sarah sidled up beside Griffin and leaned on the counter. “Oh, you should. A bunch of us are going. We can carpool if you want.”

         He sighed and rolled his shoulders, trying to ease the knots in his back. “Can’t. Don’t have a sitter.”

         Another harmless lie. Much as he missed the nightlife and having friends outside of work, that wasn’t for him anymore. Loud concerts at the Black Cat and shooting whiskey until the sun rose couldn’t hold a candle to having his baby girl fall asleep in his arms. Or her pleas for just one more story.

         Besides, he cringed to remember how his pre-Mabel lifestyle had been portrayed by Angela’s parents in court. Nope, he was done with that life for good.

         “My cousin could probably do it,” Sarah volunteered.

         His stomach clenched. The jailbird? No way. He’d never leave Mabel with someone he didn’t know, much less a convicted felon.

         Sarah must have read the look on his face because she sighed impatiently. “Not Mandi. The one who runs a day care.”

         His jaw remained tense. Tonight was his time with Mabel, to tell her stories and tuck her into bed. It was the single best part of his day. “That’s nice of you to offer, but I promised her Daddy and daughter time.”

         Sarah placed a hand on his arm. “You’re the best dad, you know that?”

         His chest grew tight. God, he hoped that was true. “Not the best, but I’m trying.”

         Sarah squeezed his arm tighter. “The very fucking best. I know it.”

         Ryan rolled his eyes and drummed his fingers on the countertop. “This is a really sweet moment and all, but I need to get moving. Give me a call if you change your mind, Griffin.”

         Griffin poured the steamed milk into the cappuccino, topped it off with froth and snapped a lid on top. Then, with Ryan’s view blocked by the cappuccino machine, he slipped the spider into Ryan’s espresso and snapped another lid on top. It was just a shame he wouldn’t get to see the look on Ryan’s face when he discovered it.

         He placed the cups on the counter. “Your coffee, sir.”

         “Thanks. Oh, and I brought you this.” Ryan placed a thumb drive on the counter, then grabbed the cups, one in each hand.

         “Demo?” He eyed it expectantly.

         “A mix I thought you might like. Good for the car ride home. Let me know what you think.”

         “Awesome, thanks, man.” He plucked it off the counter and slid it into his jeans’ pocket.

         Ryan raised a hand goodbye and sidled out the door, his newest lady friend in tow.

         Sarah nudged him. “You can take off, you know. I have things here covered.”

         “Are you sure?” Technically his shift as manager was supposed to end at three, but they’d been slammed all day and he hadn’t wanted to leave them short staffed.

         She reached for a rag and began to wipe the counter. “Yup. You do need to hire someone, though. Someone with closing privileges.”

         He raked a hand through his hair. He knew. Over the last six months Little Ray’s business had grown exponentially, far beyond what he’d predicted in his business plans. It was a good problem to have and yet he didn’t have the energy to deal with it today.

         “Noted. I’ll see you tomorrow. And thanks.”

         Griffin turned his attention to Mabel. “All right Mabel, say goodbye to your friends, please.” She knew more of the customers’ names than he did and he had a suspicion that most of the afternoon crowd stopped by specifically to see her.

         She pouted but jumped off the stool and shuffled to a nearby table. “Goodbye, Mary, goodbye, Sam, goodbye, Thunder…”

         Griffin glanced at the grizzled old man who was hunched over a cup he was fairly certain contained a good dose of whiskey. Was that really the guy’s name?

         The man grunted back at Mabel with a smile. Huh. Maybe his name was Thunder.

         “Daddy!” Mabel’s voice reverberated through the noisy coffee shop.

         He gave her a pointed look. “I’m coming. What did I say about inside voices?”

         “Inside voices are overrated!” She hadn’t adjusted her volume, and the customers in the shop burst into laughter, which made her beam triumphantly in his direction. Where had she learned the word “overrated”? Did she even know what it meant?

         He couldn’t help himself. A low laugh escaped him. So much for not encouraging bad behavior. His girl had a future as an actress or a comedian. Definitely something that involved the stage.

         His brain pinged with a faint memory. Crap. Kid theater classes started in a few days and he’d totally forgotten to sign her up. Some dad he was. He’d have to check the website when she went to bed and pray they still had a spot open.

         He sighed, crossed the room to Mabel and scooped her up. She wrapped her arms around his neck and laid her head on his shoulder. The scent of her baby shampoo wafted in the air.

         Once he’d strapped her into her car seat, he plugged the thumb drive into his adapter. A file named For the Kid appeared on his phone screen. Maybe Ryan was a softie after all. He opened and clicked.

         Kasey Musgraves filled the car with a song about biscuits. In the backseat Mabel nodded and hummed along. When it ended there were a few seconds of dead air before heavy metal began to blast: “I eat you in your face! I smash you in your face! I am a cannibal! I am a cannibal!”

         He slammed on the brakes and jerked the car to the shoulder, then punched the Pause button on his phone and glanced in the rearview mirror.

         His chest pounded and his heart raced. How was that a kid-appropriate song?

         In the backseat, Mabel was giggling. “You can’t eat someone’s face! They’re silly, Daddy. There’s no such thing as a can animal.”

         He breathed a sigh of relief. Freaking Ryan and his practical jokes.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Beth clutched an ice-cream cone in one hand and dug through her purse with the other. She located a few one-dollar bills and tried to shove one in the tip jar, but they scattered across the counter.

         “Beth. He’s not a stripper. You can’t go around throwing money at people.” Kate pressed her lips into a line, a sure sign she was trying not to smile.

         “Says who?” Beth shot back.

         Her best friend burst into laughter.

         “Everyone likes tips,” Beth added as she shoved the wallet back into her purse.

         The teenage employee’s back was to them, but by the way the tips of his ears turned red she had a feeling he’d heard the exchange.

         “True. But you know who usually gets tipped in one-dollar bills?” Kate bumped the door with her hip to open it.

         Beth stepped outside. “Strippers?”

         Kate pointed a finger at her. “Exactly.”

         “And how do you know this?”

         Kate shrugged. “Work.”

         She dropped her jaw in mock horror. “Katie Massie, did you just admit to moonlighting as a stripper?”

         Then she winked. Kate had wanted to prosecute since forever, and it had taken her a while to find the right job. Beth was thrilled for her best friend.

         “Be nice, or I won’t let you taste my ice cream.” Kate waved her cone in the air, just out of Beth’s reach.

         “Be careful waving that thing around.” Beth waggled her eyebrows to emphasize the double meaning.

         Kate dissolved into giggles, giving Beth a chance to dart forward and lick the top scoop. Then she extended her cone. Kate leaned forward and licked, leaving a decent-size dent.

         It was one of the many perks of best friendship: the chance to taste multiple ice cream flavors.

         “I guess we’d better enjoy these, since they’ll probably never let us back in that store again.”

         Kate rolled her eyes. “Twenty dollars says I made his day by implying people would pay to see him naked.”

         Beth chuckled. “Traumatized and flattered aren’t mutually exclusive. Besides, loads of people get paid in one-dollar bills, you just have a dirty mind.”

         “Oh yeah?” Kate fell behind her as they picked their way down a narrow path to the beach. “Name five people who get paid in single-dollar bills. Servers and food workers all count as one.”

         Beth paused, threw her head back and inhaled the salty sea air. Belmont was so much better in the off-season when residents didn’t have to dodge a crush of out-of-town beachgoers.

         “Number one, the Santa who stands outside places at Christmas and rings the bell.”

         Kate giggled. “The money isn’t for him, you know.”

         Beth shrugged. “It still counts. Number two, those guys who sit on the boardwalk in the summer and play the upside-down buckets like their drums. I still think Ryan should sign them to a record deal. They’re awesome.”

         She paused to lick her ice cream. “Number three, Girl Scouts. Last time I checked cookies are still four dollars and they only take cash or check, so I bet they get plenty of one-dollar bills.”

         Food-service employees got her to four, which left only one spot to fill. “Whoever owns the vending machines. I bet when they clean them out there are loads of one-dollar bills.”

         Kate laughed. “Well done, I’d clap but I have a hand full of ice cream. Out of all those options, I still think the ice cream scooper would rather be a stripper, though.”

         “And like I said, you have a dirty mind,” Beth teased.

         “Hey, I didn’t disagree. So what was yesterday’s baking project?” Kate kicked off her shoes and wiggled her toes in the sand.

         “Lemon squares.”

         “Yeah? And who were your latest victims?” Kate knew she liked to spread cheer in the form of baked goods.

         “Griffin, the guy who owns Little Ray of Sunshine downtown.”

         “Griffin, eh? Isn’t that where Ryan buys my apology donuts?”

         Beth nodded. Griffin had contracted with a few local bakers for different goods, and one of them supplied the donuts. But Sarah said her muffins always sold out the fastest.

         Kate wiggled an eyebrow. “Why does he own a coffee shop named after you?”

         Beth froze as she remembered the way his green eyes, with their hint of blue, had burned into her. Last night she’d lain awake, replaying the image of his shaggy hair falling across his face as he stared at her. Openly.

         She shivered.

         Kate stopped walking and cocked her head to the side as she examined Beth. “Spill.”

         That’s what twenty-plus years of friendship got her. Kate could see directly into her head and vice versa.

         “Drop-dead gorgeous. All muscle, kind of blondish hair, strong shoulders. Exactly the right amount of stubble.” Her skin heated, and she reached to fluff her short, curly hair so it partially covered her face.

         “That sounds promising.”

         Her stomach twisted. She’d left out the daughter part. “Maybe.”

         “Maybe, huh? What’s his deal?”

         She shrugged. “I’m not totally sure. He’s on the quieter side. I know he has a daughter, but Sarah told me the other week that he isn’t seeing anyone.”

         “Ooh, the strong silent type? And kids love you. Maybe that’s your in?”

         Her chest grew tight. Kids required a terrifying amount of responsibility and she was one of the least responsible people she knew. She had the bankruptcy, three part-time jobs, and a house full of half-finished craft projects to prove it.

         Maybe she should leave Griffin, with his successful business and normal home life, alone.

         “I think that would be weird. To involve his kid. You know?”

         Kate faced her and stared into her eyes. “Yeah, you’re right. I have a better idea. You should dress up as a human lemon square and invite him to lick you all over. Go straight to X-rated, no kid-friendly stuff allowed.”

         The laughter came bubbling out and her shoulders relaxed. Casual sex. She could do that. Plus, human lemon square sounded delicious.

         “He was staring at me today…”

         “Of course he was!” Kate grabbed her hand and squeezed. “So, he’s dark and brooding? Like Mr. Rochester?”

         Beth wrinkled her nose. She’d never loved Jane Eyre. It was dismal and depressing, full of pain and suffering. She was more of a fairy-tale kind of girl herself. The Disney versions, not the Brothers Grimm.

         Kate examined her face. “Right. No Jane Eyre for you… What about Beauty and the Beast? He’s the growling, cursed prince, and you’re the one who can show him the light?”

         Beth let out a low chuckle. “He’s too good-looking to be the beast.”

         Kate winked. “Well you never know what’s going on underneath that brooding expression. I think you should find out.”

         This sent Beth into another fit of giggles. “Oh, believe me, I want to.”

         Kate crunched the last bite of her cone and flopped onto the sand. They’d reached their favorite spot to watch the sunset. They’d been coming out here for sunsets since the fifth grade.

         “Then we’d better start planning. We’ll designate Human Lemon Square as plan A, but we need to figure out how you work your way up to it.”

         Beth sat cross-legged beside her. “Are you sure we should make any kind of plan without Ainsley?”

         Their friend Ainsley was the queen of planning. She’d been the one who’d concocted the scheme that had thrown Kate and her fiancé, James, together, and she worked as the event planner at the Méridien hotel.

         “Good point.” Kate reached for her phone. “I bet we could conference-call her.”

         Beth put her hand on top of Kate’s, stopping her. This wasn’t the kind of thing you could plan. It had to happen organically. “Let’s just watch the sunset for now.”

         The faintest orange hues were starting to streak across the sky.

         Kate sighed. “All right, fine. Just remember to keep it X-rated.”

         Beth closed her eyes and recalled the image of Griffin in his low-slung jeans and fitted plaid shirt. Her heart rate sped.

         Remembering to keep it X-rated wouldn’t be a problem.
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