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      Amara Fowler turned on the taffy machine and smiled at all the little kids in front of her. Most stared, wide-eyed and squealing or giggling. Others glanced around the room at other candy in the shop, eyes glazed over and mouths gaped open. The machine made a loud clanking noise, and the kids all jumped to attention.

      “Does anyone have any questions?” she asked the third graders.

      “Do you eat candy every day?” asked one little girl.

      Amara smiled. “It’s tempting, but no. I try to eat a balanced, healthy diet.”

      Several kids groaned.

      One little boy stepped forward with his eyes wide. “If I worked in a candy store, I’d eat as much as I could—every day.”

      “She doesn’t just work here, Parker,” said Amara’s niece, Ashley. “She and my daddy own it.”

      Parker shrugged. “I’d eat even more, then.”

      Amara lowered herself to their eye level, and she looked Parker in the eyes. “You know what? When I was a little girl, I did eat candy every day. Lots of it.”

      His eyes widened. “You did?”

      “Yes. But you know what?”

      “What?” Parker stared at her with such an intensity Amara thought he would hurt himself.

      “I got fat.”

      Most of the kids giggled.

      “No, you didn’t,” Parker said, giving her a suspicious look.

      “Really, I was.”

      Amara’s twin brother, Alex, came out from the back room, laughing. “And I have the pictures to prove it.”

      Ashley ran over to Alex and gave him a hug. “Daddy!”

      He hugged her back and adjusted the taffy in the machine.

      Mrs. Hill stood next to Amara. “Hasn’t this been a fun field trip, kids?”

      They all cheered.

      “Now we need to get back to the school. Let’s all say thank you to Mr. and Miss Fowler.”

      “Thank you, Mr. and Miss Fowler,” the kids all said unison.

      “It’s been our pleasure,” Amara said, smiling. “But before you go, we have some finished taffy for you.”

      A chorus of yays and hurrays filled the shop. She and Alex pulled out small, clear baggies with several pieces of taffy each, and handed them to the children.

      One little girl took her bag and looked Amara in the eyes. “I can’t believe you were ever fat. You’re so pretty.”

      Amara blushed. “Thank you, but people can be pretty no matter what they weigh.”

      Alex stepped forward. “How could Miss Amara not be good looking? We’re twins!”

      Ashley and Amara both groaned. If they had a dollar for every time he used that line…

      “But seriously,” Alex said. “My sister has always been beautiful. It’s just that not everyone else chose to see it then.”

      The rest of the kids got their bags and they all headed for the front door. Ashley ran back and gave both of them a hug goodbye before joining her class on the way back to school.

      Amara leaned against the wall and sighed. “As cute as the kids are, those field trips always wear me out. Where were you?”

      “Sorry,” Alex said. “One of the suppliers called, and their order was messed up. It took me almost an hour to get that ordeal straightened out. We nearly ended up with a full case of chocolate hearts and bears.”

      “What?” Amara asked. “It’s not Valentine’s Day.”

      “I know.” Alex shook his head. “We need pumpkins. They claimed to be sold out for the season and said they couldn’t do anything for us.”

      Amara ran her hands through her hair. “Everyone wants the chocolate pumpkins for Halloween.”

      “Like I said, I got it worked out, but that’s why I couldn’t help you with the field trip.”

      “Thank you.” Relief washed through her. “I don’t know what we would have done otherwise.”

      Alex peered at his watch. “Wanna grab your lunch? It should be pretty quiet here for a couple hours. I owe you, anyway.”

      “Yeah, I need to eat and drop by the post office.”

      “More packages to mail?” Alex asked, raising an eyebrow.

      She nodded.

      “Good. I’m glad to hear your online candy business has picked up.”

      Amara shrugged. “Ever since that one big dessert blog picked me up for their feature, the orders have been rolling in steadily.”

      “No one deserves it more than you.” Alex wrapped an arm around her. “Now, when are you going to get a boyfriend?”

      “Oh, not this again. I’m leaving.”

      “Come on. My kids need cousins—and they’re not getting any younger, you know.”

      Amara shook her head. “You’re worse than Mom.”

      “You’re so pretty. I don’t see why you hide behind work all the time.”

      “See you, Alex.”

      “I’m going to set you up with an online dating profile.”

      “You’d better not.” Amara glared at him. “If you do, I’ll find a way to get back at you.”

      Alex laughed. “I don’t doubt that. I just want to see you happy.”

      “I am.”

      “Then add to that happiness by dating.”

      “Seriously?” she asked. “This is Kittle Falls. Everyone still sees me the way I used to be.”

      “Then they’re idiots.”

      Amara’s stomach rumbled. “See you in a couple hours. And don’t forget the taffy machine’s going.”

      “How could I forget?”

      It made one of its typical loud clanks as if to prove his point.

      “Just don’t.” Amara waved and then stepped outside in the frigid October air. It wasn’t usually so cold, but everyone said it was going to be a harsh winter. She turned around, went back inside, and grabbed her jacket.

      “Freezing, isn’t it?” Alex asked.

      “I can’t remember the last time it was so chilly in October.” She shivered and then put on her coat.

      “Think it’ll hurt tourist week?”

      “Nah,” Amara said. “People enjoy the town’s Halloween festivities too much to stay away.”

      Alex opened the register. “I hope so.”

      “You’ve gotta think positive.”

      “Get your lunch, sis. I don’t want to man the place alone when the teens get out of school.”

      “I wouldn’t do that to you.” Amara turned around and left the candy shop a second time. She turned to head for the main part of town where most of the restaurants were.

      She stopped in her tracks.

      A gorgeous, dark-haired man stepped out of a shop that had been empty retail space all summer. He wore a deep purple silk shirt that was obviously designer.

      Rafael Hunter.

      What was he doing in town? She hadn’t seen him in at least a decade. Not even the couple times she’d heard of his brief returns. After graduation, Rafael had pretty much high-tailed it out of town, like at least half the kids in their class—and every other one before and after them.

      He pulled a key out of his pants pocket and locked the store.

      Could he be in town permanently? Was it possible he owned a store only a few doors down from the candy shop?

      Amara stared, feeling like a fool, reminded of the girl she had been in school. Overweight, unappealing, the weight of her thick, nerdy glasses sitting on her nose as they had all those years before. It didn’t matter that she’d lost the weight, that she now wore contacts. Seeing Rafael sent her right back to the painful days she’d rather forget.

      She thought about saying hi, but couldn’t bring her feet to move. Rafael had been the hottest boy in their class—just like all five of the Hunter brothers had been in their respective classes. There wasn’t a girl in Kittle Falls who hadn’t crushed on at least one of the five brothers at some point.

      Rafael had been Amara’s secret crush. And what made that even more difficult was that they had often been placed together in classes because alphabetically, their last names were so close. There hadn’t been any kids in their class with a last name in between theirs. Amara had been too shy to talk to him, but had always admired his sense of humor and ability to find the good in any situation.

      He leaned against the door he’d just locked, staring at his phone. Amara took the opportunity to study him. He was clean-shaven and even better looking than he’d been in school with his broader shoulders and rugged stubble.

      Without warning, Rafael lowered his phone and looked her way. She’d been caught staring. Heat crept into her cheeks.

      “Rafael!” she called, waving. If she pretended it was no big deal, maybe she could save face.

      He arched an eyebrow, not appearing to recognize her.

      Amara’s heart sank. After all those times sitting next to her in class, and he didn’t know who she was. She forced a smile and walked over. “I don’t think I’ve seen you since graduation.” Maybe that would help to ring a bell. She smiled wider. “How are you?”

      Rafael continued looking at her. It was obvious he hadn’t a clue who she was.

      “I heard you have a crazy successful business in LA,” Amara said. “That must be so exciting. I’m running my parents candy shop with Alex.” That had to tell him who she was. Alex had run with the same crowd of kids that Rafael had. “Actually, Alex and I own it now. My parents opened a shop near Disney Land, which is super successful. We almost never see them anymore.” Ugh. Why did her mouth have to run when she was nervous? He didn’t need to know all that.

      Rafael’s face finally registered recognition. “Four-Eye—I mean, Amara Fowler?”

      Amara grimaced. “Four-Eyed Fowler. You can say it. Everyone did.”

      “I apologize.” He stared at her. “You look completely different. I can’t believe—I mean, you look great.”

      It took her a moment to recover. Rafael Hunter had just said she looked great? Great? “Well, I got contacts, so the old nickname doesn’t really fit anymore.”

      Rafael shook his head. “No, it certainly doesn’t.”

      “So, what brings you back to Kittle Falls? Looking into retail space?”

      He glanced behind him. “I’ve got that space, and I’m close to ready to open.”

      “Oh, like a satellite location?”

      “More like starting over.” Neither his face nor his tone indicated whether that was a good or bad thing.

      Amara forced another smile. “Well, that sure sounds exciting. Looks like we’re going to be neighbors.” She gestured toward the candy shop. “I don’t want to keep you any longer, but welcome back. If you need anything, just stop in.”

      “Thanks. It’s good to see you again, Amara.”

      “You, too.” She spun around and walked away, trying to catch her breath. She had so many questions, but thankfully, she hadn’t babbled on anymore than she had at the start of the conversation.

      Amara couldn’t think straight and seemed to have lost her appetite. She decided to go home and make sure her packages were all ready. If she got hungry again, she could just warm up last night’s leftovers.
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      Rafael Hunter closed the door of his Mercedes Benz and turned the key in the ignition. He’d seen a lot of old schoolmates since returning home to Kittle Falls, but none made quite the impression Amara had. Back in school, she’d practically been invisible.

      The Amara he remembered was overweight and hid behind clunky glasses, a face full pimples, and an awkward laugh. She’d been nothing like her athletic and popular twin, Alex.

      This new Amara, she was a lot more like her brother—or at least the way he remembered him. Maybe Alex had changed as much as his sister. The beautiful woman who’d ran over to see him was graceful, slender, and had a stunning smile.

      He pulled out of the parking spot and drove the short ride to his new home. The deal had taken forever to close, but it was finally his. He parked in the driveway, admiring the house. The tri-level really was too large for one person, but he didn’t care. He paid less for this mortgage than he’d paid to rent his studio apartment in LA.

      Things would be a little tight until his business opened, but then everything would be fine. His parents had given him some money to help him get back on his feet, and he intended to pay them back every penny, plus interest. They swore each of the Hunter “kids” had gotten a gift of equal size, but it wasn’t Rafael’s style to take handouts, not even under the guise of an early inheritance.

      “We want to see you boys enjoy it,” his mom had said. “Not have you all wait until we’ve passed on.”

      Or were they afraid to lose more kids before they had a chance to use their money? The family had lost their baby sister, Sophia, several years earlier, and her death had really made an impact on everyone. This seemed to be his parents’ reaction—once they had finally pulled out of their deep grief.

      Someone tapped on Rafael’s window. He turned off the car and looked over to see his younger brother, Zachary.

      Rafael got out of the car. “Are you early?”

      “Maybe. I’ve got a date with Jasmine later, so I was hoping to get as much done now as possible.”

      “Oh, sure. Planning the wedding?”

      Zachary nodded. “We’re supposed to sample cake flavors after dinner.”

      “That sounds dangerous,” Rafael said.

      “I’ll just have to do extra reps at the gym tomorrow with Brayden,” Zachary said. “You’re always welcome to join us.”

      “Thanks, but I still prefer running.”

      “Even in this cold?” Zachary shivered.

      “Especially in this weather.” Rafael closed his door and set the alarm with his phone. “I can’t get enough of this fresh, clean air. I used to have to go into a gym to get filtered, AC-filled air in LA.”

      Zachary made a face. “Yeah, I missed the clean air when I was in New York.”

      They went inside the house, and Rafael groaned at the piles of boxes in the entryway. There was so much left to unpack.

      “Is that the last of it?” Zachary asked.

      “Finally,” Rafael said. “Now the real fun begins.”

      “At least you have your stuff back.”

      “And at least I’m out of the bed I slept in as a teenager.”

      “Hey,” Zachary said. “Watch it.”

      Rafael raised an eyebrow. “You’ll be out of Mom and Dad’s place soon enough. Have you and Jasmine found a house yet?”

      “We’re looking at few, but she really wants something that will allow an in-home dance studio.”

      “Oh?” Rafael asked. “Owning one in town isn’t enough?”

      Zachary grinned. “She wants to be able to practice at home. I think she’s also looking ahead to when we have kids.”

      “Don’t look so scared,” Rafael teased.

      “I’m not,” Zachary said, his eyes narrowed.

      “Relax,” Rafael said. Zachary and Rafael had always been close, and as a result, seemed to push each other’s buttons too easily. “I was going to grab some lunch first. You hungry?”

      Zachary shook his head. “I ate while writing earlier.”

      “How’s the book going?” Rafael asked, sliding his shoes off and then setting them on a rack.

      “Which one?” Zachary asked, grinning. He took off his shoes and put them next to Rafael’s.

      “Any of them.”

      Zachary hung his coat, and they went into the kitchen. “The two for sale are going crazy. Once the royalties start coming in, we’ll have a nice cushion.”

      “Not too nice, I hope,” Rafael said, opening the fridge. He pulled out a pre-made wrap. “Sure you don’t want one?”

      Zachary shook his head. “Don’t worry, Raf. I’ll keep assisting you as long as you need it.”

      “If you need more time for writing, I don’t want to hold you back.”

      “No, it’s good. I need the break.” Zachary moved around Rafael and grabbed a sparkling seltzer water.

      They sat at the table, and Zachary talked about the book he was writing, and how he loved the reader feedback. Rafael smiled and nodded at the right places, but his mind wandered back to Amara. He just couldn’t get over the whole ugly duckling to beautiful swan transformation.

      Not that he needed the distraction. He had an entire business to rebuild from scratch. The only things he had going for him was the money his parents had given him and all the lessons he’d learned when setting up and running the business back in LA. With any luck, he could get everything going faster this time.

      Rafael rinsed his plate and stuck it in the dishwasher. “You ready to start?”

      “That’s why I’m here,” Zachary said.

      “I need you to make some calls,” Rafael said, bringing his mind into work mode. He pulled out his phone and scrolled through some notes. “First, the company that I’ve hired to make the shirts. They were supposed to call by this morning, and they haven’t. If they aren't going to be reliable, I need to find another.”

      Zachary nodded, inputting notes into his app. “Okay. What next?”

      Rafael went over the rest of the to-do list with his brother, and then an alert went off. “Oh, good. My shipment of pants has arrived at the post office. I’m going to pick those up, and get them over to the shop. Then I need to work on the window display.”

      “I’d help you, but I’m not visually artistic.”

      “That much is clear.” Rafael couldn’t help staring at his choice of clothing. He didn’t look down on people for not being in style, but his brother seemed to wear out-of-date clothing just to annoy him.

      Zachary rolled his eyes, clearly knowing Rafael’s thoughts. “I’ll start with the calls, and then tinker with the HTML on your website.”

      Rafael’s eyes widened. “No. Don’t tinker. Just—”

      “I know what I’m doing. Don’t worry. I’ll back up every time I make a change.”

      “Thank you.” Rafael took a deep breath. “I really appreciate all your help.”

      Zachary smiled. “That’s why you pay me the big bucks.”

      “No, seriously. I can trust you—and you don’t know what that means to me.”

      Zachary’s face turned serious. “After the way Tony destroyed your other business, I get it.”

      “And I really appr—”

      “Don’t get sappy on me.” Zachary gave Rafael a brotherly shove. “Go forth and conquer.”

      “If you have any questions, just call.”

      “Got you on speed dial.”

      Rafael double-checked his message about the shipment and then left for the post office. When he got there, the parking lot was full. He had to drive around twice before finding a spot.

      When he got inside, he groaned at the long line. When would the Kittle Falls post office get with the times and install automated kiosks? At least a stamp machine. They didn’t even have one of those. Sometimes being back home was like being back in his teen years when technology was limited to cordless phones, desktop computers, and pagers.

      Once in line, Rafael checked his email. Nothing new for the business. There were some alerts for social media, but he didn’t want to check them. Last time he had, there were a ton of questions about his old business—now Tony’s—and also about his recent breakup. His ex-girlfriend was also now Tony’s. He could have her. They deserved each other.

      Someone got in line behind Rafael, but he didn’t pay any attention. He opened his browser app and checked out the top fashion blogs. It was one way to make sure he was staying at the top of the game. There were several that were always a few steps ahead of the trends, and they’d never steered him wrong.

      A sweet citrus scent wafted his way. Rafael looked behind him to see Amara. She stood balancing several large boxes.

      “You want some help with those?” he asked.

      Her face lit up, but she shook her head. “I’ve got them.”

      “Looks more like they have you.” Rafael shoved his phone into a pocket and took the largest box from her. He fumbled, surprised at how heavy it was. “Dang. How do you carry all of these?”

      Amara shrugged. “It comes with the job.”

      “Why don’t you have Alex carry these down here for you?”

      “These are for my other business.”

      “Your other one?” Rafael asked, adjusting the box.

      “Gotta do something else during the non-tourist season, you know.”

      “So, what? You sell bricks in the off season?”

      Amara laughed. “No. I actually make custom candy and sell it online. This time of year is crazy, but I do well the rest of the year, too, with birthdays and anniversaries.”

      “I’m impressed.”

      “You are?” she asked.

      “Yeah. Most everyone around here frets about making enough during the summer to get through the rest of the year. You’ve grabbed a hold of technology and made it work for you.”

      Amara beamed. “Thanks. It just seemed natural. I mean, people always love our candy, and I kept getting requests for selling online so the tourists could buy our stuff at home. I couldn’t find a good reason not to.”

      Rafael studied her. Not only had she made a complete turnaround physically, but mentally, too, it seemed. She’d always been timid and shy—at least what little he remembered about her. They’d sat next to each other a few times in classes, and she never spoke to him unless they had a project to work on together.

      As they moved through the line, they chatted about business. When it was Rafael’s turn at the register, he motioned for Amara to go first.

      “Oh, I couldn’t.”

      “I insist. You have these heavy boxes.” He set the one he carried on the counter and then backed up to his place in line.

      “Thanks, Rafael.”

      “My pleasure.” He smiled, finding he meant it. Though he hadn’t thought of Amara once since leaving Kittle Falls, he was glad to have run into her. It would be nice having some friends in a nearby business.

      “Next,” called a teller at the other end of the counter.

      Rafael went over and told her he had packages to pick up. Then he filled his backseat and trunk with inventory and drove back to his shop, parking in front—in the tow away zone.

      A lady with a tight bun and a pinched face came out from the bridal shop next door. She scowled at Rafael. “You know, you aren’t supposed to park there.”

      “I’m unloading.” Not that he owed her an explanation.

      “It’s not a loading zone. It’s a no parking zone—as in, anytime.”

      “Go ahead and call the cops. I’ll be done before they get here.”

      She made a harrumph sound, turned around, and stomped back into her store.

      "What a peach," Rafael muttered. He grabbed a box, jogged over to his shop and put it down, using it to prop the door open. Then he got the rest of the boxes inside as quickly as possible, locked the door, and went back to his car.

      Just as he pulled out and headed for legal parking, a police cruiser drove by, headed right for their little strip mall. Had that woman actually called the cops on him?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

        

      

    

    
      “Earth to Amara.”

      She looked over to see her brother waving his arms in front of himself. “What?”

      Alex shook his head, chuckling. “You’re not usually in your own world. What gives?”

      Amara shrugged. “Just thinking about business,” she fibbed. Rafael wouldn’t leave her thoughts, and she couldn’t get over how nice he’d been to her in the post office. Even more than that, she couldn’t get his rustic copper eyes or alluring smile out of her mind.

      “What about business?” Alex asked.

      “I have more orders to ship out tomorrow. If this keeps up, I might need to hire an assistant.”

      He cleared his throat. “Who would that be?”

      She laughed. “You want to work for me?”

      “Hey, I have five mouths to feed. And Ella’s eating for two again.”

      Amara’s eyes widened and her mouth dropped open. “You guys are having a fourth? I didn’t know you were trying.”

      “Neither did we.”

      “Congratulations. Right?”

      “Yeah. Now that the shock’s wearing off, we’re getting excited.”

      Amara grinned. “That’s great news. I don’t know why you’re worried about the kids having cousins. They’ll be busy enough with each other.”

      “Yeah, but you know how cousins are different. We always had each other, but it was so much more fun when our cousins came into town. You really don’t have a love interest?”

      Her face warmed.

      Alex’s mouth dropped. “Do you? You’re blushing.”

      The bell above the front door dinged, announcing the arrival of customers. A flood of teenagers poured in.

      “Saved by the bell,” Amara whispered.

      Alex poked her arm. “You’re not off the hook. I want to hear about this guy later.”

      “Wonderful.”

      The rest of the afternoon went by quickly with first the high school rush, and then the middle school one. By the time five o’clock came around, Amara’s arms and legs ached. And from the looks of it, Alex was exhausted, too.

      “You want to go home?” she asked. “I can close tonight.”

      “Are you sure?” he asked, appearing grateful.

      “Of course. You’ve got a house full of people eager to see you.”

      He frowned. “You should, too.”

      “I’m happy. No one to bother me or mess up my things. Now get out of here.”

      “Okay. Well, tomorrow when it’s slow, I’ll help you with your online stuff.”

      “Deal. Bye.” She turned around and went to the register.

      “See you.”

      Amara listened as he grabbed his things and opened the door. The bell announced his departure, and she let out a long sigh of relief. He’d forgotten to ask about Rafael. She hadn’t wanted to talk about it. It wasn’t like she stood a chance with him. Not when he knew what she’d been like in school.

      He hadn’t had a wedding band—she’d checked—but he was probably seeing someone. If not, he’d be in the market for someone more sophisticated than her. He not only wore designer clothes, he created them.

      She took her time finishing at the register and then made her rounds, cleaning up what needed it. The carpet needed vacuuming, but she would do that in the morning. After skipping lunch, her stomach roared.

      Amara grabbed the money next to the till, turned off the lights, and went outside, locking the shop behind her. She had to walk by Rafael’s shop on the way to her car, so she peeked in the window as she passed.

      Rafael stood there, arranging clothes on a mannequin. He looked up at her and waved. She waved back, and then picked up her pace, not wanting him to think she was half as interested as she really was.

      She got in her car, deposited the money at the bank—thankfully, the drive through stayed open until six—and made her way home. It was really her parents’ house, but with them living in Anaheim, it had grown to feel like hers.

      Amara was too hungry to cook anything, so she scarfed down the leftovers she had been planning to eat for lunch. She thought about checking her online orders, but wanted to relax. She plopped onto the couch and streamed a movie.

      Her mind kept wandering, playing out various scenarios where she managed to get Rafael to fall in love with her. She kicked her feet onto the coffee table. Had she grown up since school? If she went into her room, it would only take a few minutes to find old notebooks and journals where she’d doodled countless variations of her name combined with his.

      Amara Hunter.

      Mrs. Rafael Hunter.

      Amara Fowler Hunter.

      Mrs. Amara Hunter.

      Amara Tatiana Hunter.

      Mrs. Amara Tatiana Fowler-Hunter.

      Rafael and Amara forever.

      And the list went on… She would go into an early grave if Rafael ever saw those.

      Maybe she should burn them now.

      Her phone jingled, indicating she’d received a text. Amara dug around the couch, finding it between two cushions. It was from Janelle, her best friend.

      Who’s the guy?

      Amara rolled her eyes. She scrolled over to her brother’s number.

      Thanks so much.

      For what?

      Janelle

      Ha, ha. I ran into her at the grocery store on the way home. Ella wanted ice cream.

      Tell her congratulations for me. Then tell her to slap you for me.

      Sure thing to the first part. Ignoring the second part. See you tomorrow.

      You hope.

      Amara went back to Janelle’s text.

      Ran into Alex, I take it.

      Yep. So, who’s your hottie?

      I don’t have a guy.

      That’s not what it sounded like to me.

      It’s nothing, okay?

      Janelle sent a string of animated pouty faces.

      If it turns into anything, you’ll be the first to know. I promise.

      You’re no fun. We need to hang out.

      Yeah, we do. Your turn to plan.

      Kyle has the kids this weekend. Want to have a sleepover like old times?

      That would be so much fun! Should I bring a sleeping bag?

      And celeb magazines!

      Amara laughed out loud. Will do. Anything else?

      Nope. Come over after the shop closes tomorrow.

      Can’t wait.

      Me, too.

      Amara shook her head, smiling. It would be fun to have a sleepover with Janelle. They’d drifted apart after Janelle got married, and especially after having kids. But then Kyle had announced he was moving out, and everything changed. Janelle and Amara had been acting like besties again.

      She turned off the TV and went out into the garage. It took some digging, but she found her sleeping bag. It smelled like a campfire.

      Inside, she threw it in the washing machine—on heavy duty—and then went around the house gathering what she would need for the girls’ night. She found herself growing more excited as she added things to her pile.

      The only thing she wasn’t looking forward to was dodging questions about Rafael.

      Once she had everything together, Amara put it all into her trunk and went to bed, falling asleep as soon as she hit the pillow.

      The next day seemed to drag on at the candy store. She managed to avoid all of Alex’s questions about Rafael by giving him something to do—she found all kinds of chores. Things that were often overlooked, such as deep cleaning.

      At the end of the day, her brother looked around. “I’ve never quite seen it sparkle like this. I like it.”

      “Me, too. You still have tomorrow?” she asked. In the off season, they took every other Saturday, giving each other a break. When they were busier in the summers, they hired help every day of the week. The rest of the year, Saturday afternoons were decent business, but Sundays were dead, so they didn’t bother opening.

      “Yeah. Got big plans? Like a date?”

      “Big plans, yes. A date, no.”

      Alex leaned against the counter. “I’ll stop bugging you if you tell me one thing.”

      Amara arched an eyebrow.

      “Do I know him?”

      She paused. That was a tricky question. The two of them used to know each other, but Alex probably hadn’t seen Rafael in a decade, either. But technically, he did know him, and would likely recognize him as quickly as she had.

      Amara nodded. “Yes. Now you’ll leave me alone?”

      “So, he’s from Kittle Falls?” Alex asked.

      She threw her head back. “You said no more questions.”

      He put his hands in the air. “Okay, okay. But that won’t stop me from trying to figure it out.”

      “Look, Alex. Don’t worry about it. There’s no way it’s reciprocal.”

      “Have you looked in the mirror?” he asked. “Any guy would be lucky to go out with you.”

      “Not this one,” she muttered, then raised her voice. “Mind if I get going? I’m getting together with Janelle tonight.”

      “Go ahead.” Alex waved her off. “It’s my turn to close up.”

      “Thanks. Have a great weekend.”

      “You, too. Tell Janelle I said hi.”

      Amara grabbed her jacket and went outside, surprised to see Rafael outside his shop, cleaning the window in his designer threads. Her heart pounded as she walked toward him. Thoughts raced through her mind, but she didn’t think any of them would make it to her mouth. At least not in a way that made any sense.

      When she reached him, she noticed yellow streaked all over the large window.

      “What happened?” she asked.

      He turned to her. “Someone egged it.”

      She gasped. “Who would do such a thing?”

      Rafael shrugged. “Who knows? Maybe someone isn’t happy I’m back.”

      “I doubt that,” Amara said, and then realized her mistake. “I mean, you Hunters have always been so nice. I can’t imagine you have any enemies.” Her face warmed. She wished her mouth didn’t run when she was nervous.

      He didn’t seem to notice, though. “Who knows?” he asked again. “Could be teens—they get like that around Halloween. Or it could be someone who wanted to rent this space. I wasn’t the only one vying for it.”

      “Want some help?” she asked.

      “I don’t want to impose.”

      Time with Rafael Hunter? “Hand me a rag.”

      “You can put your purse down inside first.”

      “Okay, thanks.” It threw her off that a guy would think about that, but then again, this one did live for fashion. She went inside, immediately taken in by all the nice clothes displayed.

      Amara looked down at her own clothes, which were nowhere near as nice. She felt like that dorky kid again. There was definitely no way her feelings would be reciprocated. She set her plain-Jane purse on an empty table and hurried back outside.

      “There are several rags in the bucket,” Rafael said, not looking up from scrubbing.

      She stuck her hand in the warm, bubbly water and found one. She squeezed the excess water and then scrubbed the dried egg nearest her. It came off pretty easily.

      “How’d you do that?” Rafael asked.

      “What?”

      “Get it off so quickly. I’ve been out here forever, and I haven’t been able to do that.”

      Amara shrugged. “I just scrubbed. Like this.” She moved to the next egg splotch and removed it.

      “Wow.”

      “It’s nothing.” She didn’t want to say she had plenty of experience cleaning messes. He was the kind of guy who probably hired people to clean for him. Amara had always dreamed of the day she would make enough to get a housekeeper and not have to do so much cleaning herself.

      Rafael scrubbed the one he was working on again, but didn’t make any progress.

      “Try going at it from an angle like this,” she said, showing him. “And then use some elbow grease.”

      He looked down at the cleaning products next to the bucket. “Is that one of the spray bottles?”

      Amara held in a laugh. He was adorable. “No. I just mean to really work it. It’s going to take some strength.”

      “Oh. I get it.” He appeared embarrassed, but he smiled. His entire face lit up.

      Butterflies danced in Amara’s stomach. “It’s just an expression my parents use.”

      She went back to work, removing more of the gunk. Rafael still hadn’t gotten the one spot.

      He glanced over, catching her stare. “You think I’m an idiot, don’t you?”

      Her eyes widened in surprise. “What? No. Maybe I can I help you?”

      “Sure.” He shrugged.

      Amara’s heart raced again. She dropped her rag and put her hand over his—she couldn’t believe how soft it felt. Most women would be jealous. Part of her wanted to ask him for skin care tips. “Oh, gosh,” she said. “Your rag is nearly dry. You have to dip in the soapy water every so often.”

      Color filled his cheeks. “Right.” He dipped it in and pulled it out, water streaming down.

      “You can wring it out and it won’t do that,” she said.

      “You must think I’m pampered.” He twisted the rag and then went back to the spot he’d been working.

      “Never. We all have to learn. Believe it or not, I wasn’t born knowing how to clean.” Her pulse felt afire as she put her hand back over his. “Try it at this angle.” She pressed her hand into his, helping him remove the spot. It was hard to focus. She was so aware of how close he was.

      In a way, it reminded her of all the times she’d shared a desk with him in school. But even then, they hadn’t been this close. She could smell his cologne and their sides touched.

      He didn’t seem at all bothered by it—not that she was bothered by his touch. After the spot was cleaned, he moved over and dipped the rag into the bucket. “Let’s see if I can do this next one on my own.”

      “I have faith in you,” she teased.

      Rafael gave her a funny look. It appeared to be a mixture of embarrassment and determination. “Thanks.” He scrubbed, removing the egg faster than even she had.

      “See?” Amara asked. “I told you. It just takes some muscle, and you obviously have more than I do.” She took the opportunity to look over his muscles and nodded with approval.

      Rafael’s lips curved upward and he flexed his muscles, making them bulge even more through his silk shirt.

      Amara enjoyed the sight for a moment and then reached back into the bucket and found another rag. “Is that a challenge?” she teased. She squeezed out the excess water and then rubbed a spot on the window.

      “Hey!” Rafael laughed and attacked another spot.

      They cleaned furiously, laughing the whole time. Just before they were done, Amara splashed some suds on Rafael’s face, careful to avoid his nice shirt.

      “Oh, yeah?” he asked, his eyes gleaming. He scooped up a handful of bubbles and held them up, his eyes narrowing but his mouth grinning devilishly.

      Amara’s mouth dropped open. She squealed and ducked just Rafael threw the suds. They splashed onto the door behind her. Amara glanced back and laughed. She turned, and just as she made eye contact with Rafael a big glob of foam splashed onto her whole face.

      She froze, surprised.

      “Oh, no,” Rafael said. “I’m so sorry.” But he was laughing. It was a beautiful sound.

      Amara laughed, too. “It’s okay.” She wiped some of the bubbles off, flinging them onto the ground. Luckily none had gotten into her eyes, or that would have been trouble for her contacts.

      “Let me help you with that.” Rafael stepped closer and wiped more of the suds from her eyes to her jawline. His hands lingered near her cheeks, almost cupping her face.

      Amara’s breath caught and they stared into each other’s eyes. Swallowing, she reached up and wiped some soap from his stubble.

      Neither spoke, and Amara’s heart pounded so loudly she thought it would explode out of her chest.

      Rafael leaned closer—so close she could smell mint on his breath. Her eyes widened, her skin on fire. He paused, still staring into her eyes.

      Amara’s hand slid on his face, scratching against the start of his five o’clock shadow. He moved his hands down and cupped her chin, brushing his lips against hers. His lips were soft, his kiss gentle. She smelled hints of ginger and sandalwood on his skin.

      Amara breathed deeply, finally overcoming the shock. She prepared herself to return the kiss.

      Rafael pulled away, his eyes wide. “I’m so sorry, Amara. I shouldn’t have done that.”

      She opened her mouth to protest.

      “I wasn’t thinking. That was really rude. I don’t want you to think I’m the kind of guy who forces myself on people like that.”

      “I… I don’t think—”

      “I need to put these supplies away. I’m supposed to meet someone.”

      Realization washed over her that he regretted kissing her. Amara took a deep breath and stood tall, trying to cover her embarrassment. “Accidents happen. I’ll see you around.”

      “Uh, thanks for helping me clean the window. It was… fun.”

      Fun. Right. Amara nodded. “Glad to help.” She ran inside, grabbed her ugly purse, and hurried past him before she could further humiliate herself.
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