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Dedicated to my Prince Charming.


You are my happily-ever-after.










  
  
Chapter One




Myra had twenty minutes to get to the bank and fix the mess she’d created. But instead of rushing out the door, she was swirling whipped cream on a peppermint mocha. 

“Here you go, Eleanor.” Myra passed the warm mug over the counter. She knew her regulars’ favorites by heart. Eleanor started every morning with a peppermint mocha. Even when it was scorching hot outside.

“Thank you, sweets.” Eleanor winked at Myra. Then she carried her mocha to the other side of the Perkup Coffee shop, where she joined a table of cackling ladies—all well into their seventies. The ladies gathered at the shop most mornings to share coffee, laughter, and an array of gossip. Myra had learned long ago that if she wanted to know who’d sped down Main Street or what casserole so-and-so had brought to the potluck, she simply needed to eavesdrop on Eleanor and her friends for five minutes. 

Today she didn’t need gossip. She needed a miracle. 

Myra wiped down the counter and strode to the back of the shop. Her ten-year-old son, Finch, sat in the corner booth with Pete and Hal, two retired policemen. 

“Hey, Mom!” Finch called from the booth. “Want to see the new magic trick Hal taught me?”

“Sure, Finchy.” Myra wiped her still-damp hands on her turquoise apron, welcoming the innocent distraction.

Finch made a quarter magically appear from behind Hal’s ear. “Isn’t that awesome?” Her son’s eyes were big as the saucer under Hal’s coffee cup. Hal and Pete chuckled at his enthusiasm. 

“Totally awesome.” Myra grinned and mussed her son’s hair. Then her mind snapped back to the task at hand. “Has your sister made an appearance yet?” Myra glanced at the clock on the wall. Seven-forty. The school bus would be outside the coffee shop in ten minutes. 

Finch shrugged. “Not yet.” Then he leaned over and made a quarter appear behind Hal’s ear again. He giggled with amusement.

“Get your backpack, Finchy.” Myra headed down the hall toward the back door. The short hall spurred off to a small office on one side and a staircase on the other. The stairs led upstairs to where Myra and her kids lived. “Paisley, let’s go!” Myra called, starting up the stairs. 

The door at the top of the stairs opened, and Paisley appeared. Her face did not look particularly sweet. Paisley was barely fifteen, and sometime in the last year, hormones had snuck into her body and turned her previously calm disposition into a rollercoaster of teenage emotions. This morning, it seemed like she was on a downward spiral. 

“The bus is going to be here soon. Come on.”

Paisley started down the stairs, pushing her long ebony hair behind her shoulder. “Can’t you just give us a ride to school?”

“I already told you I can’t.” Irritation sharpened Myra’s tone, but she took a deep breath and tried not to kick off World War III. Paisley was a mini-Myra. They both had short fuses. Sometimes that meant they blew up at each other, and Myra didn’t have the energy to smooth over an explosion. “Not today.” 

“But I’m like the oldest person on the bus. So not cool.” Paisley sighed and shuffled down the stairs. “Grandma can’t take us?”

“She’s at a doctor’s appointment.”

“Becca?” Paisley pressed, referring to Myra’s single employee. “You said she’d be here soon.”

“She will.” Myra zoned in on her daughter, giving her a look that warned her not to continue down the road she was on. “She’s taking care of the shop while I run some errands. She can’t take you to school either.”

Paisley stopped in front of Myra. “Can I at least make a smoothie?” she asked, as if a smoothie was the only thing that would keep her from dying.

“You haven’t eaten yet?” Myra raised an eyebrow but decided not to pick this battle either. “Hurry. You’ve got exactly five minutes to whip one together.”

Paisley cracked a small grin. “Thanks. I’ll be fast.”

Myra followed her daughter back into the shop and grabbed a carafe. She topped off Pete and Hal’s mugs, and when she stepped back behind the counter, Paisley had a blender filled with ice, milk, yogurt, and a banana. She was adding a splash of orange juice to her concoction when she got distracted by something out the front window. She set the jug of juice on the counter.

“What is that?” Paisley asked like a spaceship had just zoomed by.

“What is what?” Myra looked up, hoping to find Becca entering the shop. Instead, she laid eyes on a fancy sports car that had parked directly in front of the coffee shop. Its cobalt-blue paint glittered like a jewel.

Myra squinted. Who the heck was driving that fancy-dancy thing? A couple thousand people lived in Maple Bay, and Myra knew most all of them. Most she’d grown up with. No one drove anything that resembled that car. What is that—a Porsche?

The driver’s door opened, and Myra’s suspicions were confirmed. No one she knew. 

Shiny boots and long, jean-clad legs stepped out and onto the sidewalk. A man close to her age, maybe forty, stood tall. She couldn’t believe he fit in such a tiny car. 

“Huh,” Myra said, mostly to herself, reluctantly admiring his wide shoulders and strong arms. They were hard to miss, even under a baby-blue Henley. Then she furrowed her brow, trying to get a look at his face. That was nearly impossible due to black sunglasses and a baseball hat pulled low. 

“That guy looks familiar,” Paisley said with a cock of her head, like she was trying to place him.

“What do you mean, familiar?” Myra was ready to grill Paisley, but her curiosity quickly melted to confusion when the car’s passenger door swung open. A man in a suit appeared: Chad. The same man Myra was supposed to meet at the bank this morning. 

Myra made a choking sound.

“Mom?” Paisley asked. “You okay?”

She blinked, trying to make sense of what was happening. “I . . .” Myra cleared her throat. “Yeah, of course. Finish making your smoothie.” 

Paisley put away the orange juice as both men entered the coffee shop. Chad walked through the door first. The other man followed.

“Hey, Chad,” Myra greeted. “I thought I was going to meet you at the bank. Eight o’clock, right?” 

A tight smile inched across Chad’s face. Myra didn’t like the look of it. 

“Sorry about that, Myra. I’ve got some news and wanted to talk to you as soon as possible. In person.” He looked around. “And in private.”

“Okay. Let me get my kids out the door first. The bus will be here any minute.” Myra looked over her shoulder for Finch, but he was nowhere to be found. “Paisley, can you go get your brother? He must’ve run upstairs to grab his backpack.”

Paisley looked less than enthusiastic about Myra’s request, but left to fetch Finch.

“Can I get you and your friend a coffee while you wait?” Myra asked, eyeing Chad’s friend, who was glancing around the shop, sizing it up. He still wore his sunglasses even though spring showers drizzled outside. 

“No, that’s okay. We’ve already had coffee,” Chad replied. 

“This used to be an old barn?” the man asked. Myra wasn’t sure if he was talking to her or to Chad.

“Used to be,” she confirmed. It still resembled a barn. Except instead of dairy cows, the wooden floors supported tables, chairs, coffee makers, and an espresso machine. “I renovated it when I bought the place a few years ago.” 

The man’s attention fell to her, though she still couldn’t see past the dark lenses that covered his eyes.  

“What year was it built?” he asked, stone-faced. 

Myra wanted to ask if it was too sunny for him inside the shop. Instead, she said, “Nineteen thirty-six.” 

“Interesting,” the man replied, crossing one muscled arm over the other. 

Who was this guy? Was he from the bank as well?

“I’m sorry, I didn’t get your name.” Myra reached over the counter, offering her hand for him to shake. 

The man hesitated for a few seconds, like he’d forgotten who he was. Then he stepped forward and shook Myra’s hand. “Skyler.”

A sharp squeak sounded from behind Myra. She let go of Skyler’s hand and twisted to find Paisley behind her, her eyes wide.

“What’s wrong?” Myra asked, her gaze darting behind Paisley to search for Finch. 

“That’s . . .” Paisley stuttered. “That’s Skyler Ridge.” She couldn’t have sounded more astonished if she’d discovered gold floating in her smoothie.

“Paisley,” Myra gently scolded. “Close your mouth and get your head on straight. Nobody like that comes here.” Myra turned back toward the front of the shop, intending to brush off her daughter’s accusation with a chuckle, but when she looked at Chad and Skyler, they weren’t laughing. 

In fact, Paisley’s accusation pushed Chad to step in close. He leaned over the counter and whispered to Myra. “I really need to talk to you. In private.”

Myra’s body temperature dropped. What was going on here? She looked back at Sunglasses Man. He did kind of look like the singer. Minus the telltale beard. But, no . . . it couldn’t be.

Out of the corner of her eye, Myra caught sight of the yellow school bus slowing to a stop in front of the shop.

“Kids!” she called, even though she knew Paisley was right behind her. “Time to go.” 

Without looking, Myra reached out and turned on the blender, intending to hurry her daughter out the door with her smoothie. The blender whirled to life, and its contents erupted like a miniature volcano. Myra jerked as milk, yogurt, and orange juice attacked her. Globs dripped down the walls and pooled on the counter and floor. Myra lurched for the blender through the splattering and managed to turn off the appliance, but not before everyone standing close to the counter was dripping in peachy sludge. 

“Oh,” Myra breathed. “For Pete’s sake.” Orange goop dripped down her front. She licked her bottom lip, sucking in a dollop of yogurt. On the other side of the counter, Chad and Skyler were also doused in smoothie. They held their hands in the air like she’d threatened to rob them. 

Myra quickly turned and snatched a stack of towels from a cabinet. As she did, her eyes met Paisley’s. 

“Oops.” Paisley looked stunned. Her hands were also raised, and she was holding the top of the blender. 

Myra thought about strangling her daughter. But no, that would only drag out this already disastrous day. “Oops is right.” The only silver lining was that Myra’s body had shielded Paisley from the flying sludge. “Grab a banana. The bus is waiting for you.”

“Sorry, Mom.” Paisley took a banana and backed out from behind the counter.

Just then, Finch ran into the shop, his backpack bouncing against his back. “Whoa!” He skidded to a stop. “What happened to you?”

“Smoothie explosion.” Myra wiped her face with a towel and shooed both kids toward the door. “I’ll see you after school. Take the bus home.”

This time, Paisley didn’t complain.

As the kids scooted out the door, Myra approached Chad and Skyler. She handed a towel to each of them, keeping one for herself. 

“I’m so sorry,” she said. “I should’ve checked the top before I turned it on.” Myra reached for Skyler and patted a towel over his shirt, sopping up the mess. He froze at her touch. 

When Myra realized what she was doing, she stiffened as well. Her hand stopped, pressed against his chest. A very solid chest. Was he made of wood? For the briefest second, she thought about knocking on his pectoral to make sure. 

She glanced up. Orange slop and banana bits colored his black sunglasses and clean-shaven jawline. He quirked an eyebrow. Then he slid the glasses from his face, exposing hazel—nearly copper—eyes. For a beat, she got trapped in them. 

“I think I got it,” he said. Without the glasses, Skyler looked a tad amused . . . and familiar. A gear turned in Myra’s head. 

It is him. 

The playful smirk. The eyes that had charmed one too many actresses out of their senses. His face was unmistakable. She’d seen it plastered all over the tabloids. Especially lately. She just hadn’t recognized him without the scruffy beard. 

Myra jerked her hand from his chest, cursing her mom reaction. What was she doing? He wasn’t a toddler. She didn’t need to wipe him down. 

“Honey, you okay? You need some help?” Eleanor called from across the shop. All four ladies were getting up out of their chairs, ready to come to Myra’s rescue.

Myra snapped out of her stupor. “I’m okay, Eleanor. Don’t get up.” She flicked her wrist like it was no biggie that she was standing in her coffee shop dripping in smoothie slop. 

“Looks like your customers got a little more than they asked for.” Eleanor good-naturedly chuckled. “Next time, ask for coffee,” she called to Chad and Skyler. 

Chad did not look amused by Eleanor’s humor. He dabbed frantically at his suit.

Skyler managed a grin. “Next time, I’ll order the coffee.”

Eleanor winked at Skyler and sat back down to continue her gossip. Little did she know a big, juicy piece of gossip was standing fifteen feet from her.

“Why are you here?” Myra asked bluntly. She could’ve directed her question at Chad or at Skyler. For the time being, it was meant for the famous country music star. “In Maple Bay?” she clarified. 

Skyler grabbed the brim of his baseball cap, pulling it back before giving his face a once-over with the towel Myra had given him. Myra kept her eyes on him as she also cleaned herself up, blotting smoothie from her shirt and apron. 

He stuffed his baseball hat back over chestnut locks. “Looking for some peace and quiet.”

She couldn’t tell if he was joking. “In northern Minnesota? Don’t you live in Nashville?”

“Something like that,” he replied.

Chad burst into their conversation like he had somewhere to go—probably a shower. “Myra, can we go somewhere to talk? Privately?”

“Sure.” Myra knew what she had to talk to Chad about. She was behind on her mortgage, but she’d been busting her butt for months. She’d saved up a good chunk of money and could write the bank a check today to cover a few of the back payments. “How about the patio?” 

Chad nodded, and Myra led them down the short hall and out the back door. Perkup Coffee was at the far end of Main Street. It was the last business on the main drag—which consisted of three blocks, meaning the shop was mostly surrounded by residential houses. The backyard butted up to a gravel alleyway and was split down the middle. Half of the yard held a wooden patio area with tables and chairs. A fence edged the other half. Every now and then, Myra liked to ride her horse to work, but the fenced area was empty today.

“Have a seat,” Myra offered, glad the rain had let up. She meandered to the first table, which was under the cover of an umbrella. “I know I’m late, but I can write you a check today for . . .” She was about to pull out a chair and sit when she realized Skyler had followed Chad. Myra stilled, her hand on the chair. “Uh, this”—she pointed between her chest and Chad’s—“is definitely a private conversation. Feel free to help yourself to anything inside. There’s hot coffee in the carafe on the counter.”

“Did I misunderstand something?” Skyler asked, looking confused. He shot a look at Chad. 

“Uh, no. You didn’t. Misunderstand, that is.” Chad stumbled over his words. 

“Chad,” Myra interjected. “What’s going on?”

“The bank sold Perkup.” Chad’s words slipped out of his mouth like they’d been greased. 

He might as well have just punched her on the chin. Myra cranked her head to the side. “The. Bank. Did. What?” Her mind had slowed to the point at which she could only get one word out at a time.  

“Look, Myra. You’ve been behind in payments for over six months. I warned you this would happen. That your shop would go into foreclosure. I tried to tell you.”

“But I said I would make it up.” She stared at Chad. Was she having a bad dream? Could she wake up? This was her shop. Her livelihood. Her home.

“I couldn’t stop it. The bank got an offer, and sold it this weekend,” Chad said, the words quiet and apologetic.

“Just like that? They sold my shop just like that?” Myra’s breathing turned to heaving. “Some stranger bought my shop? And my house?”

“You live here?” Skyler asked abruptly.

Myra ignored him. She kept her focus on Chad. “Who would buy my shop? Naomi? Oh, that little . . . buying up her competition?” Heat rose up her throat and into her cheeks. If Naomi had snatched up her shop, Myra would run across town and strangle that floozy herself.  

Chad swallowed. He shook his head. “Naomi didn’t buy it.” 

A long, bizarre pause stretched out between them. Myra stared, her brain slowly sifting through the clues.

Then she whirled around and pointed at Skyler. “You bought my shop?”








  
  
Chapter Two




Skyler had been chased by plenty of rabid fans. Usually women with stars in their eyes and a determination that was tricky to contain, even with security. But as he stood on the patio behind the coffee shop he’d just bought, Myra glared at him with an intensity he wasn’t sure he’d ever seen. If she’d had pistols behind her turquoise eyes, he’d have been riddled with bullets by now. 

“You . . .” Myra took a breath. “Stole my shop?”

“Stole?” The question rolled off Skyler’s tongue in disbelief. He’d bought Perkup Coffee from the bank, fair and square. He considered reminding Myra that she’d let her business fall into foreclosure. However, he wasn’t certain of her sanity and didn’t want to make the situation worse.  

Skyler lifted his hands, offering surrender. “Look, maybe I should step away and let you two talk.” He took a step back, wondering why Chad had brought him to the shop this morning. Skyler had had no idea Myra was still running the business. Hadn’t the bank repossessed the shop last month?  

“I think that’s a great idea,” Myra said, practically steaming. She crossed her arms over her chest and squared up like a brick wall.

This was not how he’d seen this morning going. Last week, after the tabloids had gotten a hold of some information that had caused his music career to implode, his agent had practically begged him to lie low. Which was how he’d ended up in Maple Bay. Had he run from one disaster just to be thrown into another?

“I’ve got the money,” Myra said to Chad. “I can write you a check for two months’ payments right now.” 

“Myra,” Chad replied, “I told you last week that wasn’t going to work. You’re too far behind on your payments. The bank wanted you to be up to date a month ago.”

Myra’s mouth opened and closed, but no words came out. Skyler backed away, needing to get out of this conversation. He took two steps before Chad stopped him. 

“No, wait. Stay, please,” Chad said. “There’s a reason I brought you with me today.”

Skyler stopped. What kind of insane explanation would Chad give for the mess he’d thrown together?

“I wanted you two to meet,” Chad continued. “Skyler will need someone to manage Perkup. And I thought maybe the two of you could work something out. Something beneficial for you both. I thought that might help you through this transition.” His last sentence was directed at Myra.

“Transition?” She looked dumbfounded. “Chad, you just told me that I lost my coffee shop. My livelihood. The place my kids call home. A place I’ve been working my butt off for. And you just expect me to turn around and agree to work for some hotshot celebrity that stole my shop out from under me? I don’t . . . I just don’t . . .” 

Myra’s armor seemed to fall away. Her anger wavered. The intensity in her eyes went glassy.

Oh, crap. Was she going to cry?

Skyler wished he’d already left. His insides cringed. He didn’t want to be the source of pain.

“Look, I think I’m going to wait in the car.” He took another step back. 

Myra quickly wiped her hands over her eyes, pushing away tears and what was left over from the smoothie. “Why do you want this place? What are you going to do with it?” She waved her hand at the shop. At him.

He didn’t know this woman, and he certainly wasn’t going to tell her the truth. The last time he’d told a woman his secrets, she’d sold them to the tabloids. And look how that had turned out. 

“It’s an investment,” he replied.

“An investment?” Myra’s response was quieter than her previous questions. “Skyler Ridge is investing in a no-name coffee shop in the tiny town of Maple Bay? Why? I can think of plenty of businesses that would be more profitable.”

“I don’t think it’s any of your business what I—”

Myra didn’t let him finish. “To you, this shop might look like dollar signs. I’m sure you picked it up for a steal, and maybe you think you can spruce it up and resell it. Make a quick dollar. But do you want to know what this shop means to me?” 

Skyler’s mouth was still open from when he’d tried to reply to her the first time. He closed it. 

“To me, this shop gave me independence when I had to pick myself up off the floor and start over. It supports me and my kids. It’s a roof over our heads. It’s a lot more than dollar signs.” Myra’s eyes went glassy again, and she didn’t wait for a reply. Instead, she walked past Skyler and into the coffee shop. Her long black ponytail swayed against her back, punctuating her exit.

As the door slammed shut behind her, Skyler looked back at Chad, guilt and irritation rising in his chest. “You could have warned me what we were walking into. I probably would’ve stayed at the bank and let you handle this.”

Chad looked defeated. He blew out a sigh. “She really is a nice lady.”

Skyler quirked an eyebrow, remembering the death glare Myra had just given him.

Chad sat on the edge of a table. “I didn’t want to see this happen. I mean, I tried to give her every chance possible to get current on her loan, but she just couldn’t do it. I hate to see her in this position.” He tapped his fingers on the table. “Would you be open to offering her a job? Letting her rent out the second floor? I know she didn’t seem too keen on the idea just now, but I’ll talk to her about it.”

Chad was staring at him like he could be Myra’s savior. Skyler got that look a lot. Most people thought he could solve all their problems through money or fame. Like he was a doctor ready to hand out happy pills in the form of dollars.

“I don’t know.” Skyler itched to put his sunglasses back on and drive out of here. He’d come back once Chad had cleaned up this mess. 

“She is honestly the hardest worker I’ve ever seen. She’s just been through some hard times and couldn’t pull herself out of the hole. She’s a single mother with two kids. You saw them.”

Skyler’s stomach clenched. Chad had to pull out the kid card? Of course he’d seen them. He was trying not to think too hard about that. “I was going to bring in a manager from out of town. I’ve got a recruiter contacting candidates already.”

Chad grimaced. “That might be a hard sell.”

“Hard sell? To whom?”

“To Maple Bay. This is a tight-knit community. They support local, and if you bring in an out-of-towner to replace Myra, that might not go over well.”

Skyler didn’t know how long he’d keep the shop. He didn’t know how long he’d stay in Maple Bay. But for the time being, he didn’t want to create waves. He’d done enough of that recently. His agent might kill him if he gave the media another reason to lambast him. “Do you think she’d even want to work for me?”

Chad stood from the table. “I think so. Once she calms down, I think she’ll see that this is the best choice.”

Skyler tapped the sunglasses in his hand and shook his head at himself. “Do you have a business card? And a pen?”

Chad looked confused but grabbed both out of a pocket inside his suit jacket. He handed the card and pen over to Skyler. Skyler scribbled his cell phone number on the back of the card. He also jotted down a dollar amount—the salary he’d told the recruiter to offer candidates. 

“Here.” Skyler handed the card and pen back to Chad. “That’s my number and an offer for Myra. Tell her to let me know by tomorrow morning if she wants the job. And as long as she’s working for me, she can stay in the apartment, rent-free.” 

Chad glanced down at the card. His eyes briefly widened. “That’s a very generous offer. I’ll talk with her right now.”

Skyler wasn’t feeling particularly generous, but he couldn’t stop picturing the woman who’d seemed surprised to lose her business and home. He wasn’t here to make anyone’s life worse. In fact, he was trying to wade through some rough waters himself. 

“Make sure she knows I need an answer by the morning.” He stepped off the patio and onto the sidewalk. “And Chad?”

“Yes?”

“If that cell phone number ends up in the wrong hands, I’m not going to be very happy.”

“Of course.” Chad quickly tucked the card in his pocket. 

Skyler strode off. The shop was on the edge of the block, and he followed the sidewalk around the corner, got in his car, and immediately started it up. The engine purred to life, and Skyler glanced out the window at the reinvented barn. It really hadn’t changed much in decades, at least on the outside.

Reaching over, he popped open the glove box and pulled out a black-and-white photograph—the picture that had led him to Maple Bay. He held it up, looking back and forth between the photograph and real life. 

In real life, the barn was apple-red. White trim popped around windows and a double door. The gambrel roof angles framed a metal sign that read Perkup Coffee. 

In the picture, the building had the same structure, but instead of windows and a double door, a big barn door stood open. A few cows were visible inside. A grassy field surrounded the barn, and there were no houses in sight. But the most interesting piece of the picture was the woman standing in front of the open barn door. 

Skyler’s grandma posed for the camera. She looked to be maybe twenty years old and full of life. She wore high-waisted capri pants and a collared blouse. A handkerchief was tied in her hair. She pressed one hand against her hip and raised the other in the air. A big smile shone on her face. 

Skyler stared at the photograph for a few more seconds. Then he set it on the passenger seat, knowing he’d do anything for the woman in the picture. His grandma was the only person who had always been there for him. This time, he would be there for her.








  
  
Chapter Three




Myra spent the rest of the morning in her mother’s house, staring at the business card Chad had given her and wondering if she could possibly mess up anything else in her life. She’d single-handedly lost her coffee shop—the business she’d started after Luis and she had divorced. She’d been trying so hard to save it, to catch up on her bills, but one thing after another had kept knocking her down, and she’d fallen so far into this hole that she couldn’t see sunlight anymore.  

“What have I done?” Myra muttered as she pinched the bridge of her nose, trying to keep from crying again. 

When the threat of tears passed, she stood from the kitchen table and walked to the stove. The frying pan had warmed up. Oil was popping, and Myra set the roast in the heat. It sizzled, and she silently savored the distraction before her. She seared all four sides of the roast before grabbing tongs and moving it to the Crockpot. After nestling the seared hunk of meat into a bed of sliced onions, she added chopped garlic and beef broth. Then she set the glass top on the Crockpot, clicked the setting to low, and moved to the sink. However, standing at the sink made it much harder to distract herself from her massive screwup. Out her mother’s kitchen window, Myra had a clear view of Perkup. Her mother’s flower-filled backyard butted up to the back side of the coffee shop, separated from it only by a gravel alley. 
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