
  
    [image: How Sweet It Is]
  


  
    
      How Sweet It Is

      
        Lake Howling

        Book 3

      

    

    
      
        Lani Blake

      

    

  


  
    
      How Sweet It Is is published by Lani Blake

      Copyright © 2015 Vella Ink

      This is a work of fiction. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events or locales is entirely coincidental. All rights reserved. Except for use in a review, the reproduction or use of this work in any part is forbidden without the express written permission of the author.

      

      NO AI TRAINING: Without in any way limiting the author’s exclusive rights under copyright, any use of this publication to “train” generative artificial intelligence (AI) technologies to generate text is expressly prohibited. The author reserves all rights to license uses of this work for generative AI training and development of machine learning language models.

      

      Edited by Hot Tree Editing

      Proofread by Victory Editing

      Cover Designed by Melody Simmons (www.bookcoversbymelody.com)

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        How Sweet It Is

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

    

    
      
        It Only Took You

      

      
        Lani’s Books

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            How Sweet It Is

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        By Lani Blake

      

      

      

      He hates the holidays. She’s married to her work. Love isn’t on either of their Christmas lists.

      Buster Griffin doesn’t do relationships. After getting burned, the grumpy, tattooed baker is happy to spend December up to his elbows in dough and avoiding anything that twinkles. Then Willow Harper walks into his bakery bringing a business deal that stirs up trouble.

      Growing up with hippie parents taught Willow to recycle like a pro and hate a transient lifestyle. Her plan is to work until she gets the security she craves. When she’s offered a promotion, all she needs is a signature from a sexy baker to achieve it. It should have been easy… not so much!

      Can a boss who demands results, a Christmas carnival and a whole lot of small town craziness help Buster and Willow stop fighting their attraction long enough to realize that, in fact, the secret ingredient is love?
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        This book is for the newest member of our tribe.

        Welcome to the family Andy. Love you always little man.

        Aunty xx
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      “Good afternoon.”

      “Good afternoon, Sheriff,” Willow Harper said through the small opening above her driver’s door window. “Is there a problem with entering Lake Howling?”

      “No problem, ma’am. I’m just advising people that the conditions are about to get a whole lot worse, and to show caution if you’re leaving anytime soon.”

      Small puffs of white accompanied these words, and the blast of cold air coming in her window told Willow the temperature was colder here than in Brook.

      “I plan to leave tomorrow, Sheriff. Will that be a problem?”

      He thought about that for a while, his blue eyes steady on hers. He was a big man, wrapped up in a thick brown jacket. A hat was pulled low over his eyebrows. The word SHERIFF was on the band in yellow letters.

      “That would depend on the weather, ma’am. We’ll just have to consider that option for you in the morning.”

      He made it sound like he’d personally make sure to check the weather and let her know his findings, which was nice, considering she was pretty much invisible where she’d come from.

      “Thank you, Sheriff. I will show caution, I promise.” Willow quickly raised the window and drove into the town of Lake Howling, Oregon.

      It was surprisingly busy, with motor homes and cars lining the street. After she’d found a parking spot, Willow opened the driver’s door to check she was within the lines, so no other car would park too close and put a scratch on her rental.

      Then she rubbed her tired eyes. Four hours ago, she’d left Brook thinking the journey to Lake Howling would only take three. Icy roads had forced her to drive slower than she normally would, and now her neck was sore and her eyes were gritty.

      The mirror told her she still looked neat, and the bun at her nape was still secure. Even though they were for reading, Willow slipped on her glasses. They made her look businesslike and gave her confidence, so she wore them when she was seeing clients. She closed her bag, pulled on her gloves, gathered up her briefcase and climbed out. A gust of wind sliced through her sensible gray suit, so she quickly opened the back door, took her coat off the hanger, and slipped it on.

      Willow looked briefly up the snow-lined main street of Lake Howling as she locked the sedan. It was a picturesque town, and there were plenty of people enjoying the beauty as they looked in store windows or walked up the street.

      As Christmas was only two weeks away, trees decorated the windows, their little colored lights in various shapes brightening the gray day. She saw gift shops, a general store called The Roar, and her accomodation for the evening, The Howler. There were plenty of quaint little stores she’d probably investigate if she had time before heading back to New York.

      The lake sat to the left, the surface appearing almost silver as the wind ruffled the water like a hand stroking a cat’s fur. The redwoods stood to the right, tall and proud, watching over the small town as they’d done for hundreds of years. She’d grown up in a small community like this. Everyone knew your name, and your good and bad traits, but she’d left that and her innocence behind long ago.

      The sidewalk was slippery and in her high-heeled boots wasn’t easy to navigate, but she reached her destination safely. The Hoot Café was where she would meet a man, get his signature and close the deal that would change her life for the better.

      Michael Howe, her boss, had lured her to his realty company with the promise of a partnership many months ago, but every time she’d questioned him about that, he’d said she needed to prove herself. One week ago he’d finally relented, telling Willow that if she secured this deal, then the partnership was hers.

      Finally she could stop struggling to meet her mortgage payments. Willow quickly found her antacid tablets as her stomach began to churn. The stack of bills waiting for her in New York would totally deplete her bank account, and without this pay increase in her future, she had no way of replenishing it. She’d overextended herself, believing the partnership would happen sooner, and had struggled ever since. She had to succeed here; failure was not an option.

      Pushing open the door, she stepped inside the toasty warm interior, then paused to inhale deeply. The aroma was a delicious combination of coffee and baking and had her mouth watering in seconds. Breakfast had been hours ago, and she’d had a few snacks on the road but nothing substantial. She scanned the display case when she arrived at the counter; the selection wasn’t huge, but the food looked good. Two domed glass containers caught her eye, both filled with muffins. The first sign read: Mystery Muffin. Take your best guess. Get the ingredients right and it’s on the house. The second sign had her eyes widening. Apple and caramel. She’d eaten a muffin like that every day for twelve months. Bending lower, she sniffed, and the scent took her straight back to Café Gryphon. Maybe she’d get lucky and find good coffee and food here.

      “Good morning,” she said when no one appeared to serve her.

      “Right with you.” The voice came from behind a wall.

      The place had a nice feel, decorated in light colors. The walls held lovely prints of the local scenery and the floors brilliant splashes of color in cheerful woven rugs. Around a wood stove sat comfortable chairs that were occupied by a man with two children. Two of the other tables held customers. A window showcased the lake and the snowcapped mountains beyond, and for the first time in many months, she felt the urge to pick up her pencils and sketch the beautiful scenery. Willow made her way to a table, pulled out a chair, and placed her briefcase on it, then removed her coat and gloves before heading back to the counter. Still no one had come to serve her.

      “Could I have some service?” she said, this time louder. She didn’t like waiting, and saw no reason to in this instance, as she was the only person at the counter.

      “Yeah, yeah. Said I was coming, didn’t I?”

      Not the best customer service, but then she was in the middle of nowhere.

      “What can I get you?”

      She recognized the man walking toward her instantly. He took a bit longer, but by the time he reached her he’d remembered her face too.

      “Apple and caramel muffin and a skinny latte, right?”

      “Y-yes.” Willow took a step backward before she could stop herself. It was him. This man had served her for twelve months. Twelve months she’d lusted after him, and they had only exchanged a total of five words every morning for a year, simply because she hadn’t been able to say anything more. He’d tried, talking to her about the weather and if she’d like to try something different that day, but Willow had rarely responded, so he’d given up.

      “I never got that,” he said, leaning one muscled arm on the counter. “I mean, you ate a muffin that had more calories in it than everything else I had in the café, yet you always ordered a skinny latte.”

      Willow couldn’t breathe. Her lungs had seized and all the saliva in her mouth had dried up. Dear God, it was him. Her mind tried to take in that fact as she felt the debilitating shyness that she’d always felt in his company grip her again.

      “I guess it’s your preference,” he added, standing upright again, as if her inability to speak was entirely normal. “So, what’s the deal, New York? You’re a long way from home.”

      “I… ah…” Willow tried to force the words past her stiff lips.

      “You good?” He leaned over the counter and stared into her eyes. “You look kind of strange.”

      “No. I mean y-yes. I’m in excellent health, thank you.” She’d always likened his eyes to the color of dried sage, green with a hint of gray. He had indecently long lashes and a big, solid body that had made him look out of place behind the counter in Café Gryphon, but as soon as he started working, that thought was dispelled. His elegance in the kitchen had quite literally taken her breath away the first time she’d watched him.

      “If you want your usual,” he said as if she’d been in here yesterday, “then you’ll have to wait while I wrestle with the coffee machine first.”

      Willow briefly closed her eyes to break contact and regroup. When she opened them, she focused on his chin. “I came here to speak with Aramis James Griffin, if he’s here.” She managed to find the calm she was known for, and had taken years of her life to finally perfect. She was a businesswoman; she didn’t stutter or blush.

      “Why do you want him?”

      His eyes suddenly narrowed as he braced two large arms on the counter, and Willow sensed the temperature had just dropped a few degrees. She instinctively looked at his right arm, where the sleeve of his white t-shirt rose, showing her the black ink of his tattoo.  She’d only caught glimpses of it, and had desperately wanted to see more.

      “I have some papers I need him to sign, if you could please direct me to him.” She kept her tone cool and professional. Experience had taught her that composure won in most situations, and she couldn’t afford to be distracted now, when so much was at stake.

      His eyes held hers for a few tense seconds before running slowly over her face and down her body. She knew what he found: the same woman he’d seen every day in New York. Brown hair twisted in a neat bun, tailored clothes, and high heels, usually black, though today she was wearing boots. Nothing to excite him…or any man, for that matter, which was just the way Willow wanted it.

      “You’ve been directed.”

      “Pardon?” Willow took a moment to understand what he’d said. “You…you’re Aramis James Griffin?” She hadn’t meant to sound disbelieving, but she had.

      “You have a problem with that, New York?” His eyes narrowed, and he leaned closer.

      “Willow,” she said quickly, then pulled a business card out of her pocket and handed it to him. “Or Ms. Harper, if you prefer.” She couldn’t believe she’d watched this man for so long, and had thought he was a staff member working in the Gryphon Café when, in fact, he was the owner.

      “If the reason you’re here, Ms. Harper, is to follow up on a conversation I had with someone from Howe Realty, then I’m sorry, but you’ve had a wasted trip.” His eyes went from the card in his hand to her face.

      Then the man whose name she hadn’t known until a few seconds ago turned his back on her, presenting those fine shoulders, and walked away.

      “Oh, but⁠—”

      “We’re closed!” he roared.

      Willow wondered what she was supposed to do now as she watched him disappear around a corner. Her head wasn’t processing thoughts with its usual speed and accuracy. In fact, she felt as if someone had filled it with thick syrup and stuck them all together. She counted slowly to twenty, then tried to find the words she wanted to say. Seconds later she’d managed to retrieve a few she could turn into a reasonable conversation.

      “Mr. Griffin.” She pitched her voice so he could hear. “I only want to have a word with you to discuss the offer I have with me for Café Gryphon.”

      “No!”

      “Could I prevail on you to make me a coffee before I go?” Willow tried again as she battled the panic inside her. If she could get him to come out and talk to her, he’d see what a good offer it was. “And something to eat? It was a long drive from Brook,” she added, raising her voice to be heard.

      “There’s a general store in town. I’m sure they’ll have something in a package.”

      Willow was suddenly revising every dream and opinion she’d ever had about this man. She’d put on four pounds because of him. Every day she had sat in the same seat, the one that was at the perfect angle just to watch him work. She’d imagined so many things about him, envisaged so many scenarios, and now she knew none of them were true. He wasn’t a struggling artist living in someone’s spare bedroom, or a doctor in his last year of med school who’d worked in the café so he could eat one good meal a day. There was no grandmother he visited once a week, taking her a favorite treat. There would be no silly, happy ending where he suddenly looked at Willow, really looked, and realized she was the woman he’d always loved.

      Willow knew it wasn’t justified or rational to feel as if he’d let her down, but she felt it just the same. He’d been her wicked fantasy, the one thing in her life that she didn’t ruthlessly control, the one pair of pink socks in a drawer of gray ones. She’d never been able to stop herself from seeing him every day. Almost like a user, she’d needed her fix, and this man had been it.

      I gained four pounds because of him!

      “Asshole,” she muttered, and then slapped a hand over her mouth as she looked around her. The two tables of customers had left, and the father was putting coats on his children as he too prepared to face the cold once more. He wasn’t glaring at her, so he couldn’t have heard her curse. Willow didn’t normally speak without thinking, nor did she curse… Well, hardly ever. In fact, Willow Harper rarely did anything that wasn’t the right thing to do. Her personal reputation was pristine, her business reputation without fault… and her social life nonexistent, she added silently.

      “I wish to be served, Mr. Griffin.”

      “Funny things, wishes. They rarely come true.”

      Willow snapped her teeth together to stop herself from saying anything else she’d regret. No one knew that wishes didn’t come true better than she. However, she didn’t want this man reminding her, especially as she’d had a few of them involving him. The combination of frustration and panic was making the leash she kept on her temper slip. It was something else she’d worked hard to control because she’d learned long ago that anger didn’t help any situation.

      “Let’s discuss this rationally, Mr. Griffin. Look over the offer I’m holding and if it’s not to your liking I can begin negotiations.” Willow used her no-nonsense voice. She was good at negotiations; there weren’t many who were better. That alone was why Michael had lured her to his company. She had sealed deals with persistence and the ability to read people that others had walked away from.

      “Go home, New York.”

      Willow waited for the father and his children to leave, then tried again.

      “Mr. Griffin, I understand my arrival here has come as a surprise, but I assure you that were you to look over this extremely generous offer, you would see⁠—”

      “I don’t want to sell!”

      Willow looked at the wall from behind which Aramis James Griffin was shouting at her, and wondered if it would just be easier to walk out there and join him. As she was about to do so, the door opened behind her.

      “Pie, Griffin, stat!”

      Willow turned to watch two men walk into the café. The first, the one who’d spoken, was wearing a woolen hat pulled low to cover his ears and a black jacket with the collar raised. He looked big and vital, his dark eyes snapping with energy as they surveyed the cabinets of food.

      “Hey, Domestic Goddess, get your butt out here now! I need coffee!”

      The second man had a slow southern drawl, and he was equally handsome. His black hair peeked out from a Longhorns cap that confirmed his origins, and he was wearing a thick caramel shearling jacket with brown wool lining. Bright blue eyes were studying the display case as he drew near.

      “Go to hell!”

      Willow couldn’t help it; she gasped at Aramis James Griffin’s words, drawing the eyes of both men.

      “Pay him no mind, sweetheart. He’s just sore because I kicked his ass last night at cards.” The Texan then offered her a smile that literally dropped Willow’s heart to her toes, which just went to show how unsettled she was. Men, even handsome ones, didn’t have that effect on her. Except the one in the kitchen.

      “You got paying customers, Griffin. Maybe you should come out and serve her,” the other man said.

      “She was just leaving.”

      Both men studied Willow after that comment from the kitchen.

      “You know him?” the green-eyed one asked.

      “Yes. Well, no. Sort of.” Dear God, Willow, shut up until the words coming out of your mouth make sense.

      “Now, you just have to elaborate on that,” Green Eyes said. “But before you do, I’m Jake, and this is Ethan.” He slapped the Texan hard on the chest, making him grunt.

      It was like having a blowtorch suddenly turned on full as they both focused on her, but Willow stood her ground.

      “I thought I told you we’re closed.”

      Willow dragged her eyes from the men and looked at the angry owner of The Hoot Café as he once again arrived on the other side of the counter. He should look ordinary compared to the other two men, yet he didn’t; in fact, he looked gorgeous. Tattoos, apron, boxer’s arms, and long curling lashes—he made her traitorous heart sigh in memory of the months of longing and fantasy-weaving she’d done.

      “Griffin, this here is a lady, and my uncle always taught me that we show them respect.”

      Aramis didn’t appreciate Ethan’s words, because his glare became more pronounced. “She’s from New York and has stuff that I don’t want to see.”

      Jake and Ethan turned from Aramis after his little speech and once again looked at Willow.

      “What stuff?” Jake asked, and his eyes weren’t so friendly now.

      “Confidential business,” Willow said. “That I assure you is in his best interests to look over.”

      “Now, don’t go spouting off your mouth, New York. These men don’t need to hear my business,” Aramis Griffin said. “Besides, like I told your colleague, I don’t want to sell, so you’re wasting your time here.”

      That said, Willow watched him once again storm back to the kitchen. That left her alone with the two men, who were no longer as friendly as they’d been when they’d first walked in the door.

      “What’s your name?”

      “Willow Harper, from Howe Realty New York.” She took a card from her pocket and handed one to each, as she always did when she met new people. You never knew where your next customer would come from.

      “I have no idea what this is about, Ms. Harper, but I think my friend has made his decision clear, so it would be in your best interests to leave town now,” the man named Jake said.

      “I just want Aramis look at the papers I’m carrying, and then I⁠—”

      “Wait…what did you call him?” The Texan was smiling now, a wide one that made his blue eyes sparkle and brought a whole new level of handsome to his face.

      “Aramis.”

      “As in the Three Musketeers?” he said, his eyes swinging from hers to Jake’s.

      “I—yes, that’s how it’s spelled.” Willow felt as if she’d just made a massive blunder, but wasn’t sure how.

      “Thank you.” He then raised his eyes skyward and started howling with laughter. “D-did you kn-know that was his n-name?” He turned to Jake.

      “Of course I knew, you idiot.” Jake was laughing now too. “I went to school with him, as did Annabelle.”

      “A-Annabelle knows?”

      Jake gave him a look that to Willow suggested that whoever Annabelle was, she did indeed know.

      “Tell me you didn’t just use my real name in front of this asshole.” Aramis erupted out of the kitchen. In one hand he was holding a rolling pin, and he was pointing it at Willow.

      “But it’s your name,” Willow said. “And a very nice one it is, too. You should be proud of it.”

      “Well, fuck!”

      “God damn, this day just got better,” the Texan said before howling with laughter once more. “All for one and one for all.” He leaped back from the counter and began swishing an invisible sword.

      “I don’t understand.” Willow looked at Jake, as he was the only one not laughing loudly or glaring at her.

      “Everyone here knows him as Buster. Only a few of us know his real name. Of course, that’s about to change now that the Texan has hold of this information.”

      Willow had a sinking feeling as she looked into the angry eyes of Aramis, aka Buster. She’d wanted to talk him into looking at the contract, but instead had made him angrier. “But there’s nothing wrong with the name. I mean, I don’t know many people called⁠—”

      “His mother loved The Three Musketeers,” Jake interrupted her.

      “Shut up, McBride,” Buster Griffin snapped.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t know,” she whispered. “We…we were never on first name terms in New York, so I didn’t know Ar… Buster’s,” she added as his glare got darker. “Name,” she finished lamely. She could feel the deal slipping from her grasp.

      Willow watched him pinch his nose.

      “Aramis,” Ethan snorted. “Did your mom really pick it from The Three Musketeers?”

      “Mrs. Griffin was into all that period stuff, but they were her favorites. He was lucky, really. She could have chosen Porthos,” Jake said.

      “You want to tell them my life story next?”

      “Way too colorful with a lady present,” Jake said calmly while his friend seethed and raged behind the counter. “I’ll save it for the next poker night.”

      “I think it’s time you left, Ms. Harper.”

      Willow felt the rare sting of tears as Buster Griffin spoke to her. His words had been cold and hard. She wasn’t a crier; it must be because she was exhausted…and desperate. She’d learned early on in her life that tears got you precisely nowhere. Hard work was the best panacea for everything that went wrong.

      “Buster,” the Texan said now that he had himself under control. His voice was deep, and she was sure that tone often made people jump to attention.

      “What?”

      “Don’t speak to Willow like that. She may be bringing some papers you don’t want to look over, but that’s no reason to be rude.”

      “I’ll add a ‘please’ to the request for you to leave, then.” Buster was still scowling.

      “I’m staying here for a while and combining the trip with a vacation.” Willow said the words quickly. The three men give her a look suggesting they knew she’d made that story up seconds ago. But she wasn’t leaving until Aramis—Buster—looked her offer over. This deal would change her life for the better, and as “for the worse” wasn’t something she wanted to contemplate, she was staying until it was done.

      “You here for the carnival?” Jake said.

      Willow shook her head.

      “You’re vacationing here, in the winter, when there’s a chance of a big dump of snow, when you could go someplace hot?” Jake said. “Seems to me you’ve got that all wrong, Willow.”

      “I burn easily, and I like colder climates.”

      “You’ve sure got nice skin,” Ethan said, looking closer.

      “Thank you.” Willow felt herself blushing. She’d had compliments before. Well done closing that deal. Nice work with those buyers. In New York, she was all about the business, and there was no time for socializing or for that matter personal compliments.

      “You’re hitched to my best friend!”

      “A woman likes to be complimented, Baker Boy, no matter her age. It wouldn’t hurt you to learn that, considering your single status.”

      “Silken-tongued Texans,” Buster snarled before he stormed back to the kitchen. Willow was sure he’d worn a path in the floor by now.

      “So, what’s the deal?” Jake opened the display case and helped himself to a pie. “What business do you have to discuss with him?”

      “That’s private,” Willow said.

      “We’re pretty protective of the Grinch in there.” Jake nodded toward the kitchen. “You seem to have him more hostile than usual, so we either kick your pretty butt out of town, or you get us on your side.” He handed Willow a plate with a muffin that she hadn’t asked for, but made her stomach rumble. “You have ten minutes to convince us to let you stay.”

      “I’m not pretty,” she said because she could think of nothing else, and she knew her limitations. She was acceptable and made the best of the features she had, but pretty she was not.

      “Yes, honey, you are pretty,” Ethan said. “And now I need coffee before we get into this any deeper. You want one?”

      “I-I… yes, please.” She then watched the Texan disappear into the kitchen.

      “Let’s find a seat.” Jake touched her back, and she was so surprised she jumped.

      “You’re from New York. You people can’t move without touching each other, especially at this time of year. Those department stores are manic, so don’t tell me you’re not used to it,” he said, directing her to the seat where she’d placed her things.

      “People touch by mistake, not by choice,” Willow said.

      “Well, now, that’s just plain sad to my mind.” Jake pulled out a chair for himself once she was seated. “Nothing nicer than the touch of a hand if it’s well intended.”

      Willow realized she’d forgotten what that felt like. She’d grown up among people who loved to touch, and while she had accepted it from her family, she’d always felt uncomfortable with others. She’d been a shy child, and growing up in a commune had been hard on her; in fact, she’d hated it.

      “I wasn’t speaking on behalf of all the people of New York.” Willow felt she needed to clarify that point. “I’m sure plenty of them like to touch.”

      “I’m sure they do.” He was smiling at her now. “Like I said, nothing nicer than a person’s touch if it’s welcome.”

      Willow had often wondered what it would feel like to be touched by Buster Griffin, but it would be safe to say now that that wasn’t going to happen.
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      Buster braced his hands on the countertop and sucked in a deep, calming breath. He remembered Willow Harper. Now that he knew her name, the guesses he’d come up with had been way off, he realized. Sarah, he’d thought, or Amanda. Maybe Sharon, but never in his wildest dreams would he have come up with Willow. Willows to his mind were a bit wild, walking just this side of respectability. They were beautiful, with a free spirit. Of course this Willow was beautiful, in a buttoned, uptight kind of way, but he couldn’t picture her walking on the wild side of anything.

      Straightening, he looked around his space. Gleaming countertops, hanging implements, stacked bowls and his appliances. A shelf ran along one wall filled with cookbooks he’d collected over the years. This was his home; here he was in complete control. Usually being in his kitchen calmed him, but today it wasn’t doing the job. Today his insides resembled the contents of a blender, and he wasn’t sure if it was the offer Willow Harper was carrying with her or seeing her again. Both, he suspected.

      She had come into his New York café every day for months and had sat in the same chair; if it wasn’t free, then she took the one closest to it. She’d ordered the same food in five clear words, then sat and pulled out her laptop, and worked for thirty minutes. Her suits had been severely tailored, gray, blue or black. Sometimes a skirt had accompanied the jacket, and other times pants. She had always worn heels, which he suspected was due to her height—a little on the short side, because he had several inches on her. Her caramel-colored hair had always been slick and neat in a bun at the nape of her neck. Buster had spent quite a bit of time staring at that bun. He’d always wondered how long her hair was, what it would feel like sifting through his fingers, and what the soft skin of her exposed neck would taste like if he pressed his lips there.

      She wore glasses with tortoiseshell frames when she worked, and the few times she’d come in without them he’d seen how beautiful her eyes were. Lavender with flecks of gray. Buster had never seen that color on anyone else, and he remembered how off-balance he’d felt the first time he’d seen them. They’d made her seem soft and vulnerable, and he’d felt the urge to touch her—reach over the counter and take her hand in his and hold it tight.

      It was fair to say that Willow Harper had tugged at his insides a time or two. Buster had never been able to shake the feeling that beneath that buttoned-up, tailored façade was a woman on shaky ground. A woman with secrets and insecurities, and he’d wanted her. He’d often wondered how a woman he didn’t know and hadn’t had a single conversation with that didn’t involve ordering a coffee or muffin could have such an effect on him.

      He’d tried to talk to her a couple of times, but she’d just nodded, uttered a single word, then hurried to her seat, so he’d settled for a greeting or a smile.

      Tex had been right: she had soft, unblemished skin, and in the summer months when she’d opened her jackets, he’d seen curves that had made his hands clench around whatever implement he’d been holding.

      Buster had woven a few fantasies around Ms. Harper during the months he’d served her. He’d imagined dragging her over his counter and ravishing her, or asking her to slip out back where he could kiss her senseless in the storeroom. However, he’d been happy with his fantasies and had never wanted to take them any further. She might look soft and vulnerable, yet in all likelihood she was a sassy, smart businessperson who’d kick him in the balls as soon as the chance presented itself. He’d been burned by a woman just like Willow Harper, and he was a quick study, so he wouldn’t be going back there again.

      “You gonna throw that?”

      At Tex’s words, Buster looked down and realized he had a knife in his hand. Opening his fingers, he released it, then pushed it away. “Only if you call me Aramis again.”

      “I owe you for months of torment, Griffin, so don’t think your threats will stop me.”

      Buster snorted. He and his friends had indeed tormented the Texan. He was the fifth Ethan Gelderman, from a rich Texan family, and they’d never let him forget it.

      “So, what’s the deal?”

      “About what?” Buster stalled.

      “That woman out there has you all hot under the collar, Baker Boy, and not in a good way.”

      “She has some papers she wants me to look at,” Buster said, reaching for cups. He wasn’t up to tackling the coffee machine, so they could have instant and lump it. “She still here?”

      “Yup. Jake’s giving her ten minutes to convince him he should let her stay.”

      “I’d rather she didn’t.”

      “You ran a café in New York, right? After studying in Paris, you went there and worked for a few years?”

      Buster spooned coffee into the cups, and the Texan poured in the boiling water as he talked, filling the air with the strong aroma Buster never got sick of inhaling.

      Then Buster corrected his friend. “The Gryphon Café was my baby. I built the business from scratch while you boys were off playing soldiers.”

      Tex whistled. “I didn’t realize you owned it.”

      “Unlike you, I don’t spill my guts every time I open my mouth.”

      “Buster, I know a few clams that could outtalk you,” Tex said, showing no sign of being insulted, which was why he was a good friend. The man had a hide thicker than a rhinoceros’ and took everything Buster threw at him, then hurled it straight back. “And even if you don’t spill your guts, Annabelle, Jake or one of your childhood buddies will fill me in. Although I’m pretty pissed they kept their mouths shut about ‘Aramis’.”

      “What can I say? They love me more than you.”

      The Texan snorted before adding, “Willow Harper sure makes a big deal out of hiding she’s a woman.”

      Buster looked at his friend. Tex had only recently made the move to Howling to be with his girl, Annabelle, one of Buster’s friends. He’d never let the man know it, but Buster was glad to have Tex in his life.

      “What the hell are you talking about? She wears makeup and expensive clothes. You tell me a woman you know who doesn’t like to do that.”

      “Willow”—Tex nodded to where she and Jake were sitting, somewhere beyond the kitchen wall—“is hiding behind that tailored exterior and those big glasses that swallow her face. Her hair is pulled back so tight her eyes squint, and you gotta wonder what’s underneath all that. She’s hiding, man. Surely you’ve noticed?”

      “You’ve known her for, what…ten minutes, fifteen tops, and suddenly you’ve got her all figured out?” Buster knew he shouldn’t be so interested in the answer just because he’d once been intrigued by the woman. She was the enemy now, sent here to torment him with her papers and promises of instant wealth. “She doesn’t usually wear the glasses unless she’s working on her laptop,” he felt compelled to add, but had no idea why.

      “I know women,” Tex shrugged. “She’s got this businesslike, ‘don’t mess with me’ front, but she talks like you’d imagine your favorite teddy bear would, all raspy and cute. She’s hiding the woman she is behind all that exterior shit, bud, trust me. She also has eyes the color of Annabelle’s lavender, and they’re the first pair I’ve seen like that, so I’m willing to cut her a break for those alone.”

      She did talk like a teddy bear would; Buster had to give his friend that. Soft and raspy, and her eyes were pretty special.

      “Whatever. Just get rid of her.”

      “You get rid of her.”

      Buster didn’t like the calculating look in his friend’s eyes as he said that, but he ignored it. “Fine, I will.”

      Taking two of the cups, he stomped back out to the café and stopped when he heard her laughing. Buster had never seen her laugh or smile; she’d always been serious, just like her clothing, but Jake had managed it in under five minutes. Her face was suddenly alive, her eyes sparkling, and why that pissed him off, he had no idea, but it did.

      “Pull up a chair, Buster. I was just telling Willow a bit about the characters in our town,” Jake said.

      “I thought we decided you were leaving, Ms. Harper, considering I don’t want to talk any more business with you.” Buster didn’t often let his temper rear its ugly head, but it was nipping at his heels now. When he banged the mugs down on the table with a little more force than he’d intended, he watched the black liquid slosh over the top and onto Willow’s sleeve, making her jump out of her seat.

      “Shit, Willow, I’m sorry.” Buster reached for her as she grabbed her bag and coat, but she backed away.

      “It’s all right. Don’t worry about it.” She rubbed the damaged skin through the fabric of her jacket and winced. “I can see you’re busy today, so I’ll come by to see you tomorrow to discuss the offer.”

      “Willow, sit down and let me look at your hand. That was a decent amount of coffee, and it was black and hot.” Buster tried to reach her again, but she dodged around a chair and made for the door.

      “Goodbye, Jake, Ethan,” she said, excluding him, and seconds later the door slammed behind her.

      “Hope she puts some water on that,” Jake said, stirring a second teaspoon of sugar into his coffee.

      “If she’s the type to burn, it’ll probably scar,” Ethan said, taking his without.

      “What?” Buster snarled, turning to face the two men, who were watching him. “It’s a scald, not sun-fucking-burn, you idiot!” He knew he was yelling, but couldn’t seem to stop himself. He’d just hurt a woman, and he never did that.

      “She’s just got soft, pale skin. I’d hate to see it scarred.”

      Ethan had an innocent look on his face, as did Jake, but Buster didn’t buy that from either of them. “You two have homes and women. Go find them!”

      “Hell, no, not when the company is so good here.” Jake pulled out the seat beside him and patted it. “Take a load off, Baker Boy. Something tells me you could do with a break.”

      “I don’t want a break.”

      “Sure you do,” Jake said in a calm voice that was laced with steel.

      No one could make Buster do anything he didn’t want to, except his father and this man. They were brothers in every way but blood and had been since childhood, and he sometimes thought Jake knew him better than he knew himself. Unfortunately, now was one of those times.

      “You’re not going to lecture me, are you? Because you know I hate that shit.” Buster sat and took the black coffee Tex handed him.

      “What’s the deal with New York? I thought you sold the café.”

      Buster used his apron to wipe up the coffee he’d thrown over Willow and the table. Once that was done, he wrapped his fingers around the cup and moved it slowly in a small circle around the table as he thought about how to answer that question.

      “You know I hate spilling my guts, Jake, so cut me a break and just ask me something manly. Like, ‘Have you installed a new engine in something lately?’”

      Jake snorted. “You wouldn’t know one end of a motor from another.”

      “True,” Buster sighed. “No one’s better at rebuilding a blender, though.”

      “Did you sell the café?” Jake’s eyes were steady, and for once Ethan was silent, watching them and waiting for answers.

      “So you drive me crazy with your incessant talking from sunup to sundown, and now suddenly you’ve taken a vow of silence?” Buster snapped at the Texan.

      “Now, Aramis, there’s no need to go at me because you’re cornered.”

      “I could kill her with my bare hands for that alone,” Buster growled. The truth was, he was cornered. Jake wouldn’t give up. When he got hold of something, he gnawed at it until he got the answers he wanted. “You know I’m not big on this shit, Jake. Talking about personal stuff makes me itch.”

      “I’m sure if you wait long enough, someone will come in who cares. But while we do, stop your whining and talk.”

      Buster slugged down a big, mouthful of coffee. “I didn’t sell, all right?”

      “You told me you did because Jessica was making your life difficult.”

      “She finally got the idea and moved away. And I didn’t exactly tell you I had sold. You decided I had, and I let you.”

      “Why?”

      Buster saw the hurt in his friend’s eyes and hated that he’d put it there. “Because I was never really sure that I didn’t want to go back,” he said, then exhaled.

      “And you think I would have stopped you?”

      “Of course not,” Buster said. “It was just something I wanted to keep to myself until I decided, and now I have. That café means a lot to me, and also to my parents. Mom and Dad spent hours there helping me set it up. Mom used to bake every morning alongside me, while Dad would clean and serve people. It was a special time for us, being together like that. The Gryphon was the first café I owned. It took a lot of my sweat to build it into what it is today, so I’m not sure I’d ever want to sell it.”

      “And have you decided whether you’re staying here in Howling or going?”

      “I’m staying.”

      Jake’s smile made Buster’s chest feel warm and heavy, but he didn’t return the gesture. They’d be shocked if he had.

      “It’s your wife, McBride. I can’t live without her in my life.”

      “And there I was, thinking it was me,” the Texan sighed. “Now, tell me who the hell Jessica is.”

      “So, what’s the deal with Willow?” Jake said, ignoring him.

      “She has an offer for the café that I don’t want to accept. Beside the personal reasons, the Gryphon also makes me money, and while I know you think I enjoy working every hour of every day, one day I want to retire.”

      “How do you know she has an offer if you haven’t seen the papers?” Ethan asked.

      “This guy called me from Howe Realty. Said he had a client who wanted to purchase the Gryphon. I said no, he tried to persuade me, we finished the call, and I thought that was that.”

      “Must be a big offer for her to come here personally and present it,” Jake said with a whistle.

      “I recognized her the minute she walked in the door because I saw her in New York every day for months. I didn’t make the connection with the Gryphon until she gave me her card.”

      “How’d she know you lived here?” Jake asked.

      “Those Realtor people can find out anything.”

      “And you don’t even want to look at the offer? Aren’t you curious to see how much they want to pay you?” Ethan asked.

      “I called some associates who have cafés near the Gryphon in New York, and asked if any of them have been approached. One had, by a franchise. Even if I was going to sell the Gryphon, I wouldn’t do it if there was any chance of that,” Buster said, feeling outraged all over again. “No way is my hard work being turned into prepackaged shit and muddy-tasting coffee.”

      “You’re such a snob, Griffin. Unless it’s made by your hand, it’s shit,” Jake laughed.

      “Yeah, well, I’ve got standards, and I don’t see either of you complaining.”

      Buster watched his friends stick their hands in the air. Jake then sipped his coffee while Ethan sat back in his chair.

      “I’ve come to think of you as this guy who’s happy with his lot here in Howling. Café owner, local grouch and loved by many, but I’m seeing a whole other side to you today, Aramis. First you’re talking ‘income streams’ and then ‘associates’… Hell, it seems like you’re something of an entrepreneur. So, tell me who Jessica is.”

      “An ex. Now, tell me: how much do I have to pay you to keep that name between us?”

      “Pineapple cake every week for two months,” Ethan said. “And who knew you had an ex?”

      “Me,” Jake said, smiling. “Annabelle and Newman, and probably a few others.”

      “Done.” Buster shook the Texan’s hand.

      “But I want vanilla and chocolate frosting with coconut on top.”

      “You don’t put those together,” Buster said, outraged at the thought.

      “It’s a deal breaker.”

      “Philistine,” Buster muttered as his thoughts went to Willow. He hoped she’d put water on that burn.
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