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      “Morning, killer.”

      My ankle wobbles and my heel catches on the seam in the sidewalk. I glance between my coffee and the concrete. Which should I save—my dignity and possibly some scrapes and bruises or the specialty coffee I’ve been dreaming of all morning and finally indulged in?

      A muscular arm slips around my waist and steadies me while a tanned hand whips the cup out of my fingers. I slap my palm against a solid chest covered in black cashmere and glare up at Ian Flannigan’s smirking face. He pulls me flush against his body.

      I try not to notice how all our key parts line up perfectly as I jerk out of his hold. He lets me go, but his hand squeezes my hip first.

      “Must you persist in that ridiculous nickname? I dispatched one spider. You act as if I murdered a colony of rabbits or something.”

      “It’s the way you got rid of the spider. You brandished your shoe like a serial killer in a horror film wielding an axe.”

      I roll my eyes. So sue me, I don’t like spiders.

      “And that’s not why I call you killer.”

      I narrow my eyes. Do I want to know? Probably not. It’s bound to ruin my mood for the rest of the day. Ian gets way too much enjoyment out of pushing my buttons. The sad fact is I know this, yet I still can’t help reacting when he does it.

      His sea-blue eyes stare down at me, patiently waiting for me to ask. They’re not your typical blue eyes. Oh, no. They’re the color of the Caribbean Sea–turquoise one minute and a deep blue the next. It’s really not fair for him to have eyes like that. Or the long black lashes framing them.

      “Never mind. I don’t want to know.”

      I step to the side. I’ll walk around him—ignoring Ian often works best.

      He side steps in front of me.

      “Where are you off to in such a hurry? Your flower shop is that way.” He points behind me. “Or are you so flustered by my presence you’ve forgotten where it is?”

      I close my eyes and start counting. One. Two. Three.

      “Fantasizing what I look like naked?”

      His tan, naked, chest with a sprinkling of dark hair pops into my head. My fingertips tracing each ridge of muscle on his abdomen.

      My eyes pop open. Damn it!

      I growl and stomp past him, muttering, “I have the worst taste in men.”

      He falls into step next to me. “So you admit you’re attracted to me.”

      Do not engage. Do not engage.

      I increase my stride. If I ignore him, he might give up. At least for today. Then he’ll start over the next time I have the misfortune to run into him.

      His long legs easily keep pace with mine. I slow down. It’s not like I can win a race with him in this skirt and heels, and I’m sure as hell not going to give him the impression I’m running away from him.

      “So, Becks…”

      I stop and wave my finger under his nose. “Do not call me that. Ever!”

      One imperious deep brown eyebrow shoots up.

      Shit! I just gave him ammunition. Now that’s probably all he’ll ever call me.

      “Got it. Rebecca it is.”

      He looks sincere. He could be setting me up, but his telltale smirk is missing. I spot my coffee cup still in his grip.

      “Give me that.” He holds it up over my head when I reach for it. I could snag it out of his hand, but then my coffee would spill.

      I plant my fists on my hips. “What are you, five?”

      There’s the smirk.

      “It’s a little late to be asking how old I am, isn’t it? You’ve already had your way with me.”

      Only a handful of people are strolling along the sidewalk, and they’re too far away to hear him. Hoods and hats cover several heads, hiding identities and muffling sound further. No one glances in our direction.

      I adjust the strap of my purse on my shoulder and fold my arms under my chest. His gaze drops to my cleavage.

      “Eyes up, Flannigan.”

      He grins as he raises his gaze. “Can you blame me? Especially when I’m aware of what’s under all that camouflage?”

      “What camouflage?” I glance down at my white silk blouse under my wool blazer and the gray pencil skirt covering me to my ankles. There’s nothing wrong with the way I’m dressed. It’s tasteful and professional. The April weather is still rather brisk, but this is New England. It could change in an instant. My wool suit seemed like a good choice this morning, but I hadn’t anticipated sprinting down the sidewalk to avoid Ian, either.

      He steps closer. “Tell me, you’re wearing sexy lingerie under those clothes, aren’t you? White lace? A thong?”

      I grit my teeth. Nailed it on both counts. Lingerie is my weakness.

      “You will never find out.”

      His gaze rakes me from head to toe. “That’s okay. I have my memories to sustain me. For now.”

      A shiver skates down my spine. Me too.

      Nope, not going there. “Hand over my coffee.”

      “Have dinner with me.”

      “No.”

      “Why? It’s just dinner. You’re not dating anyone else. What’s the harm?”

      I tilt my head to the side and tap my toes inside my shoes. “How do you know I’m not dating anyone?”

      His smile fades. “Are you?”

      I should tell him yes. Only, then I’d have to come up with someone because Ian will insist on knowing who. He doesn’t have a shy bone in his body. Why should he? He’s probably had women falling at his feet since he left the cradle. He’s just too damn good-looking.

      “I don’t date.”

      “Why not?”

      “That’s none of your business. You asked. I said no. That’s how our little drama works, isn’t it? Now can I please have my coffee? I have an appointment.”

      He hands me my coffee. “Here you go, Queenie.”

      “Let me guess, as in Queen Bitch?” He wouldn’t be the first.

      “I would never call you that.”

      “Why not? I know I’m a bitch. I don’t see it as a terrible thing.” My mouth waters as I inhale the nutty aroma of the coffee safely back in my grasp.

      “My mother would smack the back of my head if she ever heard me call a woman a bitch. Besides, I don’t think of you that way at all. You’re determined to resist my charming personality, but you aren’t nasty about it.”

      I narrow my eyes. “That can change.” I guess I have to be harsher in my rejections of his advances. Good to know.

      He chuckles and slides his hands into his pants’ pockets. The gray material pulls against his thighs. I snap my gaze back up to his face.

      “Queenie was this Boston Terrier I had as a kid. She would bark and growl at any dog that came near her.”

      “You’re comparing me to a dog.” And here I thought the day couldn’t go worse.

      Ian smirks. “She was a great dog.”

      “Uh-huh. Goodbye.”

      I look both ways before stepping off the curb onto the crosswalk. Granite Cove doesn’t have any traffic lights in this part of the village. During the summer, the locals avoid driving down Main Street when it’s jampacked with tourists and summer residents. Otherwise, it can take a half hour just to traverse the half mile through the village with all the stops to let people cross. It provides good business for me and the rest of the shops located here, though.

      Ian steps onto the opposite curb with me. I look up the street to his bar. That might be his destination instead of following me, but Flannigan’s Pub is on the opposite side of the street. He should have crossed at the last crosswalk. Now he’ll have to walk past his bar to the next crosswalk.

      “Are you following me?” Go ahead, deny it.

      “Yup.”

      I stop, turn to face him, and take a sip of my coffee, not caring if it’s still too hot and burns my tongue. I need the caffeine kick. The late morning sun shines in my eyes as I squint up at him.

      “Why?”

      “You admitted you’re attracted to me, so you’ve strengthened my resolve. My persistence will pay off. You’re going to say yes eventually. So why not save us both some time and say yes now?”

      “I say ‘I have terrible taste in men’ and you translate it as ‘I’m attracted to you’?”

      His lips twitch. “Pretty much.”

      I roll my eyes and stalk down the sidewalk. He’s never going to stop. Is he right? Will I eventually give in? I grit my teeth and swing around.

      He’s only a step behind me.

      I wave my coffee in the air with my finger pointed in his direction. “Listen closely. You were a mistake. I don’t repeat my mistakes. I learn from them. Leave me alone.”

      Ian frowns and leans his head down so his nose is almost touching mine. “You know why I call you killer? It’s short for man-killer. Have a nice day, Rebecca.”

      He crosses the road even though the closest crosswalk is half a block away. His posture is stiff instead of his usual casual strut.

      I bet he thinks I’m a bitch now.

      Mission accomplished. He won’t be asking me out anymore, and I won’t be tempted to say yes.

      I sip my coffee as I stride over to Dress to Impress and swing open the door. The doorbell chimes a fairy tales trill.

      “Right on time.”

      Kelly dresses a mannequin in the window display. She glances out the window and back at me. “Everything okay?”

      How much did she witness? I point to the blue dress she’s draping. “That’s gorgeous. One of yours?”

      She stares at me for a moment. The debate she’s waging whether to press for details or allow me to change the subject is clear by her slightly wrinkled forehead, narrowed eyes, and pursed pink lips.

      “Yes, as a matter of fact, it is.” She steps down and walks over.

      “What are you doing here in New Hampshire? Why aren’t you a famous fashion designer in New York or Paris?”

      “I did my stint in both and couldn’t cut it. This suits me better.”

      I glance back at the dress in the window. The stitching is invisible. The material shimmers. I can easily picture a model wearing it strutting down the runway.

      “You’re so talented. I believe you can succeed anywhere you want to.”

      She presses the tips of her fingers against my forearm. “Thanks, but Dress to Impress is all I need. It satisfies my creative outlet, and I get to buy beautiful clothes to sell as well.”

      “I do love coming in here. Every time I do, I see so many things I want to try on.”

      “That’s exactly the point.”

      I laugh as I follow her to the rear of the store, past rack after rack of beautiful clothes. There’s a circular raised platform in the center. Thick white curtains drape over the dressing rooms on the left side of the room. A white and gold loveseat and chairs occupy the right side.

      “You’ve really got a ‘fairy tale princess’ vibe going back here. I like it.”

      Kelly glances over her shoulder. “I have a weakness for fairy tales, and what bride doesn’t want to feel like a princess on her special day? Or a teenager going to prom? Or even dressing up for a special dinner and wanting the perfect dress? I kept the decor simpler in the front so the clothes are the chief attraction, but back here I indulged.”

      “It works.” There’s a tall golden urn on a pedestal in the corner. “You know, hydrangeas and some long grasses would look great in that urn. We could do silk if you don’t want the expense of replacing them often.”

      “That would be great. Can you work up a proposal for me?”

      “Absolutely.”

      “I have your bridesmaid dress hanging in here.” She stops next to an open dressing room. The light blue dress fills the entire lower half of the cream wall.

      “Did it get bigger?”

      Kelly laughs and glances at the dress. “No, but it will once you put it on with the train and puffed sleeves.”

      “Lord, when I told Franny she should have her dream wedding and not worry about finding bridesmaid dresses we could wear again, I never envisioned this would be the result.” At first, she had insisted the bridesmaids all choose their own dresses as long as they were the same shade of blue. Sky blue like the eyes of Mitch, her fiancé. But Lucinda knew Franny wanted to recreate a wedding set at the turn of the nineteenth century. Sisterly love or the job of the wedding planner slash maid of honor? Either way, once she’d told Olivia and me what Franny really wanted, we could hardly refuse. After all, it’s the responsibility of the bridesmaids to help ensure the bride’s special day is perfect.

      I step into the dressing area and set my purse on the white corner shelf.

      “I’ll take that.” Kelly removes the coffee cup from my hand. “You’ll get it back after you try on the dress.”

      I frown and snatch back the cup and chug the rest. “There, the dress is safe.”

      She shakes her head and takes the cup I hold out. The rings at the top of the curtains rattle against the gold-colored metal rod holding them up as she slides them closed.

      I’m down to my skivvies and pulling on the special slip when a throat clears outside the dressing area.

      “So, now that I know you’re not going to bolt, what is the deal with you and Ian? No one can miss the bantering between you two at the business meetings, and I saw you talking to him outside.”

      I pause mid-step with the slip half on. Kelly and I are what I’d call friendly acquaintances. I like her well enough, but I’m not ready to divulge all the sordid details of my relationship with Ian Flannigan.

      “Nothing to tell.” If I didn’t believe attending the town’s small business group meetings was so vital to my business, I would’ve quit the first time I’d walked in the door and spotted Ian. I’d nearly fallen on my ass. I’d grabbed the door frame of the conference room and was on the verge of hyperventilating. I’m sure my eyes had bugged out of my face like a cartoon character while I debated if it was too late to move back to New York. His gaze had landed on me and widened with recognition. When he grinned, I’d let go of the door, raised my chin, and did my best to ignore him.

      “None of my business, huh?” She sighs. “The way he stares at you when you’re not looking makes me want to fan myself. If a guy looked at me like that, I’d be grinning like the Cheshire Cat.”

      I yank the dress off the hook. “He’s available. Why don’t you ask him out?”

      A soft snort sounds outside the curtain. “There’s an interesting idea.”

      The dress snags over my raised arms and head. I can’t grab it with my hands, so I wiggle and scrunch my shoulders. It doesn’t budge an inch. “Damn it!”

      “Problem?”

      “I’m stuck.”

      Kelly pokes her head in and chuckles. She steps in and tugs the dress down into place. I stare at the top of her light brown head while she fluffs and smooths the skirt of the dress. She’s an attractive woman. Ian would be a fool to turn her down if she asks him out.

      My stomach clenches.

      If the two of them started dating, then he’d stop asking me out—exactly what I’ve been telling him I want for a year and a half.

      She fastens the dress while I stare into the gold-framed mirror in the corner of the dressing room. It’s a beautifully elegant dress with a detailed floral design. Delicate lace accents the top. My brown hair just grazes my jaw line—I’ll have to wear it up to stay in style with the dress. I should suggest a floral spray to clip in our hair to Lucinda and Olivia.

      Kelly’s an inch or two taller than me and gazes over my shoulder at our reflection. They’d be a stunning couple.

      I grind my back teeth together and clench my hands into fists.

      Why the hell does the image of Ian and Kelly together make me want to punch something?
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      “I’m going to punch you in the face!” Spittle flies from his mouth as he towers over me. He raises his fist in the air. Rage contorts his face. If he follows through, I’m toast. He outweighs me by a solid seventy-five pounds.

      I shove back my shoulders and lift my chin. “No you won’t. You’re going to go to your room and calm down.”

      “No! I’m going to punch you!” He props his fist on the wall. “I’m going to punch the wall!”

      Progress. From bodily harm to property damage. “Remember all the work you had to do to fix the last hole in the wall you made? You had to spend an entire month’s allowance on materials. Is it worth it?”

      He pulls his arm back and swings at the wall—stopping short of actually punching it.

      “Go to your room until you can behave appropriately.”

      “No! I’m going to run away!”

      “Okay, where are you going to go?”

      I hold my breath. Nope, not the proper response. The therapist said to concentrate on de-escalating the meltdown. Stay calm. Stress appropriate behavior and consequences.

      “I know you’re upset. You need to go to your room so you can calm down. You’ve lost video games for today. If you don’t turn this around, you’ll lose your phone too. When you can behave respectfully and appropriately, you can come out.”

      Drew clenches his fists at his sides and stomps his foot. “Move!”

      I back several feet out of the way, clearing a path to the hallway and his room. He marches past me and down the hall. The slamming of his door thunders through the apartment.

      I fall back against the living room wall and drop my face into my hands. My throat closes as tears fill my eyes. I scrub my hands over my face and sniffle.

      Crisis averted. Get over it.

      I rub my eyes, belatedly remembering I’m wearing makeup, which is probably now smudged all over my face. At least it’s the end of the day and not the beginning.

      A few more hours and I can crash into bed.

      Every time he has a meltdown, I worry the neighbors will hear and call the police. My budget wasn’t large enough to afford both a house and the shop. Besides, this apartment over the shop is ideal in every other way. I can work downstairs and still be available for Drew. I own the building, so no added housing expenses. The commute couldn’t possibly be better. Then there’s the added benefit that from my bedroom window and one of the living room windows, I can see the lake. Pieces of it, anyway, if I peer around or over the buildings across the street.

      I push off the wall and glance down the hallway opposite me as I walk over to the kitchen entrance. Silence reigns. There’s no smashing or yelling so I take it as a good sign. I peer into the fridge. What will be easy to prepare and is something he won’t complain about?

      Mac and cheese is his favorite. If I make that, it might help improve his mood. I grab the cheese and milk and then the pasta and flour from the cabinet. It’s not only simple, but a comfort food for me too.

      When he was younger, his meltdowns could last for hours, not minutes. Focus on the positives, not the negatives. At least he’s not in his room smashing his belongings or the furniture.

      After the pasta is done cooking, I mix it with the cheese sauce I made and pour it into a casserole dish and shove it into the preheated oven.

      Drew’s bedroom door opens and he shuffles down the hall. I put down the bowls I grabbed to set the table, brace my hands on the counter, and take a few calming breaths. Anger will only aggravate the situation. I need to show him there are other, better, ways to cope with his upsets.

      “What’s for dinner?”

      “Mac and cheese.” I turn and wrap my arms around my waist and rest a hip against the counter. “Feel better?”

      His belly shows beneath the bottom of his blue T-shirt with the faded car decal across his chest. The shirt is too small. I’ll have to find him a new one before he’ll allow me to get rid of this one.

      He shrugs. “Can I help?”

      “You could help set the table by getting the forks and drinks.” It’s not really a table, but a breakfast bar with an opening between the kitchen and the living room. Since we haven’t eaten at the table stuffed into the corner of the living room since we moved in, he knows what I mean.

      “Okay.”

      He grabs two forks from the utensil drawer and then two glasses from the cabinet. I open the fridge to get the water pitcher.

      “I got it.”

      I raise my hands and step back. Drew grabs the water pitcher and swings it so hard water splashes over the top. He brings it over to the bar and pours it into a glass, filling it to the top. He smashes his lips together while he concentrates on pouring water into the second glass. Lights flash in the living room window as a car turns out of the parking lot across the street. Drew looks up and water spills onto the counter.

      “Oh shit!” He jumps back, spilling a trail over the bar and counter.

      “Language.” I’m to blame for his propensity to use that particular curse word. I can hardly punish him when I can’t control it coming out of my mouth half the time either. “It’s all right. Put the pitcher away and grab a paper towel to clean up the mess.”

      He jogs over to the fridge, then gets the paper towels. He rips off half the roll and carries the bundle over in his fist. He dabs at the water on the counter and on the floor.

      The timer on the oven beeps.

      “Go wash your hands and sit.”

      I wait until we’re both sitting and served before turning. “Drew, do you have something to say to me?”

      He smiles and shrugs.

      “Drew.”

      “Sorry.”

      The meltdown is forgotten. It dissipated as quickly as it started. I wish I could get over upsets and forget them as quickly as he does.

      I shouldn’t have told him they canceled the school fishing field trip so bluntly. I know better. He doesn’t tolerate changes to his schedule well. Especially not plans he was looking forward to. That must have been the trigger. His mood had plummeted. He’d become sullen and argumentative over everything. Not that it’s out of the norm for him to argue. His oppositional defiant disorder ensures he argues with me over anything from the weather to telling me what I like or dislike.

      “Can we watch a show?” Drew shovels a heaping spoonful of mac and cheese into his mouth.

      I rub my hand across my aching forehead. “After we finish dinner and clean up the kitchen.”

      “Okay.”

      “How was school today?”

      He shrugs.

      “You know, just because they canceled the school fishing trip, it doesn’t mean you can’t go fishing. We live across the street from the largest lake in the state. We could rent a boat.”

      “This weekend?”

      “Maybe. I have to check into it, okay?”

      He nods and continues eating.

      I drink my water and push my bowl away. “I’m going to go change out of my work clothes. You finish eating.”

      “Can I have the rest of that?” He points to my bowl.

      “All yours.”

      Drew smiles and pulls my bowl next to his.

      I place my hand on his shoulder. “Love you.”

      He shrugs my hand off. “Mm-hmm.”

      I walk down the hallway to my room across from his and lean back against the closed door with my eyes shut. A painful drumming stabs at my head behind my eyes. I glance at my bed covered in a white puffy comforter in the center of the room. If I lie down now, I won’t get back up. Drew will never go to bed on his own. He’ll stay up all night until he passes out and be miserable and cranky in the morning when it’s time to get up.

      After grabbing a set of blue velour lounging clothes from my drawer and putting them on, I walk back down the hall to the bathroom and wash my face. I peek over at the bar, where Drew is still eating. He shovels another forkful of food into his mouth.

      Rubbing the soft material of my pants between my fingers, I walk into the kitchen and load the dishwasher. Drew brings over the dishes.

      “Go turn on the TV. I’ll be there in a minute.” It’ll take him at least a half hour to choose which show to watch, so it will be bedtime after one episode.

      I pop a few pain pills for my headache, put away the leftovers, and wipe down the counters as he flips through the channels. Music, laughter, and cartoon noises all start and stop several times.

      I climb into the corner of the couch, tucking my feet underneath me. Another crisis averted. Another day almost done. My bed beckons.

      “What’s the verdict, kiddo?”

      “I’m not a kid.”

      Technically, seventeen is still a kid, but he likes being considered a man. “No, you’re not, but you’ll always be my little brother.”

      “I’m bigger than you.”

      “Yes, but I’m older.”

      He nods. “A lot older.”

      “Watch it buddy.” Thirteen years, but it feels more like thirty.

      He chortles.

      “How about the car cartoon you were watching the other day? Any more episodes of that?”

      Drew scrolls through until he locates the show and turns it on. I tilt my head back on the couch and close my eyes. Adrenaline crash or simple exhaustion? Probably a combination. It doesn’t matter. I can’t go to bed until after he’s tucked in and I finish the paperwork for the shop.

      He taps me on the head. A bit like I imagine a gorilla would. Whap. Whap. Whap. “Wake up.”

      I pry open one eye. “I’m not sleeping. I’m resting.”

      He points to the TV. “Watch.”

      Drew doesn’t like watching shows alone.

      I sigh, open my eyes, and prop my head up with my hand. “Okay.”
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      Franny is standing outside the library conference room. I’d recognize that fall of red hair anywhere. Uh oh. Vanessa is standing there too. I quicken my pace. God only knows what sort of trouble that troll is trying to stir up.

      “Really, Fanny, Mitch is surrounded by the most beautiful women in the world. Don’t you think you should put a little more effort into your appearance? But then again, I suppose it’s only a matter of time before he comes to his senses.”

      “Sheath your claws, Vanessa, or I’ll do it for you and declaw you like a cat—only a lot more painfully with no anesthesia.”

      Franny and Vanessa both turn to me.

      Vanessa turns red and flounces into the room. I put my arm around Franny’s shoulders. “Don’t let her get to you.”

      “I don’t. Not anymore.” She bumps my arm with her shoulder. “Thanks for the rescue though.”

      “You know she’s only jealous, right?”

      “I do, and I’m petty enough to get some satisfaction over the fact it’s killing her to know I’m marrying Mitch.”

      “That’s not petty. I would throw it in her face at every opportunity if I were you.” If I were marrying a gorgeous celebrity, I’d have T-shirts printed with his face. I’d also make signs and put them up outside her house and place of work. Big ones—billboard size.

      Franny chuckles. “How did your fitting go?”

      “Perfect. How are the wedding plans going?”

      “You’d have to ask Lucinda. She’s taken over everything.”

      “Is that a good thing or a bad thing?”

      “Oh, it’s a wonderful thing. I’m not into the details like she is, and I know she’ll create my vision rather than my mother’s.”

      “Speaking of your mother, she called and ordered a truckload of flower arrangements for your bridal shower.”

      “Lucinda has promised to keep that in check too. I’ve never seen her stand up to our mother before, but she goes toe to toe with her over the details. I think she enjoys it.”

      “Your mother is one of my best customers, as you know, but she is a demanding woman.”

      “That’s a polite understatement.” She fiddles with her necklace.

      “Why don’t we go in and get our seats? Did you bring the goodies?” I look around for the familiar pink box and black writing from Franny’s bakery, The Sweet Spot.

      “Of course, and I packed a cheesecake bomb for you.”

      “I love you.” I mean those words. Even though I’ve known her for only about a year, she’s my closest friend. One of a chosen few. I used to have dozens of friends blowing up my phone and texting me. That was old Rebecca. New Rebecca’s phone rarely makes a peep.

      I sigh and scan the room.

      The large rectangular room is already full of most of the small business group members. It’s going to be a long meeting. The more members that show up, the more questions and comments there are.

      “Good evening, people. Why don’t we get started?” The members glance over at me. Some smile and wave a greeting while others just grab a seat at the table.

      Kelly waves from the end of the table centered in the room and points to the two gray chairs she has saved on either side of her. I nod and grab a cup of coffee and the pink circle of cheesecake coated in a raspberry glaze with a dollop of frosting and a flower on top—pure decadence.

      “Before we start, I would like to discuss having a revote for the committee chair. The December vote did not represent the full committee. As you know, I was ill and unable to attend two of the meetings leading up to the vote. Therefore, I wasn’t able to properly express my commitment to the voters.”

      I roll my eyes. It’s been four months, and at every meeting, Vanessa makes some sort of dig about my being elected instead of her. This is the first time she’s called for a new vote, however.

      Franny sits next to Kelly and folds her arms across her waist. “Vanessa, Rebecca won fair and square. Let it go. You’re embarrassing yourself.”

      Vanessa’s mouth drops open and then her face scrunches into a scowl.

      “Careful, you’re going to get wrinkles,” I whisper as I walk behind her to my seat on the other side of Kelly.

      Vanessa brushes her black hair from her face and lifts her chin. “Does no one agree with me we need a new vote?” She scans the table looking for an accomplice.

      When no one agrees, she plops down into her chair with a humph.

      Ian strolls in wearing black trousers and a light green button-down shirt with the sleeves rolled back to reveal his tan forearms. The only open chairs are the one to my right and one next to Vanessa. She pulls out the chair and pats the seat.

      He glances at the empty chair next to me but slides into the one next to Vanessa.

      I haven’t seen him since our run-in last week. Maybe I’ve finally scared him off.

      Kelly leans over and whispers in my ear, “You cannot possibly let Vanessa get her hooks into him.”

      I cross my legs and shrug. “Not my business.” If he’s dumb enough to hook up with her, he deserves whatever he gets.

      Finishing the last morsel of my pink cheesecake bomb, I wipe my mouth and fingers on a napkin and sip my coffee. I clear my throat to get everyone’s attention. “It’s that time of year, folks. We need to plan the summer festival. Last year was a tremendous success, so let’s see if we can top it.”

      Multiple people talk at once. I stand and hold my hand up until everyone quiets down. Most of my duties as chair are wrangling the lot of the seemingly adult members into taking turns and polite behavior.

      “This will go a lot quicker and be more productive if we talk one at a time.” I sit, cross my legs, and balance my tablet on my knee. “Okay, Miles, I believe you had something to say. Why don’t you start?”

      “Fine. I didn’t rent a booth last year. I’d like to this year, but as a liquor store owner, it’s not like I can hand out samples, so I was wondering what suggestions you might have.”

      Evie leans forward. “I don’t know. Personally, I’d enjoy some of those samples. We should do an adults-only fair some time.”

      Chuckles fill the room.

      “All kidding aside, I don’t hand out samples either,” Evie continues. “I buy little notepads with my store logo, Pretty Bits, printed on the top and give those out. I figure anytime someone uses the pads, they’ll see my logo and think of my souvenir shop.”

      Derek raises his hand halfway and wiggles his fingers. “I give out coupons with discounts on Petopia services. On the back is a list of my most popular grooming choices.”

      “I did a raffle last year. People filled out a card with their name and email address and at the end of the fair I drew the winner.” Kelly shrugs. “I got a lot of entries, and I think people enjoy the chance to win something. I also added to my contacts list with the emails, so anytime I have a sale, I send a quick newsletter out to the list.”

      “I, for one, entered that contest. I really wanted the custom-designed dress you gave away.” I wink at Kelly.

      Kelly smiles. “The winner was a woman from out of town. She needed a dress for her high school reunion. She came back later and told me she reunited with her high school boyfriend at the event. I feel like my dress had a tiny role in a love story.”

      “Aw, that’s really sweet.” Franny puts her hand over her chest.

      I lean and tilt my head toward her. “Where’s Olivia?” She’s been a regular at the meetings since she’s become a partner at the bakery. She always has great suggestions to share and would be an asset for planning the fair this year.

      “Her boys are sick so she couldn’t make it today. I promised to take notes.” She lifts the notebook. I see a few things scrawled on it. I’ll have to call Olivia to check on her and fill her in.

      The rest of the meeting is divided between assigning tasks for the festival and discussing events.

      I glance up to the clock on the pale yellow wall and close the cover on my tablet. We’re already a half hour over, and I need to get home to relieve the babysitter.

      “Okay, why don’t we table this until next month’s meeting? If anyone has anything really pressing, we can email back and forth about it.”

      The exit shuffle begins. Members gather their belongings and rise from the chairs around the table.

      I walk over to the table with the coffee machine and toss my plate and cup into the garbage can underneath.

      “Miss me?”

      A tingle races down my spine at the deep voice over my shoulder.

      “Why on earth would I do that?” I straighten the almost empty bakery box and then move on to the cups.

      “Admit it. You’d miss it if I stopped asking you out.”

      I turn and face him.

      His hands are in his pockets and his gaze does a thorough inspection of me. My fingers twitch to smooth my blouse and pants, but I clasp them behind me instead.

      “Ian, are you coming? I don’t like walking out alone.” Vanessa stands behind her chair with her red fingernails drumming on top. She glares at me before smoothing her expression into a simpering smile and bats her eyelashes at Ian.

      Ian glances over his shoulder. “Hey, Miles. Walk Vanessa out, will you?”

      “Of course.” Miles walks over to Vanessa, who frowns at Ian’s back before following him out the door.

      She’s less than subtle with her attempts to grab Ian’s interest. She touched his arm twelve times during the meeting, letting her hand linger. Not that I was counting or anything.

      Had they ever hooked up?

      They’re from the same town after all. They both grew up here in Granite Cove.

      “Looks like it’s just you and me.”

      I glance up at Ian and then around the room. He’s right. Kelly and Franny both abandoned me.

      “It’s the chase, isn’t it? If I said yes, you’d lose interest.”

      He grins. “Say yes, and let’s find out.”

      “Seriously, you’re just not used to women saying no to you—especially after you’ve already slept with them.”

      “I can handle rejection just fine.”

      I plant my fists on my hips. “Really? How many women have told you no? How many have you slept with?”

      The corner of his mouth lifts into a smirk. “If you want to know how many women I’ve slept with, ask.”

      “I don’t give a damn how many women you’ve had sex with. I’m trying to prove a point.” If I am at all curious, it’s only in an abstract way. I certainly don’t care if he’s slept with hundreds. Scratch that. I care. Because ick, that means I’m one of hundreds, making me feel even stupider than I already do for sleeping with him.

      “Tell you what. Go out with me, and I’ll answer any and all questions you have. We can go get a drink right now.”

      I walk past him and out of the room, turning the lights off on my way.

      “Is that a yes?”

      “No, I have plans.” Just because they involve paying the babysitter and making sure Drew gets to bed on time doesn’t make them any less of a plan.

      Ian walks beside me as I march out of the library, shutting off the lights and locking up as I go. He hasn’t said a word. Is he giving up?

      There’s a niggling disappointment I squash like a bug. I do not want to date him or anyone. My life is overflowing with responsibilities, and dating is a responsibility and a stressor. My shop and Drew are all I can handle.

      My little red Mustang convertible sits under the parking lot lights waiting for me. It might not be the most practical car and I cringe over the insurance bill, but it’s all mine. I splurged on it before my life imploded. It’s a reminder of a different life.

      The paint gleams under the lights, and I get a puffed-up feeling in my chest. Nope, not going to get rid of my baby. It’s one of the few things that still brings me joy.

      I expect Ian to branch off and head to his Jeep parked in the next aisle over, but he walks with me to my car. He leans a hand on the side of the door and I scowl at it. I just had the car cleaned, waxed, and detailed.

      “Sorry. I forgot how touchy you are about your car. Isn’t that usually a guy thing?” He drops his hand with a grin.

      “The other day you called me a dog and now a man. Is there really any wonder why I won’t go out with you?”

      “In my defense, I didn’t call you either. I compared certain traits you share.”

      I open the door and toss my tote onto the passenger seat.

      “No one in their right mind could mistake you for a dog or a man.”

      His gaze travels over me, pausing at my hips and chest, before focusing on my face.

      My body floods with warmth. I lick my lips and swallow.

      I’m not dead. My body responds to his heated looks.

      I throw my shoulders back and raise my chin. I’m stronger than my bodily needs and wants.

      “Goodnight, Ian.”

      He grabs my hand. “One drink.” Light as air, his thumb rubs over the pulse in my wrist.

      I bite my lip. Temptation washes over me. I could so easily say yes.

      But impulsive decisions have landed me in trouble before—with Ian.

      “I can’t.”

      He sighs and lifts my hand and kisses my wrist. A shiver of pleasure zings through me.

      If I were the same person as I was when I bought my car, I would’ve said yes. But I’m not that woman anymore.
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