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A New Leash on Love

			Rocky Springs is the last place Kit Hartman wants to be. But when the home renovation show that was supposed to be her big break gets canceled, she has no choice but to return to the sleepy little mountain town and take a job in the family business. The only good news is that she finally has time to adopt a dog.

 

			Olive might be a perfect dog someday. For now, she’s a naughty handful. And when she knocks down an attractive stranger at the dog park, Kit realizes she’s in over her head. Especially since the stranger is someone she recognizes.

 

			Shawn McCoy never expected to run into Kit at the dog park, let alone offer to help train her dog. But helping everyone in Rocky Springs is what Shawn does best—and keeping busy means there’s no time to think about a life or an identity that breaks the mold.

 

			For two people who don’t think life in Rocky Springs will ever change, this holiday season might be one that changes everything.
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Praise for the works of Jaime Clevenger

			Love, Accidentally

			Who doesn’t like a U-Haul joke! I really enjoyed reading this book. This is the second book in the “A Mile High City Romance” series, by Rey and Clevenger and once again they show how compatible their writing is. It is also great to see that this is not only a collaboration between writers, but also between publishers. This story runs in parallel with the first book A Convenient Arrangement. All in all, this is a happy feel-good book, which I easily recommend. I hope Clevenger and Rey will write a book together again in the future.

			-Meike V., NetGalley

			Love, Accidentally is a part of the Mile High City Romance series. A collaboration between Jamie Clevenger and Aurora Rey. The main characters in this one, Finn and Amelia are featured in a much lesser capacity in A Convenient Arrangement, which is the story of Jess and Cody. I really love these two characters. Finn is pretty much perfect. She’s there for Amelia more than her girlfriend, even when they don’t know each other. I hope we get more collaborations from Aurora Rey and Jamie Clevenger. The characters were charming, Nana was an absolute rock star and made me think of my own Gram, who always thought I could do no wrong, even when presented with evidence to the contrary. This is a light-hearted read that I highly recommend. It will bring a smile to your face.

			-Laura G., NetGalley

			Three Reasons to Say Yes

			This was a really easy story to get into. I sank right in and wanted to stay there, because reading about other people on vacation is kind of like taking a mini vacation from the world! It’s sweet and lovely, and while it has some angst, it’s not going to hurt you. Instead, it’s going to take you away from it all so you can come back with a smile on your face. 

			-The Lesbian Review

			All the Reasons I Need

			This is book two of the ‘Paradise Romance’ series by this author. I absolutely loved book one, ‘Three Reasons to Say Yes’ which was one of my favorites of 2018. Even though these are standalone romances, the reader will catch up with the story of Julia and Reed from book one, so I recommend them in chronological order to enjoy it fully…Overall, a good friends to lovers lesbian romance book with quite a bit of drama and angst.

			-LezReviewBooks

			What a fantastic follow up to what was one of my favourite books from last year. I hope this isn’t the end for this series. I’m so invested now and can’t wait to read more from these characters.

			-Les Rêveur 

			Just One Reason

			Just One Reason by Jaime Clevenger is a great age gap, workplace romance that kept me entertained and invested in a happily ever after for both main characters…The storyline glides along with ease and Clevenger’s great dialogue lets the reader see how Sam and Terri are hardwired. The story is told from both Sam and Terri’s points of view so getting to know them happens naturally. This is the third book in the Paradise series, but it works as a stand-alone…This book checked all the boxes on my list of what I want in a good book. I got to bond with two intriguing main characters. The plot had enough angst to make me question if there’d be a happily ever after (Hint: it’s a romance), and the sex was hot. From any way you look at it, this story’s a winner. 

			-The Lesbian Review 

			Party Favors 

			Like the old CYOA (choose your own adventure) books, Party Favors is written in the second person so that the reader is the main character… I’m not sure what I expected when I started this book, but it ended up being way more fun and hot than I’d imagined. All paths head towards some kind of sexual encounter, and no two encounters are the same…If you like erotica and books that are seriously fun, definitely check this one out, and even better—read it with a friend. 

			-Smart Bitches, Trashy Books

			One Weekend in Aspen

			Who’d have thought a book about a sex party would be full of suspense? I couldn’t put One Weekend in Aspen down. I had to know what would happen next. I would have read it in one sitting if life had let me, but as it is, I had to stop reading for a whole day. Yet, now that I have turned the last page, I’m sad it’s over. I really didn’t want it to end…With this book, Jaime Clevenger did something that I didn’t think was possible, not to that level: she wrote an incredibly hot story that will, at the same time, give you all the feels.

			-Les Rêveur

			Jaime Clevenger is on my automatic list of authors to read so when I realized she had a new release, I already knew that I was going to read it. But when I read the blurb, it definitely caught my attention. I’m happy to say that I wasn’t disappointed…I knew that Clevenger can write awesome sex scenes since I’ve read her erotica book Party Favors followed by her Paradise Romance series. So I wasn’t surprised to see that One Weekend in Aspen was seriously hot. No, scratch that, this book is smoking, sizzling hot…So, if you are looking for some serious steam in your romance you should add this book to your list. 

			-LezReviewBooks 

			





Praise for the works of Aurora Rey

			
			Twice Shy

			“[A] tender, foodie romance about a pair of middle aged lesbians who find partners in each other and rediscover themselves along the way. …Rey’s cute, occasionally steamy, romance reminds readers of the giddy intensity falling in love brings at any age, even as the characters negotiate the particular complexities of dating in midlife—meeting the children, dealing with exes, and revealing emotional scars. This queer love story is as sweet and light as one of Bake My Day’s famous cream puffs.”

			-Publishers Weekly 

			
			“This book is all the reasons why I love Aurora Rey’s writing. It’s delicious with a good helping of sexy. It was a nice change to read a book where the women were not in their late 20s–30s…”

			-Les Rêveur 

			
			The Last Place You Look 

			“This book is the perfect book to kick your feet up, relax with a glass of wine and enjoy. I’m a big Aurora Rey fan because her deliciously engaging books feature strong women who fall for sweet butch women. It’s a winning recipe.”

			-Les Rêveur 

			
			“The romance is satisfying and full-bodied, with each character learning how to achieve her own goals and still be part of a couple. A heartwarming story of two lovers learning to move past their fears and commit to a shared future.”

			-Kirkus Reviews 

			
			“[A] sex-positive, body-positive love story. With its warm atmosphere and sweet characters, The Last Place You Look is a fluffy LGBTQ+ romance about finding a second chance at love where you least expect it.”

			-Foreword Review 

			
			Ice on Wheels—Novella in Hot Ice 

			“I liked how Brooke was so attracted to Riley despite the massive grudge she had. No matter how nice or charming Riley was, Brooke was dead set on hating her. A cute enemies to lovers story.”

			-Bookvark 

			
			The Inn at Netherfield Green 

			“I really enjoyed this book but that’s not surprising because it came from the pen of Aurora Rey. This is the kind of book you read while sitting by a warm fire with a Rosemary Gin and snuggly blanket.” 

			-Les Rêveur 

			
			“[Aurora Rey] constantly delivers a well-written romance that has just the right blend of humour, engaging characters, chemistry and romance.”

			-C-Spot Reviews 

			Lead Counsel—Novella in The Boss of Her

			“Lead Counsel by Aurora Rey is a short and sweet second chance romance. Not only was this story paced well and a delight to sink into, but there’s A++ good swearing in it and has lines like this that made me all swoony because of how beautifully they’re crafted.”

			-The Lesbian Review 

		
			Recipe for Love 

			“Recipe for Love by Aurora Rey is a gorgeous romance that’s sure to delight any of the foodies out there. Be sure to keep snacks on hand when you’re reading it, though, because this book will make you want to nibble on something!”

			-The Lesbian Review

			Autumn’s Light 

			“Aurora Rey has a knack for writing characters you care about and she never gives us the same pairing twice. Each character is always unique and fully fleshed out. Most of her pairings are butch/femme and her diversity in butch rep is so appreciated. This goes to prove the butch characters do not need to be one dimensional, nor do they all need to be rugged. Rey writes romances in which you can happily immerse yourself. They are gentle romances which are character driven.”

			-The Lesbian Review 

			Spring’s Wake 

			“[A] feel-good romance that would make a perfect beach read. The Provincetown B&B setting is richly painted, feeling both indulgent and cozy.”

			-RT Book Reviews 

			“Spring’s Wake has shot to number one in my age-gap romance favorites shelf.”

			-Les Rêveur 

			“Spring’s Wake by Aurora Rey is charming. This is the third story in Aurora Rey’s Cape End romance series and every book gets better. Her stories are never the same twice and yet each one has a uniquely her flavour. The character work is strong and I find it exciting to see what she comes up with next.”

			-The Lesbian Review

			Summer’s Cove 

			“As expected in a small-town romance, Summer’s Cove evokes a sunny, light-hearted atmosphere that matches its beach setting. …Emerson’s shy pursuit of Darcy is sure to endear readers to her, though some may be put off during the moments Darcy winds tightly to the point of rigidity. Darcy desires romance yet is unwilling to disrupt her son’s life to have it, and you feel for Emerson when she endeavors to show how there’s room in her heart for a family.”

			-RT Book Reviews 

		
			“From the moment the characters met I was gripped and couldn’t wait for the moment that it all made sense to them both and they would finally go for it. Once again, Aurora Rey writes some of the steamiest sex scenes I have read whilst being able to keep the romance going. I really think this could be one of my favorite series and can’t wait to see what comes next. Keep ’em coming, Aurora.”

			-Les Rêveur 

			Crescent City Confidential

			“This book blew my socks off… [Crescent City Confidential] ticks all the boxes I’ve started to expect from Aurora Rey. It is written very well and the characters are extremely well developed; I felt like I was getting to know new friends and my excitement grew with every finished chapter.”

			-Les Rêveur 

			“Rey’s frothy contemporary romance brings two women together to restore an ancient farmhouse in Ithaca, N.Y. …[T]he women totally click in bed, as well as when they’re poring over paint chips, and readers will enjoy finding out whether love conquers all.” 

			-Publishers Weekly

			Winter’s Harbor 

			“One of my all time favourite Lesbian romance novels and probably the most reread book on my Kindle. …Absolutely love this debut novel by Aurora Rey and couldn’t put the book down from the moment the main protagonists meet. Winter’s Harbor was written beautifully and it was full of heart. Unequivocally 5 stars.” 

			-Les Rêveur
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CHAPTER ONE

			“The last thing in the world you need to be doing right now is getting a dog.”

			Those words, spoken by her brother, echoed in Kit Hartman’s mind as she walked the row of cages. A few of the faces seemed to smile at her, tails wagging with eagerness and optimism. Some of the dogs barked, and her heart went out to them. She’d be on edge, too, surrounded by unfamiliar sights and smells and sounds.

			She’d come to look at a golden retriever mix, fueled by childhood memories of Zoe, the family pet. Only to be told that the Zoe look-alike had been adopted that morning. The woman running the adoption center had apologized profusely that the website hadn’t been updated, and Kit, despite her disappointment, had assured her she understood.

			She contemplated leaving but decided to see if anyone else caught her eye. They all deserved a home, obviously. But also because getting a dog would irritate her brother, and she refused to give up an opportunity to get under Adam’s skin. It might be petty, but since the feeling was undoubtedly mutual, she gave herself a pass.

			She walked past one of the smaller enclosures, currently home to a small, scruffy thing huddled in the corner. Her throat tightened and she hurried past, knowing it was bad form to cry at the Humane Society. But she only got a couple of steps before doubling back. The dog looked her right in the eye, and Kit was a goner.

			“That’s Olive,” the adoption manager said. “She came in as a stray last week. We’re guessing she’s around ten based on how bad her teeth are—but senior dogs are the best.”

			Kit nodded. A small dog in her golden years would be about as easy as they came. Not that she wanted to concede anything to Adam, but she wasn’t dumb. Whatever dog she adopted would be alone for several hours most days in her parents’ cozy guest house, the place she currently called home. “Hi, Olive.”

			Olive didn’t stand, but her tail started a slow swish back and forth on the floor. The deal, as they said, was sealed.

			Adam’s words echoed in her mind again as Kit filled out the adoption paperwork. They weren’t the reason she’d decided to adopt a dog—she wasn’t that immature—but she took no small satisfaction in going directly against Adam’s advice. Some things, it seemed, never changed.

			Her satisfaction wavered slightly when she took Olive shopping for supplies. Despite seeming old and sad at the shelter, her energy up and down the aisles of the pet store told a different story. Kit chalked it up to new surroundings and overstimulation. Those things amped her up, too.

			They managed to check out and get everything into the back seat of Kit’s truck, but a battle ensued over Olive’s decision that she should get to ride on the center console. Then there was the frantic jumping and barking from one end of the back seat to the other. That resulted in a U-turn back to the pet store to get one of those doggie seat belts. Olive cried about it but didn’t fight her. Well, didn’t fight too hard.

			Instead of taking Olive right home, Kit made a detour to the park. She knew better than to go into the fenced-off area where dogs could roam free, at least until she got a sense of how Olive was with other dogs. But they could walk off some extra energy on the winding paths and then hopefully have a chill first evening together.

			They made it all of a hundred feet or so before a squirrel caught Olive’s eye and she bolted. And because that’s how her life worked these days, Kit, in all her naïve glory, didn’t have a firm hold on the leash. “Fuck,” she said, louder than she generally swore in public.

			Fortunately, no one was close enough to hear. Unfortunately, no one was around to help. Olive tore off without a single backward glance.

			“Olive. Olive!” How could a dog that small run that fast? Kit tried to catch her but was quickly and painfully reminded that her stamina wasn’t what it used to be.

			When another person, walking two dogs, came into view, Kit panicked. What if Olive bit one of them? What if one of them bit her? The threat of lawsuits and massive vet bills spurred her on. “Olive!”

			The person must have seen Olive, or perhaps they saw Kit running after her with arms flailing like her hair was on fire. Either way, they picked up on what was happening and stopped walking. Kit ran faster. “I don’t know if she’s friendly with other dogs,” she called.

			She was close enough now to see the quizzical look on the person’s face. Not to mention close enough to recognize them as Adam’s friend Shawn. Great.

			Shawn bent down, hopefully with the intent of snagging Olive’s leash. As long as Olive didn’t start a puppy brawl in the middle of the park, Kit might still manage to avert a crisis. But of course her luck never seemed to run in that direction.

			Olive jumped, only landing her paws as high as Shawn’s thighs. It was enough force, however, to send Shawn’s coffee flying. It landed on the sidewalk and, even though it was a reusable mug, the lid popped off and the contents went everywhere.

			Meanwhile, Olive started a dart-and-lunge dance with the other two dogs. The good news was that it looked and sounded more like play than a tussle in the making. The bad news was that between three dogs and three leashes, Shawn’s two legs didn’t stand a chance. She did some flailing of her own, then landed on her ass.

			“Oh, God. Oh, no.” Kit finally got close enough to stick her hands into the fray, scooping Olive right off her feet. “I’m so sorry. Are you okay?”

			Shawn looked stunned but not like she was in excruciating pain, so that counted for something. She looked around—at the two dogs with her, at their leashes still looped around her wrist, at her spilled coffee. “I’m okay.”

			Kit, Olive still in her arms, hurried over to retrieve the coffee cup. “She’s new. I mean, she’s new to me. I just adopted her. She was so meek at the shelter. But she just took off. I swear I had no idea she could run that fast.”

			Shawn chuckled as she got up, but then her gaze locked on Kit’s face, and her eyes narrowed. “Wait.”

			She couldn’t know for sure, but she’d bet money it was a squint of recognition. She tucked Olive under one arm and lifted a hand. “Hi, Shawn.”

			“Kit.” Shawn shook her head. “I almost didn’t recognize you.”

			She hadn’t changed all that much. Yes, she’d dyed out the expensive highlights she’d gotten for the show, and she’d gained a good twenty pounds since the final season wrapped and her uterus had decided to wage war on the rest of her body. Oh, and there was the matter of not walking around in full camera-ready makeup now that she’d come home. Since none of those were things she wanted to discuss with one of her brother’s friends, she shrugged. “It’s me.”

			“You look great,” Shawn said with too much enthusiasm.

			“You, too.” She would have played along either way, but she technically didn’t have to. Shawn was capital-H hot. She’d filled out since the last time Kit had seen her, in all the right ways. Nice broad shoulders, obvious even through her North Face fleece, and a sexy-ass fade that worked with rather than against her wavy brown hair. Kit cleared her throat and told herself a quick lie about not wanting to run her fingers through it. Apparently, the low-grade crush she’d nursed throughout high school was alive and well.

			“I heard a rumor you were back, but I didn’t know if it was true.” Shawn sorted out the tangle of dog leashes as she spoke, making Kit wonder if she’d also heard the reasons behind it and didn’t want to make things awkward by letting on.

			“I’m back. For now at least.” She fought the flush of embarrassment, but it crept up her neck and into her cheeks anyway. Partially because of her circumstances, partially because that annoying attraction to Shawn hadn’t gone away after more than a decade.

			“Well, you’ll have to stop by the shop now that you’re home. Tara is back, too, and the cupcakes are officially next level. I’ll hook you up.”

			Kit couldn’t help but tip her chin, more out of self-preservation than anything else. Yes, she was back home. No, she didn’t want to think about why. “You still behind the counter?”

			Shawn nodded. She didn’t blush the way Kit had, but Kit would swear a shadow passed through her eyes. But then it cleared, and she flashed one of those confident smiles. “Slinging sweets with the best of them.”

			Remorse kicked in. She hadn’t meant the question as a dig, but she’d experienced enough of those subtle digs in the last few years to know that’s exactly how Shawn took it. “I’m going to be working next door, so I’ll be darkening your doorstep regularly.”

			“Yeah?” Shawn seemed genuinely pleased by the prospect.

			“My friend is looking to do a reno on that empty storefront.” She still couldn’t believe Casey had decided to turn her weeklong escape from LA into a permanent relocation and, on top of that, open a sex shop. Assuming Casey could get the permits, of course.

			“Ooh, double win. Tara’s always talking about how another cool business would bring more traffic to the block.”

			The comment didn’t surprise Kit. Tara had always been the ambitious one of the McCoy siblings and had spent several years working in some fancy New York restaurant before taking over the family bakery. Kind of like her. Adam had been a golden boy from the day he was born and had no reason to stray from the little pond that adored him, while she’d been the scrappy little sister, always scrambling for bigger, better, and more. “Well, that’s the plan.”

			Shawn nodded but didn’t say anything. Kit did the same, trying to think of a graceful exit. She was normally good at small talk, but the panic and chaos of the last ten minutes had thrown her. There was also the matter of being attracted to someone she’d just as soon steer clear of.

			“So, you just adopted her?” Shawn pointed to Olive.

			Okay, so they were going to do this. “I did. It was kind of an impulsive decision. I went to the shelter to meet this golden retriever I’d seen online. He’d already been adopted, but this girl had just been brought in as a stray. She was so sweet and sad, I couldn’t leave her.”

			Shawn laughed. “She’s got some major puppy-dog eyes, that’s for sure.”

			“Eyes, yes. But they had her listed as a senior. I thought I was taking home a chill old girl who deserved a big bed, a comfy blanket, and some easy strolls around the block.” As opposed to what she’d ended up with: a speed demon with Houdini tendencies.

			“I’m sure she does deserve those things. But she might need some vigorous exercise, too.” Shawn canted her head. “And maybe some training.”

			Kit rolled her eyes. “Where were you when I signed on the dotted line?”

			“I’m not an expert or anything, but I’m pretty good with dogs. I’m happy to consult or help or whatever.” Shawn swallowed. “If I can.”

			The tiny display of hesitation affected Kit more than she wanted to admit. “I might take you up on that.” She pointed at the two dogs sitting obediently at Shawn’s feet. “How long have you had yours?”

			“Only Milo is mine,” Shawn said, pointing to the black lab with more gray hair than black on his muzzle. “This shepherd—Nash—belongs to my neighbor. I look after him when he travels for work. Nash is only a year old and way too much mischief to be left home alone.”

			The prospect of a friend who was both good with dogs and potentially available to trade dog-sitting stints quickly outweighed the weirdness of Shawn being Adam’s friend. “That’s nice of you to take care of him.”

			“It takes a village to raise a dog, right? Nash was a rescue, and you know you have to work harder sometimes with rescues.”

			“Right…” Kit glanced at Olive. “How much harder, typically?”

			Shawn laughed. “You’ll be fine. Little dogs are usually way less trouble.”

			It was one of those nice, rational things people said to avoid saying something like, Did you really think this through? Kit sighed and kissed the top of Olive’s head. “It’s too late for second-guessing. I’m already attached. And I do think she’s perfect for me.”

			Shawn smiled. “Mad-dash escape plots notwithstanding?”

			“More like plowing down innocent bystanders notwithstanding.”

			“Eh. She was just saying hello. I’m the one with terrible balance.”

			It was a wonder that someone as funny and gracious as Shawn could be friends with her brother. Though, maybe they weren’t the closest of friends anymore. High school was a long time ago. A girl could hope. “Anyway, I won’t keep you. I’m sorry for”—she made circles with both hands—“everything.”

			“It’s okay,” Shawn said with a sincerity that left Kit floundering.

			“I hope you’ll let me buy you a coffee sometime to make up for it.” Though, as she made the offer, it struck her that Shawn probably had access to all the coffee she wanted. And had already offered to hook her up with cupcakes. “Or, you know, a drink or something.”

			Kit didn’t need Shawn’s look of surprise to tell her that rather than easing the awkwardness, she’d inadvertently asked Shawn on a date. Shawn, to her credit, didn’t scoff. She didn’t look all that interested, either, but since Kit hadn’t meant it like that, it was probably for the best.

			“Or whatever. I’m sure I’ll see you around.”

			Shawn nodded. “I’m sure you will.”

			“In the meantime, I’m going to take this girl home and try to get her settled.”

			Shawn smiled, but her eyes remained incredulous. “Good luck with that.”

			Kit offered a weak smile of her own. Too bad luck never seemed to take her side. “Thanks.”

			





CHAPTER TWO

			Shawn stood outside the shop, eyeing the empty storefront next to Coy Cupcakes—the same storefront Kit would soon be renovating. It didn’t seem possible that Kit was back in Rocky Springs, but the gossip mill was right. And two days later, Shawn hadn’t quite recovered from the surprise meeting or the embarrassment of getting knocked over by Kit’s pint-sized poodle mix.

			Of course she’d had to fall on her butt right in front of Kit. Then she’d stared like an idiot, not quite believing the woman in front of her was Kit Hartman. She couldn’t even remember what they’d talked about. All she knew was that Kit was really back.

			Plenty of people from high school had left Rocky Springs and then quietly moved back after their big plans fell through. Kit Hartman had left, though, and succeeded. She was the last person Shawn would have expected to come home. Which meant something must have happened. Or something was wrong at Hartman Construction.

			Shawn had thought of calling Adam, but they weren’t the type of friends to call each other randomly, and she couldn’t start with: Hey, so I saw your sister. Why is she here? And can you tell me if she’s single? Because, damn, she’s even hotter now than she looked on TV.

			“Shawn! What’re you down there daydreaming about?”

			Shawn recognized the voice, but it took a moment to spot Dan, one of the maintenance guys from the city, in a lift fifteen feet above the sidewalk stringing lights around a tree. She smiled up at him. “Hey, Dan. I thought I convinced you to try rainbow lights this year.”

			“You convinced me, but city council likes the white lights.”

			Roy, Dan’s counterpart from city maintenance, stood a few feet away with a clipboard. “Nobody likes change, Shawn. You oughta know that by now.”

			She knew it well.

			“Better get to work,” Roy added. “If anything stands around in one place for too long, we have to throw lights on it.”

			“You’d need rainbow for my gay ass.”

			Roy and Dan both chuckled. The two of them had already managed to cover two-thirds of the town in baubles and lights. Decorations went up early in Rocky Springs—weeks before anyone was ready to think about Christmas—but she liked the feeling of cheer the ornamentation brought. Most years. This time, though, the sight of garland-lined lampposts struck a different chord. And it was partly Kit Hartman’s fault.

			“Another Christmas and I’m still slinging sweets,” she murmured, pushing open the shop door. “Better than trying to claw out a life in LA, thank you very much.”

			“Where have you been?” Tara’s voice was tinged with annoyance. “I’ve got to get ready for that reporter from the wedding magazine. You promised you’d be in before noon—I’ve been working the counter since eleven.”

			“Oh. Right. Sorry.” Shawn pushed through a swell of guilt and reached for an apron. She quickly tied it around her waist. “You know Doctor Jade? Her cat got stuck up a tree and she twisted her ankle last week so she couldn’t climb a ladder and—”

			“And you were the only one she could call?” Tara shook her head. “Why is it that everyone in this town assumes you can drop whatever you’re doing at a moment’s notice to help them?”

			Before Shawn could think of a defense, Tara continued, “I don’t have time for this. I have two dozen cupcakes to frost before the reporter gets here.”

			“Want help?”

			“No. I’ve got it. I just wish you would tell people no sometimes. And maybe remember you have a job?”

			Shawn opened and closed her mouth, more struck by Tara’s biting tone than her words. Tara seemed to notice, because a breath later she scrunched up her face and added, “That came out harsher than I meant it.”

			“How’d you mean it? I show up for work every day, and you know I’m not usually late.”

			“I know. And I’m sorry for snapping. This week is just the start of when things get busy, and this bridal thing on top of the usual holiday rush…”

			It was tempting to tell Tara she’d be less overwhelmed if she accepted more help in the back. She’d always helped her mom—both with baking and frosting—but when Tara had come back home and taken over so their mom could retire, she’d insisted on the separation of roles. To be fair, Tara was a legit pro at baking and a true artist when it came to the decorating. Still, they made cupcakes that the average customer took two minutes to inhale.

			Tara logged herself off at the cash register and went to the sink to wash her hands. “Who were you talking to outside?”

			“Dan and Roy. From city maintenance.” Shawn added that detail because she knew Tara wouldn’t remember their names.

			“Oh. I thought maybe…” She shook her head as she reached for a paper towel. “Never mind.”

			Shawn studied Tara. Why was she blushing? “Who’d you think I was talking to?”

			“It doesn’t matter.”

			Tara, who usually insisted on nothing fancy, was wearing the chef pants and crisp white chef coat combo she usually saved for wedding deliveries. She had eyeliner on, and mascara, too. The reason for her blush clicked into place. “Hoping your crush shows up again?”

			“No.” Tara answered too quickly, and they both knew it. “Why are you looking at me like that?”

			“You’re wearing makeup.”

			“People wear makeup all the time.”

			“But you don’t.” Shawn arched an eyebrow. “You look good. I hope she comes.”

			“You’re impossible.” Tara pushed a few stray strands of hair behind her ear. She always wore her hair tied back when she was at work, but even that looked stylish today. “I’m wearing makeup in case they want photos for this magazine. Why are we even talking about this? I need to be frosting cupcakes and preparing for the interview.”

			“So, if Miss LA pops in, should I not tell you?”

			Tara gave a noncommittal “Ugh,” and Shawn laughed. Miss LA was, in fact, a butch woman named Casey, but since she’d started teasing Tara about having a crush, it was more fun calling said crush Miss LA.

			“Have you seen her since you returned her phone? You know you could have used that as a chance to ask for her number then.”

			“I don’t need anyone’s number,” Tara grumbled. “Especially not hers. There’s no way she’s going to stick around Rocky Springs. Anyone from LA would find this town too boring.”

			Shawn knew Tara had a point and couldn’t help thinking of Kit. “Speaking of LA, guess who’s back in town?”

			“Who?”

			“Kit Hartman. She’s working for her family’s construction company.”

			“Oh, that’s nice.” Tara glanced at the clock and in her best I’m-the-professional-here voice added, “I need you to be on your game today, Shawn. Please don’t joke around when the woman from the bridal magazine gets here. Her name’s Andrea.”

			“Got it. On my game with Andrea from the bridal magazine. No joking.” Shawn feigned a solemn look. “Because cupcakes are serious.”

			Tara made an exasperated sound. “This could be a big deal for us.”

			“I know. I’m kind of hoping we get a Bridezilla in here throwing cupcakes.”

			Tara rolled her eyes.

			“Go. Cupcakes are calling. If your Miss LA drops by for something sweet—”

			Tara flipped her middle finger and then pushed open the door to the back, not letting Shawn finish. She definitely had a crush. As unlikely as it was, Shawn hoped Tara’s Miss LA—Casey—would decide to stick around, if only to keep Tara in a good mood. Just like this feature in the local bridal magazine. More cupcake tastings for picky brides-to-be would be a pain, but more business made Tara happy.

			Since the display counters were already filled with the day’s cupcakes, Shawn set to work tidying the front. It didn’t take long. Along with a bench lining one wall, the front area was only filled with two tables, half a dozen chairs, and a small stand for sugar and cream. The coffee maker was finicky, and Shawn regularly had to sweet-talk it, but most everyone liked the house brew. If anyone didn’t like it, there was a proper coffee shop two blocks up the road.

			With any luck, the reporter from the bridal magazine would have already picked up coffee and wouldn’t be disappointed. Tara had been so excited when she got the call about the interview that Shawn didn’t want her to be let down.

			When Tara had moved back from New York and taken over as lead baker, she’d touted all the ways she could “grow the brand” and immediately got Coy Cupcakes online. Online orders, then wedding cupcake towers, then specialty cupcakes with individual designs. Tara’s artistry was unmatched, as was her business sense, and in no time at all she’d taken Coy Cupcakes to the next level. All the changes had meant more work—which Shawn had complained about—but three years later, the business was undeniably better.

			Shawn shook her head and settled in on the stool by the register, pulling out the Colorado ecology book she’d been working her way through and flipping to the bookmarked section.

			Ten minutes later, the shop bell rang, and the town maintenance crew hustled in. “Hey, guys. You two need cupcakes or coffee? Or both?”

			“Both,” they said in unison, then chuckled.

			“Coffee’s on the house if you throw some extra bling on that tree out front.” Shawn pointed to the bare-branched cherry tree to one side of the shop door.

			“I think we could make that happen,” Dan said, nodding at Roy.

			“Sorry again about not having rainbow lights,” Roy said.

			Lights—rainbow or otherwise—really didn’t matter, but Shawn did feel a ping of letdown. “This town’s not ready to be that fabulous, I guess.”

			“Give it time,” Roy said.

			“You know, someone finally rented the space next to you.” Dan rocked his head in the direction of the storefront that had sat empty since the pandemic. “I heard it was someone from California.”

			“I heard Hollywood.” Roy cussed under his breath.

			“Hollywood?” Maybe it was Tara’s crush after all.

			Dan continued, “If I see another damn California license plate—”

			“Or Texas,” Roy grumbled.

			“We could stand a little new blood in this town.” Shawn filled two travel cups. “And we all know how many of our tourists are from Texas and California.”

			“At least Hartman Construction signed on to do the space,” Dan said. “They’ll make sure it’s nothing too wild.”

			She thought of Kit and wondered if she had any idea how news traveled in this town. “Maybe we could use a little wild.”

			Dan laughed. “Starting with some gay rainbow lights?”

			“It’d be a start.”

			After Roy and Dan left, she sat down again with the ecology book but couldn’t focus. Her thoughts spun around what the new shop might be and whether it was Casey who’d leased it and if that meant Kit and Casey knew each other. As she distractedly stared out the window mulling the possibilities, a car pulled up out front. Apparently the universe was listening, because Kit climbed out of the driver’s seat.

			Kit, in perfectly fitting jeans and a stylish jacket, looked an inch too chic for Rocky Springs. Not in a bad way, but in a way that made Shawn think that Kit’s time in Hollywood had rubbed off on her. Technically, it hadn’t been long since Kit had been in Hollywood and on set for Fix Me Up, the home improvement show she’d worked on. Shawn had watched every episode. Kit hadn’t been the star, but she’d been one of the regular consulting designers, and Shawn had cheered each time she came on screen. When the show was canceled, Shawn had hoped Kit would land another gig—because she wanted Kit to succeed and because she liked seeing her on the screen. Now she watched Kit cross the sidewalk, heading for the empty storefront, laptop in one hand and tape measure in the other, so much hotter in person than on TV.

			As nice as it was seeing Kit, Shawn wondered what had brought her back. As a teen, Kit had made no secret about how much she hated Rocky Springs. Shawn remembered being at the Hartman house playing video games with Adam while in the next room Kit was arguing with her parents about her decision to leave for college. She’d gone off about how she couldn’t live another year there—and then read an essay aloud about why. At the time, Shawn and Adam had joked about Kit’s air of superiority and how dramatic she was. She was from Rocky Springs like the rest of them, and it was annoying that she’d acted like she was too good for the town.

			Shawn sighed and flipped the book open again, jolting a second later at the ding of the shop bell. Kit crossed the threshold with a tight-lipped expression. “Hey. I don’t suppose your shop has Wi-Fi I could tap into? My client is supposed to be here any minute and I thought I could use my phone as a hotspot, but the signal’s shitty and won’t connect.”

			“Welcome back to Rocky Springs—home of the crappy cell phone signals.” She gave Kit a grim smile, and Kit’s sad groan made her more sympathetic.

			“Definitely not something I missed.”

			“Our Wi-Fi is CoyCupcakes. Password is Cupcake41,” Shawn said. “Feel free to use it as much as you want.”

			“For one? Like, all for one, and one for all?”

			“No. That’s not how cupcakes work.” Shawn chuckled. “Cupcake and then the numbers four and one.” She jotted the password on the back of a business card and passed it to Kit.

			“Thanks.”

			“No problem. Everything else okay?”

			“It will be.” She rocked her head. “Possibly.”

			Shawn grinned. “You sound optimistic.”

			“I’m trying.” She held up the card. “I’ll get my client to set up her own Wi-Fi as soon as possible so we don’t have to keep using yours.”

			“Tell her she can use ours as long as she needs it.”

			“That’s nice of you.” Kit took a step back to the door, then gestured to the cupcakes. “Smells amazing in here, by the way, and those all look delicious.”

			“Want one? Since you’re back, first one’s on the house.”

			Kit shook her head. “Thank you, but I’m the one who owes you. For the Internet and for my dog spilling your coffee. I’m sorry about that whole thing. She’s still pretty terrible on a leash.”

			“It’s only been, what, three days?”

			“Three long days.” Kit sounded exhausted. And stressed. But she still pulled off smoking hot. “I’m not sure which one of us is going to survive the week. If I make it to Saturday, maybe I’ll treat myself to a cupcake.”

			“If you don’t make it, cupcakes are great for funerals.”

			“Funerals?” Kit’s brows knit together. “Oh. In case I don’t survive.”

			Since facepalming wasn’t an option, Shawn said, “In my head that sounded funnier.”

			“You’re fine. It’s me.” Kit took another step back and reached for the door handle. “I’ll see you around.” She cracked a smile. “Assuming I make it.”

			“By the way, it’s nice having you back.”

			Kit’s gaze held Shawn’s. “Thanks.”

			Maybe Kit had changed her mind about Rocky Springs. Maybe this time she wanted to stay.

			





CHAPTER THREE

			Kit stood in the empty shop space, arms folded. “You know, it’s standard practice to get zoning permission before signing a lease.”

			Casey spread her arms wide. “Yeah, but I was afraid someone might snag it before I did.”

			She didn’t have the heart to tell Casey the space had been empty for years. Or that competition for it was highly unlikely. Because who was she to rain on her friend’s parade? Besides, it wasn’t like Casey couldn’t absorb the financial loss if things didn’t pan out. “And if the town board says no to a sex shop, you can always sell tchotchkes. Ooh, or candles.”

			Casey rolled her eyes. “You have so little faith.”

			“In this town being cool and open-minded? Yeah. I do.” So much for staying positive. But Casey deserved the truth.

			“I’m not technically proposing a sex shop. It’s a bookstore and gift shop with permission to sell mature content. There won’t be dildos in the front window.”

			Kit didn’t think people like Gary Jenkins, the conservative asshole who owned the Western store down the block, would appreciate the difference. “Hey, I’m not knocking the concept. I think it’s kind of brilliant, actually.”

			“But?”

			She cringed before she could stop herself. “This is Rocky Springs. If towns were rated like movies, we’d be talking G all the way. Practically a Disney movie.”

			Casey frowned. “Well, I’ll have to start a goodwill campaign. Win some people over.”

			Her mind flashed to the cupcake shop next door and to the very sexy woman behind the counter. “I don’t have a ton of friends in town, but I might be able to help.”

			“Yeah?” Casey’s eyes lit up, but almost as quickly, they dimmed. “I wouldn’t want to put you in an uncomfortable position.”

			“You wouldn’t be.” She debated telling Casey it would be about winning people on her end, too. Adam already disagreed with her taking on a commercial project. Once he got wind of what that project was? All hell would break loose. But she didn’t want to saddle Casey with that. “Think of it as me marketing myself. If you benefit, total bonus.”

			Casey eyed her with suspicion but smiled. “It’s going to be great, you know. Even if neither of us know what we’re doing.”

			While that was true for Casey, Kit liked to think she was going in with knowledge if not experience. Sure, she hadn’t technically done a retail space yet. And yes, her family’s business was and always had been exclusively residential. And no, she didn’t even want to get started on her brother, the guy with a chip on his shoulder so large it was a wonder he didn’t have back problems. But she’d done her homework—studying trends, reading up on things like traffic flow patterns and the narrative experience a well-designed store could provide. She was more than ready to make her mark. Kit gave a decisive nod. “It’s going to be great.”

			“Okay, so distract me from thoughts of angry villagers with your vision.”

			Kit grinned. She hadn’t worked up a formal design proposal yet, but she had ideas. So many ideas. “Registers there.” She spread her arms to indicate one wall. “I’m thinking two should suffice, with a small gift-wrapping station behind them. I’m torn between a clean, modern, Scandinavian aesthetic and a softer, almost spa-like feel.”

			“Definitely spa,” Casey said.

			“Excellent. We can still bring in some of the light wood but use greens and blues for color, along with white, of course. Maybe go with darker, bolder tones of those colors to denote the area with the racier items.” She strode to the back half of the main floor. “No secret room, but some cleverly arranged shelving and screens to section off the over-eighteen area.”

			Casey nodded. “Yes. That. I know I need some separation, and I’m not opposed exactly, but I don’t want it to feel like a shame cave.”

			Kit laughed at the descriptor. “No shame. That’s the whole point, right?”

			“Right.”

			She ran through some of her other ideas. Custom shelves that evoked upscale boutique more than seedy sex dungeon, and a fully enclosed room that did evoke sex dungeon to display some of the kinkier merchandise. A place where customers could sample some of the lubes and lotions. A cozy seating area that invited people to read or rest for a bit and start practicing the self-care that the store was all about.

			Casey’s enthusiasm grew, and Kit couldn’t help but share her excitement. A store like this was exactly what Rocky Springs needed. It would cater to the tourist crowd for sure. But more importantly, it would announce to those who came—and those poking around online to decide whether they wanted to—that Rocky Springs was more than the stuffy and old-fashioned retailers that dominated the main commercial strip of downtown. She wanted that for the local economy, and she wanted it for herself. Because, for the time being at least, she was stuck here.

			After the meeting, she went by the office to check her email and do some work. Adam was off at a job site, so she had the space blissfully quiet and all to herself. Well, except for Madge, the woman who’d run the phones and reception desk since before she was born. But Madge was as happy to keep to herself as Kit was, and they worked together in companionable silence for a couple of hours.
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