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      This book is dedicated to my grandmother, Mimi. I spent many summers and holidays at her home on a lake in New Hampshire. I cherish those memories. They are the inspiration for the Granite Cove series.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter One


          

        

      

    

    
      “Are you avoiding me?”

      The smooth timbred voice jolts through me and drops of sticky orange mimosa from my glass splash on the back of my hand. Hell yes, I’m avoiding you!

      I turn and plaster a smile on my face. “Of course not. Why would you think that?”

      I can’t bring myself to meet his gaze, so I stare over his right shoulder at all the attendees of my mother’s Memorial Day party milling about behind him in the foyer and living room.

      “You leave the room every time I enter.”

      Yup, absolutely. “Total coincidence.”

      “How are you Franny?”

      Uh, let’s see…my stomach is churning so hard I just might throw up. “I’m fine, and you?”

      “Good. I’m happy to be back in Granite Cove. Maybe we can get together and revisit some of our favorite spots.”

      I blink several times as if my eyes have somehow gained the ability to change moments of reality, like the remote on a TV flips through different channels.

      “Sure, we could do that.” Never gonna happen.

      “Oh Mitch, there you are. There are a few people dying to meet you.” My mother casts a questioning glare in my direction before smiling up at him, hooking his arm through hers, and directing him back towards the living room.

      Yes, Mother, spirit away your precious guest of honor before your wayward daughter does something to embarrass you.

      I take the opportunity to dart from the dining room, through the butler’s pantry, and into the kitchen. It’s swarming with catering staff, so I push through the swinging door into the living room and out the first set of French doors onto the patio.

      My father is holding court to the left. A guffaw from one of the men surrounding him is followed by a few chuckles. I can guess the story he’s telling, the time he sliced a golf ball into the trees and a squirrel mistook it for a rather large nut and absconded with it into the woods. He tells the same one at every Memorial Day party, an annual tradition that, if I’m not mistaken, every single one of the people standing around him listening has heard. Yet, they’re avid listeners. Grant Dawson has a natural charm which draws people in. He could probably recite a grocery list and people would still find it witty.

      I did not inherit his ability.

      The breeze off the lake cools my overheated skin. I pray it will stop the nervous perspiration threatening to show through my black Maxi dress.

      A group of women, contemporaries of my mother’s, occupy one of the patio tables to the right. I edge closer. Perhaps if I stand a couple of feet away, I can appear to be part of the conversation, but not close enough that any of them will expect me to join in.

      A discreet glance at my watch reveals I have another half hour before I can safely make an escape. Over the years I’ve gotten it down to a science. Attendance at these gatherings is mandatory, but if I stay for a minimum of an hour, my mother will let me make excuses to depart with little more than a frown and a raised eyebrow. Oh yes, and the sigh of disappointment, mustn’t forget that.

      Raising the fluted glass, I do no more than wet my lips with the orange bubbly decadence of the mimosa. My mother shoved the glass at me upon my arrival with the admonishment to “go mingle.” Arguing is pointless, and it gives me something to do with my hands.

      In my peripheral vision, I spot a familiar dark head exiting the far set of French doors near my father.

      I dart back through the doors closest to me.

      Regardless of my mother’s schedule, the party is over for me. I’ll slip through the kitchen and escape upstairs.

      I arrive at the swinging door just as a tingle squirms down my spine.

      “Francine.” Those throaty cultured tones freeze me in place as if I were five years old instead of twenty-five.

      The hesitation costs me dearly.

      The door slams into my forehead, halting my progress. The smack of the door shudders through my body and sends me stumbling backwards into Vanessa Michaels, the bane of my entire childhood.

      My mimosa sails into her face and she lets out a startled shriek. Luckily, just the liquid since the glass is still clenched in one fist of my spiraling arms as I frantically try to regain my balance.

      The horrified gaze of the server standing in the now open kitchen doorway catches mine as I find purchase by crashing into an immovable object.

      A soft grunt echoes above my head.

      Strong hands grip my arms. Mitch’s shoulder cushions the back of my head. I blink stupidly, staring up into his big baby blues.

      His grin reveals perfectly straight white teeth. “Nice to see some things haven’t changed.”

      “For God’s sake, Francine!” Mother grabs me, wrenching me upright. Her hands dig into my upper arms, her perfume engulfs me, and the coppery tang of blood touches my tongue when I lick my lips.

      Snatching the empty glass from my fist and handing it to a server hovering behind her, she glowers at me and then pastes on a smile and faces the guest of honor.

      “I am so terribly sorry, Mitch. Are you injured?” She clutches both her hands to her chest and stares at him beseechingly.

      Granted, I am not what anyone might describe as petite or even—wince, wince—lightweight, but I hardly think I could have caused much damage to him either.

      “I’m fine Ms. Dawson.”

      “Oh, call me Elaine, please.” She places a hand on his arm and lets it linger on his bicep.

      Vanessa grabs the napkin the wary server offers her and dabs at her face and chest. Personally, I only spot the streaks of liquid creating a few tracks through her heavily made-up face. She’s only dabbing her chest to call attention to it. After all, she has it on full display. The blue sundress can barely contain it all.

      “Francine, take Vanessa upstairs, so she may clean up.” Mother gives me a pointed glare when I don’t immediately hop to do her bidding.

      Must I? This promises to be even more unpleasant than the room full of people openly gawking at my latest disaster. I enter the kitchen through the now propped open door, hoping Vanessa won’t follow but knowing she will.

      I glue my gaze to the pristine white tile floor as I trudge past the caterer and lone server in the kitchen, both valiantly attempting to appear busy and not stare at the spectacle. The tantalizing aroma of hot coffee tempts me to detour for a cup, but the lurking presence behind me and the threat of my mother’s continued disappointment prompt me to exit the kitchen.

      The click of Vanessa’s heels follows me into the foyer and up the wide, curved staircase. Halting next to the guest room with an attached bathroom, I stand to the side and let her enter first. The hostile scowl she shoots at me makes me want to run down the hall to my bedroom and hide behind the locked door.

      Instead, I let out a tremendous sigh and follow behind her. “I’m sorry, Vanessa. Is there anything I can do to help?” Stopping next to one of the twin beds covered in a silver duvet, I wrap my arms around my waist. Lavender from the dish of potpourri my mother displayed on the dresser scents the room. It’s supposed to be calming, isn’t it? I take a deep breath.

      Pausing on the threshold to the bathroom, Vanessa pivots and glares at me with disdain. “Only you would humiliate me in front of Mitch Atwater! If I didn’t know better, I’d think you did it on purpose, not just a result of your klutzy behavior. Really Fanny, if I were you, I wouldn’t even go out in public. Your poor parents must be mortified by you.”

      I do an inner eye roll lest she see the nickname still bothers me. I suppose she continues to call me Fanny as a reminder of her superiority and my relegation to the undesirables’ section of humanity. Flouncing into the bathroom, she yanks a tissue out of the box on the counter and dabs at her face.

      With a pointed glare at my reflection in the mirror, she tosses the tissue in the garbage next to the vanity and grabs another. “Why are you still standing there? Leave!”

      My shoulders flinch. “I am sorry,” I whisper as I leave the room, shutting the door behind me.

      Trudging down the hall in the opposite direction, I spare a quick glance at the stairway, hoping to find it empty. Once I assure it is, I pick up my pace to just shy of a jog to reach my bedroom before I encounter anyone else.

      My head throbs.

      Shutting and locking my door, I lean back against it, closing my eyes.

      Mitch Atwater is back in Granite Cove.
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      Pushing off the door, I trudge into my bathroom, holding my aching head and inspect my forehead in the mirror over the sink. A lump is already forming with a cut in the middle. A drop of crusty blood has oozed out and left a streak against my pale skin. Frizzy strands of hair escape the tight bun I painstakingly stuffed them into this morning. I look like I stuck my finger in a light socket and got zapped. Funny enough, I’ve done that before. More than once.

      My hair has a mind of its own. I either wear it in a bun or braid to tame its wild tendencies. I chopped it off once, thinking it might help. It did not. I looked like Little Orphan Annie on steroids.

      My hair is orange, not red, not auburn, orange and frizzy. I keep it long, hoping to weigh it down. My mother and sister are both blonde. My father’s hair was dark before it changed to silver. Someone might think they adopted me unless they saw the photos of my great grandmother, Eloise.

      I wet a green washcloth with cold water and hold it to my head. Pain lashes my forehead. I wince and plop down on the closed toilet seat.

      I’m now stuck in my room until the party ends, which won’t be for hours yet.

      Mitch’s presence only puts a small wrinkle into my plans. Actually, not even that. His arrival is insignificant.

      I’d only learned of his return upon my arrival at the party when my mother informed me with glee that her guest of honor was the award-winning movie director, Mitch Atwater.

      My first thought had been to run for the hills. My second was to run to the closest salon for a complete makeover and to the nearest store for a killer outfit. Neither happened, instead my mother dragged me into the party.

      No matter, I survived our encounter and it’s doubtful I’ll see him again. Granite Cove may be a small town, but its population is large enough that I don’t know all the residents and those I do, I hardly run into every day.

      Standing, I toss the washcloth in the sink and wander into my bedroom to sit down on the four-poster bed. I rub the black jersey material of my dress between my fingers. The dichotomy of me wearing black and my mother white does not escape me. I wear this dress because it’s comfortable and if I spill anything on it, it’s unlikely to show. The dress covers me from the modest neckline to the tops of my black gladiator sandals.

      I grab my phone off the nightstand to check my messages and emails. Mother doesn’t allow family members to have their phones at her parties. Probably because we could use them as an excuse to escape if we claimed a dire emergency. Not that she’d accept that ploy from me.

      No voicemails and the only new emails I received are advertisements. Somehow, I must have gotten on a list somewhere for every type of junk mail there is. One is an ad for sexy singles in my area. I could actually use that one.

      Ugh. I drop back on the bed.

      Why hasn’t Mr. Brick gotten back to me? I sent him a fair offer to buy the building. We’ve discussed it several times since I started renting the space for The Sweet Spot, and I finally saved up enough money.

      Buying the building is not only the first step in my new life plan, but also the key ingredient everything else hinges on. I buy the building, move into the apartment above the bakery, and finally get a life. Once I have my own place, I can focus on getting a social life and maybe even a love life.

      The same pale gray bedroom furniture I’ve had since I was a child mocks me from every direction. A fancy prison which keeps me under my parents’ rule and prevents me from living the life I want to live. My chest tightens and the air in the room grows suffocating. I need to get out of here right now.

      I scramble off the bed and stand there debating my options.

      The gaiety of the party seeps through the floorboards. I can’t waltz down the front staircase without being seen and subjected to a retelling of my latest antics, which will no doubt lead to a laundry list of my most embarrassing moments. I could, however, use the back stairs attached to the balcony in my parents’ room which leads to the side of the house. Yes, there’s a chance I’ll be spotted, but the odds of a clean getaway are much better than my only other option.

      There’s the tree outside my sister’s bedroom but the image that pops into my head of me hanging upside down from a branch with my dress over my head and my lady parts showing for the world to see or the one with me sprawled on the ground with broken bones savagely nixes that idea.

      I tiptoe towards my bedroom door. Then I stop and roll my eyes. Not only can no one see or hear me in my bedroom, but it is utterly ridiculous to be sneaking around my own parents’ house as if I’m going to commit a great caper.

      I unlock the door and peek around it. There’s no sign of Vanessa. One encounter with her was more than enough, thank you very much. I slide out of my room, shutting the door behind me, and stride over to my parents’ room.

      The door opens soundlessly, but I still listen in case one of my parents has snuck up here for a moment or if a partygoer or two has decided to use the room for some nefarious reason. Ascertaining I’m alone, I shut the door and peer around the room. A king-size canopy bed dominates the room parallel to the French doors which open onto the balcony overlooking the lake.

      The French door refuses to budge, so I lodge my shoulder against it and give it a shove. It opens with a shudder and a bang as it swings wide and bounces against the house. I freeze on the threshold. Someone surely heard and is peering up from the patio to see who made the noise.

      I’m not going back to my room, so I shuffle onto the balcony and gently close the door. It rattles into place despite my efforts to be quiet. I gingerly walk to the stairs, keeping to the side of the balcony next to the house in case someone is looking up.

      A peek over the railing at the top of the stairs shows me a clear path along the side of the house.

      To avoid any prying eyes from the front of the house, I traipse down the stairs and cut across the lawn into the neighbor’s yard. I jog around to the front of the house and into the next neighbor’s yard to reach the sidewalk.

      I stride across the manicured lawn. A dog barks at me, and I quicken my pace. The neighbors won’t mind, they’re at the party, but that doesn’t mean I want to be bitten by a dog guarding their territory against trespassers.

      After a brief jaunt up the road to the walking path that loops around the park, I let out a deep breath.

      The escape is a success.

      I amble along the park path to the shore of the lake, where I slide onto one of the wooden benches lining the walkway. A sigh of relief escapes me, and a bit of a smug smile.

      May is still early for boating season to populate the lake, but the spring air is warm enough for a few brave, dedicated boaters to drag their vessels out of winter storage and traverse the choppy water. Several towns share the massive lake. Granite Cove isn’t the largest, but it’s not the smallest either.

      A shadow appears on the ground at my feet, and I glance over my shoulder as Mitch eases onto the bench beside me. His light blue gaze focuses on my forehead and he winces. “Ouch, that must hurt.”

      Craptastic! So much for no one noticing my great escape.

      The corner of his mouth lifts. “Did you get a concussion?” Peering into my eyes, he shakes his head. “Your eyes don’t appear dilated.”

      I turn my head and stare at the lake. “Are you a doctor now?”

      “Nope, played one once, though. Does that count?”

      A smile twitches my lips, but I refuse to let it go. I remember the film and his costar he was rumored to have had a torrid affair with. My impulse to smile disappears.

      “How have you been, Franny?”

      His deep voice sends a shiver over my skin that has nothing to do with the weather. I scrunch my nose and stare at up at the cloudless blue sky. How have I been? Pretty much the same, unfortunately, but I can’t say that, so I shrug instead.

      “What brings you back to Granite Cove?” I suppose I can make polite chitchat. Besides, part of me is curious to know his answer.

      His silence prompts me to peek at his profile. He’s staring out over the lake. There are a pair of white sailboats moored nearby bobbing along on the water. Farther out, a motorboat speeds by. Nothing really to capture his attention.

      “I guess I needed a change. I was happy here once.”

      Yeah, so was I.

      “A change from what?”

      He drapes an arm over the back of the bench and rests his ankle on the opposite knee. “The short answer is life in general. The long answer is probably best for another time.”

      I scoot farther away on the bench and cross my legs. “Sounds complicated.”

      “Life usually is, isn’t it?”

      A constant minefield of missteps and regret. I tap my dangling foot and cross my arms over my abdomen.

      But that’s all going to change. My plan is firmly in place and life will be great. Positivity is my new theme. While I waited in the doctor’s office, I read a magazine full of self-help articles which inspired my life makeover. I even drew up a vision board with pictures of people having fun and couples in love. Perhaps I should have pilfered the magazine so I could reread it when my motivation was sagging. Like now.

      Who am I kidding? I’ve never stolen anything in my life.

      “What about you?”

      I glance in his direction without meeting his gaze. “What about me?”

      “What’s going on in your life? Husband? Kids?”

      Nope and nope.

      A sailboat glides by with a bright white sail. I bite my lip and squint up at the sun. “I own a bakery in town, The Sweet Spot.”

      “I know. I bought the building.”

      My building? He bought my building?

      I lurch to my feet, only to sink back to the bench.

      “What’s wrong?”

      He places his hand over mine, gripping the edge of the bench. I stare at the contrast of his darker skin over my pale white freckled hand. I pull my hand away and tuck them both under my legs. “Mr. Brick sold you the building?”

      He leans forward to rest his elbows on his knees with hands clasped in between. “Was that the name of the owner? My lawyer handled the sale. He set up a corporation, so my name doesn’t show up on the documents. It’s just a business thing.”

      A business thing? No wonder Mr. Brick has been avoiding my calls and attempts to negotiate buying the building. He already sold it.

      Tears threaten, but I swallow them back. I lift my hand to rub at the pain gathering in my chest, but I drop it back and press harder against the bench. The wood digs into my palms.

      What does he need the building for? Is he going to kick me out at the end of my lease and turn it into a trendy restaurant or something? Isn’t that what celebrities do, open restaurants?

      Although not here in Granite Cove. The town is not exactly a hot spot, or even close to one. The nearest airport is over an hour away. Even the closest highway is a half hour’s drive. We’re tucked into New Hampshire’s lakes region, surrounded by green hills and blue skies.

      What am I going to do? If he does intend to kick me out, I need to find another building. If he doesn’t, then do I go on renting and living with my parents? Either scenario makes me nauseous.

      Water laps against the rocks. The paved walking and bike path winds along the shore of the lake on this side of the park. It intersects with the sidewalk that lines the town docks in the center of the cove. For the first time in my memory, I’m wishing for someone to stroll by and interrupt us. Surely one of his fans has tracked him down. Perhaps even my mother wondering where her guest of honor has disappeared to?

      I’d run if I thought my legs would hold me. My muscles are shaky.

      He bought my building.

      “If it’s the rent you’re worried about, I’m not going to change it on you.”

      I’m biting my tongue so hard I’m surprised I haven’t chomped it off. Tears prick my eyes and I blink them back as fast as I can. I stare out towards the lake, but honestly, I see nothing but my own misery.

      “Franny?”

      I open my mouth to snap, “What?” but smash my lips together instead and grip the bench tighter. What does he want from me? Oh right, he mentioned not changing the rent.

      “That’s good…” My voice cracks, so I clear my throat and try again. “That’s good to know.”

      Pain squeezes my stomach. Loosening my grip on the bench, I hold my hands protectively over my abdomen. It’s done that more and more. With my luck, it’s an ulcer.

      Damn it! The building was mine. He stole it out from under me. How could he do that? How could Mr. Brick do that? I should have had papers drawn up. All I have is his verbal promise to sell when he was ready. Another harsh lesson learned. Never trust anyone on their word alone. Get it in writing. Business 101.

      I guess the handful of business management courses I took in college before I dropped out to pursue my culinary aspirations didn’t stick. I can picture the roll of my mother’s eyes and the ensuing lecture on not only making bad business decisions but the never-ending admonishments over the wasted college tuition money they spent on my freshman and sophomore years. My father will shake his head sadly and then change the subject. If it hadn’t been for the small inheritance I received from my grandmother, I would never have been able to afford culinary school. My parents refused to pay for it. If I rebuffed the college of their choice, they wouldn’t cover the costs.

      “You sure you don’t need a doctor to look at your head?”

      A quick shake of my head elicits a wince of pain. It hurts, but my heart hurts more.

      “I don’t remember you being this quiet.”

      I can sense him staring at me, but I keep my gaze fixed on the path at my feet. I wasn’t shy or silent with him, not when it was just the two of us, which it was the majority of the time.

      “That was a long time ago.” I stand. “I have to go.”

      I don’t wait for a response from him. I’m too shattered to care.

      My dream and plan are destroyed.

      I stride down the path with no destination in mind. Mitch has broken my heart. Again.
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      The predawn sky twinkles with stars, and distant lights shine from across the lake. My reflection stares back at me from the large window at the back of the bakery kitchen.

      I spent my entire day off yesterday bemoaning my fate and cursing Mitch’s return. Sometime after I reached the bottom of the pint of ice cream, it occurred to me that my plan wasn’t completely sunk. Yes, it had been torpedoed, and it was listing to its side, but it was still afloat.

      The building was sold. His offer must have been far above mine for Mr. Brick to accept, so making an offer to Mitch is pointless. I don’t have the money. He did say that my rent wouldn’t change.

      I am finding the positive amidst the wreckage.

      It would mean I needed to continue renting instead of buying, but I can do that. What I can’t do is continue living in my parents’ house.

      My new plan is to contact Mitch, or even better, his lawyer, to rent the apartment upstairs. Not ideal, but it still accomplishes my end goal.

      I shake my head and shoulders to clear my mind and focus on the task at hand, preparing all the baked goods to fill the shelves of my bakery when we open in two hours.

      Cinnamon infuses the air from the muffins baking in one of the ovens lining the outside wall to my left. I check on bread dough rising on the counters in the middle of the room and the bagels cooling on the movable racks lined up by the front wall.

      The solitude makes it one of my favorite times of day. It’s just me in my kitchen creating the day’s offerings.

      I finish making the danishes and prepare them for the ovens. Once the muffins finish baking, the danishes will go in.

      By the time the breads have risen and are ready to go into the oven, streaks of pink and peach appear over the horizon. I step back from the counter and smile. This is why I do most of my preparations on this marble counter under the window, so I can witness the sunrise over the lake. The ribbons of color lengthen and brighten as the ball of orange and yellow rises over the water, casting its light and reflecting on the calm surface.

      Nature’s splendor always has a way of bringing joy and peace to my world. I enjoy the view a moment more, wash my hands, and move over to the smaller counter area in the kitchen reserved for making the allergy free options I have available for my customers.

      Sally arrives while I am filling the glass display cases in the front of the bakery with product.

      “Good morning, Sally.”

      “Mornin’.” She shuffles between the countertop height display cases into the kitchen and returns with a tray of muffins. Sally knows the procedure and does well with the customers. Having lived and worked in town most of her life means she knows most of the clientele. She regales me with the latest accomplishments of the handful of grandkids she has while we work in tandem to prepare for opening.

      At six on the dot, Sally unlocks the front door and flips the sign to open from closed with a quick twist of her wrist. She fills the napkin holders on the two small, circular tables under the front window while I do a last scan of the beverage area on the left to make sure the machines are on and brewing and I fill all the accoutrements.

      Customers trickle in, and I slip back into the kitchen to decorate the cupcakes and specialty cakes. Besides the few I always have on hand for the spontaneous customer, I also take special orders for various occasions, including weddings. That part of my business has been steadily increasing and I hope to focus more on it, but now that is up in the air as well.

      The eight o’clock morning rush arrives, and Sally needs me out front to fill orders. I smile and nod while taking orders and handing over cash and receipts. People tend not to linger and chat when they are on their way to work and standing in line for their first cup of coffee of the day.

      Sally rings up one of the coffee travel mugs emblazoned with my logo for The Sweet Spot, a black oval and pink lettering.

      I am about to slip back into the kitchen when the bell over the door rings, signaling another customer. Monica Frasier moseys in, another long-time resident of Granite Cove. Sally is still with a customer, so I remain at the counter while Monica approaches with a smile. Her nut-brown hair is straight as a pin and secured at her nape with a black barrette. Her gray suit jacket and skirt are form fitting, but not revealingly tight. She teaches at the Elementary School.

      “Good morning, Franny. It’s shaping up to be a beautiful day, isn’t it?”

      “Looks that way. What can I get for you today?”

      “Oh well…let’s see.” She glances over the tops of her black-framed glasses at the contents of the display cases. “Everything looks wonderful and so tempting. How about one of those cinnamon muffins? And a chai tea please.”

      I put her muffin in one of the white bags with my logo on the top and start her tea. Monica follows me to the beverage area. I give her a brief smile and wonder if she will add to her order. She wanders over to the display case on the far right filled with the specialty cakes, tarts, and pies.

      “You really are quite talented Franny. Every time I attempt to bake, something goes horribly wrong.”

      “Thank you, but really it’s a matter of following the recipe to the letter. It’s like a science experiment, the measurements have to be exact.”

      “That explains it, then. Science was not one of my strengths. I’ll take that chocolate cheesecake too please. It’s perfect for my book club meeting tonight.”

      Monica hands me her debit card. I slide the tea and muffin across the counter and box up the cheesecake.

      She slips her black purse back up her arm to her shoulder, stacks the bag on top of the box, and places the cup next to them in an orderly fashion. “Would you like to come? We discuss the book a bit, of course, but it’s really just a chance to get together, chat, and have wine and cake.”

      My response is automatic. “Thanks, but I can’t.” Handing her the receipt and card, I smile absently. “Enjoy.”

      Tucking the receipt and card in her purse and picking up her purchases, she gives me a faint smile. “Maybe next time. Thank you.”

      Monica leaves and I turn towards the kitchen. Sally stands in the archway with her arms folded across her ample middle scrunching up the black apron, so the pink lettering of The Sweet Spot figures prominently across her bosom. A scowl crosses her face.

      Uh oh what faux pas did I manage to do now? Sally never appears to care if she is my employee, she acts as if it’s her duty to instruct or chastise me when she deems it necessary. I guess it’s an old habit from being my teacher in school.

      “That’s the third time I’ve heard you refuse her invitation. What’s so all-fired important you can’t attend?”

      “I have business matters to take care of.”

      “Uh, huh. You need to get your priorities straight missy. People need to come first. I never see or hear about you socializing with anyone. You keep rebuffing offers of friendship and you will end up alone.”

      Friendship? “Monica was just asking to be polite.”

      Sally rolls her eyes. “I know the difference between being polite and a sincere invitation. She’s a sweet girl. I remember her in school always helping and organizing groups. Even spent her lunch hour a time or two tutoring someone in English. I know because she used my classroom to do it.” Planting her hands on her hips and stretching the black apron taught, she leans toward me. “She didn’t spend her lunchtime hiding in the girl’s bathroom.”

      Ouch, direct hit. Yup, that was me. And here I thought no one had noticed.

      “You’re still hiding.”

      Hell yeah, I’m hiding! It’s better this way. I’ve been burned one too many times, thank you very much. I open my mouth to defend myself, but I can’t think of a thing to say. Maybe Monica was extending a genuine invitation, and maybe I was clueless about it. She had been a couple years ahead of me in school, closer to my sister’s age than mine. It never occurred to me she was offering friendship.

      Damn it. Being more social and making friends was one of the steps of my new plan. I’m failing all over the place.

      Sally brushes by me and pats me on the shoulder when the door chimes and another customer walks in. “Think on it.”

      I shuffle towards the kitchen to do just that when a shiver dances down my spine.

      “Morning Franny. The delicious aromas wafting up through the floor dragged me out of bed.”

      Heat envelops my face and I can’t get the image of Mitch in bed out of my head. His dark locks on a white pillow. His long, muscled form on display.

      Swallowing hard and pasting a smile on my face, I spin around and pray he thinks my face is red from the ovens or something. “Good morning, Mitch. What can I get for you?”

      A white tank top highlights his well-defined arms. I guess I shouldn’t be surprised. He’s a former actor and current member of the Hollywood elite. Isn’t it a requirement of some sort for them to be in stellar physical shape? His black jogging shorts hang loose on his frame, but I still glimpse a very toned thigh.

      I’m totally checking him out while he’s checking out the bakery.

      Inwardly groaning, I drag my gaze back up to his face and keep it glued there while I patiently wait for his decision. Mitch is heartbreak wrapped in a handsome package. I’m not opening it again. In fact, I’m securing it with duct tape. No, a chain and padlock.

      I spot Sally puttering with one of the displays out of the corner of my eye and glance in her direction to see if she caught me ogling.

      Despite being old enough to be his grandmother, Sally regards Mitch covetously. A slight smile even graces her lips. My mouth drops open when she catches me watching her and gives me a wink and a nod. I can’t hold back the short snort of laughter that escapes me.

      I look back at Mitch, clearing my throat as I do. Let him think I had a tickle in my throat or something.

      Mitch smiles and I blink at him stupidly for a few seconds. Damn, yes, he’s a great looking man. Hell, he’s downright gorgeous. But that’s not it. He smiles with his whole face, dimples pop out, impossibly white teeth grin, and blue eyes twinkle. Even the tiny wrinkles at the corners of his eyes are sexy.

      Holy cow! No wonder he was a teenage heartthrob. My heart throbs pretty hard right now.

      “Any recommendations?”

      “Um…well…the muffins are popular, but I guess it depends on what you’re in the mood for.”

      Wait a minute, he said he smelled them from bed? What bed?

      A sinking sensation invades my body. “Are you living in the apartment upstairs?”

      “Didn’t I tell you I bought the building the other day?”

      “Yeah, but not that you would be living here.”

      “Is that a problem?”

      Yes!

      So much for my dream still being afloat, its hull is deluged by water and taking a nosedive to the bottom of the sea like the Titanic.

      “Franny, I told you the terms of your agreement aren’t going to change.”

      “Yes, I know. You surprised me, that’s all.”

      “I’m looking forward to living over the bakery and waking up to an ambrosia of scents I can follow downstairs to sample a few of your treats. If you tell me you sell good coffee too, I’ll be in heaven.”

      I take a deep breath and try not to wince at the lash of pain whipping my abdomen or the tears threatening to fall.

      “Yes, we sell an assortment of coffee choices. It’s been voted best in the village two years running by the Granite Cove Gazette, the local paper.” Normally I’m not one to brag, but I’m damn proud of that and hope to extend that accolade to include best on the lake, then to the Lakes Region, and why not, best in the whole state of New Hampshire. Of course, now my future and the future of The Sweet Spot is up in the air.

      “Must be good then.”

      I peek at him to judge if he’s being sarcastic or sincere. He smiles at me when he catches my gaze. Granted, it’s not an Oscar or anything, but people around here aren’t exactly known for trying new things, they tend to stick with what works and not rock the boat. There had been plenty of concerned warnings I would fail, my own family’s included.

      “I guess you will have to try it yourself and see.”

      “I’m going for a run, so I’ll stick with a black coffee and one of those bagels with everything on it, but I’ll take a couple of the muffins for later.”

      That explains the outfit. The women of Granite Cove are likely to adjust their schedules to get a peek or two at him running. I can just see tomorrow’s headlines now. “Woman causes an accident watching local celebrity instead of the road.”

      “Do you want the bagel toasted with cream cheese?”

      “Yeah, do you have chive cream cheese?”

      “Yes.”

      Sally moves behind me to get his coffee while I grab his bagel from one of the baskets on the wall holding the assortments of baked breads.

      I glance in his direction and away and run my tongue along the inside of my teeth.

      I need to finish his order. “What muffins do you want?”

      “Blueberry.”

      I bag two muffins while Sally takes the bagel to toast and put cream cheese on it.

      “Do you work until closing?”

      “Yup. If the bakery is open, I’m here.” Even when it’s not, I’m often here.

      “Here you go.” Sally hands him the bagel and coffee while I step to the side and wipe down the already clean counter.

      I sense his gaze on me, but I refuse to look up.

      So much for my plan. So much for being able to avoid Mitch. He’s living right upstairs and will likely be frequenting the bakery.

      “See you later, Franny.”

      I raise my hand in a feeble wave and dash to the kitchen when he opens the door to leave.

      Slapping my hands down on the marble counter, I stare at the lake. Gasps of air tighten my chest and throat. Tears fill and overflow my eyes and the view of the lake grows blurry.

      What the hell am I going to do now?

      My dream is dead and buried.

      There’s no positive spin I can put on this.

      Did he do this on purpose? Is he playing some sort of game? Why would he buy my building? It wasn’t even listed for sale. If it was just for a business decision, wouldn’t any other building do?

      Is he trying to ruin my life?

      The bastard!
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      Setting the alarm and locking the back door behind me, I take a deep breath of fresh air and peek up the back stairs to Mitch’s apartment. I’m forcing myself to call it that now, hoping it will help me get used to the fact that my dream of owning the building and living in the apartment is over. Kind of like when you rip a band aid off instead of peeling it slowly.

      There is a plaintive meow and a nudge against my calf. I smile down at the large orange cat. “Mr. Pudding, what are you doing here?”

      I glance at my watch and bend down to scratch him behind the ears while he winds in between my legs. Mrs. Roberts will worry if her cat isn’t home for dinnertime.

      Mrs. Roberts has to be close to eighty, if not older. I’m not sure of her exact age, she was old when I was a kid and not the old kids believe anyone over the age of thirty to be. I mean the white hair, slow gait, and reverent tone everyone addresses her with kind of old.

      Scooping Mr. Pudding up into my arms, I waltz down the alleyway toward her house up the street. It’ll add more time to my walk home, but I’m not in a hurry. I have no plans, unless you count a silent meal with my parents, if they’re home, or a quiet dinner alone.

      The cat settles into my arms and starts to purr. I’m beginning to believe he might do this on purpose. It’s not the first time he’s shown up at my door at closing and I’ve carried him home. Are cats cunning enough to orchestrate a free ride? I wouldn’t know since I’ve never owned one myself, or any pet. Animals aren’t allowed in my parents’ house. Mother claims she’s allergic but having never witnessed her even sneeze around an animal, I suspect she simply doesn’t like them.

      One more reason to get a place of my own, like I need additional motives.

      Using the crosswalk to the left of the bakery, I stroll up the sidewalk to her white Victorian house with the sunny yellow door and wide front porch.

      The ping of the doorbell echoes back after I press the button. A moment later, Mrs. Roberts opens the door and smiles when she spots her cat in my arms. Her snow-white hair is in a loose bun on top of her head. Her ankle length plum colored dress is crisply ironed. I don’t recall ever seeing her in pants of any kind. Mr. Pudding leaps from my arms and sashays down the hall to the kitchen reinforcing my opinion he wanted me to carry him home.

      “Thank you, Franny. I put out his dinner a few moments ago and it worried me when he didn’t come to the door when I called. Come in. Come in.” She shuffles back and holds the door open. “I still have some of those delightful meringues you brought me last week. Would you like some?”

      Meringues aren’t much more than egg whites and sugar. I make a batch every couple of weeks and bring them to her because they’re a favorite of hers and keep well as long as they’re in an airtight container.

      “No thank you. How are you Mrs. Roberts?”

      “Oh, fine, fine. At my age, each day is a blessing when it is routine and pain free.” I follow her to the kitchen.

      Mr. Pudding is devouring the food in his dish.

      Glancing around the small kitchen, I search for any evidence of a meal for her in preparation. When I don’t spot one, I frown. I’ve seen her freezer packed with frozen dinners before.

      Mrs. Roberts rests a hand on top of the stove next to a cherry red tea kettle. “Would you like tea?”

      “I’ll get it. Why don’t you have a seat?”

      She lowers herself into one of the chairs at the round table. Mr. Pudding jumps into her lap and curls himself into a ball.

      Once I fill the tea kettle and set it on the stove to heat, I get her a teacup from the cabinets flanking the window over the sink.

      “The meringues are in that cabinet there.”

      I open the cabinet she points to and locate the familiar white ceramic hinged jar she keeps the cookies in. There are a few boxes of pasta in the cabinet nestled in among various jars and boxes.

      “How about I whip you up spaghetti for dinner?”

      Her eyes perk up and she smiles. “Only if you will join me dear. I was planning on having one of those Salisbury steak dinners from the freezer, but spaghetti sounds so much more appealing.”

      “I’d love to.” I putter about, grabbing a pot and other ingredients to prepare a meal for the two of us. I know where most items are from previous visits.

      She doesn’t have any family nearby, at least none she’s ever mentioned, or I’ve seen.

      Once the steam blows from the tea kettle, I pour the hot water over a tea bag and place her cup on the table.

      “Agatha and Steven are having a baby.”

      “That’s exciting.” I’ve only spoken to the couple who rent the apartment upstairs in passing. They’re both in their late twenties, not too much older than me. A baby. Wow, I can’t even contemplate the thought of having a child yet. Of course, first I would need someone in my life to father that baby.

      “Yes, Agatha showed me this black-and-white picture with squiggles all over it and said it was a picture of the baby inside her womb. I didn’t tell her I couldn’t see a baby.”

      Chuckling, I add the pasta to the boiling water.

      “I think it will be a while before it looks like a baby. When is she due?”

      “Some time in the winter, I suspect. They didn’t mention any plans to leave, but I’m not sure how much longer they’ll want to stay now they’re starting a family.”

      I glance over my shoulder and peruse her expression to see if she’s worried about them moving out and leaving her without a tenant and the help and companionship I’m sure she’s grown accustomed to. They’re the third tenants she’s had since I started coming here.

      She pats her sleeping cat while staring out the window over the sink.

      I gather the olive oil, herbs, and a can of tomatoes I find to make a quick topping for the spaghetti. I’m sure she’ll be able to find another tenant if they move out. Her house is part of the village and prime real estate.

      Her house is steps from my bakery. I could rent the apartment now that my plans are kaput.

      “Well if they move out, you could rent it to me.”

      I keep my back to her and hold my breath during the momentary silence. I whisk the ingredients together and wait for her response.

      “What happened to your plans to buy your bakery’s building?”

      Mrs. Roberts is the only one I’ve confided in about my dream of owning the building and moving into the apartment.

      “Mr. Brick sold it to someone else.”

      “That weasel!”

      A bark of laughter escapes me, and I glance at her. She’s scowling and Mr. Pudding raises his head as if to see what disturbed his mistress.

      “I agree, but there’s nothing I can do about it, so I need to make new plans.” Thankful she doesn’t chastise me over not having an agreement in writing to purchase the building, I stir the spaghetti and grab two bowls to serve it in once it’s ready.

      “What do the new owners plan to do with it?”

      “He said it was just business, whatever that means. He said he’s not raising the rent or changing my lease, but he’s living in the apartment.”

      “You’ve talked to the new owner?”

      “Yes, Mitch Atwater bought it.”

      Not sure whether she knows who he is, I peek over at her while I grab two forks from the drawer.

      “I heard he was back in town. Daisy Howard chewed my ear off about him the last time I stopped into the store to get my groceries.”

      After draining the spaghetti and mixing in the sauce, I put a serving in each bowl and carry them to the table.

      “How do you feel about him being back?”

      I plop into the chair and stare at her. What does she know?

      “Pop those eyes of yours back into your head, Missy. I may be old, but I’m not blind or feeble minded. I know you two have a history.”

      “History is all it is. It was a long time ago and he means nothing to me now.”

      After I’d calmed down and could think rationally, I realized how unlikely it was that Mitch had hatched an evil plot to ruin my life. I doubt I even crossed his mind when he decided to come back to Granite Cove. I might have been a slight blip of memory but nothing more.

      The pungent olive oil and tender pasta slide down my throat as the rich scent of parmesan fills my nostrils. I sense her gaze on me, but I concentrate on my food. Hopefully, she’ll drop the conversation.

      “Did I ever tell you about my late husband?”

      I pause with a forkful of pasta hovering over my dish. I knew she was a widow, but that was it. “No.”

      She leans back against her chair with a sigh. “He was a charmer. I had stars in my eyes from the first day I met him. He was several years younger than me. Quite scandalous in those days.”

      A smile teases my lips imagining her young and in love.

      “My parents were both long gone by then. They left me this house.” She gazes out the window, but I think it’s the past she really sees.

      She waves her hand in the air. “We were married within months. I had been well on my way to becoming a spinster so I saw no point in waiting. He was a traveling salesman and would be gone weeks, and sometimes months at a time.”

      “You must have been lonely.”

      “I was.” She nods. “I was, but I was also used to being alone. I liked to say he had a wandering soul.”

      Leaning forward, she raises her eyebrows and frowns. “It sounded more romantic. The truth is he liked to have this as a base to come back to when he was tired. I would be waiting here with open arms every time. He would stay awhile, but that itch would get him and he would be gone again.”

      She takes a tissue from its place tucked in her sleeve and dabs at her nose. “Some men aren’t born to stay in one place for long. Things might have been different if we were able to have kids, but it wasn’t meant to be. Looking back, it was probably for the best.”

      Because he traveled so much? Wouldn’t a child have been a comfort to her being left alone so often?

      A long-drawn-out sigh escapes her. She raises her chin and turns her gaze back to me. “He was a thief.”

      My eyes just about pop out of my head.

      She nods and wipes a finger along the edge of the table.

      “What do you mean?” Does she mean metaphorically, like he stole her heart?

      “Exactly what I said, he was a thief. When he was away, he was stealing and robbing. Oh he still sold things from time to time to keep up appearances, but his real profession was crime.”

      Wow!

      I can’t think of a single thing to say. Mrs. Roberts was married to a thief. Did she know all along? No, I can’t believe that. She wouldn’t condone something illegal. Although, people did things for love they wouldn’t normally do all the time.

      “I got suspicious when his clothes kept getting fancier and he started bringing me jewelry. I thought maybe his sales must have picked up, but he was always complaining how bad they were. So I did a little snooping in his briefcase and suitcase. I checked his jacket pockets. There were receipts from places different from where he was supposed to be. At first, I thought it was a sign he was unfaithful.”

      “That must have been so awful for you.”

      “It was. I thought my heart would break into a million tiny pieces and never heal again. But then I got mad.”

      “Understandable. You felt betrayed.”

      “Oh, I was. I kept digging. He was unfaithful. I found notes from other women, but I also found newspaper articles.”

      She folds her hands over her stomach and nods. “The fool kept clippings of his crimes. I compared the receipts and the newspapers. They all matched.”

      “What did you do? Did you confront him? Was he caught?”

      I would have heard about this if he was, wouldn’t I? I mean she’s been a widow for as long as I’ve known her, and this may have all happened before I was even born, but surely someone would have mentioned Mrs. Robert’s husband was a criminal if they knew.

      “Yes, he was caught, but no, I didn’t confront him. I was too afraid. He wasn’t the man I thought he was. Fear kept me silent. Fear and shame. Shame I didn’t really know who he was or what he was capable of. Shame that I let him fool me.”

      “I don’t blame you a bit for being scared, but you shouldn’t feel ashamed. He was the criminal, not you.”

      She smiles wanly.

      “So he got caught?”

      “Oh yes, he went to prison. They arrested him out in California.”

      He must have died in prison. What a story. Does no one know what happened to Mr. Roberts since he was arrested so far away? It wasn’t like the internet age back then when everyone knows everything about you because they can look it up online. I’ve been visiting her for over ten years and had no idea.

      “I’m telling you this story for a reason, child. To make sure you understand you always have choices even when you believe you don’t.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Don’t let fear blind you to all the options which might present themselves. There’s always a path to take. It might not be the one you were hoping for, but it will still get the job done. After all, it’s the end result that matters.”

      Umm…okay. Is she trying to tell me staying at my parents’ house might not be a terrible thing? Because it most definitely is.

      Or perhaps, she means I need to find another solution.

      “Charming men can hide a black heart.”

      Woah, is she talking about Mitch?

      “If you mean Mitch, I told you he’s in my past, not my future.”

      “I don’t know what that young man is up to. I only want you to be careful and not be blinded by his good looks and charisma.”

      “No worries there, Mrs. Roberts. I am totally focused on my bakery and finding a new place to live.” I bring the dishes over to the sink, rinse them out, and set them in the dishwasher. Leaning back against the counter, I fold my arms across my waist.

      “Which brings me back to finding a solution to your problem.”

      Is she going to offer me the apartment? It’s not a bad solution. It’s convenient. I’ve never seen it, but at this point I’m not in a position to be too picky.

      “Do you know why my husband went to prison in California?”

      “Uh, no. I assumed because that is where he was arrested.”

      “Yes, but there were plenty of other states he committed crimes in. Right here in New Hampshire for one.”

      She leverages herself up using the table. “No my dear, he was arrested there because I wanted him as far away from me as possible.”

      “I don’t understand.” I doubt the justice system would take the wife of a criminal’s preferences into account.

      “I didn’t have the gumption to confront him personally, but I couldn’t tolerate letting his foul deeds go unpunished. Nor did I want anyone to know about my shame. So I gathered together all the evidence I could detailing his crimes in California and sent them anonymously to a police station there.”

      She walks over and rests her hand on my shoulder. “I found an option I could live with.”
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      “It needs work, but it’s on the lower end of your budget.”

      Needs work? A massive understatement.

      I stuff my hands in the front pockets of my shorts and lean to the side to look underneath the counter. A layer of grime coats everything. It’s an old diner with a standard setup of a long counter with stools, booths lining the outer perimeter, and there’s a pass-through to the kitchen accessed by a swinging door on the right.

      The overall square footage is roughly the same as my bakery, but it’s flip-flopped. The kitchen is narrow, and the public space is the largest. It would require a total gut and renovation. There’s nothing I would salvage in the kitchen. Grease is caked on all the appliances and cabinets.

      The building is in the newer part of town, outside the village.

      I hate everything about it.

      Sighing, I face my realtor, Bill Bovier. He is one of three realtors in town. Vanessa, of course, is not an option. I’d rather run down the middle of Main Street stark naked than ask her for help.

      Okay, that might be extreme. But they both rank the same.

      Lisa Johnson, an older woman, is on vacation. I chose Bill by default.

      “It’s not going to work for me.”

      “Okay, I have another building to show you in Granite Cove and there are more options if you’re willing to consider properties outside town.”

      I’m not ready to give up on Granite Cove, but I need to see what’s available to make an informed decision. If I will move my bakery or continue renting. Only one thing is certain, I need to move out of my parents’ house.

      “Let’s look at the other building and you can email me information on others in the area and I’ll decide if I want to see them.”

      Tugging his handkerchief from his pocket, he blows his nose. Bill informed me of his allergies when I met him at his office this morning, announcing it like an appliance that comes with a warning label. He stuffs it back into the pocket of his beige pants which are riding dangerously low under his prominent stomach. A brown leather belt helps the pants defy gravity. That and the constant yank he gives them.

      “I’ll do that. You sure this can’t work for you?”

      “One hundred percent.” The renovations alone would blow my budget.

      Nodding, he frowns and takes one last look around. My confidence in his ability to find me what I’m looking for is rather low at the moment. It wasn’t all that high to begin with, but after seeing this place my options appear scarce.

      I stand next to the passenger side of his white sedan and wait while he locks up. He unlocks the doors and opens the driver side door while I climb into the passenger seat. Glancing over, all I see is his stomach and the row of buttons bisecting it. The sound of him blowing his nose once again resonates over the top of the car.

      He climbs in and drives out of the parking lot. The one positive thing I see about this diner is the ample parking.

      “Now this next one will require a little imagination.”

      This one didn’t?

      “It’s by the train tracks. It was a store a few times, and before that a house.”

      The train tracks mean outside the village again. The old depot, now defunct, was turned into a group of stores. There are a few nice buildings over there which might not be too bad, but it still isn’t the village.

      “Next to the depot?”

      “No, this is farther up the tracks on the outskirts of town.”

      Ugh, even worse. The farther away from the village we go means the less foot traffic I will get patronizing my bakery.

      I took Mrs. Roberts’ advice and came up with a list of different scenarios and options to salvage my plan. Option one: continue renting in my current location but find a modest house to buy. Option two: buy a new building with living space and move my bakery. Option three: continue living with my parents to save up more and buy the building from Mitch at whatever exorbitant price he wants.

      Each choice had pros and cons, mostly concerning my meager budget. The third wasn’t really viable because my life plan hinged on getting out of my parents’ house. I only consider it because I want to be thorough.

      Curiosity had gotten the better of me, and in the middle of figuring out ways to get my plan back on course, I looked up Mr. Roberts on the internet. I tried anyway. I guess the name is too common and I don’t have enough information about him, like first name, specific crimes, the dates involved, his age, the town or city he was arrested in.

      The more I thought about her story, the more amazed I became. The sheer gumption she had to not only turn her husband in but do it in such a way as to ensure he would be far away from her.

      I want to be that strong and smart.

      He pulls into a loose gravel driveway and I glance at him to see if maybe he got lost and is turning around.

      Bill puts the car in park and stares at the only structure in sight.

      It’s an old barn.

      With a giant hole in the roof.

      There has to be a mistake because… it’s a barn. How could this be a former store, or especially a home?

      “Ready to take a look?”

      “It’s a barn.”

      “That was probably one of its uses back in the day, but most recently it was an antique store. There’s a bathroom.”

      Oh goody.

      I should at least look at it and not make rash judgements.

      The gaping hole is a problem. The lack of windows and large barn doors appearing to be the only entrance are also problems.

      “Is there a kitchen?”

      He said it was a home once, so there should be a kitchen, right?

      “No, but it’s a wide-open space for you to design your dream kitchen.”

      Closing my eyes, I rest my head back against the seat. These are my two options, a grimy diner and a barn.

      “You could turn the loft area into a living space for yourself. It has a lot of potential.”

      I heft a giant sigh and climb out of the car. “Let’s go look.”

      After much prying and pulling on the doors, he gets us inside.

      It’s even worse than I imagined.

      Stray furniture is strewn about the large open space. A small square shaped room is tucked into the back corner. I assume it’s the bathroom. There’s a ladder disappearing into the ceiling next to it. The loft area? No stairs to access it, but a ladder.

      Bill walks over to a table with two chairs. He upends one chair and sits down. “You have a look around.” He waves towards the ladder.

      I meander around the debris laden floor and peer up the ladder. I can see water damage on the ceiling above and it’s not even near the hole in the roof.

      A sharp squeal sounds behind me and I whirl around.

      Bill stands on top of the chair he was just sitting on with his hands clutched to his chest in fright.

      I follow his gaze to see an oversized rat disappearing into a hole in the floor.

      Ugh.

      That’s it, I’m done.

      As I walk back towards Bill still hyperventilating on the chair, a crack splits the air and he goes tumbling down when the chair crumbles beneath him.

      I run over to help, but he is already scrambling up with his gaze fixed on the hole the rat disappeared into. He moves quickly for a man his age and size.

      “Are you all right?”

      He nods. His face is pale and there’s a sheen of sweat covering his forehead.

      Please don’t let him have a heart attack or stroke.

      “It won’t work.”

      After giving me a swift nod he turns and heads for the door.

      When I exit, he’s already in the car mopping his forehead with a tissue.

      Okay then, my realtor has a strong aversion to rats. They don’t bother me unless they’re in my home or bakery. That’s a no go.

      I climb into the passenger side and glance at him to make sure he’s okay.

      “All right, I’ll keep looking. I have a few homes to show you. You said you were also interested in seeing standalone houses.”

      Back to business, I guess.

      My budget for a house is small. If I keep renting the space for my bakery, it doesn’t leave much room for a mortgage payment on a house.

      “Let’s see them.”

      Bill drives back into town and shows me a duplex, a cape on the outskirts of town, and a bungalow not too far from the village.

      The duplex is an automatic negative for me. A trio of dogs on the other half of the building barked the entire time we looked at it and I also don’t want to take on the added responsibility of managing the rental. The cape is the largest. Two bedrooms and a bathroom upstairs and a half bath, kitchen, living room, and dining room downstairs all set on two acres of property. What am I going to do with all that land? It will require maintenance and I don’t have the money in my budget to hire someone so it will mean I have to mow the lawn, trim the bushes, and whatever comprises lawn care.

      Standing in the center of the bungalow, I fold my arms over my waist. It’s small, the smallest option he has shown me. There’s only one bedroom, a bathroom, living area, and a galley kitchen. It’s also the most expensive option because it’s right outside the village. I could still walk to the bakery. It’s at the top of my budget.

      Wandering back into the bedroom, I gaze out the back window. The yard is fenced in with a chest high white fence, it surrounds the property on three sides. A large Maple tree sits in the center. I could get a dog, or a cat, or both.

      Bill peeks in the doorway. “What’s the verdict?”

      “It could work, but it’s expensive.”

      “We could make an offer, see if they bite.”

      The lawn is manageable, even I could mow it. I could plant flowers along the front walk too.

      If I do this, then it means keeping The Sweet Spot where it is and not having to endure all that moving my bakery would entail.

      Rubbing my forehead, I glance around the room at the wooden floors and the large closet.

      “Make the offer.”
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      The hunter green kayak glides over the smooth as glass water with the occasional help from the swipe of my paddle. Other than walking to and from the bakery when the weather allows, it’s my one form of exercise during the warmer months. Granted, on days like today it doesn’t take much exertion to skim along my favorite route around the edge of the lake. It’s more of a lazy meandering, enjoying the view.

      Bill called and told me they didn’t accept my offer on the bungalow. I was careful not to dwell too much on the house or make plans so I wouldn’t be disappointed if it didn’t go through like I still am over my building.

      It didn’t work. I’m still disappointed.

      He’s going to continue looking for both commercial options for the bakery and residential.

      The docks are bustling with people and boats. The Dorian John, the mammoth white ferry that traverses the lake, stopping at the three busiest towns, is filling up with people for the dinner cruise. A horn announces its imminent departure. It’s more of a tourist boat than a form of transportation. During the summer, the ferry makes four cruises per day. Two are strictly a brief stop at each town, one in the morning and one in the afternoon. Then there are a lunch and a dinner one which give longer, more leisurely tours of the lake. I took it once as a kid, but never again. My parents live on the lake and have always had a boat, first at the marina then at our house, so there was never any need or desire to take the ferry.

      There’s a slight chill in the late afternoon air. Luckily, I wore a sweatshirt and the light life vest adds a layer of protection from the wind.

      Two older men in a small fishing boat bob along the shore with their rods and lines cast towards the rocks. Returning their nod and wave, I steer the kayak around the tip of the peninsula leaving the village behind. Houses dot the shore. Two kids play in the yard of one of the houses with a small beagle running along beside them. Their giggles carry clear as a bell over the water and I smile.

      A splash and the telltale circle left behind on the surface from a fish jumping occurs a few yards to my left. Perhaps the fish is escaping the fishermen I passed by, or more likely, it’s chasing after a tasty bug for its dinner.

      The tiny cove ahead is my destination. I always drift around daydreaming for a while then I’ll spin around for the return trip.

      I love this cove and the century old behemoth of a house that stands watch over it. Once the summerhouse of a wealthy family, it’s been empty for as long as I can remember. The faded white shingles and dark green shutters hang askew in places. The grounds are overgrown with weeds and untrimmed trees and bushes in desperate need of attention, but I can still picture ladies and gentlemen sashaying along the pathways from a more elegant time.

      Gliding past the giant gray boulders guarding the entrance to the cove, the house comes into view and I smile. The dock has long since disintegrated or washed away so I usually just bob along the shore. I’ve explored the grounds a time or two and furtively peeked inside hoping a caretaker isn’t present to run me off. It’s fun to fantasize over the house, but I don’t want to get caught trespassing.

      A loud banging rents my peaceful reflections from my mind. I jump and wobble back and forth for a moment in the kayak. I regain my balance and search the area, but I can’t identify where it’s coming from. An echo across the lake making it sound closer than it is?

      The banging resumes.

      Nope, it’s coming from the house. Pushing away from the shore with the paddle, I steer the kayak farther along past the towering pine trees so I can see the other side of the house.

      A shirtless man is standing on a ladder hammering something. His back is tan, lean, and muscled. I get rather caught up in the view, so I set the paddle on the edges of the kayak and enjoy the show.

      It appears he might be fixing a shutter but what do I know about carpentry? Is a descendant fixing up the place? Did someone else buy it? A slight pang pinches my chest. In the back of my mind I dreamed of buying it and fixing it up one day, but it’s just a fantasy. I could never afford this place. It will be nice to see it fixed up if that’s what they’re doing. It would be horrible if someone bought the land and tore it down to build a modern eyesore in its place.

      The man stretches and yanks on a shutter. The flex of muscles draws my gaze downwards towards a well-rounded derriere encased in denim.

      Wait a minute, I recognize that butt. Well, what I mean is, I ogled that butt in my bakery a week ago. My gaze skyrockets back up. Yup, the chestnut brown hair teasing the nape of his neck is the same. That’s Mitch on that ladder.

      Sucking in a breath, I can only conclude one thing his presence signifies. He bought the house. My house. Just like he bought the building housing my bakery. I guess he’s putting down roots here in Granite Cove. Perhaps he means to stay this time around.

      He descends the ladder and I fumble for the paddle to get the hell out of here before he sees me.

      Instead of grabbing the paddle, I knock it into the water with a plop.

      The paddle floats free beside me in the lake. I huff a breath and snatch at the end closest to me but only succeed in pushing it under the water.

      It pops back to the surface, but now a few feet farther away.

      I lunge forward but it’s too far away.

      Damn it!

      I cup my hand and use it as a paddle to get closer, so I can snag the oar. There, I’ve almost got it. My fingers trail along the tip of the wooden handle only to thrust it farther away.

      No!

      Lurching awkwardly, I stretch as far as I can.

      Like a slow-motion reel of old black and white comedic film, the kayak wobbles, then rocks, then ice-cold water douses my face and body as it loses its attempt to balance out my lopsided weight and rolls over.

      I submerge under water with a loud splash and a mouth full of lake water. I clamp my lips together.

      My life vest automatically inflates once it touches the water.

      I find purchase on the rocky bottom and I come up sputtering.

      “I thought those were unflippable.”

      Mitch wades into the water grinning at me.

      I shove my dripping hair out of my eyes and grimace. So much for getting away unseen. “Yeah, well, it probably is to everyone but me.”

      His chuckle reverberates from somewhere above my head as I search the water for the recalcitrant paddle and now my kayak.

      “Looking for this?” He’s holding the paddle in his grip and the kayak bumps against the rocky shore behind him.

      “Come on. Let’s get you out of the icy water. You’re shivering.”

      It isn’t until he says it, I realize I am. Next, I’ll probably turn Smurf blue. I grasp the hand he extends toward me as I trudge through the shallow water. Walking in water wearing a swimsuit is one thing. Trying to do it in jeans, sneakers, a sweatshirt, and inflated life vest is something altogether different.

      His hand is warm and strong and I latch onto it, letting him help tug me to shore. I let go once I’m standing on solid ground and wrap my arms around my midriff. Mitch grabs the end of the kayak, hauls it up onto the shore so it won’t float away, and puts the paddle inside it.

      I stare at the kayak. Can I get in it and make it back to my parents’ house before freezing to death? Which is worse, dying of embarrassment or cold?

      Mitch wraps his arm around my shoulders and gives my arm a quick rub. “Let’s get inside. You need to change into dry clothes. It may be June, but that water is as cold as ice.”

      Okay, it might be a slight exaggeration. I’m not likely to freeze to death but my skin is pebbled like one of my mother’s handbags. Shivers rattle my bones and my teeth might chatter any moment. No one in their right mind will intentionally swim in the lake for another few weeks. Of course, no one has ever said I am in my right mind. People have stated the exact opposite on many occasions, however.

      We step onto the brick pathway leading to the house. Someone has tried to pluck the weeds growing between the bricks, but the path is still in need of repair. A damaged or missing brick mars the curved pathway every few feet. Clumps of naturalized daylilies tower above the weeds along the meandering path. In a few weeks’ time their buds will open and a sea of orange and yellow will fill the lawn.

      My water-logged sneakers squish with each step I take, sending a cold surge between my toes. I try not to lean into his side, but the man radiates serious warmth and the temptation to snuggle in and grab some of it for myself is overwhelming.

      Instead, I look at my surroundings. The grass around the house is mowed. Fresh areas of dirt and stumps mark the spots where someone removed overgrown trees and shrubs. Hedges nestle against one another in varying shapes. They haven’t been trimmed in a long time, but I can see the remnants of gardens.

      He directs me up a wide set of steps onto the blue stone patio which stretches almost the entire length of the house and towards a set of French doors. “The house is being renovated, so it’s in quite a disarray. Watch your step.”

      Stepping inside, I blink so my eyes will adjust from being outside. A cavernous room greets my gaze. I understand what he means when I notice the walls opened to bare the inside wires and wood, and piles of debris in the middle of the room.

      “Wait here for just a minute while I grab something for you to wear. I have a few items here since this is where I spend most of my days.”

      Mitch jogs off to the left and disappears beyond an archway. Removing the life vest, I step farther into the room rubbing my frigid arms. A granite fireplace with an ornate wooden mantel is centered on the right wall. I hope he isn’t planning to destroy it. There’s a musty smell in the air from disuse, and construction dust coats everything.

      Reappearing with a bundle of gray and black in his arms, he holds them out. “It’s a sweatshirt, sweatpants, and T-shirt. Pretty much all I’ve got here. They’ll probably hang on you but at least they’re clean and dry.”

      He’s donned a navy-blue T-shirt and jeans himself. Looking away, I try not to mourn the loss of seeing his bare chest. I take the clothes from him with a smile. “Thanks.” I refuse to comment on how they might fit. I’m no petite little flower. More like an orange-headed giraffe.

      I doubt they’ll be hanging on me. A few days after my eighteenth birthday I had a physical and my doctor told me I was no longer considered overweight. I almost hugged her. I’ll never be dainty. It’s just not in my genes.

      “You can change around that corner. There’s a powder room still intact.”

      Nodding, I trudge off with the dry clothes held out in front of me so they won’t get wet from the sodden clothes dripping from my frame. Intricate crown molding at the top and base of the walls decorates the wide hallway he directed me down. There are several closed white wooden doors with crystal doorknobs I’m itching to peek behind farther along the hall, but the first door is open, and it’s the powder room he mentioned. It’s sweet how he used the old-fashioned term for it.

      Tiny white hexagon shaped tiles dot the floor with little black accents sprinkled throughout. Peeling floral wallpaper covers the walls. A counter spans the length of one wall with a white porcelain sink in the center. Cascading ribbons mold the sink from top to bottom. A shiny brass faucet with a spout and handles shaped into swans perches over the sink.

      After placing the dry clothes on the counter, I shut the door and peel my wet clothes from my body as quickly as I can and drop them onto the floor with my wet shoes. Shivers race over me as I dress in his dry clothes. My bra and panties are soaked and resting in the pile on the floor, so I must go without them.

      Let’s face it, I can get by without a bra just fine if I were only more daring. Zipping the black sweatshirt all the way to the top I glance down at my attire. The light gray pants are baggy, and a little long, but I won’t be tripping over the hem nor am I worried about them falling for being too loose.

      Dark wood etched with flowers frames the mirror over the sink stretching the length of the counter. My reflection stares back at me in horror.

      Not only have I lost my baseball cap somewhere in the lake, but there are wet weeds sticking out of my orange hair. Leave it to me to carry the lake’s plant life home with me.
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      The all over blush of embarrassment raises my body temperature a few more degrees. Between that and the dry clothes I am no longer shivering. I pluck out the weeds and stuff my unruly hair into a bun on top of my head. Thankfully the water is working, and even warm, so I wash the best I can using the sink. I stoop, collect my clothes, take a deep breath, and open the door.

      Mitch waits in the hallway leaning against the wall. I grab the door jamb to prevent another awkward fall.

      “I was debating whether to knock to see if you were okay.” He pushes off from the wall and holds out a plastic bag. “I found this for your wet things.”

      “Thanks.” I take the bag from him, stuff my clothes into it, and clutch the bundle to my chest. I look back up at him.

      He stands with his thumbs hooked in the front pockets of his jeans. “You good?”

      “I’m fine. Most importantly, dry.”

      His smile sends flutters in my chest. I grind my back teeth together. His smile has caused that reaction in me for much longer than I care to admit. Casting my gaze away from him, I tilt my head to the side to peer down the hallway I’m longing to explore.

      “Want a tour?”

      “I’d love one.” The words slip out of my mouth and I wince. I should head home as quickly as possible. “If it’s not too much trouble.” Curiosity wins out. This might be my only chance to see the house I’ve been dreaming of exploring for years.

      “No trouble at all.” He strolls by me. My gaze drops and I can’t help but appreciate the view as he moves past me along the hall. The worn denim cups his well-shaped butt.

      So sue me, I’m only human. Besides looking at and appreciating what God gave him shouldn’t get me in too much trouble.

      Especially when he can’t see me doing it.

      “You coming?” He glances over his shoulder at me still lounging in the doorway.

      “Hmm… oh of course.” Please don’t let him be aware I was ogling him behind his back. Although he must be accustomed to women’s covetous looks considering it was once part of his profession. A particular advertisement comes to mind where he posed for a famous designer. He was on the beach in a tight swimsuit and nothing else but a pair of lowered sunglasses, his intense blue eyes gazing over the top. The ad was for sunglasses, but I can’t recall a single thing about them.

      I trail behind him and drag my gaze from admiring him to admiring the house. We step through a wide archway into a giant foyer with a marble floor and curved grand stairway. My mouth drops open.

      “The place needs a ton of work, but when I walked into this room, I knew I had to have it. They don’t build houses like this anymore.”

      Wood paneling lines the two-story walls and ceiling. A gigantic crystal chandelier hangs from a chain centered in an ornate ceiling medallion in the middle of the coffered ceiling. “It’s spectacular. All the times I fantasized about this place I never imagined it was this magnificent.”

      “You fantasized about this place?”

      I said that out loud? “Um… well… yeah.”

      His grin ratchets up a few notches. I might not have believed it possible, but damn the man’s smile really can melt hearts. His hand rests on the carved wooden banister which depicts a vine of roses winding up its base. The woodwork is stunning and intricate. How many hours of labor were required to create this masterpiece?

      “Then I must give you the grand tour. Come on, wait until you see the view from upstairs. They haven’t worked up there yet, so you still get a strong impression of its turn of the last century charm.”

      He takes the stairs two at a time and I can’t help but smile at his enthusiasm. I’d feel the same way if the house was mine.

      Large wooden double doors stand at the top of the stairs. A hallway stretches in either direction with multiple doors off each one culminating in floor to ceiling windows at either end allowing light to pour in.

      He opens the doors to reveal an enormous master bedroom. A fireplace is centered on the wall to the left flanked by two open doors. I can see that they’re both closets. Mitch strides in front of me and across the room to a set of French doors which open onto a wide balcony. He has to lean against the door and give it a shove to get it to open.

      A loud creak sounds before it swings open with a flourish. Mitch steps to the side and holds open the door. “The balcony is safe and sound, I promise.”

      Stepping past him, I can’t help but inhale sharply when a faint scent teases my nose. A masculine mixture of wood shavings, exertion, and him—it’s an aphrodisiac I want more of.

      Metal scrolled railings at waist level edge the balcony which extends the length of the second floor, but it’s the view that captures my attention. From up here, the lake shimmers for miles. The sun is setting and layers of pink and lavender stretch across the horizon.

      A few of the many islands inhabiting the lake are visible. Some are little more than a stand of trees and rocks. Others are several acres with houses on them. What it is like to live on an island? You can’t just hop in your car and go to the store. You have to hop in your boat and then your car unless you want to do all your shopping in the village. It must take an organized soul. A few of the houses are year-round so travel gets even more precarious and requires careful planning. I’m not sure I’d enjoy being trapped on the island until the ice is thick enough for snowmobiles. When I run out of something, I want it immediately, not at the whim of the weather. What happens if there is an emergency and someone needs immediate medical care? It’s doubtful a helicopter could find a place to land on the tree clustered islands.

      Mitch leans on the balcony next to me and we both silently enjoy the panoramic view. The mountains surrounding the lake are thick with evergreens. A few houses peek out of the trees on the hill tops, but mostly unspoiled nature fills the vista.

      The air cools and a breeze tickles a lock of hair curling behind my ear. I sense his gaze on me, so I veer back towards the inside of the house.

      I lose count of the number of bedrooms he shows me on the second floor. There’s something unique found in each, whether it be a stained-glass window, a window seat, a quiet alcove, or built in bunk beds in a room meant for kids. Back downstairs, I follow him from room to room as he points out the house’s treasures and explains the renovations he has planned.

      To my everlasting relief, he plans to maintain the house’s grand history. He appreciates its value. My fears he may have purchased it for the land alone are unfounded. Other than asking a question here and there concerning the renovations, I’m relatively silent throughout the tour. The deep timbre of his voice lulls me into a relaxed state. No wonder he was such a successful actor.

      “Have I bored you to tears?”

      I owlishly blink at him as we stand facing each other in the formal dining room. “No, not at all. I can’t tell you how happy I am that you plan to keep all the wonderful elements of the house intact. The house has far surpassed the limits of my imaginings.” I peek towards a swinging door on the side of the room. “Honestly, I’m dying to see the rest of the place, especially the kitchen.”

      “Coming right up.” He pushes through the swinging glass door to reveal a butler’s pantry filled with cabinets and a prep area and sink. It opens into what could easily hold at least three of my parents’ kitchens and their kitchen is large.

      My gaze flits around the room. Where to start? I want to take it all in and start opening cabinets and peering into drawers, but I clench my hands together behind my back instead and stroll around the room.

      “As you can see, the contractors haven’t started in here. I have yet to approve the final layout for the kitchen. Something isn’t quite right. Would you like to look at the architect’s plans sometime and give me your professional opinion?”

      I stare at him and desperately hope he isn’t kidding. Oh, what I could do with this space.

      “From your expression, I’ll take that as a, yes?”

      Am I drooling? I close my mouth and smile. “I would love to.”

      “Great, it’s a date then.”

      A date? Did he say date? Yes, he did, but he didn’t mean date date. He meant it as an appointment of sorts, not the man-woman thing.

      Okay, when he offered for me to look at the plans, I envisioned I would take them with me and make notes and hand them back. Nowhere did my imaginings include Mitch being with me while I added my opinions about his kitchen.

      Get it together, Franny.

      “I don’t know about you, but I’m starved. How about we get a pizza or something on the ride home?”

      He’s planning on giving me a ride home? “Oh, that’s not necessary. I’ve got the kayak and all. I should head back.”

      “Have you looked outside? It’s dark. You can’t kayak home.”

      “It’s no big deal. I’ll stick close to shore.”

      “Franny, it’s not safe. You have no lights on the kayak. Boats won’t be able to see you. Not to mention, the temperature is dropping. I’ll drive you home and we can make arrangements to pick up your kayak.”

      One side of my brain knows he is correct, but the other part is busy trying to come up with excuses. I can use my phone for light. But it had been in my pants pocket when I fell into the lake. I haven’t thought to check if it even still functions.

      He’s renovating this house and bought my building. My intention to avoid him is not working, and I admit it wasn’t all that feasible once I found out he was living in the apartment over my bakery.

      The past needs to remain in the past.

      My new life plan is all about moving forward. I can’t do that if I dwell on ancient history and allow it to influence my actions and choices in the present.

      “A ride home would be great, thanks.”

      He leads the way to the front of the house where a blue pickup truck is parked on the circular driveway. I look around for the sports car or luxury sedan I expect Mitch to own, but he strides toward the truck.

      When am I going to stop making assumptions about him or anyone else? Time and experience keep showing me I usually make the wrong ones. Am I missing the female intuition thingy people are always talking about, or is mine asleep on the job? I’d like to have a word with my guardian angel as well. Then again, maybe mine is too overworked making sure I don’t kill myself with all the accidents I somehow end up in the middle of.

      A sharp piece of gravel bites into my bare foot and I wince. I prance my way along the rest of the path and over to the truck where Mitch is waiting.

      “I didn’t think about your bare feet. I’m sorry.”

      “Not your fault. I’m the one who decided to take a swim in the lake with my shoes on.”

      “So you planned that little swim?”

      I return his smile with a wry one of my own. “Planning had nothing to do with it. It was more like the result of the absence of planning.”

      Mitch chuckles as he holds open the passenger door for me and I haul myself up into the truck and shove the plastic bag with my things on the floor next to my bare feet. Looking up, I stare at the large stone fountain in the center of the loop. A sailboat crests a stone wave. Mitch walks around the front of the truck, climbs into the driver’s seat, and starts the truck. A moment passes before I realize we aren’t going anywhere.

      I glance at him and he quirks one side of his mouth up. “I don’t know where you live.”

      “Oh.” Damn, now I have to admit I still live with my parents. Either that or have him drop me off down the street at a random house and hope he never finds out it wasn’t mine.

      Forcing a tight smile to my lips, I mumble, “I still live with my parents.” Lying isn’t the answer. For one, I suck at it. I was always caught as a kid. And two, he lives in town now, he is bound to find out eventually. The town isn’t that big, and everyone tends to know everyone else’s business.

      A new vehicle smell permeates the cab of the truck. The seats are soft, tan leather. He presses a button on the dash and heat permeates from the top and bottom warming my back and legs. I snuggle back against them and luxuriate in the warmth.

      My car is secondhand, maybe third or fourth hand, a basic sedan with none of the extras. With my strict budget, frills like heated seats, or even adjustable ones are off the list. My driver’s seat has been stuck in the same position since I bought it. A few buttons on the side tease me with the option of movement, but I’ve resigned myself to accept they are there just for show.

      “Are you warm enough? I can raise the heat.”

      “No, I’m good, thanks. Can I take this heated seat home with me? I might sleep in it if it were mine. It’s more comfortable than my bed.”

      Ugh, stop talking, Franny.

      “I might have napped in the truck last week, but don’t tell anyone. I’m not used to the physical labor of construction. Working out in a gym is a lot different from working in the sun all day on neglected grounds.”

      “Your secret is safe with me.”

      The blinking neon open sign of Joe’s Pizzeria flashes when Mitch drives into the parking lot. “They still sell pizza by the slice?”

      “Um… yeah.” Joe’s is in an old Federal style building. The first floor is the restaurant and the second is a bar. The attic is split into a pair of apartments accessed by two flights of stairs on either side of the building. Maybe one of them is available for me to rent.

      Mitch jumps out of the parked truck and strides to the front door. He said he was hungry before we left. Thankfully, he doesn’t appear to expect me to follow him inside. There is no way I am going in public dressed in his sweatpants and hoodie. Especially with no bra and no shoes. Ha, they wouldn’t allow me in with no shoes, anyway. I have the perfect excuse, not that he even asked.

      The parking lot is full of cars. Is he being mobbed inside by everyone who’s dazzled by the new celebrity in town? The only celebrity, unless you count Annabelle Carpenter. Her claim to fame is the three appearances she made on the local news show as the resident expert on a local bird. She holds court at the library after each appearance and puts up flyers all around town. Mitch might attain her level of celebrity, but then again, to the older generation he might not.

      He steps out of the restaurant smiling at Maria, one of the waitresses, who trails behind him chatting away. She used to live in one of the apartments above the restaurant, I’m not sure if she still does. About three years behind me in school, she was a popular girl, a cheerleader. Maria holds the glass door open with one hand and props the other on her hip. Short black hair swings against her jawline as she tilts her head and winks at him. Dangly earrings rest against her cheek and a nose ring flashes in the overhead light.

      A slight temptation to crack the window and eavesdrop on what they are saying grips me. I glance at the controls and roll my eyes. They’re electric and he has the keys.

      Mitch strides across the parking lot to the truck.

      I watch Maria to see if she will linger in the doorway and if she will recognize me when the interior lights come on when he opens the door. Will she be surprised? Will she gossip about it? Do I care?

      Of course I do, I’m human and insecure. I fervently wish I didn’t give a rat’s ass what other people think about me, but it has been ingrained in me since birth to behave and not shame my parents. I’ve failed at this family doctrine more times than I care to count.

      She flounces back into the restaurant before Mitch opens the door, so I guess I’ll never know the answers.

      He climbs into the truck carrying a large pizza box and a thin plastic bag with two bottles of water, plates, and napkins inside. “They had a whole pizza ready, so I grabbed it.” He shuts the door and looks at me. “You eat pizza, right? I guess I should’ve asked. You’re not allergic or anything?”

      A loud grumbling echoes in the truck's cab emanating from my stomach.

      “Should I take that as a, yes?” Mitch laughs while I wince and try not to sink down in the seat.

      He hands me a paper plate, napkin, and water bottle and opens the pizza box. The aroma of hot pizza wafts from the box and my mouth waters.

      “Thank you.” I accept the pizza slice he holds out with a smile. It smells delicious and I know from experience it will taste just as good.

      Taking a bite, I close my eyes and savor the combination of seasoned Italian sauce, thin crust, and gobs of cheese melting in my mouth. A string of cheese hangs between the pizza and my mouth on the second bite and slaps me in the chin when it releases. Sauce speckles the sleeve of the borrowed hoodie. Cringing, I vow to spray it with stain removal as soon as I get home. I always keep a stash of the stuff in my bathroom and at the bakery.

      I cave and take a second piece. Mitch gestures with his pizza to the side of the restaurant. “Look familiar?”

      Two young teenage boys stand on the sidewalk digging through their jean pockets and counting out whatever cash they scrounged up.

      A chuckle slips from me. “Yes, it does.” We had collected cans and bottles wherever we could find them a couple of times to exchange for the deposit money and then we used the cash to get a couple slices of pizza.

      I had received a small allowance every week from my parents, but I don’t think Mitch did because he never had any money.

      “Do you remember that time we were looking for cans and thought we’d come across the mother lode when we found that tree with the cans stuck on the ends of the branches?”

      Mitch’s laughter rings out in the truck. “That old guy appeared out of his garage shaking a fist at us and yelling we were destroying his art.”

      “How were we supposed to know cans stuck on a tree branch was art?”

      “Damn, I had forgotten about that.”

      “Me too. Seeing the kids made me remember it.” Not really. I had always remembered it.

      It reminds me I have no cash on me and no way to reimburse him for the pizza. I’ll have to pay him back later.

      “So, tell me what’s changed in the past decade? The town seems busier than I remember.”

      “Well it is the start of tourist season. The summer people are arriving.” Mitch’s parents had once been part of that group. They lived here only in the summer and left in the fall. Many of the locals rely on the income generated by the summer people. “I guess there are probably more of them. They built a condominium development on the other side of town a few years ago. It’s still the same Granite Cove though. Hanson’s Grocery is still around. Do you remember we used to get a root beer and bubblegum there all the time?”

      “Sure do. And what were those chocolate cake things they had there called?”

      “Whoopie pies.”

      “Those were good. They still make those?”

      “No, Mrs. Simpson used to make them, but she moved to Pennsylvania to be with her grandkids a few years ago. I bake them in the bakery from time to time.”

      “My mouth is watering just thinking about them.”

      “Well, I suppose I could make them this week.”

      We reminisce over our summer adventures, one tale after another. The last one has tears leaking out of the corners of Mitch’s eyes as he laughs. My eyes are watering too, but it isn’t from laughter. Not that I will let him know.

      We had gone raspberry picking and most of the berries had ended up in our stomachs rather than the containers we carried. I had tripped over a tree root in the ground and lay sprawled on the grass with raspberries all over me. The juice had stained my skin and clothes. Not all the stains on my pants were from the raspberries, however. Unbeknown to me, my entrance to womanhood had arrived that day.

      After I had left Mitch, I had been on my way home when I ran into Vanessa and her friends. They had laughed hysterically pointing at my pants in horrific delight. I ran home in tears. Their torment continued once we returned to school in the fall. Not a happy memory for me.

      “I suppose I should get you home.” He starts the truck and drives out of the parking lot while I gaze out the passenger window trying not to let the memories drag me down.

      Colonial and Federal style buildings line the main street of the village. They were private homes at one time, but now they are stores and other various businesses. He drives past the small-town green which divides the old part of town commonly referred to as the village and the newer part of town that developed as the town grew and sprawled out. A large octagonal gazebo occupies the center and a war memorial statue presides over the pointy triangle end at the intersection of Main Street and Town Street. Flowers and neatly trimmed bushes surround each structure and are dotted throughout the green along with benches. Lights strung throughout cast a luminous glow over the entire area.

      “Today was your day off, so the bakery is open tomorrow, right? I’ve been missing your coffee. I may be going through withdrawal.”

      I glance at his profile and smile. “I told you I make good coffee. The bakery is open Wednesday through Sunday.”

      “Award-winning, I know. I see why. Those muffins are spectacular too.”

      “I told you I would bake whoopie pies for you, didn’t I? I guess now I’ll have to make those for you tomorrow since you rescued me and bought me pizza.”

      He grins. “Interesting name choice, whoopie pie.”

      “I didn’t name them. They’re named that because kids exclaimed, whoopie when they got them as a treat. I believe it predates any different connotation on the name you might be referring to.”

      “Are you blushing, Franny?”

      Damn it. My cheeks heat even more after he points it out.

      “The bane of fair skin and freckles.”

      “It’s cute. The blush itself and that someone saying whoopie makes you blush.”

      Rolling my eyes, I grab my bag of stuff from the floor as he enters my parents’ driveway and parks. “It’s not the word, it’s what you were implying.”

      “What did you think I was implying?”

      “You know very well what you were implying.”

      “Yeah, I do, but I want to hear you say it. The word is sex, Franny. Come on, say it.”

      “What are you, twelve?” I open my door and climb out.

      “Chicken.”

      I puff out a breath and stare at his grinning face. Glancing around behind me at my parent’s house, I turn back to him and whisper, “Sex, there are you satisfied now?”

      “Not particularly.”

      I stare at him gazing back at me. What did he mean by that?

      “Yeah, well, thanks again for everything. Goodnight.” I back away and shut the door.

      Mitch lowers the passenger window. “Goodnight, Franny. I’ll be dreaming of your whoopie pies. Don’t disappoint me.”
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