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            JORGINA

          

        

      

    

    
      Had I just made the biggest mistake of my life?

      Probably.

      Did I care?

      No one could know just how much I cared. That wasn’t me. Jorgina Ashford was impenetrable, unflappable. I owned the world. It didn’t own me. And yet, here I stood on a lonely ferry, the only soul in sight other than a burly captain, who probably wished I wasn’t here. If I hadn’t shown up, maybe he could have skipped at least one of his stops.

      It was Saturday, after all. Amelia wouldn’t be working, and Conrad rarely took the ferry, opting for one of his own boats instead. Because he was an adult who owned things. And me? Still just a child in comparison.

      Twenty-two, and it seemed I hadn’t learned a thing. Hence my mistake.

      It wasn’t leaving Harvard weeks before graduation without so much as a goodbye to the people I’d spent four years with. And it wasn’t even my last-minute decision to come home.

      This was bigger than that.

      I pushed a hand through my dark auburn curls, letting them fall into my face as I leaned over the rail. The ocean was as lifeless as I felt. I searched for signs of whales—which would have been a rarity this time of year—but it seemed I was all out of spring miracles.

      And I definitely wasn’t ready for this. The last time I was here was for Leyla’s gallery opening just a few weeks ago. And I’d left on good terms without having to see my father, but there’d be no avoiding that now. Or my three brothers. Not to mention all the cousins I’d grown up keeping my distance from, who Conrad now claimed we were supposed to get along with.

      Superiore Bay, Maine was overrun with Ashfords. At that thought, I straightened. What was I doing? Why had I come back?

      The Corolla Horse Sanctuary loomed closer, and I couldn’t breathe. What would Conrad think of me? Of the decisions I’d made?

      I couldn’t do this. Striding across the deck, I took the stairs to the bridge two at a time and burst through the door. “Captain?”

      “What is it?” He turned to glare at me in annoyance.

      “Unless you’re expecting passengers at the sanctuary, you don’t need to stop. I’ve decided to keep going all the way to Hidden Cove.”

      He nodded with a grunt, and I backed out of the room. Decision made; I couldn’t take it back now. As the ferry passed the island my oldest brother called home, breathing came a little easier. My insides unclenched.

      I’d have to face Conrad. Soon. Most likely tonight if I could hitch a ride back to the island. But a few more hours of blissful anonymity sounded nice right about now.

      As the only Ashford who spent any amount of time in our rival town of Hidden Cove, its familiar shores brought a calm to the storm inside me. Most of the people in Superiore Bay refused to even set foot within town limits, but I'd always thought that was just stupid. Hidden Cove was the chocolate town, and there was nothing wrong with chocolate.

      Plus, I’d always done whatever I could to rebel against my small town. That included staying away all four years while in college. I didn’t come home until this last year, barely ever phoning. There were expectations of me, and I’d wanted, needed, a break.

      The ferry docked, and I wasted no time jumping onto the boardwalk and hurrying up the wooden planks past a row of shops catering to tourists of all kinds. Hidden Cove was a beach town. In a few short weeks, these streets would teem with people, mostly New Englanders and Canadians who knew how beautiful it was.

      “Jorgina Ashford?” someone called out in surprise.

      I smiled, knowing I’d recognize that voice anywhere. Turning, I narrowed my eyes. “Well, if it isn’t my least favorite Hillson.” They were to Hidden Cove what the Ashfords were to Superiore Bay. Royalty. Except, instead of wine, they made their bones in chocolate.

      “How long has it been?” He walked toward me with that confidence I’d always hidden my love for. Colin and I knew each other in high school, something neither of our families would have approved of. But we were friends, and I’d refused to let petty rivalries ruin that.

      “I haven’t seen you since right after high school graduation.” I’d left early for Harvard, thinking it would change my fortunes, make people think of me as more than the socialite daughter of a wealthy man. If I was smart enough, capable enough, they’d let me be my own person.

      If only that had been true.

      Colin pulled me into a hug. “I’ve missed you.”

      “You mean your harem isn’t enough to keep you warm at night?” I laughed against his shoulder, sinking into his embrace. How long had it been since I’d had a friend who truly cared about me other than my roommate? I thought I had plenty of them, but then Jeffrey happened and most of them dropped like the dead flies they were. And said roommate? I’d left her.

      Colin pulled back with a carefree chuckle. “Not as warm as you could make me.”

      I pinched his side. “Don’t flirt with me. I’m not in the mood.”

      He slid his arm around my shoulders. “Well, then, I know just what you need. I was heading to work. Come on.”

      I eyed him curiously as we walked toward the market district, wondering what kind of work his mother had him doing in the family business.

      When he led me to one of the many chocolate shops in town, I stopped. “What⁠—”

      He released me and stuck his hands in his pockets. “I… okay, long story short. I was trying to strike out on my own, still am, but the first investment opportunity I tried didn’t really pan out.”

      “What was it?”

      He looked away. “Uh, a certain business your brother stole for Superiore Bay.”

      That brought a laugh out of me. “You mean Selena’s business? Don’t feel bad, Cols. Working with her made Conner fall in love, and you’re definitely not the type for that.”

      One corner of his mouth tipped up. “Absolutely not. So, Mom was tired of me trying to get away from the company and made me do penance ringing up tourists here.”

      “Surrounded by chocolate? Doesn’t sound so bad.” I pushed open the door and inhaled the scent of candy. They made certain things like taffy and some of their baked goods right here in the shop. It was a draw for the tourists.

      A girl behind the counter looked up. “Finally, you’re here. I’m going on break.” She left without another glance. It was just as well. I wasn’t exactly in the mood for lots of company.

      Colin wasn’t usual company though. He was uncomplicated and would never judge.

      Rounding the counter, he grabbed an apron off the hook and tied it around his waist.

      “Oh, that’s a good look.” I mimed taking a picture. “Pose for me.”

      “You’re cruel.”

      “I’m hilarious.”

      He rolled his eyes. “So, how goes the life of the mysterious Jorgie Ashford?”

      “Still mysterious.” I paused. “Complicated.”

      “Wasn’t it always?”

      “I used to think so. Now, I know how much worse it could get.” I reached into a case on the counter and pulled out a round chocolate.

      “Want to talk about it?” He passed me a napkin.

      “No.”

      “Fair enough. Want to pay for that truffle you’re stealing?”

      I laughed. “Have I ever?”

      “I’ll put it on your tab.”

      It was his rebellion when we were teenagers. Supplying the Ashford daughter with their delicious chocolates. I’d just never told my dad how good I thought they were. I bit into it and moaned. “What heaven is this?”

      “Oreos and cream cheese covered in chocolate.”

      I sighed as I finished it. It was just what I needed. Chocolate had always been my go-to whenever I needed to feel better. Some of the girls I surrounded myself with in college were aghast at the amount I ate. They were from other wealthy New England families, the kind of friends I was expected to have. If things had been different, I’d have married a Harvard man by now and spent my days organizing charity events.

      Thank the great chocolate overlords that never happened.

      Though, my current situation wasn’t exactly ideal.

      “I’m taking more of these to Conrad.” I rounded the counter for a small cardboard box and piled them in. “Maybe that’ll soften the brotherly concern,” I used air quotes for that, “when I arrive at his doorstep without even a change of clothes.”

      Colin froze. “You’re just getting home?”

      I lifted one shoulder in a shrug.

      “And you didn’t bring your stuff? Please tell me you just dropped it off at your dad’s place.”

      Another shrug.

      The truth was, after I’d learned the full extent of how bad my actions were, I couldn’t face anyone, let alone my roommate. She’d no doubt have everything sent to my dad’s address when she figured out I wasn’t coming back. I couldn’t.

      Colin didn’t ask more questions. He’d always been good like that. We weren’t as close as my brother Carter had been to Selena growing up—something Carter thought he’d hidden from us. But Colin and I understood each other. He was the black sheep son always under his mother’s thumb, and I was the golden daughter who could do no wrong in my father’s eyes.

      Different circumstances, but the same pressure.

      “Did you hear Lena is opening up a new restaurant at Orchard Hill Farms soon?”

      “Yes.” I sat up straighter. “But how on earth did you know that?”

      “I have my sources.”

      I leveled him with a stare I knew he couldn’t resist.

      “Fine. My mother was complaining about some big-city chef coming into Superiore Bay. Apparently, he’s quite the catch. She’s just upset the Hideaway won’t be the only tourist trap restaurant for city folk in the area.”

      “A city chef?” That wasn’t how things were done in Superiore Bay. We tended to go small, to hire locally. “Are you sure?” Whoever it was wouldn’t have an easy time in town. It could be a difficult place for outsiders.

      “My mother was mad enough that I’m pretty sure it’s a done deal.”

      “Strange.” This should be entertaining at least. And it would be nice to have a restaurant that served something other than our typical small-town fare.

      I spent a few hours at the shop with Colin, watching customers come and go. By the time evening fell, I’d eaten the entire box of chocolates I’d meant to bring to Conrad and Leyla. Their loss.

      “Don’t you have somewhere else to be?” Colin asked after I threw out the box.

      “Not anywhere I want to be.”

      He lifted a brow. Ugh, he knew me too well.

      “Fine, I was on my way to the sanctuary, but this seemed like a good detour.”

      He leaned against the counter. “And how do you expect to get there? Or even Superiore Bay? I saw you arrive on the ferry, so you have no car.”

      I fluttered my lashes. “It would be ever so lovely if my good, handsome, understanding friend took me.”

      “Thought so.” He caught my gaze with his. “Why didn’t we ever date?”

      “Wow, that came out of left field. Is my answer the price of a ride?”

      “Maybe.”

      He was insufferable. “Fine. First, our towns would have murdered us. My cousin is the mayor of Superiore Bay and not even he would have blamed anyone.”

      “Fair point.”

      “Also, you’re not my type.”

      “I’m everyone’s type.”

      A laugh burst out of me. “You, my friend, are too cocky.” Though, recent events showed, apparently, I was attracted to cocky rich boys, who had secret girlfriends they didn’t tell me about. Girlfriends they were now engaged to.

      Colin locked up, and we headed toward the marina. He didn’t ask if I preferred to go to Conrad’s place or my dad’s. He knew. The Hillsons had an entire row of boats at the marina of all different sizes and for all different uses.

      We chose a small speed boat, and Colin procured the keys from the main office. Before I knew it, we were out on the water once again. Only this time, it was dark. We could only see the outline of the island offshore, but Colin knew these waters as well as I did. Every inch of them was familiar.

      By the time we slowed and pulled up to the small dock that was home to a single boat and a ferry slip, I was ready to run again.

      I pictured the disappointment in Conrad’s eyes when he learned why I left school early. Sure, I’d finished everything I needed to graduate, save a paper or two, but he would have questions. Questions I couldn’t answer.

      Colin didn’t follow me as I climbed out of the boat. I looked back at him, at his blond hair shining in the starlight. He really was pretty in a refined way, a way many women loved. But to me, he’d always been the boy who let me be whoever I needed to be. A friend.

      “Thanks,” I said.

      His lips stretched into a smile. “Anytime, Princess Ashford.”

      I rolled my eyes as I turned away from him. I’d always hated that nickname, and he knew it. The rumble of his engine faded as he headed back toward Hidden Cove.

      Well, there was no going back now.

      Taking the steps quickly, I left the dock behind. When I reached the deck of the visitor’s center, I paused, listening to the silence I’d always loved out here. The sanctuary was a special place, and no matter how scared I was, it felt good to be back.

      It was a short walk to Conrad’s cabin, and when I reached it, I stopped, drawing in a deep breath. I raised my hand to knock, but something hit my leg and I looked down to find a sneaky fiend trying to knock my phone off where I’d hooked it to my pants.

      It hit the ground, and I cringed, thinking of the screen. Red picked it up and took off. “Get back here, you thief,” I yelled, racing after him.

      He circled me, jumping onto the porch and evading my grasp. If I didn’t know better, I would have sworn the fox was taunting me. “I am your aunt. You’re not supposed to steal from me.”

      I almost tripped as he ducked under my legs, sending me stumbling forward against the door. Time to change tactics. “If you give it back, I’ll help you take whatever Conner has on him next time he visits.”

      Red cocked his head, as if he understood my bribe and was considering it. Then, he took off again, and I ran after him, my foot catching on a step and sending me pitching forward onto my hands and knees. My hand hit something squishy and foul-smelling, a familiar scent I could have done without for the rest of my life. Horse poop.

      Red jumped onto my back, dropping the phone at my side, and I heard the moment the door opened behind me.
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      You’re incapable of love. 

      That one line was enough to send me in search of something… more. Not love, exactly. At least, not from a person. Hudson Silverman didn’t have time for people. It was what made Jordan utter those words in the first place. 

      I had everything I could have wanted within my grasp. An education from the best culinary school in New York, followed by a rising career as a well-known chef in my little corner of Tribeca. It was the dream career that came with the dream girl. 

      Jordan Lawrence. The woman who promised to give me the financial backing for my very own restaurant. 

      But that was before, and this was now, my new start. My chance to do it on my own. Well, not completely on my own. I received the offer two months ago in an email from a woman I’d never heard of who lived in a town I couldn’t pinpoint on a map. 

      Lena Contreras had heard about what happened in New York. She read about the brilliant executive chef who flamed out in one epic meltdown, where he walked out in the middle of dinner service. It had been the restaurant’s biggest night, with three senators and a vice-presidential candidate in attendance. 

      It was also the night Jordan told me she no longer believed I was the right man for the restaurant she wanted to open. 

      But Lena, this woman I didn’t know, told me she was willing to give me a chance if I could say the same about her little town. 

      “Hudson.” Lena gave me a strange look, and I realized she must have said something. 

      “Sorry.” I rubbed my eyes. “It’s been a long week.”

      The look she gave me was full of sympathy rather than judgment. “My grandmother would tell you being tired at the end of the week meant you lived each day.” 

      I couldn’t help the smile that tilted my lips. This place was so… wholesome. My boss talked about her grandmother with adoration, and her fiancé smiled at her every time he walked through the front door of the shop. They both greeted each customer by name, welcoming them like part of the family. 

      “How old are you, Hudson?” she asked. 

      “The articles about me didn’t say?” I hated that Lena learned everything she knew first from articles touting my accomplishments and then from the ones chronicling my downfall. The downfall of the son of one of Manhattan’s most celebrated celebrity chef couples. 

      She stared at me for a moment. 

      “Thirty-one,” I answered finally. 

      A nod and a look of understanding. She leaned against the counter, straightening jars of homemade jams. “We do things differently here than I’m sure you’re used to. The restaurant has been a dream of mine since I had the idea to expand my family’s orchard business into all of this.” She gestured around her to the shop that sold all manner of apple products. An arched doorway led into a cafe that served ciders and fritters. The restaurant was to be in the building on the opposite side of the lake that stood at the center of the complex. 

      She slid a binder across the counter. “In here, you’ll find the names of businesses you’ll want to establish connections with, as well as some ideas I have.” She paused. “This isn’t just a chef gig. By all accounts and purposes, this restaurant is yours. I know you have training and had plans for operating your own place.”

      I nodded, flipping through the binder. She was more organized than I’d imagined. When I showed up on a whim six days ago, without accepting or declining her offer first, she hadn’t batted an eye. Instead, she’d just wanted to get started, no questions asked. 

      I knew my reputation preceded me, but she really didn’t seem to care. 

      “My financial backing fell through.”

      “I know that too.” 

      I looked up at her, wondering just how much of the truth she’d learned. Not everything was printed. 

      You’re incapable of love.

      Wrong. I would love this restaurant. I had to. It was my last chance. 

      “I’m going to get to work.” I nodded in thanks, taking the binder with me as I headed for the door. 

      I hadn’t unpacked everything from my car into the tiny motel room outside town I was staying in, because for days I wasn’t sure how long I’d be here, if this was a fit. There was no going back now, though. 

      As I slid into my Range Rover, I leaned my head against the seat. This was happening. I could no longer call Manhattan home. Instead, I now lived in Maine. Just the thought of that sent a sigh through me. There was nothing wrong with Maine, necessarily. It just… wasn’t me. 

      I drove toward town, using the app on my phone to find my way. It was a cool day for May, so I was thankful for the designer suit I’d worn. Yes, it would help people take me more seriously, but it also made me feel like I’d brought some part of me here. I hadn’t left it all behind. 

      Parking along the street near the park in the main part of downtown Superiore Bay—if one could call it that—I got out and headed for a cafe called the Hugga Mugga, hopefully ironically. I needed coffee before I hit the pavement to schmooze this town into falling in love with me, something I’d been especially good at in the city. 

      Only a few patrons sat around tables inside the disgustingly adorable cafe. It was like I’d stepped into an episode of Gilmore Girls, a show I would never admit to having seen. I nodded and smiled at each, receiving only stares in return. 

      When I stepped up to the counter, I lifted my eyes to the limited menu. 

      “What can I get you?” The barista didn’t look up from where she steamed milk. 

      “Just a coffee please. Black.” I smiled, but she didn’t return it. 

      When she set the to-go cup in front of me, I almost laughed. Guess I wasn’t staying. Wordlessly, she swiped my credit card and handed it back. 

      “Have a good day.”

      She didn’t respond, but I could have sworn I heard her mutter “city folk” under her breath. It wasn’t the first time in the last few days I’d run into that attitude, but it would subside. It was the same way New Yorkers reacted to tourists always stopping on the sidewalks to take pictures while we just wanted to be on our way. 

      The wine bar I needed to go to next didn’t open for another half hour, so I wandered into the park, past the white gazebo to where a handful of benches sat along the grass. Two women leaned close together, talking in low tones. 

      “Hello.” I lowered myself into a vacant seat. “Mind if I sit here a while?” I pasted on the practiced false smile, the one that always got me where I needed to be. In real life, more than a few people called me gruff or a jerk. 

      The two women looked at me. One of them cocked her head. “Where are you from, boy?”

      I couldn’t remember the last time anyone called me boy. “New York City.” 

      “Hmph. Thought so. The suit is a dead giveaway.” 

      The other woman looked me up and down. “Might want to leave it at home next time, city slicker.” 

      Neither of them seemed unkind. “Is there a reason, Mrs.—”

      “Peterson,” the first one said. “And yes. You look like a buffoon walking around these parts in clothing you were dumb enough to spend so much money on. Not even the Ashford boys are that brazen.” 

      Brazen? “I’m sorry, I don’t know who the Ashfords are.” Other than Conner, but I’d only met him once at the shop.

      The second woman snorted. “You will.” Then, both women stood and walked away without another word. 

      Something about this town wasn’t right. I looked down at my suit, flattening a palm against the soft fabric I’d been so proud of. I was a man who valued clothing, valued my appearance. 

      That didn’t make me a buffoon. 

      But now, I felt like one. 

      I finished my coffee and decided to head to the wine bar early, hoping someone was there before it opened. 

      The brick building was within walking distance, and I always preferred the exercise when I could get it. I tried the front door, but it was locked. 

      A crash came from around back, and I ran toward it, finding a woman with dark hair, ripped jeans, and a loose t-shirt bent over a box of broken bottles, curses flowing from her lips. 

      “Need a hand?” 

      She jumped at the sound of my voice. Looking back over her shoulder, she pursed her lips. “Sure you want to risk a stain on that suit, city boy?”

      Why did everyone keep calling me that? 

      With a sigh, she jerked her head to the truck that still had a few more boxes. “Don’t drop them and I might consider giving you a free lunch. Well, an appetizer at least.” She walked inside, leaving me to get the next box. 

      Glass bottles clinked together as I hoisted it into my arms, straining with the effort. It was heavier than I’d imagined. 

      When I set it on the bar, the woman smiled. “There are a few more.”

      I unloaded the rest of her truck while she prepared the register for the day. When I set the last one on the floor, my arms ached. “I don’t need a free lunch, but did that earn me a meeting with the manager here?” 

      “Depends.” She shut the register drawer. “What about?” 

      “Wine.” 

      “Color me intrigued. We like wine here.” She attached a name badge to her shirt and under the name “Vic” read the title manager. “Have a seat and I’ll grab us a couple of glasses of my favorite red. It’s drinking time somewhere, right?” 

      I looked around the vacant place, marveling at the stacks of empty bottles along the walls, the wine casks made to look like fancy decorations. This place would have fit in the city. 

      Vic returned a moment later with two half-full wine glasses. We sat at a high table close to the bar.  

      “If you dressed up for the occasion,” she said, “this business of yours must be serious.” She hid a laugh by taking a sip. 

      “What is wrong with this suit?” I didn’t get it. It was designer, expensive. 

      “It marks you as an outsider. Though, around here, they’d know you were a New Yorker just by looking at you. You ooze fast-pace-small-town-will-kill-me vibes.” 

      I sighed. “Whatever vibes I ooze,” what an awful word, “I’m here for a job.”

      “Ah yes, Lena’s restaurant. We all heard about the city chef she hired. Bold move.” 

      “I’d like to set up a contract with this place to provide the best local wines to⁠—”

      She cut me off. “No can do, buddy.” She hopped off her seat. “Sorry.”

      I called to her as she walked away. “Wait! Why not?” 

      She turned, taking pity on me. “First, you really need to talk to the Superiore Bay Winery, not their bar manager. Set up a meeting with their distribution department. Or better yet, talk to your boss. Conner Ashford owns half of that restaurant.” 

      She moved to turn but thought better of it. “I assume you’ll be going around town to lock down suppliers of local products.” 

      I nodded. “That is important to Lena, and I only work with the freshest ingredients I can find.”

      “Most of the businesses here aren’t likely to want to deal with an outsider.” She gave me an apologetic look. “My advice, have Lena make the introductions and handle the locals.” 

      Just great. I had to ask my boss for help in one of the most basic parts of my job. The words Jordan used in the end to diminish me rolled through my mind. Incompetent. Under-qualified. She’d said I only got to where I was because of my parents. 

      But she was wrong. I would do this on my own and prove it, not only to her but to myself and everyone in this town as well.
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      Light footsteps sounded on the porch behind me.

      “Don’t be Leyla,” I murmured to myself, closing my eyes as I attempted to clean the horse crap off my hands. “Don’t be Leyla.”

      “Jorgina? Is that you?” An unmistakably feminine voice sounded behind me.

      “No,” I blurted, hanging my head. Tears burned my eyes, and I scrambled to get to my feet. Jorgina Ashford was not a crier.

      “Hey, Leyla. How’s it going?” I bent to run my hands over the thick damp grass to clean the last of the literal crap off my hands.

      “I’ll get Conrad.” My brother’s perfect girlfriend turned back to go inside. “Come on in, Jorgie.”

      With a shrug, I followed her. The perfect Leyla Priestly. A handful of years older than me, but she had her life together. Great job—award-winning photojournalist no less. Above-average boyfriend, who was head over heels for her.

      And then, there was me. Harvard deserter and general screwup socialite with all the opportunities in the world handed to me on a silver platter, and I still couldn’t adult.

      “Jorgie?” Conrad came out of his office into the living room with a look of confusion on his face. “What are you doing here? You’re supposed to be cramming for finals.”

      I waved my hand in his general direction and flopped onto the sofa, where I’d crashed just a few weeks ago the last time I ran away from my problems. They’d only amplified since then. “I finished my senior project and most of my finals were papers. At this point, I just need to email a few things and show up for graduation.

      “I needed to get off campus and away from anxiety-ridden overachievers for a bit, so I thought I’d come stay here for a while.”

      Something must have shown on my face because Conrad’s expression softened, and he came to sit beside me.

      “You know you’re always welcome here, kid.” He draped an arm around me and part of me wanted to rest my head against my big brother’s solid shoulder and have a good cry. But this Ashford didn’t cry. She made things happen. That was why I was here. I needed to reconnect with the feisty girl I used to be. I needed a good reset.

      “Thanks, Conrad.” I flashed him my winning smile, shoving all thoughts of Jeff to the back of my mind. “That’s why you’re still my favorite brother.”

      “I’m the one with the most comfortable couch, aren’t I?” Conrad smirked at me.

      “That too.” I leaned back and made myself at home.

      “Where are your things?” Leyla asked, looking back down the hall for the bags I didn’t bring.

      “Uh, spur-of-the-moment decision. I didn’t bring anything with me.”

      “Then, you’re going to have to go home to face Dad this time. I can’t afford to buy you all new clothes.” Conrad went into the kitchen and rummaged around in the fridge. “I can feed you, though. We were going to do burgers, but we could do breakfast for dinner if I don’t have any ground turkey for you.”

      I couldn’t eat beef. My body just didn’t like it, but my stomach always wanted it anyway. “Breakfast sounds great if you mean pancakes and bacon.”

      “I was thinking veggie omelets and toast.” He retrieved the eggs from the fridge.

      “If you must.” I sighed, hoping I could keep the eggs down this time. Certain foods were not my friend these days.

      I turned to watch the two lovebirds moving around the kitchen together. Resting my head on the back of the couch, I smiled. Seeing my brother in domestic bliss gave me hope. If the surly, reclusive Conrad Ashford could find love, then there was still hope for me.

      Leyla and Conrad were adorable together. I’d never seen my stern brother act so goofy before. He had nothing but smiles for his girlfriend. It wasn’t fair.

      “Should we tell her our news?” Leyla grinned as she set the kitchen table for three.

      A sinking feeling hit me like a truck. I liked Leyla. She was great, and she was good for my brother. I should be thrilled they were in love.

      “I proposed.” Conrad’s cheeks flushed with pleasure. “She said yes.”

      “Well, that was the most underwhelming recap I’ve ever heard.” Leyla shook her head. “After I got back from my last assignment in Peru, he picked me up from the airport and was acting weird,” she began.

      “Weirder than usual?” I asked, not bothering to help with the dinner prep. I was exhausted and a little ill from my afternoon of eating too much chocolate.

      “Exactly, so I knew he was up to something.” Leyla busied herself finishing the spinach salad she’d started to go with the burgers we weren’t having now. I knew very well two of us wouldn’t be eating that salad unless it had something deep-fried on it.

      “The short version of this story is, I botched it,” Conrad cut in, whipping eggs in a glass bowl. “I tried to do the fancy dinner proposal, but it was a disaster, so I brought her back here and we took a late-night ride up to the cliffs overlooking the ocean, and I asked her to marry me right there under the stars.”

      “Because that’s the way you should have done it from the start.” I rolled my eyes at him, still not helping. “You’re not the fancy dinner proposal kind of guy, but you do have the whole nature thing working for you. Stick to your strengths, bro.”

      “That’s what I said.” Leyla laughed, moving to set her wilted spinach salad on the table.

      “When’s the big day, then?” My appetite slipped away as I watched the two of them together in their happy little bubble. It was good to see Conrad with someone. I was happy for him. Even happier to see Leyla, a woman killing it in her field, who didn’t have to make compromises to get her happily ever after in her professional and personal lives.

      I was jealous.

      Insanely jealous. I wanted what they had, and I didn’t want to wait for my thirties to get it. I wasn’t used to waiting for the things I wanted. When things didn’t go my way, I didn’t exactly know how to regroup and move on.

      “Not sure yet.” Leyla shrugged.

      “It depends on when she leaves for her next assignment,” Conrad added.

      “Have you hired a wedding planner yet? Because all the best ones will be booked up for ages.”

      Conrad snorted. “We’re not the wedding planner sort of people.”

      “We thought we might have a small wedding here on the island when the time is right.” Leyla placed a platter of cheesy omelets and sauteed peppers and onions onto the table.

      My stomach growled, and I lumbered off the couch to wash my hands and fill my plate with cheesy goodness. I’d eat anything covered in melted cheese, even Leyla’s wilted spinach and mushroom salad.

      “We have plenty of time to talk about wedding planning.” Leyla slid into the wobbly kitchen chair opposite me. “What have you planned for your graduation party?”

      “Party? No party.” I focused on the food, hoping for a quick subject change.

      “Wait, you haven’t planned the celebration of the year?” Conrad’s eyebrows shot up in surprise. “You feeling okay, sis?” He checked me for a fever, and I dodged his big, meaty hand.

      “I’m so over college.” I dove back into my eggs, thinking if I had to write one more academic paper, I might scream.

      “What about grad school? The whole five-year plan to get your MBA a year early?” Conrad stood to retrieve the ketchup from the fridge, setting it on the table beside me.

      “Awe, you remembered my weirdness.” I took up the bottle and squirted a blob of ketchup across my eggs and grilled veggies.

      “That’s kind of revolting.” Leyla giggled. “Aren’t you Ashfords supposed to have refined tastes to go along with your superior wine?”

      I snorted at her awful pun. “Did I tell you I like this one?” I pointed at Leyla with my fork. “Don’t screw this up.”

      “I hadn’t planned on it, but we’re talking about you. What about grad school?”

      “How did this get to be about me? I thought we were talking about your wedding.”

      My brother narrowed his eyes at me, looking more like Dad than I’d ever noticed before. “You’re hiding something.”

      “No, I’m not.” I stacked a layer of eggs and veggies on a piece of toast and stuffed it in my mouth.

      “That’s okay.” Conrad ducked back into the kitchen to refill the toast basket. He dropped a kiss on top of my head like he did when I was five. “You’ll tell me when you’re ready. As long as it doesn’t involve grand larceny or failing out of Harvard in your last semester, we can deal with whatever Jorgie drama you’ve got going on.”

      “He thinks he’s funny, you ever notice that?” I asked Leyla.

      “It’s kind of his most adorable quality.” She leaned over the table to whisper.

      “Ganging up on me already?” Conrad folded his arms across his chest. “I don’t know how I feel about that.”

      “What are your plans, Jorgina? If you don’t mind me asking.” Leyla ignored Conrad with a wink. “If you’re not sure about grad school, then have you lined up an internship or thought about a mentorship? That might be the perfect solution for the interim until you figure out what’s next.”

      “That’s why I was begging Conner for a job last time I was here. The Orchard Hill Farms restaurant is going to be something really special. I heard they finally hired an executive chef too, some big-city prodigy with a messy personal life and a penchant for losing his cool.” I laid my fork down, suddenly a little queasy from too much food. “I don’t know. Ever since I heard about the restaurant, I can’t get my mind off it. I have so many ideas for marketing and building buzz for the grand opening. I just know I could get the foodies to come from all over.”

      “Didn’t Conner say he’d get you an interview with Selena?” Conrad asked.

      I leaned back in my chair, dropping my napkin on my empty plate. “He did, and she said she would interview me whenever, but I kind of got the feeling she just said that because I’m her future sister-in-law. I want to show her how serious I am about this opportunity.”

      “So, you left school a month early to talk your brother’s fiancée into hiring you to do what, exactly?” Leyla asked.

      “Public relations and marketing for the new restaurant. I’m hoping if I blow it out of the park, she’ll hire me to be the director of marketing for all of Orchard Hill.”

      “That’s a big job for someone with no plans for an MBA.” Conrad’s voice took on a bit too much of Dad for my taste.

      “Watch out, big brother, our father is showing through.”

      “Take it back.” Conrad scowled. “I’m nothing like him.”

      “Of course you’re not. Not on purpose, anyway. And I will have my degree soon enough. I can do a lot with a business degree.”

      “What’s Dad going to say about the MBA, though?”

      “Dad doesn’t need to know.” I folded my arms across my chest, mimicking his posture. “Does he?”

      “Well, I’m definitely not going to tell him, but you have to go home at some point, Jorgina.”

      “Why?”

      “For one, you showed up on my doorstep covered in horse dung, without so much as a change of clothes or a car. You’re going to need to let Dad know you’re back in town, and he’s going to insist you move back in.”

      “I was not covered. And I will go see Dad soon. I’ll get my things from my old room, but I can’t live there again. You know better than anyone how stifling that house is without Mom.”
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