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Chapter 1
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NIA

“It’s one lousy month, Nia. Come on! It’ll be fun.”

Seated inside our favorite local coffee shop, I stared in amazement at my twin sister, Paige. Staring at Paige isn’t exactly like looking in a mirror, by the way. She’s a candy box blonde, and I’m a redhead. She’s petite; I’m five-foot-ten—in flats. Her eyes are a really cool blue, mine are boring hazel. Yet, despite the disparities in our appearance, we’re generally more alike than not.

Generally. 

This new scheme she’d divulged over our morning caffeine get-together would probably widen the gap between us. More than that, I had to consider the possibility she’d finally lost her mind. It was bound to happen, particularly after what had become known as the Kevin Event. I sighed. Time to dazzle my other half with flawless logic.

“Not all guys ask for the waitress’s phone number during a dinner date, you know. In fact, the good guys actually pay attention to you. The whole time. Sometimes, they even call again.” Not that I knew by personal experience. My love life wasn’t any more successful than my sister’s these days. 

Paige’s lips twisted like a strawberry Twizzler. “This has nothing to do with Kevin the Cretin.”

I quirked a brow until she visibly squirmed in the comfy wingback chair.

“Okay, it has a little to do with Kevin the Cretin,” she conceded. “But not entirely. I mean, let’s face it. You and I are both in a rut. Coffee, work, home, weeknight television, Friday night chick flicks. Day after day, week after week, nothing ever changes. I saw this psychologist on Dara the other day...”

Tilting my tall coffee toward my mouth, I stared at the ceiling to keep Paige from seeing my eyes roll. Not Dara Fitzsimmons, that talk show host, again. God, give me strength. 

Years ago, Dara’s daddy bought a local cable station and found himself with an empty hour of airtime, which he offered to his daughter. Within one season, she’d become a syndicated voice for those ladies still maneuvering the shark-infested waters of fishing for careers and Mr. Right simultaneously. Paige, as one of Dara’s Disciples, not only watched the show every weekday, she firmly believed Dara Fitzsimmons held all the answers to the hunt for love and happiness. I, on the other hand, thought Dara was a prissy, sanctimonious, spoiled little rich girl who knew nothing about the Real World. 

Just another checkmark in the Different column for us.

“Think about it.” Paige picked at the edges of the cardboard ring wrapped around the cup that held her mocha latte. “Every day for thirty days, you change one thing in your life. One thing. Easy, right? You take a different route to work one day, you go out for lunch instead of choking down a sandwich behind the counter.” Her index finger popped up near my nose. “One simple thing.”

Simple. Right. Over our childhood and teenage years, I’d learned to avoid anything Paige deemed “simple.” 

In elementary school, Paige said sneaking our cat into school would be “simple.” In hindsight, smuggling Fluffy into the class had been easy. Keeping her hidden in my backpack for six hours? Not so much. Before we finished the Pledge of Allegiance, Fluffy had ripped her way out and dashed around the classroom like a whirling dervish, hissing, spitting, and scratching. Thirty manic minutes later, the janitor had cornered our poor calico and stuffed her into a drawstring bag while I sat in the principal’s office waiting for Dad to come to school. I lost television privileges and my allowance for two weeks over that little escapade.

At fifteen, Paige insisted we’d have no problem climbing out our bedroom window to meet our friends for a midnight rendezvous at the schoolyard without our dad ever knowing we were gone. And of course, she had no problem at all. I slipped on a patch of wet leaves, caught my foot in the rain gutter, and fell off the roof. Three manic hours later, I left the emergency room with my left arm in a cast and my father’s disappointment weighing down my shoulders. I lost my allowance for two months.

“Come on, Nia.” My sister’s urgent whine broke through my memories of those...ahem...good times. “It’ll be fun. And maybe it’ll break us both out of our funks.” 

I was going to regret this. I knew someday soon, I’d be sitting somewhere—an alley, a police station—ruing the day I agreed to my sister’s Thirty Days to Break Out of Our Funks plan. Which made my quick surrender that much more pitiful. 

At least no one could take away my allowance this time.

“All right, all right,” I relented on a heavy sigh. “I’ll do it. When do you wanna start?”

“Today. Right now. It’s September 1, the perfect time. From now until the thirtieth, you and I will both do one thing differently every day.” Her eyes took on an electric glint. “Me? I’m going to walk to work today. What about you?”

I took a sip of coffee to buy time—a stay of execution. 

“Nia! Answer me.” Paige pushed a hand into my shoulder. 

Coffee sloshed up to my nostrils, but thankfully, didn’t spill over the top and onto my spotless white blouse. As a precaution against further possible damage, I set the cup down on the table and grabbed a napkin to blot my upper lip. “I don’t know yet. I haven’t exactly had time to map this all out the way you obviously did.”

“Don’t you dare welch on me on the first day,” she warned in low tones, her lashes fluttering like a bat’s wings at me. “Don’t welch at all.”

“I won’t. I’ll come up with something. I promise.” I glanced at my watch. Twenty minutes to nine. “But right now, I gotta dash to get the store open.” 

Before she could protest, I grabbed my purse from the seat next to me and sprinted out the door. As I settled into my car in the parking lot, I sighed again. Paige would only continue to nag me until I played along. Might as well give in right from the start. Leaving the gear in park, engine idling, I dug out my cell and dialed her number.

“Yeeeeeessss...?” she answered after the first ring.

“Just so you know, I’m going to take First Avenue to work today, okay?” Since my gift and souvenir shop, Nature’s Bounty, sat in the middle of Snug Harbor’s Main Street, this new route would make me late. But only by about five minutes, and it would get Paige off my back until tomorrow. Well worth the time sacrifice.

“Purr-fect.” Her satisfied smile bounced off satellites in space and zinged through my earpiece. 

While fine hairs danced on the back of my neck, I gripped my cell phone tight enough to crush it. “I hope you get caught in a sudden thunderstorm on your walk to work,” I grumbled.

Paige only laughed. “Have a nice day, Nia. If anything exciting happens today, call me back. I’ll do the same.”

I hung up, shifted the car into drive, and took step one of this dumb thirty-day challenge. Two blocks after I turned onto First Avenue, I remembered why I never drove this route to work. On the Thursday before Labor Day weekend, tourists poured into our tiny oceanside village by ferry, car, and—for the rich ones—private plane. All entrances into Snug Harbor used First Avenue as the main artery to beach homes, inns, and motels. At 8:50 a.m., the visiting throngs forced traffic to a dead halt. 

Penned in between an RV larger than my house and a Manhattan-to-East End luxury bus, I rubbed my fingers at the pain piercing my head just above my eyebrows. This was going to be the longest September of my life. The traffic light changed from red to green, and I managed to squeak past the bus on my right. Naturally, at the next block, the traffic light jumped from green to yellow, and the car in front of me stopped before entering the intersection. 

Kathump! My head snapped forward as the whole car jerked, and the crunch of metal resounded in my ears. Or was that the sound of my neck cracking? No, no, no. As dread crept over me, I slowly turned to look into my rearview mirror—in time to see a Jeep full of teenagers jump the curb on my right and speed away in the road’s shoulder. 

Perfect. Just perfect. As soon as the light changed to green, I eased out of the traffic and toward the curb. 

Picturing Paige in my head, I stared at the graying sky and amended my wish from earlier. “I hope we get a tropical storm this morning.”

Once I managed to pull into an empty restaurant parking lot, I stepped out of the car to survey the damage. Smears of blue paint and black impact marks framed the crater-shaped dent in my rear fender. A crack ran through my right taillight like San Andreas Fault: no damage yet, but one good bump away from total destruction.   

Yet again, I pulled out my cell phone—this time to call the local police. The female dispatcher answered before the first ring completed its chime.

“I need to report a car accident,” I said.

“What’s your name?” the woman asked.

“Nia Wainwright.”

“Nia? It’s Emily. Emily Handler.”

Emily Handler had grown up as Emily Forletti, three houses away from Paige and me. Shortly before beginning her senior year in high school, she’d married Roy Handler and promptly given birth to their first daughter a scant seven months later.

“Is anyone hurt?” Emily asked. “Do you need an ambulance?”

“No. A bunch of kids in a Jeep hit my car and then took off. I just want to file a report.”

Emily expelled exasperated breath into my earpiece. “Tourists. Think they have the right to wreak havoc and drive away without owning up to their responsibilities. You sure you’re okay, Nia?”

I rubbed a hand over my neck as I assured her, “Yes. Annoyed, shaken up, late for work. But physically, I’m all right.”

“Where are you? In a safe place?”

“I’m on the corner of First Avenue and Maple Street.” I glanced at the sign perched on the gray-weathered clapboard building behind me. “In the parking lot of The Gull and Oar.”

Emily remained quiet for a moment, but computer keys clicked in the background. “Sam Dillon is pretty close to that area, I think,” she said at last. “I’ll send him over. Are you on your cell?” She rattled off my phone number to me.

“Yes.”

“You got enough juice in it to send and receive calls?”

“Yes, it’s fully charged.” Thank God I hadn’t changed that routine.

“Okay, sit tight. Any problems, call me back. I’ll have Sam there in a jiff.”

I looked at the gridlock on the road. Not in this traffic. “Tell him to come up Maple. First Avenue’s a nightmare right now.”

Emily laughed. “Well, duh. I don’t know why you didn’t go down Main Street. You’ve lived here long enough to know to avoid First Avenue in the summer.”

I gritted my teeth just as the first fat raindrop splashed my nose.

~~~~
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PAIGE

So Nia thought I was nuts. What else was new? But we really did need to shake up our lives. Especially Nia. This town, crammed with the same people we’d known since we were born, had sucked all the excitement out of her. While I welcomed this thirty day challenge for myself, I also hoped to see the return of the animated, fun, passionate soul Nia used to be.

As I left the coffee shop to start my stroll to work, I studied the storm clouds gathering over the rooftops of the stores. The atmosphere felt heavy with moisture. Not the kiss of ocean spray that normally swirled in the air, thanks to the town’s location directly on the Atlantic. This much pressure could only herald a thunderstorm—a big one. My sister’s revenge in full-blown three dimension. Nia had an uncanny knack for wishing misfortune on me and getting her wish. If she’d ever channeled her energy toward good rather than evil, I probably would have won the lottery a dozen times by now. 

The black clouds rolling in required a quick detour before work. I ducked into the drug store at the end of the strip mall in search of an umbrella. Nothing would stop me from completing this thirty day plan. The guests on Dara’s show all swore only good things had come from their participation: new and better jobs, new romances, new outlooks on life. All from changing one little thing every day for thirty days. Nia’s black magic would have to be more ominous if she thought to sabotage me. A thunderstorm on Day One wouldn’t put a dent in my hope shield. 

I strode through the automatic doors, and past the shoplifting sensor gates. Mrs. Justine, the cashier who’d been a fixture in this store for at least my lifetime, peered at me over her blue-framed cat glasses. I offered a quick nod in greeting.

“Keep those hands where I can see them, Paige,” she shouted in her two-pack-a-day smoker’s rasp.

Oh, for crying out loud. When I was four years old, Mrs. Justine caught me shoving a package of M&Ms in my pocket. Thirty years later, she still couldn’t forgive that one toddler crime spree? I flashed her a brilliant smile. “Not to worry, Mrs. J. I’m a reformed felon these days. Just got out of the Big House, you know.” Well, sort of. If Albany and the state comptroller’s office could be considered the Big House. I’d only moved back to Snug Harbor six months ago when Dad got sick.

As I rounded the corner toward the seasonal aisle, where back to school supplies and scarecrows fought for attention with sunscreen and sand pails, I stopped short. Naturally, a cluster of tourists blocked the end of the aisle. Shocked expressions on the adults’ faces let me know they’d heard my remark about my so-called prison record.

The dad, big-bellied and eye-catching in vivid orange surf shorts with splashy brown flowers and a tan t-shirt that proclaimed him the World’s Greatest Golfer, narrowed his eyes to slits. Puh-leez. Like that outfit wasn’t a serious crime against fashion. 

Mom, in her wide-brimmed straw hat and white tank dress meant to show off her bronzed skin to perfection, had better taste, but no more sense than her husband. With her candy-apple-red manicured fingers poised over the postcard rack, she craned her neck to a nearly forty-five degree angle. “Kids, come over here, please.”

Two dark-haired boys, both under the age of ten, poked fingers into the cage of colorfully painted hermit crabs. “We’re right here, Mom,” the bigger one whined. 

“Well, stay where I can see you,” the woman replied.

I rolled my eyes so far back, I saw my brain blink. I never should have come back to Snug Harbor. I belonged in Albany, where I’d gone to school. Where I was just another face in the crowd. Where people only knew what I told them about my past. Where I was never compared to Nia. Where one day didn’t meld into another. Unlike Snug Harbor, where the only things that changed were the faces of the steady stream of sun-worshipping strangers coming and going.

Somehow I managed to weave around the disapproving faces with my dignity intact. On a sigh of relief, I spotted the end cap where rain gear dangled from hooks. I rifled through the various sizes, shapes, and hues of umbrellas until I found a purse-sized automatic in Barbie pink. Just the bright spot this miserable day needed.

As I played with the button to open and close my new toy, a familiar baritone voice drawled, “Paige! That is you. I thought so.”

I cringed. I didn’t have to turn around to identify the speaker, but I whirled anyway. Sam Dillon. Of all people to run into, why did I have to run into Sam Dillon? In full police uniform regalia, of course. Because my wisecrack about being a felon still lingered in the air like a bad odor. 

Apparently, Nia’s voodoo was stronger than ever today. 

As Sam strolled toward me, floppy-hatted mom made a quick grab for her kids and pulled them into her protective embrace. Annoyance trickled down my spine like an ice cube on a hot day. Did I look dangerous? Really? I’m a CPA, about as far from a thrill-seeker as a sloth. Maybe if I wore a pencil behind my ear and nerd glasses, I’d appear less menacing.

Not that I cared what a bunch of tourists thought. Most of them would evaporate by Tuesday. But the locals were a different story. Nia and I would forever be known as “the Wainwright twins” to every person who lived in this teeny, nosy town. I could find the cure for cancer, and Mrs. Justine would still insist I keep my hands where she could see them every time I walked into this store. Which brought me back to Sam Dillon.

“Well, well,” I said with forced exuberance. “If it isn’t Marshall Dillon.”

True to form, he glowered at me. Sam always glowered at me, whether or not I used the goofy nickname I’d given him the day I learned he’d become chief of Snug Harbor’s village police force. Small recompense for all the harassment he’d dished out at me when he was the varsity quarterback and I was the nerdy math major. I could only be happier if this former high school heartthrob had become paunchy and bald while I’d blossomed into a swan. Fate, however, has a quirky sense of humor. I blossomed into a nerdy accountant with few swan qualities except for my long neck and my habit of looking calm while paddling manically below the surface. 

The adult Sam Dillon had kept his thick dark hair that begged to be tousled, broad shoulders that tapered to six-pack abs, and the sexy swagger of a man sure that he could have any woman in town. Except me.

His ursine gaze raked over my pink sundress, then down to my cotton ankle socks and beat-up sneakers. “Interesting workout attire.”

I quirked my lips. “For your information, I’m on my way to work.”

“In that outfit?”

“Makes for a quick getaway after I swipe a candy bar from here.” The retort zinged out before I could stop it.

Sam snorted and slowly shook his head. “That smart mouth of yours is going to get you into big trouble one day, Paige.”

Yes, Daddy. I managed to clamp my lips around that riposte so it stayed inside my smart mouth.

Jerking his fingers at me, pistol-like, he asked, “Seriously. What’s with the dress and sneakers getup? Is there a marathon for urban professionals I don’t know about?”

I patted the computer case slung over my shoulder. “I decided to walk to the office and didn’t want to ruin my work shoes.” No way I intended to tell him about the Thirty Days to a New You plan from Dara’s show. Sam already suspected I was an idiot. Too much conversation on my part would only confirm I was an idiot.

“Walking, huh? What happened? Your car break down?”

“No, it’s such a nice day, I just...felt like walking.” 

He cocked a dark, feathery eyebrow. “In this weather? You know there’s a storm blowing in, don’t you?”

Ha! He thought he’d clinched my idiot title. Not quite, pal. I gestured to my umbrella. “Hell-o? Why do you think I stopped here?”

“Uh-huh.” His gaze scanned the shelf of pain relievers and cold remedies in the opposite aisle. “You need a ride?”

“With you?”

His glower snapped back to me, darker now, and his honey brown eyes turned hard as topaz. “That’s right, I forgot. The perfect Princess Paige can’t be seen fraternizing with the local yokels. Someone might start to think you were one of us.”

I couldn’t speak. Could barely breathe beneath the man’s outrage. I’d been joking. But Sam obviously didn’t see the humor. Questions whipped through my brain with the force of a tornado. Was that really what he thought about me? That I considered myself better than the people I’d grown up with? Better than my own sister?

The sudden static squall of his radio cut the tension with the subtlety of a chainsaw at a funeral. 

“Sam,” the dispatcher squawked. “Check in, please?”

Turning away from me, he unclipped the mike from his hip. “Yeah, Em. What’s up?” He never looked back, just strode away, leaving me to ponder his accusations.

Long after he’d left the store, I stood at the end of the aisle, the dopey umbrella dangling from my hand.
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Chapter 2
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NIA

Sam must have been around the corner when Emily contacted him. I’d barely managed to duck into the car, turn on the engine, and flip the wipers a few times when he appeared from the back of the restaurant. 

He pulled up alongside and signaled me to roll down the window. When I complied, he leaned sideways toward me. “Hey, Nia,” he shouted over the heavily falling rain. “You okay?”

“Yeah.” I sighed. “I can’t believe, today of all days...” I let the statement go unfinished. What could I possibly say? It wasn’t like any day was a good day for a hit and run.

“As long as you’re okay. The car’s just metal and leather. Remember that. Nothing there that can’t be fixed. You, on the other hand, are irreplaceable.”

For the first time all day, I smiled. Who would have thought the guy who tormented Paige all through junior high and high school could grow up to be so sweet? And hunky. “Thanks, Sam.” 

Waving off my gratitude, he jerked his head at the hood of my car. “Is she drivable?” 

I assured him she was.

“Drive around to the overhang near the main entrance,” he directed. “Colin won’t open the restaurant for another two hours. And at least we’ll be out of the rain while we handle the paperwork.”

“Got it.” I shifted into drive and followed Sam under the blue-and-white-striped awning attached to the front of The Gull and Oar.

With both cars lined up beneath the shelter, we stepped outside to survey the damage together. Sam and I had very different reactions. 

He blew out one long exhale through pursed lips. “Well, this isn’t too bad.”

I winced and sucked in a sharp breath. No? My poor Passat would definitely need major cosmetic surgery. Aside from the dent in my bumper and cracked taillight, on closer inspection, I also noticed the trunk no longer aligned perfectly with the back end of the car.

A pad and pen in hand, Sam fired off questions at me. Where exactly was I when this happened? Was the light red? Did anybody stop to help or leave contact information as a witness? What did I remember about the Jeep? Color? Model? How many passengers were in it? Did I get a plate number? Even a partial?

Once we’d completed the paperwork, he told me to stop by the station later for a copy of the accident report. Then I could contact my insurance company and start the ball rolling on repairs. “Don’t worry, Nia. Brice will take good care of you,” Sam said, referring to our local auto body pro. “Drive safe now.” With that, he climbed into his patrol car.

Now a full forty-five minutes late for work, I figured I’d more than fulfilled the requirements of Paige’s thirty day challenge for today, and opted to head back onto Main Street to get to Nature’s Bounty as quickly as possible.

At last, I pulled into my parking space behind the row of stores that sandwiched my gift shop. High-tailing it out of the car, I snagged the strap of my purse on the seatbelt clip. The hiss of stitches tearing on the soft leather handle only added sharp bitterness to my anxiety, like acetone on a ripped cuticle. I smothered an unpleasant wish aimed at Paige and wrangled my purse out of the seatbelt’s greedy clutches. 

Dodging sheets of rain, I jogged to the back door with the store’s keys in my outstretched hand. 

Once I stepped inside, I gasped. The air conditioning, set on a timer to turn on every morning at eight a.m., sliced cold air into my damp skin. I hugged myself against the shivers as I headed for the front door. While warmth slowly seeped into my body, I unlocked the main entrance, flipped the sign from “Closed” to “Open,” and turned on the lights. A rainbow of colors greeted me. Although Nature’s Bounty sold the usual souvenirs prevalent in a beachside town—seashells, sand dollars, towels, key chains and bottle openers—what made my little shop different from the others in Snug Harbor was my hand-blown glass. Shelves with artfully displayed Christmas ornaments, jewelry, wine goblets, hurricane lamps, photo frames—all created in my workshop at home—lined the walls to dazzle the eyes of prospective buyers.

I barely stowed my purse under the counter and tied my sales apron around my waist when the bells tinkled as the front door opened. Without looking up from the counter, I greeted the first customer of the day. “Welcome to Nature’s Bounty. May I help you with something?”

“I hope so.”

A smooth baritone voice wrapped around me like a velvet cape on a snowy afternoon. I glanced up. Thank God I was empty-handed, with a stool behind me to support my weakening knees. Because the man who spoke had just stepped out of every dream and fantasy I’d entertained since I was thirteen years old. Glossy, tight curls—the color of a latte—swept off an angular face with a high forehead and slightly stubbled chin. Shoulders wide as the ocean fairly burst from a baby blue button-down shirt, open at the neck with the long sleeves rolled up to the elbows. Dark eyes flashed beneath raven brows. 

He was the pepper to my salt shaker, the spice that my bland life lacked. He topped me by a few inches—a nice contrast since I normally wound up around men who stood at eye level or, worse, looked me straight in the bust. As I locked eyes with Mr. Tall, Dark, and Delicious, my palms grew sweaty and my hands shook. One surreptitious glance downward on my part confirmed no wedding ring on that significant third finger of the left hand. I stifled the urge to pump my fist. Yes! Maybe Paige was on to something. Today could be the start of something wonderful after all.

“Oh, thank God you’re finally open! I’ve been sitting in my car for over an hour.” A nubile blonde in a lime green zip-up hoodie and vivid floral sarong skirt entered my store, along with a blustery wind that whistled around the sales floor. Only in a beach town could someone wear that outfit and not look stupid. She pushed the hood off her flawless face, allowing thick waves of honey blond hair to tumble to her shoulders.

My welcoming smile widened to encompass both customers, but the full wattage flashed on the one with testosterone. “I’ll be with you in just a minute,” I told the newcomer. Or more, if Cupid gets involved here.

“You’re Nia, the glassblower, right?” the woman asked.

Nia, the glassblower? Growing up, I was “Nia, the redheaded twin.” When Paige left for college, I became, “Nia, the one who stayed behind.” After I opened Nature’s Bounty and Paige returned home to take over Dad’s accounting business, I earned the title, “Nia, the artsy one.” Paige, on the other hand, gained “the smart one” as her surname in second grade and kept it to this day. “Nia, the glassblower,” however, was a totally new moniker and almost a separate identity from my twin. I’d take it. Happily.

“I guess that’s me, but as I said—”

“We’re looking for wedding favors,” the woman said. “Something totally unique. Paul Ivers at Snug Harbor Liquors recommended you.”

We. Wedding favors. Thud! My heart crash landed back on Earth, and my smile faded to black. Of course, this gorgeous guy was already taken. Did I really expect my love life to take a one-eighty because of Paige’s silly challenge? I swallowed my disappointment and pasted on a professional mien. “I’ll have to thank Paul for thinking so highly of my work. What did you have in mind?”

The woman sashayed over to my counter in a cloud of sex appeal and expensive perfume. “You tell me. I was thinking, perhaps, heart-shaped wine stoppers. But then I realized that’s too cliché. I want something totally unique. Not the same mass-produced trinkets everyone else gets.” Removing her rhinestone-studded pink sunglasses, she looked up at my fantasy guy, batting neon blue eyes framed in lush black lashes. “Right, Aidan?”  

“Whatever you say, Camille,” he replied and picked up a cluster of glass grapes from the nearest shelf. His long, slender fingers danced over the delicate orbs the way they might caress a woman’s curves: slowly, gently, tentatively, but with a look of desire that stole my breath. His dark eyes, the hue of Kahlua, gleamed beneath the high intensity lighting. “This is amazing.”

“Thank you,” I murmured and fought the urge to fan my face. Despite the dampness still clinging to my skin, heat emanated from me in waves. Beneath my canvas apron bib, my heartbeat kicked up tempo.

Down, girl, I told myself. He’s taken.

He hefted the sculpture a little higher, pointed to the tiny dent in the bottom where my pontil had held the red-hot piece during the final construction phase. “You made this?”

This time, I could only nod. My mouth had dried to dust.

The clusters, available in both green and dark purple glass, were wired with miniature lights in the center so each plump grape appeared to glisten with dew.

“Electric lights shaped like grapes? That’s not a wedding favor,” the woman named Camille insisted. “I told you—”

“This isn’t for the wedding, Camille. I thought I’d like to get something like this for the business.”

Camille’s face mottled an ugly reddish purple. “How about we focus on what we came for right now? You can come back on your own time and shop for those seagulls, or whatever they are.”

“Piping plovers,” he replied blandly.

I stood, stunned. Sure, love was blind sometimes. But this guy must have been deaf and dumb, as well. Why else would he do nothing when she spoke to him in such a nasty way? I surreptitiously glanced around them, looking for television cameras from that Bridezillas show. At least her rudeness had one benefit. My attraction to Mr. Delish had shriveled shorter than his backbone. 

I should have realized that we were incompatible from the minute he walked into my shop. He was, after all, a tourist—a necessary evil in Snug Harbor, with the emphasis on “evil.” Twenty-five years ago, my mother left her husband and twin daughters for a rich tourist. Since then, the Wainwrights tolerated the presence of interlopers in our town, but not in our family.

“Whatever.” Camille’s caustic tone obliterated my ugly memories. “Today is about me, not you.”

A boyish smile lit up her companion’s face, as if Camille’s attitude was simply an amusing diversion. My knees wobbled. Okay, maybe my attraction to him hadn’t completely shriveled up.

“Trust me, Camille.” His gaze intensified on me. “I’ll definitely be back.”

Was he flirting with me? While my pulse indulged in an invisible happy dance, my conscience burned with moral outrage. Clearly this marriage wouldn’t last a year. That didn’t mean, however, that I wanted to be a featured player in their divorce proceedings.

I stepped out from behind the counter and took the sculpted lamp from him. His hands clasped mine, squeezed lightly. Oh, my God. He was flirting with me. 

Little jolts of electricity zinged through me. A problem with the wiring in the grapes? Had to be. Which meant I couldn’t put the piece back on the shelf until I’d had a chance to fix whatever was wrong. 

Smoothly removing my hand and the sculpture from the man’s grip, I offered an apologetic smile. “Obviously, this one’s not for sale.”

He quirked a brow. “Obviously?”

“Well, yes, there seems to be a short in the wires.”

“Is there?”

What kind of game was he playing? “You didn’t feel that buzz?” Up close, his charming smile melted my kneecaps. 

“No.”

Of course he did. He must have. The tingles shot through my nerve endings so strongly, I still experienced aftershocks. I frowned. “Oh, well, maybe it’s because I’m still a little damp from getting caught in the storm outside. Either way, I can’t sell this piece as it is. If the wrong person touches it with wet hands, zap!”

My fingers grasped at the white power cord and my imagination went into overdrive. Sweaty palms, damp clothes, and an electrical short could add up to a life-altering event for me. And not in a good way. Zap. How exactly was I supposed to unplug this thing from a live outlet and not risk electrocution? 

My hesitancy must have been obvious.

“Here.” The man’s fingers cupped mine over the cord. “I’ll unplug it.” 

He stepped closer, and I quickly withdrew my hand and backed away until my butt hit the edge of the counter behind me.

“Thank you.”

“You’re welcome. But I really don’t think there’s anything wrong with this piece.” 

He ran his fingers over the globes again, and I nearly sank to the floor in a puddle of goo. What I wouldn’t give to have those fingers touch my bare skin with such tenderness, such total adoration.

“In fact,” he said, “I’d like to order a hundred or so.”

That snapped me to attention. “A hundred?!”

“Umm...excuse me.” Camille’s breathy demand sliced through the bubble I’d created with this delicious man. “Can we get back to my wedding favors, please?”

God, where was my head?

“Of course, I’m so sorry,” I stammered as heat rushed into my cheeks. To avoid scrutiny from these two, I skittered behind the counter again and perched on the stool, the grapes sculpture on the shelf beside me. “If you want wine stoppers, that’s certainly an option. The uniqueness could come in their shape and the fact that each is hand-blown and not mass-produced.” I pulled out an order form and pen from the drawer beneath the counter. “About how many do you think you’ll need?”

“Five hundred.”

The pen slipped from my fingers as I gripped the counter edge to remain standing. “Five hun...” I couldn’t finish the thought, couldn’t move. When Aidan picked up the pen and replaced it on the counter, I could barely eke out the words, “Thank you.”

“Well, we’re having five hundred guests,” Camille amended. “Many of those will be couples. So maybe three hundred? Or three-fifty? How long will they take to make?”

I fumbled for the pen, attempted to write something on the pad, wound up with illegible curlicues. “It would depend on the intricacy of the design, of course. When do you need them for?”

“Valentine’s Day.”

February. Less than six months from now. Barely five months from now. I paused, calculating all the hours I’d face with my hands painstakingly swirling around two thousand degree heat. There went my social life. And the grapes? “Would this project run concurrently with the grape lamps?”

“No,” Aidan replied at the same time Camille said, “Yes, of course.”

Camille whirled on him, hands on hips. “Aidan!”

“What?” he retorted. “I need the lamps sooner. And I only need a hundred. I want these lamps, Camille.”

“And I want the wine stoppers. The wedding comes first.”

“The wedding’s not for six months.”

Wow. The more time I spent with these two, the more I knew their relationship was doomed. Couldn’t any of their friends or family members see how incompatible they were? Like a lit match and gasoline? 

Whatever. I didn’t want to get involved. On any level. Working with normal tourists was hard enough for me. Working with this pair would probably kill me—or drive me to insanity. My back tightened, a sharp reminder that only a tourist would rear-end me and take off. Because only tourists would assume we locals didn’t matter except to serve their needs.

“Look, I’m sorry,” I said to the couple. “But I couldn’t possibly deliver what you both need.” Like a few years in therapy. “Honestly. Thanks for thinking of me, but I don’t have the resources—”

“I’ll pay you double your normal fee,” Camille interjected. “Forget about the lamps. The wine stoppers are a really big deal. My wedding could put your little shop on the map. There’ll be reporters and photographers from New York in attendance.”

I shifted and backed away from the counter. Why did every privileged snob think he or she could buy us poor schlubs? Regardless of the untold riches and publicity I might garner, I didn’t relish dealing with these two. “No, really. I can’t. The time involved to make that many pieces...” I shook my head. “It’s much too big a project for me.”

Camille slapped a hand on my counter. “Do you have any idea who my fiancé is?”

Ooh, the trump card. Frankly, I didn’t care if her fiancé was the U.S. President. I swerved my attention to Aidan, who dipped his head and covered his brow with a cupped hand. “Camille, don’t.”

“Shut up, Aidan. You’ve done enough damage. I should have known better than to bring you here with me.”

Okay, I’d had enough. Hands fisted, I strode around the two combatants and opened my front door. “Thanks for coming in.”

As a wet breeze whistled inside, tinkling my glass wind chimes, Camille turned and slid her sunglasses into place. “You’ve made a very big mistake, Nia.”

Maybe. But somehow, I’d find a way to live with the consequences. Besides, if these two went through with this marriage, they were making a much bigger mistake than I ever could. Still, their story was none of my business. Thank God.

Flipping her hood over her expensive salon hair, Camille blew past me with more ferocity than the storm whipping outside. I watched her retreating back as she climbed into a cute red sports car at the curb and breathed a sigh of relief. The minute she disappeared down the road, the atmosphere inside my shop lightened considerably. Until I spotted the groom—Aidan—still standing near my counter, a bemused smile on his face.

“Well done, Nia the glassblower,” he murmured. “Not many people come up against Camille and survive unscathed.”

I was so done with this man’s games. To prove it, I opened the door a little wider. “I’d like you to leave as well, please.”

“Ouch.” He winced and sucked in a breath. “Ordinarily, I’d bow out gracefully, but, you see, I still want those lights.”

“They’re not for sale,” I said firmly. “I suggest you and your fiancée shop elsewhere for what you want.”

“My...?” His eyes widened, and a second later, he burst out laughing. 

Every chuckle had me burning a little hotter. 

“You mean Camille?” When the laughter died, a smirk lingered on his face. “She’s not my fiancée. She’s marrying my father.”

Oh, good golly, Miss Molly. I swallowed my stupidity with a very large gulp. “Your father?”

His laughter ebbed away. “My father,” he repeated. “Ogden Coffield.”

Ogden Coffield. My heart fell to my feet. Ogden Coffield, owner of one of the most popular wineries and half the real estate in the area. Now I understood Camille’s threat. Had I agreed to create her three hundred fifty wine stoppers, I might have been able to gain a place at Coffield’s Bluff Vineyards for all my glassware. 

I’d screwed up. Big time. I’d insulted the most powerful family in the county.

“You’ve got guts,” he said. “And talent. Your ambition, however, just took a serious nosedive.”

I resisted the urge to plant my palm on my forehead. “How about if I just throw myself on a red-hot pontil as penance?”

He shook his head. “I don’t know what that is, but it sounds painful.”

“It is,” I admitted, thinking about the glowing end of the wand used for melting and cooling glass.

“So would you consider having dinner with me instead?”

“Dinner?” Disbelief stole my sanity. I stared at him, eyes narrowed in confusion. “You want to take me out to dinner? Why?”

“Yes, I want to take you out to dinner, preferably to a steakhouse. As to why, because I think you need the red meat after coming to blows with my soon-to-be stepmother. You’re lucky she didn’t drink your blood.” He leaned a hip against my counter, those elegant fingers once again caressing the grapes still perched there. “And because, I told you, I still want these lamps.”

My world had tipped upside-down once too often today. I gripped the doorknob tight enough to crush the brass handle to dust. “And you always get what you want, don’t you?”

“Always.” His grin was cocky, self-assured, and downright annoying. 

I swept my arms to the open door. “Not this time. Have a nice day, Mr. Coffield.”
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PAIGE 

By the time I got to the office of Wainwright Financial Services, I was soaked. My pretty pink umbrella had turned inside out on the first gust of wind. Ten bucks destroyed in sixty seconds. Cabs, not exactly plentiful in our town to begin with, tended to become rarer than money falling from the sky on rainy days. Today was no exception to that rule.

Luckily, I kept a spare set of clothes at the office for emergencies. Yeah, I’m that girl. Miss Ready-for-Anything. I actually kept two sets of clothing at my office: one professional business outfit for days when I got caught in a sudden weather catastrophe. And another dressier ensemble in case Prince Charming showed up to have his taxes prepared and swept me off my feet on the spot. So far, His Royal Highness had yet to make an appearance. But a single gal doesn’t ever lose hope. Thus, the pretty blue dress that brought out the color of my eyes sat waiting. Just like me.

At exactly 9:15, I was dry with makeup refreshed, my ruined hair now tied into a quick braid. Seated at my neat desk—no Post-It notes or folders out of place, I retrieved the office’s voicemails. No surprise that the only message on the machine came from Lou Rugerman, who had called to make sure his quarterly taxes would be paid on time. In the fifteen years he’d been a client of Wainwright Financial—originally as my dad’s responsibility—his finances had never been close to unstable. But the man still sweated over every penny and every detail.

I’d need another caffeine jolt before I could deal with him. My office has a mini-kitchen and when I first came to work here, I’d splurged on one of those single-serve coffeemakers. Not only that, I’d added a shelf filled with flavored syrups, cinnamon, and chocolate shavings. When I’d told Dad about the new addition, he’d remarked that a new coffee bistro would snap up the lease just to get their hands on my machine. 

A heavy sigh escaped my lips. Six months after pancreatic cancer killed him, I still missed my father’s gentle humor and comforting presence. Especially when I was alone in his office. Sure, in reality, this was now my office with my name on the lease and all the bills. In my heart, though, Wainwright Financial, a small firm that handled local businesses and residents, would always be Daddy’s kingdom.

These days, I employed a secretary, but she only worked part time: Monday, Wednesday, and Friday from ten am to two pm. During the first quarter of every year—when everyone and his cousin scrambled through receipts stuffed in drawers and coat pockets to satisfy the IRS—I hired outside help from a temp agency. In that crucial four-month stretch, the office buzzed like a stirred-up beehive. But after April 15th, the crowds disappeared, and my business slowed to simple quarterly records and the occasional financial plan. All work I could handle on my own. 

I chose a chocolate raspberry flavored coffee and added a shot of raspberry syrup for extra fruity fortitude. Steaming cup in hand, I settled back in my leather chair for another slow, boring day of number-crunching. I was going to be so happy when my life turned around, thanks to this thirty day challenge.

Dara’s guests hadn’t said how long all their newfound good fortune took to materialize, but I was pretty sure nothing happened on the first day. So I prepared myself to suffer through this morning’s ennui and focus on the big picture. Besides, maybe the Thirty Day Fairy was spreading her goodwill over Nia right now. Which would be worth my sacrifice. 

Imagine that: me, the Mother Teresa of Snug Harbor. The thought of my pending sainthood gave me the warm and fuzzies.

As rejuvenated as possible thanks to my coffee infusion, I made the call to Captain Lou Rugerman, owner of two local fishing charter boats. 

True to form, he answered on the first ring. “Captain Lou. What are you fishing for?”

“Lou, hi,” I said. “It’s Paige Wainwright.”

“Paige, my little muffin crumb.” Lou’s usual Doberman growl softened to fluffy kitten mewl. 

The poor man still hoped that eventually I’d see reason and marry his son, Evan. Unfortunately, Evan already had a serious love interest: our local veterinarian, Dr. Dominic Bautista. Not that Lou was homophobic. Just optimistic. As the father of an only son, he hated the idea that the family name would end here.

“How are you?” Lou asked. “More importantly, how’s my tax situation?”

“You’re up to date.” I bit back the retort, as usual, which reminded me of Sam Dillon’s comment regarding my smart mouth. 

Seriously. Why did the man antagonize me every time we met? He should save that kind of animosity for criminals. Or a woman who’d done him wrong somehow. Because despite my checkered past with Mrs. J. and the M&Ms, I was a model citizen. Plus, Sam and I never swam in the same social circles, so I could hardly be seen as his femme fatale. Face it. The school math geek never broke the big bad quarterback’s heart. Except in the movies. But certainly not at Snug Harbor’s James Madison High School. Just talking to a nerd like I’d been would have killed his popular reputation faster than licking a petri dish full of Ebola.

Once, in tenth grade, Nia had confided that she thought Sam was “kinda cool.” I’d replied that her description of cool must have been the equivalent of “stinks on ice.” Realizing my distaste for Sam Dillon ran deep, Nia had never brought up his name again. 

Oh, good God. My mind conjured up a perfectly horrible scenario, and I nearly dropped the phone.
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