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            JUSTIN WADE

          

        

      

    

    
      “Welcome to Piping Hot,” the middle-aged woman behind the counter called out as the bells tinkled to announce my arrival.

      The coffee shop was nearly empty, but for a weekday mid-afternoon in a small town like Briarton, that wasn’t unusual. Earlier that morning, the shop would have been filled with locals grabbing coffee and breakfast before heading to work—many in the neighboring city—and several of the retired folks gathered around sipping their drinks well into mid-morning.

      With my plans for the place, I envisioned a steady stream of business and a full-house throughout the day. Who wouldn’t want to spend their time in a comfy cozy coffee shop sipping a delicious brew, munching on delightful baked goods, and meeting with folks over a board game, a book, or a hobby?

      I gave a quick wave to the friendly woman behind the counter. I wondered briefly if she’d want to stay on when I took over. With the money and unwavering support from my grandpa, a dream, and a whole lot of gumption guiding my way, I headed toward the man at the far corner table.

      My meeting with Joe, the building owner—Piping Hot was housed in a perfect corner location of a larger building—technically wasn’t for another five minutes, but early was on time in my book and I was anxious to make a good first impression.

      The man appeared to be nearing fifty with salt-n-pepper hair and a smooth, angular jawline I guessed would be showing scruff by dinnertime. It was hard to judge his height, but I estimated he was possibly just a bit taller than my five foot nine inches. He was broader in the chest and shoulders than me, but we both appeared to be of average build. I caught a quick glimpse of intense green eyes as he glanced up at my approach. The man was gorgeous, but I pushed away the fleeting attraction—I was here to impress him and buy Piping Hot, not drool over a silver fox.

      “Hi,” I said, hoping I sounded both friendly and professional, “I’m Justin Wade. Thank you for taking time to meet with me. I look forward to sharing my plans for purchasing Piping Hot.”

      The man’s eyebrow arched slightly, but he took my outstretched hand.

      His lack of words set me on edge, but I’d known from the few emails we’d exchanged, and what my grandpa cryptically told me about Joe, he was a bit eccentric.

      Determined to never again be steamrolled and taken advantage of in a business deal, I took his silence as a challenge and pulled out a chair. “As I explained in our emails, I have a solid plan to take Piping Hot from what it is now to something grand.”

      “Justin Wade you say? How did you come to be in Briarton, Mr. Wade?” The man cocked his head and studied me with a bemused look.

      Only slightly thrown off my game—did he not remember we’d corresponded more than once and my grandfather was a lifelong resident of the little town?—I switched gears momentarily. “My grandfather, Harley Wade, has lived here his entire life.” My nerves calmed slightly when recognition crossed Joe’s face. “My father jetted the moment he turned eighteen, but I’d visit Grandpa every summer while the rest of my family traveled and schmoozed. I’ve recently opted to leave the big city life—it wasn’t for me—and live here with Harley.” Attempting to move the conversation back to the reason I was there, I forged on. “With my business management degree and exemplary baking skills, not to mention my interest in both coffee and tea, I know I can take Piping Hot to the next level.”

      I wasn’t about to mention my last huge business idea had been an epic failure. Honestly, the idea was great, the person I trusted to help me make it happen had turned out to be an absolute jerk. Sean, my ex, had greedily accepted my entire savings to get our start-up off the ground.

      And then he’d ghosted me.

      My boyfriend of nearly two years.

      My lifelong savings.

      My big idea.

      All gone in the blink of an eye.

      Sean, when I finally cornered him, after waiting at his apartment for three hours, swore it was just how business worked with start-ups. Said it was a risk and we’d failed. I knew better, but there was nothing I could do. We’d had no contracts or official business accounts at the time. I’d readily handed over the money thinking he’d use it for all the start-up costs—he’d convinced me I was the big idea man and he was the details guy—and then he’d bounced.

      After berating myself severely and licking my wounds for a month—and quickly realizing, no matter how hard I tried to be a big city guy, the city just wasn’t for me—I’d called Harley and poured out my whole pathetic story. He’d offered me the guest house on his property and, at twenty-eight years of age, I’d moved to Briarton a week later.

      With no plans for exactly what I’d do for employment once I got to town, I’d been floored when Grandpa, a retired pediatrician, sat me down and explained he’d put aside a large chunk of money for whichever grandchild ever decided to take the small-town route. He’d handed over a large sum of money, told me to spend it wisely, and handed me a flyer advertising the sale of Piping Hot.

      Within seconds, my dream of owning a business and putting my baking skills to good use had been a potential reality.

      I just had to convince the guy across the table from me I was the perfect person to buy the coffee shop in his building.

      He cleared his throat and pursed his lips. “And what, in your opinion, needs to be done to take the place to the next level?”

      Fighting the urge to rub my hands together and really dive in, I smiled. “Well, the best thing the place has going for it is the atmosphere. Already smells great, gives off a very comfortable, cozy, welcoming vibe, and has an amazing aesthetic with the exposed brick and mixture of wooden beams and black iron.”

      He glanced around and nodded. “It really is a great little shop.”

      I pounced. “But it could be so much better.”

      The guy raised a brow. “Go on.”

      Inwardly fist pumping because I had him on the hook, I opened my folder. I didn’t need the information inside, but I knew it looked very polished and professional to have paperwork regarding plans for a business.

      “I’m not only a business management major, I’m also a baker. I’ll increase the variety and quality of the baked goods by ten-fold and have customers watering at the mouth for their favorites.” I pulled out a list of the improvements I planned to make and closed the folder. “I’ll also increase the quality of coffees and teas we serve. After a quick perusal of the website—which I’ll also overhaul—I noticed our coffee beans are mediocre and our tea is fairly blah. I want to level up on both the type and variety of coffee and tea we offer.” I purposely launched into speaking in a way that already claimed the shop as mine.

      “Sounds like you plan to change a lot,” Joe mused.

      Picking up on the fact he may not like all the talk of change, I shook my head. “Not so much change, just increase our appeal. More and better baked goods, breakfast sandwiches, coffees, and teas. Plus, a bit down the road, simple soups and sandwiches to bring the morning crowd back for lunch.”

      He once again looked intrigued.

      “And, the part I’m maybe the most excited about, I want to use the space to offer folks a place to set up games, have book clubs, do scrapbooking, yarn crafts, and such.”

      “So, you feel the current state of Piping Hot is far from where it could be?” he asked.

      “I do, I really do. It’s a great little place, don’t get me wrong. But it could be so much more.” I kept the tremor out of my voice and didn’t let myself think about what happened if he didn’t let me buy this coffee shop.

      “And you’re the person to do it? Take it to the next level?” Those brilliant green eyes locked on mine in challenge and I once again had to push aside the thought of how damn gorgeous he was.

      “I am.” My confidence wasn’t bravado. I’d been screwed over by Sean, but that was because I’d been stupid enough to go into business with a lover. I was sure of my plans and my ability to grow Piping Hot into something Briarton never knew it was missing.

      “And why would you be a better person for the job than any of the other prospective buyers?”

      Easy.

      “I’m young, I’m passionate, and I have a solid plan. In addition, I’m a talented baker and I have a fairly wide base knowledge of coffees and teas. Plus, I’m a local.”

      He frowned. “Local? You just moved here.”

      I shrugged. “But I’ve been here most of my life during the summers and I have family here. Can the other potential buyers say that? Doubt it. They probably want to buy it and send someone else to manage it without ever even stepping foot in the place. I’m interested in more than just an investment. This place will be my baby and the pride and joy of the entire town.”

      The chimes over the door announced an arrival and I glanced toward the front of the shop.

      Shaken slightly, my eyes widened a bit to see Grandpa with a tall, willowy woman. She wore a flowy shirt which cascaded over her slim hips into a gauzy skirt, several mismatched pieces of jewelry, and a pair of Birkenstocks on her bare feet. Her silver hair was styled in an artfully messy bob and a pair of cat-eye glasses perched on her nose.

      “Ah, good, you’re already here,” Grandpa said.

      The man across the table from me stood and shook hands with both new arrivals. “Harley, Jo Ellen, it’s nice to see you both.”

      Grandpa turned to me and smiled broadly. “Justin, I wanted to introduce you before your meeting got started.” He gestured toward the woman. “This is my girlfriend, Jo.”

      I caught myself before the confused frown could take over my face, stuck out my hand with a polite smile, and said hello. “Nice to meet you. I didn’t know Grandpa was dating.” I shot a look at Harley and he blushed. My grandpa actually blushed.

      As I glanced around the little group of four, something wasn’t adding up but I couldn’t quite put my finger on it.

      “Well, um, maybe we could catch up a bit later? I’d like to continue our meeting.” I hated to rush them off, but I needed this meeting to go well. I could almost taste Piping Hot being mine.

      “Of course, of course,” Harley said. “I’ll leave you to it.”

      “Stay, dear. I’ve never seen the sense in starched, boring meetings. Let’s just get some drinks and have ourselves a conversation.” Jo Ellen motioned toward the table.

      The man I’d been speaking to quickly made room for the four of us to sit down and Grandpa went to the counter for drinks.

      “Now,” Jo Ellen peered over her glasses at me, “I know of Morgan’s interest in buying Piping Hot. But tell me, Justin Wade, what exactly is your reason for wanting to purchase in my building?”

      A quick look toward the silver fox I’d spent ten minutes blathering on to showed a smug smirk on his face.

      Wait.

      What in the hell was going on?

      Jo Ellen was the building owner?

      And she was dating my grandpa?

      Suddenly a few things slipped into place.

      Harley had mentioned Joe as the owner and I’d been emailing with the owner—had I missed the name being Jo rather than Joe? All this time I’d ridiculously assumed the building owner was a man.

      Nope.

      A woman.

      A very eccentric, odd, and opinionated woman.

      Who was dating my grandpa.

      Then who the hell had I just spilled my business plan to?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            TWO

          

          
            MORGAN PERRY

          

        

      

    

    
      Just who in the hell did this kid think he was?

      Gorgeous, sexy, and adorably pumped up with his big plans, but still, just who the hell did he think he was?

      Waltzed right in and started telling me all the ways Piping Hot could be better once he was the owner.

      What the hell ever.

      I wanted Piping Hot.

      I needed Piping Hot.

      Granted, I’d only been in Briarton just a bit over six months, and there was still a lot I wanted to do with the little coffee shop once I owned it. But I’d already made improvements as the manager and I had a lot more in the works.

      In truth, some of Justin’s plans sounded really great, but it wasn’t like I wouldn’t have been able to come up with most of those on my own. Okay, I wasn’t a baker so he had me on that point, but the rest was definitely doable.

      After my husband had died of a massive heart attack a couple years earlier, I’d doubled down in my high-stress corporate finance job, determined to work away the devastating loss of my best friend. If I was so busy I couldn’t breathe, then there was no way I’d feel the pain. Until the stress got to be too much and my doctor declared I had to stop working or I’d be following James to an early grave.

      While I’d definitely felt emotionally and physically dead after years and years in that job, I didn’t want to die. James never would have wanted me working myself to death. So, I’d quit my job, packed up my empty apartment, and threw a dart at a map.

      Okay, in reality, I’d closed my eyes and pointed to a map—I didn’t have darts just lying around my house—but the idea was the same. My finger landed on Briarton, smackdab in the middle of the Midwest. I kept most of my money in my New York bank accounts—everything could be done online these days—withdrew enough cash to open new accounts in my new location, donated most of my belongings to charity, and traded in my sleek BMW for a Jeep more suitable for where I was going.

      I said goodbye to New York and never looked back.

      The little town of Briarton had accepted the big city transplant with open arms and I’d quickly fallen in love with Piping Hot after taking a job there as a way to get to know the locals. Money was something I had plenty of and I’d decided right away if the little coffee shop ever went up for sale, I’d snatch it up.

      Not only would owning Piping Hot be a solid investment, it would be something I could pour my heart and soul into. Losing James had been rough and I’d forever miss him, but his absence brought to light I had very little I was passionate about. I was good at a lot of things. James and I had had a solid, comfortable relationship. But I hadn’t felt the spark of passion and excitement about something in…well, in most of my adult life.

      Piping Hot was going to change that for me. I already felt a connection to the place and I wanted to devote time and energy into making it the best little coffee shop in the Midwest.

      Jo Ellen Lucas, the owner of the entire building, had slowly been renting out the businesses and spaces within. She’d stated she’d own the actual building until the day she died, but she planned to rent or sell many of the businesses housed in the building.

      And I wanted Piping Hot.

      Apparently, so did Justin Wade.

      The very young, very attractive grandson of Harley Wade.

      Harley and Jo were about as mismatched as a couple could be, but something definitely kept them coming back to each other. They’d not been dating long, but the flirting had been obvious even back when I came to town.

      How was I going to compete with the eager young business major and baker when he had such a great plan and his grandpa was dating the seller?

      Smirking at his confusion—I’d known the moment he started his pitch he mistakenly thought I was the owner—and wondered if he’d recover.

      Who was I kidding? The kid seemed invincible. Of course, he’d recover.

      And he did.

      But not before I saw the flustered flush on his cheeks from the quick wink I gave him. He teetered and tottered, but quickly regained his footing.

      “Well, as I was telling Morgan, I have some great plans for Piping Hot. As I’m sure Harley has told you, I’m a very talented baker.” Justin launched into his business plan as if his speech to me had just been his warm-up.

      By the end, Jo Ellen was beaming. “Well, those sound like fabulous ideas, dear.”

      Harley patted Justin’s arm.

      “Morgan, I know you’d been toying with many of the same changes and upgrades,” Jo said. “I’m in quite the predicament. You both seem like you’d be the perfect owners and I know Piping Hot would be in great hands with either of you.” She sipped her coffee and eyed us over the mug. “My issue comes down to family.”

      My heart sank. There it was. The kid was going to swoop in and take what I wanted simply because he was Harley’s grandson.

      I adored the older man and I was getting used to Jo Ellen’s quirks. But damned if it didn’t sting to have my hopes dashed.

      “If you boys have done any kind of research on the other businesses in my building,” Jo continued, “you already know I’ve made it my mission to ensure a family-owned theme within my building. If I can’t assure a downhome, stable, loving, welcoming feel with family-owned businesses, I won’t be selling off sections within my building. It’s as simple as that.”

      Justin tossed a smug look my way. “Nothing more family-oriented than the grandson of the town’s beloved pediatrician owning the comfy cozy coffee shop.”

      Jo chuckled. “Well, yes, but family-owned by association isn’t exactly the feel I’m looking for.” She pursed her lips and studied me. “Morgan, you’ve become a truly valued member of this town…” she trailed off.

      “Jo, dear, if the men can assure a family-owned feel, perhaps an exception could be made?” Harley suggested.

      “Nonsense,” Jo said as she patted Harley’s hand. “I’m not in need of selling parcels within my building. If Piping Hot is to be bought, it will be bought by family, run by family, and presented as family. If not, it won’t be sold.”

      I knew enough about Jo Ellen’s opinionated oddities to understand she wouldn’t be budging from her stance on this.

      Harley frowned—clearly knowing his girlfriend well enough to know she was set on the issue—and glanced between Justin and me. “Well, boys, unless you’re secretly planning to tie the knot and co-own a coffee shop, I think you’re out of luck.”

      I could see the sorrow in the older man’s eyes. He’d been so excited about Justin moving to Briarton. If the kid didn’t get the coffee shop, would he leave town?

      As if my life had turned into a slow-motion gag reel, I realized with a shock Justin had reached for my hand. When my brain finally registered the warmth of his strong hand holding mine, I dragged my eyes to his determined face and tried to comprehend his words.

      “My apologies, Ms. Lucas,” he started.

      “Nonsense, call me Jo.”

      “Jo,” Justin amended. “I’ve been in the city too long and private family life was never expected to be a part of business. Seeing as how I’m adjusting to my new life in Briarton, I’ll have to learn my private family life is valued here.”

      He brought my hand to his lips and brushed a kiss over the knuckles—soft, pink lips sending warmth through me. What in the hell was happening?

      Harley cleared his throat, evidently as confused as I was. “Justin, son?”

      “Grandpa, Jo, I wasn’t planning on telling you this way, but Morgan and I are engaged.”
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      Morgan’s entire body tensed and his hand gripped mine while Grandpa sputtered and Jo Ellen eyed our joined hands, a twinkle of joy dancing just behind a layer of suspicion.

      I’d been forced into an act now, ask for forgiveness later situation and I prayed it would pay off.

      Giving Morgan what I hoped to be a convincing we’ll figure this out smile, I squeezed his hand. “Sorry, I know we were wanting to keep it to ourselves for a little longer, but I know how badly we both want to see Piping Hot become the best it can be.”

      Jo shook off her initial suspicions and clapped her hands with a giddy squeal. “Har-ley,” she drawled, “you didn’t tell me!”

      Grandpa gaped like a dying fish. “I didn’t know. How…when…I don’t…” his garbled words trailed off as I saw him attempting to figure out what had just happened.

      Grandpa would have to believe the farce. He was obviously too smitten with Jo Ellen and I wasn’t going to risk him telling her I’d just made up being involved with Morgan.

      If the plan was going to work, everyone had to believe it.

      As far as details regarding specifics of our fake engagement, we’d deal with those later. Once we owned Piping Hot, Morgan and I could work something out. I’d buy him out, let him stay on as manager, whatever.

      “Oh, this changes everything,” Jo gushed. “When is the wedding?”

      The grip on my hand was a vice and I barely avoided wincing. “We haven’t set anything in stone. We’ve been so busy with plans for Piping Hot. When we finally get around to it, it will be something simple. Very quick and small. Morgan and I aren’t the type to want anything extravagant.”

      “Nonsense, none of this getting around to it garbage,” Jo said. “I’ll work on getting purchase papers drawn up, but the deal won’t be finalized until you’re officially married.” She beamed. “Piping Hot is one of my favorite businesses in this building. Knowing it will be under the good care of a loving couple such as yourselves is just the happy news I needed today.”

      Grandpa took Jo’s hand. “Should we give them some time to discuss their plans?”

      “Yes, of course.” Jo stood. “You boys will let us know of the date? Perhaps we could be your witnesses? Once it’s all said and done, we’ll work on the other details.”

      I think I nodded, but the reality of the situation was sinking in and I may have been in shock.

      “Justin,” Grandpa’s sharp voice pulled me back to the surface, “I’ll see you at home.” It wasn’t a question or a request, it was a demand.

      “I’ll be there in a bit,” I said.

      When they were gone, Morgan yanked his hand from mine and whispered harshly, “What the hell was that? What did you just do?”

      I glanced toward the woman behind the counter who was pretending to clean the espresso machine and gave Morgan a quick shake of my head. Grabbing his hand and pulling him to stand, I headed toward where I assumed an office would be.

      Darting into the door at the far end of the small hallway, I finally let go of his hand and turned to face an angry Morgan. “I just saved our asses out there.”

      “By getting us involved in a fake marriage so we can own a coffee shop in Small-Town, USA?” Morgan barked a laugh. “Thanks, but no, thanks.”

      “Look, you were there. I barely know her, but I could tell there was no changing her mind. She wanted a family to own Piping Hot. You heard her, she doesn’t need to sell. You want this place. I want this place.” I shrugged, suddenly wondering if I’d made a huge mistake. “I noticed a rainbow bracelet on her wrist and took a chance she wouldn’t mind a gay couple as long as we fit with her family-owned theme.”

      Morgan ran a hand over his face. “I guess you lucked out I’m gay.”

      That comment gave me pause. “Sorry, I guess I just assumed. Shit, I didn’t like out you or something, did I?”

      He sighed wearily. “I’m gay. No, you didn’t out me. Harley and Jo have been great friends since I moved here.”

      “I can’t believe I didn’t know they were dating.” I paced the office floor. “I can’t believe I thought you were the owner. Why did I not realize Jo was a female?” I pulled out my phone and searched my email. Scanning our latest correspondence I saw where my mistake had been. “Jo’s signature is JoE Lucas. Didn’t really register the odd capitalization, just saw Joe and went with it. That’s what assuming things will get me.” I huffed.

      Morgan gave a little chuckle. “Well, Jo is nothing if not odd.” He eyed me for a moment. “So, your first plan was just to tell them we’re engaged, buy the place, and then never get around to marrying, right?”

      My lips twisted. “Yeah. Too bad Jo trashed that idea.”

      His brow furrowed. “And the plan now?”

      I flopped down at the desk. “How do you feel about a summer wedding?” I deadpanned.

      A nervous laugh erupted from Morgan. “Are you for real? You think we should get married just so we can own this place?”

      Leaning forward, my elbows on the desk, I steepled my fingers under my chin. “I want this place. I got completely screwed over in a business situation back in the city. Moving to Briarton with my grandpa has given me a second chance. I’m a damned good baker and I know I can make this place amazing.”

      “So you’ve said,” Morgan replied with a smirk.

      My cheeks heated. “How badly do you want this place?”

      He crossed his arms over his chest. “I’m guessing only slightly less than you. I left big city corporate finance for my mental and physical health. Ending up in Briarton was simple luck. Piping Hot was supposed to be just my outlet and a way to meet people, but I really like the place and I think it can be something great.” He scowled as if a thought hit him. “I think I really need the place. Need something to pour my heart into.”

      I stood and rounded the desk. “Then we’re on the same page with that part. There’s no way Jo is selling if we’re not family.”

      “So, what, we just marry a stranger because it comes with a coffee shop and baked goods?”

      Facing him, I shoved my hands in my pocket. “We need to think through details, but I’m thinking we marry, buy the place, give things a bit of time so it’s not too obvious—and we’ll need time to get Piping Hot set up the way we want it—and then we can quietly dissolve our marriage.”

      “And what about the business?”

      I shrugged. “I can buy you out or we can make it work. You strike me as a smart person with a good work ethic. I’d be grateful to have you as co-owner. We can work through it all when the time comes, but first, we have to get those papers signed and buy the place.”

      Morgan took a deep breath. “I was married once. Never thought I’d marry again after James died.”

      His words tugged at my heart. “What you had with James was real.” I didn’t know that, but I assumed he’d had a good marriage if he was talking so fondly about it. “I’d never expect to take that away. This will be a front for our business deal. Nothing more.”

      His eyes caught mine. “I don’t want to make a mockery of marriage. James and I loved each other, but if I’m being completely honest, we weren’t the crazy-in-love romantic couple. We were a partnership. If we do this, I don’t want it to be a regret or a joke. We go into it as a partnership—whether we know it has an end date or not.”

      I wondered at his words and his past with James. I’d always thought I’d marry because I was head-over-heels in love, not because it made good business sense as partners. But if marrying Morgan in order to make Piping Hot mine was what had to happen, I’d push aside my preconceived notions of marriage and make it work.

      “I think looking at it as a business partnership is a good idea,” I said.

      “Should we maybe sit down and figure out specifics and such? Maybe private life details first then coffee shop details?” Morgan suddenly seemed tired and possibly overwhelmed.

      “Yeah, that’s probably a really good idea.” I glanced at my phone. “Harley wants to interrogate me, so I better get going. Can we maybe do lunch tomorrow and hash it all out?”

      “Are we sure this is a good plan?”

      I chuckled. “No. But it’s the best we’ve got if we want to buy this place.”

      “I do.”

      “I do, too. So, I guess we’re doing this.”

      Morgan studied me for a bit. “Why do you want it so badly? I mean, you don’t have to prove anything to me. I get that the only way either of us is getting this place is if we do it together, but what’s your driving force?”

      I sighed. “My parents and siblings are all jet-setting travelers, big city people—I’ve never fit in with them. Over the years, I did my best to make myself one of them. I did college in the city and did my very best to survive urban life, but it wasn’t for me. When an ex screwed me over and I lost everything, I had no choice but to tuck tail and turn to Harley.” I shrugged. “But more than that, I was ready to leave the hustle and bustle. The city wore me out and brought me down. Briarton? Harley? Small-town living? It’s what I’ve always longed for and I finally stopped pretending I was like the rest of my family.” Crossing my arms over my chest, I continued. “I’m a business management major, but big business has never appealed to me. Baking, coffee, tea, bringing people together? Those are simple things I can get excited about. Piping Hot would allow me to be somewhere that makes me happy, be near my grandpa, and be successful. Not to the level my parents would ever consider actual success, but I finally gave up trying to live up to their expectations because I’m just not that person.”

      Morgan nodded but didn’t say anything.

      “What about you? Why Piping Hot?”

      “James died of a massive heart attack. We worked the same job and I tried to pour myself into my work even more after his death. My mental and physical health suffered. I was slowly killing myself with my job and the fast pace.” He got a faraway look in his eyes. “I sold my cold apartment, traded my suits for jeans and flannels, and picked a town. Briarton has breathed new life into me and I finally no longer feel like I’m drowning in grief and burn-out.” Shaking his head as if to clear a memory, Morgan went on. “Piping Hot has been my lifeline as I’ve found a routine, a purpose, and made actual friends. Nothing in my big city life ever made me feel as centered and grounded as a simple job at a coffee shop.”

      “We both have good reasons and a good plan for the place. Our method of getting this to work is a bit shaky, but I think we can pull it off.” I opened a new contact on my phone. “I should probably have my fiancé’s number.”

      Morgan snorted and rattled off the digits. “What are you going to tell your grandpa?”

      “Let’s go with simple. You and I met when I visited last year after you’d first moved here. We kept in touch and things grew from there. When Piping Hot came up for sale, I wanted to buy it and you were on board.” I raised a brow, waiting for him to agree or disagree with the story.

      “That works.” He nodded. “And if Harley asks why neither of us had talked to him about our relationship?”

      “We’ve both been through some shit so this whole thing feels new and fragile. We’re sure of wanting to be together, just hesitant to shout it from the rooftops after all we’ve dealt with in the past.”

      “Yeah, sounds plausible. Text me and we’ll do lunch tomorrow to work out the nitty-gritty.” Morgan motioned toward the desk. “I’m going to work on some paperwork and then head home. Finding out I’m engaged, getting married, and buying a business all in one afternoon has me needing a beer and a nap.”

      I laughed. “Lucky you. I get to go face a million questions from Harley.”

      I left Piping Hot with a mixture of emotions bubbling through me. Excitement, anticipation, uncertainty, and fear were the main ones fighting for control.

      What in the hell had I gotten myself into?
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        * * *

      

      Eyeing me as if I was a case of childhood illness he’d never before experienced, Harley handed me a beer and sat on the wicker rocker on the large front porch of his home. “You expect me to believe you and Morgan Perry have been dating and are getting married?”

      I opened the bottle of beer and took a long swig as the swing under me swayed. “You can believe it or not, but it’s happening.”

      Harley snorted. “You’re a terrible liar. How did you and Morgan even meet?”

      “It was that visit last year. He’d just moved to town and we met up. Ended up keeping in touch and the rest is history. He’s a good guy, I like him.”

      My grandpa’s eyes went wide. “He is a good guy. I like him as well. I also like a good cup of coffee, but that doesn’t mean I’m committing the rest of my life to it.” He rocked in the chair as he studied me. “Do you even love him?”

      “We wouldn’t be together if it wasn’t right.” I was avoiding, probably not well, and I figured Harley knew it. I didn’t want to flat-out lie to my grandfather, but if Morgan and I were going to make Piping Hot our own, we had to jump through Jo’s hoops.

      Taking another drink, I waited for his inquisition to continue.

      And it did.

      “Why have you never mentioned him?”

      “You knew Sean screwed me over good. I’m sure you know Morgan lost his husband not too long ago. We’re both in kinda fragile situations and didn’t feel the need to shout it from the rooftops.” I cocked a brow. “Your quirky girlfriend forced our hand, but Morgan and I are solid.”

      Harley blushed and took a long drink of his beer.

      “You’re pushing me about Morgan, but I seem to recall that not once did you tell me you and the eccentric building owner were dating.” I pointed the head of my bottle toward him. “Not sure you’ve got room to jump on me.”

      Grandpa snorted. “I’m an old man, I don’t answer to anyone.”

      I raised a brow. “I’m twenty-eight, not exactly a child.”

      He sighed. “I know, I know. I just hated seeing you so torn up after Sean. You’re my grandson and Morgan is a friend, I want both of you happy, but today’s news almost knocked me over. Are you happy?”

      “With my partner by my side and a business we both want to pour our hearts into, how could I be anything but happy?” It wasn’t a lie. I’d be beyond happy once I owned Piping Hot. The fake marriage and subsequent break up and whatnot was an unexpected wrench in the plans, but we’d work it out. Morgan seemed like a level-headed man and I was sure we’d be able to find our way through the maze Jo had sent us into. “Are you happy?”

      Harley’s cheeks pinked and he nodded. “When your grandma died, I was so damn lonely for so long. My friends and the practice helped, but meeting Jo Ellen really brought me through the rough times. She’s been my friend for nearly a decade, but we just recently realized maybe there was something more than friendship between us.”

      “She’s a bit odd and very set in her ways,” I said.

      “She is, but she’s also very open-minded, a shrewd businesswoman, and sharp as a tack.” Grandpa sipped his beer. “You better believe that quirkiness carries over to a very fun time in the bedroom.”

      I groaned. “Okay, and with that, I’m outta here.” Harley laughed as I walked into the house.

      I spent the rest of my afternoon making notes about the business, contemplating about a million questions regarding the situation I’d put Morgan and myself in, and trying to contain my excitement. Despite the unexpected fake marriage, I couldn’t help but look forward to what lay ahead.
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      By the time lunch with Justin rolled around, I’d made a list of details we needed to work out and convinced myself there was no way faking a marriage to buy a coffee shop was a good idea, let alone was it going to work.

      Jo Ellen would see right through us.

      Harley was already questioning it.

      Was Briarton ready for a same-sex couple to own their local coffee shop? Would they even care?

      I sighed and headed toward the door when I heard Justin’s car pull in.

      We’d agreed to meet at my place so our conversation was assured to be private. If anyone in Briarton caught wind Justin and I were in a fake marriage—okay, I guess it wasn’t fake, maybe marriage of convenience was a better term—it would be all over town within hours and our dreams of buying Piping Hot would be done.

      “This place is really nice,” Justin said as I opened the door for him.

      “Thanks, it works for me.” I’d jumped at the chance to purchase the very large, unique studio apartment when I moved to Briarton. It was a bit overpriced compared to other locations in the small town, but the renovations, layout, and welcoming feel of the place had drawn me in.

      The original structure had been a garage of some sort right at the edge of town. The seller had renovated the place to be one large apartment and I adored it. I was close enough to town I could walk to work if I wanted, had a covered parking structure for my Jeep and an additional vehicle, and no immediate neighbors. The backyard was spacious with room for a deck, a grill, a hot tub, and a garden.

      Inside, the apartment was bright and airy thanks to large windows. While the exposed gray brick, black and gray pipes, black hardwood floors, and black wrought-iron shelving and dividers could have been cold and harsh, I’d immediately loved the place and added my own touch of warmth with plants, candles, pillows, rugs, and books.

      Upon entering the front door, the kitchen was to the left with a small half-bath to the right next to a coat closet. Through the kitchen were the dining and living rooms. The living room flowed into a little office nook. The bedroom and main bath area were open to the apartment, but like other sections of the space were divided by large wrought-iron structures. A person at the front door could see all the way into my bedroom, but the dividers gave a sense of separate rooms—almost like large, open screens between each section.

      “We can sit at the table,” I said.

      Justin placed a container on the table and tossed a notebook beside it. “I brought some baked goods as samples.”

      “Perfect. I picked up sandwiches, soup, and salad at the corner store.” Briarton had the best little grocery store. They kept the town stocked with fresh produce from local gardens, top-notch meat they cut on-site, soups, salads, sandwiches, and the usual grocery items one might need. While I could drive to the nearby larger towns for groceries that were possibly a bit cheaper, Wayne’s Grocery was always willing to special order items and worked hard to keep their customers happy.

      “Sounds good, I’m starving.” Justin helped me carry our lunch items into the dining room and we spent the next little bit eating.
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