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            Chapter 1

         

         Kennedy Sinclair had taken only two steps toward her new life and already her toes were beginning to pinch.

         “I don’t think I have what it takes,” she admitted, plopping down on the changing room bench to loosen the buckles on her new Comme Il Faut ballroom dance shoes, sighing as the blood rushed back to her feet. The red satin straps were trouble enough—looping tightly around the ankle and pulling across the tops of her toes, pinching off all circulation—but the heels were the real problem. Staggering toothpicks that added enough height to cause light-headedness and excessive teetering. A result, no doubt, of attempting to perform aerobic activity in depleted oxygen zones.

         Or her body’s preference for practical.

         Too bad for her feet, she was done with practical. At least for the summer, she thought, taking in her matching cardigan set, glasses, and hair secured with a pencil at the back of her neck. Sure, right then, she supposed she resembled the bookkeeper that she was. But in a week’s time, the summer semester at the culinary school she did bookkeeping for would end and she would be in Argentina—spending the next few months in the most exciting way possible.

         Getting engaged.

         “Engaged,” she whispered to herself. A warm bubble of giddiness bounced around her stomach and tickled her heart.

         Her boyfriend of four years, Philip, had been selected for an educational exchange program, teaching elevated Southern cuisine for the fall semester at one of the top culinary schools in South America. Not that anyone was surprised by the honor. Philip was handsome, charismatic, and the youngest master chef at Le Cordon Bleu School in Atlanta. In addition to being the perfect boyfriend—he scored a solid 9.9 on the compatibility test she gave him on their first date—he was so dedicated to his career that he’d elevated the school to worldwide acclaim.

         Sometimes he was almost too dedicated. Not that there was anything wrong with that. Dedicated people tended to be reliable and stable. They had the ability to see things through—something her perpetually unemployed mother could benefit from. But lately Philip had spent so much time heating up his teaching kitchen, he couldn’t even manage a simple tangled-sheets stir-fry when he got home.

         So when he asked Kennedy to go with him to Argentina, days after she’d found a sizing slip to her favorite vintage jewelry shop, she’d nearly exploded into tears. And had been walking around in a bliss-induced haze ever since.

         She’d once read that traveling together ignites romance and intimacy between couples, opens the lines of communication, and builds healthy relationships. So it was the perfect time for them to reconnect, to take their relationship to that next level in an exotic land—to make that commitment into forever.

         For her to have a long-overdue orgasm.

         What better way to embrace what was to come, than with a new pair of shoes that made her feel sexy, spontaneous, and exotic. Daring even. There hadn’t been a lot of opportunity for that in her life. She’d been too busy trying to find a safe harbor in an unpredictable childhood, which left her a little uptight. Okay, she was obsessed with organization and order, but now that she had a secure future ahead of her, and a stable man by her side, it was time to push the comfort of their relationship a little and experiment with new things.

         Standing again, precariously balanced on her heels, she looked at her toes in the changing room mirror, then to the sensible cream flats she’d been dancing in for the past few months they’d been taking lessons. The flats matched her outfit—and her future if she didn’t do something now to spice it up.

         A loud thump sounded from the changing room beside her, followed by a low moan. Thinking someone had teetered right out of their heels, Kennedy pressed her ear to the wall.

         “Is everything okay in there?” she asked, dropping to her knees when the only response was another thump, this one vibrating the wall between them.

         A similar pair of mile-high red heels stood on the other side of the divider, fastened around a set of gorgeous tanned legs, which had a little gold anklet with an orchid charm dangling.

         Oh my God! It was their tango teacher, Gloria. The woman who had inspired Kennedy to come to class early and try on the red shoes in the first place. The twenty-two-year-old Latin ballroom champion had legs to her neck, enough hip action to tempt the pope, and wore raw sex appeal like most women wore perfume.

         And speaking of hip action!

         Kennedy covered her eyes, then peeked through the cracks of her fingers to watch as a pair of black and white, very classy, very masculine, wing-tipped shoes stepped toe to toe with the red heels, one of which lifted off the ground to lightly trace up the outside edge of her partner’s leg and wrap around in a perfect caricia.

         The wing tips stepped even closer, another thump ensued, then Kennedy heard the telltale sound of a zipper lowering.

         Frozen, Kennedy watched as the wing tips started rocking in a perfect T-A-N-G-O rhythm, working toward, what Kennedy knew, would be a standing O. Back and forth, they swayed as the soft moans turned louder and the panting drifted under the dressing room door.

         Kennedy found her hands were a little sweaty because for the first time in her life, she didn’t have the right answer. Should she sneak out of the room and run for it?

         A good choice, except she’d never been all that graceful and didn’t have a sneaky bone in her body. Even worse, the hinges on the changing room door squeaked when she had come in, and getting caught would make for an awkward class. And she really loved their class.

         It was the one hour a week when she had Philip all to herself, his undivided attention as he’d swept her across the floor, making her feel elegant and feminine. For a woman born with the coordination of a gazelle in snowshoes, it was something of a feat—something she wasn’t willing to lose.

         Which left hiding until they finished. An option that rather intrigued her. In fact, Kennedy felt embarrassed, intrigued, and a little bit naughty all at the same time. She also felt a tinge of disappointment, which started in her chest and moved up into her throat, because leaving the lights on was as kinky as Philip got. So this might be as close as Kennedy would ever be to a standing-O-Tango.

         With that sobering realization, she took a seat, pulled her knees to her chest, and stared at the wall. Which was all kinds of ridiculous.

         It wasn’t as if she could see anything through the wood divider, but sitting there in her red shoes gave her the courage to imagine. Only she didn’t have to imagine much since the thumping got louder—and so did the dancing duo next door.

         “Ai, papi,” Gloria said, her accent making every vowel sound like a promise. “You are such a good lo-bar.”

         “Uh,” was all Mr. Lo-bar said. A single release of air that was neither sexy nor expected from an experienced Latin Lover. It was more of an admission that he’d had all he could handle. Not that Kennedy was judging—she had crested her comfort level about two moans back.

         “Yes! Yes, papi,” Gloria mewed and Kennedy closed her eyes. She had to. She was a private person by nature and tried her best to respect others’ privacy, so the guilt began to build low in her belly. But before it could settle, Gloria cried out. “Just like zat, Phil-ep.”

         Kennedy’s eves flew open and the guilt quickly faded to confusion and finally shock. She climbed on the bench to get a look at this Latin lover Phil-ep who uttered a simple “Uh” in the throes of passion.

         Breath left her body as her heart tried to adjust, to make room for the familiar ache of disappointment pressing in. Because there on the other side of the divider, with his pants around his ankles and another woman around his waist, was the man she lived with, the man she’d planned to spend the rest of her life with, executing moves with Gloria that told Kennedy this wasn’t their first tango.

         No, it appeared that Phil-ep was just exotic people’s talk for a cheating, rat bastard of a boyfriend, and suddenly the past few months made sense. His shift in schedule, his sudden interest in “extra” dance classes, the way he pretended to be asleep when Kennedy would snuggle up behind him at night.

         She didn’t remember making a sound, or maybe the blood rushing through her ears made it hard to hear, but suddenly Philip looked up—and froze. At least she thought it was Philip. Right height, right build, right piercing blue eyes behind wire-rimmed glasses, but he looked different somehow.

         “What are you doing here,” was all he said. No “I’m sorry,” or “Whoops, I tripped and accidentally ended up having sex with another woman,” or “Please forgive me.” Just “What are you doing here,” as though this were somehow her fault.

         Maybe it was. What kind of woman didn’t know when her boyfriend was sleeping with someone else?

         The kind who puts all her eggs in the wrong basket. A trait that had been passed down from Sinclair mother to Sinclair daughter for five generations. A trait that Kennedy had spent a lifetime trying to overcome, without much luck.

         Until today.

         “You know what, Phil-ep? I have no idea what I’m doing here,” she said then stepped off the bench.

         Grabbing her purse, she walked out of the changing room, proud that she wasn’t toppling over in the heels.

         “Wait,” Philip said and she heard a lot of rustling of fabric from his stall, but she didn’t stop, refused to wait. She’d waited four years for him to pop the question, four years for him to take her on a vacation, to show her the world like he’d promised, and now she was tired of waiting.

         Only Philip had always been an efficient dresser and incredibly quick, as Gloria must already know, so he was out of his stall and in front of her before she could make her escape.

         “Let’s talk about this.”

         “I am a visual learner, Philip, I think I understand. Tab A, slot B, no further explanation needed.” Plus, there was nothing he could say that could make this any less painful—or more humiliating.

         “I didn’t mean for it to end this way.”

         Except that, she thought, her heart beating so fast she was afraid it would pop right out of her chest. He’d just broken up with her, in a public dressing room, with his fly down and his mistress listening to every word.

         Part of her wanted to ask why? Why did everyone else always seem to move on before she got the memo that it was over?

         “Well, it didn’t end ‘this way,’” she said. “Because I reject your pathetic breakup since I broke up with you the second you became Mr. Lo-bar.”

         He stuffed his hands in his pockets, only to remove them when he realized his fly parted. “I never meant to hurt you, Kennedy. It’s just that we’re so”—he looked at her starched pants and shirt and sighed—“solid.”

         “Most people would think that solid was a good thing.” It was one of her biggest strengths, right along with reliable, steady, accountable.

         The look he gave her said that he wasn’t most people; that he was no longer looking for solid. Maybe he never had been. Maybe she’d been nothing more than someone to fill the gap between life’s high points. A position Kennedy knew well.

         “It is, but we’ve become so predictable”—he shrugged—“boring.”

         “Excuse me?” she said, the words getting caught on the humiliation that was clogging her throat.

         “There is a color-coded, itemized itinerary for our Argentina trip on the fridge.” He said it like that was a bad thing. “With Gloria, everything is fun and unexpected and new. Exciting.”

         Kennedy wanted to argue that she could be fun and exciting, too, try new things. She was the one who submitted his application for Argentina—not that she was going anymore. She had signed them up for dance classes. But then she thought of Gloria and her Latin moves and impulsive tendencies, and figured Philip wasn’t willing to settle for classes anymore when he could have the real thing.

         “With her, I’m exciting,” he added.

         “Exciting?” she asked, heavy on the sarcasm. The man thought golfing without a caddy was living on the edge. “You need a humidifier to sleep at night.”

         At one time Kennedy had thought he’d needed her, too. Just last semester he told her how he slept better, breathed easier, had less stress in his day knowing that she had his back at work and she’d be there when he got home.

         Every cell of Kennedy froze in sheer horror because—oh my God—she was his humidifier. Kennedy Sinclair, winner of Berkeley’s esteemed THE WORLD’S YOUR ABACUS award, was a certified life humidifier. Ironic because in that moment, with her whole solid world crashing down around her, she found it hard to breathe.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Whoever said one could never really go home obviously wasn’t a Sinclair, because later that night, with all of her worldly possessions in the trunk, a bag of mostly eaten cookies in her lap, and a light dusting of powdered sugar everywhere in between, Kennedy pulled into her grandmother’s drive. She’d made this journey a thousand times as a kid, the inevitable walk of shame to Grandma’s house whenever her mother’s world fell apart.

         Only now that she was an adult, making the same pilgrimage felt so much worse. Maybe because it was her world falling apart or maybe because instead of packing for her first big adventure—which didn’t come from a book or movie—she was once again packing up her entire life, forced to start over.

         It was as if Sinclair women were destined to wind up alone and displaced. A disturbing thought, since Kennedy had done everything right, everything in her power to avoid ending up like her mother. The right school, right profession, right man. Yet there she was, single, homeless, and as of tomorrow, unemployed.

         From a job she really loved. Balancing books at a culinary institute was the only way to blend her profession and her hobby—baking sweets.

         Shoving another cookie in her mouth, Kennedy bent down to pop the trunk, crumbs falling out of God knew where and littering the floorboard. Wiping her mouth on the sleeve of her hoodie, she stepped out of the car, grabbed her suitcase, and walked up the brick pathway to the modest-sized Queen Anne–style house.

         Even before her feet hit the landing, she knew Grandma Edna had stayed up and was waiting for her arrival. The “dreaming swing,” which hung in the corner of the porch, was moving idly. Perched happily inside with Amos and Andy, her two cats, was Edna Sinclair.

         All soft curves and frosted tips, she wore a teal house robe, matching crocheted slippers, and a warm smile. She also had a single strip of toilet paper wrapped around her curlers and secured with bobby pins.

         “I’m home,” Kennedy said, dropping her suitcase on the welcome mat, which read, WENT BIG AND CAME HOME.

         “Figured it was either that or I was about to be robbed.” Edna glanced at Kennedy’s black hoodie pulled over her head and yoga pants. “Glad it’s you, seeing as I made cookies and the boys don’t like to share none.”

         The “boys” sent her their best disrupt our pet time and we will pee on your bed glare.

         “I made cookies, too.” She held up the bag, which was surprisingly light, and joined her grandmother on the swing. They both had to scoot down to accommodate Andy’s swishing tail. “Snacked on them on the way over.”

         “I can see that,” Edna said, brushing at Kennedy’s shoulder and unleashing an avalanche of crumbs onto Amos’s back. He growled, his little whiskers doing double time.

         “Snowball cookies.” Kennedy rubbed at a large cluster of crumbs that had collected in her cleavage, but it made only a white smear, so she shrugged and gave up. “They’re Philip’s favorite. I made a batch while I was packing.”

         “Did you leave him any?”

         Kennedy shook her head. “Just a dirty kitchen. And my resignation.”

         “That was nice of you.” Edna patted her knee and Kennedy’s eyes started to burn. “Most women would have assumed letting the air out of his tires was word enough.”

         Most Sinclair women would have shot first, asked questions second, and then let him pull up his pants after they felt they’d been properly heard. But Kennedy had always been the more reserved one in her family.

         “I wrote it in Sharpie across all of his dry cleaning that I had just picked up,” she admitted.

         “There’s that creative, passionate girl I know,” Edna said and an unexpected flicker of excitement ignited at her grandmother’s words. No one had called her creative and passionate since she was a girl. Instead of being embarrassed by her impulsive behavior, she gave in to it, surprised at how liberating it felt.

         Almost as powerful an emotion as the choking fear of not knowing what was next. Of how she was expected to pick up and move on—again.

         Torn between laughing and crying, Kennedy settled on staring out at the Georgia sky and letting the gentle evening breeze be her guide. Like Kennedy, Edna lived in the greater Atlanta area, which meant that the city lights snuffed out most of the stars, leaving an inky blanket over the city. But tonight, there were a few bold ones whose twinkle was bright enough to break through the night and be seen. And for some reason that made Kennedy smile.

         “I miss that girl,” Edna said, wrapping a pudgy arm around Kennedy’s shoulder and pulling her close.

         “I do, too.” Without hesitation, Kennedy snuggled in deeper, wrapping her arms around Edna’s middle and breathing in the familiar scent of cinnamon and vanilla and everything that was safe. One sniff and Kennedy felt her smile crumble and the tears well up.

         “They were doing it during the light of day against the wall of a dressing room,” she whispered. “With their shoes on. He’s never asked me to keep my shoes on.”

         “Of course he didn’t,” Edna cooed. “You’re a respectable woman who knows the value of a good pair of shoes.”

         Oh God. Even her grandmother thought she was respectable, and everyone knew that respectable was just another word for boring. And boring people wound up living in their childhood bedroom at thirty with the neighborhood crazy cat lady as their roommate. “What if I wanted to keep my shoes on?”

         “With what he’s been stepping in lately, you should count yourself lucky,” her grandma cooed.

         “Gloria’s the lucky one. He’s taking her to Argentina next week.” And there went the tears.

         She tried to hold them back, but sitting there in her grandmother’s arms, once again being the one snuffed out by something—or someone—bigger and brighter, brought back every time her mom had taken off with some guy on some other adventure, leaving Kennedy at home.

         “He’s the one who cheated, the one who lied, and he still gets to go teach in Argentina, and cross something off his bucket list. And I am stuck in another life time-out.” A realization that not only sucked, but also challenged every belief she’d ever held dear. Including the belief in herself.

         “That just means you get to check something off your own list now.”

         “That was my list. Argentina was my dream.” Then it became their dream, and somehow Philip would get to be the one to live it.

         “Ah, child, then find a new dream, something fun that doesn’t include listening to all that wheezing the jackass does when he gets excited,” Edna said, stroking Kennedy’s hair.

         Kennedy chuckled. “One time he snored so loud, our neighbors thought we were doing it all night.”

         “Probably thought he’d taken one of those blue pills,” Edna said in the same tone she’d read a bedtime story. “Philip doesn’t strike me as the most resilient man.”

         He wasn’t, but Kennedy hadn’t been interested in sprinters; she was looking for someone who was slow and steady. Only her best chance at going the distance had handed his baton to another woman.

         “How can I have any fun when I know he’s out there living his life, having shoes on while making whoopee, and tangoing all over my future?”

         A future Kennedy had worked so hard to make safe. With a man she thought she could trust.

         Edna tsked. “Even as a little bit of a thing, you were so busy making checks and balances, you let the fun pass you by. Maybe this was God’s way of saying you need to let go of the future you planned, and take some time to taste the icing.”

         The size of a large child, Kennedy still was a little bit of a thing who didn’t know the first thing about life’s icing. Hadn’t had the luxury. Between her unstable childhood then working toward gaining fiscal stability, she hadn’t had a lot of time for dreaming, let alone something that whimsical. Sadly, the closest she’d ever come to eating the icing was a fun four years working the morning shifts at a little bakery near campus to put herself through business school.

         “I wouldn’t even know where to start,” she admitted, her voice thick with emotion.

         “How about with one of these?” Edna pulled an old journal out from beside her and set it on Kennedy’s lap. It was pink, pocket sized, had a well-worn spine and a picture of a cupcake with sprinkles on the cover.

         The hurt and disappointment had settled so deep inside, it had turned into aching numbness by the time she’d walked out of her downtown loft for the last time, so she assumed any more pain would be impossible. Yet as she clicked open the gold-plated latch, which was rusty from years of neglect, and saw the swirly handwriting at the top, her chest tightened further.

         This disappointment felt different, as though it originated from someplace old and forgotten, and it packed the kind of punch that made speaking impossible.

         Kennedy wasn’t sure how she managed to let herself stray so far from her life’s goal. She hadn’t felt the kind of hope and excitement that was apparent in the words she’d written since she discovered that while most people were looking for a copilot to happiness, not everyone had what it took to be more than just a brief stopover. Sadly for Kennedy, she’d figured out early on which category she fell into.

         “‘Life’s short so eat the icing first,’” she read as her finger traced lightly over the words on the first page. Edna had given it to her the summer she’d turned thirteen, when Candice Sinclair had taken off with a truck driver from Ashland, leaving a brokenhearted Kennedy behind with her grandmother.

         Kennedy was still naive enough to believe that one day her mother would take her along. That one day the two of them would see the country together like Candice promised. By July, Kennedy had realized that if she were going to live an exciting life, then she’d have to make it happen herself. And she took the icing first rule to heart and entered an apple and rhubarb pie in the State Fair. She’d found the recipe in an old cookbook, and Edna had spent hours with her in the kitchen helping her perfect it. Her entry won third place in the junior category, earning her two tickets to the theater in Atlanta. Something she’d always wanted to do, but her grandmother could never afford.

         “Look at you, set to take on the world,” Edna said, pointing to a photo of Kennedy as a teen. She stood in front of a table filled with winning cakes, lanky and still finding her feet, but the smile she wore was so bright, it burned Kennedy’s heart.

         She was wearing her favorite blue summer dress that her grandmother had made especially for the fair, and pinned to the front was a third place ribbon.

         “I thought I lost this recipe,” Kennedy said, looking at the swirly writing on the adjacent page. She’d also forgotten how excited she’d felt when she’d won that ribbon. It was as if she’d finally found some kind of tangible proof that maybe she was special.

         Kennedy turned the page and a watery smile spread across her face. There was a photo of her grandma dressed like the queen, wearing pearls, white gloves, and a hat fit for a royal wedding.

         “I borrowed the pearls from Pastor Cunningham’s wife, and the gloves from Mabel,” Edna said, nostalgia lacing her voice.

         “You made me that dress,” Kennedy said. She’d loved that dress, wore it until it went from midi to mini, and Edna said she was giving too much away for free.

         “It’s still in the attic.”

         Beneath each photo was the sweet creation that made that moment possible. A three-tier coconut cake, a recipe straight from her grandmother’s Southern roots, that she made the following year. It took second place and she won high tea at the Ritz-Carlton in Atlanta.

         It was her fourth attempt, though, a perfect Southern apple and red currant pie with a Georgia pecan crust, that took first place, then took her on a six-week Down Home Sweets journey at the local culinary school, cementing her fascination with small town living, Southern eats, and a deep love for baking.

         Kennedy carefully thumbed through the pages of photos capturing some of the most precious moments of her childhood, the respective recipes that made it all possible. Ignoring the photo of her and Edna cooking snowball cookies in their pajamas on Christmas morning, since that recipe would now forever be connected to that rat-fink lo-bar and his pathetic “Uh” in the throws of passion, she stopped when she found what she was looking for. At the back of the journal was an extensive and itemized list she’d assembled, her LIFE’S ICING list, which indexed every recipe she wanted to try, every competition she wanted to enter, and every goal she wanted to accomplish, complete with coordinating check boxes.

         Not a single one was marked off.

         With a shaky breath, Kennedy flipped the page and scanned each item, stopping midway through when her heart gave a little stir.

         
            ☐ 39. Make a Rogel torta with dulce de leche.

         

         She wasn’t sure that she had quite mastered the flair for creating the soft, but crumbly texture of that variation of dulce de leche in the Confections of South America class she took over the summer. Let alone something as intricate as the layers of puff pastry required to make one of Argentina’s most treasured desserts. But since Philip had robbed her of checking off the first and most important recipe on her list, a Five-Tiered Wedding Cake, she was taking what she could get. Because somewhere along the way she’d forgotten that she needed to be in charge of her own destiny.

         She remembered it now.

         “What I need is a job.” One that would allow her to get a new apartment, get back on her feet. Although she had some savings, she needed to make sure her bank account had enough padding so that when she started writing those checks, they didn’t bounce.

         “Already got you one lined up,” Edna said, handing her a printout of a job listing for a pie shop. “It comes with a little frosting, too.”

         “What’s this?”

         “Sweetie Pies,” Edna said, snatching the paper back and flipping to the next page to display several photos of a quaint brick storefront and their award-winning pies, including the five-pound Deep Dish HumDinger. Between the sixteen Gold Tins hanging in the window and the title of “Best Apple Pie in the Country,” the two women in the photo were undoubtedly looking for a true, down-home baker. Kennedy was sadly neither.

         “My old friend Fiona owns it with her sister-in-law. She e-mailed me that ad.”

         “You called her? About me?”

         “Of course I did.”

         “When?” Kennedy’s life was still shoved in her trunk.

         “The second you said you were heading home,” Edna tutted. “Picked up the phone to see if she was looking for some help for the harvest season. Even told her that my granddaughter is a college graduate with a fancy degree from a fancy school, and works at Le Cordon Bleu.”

         Kennedy was the first Sinclair to finish college, something that gave Edna bragging rights on her side of town. Because people who grew up in this neighborhood seldom got out. But Kennedy had, and there was no way she could go back.

         “I worked in an office at Le Cordon Bleu. Writing checks and balancing payroll, not baking pies,” Kennedy reminded her grandmother.

         “You bake on the weekends, take classes every chance you get,” Edna said. “And still manage to win awards.”

         “I was a teenager, it was the junior category, at the Georgia State Fair.” Kennedy looked at the picture of the shop again. It was exactly what she’d dreamed of working in when she’d been a girl. Charming, welcoming, and looked like a mother’s kitchen should look—sweet, warm, and a safe place to land. Then she read the address and her head started to pound. “The shop is in Washington State?”

         “Destiny Bay. It’s a little town on the southern border of Washington, nestled between the Cascades and the Pacific Ocean. Known for apples and, since Fi started baking, pies. It’s the perfect place for you to find a new future.”

         “Destiny Bay?” It sounded perfect. Even the way it rolled off the lips implied it was the kind of place she could go and forget about her problems at home. Create a new life.

         Only running away was a classic Candice move, and Kennedy would rather take dance classes from Gloria than be like her mother. Then again, she didn’t really have a home any longer, so it wasn’t as though she would be technically running away. “Isn’t that where you met Grandpa Harvey?”

         “I met him in Seattle, near where I grew up, but followed him all the way to Destiny Bay, where he got down on one knee, right there in the middle of town, with a bouquet of spring posies and his mama’s ring.” Edna sighed dreamily, as if remembering the day, and Kennedy gave in to the romantic nature of her story. “Met Fiona there, too, she was my maid of honor, my best friend, and the person who took me in when Harvey moved to Tuscaloosa, making it clear it was a journey for one. Fi gave me a job selling apples on her family’s plantation so I wouldn’t starve to death.”

         Kennedy sat up and shook all that romantic naïveté right off.

         She was a finance girl, not a frivolous girl—and baking pies in the meantime to get over a broken heart only prolonged getting her life back on track. And kept the Sinclair curse alive and well. Which was why she refused the urge to make a life-changing decision because of a man.

         “I don’t want to spend the last few weeks of my summer baking pies. I need to buckle down and find a new job.”

         “Oh, you wouldn’t just be baking, honey.” Edna leaned in and lowered her voice as though she was imparting a national secret. “I have it on good word that Fi isn’t looking for short-term help, she and her sister-in-law co-own it, and are looking to pass on their legacy. They’re looking for a strong-willed, sensible woman, who loves baking and is brave enough to carve out a little slice of life’s pie for herself.”

         “And there aren’t any of those in their hometown?”

         Edna laughed. “Fi’s got herself a slew of nephews, and Paula a son, but not a single female in the family. And Paula’s got the arthritis, which is why Fi’s still baking pies every day even though she’s got more miles on her than my old DeSoto. She’s ready to slow down and retire, and Paula needs to give her joints a rest and go on that cruise they’ve been blabbering on about. They’re just waiting for the right owner to come along.”

         Now it was Kennedy’s turn to laugh. “And you think that’s me?”

         “I think this is one of those opportunities we always talked about, where with a little courage and a lot of hard work, you can change your life.”

         Kennedy felt her throat tighten. How many times had she sat right there on the porch swing and wished she could change? Her situation, her options…her life.

         And she had.

         It’d taken years of hard work and perseverance, but Kennedy had created that new life she dreamed of. A posh downtown apartment, a respectable job, and a man who represented everything her childhood and upbringing lacked.

         Only as fate would have it, Philip found her lacking, and Kennedy had lost it all.

         Nope. Courage wasn’t the problem. Neither was hard work. Kennedy hadn’t figured out the difference between an option and an opportunity—between loyalty and love.

         “We don’t know if it would be a change for the better,” Kennedy said.

         “That’s what’s so exciting,” Edna said, her eyes lit with excitement. “You can either spend the rest of your life like I did, pushing someone else’s pencils and dreams, and end up right here on this front porch, or you could start making some of your own come true.”

         A strange lightness filled her belly, warming the parts of her soul that had moments ago felt hollow, because suddenly the ridiculous idea didn’t seem so ridiculous.

         Kennedy had gone into business because she loved the idea of owing her own company, building something of her own that no one could take from her. And this opportunity seemed to combine her two loves with what she was trained to do. But there was one thing Kennedy couldn’t seem to get past.

         She rested her head on Edna’s shoulder and admitted, “I can’t even plan my own life, let alone a business.” Especially a pie shop in small town Washington.

         “Honey, you came out of the womb planning. It’s what you do.”

         A slow panic started to churn in her stomach, moving faster and faster, until she regretted eating three dozen snowballs. Because wasn’t that exactly what Philip had said?

         “She’s willing to sell it to you for a bargain.” Edna pulled out a packet from underneath Amos, who let loose a throaty growl, and handed it over. “She almost sold it last year to another buyer, but changed her mind when the woman started talking franchising. Here is the contract she’d had drawn up, told me to have you look it over and give her a call if you were interested.”

         Kennedy straightened and flipped through the papers. Fi and Edna had both gone through a hassle putting this together so quickly; it was the least she could do.

         She took her time, read every word, and decided that it was a standard sales agreement, straightforward and easy to understand. Then she reached the overview of the financials and felt her eyes bulge a little. “Her pie shop made more money last year than Philip did.”

         “And it was a slow year since they closed up for ten weeks last spring to take one of those senior trips to Alaska,” Edna said, sounding wistful.

         Kennedy looked over at the woman who had raised her and felt her heart turn over. The dreamy look on her face over the idea of a vacation was a painful reminder of just how much Edna had sacrificed. She’d spent some of her best years raising Kennedy, and most of her retirement savings sending Kennedy to Georgia Tech. Kennedy was diligent about paying her grandmother back, but with her student loans and bills, it was slow coming. Owning this business could change all of that.

         “How much is she asking?”

         Her grandmother rattled off a number.

         “That’s it?” Not that it wasn’t a lot of money. It was. In fact, it would nearly wipe out Kennedy’s entire life savings. But based on the shop’s financials, the price seemed extremely low. Which meant either that Edna needed to get her hearing aid checked, or Fi wasn’t being honest about the profits.

         “Oh, that’s the down payment, honey. But since Fi owns the property outright, she’s willing to carry the note so you can pay her in monthly installments, with a small balloon payment due at the end of every fiscal year. She also said she’ll sell you a few acres’ worth of her special apples at cost for the lifetime of the shop and let you stay in her caretaker’s house for six months rent-free, so you can get the apartment above the shop cleaned up.”

         “It comes with an apartment?” This deal couldn’t get any sweeter. Having an apartment would allow her to save up enough money for a down payment on her own home someday—one that didn’t have a live-in heartbreak waiting to happen.

         One that belonged to her.

         “The store, the apartment, her recipes, supplies, and name are all yours if you say yes.” Edna smiled. “Did I mention Fi’s apple pie is a sixteen-time Gold Tin winner?”

         Kennedy gasped. Only the highest honor any pie could receive, and it explained the incredible numbers. It was too good to be true, which in Kennedy’s world meant it was.

         “What’s the catch?” Kennedy asked, her eyes narrowing. “And what happens if I can’t pull it off? Or I can’t make a balloon payment?”

         “No catch. But if you default on the payments, the shop passes back to Fi,” Edna said as if the word default were no big deal. As if it didn’t cause perspiration to break out on Kennedy’s hands and her stomach to roll with unease. After a lifetime of being passed back and forth, only to eventually be passed over by the people who were supposed to love her forever, it was terrifying.

         And sure, money would be filtering in for her half of the condo she and Philip had shared. But she had no idea when he could make that happen or how much it would even be worth—details she wasn’t ready to face. And money she couldn’t rely on.

         “Look at you, already planning yourself right out of an opportunity,” Edna said softly, taking Kennedy’s hand in her frail one, and giving a pat that connected with every insecurity Kennedy tried so desperately to control. “The worst that can happen is that it doesn’t work out, you check a few things off your list, get a chance to live in a new and exciting place, and have memories that will last a lifetime.”

         In true Sinclair fashion, Edna completely overlooked that she’d also wind up broke and homeless. Then again, Kennedy was already the latter, and she’d spent most of her life being the former. But she’d never been a failure—until now.

         She felt the familiar crushing disappointment close in, but refused to let it take hold. Because, while the setbacks caused from her chaotic childhood were out of her control, she’d chosen the path with Philip.

         And she could choose a new path, a path of her own, she told herself, because more than her fear of failing was the fear that she’d be sidelined for the rest of her life. Spend her career behind a desk, managing other people’s dreams and never stepping out to go after something of her own.

         Maybe this was her chance. Sure, it didn’t come in the package that Kennedy expected, but sometimes the best opportunities presented themselves in the most unexpected ways. And hadn’t she just been wishing for some excitement in her simple life?

         Kennedy pulled her phone from her sweatshirt pocket, and swallowing down all the what-ifs that would normally have her wearing out her cream ballet flats, she clicked on the selfie mode of her camera and said, “Smile, Grandma. I need a new photo to go next to my snowball cookies.”

         “Of you covered in crumbs and crying?”

         “Nope, of me going after a little icing.” And Kennedy snapped the photo.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 2

         

         Kennedy was so tired, she wasn’t sure what day it was when she finally saw the giant pie-shaped sign that said, SWEETIE PIES. But the second she stepped out onto the cobblestone sidewalk and took in the crisp costal air, all the stress and worry she’d been carrying for the past four days and twenty-five hundred miles vanished.

         The daylight was long gone, but a million twinkle lights lit up nearly every storefront on Main Street, while gas lamps lined the sidewalks, casting a warm glow over the town square. Every shop had a brick face, a brightly colored awning, and an array of flowers on the windowsills.

         Kennedy closed her eyes, and if she listened hard enough, she could hear seagulls squawking and waves crashing against the rocks in the distance.

         “You were right, Grandma,” Kennedy whispered under her breath. Destiny Bay was warm and welcoming, and the exact kind of safe landing Kennedy desperately needed. A place she could find her footing, build her business, and plan for a future.

         Her future. Her life. The way she imagined it without the restrictions of others.

         Feeling courageous and adventurous, two things that had been lacking in years past, Kennedy grabbed her purse and slipped inside the bakery, a warm blast of cinnamon and tart apples greeting her.

         Sweetie Pies looked like a turn-of-the-twentieth-century bakery with white iron garden tables, pies stacked in the leaded glass window display, and floor-to-ceiling shelves housing a collection of antique flour tins from around the world. And hanging above the display cases and punch key register were sixteen photos of Fi and her Gold Tin, a snapshot to commemorate each one of her wins.

         A reputation of excellence Kennedy vowed to continue.

         The bakery was full of customers, some still in their coats waiting to be helped, others relaxing with family or friends at tables while sharing pie and smiling and greeting one another, inquiring about plans for the weekend, how the family was doing, and if they would be in town for the Gold Tin Apple Pie Competition, as though everyone here was one big family.

         Kennedy didn’t have a lot of experience with family, even little ones, so when the woman next to her smiled and said, “Good evening,” then pulled out the chair as if offering to share her table, Kennedy smiled back, then did what any big city girl would do—took a seat at the counter, kept her eyes on the chalkboard menu, and avoided eye contact.

         “What can I get you?” a twentysomething co-ed in a GAMMA GAMMA SIGMA T-shirt asked, holding a pot of coffee. Just watching the steam waft up into the air was enough to make Kennedy yawn.

         “I would love a mocha. Double shot with extra whip?”

         The woman offered up an amused smile. “We have leaded and unleaded, but I can add a ton of sugar and some whipped cream if that helps.”

         “Double whip?” Kennedy asked hopefully.

         “You bet.” The woman grabbed a mug and set it on the counter. “Any pie?”

         “Yes.” Kennedy looked back at the menu then reminded herself that this trip was all about adventure, being courageous and taking the unknown path. “Surprise me, though. Oh, and I’m here to see Fiona.”

         A bright smile lit the woman’s face, and she patted her hair down. “You must be Kennedy. I’m Lauren, the sometimes baker, sometimes cashier for the shop,” she said, sticking out her hand. “Fi told me you’d be stopping by, but I could have sworn she said you’d be here day after tomorrow.”

         “I got here faster than expected.” The moment Kennedy had crossed that Georgia border, she decided there was no going back. She was going to go big or go broke—but there was no going back to her old home. She’d have to find a new one. No matter what.

         “I think Fi’s already left for the night. It’s Channing Tatum Week at the senior center and tonight’s showing is The Vow. Which is why there is a serious lack of silver hair here.” Lauren laughed. “Fi said she was leaving early to get a front row seat. Didn’t want to have to use her glasses to see his butt.”

         “That’s a butt not to be missed,” Kennedy said with a wicked grin, then she looked at the unfamiliar inky sky outside and a small chill settled on her shoulders. “She didn’t leave a key for me by any chance?”

         Lauren glanced around. “I didn’t see one, but let me check in the kitchen.”

         “That would be great.”

         “I’ll be back with your side of whip.” Lauren slid a piece of pie across the counter that was nine inches tall and filled the entire plate. “And this is on the house. Fi’s HumDinger.”

         The pie that had started it all.

         Mouth watering with anticipation, Kennedy forked off a small slice and lifted it to her nose, impressed with how it held together. She took a sniff, the sweet and tangy scent causing her to sigh. She slid the fork in and—

         “Oh my God,” she moaned as it melted against her tongue and sent her taste buds into an orgasmic frenzy. “This is better than sex.”

         “My pie’s a prize winner, I’ll give you that. But better than sex? Honey, you must be doing it wrong.”

         Kennedy opened her eyes to find a pistol of a woman in a red SWEETIE PIES apron with spiky white hair, cherry red bifocals, and a name tag identifying her as Fiona. She was squat, floured, and pushing eighty. She took one look at Kennedy and said, “You must be Edna’s girl.”

         Even though the woman seemed as cuddly as a porcupine, Kennedy found herself smiling at the comparison. People were always saying she had her grandmother’s baby blues. “Was it my eyes that gave me away?”

         “It was your hips.” Fi’s eyes dropped to Kennedy’s backside. “Hope you’re not one of those bakers who sample the wears all day long.”

         “No,” Kennedy lied, resisting the urge to peek at her butt.

         “Good because I won’t have people sampling my product,” Fi said. “And why are you so early?”

         “I decided not to stop in Montana and drove straight through.” A decision she was starting to question.

         “That’s a long haul,” she said suspiciously. “Now, being early is fine, but being late won’t fly. Not with me. I run a tight ship. You must have been excited to get here.”

         “I was.” Only now that she was here, little bits of doubt began to creep back in. It started when she realized that half the town was in this bakery, and she didn’t know a single soul, and it grew when Fiona pulled out a contract and set it on the counter.

         “Now, sign this and I’ll take you on a quick tour of the place.”

         “What’s this?” Kennedy asked, still holding to that smile as if her sanity depended on it. Because it wasn’t the contract Kennedy had signed; it was an application.

         “I need a list of your references,” Fi said matter-of-factly. “Need to know who I’m working with. Knowledge is power,” she said as if it were a Saturday morning commercial, “plus, it creates positive working conditions.”

         Kennedy was all for positive conditions, but there was no way she was filling out an application for the business she now owned.

         Leaving Georgia to move to Destiny Bay had been impulsive and brave, and she knew there would be consequences. She just didn’t expect being steamrolled by a grannie with a ’tude to be one of them.

         “I only wanted to have a chance to learn the ropes before you left,” Kennedy said diplomatically, even though she wasn’t feeling very diplomatic at the moment. “However, if you would prefer, I can come back in two days as expected.”

         “Leave?” Fi laughed. “Honey, I’m not leaving. Didn’t your grandma tell you, me and Paula are staying on. We’re going to help you run the bakery. Teach the only other person in the world who has the right to bake my HumDinger what the secret is behind it.”

         “It must have slipped her mind.” Something that she’d take up with Edna later. “But I don’t recall it in the contract.”

         “We can add it if not.” The older woman waved a hand as if the contract were an ever-changing agreement. “Right under the part where I agreed to sell you three acres of my best apples at wholesale.”

         “Plus, Sweetie Pies isn’t Sweetie Pies without Fi,” a woman two seats down said, gaining her a few nods from the counter, and a “Just ask anyone” from a table by the display. And suddenly Kennedy felt as if she were interviewing—for a place in this town.

         She looked out at the customers, chatting like family and bonding over pie and coffee, and that doubt became full-blown panic. The people in this town obviously had decades of shared history, and with history came loyalty.

         Kennedy had a history, too. A history that warned her she had nothing but the deed to a pie shop, and if the people of Destiny Bay were forced to choose, that they’d choose their own. Once again leaving Kennedy the odd man out.

         A position she’d spent her life trying to escape, and never managing to succeed. Until now. Today marked a new start, her chance to be a part of something larger. And if that meant she had to open herself up to others, even stubborn old ladies, then so be it.

         Straightening her shoulders, Kennedy adopted her most professional smile and said, “Of course it isn’t, which is why I was hoping you ladies would share your experience with me. I want to be a part of this town, leave my mark, and sharing with me the secrets to your success would help with the transition of ownership. I want to make everything as smooth as possible for the community.”

         Before Kennedy had even finished, Fi said, “I don’t pour coffee, don’t work weekends, and I’m not filling out an application.”

         “Oh,” Kennedy said quickly. “I think you misunderstood, I just meant—”

         “Did you hear that, Paula? The girl’s keeping us on.”

         “Isn’t that just wonderful,” Paula said, coming through the swinging kitchen doors. Even though she was at least a decade younger, she walked slower than Fi, leaning heavily on a cane. But she had a smile that warmed the room. “Working with us is going to be as easy as pie. Just you wait.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         Whoever came up with the phrase easy as pie obviously never had to shell their own pecans, Kennedy thought as she lifted the side cutter and carefully snipped the pecan hull. The trick was to cut off the ends of the shell and not her fingers—an important lesson she learned yesterday.

         The sun was beginning to set over the lush peaks of the Cascade Range, casting a warm glow over Main Street and the historic downtown, when Kennedy flipped the CLOSED sign, ending her first full week as the owner of Sweetie Pies.

         She looked around the empty shop, then to the sold-out display case. A strange lightness bubbled up from beneath her chest. She had pie orders up the wazoo, enough dough to cover the Great Smoky Mountains, and hadn’t cried over Phil-ep once since she’d moved.

         She’d been too busy baking her way toward success. Independence. A real life. And it felt good. Liberating even.

         So what if she’d gained a few pounds sampling the merchandise? She loved, loved, baking. No spreadsheets, no unattainable expectations, and absolutely no one else’s agenda to distract her. Nothing but her and a never-ending stream of possibilities in sight. Not to mention sweets.

         Pies, turnovers, deep dish, and cobblers; Kennedy was an equal opportunity baker—and taster. Anything that made her shop smell sweet and homey. It didn’t take a genius to explain the appeal. Before living with Edna, there hadn’t been a lot of sweet and homey in Kennedy’s life. And she’d fought tooth and nail for any opportunity that had come her way. Which made her driven and determined.

         A good trait to have since business had been going so well she didn’t have enough apples or shelled pecans left in the barrel to make a single caramel apple pecan pie—let alone to fill the orders for tomorrow. Which explained the fifty-pound order of pecans and apples she’d had delivered today. Kennedy had no idea how expensive heirloom apples were, or just how difficult pecans were to hull.

         So when the mini-apple turnover, sitting all by its lonesome on the top shelf of the display case, started silently calling her name, she ignored it, grabbed the NUT BUSTER apron her grandma had sent with the last shipment of pecans, and got hulling.

         Thirty minutes later, the sun had vanished and she sadly had enough pecans to decorate a cupcake. She might love baking, but hulling could suck it. Her fingers were raw, her nails destroyed, and her arm muscles were getting quite the workout. Good thing for her, busting nuts was a skill she was determined to acquire in her new chapter.

         A rustle sounded from the back of the kitchen, scaring the life out of her and causing the sliders to jab her palm, slicing the skin. More immediate than the threat of blood was the shadow that could easily belong to Thor coming through her back door.

         A big and arrogant shadow because, yeah, it was definitely a man creeping into her shop and stomping all over her fresh start. Although he wasn’t creeping so much as smugly moseying—as if he owned the place. As if he had every right to help himself to her safe.

         Indignant irritation pulsing through her, Kennedy considered saying that she was closed and pointing to the sign on the window, but her burglar obviously knew that since he used the back door. The locked back door.

         Plus, he was built like one of those MMA fighters with broad shoulders and double-barreled biceps who went by names like The Undertaker or Tank of Terror. In fact, his only hope of sneaking into or out of any place unseen was if it were pitch black and he had a small planet shielding him.

         Kennedy grabbed her phone from her apron pocket to dial 911 when Tank bypassed the safe altogether to grab—

         Oh, hell no.

         Her last six apple pies. Which had been sold, lovingly boxed, and promised to Fi’s favorite granddaughter, Elle.

         Nothing pissed Kennedy off more than breaking a promise. Nothing except someone playing her for a fool. That the someone in question was a smug man set on burgling away the good in her week only added to her fury.

         Acting on pure instinct, Kennedy grabbed the massive rolling pin off the counter. She might not be a trained ninja, but she’d seen Xena: Warrior Princess enough times to know how to handle herself. Doing some creeping of her own, she walked right up behind Tank and stuck the handle of the rolling pin in his back—hard.

         “Hands off my pies, big guy,” she said, then realized he wasn’t just big. He was massive. And smelled really good. Like fresh-chopped wood, hot summer nights, and really bad decisions.

         She half expected Tank to spin around and do some kind of complicated roundhouse, karate chop to the throat combination to disarm her. Only he kept his hands on her pies and looked over his shoulder, his blue eyes twinkling with confidence as he took in her ponytail to her pink toes, and everything in between.

         With his dark wavy hair, the perfect amount of scruff, and a smile that was all swagger and charm, the man didn’t need brute strength.

         She cleared here throat. “I mean it. One wrong move and I shoot.”

         “Don’t shoot, I’m just trying to figure out what the right moves are, so you wouldn’t be so offended by the idea of my hands on your pies.” He said it with a grin that was all eye candy and sexy swagger.

         It was one of those Sorry, babe, couldn’t help myself movements that her mom’s boyfriends used every time they got caught with someone else’s lipstick on their collar. The same flash of white that Philip gave when he’d come home too tired to tango in the sheets. Only this man knew how to do it right, knew how to do it so that a girl went weak in the knees.

         Not that her weak knees had anything to do with him. Or that grin. Nope, they were tingling because he had broken into her shop and touched her pies.

         Kennedy jabbed him harder with the rolling pin, distracted when it bounced off his muscles. “The right move would be to set my pies on the counter and put your hands in the air.”

         “Or what?” He turned around, slowly, until her “gun” was pressing into his chest. His eyes dropped to take in her not-so-lethal rolling pin, and when they made their way back up, he didn’t look scared at all. He looked amused. “You going to flour me, sweetness?”

         “No.” She held up her phone, snapped his picture, and waited for his amusement to turn to fear. It didn’t. “I’m going to call the cops and report a break-in in process,” she said, channeling her inner NYPD Blue. “And if you try to run, I will just show them your picture.”

         “No need,” he said, stepping back, not to flee the scene, but to rest a hip against the counter. He casually set her pie boxes down—right beside him. “The nearest cops are in Tacoma.” He threw up air quotes. “A good couple hours away. Around here, we have a sheriff, and his name is Dudley. He carries a badge and a gun made of metal that shoots bullets, not flour.”

         “I know Dudley,” she said, still holding the rolling pin out, just in case he got any ideas, while she looked for the sheriff’s contact info. “He’s a good customer. I even have his cell number.”

         “How about that,” Tank said but didn’t sound impressed. He reached for the pie boxes again, and without thinking, Kennedy jumped forward and smacked his hand with the rolling pin.

         “Ow!” He jerked his hand back and shook out the sting.

         Kennedy had the sudden urge to apologize, but swallowed it quickly. She didn’t ask him to break in and mess with her day. He did that all on his own. “Keep your hands where I can see them.” She waved the pin for emphasis.

         “Jesus, I was reaching for the sales slip,” he said, snatching it off the box. “Suspicious much?”

         With men? Always.

         “I don’t know. Were you about to walk off with the last six pies and not pay?”

         He thought about that for a moment and shrugged. “Fi doesn’t charge me.”

         “Do I look like Fi to you?”

         His lips twitched in a way that had her thighs doing some twitching of their own. “Not that I can see. But a quick inspection of your pies will tell me all I need to know.” He stuck out his hand with the sales slip. “I’m Luke, by the way.”

         “I’m not interested.” And her pies were taking a permanent vacation from charming men with knee-melting powers. “And I’m still calling the cops, so you can save those disarming dimples for someone who cares.” She pointed the rolling pin in the general direction of his dimples.

         “Wow, sexy and disarming, huh?” he said as if he wasn’t fully aware of their power. “Are you hitting on me, sweetness?”
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