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To those wonderful people who make Godiva chocolates, my favorite of which is their incredible champagne truffles. You were an endless source of inspiration.











Dear Reader,


I can’t tell you how much it means to me that so many readers have asked for Sweet Success to be reissued in print. This one is for you!


Sweet Success was originally published in 2001, and I left this book pretty much as it was back then. I hope you’ll savor the side dish of nostalgia that comes with the delicious main course—a heartwarming romance between Ali, a small-town chocolatier with a habit of rescuing strays, and Matt, a business tycoon hiding from his painful past by posing as an itinerant handyman.


Ali and Matt exist in a world where cell phones aren’t ubiquitous, people can’t rely on GPS, and getting a website is a cutting-edge idea. But one thing will never change—the always fascinating and often infuriating push-pull of a man and woman falling in love.


Enjoy!


Susan Mallery
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chapter one


Hey, Ali. I found you a man.”


Allison Thomas blinked sleepily and thought about hiding her head under the pillow. However, the phone pressed against her ear might get in the way.


“Was I looking for one?” she asked.


“Sure. You’ve been bugging me for weeks.” There was a pause, followed by an impatient sigh. “Ali, it’s me, Harry.”


Ali pushed the pillow away and sat up. “Harry?”


Her sluggish brain pulled together random bits of information. Harry, the local handyman. Her business downstairs. How Harry had been teasing her with the promise of doing actual work for weeks on her business downstairs. “Are you finally going to build my shelves?”


“Nope. I’ve hired me a new guy. If this one works out, I think he’ll stay around and buy me out.”


Ali resisted the urge to roll her eyes. Harry was always hiring some new guy, and anytime an employee stayed longer than a week, Harry became convinced he’d finally found someone interested in buying his small handyman business.


“I hope that happens,” she said sincerely. “In the meantime, is he going to do some work for me?”


“Sure thing. I’ve already sent him over to start your shelves. I’ll be by this afternoon to check on his progress.”


“Okay. Great.” She was drowning in office supplies, cooking supplies, and mailing containers. She needed more stock space in her storage room. While Harry wasn’t known for hiring the brightest bulbs in the chandelier, how hard could it be to make a few shelves and paint some walls? She could probably do it herself if she had the time, which she didn’t. “When can I expect him?”


“He should be there any minute.”


“Okay.” Ali blinked, then sat up straighter in bed. “What? Like now?”


“Yeah. He left about fifteen minutes ago, but he’s walking.”


Ali glanced down at the soft cotton T-shirt that barely came to midthigh. Underneath she wore exactly nothing. Her hair was a mess. She was a mess, and not the least prepared for Harry’s helper. She swore under her breath.


“Next time give me a little more warning, Harry,” she said.


“You’re welcome.”


His cheerful reply set her teeth on edge. She hung up the phone, then scrambled out of bed.


It was nearly eight, and on a normal morning she would have been awake for hours. Or at least since seven. But work had kept her up well past midnight. Again.


Ali pulled off her sleep shirt and tossed it onto the four-poster, brass bed. She grabbed underwear, a bra, jeans, and a T-shirt that proclaimed her “Queen of Everything” and dressed. When she dug in her closet for sneakers, she found one and had to waste precious minutes searching for the mate. Damn. One of these days she was going to clean up the floor in here and get a shoe organizer, the kind with the clear front so she could see where everything was. Or, if she really went wild, she could hire one of those anal-retentive people who made their living organizing other people’s lives. That was what she really needed. A reorganized life. In the meantime she would settle for a pair of matching shoes.


“Gotcha,” she murmured, spotting a familiar green shoelace sticking out from under the bed.


She skipped socks and shoved her feet into the shoes, sidestepping the circling of her black-and-white cat, Domino. Ali then turned around to stare into the mirror. As usual, her long dark hair was a tangled riot of curls. On models in magazines the disarray looked artful. On her it looked like a scary “before” shot in a makeover. No time, she thought and rooted through the piles of clips, makeup, and jewelry on the top of her dresser until she found a scrunchy and fashioned a quick ponytail. She could imagine how awful she looked—no makeup and a thick bushy cat’s tail of hair. Not to mention the T-shirt and jeans faded from too many washings. Ali shrugged. She was busy, which meant she didn’t always have time to make a fashion statement. Okay, she never had time, and any statement she made shouldn’t be repeated.


Less than two minutes later she dashed out of the bathroom and headed downstairs, just in time to hear someone impatiently pounding on the back door.


“I’m coming,” she yelled, jogging through the stockroom.


But the person on her back porch wasn’t Harry’s mystery helper. Instead, her mother—tall, slender, and perfectly groomed—stood there, with a pale, leashed pig at her side.


Ali sighed. Most people were allowed to start their day with a cup of coffee and a few minutes to peruse the local paper. She had to face her mother.


“Took you long enough,” Charlotte Elizabeth Thomas said as she pushed past her daughter and into the rear room of the shop. “Miss Sylvie and I thought we’d stop by and have coffee after our walk.” Her mother’s gaze narrowed. “You didn’t even brush your hair this morning. And what is that you’re wearing?”


“Jeans, Mother. A denim fabric made into slacks for both women and men.”


“Sarcasm does not make you more attractive, Allison.”


Charlotte Elizabeth bent down and unfastened the leash from Miss Sylvie’s collar. The nearly albino pig trotted over to Ali and snuffled at her scuffed sneakers. Ali wasn’t sure if it was a greeting or a criticism, nor did she want to know. Charlotte Elizabeth turned and headed for the kitchen.


“We did an hour around the pond. The doctor said that with proper exercise, the heart condition won’t be a problem,” Charlotte Elizabeth called over her shoulder. “I prefer walking here, rather than in Los Angeles. The sea air is very refreshing, and there isn’t any smog.”


Ali trailed after her mother, following her into the kitchen, then watching as Charlotte Elizabeth worked, filling the coffeepot with water and pouring it into the machine. After she added six scoops of flavored coffee, she shut the front flap and hit the start button.


“I’m relieved to hear the positive medical news,” Ali said, trying to muster some enthusiasm and sincerity. They were, after all, talking about the pig’s heart, not her mother’s. But while Ali didn’t understand her mother’s devotion to the large, ungainly animal, Charlotte Elizabeth and Miss Sylvie were inseparable.


How did an otherwise intelligent, articulate person make such a poor pet choice? Why couldn’t her mother be like other people’s eccentric relatives and just collect dozens of cats or small dogs? Ali could understand the appeal of a stray. She’d had several herself over the years. But a pig? And not one of those cute miniature ones. Miss Sylvie was several hundred pounds of pale, sunburn-prone pork on the hoof, or whatever it was that pigs had.


Charlotte Elizabeth patted her pig’s large back. “I think this new sunscreen is going to work. Did I tell you about it? I found it in a catalog. I do so love mail order. The sunscreen is organic and practically guaranteed not to produce an allergic reaction. Something I worry about, don’t I, sweetheart?”


Miss Sylvie grunted in response.


“You could carry it here in the store.”


Ali looked at her mother. “The sunscreen?”


“You like natural products.”


“This is a sweet shop, Mother. Chocolates, cookies, scones, and muffins. Not a sunscreen kind of place.”


“I suppose not. Although it wouldn’t hurt you to expand. Speaking of which—muffins, I mean, not expanding—do you still have those low-fat ones in your freezer?”


“Yes.” Ali pointed to the freezer at the far end of the huge kitchen. “I baked about four dozen and sold maybe three in two days.”


Her mother opened the door and gazed at the labeled packages inside. “Three dozen is excellent. That’s seventy-five percent of what you baked. Not bad for a new product.”


If only, Ali thought. “No, Mom. I sold three muffins. I had to freeze the other forty-five.”


She’d learned her lesson. Low-fat anything did not sell well at Decadent Delight. People traveled great distances for her gourmet chocolate and when they got here, they didn’t want to think about healthy foods or saving calories.


“At least they won’t go to waste. I thought instead of a scone, I could start giving Miss Sylvie a low-fat muffin.” Her mother glanced up and smiled. “She does so like a treat with her coffee in the morning.”


Ali stared at her mother’s beautiful face. Charlotte Elizabeth had wide hazel eyes, a small nose, and a perfect mouth. There was a symmetry to her features that left lesser mortals feeling deformed in comparison. Despite being nearly sixty-five, her mother had smooth and practically wrinkle-free skin. Some of that was the result of carefully planned surgery, but most of it was just great genetics.


Ali, of course, took after her father.


Charlotte Elizabeth found the large container of muffins and took one out. She set it on a plate, then put it in the microwave tucked in the corner of the counter near the double metal sink. While she waited, she glanced through the open doorway leading to Ali’s storeroom and frowned. Her sharp gaze took in the stacks of supplies for the store, the office, and the kitchen. Unopened bags of sugar nestled up against boxes of mailing envelopes.


“That place is a disaster. You should get some shelves in there.”


“Funny you mention that,” Ali said, but figured there was no point in explaining the renovation was already planned. In fact, Harry’s helper should be arriving any minute. Please God, she thought sincerely, let him get here and rescue me from the force of nature that is my mother.


The microwave beeped at the same time the coffeemaker gave a discreet chime indicating it had taken grounds and water to produce warm, liquid magic. Miss Sylvie came trotting in from wherever she’d been and grunted with pleasure.


“Just a moment, darling,” Charlotte Elizabeth said. She cut up the muffin and blew on it to cool it down. Then she poured coffee into a saucer and blew on that as well.


“Did you ever treat me this nicely when I was a child?” Ali asked as she watched the ritual.


“Of course. Don’t you remember?”


“Not really. I think Rick and I got shortchanged. Miss Sylvie gets a lot more attention.” Ali was only half kidding. Did her mother’s behavior still fall in the “normal” range, or did it slip over into a more scary category? And was any of it due to old age? “Mom, have you been getting forgetful lately? Are you taking your hormones?”


Charlotte Elizabeth set the saucer and the plate on the floor and stroked her pet. “If you’re trying to imply there’s something wrong with me, I won’t listen. I lavish love on Miss Sylvie because I don’t have grandchildren to spoil. I’m nearly sixty. I deserve grandchildren.”


“Sixty-five,” Ali said patiently, knowing she only had herself to blame for the tirade about to rain down on her like a winter storm. There would be flashes of both lightning and thunder, not to mention dark clouds and chilling temperatures. They’d been over this material countless times before. Why hadn’t she let well enough alone? So her mother had a strange relationship with a pig. Was that so unhealthy?


“Don’t try to distract me with the truth,” her mother said as she poured herself a cup of coffee. “As I was saying, if you had bothered to get married and have babies of your own like other people’s children do, I wouldn’t be alone. But no. You wanted a career and a business. I had to get a pig so I would have something to spoil and cuddle in my old age.”


Ali glanced at Miss Sylvie’s considerable bulk. The pig was cute, especially when her mother dressed her up in seasonal jackets and rakish hats, but she was far from a lap pet. “How exactly do you cuddle her?”


“You know what I mean.”


Actually Ali didn’t, but she figured it wasn’t a good time to ask. Nor did she really want to know.


“Do you want coffee?” her mother asked.


Ali nodded. She needed the jolt of caffeine to keep her wits about her. Charlotte Elizabeth was many things, but she wasn’t stupid. And she could be stubborn when she didn’t get her way. If Ali didn’t distract her soon, she was going to be hearing about the woes of being grandchildless for the rest of the morning. To make matters worse, Ali was less than a week away from turning thirty. Fortunately, Charlotte Elizabeth wasn’t one for keeping track of birthdays, and this year she would be in Los Angeles on Ali’s birthday weekend. With a little luck, her big “three-zero” would pass in unrecognized silence. Of course if Charlotte Elizabeth did manage to remember, Ali would never hear the end of it.


In Charlotte Elizabeth’s mind, turning thirty without a husband or even the hint of a man in her life was a fate worse than death. It was worse than a new wrinkle.


Ali’s private guilt on the subject of grandchildren didn’t help. In the recesses of her mind, she knew she owed her mother grandchildren and much more.


“You look very nice,” Ali said abruptly.


It was a feeble first attempt to change the subject, but the best she could come up with under pressure. Fortunately, it was also true. Her mother wore a pink jogging suit that should have looked frumpy and added the appearance of an additional ten or fifteen pounds to her slight frame, but this was her mother she was talking about. Of course Charlotte Elizabeth managed to look both stylish and reed slim. Maybe it had something to do with her having been an actress for many years. Charlotte Elizabeth always had the correct outfit for every occasion and the psychic knowledge to know exactly when to wear it.


“Don’t for a moment think that I’ve gone so senile that you can distract me with a silly compliment,” her mother said, glaring at her. “What about my grandchildren?”


Ali groaned. It wasn’t that she didn’t want a child. She did—desperately. But on her terms and schedule. Not her mother’s.


Taking a breath, she threw out another subject to distract her mother. “I really wish I looked as great as you.”


“You could with a little effort.”


“Time is the one thing I don’t have a lot of.”


“Time and effort aren’t always the same thing. You could get your hair cut or change how you dress. Take a lesson from Clair, who always looks elegant. She’s not too busy to make herself attractive.”


Ali winced. Done in by her best friend. Damn. To make matters worse, Ali couldn’t even claim her life was too complicated by comparison, either. Clair managed to be nearly as put-together as Charlotte Elizabeth while raising two kids, being married, chairing a major charity in Los Angeles, and occasionally assisting her husband in his winery. Oh, and she was pregnant. All Ali could claim was a candy store and a cat.


Charlotte Elizabeth studied her daughter critically. “You’re 5’6”, which isn’t model tall, but it’s not so short you have to worry about styles not looking right on you.”


Ali closed her eyes and sighed. Her mother was on a roll, and she had no one to blame but herself.


“You have my breasts and my legs,” Charlotte Elizabeth continued. “Both of which are spectacular. I can’t tell you how many times I was asked to pose topless. I refused, of course. It would have been tacky. But it wouldn’t kill you to show a little cleavage sometimes, or a bit of thigh. And you have lovely large eyes, dear. Take advantage of that. Get a makeover. Or I would be happy to—”


Miss Sylvie finished her morning coffee and muffin and came snuffling for more. The pig managed to do what Ali hadn’t been able to and distracted her mother. “No, darling. That’s all you get. You need to watch what you eat. Your heart, dear. Remember?”


Miss Sylvie’s little pig eyes seemed to dampen with disappointment. She went back to snuffle at the now empty plate.


“What about my grandchildren?” Charlotte Elizabeth demanded again.


Ali didn’t know which was worse. The “I want grandchildren” speech or the makeover speech. “Leave me alone. If you want pretty, find a model. If you want grandchildren, go talk to Rick.”


Her mother made a moue of disapproval. “First, it’s not nice of you to say that. Rick is a lovely young man, but he’s my stepson, not my child by blood. It wouldn’t be the same.”


“So telling you to go rent a grandchild wouldn’t work either? I bet Clair would loan you one of hers.”


Charlotte Elizabeth sighed. “You know, I always tried to be a good mother. Wasn’t I there for you? Didn’t I bake cookies for you and always ask about your day?”


“You did ask me about school, but I don’t remember you baking.”


Charlotte Elizabeth considered. “All right, but I paid someone to bake, so there were always cookies at home. That counts.”


Actually, in Ali’s mind it did count, but she wouldn’t dare give that point away to her mother. “Find me a husband, and we’ll talk grandchildren. Until then, leave me alone.”


As soon as the words were out of her mouth, she wanted to call them back. She knew better than to issue a challenge to anyone in her family, especially her mother.


Perfectly shaped eyebrows arched toward perfectly trimmed bangs. “Really?” Her mother drew out the word for nearly four seconds.


Ali scrambled to regain lost ground. “No. I was kidding. Ha ha. Pretty funny, huh? Had you going, didn’t I?”


Charlotte Elizabeth was not moved.


Fortunately at that moment, someone knocked on the back door.


“That would be Harry’s helper,” Ali said. “Harry sent him over to build me some shelves.”


“Allow me,” Charlotte Elizabeth said and headed toward the rear of the building.


Ali stared after her and tried to figure out why her mother would care about the handyman. Charlotte Elizabeth preferred her world to move in an effortless manner. She didn’t want to be bothered with the details of repairs or construction. She just wanted—


Ali swore out loud and raced after her mother. Harry’s helper—did the poor man have a name?—was a new guy in town. Ali had just issued a challenge. If the man had most of his own teeth and no really large hump on his back or his nose, Charlotte Elizabeth might just try to—


Ali came to a stop. Too late. Conversation drifted in through the half-open storeroom door, and she could only stand there, frozen, humiliated, and eavesdropping.


“Tell me, Mr…. Baker was it?”


“Yes, ma’am. But you can call me Matt.”


“All right. Tell me, Matt, are you married?”


Ali closed her eyes and leaned against the doorframe of her storage room. This wasn’t happening. Really. If she just visualized another scene, another place, or perhaps even another time, she would find herself magically transported there. She would not be in her own place of business being humiliated by her mother.


Something breathed against her foot. She glanced down and saw Miss Sylvie checking out her shoe again. Apparently the muffin hadn’t been satisfying.


“I’m only asking because my daughter, Allison, is very lovely. She’s also single. Not because there’s anything wrong with her. She’s been busy.”


Strangled laughter forced its way up Ali’s tight throat. Busy? Was that the best her mother could come up with to explain her lack of male companionship? Busy? As in “If only she could get that last sock drawer organized, she could see to her personal life?”


Ali heard someone clearing his throat, and she guessed it wasn’t her mother. The masculine voice that followed confirmed her guess. “Ma’am, I’m just here about the shelves.”


“Oh.” Pounds of disappointment thickened Charlotte Elizabeth’s voice. “You don’t like women. I understand. Well, my son Rick is gay, although I think he’s in a committed relationship right now. My daughter is the stubbornly single one in the family.” She paused and then spoke confidentially. “You see, I want grandchildren.”


“Ma’am, I’m not gay. I’m here to build shelves.”


Ali could feel the flush of embarrassment on her cheeks. Even so, she forced herself to push away from the wall and step around Miss Sylvie. This had gone on long enough.


“Mother, leave the poor man alone,” she said briskly as she headed for the door. Obviously the only way to get through this incredibly humiliating moment was to ignore the fact that her own mother had hawked her like some used rocking chair at a garage sale. “Harry’s helper is here to put up shelves, not be tormented by you.”


She stepped onto the porch and smiled brightly. “Hi. I’m Allison Thomas. You’ve already met my mother.”


The day had dawned clear, and the sun was well above the horizon. Light flooded the porch, momentarily causing her to blink as her eyes adjusted. Then she had to blink because Harry’s helper wasn’t the usual brand of misfit he liked to hire. This guy—she blinked again and had to look up—was way too tall and way too good-looking.


“He doesn’t want Rick,” Charlotte Elizabeth said cheerfully. “So I guess he’s all yours.”
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chapter two


Ali opened her mouth, but there weren’t any words left. It was all too humiliating. To make matters worse, Harry’s helper was staring at her as if this was her fault. Oh, God. Now she probably wouldn’t get those shelves done after all.


Just then something large lumbered through the open back door. Miss Sylvie joined them on the porch.


“This is my pig,” Charlotte Elizabeth said. “Miss Sylvie, this is Matt. He’s here to help Ali with that messy storeroom of hers. And aren’t we happy about that?”


Her last statement came out in one of those “speaking to baby-waby” voices. Ali shuddered. If all this had happened before nine in the morning, what was the rest of her day going to be like?


Take charge, Ali told herself, and stepped to the edge of the porch. “You said your name was Matt?”


“Yes, ma’am. Matt Baker.” He touched the toolbelt strapped to his narrow waist. “I’m ready to get started if you are.”


“Sure thing. My storage room is this way.” She paused and looked at her mother. “Are you staying?” Please say no.


Charlotte Elizabeth raised her eyebrows, then touched her chest in a gesture of sincere innocence. “You know I never interfere with your work, dear. We’ll be off now. Back to our home.” She smiled at Matt. “So nice to meet you. I hope to see more of you later.”


Charlotte Elizabeth might be old enough to be the handyman’s mother, but Ali knew from experience that she wasn’t talking about seeing Matt again another time. When she said more, she meant more. As in “Wouldn’t it be nice if that handsome young man worked without a shirt?”


All the years she’d spent growing up, Ali had prayed for a normal mother. Not once had God listened. Maybe she should have prayed for patience instead.


She turned her attention to Matt Baker, who kept his steady gaze on her. In another man she might mistake the intensity for some kind of interest. Except Matt wasn’t looking at her the way a man looks at a woman. Maybe it was her imagination, but it was as if he didn’t see her at all. Or maybe he was terrified she was as strange as Charlotte Elizabeth.


Whatever he might—or might not—be thinking didn’t reflect on his face. He was plenty good-looking with dark hair brushed back from a modified widow’s peak and brooding brown eyes. The tanned skin and attractive creases in his forehead and at the outside corners of his eyes told of long hours working outdoors. He was muscled, if a bit too thin.


She gave him a quick smile, to which he didn’t respond. Not the friendly type, she decided. No smiles, no chitchat. All right, she could not talk, too. After all, she wasn’t looking for a new best friend. Just shelves. Right after she gave him his instructions, she wouldn’t say another word.


“The storeroom is this way,” she murmured, turning back to the building and stepping inside.


Matt followed. He walked quietly for a big man. Make that a tall man. While he was a couple inches over six feet, she doubted there was an ounce of fat on him. She wondered if the thinness was by choice or circumstance. If it was the latter, Harry would make sure his helper was well fed. The old man had probably already given Matt a place to stay. Harry tended to attract transient types who worked for a few weeks, then moved on. Ali hoped that Matt would stick around long enough to finish the shelves.


“Welcome to my life,” she said, coming to a stop in the center of the storeroom. It was a disaster. She’d been using old bookcases to hold most of her supplies, and they didn’t come close to providing enough shelf space. Two picnic tables served as a workspace in the center of the room. The linoleum floor was old, but clean, and needed replacing.


She motioned to the chaos surrounding them and smiled. “I’ve always thought of this place as a metaphor for who I am inside. A combination of unrelated parts that can be as magical as chocolate or as practical as business supplies.” She paused. “Okay, I’m kidding about being practical. At least for now. It’s a goal, eventually.”


She put her hands on her hips and turned in a slow circle. “What I want is a cabinet for my office supplies. Something out of the way, maybe on that far wall.”


She pointed to her right.


“The rest of the area should be open shelves for kitchen stuff. Sugar, flour, chocolate.” She glanced at him and smiled. “You may have noticed the sign in front. This is Decadent Delight—a gourmet chocolate shop.”


No response. Okay, so he was a good-looking mime.


“In the center, I want two rows of tables. We do lots of mail order and shipping and that requires counter space. There should be shelves underneath. Maybe one deep one on the right side and two on the other side. Paint the walls before putting up the shelves and replace the floor. What do you think?”


Matt glanced around then nodded. “Not a problem.”


He speaks!


She walked over to the far corner where a long cardboard tube stood tucked between a bookcase and a plastic bin of flour. “I have plans. I got that far with Harry’s last assistant.” She opened the tube and spread the papers out on the picnic table.


Matt moved closer and looked down. Ali was surprised to inhale a whiff of clean masculine scent. Not aftershave, but the essence of the man himself. It was very, very nice, and when her stomach growled, she had a bad feeling it wasn’t all about missing breakfast.


He traced the simple design for the shelves, then flipped to the second page. “Easy enough,” he murmured, not looking at her. “With replacing the floor and the painting, we’re talking about a week’s work.” He glanced down at the floor and kicked at the linoleum. “Maybe an extra day to get this stuff off.”


“There is a complication,” Ali said, hating that she kind of liked standing next to this guy. She could practically feel the heat radiating from him. Which was insane. He was a person, not a furnace. “I can’t give up my whole storeroom. The job has to be done in halves because I need the space. I’ve got people tracking in and out of here all the time.”


She held up a hand and began ticking off on her fingers. “My mother and Miss Sylvie.” She grinned. “Scary, but true. Then there are my employees. I have part-time help in the store and in the kitchen. Then I’ve got two college kids who do the packing. The customers won’t be a problem. Most of them don’t come back here, although the locals often use the back door.”


He frowned. “I’m surprised you’re so busy.”


“Hey, this is Saint Maggie. Between the wineries, the spa, the ocean, a bed-and-breakfast, not to mention the tearoom across the street, we get more than our share of tourists.”


He frowned. Ooh, he had a great frown, Ali thought, loving the way his eyebrows drew together and his forehead got all wrinkly.


“Saint Maggie?” he asked.


“Santa Magdelana,” she explained. “Saint Maggie is what we locals call the town. So are you still willing to sign up? I mean we’re talking about all this work, along with my mother and the pig.”


He stared at her. There was something odd about his eyes. They were intense and yet completely blank. As if no one lived behind them. Which made him good-looking but mysterious. A spy, maybe? Oh, yeah, right. More like he was…


None of her business.


Ali pursed her lips together. She didn’t know what he was. Nor did she care, she reminded herself. Matt Baker was not her problem.


“Can we talk about the pig?” he asked.


For a half-second life came into his eyes, and she thought he might smile. She found herself holding her breath in anticipation that he would, but then the life faded, as did her hope.


“What is there to say? Most people’s mothers collect doilies or those dolls from the Home Shopping Network. My mother has a pig. It’s a harmless hobby. For what it’s worth, Miss Sylvie is pretty clean. The biggest problem is that she’s sensitive to the sun, so she has to wear sunscreen.” She paused to wait for the smile that never came.


Ali almost told him it wouldn’t kill him to be friendly, then reminded herself again, he wasn’t her business. All that mattered was her new storeroom. If Harry’s helper could take care of that, she would be a very happy camper.


Matt rolled up the plans. “I need to call Harry with a list of supplies,” he said.


She pointed down the hall. “Use the office. Oh, and there’s coffee in the kitchen. Help yourself.”


Matt left without saying anything else.


A jerk, she thought, as she headed after him, then climbed the stairs and locked her apartment door behind her. Good-looking, but not her type. Not that she had a type. But she could have a type if she was more organized. One thing at a time.





Welcome to the world of the marginally insane, Matt thought that afternoon as he pried up the ancient linoleum and peeled off a three-foot section. Decadent Delight was not a place for the faint of heart. Since a little after nine that morning, he’d had another run-in with the pig and had been looked over by high school girls who weren’t old enough to be looking over anyone, let alone a man only a few years shy of forty. He’d been roped into carrying supplies into the kitchen, lugging a large order out to a customer’s car, and moving a display case just a few inches to the right.


The sound of female laughter drifted into the storeroom and he winced. The job was a mistake, he realized. In the past year he’d taken work like this—fixing fences, steps, even doing a bit of remodeling. In the summer, he’d picked fruit and worked in a winery. But all of his temporary jobs had one important denominator—a lack of contact with people. Working in Decadent Delight was like living in a bus terminal—odd folks appearing and disappearing without warning.


A whiff of chocolate drifted to him. About an hour ago two college kids had arrived and were currently cooking something in the kitchen. The sweet scent mingled with the aroma of coffee and was almost appealing. Matt frowned. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d enjoyed the smell or taste of food. To be honest, he couldn’t remember the last time he’d been hungry.


He tugged at the flooring and pulled off another three-foot section. A dumpster had been delivered late that morning and set on the side of the building, out of sight of the customers. Matt picked up an armful of buckled, stained flooring and carried it outside.


As he walked down the stairs, he couldn’t help noticing the perfect September day. The sky was the kind of blue that only exists on the California coast. He could smell the salt from the ocean, and the temperature was a made-to-order seventy-two degrees. In Chicago it would already be—


He shook his head to break that train of thought before it even began. He didn’t think about Chicago anymore. As far as he was concerned, it didn’t exist. Neither did his business.


He dumped the flooring and returned to the storeroom, pausing only to take a drink from the bottle of water Ali had left for him. She’d been in to see him around noon to tell him he was welcome to take lunch whenever he wanted. After he’d informed her he would rather work through, she’d told him she was going upstairs to her apartment to fix a turkey sandwich and asked did he want one as well?


As he drank the cool water, Matt replayed the conversation in his head. Something about it bugged him. Something… He paused in the act of bringing the bottle to his mouth, then frowned and swore softly. She thought he was broke. Her offer of a sandwich had been because she didn’t think he had anything to eat.


“Sonofabitch,” Matt muttered, then finished the last of the water and screwed on the cap.


So what, he told himself. She could think what she liked. He wasn’t going to explain his situation.


“Are you taking a break?”


He glanced up and saw Ali standing in the doorway to the storeroom. She held a tray in front of her and smiled.


“It seemed to be that time of day,” she continued, “so I thought I’d bring you a little something. Compliments of the house.” She set the tray on the one picnic table he’d left in place.


At some point, before the store had opened for the day, she’d changed her clothes. Instead of jeans and a T-shirt, she now wore a black calf-length dress and a green apron embroidered with the name of the store. The look was old-fashioned yet it suited her. She’d tamed her long curly hair into a braid, although a couple of corkscrew curls had escaped to brush against her cheek. He turned his attention to the tray.


There was a small plate containing chocolates and a larger plate with lumpy-looking biscuits and tiny triangle-shaped sandwiches. None of the food tempted him, although he wouldn’t mind a cup of coffee.


“I thought you just sold chocolates,” he said, pointing at the mutant muffins. “Are these a failed experiment?”


“Experiment?”


“What are they supposed to be? Biscuits or something?”


She laughed. “You’re right about the ‘or something.’ They’re scones.” She pointed to the various decorative bowls and miniature jugs. “This is English tea, my good man. We have scones, cucumber sandwiches, clotted cream, jam, butter.” She touched the carafe sitting in the center of the tray. “I’m cheating by offering coffee instead of tea because you don’t strike me as the tea-drinking type. So what can I get you?”


He looked over the food. “Coffee,” he said. “Black.”


“What else?”


“Nothing.”


She opened her mouth then closed it. The slight stiffening of her posture told him he’d insulted her, which made him feel faintly guilty.


“I’m not hungry,” he added, then wondered why he bothered.


“But you didn’t eat lunch.”


He didn’t ask how she knew. Women just figured out that sort of stuff. “I’m not a big eater.”


“I can tell.” She drew in a breath, then released it slowly. “You know, Matt, at the risk of being too personal, you need fattening up. How do you think it looks to my customers if you’re skin and bones? They’ll think there’s something wrong with my cooking.”


He eyed her cautiously. “So my passing on your food spells economic disaster for Decadent Delight?”


She grinned. “Exactly.”


She had a pretty smile, he thought absently.


“Besides, I made the chocolates myself.”


He hesitated. He didn’t want to insult her, but he also wasn’t interested in the food. “Maybe next time.”


She pressed her lips together. “Fine. Coffee it is.” She poured him a cup and handed it to him.


He took a sip. “It’s great. Thanks.”


“You’re welcome.”


Her gray-green eyes studied him. She had that look about her—the predatory gleam of a female ready to start asking questions. What was it about women and information? They needed to know as much as they could about every person they met.


He tried to forestall her by motioning to the floor. “I should finish prying this up today. Tomorrow I’ll start prepping the walls for painting.”


“Good.” She poured herself a cup of coffee, then picked up one of the truffles. “Chocolate hazelnut,” she explained. “My favorite.” She took a bite and chewed. After she swallowed, she said, “How long have you worked for Harry?”


“About a week.”


“And before that?”


He put down the coffee and returned his attention to the floor. “I’ll do a good job for you, Ms. Thomas.”


He heard a faint sigh from her. “All right, Matt. I won’t ask questions. It’s just you’re not Harry’s usual type. You seem…” She hesitated. “I don’t know. More competent, maybe? Your hands are plenty scarred, so you’ve obviously been doing this kind of work for a while, but it doesn’t suit you for some reason.”


He responded with a grunt. He knew exactly what she was talking about, but he wasn’t going to tell her what she wanted to know.


“You really don’t want any of this, do you?”


He turned and found her pointing at the tray of food. He shook his head.


“Okay.” She picked up the tray. “But if you faint from hunger, don’t fall into any of my supplies.”


“I promise.”


She left without saying anything, but he knew she would be back. She’d already offered him food twice in one day, which told him she was the type who took care of people. Just what he needed—a meddler. He would have to steer clear of her. If he wasn’t careful, she would weasel all his secrets from him and expose them to the light of day. Then where would he be?





An hour later Matt had nearly finished scraping the floor. Customers had continued to arrive and leave until he barely noticed the dinging sound from the bell over the front door. It was only when he heard Harry’s voice that he bothered to listen in on the conversation drifting into the storeroom.


“I haven’t seen Charlotte Elizabeth all day,” Harry complained. “Doesn’t she usually walk Miss Sylvie in the afternoon?”


“Sure,” Ali said easily. “Around the pond. It helps her heart. Miss Sylvie’s, that is.”


“I heard she had a problem. Charlotte Elizabeth must be concerned.”


Matt grimaced. They were talking about a pig, not a child. But he kept working and tried to ignore their voices. Unfortunately, now that he’d tuned in to the conversation he found it difficult to tune out.


“Don’t suppose she’ll be coming by here anytime soon,” the old man said.


Ali laughed. “Harry, you’re impossible. I’m not going to give you an update on my mother’s comings and goings.”


“I wish you would. Seeing Charlotte Elizabeth is the bright spot in my day. I’ve had a crush on her since I was seventeen.”


“You and three million other men.”


Matt peeled off the last few feet of flooring and gathered the stack. Three million men? There was an exaggeration. Even if Ali’s mom had been a beauty in her youth, she wouldn’t have charmed more than a couple dozen.


“You making your run tonight?” Harry asked.


“Probably not for a couple more days. I was there last night, which should hold them until Thursday.”


Matt stopped working long enough to listen. What were they talking about? Then he told himself he didn’t care. He’d almost made it to the back door when Harry continued.


“How’s Matt working out?”


“He seems to be a hard worker,” Ali said.


“I told you.”


“That you did. If he does a good job on the storeroom, maybe the two of you can get to the list I’ve been whining about for the past year. The fence around the parking lot needs painting. I swear, the ocean air seems to feed on wood… or at least on the paint. Also, the parking lot needs a new truckload of gravel on it. And that’s just here. There’s more work at the tearoom and the bed-and-breakfast.”


“Not to worry,” Harry said. “If this goes good, I bet he’ll buy me out before the end of the year. You’ll see.”


“Harry, you wouldn’t sell for a million dollars.”


The old man chuckled. “You gonna write me a check?”


“Not in this lifetime.”


Matt left the building and headed for the trash bin. The gravel crunched with each step as he rounded the corner. He’d told the old man that he wasn’t looking for more than temporary work, but Harry didn’t want to listen. Matt was going to have to talk with him again and make things clear. He wasn’t sticking around for very long, and he wasn’t buying Harry’s business.


He dumped the linoleum and headed back to the store. As he stepped inside, he saw Harry and Ali standing by the picnic table. They were discussing the storeroom plans.


Matt stared at his employer. The old man had showered, shaved, and even combed his thinning gray hair. With his neatly pressed jeans and shining face, he looked like an old-fashioned gentleman caller. All this for the infamous Charlotte Elizabeth. Matt realized he didn’t remember what the older woman looked like. When he left for the day, he wouldn’t remember Ali, either. People didn’t make much of an impression on him anymore and that was how he preferred it.





“I’ve decided I hate your guts,” Ali said cheerfully as she lifted her fork and aimed it at her salad.


Clair St. John didn’t look the least bit impressed with Ali’s announcement. “I’m not surprised. You’ve always been jealous of me. Hatred was bound to occur. I’m surprised it took this long.”


“Strength of character on my part.”


Ali eyed the artfully arranged combination of chicken chunks, halved red grapes, and walnuts nestled on a bed of baby greens. Several slices of freshly baked French bread lay on a side plate next to her dessert fork. Then she glanced at the low floral centerpiece gracing the round oak table.


“You made this, didn’t you?” she asked.


Clair grinned and tucked a strand of short blonde hair behind her ear. “The salad, the bread, or the flower arrangement?”


Ali groaned. “All of it and don’t answer. I already know the truth.” She took a bite of the bread, and groaned again. It was perfect with a crisp and slightly resistant crust encasing a soft-as-a-cloud center.


Her best friend of nearly twenty years laughed. “Ali, so I can cook and arrange flowers? You can do all that, too. You can also make incredible chocolate.”


“Yeah, I guess. But my mother was throwing you in my face again this morning. ‘Be more like Clair,’ ” she mimicked.


Clair leaned toward her. “You know she’s only trying to show she cares.”


“No. She’s trying to get her way. She wants me married and pregnant.”


“Is that such a bad thing?”


“I guess not. It’s not that I don’t want a husband and children. I do. It’s just…”


Ali glanced around the dining alcove off the St. John kitchen. Arched windows offered a view of the extensive gardens lit by floodlights in the cool evening. Martin St. John, Clair’s husband of six years, had lived in the house all his life. The winery had been a family business for two generations. The gracious adobe house had been built by a Spanish nobleman over a hundred years before and modernized several times. The original lines had been preserved, along with the thick walls and worn tile flooring.


“You’re one of those together women for whom everything falls into place,” Ali said, then took a sip of her wine. It was a crisp and fruity Sauvignon Blanc, produced on the property. “Six weeks out of school, you meet Martin and fall madly in love. You have two perfect children and a third on the way. While I have a mother who keeps a pig, a business destined to make me fat, and an inclination to date men who are…”


She let her voice trail off. How did she describe the men who had populated her life?


Clair dropped her right hand to her swollen belly. Always put together, tonight she wore a navy-and-white shirt over navy leggings. She looked crisp, cool, and perfectly suited to her surroundings.


“Outsiders,” Clair said firmly. “You avoid the mainstream and date men who are a challenge. Like what’s-his-name. That artist guy.”


“Byron.” Ali sighed. “He was very gifted.”


“Granted. But he was also selfish and self-centered. His art was everything. You could never compete with that.”


Ali nodded. She had always been second in Byron’s life. “Okay, but he needed me. Someone had to keep his life in order.”


“And pay for everything when wall-size portraits of buses turned out not to be wildly successful.”


“My point is,” Ali said, ignoring her friend’s point, “that I’m starting with a handicap. You have everything you want right now.”


“My life has flaws,” Clair said. “The kids fight, bugs infest the vineyard, the board on the charity disagrees with me on a regular basis. Don’t you think there are times when I wish I was single and completely free to do whatever I wanted?”


“No,” Ali said flatly, then smiled. “Wanna trade?”


“Only if you’ll be pregnant for the last trimester. It’s the worst. Still willing to take it all on?”


Ali eyed her friend’s belly. Her own midsection felt small and empty by comparison, and not in a good way. Somehow the dream of having children seemed more unlikely than ever. “In a heartbeat.”


Clair shook her head. “You need to find your own path. That won’t happen by living my life.”


“I hate it when you act mature,” Ali grumbled. “So where are Martin and the kids?”


“At the movies. There’s a new Disney release, and he took the boys into town to give me a break. Thanks for driving all the way out here to have dinner with me.”


“My pleasure.”


A coyote called in the distance. The sound was instantly followed by several dogs barking at once.


Ali rose to her feet and started for the back door. “My babies are calling to me,” she said as she slipped outside and was instantly engulfed by four dogs.


Her friend followed her. “Martin said I’m not allowed to take any more of your rescued strays. He’s being very firm about it this time.”


“Yeah, yeah, like I haven’t heard that before.”


Ali settled on the back step and embraced the animals. Sasha, the German shepherd mix, had been abandoned by the side of the road while she was just a puppy. Misha, a part-Doberman, part who-knows-what, had been a stray hit by a car. He’d shown up limping and bleeding at Ali’s back door about eighteen months ago. The two little ones had come through friends of friends, discarded by their owners.


With time and love, all four of the dogs had healed. Clair and her family offered a haven, while the open grounds around the house gave the animals plenty of room to run.


“At least I’m popular here,” Ali said, ducking a doggie kiss on the cheek.


“We all love you,” Clair told her.


Ali knew that was true. Her friends cared about her, as did her mother and brother. But even though she felt selfish, she didn’t always think it was enough.





Thursday night Ali pulled her black Toyota 4-Runner up to the small gate at the east wall of the spa and parked. It was nearly midnight. There were few lights here, and no sound. Overhead the stars were bright in the clear September night, and she could see a half-dozen dark shapes pacing back and forth in front of the gate. Sweatpants and light jackets made them appear like bulky specters.


“Hi. I’m back,” she called as she slid out from behind the wheel and circled around to the rear of her vehicle. “How is everyone surviving their week?”


“Shh,” someone hissed from the darkness behind the gate. “They’ll hear you.”


Ali chuckled. “I’m selling chocolate, not drugs. This isn’t illegal.”


“I know, but—” The woman stopped talking.


Ali nodded in understanding. The instructors at the spa were strict. Meals were provided according to a posted schedule. An extra hour of aerobics was rewarded with a piece of fruit for dessert. When people were treated like children, it was hard not to act childlike. Hence the secret meetings at midnight instead of a visit to her store or even a regular delivery in daylight.


Guests arrived at the Seaside Spa on Saturday and brought with them a commitment to fitness and weight loss that bordered on a religious calling. But by late Sunday or early Monday they were feeling the lack of sugar and caffeine. All the herbal tea in the world wasn’t going to help. There was only one cure—chocolate.


Ali unlocked the gate first. She’d had her own key for years, ever since someone climbing the thick adobe walls of the spa to meet her had fallen and broken a leg in the process. While the staff didn’t approve of her late-night runs, allowing her easy access was safer for everyone.


Tonight’s group of seven consisted of six women and one man who swore the chocolate was for his wife. Four of the spa guests had come out for her run earlier in the week, but three were new.


As Ali opened the rear of her 4-Runner, she began to detail her inventory. “I have three kinds of coffee, and several boxes of chocolates. Truffles, chocolate-dipped strawberries, pralines, as well as squares of solid chocolate. Everything is handmade and sells by the pound. Except the coffee, of course. That’s a dollar fifty per cup.”


Two of the women moaned. One tall woman with short blonde hair pushed her way to the front. Her gray sweat suit added bulk to what looked like a nearly perfect body. “Coffee,” the woman said. “And a square of chocolate. To start,” she added. “I need the sugar in my system before I can think straight.”


As Ali opened a green box trimmed with gold, the blonde lunged for the stack of mugs nestled in a cloth-lined basket. The gleaming black coffee dispensers each had a label that explained “Amaretto,” “Hazelnut,” or “Dark French Roast.” The woman poured a mug full of the French Roast and, her hands trembling, brought the steaming liquid to her lips. She swallowed a mouthful and made a sound that Ali hadn’t heard since back in high school when she and Clair had stolen and watched an X-rated movie from Clair’s parents’ private library.


She offered the woman the box of chocolate squares. The woman looked inside, grabbed two, and shoved them both into her mouth. Then she moved aside to let her fellow inmates take their fill.


Twenty minutes later the feeding frenzy had slowed enough to allow conversation. A middle-aged redhead in wire-rimmed glasses leaned against the bumper of Ali’s Toyota. “These are the best chocolates I’ve ever had,” she said, then took another tiny bite of the handmade champagne truffle. “I mean that, and I’ve done my share of tasting.” She patted her ample hip.


“I’m glad you think so.” Ali reached into her jacket pocket and pulled out a stack of business cards. “Decadent Delight is on the main road of Santa Magdelana. You’ll pass the store on your way back to the freeway, so feel free to stop by before you head home. I make all the chocolates myself, and I’m happy to ship anywhere.”


There were murmured promises as she passed around the cards and followed them with a tray of pralines.


A petite gray-haired woman stared at the swirls of chocolate and pecans. “I’ve lost two pounds,” she murmured.


“Oh.” Ali drew the tray away. “Sorry. I brought some jelly beans with me. I don’t make those, but they’re sweet and only four calories apiece. Would you prefer that?”


The woman bit her lower lip. “I shouldn’t… I can’t.” Her body swayed, then she swept four pralines into her hand. “Oh, screw the diet, I’ll get liposuction instead.”


As she gobbled the pralines, she bought a pound of the chocolate squares. “A little something for later,” she murmured, causing the other guests to buy for the remaining day or so of their spa experience.


Ali totaled the sales, took cash from the man and four women, and filled out credit-card receipts for the other two.


“You have my business card if you need anything else,” she said as she slammed the hatch of her Toyota.


“Hey, Ali.”


Ali turned and saw Gerald, one of the spa managers, standing by the small gate. He held a flashlight in one hand. Despite being close to sixty, Gerald had the body of a twenty-five-year-old swimmer, and he liked to show it off in tank tops and bicycle shorts. Although it was fifty degrees outside tonight, Gerald’s exposed tanned skin gleamed in the moonlight.


The guests paused and stared, trapped like mice before the cat. Gerald motioned with his flashlight. “Come on, folks. It’s late, and we have a sunrise hike in the morning. Get on back to bed.”


They slunk past him like guilty toddlers.


Gerald waited until the last of them were safely inside the gate, then turned to Ali. “You’re an evil pied piper. I know you don’t do this for the money.”


“You’re right,” she said with a laugh. “I do it for the look of sheer bliss on their faces when they take that first bite. That and the fact that spa guests have been some of my best customers. You’d be amazed at how much repeat business I get, even if it is mail order.”


Gerald shook his head. “Can’t they just eat a salad if they’re hungry?”


“You’re missing the point.” But then that was probably why Gerald had spent his life looking like a Greek god while the rest of America battled an additional ten, twenty, or thirty pounds. “It’s not about hunger, it’s all about indulging yourself.”


“Speaking of indulging,” he said, looking her up and down. “You think anymore about that exercise program we talked about?”


“Not even for a second.” As if she had time. “I have my mother’s legs, or so she informed me earlier in the week. They’re actually very nice.”


Gerald looked disgusted. “It’s not about how we look, Ali. It’s about being healthy.”


“Which is why you’re running around in bicycle shorts and a tank shirt in the middle of the night.”


Gerald grinned. “That’s different.”


“Yeah, right. And in my next life I’m going to be just like you.” She started to climb into her 4-Runner so she could head back to her store and bed.


Gerald hesitated, then moved close to the driver’s door and tapped on the glass. “Ah, Ali?”


She looked at him, then chuckled and lowered the window. “You’re nothing but a hypocrite,” she said as she reached for the small bag of truffles sitting on the passenger seat. “Here. Dark chocolate only, exactly one quarter of a pound.”


“You’re the best.”


“So I’ve heard.” Unfortunately, every time someone said that, he meant her abilities in the kitchen. “See you next week.”


But Gerald didn’t answer. He was too busy savoring his chocolates to even notice her drive away.
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