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			For all those who have ever taken a chance for love

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			

			Melanie

			“SO HOW ARE YOU DOING, Mel?”

			Melanie McAllister stared at her sister, Liesl, across the café table. Liesl was framed against the backdrop of the quaint Main Street of Biscay Beach, Maine, year-round population: 2,500. A place Mel never envisioned herself staying for more than a long weekend.

			Life had a funny way of changing your plans, though.

			“I’m good. I’ve gone through the cottage and made a few lists. Immediate repairs, things that will need addressing, and then things I don’t think I have to worry about.” Mel had been in Biscay Beach for a week now and the drafty cottage fifty feet from the ocean didn’t look any better than it had that first day. Sheets still covered most of the furniture, and Mel had tidied up only the largest bedroom, the ensuite bathroom, and the kitchen for her own personal use. She wasn’t staying long, so it didn’t make sense to move in completely. Even though she currently had nowhere else to live.

			But that was just temporary. Once the talk died down in New York, she could go back, find a new job, and resume her life, sans Bill of course. Her lying ex-husband was looking at prison time for his part in insider trading at McAllister Investments. The company that Mel’s father had built into a multimillion-dollar firm was gone now.

			Along with Mel’s executive-level job. And their home, and all their money, which was now tied up in litigation because it had all been in both their names. She had her mother’s old BMW convertible and a small amount of cash from a bond that she’d never put into their joint accounts, and that was pretty much it.

			Liesl covered Mel’s hand and drew her attention back to the present. Concern shone from Liesl’s eyes. Mel was older, but Liesl had always been the caretaker. “I meant how are you doing, Mel. You. Personally. Your life’s been turned upside down, and I know this is the last place you want to be, judging on how often you came to visit in the past.”

			There was a teasing tone in Liesl’s voice, but it was the truth. Small towns and Mel just didn’t mesh. She liked constant activity. The hustle and bustle of the city that never slept. If she wanted sushi at two in the morning, she could get it. Here? The town pretty much shut down at nine. Like some little old fisherman flicked a switch and turned off everything.

			Mel inhaled a lungful of salt-tinged air. “I’m fine, Lies. I have a plan.”

			“Selling the cottage and moving back to New York. I know.”

			The disappointment in her sister’s voice sent a twinge of guilt through Mel. In the past ten years, she’d barely seen Liesl. The last time had been at their parents’ funeral a year and a half ago after their car had been hit by a drunk driver. It was the first time that Liesl had been back home in ten years, since she refused to follow their father’s wishes to become corporate executives.

			“I’m here for a month. Maybe a little more.”

			“I’m hoping you’ll be here to meet your new niece or nephew, at least.” Liesl sat back and patted her very round stomach. She was seven and a half months pregnant and still looked beautiful. Mel tried not to be envious. Her sister deserved all the happiness the universe saw fit to give her. She’d fought hard for her independence, and Mel admired her for standing up for herself.

			And just because the same universe had decided that Mel should be knocked down to ground zero, after following every single rule all her life, well it meant nothing except said universe was a perverse, unfair bitch.

			“I promise I will stay until the baby is born.” But that’s all Mel could promise. It would probably take that long to get the cottage into sellable shape anyway, and it would hopefully be enough time that the board at Maxwell Securities would decide to hire her.

			At least the president of the company, Clayton Wallace, said as much when she last spoke with him. If she could get a new job and sell the cottage, she could move back to the city. Then everything would right itself. She would be back on track and could move on with her life.

			“It’s okay to feel, you know. Just because our father was a coldhearted bastard doesn’t mean you have to suffer in silence,” Liesl said softly. She took a sip of tea and set the cup down. Her lip curled up as if the tea were bad, then she met Mel’s stare. “I hate that he convinced you emotions are a weakness.”

			Coldhearted. Ice Queen. Stick up her ass. Mel had heard them all. It wasn’t that she didn’t have feelings, because, of course, everyone did; it was that she understood emotions had no place in business. Especially for a woman in her position. She may have been the daughter of the head of McAllister Investments, but she’d fought and paid her dues to get where she’d been.

			Their father had never handed her anything.

			Liesl had always refused to listen to their father. She never felt the pressure of being a woman in a man’s world because her path veered away from the family business when she was eighteen. The moment she refused to conform to their father’s wishes for her future had been it. She’d been cut off and was on her own. Mel had been in college and by the time she came home, the damage was irreparable. Liesl refused to ever set foot in their parents’ home again, and they never spoke her name, right up until they died.

			“Look, all I’m saying is that no one knows who you are here. It could be the perfect place to start over. Do what you want to do.”

			Mel choked back a laugh. “I can’t run a multimillion-dollar company’s marketing campaign here, Lies. All this . . .” Mel waved her hand around them. Tourists packed the street, filling the shops and the café in a steady stream. Once the season ended, however, it would be the locals. The same people in the same places doing the same thing. “This works for you. You fit here. You are the golden girl of Biscay Beach. But I like five-star restaurants and Broadway and having a doorman. I like having something to do every minute of the day. I like working sixteen-hour days.”

			Liesl shook her head, and Mel could see the disappointment in her sister’s eyes. It wasn’t that Mel hated it here. The view from the cottage was breathtaking, especially on the days where the sky was blue and the water sparkled like diamonds. But every day that Mel was in Biscay Beach was another day of feeling like a failure. Being there meant that her life had fallen apart around her feet and there was nothing she could do about it. She had to go there. With no home, the cottage was the only place Mel had to live. She couldn’t even rent a place in New York because she didn’t have enough money. Because she didn’t have a job anymore.

			“You know what’s the hardest part?” Mel asked.

			Liesl shook her head but leaned forward. She probably thought Mel was about to bare her soul, something that would not happen. Even if she were falling apart on the inside, Mel would never show it to anyone, not even her sister.

			“The damned quiet. It’s deafening.” The first couple of days Mel had to leave her iPhone on all night so that the music drowned out the silence. She tried opening the window so the sounds of the ocean might break up the still night, but even that was too little.

			Liesl rolled her eyes. “You can’t call what you were doing in New York living, Mel. You were existing. I’m not telling you how to live your life, I just wish . . . I wish you could let yourself slow down and enjoy where you are. For the first time in your life, you have no one telling you what to do. Most people would go wild and get a tattoo or dye their hair blue or something. You? You make lists and pretend that nothing’s changed.”

			Mel liked her chocolate-colored waves and had no desire to mar her skin with permanent ink. She didn’t need to let go, because there was nothing to let go of. Her husband, now ex-husband, was on his way to prison. The woman he had on the side was happily ensconced in her very own town house courtesy of said ex-husband. All the money they had was tied up while the FBI sorted out restitution.

			There was nothing to let go of because it was already gone.

			“It is okay. I’m okay and I appreciate your concern, but I’m just fine.”

			Liesl side-eyed Mel. “If you say it enough, maybe you’ll even start to believe it too.”

			Mel had nothing to say to that. They sat in silence for a few minutes before Liesl cleared her throat.

			“Since you are fine and since you need something to do, I was wondering if you’d take over the café for me for the next six or so weeks? It’s not what you’re used to doing, but I could really use the rest and I trust you.”

			“Is everything okay?” Mel sat up and searched Liesl’s face. Her sister was the picture of health and had not mentioned anything being wrong.

			“Everything is fine,” Liesl teased. “But I just thought that since you’re here, it’s the perfect opportunity for me to relax. I won’t have much time to do that after this one comes along.”

			“I have no idea how to run a café,” Mel protested. Running a multimillion-dollar strategy campaign she could do. Make a latte? She could barely boil water without burning it.

			Liesl held up her hand. “No cooking under any circumstances, I want to be clear on that. I love my customers, and poisoning them is not good business practice. This is basic stuff. Inventory and ordering and managing the artists who come in and set up.”

			Liesl’s café, Arts n Tarts, was a hip coffee shop/art gallery where local artists could pay a fee and set up to sell their wares. It was a genius idea, and Liesl had a waiting list for her spaces. This could be a good way to take up a lot of Mel’s time that was currently spent doing nothing, which bordered on making her lose her mind.

			There were only so many times she could walk through the house and update her lists.

			“Six weeks.” If this was a ploy to get her to stay, Mel wanted to be sure that Liesl knew it wouldn’t work. There was no way she’d ever get used to living in a small town, and she didn’t want to. The sooner she got back to New York, the sooner her life would even back out.

			“Agreed.” Liesl held out her hand. “Welcome aboard, Ms. McAllister.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			

			Eli

			“WE GOOD FOR TODAY, BOSS?” Eli Stuart threw his toolbox into the back of his truck and leaned on the tailgate. Stan, the guy who had needed a new storefront, nodded. He’d been helping out today and was so red-faced Eli thought it best to quit early before the poor guy had a stroke.

			“Lookin’ good, Eli. What do you think, another week?” Stan stood back and ran a rag over his face. Half his dress shirt was untucked and his hair stood up all over his head, but he was determined to add his own sweat to this project, something Eli respected.

			The place was really coming along. New boards ran the length of the narrow building, giving it a log cabin feel. Eli had replaced the plate-glass window with a couple of single-wide ones, making it look like a house instead of a store.

			“If the weather holds and I can get two coats of poly on it by Friday, you’ll be set to open in two weeks just like you planned. Take advantage of the tourists right through leaf-peeper season.”

			With the ocean on one side and acres of mountains on the other, Biscay Beach was a pretty sweet spot to sell upscale sporting goods. Stan planned to have everything from pop-up tents and portable cookstoves to paddleboards and kayaks.

			“Excellent.” Stan stuck out his hand and Eli shook it. “You do real good work, Eli. You ever need a reference, you let me know.”

			“Will do.” After Eli closed up his truck and straightened his ball cap, he jogged across the street. Arts n Tarts had the best coffee in town. They also sold some of the most unique art in the area, all custom handmade stuff, from furniture to jewelry, most of the artists local and small-time but filled with passion for their craft.

			Eli used to be close to all of them. Not only that—he used to be one of them.

			He couldn’t help but envy them a little. Following their dreams the way they did. No bullshit. Just doing what they loved and getting by. He’d done that once. Funny how that could all change so quickly. He clenched and unclenched his fingers.

			It had been close to two years since he’d put all his tools in the barn and closed the door. It had been a year since he’d even looked at his stuff, much less been inspired to create anything new. Maybe if he felt that urge, he could get past the anger of it all falling apart in the worse way possible, and maybe even find a way to start over.

			But not once had he looked toward the barn and felt the itch.

			“Hey, Liesl,” Eli said when he got to the table outside.

			Liesl shaded her eyes with her hand and smiled up at him. More often than not she would be doing her paperwork in the shaded alcove outside the shop. He couldn’t blame her. Late August in Maine was amazing. Cool in the mornings and warm by noon.

			“Hi, Eli. Looking good over there.”

			“Me or the building?” he teased.

			“The building, obviously.” She laughed, then pushed back her chair and struggled to her feet. Eli immediately reached out to help her. It couldn’t be easy with a watermelon stuck to the front of her.

			“Less than two months and I’ll be able to see my feet,” she said with a long sigh. “I miss my feet.”

			Her wistful tone made him smile again. There was something about Liesl that did that. Everyone in the small town of Biscay Beach loved her. She wasn’t a local, yet she was treated like one. Half the reason people came into the café was to see her smile.

			The other half came for the amazing pastries.

			David Murray, her husband and one of the best firemen Biscay Beach had, had grown up here. When he and Liesl married, she had an instant in. Not that she would have needed it with that smile.

			“Need me to carry anything?” he asked.

			She was gathering up her paperwork and shook her head. “It’s one of the few things I can do, so I take great pride in carrying my own paper. But don’t tell Dave. He’s getting all caveman now that we’re getting closer.”

			“Yeah, well, you got precious cargo there. I don’t blame him.”

			“Speaking of settling down . . .” she started, batting her eyelashes up at him.

			“Whoa. How the hell did we go from your baby to my settling down?” Eli took a step back. It was also well-known that Liesl loved to set people up. She thought because she’d gotten so lucky, everyone else deserved to as well. “I’m happy in my bachelorhood, thank you very much.”

			“You’re what, thirty-two?” She cocked her head as if she were sizing him up like a beef shank. “Men’s sperm count starts to go down with every year over thirty, you know.”

			Eli ducked his head and scratched the back of his neck. Was it getting hotter out there? Damn, the sun was beating down hard today. “This has officially gone way beyond my comfort zone. I’m gonna grab a coffee and head home. To my bachelor pad. Where Beau is waiting for me.”

			“You need more than a hound dog, Eli.” A gleam came into her eyes and a chill ran down Eli’s back. That look was terrifying. “My sister just moved to town. You should meet her.”

			He started to say no way in hell, when he stopped. “She the hot brunette you were having lunch with earlier?” He’d noticed her the second she’d walked down the sidewalk. She had long legs, and he knew this because her sundress kept wrapping around them with every step like they were purposefully taunting him.

			Being a leg man was no easy business.

			“Do not ever let her hear you say hot brunette. Her head would pop off. She’s a little . . . uptight? She never had any fun growing up and now . . . well, I think she needs to let go for once. And I think you’re the perfect person to help her.”

			Eli shook his head. She lost him at uptight. He’d been down that road, hell, he’d almost married that road, and no way was he going back there voluntarily. He barely made it out of the last one with the clothes on his back.

			Thankfully he was saved from answering when Dave swooped in and wrapped his arms around Liesl. “How’s my girl plus one doing?”

			“Great.” She beamed up at him, and he leaned down and kissed her forehead.

			Eli had to look away because the way they were looking at each other made his chest ache. He thought he had that kind of happiness once. Just goes to show that anyone can be taken for a fool and life liked to remind you that you never had any real control over it.

			“So what are you guys talking about? Eli looks a little green.” Dave left one arm around Liesl’s shoulder and she rested her head on his chest.

			“I was just trying to get Eli to ask Melanie out,” Liesl said, modeling her face into a stubborn pout.

			Dave threw back his head and laughed. “Oh Christ, baby, if there were ever two more opposite people in the world. Your sister is . . .”

			“Uptight?” Eli offered.

			“With a capital UP.”

			Liesl jabbed Dave in the ribs. “She’s not that bad. She’s just never let her hair down. My father put a lot of expectations on her, especially after I took off. And now, after everything that’s happened, I just think she needs to let go.”

			Dave pressed a kiss against Liesl’s forehead. “You are such a good person and I know you want to help, but I think that she needs to figure it out herself. That’s why she came here, right, to get away from it all and regroup.”

			“I agree with Dave,” Eli piped in. Not that he knew anything about what they were talking about. “And before you can try and talk me into it again, I’m getting my coffee and getting the hell out of here. You two disgusting love birds really should get a room.”

			“Oh, we have a room, and a couch, and a kitchen table that—”

			Liesl slapped her hand over Dave’s mouth with a shriek.

			“Have a good night, Eli,” she said while glaring at Dave. “And think about what I said.”

			“Not a chance,” he said over his shoulder and pushed into the café.

			A blast of cool air and cinnamon hit him in the face. He glanced back outside and saw Dave take the papers from Liesl’s hand, then lace his fingers with hers. They started down the street together, to their house that, of course, had a white picket fence. There were even freakin’ rosebushes planted out front—the prettiest ones in town.

			Right there was proof that two people could find happiness together, but there were always the exceptions to everything. Real life, well it had a way of throwing someone onto their back and kicking them in the face while they were down.

			And if one wasn’t careful, they’d find themselves waking up one morning with an empty house and only a hound dog for company.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			

			Melanie

			“GOOD MORNING, MELANIE.”

			Mel had just pushed open the door to Arts n Tarts when the cheerful voice rang out. Beth stood behind the counter and gave Mel a friendly smile. The perky barista had long bright red hair and today she had on a sleeveless blue shirt, showing off a full sleeve tattoo on one arm.

			It was hard to believe that Molly the baker, the short, dark-haired woman Liesl introduced Mel to yesterday, was Beth’s mother. They were as different as night and day.

			Mel waved at Beth, even though she was a bit thrown off by the employee’s casual address. At McAllister Investments she was Ms. McAllister, no exceptions, not even for the personal assistant who’d worked with her for five years. But this was a new place, new people, new attitude, Mel reminded herself.

			“Liesl said you liked mochas, so I’ll have one ready for you in just a sec,” Beth babbled away as she flipped switches and wiped down the espresso machine like a pro. “One of the best perks of the job.”

			“Thank you.”

			Several curious glances slid her way, and Mel shifted her briefcase as she waited. Between the locals and tourists, she was definitely overdressed, but this was her typical work attire. Cream-colored silk dress pants paired with a soft-gray cashmere shell and a matching silk blazer. Her heels were unadorned but were the same shade of cream as her suit. She knew that the Arts n Tarts employee dress code, if one could call it that, veered toward the shorts and T-shirts variety, but that didn’t mean Mel couldn’t bring some professionalism to the place. Plus, she didn’t even own shorts and a T-shirt.

			“Here you go,” Beth said, handing over a to-go cup. “Liesl likes to move around a lot, so we’ve found it best to give her nonbreakable drinkware. If you prefer a ceramic mug, I can pour it in one, though.”

			Mel wrapped her fingers around the cardboard finger guard. “That’s fine. This is fine. Thank you. The office?”

			“Oh, right! Down that hall and it’s the last door on the right. I can check on you in an hour or so if you want?” The dubious look that Beth gave her made Mel hesitate. Was there a reason she needed to be checked on?

			Maybe Beth thought she’d be overwhelmed on her first day. Mel smiled. This was child’s play. She’d cut her teeth on the corporate ladder—this was going to be a piece of lemon tart in comparison.

			“I don’t want to bother you. I’ll be fine.” Mel started toward the hallway but didn’t miss the barely audible “It’s your funeral” behind her.

			There were brightly colored pictures hanging on the walls with things like EAT and COFFEE and PIE in bold letters on top of their respective items. They all looked to be hand painted and though they weren’t Mel’s taste, they fit Liesl perfectly.

			The din of the crowd faded as she got to the last door. She shifted her briefcase under her arm and turned the doorknob. The office was dark and smelled faintly of vanilla and cinnamon. Just inside Mel found the light switch and flicked it on. And immediately wanted to flick it off and pretend she never saw what she’d just seen.

			Except it was still there when she opened her eyes.

			Chaos.

			There was no other way to describe the scene that greeted her. She started to set her briefcase down but realized there was no place to put it. Papers had been piled on the chair and the desk and the floor, and somewhere in the mess there was a computer monitor sticking up out of it all like the Loch Ness Monster.

			File cabinets lined one wall, and in the corner stood an enormous treelike fern. The fronds dipped so low that they were trailing over yet another stack of papers as if toying with the idea of pushing it over.

			How in the world did Liesl run a business this way?

			Mel set her briefcase on the floor and tiptoed through the papers to get behind the desk. A frond tangled in her bun and pulled several strands of hair free. Her knee grazed a stack of books and sent them tumbling onto more paper.

			When her toe caught on something, hot coffee sloshed through the tiny cup opening and sank into the cream silk at her wrist as she caught herself against a file cabinet. I’m going to kill her. And hide the body in here, where no one will ever find her. 

			Finally she stood behind the desk. At least that chair was clear, and Mel sank down with a relieved exhale. The relief was short-lived, though. Where in the heck was she supposed to start? When Liesl asked her to step in, she said it was just everyday things like inventory and scheduling gallery space.

			Mel looked at the piles and piles of paper. Somewhere in them had to be lists of supplies and ingredients and hopefully a layout or sketch of the gallery space itself. Somewhere. After a bracing mouthful of chocolate-flavored coffee, Mel pushed back and stood. She slipped the blazer from her shoulders and hung it carefully on the back of the chair.

			She was a guru at strategic planning and this . . . well . . . this was just a space that needed to be planned. If she could organize a multimillion-dollar company, then one small office in one small café should be easy.

			

			FOUR HOURS LATER, MEL CAME up for air. Putting together a proposal on a company that turned cow poop into energy and the long-term financial benefits to such an endeavor might have been easier. Heck, Mel had done just that two years ago and had done so well that McAllister Investments bought more than 60 percent of their stock to add to the portfolios.

			Now, all she had to show for hours of hard work were seven different banker boxes filled with seven different types of paper. Receipts and contracts and invoices were all mixed together, so Mel had painstakingly gone through each piece and put it in its respective category.

			Only the area in front of the desk was semi-organized, but it was something.

			Mel sat back and pushed an errant piece of hair out of her face. If she kept her back to the room, she could pretend that it all looked this nice.

			“Oh wow. I was going to send in a Saint Bernard and some whiskey,” Beth said. She stood in the doorway staring down at Mel. “I love Liesl to death, but that woman is the most unorganized person I’ve ever met in my life. I was convinced one day I’d have to call Dave to come and rescue her from her own office.”

			Mel nodded. “This is going to be quite the project, that’s for sure.”

			“Can I bring you some lunch?” Beth asked.

			Mel glanced at the clock and pushed to her feet. The heels had come off two hours ago, since it was much more practical to crawl around on the floor without them on. Satisfaction warmed her when she looked around and saw the organized piles.

			“I can get it.” She slipped her feet back into her shoes and followed Beth back down the hall. “These pictures are great. Did someone local do them?”

			Beth grinned over her shoulder. “You don’t know? Liesl did them. She’s a hell of a talented artist.”

			Mel stopped in her tracks. Her sister painted these? When had Lies taken up art? When they were kids, Liesl’s stick-figure people had cracked them both up. Mel laid her hand on the wall. She’d forgotten about that, about sitting at the huge granite island putting colors to paper, while Rosa, their family cook, bustled around the kitchen getting breakfast ready.

			Liesl was around five and loved to doodle. She was always making up stories to go along with the people she drew. Most about happy families who lived in houses with picket fences. Where the mom and dad held hands and a tire swing hung from the tree in the front yard.

			“Everything okay?” Beth asked.

			Mel blinked. Those moments always ended with her mother turning her nose up at Liesl’s drawings and explaining that picket fences were for common people and that eight-foot security walls were much more practical. The houses in Liesl’s pictures were never big enough or fancy enough. Liesl was never good enough.

			But her sister hadn’t let it affect her deep inside. These paintings proved it.

			“Everything’s great.” They went out into the café and while Mel waited for her chicken Waldorf salad, she walked around the area where the artists were set up. Some came in and organized their space, then left it up to the staff of Arts n Tarts to take care of any sales, but a few sat in their spaces, willing to talk to anyone who had a question.

			She didn’t have any sales figures to back up her musings, but Mel would all but guarantee that the ones who engaged the people sold the most. She stepped into a booth of pottery and ran her finger over a mixing bowl done in swashes of blue and green and red. The colors swirled together and almost seemed to move.

			People who could do this, who could create something from nothing, were truly amazing to Mel. They had vision and the ability to take that and make something tangible. Something so beautiful. The booth was filled with cups and trays and vases, all unique; all different.

			“If you see anything you like, let me know.” A woman with blond hair twisted on top of her head in a messy bun sat in the corner by the window, moving her pencil across a pad of paper. Every few seconds she would look up, squint out at the street, then start scribbling again. Mel looked closer and saw that she had used two more pencils to keep her hair up.

			If Mel were going to be working with the artists, she might as well get to know them.

			“I’m Melanie. My sister owns this place and I’m helping her out for a while. So if you need anything, I guess I’m the person to see.” Mel stepped forward and held out her hand. The woman glanced at it, then put her pencil between her teeth and shook Mel’s hand.

			“You two have different parents?” the woman asked.

			“What?”

			“You and Liesl. About as different as they come. Different coloring, different face shape.” The woman looked her up and down and cracked a toothy grin. “Different clothing style.”

			Mel smoothed her hands down over the cashmere shell. “I’m from New York.” As if that explained everything. Mel knew that Liesl was larger than life. That her smile was infectious and people wanted to be around her because she had that kind of personality. She loved bright colors and layers and didn’t care if her shoes matched her purse.

			Just because those things mattered to Mel didn’t mean that they were wrong. If she showed up at a shareholders’ meeting in a multicolored peasant blouse and a jean skirt, they’d laugh her out of the boardroom. No one would ever take her seriously if she didn’t dress the part.

			“Well, Ms. New York, you enjoy your lunch then.”

			It took Mel a minute to realize that Beth was next to her with a plate filled with chicken salad and fresh croissants and some fruit. The woman had gone back to her sketching, effectively ending the conversation that had not been much of one in the first place.

			“I thought the locals were all supposed to be super friendly,” Mel grumbled, sitting down at a table on the other side of the room.

			“That’s Myra. She’s cranky and speaks her mind, but she’s a hell of a potter. Don’t mind her. Her only son up and moved to Boston a few years ago and she’s still mad at him for leaving.” Beth set the plate down and took a step back. “Do you need anything else?”

			“I’m good. And you really don’t have to wait on me. I am capable of getting things myself.”

			“You’ve earned it today. I wasn’t sure I’d ever see you again after you went into the office. Not many people would have made it through that.” With a grin, Beth went back behind the counter to take care of a couple in matching golf shirts.

			Already ideas on how to streamline the whole process filled Mel’s head. She pulled out a small notebook from her purse and flipped the page marked Improvements to a blank sheet. Liesl may have hired her to do the day-to-day things, but if Mel could make things easier, more efficient for her sister in the long run, then why not?

			By the time Mel finished her lunch she already had a page of notes.

			Not bad for her very first day.

			

			BEEPBEEPBEEPBEEPBEEPBEEPBEEPBEEPBEEP.

			Smoke filled the kitchen and, somewhere in the cottage, a smoke detector started blaring.

			“Shit.” Mel grabbed a potholder and then the handle of a frying pan where the burning piece of what was supposed to be chicken and rice now resembled a huge lump of coal. She threw the pan, food and all, into the sink and turned on the cold water. Steam hissed and added to the haze that filled the entire first floor now.

			What had made her think that she could cook?

			The urge had struck as she left Arts n Tarts at three. A quick stop at the local market, where she Googled a simple chicken-and-rice dish, had her stocking up on the necessary items.

			Cooking was not her thing and she knew it. And yet, after a great day organizing Liesl’s office, she was feeling ambitious. After all, it just didn’t make any sense that she could not follow a recipe. There were steps. Specific ingredients. It was a simple “A plus B equals AB” formula, but it was one that never worked right.

			Somewhere between putting everything in a pan and eating it, the formula failed. Every damned time. But Mel had to do something, because takeout every night for two weeks was getting old, especially when the choices were so limited in Biscay Beach.

			She would kill for some sushi. Or really good pad thai.

			Mel grabbed a chair and pulled it under the smoke detector. There was too much smoke for it to shut itself off, so she was going to have to do it herself. With a quick twist she had the unit in her hand and popped the battery out. The high-pitched beeping stopped.

			She grabbed her wineglass and took a large swallow before digging out a spatula and scraping the burnt mess off the pan. It would probably be easier to just throw the whole mess away, pan included, but she’d already lost round one to the chicken and she’d be damned if she lost round two as well. It was a matter of pride now, and Mel had very little left at this point.

			Even after she got the stuck-on chicken into the sink, there was a layer of rice that would not budge. It was like the heat had created some kind of superglue situation. How the hell was she going to get this cleaned?

			Mel gave herself a mental high five as she looked around the kitchen and her eyes lighted on the dishwasher. Of course. In the commercials, dishes came out of the dishwasher sparkly clean, even with caked-on food. Mel loaded the pan and the dishes she’d used to prepare dinner into the dishwasher. Thankfully there was some very old liquid dish soap under the cupboard and she filled the aptly named slot. She closed the door and pressed Start, then grabbed her wineglass and went upstairs to take a very hot bubble bath. Who cared that it was only four thirty in the afternoon. It wasn’t like she had anything else to do. After she was clean, she could run out and grab something for dinner.

			Mel climbed out of the tub a half hour later and pulled on her favorite silk robe, feeling refreshed and relaxed. She padded downstairs, ready for another glass of wine and some Zen time on the porch before she went to grab dinner.

			“Oh, shit.”

			Suds poured from the old dishwasher like an untimely eruption of Mount Saint Helens. Melanie hopped from one bare foot to the other, her gaze bouncing over the room.

			“Shit, shit shit.” When she’d closed the dishwasher and pushed Start a half hour earlier, there had been no indication that the thing would discharge suds like this. She carefully tiptoed through the bubbles that were gathering in front of the devil appliance. Gurgling sounds came from the machine, and more suds gushed through the cracks around the door, cascading onto the floor in waves and moving across the kitchen like some B-rated sci-fi movie.

			On the counter was her copy of Home Improvement for Dummies. She’d picked it up the day she’d arrived, hoping to be able to do some of the simpler fixes herself. Though she read it cover to cover that same night, she didn’t remember anything about spewing appliances. But it didn’t hurt to double-check.

			“Dishwasher . . . dishwasher . . .” she murmured, thumbing through the index.

			Nothing except how to install plumbing for a dishwasher hookup.

			Where else? Think. Melanie glanced at the dishwasher. She had a master’s in business management and yet she failed to think of pushing the Off button.

			You really are a joke, Mel.

			With an exasperated sigh she walked back through the growing mess on the floor. The cold, slippery suds seeping between her toes made her cringe, but she didn’t have time to put on shoes.

			“Off button, where are you?” She swiped her hand across the suds-covered front so she could see. On/Off. With a shake of her head, she turned the knob to Off and waited. Nothing happened. The suds continued to spurt through the cracks.

			She couldn’t even unplug the damned thing because she had no idea where the plug was. Mel grabbed her phone and Googled suds-spewing dishwasher. After scrolling through too many “push the Off button” suggestions, she gave up. Someone had suggested throwing the breaker, but she had no clue what that even meant.

			The watery mess was creeping toward the hardwood floors of the adjacent living room. The only saving grace of the house was its original, beautiful oak floors. If the suds got to them, they’d be ruined and she was in no position to have the entire first floor refinished. Not when there were so many other things that needed attention first.

			She needed some serious help. Weren’t small towns famous for being neighborly? Surely there was someone who could help her. She hoped. With one last look at the mess covering her kitchen floor, Melanie turned and carefully made her way toward the door.

			She threw it open and ran down her front steps, looking around wildly.

			Mel glanced up at the clear blue sky, the late-summer afternoon long and showing no signs of waning. “This is where I could use a little divine intervention,” she said out loud. “Or maybe a sledgehammer?” Did she even have a sledgehammer? In the shed maybe? Did she have a shed? God she was pathetic.

			Despite hearing shouts and laughter coming from around her, Mel didn’t see anyone outside. She took a deep breath and went back in, leaving the door open just in case she heard anyone come closer.

			The mess had only grown and she stood and stared at it without a single clue what to do. How had she gotten into this? None of this was her fault. She hadn’t asked to be there, in a worn-down cottage in a town of twenty-five hundred people, with a regurgitating dishwasher. This wasn’t supposed to be her life.

			“Damn you,” she shouted. At the dishwasher. At anything that she happened to glance at. At Bill. She never told Bill how mad she was. She gave him the divorce papers and he signed them and she walked out of the jail. That was it. But now, everything manifested together. Bill was the dishwasher. He was the one who stopped working correctly. He screwed up. Her voice rose even louder. “It’s your entire fault. You ruined everything. Because of you I’m here standing in the middle of this mess and you never even apologized. You never once said that you were sorry for ruining my life.”

			“I’m not really sure that a dishwasher can feel remorse,” a deep voice said from behind her.

			Mel screamed and spun around, stepped into a slick spot of suds, and fell onto her butt with an oomph. Cold seeped through her robe and suds covered her hands.

			“I have Mace. And . . . and a gun,” she stammered as she scrambled to her feet. She held out a hand and backed away. “I’ll scream.”

			The man backed up with his hands out in front of him. “I’m not here to do anything to you. I heard shouting. The door was wide-open. I wasn’t sure if someone needed help or not. I can see you don’t, so I’ll just get out of your way.”
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