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        Thank you for reading!

        Sweetbriar Cove is a charming small town on Cape Cod.

        I have tons of happy memories of New England, and it was so much fun inventing the town - and all its inhabitants. Summer, the heroine in ALL FOR YOU, is ready to start a new adventure opening her dream bakery, but she isn’t prepared for the charms of local bookstore owner, Grayson.

        

        I hope you enjoy reading All for You as much as I’ve enjoyed writing it. So pack your sunscreen, take a mini-vacation, and enjoy a taste of summer, wherever you are.

        xo Melody
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* * *

      
        Would you like to read my USA Today bestselling book for FREE?

        CLICK HERE to claim your free book!
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* * *
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        Welcome to Sweetbriar Cove: the small town where happily-ever-after is guaranteed.

        

        Book Tw0

        ALL FOR YOU

      

      Summer Bloom lives for adventure -- and buttercream bourbon frosting. As a high-end pastry chef, she spends her days (and nights, and weekends) whipping up sweet treats, but when an unexpected detour leads her to the dilapidated bakery on Blackberry Lane, she decides to take a chance on her dreams and leave it all behind for a new life in Sweetbriar Cove. She has everything she needs for baking bliss — she just isn’t expecting her new landlord to melt her heart, as well as her chocolate truffles...

      Grayson Reid knows better than to fall for his impulsive new tenant. He keeps his life quiet and drama-free, but there’s something about Summer he just can’t resist. He’s learned the hard way that a woman can turn your whole world upside down, but her kisses - and those croissants - are too tempting to ignore. He’s determined to keep the lid on their romance, but soon, their chemistry is heating up the kitchen - and he doesn’t want to play it safe any more.

      Can this headstrong pair mix the right ingredients for love? Or will their passion burn out before they can find their happily-ever-after? Find out in the new novel from New York Times bestselling author, Melody Grace!

      

      
        The Sweetbriar Cove Series:
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        #2 All for You
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        #4 I'm Yours - November 2017

        #5 Holiday Kisses - Dec 2017

        #6 No Ordinary Love - Feb 2018
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      Summer Bloom needed a vacation from her life. Golden sands . . . A sparkling ocean . . . She’d even settle for a cocktail with a little umbrella floating in it if it meant she could sleep past dawn and relax someplace without chaos, ten-flame burners, and a tiny sadistic Frenchman yelling at full volume.

      “Order up on three!”

      “Fire six benedict, three salmon, two crab!”

      The noise of the busy restaurant kitchen clattered around her. It was brunch prep on a Saturday morning, and all hands were on deck. Sous-chefs diced onions and whisked hollandaise, busboys raced around fetching clean silverware, and the wait staff pored over the menus, but Summer kept her head down and focused on packing up her baking supplies. After two weeks of twelve-hour shifts, she finally had the weekend off, and she wasn’t going to let anything drag her back into the fray. Even if the substitute pastry chef was screwing up the crepes.

      Summer paused, watching as he added egg whites to the bowl. Didn’t he realize the batter would tighten up the minute it hit the pan—

      Nope!

      She dragged her gaze away. It wasn’t her problem. For the next forty-eight hours, she was off the clock—tough crepes be darned!

      Summer loaded her frosting utensils into her bag and headed for the back door, but she was only a few steps from freedom when Chef Andre moved to block her path.

      “Where are you going?” he demanded. He was a small man in stature, but he more than made up for it in volume—and ego. “I need your strawberry gastrique for the duck tonight!”

      “I’m going to Cape Cod, remember?” Summer replied. Andre looked blank. “You volunteered me to do the cake for the Kenmore wedding,” she added, trying to keep her tone even. Volunteered wasn’t exactly the word she would have chosen, but she knew the Kenmores were the restaurant’s biggest investors. “I have to drive up to make the delivery. If I don’t leave now, I’ll be late for the reception.”

      “Then go, go!” Andre shooed her away, before turning his attention back to the kitchen, like a mountain lion searching out his next prey. “Lewis!”

      Summer quickly darted past, letting the door bang shut behind her. The back alleyway may have smelled like rotting dumpsters, but to her, it was the sweet scent of freedom. She carefully unlocked the produce truck she was borrowing for the trip, and checked the back of the van. Six layers of perfectly-frosted cake sat, packed into individual padded boxes, plus enough ingredients for any last-minute emergency fixes. Not that there could be any. This was her famous sweet summer peach cake, and required days of preparation to get the flavors just right. She’d been up all night making sure every bite would be perfect, and now she just had to get herself—and the cake—through the five-hour drive without either of them falling apart.

      Simple?

      

      Summer hit the road, leaving the loud, smoggy New York streets behind as she headed out of the city and along the highways up towards the coast. She played the radio loud, skipping between Top 40 stations as the signal dipped in and out, and with every passing mile, she felt her tension ease. Her shoulders unknotted, her pulse slowed, and by the time she crossed the Sagamore Bridge onto the curling bicep of the Cape, she almost felt close to human again.

      Working at Chez Andre was like living in a war zone. It was one of the best fine-dining restaurants in the city, complete with a coveted Michelin Star, but all that prestige came with a price. Andre ruled the kitchen like a tyrant. Her blood pressure had gone through the roof since she’d been working there, she’d lost twenty pounds running around on her feet all day, and as for dating? Aside from a relationship with a rival chef that ended in heartbreak, she hadn’t even tried in years. But that was life in a high-end kitchen. When Summer told people she was a chef, most of them imagined she was waltzing around in a cute white hat, tasting spoonfuls of sauce and dreaming up exotic menus, but the reality was very different. It was a fiercely competitive profession, especially at the best restaurants, and they all paid in blood, sweat, and tears for the chance to learn from the best. Sometimes she wondered why she put herself through it, but the answer was always the same.

      She loved food.

      The tastes, the textures, the alchemy behind every mouthful . . . Ever since she was a kid, and had discovered that a simple box of dry mix and a tub of frosting could produce the wonder of a freshly baked cake, Summer had been madly, wildly, recklessly in love with baking. The plate was her canvas, her mixing spoon was her conductor’s baton—Summer would happily mix metaphors all day long for the chance to pursue her passion. Not that she got much of a chance. Chef Andre was famed for his intricate fine dining, full of precise, elaborate details. Why send out a perfect summer fruit pie when you could spin bird-shaped sugar baskets and fill them with freeze-dried ice cream and beads of coulis? Summer didn’t buy into his “more is more” philosophy, but that was the way the culinary world worked. It was her job to execute the head chef’s vision, until the day she had enough experience (and investors) to strike out on her own.

      She already knew exactly the kind of place she’d run, one day. She’d been dreaming about it for years. A little bakery of her own, where decadent chocolate tortes jostled side by side with lighter-than-air meringues, the air was scented with vanilla and butter, and nobody screamed at you for plating the dessert without a streak of gold leaf on the dish. She would turn out delicacies all day long—not tired old pound cakes, but new, interesting flavors, like the sweet summer cake sitting in the backseat, with slices of fresh, bourbon-soaked peaches baked right into the batter. Summer had made it at the restaurant one night in a fit of rebellion, when the soufflés Andre ordered refused to rise. He’d stormed in, ready to fire her, until the notes started coming back from the dining room, all lavish with praise. One diner had loved it so much, she’d even begged for Summer to bake it for her wedding, so here she was, driving three hundred miles out of the city with fifteen pounds of cake packed up tightly like precious works of art. Which Summer rather thought they were.

      She checked the directions on the GPS again, and found she was just a few miles out. The road had shrunk to a two-lane highway, with a canopy of pine trees shading the blue skies overhead and the ocean glinting through the trees. Summer rolled the windows all the way down to enjoy the warm, sunny day and took a breath of salty sea air. She’d been living in the windowless kitchen for so long, she hadn’t even noticed the seasons change. Now, it was almost Memorial Day—time for herbed salads and fresh fruit sorbets, lobster rolls and sweet taffy that stuck to your fingers.

      She smiled. The truth was, she had an ulterior motive for making the delivery in person. Her best friend, Poppy, had just moved out to the Cape, and as soon as she was done with the wedding, they had a whole weekend planned to reconnect, relax—and for Summer to meet this new man who had swept her friend off her feet. She’d heard plenty of stories about him, but as the best friend, it was her official duty to size him up and make sure he wouldn’t break Poppy’s heart.

      Her cellphone rang, and Summer hit the speaker, expecting it to be Poppy. “Hey babe,” she said happily, “I’m almost there.”

      “Almost where?”

      The voice on the other end of the line deflated Summer’s good mood in an instant. “Hi, Mom.”

      “Where are you? I called the restaurant, but they said you had the day off. You shouldn’t be slacking,” Eve Bloom said disapprovingly. “You know there are a dozen sous-chefs who would kill for the chance to work under Andre.”

      “I am working,” Summer explained. “I had to make a wedding cake for an event out of state.”

      “You’re catering?” Her mother’s voice rose, and Summer winced.

      “It’s a favor,” she soothed her. “Besides, the Kenmores are Andre’s biggest investors. I’m sure there will be tons of restaurant people at the wedding, and they’ll be a captive audience to my baking.”

      “Hmm, well, alright.” Eve seemed mollified. “But make sure you circulate and meet everyone, don’t just hide away in the kitchen. Investors buy into a personality, not just the food.”

      Summer stifled a sigh. Her mother would know. Eve Bloom was one of the biggest TV chefs in the country, with a collection of cookbooks, Food Network shows, and even a line of non-stick pans selling gangbusters at Target. She’d built an empire out of smiling perfection, and no matter how hard she tried, Summer knew she’d never live up to her mother’s example—which is why she’d given up on winning Eve’s approval ten years ago, and had set about forging her own path, instead.

      “And be sure to wear your hair back from your face,” Eve continued. “Did you show your stylist those photos I sent? Marcie agrees, bangs would make your nose look much smaller.”

      Marcie was her mother’s hair and makeup assistant. “Uh huh,” Summer answered vaguely. She’d learned the hard way it was easier just to agree with everything her mom said.

      And live halfway across the country from her, too.

      Her father had the same idea: he’d divorced Eve when Summer was six, and now lived up in Alaska with his third wife and five Husky dogs. Her older brother had done one better—he barely stepped foot in the States at all with his job as a photojournalist, which meant Summer was lucky enough to get the full force of their mother’s attention. “Anyway, the reason I’m calling is we’re going to need you in the studio next week,” Eve continued briskly. “I’m flying out to film a family meal segment, sharing recipes down through the generations. I’ll teach you to make a pie, and then we’ll host a nice family dinner together.”

      Summer laughed out loud, then quickly covered it with a cough. “Family?” she echoed in disbelief. “Pie?”

      The last time her mother had baked pie for the family was . . . never. She’d never baked them pie. Because despite her public image as hostess supreme, the truth was, Eve Bloom barely stepped foot in the kitchen—unless the cameras were rolling.

      “It’s the pitch for my new series, I told you about it. We’re going for a more homey feel. Anyway, I’ll put you down for the 9 a.m. call-sheet.”

      “No, Mom, I’m not coming on your show—” Summer tried to object, but Eve didn’t pause for breath.

      “I’ll have Marcie take care of those bangs. And wear something blue, you know the stage lights always wash you out.”

      “Mom, I told you, I’m not—”

      Suddenly, there was a flash of orange ahead on the road. Summer cursed out loud and slammed on the brakes, yanking the wheel to avoid hitting . . .

      What was that?

      She caught a glimpse of something round and fluffy dashing off into the undergrowth as she pulled over to the side of the road. She caught her breath, her pulse racing.

      So much for lowering her blood pressure. Between her mom’s delightful call and that kamikaze cat, she would be lucky if she reached the wedding in one piece.

      Summer checked the backseat, but the cake boxes were thankfully intact, and when she fished her cellphone from where it had fallen between the seats, there was nothing but dial tone. Her mom had already hung up.

      “Thanks a lot, buddy.” Summer could see the cat through the windshield: a fat ginger fluffball now happily sunning himself on the steps of a ramshackle old house, as if he hadn’t just tried to kill her. “Look both ways next time.”

      Yes, she was talking to a cat. No, she hadn’t slept in twenty-two hours.

      She needed coffee, and fast.
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      Summer made it the final few miles without any more interruptions (animal or maternal) and finally pulled up the gravel drive of a stately-looking hotel overlooking the beach. She drove around to the delivery entrance and found a woman pacing there, clutching her phone. She had blonde hair pulled back in an immaculate bun and wore a crisp white shirt and pencil skirt, despite the warm weather.

      “Is that the cake?” she demanded, the moment Summer climbed out of the van.

      “Reporting for duty.”

      The woman let out a massive sigh of relief. “Thank goodness. Sorry,” she added, with a flustered smile. “The bride’s been talking about this for weeks. I don’t think she’d even mind if he left her at the altar, as long as she still got to eat the cake.”

      Summer laughed. “Don’t worry, I just need to assemble it, and we’re good to go.”

      “Can I help with anything? I’m Tess,” the woman added, looking less stressed now.

      “Nice to meet you, I’m Summer. And yes, I’d love some help carrying those boxes in. Carefully.”

      Together, they unloaded the van. Brooke guided her through to the kitchen, which was already a hive of activity. “I’ve told the caterers to stay out of your way.” Tess showed her to a clear corner. “You’re the VIP.”

      “And I bet they’ll love me for it,” Summer joked.

      “Do you need anything?” Tess checked, but her phone was buzzing like crazy, and Summer guessed she had a million other places to be, so she waved her off.

      “I’ve got this.”

      Now came the fun part.

      Carefully, she laid out the sturdy base, and then set about unpacking each layer of the cake. There were six in all, cut in perfect squares that got smaller in size. Summer had already frosted them in a thick peach buttercream, and now she retrieved her bowl and ingredients from the cooler, and whipped up another batch of frosting to use as a kind of cement: carefully building the cake layer by layer, until it stood: sturdy, sweet, and utterly irresistible. With a few sugared rose petals, a dusting of gold leaf, and the piece de resistance—a custom cake topper, crafted to match the photo the bride had sent—Summer’s masterpiece was complete.

      And it would taste even better than it looked.

      “Is this ready for the table?” a server asked. It took three of them to wheel it out, and Summer couldn’t resist stripping off her apron and following them. The hotel was bright and airy, and the reception spilled out of the main hall onto the patio that overlooked the bay. It was a picture-perfect scene, with the afternoon sun sinking over the ocean, guests mingling between tables topped with white linen, and gorgeous displays of fresh-cut roses spilling from every column.

      Summer kept to the edge of the patio, skirting the crowd as she tried to blend into the background. She wasn’t exactly dressed for the party, in cut-off jeans and an old T-shirt, but she loved seeing the looks on people’s faces when they bit into something she’d made, and cutting a wedding cake was an extra-special moment.

      As the caterers wheeled the cake to the top table, she heard the hum of approval; guests stopped and turned to watch, and by the time they carefully placed it on the table, there was a smattering of applause. Summer glowed, but the look on the bride’s face was the real prize: she lit up like the Fourth of July.

      “Oh my goodness!” The bride squealed. She clapped her hands together and did a little bounce. “It’s too perfect. I can’t bear to cut it.”

      “If you don’t cut it, you won’t get to taste,” her groom pointed out good-naturedly, and she laughed.

      “Good point. But we need photos!” She beckoned over the photographer, and then they posed beside it, the bride fussing to make sure the cake was the center of the shot.

      Summer grinned. Now there was a woman who had her priorities right.

      And speaking of priorities . . . She spotted the buffet across the patio, and made a beeline through the crowd. She’d been snacking on gas station chips and junk food all day, which was a crime against nature—and calories. Surely nobody would notice if she snagged a crab puff . . . or two?

      She was just loading up a plate when she felt her skin prickle, like someone was watching her. When she turned, she found a dark-haired man staring from across the room. He was tall and broad-shouldered, but unlike the other men in smart tuxedos, he was wearing a crisp white button-down with jeans, and a scruffy winter beard.

      Hello.

      She smiled, but he just stared at her stonily, with what looked like disapproval on his face. What was his problem?

      She turned back, and defiantly took another puff. After all, she’d earned it.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Grayson Reid noticed the brunette the moment she walked in. It was hard not to. He liked to think he could spot chaos at a hundred paces, and this woman was definitely a disturbance to the atmosphere. Take her outfit, for a start. Cut-off jeans that hugged her bare legs, and a paper-thin T-shirt that hugged everything else—a far cry from the fancy cocktail dresses on display. She lurked by the buffet table, watching the happy couple, and Grayson wondered what disruption was about to ensue.

      A jealous ex-girlfriend come to ruin the event? A scorned family member about to make a scene? Either way, it was clear from her rumpled curls and those danger-sign curves, someone was about to wave goodbye to peace and quiet for good.

      Luckily, it wouldn’t be him.

      He strolled over to the bar and looked around. There was no bartender in sight, so he slipped behind the polished wood and found himself a good bottle of scotch. He liked the view from back here, at arm’s length from the rest of the party, with an unobstructed view of the ocean.

      Grayson wasn’t a man for crowds.

      He wouldn’t have come at all, except the groom’s father was on the city council. They’d done a deal on some land that backed onto Grayson’s property, and he had his eye on another couple of acres across town, so he figured it was worth making a brief appearance at the festivities. As an Englishman on Cape Cod, he was an automatic outsider, which he liked just fine, but a handshake and a few well wishes would go a long way come winter, when he wanted to make his move.

      Plus, there’d be cake. Grayson always had time for cake.

      “Excuse me?”

      He glanced over. The brunette had materialized at the bar, setting down two plates of hors d’oeuvres and wriggling up on a stool. “Scotch, please and thank you.”

      He looked around, but the bartender was still nowhere to be seen, so he plucked a bottle of Jack Daniels down, and slid it down the bar towards her.

      “Thanks,” she said, catching it with surprising deftness. “But I meant real scotch. This is technically whiskey.”

      See? He knew she’d be a disturbance.

      “Delicious with peaches, or spicing up a banana bread,” the woman continued, scanning the bar behind him. “But I was thinking more . . . Glenlivet. Single malt. On the rocks.”

      Grayson felt marginally less annoyed. “That’s what I’m drinking,” he said.

      “A man of good taste.” She smiled, her whole face lighting up with a mischievous grin, and suddenly he didn’t mind the interruption so much. “I didn’t know anything about scotch until I wound up working in an Scottish pub, in the middle of Paris of all places,” she continued, as he set the fresh bottle in front of her. “Now, that nation has opinions about their booze.”

      “Don’t get between a Scotsman and his drink,” Grayson agreed. “They’ve been known to take offense.”

      “You’re telling me. I once made the mistake of ordering a Jack and Coke. I thought they were going to lock me up for re-education. You know, strapping me down and making me do blind taste tests until I knew my Laphroaig from my Glenfiddich.”

      She grinned at him, that bright, dazzling smile that almost made him ask more, but Grayson caught himself in time.

      The key to a man’s happiness was peace. Relaxation. Routine. The trouble started when you forgot all that and let a pretty face spin your whole world off course.

      Disturbance to the local pressure systems. Storm warning, up ahead.

      So Grayson just took another sip of his drink and enjoyed the ocean breeze off the water. But the woman didn’t seem daunted by his silence. She poured herself a couple of fingers instead, and took a sip, sighing with pleasure. “I needed that.”

      Grayson noticed for the first time that she had dark shadows under her blue eyes, and her smile was wearing thin at the edges.

      Not that it was any of his concern.

      “Hey, you,” an impatient voice came from farther down the bar.

      Grayson turned and found a middle-aged man in an expensive suit. He snapped his fingers. “Can I get some service around here? I need three martinis and a beer.”

      Grayson gave him a cool look. “No.”

      “Excuse me?” The man gaped.

      “You heard me.” Grayson turned away from him, leaving the man to bluster powerlessly.

      “This is ridiculous. I’m speaking to your manager!”

      “Go right ahead,” he shrugged, before the other man finally stalked away.

      The woman snorted with laughter. “That was perfect,” she said, grinning. “God, I’ve had to serve way too many people like that.”

      “Money can’t buy manners,” he agreed.

      “But the penthouse and sports cars kind of make up for it.”

      “I don’t know,” Grayson shrugged. “They always struck me as more trouble than they’re worth. All that staff, doormen and housekeepers all knowing your business.”

      “Let me guess, you’re a cabin in the woods kind of guy.”

      “How did you guess?”

      “The beard gave you away.” She grinned. “And the jeans, at a black tie event?”

      “I hate suits,” he admitted. “Always itching in the wrong places.”

      “Hey, look who you’re talking to. I’m not exactly dressed for the occasion either.”

      Grayson couldn’t stop his gaze slipping lower. She was poured into that T-shirt, alright: her curves almost spilling out of the soft fabric, which was faded in places, with a smear of something pink on the neckline.

      Was that . . . frosting?

      She raised her glass in a toast. “To breaking the dress code. In comfort.”

      Grayson dragged his eyes back and clinked his glass to hers. The horoscope in the back of the weekend newspaper had warned him to beware tempting strangers. He never believed any of that nonsense before, but now, he thought they might have a point.

      “I should probably warn you,” the woman continued. “That guy, before? He’s probably running straight to your manager to report you.”

      “Let him,” Grayson said. “I don’t work here.”

      The woman blinked, then snorted with laughter again. “Seriously? But you got me a drink.”

      “You said please and thank you.”

      She smiled again, her blue eyes sparkling with mirth. “I like your style,” she said, and she shot him a mischievous wink.

      Yes, a woman like that was definitely trouble.

      He braced himself for more of her temptations, but instead of talking some more, she finished her drink and got down from her stool. Grayson felt a curious itch of regret. “Leaving already?”

      “Long drive,” she explained. “And I’m guessing the happy couple wouldn’t like it if I lay down and took a nap in one of these rose beds.”

      “It is a hotel,” he pointed out. “You could always get a room.”

      It was a perfectly innocent suggestion, until the moment she met his gaze and quirked the corner of her lush mouth, and then the images flooding Grayson’s brain were anything but innocent.

      The two of them, alone, upstairs. Grayson could think of a hundred things to do, and none of them involved sleep.

      So it was probably for the best when she drained her glass and shot him a parting smile. “Good luck not getting fired,” she joked, and he nodded, wondering where she had to be—and who she had to be there with.

      “Drive safe.”

      He watched her leave, enjoying the sway of her hips in those tight cut-off jeans as she walked away.

      Which was probably the safest direction she could have gone.

      

      Grayson figured that was his cue to leave too, so he made a quick round, shaking the right hands and offering his best before heading for the parking lot, where his muddy Jeep stood out like a sore thumb among the rows of polished rentals and BMWs. He’d never been one for those imports, it was like he’d told the brunette: fancy toys were more trouble than they were worth. He’d had one in his former life, back in England, to match the Thames-side apartment and Executive sign on his door, and he didn’t miss any of it one bit. A car like that wouldn’t last a minute on the dirt track out to his farm, and as for making it through a frozen Cape Cod winter? Good luck with that.

      He headed back to Sweetbriar Cove, enjoying the drive down the cape. The sandy highway was still quiet, but soon enough it would be Memorial Day, and the first of the summer tourists would descend. He couldn’t really blame them. Cape Cod was a rugged paradise, perched on the edge of the eastern seaboard with stretches of wild Atlantic shores on one side, and the calmer, quiet bays threaded up the coast on the other. The woods sprawled in between, packed with hiking trails and hidden ponds, broken up by small hamlets and quaint older towns that thankfully stayed quiet year round, away from the nightlife and attractions of Provincetown.

      Sweetbriar Cove was one of those refuges, nestled in the curve of the cape. His great-uncle had lived there, and Grayson had only seen the place in postcards from his childhood, winging their way across the Atlantic, until Lawrence passed a few years back, and the deed on his estate somehow found its way to Grayson. A few acres, a farmhouse, and an old bookshop just off the town square. His family all thought he’d been crazy to pack up and move out there, but he hadn’t regretted it for a single day. No London smog and crowded Underground subway carriages; no corporate meetings, grey skies, and endless rain. Here, the ocean stretched empty to the horizon, and the windswept dunes lay empty from September through May. It was the perfect place to avoid chaos—of all shapes and sizes.

      He turned off the highway and followed the winding road down into the leafy hollow of Sweetbriar Cove. His bookshop was half-hidden down a side street, behind an overgrown hedge he refused to trim back. He didn’t bother flipping the sign in the window to Open; the day was almost over, and most people knew better than to stop by to chat. Occasionally he’d get some confused tourist walking in, looking for the new Nora Roberts or James Patterson book, but he would soon set them right. The bookstore was his retreat: dusty shelves, rabbit-warren rooms, and all. Customers were occasionally welcome, as long as they knew how to browse in silence.

      He grabbed a beer from the fridge in back and settled in with his feet up on the front desk. He’d remembered to snag a slice of cake on his way out, and now he unwrapped the napkins and laid out his feast. But he hadn’t even taken his first bite when the bell over the door rang. “We’re closed,” he yelled out, as a stranger peeked through the door.

      “But—”

      “Closed,” he repeated, until they withdrew.

      Now, where was he?

      He took a bite of cake, and there was something about the sweet, tart frosting that made him think of the woman from the wedding, with her riot of dark curls and that teasing blue-eyed smile. A little sweet, a little salty—and with a whiskey kick at the end.

      Definitely trouble.

      He should be glad he escaped the vortex unharmed. It was like chaos theory: if a butterfly flapping its wings could cause a hurricane halfway across the world, then a beautiful woman could upend a man’s life beyond recognition. And Grayson liked his life exactly the way it was.

      He took another bite and relished the sunny afternoon silence, alone.

      Now that was some fine cake.
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      “I should have kissed him.”

      “Who?”

      “The man from the wedding,” Summer said wistfully. She was having breakfast with her friend Poppy on her back porch the next morning, looking out across the gorgeous golden sands and blue ocean of Sweetbriar Bay. But for some reason, memories of the not-bartender wouldn’t shift from her mind. Like how that scruffy winter beard hugged his chiseled jaw . . . or when his stern expression had melted into a heart-stopping smile.

      It was probably the reason he walked around with that remote stare all the time; to stop women like her falling at his feet the moment he flashed those pearly whites.

      “I should have yanked him over the bar and kissed him right there,” Summer declared. “Or booked the two of us a room upstairs. I would have, too, a few years ago, before the life got drained out of me. Young Summer was so much more fun.”

      Poppy laughed. “You’re not old yet,” she said, tossing a muffin at her. Summer caught it and took a bite.

      “I’m not young, either,” she said. “What happened to us? We used to have all kinds of wild adventures.”

      “Speak for yourself.” Poppy grinned. “I was always in bed with a good book by ten.”

      “You were the worst wing-woman,” Summer agreed. “And now look at you: all settled into domestic bliss with your real-life romantic hero.”

      “I’m not married yet!”

      “I don’t know about that,” Summer corrected her. “Give him six months. He’s got that whole ‘for better or worse’ look about him.”

      Poppy smiled, content. “He does, doesn’t he?”

      Summer was teasing, but she was glad her best friend had finally found happiness. Poppy was a successful romance author who had come narrowly close to marrying the wrong man. Thankfully, she’d seen the light and taken a trip to Sweetbriar Cove to find inspiration—which had come in the form of the handsome contractor, Cooper.

      “So when is this love shack of yours going to be ready?” Summer asked, looking to the gorgeous restored house Cooper had been working on. It was just next door to Poppy’s aunt’s place, and the reason they’d met in the first place.

      “It’s almost finished. Cooper’s being a perfectionist, but we’ve already picked out a bunch of furniture. Which means I’ll need to pack up and move all my stuff down from the city.” Poppy grimaced.

      “And by ‘stuff,’ you mean books,” Summer teased.

      “You can talk!” Poppy protested. “You have more Tupperware and baking stuff than I do books.”

      “OK, OK, we’re equal hoarders.” Summer smiled across at her, glad to be back with her bestie again. They’d spent hours last night just talking and laughing, catching up for lost time. “It’s so good to see you! It’s been months since we got to hang out properly.”

      “It’s not all my fault,” Poppy said. “Your hours at the restaurant are impossible.”

      “I know,” Summer sighed, thinking of the stress that awaited her back in the city. Even if she’d been doing him a favor by coming out here, Chef Andre would not appreciate being left without his star pastry chef, even for a couple of days. The thought of his tantrum was like a dark cloud looming over the day, but she refused to let it bring her down. “Which is why we have to make the most of today. I want maximum relaxation and girl time.”

      “Deal,” Poppy agreed, as Cooper stepped out onto the porch. He was every inch the rustic man, complete with a plaid shirt and work boots that reminded Summer of the guy from the wedding . . .

      Nope. No more of that.

      “I brought coffee,” Cooper said, setting two cups on the table, immediately pulling her attention back to the matter at hand.

      Summer whistled. “If this is your way of buttering me up, it’s working.”

      Cooper laughed. “You saw through my plan.” He rested a hand on Poppy’s shoulder affectionately, and Summer watched Poppy tilt her head up to him and smile, her whole face lighting up.

      She really was in love.

      Summer felt a pang. She hadn’t looked at anyone like that in years—unless you counted her KitchenAid mixer. After the relationship with her ex, Danny, had ended, she’d been too gun-shy to try dating anyone in the culinary world again. And since she met precisely zero other men with her breakneck schedule, that left no time for dating at all.

      “So what’s the plan for you two today?” Cooper asked, snagging a pancake from Poppy’s plate.

      “I don’t care,” Summer answered. “As long as it has maximum relaxation. And the beach. Ooh, and lobster rolls.”

      Poppy laughed. “How about all of the above? We could head up into Sweetbriar, I’ll show you around, pick up some snacks, and then we hit the beach.”

      “I’m in,” Summer declared. “Let me go get my suit!”

      

      They drove up the winding lane and parked by the town square. Poppy eagerly showed her around the quaint streets, pointing out the coffee shop, gift stores, and galleries. It was clear that she loved her new home, and Summer could see why.

      “We could stop in at the pub and see if Riley’s around,” Poppy suggested, as they strolled in the sunshine. “I think you two would hit it off. He’s blonde and hot and very charming.”

      “Thanks, but I’m more for the dark, mysterious type these days,” Summer said. Tall, dark, and British. “Besides, I’m only here for the weekend.”

      “For now,” Poppy said with a sideways glance. “But I’ll work on that. Cooper’s not the only one with a secret plan. If I’m moving here, I’m going to need to see you more than once in a blue moon.”

      “Well, now your plan’s not so secret anymore!” Summer looked around, taking in the lush green of the square, with its white gazebo and the spires of the church rising up into the leafy green backdrop. “Although, I see why you like it here. It’s so peaceful.”

      “No traffic, no smog, no rude pedestrians shoving you out of the way on the sidewalk . . .” Poppy agreed. “Tempted yet?”

      “Not unless there’s a Michelin-starred restaurant in need of a chef.”

      “Hmm, I’ll have to work on that.”

      They strolled over to the gift shop, and Summer was just picking out some cute napkins embroidered with tiny whales when her cellphone rang.

      She checked the screen and grimaced. “It’s Chef Andre.”

      “Don’t answer!” Poppy cried. “You’re off the clock!”

      “I know.” Summer paused, guilty. “But what if there’s an emergency?”

      She wavered, torn between freedom and duty. Duty won. She ducked out of the store and answered. “Hello?”

      “Where are you?” Chef demanded. “Louis messed up the soufflés, that man is an imbecile. I need you back here, now!”

      “It’s my weekend off—” she tried to protest, but Chef yelled right over her.

      “There is no time off in my kitchen! You either get back here in time for service tonight, or you can find another place to work, do you understand?”

      Summer’s heart dropped. “But I’m hours away!”

      “Then you better come tout suite! Rapide!” Andre unleashed a torrent of French that she couldn’t keep up with, then there was silence. He’d hung up.

      Summer slowly lowered the phone. Her glimpse of golden sands and lobster rolls disappeared on the salty breeze.

      So much for a vacation.

      “Let me guess, you have to go?”

      She turned and found Poppy in the doorway with her shopping bags.

      “I’m sorry,” she sighed. “That man is a toddler, he’ll fire me for sure if he doesn’t get his way—and blacklist me to all his chef friends. I can’t risk disobeying him.”

      Poppy was disappointed, Summer could tell, but she gave a smile. “I understand. Another time, maybe. Fourth of July,” she suggested. “You could come for the long weekend. We’ll make s’mores on the beach.”

      “Count me in,” Summer said, hugging her, even as she knew the odds were slim to none. Chef Andre always hosted a private party on the Fourth, full of big-shot diners, and she would be spending the night the way she always did: sweating over a hot stove, making two hundred individual mille-feuilles frosted in red, white, and blue.

      “Come on, I’ll drive us back,” Poppy said, linking her arm through Summer’s. “And I’ll find the address of this great lobster shack on the highway. You can get one for the road!”

      

      Summer packed up her things and said goodbye, then hit the road again in the delivery van. She looked out of the window longingly as the ocean sparkled along the shore, but there was no time to even stop to dip her toes in the water; she’d be lucky if she made it back to New York in time for dinner service even if she floored it the whole way.

      Lobster rolls, on the other hand, were a must.

      She turned off the highway, and tried to follow Poppy’s scribbled instructions, but she must have gotten turned around, because before she knew it, she reached a very familiar-looking crossroads. Summer paused, looking around. She could have sworn she’d driven this way before, on her way into Sweetbriar Cove. She reached for her phone to check the GPS, but the battery was dead—she must have forgotten to charge it overnight.

      So, which way should she go?

      They always did say you should take the road less traveled, so Summer turned right, driving along the road that dipped and wove past open fields and cute old cottages. She was supposed to be keeping the ocean to her right, so she made another turn, down a street marked Blackberry Lane, only to catch a glimpse of a ginger and white ball of fluff, sunning himself on some steps.

      It was the kamikaze cat!

      Summer pulled the van to a stop. OK, she was definitely lost now. She got out and looked around, trying to get her bearings.

      The cat strolled over and rubbed against her ankles. “Oh, so now you’re playing nice.” Summer leaned down and scratched his ears, and was rewarded with a purr. “I should be glad you didn’t try to kill me this time.”

      The cat stalked away, jumping up onto the low stone wall and sashaying around the back of the house.

      Summer looked up and took the building in for the first time. It was a squat, two-story cottage with a stone facade and two large windows in front, papered over and dusty with age. The letters were faded and peeling, but when she came closer, she could make out the faint script, Fredricks & Sons, Pasties written on the glass.

      It had been a shop, once upon-a-time. Summer put her nose to the glass and peered inside, but it was hard to make anything out, just a gloomy front room filled with boxes and old furniture piled in one corner. Summer felt a tug of curiosity. It looked like the place had been deserted for years, if the date on the yellowed newspaper was any indication, but it still looked like something out of a storybook: surrounded with overgrown blackberry bushes, roses growing wild over the low stone wall.

      Summer looked around. The lane was empty: nothing but green hedges and the sound of gulls swooping lazily overhead. There was nobody to see her climb onto the low wall and follow the cat’s path around the back of the house.

      Wasn’t she just thinking she should be more adventurous? And besides, it wasn’t trespassing if nobody was there to be trespassed against . . .

      Summer hopped up onto the wall and followed it around the side of the house. The yard was so overgrown, it was hard to fight her way through the tangle of bushes, but soon she cleared the border, and found herself standing in the middle of a quiet wilderness, barely contained by a crumbling stone wall.

      Summer looked around, delighted. She could see rosemary and thyme, apple trees, even the straggly vines of a tomato plant creeping up a broken-down trellis. Someone must have planted the garden carefully once, but years and nature had sent it sprawling into a riot of flowers and weeds.

      And lavender. God, there were bushes of it, spilling over from the flower beds, clustered by the walls, growing wild and conquering everything in its path. Summer inhaled the floral scent, and closed her eyes, and was instantly transported back to a little village in the south of France. The place where she’d learned everything she knew—and loved—about baking.

      Every pastry chef worth their soufflé had trained in France. So when Summer decided to defy her mother and go to culinary school, she knew there was only one place to be. She packed up her fraying tote bag and took off for Paris, ready to learn from the best. She slept in youth hostel dorms, picking up shifts at restaurants around the city to pay for night classes at Le Cordon Bleu, and used her vacations to backpack all over the place. With a cheap EuroRail pass and an appetite, she was determined to taste it all: churros in Barcelona, linzertorte in Berlin. If a passing traveler told her about an amazing meal they’d had, she’d pull out a map, hop on a train, and be there within days, crammed at a sidewalk table and digging into a slice of gateau, or sitting on the harbor-front enjoying a bowl of mussels from the morning’s catch. It was how she found herself climbing off the bus in a tiny village in Provence one day, armed only with a scribbled address, and the breathless recommendation of a chef who swore the fresh pain au chocolat were the best he’d ever known.

      He was right. One mouthful, and Summer knew she’d found her calling—and her new mentor, in the shape of Madame Celine, a short, round, brisk woman who’d been baking the pastries almost all her life, just like her mother and grandmother before her. She’d taken some convincing, but thanks to Summer’s stubborn enthusiasm (and a well-timed rainstorm that cut all transport going out of the valley), she finally relented and gave Summer a job as her apprentice for the summer.

      It couldn’t have been more different from her classical training. At Le Cordon Bleu, they were clear: baking was science. Summer learned to precisely follow every recipe to the letter, but with Madame Celine, there were no recipes. She knew every dish by heart, would improvise on a whim, and any time Summer asked why she was adding marjoram to the apricots, or throwing extra egg yolks into the cake batter, she’d just shrug and say, “Écoute le pain.”

      Listen to the bread.

      In other words, trust your instincts.

      After spending all her life struggling against the rules, it was a revelation for Summer to realize she could simply throw them out. Sure, it led to some disasters (curried chocolate, anyone?) but she soon found that beneath all the noise and distractions, her instincts were good. Somehow, she knew what a dish needed, and how the smallest tweaks could make the flavors sing.

      Sugar and butter, eggs and flour: from humble beginnings, a great adventure could begin.

      Now, Summer breathed in the lavender and remembered that summer all over again, all the adventure and possibilities that had lain ahead. She wished she could have stayed and explored the garden longer, but Chef Andre was waiting, and if she showed her face a moment after dinner service started, there would be trouble. Still, she couldn’t resist picking an armful of the vivid purple stalks to take with her, to use in a frosting, maybe, or a batch of Madame Celine’s famous butter biscuits, light as air. Then Summer fought her way back through the bramble, said goodbye to the cat, and climbed into the van with a sigh.

      Her vacation was over. The real world was waiting again.
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      A week later, and Summer almost wished she’d pitched a tent and stayed right there in the lavender bushes, instead of returning to the fray. It was dinner service on a Friday night, and she was turning out pot au caramels as fast as the double-burner could manage, sweltering in the heat of the steamy kitchen as the sound of clashing pans—and clashing personalities—echoed around her.

      “Two duck on three!”

      “Fire table six again, it’s not rare enough.”

      “What the heck? You said well done!”

      Summer kept her head down and focused on not burning the cream. A low simmer, that was all you needed for the silkiest caramel sauce, otherwise the sweet, rich flavor took on a bitter edge, and the whole flavor of the dessert was ruined.

      “Non, non, STOP!”

      She cringed, ducking out of the way as Andre steamed past. The target for his rage today was the new porter, who cowered by the pile of carrots as Andre unleashed his anger in three different languages about the size of his slicing. “Julienne!” he screamed. “JUL-I-ENNE.”

      He threw a handful of carrots in the boy’s face and stormed out. The kitchen didn’t miss a beat, they kept working like nothing had even happened, but the poor assistant looked like he was about to burst into tears.

      “It’s OK,” Summer said, taking pity on him. Everyone else was ignoring him; they’d all been there, and they’d all learned just to suck it up and keep working.

      Or, in Summer’s case, go cry in the wine cellar and then keep working.

      “When he said ‘julienne,’ he really means extra-fine,” she explained. “He likes everything cut slimmer than you probably learned in school.”

      “He never said.” The boy’s lip trembled.

      “He expects you to read his mind,” she told him. “So you have to watch—every single thing he does, it’s for a reason. And one day, he’ll expect you to just take over without any warning.”

      He took a deep breath. “Thanks.”

      “Don’t thank me, just julienne. Fast.”

      He jumped to attention, and Summer turned back to her double-boiler—in time to see the milk froth in a rolling boil. Garbage! Now she’d have to throw it out and start again.

      She grabbed a pot-holder and hoisted it over to the sink, tipping it all down the drain. Lana, one of the sous-chefs, joined her to rinse a bowl of lettuce. “You shouldn’t let the newbies distract you,” she said dismissively. “They need to learn it on their own, just like we did.”

      “And didn’t you wish back then someone had lent a hand?” Summer countered.

      Lana shrugged. “Better to figure out you can’t hack it now. If you don’t have the skills, you’ll never make it. At least, not without connections,” she added, with a sideways glance.

      Summer blinked, but she didn’t have time to come up with a witty comeback before Lana waltzed back to her station.

      Lovely.

      She knew what her coworkers thought of her. Her mother’s name loomed large, shadowing all her achievements, and every time she got a word of praise or a rare promotion, she could hear the whispers.

      “Must be nice, having mommy call the shots.”

      They all assumed Eve was pulling strings behind the scenes, or the chef was angling for an introduction, a chance to grab his own shot at fame. They didn’t know Eve had refused to even let her attend culinary school. “I know what it takes to make a great chef,” she’d told her bluntly, when Summer begged to go. “And you just don’t have it.”

      At first, Summer thought she’d just have to prove herself to her mom. Show she was good enough, that she could handle the pressure. She got herself a job at one of the hottest restaurants in the city, doing scut work to learn the ropes. She cooked for her mother every chance she got, even spending time on the set of her TV show to be helpful, tweaking the recipes and suggesting new dishes for the cookbooks. Every time she brought it up again, she hoped that this time, her mother would see her potential. And every time, Eve just gave her that pitying smile and told her not to be foolish.

      “You don’t understand the work it takes to build all of this,” she’d said, gesturing around at the lights and cameras and dozens of people working overtime to bring Eve Bloom’s brand of effortless perfection to life. “It’s not all frosting and Easy-Bake Ovens. Soon enough, you’ll get bored and quit. I only want what’s best for you.”

      That’s when Summer had realized she’d never convince her mom to support her dreams. She’d just have to make them happen on her own. So, she’d taken her trip to Europe and then found a job here in the city with her new talents, putting in the long hours and working her way up every year, until finally Eve Bloom had seemed to realize two things. One, that her daughter was becoming a success, and two, that it made her look good.

      Summer could pinpoint the shift right down to the minute. They’d been having dinner out together, on one of her brother’s rare trips back to town, when the head of the Food Channel had interrupted halfway through the meal. Eve had greeted him with a smile, ready to accept his compliments, but instead, he’d turned to Summer.

      “I have to tell you, my wife is still raving about those hazelnut madeleines she had at Chez Andre last week. They were delicious.”

      “Thank you.” Summer had flushed, surprised.

      “Of course they were,” her mom had interrupted. “It runs in the family!”

      Now, Eve didn’t miss a chance to boast about her wonderful daughter—or how she’d nurtured her talent all these years. Summer had stopped taking it personally. Her mom loved the spotlight and stole it any chance she got, which is why Summer happily kept her at arm’s length.

      But of course, the rest of the kitchen staff didn’t know that. They probably pictured them having cozy dinners together, and testing recipes in Eve’s amazing kitchen (featured in Better Homes and Gardens). So Summer tried even harder to prove she’d gotten her shot based on talent and hard work, and nothing else.

      Not that they’d believe her if she let the caramel burn again.

      

      Summer got back to work and made it through the rest of the shift unscathed. She whisked, and stirred, and conjured sugar into caramel perfection, and by midnight, she was utterly beat.

      “Coming for a drink?” one of the other sous-chefs asked, as they all grabbed their jackets and stumbled tiredly out the back doors.

      Summer shook her head. Usually, they all went to the bar down the block to drink away the stress of service, but tonight, she was too tired to even make it that far. “I can’t keep my eyes open,” she yawned, buttoning her coat against the night chill. I’ll be lucky if I don’t fall asleep on the train.”

      She set off for home, waiting an age for the subway to Brooklyn, and then trudging another ten blocks to her apartment building. She lived in a tiny studio on the fourth floor, and as she hauled herself up the final flight, she was greeted with a blast of loud music from the apartment next door.

      Heavy rap. At 1 a.m.

      She banged on the door as she passed. “Turn it down!” she yelled, reaching into her bag for her keys.

      The door swung open, music thumping even louder. “Shut the fu— Oh, hey baby.” Her neighbor, Sal, leaned in the doorway and looked her up and down. He was an over-tanned hardbody who was always inviting her to CrossFit, to “work on those buns.” “You’re looking good.”

      “Liar.” Summer sighed, unlocking her door. “Any chance of letting me sleep?”

      “Sorry, babe, I’ve got company.” Sal winked. “But you’re welcome to join us.”

      Eww.

      Summer slammed the door in his face and dropped her bag to the floor. The music was somehow even louder inside, shaking their shared wall with a heavy bass, but she tried to ignore it as she crossed to her tiny excuse for a kitchen and put the kettle on the stove to boil.

      She needed a new place to live.

      It wasn’t bad by New York standards: four hundred square feet, crammed to the ceiling with her baking equipment, a bed against one wall. Sure, there was a patch of damp in the bathroom that was smelling worse with every passing month and the water ran hot only every other day, but it was all she could afford right now if she wanted to put part of her paycheck away in the savings account marked Dream Bakery.

      The music next door went down a notch, and Summer let out a sigh of relief—until the thumping bass was replaced by the sound of a thumping headboard, and Sal’s motivational sex cries.

      “Yeah baby! Dig deep! Feel the burn!”

      She closed her eyes. Not for the first time, she thought about packing up her bags and leaving it all behind—for Europe again, or Australia. Somewhere far away from Chef Andre, and her mother, and all the noise.

      But she couldn’t just take off, she reminded herself. She was a grown-up now, working to build a life, and a future in the industry. She’d never prove she had what it took to be a great chef if she quit at the first (or second, or third) sign of trouble.

      She had a dream, and she just had to hold onto it, for as long as it took.

      It was clear she wasn’t getting any sleep, not until Sal’s workout was done, so Summer poured herself a cup of tea, changed out of her work clothes, and began to collect ingredients from the over-stuffed cupboard. She’d forgone a dining table in favor of a small butcher’s block countertop, and now, she set out her stand mixer and favorite blue porcelain mixing bowl. The recipe was deceptively simple, and she knew it by heart: just cream the butter and sugar until fluffy; add a couple of eggs and the flour. She still had the lavender she’d picked stashed in her bag, and she scattered some of the delicate blossoms into the creamy yellow peaks of finished batter; dropping dime-sized dollops onto a cookie sheet lined with parchment paper, and sliding them into the oven.

      It didn’t take long for the scent of butter and lavender to start wafting through the room, and fifteen minutes later, she pulled out the finished sheet. Wafer-thin, fragrant and rich, just the way Madame Celine had taught her.

      Summer took one right off the sheet, before they’d even cooled. She popped it in her mouth and closed her eyes, letting the light, delicate taste transport her far away. Baking was her therapy, her escape. But this time, instead of conjuring the blue skies and wide valleys of Provence like it always did, a different scene came to life in her mind.

      The old stone cottage in Sweetbriar Cove.

      Except, it wasn’t the way she’d found it, derelict and falling into disrepair. In Summer’s mind, the big windows were polished and gleaming, filled with a delicious display of cakes, and out front, a cluster of little bistro tables seated people enjoying their morning croissant, or a decadent tarte aux pomme.

      She could see it all, as clear as day. She stepped inside the front door and found the floors freshly swept, and a long countertop filled with cake stands, each more tempting than the last. It was warm and homey, full of sunshine, with a chalkboard menu and mismatched china, old cookbooks stacked on the shelves, and happy people sighing with pleasure over their next bite of heaven.

      Her bakery.

      She’d always pictured it here in the city, with sleek displays and critics lining up to name her the new hot chef in town. New York was one of the toughest places to launch a restaurant in the world, and Summer had been determined she would do it one day—and prove her mother wrong.

      But what if she didn’t have anything to prove?

      What if her dream was the escape plan, all along?

      The bakery on Blackberry Lane.

      Summer opened her eyes, her heart pounding. It was crazy. Hadn’t she just been saying she couldn’t just run away and leave her life behind?

      Except this wasn’t running away. She’d be running to something: the dream she’d been working towards all these years.

      Summer felt a shiver of excitement, that champagne bubble in her veins. Poppy had said the town would be overrun with tourists all summer. Tourists who would love a place to stop for cake or fresh bread on their way through . . .

      Was she really considering this? But now that she had that picture in her mind, it felt within reach, so close, she could almost reach out and touch it.

      Think. Details.

      Summer crossed to the bookcase and pulled down her binder, stuffed with loose-leaf sheets and magazine tears, and covered with recipes and polaroids of her best dishes. For years, she’d filled it with all the information she’d need to open her own place: mock business plans, sales projections, interviews with other successful chefs, and more. Now, she sat cross-legged on her bed and flipped through, her excitement rising.

      Could it work?

      Summer quickly looked up the cost of rent around Sweetbriar, and almost cheered when she saw the results. It was barely one tenth of even the most run-down space in the bad part of Brooklyn! And if that cottage had been used as some kind of restaurant before, then maybe the kitchen would already be equipped . . .

      She ran the numbers, trying to keep her hopes in check. She’d been working and saving for so long, she couldn’t afford to get it wrong. If she took off on a whim and crashed and burned, then there would be no second chance.

      But if it worked . . .

      She wouldn’t have to wait. Working, and hoping, and saving—all for some point on the horizon that never seemed to get any closer.

      She could make her dream happen, right now.

      Hadn’t she been wishing she could be wild and spontaneous again? Well, it didn’t get much more spontaneous than this.

      She leapt up, tied her hair back, and looked around.

      She had a lot of packing to do.
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      Grayson woke with the sunrise and padded barefoot to the kitchen for his first cup of coffee of the day. He drank it on the back porch of his farmhouse as usual, enjoying the misty-morning silence as the fog cleared over the orchard and the ocean glinted in the distance. The apple trees were blossoming, and hydrangeas, too, and the tomatoes he’d experimented with planting last fall were already creeping up their trellis, ready for a summer crop.

      He hadn’t known a thing about horticulture when he’d arrived; the whole plot was growing wild and neglected. A full couple of acres, if you counted the poor excuse for a vegetable garden he’d found hidden under a particularly ambitious strain of chickweed. A weaker man might have left it be, or razed the whole thing clear, but he was a firm believer that chaos could be contained, all it took was a little determination and elbow grease. Grayson had plenty of that. He read up on pruning techniques, took a couple of online classes, and consulted some of the old-timers at the hardware store, then set to work. It had taken a few years of careful suggestion, but order was restored: neat rows of shady apple tress, and a vegetable garden arranged not just by species, but variety, soil type, water demands, and more.

      You didn’t fight the chaos, you nudged it in the right direction. A little clearing here, some strategic planting there, and soon, everything was working in harmony, just the way it should be.

      Well, almost everything.

      He looked past the orchard, to the distant outline of the shop that sat on the very edge of his land. The last tenants had moved out five years ago, around the time he’d moved in, and the place had fallen into a state of disrepair. What with the orchard and bookstore, he’d kept pushing it to the bottom of his list, but perhaps it was time to bring some order to the chaos. A project for the summer. That sounded about right to him.

      With the thought in mind, he changed into his track pants and left on his morning run. Three miles along the back roads and through the woods to Blackbottom Pond. A swift, bracing dip—too early for any neighbors with a wandering eye—then home again in time for his second cup of coffee and breakfast with the newspaper, same as every other day. He was showered, dressed, and at the bookstore to open up by nine, ready for another morning spent with his feet up on the desk, reading.

      Except this morning, he was barely through his first chapter when the bell over the door dinged an interruption. Debra, one of the retired locals—and a world-class gossip. She’d been helpful with some pruning techniques for the orchard, so he held back his automatic scowl when she walked in.

      “Debra,” he said. “There’s a new box of romances in the back. I haven’t unpacked, if you want to take the lot and save me the trouble.”

      “I’ll do that,” she said, her shock of grey hair tied back with a bright purple bandana today. “And I have something for you, too. A tenant, for that shop of yours.”

      Grayson lowered his book. “On Blackberry Lane?”

      “That’s the one. Poppy was calling around, trying to find out who owns it. A friend of hers has their eye on it, I said you were the man to talk to.”

      Grayson paused. A tenant? That would solve the question of what to do with the place, as long as they were the right kind of renter. Quiet, low-maintenance, and no trouble at all. A reclusive artist, maybe. Or a stamp collector.

      “It’s not exactly in great shape,” he warned her, and she waved away the objection.

      “Oh, I said, but they don’t mind. They like the idea of fixing the place up. It would save you the trouble,” she added, and Grayson’s curiosity was piqued.

      “I guess I should meet them. Tell them to give me a call later this week.”

      “No need, they’re already over there waiting for you.”

      “Now?” Grayson was perturbed.

      “I told them you wouldn’t have anything on this morning.” Debra gave a pointed glance around the empty, silent bookshop, and Grayson couldn’t exactly argue with that, so he got to his feet and flipped the sign to Closed.

      “And I just picked up some muffins from the coffee shop,” she added. “You could bring them, make a good first impression.”

      Grayson wasn’t worried about his impression—they were the ones who wanted something, after all—but he made it a rule to never look a gift muffin in the mouth.

      “Sure. Thanks.” He took the bag and stepped outside. “Any idea what they want with the place?”

      “Hmm, didn’t mention it. You’ll find out soon enough!”

      Debra had an odd twinkle in her eye, but Grayson didn’t see the harm in meeting these prospective tenants. Poppy seemed to have her head screwed on straight, so hopefully, her friend would be just the same. Another writer, maybe, wanting silence and isolation to finish their next book. That would suit nicely.

      It was only a ten-minute walk over to the property, so he made the journey on foot, strolling the winding country lane. Most shops in Sweetbriar were clustered around the town square, but Blackberry Lane was set a little ways out, surrounded by open fields and woodland above the bay. It was probably why he’d never had any other inquiries about renting the place, even though the Cape had seen a boom in tourists, all of them wanting souvenir T-shirts, local crafts, and somewhere to enjoy the fresh saltwater taffy. The summer people were already showing their faces in town, opening up the beach houses that had lain dormant all year, and stocking up on fresh supplies and paperback books for the beach. He hoped the prospective tenant was a summer person, too: twice the rent for half the hassle, it sounded good to him.

      He rounded the corner and found the house just as he remembered: paper peeling from the dirty windows, and the door in need of a good clean. It wasn’t exactly screaming out to be rented, but you never knew with these eccentric writer types. There was already a car pulled up outside, but he couldn’t see anyone around.

      “Hello?” he called. He checked the door, but it was practically rusted shut. “Is anyone here?”

      “Coming!” A woman’s voice came, breathless from around the side of the house. “Sorry,” it continued, getting closer. “I couldn’t resist nosying around to take a look. God, these bushes need some work. I just need to—OWWW!”

      Grayson startled. “Are you alright?” he called, peering through the bushes. Whoever she was, she was right: the place was overgrown and in dire need of some strict pruning. But that didn’t give her the right to go wandering around. “Hello?” he tried again.

      “Sorry! Got caught back here,” the reply came. “These brambles are prickly little jerks, aren’t they?”

      Grayson didn’t smile. “They help keep out trespassers,” he said pointedly, his patience wearing thin now.

      “Just a sec . . . nearly through . . . Ah!”

      The woman came fighting her way out of the blackberry bushes like an explorer hacking her way through the jungle. “Free at last!” she beamed.

      Grayson blinked.

      It was her. The brunette from the wedding. Dressed in a wisp of a summer floral dress that looked like it might blow away on a strong ocean breeze, with a stray twig in her hair, and her lips already parted in a delighted smile.

      Trouble had found her way back to him.

      And even worse, he was rather happy to see her face.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Summer couldn’t believe her luck. First, that Poppy had been able to use the Sweetbriar gossip network to track down the owner of her cottage in barely thirty minutes. (Because, even though she’d just laid eyes on it, it was completely, and inescapably hers). And second, that the owner turned out to be her tall, dark, and very handsome stranger from the wedding.

      Talk about a sign. It almost made up for the bramble scratches all over her body, and the fact she didn’t even know if she’d packed up her life and moved to the Cape for a run-down cottage that might not even be hers to take.

      There was only one way to find out.

      “Hi!” she exclaimed, dropping down to meet him. “We never got around to introducing ourselves, but I’m Summer Bloom. And you must be Grayson, the owner,” she added, with her most dazzling smile.

      Grayson stared back evenly. “That’s me.”

      He didn’t exactly look thrilled to see her, but Summer wasn’t deterred. “Small world! Or rather, small town. Poppy said everyone knows everybody else around here, and now I believe her. What are the odds?”

      “Slim,” Grayson said with a wry look in his eyes. He was just as handsome as she remembered: still sporting that scruffy winter beard, but looking much more relaxed than at the wedding, in jeans and a faded sky-blue button-down shirt. She quickly patted down her hair—which probably had half an actual bird’s nest nestled there instead of just resembling one—and hoped her dress hadn’t torn.

      Or if it had, that it tore in just the right places.

      Focus, Summer. The store.

      “So this is your place?” she said brightly, like she hadn’t just crawled out of the bushes. “It’s so charming.”

      “You mean old and run-down.”

      “That too.” Summer grinned. “And the gardens! There’s lavender back there, fresh thyme, even some apple trees.”

      Grayson looked marginally more interested. “Really? I thought it was all weeds.”

      “Ninety percent of it, yes. But there’s some good stuff hidden underneath. It would be great to have an herb garden right here,” Summer said longingly. “It’s always a drag trying to find fresh herbs for my recipes, but it’s like this place was meant to be. I meant look at it.” She took in the big windows and the old shutters. “Can’t you see it: the Blackberry Lane Bakery. It even sounds delicious!”

      Grayson frowned. “Wait a minute. A bakery?”

      “We would have tables out front, a little counter inside . . .” Summer’s vision had solidified with every passing mile, and now it seemed more real to her than even the dirty, faded cottage in front of them. “What’s the kitchen like? Is there an apartment upstairs? Do you have the keys?”

      Grayson looked taken aback, and Summer had to remind herself to slow down. She may have had a few hundred miles of dawn driving to fall in love with the idea, but he was hearing it for the first time.

      And from the dubious look on his face, he wasn’t sold yet.

      “I’m sorry, I’m getting ahead of myself.” She took a deep breath, even though her heart was racing with nerves and anticipation. “Why don’t we go inside and take a look around?”

      Grayson unlocked the door and heaved it open, the hinge squeaking in protest. “The last tenants moved out years ago,” he explained. “I’ve been meaning to clean it up, but I haven’t gotten around to it yet.”

      “That’s no problem,” Summer said brightly, even as she wrinkled her nose at the smell. Dust, and age, and who knows what else? But that was nothing a good cleaning and some fresh air couldn’t fix, she reassured herself as she stepped inside, and looked around the dim room.

      “Looks like the electricity’s blown,” Grayson said, flipping the switch, so Summer went to the windows and peeled back the crumbling newspaper. The room flooded with sunlight.

      She felt her heart skip a beat.

      Sure, it was old and dirty, and there were empty boxes piled everywhere, and the counter was broken, and the shelves on the wall were sagging, and the orange striped wallpaper was straight out of 1972 . . .

      “It’s perfect,” she sighed happily.

      Grayson cleared his throat. “We seem to have different definitions of the word,” he said dryly.

      He obviously thought she was crazy, but Summer knew the real test was still to come. The kitchen. She held her breath as she followed Grayson into the back. Some things could be fixed with a lick of paint and some detergent, but the appliances were non-negotiable, so when Summer saw the old range—eight burners, gas, double-oven!—she could have kissed it. Or him. The range was probably safer.

      “Maytag,” she said, almost hugging the stainless steel. “They don’t make them like this anymore.”

      “You think it’ll work?” Grayson sounded dubious.

      “With a bit of TLC. They’re workhorses,” she explained. “Madame Celine was running one from the fifties, and it still worked just fine. And there’s a walk-in cooler, too!” She looked around in delight, taking in the open door and the big farmhouse sink under the window. “What was this place before? It must have been a restaurant or something.”

      “Pie shop, I think,” Grayson said, running his fingertip over a counter and shaking the dust away. “Old Cornish pasties, or something like that. When the lease was up, they decided to move to Boston.”

      Oh right. The lease.

      She turned to him with her prettiest, most landlord-friendly smile. “So what are you asking for rent? I mean, it is out of the way here, and not exactly in great shape. But I’d be willing to take it on for you.”

      Grayson smiled. “That’s very generous,” he replied, looking amused.

      Summer grinned. “I’m very considerate like that. Plus, it doesn’t look like people are lining up to rent.”

      “I don’t know . . .” Grayson said, looking around. “Now that I’ve seen the place, I can think of a few people who might be interested. You’re right, it would be perfect for a café or food vendor.”

      Drat. Summer narrowed her eyes. “But they’d want it all clean and ready,” she pointed out. “I’d do all the work myself. You wouldn’t have to lift a finger, or worry about a thing. And with strangers, you’d never know who you were going to get.”

      “I don’t know you,” he pointed out, with a teasing edge to his smile.

      “Sure you do,” Summer shot back. “I’m Summer Bloom. I make great wedding cake and have excellent taste in scotch.”

      Grayson paused. “You made the cake for the Kenmores?” She nodded. “That was dang good cake,” he admitted.

      Yes!

      “And there’s plenty more where that came from,” Summer said temptingly. “If you agree to let me take the lease.”

      Grayson looked at her like he was sizing her up. Summer tried to look respectable and virtuous, but she wasn’t sure she managed, what with the aforementioned bird’s nest and her dress strap slipping lower.

      “Fine,” he said finally, and named an amount that would have bought her exactly fifty square feet in Brooklyn.

      Summer wanted to cheer, but if she’d learned one thing from her mother, it was that the first offer was always just the start of negotiations.

      “How about half that?” she countered. “And I’ll cover the cost of repairs myself.”

      He chuckled. “You think I’m going to practically give you this place?”

      “Yes.” She smiled back at him. “Because I can give you something no other tenant can.”

      Grayson raised an eyebrow, and suddenly, the kitchen didn’t seem so spacious. Summer felt the temperature go up a notch as his eyes skimmed over her body again.

      “And what’s that?” he asked, his voice low and sultry.

      Summer remembered to breathe. “What every man really wants.” His nearness was intoxicating, but she wasn’t about to lose sight of her prize. “Fresh-baked scones, every day of the week.”

      She gave him an impish grin, and he laughed.

      “Tempting.” Grayson paused, then suddenly shrugged, as if to say, What the heck? “Go on, then. Take it. But there are ground rules,” he added sternly, as she bounced in delight on the spot.

      “Anything,” Summer vowed, resisting the urge to fling her arms around his neck and . . . celebrate. It was hers! She couldn’t believe it, one more piece of the puzzle falling perfectly into place.

      “I don’t want any trouble,” Grayson warned her. “No drama, no stress, no late-night emergencies or special favors, or anything to disrupt my life, you understand?”

      Summer nodded enthusiastically. “You won’t even know I’m here,” she promised. “Except for the line stretching out the door, and the delicious smells wafting in the air.”

      “And the scones,” Grayson added, that smile quirking on his lips again. “Don’t forget about the scones.”

      How could she? Grayson could have asked for a six-layer chocolate cake delivered twice daily and she would have happily agreed. She spun around, already picturing the ovens full of baking croissants, and the counters gleaming, stacked with plates and cake boxes and all her favorite bake-ware.

      And Grayson, sitting right there in the sunshine, tasting her favorite recipes . . .

      Clothing optional.

      The image popped into her mind, and Summer tried not to blush. Her new landlord may have just made all her dreams come true, but that little speech about drama and distraction had made it perfectly clear he didn’t want anything more. Plus, she’d learned the hard way that bringing romance into the kitchen always ended in tears.

      That was fine with her. Love could wait.

      She had baking to do.
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      “. . . And I can have little bistro tables out front, just like the ones in Paris, and serve lemonade and tea to go with the pastries. Ooh, and fresh milk. You can’t have cookies without milk.”

      Three days later, Summer had signed the lease, taken possession of the keys, and was gleefully showing Poppy around her new kingdom. It wasn’t just the bakery—she’d been so caught up with her visions for the downstairs space she hadn’t even looked past the kitchen, but it turned out there was an upstairs apartment too, complete with a small bedroom, bathroom, and living area overlooking the wilderness gardens.

      “It definitely . . . needs some work.” Poppy looked around at the dust and terrible orange striped wallpaper with a dubious expression. Whoever had lived here before clearly had a thing for crazy patterns, because it looked like the seventies had thrown up all over the walls.

      “It’s a mess,” Summer agreed. “But it’s still five times the size of my place back in New York. And I have a garden!” She threw open the back windows—and coughed as a cloud of dust rose up from the untouched window ledge.

      Poppy laughed. “If anyone’s got the vision, it’s you,” she agreed. “But . . . are you sure about this? Not just the bakery, but Sweetbriar Cove.” Poppy’s expression turned cautious. “I’m thrilled to have you here, but it’s a big move. We’re a long way from New York. You always said your dream was to be the hottest chef in the city, and this . . . Well, I love Sweetbriar, but it’s not exactly the West Village on a Friday night. Their idea of a party here is when Franny sneaks her elderflower home brew into a town meeting,” she added with a grin.

      Summer smiled. “I know. It isn’t what I planned, but it’s here, now. I could have spent another ten years working away to make it on my own in the city,” she explained. “And what kind of life would that have been? You know what that schedule was doing to me,” she added, feeling her shoulders tense up just at the thought. “The late nights and constant stress. I didn’t have time for dating or fun or . . . anything! Now I get to take a breath, and actually be a person again. I’ll be able to stay in bed past 6 a.m., and bake what I want, and oh my goodness, I could actually have a day off once in a while!”

      Poppy laughed, and gave her a hug. “Then I’m on board. Anything you need, just say the word.”

      Summer hugged back. “Thank you. But loaning me your man is more than enough.”

      “He does have his uses.” Poppy grinned. Cooper was downstairs, poking around the kitchen to put together a list of repairs. “And you won’t have to worry about getting ripped off by a shady contractor, he’ll take care of whatever you need.”

      “You guys are a lifesaver,” Summer said with real relief. “There’s so much to do to get ready. I want to be up and running ASAP for the summer tourist season—I figure that’s the best time to launch, but they won’t be lining up around the block for my morning buns if they come with a side of damp and roaches.”

      “I don’t know about that. I’d fight off roaches for those morning buns any day.”

      “Spoken like a true friend.”

      A call came from downstairs. “Summer?”

      “Coming!”

      She thundered down the old wooden staircase, emerging in the small room just off to the side of the kitchen. It had been a dining room originally, she guessed, but now it was piled with old junk and boxes that she maneuvered around to meet Cooper in the front of the shop. “What’s the verdict?” she asked with a tremor of nerves. “Tell me it doesn’t need a new roof or plumbing.” She’d promised Grayson she’d take on the cost of repairs, but her budget wouldn’t stretch for anything major.

      To her relief, Cooper shook his head. “All good there. It’s actually in pretty good shape. Needs some of the electrical wiring replaced, but mainly it’s cosmetic: paint, sand the floors, maybe repair some of the window frames.”

      “Yes!” Summer high-fived him as Poppy joined them.

      “Good news?” she asked.

      “The best.” Summer beamed. “I might even have some money left for my dream gallon stand mixer by the time it’s done.”

      “That’s great.” Poppy slipped her arm around Cooper’s waist and glanced at his notebook. “What’s that?”

      Cooper looked down. “Oh, I was just thinking, it would be great to restore these built-ins, maybe extend them up to the ceiling.” Cooper showed them some sketches. “And if you really wanted the space to work, I would even knock through the wall in the back here, open up the whole space into the kitchen.”

      “That would be amazing,” Summer said longingly, looking around. That dining room was awkward, and she could see how opening everything up would give her double the space to work with. “But would it be expensive?”

      Cooper shook his head. “It’s not a load-bearing wall, so I could get the permits, no problem. As soon as Grayson signs off, we’re good to go.”

      Summer came back down to earth with a bump. She’d promised her new landlord no mess and no fuss, and she was pretty sure knocking walls through qualified as both. “You think he’d go for it, if you asked nicely?” she said hopefully, but Cooper just chuckled.

      “Nice try, but this is on you.”

      She sighed. “Any advice? You’re friends with the guy.”

      “Grayson is . . . a rational man,” Cooper said, sounding diplomatic. “Give him warning, lay out the plans, be reasonable, and you shouldn’t have a problem.”

      “In other words, he’s a stick-in-the-mud with no soul,” Summer translated, remembering his cool detachment.

      Poppy shook her head. “He seems like a decent guy, just . . . quiet, that’s all. You’ll win him over. After all, you’ve got plenty of weapons in your arsenal,” she added with a wicked gleam in her eye.

      Cooper snorted, and Poppy hit him lightly on the arm. “I was talking about her cakes!”

      

      Cooper left her with the sketches and his list of repairs, and then Summer locked up and strolled into town. It was a warm, bright day, with the salty ocean breeze rippling the trees, and Summer couldn’t keep the smile from her face as she walked the leafy country lane. Trees! And sunlight! She could hardly believe she was here instead of sweating in Andre’s kitchen, trying to avoid his latest meltdown. Summer imagined the rest of them, scurrying around the restaurant like panicked rats. Right about now, she would have been prepping for lunch service, following someone else’s recipes she’d made a hundred times before. But now, she was suddenly hundreds of miles away with a whole new life taking shape. It was exhilarating, exciting . . .

      And just a little terrifying, too.

      Summer thought about how she’d just sunk every cent she’d ever worked for into this bakery plan, and she felt her stomach lurch. This was it, no second chances now. Either she made it a success, or she’d be hulling strawberries for someone else forever.

      And she could only imagine what her mother would say.

      Summer pushed away that unpleasant thought and reminded herself to stay calm. She just had to stick to the plan. She’d learned all about running a bakery from Madame Celine, and (as the woman herself would insist), she’d learned from the best. Not to mention her apprenticeships at restaurants all over New York City. From business plans to cash flow to inventory—Summer had spent years soaking in every last piece of information in preparation for the day she would finally strike out on her own. She had the knowledge, the passion, and now the perfect location too.

      And in the end, it was the baking that mattered most of all.

      Speaking of which . . . Summer arrived in the Sweetbriar town square and looked around with new eyes. She planned to go talk to Grayson about the renovations, but first, she needed coffee—and some research into her local market. She didn’t want to tread on any toes, or get involved in a bake-off with a beloved local, so she carefully toured the few charming streets, making a note of any potential competition. Luckily, Sweetbriar was well-stocked with gift shops and cute little galleries, but aside from a meager selection of snacks at the coffee shop, there didn’t seem to be anywhere to get a decadent slice of cake or a life-changing éclair. One look at the lackluster muffins on sale, and Summer’s worries were laid to rest.

      This town needed her croissants, and they needed her, bad.

      She ordered a latte, her spirits high again—until her phone began to ring, and she checked the caller ID. Her mom. Summer flinched, and shoved her phone deeper into her pocket, letting it go to voicemail.

      She’d been avoiding her mother’s calls for the past few days. Eve was still bugging her about that TV appearance, and Summer knew the moment she told her about the bakery, it would be nothing but “You’re not ready for this, sweetie” and “You’re making a mistake.” She didn’t want to spoil her new adventure with Eve’s doom and gloom—especially when they came served with a side of judgment and a dash of passive-aggression.

      So, avoidance. It wasn’t like she didn’t have practice. But the ring started again, almost as soon as she’d left the shop, so Summer dug her phone out with a sigh and braced herself. “Hello?”

      But instead of Eve’s brisk voice, it was Lana from the restaurant. “Summer? Oh thank goodness, you have to help me,” she exclaimed in a rush. “Andre told me to make the almond macarons for dessert and I’m going crazy, they keep sinking, and if I don’t have them right by service he’s going to fire me, I swear.”

      Summer could hear the panic in her voice; she knew it well. “Calm down,” she said. “Have you got the recipe?”

      “Yes, I’ve been following the thing to the letter.”

      “What about the oven?” she tried. “It gets too hot at the top, you have to use the lowest rack.”

      Lana swore. “The oven! Thanks Summer. I owe you a drink when you’re back.”

      Summer paused. “You know I’m not coming back. I quit.”

      She heard Lana laugh. “That’s what you said, but come on, this is all just to show Andre he can’t live without you, right? We’re all betting how long it takes for him to come crawling and offer you co-executive chef, or maybe a satellite restaurant. He’s been talking about opening a spin-off location.”

      “No, Lana, this isn’t a game.” Summer frowned. “I’m really done. I have my own thing now.”

      “Sure you do.” Lana sounded distracted. “But if you are coming back, make it July. I have twenty bucks in the pool.”

      She rang off, and Summer lowered the phone. She couldn’t blame Lana for having her doubts: in the whirlwind of the kitchen, it was hard to imagine any other kind of life existed out there. Some people thrived on that panicked adrenaline, and Summer had too, for a while. But now that she’d had a taste of freedom, she knew there was no turning back.

      And freedom right now meant strolling the Sweetbriar town square, savoring her coffee with the morning calm. Poppy had given her directions to Grayson’s bookstore, and she found it down a side street, almost hidden by some overgrown rose bushes and a peeling white-painted gate. Summer looked through the front window and saw Grayson lounging with his feet up on the desk, reading a thick novel. He was wearing another faded button-down and a pair of black-rimmed glasses.

      Dang, she was a sucker for a man in glasses.

      She pushed the door open, and was heralded by a ding! from the bell above the door.

      Grayson didn’t look up. “We’re closed.”

      “The sign says open,” Summer pointed out.

      He glanced up at the sound of her voice, and she thought she caught the hint of a smile.

      “The sign lies.”

      Summer looked around. “This is your place? I like it. Very . . . vintage.” The shelves were crammed with old, second-hand books, and the narrow rooms fed into each other, inviting you to browse. “Do you have any cookbooks? I have a collection. Well, addiction, really. Not as bad as Poppy and her romance novels, but still . . .”

      OK, she was babbling, but Grayson was still watching her with that inscrutable stare of his, and it set her pulse beating just a little faster.

      What did he think of her?

      “I heard you’re getting started fixing up the bakery.”

      “Yes!” Summer turned back to him. “I actually wanted to talk to you about the plans.” She rummaged in her bag and pulled out Cooper’s notes. “There’s a few things I need to run by you—”

      “Then let’s make an appointment to talk.” Grayson cut her off. “Later.”

      Summer blinked. The bookshop was empty, but she needed him in a good mood to give the OK for her demolition plans, so she didn’t push. “Later is fine,” she said quickly. “How about you come by the bakery around six? I’ll be able to show you everything in person.”

      “Six.” Grayson nodded. “See you then.”

      He picked up his book again, clearly done talking. Summer hesitated, but he didn’t look up again, so she took the hint and let herself out. The door shut behind her with a ring.

      What a curious man.

      Curious, unreadable, and undeniably handsome. He also didn’t seem in a hurry to make friends, but Summer wasn’t worried. It might take some time for him to warm up to her, but she had a few tricks up her sleeve—starting with their meeting tonight.

      She was going to need a lot of butter.
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      Grayson waited until he’d closed up the shop, reorganized the local history section, and gotten a jump-start on that month’s accounts before finally locking up and heading over to Blackberry Lane. It wasn’t that he wanted to make Summer wait, but her arrival had already disrupted his schedule in a handful of small ways, and he was determined not to let the disturbance spread.

      Women had a way of throwing everything off course.

      Grayson knew his reputation around town. They thought he was too reserved and self-contained. Part of that was his natural inclination as an Englishman, but he liked to think of himself as a man of routine. He’d constructed his life to have minimal drama, no wild-card chaos charging through, leaving havoc in its wake. Drama was exciting in the moment, sure. It made the heart pound and your blood run hot, but like one too many drinks at the pub on a Friday night, it was liable to leave you with a killer hangover the next morning, trying to remember that parade of bad decisions. Grayson preferred all things in moderation. After all, he could savor a single glass of scotch, and get his heart rate pumping on those early-morning runs. No need to chase an excess of danger, when just a small taste suited him fine.

      Which is why he arrived at the property on Blackberry Lane already cautious, wondering what his new tenant had in store. He found the front door ajar and piles of trash already stacked out front. Inside, there were rags draped over furniture, and more boxes littering the room.

      “Hi!” Summer appeared from the back, startling him. She was dressed in cut-offs and a clinging tank, with her riot of dark curls caught back behind her ears. “You’re right on time.”

      Grayson took another few steps deeper into the mess, trying to avoid stepping on anything sharp.

      “Don’t freak out,” Summer said quickly. “It gets worse before it gets better.”

      “I know.” Grayson wondered, with the anxious look on her face, if he’d come on too strong with his “no mess” line before. “I figured you’d need to tear everything out, for a fresh start. Salt the earth,” he added. “Or at least, disinfect it.”

      “OK, good.” Summer let out an audible breath of relief. “Then come on back.”

      He followed her through to the kitchen area. To his surprise, this area was spotless, with the floors swept, windows sparkling, and countertops gleaming like they were brand new.

      “I can’t focus unless the kitchen’s clean,” Summer explained, pulling out a chair for him at the makeshift table of a couple of upended crates covered with a cloth. “Doesn’t matter where I am. Once, I was crashing with friends, and I couldn’t sleep knowing the dishes were still in the sink. They found me polishing silverware at three in the morning.” She smiled at him again, her whole face lit up with excitement, and Grayson blinked from the warmth.

      That smile spelled trouble.

      He cautiously took a seat. “You said you had some plans to run by me,” he said, trying to stay on track. There were a couple of candles lit along the counter, flickering in the sinking sun, casting the whole room in a rosy glow.

      Romantic.

      “Right. Plans. Are you hungry?” she asked.

      He blinked. “Well, I was on my way home for dinner—”

      “Great!” Summer exclaimed. She whipped a couple of plates off the counter, and set them down in front of him. “I made apple strudel.”

      Grayson took in the spread. It looked dang good.

      “You’re trying to butter me up,” he said, even as his mouth was watering.

      “Literally.” Summer beamed. “Go on, try some.” She cut a slice and nudged his plate closer. It would have been downright rude not to take a bite, so Grayson obliged.

      The dense, flaky pastry broke apart in his mouth, and the tart, sweet flavor of the fruit broke through. Apples and cinnamon and . . . “Is that cardamom?”

      “Good catch.” Summer looked impressed. “Most people only use it for savory dishes, but I think it really plays off the acid notes in the apples.”

      Grayson wolfed down the rest of the slice in three bites, and Summer cut him another. “I shouldn’t . . .” he said, not meaning it for one minute, and luckily, she didn’t believe him.

      “I had Cooper over, and he had some great ideas for the renovations,” Summer said casually, while he was digging in. “It’s all pretty straightforward, just painting and decorating, and taking this wall out, and maybe some built-in shelving out front.”

      He was still savoring the strudel when her words filtered through. Grayson stopped. “Wait a minute, what did you say?”

      Summer looked at him with an innocent expression. “Built-ins,” she explained. “In the front. To display cookbooks, or old china. Here, he did some sketches . . .”

      “No.” Grayson put his fork down. He didn’t need that sugar rush clouding his judgment. “The wall.”

      “Oh. Right. That.” Summer looked guilty. “It would just make sense to open it up, don’t you think? That dining room is just taking up space, and with it gone, I could fit a big central island for food prep.”

      Grayson sadly pushed his plate away. “I knew there was no such thing as a free lunch.”

      “It’s only strudel,” Summer comforted him. “Believe me, if I was making lunch, I would have asked for a whole lot more.”

      Grayson had to give her points for style. Still, he didn’t like how close he’d come to not even noticing the request, sandwiched as it was between delicious layers of butter and sugar. “I told you when I agreed to the lease: no drama.” He tried to look stern, but Summer laughed.

      “It’s ten feet, not the Berlin Wall. Come on, Cooper will take care of the permits, and I’m the one footing the bill. What do you have to lose?”

      She smiled at him again from across the milk crates, and Grayson felt his resolve falter. When she put it like that, it seemed like a reasonable request . . .

      He sat back and looked around. He couldn’t believe that in a couple of short days, the kitchen had been transformed. She had stacks of colorful mixing bowls and Tupperware everywhere, and even a vase of wild roses on the window ledge, brightening the room. “You really love this place, don’t you?” he asked, not understanding her fervor.

      “I fell the minute I laid eyes on it,” she said simply. “I know it might seem strange to you, but this is my dream right here.”

      “You dreamed about damp patches and faulty wiring?” he asked, still dubious.

      Summer shook her head. “I dreamed about somewhere to share my food with people. To write my own menus, and make my own rules, and put a smile on their faces—like the way you smiled when you took that first bite of strudel. ”

      Her voice was soft, but her eyes shone with passion, and her cheeks were flushed—from the heat in the kitchen or just the dim light of the setting sun he wasn’t sure. Either way, she was too beautiful to be sitting so close and looking at him that way—like he could make all her dreams come true with a few simple words.

      “Fine,” he agreed, surprising himself. “You can lose the wall.”

      Summer leapt to her feet and threw her arms around his neck. “Thank you!” she cried, hugging him close.

      Grayson tensed in surprise. Her hair brushed his cheek, and he caught the scent of sugar and butter and vanilla, as intoxicating as the curves pressed softly against him.

      She was delicious.

      The hunger startled him, a fierce rush of longing to taste her for himself. Grayson lurched back in time to catch a glimpse of her lush lips parted, inviting more. He could have reached for her right then and taken it—claimed her mouth the way he wanted, pressing those curves back into the counter until he’d tasted more—but in that brief hesitation, Summer seemed to blink back to reality.

      “Sorry.” She pulled away, blushing. “Boundaries, I know. I have a bad habit of acting first, thinking later. In case the whole ‘pack it in and move to Sweetbriar’ thing didn’t make it obvious enough.” She gave a flustered smile, and for reasons Grayson couldn’t fathom, he decided to take her advice.

      He acted first, thought later, and kissed her.

      [image: ]
* * *

      She didn’t know quite how it happened. One step, that’s all it took for Grayson to close the distance between them and brush his lips to Summer’s. It was barely a whisper, a split-second rush of heat, but somehow, it sparked through her like wildfire.

      She wanted him.

      His mouth was warm, sweet from the strudel, and infinitely tempting. His lips pressed softly, slow as molasses, and Summer felt the heat roll through her.

      Delicious.

      But before she even had a chance to move closer, Grayson pulled away.

      “Well, that was unfortunate.”

      Her eyes shot open. There were a dozen words she’d use to describe a kiss like that—yes; mmmm; more—but unfortunate wasn’t one of them.

      Grayson cleared his throat, looking awkward. “I don’t know what came over me,” he said, oddly formal considering he’d just had his lips pressed intimately against hers. “My apologies.”

      Summer blinked. “I . . . OK.”

      “Call it a lapse in sanity,” he continued.

      “Gee, thanks.”

      Grayson seemed startled. “I didn’t mean . . .”

      “No, you did.” Summer turned and busied herself packing up the strudel in a Tupperware container. Her heart was still pounding, and if she didn’t do something with her hands, she was liable to reach for him and show him exactly what unfortunate looked like.

      “Here, for the road.” She presented it to him with a bright smile. If he could act like that kiss didn’t affect him one bit, then she could too.

      Kiss? What kiss?

      “So, we’re alright?” Grayson looked puzzled.

      “Why wouldn’t we be?” Summer countered, trying to sound breezy. “You think you’re the first man to kiss me after tasting that strudel?” She winked. “It’s a good thing I didn’t bake you my chocolate mousse cake. You’d have me naked on the floor by now.”

      Too far.

      Grayson’s eyes flashed with something dark and hot, and Summer felt a shiver of pure lust spiral through her body. She gulped. “Anyway. Thanks for approving the plans. I appreciate it.”

      He nodded. “Right. Of course. Good night.”

      He turned on his heel and left before Summer even had a chance to say goodbye. But that was probably for the best, she thought. He clearly thought the kiss had been a mistake, but if he’d stayed any longer, she might have tried to prove him wrong.

      And replay the feel of the tall, solid planes of his body pressed against her . . .

      Summer didn’t know what had happened. The look on his face when he’d bit into the pastry had made her heart beat faster, and when he’d almost closed his eyes to savor the taste . . .

      She wanted him to taste her like that.

      And then, suddenly, he was.

      There was a meowing sound, and she looked up to find that ginger ball of fluff on the window ledge, pawing at the catch.

      He meowed again.

      “Fine.” Summer opened the window and the cat jumped down, nuzzling at her ankles. “But no messy paws in the kitchen. I don’t suppose you have a name?”

      There was no collar or tag, so Summer scratched his chin. His purr could have stopped traffic. “You look like a Marmaduke,” she decided, and his nuzzling seemed to agree. She found a saucer and poured him some milk, watching as he eagerly lapped it up. “So tell me, Marmaduke. How are you with a mop?”

      He purred in response, then settled down to lick himself. She smiled. “Figured.”

      Summer grabbed a broom and got back to cleaning. Whatever was going on in that Grayson’s mind, there was work to be done. She already knew mixing romance and baking was doomed to failure, and she may be impulsive, but she wasn’t about to risk this amazing opportunity before it had even begun.

      Last time, it had nearly cost her everything.

      They had warned her. Every female chef she’d met—and there weren’t many of them—said getting involved with someone in the same industry was a mistake; even worse, the same kitchen. But Summer had been young, and head over heels for New York and her first big pastry chef job, and thought they were exaggerating. Besides, she barely left the kitchen—who else was she going to date? In the heat and chaos of the restaurant, it all seemed so romantic: Danny was the young, hot sous-chef on the rise, their eyes met over the mise-en-place, and soon they were sneaking off to the wine cellar together every chance they got. She was crazy about him, and even better, he understood her life. The late nights and long hours didn’t matter, because he was right there toiling alongside her, brainstorming menus and restaurant ideas for the day they would finally venture out on their own. It was the two of them against the world: they moved in together, made plans, and everything was perfect . . . until she found him sneaking off to the wine cellar with a pretty blonde server from morning shift. And just like that, the restaurant—her favorite place in the world—became somewhere tainted with humiliation and regret.

      But this was her dream, and the job was too good to just walk away, so every day, Summer had to go to work and watch him fawn over every other female staffer there—feeling that agony of rejection and betrayal fresh all over again. She was heartbroken and distracted, and soon, she started messing up the food: easy mistakes that threw the whole balance of the kitchen off, subjecting her to daily screaming episodes that broke down her confidence until she wondered whether her mother was right. Maybe she just didn’t have what it took to be a great chef—or even a halfway good one.

      Maybe this had all been a mistake from the start.

      It was her chocolate torte that had saved her. One night after another terrible service, she’d found a rival chef waiting for her outside. He was opening a second location, and wanted her to run the desserts. She said yes on the spot, and after two years there, she’d been poached by Andre, one more rung up on the ladder. And now she was here: Sweetbriar Cove. With four dusty walls, her dream kitchen, and her limitless imagination.

      Which kept drifting back to Grayson, and the way his mouth felt, that brief brush of heaven against her lips . . . She’d been joking before, but now, she wondered if the way to that man’s heart wasn’t his stomach. If he felt that way about her strudel, just wait until she fed him some of her éclairs . . . or her devil’s food chocolate cake with the sinful spicy ganache . . .

      Stop right there.

      Summer shook her head. What was she thinking? She’d learned her lesson with Danny, and she wasn’t twenty-two anymore. This dream was her biggest yet, and she’d put everything on the line to make it a reality. Just because the man had eyes she could drown in, and a body made to press her into the mattress, didn’t mean she was going to make the same mistake again.

      Grayson Reid could keep his distance, that was alright with her. The only buns she needed in her life were the kind that came with pistachio crumble and caramel glaze.

      After all, once people had a taste of her sticky morning rolls, they all swore they were better than sex.
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      Summer worked around the clock, and with the help of Cooper’s crew, the bakery was quickly transformed. New lights, paint, clean windows . . . she could hardly believe that the bright, airy space was the same as the dim cave of a shop she’d stumbled over just a few weeks ago. There was a gleaming counter and a display case, just waiting to be filled with delicious treats, and those bookshelves Cooper built gave the whole room a vintage, lived-in feel. With the wall removed in the back, her kitchen was twice the size, and once the gas was hooked up and the electricity was running, she was ready for action.

      “You don’t have to move out just yet,” Poppy said, helping Summer pack her things up. They were at Aunt June’s, where Summer had been crashing while they made the bakery habitable. “Stay another few days.”

      “Are you talking about me or my morning pastries?” Summer teased.

      Poppy laughed. “Busted. I swear I’ve put on five pounds this week.”

      “I’ll take that as a compliment. And don’t worry,” Summer added. “I’m going to need help testing my recipes. I have so many ideas about what to put on the menu, I have no idea how to whittle them down before opening.”

      Poppy let out an exaggerated sigh. “It’s asking a lot, but friendship is about sacrifice. I guess I can help, if you really need. Oh, you know who would be great?” she added, brightening. “My friend Mackenzie. I’ve been meaning to get us all together. She’s the sculptor, she made those cute bowls you like.”

      “The more mouths, the merrier.” Summer laughed. “Wait, that sounds dirty.”

      “Speaking of . . .” Poppy gave her a knowing look. “How’s your landlord?”

      Summer shrugged. “I don’t know. I haven’t seen him around this week. He’s pretty much left us in peace.”

      “Mmmhmm.” Poppy sounded like she didn’t buy Summer’s nonchalant act one bit. That was the problem with best friends: they saw straight through you—especially when you’d spilled all the details of your unexpected kiss. “Maybe you can invite him for a tasting session, too.”

      Summer knew exactly what she wanted Grayson to taste, and it wasn’t her croissants. “Maybe,” she said, and changed the subject. “What color should I paint the apartment do you think? A warm yellow, to catch all the sun?”

      “Never mind the paint.” Poppy looked around at the boxes she’d brought from New York. “I see clothes and about five hundred cookbooks, but no furniture. Where are you planning on sleeping?”

      “Oh, right.” Summer paused. “I forgot. I put all my budget into ordering things for the bakery,” she explained. “It’s fine, you know me. I’ll be happy on a mattress in the corner as long as the kitchen is fully stocked.”

      Poppy laughed. “I believe it. I’m sure Aunt June has some stuff in her garage she’d love to get rid of.”

      “Did I hear you gossiping about me?” The woman herself popped her head around the door. Summer smiled.

      “Never.”

      “Hmm, I’ll have to try harder.” June grinned. She was a petite force of nature with a taste for voluminous scarves and good whiskey. “All set to move over to the bakery? I’ll be sorry to see you go. With Poppy moving out too, I’ll be left all alone.” She pretended to wipe a tear away, and Poppy laughed.

      “I’m sure you’ll find someone to keep you company. Who was the guy you met on that cruise?”

      “Alfred,” June said with a smile, “Or was it Albert? I’m always getting those two mixed up. Anyway, you’re right, I should give him a call.”

      “Which one?” Summer teased.

      “Maybe both,” June answered with a wink.

      

      It turned out June had an old bed frame and mattress she didn’t need, and some other pieces too, so they tied them to the roof of her car and drove over to the bakery. Summer still couldn’t get over the sight of the ocean, so vivid and sparkling azure on the edge of every view. “How is this place not overrun with hotels and vacation homes?” she asked Poppy, stretching her hand out the window in the breeze. “Everyone in New York would kill to spend the summer here.”

      “It’s a hidden gem,” Poppy replied. “But just wait. I hear it picks up around Memorial Day. Come July, you can’t move for tourists.”

      “Good,” Summer said, relieved. “I’m going to need every customer I can get.”

      She was already investing her life savings in getting the bakery ready, and she’d need a steady stream of business to keep the doors open. Poppy and her aunt eating their body weight in cake would only go so far, and Summer didn’t want to be responsible for doubling their dress size in under a month.

      “Have you told your mom yet?” Poppy asked, and Summer sighed.

      “Now, why do you have to go ruin a perfectly nice day?”

      Poppy laughed. “You know it’s only going to be worse, the longer you leave it. Just rip the Band-Aid straight off.”

      “And expose the gaping wound of our relationship?” Summer muttered darkly. “Gee, thanks.”

      “Come on.” Poppy gave her shoulder a reassuring squeeze. “You’re probably overthinking it. She might even have some good advice for you. She opened that restaurant in Vegas last year, after all.”

      “No, her business team opened it,” Summer corrected her. “Eve flew in for two days to pick fabric samples and fire the executive chef. I think he had a breakdown and went to rehab.”

      “Ah.” Poppy winced. “OK. Maybe not.”

      “Who knows, maybe she’s so busy with her new show, she won’t even notice I’m not working at Andre’s anymore?” Summer said, feeling a shot of hope. “And I can make it all the way to Christmas before slipping it into conversation. You know, ‘Hey, Mom, I actually have my own place now. It’s doing great, thanks for asking. See you at Easter!’ ”

      “Sure!” Poppy agreed, but Summer sighed.

      “Who am I kidding? Unless Jamie’s decided to elope with some girl he met on a beach in Thailand, I’m going to be the Bloom family’s number one disappointment—for the twenty-eighth year running.”

      “How is your brother?” Poppy asked, wisely changing the subject.

      “Fine, I think. You know him—he’ll disappear on assignment for six months, and then send me a postcard from Tibet or something.” Her younger brother had been traveling the world non-stop for years now, shooting wildlife and current events stories. “He keeps saying he wants to quit travel and settle down, but I’ll believe that when I see it.”

      They pulled up outside the bakery, and found Cooper just packing up his truck. “We’re all set,” he greeted them. “Just a couple of touch-ups left, but that won’t be a problem. It’s looking good.”

      Summer smiled. “It is, isn’t it?”

      The front windows gleamed in the sunshine, and the door was painted a bold shade of red, inviting against the white siding and red shutters. “I need to get a sign painted,” Summer mused, looking up at the front. “Maybe with a cute blackberry on it.”

      “Good thing it wasn’t on Turnip Road.” Poppy grinned.

      “You got it from here?” Cooper asked, helping them unload the car.

      Summer nodded. “I’ve applied for all my permits with the council, put in a massive order for restaurant supplies, and I even put a couple of signs on the noticeboard in town, advertising for part-time staff.” She ticked them off her mental to-do list. “Once I’m moved in upstairs, I can get started on the fun part.”

      “What’s that?”

      “The menu!”

      “Don’t forget to sleep,” Poppy reminded her with a concerned look. “You’ve been working crazy hours here. You both have.”

      “I know,” Summer sighed. “But there’s no time. Not if I want to be ready to open next week.”

      “Believe me, I know about deadlines,” Cooper said. “But we’ve done a month’s work in a week here already. Take the rest of the day off. I know I will.”

      “Maybe . . .”

      Summer waved them off and got back to hauling her boxes up to the freshly painted apartment. By the time she was done, the small space was littered with boxes—and she was drenched in sweat. She needed a cold shower. Heck, she’d settle for a bucket of ice water and an inflatable pool.

      Maybe they were right about that break . . .

      Summer dug through a box until she found her bikini, then quickly changed and threw a shirt over the top. The ocean was still probably too cold, but Poppy texted her the details of a swimming hole just a few minutes away through the woods, so Summer threw some tanning lotion and a couple of Tupperware containers in her bag and set off on foot along the back path. The trees shaded the path in green, winding around fields and paddocks, until she emerged at the edge of a gorgeous, hidden pond.

      She eagerly shucked off her clothing and waded into the icy water.

      Ahhh . . .

      Summer sank into the pond with a sigh of delight. The breeze was cooler here, shadowed by the trees, but the sky was clear blue overhead when she kicked off to float on her back. All the renovation stress and late nights of the past week melted away with the feel of the cool water on her skin.

      Bliss.

      She floated there, letting the water lap over her. She felt a million miles from New York—and a lifetime away from that crazy, chaotic kitchen that had ruled her life for so long. She may have been working hard here in Sweetbriar, but it was a different kind of work. Fewer French tantrums, more coffee breaks with friends.

      And Grayson . . .

      Summer couldn’t stop her mind going back to their kiss. She’d been ignoring it all week, pushing it out of her mind with all her busy plans, but there in the quiet calm of the woods, she couldn’t deny it any longer.

      He’d kissed her.

      And then promptly disappeared, she reminded herself. She hadn’t seen him all week, even though she’d been in town and strolled past the bookshop a couple of times. He’d insisted it was an “unfortunate” mistake, but still, Summer remembered the look in his eyes right before he’d closed the distance between them.

      That was no mistake. He wanted her, and that kiss was just a taste . . .

      She felt a shiver of longing. It had been too long since she’d felt this way, the spark of possibility warming her blood and circling lazily in her belly. She’d felt it there at the wedding, and now it was only burning brighter. Summer knew all the reasons she should let it flicker out, it was just a distraction from her plans, but she couldn’t help it. There was something between them, and the adventurer in her wanted to discover it all.

      So what did a girl have to do to get a little romance in her life?
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* * *

      What did a man have to do to get a little peace?

      Grayson scowled as the bookshop door swung open again and a group of kids spilled into the store, making a beeline for the old comics in the back while the frazzled man behind them shot him a look as if to say, Nothing I can do.

      It had been like this all week: one customer after another, cluttering the peaceful aisles and interrupting his reading, asking about the new John Grisham and the old Oprah selections, wanting his recommendations and suggesting new stock now that the summer season was getting underway. He knew he was acting like a grumpy old man, but his temple of solitude was invaded; he hadn’t had a moment for himself to think.

      Or replay the memory of that kiss for the hundredth time.

      He sighed. That was the real problem: not the overeager readers tearing his displays apart, but what treacherous thoughts slipped into his mind the moment they were gone.

      Summer.

      He’d been fighting it all week, pushing her firmly out of his head the way he did anything it wasn’t productive to linger on. Mind over matter. Willpower, that’s all it took. But like the woman herself, those thoughts just wouldn’t be contained. Monday night, he’d dreamed about her in the bakery kitchen, teasing him with more of those sweet treats, her lips as light as air. But it didn’t stop there. She returned the next night, and the next, taunting him with wild fantasies until by the end of the week, he was waking in a cold sweat, his heart pounding from sinful images that trailed him all day long.

      “Grayson?”

      “What?” he demanded, whirling around. Poppy was standing by the desk with a box of books. “Sorry,” he added gruffly. “One of those mornings.”

      “No problem,” she said, cheerful. “I was just dropping these off, we went through June’s garage and found a bunch of stuff.”

      Grayson took a look. Faded paperback romance novels, some potboilers, and . . . He lifted out a couple of nude art books and raised his eyebrows.

      Poppy laughed. “Maybe keep those on the top shelf.”

      “Will do.” He took the box and set it aside, but Poppy lingered.

      “It’s getting busy, huh?” She looked around. “It’s my first year here, so I’ve never seen the tourist season. There was even a line for coffee this morning, and that never happens.”

      “This is only the beginning,” Grayson said ruefully. “By the time the Fourth of July rolls around, you won’t be able move for day-trippers and summer folk.”

      “You should take a break while you have the chance,” Poppy suggested. “Take the afternoon off, go relax, before you bite someone’s head off,” she added.

      “Maybe.” The last thing he needed was more free time to think about Summer, and those lush, sweet lips of hers.

      “It’s been so hot out, I’ve been dreaming of a swim.” Poppy continued, “Maybe in one of the ponds around here . . . the nice cold water . . . calm and refreshing . . . away from it all.” She gave him a sideways glance that Grayson couldn’t decipher. “Anyway, I’m on deadline, so I better get back to it. Enjoy the rest of your day!”

      She waltzed out, leaving Grayson with a sudden urge to go take that swim himself. He’d stopped by Blackbottom Pond that morning for his usual dip, but that had been a brisk necessity. It would be nice to spend the afternoon and escape all this bustling summer heat. Maybe take his book, and a fishing pole along, too . . . Try to quiet those lustful thoughts the old-fashioned way, with some shoreline meditation and a fresh supper catch.

      What the heck. He shooed out the comic-hunting kids and closed up early, then threw his cooler in the Jeep and drove into the woods as far as the dirt road took him. He felt better already, away from the crowds, and it wasn’t until he stepped out of the treeline and caught sight of Summer floating lazily on the water, sunlight glistening off her wet curves, that he realized just how easily Poppy had played him.

      The power of suggestion. Dang, that woman was good.
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      Grayson watched her from the shore, his pulse kicking up a beat, which seemed to be the automatic reaction now whenever Summer came around.

      Restful, she wasn’t.

      He paused. She was still floating there, out in the deep water. She hadn’t seen him yet, so he could easily turn and head back through the trees before she did. Avoid an awkward confrontation—that would be made even more awkward by the fact she was dressed in nothing but a scrap of a bright blue bikini, dripping wet like some siren who had just emerged from the depths to lead him to his doom.

      Or he could stop being so overdramatic, and stay.

      Grayson felt a flicker of stubborn pride. This pond had always been his retreat, and he wasn’t about to let Summer take over here, too. He already felt like an outlaw, skulking around town all week, trying to steer clear. Every day he drove past the turn on Blackberry Lane and wondered what chaos she was unleashing just a little ways down the road—then fought the instinct to turn the steering wheel and go find out for himself. Clearly, staying away hadn’t helped anything, so maybe it was time to try the opposite approach: sit himself down and make polite conversation until she lost all of her mysterious allure, and became just a regular woman instead.

      No siren wiles, no sugared midnight fantasies, just a perfectly pleasant interaction with his tenant, who just happened to be of the female persuasion.

      With lips that tasted like vanilla and whiskey, and a body that promised to be even more delicious . . .

      Grayson dropped his cooler on the little beach with a thump and spread his blanket to settle there, too. He could see Summer’s clothing discarded in a messy heap nearby, along with a canvas bag. Well, the shoreline was big enough for the both of them. He pulled out his book, stretched back in the sun, and forced himself to keep his eyes fixed on the page, and not the shapely woman splashing around in the pond.

      It was nearly impossible, but Grayson persevered. He needed to prove to himself that he had some self-control. After all, he wasn’t a young kid anymore, ready to turn his life upside down for the first pretty girl to catch his eye. Back then, he’d rushed head-first into chaos like that made him some kind of hero, when the truth was, he was just another fool. Well, he’d learned his lesson. Summer Bloom may have been sent to test him, but he was made of sterner stuff this time around.

      He could resist her. She was no match for a level head and cool temper; and he refused to let her cause another night of fevered dreams.

      And then she rose up out of the water, and began walking towards shore.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Summer’s feet had just hit the squishy pond bottom when she realized there was someone sitting on the shore, and she was three steps closer when she recognized Grayson’s dark head bent over his book.

      Her stomach tightened. For a moment, she wondered if her lustful daydreams had conjured him to life; but no, if that were the case, he would have appeared five minutes later, when she was lounging prettily on dry land, instead of slipping around like a drowned rat as she lurched her way to shore.

      “Hey there,” she called, giving an awkward wave.

      Grayson looked up. Dang, he was wearing those glasses again, and looking just as handsome as she remembered. Summer gulped, and concentrated on keeping her balance on the rocks as she slowly emerged from the water.

      “Gorgeous day, isn’t it?” she said brightly, trying to ignore the fact she was practically naked. “Perfect for a swim. Poppy told me about this spot, I couldn’t resist. In New York, we’d all be fighting over a tiny rooftop pool somewhere, but here you’ve got all this to yourself.”

      Yes, she was babbling about nature.

      No, she couldn’t seem to stop.

      “It’s a nice place to relax,” Grayson agreed meaningfully. “Peaceful.”

      “Oh, don’t worry, I won’t interrupt your reading,” Summer said. “Just pretend I’m not here.”

      She reached the shore and stepped onto dry land. Grayson’s gaze slid over her body like sweet molasses, and Summer thought she saw a flicker of tension in his jaw.

      Interesting.

      Maybe she wasn’t the only one feeling off balance right now. Summer felt her confidence return, and she couldn’t resist putting a swing in her hips as she padded over to her pile of clothes. “Mind if I steal a corner of your blanket?” she asked, leaning over to snag her shorts. “I’ll trade you some snacks.”

      She tugged them on over her wet bikini bottoms and straightened up. Grayson snapped his eyes back up to her face. Summer hid a smile. He was playing it cool, but some things you couldn’t hide. Like the fact her stony landlord was looking decidedly hot around his collar. And staring at her like he hadn’t heard a word she’d just said.

      Well, that wasn’t a “no.”

      Summer settled cross-legged on the blanket and reached for her bag. “You can help me out, actually. I’ve been experimenting with some recipes for opening night and need another opinion. How do you feel about crostata?”

      Grayson blinked. “I can’t say I have any particular feelings on the subject.”

      “Good.” Summer grinned. “A blank palate.”

      She pulled out the Tupperware bowls and set them out between them. “I have balsamic cherry, honeycomb lemon, and white chocolate plum.”

      Grayson leaned closer to look at the pastries. “Looks like pie to me.”

      “Almost. A crostata is kind of the Italian relative of pie,” Summer explained. “It’s more rustic and open, without the pastry lid. Plus, it’s easier to do these cute individual servings.” She handed him the first one, pastry barely wrapped over the oozing fruit filling. “Go on, try.”

      “You’re going to be terrible on my waistline, I can tell.” Grayson gave her a wry look before biting into it.

      “Just living up to the terms of our lease agreement.”

      She watched Grayson take another bite, and another, demolishing the pastry in just a couple of mouthfuls. A drop of plum syrup dribbled from the edge of his lips, and Summer had to hold herself back from scooping it up with her fingertip.

      Or better yet, her tongue.

      “Well?” she asked, trying to focus on the pastry—and not the other tempting treat sitting right in front of her, waiting to be devoured. “What do you think?”

      Grayson gave her a look. “You know it’s good.”

      Summer laughed. “But how good? ‘Knock your socks’ off good, or ‘make your skirt fly up’ good?”

      “Seeing as I’m not wearing either, I can’t really say.” Grayson looked amused. He leaned back on his elbows, and gave her an assessing look. “So is this what you’ve been up to this week: accosting strangers and force-feeding them your pies?”

      “You’re not strange, just odd,” Summer replied before she could stop herself.

      Grayson quirked an eyebrow. She laughed. “Sorry. I just meant . . . the whole aloof British thing. It’s very . . . inscrutable.”

      “Inscrutable,” Grayson repeated slowly. “I like that.”

      “You would.”

      Summer looked around at the placid water, the trees rustling gently overhead. “I should have guessed I’d find you here, away from everything.”

      “Actually, it was Poppy’s idea for me to come,” Grayson said. “Not that I realized it at the time.”

      Poppy?

      Summer was surprised, but then again, Poppy had a habit of trying to nudge people together. Maybe it was because of her writing: she spent all day pulling the strings of her characters, she couldn’t resist doing the same in real life.

      Either way, she owed her BFF a drink.

      “Another?” she asked, offering Grayson the next pastry and changing the subject before he could wonder why Poppy would be setting the two of them up. “This one is my favorite, I think. The balsamic vinegar really balances out the sweetness of the cherries.”

      Grayson took it, then carefully broke it in two and handed her half. Summer nibbled her corner, watching him take the first bite. His eyes fell closed as he savored it, and his tongue swept sweet flakes from his lower lip.

      Summer’s heart beat a little faster. She could watch this man eat all day long.

      “Dang, that’s good.” Grayson swallowed and gave her an admiring smile. “How long have you been doing this?”

      Drooling over him? Oh, about three weeks, now.

      “I’ve been baking since I was a kid.” Summer pulled her mind out of the gutter. “Just messing around at home to begin with, but I really got serious about it after high school. I trained and then started working in restaurants in the city, working my way up with any chefs who didn’t hate the Bloom name on sight, because of my mom.”

      “Your mother?” Grayson looked puzzled, and Summer could have kissed him.

      “Blonde, effortless, ‘perfect just takes a little longer’?” she said, quoting her mom’s famous catchphrase. “Anyway, she’s a big deal in the food world. Casts a long shadow.”

      “Ah.” Grayson nodded. “Well, Sweetbriar’s a good a place as any to find a patch of sun.”

      He took another bite, and Summer sat back, relaxing now. She wriggled her bare toes in the sand, and glanced over at him again.

      “What about you?” she asked, not able to hide her curiosity any longer. “You’re a long way from home.”

      Grayson shrugged. “England never really felt like home to me,” he said. “Work, home, a pint down the pub on a Friday night . . . I was going through the motions. Most people do, I’m sure,” he added. “It wasn’t a bad life, it just . . .”

      “Wasn’t you,” Summer finished. He rewarded her with a glimmer of a smile.

      “Exactly.”

      “And this is?”

      “More so.” Grayson scratched his beard. “At least, when I can get some peace and quiet.”

      “Well, the bookshop’s the right place for that,” Summer agreed. “Did you have one back in England?”

      “No, I was a corporate guy. Vice president of purchasing and logistics,” Grayson announced with a dry tone, and she laughed. “Believe me,” he added, “it’s even less thrilling than it sounds.”

      “How did you even wind up there? I can’t picture you in an office.” Summer studied him, trying to imagine him with a shirt and tie—and clean-shaven face—wilting under strip lighting in a cubicle somewhere. But Grayson was too rugged and at ease in the natural surrounding to even picture it. “Nope, it doesn’t add up.”

      Grayson gave her a wry smile. “You’d be surprised where people wind up. It’s the domino effect, really. One choice, down the road, and suddenly you’re on a path you never expected.”

      “That’s true. I definitely didn’t expect to be here,” Summer agreed, looking around. “And if that cat hadn’t tried to kill me, I’d be back in New York still.”

      “Cat?”

      “Long story.” Summer shook her head. “So what was your one choice?”

      There was a long pause. “What’s the reason for most bad choices a man makes?” Grayson picked up a pebble and tossed it in the water in a lazy arc. “A woman.” He stopped, then continued, almost embarrassed. “I was young and dumb and trying to impress her. I dropped out of college to get a job, ran up my credit cards, and got into debt . . .”

      “Ouch.” Summer winced.

      “That about sums it up.” Grayson nodded. “Anyway, once I had collections agencies on my case, the corporate ladder seemed like a lifeline. And I guess it was. I managed to get it all paid off eventually, and by then, well, I was already miles down that road.”

      “What happened with the woman?” she asked, unable to resist.

      He snorted. “What do you think? The minute I went on a budget, she disappeared onto the next chump.”

      “I’m sorry.” Summer gave a sympathetic smile. But Grayson seemed unperturbed.

      “It worked out in the end. I learned my lesson, that’s for sure.”

      “Give the AmEx a rest?”

      He laughed. “That too. No, I mean stay away from drama.” He stretched out, giving her an unreadable look. “Excitement is just the body’s way of releasing adrenaline. It’s a warning sign, not something to embrace.”

      Summer couldn’t help but giggle then. “Sorry,” she said, “I mean, I get that you like to keep things simple, but you’re always talking like you want to run off to a monastery and never lay eyes on another person again.”

      “Now that you mention it, it has its appeal.” A smile touched the edge of his lips, and Summer felt breathless all over again.

      “You don’t mean that,” she teased. “Think of everything you’d miss. The food . . .”

      “I don’t know about that,” Grayson countered. “I’ve heard those monks are pretty handy with a vegetable patch.”

      “Lights? Electricity?”

      “It’s a spiritual retreat, not a portal back to the 1800s.” He smirked.

      “Fine then. Women,” Summer challenged him. “Tell me you’d be fine swearing off sex for the rest of your life.”

      He paused. Their eyes met, and she saw the heat there again, that quiet blaze of wanting that even Grayson couldn’t hide.

      “You’ve got me there,” he said, his voice thick, and Summer felt it all the way through her body.

      If only she did.

      She looked away, hoping he didn’t notice the goosebumps prickling over her bare skin. He was so controlled; so casual and remote. What would it be like to see him give in to something passionate and wild?

      Like her.

      “So which one do you like the best?” she asked hurriedly. “The cherries, right?”

      Grayson cleared his throat. “Right. Go with that one.”

      “OK!”

      She wanted to bolt straight back into the cold water, but Grayson beat her to it. He got to his feet and stripped off his T-shirt and jeans. She barely caught a glimpse of his navy briefs before he gave her a nod.

      “Good seeing you,” he said politely, and then waded out without a backwards glance, diving under the water, then surfacing to swim out with sure, steady strokes to the middle of the pond.

      As exits went, it was pretty clear.

      Summer exhaled in a rush. What was it about this guy? One day, he kissed her, the next, he was fleeing like she had an infectious disease. When he dropped his guard, even for a moment, she felt that connection between them again, but then he went and made it clear that she was just the kind of adrenaline-fueled warning sign he liked to avoid.

      But he was wrong. Life’s unexpected detours were the best parts: that rush of heat, the thrill of possibilities. Summer thrived on it, and she knew her instincts led her in the right direction, every time.

      And right now, her instincts were pulling her straight to Grayson, and that dark, steady gaze. She’d had a taste of him, but she knew it wasn’t nearly enough. She wanted more.

      So how was she going to show him that a little excitement was exactly what he needed?
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      Summer was still musing the question the next day when Poppy and her new friend Mackenzie came by to help her decorate the bakery.

      “And by ‘help,’ we really mean eat our way through the entire menu,” Mackenzie greeted her with a wide grin. Summer liked her immediately. She had wild, curly hair and a bright orange sundress, and even came bearing a bakery-warming gift: a stack of cute ceramic bowls glazed in bright azure blue and forest green.

      “Thank you!” Summer gasped when she saw them.

      “Isn’t she talented?” Poppy said. “She makes them all herself.”

      “Stop, I’ll blush,” Mackenzie protested. “No, wait, don’t stop. Keep lavishing me with praise as long as you like.”

      Summer laughed. “These are beautiful. I almost want to put them on the shelves instead of using them. What if someone breaks one?”

      “Then you’ll just have to order some more.” Mackenzie grinned. “I can’t believe what you’ve done with this place,” she added, looking around. “It’s exactly what Sweetbriar needs.”

      “Let’s hope the permit guy agrees. He’s coming by tomorrow for the final inspection.” Summer set down the bowls by the windows, which now sparkled in the sun. “Then I’ll just need paying customers.”

      “Don’t worry about that part,” Mackenzie reassured her. “News here travels fast. I’ll get Franny to put something in the town blog, and you’ll have people lined up on opening day.”

      “Ooh, I know a reporter for the local newspaper,” Poppy spoke up. “Eliza something . . . She interviewed me for the literary festival, I still have her number. I could see if she wants to do a story about the opening.”

      “That would be great.”

      Summer brought out a tray of fresh-baked cookies and tea, and they set about unpacking her boxes of old baking tchotchkes and artfully arranging her cookbook collection on the shelves. She’d picked out a few mismatched bistro tables from an antique store down the Cape, and with the assortment of old chairs and the airy white sheer curtains, it was beginning to look like a real little café.

      “When we’re finished here, we should get a drink at the pub,” Mackenzie suggested. “You can meet Riley, I think you’ll hit it off.”

      “Too late,” Poppy said, before Summer could answer. “She’s already got her eye on something tall, dark, and British.”

      “Really?” Mackenzie brightened. “Grayson?”

      “Poppy!” Summer protested. “Whatever happened to being discreet?”

      “Sorry. But Mac’s lived here her whole life,” she added quickly. “Maybe she can help. Figure what his deal is.”

      “He does play it pretty close to his chest,” Mackenzie agreed, looking thoughtful. “Most of the time, he stays out of the way at the bookshop, or at his farm. A man of mystery, if you like that kind of thing.”

      She did.

      “Any girlfriends?” Summer asked, wondering if he was really as monastic as he claimed.

      Mackenzie shook her head. “Nothing serious—enough for us to know about in town, at least. But I have seen him with dates a couple of times, up in Providence or out of the way. So, at least we know which way the wind blows.”

      “Oh, we already know that.” Poppy gave a mischievous little smile, and Mackenzie raised her eyebrows.

      “Really? This sounds like we need more cake.”

      Summer laughed. “Don’t get your hopes up,” she warned her, heading to the kitchen. “It was the shortest kiss in recorded history.”

      She checked the timer, then opened the oven door and pulled out the rack of coffee cakes she had baking—each with a different proportion of cinnamon swirl baked into the crumb.

      “I think I just died and went to calorie heaven.” Mackenzie appeared and groaned at the spread. “One cake would have been enough!”

      “It’s the only way to test a recipe,” Summer explained. “You have to compare the flavors side by side, otherwise you’ll never remember.”

      “Far be it from me to stand in the way of science. Sorry, Poppy,” Mackenzie added, leaning in to sniff the rich aroma. “But you’ve been replaced as my new favorite Sweetbriar resident.”

      “So fickle.” Poppy laughed. “But I understand. I’ll take the second-place spot if it means having this girl around.” She hugged Summer, and Summer squeezed back, glad to be there. It still felt like a vacation to her: setting up the bakery, spending time with her friends, and testing out all her recipes. Although she knew that once the bakery opened its doors it would be a whole different picture, she was still savoring every sun-filled moment.

      “I like this one,” Mackenzie declared through a mouthful of cake. “No, wait, let me try the other one again.”

      They dug in, eating straight from the tins without even a pause to let the cake cool. “So what are we going to do about Grayson?” Poppy asked, after they’d demolished half the spread.

      “We?” Summer echoed, amused.

      Mackenzie chuckled. “You’ll learn soon enough that any romance here is everyone’s business.”

      “I don’t know . . .” Summer paused, thinking about the afternoon they’d shared by the pond. “When he lets his guard down, there’s a real connection, but then suddenly, he can’t get away from me soon enough.”

      “Didn’t Coop try the same thing with you?” Mackenzie asked Poppy.

      “He did?” Summer was surprised. “But he’s crazy about you.”

      “Now,” Poppy replied, taking a sip of tea. “But it took a while to show him that falling in love wasn’t the end of the world.”

      “Never mind love,” Summer joked. “I’d settle for a wild fling. Or even ten minutes of hot make-out action.” She gave a wistful sigh. “Remember when you were sixteen and it felt like kissing someone was the greatest thing in the world, never mind all the other stuff?”

      “I don’t know.” Mackenzie cracked a smile. “I’m kind of a fan of the other stuff.”

      “Are you seeing anyone?” Summer asked.

      Mackenzie snorted with laughter. “Nope. I’m the Spinster of Sweetbriar. It’s official, they made me a sash and everything.”

      Summer laughed. “Please. You have a few years until you’re in spinster territory.”

      “You’re right.” Mackenzie grinned. “I’m still more of a ‘maiden aunt.’ ”

      They laughed. “So how did you convince Cooper to take a chance on love?” Summer asked. She’d heard the story in bits and pieces, but she’d been so busy with work—and Poppy with her book deadline—that there were still gaps in the story.

      Poppy gave a smile. “I seduced him.”

      “That’s right!” Summer exclaimed, remembering. “You took my advice, for once.”

      “And mine,” Mackenzie added. “I sent her off to woo him with a bottle of wine and her best blue bra.”

      “How do you know what color bra I was wearing?” Poppy demanded.

      “Like I said, news travels fast in this town.” Mackenzie winked.

      Seduction . . . Summer considered it. In her experience, few men protested if you arrived on their doorstep and started taking off your clothes, but that wasn’t exactly the path to a meaningful connection, and despite her jokes, she didn’t want to force Grayson into anything he didn’t want.

      She just wanted him to want her enough to do something about it.

      “Why don’t you come into town tonight?” Mackenzie suggested. “They’re screening a movie in the park, and there’ll be food, music, the whole shebang to kick off summer. I’m sure Grayson will make an appearance. And if you bring a couple of trays of cake, it could be a good way to drum up business,” she added.

      “That’s a great idea.” Summer mentally scanned through her recipes. “What do you think about hand pies, and maybe a lemonade spritzer?”

      “I think you’re going to need a full-time taste-tester.” Mackenzie grinned. “I volunteer as tribute!”

      

      The girls left around three, and Summer spent the rest of the afternoon putting the finishing touches to the main bakery room. She polished the display case—waiting for all her sweet treats—and ventured into the garden, picking armfuls of fresh thyme and rosemary to sit on each table in tiny glass jars, perfuming the room with a sweet, herby scent. In the kitchen, she already had her equipment unpacked: the massive stand mixer in pride of place in one corner, and her new island the perfect size to roll out a vast sheet of dough for morning rolls, or the dozens of hand pies she set about baking for the town event that night.

      It was a peaceful afternoon, with the windows open and the summer breeze dancing light on her shoulders as she worked. Summer thought she would have missed the noise of New York. After all, she’d spent ten years with traffic horns hooting and garbage trucks clattering, but measuring out her ingredients in the bowls and simmering the thick, fruity jam on the stove, she almost wanted to dance.

      She was finally home.

      And all it had taken was one wrong turn . . .

      She thought back to what Grayson had said the other day, about unexpected paths. Part of Summer was still scared that she’d been too impulsive: leaping into this Blackberry Lane Bakery idea like it was a life raft that could rescue her from the stress and rejection of the restaurant world. But looking around the room now, she could hardly contain her joy. This was hers, all her own. And it was better than she could ever have dreamed.

      Now it was up to her to make it last.

      Summer turned back to her baking with a new energy. If she was launching a charm offensive on the people of Sweetbriar tonight, she needed to go in guns blazing. Or rather, Pop-Tarts blazing. Her hand pies were a twist on the classic breakfast snack: shaped into small rectangles, filled with delicious flavor combinations, and topped with an addictive cinnamon-sugar crumble. They were a perfect movie snack, and soon, Summer had filled half a dozen tins with them: blueberry and lemon verbena, fresh peach and ginger, and even a sinful Nutella flavor with tart cherry glaze. She packed everything up and barely had time to jump in the shower and pull on her favorite jeans and a white peasant top before it was time to go.

      She drove the winding road back into town and found a crowd already assembling on the green patch of the town square. They had a screen set up, and people were spreading blankets on the grass and settling in, getting snacks from vendors, and chatting in the warm dusk light. Summer was unloading her treats when Mackenzie called her over to a group.

      “This is Debra and Franny and Bert,” she said, pointing out the older townspeople. “And this is the great Summer Bloom.”

      “The baker!” one of the women greeted her.

      “That’s right. Here, try a pie.” Summer offered her the tin, and just like that, the ice was broken. She’d learned a long time ago that everyone was a friend when you came bearing pastries, so in no time at all, she’d met almost everyone in town—and made them promise to come visit the bakery for the soft opening next week. “It’s the unofficial dry run,” she explained. “A chance to work out all the kinks.”

      “This sounds like my kind of conversation.” They were joined by a man with a scruffy, surfer look. He gave Summer a charming smile from under his ragged blond hair. “I’m Riley.”

      “Ah, I get it now,” she said.

      Riley arched a brow. “My reputation precedes me. Don’t worry,” he added, leaning closer. “It’s all true.”

      Summer laughed. “Pleasure to meet you.” She could see now why Poppy had wanted them to meet. He was handsome, with an easy-going air about him, and any other time maybe she would have been charmed, but Summer was already searching the crowd for Grayson’s dark frame. “Have a Pop-Tart.”

      “Don’t mind if I do.” Riley took a treat, then paused. “Wait, is this your way of getting us all hooked? The first hit is always free.”

      Summer giggled. “Busted. Don’t worry, I open next week,” she added, handing over a flyer. “You won’t have to go long before your next sugar fix.”

      “Sneaky. I like you already.” Riley wolfed his pie down in two bites. “Tell me you’re looking for a meaningless, no-strings relationship, and I’m all yours.”

      She snorted with laughter. “Where’s the romance? The wooing?” she teased.

      “Eh, romance is overrated. I’ve heard from at least three people tonight how there’s a new eligible young lady in town,” Riley confided, “so I figured I wouldn’t beat around the bush.”

      “No beating necessary.” Summer smiled. “I’m always happy to meet a new friend.”

      “Emphasis on friend.” Riley nodded. “Say no more.”

      Summer felt a prickle across the back of her neck. When she looked around, she found Grayson watching them from across the park. It was dark out now, but in the string of lights, she could see he was dressed in another plaid button-down with jeans, sleeves rolled up and his dark hair curling over the collar.

      He was delicious.

      She shivered, feeling that pull of desire tug in her belly. Riley turned, following her stare. “Huh,” he said, sounding interested.

      “No ‘huh,’ ” Summer said quickly.

      Riley smirked. “A day late and a dollar short, isn’t that always the way? I’ll leave you to it. Unless you want a little jealousy,” he added. “It turns out I’m great for that. Just ask Poppy.”

      “No thanks,” Summer said, a little thrown. Riley had clocked the situation quicker than she’d expected—or maybe her feelings were written all over her face. “It’s a generous offer, but I don’t like games.”

      “Then we definitely wouldn’t work. Shame.” Riley grinned. “I could use a woman like you in my kitchen.”

      Summer laughed again and elbowed him good-naturedly. “And with lines like that, you wonder why you’re single.”

      “Oh, no.” He grinned. “I know exactly why I’m single. Haven’t met a woman yet who could handle me.”

      “Or bake,” Summer added.

      “Exactly.” Riley leaned in to take another Pop-Tart, resting his arm casually around her shoulders as he selected his next treat. It wasn’t until Grayson suddenly materialized beside them that Summer realized what he was doing.

      So much for no games.

      Riley gave her a wink. “Grayson, my man. How’s it going?”

      “Fine.”

      Was it just Summer, or did Grayson seem a little tense? His dark eyes moved back and forth between her and Riley, even as he sipped from a bottle of lemonade.

      “I was just telling Summer I’ll be first in line when her bakery opens.” Riley kept his arm around her shoulder. “In fact, you can just find me worshipping at her feet from now on. Have you tasted her yet?”

      Grayson blinked.

      “Her pastries. Here, take mine.” Riley passed him a pastry, then squeezed Summer. “I’ll leave you to it. Save me a seat.” He sauntered off, already waving to another woman.

      Summer had to give him points for style.

      “So, you’re making friends.” Grayson’s tone was guarded. Summer turned back.

      “Oh, yes. Everyone’s so nice here. And trusting. Back in New York, you’d just assume the person handing out free food is trying to poison you.” She smiled and Grayson’s tense expression softened a little.

      “Or they’d throw it straight in the rubbish bin.”

      “And hurl abuse at me on the street,” Summer agreed.

      “Well, if you set out to win hearts and minds, you’re going about it the right way,” Grayson told her. “I’ve had four people ask when the big opening is.”

      Right then, the only heart and mind she cared about winning was standing just two feet away, but Summer forced herself to stay casual. “That’s great,” she said. “Do you guys have events like this often?”

      “Every dang week ’til Labor Day,” Grayson sighed.

      Summer giggled. “How’s that monastery looking now?”

      He caught her gaze. “Better every minute.”

      Summer’s stomach twisted again. But before she could say anything, the band sounded a kind of fanfare, and people began to take their seats for the movie. “That’s our cue,” she said, not looking away.

      “Seems like it.” Grayson didn’t move.

      Summer stared at him, her heart suddenly pounding in her chest. He was looking at her with that dark intensity again, like they were the only two people in the world. She felt a sparkle of anticipation, the feeling she always got right before she did something reckless and impulsive.

      She should go find Poppy and Cooper and take her seat for the movie. Let Grayson go be inscrutable and controlled if he wanted; read the signs, and take a hint.

      But where would the fun be in that?

      She’d been hiding away in her kitchens for too long. It was time to live.

      “Come with me,” she said suddenly, taking his hand. She pulled him after her, quickly heading out of the square.

      “Where are we going?” Grayson asked, but he didn’t let go of her hand.

      “You’ll see.”

      “Summer . . .”

      She turned down the dark street, leading him around the corner and out of sight of the crowd. Summer turned back to him, her pulse racing at double-quick time now. They were in the shadows, all alone. “Just relax.”

      “That’s what my dentist says,” Grayson said wryly. “It never turns out well for me—”

      Before he could say another word, she went up on her tip-toes and pressed her lips against his. It was a clumsy attempt, and he stiffened in shock, but then Summer wrapped her arms around his neck and pulled him in for the slow, long kiss she’d been waiting for.

      There.

      His body was hard and solid against hers, his mouth warm, tasting like sugar and whiskey and him, rich and tempting and sending her head spinning in an instant.

      God, this was what she’d been needing: the glorious spark of desire that burst to life and flooded through her bloodstream, setting her whole body alive. Summer kissed him deeper, and then suddenly his hands were on her waist, and she was backed up against the wall, his body pressing against every inch of her.

      Yes. More. Please.

      Grayson eased her lips open and stroked his tongue into her mouth, and Summer let out a breathy moan of satisfaction. She arched up against him, running her hands over the broad planes of his shoulders as his lips wreaked pure havoc on her senses. From zero to hot-as-hell in five seconds flat—this was what she’d been waiting for, ever since that first, too-brief touch of his lips to hers.

      Because boy, this man knew how to kiss.

      Grayson’s body pinned her to the wall, hard and hot against her as his tongue teased deeper. She’d wanted to shatter his control, but she was the one coming undone instead: holding on for dear life as her legs went weak and her body molded to him, already needing more.

      Then he pulled away. “What are you doing to me?” he whispered, searching her face in the dark.

      Summer fought to find a witty comeback, some glib, sarcastic reply, but her head was still spinning from the feel of his body, and god, he was too close to think straight. She reached for him again, but there was a burst of applause from across the square, the first chords of the movie striking up, and Grayson blinked.

      He stepped away. “I . . .” He cleared his throat.

      “Let me guess,” Summer said, her heart sinking again. “This was another unfortunate mistake.”

      “No,” he said, his gaze hot on her. “It wasn’t a mistake—and that’s the problem.”

      He shook his head, and then turned and walked away, leaving her body humming and restless for just one more touch.

      Summer let out a breath of frustration. Something told her she wouldn’t be getting any sleep tonight.
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      Grayson couldn’t sleep.

      It was one thing when the images flooding his mind were pure fantasy, idle dreams spun by a restless mind, but the scenes tempting him now were fact, not fiction. He knew the touch of her, the taste. Summer’s body, lush and hot against him in the dark alleyway, the breathy sound of her moan as he claimed that sweet mouth for his own.

      The memories were burned into his brain forever, and there was no going back.

      He needed more.

      Grayson threw off the covers, hot with frustration. Dang it, that woman was infuriating.

      And intoxicating.

      Sexy, and sensual, with a body made for sin . . .

      He got up. So much for peace, quiet, and order. Summer had barely been in town a few weeks, and already she had him thinking like a character in one of Poppy’s romance novels. How did she do that? Make a man want to go throw caution to the wind, march on over the bakery, and show her exactly what it meant to start a kiss like that?

      A kiss that needed finishing—with her naked, panting in his arms.

      He paced to the window. The bakery was on the other side of the orchard, invisible in the dark, but still, he could have sworn he saw a light on, glimmering in the distance.

      It was past midnight. Was she awake, too? Tossing and turning in bed the way he was, thinking about that kiss and how good it felt together, hot and wild and free? Or was she up late, mixing up another batch of magic in the kitchen? Barefoot, barely dressed, licking frosting from the spoon with that wicked, delicious mouth?

      Grayson stifled a groan. He had to stop thinking like this. It was torture—for his mind and his body. He was wound so tight, even a dip in Blackbottom Pond wouldn’t help . . .

      Especially if she came too.

      Another set of images slammed into his brain, these more X-rated than the last. Sinking into the cool water . . . peeling off that scrap of a bikini . . . nudging her thighs open . . .

      Grayson clenched his jaw. Another cold shower it was then. But when he walked down the hall to the bathroom, he found his feet kept moving: down the stairs and out onto the back porch. He grabbed his sneakers and a flashlight and set out down the garden and through the gate to the pitch-black orchard before he could even register the fact he was wearing sweatpants—and nothing else.

      This was madness. He’d lost his mind, clearly, and this was no way to get his sanity back. But something was propelling him on through the shadows: the smallest possibility that she might be awake too.

      Thinking of him.

      The moon was bright in a clear sky as he crossed the orchard, lighting the way through the overgrown bushes that snagged at his pants, wet with dew. Sure enough, when he approached the bakery, there was a light on upstairs in the apartment. She was awake.

      Now what?

      It suddenly dawned on Grayson that he was standing in his pajamas in a stranger’s garden, in the middle of the night, hoping for a glimpse of the woman he’d sworn he could resist.

      Madness didn’t even begin to cover it.

      He shook his head. What in the world was he thinking? If one kiss from Summer could drive him to this, he didn’t even want to imagine what might happen if anything more transpired between them. He was turning to leave when something brushed against his legs. He startled, stumbling, and came down on something fluffy. An indignant yowl echoed into the night—followed by the sharp pain of claws sinking into his shin.

      Grayson cursed loudly. What was this beast? He was reeling back in pain when movement came from inside the apartment.

      “Hello?” Summer’s voice called out, and then she appeared at the window, peering out, a modern-day Juliet with her hair pulled back in a braid and some kind of cartoon T-shirt on. “Is someone out there?”

      Grayson froze. The cat sank his claws in again, and he let out a muffled curse.

      What had he gotten himself into now?

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Hello?” Summer called again, her heart racing. She’d been lying awake, trying not to think about Grayson when she’d heard a noise out back. At least, she thought she had. Now, she peered out of the window into the darkness and wondered what was lurking there. “Marmaduke, is that you?”

      There was no reply, but of course, if it were the cat scaring her, he wasn’t exactly going to yowl hello.

      “I’m serious, if someone’s out there, you need so say so, right now. Or . . .” Summer gulped. There wasn’t much she could do, but they didn’t know that. “I’m armed!”

      With a spatula. It wasn’t much, but she’d work with what she had.

      She scanned the shadows, trying to see in the dark. Maybe she was overreacting. She was still adjusting to nights in the country, with the sound of crickets chirping, and animals rustling, and no drunks hollering their conspiracy theories up Fourth Avenue. It looked all quiet, and she was just about to go back to bed when—

      “Hello.”

      She yelped in shock. The voice was male, and British. “Grayson?” Summer blinked as his familiar figure emerged from the darkness. Was she dreaming, or was he standing half-naked in her garden. “What . . . what are you doing here?”

      “I can’t really answer that.” Grayson sounded sheepish. “But do you have any antiseptic cream?”

      She paused. It wasn’t exactly “jealous moon,” but she could work with it. “I think so, I’ll be right down.”

      Summer scurried back from the window. He’d already seen her in her ratty Jetsons T-shirt, so there was no time to change into a seductive negligee. Not that she had any to wear. She hurried straight downstairs and grabbed her new first aid kit from the kitchen. She opened the back door and stepped outside, and Grayson limped to meet her.

      “What happened?” she asked.

      “I, uh, had a run-in with some wild beast.”

      “What?” Summer looked fearfully around before she caught sight of a familiar ginger fluffball skulking in the shadows.

      “Marmaduke! I’m sorry,” she apologized. “I left milk out for him one time, and now he thinks he’s a guard cat. Let me take a look.”

      Grayson sat on the back step and gingerly lifted the leg of his pajama pants. There were some ugly claw marks, bloody on his skin. “Here, this should help.” Summer found the cream and gently dabbed the scratches, trying to ignore the nearness of Grayson’s naked chest.

      For a man who sat around reading all day, the man was taut.

      She smoothed on a Band-Aid. “All set.” Summer sat back, and looked at him again. Grayson. Half-naked in pajamas on her back steps. She would think she was dreaming, except if this was a dream, they wouldn’t be sitting around right now.

      And he wouldn’t just be half-naked.

      “So . . .” she ventured. “Are you going to tell me what you were doing out there?”

      Grayson bolted to his feet. “I’m sorry, this was . . . I don’t even know what this was,” he said, backing away. “I’m sorry to have disturbed you.”

      There he was again, with the formal apologies and swift exit, but this time, Summer wasn’t letting him go so easily.

      “No, wait.” Summer went after him, and caught his hand. “I . . . I’m glad you came. I couldn’t sleep,” she said softly. “I was thinking about you.”

      The silence crackled between them, and she saw the desire in Grayson’s eyes—and the decision there. He was on the edge, and she almost reached for him, but held herself back just in time.

      She didn’t want to be the one chasing him. If this was going to happen, he had to decide.

      “Why can’t I stay away from you?” he asked, almost to himself. But Summer was tired of him acting like wanting her was a fate worse than death.

      “Why are you trying to?” she countered, boldly meeting his gaze. “Did you ever think you’ve got it wrong? Peace and quiet are only half a life. Don’t you want it all?”

      His expression changed, and then he answered without words: closing the distance between them and pulling her body against his. Summer felt the spark flare, that gorgeous heat, and then his mouth was on hers and the fire raged out of control.

      Yes.

      She arched up against him, savoring the feel of his bare skin beneath her fingertips and the way his body tensed to her touch. God, it felt too good, surrendering to the rush of it: his mouth slow and seductive and tremblingly thorough as he teased her lips open and slid his tongue deeper. Summer sighed against him. Their last kiss had been desperate, but this was different, as if they had all the time in the world to burn it all down. She felt it everywhere, a heartbeat of fevered passion, and god, she didn’t want it to end.

      Grayson dragged his mouth away. “Upstairs,” he murmured, dropping a line of searing kisses along her neck, her collarbone. He walked her back a couple of paces, but Summer already knew they wouldn’t make it that far. He lowered her to the ground right there, on a patch of lush grass among the wildflowers, and Summer arched up, eagerly pulling his body to cover hers. She wrapped her legs around him and kissed him harder, needing every inch of him against her; reveling in the delicious weight. He moved lower, teasing her neck with kisses, his hands roving over her, stroking her bare legs and slipping up under her T-shirt to dance across her stomach and brush the sensitive curve of her bare breasts. Summer gasped, pressing closer to his electric touch, and then Grayson paused above her with a dark-eyed smile.

      “I’ve been waiting to touch you,” he murmured, grazing his lips to her earlobe. “God, ever since the wedding.”

      “I was a mess,” Summer managed to say, as his hands roved higher; stroked over her again.

      “You were beautiful.” Grayson kissed her again, long and slow as his fingers worked their magic, teasing her nipples into stiff peaks and sending an ache of pure need spiraling between her legs. “You’re always beautiful.”

      He tugged up the hem of her shirt, lifting it over her head, and then she was laying half-naked on the ground; feeling the unfamiliar prickle of wet grass under her back as Grayson trailed his mouth lower, kissing and lapping and toying with her until she was panting for more. Summer reached for him, wanting to touch his body too, but Grayson caught her hands and pinned them over her head. “No,” he told her, his ragged voice almost like an order. “Don’t. This is all yours.”

      He turned his attention back to her body again: skimming his mouth over her breasts, and down her stomach. Summer inhaled in a gasp as he eased her shorts down and parted her thighs. Oh goodness, yes. She buried her hands in the damp grasses as his tongue whispered across her skin and finally licked up against her with a steady, hot stroke.

      Summer heard herself moan, as if from far away. Grayson tightened his grip on her thighs and licked again, swirling his tongue over her again and again until Summer was mindless, clutching his head and whimpering for more.

      Oh goodness, what was he doing to her? And here, right here, under the dark sky with nothing but the rustle of the wind and the warm breeze on her skin. She gazed up at the scatter of stars, her head spinning from the pleasure he was lavishing on her, sending her soaring, closer to the brink.

      “That’s right, baby. Just let go.”

      Summer shuddered to hear his voice, low and sexy and so commanding. He didn’t need to ask twice, her body was already wound so tight she felt like she could shatter with the smallest touch. Grayson slid his hands higher, fingers joining his tongue in an exquisite dance, as if he knew exactly what she needed.

      As if he knew just the way to drive her to the edge.

      “Grayson,” she gasped aloud, feeling the electricity stutter in her veins, that slow curl of pleasure unfurling somewhere deep inside. “Oh goodness, don’t stop.”

      He didn’t.

      She cried out as the pleasure took her over, crashing through her in a fierce tide. Summer gasped for air, her body coming apart for him, over and over again until she was pure sensation in his arms.

      And all she wanted was more.
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      Summer woke with a kink in her neck and something soft nuzzling at her leg.

      “Mmhhmn,” she murmured, rolling over. This new bed of June’s was hell on her back, and was there a reason she was lying in a damp patch . . . ?

      Suddenly, it all came rushing back. Grayson. The garden. And oh, everything that had happened next.

      She opened her eyes, wide awake now. They were still outside, sprawled on the grass, Grayson wrapped around her with his arms locked tight, holding her close. Marmaduke the cat was curled up by her feet, the sun was rising in the clear blue sky, and birdsong echoed, cheerful on the warm breeze.

      It was a beautiful morning.

      Summer smiled and sank back into his embrace. She’d never been the outdoors type, but now she could see the appeal. If all her camping trips came complete with a handsome English man, then she would definitely try roughing it more often. She snuggled closer, wondering what she should make for breakfast. Her famous morning buns needed to proof overnight, but she could throw together a rustic frittata in no time from ingredients she had in the fridge before—

      She sat up with a jolt. “The inspector!”

      “Wha . . . ?” Grayson yawned, still half-asleep.

      “The inspector, from the council. He’s coming at seven! What time is it?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Oh garbage!” Summer scrambled up. She was shirtless, God knew where her top was, and the man from the council was due any minute now. “I was going to clean up and have fresh-baked muffins for him, and— underwear! I was definitely going to be wearing underwear.”

      She looked around, and finally found her shirt balled up by the rose bushes. She tugged it on and yanked it over her chest, suddenly self-conscious in the morning sun.

      Grayson smiled at her. “You’ve got twigs in your hair,” he said, reaching to pluck them out. Summer paused. Dang, but he looked too good, lying there in his sweatpants like a centerfold from some kind of calendar. Hot Men With Beards in Nature. She’d buy herself a copy or two for sure. But there was no time to savor the sight of him when she had the fate of the bakery resting in the balance.

      “Can’t stay,” she said, even as she leaned in to drop a brief kiss on his mouth. “Need to go shower!”

      He got to his feet, brushing dirt from his sweatpants. “I’m guessing I should head home, too?”

      “Unless you think Mr. Gordon will like a naked man in the garden.”

      Grayson chuckled. “Perhaps not.”

      Summer knew she should hurry; for all she knew, the inspector could be on her doorstep already, but something made her linger. She searched Grayson’s face, looking for some hint about how he felt. Whether last night meant he would finally stop pushing her away. “Are we . . . OK?” she asked, hesitating.

      “That depends,” he said, with a faint smirk. “If last night was just OK, then clearly, I’ve got work to do.”

      Summer exhaled in relief. “We’ll see.” She grinned, feeling on top of the world. “If a man wants to improve himself, I won’t stand in the way.”

      She kissed him again, and then bolted for the house. The clock in the kitchen said 6.47 a.m., so she barely had time for a lightning-fast shower before she pulled on a sundress—and underwear—and thundered back downstairs. Luckily, the front of the bakery was still immaculate from all their decorating yesterday, and she only had to rinse a couple of plates and give the kitchen floor a final sweep before it was spotless too.

      The bell over the door rang at seven on the dot. Just in time!

      Summer took a deep breath. “Coming!” she called, quickly setting out a plate of the leftover hand pies from last night. They weren’t fresh-baked, but they would have to do. She bustled into the front room with a big grin. “Hi, you must be Harry.”

      “It’s Mr. Gordon.” The inspector was a tall, reedy man with glasses and a tape measure. He already had his notebook out, peering at the display case with a disapproving stare. “Will these cases be properly ventilated?”

      Summer gulped. OK then. She’d been hoping the famous Sweetbriar hospitality would extend here, but clearly, she had another thing coming. “Everything meets the construction code and guidelines for food services,” she said, snapping into professional mode. “I’ll get the plans, and you can see for yourself.”

      

      An hour later, Harry—sorry, Mr. Gordon—had gone over every square inch of the bakery, and Summer was wondering if he’d ever sign off on her permit.

      “Food service requires the very highest standards,” he said, on his hands and knees, checking under the sink. “The smallest hint of uncleanliness spells disaster.”

      “I totally agree.” Summer gulped. Her stomach was tied up in knots now, despite knowing the regulations in her sleep. “I’ve worked in restaurants for years, back in New York, and all of them had the best ratings.”

      “This isn’t New York.” Mr. Gordon pursed his lips. “We don’t have any of those backhand deals here.”

      “So I shouldn’t offer you any pie to expedite this?” Summer joked.

      He glared at her.

      “No, of course not,” she said quickly. “I was kidding.”

      “We don’t kid about food safety,” Mr. Gordon reprimanded her. “Salmonella is no joking matter.”

      Summer bit her tongue and stood back as he pulled out a flashlight and began inspecting behind the cabinets. She was only relieved that they’d gutted the kitchen and build the cabinets from scratch. She knew there was nothing more than sawdust back there; she just had to wait quietly for Mr. Gordon and his thirty-five-point checklist to be done.

      Then there was a meow from the window. Mr. Gordon stood with a jolt, and Summer gulped to see Marmaduke pawing at the catch, like he always did.

      “Is that your feline?” Mr. Gordon asked sternly.

      “No!” Summer blurted. “He, uh, came with the house. He doesn’t come in the kitchen, I swear,” she said quickly. “No animals in the food prep area. I just put a dish out for him sometimes.”

      “No milk, I hope,” Mr. Gordon said. “It’s terrible for their digestive systems. A fine animal like that needs water, and plenty of fresh fish.” His stern expression melted into a beatific smile as he crossed to the back door and crouched down, cooing to beckon Marmaduke closer. “Aren’t you a good boy, yes you are?” He petted the cat fondly. Summer flinched, expecting a hiss or swipe of his claws, but instead, Marmaduke purred happily. “Look at your coat, I bet you’re a real hunter. What a beautiful boy. He’s a Maine coon mix, I’d say,” Mr. Gordon said, straightening up. “I have five myself at home.”

      “Five?” Summer echoed. “Wow. You must really love cats.”

      “They’re a most noble beast,” Mr. Gordon said, sounding defensive. “People say dogs are a man’s best friend, but who needs a slobbering, indiscriminate beast like that when you could earn the trust and affection of a regal animal like this.”

      Summer coughed to keep from laughing. “Absolutely. Cats all the way. Did you need anything else, Mr. Gordon?”

      “Please, call me Harry. Everything looks fine here,” he smiled. “I’ll sign off on your food service permit with the highest A rating.”

      

      Summer closed the door behind him with a sigh of relief. Who would have guessed it, but Marmaduke had saved the day. Now she had everything she needed to open her doors for business, it was just a question of getting her publicity in overdrive and making sure everyone knew about her opening next week.

      She headed upstairs and collapsed on the couch with a satisfied sigh. It had been a whirlwind twenty-four hours; heck, it had been a whirlwind few weeks. But Summer felt that old excitement running through her again, the way she loved. Possibilities and adventure—the way life should be. Life in New York had worn her down, but here on the Cape, with the fresh sea breeze and sunshine, she was coming alive again.

      All of her.

      She grinned, feeling that delicious tangle in her stomach that came whenever she thought about Grayson. Last night . . . Lord, that man liked to keep his cards close to his chest, but when it came time for action, he sure knew how to take a woman’s breath away.

      Twice.

      Summer reached for her phone, then paused. Grayson didn’t strike her as a guy who was big into texting, and she didn’t want to push things—not before they’d had a chance to talk more. Or talk, full stop. The frustrating thing about the tall, dark, and silent type was the silence, and although she felt closer to Grayson now than she did last night, Summer realized that she didn’t really know much more.

      The man was an island, alright.

      The sound of her cellphone interrupted the calm, and Summer winced at her mother’s ringtone. She’d been ducking her calls for days, but she couldn’t avoid it any longer. Time to rip off the Band-Aid and tell her about the big move.

      “Mom, I’ve got some news—” Summer began, but Eve was already one step ahead of her.

      “Have you lost your mind?!”

      Summer held the phone away from her ear as her mom continued. “I took the network head to dinner at Andre’s so they could sample your work, and what does the server tell me? That Summer Bloom no longer works there! Apparently, she quit!”

      “I was going to tell you—” Summer protested weakly.

      “So not only was I humiliated in front of the Food Channel people,” her mother said over her, “but you jeopardized your chances for a show. We were talking about having you be a regular guest, maybe even get your own spin-off, but now all that’s up in the air again.”

      Summer shook her head. Her own what now?

      “I’m sorry, Mom, but I told you, I don’t want to be a guest on your show,” she said, trying to stay calm.

      “Oh, honey, of course you do. It’s a marvelous platform, most chefs would kill for this kind of air-time.”

      “And I’m not most chefs,” Summer pointed out. “I hate being on camera—all the lights and stress and fussing. You’re the one who loves being the center of attention, I just want to be left alone to bake.”

      As far away as possible from her mother, and the three-ring circus that followed her around.

      “But honey, we need this footage for the network.” Her mom sounded distressed. “I’m supposed to be branding myself as warm and approachable for the new family-style cookbook in the fall.”

      Summer tried not to laugh. Eve was about as warm and approachable as an iceberg. “I’m sure you’ll think of something.” She rolled over and lay flat on the couch; setting the call to speaker as she stared at the ceiling. “Maybe get casting to find you some small children, or a puppy. People love puppies.”

      Eve sighed. “I don’t know why. Remember that awful little poodle I got you for your seventh birthday?”

      “I remember you sent it back to the breeder when it chewed on your designer shoes,” Summer replied, thinking of little Snickerdoodle with a pang.

      “Don’t change the subject. This is important to me, Summer. A few hours, four, five episodes. You wouldn’t have to do anything, just stand there and smile.”

      “No, Mom.” Summer tried to be firm. “I’m sorry, but it’s not for me.”

      “I don’t know why you can’t help me with this one thing,” Eve said. “You’re being so ungrateful, and after everything I’ve done for you.”

      Summer tensed. “Right,” she couldn’t stop herself saying. “Because you’ve always been so supportive.”

      “Who do you think got you your first job?” her mother snapped back. “Or that position at Andre’s? Pastry chef openings don’t grow on trees. I had to pull every string in the book to get you in there, and this is the thanks I get?”

      Summer’s heart dropped.

      “I got my job on my own.” She slowly sat upright. “Because I earned it.”

      Eve just laughed. “Of course,” she said, sneering. “And the best chefs in town were willing to take a chance on a complete unknown; the fact I’m your mother had nothing to do with it.”

      Summer felt ill. She’d worked twice as hard to prove herself, all those years working her way up the ladder, but her mother was twisting it all around.

      “It doesn’t matter,” she said, clenching her fists at her sides. “You can take all the credit if you want, but I’m done with the culinary world now. Find someone else to be approachable with. I’m not interested in your charade.”

      She grabbed the phone and hung up before her voice broke.

      It wasn’t true.

      It couldn’t be, she reminded herself, swallowing back tears. Kitchens didn’t work that way. Even if her mom’s name had gotten her in the door, no celebrity in the world made up for bad cooking. She would have been fired in a heartbeat if her dishes weren’t up to scratch.

      She turned on her heel and thundered downstairs to the kitchen, grabbing a mixing bowl from the cabinet, her measuring spoons, and her precious jar of sourdough starter, handed down from Madame Celine herself. It was a cardinal rule among chefs to keep their bad tempers out of the kitchen, but there was one shining exception to the rule, where a bad day didn’t hurt the dish, but made it better than ever.

      Bread.

      Summer often wondered how the first cave-people figured it out: flour and yeast and water, kneaded together into a satisfyingly sticky lump of stretchy, yielding dough. Maybe it was an accident—one of them had a bad day and decided to take it out on the dough, pounding it into submission, but either way, it was the perfect bad-mood baking.

      And she was in one heck of a mood.

      She tied on an apron and rolled up her sleeves. She liked to pick her music to suit the dish—upbeat pop songs for a batch of pink-topped cupcakes, sophisticated jazz for a smooth crème brûlée. But today, it called for something different. Rock music, raw and clashing, loud as it came.

      She put on some old Kings of Leon, set out her ingredients, and got to work. First, the starter. She scooped out a cup of the yeast mix and used it as the base for her dough, adding flour, water, and a little oil, until she had the consistency just right. When she was in a hurry, she threw the lot in her mixer and let the paddles do the work, but today, Summer was happy to roll up her sleeves and knead it all by hand, digging the heel of her palm into the dough and working it in each direction, over and over again.

      It was soothing. Almost like a meditation. If by meditation you meant imagining her mother’s face getting pounded into the dough.

      “Pastry chef openings don’t grow on trees.”

      Summer tried to ignore her mother’s voice, taunting her. She was wrong. Summer had proven it time and time again, with the glowing reviews from the diners and promotions all the way up the line. Eve couldn’t take that away from her, no matter what she said. And even if her whole career back in New York was a lie, this bakery wasn’t. This was something all her own. Summer looked around at the gleaming kitchen and the green of the garden beyond, and felt a little better. Nobody in Sweetbriar even knew she was Eve’s daughter, and when they lined up outside the doors, it would be because of the welcoming tables and sunny patio and Summer’s sticky morning buns.

      Her mother couldn’t take this away from her, even if she tried.

      “What did that dough ever do to you?”

      Summer looked up. It was Grayson, standing in the kitchen doorway with an amused look on his face. She took a breath, still caught up in her noisy rage, her heart beating fast. From the exertion—and the sudden sight of him, just as handsome as when she’d left him that morning. Only wearing a few more clothes now.

      Unfortunately.

      “It’ll surrender, if it knows what’s good for it.” She shut the music off.

      Grayson’s lips quirked with a smile. “You’ve got some flour . . .” He gestured to her face, and Summer wiped. His grin grew wider.

      “Let me guess, there’s half a cup all over there now?” Summer shook her head and admitted defeat. “Hazard of the trade. I’ve heard it’s great for skincare.”

      Grayson strolled closer and gently brushed her cheek. He tilted her face up to him, and then kissed her, a warm, light, afternoon kiss, that somehow still took her breath away.

      “Hi,” she breathed, feeling better already.

      “Hello.”

      He released her and peered at the jar of sourdough starter on the counter. It was a bubbling, oozing mix that gave off a heady fermented smell. He wrinkled his nose. “Should I call hazard management?”

      Summer laughed. “It’s my starter mix. Well, Madame Celine’s grandmother’s. I smuggled it back across the Atlantic wrapped in towels in my suitcase.”

      “Do I want to ask why?”

      “The yeast is a living thing,” Summer explained. “It ferments over time, and you keep feeding it with flour and water, taking part out to use for new bread. The best ones have been around for a hundred years; they give the bread an amazing flavor.”

      “Like fermenting wine?” Grayson asked, looking interested.

      “Kind of,” Summer nodded. “To be honest, I could use store-bought yeast and it would come out just fine,” she confessed. “But I like the history of it. A hundred years of baking, using the same yeast. It’s heritage. Want to try?”

      Grayson blinked.

      “It’s easy,” she reassured him. “You just knead it around like so. A third-grader could do it. We did, actually. We even had a song. Knead the dough, knead it so,” she hummed, before stopping herself.

      What was it about this man that made her ramble?

      Oh yes, his eyes. And his lips.

      And the way he was looking at her. Like the dough wasn’t the only thing he wanted spread on the counter.

      “I’ll let the expert handle it.” Grayson leaned back, watching her.

      The dough was pretty much beaten into submission now, stretchy and elastic, so she covered it with some film and set it aside to rest under a warm towel. “I like to let it rest for at least an hour,” she explained. “I’ll pummel it a few more times before it bakes.”

      “Any reason for the workout?” he asked, and she sighed.

      “Three guesses. Wait, you only need one.” Summer gave him a rueful look. “Starts with Eve, ends in Bloom, has a world of passive-aggressive disappointment bound up in the middle.”

      “Ah.”

      “Exactly.” Summer felt self-conscious for a moment. She didn’t want to unload all her issues on him and send him running for the hills before she’d even had a chance to know more. But Grayson didn’t look like he was running. He tilted his head and held a hand out to her.

      “Come on,” he said, tugging her closer. “Let’s get you out of this kitchen—before you do any more damage.”

      Summer exhaled. “I don’t know . . . I’m not sure I’m the best company right now.”

      “Let’s just see if we can’t change that.”
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      Grayson didn’t know where he was taking her, he only knew he needed to get her out of that kitchen—before he took her there, instead.

      Who knew bread could be so sexy? Summer was flushed and disheveled, with flour still smudged on her collarbone, and it took everything Grayson had not to push her up against that kitchen island and peel her dress away, claim her sweet mouth the way he’d been fantasizing ever since he made that barefoot walk back across the orchard at dawn.

      She was more addictive than sugar. One taste, and he was hooked. Out of control. Which meant he needed to get a grip, and fast.

      He led her outside, and Summer quickly locked up behind them. “It’s not like you to play hooky,” she teased. “What about the bookstore?”

      Grayson had lasted about an hour there pacing the floor before deciding to close up early. “I don’t always work Saturdays,” he said vaguely, and opened the passenger door of his Jeep for her. Summer climbed in, and he went around to the driver’s side, thinking fast for somewhere to take them. Some place with plenty of people around, so he wouldn’t be tempted to repeat last night’s madness. The swimming pond was out . . . and so was his farm . . . but luckily, there was at least one spot on the Cape where a Saturday crowd was guaranteed.

      He put the Jeep in drive and pulled away, noting how Summer immediately made herself comfortable: turning on the radio, rolling her window down, and wriggling out of her sandals right there in the passenger seat. Anyone else, and he would have been annoyed, but her toenails winked bright red at him, and as she hummed along with the music, he felt his tension ease.

      A date. In daylight. Nothing to be worried about. He could handle this just fine without losing his head all over again.

      “So how did the inspections go?” he asked. “All clear?”

      “Barely.” Summer grimaced. “I thought I was doomed, until Marmaduke saved the day.”

      Grayson arched an eyebrow. “That rabid beast? I’ve still got scars from him.”

      “Poor baby.” Summer laughed, and patted his knee. “He’s a sweetheart, really. At least according to his new best friend, Harry.”

      “Harry Gordon, at the council?” Grayson asked. He’d had some dealings with him before, and ‘best friend’ weren’t exactly the words he’d use to describe the man.

      “One and the same. Turns out he’s a sucker for cats.”

      “Hmm, I’ll have to remember that.”

      Grayson turned onto the highway up the Cape and sat back, letting the road unfold in front of them. It was a warm day, with one of those endless summer skies that made him relish being so far from England, where he was lucky to get a glimpse of sunshine until late June. He’d never realized what a difference it made until his first year on the Cape, when he discovered that the endless grey drudgery he’d taken for granted lifted like a weight from his shoulders with every sunny day. He glanced over at Summer, expecting a relaxed smile, but instead she still looked tense, deep in thought like when he’d found her in the kitchen.

      “What are you planning on baking for opening day?” he asked, changing the subject to the one thing he knew would bring back that smile.

      Sure enough, she brightened. “Oh goodness, where do I even start? That’s the hard part,” she added, looking over at him. “I want to make everything, so I’ve been trying to narrow it down. There’ll be breads and rolls, and croissants, of course, but then I want to have fruit pastries, and some cake too . . .”

      As she launched into a debate about the merits of buttercream versus cream cheese frosting, Summer’s trademark sparkle returned. Grayson smiled to see her so animated. He didn’t think he’d met anyone as passionate about food—or anything—before, but that passion was what set Summer apart: it shone from everything she did, every enthusiastic word and reckless smile. Unstoppable.

      Irresistible.

      He glanced over again for a glimpse of her—and almost missed the turn to Fairhurst Farms. Grayson forced himself to keep his eyes on the road, and soon they were pulling up in the gravel lot, already packed with cars. People were browsing by the shop, making their way over to the main barn, or hiking back to their cars, laden down with bags of produce.

      Summer clapped her hands together. “A farm stand!” she said, excitement in her voice, and Grayson had to chuckle. “What?” she glanced back.

      “Nothing. Just, most women want wining and dining.” Grayson grinned, going around to get her door. “You go crazy for fresh produce.”

      “Well, you should know by now, I’m not most women.” Summer slid out of the Jeep, then went up on her tiptoes and kissed him.

      Heat slammed through Grayson, from zero to sixty with just the soft touch of her lips on his. He tried to take it slow, but Summer’s arms came around his neck, pulling him closer, and he couldn’t resist. He pressed her lightly back against the Jeep, the length of her body melting into him, those miraculous curves, and dang if he didn’t forget himself all over again, forget the bright daylight, and the crowds, just a few feet away.

      When she kissed him, there was nothing else in the world.

      Grayson finally pulled back, feeling like the world had just been flipped upside down. But Summer seemed perfectly fine: she gave him a lazy smile and reached up. “I like this thing,” she said, playfully stroking his beard. “It’s tickly.”

      He rubbed it, self-conscious. “I usually get rid of it for summer.”

      “Hmm, I can’t picture it.”

      Grayson released her. His pulse was still racing, and he was tempted to pile her back in the Jeep and drive home, but he fought to get a hold of himself. Necking in the car park like some kind of hormone-addled kid?

      He was better than this.

      “I thought I’d introduce you to Kate and Felix,” he said, nodding to the farm. “They supply a lot of the local restaurants, and I thought you might want to check out their fruit fields.”

      “You know how to talk dirty to a girl,” Summer beamed, and he laughed.

      “Farm-fresh,” he teased, putting on a low, throaty voice. “Organic. Pick your own.”

      “Heavens!” Summer pressed a hand to her forehead, and feigned a swoon. And just like that, Grayson was filled with gladness, as simple as the sight of her: bare-faced with her hair tangling in the breeze.

      This girl was something else.

      Summer took his hand and flashed another dazzling smile. “What are we waiting for? Let’s go!”
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* * *

      Summer followed Grayson as he showed her around the old barn, where the farm had set up their stands to sell everything from leafy greens fresh out of the field to creamy honey butter and apple jam. The Saturday market was packed, full of tourists catching up over a bushel of sweet tomatoes, describing how they’d been dreaming of their first grilled corn on the cob all winter long. Summer knew how they felt. She couldn’t believe the abundance of gorgeous produce, and it was already setting her mind whirring, planning dishes for the weeks ahead.

      “God, these tomatoes are incredible,” she said, biting into a sample of the sweet, fruity flesh. “I could bake them into a focaccia with fresh herbs, and maybe some crumbled feta cheese to melt on the top . . . And those zucchini!” she spied them across the room, plump and glistening in their baskets. “I learned the best zucchini bread recipe from an old mentor. The trick is, you add fresh-grated ginger and a dark chocolate glaze.”

      She caught Grayson looking amused, and stopped.

      “Sorry,” she said, feeling self-conscious. This was why she didn’t date non-chefs, because they glazed over with bored stares when she started babbling about food. “I know I’m a dork when it comes to this stuff.”

      “No, I love it,” Grayson answered. “I was just thinking, if you’re this excited over the farm stand, what’s going to happen when we go pick our own strawberries?”

      “That’s for you to find out,” Summer laughed. She paid for her full bags and Grayson went to stash them in the Jeep before they made their way out back, to where the fields of strawberry plants were waiting, green and scarlet in the sun.

      “This reminds me of when I was a kid,” Grayson said, as they began to fill a basket. “I grew up in the countryside, a couple of hours outside London, so we’d go berry-picking in summer sometimes. Or rather, my mom and sister would pick the fruit, and my brothers would eat it all,” he added with a grin.

      “How many siblings do you have?” Summer asked, seizing on the chance to learn more.

      “Two brothers, older, and a younger sister,” Grayson said, leaning to pluck another cluster of strawberries.

      “Do you see them much?”

      He shrugged. “My brothers are both pretty settled, families, mortgages, but my sister comes to visit sometimes. She’s still kind of a wanderer.”

      “Sounds like Jamie—my baby brother,” Summer explained. “I don’t think he’s landed in one place longer than a month or two for years.”

      “I never saw the appeal.” Grayson straightened up. “I mean, I understand traveling when you’re young and figuring things out. But soon enough, you want to make a life somewhere, build a routine. Settle.”

      “I don’t know,” Summer said slowly. “Just because you put down roots somewhere, doesn’t mean you’re settled. There’s always room for adventure.”

      “Perhaps,” Grayson agreed. “If you put it in the schedule.”

      He fed her a strawberry, so ripe it burst against her tongue, sweeter than anything you could find in a grocery store. Summer licked the juice from his fingertips, then caught his gaze. It shot through her, fevered and hot.

      Grayson dropped his hand and looked away. “So, you’re having problems with your mom?”

      Talk about a cold shower.

      Summer sighed and kept picking. “I don’t know why I let her get to me, she’s always been this way. It’s like, I know exactly what will happen, but somehow I’m still surprised when she pulls this stuff. I used to send her an invitation, to come eat at every new restaurant when I started working there,” she confided. “Celebrate my first night, you know?”

      Grayson nodded.

      “Well, she never came,” Summer said, remembering the disappointment, fresh every time. “It was always a different reason—she was filming, or there was some crisis with her restaurant, it didn’t matter. But I kept sending her the invitations, like this time it would be different. That she’d make me a priority, show me some support. I guess I never learned.”

      Grayson gave her a sympathetic smile. “Have you invited her to the bakery opening?”

      Summer snorted. “Nope. I haven’t even told her about it. I was going to, when she called this morning, but surprise, she wound up talking about herself the whole time, and I never got a chance.”

      She felt a pang. It was painful just how predictable her mother was—and herself, too, holding out that small glimmer of hope that one day, Eve would want to be a part of everything she worked for, be proud of what Summer had achieved.

      “It’s silly, I know,” she said, realizing Grayson was still watching her. “I guess that’s why the bakery is so important to me now. It’s the one dream of mine she never had her fingerprints on. No matter what she says, I’ve done it all on my own.”

      “You have.” Grayson nodded and smiled at her, his dark eyes full of something she couldn’t quite read. “You, and that strudel of yours.”

      Summer laughed. “Baby, you haven’t seen nothing yet. Just wait until I show you how to make strawberry clafoutis.”

      “Strawberry what now?”

      “You’ll see,” she said confidently. “I promise, it’ll change your life.”

      

      They took their bounty and drove back to Grayson’s place. Summer was serious about giving him a cooking lesson. For a man who enjoyed food so much, it was a crime that he didn’t know how—and she was going to show him exactly what he’d been missing out on.

      “I should warn you, I’m not a baker,” Grayson said, showing her into the farmhouse. “Cooking, I can do. Roast chicken, a good piece of steak . . . but all that flour and baking soda stuff?”

      “It’s not as scary as it looks,” Summer reassured him, weighed down with produce bags. “And I’ll teach you all my secret cheats.”

      She followed him to the kitchen, looking around curiously to take in the scene. Poppy always swore you could tell everything about a man by the place he made his home, but the guys Summer had dated all lived like her: in shoebox apartments in the city, crammed with roommates and hand-me-down Ikea furniture. Now, she was on the lookout for hints about Grayson’s life: a secret love of reggae music, or an embarrassing hoard of rom-coms.

      But instead, it was clear Grayson kept his home as inscrutable as everything else in his life. The farmhouse was old, and rustic enough, but inside, nothing was out of place. His furniture was leather and wood, gorgeous vintage pieces, and everything seemed purposeful, chosen with intent. A single vase on the mantle, the old metal coffee table, bare save a chess board, and a neat stack of New Yorker magazines. There was no clutter, not an object out of place. He’d chosen each object carefully, and that just made Summer even more curious for the story behind everything.

      “I hope the kitchen is up to scratch,” Grayson said, as she followed him into the open space.

      “No, this is great.” Summer set down her things. There was a main central island with a concrete countertop, and plenty of room by the old-fashioned range. “People think they need all high-end stuff to really cook, but you can do just as much with a tiny space. My old place, I barely had two burners and a table to work with.”

      “In New York?” Grayson unpacked the bags, smoothly stepping behind her to put the strawberries in a colander in the sink. “Did you live alone, or with a boyfriend . . . ?”

      He said it casually, but it was clear he was fishing. Summer hid a smile. “No boyfriend,” she said, leaning against the counter to watch him. “Not for a little while. Us chefs tend to marry our jobs. You have to, with all the late hours. It’s part of why I quit that scene,” she added. “I wanted to actually enjoy my life for a change, instead of just planning on one day maybe getting a break.”

      “Well, you’re preaching to the choir there.” Grayson gave her a grin. “I’m all about the quiet life.”

      Summer hadn’t exactly been talking about staying in the slow lane, but she didn’t want to disagree now. Grayson finished rinsing off the strawberries and set them down on the counter. “So how are we going to do this?” he asked, rolling up his sleeves.

      Summer noticed the strong line of his forearms, and felt that melting sensation in her stomach again. Never mind the produce, it was her co-chef who was irresistible today. “Well first, you kiss the chef,” she said playfully.

      He chuckled. “That’s the rule in your kitchen?”

      “Absolutely.”

      “Then we better follow it to the letter.”

      He leaned in and kissed her softly, a slow-burn kiss full of control—and possibilities. Summer sighed, savoring the taste of him, still sweet from the strawberry fields. Grayson slowly pulled away, and brushed a lock of hair from Summer’s eyes, his hand lingering against her cheek. “How’s that?” he asked, his dark gaze searching hers.

      “A good start,” Summer smiled back. “You’re a natural in the kitchen.”

      He chuckled. “Wait until we’ve tried the recipe.”

      “Relax, there’s nothing to it,” she reassured him. “Clafoutis is just like a baked custard dish. Traditionally, we’d make it with cherries, but any fruit is good.” She paused, feeling strangely exposed. Baking wasn’t just a fun pastime, it was her passion, the biggest thing in her life, and sharing it with a novice—with Grayson—made her stomach skip over with nerves.

      She was sharing a part of herself with him.

      “Do you have a heavy skillet we can use to bake it in the oven?” she asked, trying to focus on the recipe.

      “Yes ma’am.”

      Summer laughed to hear the Southern phrase in his crisp English accent. Grayson fetched down the skillet and a mixing bowl, and they assembled all the tools and ingredients on the countertop.

      “Clafoutis, crostata . . . it’s a whole different language,” Grayson remarked, watching Summer measure out the butter and flour.

      “I love it,” she said. “Recipes are a little piece of home. People travel all over the world and bring them with them. Handed them down through the generations.”

      “Did your mother pass any down to you?”

      Summer gave a wry laugh at the thought. “Besides the best takeout menu, no.” She added the ingredients for the batter to the bowl. “OK, you whisk these together, until it’s smooth and creamy.” She passed the bowl to Grayson, and watched his expert hands at work. “Perfect.”

      She showed him how to pour it into the skillet, and then stud the top with a layer of halved strawberries and a dusting of sugar.

      “That’s it,” she announced. “All done.”

      “That was easy.” Grayson sounded surprised. “I was expecting drizzles of this and swirls of that.”

      She laughed. “With some chefs, maybe. My last boss was like that,” she confided, as she transferred the skillet to the hot oven. “He could never just leave a dish alone for the ingredients to shine, he always had to beat them into submission with fancy cooking techniques. But the way I see it, the flavors are the point, and most of the time, simple is best.”

      “I agree,” Grayson said, and slipped his arms around her waist. “So how long until it’s ready?”

      “Not long,” Summer melted against him. “Thirty, forty minutes, maybe.” She gave him a flirty smile. “However will we pass the time?”

      “Hmmm . . .” Grayson leaned in, his lips grazing her earlobe. “I have a few ideas.”

      He kissed her again, and this time, there was nothing self-controlled about it: the spark caught, and then his mouth was hot and hungry against hers. Summer arched into him, breathlessly reaching up to run her fingers through his hair, pulling him closer. It was magnetic, the pull between them, and now there was nothing—no morning crowds, or rogue inspectors, or her own flush of inhibition—holding them back.

      Grayson gripped her hips and then easily lifted her, setting her on the counter right there amongst the mess of baking tools and ingredients. Summer wrapped her legs around his waist, greedy to feel his body against her, every last inch. His hands were roving over her waist and back, tugging the straps of her sundress aside as he bent his head and landed a row of delicate kisses along her bare shoulders and neck.

      Summer gasped, his beard tickling across her sensitive skin, but then the whisper became a tantalizing lick, and she moaned aloud as his mouth reached the tender curve of her breast. Grayson tugged her dress lower, closing his mouth over her nipple and teasing it into a stiff peak as she clung to him, lost in the pleasure he was lavishing with every touch. God, he knew exactly what to do to set her body alight: his hands sliding up her thighs, easing them wider as he turned his attention to her other breast and sucked.

      But Summer needed more. This time, she needed to feel him for herself. She pulled his shirt up, reveling in the smooth, hot planes of his torso, the ripple of muscles in his shoulder blades, and oh, the way his body tensed beneath her curious touch.

      Grayson lifted her suddenly, taking her from the countertop and carrying her down the hall like she weighed nothing. Summer buried her face against his neck, tasting the echo of salt on his skin until he tipped her back and she fell with a yelp of surprise onto something soft. His bed, covered in navy linens and cool against her bare back. Grayson kneeled above her, stripping off his T-shirt and pausing to watch her. His eyes were dark, and it felt like they looked right through her, through all the flirting and impulsive jokes to the very heart of her.

      Summer flushed. From the moment they’d met, he’d seemed to have this way about him—a way of silently cutting past the surface to the truth of the matter. It’s why she felt off balance around him, spinning out of control, with him as the center of the storm. Sure, she tried to fake her confidence, and sometimes it even worked, when she could nudge him off kilter too and see the flash of wild abandon in his eyes. But here, now, there was no hiding how exposed he made her feel.

      It was just her.

      No games, no witty comebacks. No hiding what she needed from him. Just the feel of his hands, deliberate on her bare skin, and the look in his eyes as he leaned in to claim her mouth for good: slowly taking possession as his tongue slid deeper, making her melt and sending her pulse skittering with wild desire.

      He pinned her into the mattress, the delicious weight of him pressing her down, and Summer arched up eagerly against him. She could feel him, hard against her thigh, and she reveled in the way his body felt under her hands: the broad planes of his chest, the curve of his biceps, and the flinch of his abs as she trailed her fingertips lower, tracing teasing circles on his stomach and hips. Grayson made a noise against her, and then his hand was sliding between her thighs, touching her lightly through her panties and making her moan into his lips.

      “God, yes. There.”

      He stroked again, a slow, intoxicating rhythm, and she reached to find him too, sliding her hand under the waistband of his jeans and closing her fist around him. Their breath came faster, together, as she teased the length of him, and Grayson slipped her panties aside and curled a finger into her dampness. His palm kept gentle pressure against her as he dipped and pulsed, and soon it was all Summer could do to close her eyes and let the pleasure take her over, the climax rippling lightly through her body like waves on the shore.

      She wanted more.

      It scared her how much she needed him right now. How exposed she felt. She’d been swept along by all their flirting, and the tension building, until the passion between them seemed like the only thing on earth.

      But it wasn’t. There was more. Like the tender way he touched her, smoothing her hair out of her face, and the look in his eyes, searching hers like he was trying to figure her out and discover all her secrets.

      Suddenly, Summer felt a pang.

      He saw her.

      How long had she wanted that: just simply, to be seen?

      Accepted. Wanted.

      Enough.

      It felt like she’d spent her whole life trying to prove herself. Striving for her mother’s praise, then for every snooty boss, and rival chef. Needing to prove she was good enough to hold her own, wanting them to see her talent and passion. Even with Danny, she’d always been jostling for his attention, competing with the restaurant for every moment of his time.

      But now, she didn’t need to try. Grayson’s focus was on her and only her, his fingertips roving over every inch of her, his gaze so full of desire, she knew without a doubt there was no place else he’d rather be.

      And god, she wanted him even more for it.

      Grayson kissed her hotly, then reached for the bedside table. He pulled a condom from the drawer and carefully opened it before returning both hands, and mouth, and body to Summer again: worshiping every inch of her until she was wound tight and panting all over again. “I need you,” she whispered, reaching for him, but Grayson wouldn’t be rushed; he pressed her back into the sheets again, kissing her so thoroughly her head was spinning by the time he finally eased her legs apart and settled between her thighs. Summer slid her arms around him, resting her hands on the delicious curve of his rear as his kiss turned demanding, and he sank into her, inch by thick, luxurious inch.

      Dear god, he felt incredible.

      Grayson groaned, and Summer flexed around him, loving the way he filled her and the way his body reacted to her touch. He wrapped her in his arms, rolling them together, and then they were moving as one, surging and gasping, fighting for breath as the pleasure spiraled higher and Summer felt herself hurtling to the edge again. But this time, there was no holding back, no gentle, sweet release. This was an inferno, consuming them both, and she was lost to him completely. The weight of him, the flash of raw desire on his face, the thick friction driving her wild inside until she couldn’t hold it back, couldn’t even think or breathe. She was a pure, wild sensation, bursting loose and soaring into the skies, her body breaking apart as she cried his name and felt him pulse and surge inside until they were both collapsed in a dizzy symphony in each other’s arms.

      And Summer knew this was something different.
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      They spent the afternoon in bed, getting up only to retrieve the fresh-baked clafoutis which they ate right there on the sheets, naked in the afternoon sun. Grayson had never tasted anything like it—or her. Sweet and rich and utterly tempting.

      What was it about this woman? He was barely done kissing her before he needed another fix, still lying panting in her arms when his body hardened, craving more.

      She was dangerously addictive, and he couldn’t get enough.

      It was dusk before he finally relinquished his hold on her soft curves and rolled away from her. He got out of bed, stretching. Dang, but he felt good.

      “What time is it?” he asked, hunting for his watch. He found it discarded on the floor and checked the time. Almost six. He was running late, but he guessed time flew when you were having the best sex of your life. “I guess you should be getting back to your place then,” he said, and Summer sat up and looked at him, blinking in surprise.

      “Wait, are you kicking me out of bed right now?”

      Grayson averted his eyes. Her hair was tumbling in dark curls over her naked shoulders, and her lips were still rosy from his kisses. Desire tightened in him again, and it took all his self-control not to roll her back into the sheets and show her just how much he wanted her, how he was already consumed with lust again, still sweaty from the last round, but needing her just as much as the first day they met.

      He got up and pulled on his jeans, hunting for a fresh shirt in his closet. When he finally turned around again, Summer was still sprawled there, looking far too tempting.

      “I’m sorry, but it’s poker night,” he explained. “The guys do it every month at the bookstore. They’re probably already waiting for me.”

      “So let them wait.” Summer beckoned him playfully. “I have plans for you.”

      Grayson stifled a groan. Was this woman sent to test him?

      “Can’t,” he said. He found Summer’s dress on the floor, her lacy panties nearby. He placed them carefully on the bed. “It’s a standing date. You understand.”

      She looked at him like he’d spoken in a foreign language, but Grayson didn’t buckle. He couldn’t. He’d already blown off work, played hooky, and spent the afternoon in bed, all because he couldn’t keep his hands off her—or resist that heart-stopping smile. He had to draw the line somewhere, and god help him, he was drawing right there.

      Summer blinked again. “Okaay,” she said, and slowly began to dress. “You clearly have your priorities mixed up, but that’s alright,” she added with a mischievous smile. “You’ll learn.”

      She tugged her dress on and bounced to her feet, leaning up to kiss Grayson. “You could have kept me naked and moaning for the rest of the night,” she murmured in his ear, “but instead, you get to drink warm beer and lose at cards. Think about that.”

      She nipped his earlobe lightly, sending a bolt of lust through his body, and then she was gone, dancing out of his reach and heading for the door, hips swaying. “Have fun!” she called behind her, before disappearing down the hallway.

      Grayson heard the front door slam.

      What had just happened?

      He made the wrong call, that’s what.

      No, he corrected himself, straightening up the room again. He’d done the right thing. Plans were made for keeping, no matter what tempting distractions were beckoning him to bed. But it was fine. Under control. He could enjoy the woman’s company without it sending his whole life into disarray. That’s what dating was, after all: a dinner here, a late-night drink there. Sure, he felt like he lost his mind every time she looked at him with that dazzling smile, and when she touched him—

      Grayson gripped the pillow harder.

      God, when she touched him . . .

      The memories rushed, hot in his mind. The feel of her bare skin under his mouth. The clench of her body around him. And the way she looked when he took her over the edge, like constellations were igniting in her eyes . . .

      His pulse was already racing at the memories, and Grayson didn’t like that one bit. All things in moderation, he’d told himself for years. And here he was, wanting all of her, everything, right this minute. He hadn’t felt this way since—

      Rhiannon.

      He stopped. It had been years, but the thought of her still sent a prickle of shame creeping down his spine. He’d told Summer the bare bones version of things, but the truth was, it had taken him years to dig himself out of the mess he’d made. The debt, the loans, the wasted opportunities—if he could take it all back, he would in a heartbeat. Grab his younger self by the collar and shake some sense into him. No woman was worth the trouble, no matter how pretty she was, or how sweet she could be . . .

      As long as she was getting her way, at least.

      They’d met his second year in university. She was a waitress at the bar nearby, the one all his mates drooled over on a Friday night. He’d felt like the big man on campus the night he’d finally charmed her into giving him her number, but it turned out, she was the one who was wrapping him around his little finger, one kiss at a time. She had a taste for expensive things, and Grayson wanted to be the man to give it all to her: fancy dinners and luxury gifts, even trips away, too. His student loan didn’t get them far, but what was he doing wasting his time in college when he could be out earning a real wage instead? It seemed so easy to drop out, rent a flat for the two of them to live together, and if his wages didn’t cover things, well, that was what credit cards were for.

      Looking back, he couldn’t believe how reckless he’d been—throwing his future away just to sweep her off her feet. But he’d been so crazy for her he didn’t know up from down. Blinded with lust, he hadn’t seen the mess he’d been making . . . until the house of cards came tumbling down and Rhiannon hit the road, leaving him to realize just what a fool he’d been.

      And now here he was, panting for a woman all over again.

      Grayson forced himself to take another breath. This was different. Summer couldn’t be more different to Rhiannon, he knew that. She was honest and independent and determined to make her own mark on the world. But still, he couldn’t ignore the voice in the back of his mind, reminding him just how dangerous it was to get swept away with desire.

      He had to be careful. When Summer touched him, the world could burn to ash around them, and he wouldn’t even notice the blaze. Which is why he needed to get a grip on this fever, and soon.

      Starting with a very cold shower.

      He hated to be late, but the guys would understand. He was in no state to drive.
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* * *

      Summer walked home with her bags of produce swinging from her shoulders and a feeling of rejection that she just couldn’t shake. Maybe it was her ego being dented, just a little, but she figured that once a man had her naked in his bed with the promise of a night to come, he might want to figure a way to keep her there—not send her packing out the door like a visitor who’d outstayed her welcome.

      OK, she was exaggerating. Grayson had been perfectly polite—and maybe that was what riled her so. Only moments before, he’d been thrusting deep inside her, wild and abandoned, then suddenly, he flipped a switch, and the careful, controlled Grayson was back. Call her crazy, but she preferred the one sending her to heaven and back with every stroke of his hard, lean body.

      Still, Summer couldn’t stay annoyed long, not when her limbs ached with a sweet exhaustion from their afternoon rolling in his sheets. The sun was sinking over the orchard when she arrived back at the bakery. She had just opened the back door and heaved her fruits and vegetables onto the counter when her phone rang.

      “Hey Poppy,” she said, happily answering. A strawberry rolled free and she couldn’t resist taking a bite, the sweet flavor immediately taking her back to Grayson’s bedroom and that clafoutis he’d fed her, naked in the sheets.

      “. . . maybe come over in a half hour?”

      Summer snapped out of her memories. “Sorry, what did you just say?”

      Poppy laughed. “Let me guess, you’re deep in a recipe? You zone out the way I do when I’m writing a chapter.”

      “Something like that.” Summer smiled and put everything away. “You said something about a girls’ night?”

      “At the new house. Our house,” Poppy added, “Although it feels weird to have an ‘ours.’ Cooper’s got a poker thing with his buddies, so we’ve got the run of the place.”

      “Oh yes, Grayson’s there too.”

      “And how do you know how your landlord is spending his Saturday nights?” Poppy asked, and Summer couldn’t keep the smile from her voice.

      “Well . . .”

      Poppy squealed. “I knew it! I knew that staid routine of his was just an act. Now you have to come and spill all the details.”

      “A lady doesn’t kiss and tell,” Summer said primly, and Poppy snorted.

      “Then it’s a good thing I don’t see any ladies around. Come meet us at the new house. I’m picking up a platter of seafood from the harbor and Mackenzie’s bringing the wine.”

      Summer’s stomach growled. “Sounds like a date.”

      

      She quickly showered and threw on some jeans and her favorite comfy sweatshirt. She had a couple of packages of cookie dough chilling in the fridge she’d planned to bake tomorrow, but what the heck: it was practically illegal to show up to girls’ night without some sweet treats. She drove the short distance down through town, looking forward to some much-needed girl talk. She had to admit, having her best friend so close was a wonderful part of her new life in Sweetbriar. Back in the city, they’d lived ten blocks apart, but barely snatched the odd coffee or movie night in between Summer’s crazy restaurant schedule and Poppy’s deadlines. They’d seen more of each other in the weeks since she’d arrived in town than they had all year, and Summer had a feeling she’d be needing her friend’s romance writer expertise when it came to deciphering Grayson’s mixed messages.

      “What did you bring?” Poppy greeted her at the door with an excited look. She sniffed the air. “Cake? Chocolate? Tell me you brought chocolate, I’m PMS-ing like crazy over here.”

      Summer laughed. “Great to see you too,” she teased, hugging Poppy and following her inside. “You know, sometimes I wonder if you only love me for my cookies. If I quit to become an accountant, you’d drop me in a shot.”

      “Never,” Poppy vowed, then shot her a hopeful look. “Does that mean you brought cookies?”

      “Double-chocolate chunk, just the way my baby likes.” Summer gave her a wink.

      “You’re so good to me.” Poppy beamed. “Come on back. Mackenzie’s already opened the wine and we’re christening the new deck.”

      Summer followed her through the house. Cooper had renovated the place himself, and they’d just started moving pieces in. “I can’t believe you get to live here,” she said, looking around. “It’s like something out of a movie.”

      “I know. The house . . . the man . . . I feel like I woke up in one of my happy endings,” Poppy smiled. “I just have to hope there’s no last-minute plot twist and it turns into a Game of Thrones book.”

      “Executions and orgies with old dudes in the woods?”

      “And you know how I hate the cold,” Poppy agreed.

      “But think of all the hot Stark brothers.” Mackenzie joined them, coming in from the deck. She had a glass of wine in one hand and a lobster roll in the other. “Sorry, couldn’t resist starting. Put buttered carbs in a fifty-foot radius, and I won’t be held responsible for the consequences.”

      “I knew I liked you.” Summer laughed. “Let me just throw these cookies in the oven, and I’ll get catching up.” With the dough already mixed, it only took her a moment to get them on a baking sheet and rejoin the party on the back deck—which of course was drop-dead gorgeous, with sweeping views of the bay.

      “Here.” Mackenzie put a glass in her hand and poured. “For the chef.”

      “Cheers.”

      They toasted, and Summer relaxed in a chair while Poppy fixed them some plates of lobster rolls and salad. “So what have you been up to?” Poppy asked. “I bet you’ve been baking around the clock.”

      “Almost,” Summer agreed, sipping her wine. “But I did take some time off this afternoon . . . to give Grayson a little lesson.”

      And then Grayson had given her one in exchange—a thorough demonstration of just what a real man could do in the bedroom. Summer tried to keep her smile off her face, but clearly, she wasn’t fooling anyone, because Poppy gave a little squeal.

      “I knew it! You’re all glowy. Either that, or you’re using a new moisturizer.”

      “No face cream.” Summer allowed her grin to spread. “Just some . . . rest and relaxation.”

      “Sure. Rest.” Poppy grinned. “All that sexual tension between you, and you did nothing but nap.”

      Summer laughed. “You know me, I love to nap.”

      Mackenzie looked back and forth between them and laughed. “First Cooper, now Grayson. At this rate, there won’t be a single man in Sweetbriar by the end of summer.”

      “We’ll find you someone,” Poppy said, supportive, but Mackenzie just snorted.

      “That wasn’t a hint, believe me. To be honest, I don’t know what I’d do with a guy around,” she added, topping up her glass. “I’ve got my own thing going on, and I like it. A man would just get in the way.”

      “They have some uses,” Poppy protested, and Summer grinned.

      “Sure they do.”

      “I meant lifting heavy things,” Poppy said primly, the picture of innocence. “Changing tires, fixing the sink.”

      “I can do all that on my own.” Mackenzie shrugged. “Anyway, this isn’t about me,” she added, turning back to Summer. “Does this mean the man of steel actually has a squishy beating heart under those stern looks?”

      “He’s not that bad!” Summer laughed.

      “What?” Poppy interrupted. “You were the one complaining about his strong, silent routine.”

      “OK, so I was wrong about him,” Summer admitted. “He’s . . .”

      She trailed off, searching for the right word. But the truth was, even though she’d seen a different side to Grayson now—a warmer, more passionate side—she still wasn’t quite sure about the pieces that made up his puzzle of a personality. He was stern and silent, and a stickler for the rules—as his swift switch that evening had proven.

      “He’s complicated,” she settled on at last. “I haven’t got him figured out just yet. He’s definitely a man of many layers. Even now, I still don’t know where we stand,” she admitted, feeling that rejection again—a sting of insecurity she tried her best to ignore. “But that’s OK,” she insisted loudly. “I mean, it’s early days. Not everything has to be labeled or official.”

      “But you like him,” Mackenzie said. It was a statement, not a question.

      Summer nodded. “I like him,” she repeated softly. It wasn’t just the chemistry between them now, there was something more. Spending time with him, peeling back those layers he kept so carefully guarded, and most of all, she liked how she felt with him.

      Adventurous. Free.

      Herself.

      “So, there’s no need to rush things,” Summer said again, trying to convince herself. “I’m in no hurry. I just took out a lease—it’s not like I’m going anywhere soon.”

      Except back to Grayson’s bed.

      She snapped her thoughts away. “The cookies!” she exclaimed, suddenly remembering. She half got up, but Poppy shooed her back into her seat.

      “I’ll get them, you stay here.”

      “Wait, we need more wine,” Mackenzie added, and followed her into the house.

      For a moment, Summer was left alone on the deck. She couldn’t resist pulling her phone out, her fingers pausing on the screen. It was a wicked thought, but she wanted to remind him of the hours they spent tangled up in each other’s arms. And maybe drive him to distraction, too.

      I can still feel you, she typed out, then hit send before she could chicken out.

      A second later, the bubble of ellipses appeared on her screen. He was typing a reply. Then it disappeared. And reappeared. And disappeared again.

      Whatever he was writing, he was thinking twice about sending it in the end.

      Summer tried not to feel disappointed. She should have guessed the taciturn Brit wasn’t one for naughty texts.

      “Busted,” Poppy’s voice came beside her, and Summer yelped.

      “You scared me!”

      “Sorry.” Poppy grinned, setting down the plate of fresh-baked cookies. “Let me guess, you’re getting in some hot and heavy text action.”

      “Not exactly.” Summer tucked her phone away. Enough obsessing. Who needed Grayson when she had her friends, a bottle of wine, and double-chocolate chunk delight to keep her happy?

      And at least he had something to think about now.
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      I can still feel you.

      Grayson stared at the short message, and dang if he didn’t need her all over again.

      “Grayson, it’s your turn.”

      He looked up, almost surprised to find he was still in the back room at the bookshop, sitting at the poker table with Riley, Cooper, and a couple of other guys. “Sorry,” he said, staring at his hand like he’d never seen the cards before. “Uh, raise.”

      He pushed a couple of M&Ms into the cluster in the middle of the table. Cooper arched his eyebrow. “Big spender,” he teased. “Does this mean you’re holding a bust?”

      “You’ll see.” Grayson tried to keep his poker face, but his mind was still miles away—back in bed with Summer, watching her face change as he slowly moved inside her.

      “. . . for the construction in the fall.”

      “What?” His head snapped around. Riley laughed.

      “Man, you’re out of it tonight. I’m not complaining,” he added, taking a swig of beer. “You’ll be easier to destroy with this killer hand of mine.”

      “Yeah, yeah, keep talking.” Grayson rolled his eyes. “I’ll believe it when I see it.”

      The play moved on, but Grayson struggled to keep his attention on the table. His phone seemed to burn a hole in his pocket, inviting some reply.

      He snuck it out, and typed a response.

      You’re going to make me lose this game.

      He could imagine Summer laughing at that, and a moment later, the reply came.

      I haven’t even told you what I’m wearing yet.

      Or not wearing.

      He clenched his jaw. Maybe she was messing with him, but dang, it was working. Now he couldn’t shake the image of her, wearing nothing but her lingerie . . . or even better, naked in his sheets.

      Was she at home right now?

      His body ached to go to her, but Grayson fought the urge. He had poker night, and more than that, it was the principle of the thing. He wasn’t a kid, ruled by his hormones. He was a blasted adult. He could last more than an hour before racing back home again to get his next fix.

      “Dude.”

      Something hit his face, and Grayson blinked back again, just in time to duck the next M&M Riley tossed at his head. “What the heck?”

      “Your turn again.” Riley laughed. “I’d ask what’s gotten you so distracted, but there’s only one thing that could make a man zone out like that.”

      “How is Summer?” Cooper asked with a smirk.

      Grayson shifted, uncomfortable. He wasn’t the kind of man to make his private business public knowledge. In fact, he prided himself on keeping his personal affairs out of the Sweetbriar gossip mill.

      “I’d imagine she’s fine,” he said coolly, just as his phone vibrated with another text. He couldn’t stop himself reaching to check it.

      I want you.

      Three little words, but they sent a bolt of lust slamming hard through his body.

      “Grayson?” Riley prompted him again, sounding amused.

      The game. Grayson paused, flustered. “I . . . um, fold.” He tossed his cards down and pushed his chair back. “Beer, anyone?”

      He bolted for the kitchen before anyone replied. He’d had a good hand, a certain winner, in fact, if Riley’s bluffing was anything to go by, but suddenly, poker was the last thing on his mind.

      How did she know just how to get under his skin like this?

      Grayson pulled open the refrigerator door. Never mind a cold beer, he needed to stick his whole head in there until he cooled down. Which would probably be in another hundred years, if Summer kept sending him those tantalizing texts.

      Riley joined him in the tiny kitchen, leaning in the doorway as he took a sip of his beer. “It’s not like you to be distracted,” he said casually. “And definitely not by a woman.”

      “I’m not a monk,” Grayson replied, irritable. He remembered Summer’s teasing, that day by the pond—which made him remember how she looked in that blue bikini . . . and out of that blue bikini.

      He slammed the fridge shut. “You can talk. You’ve got a different girl every week behind that bar.”

      Riley shrugged. “Yeah, but they don’t make me fold a perfectly good hand of cards.” He gave Grayson another assessing look. “Then again, they don’t look like Summer. Or bake like her, either. The things a man would do for those Pop-Tarts . . . But what am I saying?” he added, grinning. “You already got a taste.”

      Grayson cleared his throat. Dang right he did, and now he was going crazy trying to think about anything else.

      “It’s just a casual thing,” he insisted, even though the heat in his bloodstream right now felt anything but casual. “We barely know each other.”

      His phone buzzed again with a new message, and it took every ounce of self-control not to snatch his phone out to see what she’d sent.

      “Sure it is,” Riley looked amused. “I’ll let you get back to those casual messages,” he added with a wink, before sauntering away.

      Grayson scowled after him. Couldn’t two people hook up in this town without it being roses and diamonds and the front page headline in the Gazette? He barely knew Summer, and already people thought they were getting serious. Seriously naked.

      Which they had been. Just a couple of hours ago . . .

      His phone buzzed again. He pulled it out and clicked fast.

      Come over when you’re done. I’m making something special . . .

      Grayson stifled a groan. Who was he fooling? He’d be lined up outside her door for day-old leftovers, let alone whatever magic she was cooking up tonight.

      He’d already fallen once. What harm could it do to have one more taste?

      

      Grayson lost every hand for the rest of the night, but for some reason, he didn’t care. He was just counting down the minutes until the guys finally called it a night, and he then he drove over to the bakery so fast, it was a good thing Officer Kluntz wasn’t around to ticket him for speeding.

      He pulled up out front and took a breath. Calm.

      Moderation, remember?

      He slowly exited the Jeep and strolled to the front door. He knocked. There was no reply, but when he tried the handle, it was unlocked, so he stepped inside. “Hello?” he called. “Summer?”

      There was no answer, but he could hear music coming from the kitchen.

      He should have guessed.

      This time, it was jazz playing, something sultry. He went on back, and found the most beautiful feast he’d ever laid eyes on: Summer, dressed only in skimpy silk shorts and a red camisole, mixing up something at the counter.

      Grayson stood in the doorway, just taking in the scene. Her hair was half-pinned up, tumbling in dark curls over her bare shoulders. She was dancing, swaying to the music with the windows open wide and the night breeze light on her skin.

      Grayson felt something ache in his chest, halfway between longing and pure lust.

      God, she was beautiful. So focused on adding ingredients that she didn’t even notice he was standing there until she tasted the mixture, licking a smear of chocolate from her lips, and he groaned out loud.

      She looked up, her cheeks flushing. “Hey,” she said softly. “How was the game?”

      What game? Grayson stared at her dumbly for a moment. Right now, she was the only thing that existed in the world.

      “Oh, yeah.” He blinked back to reality. Poker. “I lost. Someone was driving me to distraction.”

      Summer gave a mischievous smile. “Whoops,” she said, teasing. “I’m sorry.”

      “No you’re not.” Grayson grinned.

      She laughed. “You’re right. Here, try this.”

      She put the spoon to his lips, and Grayson couldn’t stop himself from taking a taste.

      The flavor shocked him: rich chocolate, with a spicy depth he’d never tasted before. It was smooth, almost bitter, and sexy.

      “Mmm.” He moved closer, reaching for her, but Summer danced out of his grasp.

      “Flourless chocolate torte,” she said, with a wicked glint in her eye. “It’s the ultimate indulgence. Nobody can resist its charms.”

      “Ah, so you’re trying to seduce me?” Grayson took another step towards her. His blood was running hot, and he wanted another taste of that chocolate.

      And this time, he didn’t want the spoon.

      “Maybe . . .” Summer tilted her head and gave him a look he couldn’t quite decipher. “Unless you want me to stop.”

      Stop?

      Grayson paused. “Why would you think that?”

      She shrugged, glancing away. “In case you hadn’t noticed, you’re kind of hard to read.”

      Grayson should have been relieved. She was giving him an out: a moment to hit the brakes and explain why they should be taking this slow. Calm, rational. Level-headed.

      But instead, he felt a flare of possession so wild, there was no holding back. He closed the distance between them and pulled her into his arms where she belonged. “Is this hard to read?” he murmured, sliding his hands over her body. “How about this?” He dropped a kiss on her bare shoulder, moving along her collarbone as Summer shivered beneath his touch. She let out a sigh, and melted closer, and Grayson was lost to her again.

      God, he loved how she responded, her body rising, her skin flushed and gorgeous. He slid his hands over her rear and nipped at her lower lip, easing her mouth open wider and sliding his tongue deep inside. She tasted like chocolate. Like desire and pure temptation, and Grayson couldn’t hold back anymore. He gripped her hips and easily lifted her onto the counter, setting her down beside the mixing bowl and gently pushing her back until she was laid there, splayed on the island like the most magnificent feast he could imagine.

      “Grayson—” she murmured, reaching for him, but he pressed her hands down by her sides. His heart was pounding out of his chest with desire. Dang it, he needed her. Needed to hear her beg for him, come undone for him. Drive her to the madness that already consumed him, so she could understand just what he felt when she was in his arms.

      Then maybe, just maybe, he’d be able to contain this again. Find his head and that calm logic that seemed to fly out the window whenever she walked in the room.

      Yes, he could take control again. Of her, and this, and the chaos threatening to pull him under all over again.

      He took a ragged breath, and touched her cheek.

      “You promised me a taste,” he said, bending over her. He skimmed her body, the thin silk of her camisole no match for the heat radiating from her skin—or his prying tongue. He shed her clothes easily, then paused, scooping a fingerful of the chocolate frosting from the bowl.

      He smeared it slowly across her bare breast, then bent his head to lick it off.

      Summer gasped, shivering beneath him. He took another dose of the chocolate and carefully mirrored his mark, circling her nipple with his fingers and tongue until she was taut, pebbled with desire and writhing to his touch. Then he took the spoon, gently drizzling a trail down her stomach that he followed with his mouth and tongue.

      Lower, lower . . .

      Summer’s skin trembled, her body tightening in anticipation, but Grayson forced himself to go slow. He needed to savor this, every last taste, and he was almost able to keep it together, but then his kisses reached the apex of her thighs, and self-control became a distant dream.

      He licked against her and heard her call his name, and then there was nothing but taste and heat and the rise of her body, and the desperate wonder in her moans.

      He feasted on her until they were both lost to the madness. And when she broke apart beneath him, he realized he was no closer to finding that balance he’d craved.

      If anything, he’d just fallen off the edge completely.

      [image: ]
* * *

      They took the feast to the bedroom, tangling in Summer’s sheets until she felt drunk on pleasure, that sleepy, 2 a.m. satisfaction that loosened her tongue and made her feel like they were the only two people in the world, curled there together, as she learned his body by heart.

      “What about this one?” she asked, slowly tracing the faint outline of a scar on the edge of Grayson’s knee.

      He lifted his head, propped in the pillows. “That was when I was eight years old. Tennis camp. One of the older boys shoved me over in the gravel.”

      “Poor baby.” She leaned in and kissed it.

      “Poor him, more like.” Grayson smiled, dark-eyed in the dim light. “I mastered a killer backhand. Walloped him in the head every chance I got.”

      She laughed. “Deadly. I like it.”

      Summer lazily traced onwards, over his hip and the taut ridges of his stomach. Grayson tensed beneath her fingertips and caught her hand to his mouth, pressing kisses on her palm. She snuggled deeper in the covers, luxuriating in the feel of him; the closeness, whispering in the dark.

      “Did you ever read Nietzsche?” he asked, trailing his fingertips across her bare stomach.

      Summer shook her head. “I took Pastry 101, not Philosophy.”

      “He has this quote.” Grayson rolled to face her. “ ‘You must have chaos within you to birth a dancing star.’ ”

      Summer blinked.

      “He was saying that creativity, passion, it comes from someplace unpredictable.” Grayson stroked her cheek softly. “That’s you,” he whispered, tracing over her lips. “Chaos.”

      He kissed her, a slow, melting kiss that seemed to slip into every limb. Sweet as honey. Summer sank into it, into him, until she lost track of where she ended and he began.

      “You were right,” he said, when they finally came up for air. “When we first met, you said if I tasted your chocolate torte, I’d have you naked on the kitchen floor.”

      She laughed. “Maybe I should keep it off the menu,” she teased. “Don’t want to get shut down for the commotion as soon as I’m open for business.”

      “It’s coming up now.” Grayson traced idle circles on her bare shoulders. “Are you excited?”

      Summer wanted to smile and quip, like she had this down, but here in the dark, she felt more honest.

      “Yes, and no,” she admitted. “I’m getting nervous. What if they don’t like me?” she whispered. “What if nobody comes?”

      “Of course they’ll like you.” Grayson kissed her forehead. “One taste of your crost-flutis, and they’ll fall head over heels in love.”

      She giggled.

      “Did I say that wrong?” Grayson grinned. “Claf-adas?”

      Summer shook her head, grinning.

      “Either way, you’re going to knock them out.”

      “I don’t know why I’m so worried,” Summer confessed. She rolled over, lying in his arms and staring at the ceiling. It was a warm night, and Grayson’s body was hot enough for the both of them, so she kicked the covers aside. “I’ve been part of half a dozen openings. And it’s not like I’ve got critics ready to cut me down, like they would back in the city.”

      “But this is yours.” Grayson squeezed her.

      “Yes,” Summer said, feeling that tremor of pride and anxiety. “This is mine.”

      She swallowed, turning her head to look at him. “The other day, when I was making bread—”

      “Pummeling the bread into submission.”

      “Right. My mom, she said that everything I had, it was because of her. She’d pulled strings to get me my jobs, and I never even knew.” Summer felt the rejection slice through her, fresh and raw. “All that time, I thought it was because I was good enough.”

      Grayson frowned. “What are you talking about? You are good. You’re great.” He propped up on one elbow, looking down at her. “What you do in the kitchen, that’s art right there.”

      “Really?” Summer couldn’t resist giving him a teasing smile.

      He chuckled. “That too. But seriously, you have an incredible talent,” he added, his voice turning sincere. “Don’t let things with your mom make you doubt that. She’s not the one making magic here, winning everyone over. And when the bakery opens, you’ll see that for yourself.”

      He leaned in and kissed her again, and Summer felt her heart swell with his support. He was right, this was her chance to prove herself all on her own—which was why it filled her with such an anxious mix of excitement and nerves.

      But the bakery could wait. Tonight, she had Grayson, and for these few, sweet hours, she didn’t need anything else but his tender mouth and miraculous touch, and the dark-eyed intensity that took them over and made her feel like the only thing that mattered in the world.
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      Summer woke the next morning on her bedroom floor, which was one step up from the vegetable garden, at least. She rolled over and found herself pressed against six feet of lean British muscle.

      Now this was a great start to the day.

      She lifted her head and looked around the room. Her sheets and pillows were scattered on the floor, and their clothing was nowhere to be seen—probably because they’d stripped it off downstairs, long before they made it up to bed.

      Wow.

      There were no other words for it. Just . . . wow.

      She yawned and snuggled closer to Grayson, enjoying the warmth of their bodies tucked together and the gentle sound of birdsong outside, until finally he stirred and slowly blinked to life.

      “Hey there, sleepyhead.” Summer kissed his cheek. “I was wondering when you’d wake up. Although, if anyone earned a lay-in, it’s you.” She couldn’t stop the grin from spreading across her face, just remembering the night before.

      She wouldn’t be able to look at chocolate frosting the same again.

      Grayson yawned and looked around. “What time is it?” he said, still sounding sleepy.

      “Way too early to be getting up,” Summer reassured him. “Although, I wouldn’t mind moving someplace softer. What do you think, can we make it to the bed?”

      But Grayson was already getting to his feet. “I’m late for my run.”

      She laughed. “I think you’re covered for your workout. I’m surprised you can even move. I know I can’t . . .” She stretched, feeling that delicious ache in her limbs; the imprint of his body still branded on her in the best way.

      “I wish I could stay, but it’s my routine,” Grayson explained. “A run, then coffee, before I go open the bookshop.”

      Summer’s vision of a lazy morning disappeared. But she could compromise. A little exercise never killed anyone—even if she had just already had the workout of her life.

      “How about I come with you?” she suggested, sitting up. “We could stop by that pond again, take a morning dip after. Then I’ll make us some breakfast,” she said, brightening at the thought. “I’ve got all those zucchini and tomatoes, they’d make an amazing frittata.”

      “Sounds great, but not today. On the weekend, maybe.” Grayson dropped a kiss on her lips, then went downstairs in search of his clothes. The sight of him naked in the morning was almost enough to distract Summer from the fact he’d just blown off her idea of spending the morning together.

      Almost.

      She found a robe and padded downstairs, finding him retrieving the shirt that had somehow wound up hanging off the sink. “Are you sure I can’t tempt you with breakfast?” she asked, feeling strangely off balance. It was one thing when he’d ushered her out of the door because of poker night, but it was barely 6:30 a.m., and any sane man would be happy to snuggle in bed for another hour. “I make great coffee, if that’s what you need.”

      “Thanks.” Grayson gave her an absent smile. “But I better get back to it.”

      “Oh.”

      He came closer and kissed her again, softer this time, echoing the slow-burn fever that had consumed them both right here in this kitchen. Summer relaxed into him. “I’ll see you later?” he asked, drawing back. “Come over tonight, and I’ll try to cook you dinner.”

      “Try?”

      “I can’t make any promises.” Grayson smiled. “Fifty-fifty we’ll be eating the finest takeout Sweetbriar has to offer.”

      “Sounds good to me.” Summer smiled. “Say, sixish?”

      “I don’t know yet. I’ll give you a call when I’m finished with everything.” Grayson fished a sock from the cutlery drawer. “Including laundry.”

      He kissed her again, then headed out the back door, across the orchard to his place. Summer lingered in the doorway, watching him leave. Despite his kisses and the plans for tonight, she still couldn’t shake the feeling he’d just ditched her. Again.

      Was she reading too much into his disappearing acts? One minute, he was right there with her, caught up in the moment, and the next . . . those walls seemed to come up all over again, leaving her on the outside.

      It was fine, she reassured herself, turning back to the kitchen—and all the mess they’d left behind. He was a busy man, he had a whole life going here, but so did she. That journalist Poppy had mentioned would be dropping by for their interview, plus she had to have her part-time staff come by for training before the Memorial Day weekend opening. She should be glad she had the space to focus on the bakery. With a little time, Grayson would open up and make some more room for them in his precious routine. It was an adjustment, that’s all, and Summer was nothing if not flexible.

      She’d proven that last night for sure.

      

      But despite her hopes that Grayson would relax and let their new relationship unfold at its own pace, he seemed determined to keep her at arm’s length instead. Sure, they spent every night together, each one more mind-blowing than the last, but almost as soon as her pulse had returned to normal, and they lay there, sweaty and panting in the tangled sheets, she could feel Grayson retreat back into himself, that switch flipping from tender and passionate to cool and calm all over again.

      It was maddening. He wouldn’t break his routine, no matter what. He was out the door at 6.30 a.m. every day for his run, back at his place for coffee and the morning newspaper before work, even if she was still dozing in his bed. She could have understood it if he had some high-powered corporate job, or people waiting for him, but who walked out on a naked woman to go sit alone in an empty bookstore instead?

      It didn’t make any sense.

      “It’s an adjustment period,” she said, as much to herself as Poppy, as they strolled the Sweetbriar town square on Friday. The soft opening of the bakery was the next day: she should have been focused on whether the blackberries were ripe enough for a sticky glaze or if she should stick to cherry, but instead, she was still poring over Grayson’s baffling signals. “He’s used to being alone, so it’s only natural he isn’t exactly Mr. Amiable when it comes to couple stuff. It comes with the territory, right?”

      “Mmhmm . . .” Poppy made a vague sound.

      “You could at least try to sound like you agree with me,” Summer sighed, and Poppy gave her a quick hug.

      “I’m sorry! I’m sure you’re right. It makes sense he’s not used to being with someone, but . . .”

      “But what?”

      “What do you want?” Poppy asked pointedly. “It sounds like you’re bending over backwards to accommodate his whole Lone Ranger routine, but you like all the couple stuff, don’t you? Being together, opening up, when you can’t get enough of each other and you just want to share everything with them. It’s the best part,” she said, with a private smile that made it clear she was thinking about her own relationship.

      “I know . . .” Summer tried not to feel that tremor of insecurity that kept bubbling in her chest. “He’s not treating me like some kind of hook-up,” she added quickly, wanting to defend him. “He took me to dinner last night, at this little place in Provincetown, right on the water. It was really romantic, we talked for hours.”

      “That sounds lovely,” Poppy said. “So what’s the problem?”

      “The problem is, he up and went back to his place at two in the morning, because he said he just slept better in his own bed,” Summer admitted. She’d tossed and turned all night after that, the space beside her in the bed taunting with his absence.

      “Ouch.”

      That was an understatement. She still felt the echo of rejection, cutting through her morning-after glow, but he probably hadn’t given it a second thought.

      Could anything shake Grayson’s inscrutable calm? How did he do it—stay so steady and self-controlled? She came undone in his arms. The minute she walked out the door, she craved one more kiss, and he stayed there, lodged in the back of her mind all day no matter what she was doing. God, even the thought of him made her stomach flip over, her heart racing in anticipation to see him again. She counted the moments until their next date, but when she showed up to meet him, he almost seemed reluctant, like he’d forgotten they even had plans.

      Did he even care about her at all?

      “I hate being this girl,” she groaned. “Poring over every little word, trying to get a hint how he feels. I’m never this girl!”

      “Because you’ve never cared about a guy like this,” Poppy pointed out. “You should say something. Maybe he doesn’t realize you want him to stay.”

      “I know, but maybe I’m the one moving too fast. I mean, what do I know about relationships?” Summer despaired. “The last guy I dated was in a ten-foot radius of me in the kitchen all day long, and it still didn’t work out.”

      “That was different. He was a cheating asswipe,” Poppy said fiercely. “Grayson isn’t like that. I mean, you don’t think he’s seeing someone else, do you?”

      Summer laughed. “Are you kidding? There’s barely room for one woman in his precious schedule, let alone more of us.”

      Poppy grinned. “Well, that’s something.”

      Summer sighed. “But what am I supposed to do?” she asked helplessly. “I’m crazy about him. When we’re together, it’s so good, but it’s like he’s keeping me at arm’s length still. I don’t want to be the only one falling here.”

      Or the one to hit the ground.

      Poppy gave her a supportive squeeze. “Talk about it. Seriously, he’s not a mind-reader.”

      Summer shook her head. “I don’t want to seem clingy. It’s still early.”

      “It’s never too early to tell someone what you need,” Poppy countered. “Maybe he doesn’t realize he’s pushing you away. Don’t be surprised if you have to spell it out,” she added with a wry grin. “He’s probably so dazzled by all the amazing sex you’re having that he’s walking around in a daze.”

      Summer laughed, glad to lighten the mood. “It is pretty dang dazzling,” she agreed. “But that’s what’s confusing me. One minute we’re connecting, and it’s like we’re so close. But out of the bedroom . . .”

      And the garden. And the kitchen floor . . .

      She shook her head. “Anyway, it’ll be fine. Like I said: adjustment period.” She paused by the newsstand and searched the shelves for the Cape Cod Gazette. “Do you see it? Eliza said my article should be running today, in time for the holiday weekend.”

      “I’m glad you guys had a chance to talk. She’s great, isn’t she?”

      Summer nodded. “I was kind of nervous, and she asked all kinds of questions, but I think it went OK.” It had been a relief to distract herself from all the Grayson questions and focus on the bakery again. Eliza had happily tasted her éclairs and toured the whole space, promising to be first in line for the opening.

      “Here.” Poppy pulled down a copy. “You made the front page!”

      “Really?” Summer gulped. There she was, beaming out from behind the counter with a spread of delicious cakes she’d baked just for the photo shoot. “ ‘Sweetbriar’s New Sweet Treats.’ ”

      She felt a shiver of excitement. “Oh my goodness, it’s real!”

      “You look great.” Poppy flipped the pages. “You’re number one on their holiday weekend to-do list. Big-city chef Summer Bloom is no stranger to the spotlight,” she started reading aloud. “She’s been turning out sweet treats at some of New York’s finest restaurants, and is now bringing her adventurous, irresistible baking to Sweetbriar Cove. We sat down over a slice of her famous peach cake to talk about making the move—and . . .” Poppy stopped.

      “And what?” Summer asked.

      “And . . . what it’s like growing up as TV cooking royalty.”

      “Oh.” Summer deflated.

      Poppy gave her a rueful smile. “I’m sorry. I know you wanted this to just be about you, and not your mom.”

      “No, it’s OK.” She sighed, scanning the rest of the article—which was as much about Eve’s many successes as it was her own baking. “I mean, I get it. She’s a star. Of course they’re going to write about that. I just . . .”

      Summer paused. She’d just wanted this to be about her. After all her hard work, it still stung to see her mom’s name in print right beside hers, as if that was the only reason she’d made a success of things. But she didn’t even need to say it out loud; Poppy knew exactly what she was thinking and gave her a big hug.

      “Look on the bright side, this is a rave review,” Poppy pointed out. “You should have people lining up to visit.”

      “I’ll settle for no tumbleweeds,” Summer said, crossing her fingers. “Otherwise it’s you and me eating three dozen gingersnap cookies.”

      “Tempting, but I promise we won’t have to,” Poppy said, determined. “You’re going to knock this one out of the park.”

      “What? A sports metaphor?” Summer teased. “Cooper really has gotten to you.”

      Poppy laughed. “He gets his baseball games, I get my Hallmark movies. It’s a deal.”

      See, that was compromise. Instead, she was waiting for Grayson’s call that he was done at the bookshop and could fit her into his schedule.

      Her emotions must have shown, because Poppy suddenly brightened. “Hey, I’ve an idea, why don’t you guys come over for dinner with me and Cooper tonight, like a double-date?

      “I don’t know . . .” Summer said slowly. “He’s pretty private.”

      “But they’re friends. Who knows, maybe he’ll relax more in a group?” Poppy suggested. “It’ll be fun.”

      Summer thought about it. They’d been off on their own all this time, and she was curious to see Grayson with his friends. Plus, maybe if he saw how happy Cooper and Poppy were, he’d realize that acting like a real couple wasn’t the end of the world. “OK, thanks. I’ll go by the bookshop now and ask him. Want me to bring dessert?”

      “Umm, yes!” Poppy grinned. “When have I ever said no to that?!”

      

      She left Poppy at the coffee shop working on her next novel, and strolled to the bookstore to drop in on Grayson. She should be back in her kitchen, preparing for the soft open, but she couldn’t resist ducking up the leafy pathway and pushing the door open. She found the front room empty—save a hundred books, piled haphazardly on the floor.

      “Hello?” she called. “Grayson?”

      He materialized from one of the back rooms, with his arms full of books and a puzzled expression on his face. “Summer? Did we have plans?”

      “No.” She carefully navigated her way around the stacks and reached up to kiss him hello. “I was just with Poppy and thought I’d drop by and say hello. What is all of this?” she asked, looking around.

      “New catalog system,” Grayson replied, going to shelve the books he had in his hands. “It was time for a change.”

      Summer watched him work, his shoulder muscles rippling through the thin cotton of his shirt. And even though he’d been naked beneath her not even seven hours ago, she felt that champagne fizz of desire snake through her system again.

      “So what’s the new plan here?” she asked, stepping closer. She ran her hands over his shoulders from behind, loving the feel of him, hot beneath his clothes. “Are you trying to magic order from chaos, as usual?”

      “Something like that.” Grayson paused, still facing the bookcase, and Summer let her hands wander around to his front. She felt his muscles tense beneath her touch, and she savored the reaction. His voice may stay steady, but he couldn’t deny she affected him, not when his body told her everything she needed to know.

      She traced lower, drawing light circles on his abs until Grayson caught her hands and turned. “Not here,” he said, but she could see the desire in his eyes.

      “Nobody’s around . . .” Summer looked up at him teasingly. She bit her lip and gave him a smile, and Grayson groaned softly.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Nothing at all.” She grinned, loving how she could raise his temperature. If this was the only way to knock him off balance, then she’d take it—every last flirty moment. “Of course, we could change that any time you like . . .”

      Grayson’s eyes dropped to her lips. “I’m working.”

      “I can see that.” Summer dropped his hands. “I’ll leave you to it.”

      “Not so fast.”

      Before she could leave, Grayson reached and caught her back against his body. The spark ignited in her bloodstream, hot and bold at his touch. “I need a goodbye kiss,” he murmured, eyes hungry on hers.

      “Take it,” she whispered back.

      Take me.

      Grayson kissed her, light and slow, but that wasn’t enough. Summer reached up, looping her arms around his neck and pressing closer. It was like fuel to the fire. In an instant, Grayson had her pushed up against the bookcase, covering every inch of her body with the hard, lean planes of his own.

      Yes…

      Summer melted into him, loving the feel of his mouth, hot and demanding, as he eased her lips apart and slid his tongue deep inside. His hands roved over her, leaving a trail of fire in their wake.

      She wanted him. God, she wanted him. This was when it was all so simple: just hands and mouths and bodies pressed, tight with wanting. There was no room for insecurity and doubt, not with Grayson hard against her and his body trembling to her touch. He nudged her thighs open, and she could feel how much he wanted her, his hand sliding around to cup her breast, teasing her through the thin fabric of her shirt as his mouth demanded more.

      She gave it. She gave it all. Head spinning, legs weak with desire. The kiss raged on. She tugged his shirt free from his jeans and slid her hands up underneath, skin to skin, as he tore from her lips and dipped his head, kissing down the sensitive column of her neck and teasing at her collarbone, making her moan out loud.

      “Ahem,” an amused voice came from the doorway.

      Grayson went rigid against her. Summer’s eyes snapped out. Debra was watching them with a smirk. “Sorry to interrupt, but I’m looking for those crime books you said you had in.”

      “Back room.” Grayson’s voice came out ragged. He stepped back from Summer, but Debra just chuckled.

      “Oh, don’t go stopping on my account. I’ll see to it myself.” She winked, then ducked out.

      There was silence.

      Grayson looked red-faced. “I can’t believe that just happened.”

      Summer laughed. “It could have been worse.” She tugged her dress back in place, and gave Grayson a smile. “Believe me, it was about to get a lot worse. Or better, from where I’m standing.” She reached for him again to smooth his shirt down, but Grayson flinched back.

      “I told you I was working.”

      “Yes . . . and I also said I would leave you be,” Summer answered slowly. “You’re the one who wanted more.”

      “Well, I shouldn’t have.” Grayson’s face was shadowed. “You know what? It’s fine. I’ll call you later.” He turned away and picked up a stack of books again and began shelving them with sharp, abrupt movements.

      She was clearly dismissed.

      Summer was stunned. “I . . .” She tried to find the words, but it was hard making sense of this. “It’s just Debra, it’s not a big deal. She’s probably seen far worse.”

      “Well, not from me.” Grayson was still tight-lipped. “I told you, I don’t like everyone knowing my business.”

      Summer took a deep breath, biting back her protest. “Fine. I understand. Look, I only came to ask if you want to get dinner with Poppy and Cooper tonight. They invited us over, grilling and beers. It should be fun,” she added, even though “fun” looked to be the furthest thing from Grayson’s mind.

      “Works for me,” he said with a brief nod. “I’ll pick you up at six.”

      “OK. See you then.”

      Summer paused another moment. She still wasn’t sure what just happened, but it wasn’t anything good. Adjustment period, she reminded herself. Give him time. So despite every instinct telling her to stay and try to talk it out, she forced herself to walk slowly to the door. She still half-hoped Grayson would stop her—call her back and apologize for his mood, and pick up that epic kiss where they’d left off. But he kept shelving those books, even when the bell above the door sounded her exit.

      Summer stepped out into the sunshine, and he stayed inside, alone.

      She shook her head and despaired. What was going on in that man’s mind?
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      Grayson sat in his empty bookshop, the same way he always did at 4 p.m. on a Friday afternoon. But instead of relaxing, content in his peaceful retreat, he was tapping his foot impatiently against the desk leg, watching the clock tick, too slow, to the end of the day.

      It was quiet. Too quiet. He usually loved the calm, but today, he found himself wishing for some distraction—an idle browser, needing recommendations, or even some kids for him to scowl at and scold—anything to keep his mind off the woman he was trying so hard not to think about.

      Grayson got to his feet, pacing restlessly. What was he doing? Counting down the hours until he saw Summer again, compulsively checking his phone in case she’d called . . . He was a grown man, but he felt like a boy all over again, aching for her touch like she was the only thing that mattered in the world.

      It was crazy. Making out like a teenager up against the stacks. Blowing off work and making a public spectacle of himself. He needed to get this thing under control, and fast. Tonight was a start, at least: dinner with Coop and Poppy. That was safe ground. They would grill some steaks, drink a couple of beers like adults, and make civilized conversation—instead of Grayson pushing Summer up against the wall the moment he laid eyes on her and ravishing her the way he craved.

      God, it was an addiction. The taste of her, the feel of her body pressed beneath him. The way she laughed, curled up in the sheets late at night. And that look in her eyes, it pulled him under every time. Sweet and reckless, wild and free. He would travel to the ends of the earth to have her look at him like that—which meant having her just a couple of miles away was pure torment, all day long. It had been hell that week, trying to keep to his normal routine with her to tempt him astray. Every morning he had to drag himself out of bed with super-human strength, pounding those miles on his morning run to try and forget the thought of her, naked back in bed. And as for the bookshop . . . He looked around, scolding himself for the mess. The usually-ordered haven had fallen into disarray with his attentions elsewhere. Books shelved in the wrong place, left in stacks on the floor by idle browsers—and his grand re-catalogue plans had only made it worse.

      He should have known this would happen. A butterfly flaps its wings and half-way around the world, a tornado whirls to life. So was it any wonder that a beautiful woman’s smile could send ripples of disturbance through his world?

      Except she wasn’t just any woman.

      Grayson pushed the thought aside and got to work, determined. This couldn’t last, he decided, as he pulled another shelf of history books down to re-shelve it from scratch. He needed to figure out how to handle this whole situation. Clear his head, establish some boundaries. It was just like his work on the orchard, or even this bookshop here: you had to carefully nudge things towards order, but with a little planning and discipline, things fell back into place again.

      But there was still only one place he wanted Summer falling. Into his arms—or better yet, his bed.

      Grayson let out a groan of frustration, and let the books fall back into a heap on the ground. He’d never had this problem with the women he’d dated before, but they had always been happy to keep things casual: a dinner here, a drinks date there. It was different with Summer. He was different with her. The moment she left, he wanted her back again, and when he was with her . . . all pretense at self-control flew right out the window.

      The bell over the door rang, and Grayson made his way back out front. “Hank,” he said, surprised. “What brings you out here?”

      Hank Paulson was more at home at the hardware store than around books. He read the local paper cover to cover and declared that was his lot. And sure enough, he looked out of place, gingerly peering at a stack of children’s books.

      “I didn’t hear from you about the paraffin stove,” Hank said. “I’ve got the thing in my truck, if you’re still going.”

      Camping. Of course. Grayson went every year without fail, Memorial Day weekend, to escape the crowds. “Thanks,” he said hurriedly. “Appreciate it. Sorry I didn’t stop by sooner.”

      “No problem. I would have forgotten too, except Maura has it in her calendar. I swear, that woman has everything in there,” he tutted affectionately. “November 2, change the basement light bulb. May 5, lasagna for dinner.”

      “Sounds like she keeps you in check.”

      Grayson followed Hank out front and transferred the camping stove to the back of his Jeep. “Great weather forecast,” Hank said amiably. “Where are you heading this time?”

      “I don’t know . . .” Grayson usually planned his trip way in advance, checking hiking logs and the national park terrain, but this year, it had been the furthest thing from his mind. “Up to Vermont, in the Green Mountain area, maybe? I went a couple of years back, always meant to go deeper into the lakes.”

      “Well, you have a good time. Watch out for the grizzlies.”

      Grayson chuckled. Hank insisted their national parks were stock full of bears, and warned him every year, but every year, he barely saw a buck or two. “Will do.”

      He slammed the trunk shut, feeling better already. A trip to clear his head was exactly what he needed. Back to nature, away from Sweetbriar—and the storm of unwelcome emotions threatening to get the better of him. With any luck, he’d return refreshed, calm, and with some idea how to keep this chaos contained.

      But the thought barely lasted another couple of hours—until he arrived on Summer’s step to pick her up for dinner. “Hello?” he called, stepping through the open front door.

      “Just a sec!” she called, racing barefoot downstairs, with damp hair already curling in the evening heat. “I’ve got muffins in the oven.” Summer paused, breathlessly reaching up on her tiptoes to press a hot, sweet kiss to his lips. “Be right back!”

      She hurried back to the kitchen, leaving Grayson staring after her with his heart pounding.

      How did she do that to a man?

      He took a breath and looked around. The space had been transformed, and now it was ready for business, with a long counter up front and plenty of space behind a gleaming glass display. Racks on the wall awaited breads, and a chalkboard menu was behind the counter, with Summer’s careful script spelling out the different treats that would soon be on offer.

      “It looks great,” he said when she re-emerged. “Ready for business.”

      “Fingers crossed.” Summer scooped her hair up into a ponytail and grabbed a bakery box from the counter. She flashed him a smile that could stop traffic—or a man’s pulse. “Ready?”

      Grayson swallowed. He wasn’t, not at all. Not for this tempest building between them, raging out of control.

      “Yes,” he lied. “Let’s go.”
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* * *

      They drove the beach road to the coast, and Summer tried to relax. She’d spent all afternoon prepping for the soft open, and now the bakery was ready and her part-time employees were due at 7 a.m. the next day, but still, she had a night of baking ahead of her.

      “Long day?” Grayson asked, looking over.

      “Is it that obvious?” Summer winced. There were some things concealer just couldn’t cover. “Sorry, I’ve just been racing around trying to get everything together for tomorrow. Poppy better have some good, strong coffee waiting.”

      “I’ve got a better idea.” Grayson paused at the light, and leaned over. He kissed her, slow and sweet, as if they had all the time in the world on the empty back road. Summer melted into him, savoring the taste of his mouth and the feel of his beard, soft against her hand.

      Mmmm . . .

      “Better?” he asked, finally pulling away.

      “Much.” Summer smiled back, wide awake now with pleasure singing in her blood. “You should bottle it, you could make a fortune.”

      He chuckled. “No, that’s just for you.” He drove on, and her tension melted away on the warm evening breeze.

      What had she been so worried about? Grayson hummed along to the radio, totally at ease, his earlier tension forgotten. He lifted her hand to his lips and pressed an absent-minded kiss to her knuckles, and Summer’s stomach turned a slow pirouette.

      She’d been right. He just needed some time.

      “So how was your afternoon?” she asked, relaxing. “Any more hot bookstore action?”

      “Not after you left. It was pretty quiet.”

      “Quiet sounds nice. I was up to my elbows in pastry cream all afternoon. I want to make most things fresh on the day, but then I panicked about maybe running out of things, so I started baking early to—sorry.” She stopped herself, realizing she was babbling about baking again. “Ignore me. Boring kitchen stuff.”

      “Hey.” Grayson looked over and squeezed her hand. “It’s not boring, not for you. And I think you’re right to be prepared with extra stock, you don’t know what the demand will be. Did you decide about the pies?” He added, “I know you were trying to pick between peach and blueberry.”

      Summer blinked, then laughed out loud. “Thank you,” she said, beaming. “For pretending to be interested.”

      “I’m not pretending,” Grayson insisted. “OK, well maybe just a bit,” he admitted. “But I’m very interested in tasting all your samples.” He winked, and she felt that glow of happiness again. He may not be a part of her chef world, but he was happy to let her ramble about peach frosting and cinnamon glaze when she needed to—and that was more than any other man had ever tried.

      Grayson pulled up at the beach house, and she climbed down from the truck, carefully carrying the bakery box of desserts. “What did you bring?” Grayson asked, playfully trying to lift the lid. She whipped it out of reach. “It’s a surprise.” She grinned. “No peeking.”

      She wasn’t sure what they were having for dinner, but what the heck: chocolate went with everything.

      “Hey!” Poppy greeted them at the door. She was barefoot in jeans, looking relaxed and happy to see them. “Come on in. Cooper’s out back, showing the grill who’s the real man.”

      “I heard that!” Cooper’s voice echoed from deeper inside the house.

      Poppy grinned, leading them through the house. “He’s winning, of course. The grill didn’t stand a chance.”

      “That’s more like it.” Cooper joined them, hugging Summer and giving Grayson that manly slap on the back all guys seemed to do in greeting. “Good to see you guys. Beer?”

      “Sounds good.” Grayson nodded.

      “I’ll take one too, thanks.” Summer smiled.

      The guys went through the kitchen, and Poppy steered Summer outside. “Let me guess, you’ve been baking all day.”

      Summer automatically reached up to check her face. “Do I have flour on me, again? Grayson didn’t say anything.”

      Poppy laughed. “No, you’re good. I just know you too well.”

      “Busted.” Summer smiled. “I’m just so excited. And nervous. It’s like the night before Christmas and the first day of school all rolled into one.”

      “Whatever happens, you’re a rock star,” Poppy reassured her. “Seriously, I’m so proud of you for doing this. Who would have thought six months ago that we’d both wind up here?”

      “Not me.” Summer looked out at the bay, the endless expanse of sparkling blue water and the streaked pink sunset sky. She took a deep breath of salty air and smiled. “But hey, it doesn’t suck.”

      “No, it definitely does not.” Poppy grinned.

      “What are we drinking to?” Cooper asked as he and Grayson came back outside. Grayson passed Summer her beer and slipped an arm around her shoulders.

      “How about those éclairs we’ve got for dessert?” he suggested, and Summer playfully elbowed him.

      “I said no peeking!”

      “I couldn’t resist.” Grayson gave her a wicked grin, and Summer knew the feeling.

      She couldn’t resist him, either.

      “I know, let’s toast to unexpected detours,” Poppy announced.

      “Amen to that,” Cooper agreed. They all clinked their bottles together, and Summer took a long sip, relishing the moment. Unexpected was right, but as she felt Grayson’s arm around her and the warmth of the evening breeze, she felt like she was exactly where she was supposed to be. It had only taken ten years, a run-down cottage, and a kamikaze fluffball demon-bent on running her off the road.

      She owed that cat some cream.

      

      The heat mellowed to a perfect evening, and they ate out on the deck, soaking up the view—and the delicious food. The steaks were perfectly grilled, and Poppy had made some delicious salads to pair with a loaf of crusty French bread.

      “I’m never eating again,” Poppy groaned, finally pushing her empty plate away.

      Cooper smirked. “Don’t believe her. Ten bucks says you’ll be in the refrigerator at midnight, hunting for another snack.”

      “Just for that, you’re not getting one of my famous leftover sandwiches,” Poppy teased.

      Summer sat back. “I needed that,” she said, satisfied. “I’ve been living off cake batter for days.”

      “Poor baby,” Poppy quipped.

      “Believe me, the tenth spoonful isn’t as fun as the first,” Summer said.

      “What time are the doors opening?” Poppy asked. “I want to be first in line.”

      “8 a.m.,” Summer said. “But maybe wait until after lunch, so I’m not distracted trying to talk?”

      “We’ll be there. With empty stomachs.”

      “And full wallets, I hope.” She turned to Grayson. “What time do you want to come by? I’ll make sure to save you some treats.”

      “I won’t make it tomorrow,” he said casually. “I’m actually heading out of town for a few days. A camping trip.”

      There was silence.

      Summer stared at him. For a moment, she wondered if she’d heard him wrong. If those words somehow didn’t mean what she thought they did. But Grayson took another sip of beer, totally oblivious, and her heart sank.

      “You didn’t mention it,” she said, trying to keep her voice steady.

      “I like to go every year,” Grayson replied. “Get away from all the Memorial Day tourists. You know me and crowds. I’ll be back Tuesday, I think.”

      He gave her a smile, but Summer couldn’t bring herself to smile back.

      “What about my opening?” she asked quietly. From the corner of her eye, she could see Poppy and Cooper exchange a look.

      “You know, we’ll get these plates cleared.” Poppy bounced to her feet. She grabbed a couple of things and then made a hasty exit inside, along with Cooper.

      They were left alone.

      Summer fought to control the flood of emotion rising in her chest. Grayson was still lounging there like this wasn’t a big deal, so maybe it wasn’t. Maybe she was overreacting here, or reading too much into nothing.

      But this ache of rejection didn’t feel like nothing. In fact, it felt all too familiar to Summer. Except instead of it being her mom letting her down, yet again, for something more important, it was the man she hoped would actually want to share this moment with her.

      “I want you to be there,” she tried to explain, in case somehow, he didn’t understand. “It’s a huge day for me, and I thought . . . you’d want to be a part of it. Can’t you delay the trip?” she asked, hating that she even had to. “You don’t even have to stay for the main opening. You could leave on Sunday, or even next week. It would mean a lot to me to have you there.”

      To support her. Like couples were supposed to do.

      But Grayson didn’t waver. “It’s just a couple of days,” he argued, getting up to take a new bottle of beer from the ice bucket on the table. “Like I said, I need to get away.”

      “From me?” Summer asked, holding her breath.

      “No.” Grayson cleared his throat. “Just . . . away. I didn’t think you’d mind,” he added quickly. “I would just be in the way, and you’ll be focused on the customers.”

      Summer stared at him.

      “Did you? Think—about what I wanted? Or did you just think about what you would want?”

      He looked away, a flash of guilt on his face, and she realized in a terrible moment that the man in front of her hadn’t dropped his defenses one bit. That even after the nights they’d shared, the hours in each other’s arms, he was still as remote and untouchable as the very first day they’d met.

      She’d stripped herself bare for him. Peeled back the layers of her hopes and dreams and darkest insecurities, and offered her beating heart for him to take.

      And he’d placed it neatly in some convenient box and shut the lid, and expected her to wait there until the moment he chose to open it again.

      When it suited him.

      When he wanted to be with her.

      Summer’s heart broke apart, realizing just what he was saying to her. “You won’t be there,” she said slowly, getting to her feet. “Will you? You were never planning on being there for me. This is the biggest thing I’ve ever done, and you can’t even show up to wish me luck.”

      Grayson looked uncomfortable.

      “It’s not like that. I always go on this trip, every year.”

      “And nothing’s changed for you.” Summer searched his face, hoping to find something, some hint of the emotions that were storming in her own chest, but Grayson was inscrutable to the end. “What are we?” she asked simply.

      He blinked. “We’re . . . spending time together. Having fun. You know . . .” He looked away, and Summer felt something break apart.

      “Fun,” she echoed. “That’s all this is to you? I’m crazy about you, Grayson. The past few weeks, being together . . . I thought you cared about me. That I mattered—”

      “You do matter,” Grayson insisted.

      She shook her head. “Not enough. If I did, you wouldn’t think twice about supporting me. You would want to share this, because it’s important to me!”

      “I can’t turn my whole world upside down for you.” Grayson looked stubborn, and it split Summer’s heart in two.

      “I’m not asking for the world,” she said sadly. “Just one day.”

      There was silence.

      If he was going to apologize, it would be now, Summer realized with a terrible ache. If he truly hadn’t realized what this weekend meant to her, he’d be promising to delay his trip a couple of days so he could support her, share in this big event. He would give her that much, at least.

      But Grayson just stared at the ground, his shoulders tense. She could almost see the wall he’d built around himself, a force field to keep his life calm and undisturbed. She’d thought their connection was enough to breach it—that their passion, and all the emotion they’d shared, could somehow dismantle it for her, piece by piece—but now she finally knew there was no reaching him.

      This man was an island, and worse still, he was perfectly happy that way.

      “Well. I guess I know where I stand.” Summer blinked back tears. She started to turn away, but Grayson caught her arm.

      “Wait, it’s not like that.”

      “Then how is it?” Summer shot back.

      “I . . . I don’t know.” Grayson looked torn, his dark eyes full of conflict. “You have to understand, my life was perfectly fine before I met you. I had everything running exactly the way I wanted, and then you came along . . .”

      “No!” Summer interrupted him angrily. “Don’t do that. Don’t act like I’m some wild temptress come to lead you astray. I’m not chaos. I’m not burning everything to the ground. I’m just asking you to meet me halfway, or even want to. You chose this too,” she reminded him. “You kissed me, and made love to me, and acted like you cared.”

      “I do,” Grayson swore.

      “But not enough.” Summer swallowed back her tears. God, it hurt to look at him, to see the possibility of what they could have become.

      But maybe it had always been a fantasy. The Grayson who held her close and whispered in her ear was only half the story. And if all he could do was push her away, then she wasn’t going to keep reaching out, hoping that this time, he would catch her fall.

      “I’m sorry,” she said quietly, taking a step back. “I’m sorry you can’t see how good this would be, if you’d only let yourself fall in love.”

      “Summer . . .”

      She waited another beat. She shouldn’t, she hated herself for it even as she stood there. Just a word from him. Just one more try. He could still make this right and choose a future for them.

      Choose her.

      But Grayson’s voice trailed to nothing, and she could see it in his eyes, there was nothing left to say.

      She wasn’t enough for him. After everything, she still wasn’t good enough.

      “Enjoy your trip,” Summer whispered, and walked away before he could see her cry.
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      Summer overslept. She was supposed to be up at four to start the baking prep for the soft open, but after crying herself to sleep over Grayson, she must have set the alarm wrong, because she woke to a wet sensation licking her face.

      “Mnmhm . . .” she mumbled, sleepy. Maybe last night had been a terrible dream, and she’d open her eyes to find Grayson lavishing her with kisses and his undying devotion. Then the lick turned into a drool, and she opened her eyes to find Marmaduke sitting on her pillow, slobbering his morning cat breath all over her.

      She groaned. “Get off me!” Light was streaming through the windows, and her head ached. But this wasn’t a hangover, this was heartbreak talking. Grayson had made it clear he didn’t really care about her, and now the only man she wanted was probably loading up his Jeep and hightailing it out of the state right now—

      Wait a minute, daylight?

      Summer sat up. “No, no, no, no, no.” She leapt out of bed and grabbed her phone. Just past 5:30 in the morning. She let out a wail. “No!”

      She was screwed. Her sticky buns took at least two hours to proof, and the filling of the pies had to set, and—

      Summer gasped a breath and tried not to panic. She stumbled into some clean clothes and raced downstairs, sending emergency texts to the two local girls who were scheduled to work the register today. Butter, sugar, flour—it was all waiting exactly where she’d left it. The only thing she was short on now was time.

      And inspiration.

      Summer stood there in the kitchen, but for the first time, she felt out of place. Adrift. She knew she needed to get to work, but the memories of Grayson rushed around her, lingering like ghosts right there in the place she’d always loved the most.

      This was where she’d made strudel for him that first time—and he’d kissed her, cinnamon-sweet right there by the door. Where he’d found her pounding that dough into submission, and with a few words, managed to make her forget all her anger and stress.

      And where he’d laid her out on the island, trailing chocolate frosting down her body until she was begging for more . . .

      No.

      She dragged her eyes away and crossed to the pantry. She didn’t have time for heartache. Not today. All she could do was get to work and try to shut Grayson from her mind completely. But it was easier said than done, with that raw wound open in her chest, aching with rejection. And just like always, Summer couldn’t help but transfer all her mixed-up emotions to her food. The chocolate glaze came out too bitter; her bread refused to rise. Summer had to bite back the tears, but still, somehow her fruit tartlets all came out of the oven with a salty edge, as if she’d been crying into the filling all the same.

      She slammed another batch of cookies in the oven, and prayed that this time, they kept their shape. What was happening to her? This was supposed to be a happy day, the beginning of her adventure, but instead, she was falling apart, all over again.

      Maybe her mother was right. She wasn’t cut out to go it alone. This wasn’t even the big public launch day, and she couldn’t get it together to make her brioche rise.

      But just the thought of Eve’s told-you-so look set a new fire in Summer’s heart.

      “You’re better than this,” she vowed out loud. You don’t quit, especially not over some guy.

      Even if he wasn’t just some guy.

      She pushed back the memories of Grayson and his heartbreak of a smile, and she grabbed her phone instead. Where were those girls? She needed help, and fast. But before she could send another SOS text, a message bubble arrived on her screen.

      Sorry, food poisoning. Kelly’s out too. xo

      Summer let out a groan. How was she supposed to serve customers, mind the register, and keep turning out enough goodies for them to buy?

      Time for Plan B.

      

      “Where do you need us?”

      Twenty minutes later, the cavalry arrived in the form of Poppy and Aunt June. They were still yawning, their buttons done up wrong, but Summer could have kissed them. So she did. “You’re saving my life here,” she vowed, pulling them into the kitchen.

      “It’s OK, we’ve got this.” Poppy tied on an apron. “Everything’s going to be alright. Just . . . breathe.”

      Summer wished she could believe her, but even Poppy couldn’t hide the doubt in her eyes. She didn’t blame her. The kitchen looked like a hurricane had hit, with bowls and baking trays on every surface, dripping cake batter and trailing piles of flour. Summer could have cried to see her spotless prep area in such a state—but she didn’t have time. And a dirty kitchen was way down the list of things she would weep for today.

      “Just tell us what to do,” June said. “We’re at your service.”

      Summer didn’t know where to begin. “Can you set up the cash register? The tray’s in the office, there. Poppy, can you please get those loaves out to cool, and take the next batch of buns out front? And then I need more walnuts crushed, and the strawberries hulled, and the caramel sauce mixed.” She felt panic rising again, but Poppy squeezed her hand.

      “Crushed walnuts, coming right up. You go change.”

      Summer blinked.

      “You can’t meet your adoring public in Snoopy pajamas and no bra,” Poppy steered her to the stairs.

      “Oh. OK.” Summer hurried up, then paused. “And guys? I can’t thank you enough. Really, you’re saving my rear.”

      “And what a cute rear it is, too.” June winked. “Now go on, get pretty!”

      Pretty was asking too much, but Summer managed to throw on a cute dress and wipe frosting from her face before hurtling back downstairs. She took one last look around—the bakery room sunny and inviting—and then nervously went to unlock the front doors. She stepped outside and found . . .

      Nothing.

      The lane was empty, not a person in sight, just the morning sound of birds chirping, Marmaduke sunning himself on the front steps.

      Summer’s heart sank. OK, so it was early. And the weekend. And not even the official opening. People were probably still in bed, but they’d soon feel an urge for pastries and bread. Besides, this gave her some extra time to make sure she had everything ready. That was a good thing, right?

      Still, she couldn’t stop her insecurities rising as she headed back behind the counter. What if nobody came? What if they’d all been lying, saying they couldn’t wait to pay a visit? What if she’d sunk her life savings into a money pit with no sign that she’d ever sell another slice of pie—?

      “Are you open yet?”

      Summer turned, her spirits rising to see one of the locals, Debra, with a couple of friends in tow. “Yes!” she exclaimed happily. “And you’re my first customers. Which means you get to sample my sticky buns before anyone else.”

      “Ooh.” Debra smiled, coming closer to the display case. “Look at this. I was only going to get some bread, but it would be a shame to miss out . . .”

      They bustled around, cooing over the various treats on offer before making their selections. Summer was so happy to have actual live customers that she almost gave it to them on the house, but stopped herself just in time. “Have a great day!” she called, sending them out with bakery boxes and crisp paper bags. “Tell all your friends!”

      No sooner than the door dinged shut behind them than the bell announced another new arrival—and another. It looked like half of Sweetbriar Cove had descended at once, and by midday, Summer was desperately trying to keep up.

      “That’s two French loaves, one pain au raison, and . . .”

      “The Pop-Tarts,” the woman in front of her repeated. She was dressed in spotless white jeans, with an expensive purse slung over one arm and a small boy tugging at the other.

      “Right!” Summer grabbed the bread from the rack behind her and slipped it into a brown paper bag. “I’m sorry, but we’re all out of the Pop-Tarts.”

      The woman sighed. “Brayden, you’ll have to pick something else.”

      “I don’t wanna,” the kid whined. “I wanna Pop-Tart!”

      Summer winced. There was a line forming behind them, but the kid looked so stricken, she couldn’t help but pause.

      “I can go check in the back, in case there are some still left?” she offered, and the woman rolled her eyes.

      “Fine. But make it fast, we’re late for his sailing lesson.”

      OK, then.

      Summer dashed into the back, where June and Poppy were working flat-out, dolloping cookie dough onto baking sheets and rotating fresh-baked pies out of the oven to cool.

      “How’s it going out there?” Poppy asked. “I can’t believe the crowds!”

      “It’s these cookies,” June added, looking guilty. She had crumbs around her collar, and a smear of chocolate on her chin. “They’re addictive. I’ve had three already. Alright. Five.”

      “You can eat as many as you like,” Summer assured her. “Any more of those Pop-Tarts?”

      Poppy looked around. “Over by the sink.”

      “Thank you!” Summer grabbed them and rushed back out. “You’re in luck,” she told the woman, still waiting impatiently by the register. “We still have a few left. They’re strawberry,” she added, as the kid reached out and grabbed one. “Enjoy!”

      The woman slapped it out of Brayden’s hand. “What are you doing? He’s allergic to strawberries!”

      Summer gulped. “I’m sorry, I didn’t know.”

      “Do you realize what would have happened if you served my child that poison?” The woman’s voice rose. “He’s very sensitive to seeded fruit. His nutritionist says it could interfere with his digestion!”

      “Oh, is that all?” Summer exhaled with relief. “I thought you meant like, anaphylactic shock. No harm done, how about a chocolate croissant?”

      “No harm done?” The woman’s face turned red. “What kind of place are you running here?”

      Summer took a step back. She’d seen her share of fussy customers back in New York, but this woman was taking it to a whole new level. “Again, you have my apologies,” she said smoothly. “You know what? Your order is on the house today.”

      “It had better be!” the woman scowled. “And let me tell you, we won’t be back. Brayden!” She spun on her heel and marched towards the door.

      Good riddance, Summer thought silently, turning to serve the next customer, but before she could greet them, there was some kind of commotion in the doorway. A Labrador dog was barking loudly, just inside the shop.

      “I’m sorry,” Summer called. “No animals allowed.”

      “What about the cat?” The dog’s owner said.

      “What cat?”

      He pointed, and Summer turned to find Marmaduke sitting snug up on one of the built-in shelves, surveying the room. No! “He’s not . . . I’m sorry, he shouldn’t be there.”

      Summer hurried out from behind the counter, and tried to grab Marmaduke, but he was settled too high to reach. The dog barked again, tugging at his leash, and Marmaduke’s hackles rose. He hissed, glaring down. The dog barked louder.

      “I’m so sorry,” Summer apologized to the customers waiting in line. “I just need to . . . Marmaduke, come down. Please?”

      Suddenly, the dog broke free, yanking his leash from his owner’s hand. He bounded across the bakery, barking non-stop. Marmaduke leapt down, bolting in the other direction as they chased each other around the shop.

      It was pandemonium.

      People leapt back out of the way, bumping into shelves and tables, while the animals careened around the room. And in the middle of it all, Brayden was sitting on the floor, happily eating his Pop-Tart with strawberry jam smeared around his mouth.

      “Brayden!” his mother squawked, just as the dog let out another howl and bolted towards Marmaduke, knocking a chair aside and clawing at the tablecloth.

      “Down, boy!” his owner yelled.

      “Brayden!”

      “Wait, do you smell burning?”

      Summer whipped her head around. “What?”

      People started sniffing the air. “It definitely smells like smoke. Did you leave something in the oven?”

      Suddenly, the smoke alarm rang out at ear-splitting volume.

      “Nothing to worry about!” Summer cried, backing away. “Poppy?” she called, lunging for the kitchen door.

      “I’m sorry!”

      She found Poppy and June frantically fanning the stove. A plume of acrid smoke was billowing up, flames licking at the edges.

      “Oh my goodness!” Summer dashed forward, yanking the oven door open. More smoke billowed out, and Summer fell back, coughing.

      “Where’s the fire extinguisher?” June asked, uselessly waving a tea towel at the blaze.

      The extinguisher. Of course! Summer grabbed it from the pantry, and fumbled with the nozzle. The alarm blared louder, smoke rising higher. “I can’t . . .”

      “Here.” Poppy managed to undo the clasp and Summer pointed it at the stove, unleashing a torrent of chemical foam that swamped the whole back wall, until finally, it was all burned out.

      There was silence.

      She sank back against the island, trying not to cry. She was exhausted, sooty, and everything was falling apart.

      And Grayson wasn’t there.

      “Summer . . .” Poppy began, sounding tremulous.

      “It’s fine!” she interrupted, trying to look upbeat. “Nothing to worry about!” Look, we’ve still got a ton of things left to sell. So I’ll just get back to the customers, and you guys can go home, and—”

      Then the sprinklers spluttered to life, and they were all doused in a torrent of cold water.
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      The food was ruined. Between the smoke, the fire extinguisher, and the sprinkler system, pretty much everything they had baked was an inedible, soggy mess. Poppy sent everyone home, while Summer dumped it all in the trash and slowly walked back inside.

      She sank against the wall and slid to the kitchen floor. “It’s a disaster.” Summer gulped, surveying the wreckage. Even aside from the hundreds of dollars of wasted baked goods, there was water dripping down the walls, wet puddles of sticky sugar on the floor, and burn marks scorched up the back wall.

      Her beautiful kitchen looked like a war-zone.

      “All of it’s ruined.” Summer felt a sob well up in her chest. “I should never have thought I could take on something like this.”

      “Now, let’s not get dramatic.” June patted her shoulder. “Things didn’t exactly run smoothly straight out of the gate,” she said, tactful. “But that’s what the soft open was for, to get the kinks out before the real deal.”

      “Some kinks.” Summer felt like crying. “Everything that could go wrong, did.”

      “So now you’ve got the worst over with, you’ll know how to deal with it all again,” June argued. “Everyone knows that if the dress rehearsal is a disaster, that means opening night will go off without a hitch.”

      Summer looked up. “You’re just saying that to make me feel better.”

      June chuckled. “I was known to tread the boards when I was younger. Amateur dramatics. We staged Macbeth one year. You know how they say to break a leg?” she asked. “Our leading actor did. Got turned around and walked right off the front of the stage. Broke his shin in two places. We had to open with his understudy, but it was flawless. I got a standing ovation for my ‘Out, cursed spot’ speech.”

      Summer managed a smile. “But I don’t have an understudy. It’s just me.”

      “And you’ll do fine.”

      Summer let out a breath. She knew they were trying to help, but she couldn’t keep pretending anymore. “If you don’t mind, I think I just want to be alone.”

      June and Poppy exchanged looks. “OK,” Poppy said softly. “But call if you need anything.”

      Summer nodded. “Thank you,” she said, getting choked up all over again. “You guys have been the best.”

      It wasn’t their fault that she was a walking catastrophe.

      She sank back against the wall and closed her eyes, listening to the door close behind them.

      What was she supposed to do now?

      The real opening was Monday. All her flyers and emails had gone out, and the article in the Gazette was inviting everyone to come by. She couldn’t cancel now—no matter how much she wanted to go hide under her covers and not come out for a hundred years.

      Maybe June was right, and this was the universe’s way of throwing all the problems at her early to get them out of the way. But what if she was wrong? Summer wondered with a sick feeling in her stomach. What if this was just the beginning? Was her dream doomed to failure before it had even begun?

      She heard the door open and footsteps return. She sighed. “I know you want to help, but really, I just need to be alone.”

      She was expecting Poppy or June, back to try and cheer her up, but instead, it was a male voice that came. Male, British, and too achingly familiar.

      “What happened in here?”

      Grayson.

      Summer opened her eyes. He was standing in the doorway, wearing jeans and a rugged plaid shirt like he’d strolled straight out of the woods.

      Just the sight of him hurt, salt in her already-raw, wounded heart.

      She swallowed. “I thought you were camping.”

      “I . . . came back.” Grayson looked awkward. “To see you. And the opening.”

      “Well, you’re too late. You didn’t miss much.” Summer gave a bitter laugh. “But then, you told me, didn’t you? I’m chaos. I guess everything I touch falls apart.”

      “That’s not true.” Grayson crossed to her, and crouched down beside Summer on the wet kitchen floor. “What happened? Are you OK?”

      He reached to touch her cheek, but Summer flinched away. “I’m fine,” she lied, scrambling to her feet. The concern on his face was too much to take, after everything else that had happened today.

      Now he was back. Now, he decided to show up. But it felt too late.

      Too little, and too late.

      She went to the counter, and started trying to clear the mess: taking empty bowls and baking sheets and stacking them in the sink.

      “Let me help you with that.” Grayson followed.

      “Don’t you have someplace else to be?” Summer shot back. “A schedule you need to keep?”

      “Summer . . .”

      “What?” She turned away and angrily wiped her tears, hating that he was seeing her like this.

      “I couldn’t stop thinking about you.” Grayson’s voice was heavy. “Every mile I drove, it felt like I was getting further away from where I was supposed to be.”

      “I’m sorry I ruined your big escape,” Summer said. She didn’t want to be sarcastic, but her hurt was burning, sharp and bitter, and it was spilling out.

      “You don’t understand. I take that trip every year, but I didn’t want to be there, not without you.”

      “Will you just listen to yourself?” Summer interrupted, spinning around. “You’re still acting like being with me is ruining your life, like it’s a burden to even care!”

      “That’s not what I meant.” Grayson looked like he was struggling for words, but Summer didn’t have time for this, not with the wreckage of her dreams strewn, damp and soggy, all around her, and a mountain of work ahead to get it all back on track.

      “This isn’t just about the opening,” Summer said, aching to look at him. She knew how those strong arms felt, wrapped around her. How he tasted, how he touched. She wanted so much from him, but not like this. Not when she seemed like a sin that he wished he could resist.

      “I didn’t ask for a lot, OK? It wasn’t like I said you had to be all in,” she said, her voice cracking. “Or that you had to promise me a future. Commitment. That’s all still way down the line. But you won’t even open up and give me room in your life right now. You don’t call or text me, or seem happy if I drop by. It’s like you don’t want me to exist outside the exact time you’ve got scheduled for me. Well, I’m sorry, but it’s not enough. I need more than that.” She gulped. “And I can’t just wait around in case one day you decide to finally let me in. I won’t do that to myself, not anymore.”

      She thought of the painful years she’d spent, desperately trying to prove herself. It was one thing to take rejection in the kitchen—never feeling like she’d be good enough for her mom, or the temperamental chefs she had to dance around—but she wasn’t going to do that with her heart. She couldn’t.

      Summer knew what it was like to feel not good enough, and it was no way to live.

      No way to love.

      “Please, just go,” Summer said sadly. Grayson seemed frozen, stranded there in the middle of the floor, and she had to turn away from him again before she broke her own word, and reached for one last kiss. “Go back to your life and your routine. That’s what matters to you, isn’t it?”

      There was silence. He’d left, just the way she asked.

      So why did it feel all wrong?
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      Summer spent the rest of the afternoon cleaning, but she barely made a dent in the wreckage. The floor was waterlogged, the back wall was burned through to the studs, and as for her heart . . .

      A sponge and a bucket wouldn’t clean up the mess she’d made.

      “Put the mop down.”

      It was getting dark out when she looked up to find Mackenzie in the doorway. She was dressed in a bright red top with a determined expression on her face. “Poppy’s outside. We’re taking you out,” she announced. “Tacos and tequila, and plenty of it.”

      Summer swallowed. “I don’t know . . .”

      “No arguments.” Mackenzie took her arm and steered her to the door. “If anyone needs a drink in this town, it’s you. I already told Riley to get the good stuff out of storage.”

      “But I’m a mess,” Summer protested, as she was hustled out front. She had frosting stains down her front and wet patches on her dress.

      “We’ll live.” Mackenzie gave her a sympathetic smile. “Come on, which sounds better: moping here, up to your elbows in bleach, or spending the evening with your witty, hilarious friends?”

      “And Jose and Jack,” Poppy called, waiting by the car.

      Summer hesitated. “You guys . . . I really don’t know if I’m up to it. What if everyone’s talking about what a mess I made today?”

      “Then we’ll just have to give them something better to gossip about,” Mackenzie declared. “I promise, once they’ve seen me doing a bad Coyote Ugly on the bar, nobody will even remember your little fire alarm debacle.”

      “You’d really do that?” Summer felt a glimmer of a smile.

      “For you? Of course, babe.” Mackenzie grinned back. “What are friends for?”

      

      Luckily, no dirty dancing was necessary: when they arrived at the pub, nobody even looked in Summer’s direction. She collapsed onto a stool and let Poppy and Mac order up a round of tequila. Riley poured one out for all of them, then pushed an extra one over to Summer.

      “Is that a pity shot?” she asked.

      “Heard you had an . . . eventful opening,” he said, with a sympathetic smile.

      Summer knocked back the first shot. “That’s an understatement. Remind me to get a new sign made: no children or animals allowed.”

      Riley refilled for her. “Amen to that. Any time you need a bouncer on the door to keep out the undesirables, you just let me know.” He gave her a wink and moved off to serve another customer.

      Poppy raised her shot glass. “To the Blackberry Lane Bakery. And all its future success,” she said, over Summer’s protest. “Because it will be one, no matter what happened today.”

      “Rubbish happens,” Mackenzie agreed. “What are you going to do?”

      “Give up and never show my face again?” Summer suggested, only half-joking.

      Poppy gave her a look. “That’s not you. Come on, who made me keep sending out my first book, even after I got all those rejection letters? You told me that you should never quit on your dream.”

      “Because you’re a great writer!”

      “And you’re a fabulous chef.” Poppy smiled. “Look, I know this hurts, and it can’t be easy, with Grayson . . .”

      Mackenzie’s head swiveled around. “Wait, what? What happened with Grayson? Oh no,” she groaned, before Summer could answer. “Did he mess everything up? Honestly. Men!”

      Summer had to laugh at her exasperation, even though it still hurt to think about it. “He . . . doesn’t seem to have room for me in his life,” she said carefully. “And I can’t be the one waiting around for scraps, you know? I won’t be that girl.”

      “I’m sorry.” Mackenzie gave her arm a squeeze. “But hey, there’s always room in my Sweetbriar Spinster club. We meet every other Tuesday, for wine and Golden Girls reruns.”

      “Count me in.” Summer managed a smile. “I’ll bring dessert.”

      “I want to join!” Poppy protested.

      Mackenzie rolled her eyes good-naturedly. “You’ll go home tonight to a hot man ready to rock your world. Leave us something, at least.”

      Poppy grinned. “OK. I’ll keep Cooper, all the same.”

      Riley came to deliver a plate of tacos, and Summer began to relax. She was glad she’d come out this evening. It was definitely better that trying to get frosting out of the floorboards, and she’d take any distraction she could get. Memories of Grayson were nudging at the edge of her mind. Like the way he’d looked at her just a few hours ago, that mix of regret and apology that made her wonder if she was being too hard on him. After all, he’d come back.

      Should she have given him another chance? What if she’d pushed him away too soon and ruined any chance there may have been to make things right?

      “Don’t.” Poppy’s soft warning cut through her thoughts. “I know that look. It’s your pining look.”

      “I’m not pining. I’m . . . missing him.” Summer swallowed. “Why am I even feeling this way?” she asked, despairing. “I’ve known him barely a month.”

      “I knew Cooper was the one after two weeks,” Poppy said, taking a bite of food. “When he fixed up that beach hut for me to use as a writing cabin . . .”

      “Grayson took me to a farm stand,” Summer said sadly. “He knew I’d want to find local produce, to use in my recipes.”

      “Mongrel,” Mackenzie joked.

      Summer swallowed back a rush of emotion. Grayson wasn’t part of her restaurant world; he didn’t know a crostata from a clafoutis before she showed him, but still, somehow, he understood what was important to her.

      But she shouldn’t forget how frustrating it was, feeling shut out of his life. She would have worn herself out, trying to break down those walls. And then what? He still resented her for disturbing his precious life in the slow lane, and all his structure and routine. That was no way to be together.

      She knocked back the rest of her tequila and looked around. “Didn’t you say something about karaoke in this place?” She needed a distraction, and fast.

      “Not tonight,” Mackenzie replied. “Sorry. But I do have the entire Sandra Bullock movie collection back at my place.”

      “What are we waiting for?” Summer hopped down. She couldn’t stay here, on edge, just wondering if Grayson was about to walk through the door. “There’s a copy of Miss Congeniality with my name on it.”

      “Armed and fabulous,” Poppy teased, finishing her drink. “OK, let’s do this.”

      Summer reached for her purse, but Riley waved it away. “On the house, just for tonight,” he said.

      She winced again. “It really is a pity party over here, huh?”

      He grinned. “Hey, if you want to pay—”

      “No, we’re good. I’ll take that pity all the way to the bank.” Summer managed to smile. “Thanks.”

      “Anytime.”

      She followed Mackenzie and Poppy to the door. The car was just across the street, but as they were heading over, Summer paused. She thought she saw someone down the street, a glimpse of a familiar figure in the dark.

      Her chest clenched. Grayson?

      “What’s up?” Mackenzie asked.

      “Nothing . . .” Summer looked again, but there was nobody there. Just her imagination playing tricks on her, she realized with a heavy heart—showing her visions of something that could never be hers.

      She turned away. “Sandy’s waiting for us. Let’s go!”

      

      Grayson hung back, watching Summer leave the pub with her friends. They piled into Poppy’s car and drove away, their laughter echoing across the square. The sound made his chest ache, but he pushed the emotion aside. Seems she was doing just fine without him—while he was skulking in the shadows to avoid her, like some kind of coward.

      Not a coward, he told himself firmly. He just didn’t need another scene with her tonight. She’d made it clear he’d already screwed things up beyond repair, and that look of disappointment in her eyes was enough to last him a lifetime.

      He should never have left her, but now there was no taking it back.

      He waited until they were gone, then stepped inside, heading straight for the bar—and something to help him with forgetting.

      “You just missed her.” Riley pulled down a pint glass and poured him some ale.

      “Yup,” Grayson said noncommittally.

      “Oh, so we’re doing the whole ‘I don’t need a woman in my life, they’re more trouble than they’re worth’ routine? Gotcha.” He slid the glass over with a knowing smile that made Grayson’s temper itch.

      “It’s not a routine, and they are.” He scowled at his beer like it was the problem.

      Riley smirked. “Are you sure about that? Because I’ve tried that woman’s pastries, and I’ve got to say, there’s a whole lot of trouble I’d take for another taste.”

      Grayson’s jaw clenched. Riley had a reputation, and for good reason. The thought of him tasting anything of Summer’s made his blood boil.

      “Relax,” Riley sighed, as if reading his mind. “I’m not going to pretend to be into her just to make you jealous. Although it is kind of fun, watching you squirm.”

      “I don’t squirm,” Grayson snapped.

      “No, you’re right,” Riley mused. “You brood. Look at you, you’re almost as bad as her.”

      Grayson looked up sharply. “What do you mean? What about Summer? Is she OK?”

      Riley gave him a look. “What do you think? I had to break out my best tequila, and even then, her heart wasn’t in it. If she packs up and takes those Pop-Tarts back to New York, you’ll have the whole town to answer to,” he added.

      Grayson paused. Summer, back in New York? His heart clenched. “She didn’t say she was leaving, did she?”

      Riley shrugged. “She had a tough break today. Apparently, the bakery’s close to ruined. And you didn’t help matters, either. Come on, man,” he said, looking impatient. “Camping?”

      Guilt prickled down the back of his spine. “It’s tradition,” he argued weakly. “And anyway, I came back.”

      “To do what?” Riley challenged. “Because I don’t see you winning her back by moping into your pint all night long.”

      “What do you know about it, anyway?” Grayson shot back, annoyed. “You don’t even care enough to screw things up with anyone, you just lean behind that bar waiting for life to come to you.”

      “Which it does.” Riley pressed his lips together in the thin line. “Don’t worry about me, I’m doing just fine.”

      “Well, so am I.”

      Riley didn’t even dignify that with an answer, he just gave Grayson a look. “It’s taken you thirty-five years to find a woman like that. Are you really going to risk waiting on another? Chances are, you’ll be in the ground before then.”

      Another Summer? Grayson already knew he didn’t have a chance. There was nobody like her, not in the whole dang world.

      “Are you trying to give me a pep talk?” he scowled. “Because yours needs some work, mate.”

      Riley shrugged. “The truth isn’t always pretty, my friend. But that’s what I’m here for. That, and helping out the lovely ladies who just walked in.” He was already flashing a smile at the group of coeds heading for the bar. “You think they’re in the mood to try some local muscle?”

      He headed over, leaving Grayson to shake his head. Riley was the furthest thing from local muscle. He’d shown up in town a couple of years ago, from someplace on the West Coast. Someplace successful, if the antique Rolex on his wrist and that sailing boat of his were any indication, but Riley never said anything about it, and Grayson wasn’t one to ask. If he wanted to hide out behind a bar, pouring pints and flirting with tourists, that was his business.

      Just like Summer was Grayson’s.

      Or not, anymore.

      He drained his glass and got down from his stool. It would take all the alcohol in the world to make him forget her, and even then, she’d probably slip into his dreams again, with that tempting smile and the fire in her eyes that made a man forget himself . . .

      Grayson stopped. No, she was right. He shouldn’t think about her like that. She wasn’t some siren, sent to lead him astray. She’d been upfront and honest with him from the start. He was the one who couldn’t get his head on straight, so caught up in his past mistakes, he kept her at arm’s length just to keep some pretense of self-control.

      And for what?

      He pushed her away, and now she was gone. He was alone, free to make his life exactly the way he wanted: no interruptions, no disturbances.

      No Summer.

      Grayson left the pub, but instead of heading home, he found himself detouring to the bakery instead. A part of him was still hoping she would be there, but the lights were all out, and the place was dark and still.

      He paused by the door. The place had been a mess earlier that afternoon, and if she was still planning on her grand opening Monday morning, there was a lot of work ahead.

      He tried the handle; it was unlocked. Inside, he flipped the lights on and found everything exactly as damp and disarrayed as he’d seen it last. Tables overturned, plates broken on the floor, and were those . . . strawberry-jam handprints all over the counter? In the kitchen, it was even worse: burn marks fighting with waterlogged drywall and a sink full of mixing bowls.

      Dang. He knew how much Summer loved this place—and her spotless kitchen. When he’d rushed here that afternoon, he’d been so busy feeling guilty about letting her down, he hadn’t even begun to think about the rest of it: her dream, right here. But now looking around, he saw that whatever happened between wasn’t even the worst part of Summer’s day. She’d spent a lifetime working towards this moment, and from what he’d heard on the Sweetbriar grapevine, it had been a disaster from the moment she’d opened the doors.

      She didn’t deserve this.

      She deserved everything. The bakery, her success. She’d looked so hopeless, sitting there in the corner. No spark in her eyes, or reckless, breathless energy anymore.

      Like she’d finally given up.

      But there was no way he was letting her go back to New York in failure when they could still make this dream her reality. She’d earned it, and even if she never wanted to speak to him again, he would do whatever it took to make this right for her.

      Anything.

      He rolled up his sleeves and got to work.
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      It took two movies and a deadly bottle of local Sweetbriar wine, but the pain in Summer’s chest finally numbed to a bitter ache around 1 a.m. Poppy had already called it quits hours ago, but Summer was still dreading going back to the bakery alone.

      “You can crash here,” Mackenzie offered, yawning on her couch. “It’s just a pull-out, but it does the trick.”

      “No, I need to get back.” Summer sighed. “Drunk cleaning is the best kind of cleaning. With any luck I’ll wake up tomorrow and not even remember scrubbing the kitchen floor.”

      Mackenzie chuckled. “That’s a good trick, I’ll have to try it sometime. Call me if you need help tomorrow,” she added, showing her to the door. “And it’s OK. We all fall on our faces sometimes,” she told Summer, giving her a hug. “But you can get back up from this one. Everything’s going to be fine.”

      Summer wanted to believe her. She piled into a cab for the short ride home, but the wine had taken the edge off her defenses, and now it was impossible to stop thoughts of Grayson flooding her mind.

      Was it asking too much for him to let her in?

      Nobody had ever made her feel the way he did: so happy and free and understood. But no man had ever shut her out like that either, kept her at arm’s length, and acted like the wild attraction between them was a burden, not a blessing. She wanted more than that from him, but did that mean she had to wind up with nothing at all?

      The storm in her chest was raging by the time she stumbled out of the cab and fumbled for her keys. But the door was open, and the lights were on inside.

      Summer paused. “Hello?” she called, wary. “Is anyone there?”

      She stepped inside the front door and stopped. It looked . . . normal again. The chaos she remembered was gone, and in its place, there were neat tables and clean floors, the books righted on the shelves, and no sign of Marmaduke’s kamikaze chase. Was she drunker than she thought, or had she been visited by the magical cleaning fairies of Sweetbriar Cove?

      “Hello?” she called again, feeling unsteady.

      “Hi.”

      A single word, and her stomach flipped over. It was him. Grayson. Emerging from the back with his sleeves rolled up and a cleaning rag over one shoulder, looking like everything she wanted in the world. Too good to be true.

      Summer gulped. “Hi.”

      “Sorry,” he said, looking awkward. He brushed his hair back with one hand, “I saw the mess and thought . . . I figured you’d need it cleaned up, to get ready for business.”

      Summer couldn’t believe it. “Thanks,” she managed. “But I don’t even know if that’s going ahead.”

      “Yes, you do.” Grayson gave her a quiet smile. “You don’t quit. You’d be serving cupcakes come Monday if you had to sell them off a table in the town square.”

      Summer felt an ache. “But should I? Maybe I have this backwards. Maybe this is fate telling me to quit before I make an even bigger fool of myself. Not that it would be easy,” she added, remembering the lines and the mess and the sprinklers . . .

      Grayson moved closer. “Don’t give up,” he said, his voice raw. “You can’t. Not when something matters to you.”

      Summer looked up, into those dark eyes she’d seen blaze with passion, and felt herself unravel all over again. But what about us? She wanted to ask. He’d given up—he hadn’t even tried. So did that mean she didn’t matter to him?

      She shook her head. She couldn’t do this now. “I’m drunk,” she whispered.

      He smiled. “I know.”

      “There was tequila. And wine. Which I know I shouldn’t mix, but you can’t watch Two Weeks Notice sober. Hugh Grant was in it. He’s British, like you.”

      She was babbling, but that was nothing new. Grayson placed his hand gently on her arm. “You want help getting upstairs?”

      Summer ached. She felt his touch burn through her, and in an instant, she remembered how it felt to be pinned beneath his body, caught up in that incredible release.

      God, she wanted him.

      She stumbled back, shaking her head. “No, I’m fine. Good. Great!”

      “Alright.” Grayson watched her, and it seemed like there was something he wanted to say, but he just nodded. “You’ll feel better in the morning,” he said, “just give it a chance. Make a batch of those sticky rolls, and you’ll see, this is where you’re meant to be. Don’t write yourself off just yet.”

      He turned to the door, and Summer couldn’t keep it inside anymore.

      “You mean the way you wrote us off?” she blurted.

      Grayson stopped. He glanced back, his eyes flashing with something determined. Then, before Summer could even process what was happening, he closed the distance between them and took her face in his hands with a searing kiss.

      His mouth was hot on hers, desperate and searching, branding her lips with his passion.

      She almost fell. Back into his arms, and the electric rush between them. Back to feeling his body pressed tightly against hers, and that delicious hunger, curling deep inside her bloodstream.

      But something inside her held back.

      One more night would be incredible, but what happened in the morning? When Grayson rolled briskly away from her, and shut down all over again, and Summer was left feeling more alone than if she’d slept by herself all night?

      She broke the kiss. “It’s late . . .” she said, turning away from him. “And I’m drunk, and . . .”

      “I understand.” Grayson’s voice was tight. “You get some rest. Call me if you need anything. Anything at all.”

      Summer nodded and watched him let himself out. She felt unsteady, but this time it had nothing to do with the tequila.

      No, this was all him.

      She swallowed back the lump in her throat. She felt so torn. She didn’t have much experience with guys, and definitely not with men like Grayson. Because there was nobody else like him. He was so proud and independent; he’d built this life for himself on his own terms, and it was one of the things she loved about him. But if he honestly didn’t want to share any of that with her, then there was nothing she could do.

      She couldn’t be hanging around, hoping he would choose to love her. She’d spent a lifetime waiting for someone to make her a priority, and she knew how that killed her, chipping away every day at her self-esteem until she doubted every move she made. And if she wavered now, and settled for less, she knew it would eat her up inside, no matter how sweet those kisses could be.

      She turned and slowly made her way through the kitchen, pausing to take in the spotless countertops, ready for action. He must have been cleaning here for hours to fix the mess she’d made. But why, if he was still so intent on keeping her at a distance?

      Why was he kissing her one moment and leaving the next?

      She wearily made the trip upstairs, the day finally catching up with her. She barely had enough energy left to make her way to the bedroom, kick off her shoes, and fall face-first into the covers.

      Tomorrow would be better. It had to be.
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      Grayson was right about one thing: Summer woke the next morning with a new sense of resolve. She wasn’t a quitter, and she wasn’t ready to call it a day and walk away—at least not when it came to her dreams. She’d worked too long for this, and even though her soft opening wasn’t exactly the thing of legends, she was far from done. She spent the rest of her holiday weekend in a whirlwind of powdered sugar, butter, and all the other essential food groups, and by Monday morning, she was determined: the bakery would be a success.

      “If I have to go door to door, getting them hooked on croissants, I’ll do it,” she vowed, fastening her prettiest apron around her waist and grabbing the cash tray.

      “Umm, somehow, I don’t think you’ll need to.” Poppy had a smile on her face, and when Summer stepped out into the shop, she saw why. There was already a line forming outside, with people jostling to peer through the windows.

      “Wait, what’s that?” Summer asked, noticing something colorful stretching across the front of the store.

      “A ribbon.” Poppy grinned. “Red, white, and blue. You can’t have a big opening without a ceremonial snip!”

      She handed Summer a pair of massive scissors, and nudged her to the front. “Go on, time to greet your adoring public.”

      Summer opened the doors, and stepped outside. There had to be fifty people there! Mackenzie, Riley, Cooper, June . . . All her new friends from Sweetbriar, and plenty of strangers besides. “You guys!” Summer managed, already feeling overwhelmed. “I can’t believe this turnout!”

      “We read that profile in the Gazette,” a woman said, planted firmly by the doors. “Those cakes looked so delicious, I told my Harold, I was going to be first in line.”

      “The Epicurean blog said your peach cake is incredible,” another woman agreed. “I drove all the way in from Boston to try a slice!”

      Summer couldn’t believe it. “Speech!” Mackenzie called.

      “Never mind the speeches, where are the sticky buns?” Riley heckled teasingly.

      Summer tried to catch her breath. “I just want to thank you all for coming,” she said, looking out at the sea of friendly faces. “I only arrived in town last month, but everyone’s been so welcoming. So many people have helped out, it really means the world to me.”

      Her voice caught as she saw Grayson, hanging back in the crowd. And when she met his eyes and saw the pride there, it almost made her tear up again.

      No crying today.

      “So, without further ado . . .” She quickly snipped the ribbon. There was a cheer, and people eagerly started pressing to get inside. “Easy there,” Summer laughed, rushing to beat them through the door. “There’s plenty of croissants to go around!”

      

      Three hours later, and she was wondering if her claim would hold up. Pasties were flying off the shelves faster than she could keep track, and she already had a long list of orders from local restaurants, all wanting to stock her breads on their menu.

      “We’re almost out of pain au chocolat,” she called, scooping the last couple into a fresh paper bag.

      “If you want to go put another batch in the oven, I can hold the fort out here,” Jessi suggested. She was one of the local girls Summer had hired to help out on the register—all recovered from that bout of food poisoning now.

      Summer eyed the line. She’d wanted to wait until the crowd eased up, but there was no sign of that happening any time soon. The bell was ringing off its hook as people kept flooding into the store, picking up treats for their beach picnic and snapping photos of every cake to post on social media. She’d set up an alert for the bakery Instagram page, and now her phone kept buzzing on the counter with every new tag and post.

      “OK, I’ll be quick.” Summer ducked into the kitchen and quickly grabbed the pastry she had chilling in the fridge. This time, she’d been prepared, and had the raw ingredients for all of her favorites lined up neatly on the shelves; she only had to scoop the chocolate filling from the waiting bowl, roll her pastry into a wafer-thin layer, and then roll them into tiny bundles to slip into the oven—remembering to hit the timer, so there would be no more four-alarm fires. She threw in some more crostata too for good measure, sticky with fresh strawberry glaze, then dashed back out front.

      “Isn’t this just the cutest?” the fifth person that day remarked, reaching the counter. “I’ve been saying for years, a good bakery is just what the Cape needs.”

      “I agree,” June butted in, giving Summer a wink. “Have you tried the éclairs yet? Life-changing!” She kissed her fingertips, and Summer nudged the sample platter closer.

      “Be my guest.”

      “Mmmm.” The woman took a mouthful, then glanced eagerly around. “Is your mother here today? I brought my cookbook for her to sign. I’m her biggest fan!”

      Summer managed a smile. “Sorry, not today!”

      “Oh, that’s a shame.” The woman’s face fell, and she looked so disappointed not to get a glimpse of Eve Bloom in person that Summer took pity.

      “But the éclair recipe is her favorite,” she fibbed. If by favorite you meant glanced at them once and said they weren’t a complete disappointment. “She loves the chocolate ones best.”

      The fan brightened. “Then I’ll take six!”

      “Coming right up.”

      Summer packaged and served and smiled for photos for what seemed like hours, and still, the crowds didn’t let up. “Where did everyone come from?” she exclaimed to Poppy, when her friend dropped by to see how things were going. “I haven’t seen this many people on the whole Cape all month!”

      “Memorial Day weekend, baby.” Poppy grinned. She slipped Summer a huge cup of iced lemonade, and Summer took a thirsty gulp. “You timed this opening just right. Plus the flyers plastered all over Sweetbriar didn’t hurt. I was just down in town, and Riley is practically shoving people out of the pub to come pay a visit.”

      “He is? Remind me to bring him extra muffins,” Summer said, feeling grateful. “In fact, I should make up gift baskets for everyone. You, Mackenzie, June . . . I couldn’t have done it without you.”

      “And Grayson?” Poppy arched an eyebrow. “I saw him earlier.”

      “I know. But he hasn’t been in yet.” Summer wasn’t sure whether to be relieved or disappointed. Just a glimpse of him still made her heart flip over, and she needed to focus on the bakery. But still, after the clean-up act he’d done, and showing up today, she was more confused than ever about what he wanted from her. “Anyway,” she said, changing the subject. “If I can keep even one-tenth of these crowds through to the end of summer, I’ll be on track to hit my targets.”

      “Just wait.” Poppy grinned. “You haven’t even seen Bear Week yet.”

      “Do I want to know?” Summer laughed. She turned to the next customer, and brightened, seeing a familiar face. “Brooke!”

      “Hey, congratulations!” The hotel manager smiled back. Summer couldn’t believe it, but that first catering job felt like a lifetime ago. “I saw the news about this place and had to come check it out.”

      “Pick your poison.” Summer gestured to the display case.

      “Ooh, I think I have to go with the peach cake,” Brooke decided. “I’ve been dreaming about it ever since that wedding.”

      “Good choice.” Summer carefully slid a slice onto a plate.

      “Actually, that’s why I’m here,” Brooke added, as she rang up the sale. “I’m trying to raise the hotel’s profile as a wedding venue, and I was wondering if you’d like to chat sometime about a contract to supply the cakes.” Brooke looked hopeful. “I’d love to make it part of the event package, maybe set up the tastings when they come tour the venue. If you have the time,” she added, looking around at the hum of activity.

      “I’d love to talk,” Summer said, flattered. “That could be fun—especially if someone else is dealing with the brides. And the mothers of the brides.”

      Brooke laughed. “Yes, that’s all on me. Here, let me give you my card.” She rummaged in her purse and passed over a neat square, printed with her details. Summer took it, pleased. Although summer looked like it would be packed with business, she knew the Cape emptied out for winter season, and any extra gigs would be great.

      “Thanks. I’ll definitely be in touch.”

      “You’ll be seeing me, one way or another,” Brooke said, scooping up a fingertip of frosting. “I’m lucky, I nearly didn’t make it in here, with all the trucks blocking the lane.”

      “Trucks?” Summer frowned.

      “They’re backed up, almost to the turn.” Brooke said. “A whole production crew, by the looks of it.”

      Summer’s heart sank. “She didn’t . . .” she murmured, under her breath. “Poppy?”

      “Right here.”

      “Mind the counter for a moment, will you?” Summer ripped off her apron and walked fast for the door. Sure enough, the moment she stepped outside she saw the traffic. It was impossible to miss: three huge trucks blocking the country lane, with people unloading lighting rigs and cameras and—

      “No!” Summer groaned out loud.

      “I take it this wasn’t part of the plan?” Grayson materialized beside her, or maybe he’d been there all along. Summer gulped, but the chaos heading her way took priority right now, especially when she knew what was behind it.

      Her mother.
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      “Mom?” Summer called, as the first crew members began to stream past with headsets and clipboards. Where there was a spotlight, Eve Bloom was sure to be close behind. “Mom, I know you’re here!”

      “No need to yell, darling.” Eve stepped out of a trailer. Her blonde hair was perfectly styled, and she was wearing a pair of white jeans and a blue blouse. It looked like she’d just spent an hour in hair and makeup. Which she probably had. “I’m right here.”

      “I see that,” Summer managed through gritted teeth. “But why?”

      “You didn’t think I’d miss my only daughter’s big day,” Eve beamed, coming closer. “I brought everyone! We’re filming my episode right here at the bakery, so I can tell everyone how much I’ve guided your career. I mean, you wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t for me.”

      Summer stared at her, feeling numb. In a way, she should have seen this coming. After all, her mother could never let any achievement go by without taking credit. But still, even after everything, Summer had still believed that this time she would get to keep this one for herself.

      “No.”

      Eve blinked. “What’s that, darling? Oh, Marcie! Over here! We need to do something about your hair,” Eve tutted, reaching to push it out of Summer’s eyes. “And that dress won’t do. The colors will bleed on camera, do you have something in blue? You look so much better in blue. And can you get these people cleared away? We need the space to bring in the cameras.”

      “No.” Summer said it again, louder.

      “What do you mean?” Eve stared.

      “I’m not getting my hair done, or changing clothes, or moving my paying customers out of the way, because you’re not filming here.” Summer clenched her jaw.

      “But darling, we just drove all the way from New York.” Eve still seemed shocked. “Look at everyone, you’re not going to tell them they came all this way for nothing? Think of the production hours and wages and—”

      “That’s your problem,” Summer snapped. “If you’d thought to call, I would have told you. I don’t want any of this!”

      She felt a hand on her arm, and then Grayson stepped forward. “I don’t believe we’ve met,” he said smoothly. “I’m Grayson Reid.”

      “Eve Bloom.” She shook his hand. “Are you a friend of my daughter’s? Will you please talk some sense into her? I know she’s shy in front of the camera, but I’m doing all this for her.”

      For her? Summer opened her mouth to argue, but Grayson gave her a quick wink. “I absolutely understand,” he said to Eve, his British accent somehow sounding even more precise. “I’m sure you went through a lot of trouble, getting the filming permits.”

      Eve paused. “Permits?”

      “Yes, the town requires them for all filming,” Grayson replied. “And of course, I’ll need all your paperwork myself. I own the property,” he added casually. “So I’ll have to sign off with my permission before I can allow any production in the bakery, or even on the land.”

      “Oh, I don’t think that’s necessary,” Eve cooed, turning on the charm. “It’s just a few shots, nothing big. We’ll be out of your hair in a few hours.”

      “I’m sorry, but I don’t make the rules.” Grayson stood firm.

      Summer could have kissed him.

      “Why don’t you and your producer stop by the city council?” Grayson said, steering Eve away. “Actually, scratch that. It’s the holiday. Nobody will be in until later in the week. And you’ll need to move all these trucks, too,” he added. “Traffic violations. I’d act fast, before the Sheriff comes by and impounds them all.”

      Before her mother even knew what was happening, Grayson had dismissed her, instructed the drivers to move, and the whole production caravan was rolling on out.

      “How did you do that?” Summer asked, amazed. “Nobody tells Eve Bloom no.”

      “You did.” Grayson smiled back. “Do you want me to call the Sheriff and sic him on them? I bet he’d love to write a few tickets.”

      Summer shook her head, “No, that won’t help.” She looked to where Eve was arguing with one of her producers. An eager customer from the bakery rushed over, and in an instant, Eve’s smile was back. She posed for photos, and soon, a new crowd was forming. After all, who cared about the bakery when there was a real live celebrity in town?

      Grayson followed her gaze. “I’m sorry.” He gently squeezed her shoulder. “Did you know she was coming?”

      “Nope. I never even told her about the bakery, so I don’t know how she . . .” Summer paused. “The newspaper article,” she realized with a groan. “She has an alert set, one of her interns combs the internet for all the new stories. That’s how she must have found out.”

      “Well, she won’t be filming anything today,” Grayson said, but Summer knew Eve better than that.

      “Don’t be so sure. She’s a force of nature,” she said with a sigh. “Trust me, permits won’t hold her up for long.”

      She turned back and caught the full power of Grayson’s gaze for the first time: searching and intense. Summer caught her breath. It should be illegal for a man to look at her like that—in public, at least. “Thanks,” she managed. “For running interference.”

      “Anytime.” He gave her a smile that somehow went straight to her heart. “Let me know if there’s anything else I can do.”

      Summer nodded, but there was only so far stalling tactics went. Somehow, she’d have to deal with this one herself.

      “I should . . .” She gestured awkwardly back to the bakery.

      “Right.” Grayson paused. “I was thinking, we should talk,” he said suddenly. “Not now, I mean, you have all of this. But later?”

      Summer gulped, her mind racing. What did he want to talk about? What did it mean? “OK,” she replied. “Later.”

      “You know where to find me.”

      He smiled and turned to walk away, and for a moment, all Summer wanted to do was go after him right now. Never mind the bakery and her mother and the crowds of people—she needed to know what he was thinking. If he’d changed his mind about them, if there could maybe be a chance . . .

      “Summer!”

      Her name came, called with a hint of desperation. Jessi was waving her back to the bakery and the waiting line of customers. Her mom was stationed by the front window now, already posing for photos with a group of adoring fans, and as Summer watched, she even held up a Pop-Tart, as if she was the one who’d baked it.

      Summer took a breath. Grayson could wait. Her mom could wait. She wasn’t going to let her rollercoaster emotions ruin this day, not for anything.

      She looked up: at the bakery sign, the gleaming windows, and the bright red door. At the happy faces of her customers as they left the shop and lingered in the sunshine at the tables outside. It was the vision that had kept her going through all those late shifts and chef tantrums and long nights planning alone.

      This was her dream, coming true right in front of her.

      And no matter what else happened, that was pretty dang good.

      

      Twenty-eight pies, seventy-six cupcakes, and two-dozen French loaves later, Summer flipped the sign over the door to Closed and let out a satisfied sigh. June’s promise had come true: her dress rehearsal couldn’t have gone worse, but the big day itself had been a total success.

      “My feet are killing me!” Jessi exclaimed. “Remind me to wear sneakers for my shift tomorrow.”

      “Try soaking them in ice and lemon,” Summer advised. She’d spent long shifts on her feet at the restaurant, and knew all the tricks. “And here.” She pushed the over-stuffed tip jar towards her. “You earned it.”

      “Thanks. See you tomorrow!” Jessi took off, and Summer idled in the bakery, clearing off tables and straightening things up. But she couldn’t delay the inevitable much longer. Eventually, she changed her clothes and drove up the coast to the fancy hotel where her mom was staying. It was the same place as that wedding she’d catered on her first visit to the Cape, but Summer wasn’t surprised: Eve always had immaculate taste. Sure enough, she found her holding court in the elegant lounge, with her usual entourage of business managers, producers, and other hangers-on clustered around.

      “There she is, the woman of the hour!” Eve greeted her with a smile. “Didn’t she do a good job? My interns tell me you’re buzzing online.”

      Summer shifted, awkward at the crowd. “Is there somewhere we can talk?”

      “Of course. Mother-daughter time,” Eve said to the others. “We’ll be right back to plan the shooting schedule.”

      They stepped out onto the back terrace with its sweeping views of the bay. Summer took a breath to try and steel herself. She needed to be firm if she was going to step in front of Eve’s runaway train, but she had butterflies swirling in her stomach, and she suddenly felt like she was eighteen years old all over again: coming to her mom for approval and support, wanting so desperately for her to come through.

      The moment they were alone, Eve was all business again. “I’ve put in a call to the mayor,” she began briskly, “and the permits will only hold us up a couple of days. Turns out he’s a big fan—so we’ll be ready to shoot in no time at all.”

      “Listen, Mom—” Summer started, but Eve kept talking.

      “That landlord will be more of an issue, but I’m sure he’ll have his price. Everyone does. Maybe you should be the one to sweet-talk him, and if not, we can still shoot exteriors, and then use the studio kitchen and pretend it’s the bakery.”

      “Mom—”

      “And I think it would be better if we say I’m a partner in the bakery, don’t you? A mother-daughter project we started together, to spend time and—”

      “Mom!” Summer finally yelled, interrupting her. “Stop!”

      Eve blinked. Summer took a deep breath and looked her mother square in the eyes. “We don’t need the permits, because we’re not filming. You and your production crew aren’t stepping foot inside my bakery. End of story.”

      Eve opened her mouth, but Summer put her hand up. “No, this time you have to listen to me, Mom.” Her voice cracked, and blood was pounding in her ears, but Summer needed to keep going. She had to make Eve see. “You can’t keep doing this,” she told her. “Showing up, taking credit for all my hard work like you had anything to do with it. I did this on my own,” Summer said fiercely, as fifteen years of rejection and hurt came rushing to the surface. “You weren’t here for any of it, and I’m not going to have you just sweep in and claim the applause like you always do.”

      “I don’t believe this.” Eve finally managed to speak. “You think this is about me? Honey, all of this is for your benefit!” She gave Summer a wounded look, and for a moment, she almost faltered. Then she remembered, her mother was a born performer. After years on camera, she was a pro, and Summer couldn’t fall for her act now.

      “No,” Summer insisted. “Because if you cared for one moment what I wanted, you would never have come. You weren’t there for me when I was starting out or climbing up the ladder,” she pointed out bitterly, “and you sure weren’t around when everything fell apart on me the other day. Would you even have showed up here if it wasn’t a success?” she demanded. “If I didn’t already have all those rave reviews and newspaper articles, would you be here, giving me all this ‘support’?”

      Eve cleared her throat. She opened her mouth to speak, but that split-second hesitation told Summer everything she needed to know.

      “I thought not.” Summer deflated. “You don’t even care about me unless I’m making you look good.”

      “That’s not true—” Eve tried to argue, but Summer had reached her limit. She got to her feet again.

      “This is my life now,” she declared. “I’ve built it, and I’m proud of it, and I don’t need your approval. I gave up waiting on that a long time ago. So you can take your cameras and go back to the city, because I don’t need them—or you—to know I can do this on my own.”

      Summer turned on her heel and walked out, her heart still pounding in her chest. She couldn’t believe she’d just said all of that, but it had been a long time coming, and there was no going back now. Whatever her mother did was up to her; Summer was done trying to bite her tongue and keep her feelings bottled up inside.

      She needed to do things her way, starting today.
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      Back at the bakery, Summer paced around the kitchen, her adrenaline still surging. She’d finally said her piece. Laid it all out there. She should be feeling triumphant right now—so why was there a flicker of guilt burning in the back of her mind?

      Summer tried to push it away. She had work to do for tomorrow, starting with a fresh batch of that famous peach cake. Of all the recipes on offer, that had been the stand-out hit with her crowds, so she wanted to be sure to have more for them in the morning.

      She got to work, putting on her favorite music and setting out her stand mixer, bowls, and spoons. The peaches had been delivered that morning, fresh from the farm stand, and as she sliced them into juicy pieces, the sweet fragrance filled the air.

      “I saw the posts online. That cake is getting famous.”

      She startled. “Mom?”

      Eve was standing there in the doorway. Summer sighed, and braced herself for another fight, but instead of a cutting comment, her mother took a step closer.

      “You use bourbon, for the peaches, don’t you?”

      Summer paused. Eve actually looked curious, peering over at the spread of ingredients. “Yes,” she answered cautiously. “I soak them, just while I prepare the rest of the cake batter. I tried leaving them overnight,” she added. “But the cake got so boozy, it should have carried a warning.”

      Eve gave a small smile. “I tried that once, with my banana whiskey bread. We were testing different ratios for the cookbook, and my assistant messed up. I came back to find half the production staff tipsy, having a food fight.”

      Summer nodded. She was still on edge, waiting for the lecture about being grateful, and knowing her place, and how she owed everything to her mother. But Eve didn’t seem to be looking down her nose at Summer, for once. She almost seemed tired, watching Summer prepare the filling.

      “I crush some of the peaches into the frosting, too,” Summer found herself explaining. “And sometimes make a jam to spread between the layers.”

      “Isn’t that too sweet?” Eve asked.

      “No, I keep it light and tart, to contrast the frosting.” Summer nudged the jar over. “Try some.”

      Her mother took a spoon and dipped it into the sticky golden jam. She tasted it like she was tasting a fine wine: sniffing it first, trying it with the tip of her tongue, then finally putting the whole spoon into her mouth. Her expression changed. “You’re right, it is tart. Is that . . . lemon?”

      Summer nodded. “Peaches can get cloying, if you don’t balance them with something more acidic.”

      Eve almost looked impressed. “This is the kind of thing my viewers would love to see,” she said, moving closer. “We could do the whole segment right here. Me teaching you how to make it, for a special family dinner . . .”

      “Mom, no.” Summer tensed up all over again. Just when she thought that they could share a nice moment together, Eve had to go and wreck everything. “How many times do I have to tell you? I don’t want to be on your show.”

      “But—”

      “No buts!” Summer exclaimed, louder. “Why won’t you just listen to me? What’s the big deal, anyway? You have a million pitches from all your production staff. You could shoot anything else in the world if you wanted to, so why are you pushing this whole fake family thing?”

      “They don’t want anything else from me.” Eve’s composure seemed to crumble. “The show is a flop, my ratings are in the gutter. My publisher says they might even cancel my contract!”

      Wait, what?

      Summer blinked at her in disbelief. “If this is just a trick to manipulate me . . .” she said, watching as Eve slumped onto a kitchen stool.

      “No tricks. I’m on the way out,” she said, looking at Summer in despair. “They only want kids with likes and clicks and shares these days. Did you see the guy they gave my primetime slot to for the summer? He’s barely out of high school, but he has a hundred thousand followers.”

      She reached for the plate of donuts Summer had out on the counter and stuffed one into her mouth in a single bite.

      Her mother, eating carbs? This had to be bad.

      “What happened?” Summer asked, still reeling.

      Eve sighed. “Nobody cares about doing things the right way anymore. Why watch a middle-aged woman tell you how to host a perfect dinner party, when there’s some millennial in skinny jeans claiming you don’t need a floral centerpiece to have a good time? Imagine it.” Eve shuddered. “No tablescapes! And don’t get me started on the food. No training, no elegance, just fast-food mash-ups and candied bacon. Even Martha Stewart is in on it now. You know she has a show with that rapper?”

      “Snoop Dogg.” Summer nodded.

      Eve winced at the words. “The whole network is obsessed. It’s why we’re trying this whole ‘family-friendly’ angle. They say it’s my last chance to be approachable and relevant.” She sniffed, looking lost. “After twenty-five years! I made that network, I put it on the map, but none of it matters anymore. Not if I can’t get hash-tagged by some drunk girl drinking two-for-one mimosas at brunch!”

      “Oh, Mom, I’m sorry.” Summer put down the whisk and hugged her. “I know how much you love your show.”

      “It’s not just the show, it’s everything,” Eve cried. “The cookbooks and the restaurant and the bakeware collection. It all depends on me, don’t you see? If I’m not out there in front of a camera, then it all dies away.”

      She sniffed again, her perfect mascara smudging at the edges, and Summer was hit with a rush of sympathy. Her mom had built an empire, there was no denying that. Eve had dedicated her life to her career, and even though Summer would have given anything for her mother to have put her first instead—given her even a little of the time she’d spent on financial reports and screen tests—she still couldn’t help but feel sorry for her.

      If her mom wasn’t the great Eve Bloom, TV personality and famous chef, then who was she? What did she have?

      Not a perfect, approachable family, that’s for sure. No partner, no pets, and no friends—at least, none she didn’t keep on retainer.

      Summer sighed. What was the world coming to when she actually felt pity for her mom? “They really think you getting all warm and fuzzy will help the ratings?” she asked.

      Eve nodded morosely, and took another donut. Summer gently plucked it from her hand. “If you’re going to throw that diet out the window, you better do it right. Here,” she said, finding the box in the fridge she’d been saving for herself. “Chocolate éclairs. Go crazy.”

      “My favorite.” Eve sounded surprised. She took a bite and closed her eyes in pleasure. “Oh, that’s good.”

      “Maybe you could tell me that sometime,” Summer couldn’t stop herself from muttering.

      Eve’s eyes flew open. “You know you’re good,” she said briskly, polishing off the rest of the pastry. “You don’t need flattery. You need to be pushed to be better.”

      Summer blinked. “No, that’s you,” she corrected. “I’m happy to take compliments and support, anytime.”

      “You always were the difficult one.” Eve gave her a bemused look. “This is really what you want from you life?” she asked, looking around the kitchen. “It’s so . . . small.”

      “Maybe to you,” Summer said, returning to her mixing bowl. “I know it’s not prime-time, or two thousand square feet on the Vegas strip. But it fits me just right.”

      “And that British man?”

      Summer’s head snapped up. “Grayson? He’s . . . not in the picture. Not anymore.”

      Eve arched an eyebrow. “He seemed squarely in the frame to me.”

      Summer shook her head. “It’s not like that. He doesn’t know what he wants,” she added, feeling that now-familiar pang of regret and longing.

      “People rarely do.” Eve took another éclair. “You know what your father said when I told him I’d got that first screen test? I said I wanted to be the biggest thing in the industry, and he just looked at me, and asked, ‘Why?’ Why?” she repeated. “He didn’t understand it at all. How I could want something that was all mine. They’re always threatened by that.”

      Summer shook her head. “It’s not like that. Grayson . . . He’s been more supportive than anyone. I couldn’t have done this without him.”

      “Hmm.” Eve took another bite. “Well, don’t lose any sleep over it. He’s just a distraction from all of this. You don’t need him.”

      Something about her tone stung. “The way you don’t need anyone?” she shot back.

      Eve fixed her with a stare. “I know I haven’t been the kind of mother you wanted, one of those women with home-cooked meals and feathered bangs and mother-daughter bonding time. But I raised you, and I pushed you to be the best that you could be, and I like to think I showed you that you can have all of this, without waiting around for a man to give it to you.” She got to her feet. “I’ll let you finish here. I know you’ve got a long night ahead.”

      Eve leaned in, and dropped an air kiss on Summer’s cheek. She looked at the éclair box and sighed. “Sven will make me pay hell for that in the gym next week.”

      She headed for the door.

      “Wait,” Summer called, before she could stop herself. “I’ll do it for you. The episode.”

      The words were out of her mouth before she could take them back.

      “You will?” Eve looked shocked. “Oh darling, it’ll be wonderful. We’ll have Marcie do something with your hair, and set up the cameras right here, and—”

      “But I have some conditions,” Summer interrupted. Eve paused.

      “Like what?”

      “First, you shoot here after-hours, so you don’t interrupt my customers,” Summer said firmly. “We’ll do a segment of me behind the counter, at least three minutes of screen-time. With the bakery name up on screen,” she added. “I’ll be the one teaching you, how to make my peach cake.”

      “One minute of screen-time for the bakery,” Eve countered. “And I’ll have the network feature you in their magazine, too.”

      “Two minutes, and Marcie keeps her hands off my hair.” Summer held fast, and her mother broke into a smile.

      “It’s a deal. I taught you well.”

      “That’s one way of looking at it.”

      Eve looked around with new eyes. “You know, this could be a great franchise opportunity,” she said. “The charming corner bakery . . . We could co-write a cookbook, with all your recipes, and—”

      “Mom,” Summer cut her off, warning.

      “Alright, I’ll quit when I’m ahead.” Eve smiled. “You’ll see, this is a marvelous opportunity. Think of all the people who’ll get to see your work.”

      Summer sighed. “I know.”

      “And I’ll be happy to work with you. You know, I am very proud.” Her mom gave her a warm smile, but before Summer could even process it, she was whisking off through the door.

      “Perhaps we could get a fresh coat of paint before filming?” her voice echoed. “Something warmer to suit your complexion.”

      Summer waited for the door to close behind her then sank back against the counter.

      What had she just signed up for?

      Hopefully, a big boost in promotion for the bakery. Summer may be stubborn, but even she couldn’t argue with exposure like that. With any luck, the extra screen-time would help reach customers—and keep the great Eve Bloom in business a while longer.

      After all, her mom safely back in the city with her TV empire was better than Eve on the loose out here.

      But was her mom right—was Grayson just a distraction?

      Or was he part of what made this all worthwhile?

      Summer felt a surge of emotion. She wasn’t like her mom, single-mindedly pursuing her ambitions at the expense of everything else in her life. She’d spent years following that path, and it had only left her stressed and anxious and alone. It was the reason she’d made the leap and moved out here to do things her way: so she would have balance in her life, and time for everything that made it worthwhile. Friendships and inspiration . . .

      And love.

      Summer paused, looking around the kitchen. At her bakery, the dream she’d built from scratch. It was everything she’d wanted—but it still wasn’t enough.

      She wanted more. She wanted laughing together over dinner and kissing so hard, the world disappeared. She wanted those long, breathless nights discovering every inch of his body, and waking up in his arms the morning after, that sleepy moment when dreams slipped away and she felt him holding her close, and realized with a flush of pure joy that she got to spend a whole new day with him.

      She wanted Grayson.

      Summer grabbed her keys and headed for the door. She’d spent close to twenty years bottling up her feelings about her mom, and she wasn’t about to make the same mistake twice. She couldn’t settle for scraps of affection, but if Grayson had changed his mind and was ready to let her in . . .

      She owed it to them both to give him one last chance. To fight for what she wanted, and take that risk.

      Because love was worth it. Always.

      And she’d inherited something from her mom, at least. The Bloom women never gave up on their dreams without a fight.
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      Grayson sat on his front porch and tried to enjoy the sunset. The orchard sat peaceful and still, wispy clouds on the horizon, and a cold beer in his hand. Everything was as it should be.

      And it was all wrong.

      Because Summer wasn’t there.

      He’d almost marched over to the bakery half a dozen times that evening, at least. But every time, he found a reason why not. She had her mom to be dealing with, the opening, and her friends, and a million other things beside. But if he was honest with himself, there was one big reason keeping him back.

      “It’s not enough.”

      Her tearful words still haunted him, and all the disappointment in her eyes.

      He wasn’t enough.

      Grayson took another gulp, but the beer buzz wasn’t working. Heck, he’d need a whole bottle of Glenfiddich to put a dent in his bruised, guilty heart; and even then, he knew it still wouldn’t do the trick.

      What was he doing? He’d spent his life refusing to ever need another woman, but clearly his heart hadn’t gotten the message, because look at him now: going through heck without her, craving one more kiss. He hated himself for hurting her, when all along, he’d only wanted to spare them both the pain. But how did he go about fixing this mess when deep down, being with Summer scared him just as much as being without her?

      Jumping off that ledge—or walking away. Giving into the chaos of his own raw emotions, or playing it safe. Quiet. Alone.

      Grayson would have laughed if it didn’t make him so crazy. There was no contest. Not even close. Only one of those options had him kissing her, touching her.

      Loving her.

      All his rules, his structure and routine, it didn’t mean a thing without Summer. He had gotten exactly what he wanted, a peaceful life of steady solitude, and he couldn’t have hated it more.

      Irony was tough.

      “Grayson?”

      He almost choked on his beer. Was he hearing things now? Maybe he was drunker than he thought.

      “Grayson?” Summer’s voice came again, and then she was right there in front of him, striding determinedly around from the back of the house. “There you are.”

      She stopped short at the bottom of the steps, and took a breath. “Hi.”

      “Hello.” Grayson rose out of his chair. God, she was beautiful. She was wearing the same dress as she had that day he’d found her rummaging around in the blackberry bushes: spaghetti straps brushing her bare shoulders, and cotton swirling around her thighs. But it was her face that had him mesmerized, the same as always. That smile—dang, that smile. It turned his whole world upside down, even now: dazzling enough to make him forget his stupid fears and all the past hurt.

      Enough to make him believe that maybe he still had a chance to make things right.

      “You said you wanted to talk,” Summer said, still looking determined. “So I’m here. To talk.”

      “Alright.” Grayson slowly made his way to the steps, but before he could reach her, Summer held up a hand.

      “No, wait. I’ve got something I need to say, and I can’t do it with you doing that.”

      He paused. “Doing what?”

      “Being there. Looking at me.”

      Grayson stared at her, confused. “You want me to leave?” he asked slowly.

      “No, I just . . .” Summer shook her head. “I’m sorry, I just can’t focus when you’re near me. I want you too much, and I need to say this right.”

      “OK.” Grayson stayed where he was, even as his heart leapt and every instinct in his body was screaming to take her in his arms.

      She wanted him.

      “I meant what I said before,” she started. Her cheeks were flushed, and her eyes searched his, full of emotion. “I can’t do this if you keep shutting me out. If you feel like wanting me is wrong or weak, then this will never work. But . . . it doesn’t have to be all or nothing, Grayson.” She looked at him straight on, and he knew what it was costing her to even be there. To ask him for what she needed all over again, after the way he’d been pushing her away.

      “If you think there’s a chance for us . . .” Summer continued. “If you care about me at all, then we can try this, together. I can meet you halfway.”

      There was a loaded pause.

      “Are you done?” Grayson asked, his voice coming out gruff with emotion.

      She nodded, and he didn’t wait another moment. He closed the distance between them and pulled her into his arms.

      “Grayson—”

      “No, it’s my turn now.” Grayson held her tightly. God, how did he think he could ever let her go? She fit him just right, all warm curves and determination, and it took his breath away just how close he’d come to losing it all. “You’re wrong. You don’t have to meet me halfway, and we’re not trying anything.”

      Summer blinked, looking up at him.

      “I’m yours,” Grayson said simply, baring his heart for the first time in a decade. But after all the confusion, it didn’t feel like a risk anymore. It felt like the most natural thing in the world to look into her eyes and tell her what he should have done, right from the start.

      “I’m crazy about you,” he said, holding her tightly. “I’ve been falling in love with you since the first day I saw you with a whiskey in your hand and frosting on your shirt. And I know I’ve tested your trust and pushed you away, and I’m sorry. I’ll do whatever it takes to make it up to you,” he vowed, “but I’m in. Wherever this goes, whatever you want from me. I’m all in.”

      Summer pulled back, and for a terrible moment, he thought it was too late. The world froze, then he saw the expression on her face, and he could breathe again.

      “What about your schedule?” Summer asked, only half-teasing. “I thought you had your life all figured out.”

      “It was boring. Empty,” Grayson corrected her. “Just waiting for someone to come along and shake me out of it.”

      “I shake pretty good.” A smile curled on the edge of her lips, and it slammed through him.

      “Yes, you do.”

      He couldn’t hold back any longer. Grayson dipped his head and pressed his lips to hers, claiming a hungry kiss that seemed to set his world to rights again. Not calm and ordered, but the same wild chaos he always felt with this woman.

      But this time, Grayson didn’t fight it. He didn’t hold back, or try to keep control. He gave in to the passion and embraced it, every last breath. It was a risk, love always was, but he was willing to take it. He would do anything for her, anything she wanted.

      Because this was forever.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Summer came up for air, feeling dizzy. “You’re sure?” she couldn’t stop herself asking. “I don’t want to rush you if you’re not ready—”

      “Stop that.” Grayson cut her off with another kiss. “I told you. I couldn’t keep from loving you if I tried. And I did try,” he added with a rueful grin.

      Summer felt choked up. This wasn’t a man to throw those words around lightly. Grayson didn’t say things to keep her happy or take the easy path. If he looked into her eyes and told her that she was the only one . . .

      He meant it.

      “I’m falling in love with you too,” she whispered, and the look of fierce joy in his eyes made everything worthwhile.

      “Come with me.” Grayson suddenly grabbed her hand and took off into the house. Summer wasn’t about to complain. She’d missed his touch so much, she couldn’t wait to feel him against her again, but instead of dragging her to the bedroom, Grayson stopped in the kitchen. He went to the drawers by the sink and began clearing things out, dumping them in a pile on the counter until they were all emptied.

      “What are you doing?” Summer asked, totally confused.

      “Making room.” Grayson flashed her a smile. “These are yours now, to store all your baking stuff. If you want. And here . . .” He crossed to the living room, and swept everything off the coffee table in one wild gesture. “And here . . .”

      He went around the room, shoving things aside and pushing them to the floor.

      Summer gaped. “Grayson! Stop!”

      He was making a mess of things: papers fluttering loose and paperweights landing with the thud. But still, he didn’t stop. “You said I wasn’t making space for you in my life, and you were right.” Grayson headed for the bedroom, and Summer followed, laughing now. He opened his dresser, and grabbed a handful of socks, pitching them onto the floor, then opened the closet, and yanked down an armful of shirts, leaving empty hangers behind.

      “You’re making a mess,” she laughed, and Grayson grinned back.

      “I know. I don’t care!” He hurled another set of pants down, then caught her to him, tumbling them back onto the bed until they were laying in the heap of clothes, laughing together.

      Grayson braced above her. “I mean it, Summer. Take all the room you need,” he said, searching her eyes. “Just be here, with me.”

      She nodded, suddenly overwhelmed. This man who had built his fortress walls so high she thought she’d never see over them was unlocking the gates, inviting her into his heart.

      She reached up and kissed him, a sweet, long kiss that tasted like forever.

      This was just the beginning, and she couldn’t wait.
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      “A slice of the peach cake, three cherry hand pies and a lemonade, coming right up.” Summer rang up the latest sale, and sent another happy customer out to wait for her pastries in the sun. “Jessi—”

      “Already on it, boss.” Jessi spun into action, heading back to the kitchen for fresh supplies. They were two weeks into business, and the bakery was running like a lean, mean, butter-lubricated machine. And better yet, the crowds just kept coming. Every day, Summer wondered if all the buzz was going to die down, but then she flipped the sign to Open and unlocked the doors, and found a fresh crop of tourists waiting to coo over the cute décor and snap a million photos of their cake to post online. She didn’t understand how people had the patience to wait and Instagram when there was a delicious pastry in front of them, but she had to admit, all that social media attention was great for business.

      “Now who’s next?” Summer looked up to serve the next customer, and found Mackenzie and Poppy there, hungrily eyeing the sample tray. “Hey guys,” she said happily. “Want to try the butterscotch baklava? It’s new.”

      “Umm, yes!” Poppy exclaimed.

      “Don’t do this to me,” Mackenzie groaned, but she took a square and popped it in her mouth all the same. “Delicious, as always,” she declared. “Can you save some for book club tonight? I need to be wearing my loosest pants if I’m going to do them justice.”

      Summer laughed. “Sure thing. But are you sure you want me there?” she checked. “I haven’t had any time to read.”

      “Oh, that’s fine.” Mackenzie grinned. “You’ll see, the books are the least of the fun. Poppy’s promised to read us the dirty bits from her new novel, and Debra’s testing a new batch of her hooch.”

      “I didn’t promise,” Poppy argued. “I said ‘maybe.’ If I can get through it without dying of embarrassment.”

      “Aww, you’ve got nothing to worry about,” Mackenzie said. “Although, I’m seeing Cooper in a different light now after Chapter Six . . .”

      Poppy hit her arm playfully. “It’s fictional!”

      “Sure it is.” Mackenzie laughed. She turned back to Summer. “So are you in?”

      “How could I pass that up?” Summer smile. “OK, I’ll be there. Seven o’clock, right?”

      “Come by the gallery, and bring some of these,” Mac added. She snaffled another square.

      “Leave some for the paying customers!” Poppy protested, and pulled her away. “See you later!”

      Summer watched them go, pleased. She hadn’t been a Sweetbriar resident for long, but already she was feeling like a part of the community. Book club, evenings at Riley’s pub, and the parade of town events, too. A little sugar worked wonders when it came to earning invitations, and now Summer saw friendly faces wherever she went. It was just part of the rewards of her new life in town—along with seeing the look of wide-eyed anticipation every time someone approached her display case.

      

      The day flew past, and it was already noon when Summer checked the time. “Are you OK holding the fort for a couple of hours?” she asked, stepping away from the register.

      “Sure, I’ve got it covered. Hot date?” Jessi asked.

      “More like a cool one.”

      Summer grabbed her bag and a box of pastries, and set off, heading along the back path through the woods. It was a gorgeous summer day, with a cornflower-blue sky overhead—and nothing but birdsong and the distant sound of the waves. She was a long way from New York City, that was for sure. She was halfway along the trail when her phone rang.

      “Hey, Mom,” Summer answered, as she strolled in the sun. “What’s going on?”

      “Good news!” Eve announced, sounding elated. “The network loved the footage from our episode. They green-lit my next series!”

      “That’s great!” Summer cheered. “I’m happy for you.”

      “Even better, they want you to be a regular guest,” Eve continued. “And we’re already talking about a spin-off with the two of us, so we’ll get to do that joint cookbook we talked about.”

      “You talked about,” Summer corrected her gently. “And I said I’d have to think about it.”

      “Oh, I know, but can’t you see how great it would be—especially for the bakery,” she added meaningfully.

      Summer chuckled. Eve was nothing if not transparent. “The bakery is doing just fine, thanks for asking. But a cookbook might be fun,” she admitted. “I’ve already been approached by a couple of places to do one on my own.”

      There was a pause. Summer braced herself, expecting Eve to launch into the hard sell of why she needed to do this for her mother, and how the Bloom women together would be unstoppable, but instead, Eve cleared her throat.

      “That’s wonderful, sweetheart. I’m proud of you.”

      Summer almost tripped over a tree root.

      “Just be sure to send me all the details before you sign anything,” Eve added. “It’s important you pay attention to the licensing. And I know a great book agent to handle the deal. And have you looked into trademark for the bakery brand yet, because—”

      “Let’s talk about this later,” Summer cut her off as she stepped out of the trees and into the clearing by Blackbottom Pond. Grayson was already waiting for her with a picnic blanket and a cold soda. She smiled at him, and leaned down to kiss his cheek. “I’m just stepping into an important meeting right now.”

      “Of course. I’ll have my assistant set some appointments!”

      Eve rang off, and Grayson kissed her properly, a slow, melting kiss that felt just right. “Anything urgent?” he asked.

      “Just my mom.” Summer kicked off her sandals and wriggled her toes in the sand.

      “How are things?”

      “Good.” Summer nodded slowly. “You know, things aren’t perfect between us, and she still is a little . . . overeager. But she’s been giving me really good advice about the bakery. And I think people are realizing that I’m my own person, not just an extension of her.”

      “You’re one of a kind,” Grayson said with a smile. “Ready for a swim?”

      “I didn’t bring my suit.”

      “Who needs a suit?” Grayson countered with a gleam in his eye.

      Summer blinked. “What if someone sees?” she asked, watching as he stripped off his T-shirt—and didn’t stop there.

      “Let them.” Grayson grinned. He held out a hand to her. “Coming?”

      Summer took a quick look around, but the woods were silent, shielding the pond from view. The water looked inviting—and so did the gorgeous man shucking off his jeans.

      What the heck.

      She tugged her dress over her head and shimmied out of her underwear. “Race you to the water!” she called, taking off for the pond. The water was cool, and she yelped as it closed around her legs, but she didn’t stop, plunging on until she kicked off from the bottom with a splash. Grayson followed, just a few steps behind. “I win!” Summer laughed, twisting over to float on her back.

      Grayson’s hands closed around her waist. “What’s your prize?” he murmured. He tugged her close, treading water. Summer slipped her arms around his neck.

      “Hmm.” She pretended to think. “How about a kiss?”

      “Done.”

      Grayson’s mouth found hers in a slow, sultry kiss that sent her heart racing and made her shiver with anticipation. “Cold?” he murmured, grazing her cheek and nibbling at her earlobe.

      “Nope.”

      Summer wrapped her legs around his waist, drawing him close. “What are you doing?” he asked, smiling.

      Summer gave him a sultry smile. “Claiming the rest of my prize.”

      

      Later, they were sprawled on the small beach, with Summer’s head resting on his stomach, watching the wind ripple the surface of the pond. It was perfect, Summer thought sleepily—the kind of relaxed afternoon she could have never dreamed of just a few months ago. “What time do you need to get back?” she asked reluctantly, turning to look at him.

      “No time,” Grayson said. He lifted her hand to his lips and pressed a kiss on her palm. “I have all the time in the world for you.”

      Summer smiled. “Does that mean you’ll want to take another swim?”

      “Swim?” Grayson echoed, teasing. “Alright, we can do that, too.”

      She laughed, feeling the warmth of the sunshine wash lazily over them both, and a different heat burning, steady and true. It had taken her many miles, a few life-changing risks, and more croissants than a grown woman should ever consume, but she was finally exactly where she was supposed to be.

      And it tasted amazing.

      
        THE END

        

        Thank you so much for reading! If you’d like more from Sweetbriar Cove, keep reading for Chapter One of THE ONLY ONE - available to order now.
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* * *

      
        Would you like to read my USA Today bestselling book for FREE?

        CLICK HERE to claim your free book!
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        Sweetbriar Cove Book Three

        THE ONLY ONE

      

      Brooke Delancey is looking for a fresh start. She’s packed up her heartbreak and traded her old life for a new beginning, managing the prettiest hotel on Cape Cod. She swears this time will be different: no drama, no distractions, and definitely no heart-stopping kisses with a handsome stranger. Which is exactly what she finds the night she meets Riley Ford.

      Riley is gorgeous, charming… and intrigued by the buttoned-up blonde whose kisses are anything but restrained. He knows a thing or two about starting over, and he’s convinced a little fun is exactly what Brooke needs to put the past behind her. And he knows exactly the man for the job…

      With a tempting offer like that, Brooke can’t help but try another kiss - or two, or three. But as the chemistry gets hotter, and their connection deepens, Brooke and Riley will discover that building a new future means reckoning with the past.

      Can two unlikely hearts take a chance on a new tomorrow? Or will their sparks burn out with the end of summer in Sweetbriar Cove? Find out in the sweet and sexy new read from New York Times bestselling author Melody Grace!

      
        The Sweetbriar Cove Series:

        #1 Meant to Be – Feb 2017

        #2 All for You – May 2017

        #3 The Only One – August 2017

        #4 I'm Yours - November 2017

        #5 Holiday Kisses - Dec 2017

        #6 No Ordinary Love - Feb 2018

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          1

        

      

    
    
      Brooke Delancey needed to trust her instincts.

      She knew that plan hadn’t exactly worked out for her so far – the wreckage of her romantic life was plenty evidence of that – but her luck had to change sometime. Intuition, sixth sense: it was supposed to be wired into her DNA, a gift from her ancestors to avoid getting snapped up by a grizzly at the watering hole, or picking a fight with a caveman who had a bigger club.

      Or, in this case, agreeing to a blind date she knew from the start was doomed.

      “He’s perfectly nice,” her new friend Eliza had promised. “He dated my sister for a while, until it fizzled out. No crazy exes, no secret My Little Pony fetish, no baggage at all.”

      That made one of them, at least.

      “Who knows?” Eliza urged. “You might feel a spark.”

      So even though Brooke’s gut was telling her that blind dates – dates of any kind – were a bad idea, she decided to give it a try. After all, she’d moved to Cape Cod over four months ago, and her life still consisted of her work managing the hotel, running errands, and evenings alone watching The Great British Bake-Off on TV.

      Who knew? Maybe perfectly-nice-Doug was really the man of her dreams, and tonight was the start of a beautiful love affair. But now, sitting across the table, listening to him explain – in great detail – about the mating habits of spider crabs, Brooke thought longingly of her comfy little sofa, and that solitary glass of wine.

      At least Netflix occasionally asked if you were still watching, instead of talking for an hour without a break.

      “Did you know there are Japanese spider crabs can span over fifteen feet?” Doug pushed his glasses up his nose, fixing Brooke with an earnest expression. “They’re known to live up to a hundred years.”

      “Wow,” Brooke nodded. “That’s… a interesting job you have there.”

      “Job? Oh no, I work with fresh-water crustaceans!” Doug exclaimed, chortling. “This research into salt-water species is just for fun.”

      Crabs, fun? Brooke tried not to laugh. Hey, at least they were the edible kind.

      As Doug launched into another monologue, Brooke tried to stay positive. He was clearly passionate about his hobbies, that was something, and he’d been punctual – already waiting at a table in the corner when she’d arrived. Sure, it was because he liked to clean everything down with the antiseptic wipes he carried in a little plastic pouch, but hygiene was always a good thing.

      Right?

      Brooke stifled a sigh. Who was she kidding? This date was a disaster. Which was probably a good thing, since she had no business getting involved with anyone right now.

      She sipped her drink and let him talk, her attention wandering around the bar. It was one of the casual, water-front places in Provincetown, the largest community on the Cape, and tonight it was packed out with a crowd of tourists and summer people, fresh from a day on the beach. They were well into the summer season now, and it brought people from all over, drawn to the gorgeous beaches, laid-back pace, and small-town New England charm. Brooke had spent her life as a city girl, with the hum of traffic and electric pace, but even she could see the appeal of waking up to those wide-open blue skies, and the expanse of sparkling ocean, and—

      Him.

      Her eyes stopped wandering, drawn like magnets to the guy waiting by the bar. He was tall and broad-shouldered, with messy blonde hair; his tanned skin a golden bronze against his casual white T-shirt and jeans. He looked like he’d just stepped off the beach, giving an easy-going grin to the bartender as he took a sip of his beer, and turned to scan the room.

      His eyes locked onto Brooke’s, catching her gaze. He flashed her a smile, and just like that, Brooke’s stomach did a slow pirouette.

      She looked away, her cheeks flushing. She knew she shouldn’t stare, it was too obvious in a place like this, but she couldn’t resist: she had to glance back.

      He was still watching her. And still just as gorgeous as five seconds ago. This time, he gave her a wink, and one of those head nods that almost seemed to beckon her over.

      “What about you?”

      Brooke snapped her head around. “Hmm?”

      “I asked, what about you?” Doug asked. “What brought you to the Cape?”

      Brooke cleared her throat. What was she playing at? Drooling over some other guy in the middle of a date wasn’t just silly, it was totally impolite.

      “I moved here for work,” she said quickly. “I manage a small hotel just outside of town. Sandy Lane.”

      Doug furrowed his brow. “I think I know that one. A friend of mine got married there, a couple of years ago. Great views.”

      “Yes, it’s right on the water,” Brooke nodded. “I’m hoping to expand that side of things, and make it a real venue for ceremonies and events.”

      Most hotels steered clear of weddings, they were just too much trouble. Tensions ran too high, tempers frayed, and invariably someone wound up crying over the party favors because the roses were blush pink instead of apricot. But with a little work, they could also mean big business, especially now that every bride-to-be plastered photos of her special day online. Even a small boutique venue out of town could be booked solid for months with the right strategy – which was exactly what Brooke was hoping to achieve in her new position.

      “Eliza mentioned you just moved from Chicago,” Doug said. “What brought you all this way?”

      “Oh, you know, time for a change,” she said lightly, and took a quick sip of her wine. “I wanted a different pace. New challenges.”

      And to put as much distance between her and her old life as possible. A thousand miles, to be exact.

      “I totally relate.” Doug smiled. “I just got accepted for a research fellowship. I’ll be studying the mating habits of the grapsus grapsus crab. We should try some!” he declared suddenly. “Not grapsus, of course, but they have some excellent Dungeness on the menu.”

      “I can’t,” Brooke said apologetically. “I’m allergic.”

      Doug froze. “To shellfish?”

      “Yes. Can’t even go near them. I break out in hives all over, not a pretty sight.”

      Doug frowned. “Oh. Well. That changes everything.”

      “It does?” Brooke tried not to laugh.

      “Shellfish is very important to me.” Doug looked stricken. “I’m not sure I could have a relationship with someone who didn’t support my passion.”

      Brooke couldn’t keep it together any longer. She quickly pushed back her chair.

      “Excuse me. I’ll be right back.”

      She ducked through the busy crowd to the restrooms. Once the door swung shut behind her, she could finally let out the snort of laughter she’d been holding in all night.

      “Crabs.” She said aloud in disbelief, just as the bathroom stall swung open. A red-haired woman emerged, and caught her laughing.

      “Sorry,” Brooke explained. “My date…”

      The woman winced. “I know a good doctor,” she said, helpful, but that just made Brooke giggle harder.

      “No, not that kind. But thanks!”

      The woman gave her a weird look and exited the bathroom, and Brooke tried to pull herself together.

      Poor Doug. It wasn’t his fault. This clearly the universe’s way of reminding her that when it came to love, she was still radioactive.

      Steer clear: cleanup could take another hundred years.

      But glancing at her reflection in the mirror, Brooke had to admit, she hadn’t exactly stacked the deck in her favor. She’d come straight from work, so she was still wearing a crisp button-down shirt and pencil skirt; her hair pulled back in its usual neat French braid. It was a look that said, ‘where are the quarterly projections?’ not, ‘ravish me now’. Still, at least she hadn’t spent all afternoon primping for Doug’s sake. She would finish up her drink, close up the tab, and be home in time to see if bread week got the better of the bakers on TV.

      Brooke was heading for the door when her phone buzzed in her purse. Just like that, her stomach dropped. She couldn’t help it. She’d changed her number – even tossed her SIM card ceremoniously out of the car window, somewhere on the drive down – but still she flinched with every call, expecting to see that familiar number on the caller ID. Her ex could charm anyone; getting hold of her new number would be no problem at all.

      She braced herself and checked the message. To her relief, was just Eliza, checking in on the date.

      Well?!

      You owe me a drink. Brooke texted back.

      That was an understatement. After learning everything there was to know about crabs, she deserved a bottle.

      

      Back in the bar, she found their table empty. She could see Doug on the patio, talking on his phone, so she made her way to the bar instead. It was even more packed than when she’d arrived, and she spent a couple of minutes trying in vain to flag down the bartender – who seemed oblivious to anyone who wasn’t tall, ripped, and handsome.

      “Let me.”

      A voice came from behind her, and then the Adonis from before was leaning in beside her at the bar.

      Brooke caught her breath. Up close, he was just as gorgeous; those tanned biceps straining at the fabric of his frayed white T-shirt, and three-day stubble rough on his jaw.

      She tried not to stare. Usually, the scruffy, rumpled thing didn’t do it for her – she preferred a man in a suit, or crisp button-down – but there was no denying this guy’s appeal. Or the fact he was looking at Brooke with a tempting gleam in his blue eyes.

      “I wondered when you’d come say hello,” he teased. “Couldn’t resist, huh?”

      Brooke didn’t have a chance to protest before the bartender came rushing over.

      “What can I get you?” he asked, all eyes on the man beside her.

      “Another beer for me, and…?” The Adonis raised his eyebrows at Brooke.

      “Just my check, thanks. The table in the corner.”

      “Leaving already?” Adonis asked, arching an eyebrow. “The fun’s just getting started.”

      “Not for me.” Brooke replied.

      He grinned. “Blind date?”

      “How did you guess?”

      “He doesn’t look like your type.”

      “Looks aren’t everything,” she said, feeling strangely defensive. It wasn’t poor Doug’s fault that he hadn’t been born with the genes of a Hemsworth brother, and a smile like James Dean. “He’s fascinating.”

      “I’m sure.” The Adonis just grinned, like he didn’t believe her for a moment. “I’m Riley, by the way.”

      A woman appeared, snaking through the crowd to rest a hand on his arm. She was slim and gorgeous, with a mane of dark hair and at least five inches of flat, tanned stomach bared between the waist of her gauzy skirt and the hem of her cropped bandeau top. “Hey babe,” she cooed, ignoring Brooke completely. “The girls are meeting at this new raw food bar down the street. Did you want to come with? It’s supposed to be so healthful.”

      “Nah, I’m good.” Riley drawled, his hand resting on her hip. “You go have fun, and call me after. Leave some room for dessert,” he added with a wink.

      “Only if it’s gluten-free,” the woman frowned, his innuendo flying way over her glossy head. “You know I’m detoxing right now.” She kissed him lightly on the cheek, and sashayed away.

      Brooke arched an eyebrow, amused. “Looks aren’t everything, huh?”

      Riley smirked. “She’s fascinating,” he quipped, and Brooke had to laugh at that.

      “So, do you want to tell him or should I?” he asked, nodding to where Doug was pacing on the terrace, still talking on his cellphone.

      Brooke paused. “Tell him what?”

      “That you’re coming home with me.”

      Brooke snorted in surprise. From any other man, maybe a line like that would have come across as creepy, but this guy had such a cheerful, boyish attitude that it seemed charming instead.

      Charming, and arrogant, and infuriatingly sexy.

      “What about your dessert date?” she asked, amused.

      “She’ll live. Besides, I’m in the mood for ice-cream. Too many calories for her.”

      “But not for me?” Brooke teased.

      “You look like a woman who knows how to enjoy herself,” he said. “And I’m exactly the man to help with that.”

      Brooke laughed. “You’re pretty full of yourself, you know that?”

      “I’m told. Frequently.” He grinned. “Luckily, I’ve got the goods to back it up.”

      “Sure you do.”

      “So, how about it?” Riley gave her a lazy look from head to toe that somehow did something wicked to Brooke’s insides. “My place is nearby.”

      She blinked. “Wait. You’re serious?

      “Rarely.” He grinned. “But about this? Absolutely.”

      “But… that’s ridiculous!” she spluttered, suddenly feeling flushed. “You don’t even know me!”

      “And this would be an excellent chance to work on that.”

      He was still watching her with that molten smile. Brooke shivered, feeling her skin prickle with anticipation.

      That was a dangerous smile. Smooth as whiskey, with twice the kick.

      And she already wanted a taste.

      Brooke caught herself. “Thanks for the offer, but no.”

      “Too bad.” Riley didn’t seem heartbroken by her rejection. In fact, his smile hadn’t slipped at all. “Can I ask why not?”

      “Let’s just say I’m on a diet,” she replied.

      Abstaining from sexy men for the foreseeable future.

      “Now that’s a shame,” he drawled. “Sometimes you just need a little… indulgence in your life.”

      Brooke flushed. He was looking at her like she was covered in whipped cream with a cherry on top. She couldn’t remember the last time a man had looked at her like that, so blatant and sexual. Not since—

      Archer. She stopped. The memory of the man she’d left back in Chicago was like a bucket of ice water, jolting her back to reality. “Thanks, but no.” she said shortly. The bartender brought her credit card, and she scribbled her signature on the slip. “Enjoy your night,” she said, avoiding Riley’s gaze, and quickly crossed the room back to her date.

      Doug was still pacing on the patio. “Sorry, it’s work,” he said, cupping his hand over the phone. “The salination levels are haywire at the lab.”

      “That’s OK, I’m going to head home.” Brooke said, pulling on her jacket. The sooner she got a safe distance from Riley and his molten smile, the better. “Good luck with your crabs!”
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      Brooke slipped through the crowd, and exited into the cool twilight breeze. The bar was set down an alleyway, right on the waterfront, and she took a moment to breathe in the salty tang. She still felt flushed, her heartbeat racing from that odd encounter at the bar, and she couldn’t help but think of Riley’s brazen invitation – and the suggestion gleaming in his eyes.

      What would it be like to say yes?

      Brooke shook her head. Going home with a complete stranger was madness – and the last thing she needed in her life right now. She’d uprooted her life and moved cross-country to leave all her romantic drama behind, not dive headfirst into something new.

      She heard the door swing open behind her, and a rush of music and laughter coming from inside.

      “Having second thoughts?”

      She recognized the voice before she even turned. It was Riley again, just stepping outside.

      “Are you following me?” Brooke narrowed her eyes.

      “Nope, just heading out for the night.” He held up his hands in innocence. “I’ve got plans, remember?”

      “Right.” Brooke relaxed. “Gluten-free dessert.”

      He chuckled. “You don’t approve.”

      “It’s none of my business.” Brooke shrugged, trying to seem nonchalant even as her pulse kicked, having him near again. “You can eat whatever you like.”

      The words were out before she realized just how dirty they could be. Riley grinned wider. Brooke flushed. “You know what I mean!”

      “Oh, I do.”

      She bet he did.

      Brooke looked away. “I’m just going…” she gestured towards the street, her face still burning. He nodded, but for some reason, she didn’t take a single step.

      What was it about this guy that kept drawing her in? He was just another handsome player, she knew his type, but still, he was igniting something in her bloodstream that Brooke had almost forgotten how it felt.

      Hot and restless, wanting more.

      “It’s OK, you know.” Almost as if he was reading her mind, the man took a step closer.

      “What is?” Brooke asked, her heart beating faster as he approached.

      “That you want me.”

      She tried to snort and roll her eyes, but Brooke knew she wasn’t fooling anyone. Especially not the man who was now standing just inches away, close enough for her to feel the heat from his body, and see the wicked heat in his gaze.

      “It’s not rational,” he said softly, his voice a low, sexy drawl. “There’s no pro/con list, or reasons why. It’s elemental. Just simple chemistry in the end.”

      “You’re saying we have no control?” Brooke managed to reply, even as her own grip on it felt very far away – and getting further with every second.

      “Sure we do,” he replied, his lips curving in a tempting grin. “But why do you want control so bad? You know what your body needs. Don’t you want to know how it would feel to just… give in?”

      Brooke shivered. Even though she knew it was just another line from a guy who’d probably told it to a million girls before, she couldn’t help the way her pulse kicked at his seductive words – or the surge of heat that flooded through her as he reached out and gently brushed a stray lock of hair from her cheek.

      His touch burned through her, and Brooke felt every nerve in her body spark to life again.

      God, she wanted him.

      The realization made her stomach twist with shame. She knew how dangerous this desire could be. She should have learned her lesson by now, but still, here she was, ready to make the same mistakes all over again.

      Leaping first, head-long into passion, not thinking she would ever hit the ground.

      “I should go,” she said, but still, her feet didn’t move.

      “OK,” he replied, his gaze not wavering.

      “Right.” Brooke swallowed. She’d thought his eyes were blue, but out here in the shadows, they were more a flinty grey. Watching her, unwavering, like he could see the struggle whirling in her mind.

      Riley took another step closer. Now he was touching her; his torso just barely grazing hers, hot and solid. Brooke felt herself sway closer, drawn by some invisible force. She hated to admit it, but he was right.

      This didn’t make any sense, but God, it felt like the most natural thing in the world for him to close the distance between them, take her face in his hands, and kiss her like she’d been wanting ever since the moment she first laid eyes on him across that crowded bar.

      Hot, and slow, and achingly sensual. He teased her lips, easing them open as his tongue roved deeper, sliding into her mouth. The sensation shuddered through her, a jolt of desire that set her blood on alight.

      Dang, this man could kiss.

      In an instant, Brooke gave up the fight. There was no use pretending she didn’t want this too, not with her heart racing in her chest, and desire snaking through every inch of her, a sweet ache clawing between her thighs.

      One kiss, she told herself. One kiss, and then she’d stay away from temptation. She’d learned her lesson.

      What harm could one little kiss do?

      
        TO BE CONTINUED…

        Will Brooke give in to temptation? Find out in THE ONLY ONE, available to order now!

      

    

  


  
    
      Also By Melody Grace:

      
        The Sweetbriar Cove Series:

        1. Meant to Be

        2. All for You

        3. The Only One (August 2017)

        4. I’m Yours (November 2017)

        5. Holiday Kisses (A Christmas Story) (Dec 2017)

        6. No Ordinary Love (Feb 2018)

        

        The Beachwood Bay Series:

        1.	Untouched

        2.	Unbroken

        3.	Untamed Hearts

        4.	Unafraid

        5.	Unwrapped

        6.	Unconditional

        7.	Unrequited

        8.	Uninhibited

        9.	Unstoppable

        10.	Unexpectedly Yours

        11.	Unwritten

        12.	Unmasked

        13.	Unforgettable

        

        The Oak Harbor Series:

        1.	Heartbeats

        2.	Heartbreaker

        3.	Reckless Hearts

        

        The Dirty Dancing Series

        

        The Promise

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Acknowledgments

        

      

    
    
      A huge thank to everyone who’s been a part of my journey this year: to my wonderful agent, Alyssa Reuben, and my publicist, Melissa Saneholtz. To Cheryl, Anthony, Rachelle, and Yuval for all their support. To the Squad, Elisabeth, and Elizabeth for the cheerleading and commiserations.

      And also huge thanks to all the bloggers, readers, and romance world friends who keep coming back for more. I’m lucky to be a part of such a wonderful community!

      

      Thank you for reading.

      xo

      Melody

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          About the Author

        

      

    
    
      Melody Grace grew up in a small town in the English countryside, and after spending her life reading, she decided it was time to write one for herself. She published her first book at twenty-two, and is now the New York Times bestselling author of the Beachwood Bay series, which has over three million downloads to date.

      She lives in Los Angeles, writing books and screenplays full-time with the help of her two cats.

    

    
      Connect with me online:

      
        	
          [image: Twitter:]
        
        @melody_grace_
        

        	
          [image: Facebook:]
        
        melodygracebooks
        

      

      
        www.melodygracebooks.com

        melody@melodygracebooks.com

      

    

  

cover.jpeg







