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CHAPTER ONE

“W 

hich way do I go now, Rita?” Elle demanded, coming to a stop at a fork in the road and squinting at the direction signs through the deluge of rain battering her windshield. Even at their highest speed, the wipers couldn’t keep the water from obscuring the glass, making the task of navigating the winding back roads of Vermont next to impossible.  
Rita, who was not a person but the name Elle had given to her phone’s navigation app, was of little help. With no data connection, the GPS sat silent. All Elle had to go on was a blue dot in an empty sea of gray, a small ray like a beacon constantly circling but failing to find a single road or landmark to point her in the correct direction.
Elle turned her head left and then right, cursing herself for not printing out a copy of the directions before leaving Boston. Vermont may be known for its scenic beauty, but as far as she could tell from her current vantage point, it had no streetlights, no gas stations, and no signs of civilization. With the storm blocking out the last of the already weak afternoon sun, even the famous fall foliage was reduced to a dark blur outside her car.
Elle shivered, pulling her jacket tight around the too-thin cocktail dress she’d worn for the evening’s festivities. It should have taken no more than three hours by highway to reach the lodge in Stowe where Audrey’s wedding was being held. But Elle was about as far from the highway as it was physically possible to be.
A little detour, her boss, Lewis, had called it when first floating the idea of Elle stopping by the Lane Family Creamery on her way out of town. A quick consultation for a potential client, one who just happened to be an old friend of Elle’s mother, which is how she’d gotten stuck with the task.
“A fool’s errand, more like,” Elle muttered.
Shirley, and her husband, George, the owners of the creamery, had been offered a generous deal by Swiss Multi Inc., one of the largest European food conglomerates, to buy their family’s cheese-making business. The Lanes didn’t need a business strategy consultant like Elle to tell them what to do next. They needed a sturdy pen to sign all the paperwork before the would-be buyers came to their senses and dropped the offer by half. Elle intended to tell them as much, assuming she made it there in one piece.
Elle hunched down as if getting closer to the phone’s screen would make an answer to her problem appear. It did not. She tried tapping the device, but the map remained blank, a big circle with a line through it where her data bars should have been. 
“Oh, come on.” Elle slapped the dashboard with her palm, letting out a frustrated growl. “Fuck the cheese factory. I just need to get to my hotel before I drown out here.” 
It wasn’t the most poetic prayer, but it must have been good enough for God, because suddenly two bars appeared on her phone. Letting out a whoop, Elle pulled the car to the side of the road and put it into park, turning on her hazard lights. She punched in the address for the resort in Stowe and waited, but the little blue beacon continued to spin and spin, proving yet again that cell service in rural areas was a cruel mistress.  
Time for Plan B.
Elle dialed her office back in Boston and prayed that Candace—her former college roommate as well as current colleague—hadn’t decided to skip out early on a Friday. Not that it was likely. Candace was every bit as much of a workaholic as Elle. The environment at The Marshall Group demanded nothing less.
“Are you calling to rub it in?” Candace accused in lieu of a proper greeting. “I’m drowning in spreadsheets, and you’re road-tripping through Vermont during peak foliage season.”
“Whatever you do, don’t say the word drown. It’s pouring here. I’m talking Biblical proportions. I may need to build an ark.” 
“Nothing but blue skies here,” Candace informed her unhelpfully. 
“When I checked the weather, I swear this storm wasn’t on the radar. Now I’m stuck at a fork in the road without a clue where I am, the pavement is nearly invisible through the rain, and my map’s gone kaput.”
“Didn’t you download your route before you left?”
“Clearly not,” Elle grumbled, not appreciating that Candace was so quick to pick up on the mistake. She loved Candace like a sister, but working together at The Marshall Group had brought out Elle’s competitive side, and Candace’s, too. It wasn’t always a good combination. “It doesn’t matter. I’m pulling the plug on the factory stop and going straight to the resort.”
“Whoa, are you sure? Lewis will be pissed.”
“Lewis can drive out here himself if it’s so damned important,” Elle argued, clenching her teeth as she thought of her pompous supervisor. The only thing he liked better than bossing everyone around was taking credit for their work. But not this time. Potter Industries was all hers, and nothing could keep her from getting it. Not even a promise to her mother to help an old friend. “Come hell or high water, I’m going to make it to the wedding.”
“I don’t see what the big deal is,” Candace replied. “It’s not like you’re a bridesmaid. Have you even talked to Audrey since graduation? I didn’t think you two got along.”
“I may have secretly hated Audrey in college, and it’s true I haven’t spoken a word to her in the six years since graduation, but luckily for me, she’s so dead set on having the biggest wedding on the planet that she invited everyone she’s ever known.”
“Except me, but I wasn’t so secret about hating her,” Candace said. “I still don’t see how that makes you lucky. Sounds like torture to me.”
“It would be if it weren’t for her soon-to-be husband’s best friend.”
Candace gasped at this juicy tidbit, as Elle had expected she would. “Since when are you into guys? Unless his best friend is a girl?”
Elle hesitated, weighing her desire to tell her friend what was really going on with the need for discretion. “Can you keep a secret?”
“More than half the time.”
Elle chuckled at the honesty. “Good enough. The best friend is Clayton Potter. As in CEO of Potter Industries. You know Mr. Marshall has been trying to land that account for years.”
“Like Captain Ahab chasing the White Whale,” Candace confirmed with a laugh. “You really think you have a shot at even finding this guy, let alone talking business with him, in the sea of humanity that will be Audrey’s circus wedding spectacular?”
“I hope so.” Elle’s heart beat faster as she contemplated the task ahead of her. “I’m gonna give it everything I’ve got. That’s why I have to get to tonight’s cocktail party. It’ll be quieter than the reception, I think, and if I can just get a chance to talk to Clayton one on one, even for a minute, I think this could finally be our way in.”
It has to be, Elle thought. And not just because she wanted to impress the big boss. Without a major win and a year-end bonus to go along with it, she could end up out on the streets come January.
Elle had always been practical. An old soul, as her mom would say. While other people her age spent their twenties partying and blowing through their paychecks having fun, Elle had always been a saver. Between being naturally frugal and making a good income at The Marshall Group, she had an impressive investment portfolio for a twenty-eight-year-old. But not impressive enough. Despite having saved every single penny for the last nine months, ever since the day she’d found out her apartment building was being converted into condos, she was still far short of what she would need for a down payment. With the purchase deadline looming, Elle needed a hefty year-end bonus to make it happen. Not to mention a raise wouldn’t hurt. Signing Potter Industries was the one thing that could turn her pipe dream of Boston-area homeownership into a reality.
“What can I do to help?” Candace asked. “Other than take your place at the wedding. Given how I left things with Audrey our senior year, I’m pretty sure she’d claw my eyes out if I showed up uninvited on her big day.”
“No need for you to risk disfigurement. I just need you to tell me whether to turn right or left to get to civilization.” Elle read off the route numbers on the road signs and waited as Candace typed them into her computer.
“Ha, found you. The cheese factory is only a couple miles away. Are you sure you don’t want to stop?”
“Positive.” Elle’s nose crinkled as she made a face.
“Even though the owners are friends of your mom?” There was a hint of warning in Candace’s tone. “Your mother can dish out a mean guilt trip when she wants to.”
“Don’t I know it?” Elle said with a groan. “Why do you think I’m here?”
“For the cheese?” Candace joked.
Elle snorted. “I don’t even eat dairy.”
“Freak. You ready for the directions?” 
Elle reached for a small paper notepad on the passenger seat, determined not to be caught unprepared a second time. “Shoot.” 
“You’re about 150 miles from Stowe. I’m seeing two routes. One will take two and a half hours, the other—this can’t be right. An extra hour? But it’s only three miles longer.”
“I’m learning anything is possible in Vermont. Give me the fastest route,” Elle said, eyeing the rain-soaked road ahead, the pavement fully submerged. The storm hadn’t let up in the slightest. “The sooner I’m out of this mess, the better.”
Candace rattled off the directions, ending by saying, “Text me as soon as you’re safe.” 
“Will do.” When the call was over, Elle didn’t bother putting the phone back onto the dashboard mount. Not only was she down to one bar, but her battery was running low. Instead, she tucked the device into the rugged hiking backpack that sat on the floor on the passenger’s side. While she would carry a more appropriate handbag for the evening, she preferred her trusty backpack to hold all her essentials.
“Okay. I can do this.” Elle took a deep breath and shifted the car into drive to begin the journey back to civilization. Easing onto the road, her stomach knotted as the water rushing over the asphalt intensified. The rain on the windshield was blinding, like sitting inside a car wash when it was on full blast.
Elle clenched the steering wheel, her knuckles turning white as she inched forward so slowly it didn’t register on the speedometer. At this rate, she’d be lucky to make it to the resort by morning. She’d almost certainly miss the cocktail party and have to take her chances that she could track down Clayton Potter at the reception. Not ideal, but she could⁠—
Elle’s thoughts were interrupted as a sudden raging torrent of water gushed across the road. She yanked the wheel, trying to keep the car going straight. Her heart pounded as she struggled to maintain control. She felt the car hydroplaning and instinctively pumped the brakes, but it only made the car skid wildly to the side. 
“My God,” she breathed, finally getting the car to stop. “Did a dam break or something?” 
The conditions were becoming more treacherous by the second. The sound of the rain pounding against the roof of the car was deafening. The windows were starting to fog, and she could barely see anything, but she thought she spotted higher ground ahead as the road sloped upward.
It was only another twenty feet to safety. She could do this.
With the windows slightly cracked to combat the fogging of the windshield, she shifted the gears into reverse, but the car’s wheels only spun, unable to gain traction in the slick conditions. She tried to think of options, but the rain was coming down so hard that any thought of getting out of the car to give it a push was immediately dismissed. 
She took a few deep breaths, gathering her courage, and tried putting the car in drive again. This time, she hit the accelerator hard, hoping the extra momentum would give her enough speed to make it across the flooded road and up the slope.
The car jerked forward, the tires howling in protest as they fought for purchase on the road. Elle’s heart was pounding so loudly she could feel it in her throat. She was almost there, she could see the rise in the road. Suddenly, the car hit a large bump, and she heard the sickening crunch of metal against something hard. 
The car lurched violently to the left, caught up in a swell of water that lifted the rear end off the road entirely. Elle’s stomach swooped as the car teetered on two wheels and then, with a jolt, began to bob and float like a tempest-tossed rowboat.
Elle let out a scream as icy water started to pour into the car, drenching her in seconds. She tried frantically to undo her seatbelt, but it was stuck and refused to release.
“No, no, no!” Elle’s breaths came in short gasps as the water rose higher and higher, quickly submerging her feet.
Panic set in as she realized the car was being whisked far from the road at a rapid pace, the currents so strong that even opening the doors would be impossible. She took a deep breath and held it, hoping that the car would eventually touch down on something solid, but the water level continued to rise, and there was no end in sight. 
This wasn’t just a flooded road. Somehow, Elle had ended up adrift in a raging river. Reaching for her backpack, she rummaged inside for her cellphone, but it was nowhere to be found. Elle cursed under her breath, frustration and fear rising within her. She needed to find a way out, and quickly.
Recalling the multi-purpose knife tool in the smaller pocket of her bag, Elle reached for it, her fingers fumbling as they trembled from cold and fear. Finally, her searching hand closed on the cold metal case of the tool, and she pulled it out with a sigh of relief. With shaking hands, she flipped open the knife blade and began to hack away at her seatbelt, using all the strength she could to free herself.
The icy water was up to her thighs now, and as soon as the belt was cut, Elle frantically rolled down her window, the rain crashing in. She had to get out. Quickly, she stripped off her jacket, not wanting to swim in it, and kicked off her heels. Then she hoisted herself out of the window, one hand clinging desperately to the roof rack.
The car crashed into a downed tree, wedging against it, stilling the car just enough for Elle to scramble atop the roof. As the interior of the car rapidly filled, she managed to rescue her backpack and placed it in her lap, doing her best to shield it from the torrential rain. It had been marketed by the camping store as waterproof, but this was surely testing the limits of such a claim.
With the car no longer moving, Elle could see a glimmer of hope. She looked around, scanning the area for any signs of life or civilization, but saw nothing except the swirling water and the rain whipping around her.
Could she leap to the shore? 
“Hold on!” There was a voice in the distance, muffled by the rain.
Elle squinted, trying to see through the downpour. And then she saw the figure of a person standing on the riverbank, waving frantically at her from within the depths of a bright yellow rain slicker and matching hat.
Was the fisherman from a Gorton’s fish sticks package coming to her rescue?
“Can you grab my hand?” the person asked, and now that they’d come closer, Elle could tell the voice belonged not to a man but a woman.
Elle searched frantically for her rescuer’s hand, the pelting rain making it hard to keep her eyes open. “Where are you?” 
“Here.” 
And then there were arms. Strong ones, pulling Elle off the roof of the car seconds before it broke free from the tree and continued its treacherous journey downstream.
Elle coughed and gasped as she plunged into the river, her backpack weighing her down. She choked on a mouthful of water, coughing and sputtering as she tried to keep her head high enough to breathe.
“Just hold on,” the woman said, her voice urgent. “You’re going to be okay. I’ve got you.”
With the stranger’s help, Elle stumbled onto the shore, her legs weak and wobbly from the icy water and the adrenaline coursing through her system.
“Are you okay?” The Gorton’s Fisherman woman planted Elle onto the side of the road, where the ground beneath her bare feet was squishy with water, but not submerged. 
“I think so. Thank you… thank you so much,” Elle sputtered, tears choking her voice as she clung to the woman, burying her head into the chest of her savior. All at once, the reality of the situation hit her. “That was my mom’s car. She’s going to kill me.” 
The woman laughed, deep and throaty, sending a vibration through Elle’s body. “I’m pretty sure she’ll just be happy you’re alive.” 
“You don’t know my mother.” Elle pulled back to look at the woman and found herself staring into a pair of stormy eyes of a color that defied description, the kind that looked straight through a person and into their soul. “Are your eyes violet?” 
“No.” There was a soft chuckle. The stranger tilted her head, her gaze never leaving Elle’s even as rain poured down the bridge of her nose like a waterfall. “Although they do change color depending on the light. Sometimes they look gray, sometimes blue, and occasionally people say they look green, though you’re the first to suggest violet. Anyway, they’re nothing special.” 
Elle couldn’t disagree more. This woman was like no one she had ever met, brave enough to save a stranger’s life without a second thought, with eyes that seemed to hold secrets and mysteries beyond Elle’s wildest imagination. She couldn’t help but stare, entranced. 
The woman’s lips curved into a small smile, and she brushed a strand of wet hair from Elle’s face. “Let’s get you into my truck and out of this storm.”
“But, my mom’s car.” Elle stared helplessly at the spot in the river where the silver SUV had been, finding nothing but churning water.
“Yeah, it’s a goner. Probably halfway to Massachusetts by now. But you look like you’ve come out of this unscathed. No injuries?” The woman in yellow looked Elle up and down. 
Elle shook her head, concluding that, in fact, she wasn’t hurt. She had been so focused on the car, the river, the terror of it all, that she hadn’t taken stock of her body. But now that she did, she realized she felt… strange. 
Not bad-strange, though. More like a tingle that started at the base of her spine and spread outward, making her feel warm and light-headed. She couldn’t explain it, but it was like the experience had somehow changed her.
Or maybe it was the presence of the woman in front of her that was to blame, the one with the ever-changing eyes and the strong, capable hands that had saved her from a watery grave. Elle thought she might be falling under some sort of spell, and she wasn’t sure she wanted to fight it.
Elle shook her head, trying to dispel the thought. Maybe she’d bumped her head on the way out of the car after all. What else could explain such wild thoughts about a person she’d barely met? It was ridiculous, no matter how brave or heroic her rescuer might have been.  
“You okay with dogs?” the woman asked, reaching for the passenger’s side door of a beat-up red farm truck.
Elle nodded, and the next moment she was face-to-face with a large, slobbering Saint Bernard poking his head from the back seat. Its warm breath tickled Elle’s face as it sniffed her up and down, tail wagging wildly. The dog licked Elle’s cheek, and a grin spread across her face.
“He likes you,” the woman said, climbing into the driver’s seat. “His name is Chester. I’m Angie, by the way.” 
“Elle,” she replied, patting the dog’s head.
“Well, Elle, let’s get you somewhere you can dry off.” Angie started the engine, a blast of warm air coming from the vent like a little bit of paradise as Chester settled into the back seat behind them. “I just have a quick stop to make first.”



CHAPTER TWO

Angie’s truck bounced over the rough road into town, an already poorly paved surface made worse by the debris the storm continued to wash into the path. She’d never seen a storm like this one, more rainfall in a few hours than they’d normally get in a month, with no sign of letting up anytime soon.
Before heading to town, Angie had called her parents to ensure they’d stayed home, and her sisters, too. Everyone was safe and sound, which was at least one weight off Angie’s mind. Considering what the usually placid river had done to her new companion’s car, she couldn’t help but wonder what else this storm might bring.
“Tell me,” Angie peeked at Elle’s exposed legs, noting the goose bumps forming on the woman’s enticingly smooth skin. Despite the sophisticated formal attire, the woman appeared to be younger than Angie by several years and, apparently, had no clue how to dress for bad weather. “Do you always try to ford a river in a cocktail dress?”   
“Doesn’t everyone? Although, to be fair, I had no idea it was a river when I tried to drive across it. With the limited visibility, it looked the same as all the other flooded roads.”
“I suppose that makes sense,” Angie conceded. “Clearly, you’re not from around here.”
“Is that another dig at my wardrobe choice?” Elle laughed, the sound tickling Angie’s ears. “My mom always told me to make sure I had on clean underwear in case I was in an accident so I wouldn’t be embarrassed if an ambulance came. But I’m an overachiever and like to take it one step further.” 
“I’m just glad you didn’t need the paramedics,” Angie replied with a small smile, her gaze lingering on Elle’s legs. The dress was soaked through and clung to every curve, leaving little to the imagination. 
“Me, too.” A chill seemed to pass over Elle’s body, given the way the goose bumps multiplied, as if she’d been contemplating how much worse things could have been. “Is Chester one of those dogs with a barrel of whiskey around his neck? I think I could use some right about now.” 
Angie laughed alongside Elle. She couldn’t deny that she found Elle’s sense of humor and carefree attitude refreshing. Attractive, even, which was something Angie hadn’t experienced in longer than she could remember. The woman had to be miserable in her wet clothing and scared out of her wits, but she still managed to make light of the situation. Angie found that fortitude appealing.
“Unfortunately, Chester isn’t carrying any booze on him, but I might have something back at my place that could warm you up,” Angie suggested, her voice taking on a sultry edge that took her by surprise.
Elle raised an eyebrow, a playful smirk tugging at her lips. “Oh really? And what might that be?” She glanced at Angie from under thick lashes.
Angie’s face heated up like a brick oven as she realized the many inappropriate ways her comment could have been interpreted.
She cleared her throat and tried to keep her voice light and nonchalant. “You know, like blankets and a change of clothes.” Her heart pounded at the unintended innuendo that had laced her earlier statement.
Elle chuckled, a mischievous glint in her eye. “I don’t know, blankets and clothes sound pretty boring. But I guess it’s better than catching hypothermia.” She brushed a stray wet strand of hair behind her ear. “Maybe we can throw in a little whiskey, too?” 
“I’ll see what I can do.” Angie gripped the wheel tightly as she steered around a branch in the road, trying not to let on how much Elle’s teasing was affecting her. “What brought you out on a day like this?”
“I’m—er, at least, I was—on my way to a wedding in Stowe. Do you think I can still make it tonight? If I can find a car, that is.” 
Angie picked up on a hint of desperation in the woman’s tone and reluctantly shook her head. “Afraid not. The governor declared a state of emergency. Everyone’s gotta stay off the roads.” 
“Lucky for me, you don’t follow the rules.” 
Angie chuckled, “That declaration didn’t happen until I was already on my way into town.”
“Big date?” Elle teased.
“Only if you consider dropping off sandbags for the riverfront businesses a turn-on.”
Elle flashed a smile. “Some people find civic duty incredibly sexy.”
Angie let out a snort. “Yeah, I’m sure my sandbag-toting biceps will have all the ladies clamoring for a piece of me.”
“You do have some pretty impressive biceps.” Elle’s eyes strayed to Angie’s arms, lingering a moment longer than was necessary, despite them being covered by clothing.
The air between them shifted, and Angie felt a jolt of electricity. Her heart raced as she realized Elle was looking at her with something more than friendly amusement in her eyes.
Angie couldn’t recall the last time she’d been flirted with so shamelessly.
She fought the blush that was once again rising to her cheeks, clearing her throat like a cat with a hairball as she focused on the road ahead. “Let’s just hope my driving skills are up to the task of getting these to Patty’s Place in time.”  
“Who’s Patty?” Elle asked, a hint of something slightly more than curiosity in her tone. “Girlfriend?”
“It’s not a person. It’s the local diner in town.” Angie slowed the truck and turned the wheel to avoid what she knew from memory was a deep pothole in the road, camouflaged by all the water. “It sits about twenty feet up from the banks, with part of the building overhanging the river. Given how high the water’s getting, I’m worried it’ll overflow the banks and flood the downtown worse than back when Hurricane Irene hit in 2011.”
Elle nodded, concern etched on her face. “The sandbags will help?”
“I sure hope so.” Angie frowned at the scene beyond her windshield, at the ominous gray clouds that hinted at a long night ahead. “Honestly, it feels like the end of the world out here. You did good getting onto your roof. Though I’m not sure I would have saved my backpack if I were in your shoes. Even if it does look capable of surviving a zombie apocalypse.” 
“I had to. It holds my prized possession.” To Angie’s surprise, Elle opened the heavy-duty bag and pulled out not a laptop but a camera. An expensive one, like the professionals used. Even more shocking, it looked none the worse for wear. Whatever fancy brand of hiking backpack that was, it seemed to be worth every penny.
“Please tell me you’re not the photographer for that wedding tonight,” Angie said with a groan. “I don’t know if I can get you there in time.” 
“If I said yes, would you give it a try?” 
Angie chuckled. “I think I’d like an honest answer to my question before I say yes or no to that one.” 
“No, I’m not,” the woman confessed, making Angie like her all the more for telling the truth when it wasn’t in her interest. “It’s the wedding of a sorority sister—one I’m not particularly fond of, if you want more truth bombs.”
“So, what, are you a reporter covering it for the society pages?”
“Nothing so glamorous. I just enjoy taking pictures. As for the wedding, one of the guests is someone I need to get to know a bit better.” 
“Is it a blind date? A mystery woman?” Angie held her breath as the silence stretched and her companion didn’t answer. “Or maybe I’ve read the situation wrong where women are concerned.”
“There’s nothing wrong with your reading comprehension, but that’s not what’s up tonight. It’s a business thing.” Elle inspected her camera with a meticulousness that suggested she was in search of a change of subject. “The makers of this backpack weren’t kidding. It’s completely waterproof.” 
“You’re full of contradictory traits. Wearing a fancy party dress while lugging a backpack more suited for⁠—”
“Combat?” 
Angie’s throat constricted at the ill-chosen word, a picture of her brother, Kevin, flashing into her mind, holding a pack much like this one, as vibrant in his uniform as the last time she’d seen him alive. 
“Are... you okay?” Elle asked softly.
Another contradiction. Elle might have been a sorority girl in a dress that probably cost more than Angie made in a month, but this woman was observant, with a compassionate streak that shone through in a most unexpected way. 
Elle would be a good listener, Angie was certain. But she didn’t talk about Kevin. Not in the two decades since the explosion at a checkpoint in Afghanistan had claimed his life, leaving his young wife, Mindy, pregnant with a son who would never know his father. Angie had no intention of unburdening herself about it now. 
Seconds later, Angie’s eyes widened as the truck crested the final hill at the edge of town. The downtown area was a blur of debris, storefronts filled with a foot or more of muddy water. Tears welled up in her eyes, and she slammed on the brakes, unable to summon the words to express the vision before her.
“What’s that?” Elle asked, her camera forgotten in her hands.
“That’s Main Street.” 
“The river is flowing through the buildings.” 
“I noticed.” Angie let out an anguished sigh. “I guess the sandbags aren’t going to help now.” 
Elle placed a hand on Angie’s arm, the touch surprisingly comforting. “I’m so sorry. This has been a terrible day.” 
“For all of us. I’m sorry about your car.” Angie prepared to turn the truck around, fighting back tears. 
“At least I still have my camera,” Elle said in a hushed tone. “Maybe there’s a silver lining in this disaster, too.”
Angie hoped the woman was right, but the destruction was overwhelming. She had lived in this valley her entire life, and she had never seen anything like this. The water had torn through everything in its path, leaving a trail of debris and destruction in its wake.
“Now where are we going?” Elle asked softly, her eyes fixed on the devastation.
“I have a feeling all the roads out of town are blocked or washed away,” Angie said, still formulating the plan as she spoke. “If it’s okay with you, we can go to my house for the night. It’s on a hill, so we won’t have to worry about the flooding so much.” 
“Are you sure? I can stay at a hotel.” 
“The closest hotel is ten miles from here, and I doubt they’d have any rooms, even if we could get there. It’s leaf peeping season.” Angie swallowed, suddenly self-conscious. “I’m not a crazy person or anything. You don’t have to worry about that.” 
Elle lifted an eyebrow. “Because if you were, you wouldn’t say that to throw me off the scent?” 
Angie let out a laugh. “Good point. But the way I see it, you don’t have much choice.” 
“You did save my life,” Elle said with a shrug, “and I believe you said something about whiskey?” 
“I do have a nice bottle that hasn’t been opened yet.” There was nothing more depressing than drinking whiskey alone. 
“I guess I’ll have to roll the dice and hope you don’t plan on making me your sex slave.” 
Angie nearly choked on her tongue at the unexpected comment. She turned her head toward Elle, but her face was straight, her expression seemingly deadpan. A second later, the beginning of a smirk tugged at the corner of Elle’s mouth, betraying her amusement at the reaction she’d caused. 
They rode in silence for several minutes before Elle piped up, “If you were a serial killer, this is the perfect setup. Saving my life and then taking me on one winding country road after another. Is it a rule that nothing in Vermont can be straight?” 
“Well...” Angie let her thought trail off suggestively, earning her a snort from her companion.
“I was talking about the roads.”
“We’re in the mountains. You can’t just draw a line from A to B without some twists and turns.”  
“I think I can scratch Vermont off my list of places to move to.” Elle made a line in the air with a flourish of her hand.
“Because you prefer to keep things straight?” 
“Wouldn’t you like to know?” Before Angie could press her on this, Elle changed the subject. “How can you even see the road in this downpour? Do your violet eyes give you superpowers?” 
“Dang. Now I will have to kill you, because no one’s supposed to know about my special abilities.” Angie made one last turn, pulling up the driveway in front of her two-bedroom log cabin. “But seriously, I’ve spent my whole life in these parts. I can find my way around blindfolded. Speaking of, we’re here.” 
“Of course, you have a cabin in the woods.” Elle threw her hands up.
“It sounds more welcoming if you call it a cottage in the forest,” Angie corrected. “Like a fairy tale.”
“I’ll bet that’s what the witch told Hansel and Gretel,” Elle countered. “I feel like I’m in an episode of Criminal Minds.” 
“What’s that?” Angie tilted her head at the unfamiliar reference.
“A TV show. It’s creepy good.”
“Never seen it. But I’m not much for horror. There’s enough sadness in this world.” Angie jumped from the cab and ran around through the rain to open Elle’s door, the metal squealing with complaint. “Let’s get you into a hot shower.” 
“Whoa! Moving a little fast for a first date, don’t you think?” 
Had Elle just winked at Angie? 
“Let me get you an umbrella,” Angie said, too flustered to think. 
Hopping from the cab, Elle pulled the clinging wet dress fabric from her chest. “Too late.” 
It took everything Angie had, to wrench her eyes away from the temptation presented in front of her, those curves swathed in sheer black silk made nearly transparent from the rain. 
Elle did a full-body shiver as the rain pelted them, somehow making her curves even more prominent. 
Angie let out a strangled cough, trying to ignore the sudden heat pooling low in her stomach. “Come on. Let’s get inside.”
“Does it always rain like this?” Elle went to take a step but winced.
“You don’t have shoes,” Angie commented as if Elle didn’t know that. Had Angie? She didn’t remember noticing when pulling Elle back to land. Everything was all a muddle and getting even more muddled.
“I took them off because I thought they’d slow me down.”
“Good thinking, but you can’t walk to the door barefoot. You’ll cut your feet.” Without another word, Angie swooped Elle up into her arms.
“You don’t have to carry me,” Elle protested. “I weigh a ton.”
“No, you don’t.”
“You never answered my question. Does it always rain like this?”
“I don’t know anymore.” Angie could barely make her brain function, trying to get the perfection of Elle’s figure out of her mind. 
The minute they were inside, Angie peeled off her rain gear, hanging the articles of clothing on pegs in the mudroom and setting her boots on a plastic tray. Elle stood helpless, dripping, as if so overwhelmed by her sopping condition that she had no idea what to do first.
“Just leave everything on and head down the hall to the bathroom,” Angie directed. “You can take a shower while I find you some clothes.”
“I don’t want to get water all over your hardwood floors,” Elle argued, her teeth chattering.
“I have a Saint Bernard. Wet floors are a rite of passage.” As if to prove her point, Chester chose the middle of the mudroom to shake his thick coat, droplets of water going everywhere. Angie pointed down the hall. “Go on, now. There are clean towels on the shelf and a robe on the back of the door you can put on when you’re done.” 
“Thanks.” 
After Elle scurried down the hall and closed the bathroom door, Angie stared after her, wondering how this had happened. She’d plucked the most stunning woman she’d ever seen from the roof of a car, moments from almost certain death, and now this very same woman was stripping down and climbing into the shower with only a few inches of wood and some hinges between them. 
Don’t think about that, she scolded herself, cursing an overactive imagination that could easily picture the scene on the other side of the door in vivid detail. Warm up the house, cool down the libido. 
Angie made quick work of starting a fire, the flames crackling to life almost immediately. She watched them dance for a few seconds, mesmerized by the heat and light they provided in a room that had been so cold and dark. 
With the fire roaring to life, Angie turned her mind to the next task on her list—find that whiskey she’d promised Elle. She rummaged through cupboards until she found a bottle from a local Vermont distillery tucked away in the back corner. She grabbed two glasses and set them on the coffee table before pouring two healthy shots of whiskey into their respective glasses.
The patter of rain against the window had the unintended effect of reminding her that Elle was still in the shower, hot water cascading down those curves that had been so tantalizingly displayed in front of Angie earlier.
Angie shifted uneasily, unable to shake the provocative images from her mind like she had earlier. The squeak of the faucet turning off brought Angie back to reality, and when the bathroom door opened, she jumped as if caught doing something wrong.
“Is this your grandmother’s robe?” Elle asked, emerging in a fluffy concoction with a wild floral pattern. It was much too big for her petite figure and hung open in various inviting places.
“That was my nephew’s idea of a joke last Christmas.”
“That’s a relief. I had you pegged as a plaid flannel kind of gal, and I’m rarely wrong.” Elle grinned as she spread out her arms. “At least, not this wrong.”
Angie, tugging on the hem of her flannel shirt, tried not to stare as Elle padded across the room and settled herself onto one of the chairs opposite from where Angie was standing.
“I got you this,” she said hoarsely, handing Elle one of the glasses filled with whiskey before quickly taking a seat on the couch as far away from temptation as possible.
“Heaven,” Elle pronounced after taking a sip. “Do you have Wi-Fi? I need to text Candace to let her know I’m not dead.”
“Candace?” Angie’s heart sank at the mention of another woman. She had no right to hope this attractive person wasn’t taken, yet that didn’t stop her from wishing. “Is she your, uh…?”
“Coworker,” Elle supplied with a hint of amusement.
“Oh. Right. Let me find that password.” Angie stifled a cheer as she rummaged underneath the cacti plant and pulled out a card with the Wi-Fi password. She handed it to Elle.
“Thank you. After I let her know I’m not dead, I’ll start figuring out what to do about some transportation out of here. I can’t put you out any further.” 
“No trouble at all, and we were lucky to get here without more problems.” Angie glanced at Elle, somehow looking both snug and sexy at the same time in that blasted floral robe. A warmth that had nothing to do with the roaring fire spread throughout Angie’s body. Could that be considered a problem? Angie was fairly certain it could.
“Would you like something to eat?” Angie questioned, trying to distract herself from the dull ache that was taking hold between her thighs. “I’ve got some cheese and crackers we could have with the whiskey.”
“I have a confession.” Elle paused, her front teeth sinking into her lower lip. “I don’t like cheese.”
“What?” Angie’s shock was genuine. “You’re in Vermont. That’s borderline illegal.”
“I know, but I just never acquired a taste for it. Sorry if that disappoints you.” Elle gave a small smile, clearly embarrassed by her aversion to the state food of Vermont.
Angie shook her head, unwilling to accept defeat so easily. “You just haven’t tried the right type. If it comes as a slice wrapped in plastic, it’s not cheese. Hell, it’s not even food.”
“You think you have something I’d like?” The hint of flirtation had returned to Elle’s tone, a flash of a challenge in her dark eyes sparking a fire within Angie.
“I guarantee it.”
Angie hopped up and raced to the kitchen, returning a minute later with a wooden board that held a thick wedge of a delicate white cheese with a dusty gray mottled rind.
Angie carved off a slice, placing it delicately on a cracker and holding it out for Elle. “Milady.”
Elle took the offering, studying it with a dubious expression. “I’m the speak my mind type, so don’t get mad when I flat out tell you I don’t like it.” 
“Not worried.” Angie took a seat on the edge of the coffee table. 
“Cocky much?” Elle grinned. 
“Confident.” A thrill of excitement flowed through Angie’s body as Elle quirked an eyebrow and pursed her full lips.
“Are you an expert or something? Do you have a trophy on your nightstand?”
“Wouldn’t you like to know?” 
Elle visibly swallowed, and Angie could almost see her pulse thundering in her throat. The tension in the air was electric, and they both seemed to be holding their breath. Was this woman she’d just met actually as turned on right now as she was?
“Here goes.” Elle popped the cracker into her mouth, chewing slowly at first, her eyes lighting up. Before speaking, she sliced off another piece, not bothering with a cracker. “Oh my goodness. I think I’ve gone to heaven.” 
“It won an award in London.” Angie’s lips curled into a smile as Elle savored the flavor, licking her lips and closing her eyes in pleasure. The intensity of her enjoyment was almost too much for Angie to handle.
“What kind is it?” Elle inquired. “It’s like nothing I’ve ever had before.”
“It’s a mixed sheep and cow milk, cave-aged cheese.” 
“Does it have a proper name? Because I’m naming my first born after it.” 
Angie laughed. “Does this mean it’s better than American cheese slices?” 
“Are you kidding?” Elle got to her feet, moving toward the fire, where Chester was curled on a plaid wool blanket, a steady stream of drool escaping his mouth as he snored. “It’s better than sex.”
“I wouldn’t go that far.” 
Elle’s breath caught, perhaps in response to the unmistakable huskiness of Angie’s tone. “Have a bite, and then tell me that.” 
“I’ve had it before.” Angie stared deeply into Elle’s eyes. 
Chester roused from a deep sleep, lumbering to a standing position and sniffing the air as he panted. 
“He wants cheese,” Elle guessed. 
Angie laughed. “He always wants cheese.” 
Elle playfully positioned herself between the Saint Bernard and the cheese on the table. “Sorry, buddy. It’s all mine.” 
Chester sank his teeth into one of the ties that dangled from Elle’s robe, yanking it like it was a dog toy. 
“Chester!” Angie leaped to her feet as the belt’s knot gave way. She had intended to come to Elle’s rescue, but as the robe fell open, her feet became planted, unable to move. Whatever Angie had imagined Elle had going on under there, the reality was as different as American cheese and a finely aged cheddar. 
Elle laughed but made no move to cover herself, her chest rising and falling like a motor set on high speed. “I think your dog has some interesting theories about what’s happening between us here tonight.”



CHAPTER THREE

Elle’s heart beat faster as Angie’s eyes trailed down her nakedness, the admiration in them unmistakable. Her body seemed to awaken under the woman’s gaze, waiting for her to make a move. Or had she been imagining the tension between them?
Angie cleared her throat, breaking the spell. “I’m so sorry. I shouldn’t be staring.” She moved to retie the robe, like she thought Elle might be too embarrassed to move a muscle.
“Maybe I don’t mind.”
“Chester, you’re a very naughty dog,” Angie scolded, seeming flustered by Elle’s admission. Heaving a sigh, Chester settled into his bed by the fire, closing his eyes.
“Good boy, Chester,” Elle countered, her lips twitching with mirth.
Angie returned her attention to closing the robe, but Elle placed a hand on Angie’s, stopping her from completing her task. “Are you sure you want to do that?”
“It seems appropriate,” Angie mumbled, her eyes glued to the floor. 
“What if I didn’t want to be appropriate?” Elle’s eyes fixated on the other woman’s lips, the intense attraction between them like a magnetic pull that she couldn’t resist. “After all, I saw my life flash before me earlier. I’m still high on adrenaline.” 
“Which is why⁠—” 
“Don’t.” Elle placed a finger on Angie’s lips. They were so warm and soft, like velvet against her skin. “I learned something extremely important today.” 
“What?” Angie’s chest heaved, her eyes darkening with desire as she finally dared to meet Elle’s gaze.  
“Actually. I’ve learned two things. First, that cheese is divine. Second, there are absolutely no guarantees in life. I could die at any second. We all could.”
“That’s... a little morbid,” Angie managed to say, her voice barely above a whisper. “Although, I told you so about the cheese.”
“That you did.”
Elle closed the gap between them. Angie remained perfectly still, her eyes never leaving Elle’s. They no longer looked violet, now more a silvery-gray like mist clinging to the horizon on a foggy autumn morning.
Stunning.
“Life’s too short to be careful or to waste time on regrets,” Elle whispered as she brought her lips closer to Angie’s, their breath mingling. “And I don’t want to regret not doing this.” 
Elle’s lips brushed against Angie’s, testing the waters. To Elle’s delight, there was no resistance. Instead, a small moan escaped Angie’s lips, her arms wrapping around Elle’s neck as the kiss deepened. 
Elle’s hands roamed over Angie’s curves, tracing the shape of her body through the soft material of her flannel shirt. Elle reached for the top button, half-expecting the woman to swat her hand away. Again, Elle was pleasantly surprised.
“I haven’t done this...” Elle’s voice trailed off, trying to remember the last time she’d been naked in front of a woman. 
“Ever?” Angie gasped, leaping to a conclusion that made her eyes double in size.
Elle chuckled, shaking her head at Angie’s assumption. “No, not ever. Just not... in a while. And never with a total stranger an hour after being rescued from a river.”
To be honest, Elle hadn’t been particularly active on the seduction front in a long time, even when her life wasn’t hanging by a thread. She hardly had the time with a promotion constantly dangling on the horizon, and little inclination after Connie had broken things off to move back to Taipei for her family’s business. 
But here Elle was with a sexy woman in plaid flannel, like a character out of a romance novel. And they were stuck in a cabin during a storm that would have given Noah a run for his money. She wasn’t particularly religious, but if she’d ever expected a sign from heaven that she should give into temptation, this was it.
Clearly, Elle had never attended Sunday school. If she had, she was sure her teacher would be horrified by her line of reasoning. But she hadn’t. And even if she had, right now, she wouldn’t care.
“I think it’s past time we got this off you,” Elle murmured as her fingers continued to fumble with the buttons on Angie’s shirt.
Angie’s hand guided hers, those bewitching eyes still wide and luminous in the dim light. When the last button was undone, Elle pulled the material apart slowly, easing it off Angie’s shoulders, only to discover a long sleeve thermal underneath.
“Really?” Elle raised an eyebrow.
“Around here, we dress in layers.” Angie offered a sheepish grin. “It’s cold out there.”
Elle rolled her eyes, pulling Angie into a tight embrace. “You’re lucky you’re cute.”
Angie’s cheeks flushed a bright red at the compliment, which Elle found incredibly endearing.
“In my defense, I had no idea when I got dressed this morning that I’d be rescuing a gorgeous woman in the afternoon.” Angie slid her hands down to Elle’s waist, unable to fully contain a self-congratulatory smirk. “Or that I’d have her to myself, mostly naked, by evening.”
Elle’s heart skipped a beat at Angie’s boldness. “Is that so?” She leaned in, her lips grazing Angie’s ear. “And what do you plan to do now that I’m here?”
Elle could feel Angie shiver at the sensation of hot breath against her skin, and she relished the power she held over her.
“I was hoping you’d have some thoughts.” Angie’s voice was low and husky, sending a rush of desire coursing through Elle’s veins.
“I do.” Elle touched the tip of her tongue to her lips, taking in Angie’s clothing. “Layers might be fine when you’re out in the wilderness, rescuing damsels in distress, but here, now—I want it off.” 
“Yes, ma’am.” Angie grabbed the shirt and pulled it over her head in one motion, so fast that Elle almost didn’t comprehend the action.
As the shirt hit the floor, Elle’s eyes drank in the sight of Angie’s toned body, her skin glowing in the flickering light of the fireplace. Her breath quickened, and she felt a sudden, overwhelming urge to touch every inch of Angie’s skin she could see.
“So strong.” Elle traced the tip of her finger along Angie’s bare arm, the muscles not flexed but hard to miss. “Do you work with your hands?”
“Is that a serious question, or is there a double entendre in there I’m missing?” Angie’s breath was shaky as Elle’s fingers trailed up her arm toward her shoulder.
“Why not a bit of both?” Elle smirked, enjoying the heat building between them. “But I’m serious when I say if it weren’t for your strength earlier today, I would have been swept away, along with my mother’s prized Cadillac.”
Angie’s face softened, the intensity in her eyes giving way to tenderness. “I’m glad I was there to save you. Even if we couldn’t save the car.”
Elle smiled, the beginnings of a blush creeping up her neck. “You’re my hero.”
“Then let me show you just how heroic I can be.” Angie placed a hand on each of Elle’s hips, pulling her close.
“Nice move. A woman after my own heart,” Elle whispered as Angie’s fingers dug into her hips. Elle’s heart raced when Angie leaned in, her hot breath fanning over Elle’s face.
Angie’s mouth curved into a wicked smile. “Because I have good hands?”
“Among other things.” 
One of the logs in the fireplace exploded in a shower of embers and ash. Elle gasped, startled. “Is it safe? Do we need to put it out?” 
Angie chuckled, her lips still dangerously close to Elle’s. “Relax, we’re safe. The fireplace just needed a bit of excitement to match what’s happening between us.”
Elle laughed nervously, still feeling the heat of the flames against her skin. “I guess I really am a city girl. The only fireplace I have back home is electric.”
“That doesn’t count.” Angie brushed her lips against Elle’s with a gentle touch, making her yearn for more. “I could tell you all about the benefits of natural versus electric fireplaces, if you’d like.”
Elle shook her head, nearly squirming from the way the delay was driving her mad.
“No? Okay, then where were we?”
Elle shivered as Angie’s lips landed just to the side of her mouth. “I believe we were discussing your hero complex.”
“Is that what you think is going on?” Angie chuckled against Elle’s lips as she moved her hands to the gaping robe, easing it off Elle’s shoulders and letting it fall to the floor. “You think I spend my days driving around the countryside, hoping to rescue fair maidens so I can lure them into my bed?”
“You do have a Saint Bernard, the world’s quintessential rescue dog,” Elle pointed out even as she struggled not to melt into a puddle along with her discarded robe as Angie’s fingers traced a line down her spine.
“Touché.” Angie brought her lips back to Elle’s, this time with more force and hunger. “But do I get a reward for my daring feat today?”
Elle’s heart raced as Angie’s hands roamed over her bare skin, igniting a fire in her belly that she couldn’t ignore. Elle walked her fingers across Angie’s collarbone before moving behind to unclasp her bra. 
“What kind of reward were you thinking?” Elle asked, playing coy.
Angie’s hands circled Elle’s breasts, her eyes sparkling with hunger. “I was thinking something along the lines of a mutual reward, if you catch my meaning.”
“Yes, I think I do.”
Elle’s nipples hardened, and it had nothing to do with being cold. This woman who had plucked her from almost certain drowning was gorgeous. So tanned, toned, and soft. Those three qualities shouldn’t have gone so well together, but damn if it wasn’t the sexiest combo Elle had ever seen. 
Unable to resist any longer, Elle cupped one of Angie’s breasts. “How is your skin so soft? Like a satin sheet.”
Elle ran her hands up and down Angie’s back. To her surprise and dismay, instead of sinking into the touch, Angie pulled away.
“Hold that thought. I’ll be right back.” 
“Where are you going?” Elle demanded, wrapping her arms around herself against the sudden chill. “You’ve got me completely naked, and now you’re leaving me alone?” 
But Angie didn’t stop her stride. 
Part of her was furious, but Elle had to admit watching Angie leave the room wasn’t the worst experience in the world. Her legs went on forever. Elle’s clit buzzed with life even as her head swirled in confusion. 
A moment later, Angie returned with not one, but three comforters clasped in her arms. Elle’s eyes widened as Angie dropped them in a heap in front of the fireplace.
“Not satin but the next best thing,” Angie said. “Maybe better, considering the weather.”
“Are those down?” Elle asked, touching one of them with a curious hand.
“Yes.” Angie frowned. “Are you allergic?”
“Nope,” Elle replied, her eyes drinking in the luxurious bedding. “They look cozy.”
A small smile curved Angie’s lips as she situated two of the comforters into a makeshift mattress, leaving one to cover them. She lay down and gestured for Elle to join her.
Elle settled beside her, careful not to jar anything and disrupt their little nest. She felt something tugging at her heartstrings. It was as if this moment had been written in the stars and was more than just two strangers in a room sharing warmth and comfort. Was it crazy to think like that?
Angie tucked an arm around Elle’s waist and pulled her close so that their bodies were pressed against each other like spoons in a drawer. She ran her free hand up and down Elle’s arm, sending sparks of pleasure shooting through her veins with every stroke.
The fire crackled behind them, providing both heat and light as they lay there together. Then without warning, Angie shifted away from Elle so that she could look into her eyes clearly.
Their eyes locked, and the air sizzled. 
Elle lost her senses. No. That wasn’t right. Her senses were all going full steam ahead, but her body wasn’t able to react all at once. 
Desire. Appreciation of life. Spontaneity. Lust. And every emotion in between all of those. That was what Elle wanted. What she craved. 
Those emotions flickered in Angie’s eyes, the shade now deep and indescribable in the darkness. They were mesmerizing. 
“It doesn’t seem fair that you’re still half-dressed.” Elle gestured at Angie’s well-worn jeans with a flick of her wrist. “Off with them.”
Angie laughed but did as instructed. “Better?” 
“You have no idea.”
Elle looked Angie up and down, greeted by a gaze that held something indefinable—a mix of tenderness and longing that made Elle’s heart flutter. For a moment, all urgency was gone.
Time seemed to stand still, and the world melted away. Elle forgot about the storm outside and the fact that they were stranded in this cabin, cut off from the world. All that mattered was this moment.
Angie brushed a lock of hair out of Elle’s face before leaning forward to capture her lips again with hers. This time the kiss was slower, more passionate yet gentle at the same time as Angie explored every inch of Elle’s mouth with reverence until finally pulling away with a smile on her face that could light up any room. 
Angie lifted her hand, stroking Elle’s cheek before letting her fingers wander downward. Past Elle’s chin. Down her throat. Over a shoulder, zagging lower.  
Their mouths met, soft and then hard. The urgency that had waned before roared back to life with a vengeance, filling Elle with a sense of desperate need and desire.
Sensing the shift, Angie positioned herself on top, her skin pressed against every inch of Elle’s body, zapping each nerve ending for the first time in what seemed like an eternity. 
It was hard to know where Angie’s body ended and where Elle’s began. A flick of tongue against a nipple, followed by the gentle clamping of her teeth around it caused Elle to arch her back. 
“Don’t stop,” came her pleading sigh, breathless with wanting.
Angie showed no signs of stopping, but she wasn’t in a hurry, either. And Elle had no intention of rushing anything, except for the obvious part where she was getting naked with a total stranger. But it didn’t feel that way at all. It was like all the events of the day led to this moment. 
Angie took her time on the first nipple while one hand roamed southward, but not going directly to the spot Elle wanted Angie to attend to. Not yet, anyway.
Exploring. That was the only way to describe Angie’s motions. She was taking her time, savoring the moment.  
Elle loved it, but it was also killing her. The intensity of the aching in her clit screamed for attention. 
Angie rocked her hip into Elle. She wrapped her legs around Angie, who moved to Elle’s other nipple, still rocking into Elle’s center. 
“Jesus, you feel good,” Elle said in a breathless rush. 
There was a chuckle, “Likewise.” 
Elle’s legs spread wide, snagging Angie’s attention, her eyes training on the wetness. 
“Eager?” 
Elle squirmed on the pillowing down comforters, moaning softly. 
Grasping one of Elle’s feet, Angie ran her thumb across five toes. “Of course, they’re painted.” 
“A girl has to have a few luxuries.” 
“An expensive camera, waterproof backpack, and red toenails.” 
“You say that like it’s a bad thing.” Elle pretended to pout.
“Not at all. I just never knew until now what a turn on it was.” Angie’s voice was thick with lust.  
“Looks like we’re both learning things today.” 
Angie traced her hand up and down Elle’s leg, ushering in another wave of heat. And that was before Angie’s mouth followed her fingers, making its way up the leg at a leisurely pace, pausing right before the spot clamoring for attention. She inhaled deeply, the scent of Elle’s arousal bringing a saucy smile to Angie’s lips. 
Elle closed her eyes, focusing on the sound of Angie’s breathing and the crackling of the fire. This was what Elle needed. To live life to the fullest. Put all the could-have-beens out of her mind and focus on the now. 
Moving to the other thigh, Angie licked her way to the spot where the arched hips and soft moans beckoned her. It still amazed Elle how little she had to communicate her wants to Angie. 
With one finger, Angie separated the slick lips. Elle draped her legs over Angie’s strong shoulders, sliding her palms along Angie’s taut back and releasing a suggestive whimper that nearly had Angie clawing her way back up. But Elle kept her legs firmly in place, wrapping them around Angie’s neck. 
Angie entered Elle with one finger, slowly, not going too deep, though hopefully that would soon change. 
The in and out movement put Elle into a delicious trance. If it turned out this was going to be her last day on the planet, she couldn’t think of a better way to go. 
Pure bliss. 
There was movement, but Elle couldn’t pry her eyes open. 
Another finger entered her, and then a soft flick of her clit, before Angie’s tongue settled in, circling rhythmically. 
Elle fisted Angie’s ponytail. 
Angie’s fingers continued an in-and-out motion, slow and steady, her mouth taking its time as she focused on the bundle of nerves. Elle’s desire poured out of her, her hips gyrating with need. 
Elle’s body thrummed with life, her breathing rapidly increasing. She was close. So close. She wanted it but didn’t. What’d happen after the crash? The threat of reality crushed her soul. She had to force those thoughts to the side. 
Now. Focus on what’s happening. 
Angie plunged in deeply, filling her to perfection. 
Elle’s body trembled. Angie pressed her tongue to Elle’s clit, her fingers curling upward inside, triggering the first wave of an orgasm.
Their bodies thrashed on the floor, together, while Angie fought to keep her mouth right were Elle needed.  
A second wave overtook Elle, before her body stilled, the smell of her desire hanging in the air. 
“Wow,” Elle panted. 
“Wow, indeed.” Angie rested her head on Elle’s thigh. 
Only their ragged breaths and the roaring fire filled the room. 
Elle should reciprocate. She wanted to. Was desperate to. But no matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t move a muscle. 
A phone rang. They ignored the disturbance. It stopped, but a moment later, it started again. 
Was it Candace?
The question jabbed its way through the haze of lust that clouded Elle’s brain. Had she missed Elle’s text or seen the flooding on the news and called out of concern? 
Elle reached for her bag, her body going cold as she recognized the number on the screen. 
“Shit. It’s my mom.” 
“Think she knows what you’re up to?” Angie grinned devilishly. 
“I hope not.” Elle shivered at the prospect of a psychic mother. The last thing she needed. “She and my dad are traveling. I don’t even know what country they’re in right now. Egypt, maybe?”
“Answer it,” Angie urged.
Elle accepted the call. “Hi, Mom.”
“Thank God, you’re alive.” Her mother’s voice was strong, clear, and more than a little gruff. “I just got a phone call in the middle of the night from a sheriff in Vermont. My car was found driverless, washed up on a riverbank near Brattleboro. Where the hell are you?” 
Elle sat up, covering herself with the comforter as if her mom could see exactly what was going on through some sort of cosmic video.
“Relax. I’m fine. A woman rescued me.” 
“Rescued you from what?” 
“Uh... drowning?” Elle gulped. “I sort of got trapped in some flood water, and the car… well, uh… But now I’m okay.”
“I’m coming home.” 
“No, don’t do that. I’m fine.” Elle realized with a start that this was true. She was the best she’d been in months. “Everything’s fine. I mean, maybe not the car. And there’s a doozy of a storm. But once it passes, everything will be fine.”
Had she mentioned yet how perfectly fine it all was? Maybe she should say it a few more times to drive the point home.
“Are you sure you’re all right?” Her mother did not sound convinced.
“Absolutely.” 
“I’m calling Shirley Lane this minute. She’ll come get you, wherever you are.” 
“Mom, seriously. You don’t have to do that. I’m a grown woman. I can call Shirley Lane on my own.” Elle frowned as, inexplicably, Angie’s entire body went rigid. “Don’t worry, Mom. I promise you I’ll call as soon as we hang up.”
“If you don’t, I’ll know, young lady.” Her mom rattled off an I love you, followed by another threat for good measure. 
“Moms, huh?” Elle joked, holding the phone in her lap. 
Angie didn’t look the slightest bit amused. “Who are you?” Angie demanded, her brows furrowed. “Why are you going to call my mother?” 
“Your... You mean, you’re Angela, Shirley’s daughter?” Or one of them, anyway. The oldest, one. As Elle recalled, the Lanes had three daughters, though she could only remember ever meeting the younger two. While Shirley and her mother had been friends for years, the two women had lived such different lives, one traveling the world while the other hardly ever left Vermont, that they’d kept in touch primarily online, and any memories Elle had of the family from childhood were fuzzy at best.
“Yes, I’m Angela Lane. Who are you?” Angie’s face paled. “Wait. No.” She shook her head violently. “You’re Eloise’s daughter.” 
“Correct.” Elle’s heart beat a little faster. She wasn’t sure why this was important, but from the stricken expression on Angie’s face, it didn’t bode well. 
“Oh God. I should have realized when you said your name.” Angie staggered to her feet, more distraught than Elle could understand.
“Why are you so upset?”
“Because that makes you the hotshot business whiz kid who’s going to help destroy my family’s legacy.”



CHAPTER FOUR

“N 

ow hold on a minute,” Elle protested. “For one thing, I’m no kid. I’m an adult woman, as I assume you might have noticed by now.”
But Angie was too keyed up to sit still or listen to reason. She hopped up, pacing back and forth before the fireplace, her body letting off a torrent of heat despite her complete lack of clothing. 
“I can’t believe I stopped to help you instead of getting those sandbags to the diner.” Angie’s arms flailed wildly, a sense of betrayal taking root inside her.
Elle bolted upright off the floor. “Did you just say you wished I was dead?” 
“What? No!” Had she? Angie frowned, running her words back through her head, confused. Under the circumstances, she could sort of see how Elle had leapt to that conclusion. “You probably would have been fine on your own.”
“Fine? I said that word enough times to my mother to know that’s total bullshit. The car got swept away in a flood,” Elle wailed. “And you’re saying you should have let me go with it as if a few extra sand bags would’ve made a difference to that mess we saw downtown. You’re heartless.”
“Don’t you dare turn this around,” Angie snapped back. “You’re in the wrong. You came here to seduce me. Is that the kind of tactic that passes for ethical in Ivy League business schools these days?”
“My school wasn’t remotely Ivy League,” Elle said with a look akin to revulsion in her eyes, “but it doesn’t take a genius to see the flaw in nearly drowning myself, not to mention totaling a Cadillac, on the off-chance you’d drive up in the nick of time.”
“Not Ivy League, huh? That’s just fabulous. The so-called business expert my parents called in to save the day this time around earned a subpar diploma.” Angie’s gaze drifted to Elle’s perfectly pedicured foot as it tapped with a feverish rhythm, her eyes flashing with irritation.
Was it odd how much Angie enjoyed the sight of this woman when she was upset? There was a fire in Elle’s eyes that left Angie feeling a strange sense of satisfaction.
And attraction.
“That’s not fair,” Elle protested, her cheeks burning with either embarrassment or anger. Either way, it suited her. “I’m good at what I do.”
“Please. You’re just like the others. Only younger.” This time, Elle’s expression became genuinely confused, and Angie took a moment to school her features into something slightly softer. “You strategy types come in all smiles and business jargon, promising the moon, but ultimately, the proposals are all flash and no substance.”
“Oh, that’s real smooth.” Elle’s gaze snapped up, and Angie felt a physical jolt. “Is that your way of telling me I’m not your first?” She spat out the words, her voice laced with fury.
“You’re the first one I slept with.” As she spoke, Angie couldn’t help but notice how the tightness in Elle’s chest caused her breasts to rise and fall with each angry breath. She swallowed thickly, trying to focus on the conversation rather than the effects of Elle’s heated state on her own body.
“How charming.” Elle scowled, the expression on her face was night and day compared to the hero worship that had been there not long ago.
“I’ve been at this for twenty years, and this is the fourth time a major corporation has made a bid for the Lane Family Creamery since I turned eighteen,” Angie felt compelled to explain. In the face of Elle’s obvious disapproval, Angie needed to redeem herself. “Each time, my parents called in a consultant to help us see if we could grow the business ourselves.”
“And what did the others say?” Elle asked, her jaw losing a little of its tightness.
“Same thing you’re planning to say. Take the deal. They didn’t even bother to put together a proper proposal. We were nothing but an hourlong stop on their way to a ski weekend or a pricey bed and breakfast during leaf season, and that’s it.”
“Well, that’s not me,” Elle argued, lifting her chin.
“You were literally stopping in on your way to a wedding. Wearing a cocktail dress.” Angie banged a hand against her bare thigh, the sting causing her to momentarily forget about Elle’s piercing gaze. “Listen, city girl. You might understand Boston but not Vermont.”
“So, explain it to me. Three other experts told you to sell, and you ignored them. Why?”
“Because we have different values around here. We believe in what we do, in our community.” Angie could almost hear the swell of patriotic music in the background, like she was recording a political commercial. She took it down a couple notches before ending simply with, “This isn’t just another business to us. It’s my family’s legacy.”
“A legacy that’s received a stratospheric offer,” Elle pointed out. “Even you must realize it’s beyond all reason.”
“I don’t care about the money, or not only that anyway,” Angie shot back. “The Lane family has run a creamery in this village for two hundred years. You know what your problem is?”
“I’m sure you’ll tell me.”
Angie pointed a finger at Elle’s bare chest. “You don’t appreciate history. You have zero concept of right or wrong. All you see is dollar signs.” 
“You seem to have a lot of thoughts about me, considering you don’t know me.” 
“Don’t I?” Angie eyed the naked woman in front of her, fully realizing for the first time that she’d been ranting like a madwoman for at least the past ten minutes in nothing but her birthday suit. But she made no move to correct the situation. She was too worked up.
“You haven’t even heard my pitch for your business,” Elle said calmly, though her eyes betrayed a hint of hurt. “You’re jumping to conclusions before giving me a chance to explain⁠—”
“So you want us to remain a private business? Is that what you’re saying?”
“It’s not that simple. It’ll be expensive⁠—”
“You have no idea what’s important. No values. None. Zippo, dippo.” Angie smashed a fist into her other palm, the sound competing with the crackle of the fire. It hurt like hell, but Angie didn’t care. She just prayed the sudden noise was startling enough that Elle had missed that zippo dippo part of her outburst. Who said that? She sounded like a raving lunatic.
Before Elle could say a word, a loud knock rattled the front door. Given the close confines of the cabin and the fact they’d never made it to the bedroom before devouring one another like a couple of horny teenagers, the source of this noise was less than ten feet way from where Angie stood, buck naked. 
“Expecting company?” Elle arched an accusatory eyebrow. 
“No. You?” Angie instantly wished she hadn’t opened her mouth and said something so stupid, coming so close on the heels of that dippo disaster. She would never live any of this down.
There was another knock, followed by her father’s deep voice bellowing, “Angie! Are you all right?” 
With a gasp, Angie grabbed the garishly crocheted throw blanket from the back of the couch, wrapping it around herself. “Shit! It’s my dad.”
“Angie?”
Angie shut her eyes and groaned as a woman’s voice joined the cacophony. “And my mom.”
“Your parents are here?” Elle shot Angie an incredulous look. “Why are they here in the middle of the night?” 
“Is it the middle of the night?” Angie glanced at her wrist, which was every bit as naked as the rest of her.
Elle tossed her hands skyward. “I have no idea. My mom said it was.”
“Let us in. It’s cold.” That voice belonged to Tonya, one of Angie’s sisters. 
“Oh, God. My sister, too?” How many other family members were out there in the dark?
“You’d better open the door,” Elle said, “before they band together and knock it down.”
“You’re naked,” Angie pointed out. Her heart raced as she tried to think of a way to get dressed in the next two to three seconds.
“Where’s the robe?” Elle swiveled her head, eyes scanning the room frantically for the pink floral garment she’d discarded earlier.
“Here.” Snatching it up, Angie tossed it to Elle, who fumbled to catch the garment and hastily threw it on as Angie sprinted to the door with the blanket clasped tightly to her chest.
“Mom! Dad!” Angie plastered a smile to her face as she yanked open the door.
“We’ve been calling,” her father said with an accusatory scowl, “but your phone isn’t working.” 
“My phone’s fine. It’s—” A vision of herself tossing her cell onto the floor of her truck flashed into her mind. “Fuck. I left it in my truck.” 
“Language, young lady,” her mother scolded.
“And your landline?” her father said with a deep furrow in his brow but an odd twinkle in his eye. “We had to drive all the way over here to make sure you’re okay.”
Angie’s anxiety spiked as she spotted all three of her sisters huddled together outside. She stepped aside to let her family in. “What’s going on? Why are all of you here?”
“A landslide knocked a house off its foundation,” Angie’s mom said in a rush, her eyes glistening with tears as she stopped short in the doorway. “It’s just down the road from here. We thought⁠—”
“I’ve been telling you to get a proper phone like the one we’ve had forever.” Her dad wrapped his arm around Angie’s mom, effectively blocking the entrance while Tonya, Cassidy, and Nadine stood impatiently behind them. 
“You have a rotary,” Angie pointed out with a snort. “They haven’t made those since I was a baby.” 
“It may be old, but it works,” her dad said in the stern tone that told Angie he was just getting started. “When the power goes out, cordless phones aren’t any better than paper weights.” 
“Is that why you all barged over here in the middle of the night?” 
Angie let out a small sigh, relieved that her family wasn’t there to confront her about anything else. For a moment, she’d been convinced Elle’s mother had managed to get a hold of her own mother and somehow tip her off that the two of them had been rolling around naked on the floor together for the last—actually, Angie wasn’t sure how long it had been.
“It’s barely after seven,” her sister Tonya announced, clearing up the mystery. Losing patience, she nudged her parents to one side so that she, Cassidy, and Nadine could file in. 
“What’s going on?” Nadine rounded on Angie the moment she’d entered the cabin, jerking her head toward Elle, who stood by the fire wrapped in Angie’s ridiculous robe. It was only now that Angie realized the robe’s belt was missing, and Elle was wearing a hairstyle that screamed freshly fucked as effectively as if she were yelling it into a megaphone. 
“Uh—” was the best Angie could manage under the circumstances.
“Heaven’s!” Angie’s mom squealed. “Is that little Elle Robinson?”
“Elle?” A spark of recognition lit up Nadine’s eyes. “Hey, I remember you. We went swimming together when we were kids.”
“Oh, yeah. That’s right,” Cassidy said. “I loaned you one of my outgrown swimsuits.”
Angie stared in horror as her evening got worse with every word. Not only was the woman she’d just had sex with the daughter of Angie’s mom’s college friend, but it was suddenly dawning on her that Elle had to be younger than her little sister. Everything about this situation was so very wrong. Oh, God. What had Angie done?
“Your mother’s worried sick, Elle!” Angie’s mom declared, driving home the point even more that Elle was still so young as to be tied to her mother’s apron strings. The fact that it was Angie’s own mother, along with the rest of her family, barging in right now was neither here nor there.
“How do you know that?” Angie demanded. It had been mere minutes since Elle’s mother had called in a panic. How was Angie’s mother already in the loop? Although Shirley Lane always seemed to know things as soon as they happened. The woman had a sixth sense when it came to her children.
“Let me look at you,” her mother cooed, ignoring Angie’s question completely. “You’re the spitting image of Eloise at your age.”
“Hi, Mrs. Lane. You’ll have to excuse my disheveled state,” Elle rushed to say. “Angie saved my life earlier, even if she regrets it now, and we both got wet.” 
“I’m sure you did,” Nadine cracked, clearly not fooled for a second about what had been going on before their arrival. 
Angie wanted to bop her sister on the head. 
“Saved your life?” Angie’s mom looked to Elle and then back to Angie with an expression of concern etched on her face. “What happened?”  
“It’s a long story. Why are all of you here?” Angie opted for a death stare to avoid any more humiliatingly personal questions from her other two siblings. 
“The storm and the landslides,” Angie’s mom said in a rush, her eyes tearing up again. “Downtown Deerfield is flooded, and you were supposed to be there with sandbags, but no one saw you. And then when you didn’t answer your phone, I rallied the troops. We thought we’d have to dig you out.” 
“Correction. Mom thought we’d have to dig you out, but she wouldn’t stop screaming until I got in the car.” Cassidy’s gaze drifted to Elle with undisguised curiosity. “I’m Cassidy. In case you don’t remember from when we were kids.” 
“Yes... of course.” Looking like she’d swallowed a frog, back legs first, Elle shook Cassidy’s hand. The whole time she held the beltless robe closed with her other hand, her fingers whitening to keep it from falling open. Which was what had gotten them into this whole mess to begin with, come to think of it.
“Nadine.” Angie’s second-youngest sister offered her hand to Elle next.
“Tonya,” said the final sister. “But I think I may have been at camp when you came to visit because I don’t remember it.”
“I can’t believe you made it to our little corner of the world again after all these years, Elle.” Shirley sniffled. “This is wonderful.” 
It most certainly wasn’t wonderful. Had the storm impacted her mom’s wiring? 
“I still don’t understand why all of you rushed over here,” Angie muttered, trying her best to sound annoyed, although deep down, she was grateful. It was reassuring to know that if she was ever in real trouble, her family had her back. She just hoped next time she’d have a shirt covering it.
“I’m getting you a proper phone tomorrow.” Her father crossed his arms. 
“In your time machine?” Angie shot back. 
“I should check on the clothes in the dryer.” Elle took a step back, her eyes darting from side to side as if trying to figure out where Angie’s laundry room might be.
“We had to throw them in to dry,” Angie added, picking up on Elle’s cover story to explain their disrobed state. “That’s why⁠—”
“How are you drying clothes without electricity?” Nadine wore an unrelenting knowing smile. 
“What are you talking about?” Angie flipped the light switch on the wall, resulting in nothing but darkness.
“Two words. Rotary phone,” her dad pressed. “They work even when the power goes down.”
“Your clothes aren’t in the dryer, are they?” Nadine said in a low voice, putting Elle in the spotlight. 
Angie edged forward, positioning herself in such a way as to block Elle from Nadine’s meddling grin. “You’re far too concerned about my dryer situation, Sis.” 
“I don’t see why you didn’t grab dry clothes for both of you from your closet,” Tonya chimed in.
“Good point,” Cassidy added with a giggle. “You must have a few things that are clean.”
It was clear Angie’s sisters were enjoying catching her in a compromising situation, but being dragged out in a rainstorm? Not so much. Angie was sure she would be made to pay for it even more later. But just when Angie thought the evening’s embarrassments had reached a peak, headlights swept the room. 
“Bruce and Kevin are here!” Shirley clapped her hands together.
Elle squinted out the window. “Is that a car? That’s the weirdest shape I’ve ever seen.”
“That’s because they borrowed Mr. York’s backhoe,” Cassidy explained.
“To dig you out of the landslide,” Tonya added. 
“Just because I didn’t answer my phone?” Angie was dumbfounded. This was all too much for her to take in.
“Because it wasn’t working,” her father corrected. “Gotta stay connected to the copper line service.”
“Is your family always like this?” Elle whispered. 
“You’re one to talk,” Angie hissed in reply. “Your mom started it.” 
“How?” Elle pressed a hand to her chest, her robe threatening to fall open. “I answered the phone when my mother called.” 
“Because you’re a good girl.” Angie’s father stared daggers at Angie, obviously nowhere near forgiving her for her phone faux pas. 
“Your mom instigated this appointment, talking up you and your company back when she and Mom met up at the class reunion,” Angie stated, feeling exasperated with the entire ordeal. “If she hadn’t, I wouldn’t have had to save you from the river. None of this would have happened. It’s all your fault.” 
“Don’t you talk like that to the poor girl,” Angie’s mom chided, managing to catch Angie’s whispered words with what had to be super-powered hearing. “She’s here to help us.”
“How do you do that?” Angie marveled. “How do you hear every single word?”
Angie’s mom stepped closer, a bit too close for comfort, given Angie’s naked state. It wasn’t like the afghan covered much considering it had more holes than yarn. “Young lady, if you didn’t live this far out, we wouldn’t have to worry about mudslides.” 
“I could go for a mudslide right about now,” Angie muttered, referring to the frozen cocktail, preferably with an extra serving of booze.
A blast of cold air shot through the cabin as the front door opened. 
“Where do you want us?” Angie’s nephew, Kev, popped his head inside, his eyebrows rocketing upward as he got an eyeful of the scene, complete with two mostly naked ladies. “Uh, outside? Got it.” He backed out as quickly as he’d arrived, closing the door with a click. 
“This has been the worst day ever.” Angie closed her eyes, fatigue overtaking her. “Please. Everyone. Go. Just leave.”



CHAPTER FIVE

Elle stirred beneath the gently faded cotton quilt, a brilliant ray of sun coming in through the windowpane and warming her face and neck. The smell of pancakes wafted through the air, tickling her nose and rousing her from a restless sleep. She rolled onto her back in the bed, blinking slowly as her eyes adjusted to the light.
The unfamiliar room surrounding her was simple and sparse, with white walls and a tall pine wardrobe in the corner. A potted plant on the windowsill added a pop of color, but there were few other clues as to her location. In her still groggy state, it took several seconds to catch her bearings and remember where she was.
George and Shirley’s house.
Because when Angie had demanded everyone leave her cabin the night before, she’d included Elle on that list. 
The nerve of that annoying woman!
That Elle had been kicked to the curb less than an hour after some of the most mind-blowing sex she’d ever had was bad enough, but something else had cut Elle to her very core. Angie Lane had dared to imply that Elle lacked work ethic.
“I take my job seriously,” Elle announced to the empty room as she hoisted herself into a seated position with a grunt, the soft mattress sighing beneath her. How dare Angie insinuate Elle would be the type to phone it in?
“All flash and no substance?” she muttered to herself as she eased the covers down a few inches. “She doesn’t know me at all.”
Elle made a face at the old-fashioned nightgown that stretched from her neck to her toes. Shirley had supplied the garment after discovering all of Elle’s luggage had been washed away in the flood. Elle almost wished going naked had been an option.
The style was straight out of the 18th century, made of cream flannel with little red cardinals all over. It may have looked cute when new, but time and a hundred spins through the wash had reduced the pattern to something resembling drops of blood on dirty snow.
I look like a guillotine victim during the French Revolution.
One thing was certain. If anyone other than Shirley or George glimpsed Elle in this getup, she would live in a cave for the rest of her life. 
Elle rubbed the sleep from her eyes, catching a glimpse of herself in a mirror on the opposite wall. Her blond waves were a tangled mess, an unwelcome reminder of the previous evening’s X-rated activities with Angie. What had Elle been thinking, letting things spiral out of control like that?
She knew the answer, of course. After a near-death experience, Angie had been irresistible. Hell, with those smoldering violet eyes and devilish grin, it didn’t take a brush with mortality to explain the attraction.
And the sex had been incredible.
But in addition to being the daughter of her mother’s friend, which made things weird, Angie was a potential client. Elle would never forgive herself for crossing that line, nor would she make that mistake again. It could cost her not only that much-needed year-end bonus but her career.
Angie Lane was strictly off-limits. Forever. Full stop.
Elle sighed and swung her feet over the edge of the bed, her toes curling against the wood floorboards as cold air hit what little bare skin she had showing, sending a shiver running through her body. Her feet sought out the fuzzy slippers Shirley had loaned her, along with a robe that looked like it could have belonged to a giant pink marshmallow.
Ridiculous robes seemed to be a Lane family trait. 
But back to the matter at hand. Steering clear of Angie Lane would be no big deal, because Elle had always been good at compartmentalizing her emotions. With globe-trotting parents who were always at some archeological site or another, Elle had experienced more than her fair share of babysitters and learned early on that getting too attached or emotionally invested in anyone or anything was a sure way to get hurt. Her walls were impenetrable.
Besides which, Angie didn’t know a damn thing about Elle, despite what the woman seemed to think.
“I have plenty of substance,” Elle insisted as she tied the belt of the robe extra tight, fastening it with a double knot. There would be no more wardrobe malfunctions on this trip.
Moreover, Elle had yet to submit an official recommendation to the Lane Family Creamery, ergo Angie had zero information on that front. Zippo, dippo, in fact. Elle had to fight a smile.
How charming had it been when Angie worked herself into such a fervor and then said something as adorkable as zippo, dippo?  
That didn’t change the reality that Elle was mad at the woman. Furious, even. Angie had absolutely no knowledge of what strategies Elle planned to propose for the business.
Angie may have assumed Elle was just like all the other strategists who had been called in to consult in the past, but that didn’t mean it was true.
Except, isn’t it? a tiny voice in the back of Elle’s mind prodded. After all, her advice could be summed up in one simple sentence: Take the money and run.
In other words, hadn’t she been about to do exactly what Angie had accused her of? 
No. Elle shook her head, trying to dispel the nagging doubts. She was different, damn it. She was capable of formulating a plan, one that would revolutionize the Lane Family Creamery and make it a booming success for generations to come.
All she needed was to, you know, actually come up with the plans. That was literally Elle’s job. Plan shit. Sure, her clients were typically evil warlords. Not literally… well, aside from that one time, and that always made her sick to her stomach to think about, which surely counted for something. One of the downsides to working for a big corporation was that sometimes clients were a bit problematic. The joke between Elle and Candace was the day they signed on with The Marshall Group was the day they joined the evil empire. That didn’t mean Elle couldn’t work for a wholesome company. As a matter of fact, she craved such a task. It might save Elle’s soul.
But Angie wasn’t making it easy. The woman had a way of getting under Elle’s skin like few others ever had, and it wasn’t just because they’d slept together. There was something about Angie’s confident demeanor that made Elle feel like a fraud, like she wasn’t good enough to be advising the Lane family on their business.
And beneath all Angie’s snap judgments and sharp rebukes, Elle feared there was something of substance. A kernel of truth.
Could Elle simply climb back into bed, pull the covers over her head and never leave this room again? Until yesterday, Vermont had held warm, cozy memories for Elle. As a child, her summers were spent in exotic locales. Africa, the Middle East, Asia—on digs with her archaeologist dad. That one summer, though, when she was about eight years old, they had stayed a month in Vermont. It was the highlight of her childhood, really. A semblance of normal. That was all Elle had wanted out of life, while her parents were the adventuring types.
That answered it. Elle wasn’t ever leaving this room.
Except, as another blast of pancake goodness hit her nostrils, her stomach rebelled against the idea with a growl worthy of a grizzly.
Hold the phone. Was that bacon? 
Without any more hesitation, Elle scurried out of the room and made her way down the stairs, letting her nose guide her.
“There you are.” Shirley offered a motherly smile as Elle leaned against the entrance to the kitchen. “Coffee?” 
“Yes, please.” Elle covered a yawn, still groggy from a restless sleep and sore in muscles she hadn’t known she had from her ordeal in the river. “Is there anything I can do to help?” 
“I wouldn’t hear of it,” Shirley said. “You just go on through there and have a seat in the breakfast nook.”
Elle did as she was told, shuffling her pink slippers across checkered tile until she reached an oak trestle table set with bright yellow place mats.
“Good morning, little Elle.” George rose from his chair and patted her back before making his way to a boxy black phone that hung on the wall. “Now that you’re up, I’m going to call my friend Bronson and see if he can retrieve your car and tow it up to his shop for a look-see.” 
“You don’t have to do that⁠—” 
“Nonsense.” George waved away her protests with a dismissive hand. “We take care of our own around here. Your mother and Shirley go way back, and that makes you as good as family in my book. Even if that weren’t the case, I wouldn’t hear of leaving a pretty young thing like you stranded on the side of the road, not when I can make a few calls and get you sorted out.”
Elle smiled gratefully, unsure of how to respond to such kindness. “Thank you, George. I really appreciate it.” 
“Think nothing of it.” George winked as he picked up the phone receiver. “I always say the best way to get things done in a small town is by having connections. Lucky for you, we know everyone for a hundred miles, and Bronson owes me a favor. We supplied his daughter’s wedding with all the free cheese their guests could eat.” 
“That’s a...” A terrible way to run a business, Elle thought but managed not to blurt out. Item number one on that strategy report she needed to write would be no more free cheese for weddings.
George lifted the receiver and started to dial, which was when Elle realized it was an honest-to-God rotary phone. Elle had assumed that whole routine about the phone the night before was a running gag in the family. But it was the truth. George Lane still used a phone that was better suited to a museum than a kitchen.
“Bronson,” he said in a bellowing voice when his friend picked up the call, “it’s George Lane. How’s it cheesin’?”
George laughed like he’d just told the greatest joke in the world, and Elle couldn’t help but chuckle along with him. Suddenly, Elle understood how Angie got words like dippo into her head. 
Although, “How’s it Cheesin’” was a pretty good slogan for a cheese maker. It’d make a great T-shirt. Elle added it to her mental list of items to include in her write-up, alongside no more free cheese. Her spirits deflated a bit as she realized her list had only two items on it so far, neither of them exactly revolutionary. But she perked up again as Shirley came over to the breakfast nook with a plate in her hands that was stacked sky-high with the fluffiest pancakes Elle had ever laid eyes on.
“I hope you have an appetite. I made enough for an army.” Shirley ushered Elle to the table with a nod. “Sometimes I forget I’m not cooking for a house full of kids anymore.” 
“It smells wonderful.” Elle used the tongs to take one pancake, quickly opting to add a second even before Shirley could urge her to do so. Life was short, after all. Impulsive sex might be off the table from now on, but pancakes were always a good idea.
As she devoured the pancakes, Elle listened to George getting caught up with Bronson, talking about everything from the weather to the latest football scores.
George let out a whoop. “Bronson’s in. He should have an update on your car later today.” 
“I should get his number.” Elle started to stand with the intention of grabbing her phone from the guest bedroom, but George motioned for her to remain seated. 
“Don’t you worry about it,” he assured her. “He’ll call me as soon as he knows what’s what.” 
Elle bit her lip, suddenly curious if George sat by his precious rotary phone all day, just waiting for it to ring. The man seemed a little obsessed where phones were concerned. 
“Do you think the car can be saved?” Elle held her breath.
“Not a chance,” George said without so much as a pause. “Soon as the water gets in, it’s as good as gone. But it might be able to be stripped for parts that can bring in a little money. Waste not, want not.”
Elle nodded, her stomach dropping. She could already hear her mother’s voice in her head, shrieking over the loss.
George approached the table, grabbing a handful of bacon. “I love it when we have company. A man cannot live on oatmeal alone.” 
“A man with high cholesterol should leave the bacon for our guest,” Shirley reprimanded, lowering a coffee mug from her lips to offer her husband a disapproving scowl. 
George blew a raspberry. 
“My goodness, Elle. I’m trying to remember the last time I saw you.” Shirley visibly ignored her husband, who was sticking his tongue out at her like a petulant child.
“I remember coming to visit one summer when I was a kid. What was that, twenty years ago?”
“That’s right. It was the summer after Kevin...” Shirley’s voice trailed off, and her eyes misted momentarily before she rallied. “I wasn’t doing well. Your mother came to help out. I’ve always been able to count on her, even if she did walk across the stage at our graduation and just keep on walking all the way to Boston.” Shirley spoke like Boston was completely across the country, not a two-hour drive.
Elle frowned, trying to recall the details of that long-ago trip. The one she’d built up in her head as being perfect, but when it came to remembering why, she never could. It had been a hot July, the middle of a heat wave, hadn’t it? She had spent most of it swimming with some of the local kids in the river. Nadine and Cassidy had been there, as she’d been reminded the night before. Had Angie been there, too? Elle couldn’t quite recall, though her instincts told her Angie in a swimsuit would’ve been a sight to remember.
No, Elle couldn’t conjure a clear memory of Angie from back then, no matter how hard she tried. Then again, it wasn’t a surprise. After things had quieted down the night before, Elle had done the math, Angie was a good ten years older than Elle. She would have been out of high school by then, probably working, and certainly much too mature to bother hanging out with a kid. Plus, the whole family had been grieving a huge loss. It seemed almost unreal, trying to square her memories of long ago with the people surrounding her now. Like a different lifetime.
“Mom never stopped caring about all of you, even if she wasn’t around much,” Elle said, knowing it was true. After all, why else would her mother have insisted Elle come to help the Lanes with their business? A fresh stab of guilt twisted in her stomach as Elle remembered how vehemently she had protested coming to this small town. If it hadn’t been for the potential of a much bigger fish in the form of Potter Industries, she would have found a way to wriggle out of it for sure.
Angie had been right. When it came to the Lane Family Creamery, Elle had been phoning it in. Like on a rotary phone.
“Oh, I know she cares,” Shirley said sweetly, drowning Elle in shame as thick as the syrup on her pancakes. “And I can’t blame her for moving on to bigger and better things. I’m a small-town girl, but not your mom. She always wanted more out of life. To live in a big city, make something of herself. And she sure did. She’s a real-world traveler. You have big shoes to fill.”
“Don’t remind me of shoes,” Elle said with a groan. “Mine are probably buried in a foot of mud in the middle of the river right now.”
“Don’t you worry,” Shirley soothed. “Mindy—that’s my late son Kevin’s wife—will be over in a minute with a spare pair of boots for you. Size eight?”
“Yes, that’s right.” Elle glanced down at her nightgown and robe, wondering if the dress she’d been caught in the floodwaters with would come clean enough for her to wear home, whenever she’d finally manage to get there. With her mom’s car totaled, she had no idea how or when that would happen.
“Did I hear someone say my name?” A woman of about forty came into the kitchen, a pair of tan and chocolate duck boots clasped in one hand and a rolled-up newspaper in the other. She smiled at Elle. “Hi. I’m Mindy. I’ve got some boots for you.”
“I, uh...” Acutely aware of her absurd attire, humiliation bloomed on Elle’s cheeks, and she hesitated, not wanting to be the center of attention. But Mindy’s warm smile and genuine concern made her feel at ease. She took the boots and slipped one on with a sigh of relief. They fit perfectly.
“Thank you so much,” Elle said, relieved at least one of her many problems had been solved.
“And, George, here’s your morning paper.”
Elle tried not to gawk as the man unrolled the newsprint his daughter-in-law had handed him. It went perfectly with his rotary phone. She had the remarkable sensation of having traveled back in time. What was next? Horses and carriages instead of cars? Elle almost laughed at the thought. 
“No photos of the damage?” George squinted at his daily dose of news, which was nothing but black words on plain paper as opposed to the full-color spreads Elle was used to seeing in Boston.
“You’re lucky they still use a local print shop, or you wouldn’t have anything at all,” Mindy replied. “I heard they tried to send a photographer from Brattleboro, but the roads are all washed out.”
“All?” Elle’s heart sank. She hadn’t realized the full extent of the damage. She had no idea how long it would take to get them reopened, but until then, she was good and stuck.
“Pretty much,” Mindy confirmed with a nod. “It was a terrible flood—worst we’ve seen in years. But we’re tough up here in Vermont. We’ll bounce back.”
Elle couldn’t help but feel a twinge of admiration for these people. They seemed to take everything in stride, no matter how difficult the situation. She wondered if she would be able to do the same.
“You know I have a camera with me,” Elle said, not certain what, exactly, she was offering. “It’s a hobby, I guess, but I’m pretty decent. Maybe I could get some photos to document the damage. I mean, if the town could use them.”
“That’s a really nice offer,” Mindy said, her tone genuinely appreciative. “I’m sure the businesses downtown would be grateful for any documentation we can get.”
“I should give the mayor a call.” George stood to get the final slice of bacon, but Shirley rapped his hand with her fork. 
He crossed his arms with a pout. “What? No one’s eating them.” 
“Angie,” Shirley called out. “You want some bacon?”  
All the blood turned to icy sludge in Elle’s body at the realization that Angie was behind her. With an unobstructed view of Elle sporting the blood-spatter nightgown and a pair of duck boots. She wasn’t sure which piece of the ensemble was worse.
“Sounds great. I’m starving.” Angie took the seat next to Elle, mumbling a stilted, “Morning.” 
Was Angie trying not to laugh? Or maybe she felt bad about kicking Elle out with nothing but a dripping cocktail dress to her name. Hospitality was clearly not a trait that had passed from mother to daughter in the Lane family. 
“Good morning,” Elle trilled, trying to act like nothing was wrong. Nothing at all. They hadn’t slept together twelve hours ago, had a massive argument, or had Angie’s family walk in on them right after.
Because that would have been absolutely mortifying.
“How was the trip through town?” Shirley asked as she poured Angie a cup of hot coffee. “Is the factory okay?”
“The factory’s on high enough ground that it was unscathed.” Angie took a sip before continuing. “Patty’s Place is another story. The storm knocked it completely off its foundation. I saw her and Dan sitting outside, selling off the diner’s T-shirts and mugs that she had stored at her home. She’s calling it the end of an era flash sale. I think they’re throwing in the towel.” 
“We should buy some.” Shirley’s eyes shimmered with pain. “We need to show our support.”
“Get me one of them T-shirts,” George reached into his back pocket. 
“I got it, Dad.” Angie flicked her fingers as if to banish his money back into his wallet.
“I can pay.” He tossed a twenty on the table then plucked another out. “And for your mom.” 
“I want a mug, instead,” Shirley said. “T-shirts don’t look good on me.” 
Angie nodded. “I’ll stop by on the way to the factory.” 
“Can I go with you?” Elle’s voice was tiny, surprising even herself. 
“Why?” Angie bristled. 
Elle shrank into herself just a bit but held her ground. “I’d like to get some photos.”
“For the insurance claims,” Mindy added. “I’m sure folks would be happy to have them.”
“Yes, and some pictures of the factory, too.” Elle swallowed. “For my proposal.” 
Angie’s brow furrowed. “You don’t have your proposal yet?” 
“How could I when I haven’t been to the factory?” Elle countered.
“What were you going to present at yesterday’s meeting, then?” Angie folded her arms over her chest, clearly not buying Elle’s story. “A poetry reading, perhaps?”
“It was a preliminary meeting,” Elle explained, and technically it wasn’t a lie. Just because she’d also intended it to be their final meeting didn’t mean she had to admit that here and now. Things had changed. She raised her chin with defiance. “I don’t know how you do business, but I like to collect as much data as possible before making up my mind. Snap judgments don’t get you very far.” 
“Seems to me like they got you stuck in a raging river,” Angie pointed out, though there was a hint of amusement in her eyes, which were hovering in the silvery gray range of hues this morning. 
“What an excellent idea, Elle.” Shirley gave Angie a zip it look that worked on Elle as well. It was the kind of look only a mother could pull off, sweet and terrifying at the same time. “Did you bring some clothes for Elle to wear like I asked you to?” 
“What’s wrong with what she’s got on right now?” Angie’s lips twitched, dashing all hope that somehow, she had failed to notice Elle’s outrageous attire. 
“It’s a nightgown!” Shirley’s volume and pitch rose with each word, causing both Elle and Angie to flinch. “She can’t go traipsing around town like that.” 
“I was kidding,” Angie said quickly, holding up her hands. “I brought over some sweaters and jeans. They’ll be too long, but they can be cuffed.” She turned to Elle with a smirk. “You do wear jeans, right? Or is it just cocktail dresses for you?” 
“Yes, I wear jeans.” Elle’s jaw clenched, her irritation with Angie mounting with every passing second. “And for your information, I also wear business suits and workout clothes and whatever the hell else I feel like wearing.”
“Okay.” Angie shrugged. “The nightgown it is, then.” 
Elle made a face, but quickly thought better of it and took a deep breath, closing her eyes and counting to ten before speaking. “Jeans and a sweater would be lovely. Thank you.”
“You two better get going.” Shirley swept up Elle’s and Angie’s plates. 
“Sure,” Angie said in a slow, steady voice. “Just as soon as queenie over there puts some clothes on.”



CHAPTER SIX

Angie tapped her foot, eyes on the door to the guest bedroom at the top of the stairs. It was still shut, and it was everything she could do not to think about Elle standing naked on the other side of it as she changed into the spare clothing Angie had brought. Which was totally wrong. The woman was younger than Nadine. It gave robbing the cradle a whole new meaning.
But despite her best intentions, memories from the night before flooded her. She could almost feel the soft curves of Elle’s body against hers, the fresh scent of shampoo tickling her nose as she ran her fingers through Elle’s hair. God, it had been incredible, better than anything Angie had experienced before.
No. She couldn’t let herself think things like that. Allowing herself to be seduced by a stranger had been a mistake. She should have been stronger, used a little bit of common sense. Her parents had told her their friend’s daughter was coming to town, after all. How had she not put two and two together? But she hadn’t, and now she was stuck in this awkward morning-after limbo with the knowledge that she’d done something terrible. She’d slept with a woman who was not only a fraction of her own age but the one person who would most likely convince her parents to give up on the Lane family legacy and sell the company to the highest bidder.
And why would Elle say any different? Angie wasn’t a fool. She knew how impossible the task of saving their business would be. It didn’t mean she was ready to give up, but an outsider would never understand. Especially one with so little life experience. How could someone so young possibly understand what it meant to work as hard as Angie and her family did? Unfortunately, after so many years of struggling, her parents just might be ready to do as Elle suggested and take the easy way out.
Angie slowly inhaled a deep breath and forced her eyes away from the closed door to a painting on the wall to her right. The canvas depicted a seascape, the gentle waves of the water in various shades of blues and greens. Tension eased out of her, rounding her shoulders, as she lost herself in the tranquility of the scene. Nature at its finest, without any women to trouble the waters.
A soft click drew her attention back to the door of the guest bedroom as it gently opened. Elle stepped out, clad in Angie’s clothes. Her insides swirled like a swarm of bees had been set loose as she took in the uptight city girl’s transformation into a country bombshell. 
“I’m ready,” Elle said, her voice timid and uncertain. “Does this look okay?”
Okay? Angie swallowed back a laugh. How could Angie put this? Elle, in cuffed jeans and a sweater that fit slightly tunic-like in length, with her hair up in a no-nonsense ponytail, was pitch perfect. But that was hardly something Angie could admit. Not when she was trying her damnedest to keep her distance from the woman and her bewitching charms. 
Angie shrugged, giving her best impression of nonchalance. “You’re dressed appropriately for the occasion.” 
“Is that good or bad?” Elle jutted out a hip, arching an eyebrow as she awaited Angie’s answer. 
“Depends on how you look at it,” Angie said, forcing herself to maintain a poker face.
But she couldn’t help her gaze roaming over Elle’s body, taking in the way the oversized jeans somehow still hugged Elle’s curves in all the right places. It was hard to say how Elle was reacting in the moment, but Angie was sure her own eyes blazed with interest. What the hell was wrong with her?
“Mom!” Angie called out, turning her head away from Elle so her expression wouldn’t have any more opportunity to betray her. “We’re hitting the road.” 
“Tell Trish and Dan we’re thinking of them!” her mom shouted from the kitchen. 
Angie touched her fingers to her forehead in salute, though it wasn’t like her mom could see through the walls with X-ray vision. There were times Angie would have sworn otherwise when she was a kid.
The amount of mischief she and Kevin had nearly gotten away with, only to have their mother catch them red-handed, was uncanny. The woman was a mind reader, which was all the more reason not to indulge in the kinds of thoughts Elle’s presence seemed to inspire.
They made their way outside, and when they reached the old red farm truck, Angie opened Elle’s door without a thought. 
“Look at you being polite.” Elle’s cooing tone pooled heat in Angie’s core, followed by a cold panic that, like Angie’s mom, Elle would turn out to be a mind reader. 
“Chester!” Angie clapped her hands loudly, and her lazy companion came plodding over. “Back seat, buddy.”
Angie’s mouth twitched as Elle’s once-confident shoulders sagged a little at this ruse, perhaps actually fooled into believing Angie had only opened the door on account of her dog.
After Chester had settled in, Angie used her sleeve to wipe some dirt and slobber off the front passenger seat.
“Thank you,” Elle said.
“Don’t want you to ruin my jeans when you sit,” Angie informed her. “Dog spit is a force of its own.” 
Elle’s perfect little nose scrunched in disgust. Angie did a mental fist bump over another tiny victory. Anything to keep Elle at a safe distance and her own thoughts as far away from sex as possible.
The door hinge creaked as Angie shut it before hurrying to the driver’s side. 
“How old is this truck?” Elle asked as Angie slid behind the wheel.
“Ancient. It belonged to my grandfather. Dad was going to junk it, but my nephew wanted to learn to fix cars, so I helped him rebuild it a few summers ago. We’re working on a Mustang for him. He’s not much of a truck guy.” 
“That’s sweet.” 
Angie shrugged, gluing her gaze to the road to avoid those stunning eyes. The blue sweater Angie had chosen for the woman was a mistake. It made Elle’s peepers pop something fierce, drawing attention to them like a siren’s call. The last thing Angie needed was a reminder of the attraction that had led to them falling into bed together.
Or rather, falling to the floor. They’d never made it as far as the bedroom. It had been a fantastic evening, until it wasn’t. Now, Angie needed to keep her heart guarded and emotions in check. She couldn’t afford to lose her head over someone like Elle, not when the woman was so comfortable representing the interests of heartless corporations. She was the epitome of everything Angie loathed.
Too polished, too perfect, too predictable. 
Except, Elle had surprised her a little with her insistence on seeing the factory today. None of the other business consultants over the years had bothered to take that step. Had Elle been serious about not making snap judgments and giving this project her all?
Angie wanted to believe it, but she’d learned the hard way that sometimes, what people said and what they did were polar opposites. She knew better than to trust a pretty face and a winning smile. There was always an ulterior motive lurking beneath the surface, waiting to be revealed.
As they drove along the bumpy back roads into town, made worse by the debris left behind from the flooding the day before, Elle fiddled with the camera in her lap. It came off as nervous, at least to Angie, like Elle needed to do something with her hands to keep them in check.
What was she afraid of? Did Angie make her anxious?
If that was the case, the feeling was mutual. Maybe Elle held the camera for the same reason Angie gripped the steering wheel so tightly, to keep from giving in to the temptation to reach out and touch the woman beside her one more time.
Don’t be ridiculous, Angie chided herself silently. That was a fantasy and nothing more, an illusion brought about by the heady rush of lust and desire that had clouded her judgment.
“How’d you get into photography?” Angie asked, eager to turn her thoughts anywhere from Elle’s hands and what they were capable of. She came to a stop sign and turned left instead of right, having already learned the hard way that the main road to downtown had been washed out. 
“I’ve always been interested in things around me,” Elle answered, her hands fidgeting less as she spoke. “Being an only child, I had a lot of time with my thoughts. I started noticing colors.”
“Colors?” Angie echoed with a raised eyebrow, intrigued by Elle’s response.
“Yes, colors,” Elle repeated with a chuckle. “Like in the spring, when the leaves first come out, they’re so green. Like they’re excited to be back. I love how the color shifts through the day. The softness of morning light. The intensity at midday and then the gradual darkening. Things seem so different from one moment to the next.” 
“Did you study photography in school?” Angie slowed the truck, easing around an abandoned car on the side of the road. It was going to take weeks, if not longer, for the valley to recover from the devastation of this storm.
“No way. I’m too practical for that, despite being dragged all around the world by my parents. Or maybe because of it. I chose business consulting because it pays well.”
“Is it what you enjoy, though?” Angie shouldn’t be asking, but she wanted to know.
Elle let out a whoosh of air, and there was a wistful glint in her eyes. “I don’t know. Did you always want to make cheese? Or did you do it because of your family?” 
“Both,” Angie answered quickly, confident in her response. “I love my job. I love running our family business. I have the best of both worlds.” 
Elle was about to respond, but her eyes zeroed in on Patty’s Place. The building had been forced off its foundation, a ragged gap along one side where the front wall had separated and was leaning toward the street at an alarming angle. Angie had already driven past earlier and was expecting the sight, but even so, her heart tore in half all over again.
“Is that the diner?” There was something off about Elle’s voice, like she was afraid that speaking too loudly might cause Patty’s to collapse into the river and be swept away by the current. 
“What’s left of it.” Angie’s own voice was strained, a heaviness pressing down on her chest.
Elle rolled down the window, snapping a photo. Another, and more, capturing every moment as they passed. 
Angie pulled to a stop beside the diner’s remains, her hands tightening around the steering wheel as she positioned the truck parallel with the curb. “Stay here, Chester.” 
The dog, who had perked up as the truck stopped in anticipation of a walk, put his head back down with a sigh. 
“I’ll be right back,” Angie said, this time directing her words at Elle as she opened her door. 
“I’m coming with you,” Elle argued, putting her camera strap around her neck. “I need to get more photos.” 
“Okay, but be careful. It’s not safe.” Angie toed a pile of dirt and broken glass with her boot, unable to fathom how the picture-perfect downtown would ever recover.
“You don’t have to come to my rescue again,” Elle said, her voice laced with irony. “I’m well aware that you regret your decision yesterday.”
Before Angie could rebut that statement, her attention was taken by the approach of an older man wearing a quilted hunting vest and bright orange cap.
“Mayor Callahan.” Angie raised her hand in greeting. “I’d wish you a good morning, but...”
“It’s heartbreaking, isn’t it?” The mayor’s voice was low and gravelly, his eyes fixed on the remains of Patty’s. “Seems like the end of an era. We’ve never seen destruction on this level before.” 
“That’s for sure,” Angie agreed, feeling a sense of kinship with the man. “It’s beyond comprehension. How’s your home, Mayor?” 
“We lost the barn, but it could have been much worse. The Mayhews lost their home completely.” 
Angie sucked in a breath, the news hitting her in the gut. “I hadn’t heard. Where are they staying?” 
“With Earl, her cousin.” 
“I’ll drop off some food and spare clothing,” Angie offered without hesitation, already making plans in her mind to gather whatever she could for the displaced family. “And if they need anything else, please let me know.”
“The church is organizing donations.” The mayor’s expression grew even more solemn as he turned his gaze to the rubble of the beloved diner. “It’s going to take a lot of hard work to bring this town back up again. I just don’t know what this means for the big fall festival in a couple of weeks.”
“I’ll talk with the local business owners’ group to ensure it still happens. It’s the biggest event of the year, and as they say, the show must go on.”
Elle, who had been snapping photos of the destruction, looked up from her camera. “If there’s anything I can do while I’m here, I’d be happy to help.”
“I’m Ned Callahan.” He put a hand out to Elle, who let her camera dangle from her neck as she gave it a shake. “I don’t think we’ve met. That’s quite a camera you’ve got there. Are you with a newspaper?” 
“No. I’m with Angie.” Elle rushed to add, “That is to say⁠—”
“Elle’s a family friend,” Angie cut in, not sure she trusted the woman to explain the situation without causing them both a whopping dose of embarrassment. “She got caught in the storm yesterday, and I’m afraid she’s stranded on account of her car getting washed away.”
“Oh dear,” the mayor said, his eyes filled with sympathy. “Not a great impression of our little town.”
“It could be worse.” Echoing their earlier sentiments, Elle’s tone was sincere. “One look at the photos I’ve taken and it’s easy to see how lucky I truly was.”
“Can you do me a favor?” the mayor asked. “Can you send me the photos you take today? I want to send them to news outlets, politicians, and whoever will listen.”
Angie couldn’t hold back a wry smile. Ned had a way of asking for things from anyone and everyone, but he did so in such a way no one would ever say no. From the smile on Elle’s face, she was no exception.
“I’d be happy to,” she said.
“Excellent. It’ll be a big help.” The mayor offered them both a wide grin. “We’re going to need all the support we can get to rebuild. Trish and Dan say Patty’s is through, but I’m already looking into grants. There’s no way we can let Patty’s go. Not without a fight.” 
“My grandparents had their first date at Patty’s.” Angie’s heart clenched again at the way the building listed to the side, half of it off the foundation. “My grandfather played a practical joke on my grandmother. When she went to the restroom, he placed the sugar container in her purse. As they were leaving, he pulled up at the door, announcing to Patty that his date was trying to steal the sugar.”
“Is that supposed to be a romantic story?” Elle’s lips puckered, her expression one of distaste.
Angie narrowed her eyes, not appreciating Elle’s judgmental tone. “She liked his devilish side.”
The truth was, Angie’s grandmother had wanted to throttle her grandfather at the time, but he’d always sworn that was the only reason she agreed to a second date. Leave it to Elle to not understand the charm of a love story that had spanned decades. Just more proof that everything about the woman was the opposite of what Angie needed.
But Mayor Ned gave a deep belly laugh at all this, despite having heard the story of Angie’s grandparents many times. “I’ve gotta be off, but if you can get some photos of Patty’s Place, that would be helpful for the grant applications.”
As the mayor continued on his way, Angie saw Art Franklin, the owner of the bookshop next to Patty’s Place, struggling to carry a waterlogged box of books to the curb.
“Let me get that.” Angie rushed to unburden the man. 
“Thank you.” Art rubbed his back with a grimace, his expression one of exhaustion and defeat.
“Is it bad?” Angie didn’t really want to know, but she felt compelled to find out. She still remembered the last time a flood had impacted the area, and how the muddy waters had nearly swallowed the bookshop whole.
“Not so much this time,” Art assured her. “After Hurricane Irene, we knew what to expect. We moved most of the books upstairs in time. It could have been much worse. Looking at Patty’s, we have nothing to complain about.” He toddled back inside the store, shaking his head with concern. 
“I don’t have my wallet,” Elle announced. 
Angie frowned, uncertain of her meaning. “Surely, you’re not accusing someone of stealing it, are you?” 
Elle’s eyes widened. “Of course not. I just want to buy a T-shirt from Patty.” 
“Patty?” It took Angie a second to figure out who Elle was talking about, but when she did, she gave a slight laugh. “Oh, you mean Trish.” 
“I thought her name was Patty.” 
“Patty was her grandmother, who opened the diner in 1941. Her husband went off to war, and she needed to support her family. Trish is the third generation to run the place.” Angie eyed the building again, still not truly believing her eyes. “If it’s lost, it’ll be a terrible blow to the community. So many memories.” 
“Like your grandparents.” 
“Yeah.” And not just that. The last meal Angie had ever had with her brother was at Patty’s. She could still see his crooked grin as he tried to hide the sugar container in Angie’s bag. They were always doing that to each other, recreating their grandfather’s practical joke.
Hadn’t they already lost enough? 
Tearing up, Angie turned her head away from Elle and pressed her sorrow deep down where no one would witness it. Angie had to keep going, to move forward.
“Come on. I’ll pay for the shirt.” Angie checked the road for traffic, debris, and puddles, guiding Elle across the street in zigzag fashion.
The folding table in front of the wrecked diner was loaded with branded merchandise. Behind it, the older couple who had poured their hearts into their business for decades sat stoically as half a dozen townspeople pawed through their offerings. Angie was all too aware that it could’ve been her in their shoes if the floods had gone a little higher.
“Twenty for the T-shirts,” Trish said as Angie picked up a shirt, “or two for thirty.”
“All proceeds go to help us cover payroll for a few weeks while our staff looks for new jobs,” Dan added.
Heart clenching, Angie pulled out all the cash from her wallet, intent on spending every penny. In addition to buying a T-shirt for Elle, Angie purchased a handful of branded mugs, hats, and souvenirs for her family. There were so many in town buying items there wasn’t much time to talk with Trish or Dan in depth, but Angie would stop by their home tonight to find out what else she could do to help. Maybe she could take on a few more people part-time at the creamery, at least for a few months.
“Ready to go?” Angie pulled her beanie low over her eyes with one hand as she clutched the plastic bags filled with Patty’s Place merchandise in her other. 
“I think I got all the shots I need,” Elle confirmed as they headed back across the street. “Do you have the mayor’s email? I’ll send the photos tonight.” 
“I’ll write it down for you.” Angie got into the truck, stuffing the bags into the back seat and giving Chester a pat on the head. “Time for the factory, Chester.” 
The dog drooled with happiness. 
Angie cracked a smile. No matter what, Chester always made her smile. That was all she needed in life. Well, and the factory. If any part of her thought otherwise, or dared to protest that other things, like love and companionship, were needed, too, she pushed it quickly away. She couldn’t afford to think about anything else except her family’s legacy. It was the one thing that kept them all going after Kevin’s death. 
The factory was a ten-minute drive from the diner, down a winding country road. The building was two stories, three if you counted the attic, with white clapboard siding and a rusting tin roof. A painted sign in front said Lane Family Creamery, since 1824. Angie drove past it, pulling into a small parking lot around the side.
“I was expecting a big brick building with smoke billowing out of the top,” Elle said as she tumbled out of the truck. 
“If that’s the case, I think you’ll be even more disappointed by the inside.” Angie held the door open for Chester to jump out. He didn’t hesitate, running across the soggy leaves on the grass before flopping down outside of his doghouse. 
“Does he stay outside?” 
“Yep.” 
“Is it safe?” Elle eyed the road. 
“He never goes into the road. Besides, there’s a gate.” Angie swung it closed, the hinges letting out a low moan. “This isn’t exactly the Mass Turnpike.”
They entered through the back door, and Elle came to a stop almost at once, her head swiveling one way and the other, a look of consternation on her face.
“Where are the conveyor belts?” Elle lifted the camera to her eyes, snapping photos as she spoke. 
“It’s a small operation,” Angie told her, which was both an understatement and not exactly the whole story. It might not be big, but in one way or another, it provided support to almost everyone in the valley.
“You’re here!” Kev, Angie’s nephew, appeared in the doorway to the tiny office, his brow furrowed. “Claude called. He can’t get his milk to his usual sellers and wants to know if we’ll take an extra delivery.” 
“Of course,” Angie said. 
“Hold on.” Kev pulled out a pocket-size notebook. “Before you commit, you should know we’ve had calls from Barry, Henry, Danielle, and Mark. All of them want us to take their surplus.” 
“Wow.” Angie scratched the back of her head, doing some quick sums in her head. “We’ll have to put in extra hours so nothing goes to waste, but it’s not like we can say no.” 
“Why not?” Elle asked, truly curious. 
“Because if they don’t sell their milk, they don’t get paid,” Angie explained. “If they don’t get paid, they can’t feed their families.” 
“Don’t they have rainy-day funds?” Elle winced as soon as she’d said it. “Sorry. That was the wrong phrase to use.” 
“You’re not in Boston,” Angie told her. “Most of us don’t have the luxury of cushioning. We keep working to survive.” Angie turned to Kev, resolute. “Call everyone back and say yes. We’ll make it work.” 
Kev grinned, looking so much like his late father that Angie’s insides wrenched. “Will do, boss.” 
“Does this happen a lot?” Elle set her camera on a work bench. “You pay for milk you don’t need?” 
“We may not need it, but we’ll use it,” Angie said philosophically. After all, what other choice did they have? “It’s not a loss by any means. The more cheese we make, the more money we bring in. I admit I already know we need to expand our distribution. And modernize. Not with conveyor belts, if that’s what you’re thinking, but we need some new equipment. All of it will take money.”
“Grants,” Elle suggested, “like what the mayor is doing for Patty’s?”
“I doubt we’d qualify, though the creamery is vital to the community in its own way.” Angie paused, a tinge of regret weighing her down. “To be honest, I’m not sure how we’ll manage it.”
“That’s my job. But are you completely sure you want to try?” Elle’s tone was frank, but not combative. “The offer your family has received is beyond generous, and Swiss Multi has deep enough pockets to make troubles like this one seem small.”
“You think they’d spend that money here?” Angie couldn’t keep the vitriol from her tone. She knew exactly what companies like Swiss Multi did with brands like theirs. “If they buy the Lane Family Creamery, all of this is done.”
“But Lane Cheese would become a household name,” Elle argued gently, “with distribution nationwide.”
“And a big factory far from here, with billowing smoke and conveyor belts, no doubt,” Angie said with a shiver of disgust. “They’d buy their milk from big dairies owned by multi-national conglomerates, and the farmers in the valley would be in a much worse position without us here.”  
“You think that would happen?” Elle pressed, her eyes narrowing with a determination that gave Angie a thrill of hope.
Angie fixed Elle with a hard stare, sizing her up. If this woman turned out to be as formidable as she seemed right now, maybe there was a chance to save this business after all.
“I know it would happen,” Angie said flatly. “I’ve seen it all before. Outsiders come in, buy up small businesses, and squeeze every last drop of profit out of them. And the community suffers for it. Don’t you see?”
“I think I’m starting to.” Elle leaned against a nearby counter, tapping her fingers thoughtfully as her eyes swept the factory. “Look. I can’t make many guarantees, but when I get back to Boston, one thing I can promise is I’ll put together a full proposal to see if what you have in mind is even feasible. Not saying it is, but I can see now there’s too much at stake here not to give it a try.” 
“I appreciate you giving it a closer look,” Angie said, meaning every word. “It’s more than anyone else has done. After this flood, I’m afraid the rest of the family is starting to lean toward selling, all but Kev and me. If you can help me make a counterargument to try to make them see it my way, that’s all I can ask.”



CHAPTER SEVEN

Sitting in her office the following week, Elle took a sip of the coffee in her thermal mug, instantly pulling a face. It was cold and had an odd metallic taste. She quickly shoved the mug to the far corner of her desk before returning her attention to her preliminary report on Lane Creamery. She’d given it her all, just as she’d promised Angie she would. Now it was time to send her recommendations to Lewis, where chances were high it would die a slow, painful death. Like it or not, Lane Creamery had too many complex problems for the amount of income their contract was likely to bring in, and The Marshall Group wasn’t big on charity cases.
Still, Elle had done her best.
After emailing her report to her boss, Elle pulled up a photo she’d taken over the weekend. It was a cabin surrounded by trees in various autumn shades, with a massive Saint Bernard sitting on the front porch. Inexplicably, tears stung the corners of Elle’s eyes, but she blinked them away as the sound of footsteps in the hall interrupted her thoughts. She quickly minimized the photo and straightened up in her chair. 
“What are you up to in here?” Candace stuck her head around the doorframe, looking curiously into the room.
“Nothing, just going over some… stuff,” Elle replied, trying to sound casual. Candace raised an eyebrow but didn’t push further. She stepped into the room and leaned against the wall.
“I hope it’s a presentation for Potter Industries,” Candace said in a tone that teased excitement.
“Why?” Elle’s tone lacked enthusiasm. “Potter’s as dead in the water as my mom’s car.”
“Except, maybe not. I just got off the phone with Mackenzie Reynolds, who, unlike you, made it to Audrey’s wedding on Saturday. And do you know who she was seated next to at the reception?”
Elle’s heart skipped a beat. “Clayton Potter?”
“Yes, Clayton Potter!” Candace exclaimed triumphantly. “I guess they really hit it off. She said he was charming and handsome and everything you’d expect from a billionaire CEO.”
“Good for her.” Elle forced a smile, trying not to be bitter at the news that a random acquaintance from college had spent the evening sitting inches from the potential client she’d spent months trying to woo.
“Good for you, too,” Candace added with a grin. “Because she’s already agreed to help set up a meeting with him when he comes to Boston next week. You think you can be ready by then?”
“Me? You’re the one who seems ready to reel this in.” But even as she said it, a knot formed in Elle’s stomach. Was she going to get her chance after all?
“No way, Elle. I would never poach a potential client from you. But what’s going on right now? You seem a little off.” Candace frowned. “I would’ve thought the first mention of Clayton Potter would have you salivating like Pavlov’s dog.”
An image of Chester, dripping with slobber, popped into Elle’s mind, and she couldn’t help but chuckle. Something about that big, goofy dog made everything seem a little brighter. An odd sensation considering Elle had never had a pet. With all the travel with her parents, even a cactus had been out of the question.
“I’m fine. It’s not a big deal,” Elle said, shaking her head. “Just the aftereffects of the whole flood incident, that’s all.”
“I told you not to rush right back into the office,” Candace scolded. “I don’t care what Lewis thinks, a near-death experience deserves a few personal days. But what was it that made you laugh like that a second ago?”
“Nothing, really. Just a dog I met while I was in Deerfield.” On impulse, Elle brought up the photo she’d minimized on her screen earlier. “Wanna see?”
“Yeah, I wanna see,” Candace said, charging across the office with the delicacy of a herd of rhinos. As soon as she saw Chester, she let out a squeal of pure delight. “What an adorable Saint Bernard.”
Elle smiled at Chester’s image, sprawled out on the cabin’s porch as he chewed on a bone the size of her arm. “He slobbers a lot.” Even that memory made Elle smile more. 
“I’ll bet. He’s the size of a moose.” Without asking, Candace took over the mouse, clicking slowly through the rest of the photos, stopping to admire them one by one. About half a dozen in, she paused and turned to Elle. “These pictures are really good.” 
“They’re okay.” Elle took back control of the mouse and clicked ahead to one photo in particular, of what was left of Patty’s Place hanging over the embankment and an anguished townsperson looking on.
“They’re better than that. You could be a professional photographer.”
“I wouldn’t go that far. I just happened to be in the right place at the right time.” 
“Okay, Miss Buzzkill. Why can’t you let your imagination roam for a few minutes and think about the possibilities? You’ve been into photography ever since I’ve known you.” 
“As a hobby, not a job.” Elle reorganized the pens in the Patty’s Place mug she’d brought in with her that morning. Candace’s effusive praise made Elle feel slightly uncomfortable, like the spotlight was too bright and too hot.
“No. I’m not going to let you bash your dreams. If you weren’t so damned practical all the time, you—Whoa. Who’s that?” Candace pointed to a thumbnail size photo of Angie, the sudden huskiness in her voice making Elle wonder if her friend was going to need a glass of ice water and a hand fan. 
“That’s, um... Angie.” 
“The woman who rescued you from the roof of your car?” Candace’s eyes widened in interest, and a flush traveled up Elle’s neck.
“The one and o-only.” Elle’s voice cracked, completely destroying her attempt at playing things cool. 
“She’s a real knight in shining armor. Or plaid flannel as the case may be. And holy smoke, what color are those eyes? Violet?”
“Not violet.” Elle hugged her arms to her torso. “Just gray.”
“Just gorgeous, you mean.” Candace let out a low, appreciative whistle. “She could pull me from a rushing river to safety anytime.”
Elle pressed her legs together under the desk, recalling the way Angie’s strong arms had lifted Elle from the roof of her car like it was nothing. The memory of Angie’s firm grip on her waist and the warmth of her breath against her neck sent shivers down Elle’s spine.
“Are you blushing?” Candace’s voice was full of amusement, and Elle could feel her friend’s eyes boring into her.
“Don’t be ridiculous.”
“In that case, are you ready for drinks? Clearly there are details about your Vermont adventure I have yet to hear.” Candace perched on the lip of the desk and gave Elle an expectant look. 
“A little early in the day for drinks, don’t you think? I haven’t even finished my coffee.” Elle reached for the travel mug and took a sip, remembering too late that its contents were cold and gross.
Candace slanted her head, studying Elle like she was trying to determine if she had a fever or something. 
And the truth was, Elle was feeling mighty warm. But that was only because they had the heat on too high in the office. In Vermont, no one had turned on the heat yet, despite the colder weather. Some people were still wearing shorts and T-shirts. She must’ve gotten used to it in the short time she’d been there and was having trouble adjusting.
Her skyrocketing temperature had nothing to do with Angie. Not at all.
“It’s after five o’clock. In the evening.” Candace pressed a hand to Elle’s forehead. “You didn’t catch a cold while floating in the river, did you?” 
“I wasn’t floating in the river,” Elle corrected. “My mom’s Cadillac was. I was on the roof.” 
“Until your beautiful lady knight swooped in.” Candace made kissing sounds. 
“Jesus Christ,” Elle groaned. “I think I do need a drink.” 
“Now you’re talking.” Candace rubbed her hands together. “I want to hear every salacious detail about this Angie person.”
“What salacious details? N-nothing happened,” Elle’s voice cracked once again. 
“What’s your definition of nothing? You nearly died and got rescued by the hottest woman on the planet. I want to know everything. Like, is she single?” Candace waggled her eyebrows suggestively.
“Oh my God. If I promise I’ll be ready in three minutes, will you get out of here and stop hounding me?” Elle pantomimed giving her friend a shove, laughing as Candace pretended to stumble dramatically out the door.
Before closing her laptop, Elle took one last peek at Angie playing tug of war with Chester. It was maybe her favorite photo from the weekend. Because of Chester, of course. Though there was no denying the woman had a remarkable smile. Like she genuinely enjoyed life and all of its pleasures.
Elle shivered as she recalled exactly how much she had enjoyed Angie’s pleasures that first night. The way their bodies had fit together, the way they had explored each other’s desires. It was a whirlwind of passion that left Elle wanting more. And now, as she sat in her stuffy office, she couldn’t help but yearn for another taste of Angie’s touch.
Too bad it could never happen again.
Elle slammed the computer shut and stuffed it into her laptop bag, slinging the strap across her chest. She needed to put all thoughts of Angie out of her head once and for all. Maybe a drink would do the trick.
Spilling out of the packed elevator into the lobby of their building in Boston’s financial district a few minutes later, Elle and Candace paused to get their bearings.
“Bean Town?” Candace suggested, naming the upscale lounge that was adjacent to their building.
“Is there another boozer within walking distance?” 
“No, which is why this one is always packed.” Pulling open the heavy glass door, Candace shoved her way into the bar. “Quick! That table just opened. Grab it while I get the drinks.” 
“On it!” Elle, the tinier of the two, ducked under a man’s arms, reaching the high-top a second before a man in a beige turtleneck dove in. Elle was startled to realize her first thought had been how it was the type of garment Angie would wear.
“Mind if I join you?” the guy asked, mistaking her staring for interest.
“Buzz off,” Elle directed, regaining her composure, “before my football player boyfriend gets back and decides to rearrange your face.”
Candace zigzagged through the crowd, holding two martinis overhead, hip-checking a guy in a suit who got too close. “Watch it, buddy!” 
The man scowled but made room for her to pass, and Elle couldn’t help but smile. 
“What happened to chivalry?” Candace set the drinks down with a loud clink, wiping her brow like she’d been through a war zone. 
“Did that ever exist in Massachusetts?” Elle reached for her glass. “There’s a reason we’re called Massholes.” 
“I wear that badge with honor.” Candace raised her glass.
“Good, because I may have implied to some finance bro a minute ago that you were a 300-pound linebacker with a jealous streak.” Elle raised her glass as well. “Cheers.”
“And cheers to you not drowning in a raging river.” 
“I wasn’t that close to death.” Nevertheless, as Elle clinked her glass to Candace’s, her heart swelled with relief and gratitude. 
“First things first. Tell me your plans.” Candace set down her drink.
“What plans?” Elle took a long sip, hoping it would bring clarity to this conversation because she had no idea what Candace was talking about. She and Angie hadn’t made any plans, if that was what Candace was implying. Although, perhaps that had been⁠—
“For Potter Industries, silly.”
“Huh?” Now that Elle’s head was filled with thoughts of Angie again, nothing else was computing.
“Earth to Elle. You were heading to a destination wedding for a sorority sister you hated just to make that connection. Did you bump your head when you took that detour into the river?” 
“You make it sound like it was intentional.” 
“I wouldn’t blame you if it meant getting rescued by the hot chick.” Candace tapped her fingertips conspiratorially, causing Elle to roll her eyes. “Seriously, I can’t remember the last time I got laid, and I know it’s been ages for you as well.” 
“It has not.” Elle’s cheeks burned with the accidental admission, which Candace would hopefully take as standard deflection instead of the whole, unvarnished truth. 
At first, Candace didn’t notice Elle’s discomfort, too busy steadying her drink after a man bumped into her on the way to the restroom. But when the kerfuffle was over, Candace took a long, searching look at Elle in the way only a best friend could. 
“Hold it right there, Missy. You’re not lying.”
“I’m…what?” Elle suddenly wasn’t certain if lying was a good thing or a bad thing in this scenario.
“Your voice always goes up an octave when you lie, only it didn’t just now when you said it hadn’t been ages since you got laid.”
“I’m not following.” Her head was spinning from the effort of keeping up. “There were way too many negatives in that sentence.”
“What where you doing in Vermont all that time? It took you the whole weekend to catch a ride home.” 
“The roads were washed out!” Elle exclaimed, defending herself too exuberantly for Candace not to see right through it. 
Candace’s eyebrows shot up. “You were hooking up with someone.” 
“No!” Elle protested, but even as she denied it, an image of Angie’s tousled hair and moody eyes flooded her mind. She quickly pushed it away. 
“Don’t lie to me, Elle. I want details.” Candace leaned in, a grin spreading across her face. “Sex details.” 
“Sorry to disappoint, but I have nothing of the kind to share.”
“I call bullshit. You only get this look on your face when something really big has happened.”
“Something big is happening,” Elle said. “I’m working on Potter Industries, remember? I have to be ready to present to them next week.”
“You found out about that like a minute ago. What had you so wrapped up all of today that you didn’t realize the whole afternoon had passed?”
“Honestly? My preliminary recommendations for the Lane Cheese account.” Elle confessed. “There’s more to it than I thought. I barely scratched the surface, and I actually suggested to Lewis that I should go back for a week to do more research.”
“A week of cheese?” There was no mistaking the skepticism in Candace’s tone. “You hate cheese.”
“Yeah, well you called me a freak over that fact, and I’ve come to realize most people love cheese. Besides, I don’t hate it.” Elle blushed as Candace raised an eyebrow at this confession, rushing to change the topic. “Picture this: How’s it cheesin’?”
“Picture it... how?”
“On mugs, tea towels, T-shirts, dog collars.” 
“Dog collars?” 
“People love dogs.” Elle tried hiding her face behind her glass. 
“They do. Dogs and cheese.” Candace eyed her with an intensifying suspicion that threatened to burn a hole through Elle’s forehead. “Do you have a certain dog in mind?” 
“All dogs deserve a cute collar.” 
“Sure. That’s what we’re always saying at the office.” Candace took a fortifying sip of her martini. “Are you telling me you actually spent the entire day working on a proposal for the cheese factory instead of telling Lewis first thing this morning it was basically a no-go? What’s up with that? Because we both know The Marshall Group isn’t going to approve a week of on-site research for such a small account.” 
“You never know. Besides, there was something Angie said⁠—” 
“Angie,” Candace said the name slowly, as if trying to sound out the clue. “The woman who rescued you? Only... hold on. One of the people you were on your way to see... wasn’t that an Angela something?”
“Lane.”
“Hold the phone. Is Angie the rescuer the same person as Angela Lane, the daughter of your mom’s college friend?” Candace drew in a breath, her eyes doubling in size. “Ah, shit. That’s who you slept with.”
“What?” As her own shriek echoed in her ears, Elle knew the damage was done. Candace’s eyes had turned cold, her lips pressed into a thin line of disapproval. “I did not sleep with her.” Technically, this was true. Elle didn’t even stay the night. It was more of a wham bam, without so much as a thank you, ma’am, to be had.
“Uh-huh.” Candace’s tone was accusing. “And now, you’re working on getting a week away on the company’s dime so you can have another crack at the cheese lady?”
“It’s not like that,” Elle argued, her voice rising in defense. “This has nothing to do with a woman, for Christ’s sake. This is about business, and an important account, at that. Without the creamery, the whole town of Deerfield will go belly up.” 
“Why is that your problem?” 
“Don’t you want to do the right thing and make a difference in this world?” 
Candace reached over the table, placing one hand on Elle’s shoulder. “Who are you, and what have you done to my best friend? The last thing I remember, the only concern you had was clinching that year-end bonus so you don’t get kicked out when your apartment building goes condo.”
“You make me sound like Ebenezer Scrooge,” Elle said with a pout.
“No, but you aren’t exactly the type to save a rural farming community on a whim.”
“Maybe, just this once, I want to be.” Elle was probably as surprised to hear herself say this as Candace was.
“What about Potter Industries.” Candace’s tone was firm. “Do you know how much time it would take for you to work on a proper proposal for the Lane family? You’d have to spend weeks if not months learning the ins and outs of the business. You said that yourself before heading out on Friday. I’m beginning to think you did hit your head in that river. We should take you to the hospital.” 
“I didn’t hit my head.” Elle yanked her head to the side, out of Candace’s reach.
“I need you to tell me the truth,” Candace said, gripping Elle’s shoulder. “Did you sleep with her?”
Elle groaned, running a hand through her tangled hair. “I didn’t mean to.”
“How do you sleep with someone by accident? And a potential client, Elle. That’s breaking a cardinal rule.”
“I didn’t know who she was when it happened.” Elle admitted, her cheeks flushing with embarrassment. She felt like a fool for allowing herself to get carried away with someone she’d just met. 
“Back up. Start from the beginning.” Candace circled her fingers in the air. “You had sex with a stranger and only found out who she was later?”
Elle buried her head in her hands. “When you say it like that, it makes it sound so tawdry and like I’m a terrible person.” 
Candace schooled her features, softening her tone. “You’re not a terrible person. Why don’t you tell me what happened, and we’ll figure out how to fix this mess?” 
Elle took a deep breath and began recounting the events of the day, leaving no humiliating detail untold. 
“The whole family showed up!” Candace burst into a fit of laughter when Elle revealed this part of the story. “This sounds like something that would happen to me.” 
“It was a nightmare.” Despite the raw burn of embarrassment, Elle laughed along. “That entire family is super close. All up in everyone’s grills. They like... care about each other. It’s weird.”
“It’s not weird,” Candace argued. “Most families are like that. The Lanes sound just like my family.”   
“Can I ask you a serious question?” Elle swallowed, her throat dry. “How do you have room in your life for anyone else with a family like that?” 
“What do you mean?” 
“I don’t understand it. Like with Angie. Her family, her business—even her dog—take precedence. It’s obvious. She wouldn’t have room in her life for anyone—” Elle choked, realizing her slip-up and quickly correcting to, “anything else.” 
Candace blinked, clearly not having missed the meaning of Elle’s stumble. “Are you talking about love?” 
“No. No, I’m not. What gave you that idea?” 
“Damn,” Candace slapped a hand on her thigh, shaking her head. “This Angie must have one magical pussy. You haven’t even thought about love since Connie broke your heart.” 
“Angie doesn’t have a magical pussy!” Only after a group of guys swiveled their heads at the next table did Elle realize how loud her voice had been. She clapped a hand over her mouth, unable to suppress a giggle as Candace glowered until the men turned away. 
“This has nothing to do with pussy,” Elle whispered before going quiet, unsure what point she was hoping to make. Like it or not, Elle needed to put her famous practicality to work right now and forget all about Lane Creamery. Potter Industries was her best hope for nailing her end-of-year review and getting the size of bonus she needed.
“Well, it doesn’t really matter.” Candace took a sip of her drink. “Lewis is⁠—”
“Right over there.” Elle’s eyes widened as she spotted her boss on the other side of the bar.
“I think you may be drunk.” Candace moved Elle’s glass out of reach. “Mr. Fancy Pants never comes into a dive like this. It’s the Ritz or nothing for him.”
“I’m telling you, he’s here. And, shit. He’s headed this way.” Elle plastered a smile on her face, lowering her voice. “Whatever you do, don’t breathe a word about the Potter Industries meeting. Lewis steals clients the way some people poach wild game.”
“My lips are sealed,” Candace promised.
“Elle, just the person I was looking for.” Still dressed in full suit and tie, Lewis drew close to the table, resting a hand on top. “Good job on the Lane Cheese write-up.”
“Yeah?” Elle held her breath, waiting for the but. It was sure to come, and once it did, Elle would be free to shift her focus to the Potter proposal guilt-free, or at least with as little guilt as was possible when the fate of a town rested in your hands and you were letting them down.
“I was impressed. Frankly, you convinced me it’s worth a closer look.” Lewis gave a stunned Elle a pat on the shoulder. “I want you to head up there next week and do a deep dive. Find out everything you can about the business before we decide whether to sign them on.”
“I… I’m… Thank you.” Elle stumbled over her words. Was she really going to be given a shot at this? Angie would be thrilled.
“Next week?” Candace’s eyes telegraphed a warning strong enough to penetrate the warm glow that had enveloped Elle at the thought of how happy this news would make Angie.
Shit. The meeting with Clayton Potter was supposed to be next week.
“Uh, right,” Elle fumbled. “Does it need to be next week, or⁠—”
“Next week or nothing, I’m afraid,” Lewis said with a shrug. “The fourth quarter calendar is packed, and that’s the only week we can spare you. Anyway, make your travel arrangements as soon as you can.”
Elle suppressed a groan as Lewis walked away.
“You’ll have to tell him about Potter,” Candace said as soon as Lewis was out of range to overhear. “If he knows it’s in the pipeline, he’ll⁠—”
“Steal it for himself?” Elle shook her head. “I have another idea.”
“Does it involve cloning yourself so you can be in two places at once?”
“If only.” Elle’s laugh was shaky. “But no. My idea is you.”
“What about me? You want me to go to Vermont?” But Elle shook her head, and Candace’s eyes widened as she realized Elle’s meaning. “No way, Elle. Potter is your baby, and I don’t know the first thing⁠—”
“Of course, you do,” Elle assured her friend. “You know this business every bit as well as I do. And you’re the best negotiator I’ve ever seen. If anyone can convince Potter Industries to come on board, it’s you.” Elle’s voice was earnest, and she locked eyes with Candace, who was now listening intently. “I want you to take the lead and meet with Clayton Potter next week.”
“And what about you?”
Elle drew in a breath, unable to believe she was about to say what she was. “I’m going back to Vermont.”



CHAPTER EIGHT

Standing in the spare room at her parents’ house, Angie watched as her sister-in-law held a pillow tucked under her chin, attempting to wrangle it into a fresh pillowcase.
“Can you help me?” Mindy asked, her voice muffled by the pillow.
“Here.” Angie put her hand out. “I can do it.”
“I didn’t mean the pillow. It’s Kev.” Mindy placed the pillow to one side, picking up a second one that needed a case. “Every time I so much as hint at him going back to finish college, he changes the subject.” 
Angie wished she could do the same, but she sensed the frustration in Mindy’s voice, and her heart went out to her. Ever since Angie’s brother had been killed, his widow had done everything she could to raise their son into a man who would make his father proud. But as much as Angie applauded her for it, she also knew Kevin, Jr. had inherited his father’s stubborn streak. Getting him to change his mind was like trying to roll a boulder uphill with a teaspoon.
“Are you sure college is the only way?” It was a can of worms Angie would almost certainly regret opening, but she’d heard plenty on this topic from her nephew, too. Enough to know he was dead set against pursuing higher education. “There are other ways to succeed in life that don’t involve four years of school and a lifetime of debt just to walk across a stage to get a rolled-up piece of paper.”
“You sound like my son.” Mindy’s lips settled into a pout, but she didn’t seem angry, just worried and at her wit’s end. “With the future of the creamery up in the air, I need him to realize he needs an education to make something of himself.”
“He’s doing really well as my number two at the factory,” Angie assured her, even though she knew what was at the heart of Mindy’s concern. Being second in charge meant nothing if there was no factory to run. “The customers love him. The farmers are always patting him on the back. He fits in with everyone.” 
“You went to college. Same with your sisters. But I didn’t. And my Kevin didn’t. We married young, and Kevin joined the army just so we could get by.” Mindy’s voice was strained like it always was when she talked about the husband she’d lost so long ago. “Look what happened there.”
“Kev has no intention of joining the military, if that’s what you’re worried about.” 
Mindy bit down on her lower lip, tension evident in her hunched shoulders. “I’m worried about his financial future. All of our futures.” 
“I know. That’s why I’m fighting so hard to save the business.” Angie slipped the corner of the bottom sheet onto the mattress, fighting the urge to stretch herself out and close her eyes. The constant pressure she put on herself was exhausting.
“Are you sure in the long run it wouldn’t be better to sell? It’s a lot of money, Angie.”
Angie considered Mindy’s question silently as she spread the flat sheet over the bed and began to tuck. She had little doubt the rest of the clan was leaning the same direction. Part of her couldn’t even blame them.
If they took the deal, everyone in the family would get a generous lump sum payment. It would provide a nest egg, but how long would it last? It wasn’t like rural Vermont was overflowing with job opportunities. Her close-knit family could very well end up scattered to the four winds.
On the other hand, modernizing and growing the business would take every penny they had, and then some. And there were no guarantees the risk would pay off. If it failed, they would be left with nothing. Was Angie a fool to ask her family to put everything on the line for a gamble that might not pan out?
But Angie knew in her heart that selling the creamery went against everything she believed. It had been in her family for generations. Losing it would destroy that hard-earned legacy, and with it a sense of pride and belonging that she would never find anywhere else. Not to mention what it would do to the farmers in the valley who relied on the Lane family for their livelihoods.
“To be totally honest, I don’t know what the best choice is.” Angie paused in her tucking, feeling the weight of the decision on her shoulders. She forced a laugh, doing her best to infuse some levity into the situation. “That’s why we’ve got this fancy business consultant coming into town, right?”
“Isn’t this the business consultant… that is to say, uh... didn’t the family walk in to find her in nothing but a robe at your house last week?” There was teasing in Mindy’s eyes. “And I heard you only had an afghan wrapped around you. What was that all about?”
“It’s not what it looked like.” Angie’s face and neck flushed with the lie as she smoothed down the quilt with a little more force than necessary. “I rescued her from the river.”
“That had to have been some rescue if you both lost your clothes in the process.” A knowing smirk curled Mindy’s lips. 
“How’s it coming in here.” Angie’s mom burst into the room with a platter of cookies, just in time to save Angie from further humiliation. “I’m trying out a new recipe. Gluten free and low fat for your dad.” 
Angie cautiously plucked a small piece of the baked treat from the plate, brought it to her lips, and took a tiny bite. It melted in her mouth, and she couldn’t help but smile at her mom’s triumph.
“This is amazing,” Angie mumbled as she took a much larger second bite. 
Mindy attempted to swipe a second cookie, but Shirley swatted her hand away. “Save the rest for Elle. She’s going to be our guest for the next week, and I wanted to make her feel at home.”
“Why is Elle staying here?” Angie asked, aware of her grumbling tone but not bothering to disguise it. “She’s a business consultant. Shouldn’t she be at a hotel?”
“In early October?” Shirley laughed. “You tell me one hotel in this part of Vermont that wasn’t booked a solid six months ago. Even the sketchy ones have a wait list, let alone anything nice. If there happens to be a room available, it’d cost a thousand a night.”
“Which we’d end up having to pay for,” Angie muttered.
“We’re lucky to get her,” Angie’s mom pointed out. “Especially with our small budget. I was shocked when The Marshall Group agreed to let her come back for a full week to study the business more in depth. The least we can do is provide her with a place to stay. She’s like family.” 
“She’s not our family.” Angie was emphatic on this point, perhaps because the idea of the gorgeous stranger she’d had a one-night stand with being related to her in any way, shape, or form was more than her brain could handle.
“She’s Eloise’s daughter, and you know we go way back.” 
“You’ve barely seen Eloise in years, except for the class reunions,” Angie countered, knowing this line of argument was over well before it started, but she couldn’t help herself. “And why did The Marshall Group agree to sending her for so long, anyway? A week is way more than any of the other consultants could manage. Does that not seem suspicious to you?”
“You’re suspicious of her doing her job?” her mom asked incredulously, arching an eyebrow at Angie. “The only thing suspicious here is your attitude toward Elle.”
“Yeah. It’s almost like you don’t want to see her again. I wonder why.” Mindy fluttered not-so-innocent lashes. 
Angie bristled at the barely veiled implications of her sister-in-law’s remark, as if she was someone who couldn’t separate her private life from professional life.
“I simply think we should be cautious. Lane Creamery is hardly the type of business a big firm like Marshall invests a lot of energy in. We know that from experience. So why now?” 
Angie’s mom sighed. “Why look a gift a horse in the mouth? If we’re lucky enough⁠—” 
“Mom!” All three of them jumped as Cassidy’s shriek echoed from downstairs. 
“In the guest bedroom!” Angie’s mom called out, concern deepening the lines on her face.
“Did you know Cassidy was dropping by?” Mindy’s voice was laced with concern as Cassidy tromped up the stairs.
“No, this is unexpected,” Angie’s mom replied. “I thought she and Jake were going away together for the weekend.”
Cassidy stumbled into the spare room, her face streaked with tears. A duffle bag was slung over one shoulder. “It’s over.” 
“What is?” Shirley set the plate of cookies on the dresser, and both Mindy and Angie snagged seconds as soon as it was unguarded. “The trip?”
“Jake.” The name of Cassidy’s boyfriend came out as a wail. 
“Is he all right?” Shirley clasped her hands together, clearly alarmed. 
“I’m the one who’s not all right. He dumped me.” Cassidy plopped her bag down on the newly made bed, causing lumps to form and cancel out all Angie’s hard work.
“Oh, honey.” Shirley reached for her daughter, pulling her into an embrace. “What happened?”
“I don’t want to talk about it. I just want to move back home, sit in my room, and cry until I run out of tears.” Pulling away from her mom, Cassidy flopped onto the bed beside her bag, burrowing her face into the pillow.
“That’s Elle’s pillow,” Angie protested, feeling stupid for mentioning it but aware she would end up being the one who had to fix it. “And this isn’t your room. It’s the guest room.” 
“Mommy!” Cassidy wailed, sitting up and clutching the mangled pillow to her chest. 
“Now, now. Everything’s going to be all right.” Shirley reached down to fluff Cassidy’s hair. “Of course, you can stay here.” 
“But it’s the only spare room you have,” Angie dug in. It wasn’t that she didn’t have compassion for Cassidy’s predicament, but this was hardly the first time a sister’s drama had spilled over to engulf the whole family. “Tonya and Bruce are living in the big family homestead now. Technically, Cassidy’s old bedroom is there. I’m sure they wouldn’t mind.” 
“I want my mom.” Cassidy sobbed into the pillow, leaving spots of tears and snot all over it. 
“But Elle!” Angie couldn’t believe she was suddenly in the position of arguing on the woman’s behalf, but like it or not, Elle Robinson was their only shot at fending off the sale of their company. A breakup was bad, but they needed to get their priorities in order. “Mom, you said yourself that we’re lucky to have this opportunity.”
Cassidy sobbed some more, earning her a kiss on the top of her head from their mother. “Don’t you worry, my darling girl. I’m not going to turn you out. Elle will just have to stay with Angie.”
“What?” Angie nearly choked. Was she mistaken, or was there an oddly triumphant glint in her mother’s eye at this surprise pronouncement? “Is this even real? Jake’s always been devoted to Cass. Did you somehow orchestrate this whole thing to make me take Elle in?” 
“Don’t be ridiculous,” Angie’s mom said with a shake of her head. “Why would I do that? Jake’s a good egg, despite whatever this temporary setback is all about. I’ve always liked him. We all do.”
“It’s true,” Mindy chimed in. “Unlike Mason. I don’t know what Nadine sees in him. If your mom could secretly plot to get rid of someone’s boyfriend, I’m sure it would be him.”
“I don’t know about plotting, but Mindy has a point.” Their mom patted the back of Cassidy’s head as her daughter gulped for air between racking sobs. “I’m sure this is all going to blow over. Any fool can see Jake’s madly in love with you. He’s probably just being an idiot and needs some space to get his head on straight.”
“Do you think so?” Cassidy asked in a strangled whisper.
“I do,” her mom cooed soothingly. “Did you bring more than that one bag?”
“Yes, a few things.” Cassidy, with shoulders up to her ears, wiped her nose on her sweater. “I didn’t bring much.” 
“That’s all right. Whatever you need, I’m sure we can find it.” Angie’s mom patted Cassidy’s back. “Why don’t you get the rest of your things and bring them up? Take some cookies. I’ll make more.” 
Once Cassidy was out of the room, Angie rounded on her mother. “Elle cannot stay with me.” 
“You’re the only one with a spare room.” Her mother held her hands out as she shrugged, wide eyes blinking, but the innocent act wasn’t fooling Angie. Deep down, some part of her meddling, matchmaking mom was enjoying this turn of events.
“Tonya has a spare room.” Angie crossed her arms, clenching her jaw. 
“It’s too noisy there with the kids,” Angie’s mom said. “Elle needs some peace and quiet to be able to think.” 
“Yeah, I’m sure thinking is the first thing that will be on both their minds as soon as they’re alone in a cozy cabin in the woods.” Mindy took another cookie, not bothering to hide her smirk. 
“Give me another one of those.” Angie swiped a third cookie, ignoring her mother’s protests. She was going to need a lifetime supply of cookies if she had to put up with Ms. Know It All for a week.
How was Angie going to survive seven days sharing the cabin with Elle? The woman would probably show up wearing inappropriate clothing that showed things that shouldn’t be seen. Probably doused with that perfume she had that tickled Angie’s nose. And she’d pet Chester’s head. He was a sucker for that kind of shit, the little traitor. The fact she and Elle had slept together that first night was totally his doing. 
No, this simply wouldn’t do. 
“Doesn’t her mom have some other friend in Vermont she can stay with?” It was a last-ditch effort that apparently merited her mom bopping her on the back of her head. “Ow! It’s a legitimate question. You can’t be the only friend⁠—”
“Angela Lane.” Angie’s mom used that special tone that meant she was about to lay down the law. “Elle is staying with you. End of discussion. And if you don’t stop complaining right now—you’re not too old for me to put over my knee.” 
Before Angie could respond that thirty-eight was definitely too old for a spanking, the doorbell rang. “For God’s sake. How many bags did Cass pack if she can’t even get the door open on her own?”
Angie stalked down the stairs, muttering to herself the whole way. Was she the only person in the Lane family who knew how to function like a damn adult?
Her irritation had reached a crescendo as she swung open the door to find not Cass, but Elle standing on the porch, looking as surprised as Angie felt.
“You’re early.” Angie’s tone was flat, but this was a ruse. As she took in Elle’s cream cable-knit turtleneck, designer jeans, brown leather boots, and a beige knit cap that was perched atop her blond hair like a beret, a whole lot of parts that Angie desperately needed to remain neutral were striving to make their opinions known in the form of a standing ovation.
“I’m sorry.” Elle’s expression instantly went from open and happy to crestfallen. Her voice was quavering. “I left the office early to beat the Friday traffic. Considering the amount of grief I caused your family last time, I wanted to make sure I didn’t create any more issues.”
“There’s been a change of plans. You’re mine now—I mean, you’re at my place. In your own room, so don’t even think… things.” 
Off to a smooth start, Angie thought. By the looks of it, this was going to be one hell of a week.



CHAPTER NINE

“W 

e’re h-here.” Angie’s voice cracked as she put the truck into park at the top of her long, sloped driveway.
“Home sweet home,” Elle chirped, instantly feeling the need to amend her words. “Your home, that is. Not mine, naturally. That is to say, it looks so different when it’s, you know, not raining.”
Wow. Could she have sounded any more awkward? Elle mentally scolded herself for the verbal stumble and forced a fake smile. Exactly one week ago, they’d arrived at Angie’s cabin under much different circumstances. While the weather had been worse, everything else had seemed safer that time.
No, safer wasn’t the word. Easier. There had been a certain simplicity when they didn’t know each other and weren’t aware of all the reasons they should steer clear of each other.
Before Elle could launch into the complete list for the hundredth time that day, Chester whined in the back of the truck, wanting to be set free. 
Angie opened the driver’s side door with a slow creak and grudgingly stepped out. She rested her hand on the side of the truck a moment before finally letting go and slamming the door shut, as if she was reluctant to leave the safety of her vehicle.
Elle could hardly blame Angie for hesitating. After all, stepping inside the small cabin was sure to unleash a flood of memories from their night together. Elle’s presence in all likelihood would be an unwelcome reminder of the mistake they’d made. And now they had to get through a whole week together in this cramped space?
Oddly, Chester stayed in the car with Elle.
Taking a deep breath, Elle summoned all her strength just to open her own door. She grabbed Chester’s leash and stepped out of the truck, trying not to imagine what must be running through Angie’s head.
“You can let him off the leash.” Angie grabbed Elle’s luggage from the back of the truck. 
As soon as she’d set Chester free, Elle made a lunge toward her bag, holding out a hand. “I can⁠—” 
Angie cut Elle off with a gruff, “It’s fine. I’m used to it.” 
Used to what? Elle wondered. Having women she’d had one night stands with randomly arrive to stay at her place?
The thought sent an unexpected wave of jealousy through Elle, which made her feel ridiculous. She had no right to get all possessive over Angie. But as she watched Angie carry her luggage inside the cabin, Elle couldn’t help but feel a twinge of something she couldn’t quite place.
Was it longing? Regret? Or maybe it was just some lingering car sickness after the long Uber ride from Boston. There was a first time for everything.
“It’s not too late for me to find a hotel,” Elle offered as she reached again for her bags.
Like before, Angie waved her off. “Even if you could find a place this last minute, how would you get around all week without a car? I still can’t believe you took a taxi all the way from Boston.”
“It was an Uber. And I don’t have a car of my own,” Elle said in her defense. She could appreciate how her actions, so normal in the city, must go over with someone like Angie. But it had been a reasonable choice. “The rate wasn’t much more than a rental, and after last week, I wasn’t too keen on driving. Your mom had offered to get me where I needed to go once I arrived.”
“And now, I will.”
Elle swallowed, unable to come up with a reply. If she’d been at all worried that Angie would want to pick up where they’d left off the week before, Elle was now very much over it. The woman clearly found her a burden.
With a bag in each hand, Angie marched past her and up the steps. As she pressed the front latch and kicked the door open, it occurred to Elle that she hadn’t used a key. It wasn’t locked. If Elle dared do that when leaving her apartment in the city, she’d probably come home to find all her possessions gone and a dozen squatters in residence.
But not here in Vermont. She and Angie lived in two different worlds, for sure.
Elle’s stomach tightened as a horrifying realization hit her. That night when she and Angie had been in the throes of passion in front of the crackling fireplace, absolutely anyone could have walked in, catching them in the act.
Forget about thieves and squatters. Angie’s parents, her sisters, her nephew, and her brother-in-law—hell, the entire population of Deerfield, right down to the mayor—could have barged right in and witnessed the whole thing.
A wave of heat engulfed her, sending a blush of embarrassment skyrocketing up her neck and to the top of her forehead. She had been so caught up in the moment that she hadn’t even considered the possibility of getting caught. What if the Lane clan had arrived five minutes earlier, before they’d stopped fucking and started arguing. What if they hadn’t had the courtesy to knock?
Blissfully oblivious to the close call they’d experienced, Angie disappeared through the open door. She hauled the luggage behind her, wheels rattling across wide pine floorboards as she made her way down an interior hallway Elle had never gotten the chance to explore.
Angie stopped in front of a closed door. “This is your room.” 
Had Angie emphasized the word your? Elle was almost certain of it. Did Angie think Elle would tiptoe across the hall and throw herself at Angie in the hope of recreating that night? 
Like Elle had any thoughts of that. Not after Angie had basically tossed her out into the cold. 
“Thanks,” Elle said, noticing the way Angie shrank back from the bedroom door after opening it. Message received, loud and clear. “I’ll do my best to stay out of your hair.”
Before Angie was out of earshot, a loud rolling growl filled the air, like a grizzly bear had been let loose in the cabin.
“What was that?” Angie asked, stopping in her tracks. “Was that you?”
Elle wished she could close her eyes and make herself disappear. The sound that had come from her stomach wasn’t of this world. Elle pressed a hand to her belly, but the damage was done. They might be alone on this mountain, but not a single forest creature within ten miles could have missed that earth-shattering rumble.
Elle’s stomach growled again, betraying her. “I think I forgot to eat today.”
“It’s after five. Are you saying you haven’t eaten since breakfast?” To Elle’s surprise, there was concern in Angie’s eyes instead of the mocking she’d anticipated. 
“I remember a cup of coffee.” Try as she might, that was the only item Elle could offer, and even then, she wasn’t so certain. Ever since she’d started working on the Lane proposal, she’d had a tendency to let her coffee go cold on her desk. “I might’ve grabbed a mint from the receptionist’s desk on my way out.”  
“A mint? That’s hardly—Chester! Down!” Angie snapped her fingers as Chester heaved his massive furry body onto the guest room bed.
“He’s fine.” Elle watched, impressed, as Chester obediently jumped off the bed and trotted over to Angie. “Is it weird to say I actually missed this big galoot?” 
“Yes, it is weird. I haven’t heard anyone under the age of eighty-seven use the word galoot in my life. Are you sure you’re not the one who’s ten years older?” Angie shifted on her feet as Elle’s belly let out another guttural growl, louder than before, if such a thing was even possible. “Okay, that’s it. We’re getting you some food. I can’t have you passing out on me in the middle of the floor. I’m going to check the fridge to see what I have.” 
Should I follow? Elle wondered as Angie made her way toward the kitchen. Or stay in her room to be waited on like a princess? Not being the queenly type, despite Angie thinking she was, Elle quickly joined Angie in the kitchen. 
“I have some good news and bad.” Angie rested a hand on the open fridge door, a scowl on her face. “Which do you prefer to hear first?” 
“The good news,” Elle answered without hesitation. “Always the good.” 
“Naturally.” 
Elle couldn’t decipher Angie’s expression to know how her comment was intended. Did Angie find her predictable, or was she being sarcastic?
“The good news is I have cookie dough.” 
Elle perked up, a smile spreading across her face. “Cookie dough? That’s great. I love cookies. Can we make them after dinner?”
Angie’s scowl deepened. “The bad news is that’s all I have. A tube of cookie dough.” 
Elle’s smile faded. “Uh, that’s not exactly a meal.”
“Not if you’re over the age of twelve, no,” Angie agreed.
“Surely you’re exaggerating. You must have more than that. Like cheese.” Elle edged around Angie, craning her neck to assess the situation. “I never realized this until quite recently, but a person can actually live on cheese. If it’s the right type.” 
But there wasn’t any cheese. Elle spied a couple of half-empty condiment bottles and a single shriveled potato that looked like it had seen better days. Her spirits brightened at a plastic container in the very back on the bottom shelf.
“What’s that?” Elle pointed to the leftovers.
Angie made a strange face and seemed to turn a little bit green. “Oh God. I think it’s lasagna.” 
“I love lasagna.” 
“Uh, no.” Angie pulled it out with a grimace, marching it to the trashcan.
“You’re not even going to check to see if it’s still good?” Elle’s eyes widened as Angie tossed it in, container and all. “That’s not a takeout container. I think it’s Tupperware. It’s definitely reusable.”
“Trust me. We’re safer if I don’t open it.” Angie’s nose wrinkled as she closed the lid on the trash. “I haven’t had lasagna in months.”
“Yikes.” Elle’s stomach gurgled but not from hunger. “Do you have any menus? We can order something and have it delivered.” 
“This isn’t Boston, city girl,” Angie teased. “We’re on a mountain in Vermont. It’s not like I keep an army of Door Dashers on speed dial.” 
Elle’s shoulders slumped. “What do you normally eat?” 
“Up until last weekend, I usually picked up the family special from Patty’s Place,” Angie said with a wistful sigh. “It was different every time and would feed me for a week.”
“I see.” Considering Patty’s Place was no more, Elle wasn’t sure what to suggest.
“I had meant to go to the store today after helping out at my mom’s, but...” 
“I arrived and ruined your plan.” Elle said it with a small smile, but inside, she was cringing. The only thing worse than being hungry was knowing her presence was a burden.
“It’s fine.” Angie waved it off. “It’s more my sister’s fault than yours. If she could ever learn to put on her big girl panties, I’d have a lot more free time.”
“Is it always like this?” As an only child, Elle couldn’t fathom the constant sibling drama.
“To be fair, Jake breaking things off with her was a shock. I was certain there was a ring in her future. But the last thing you can do is let a breakup ruin your life.” Angie said this with a conviction that suggested she was speaking from experience. Elle wondered what kind of heartbreak Angie had endured in the past that had left her so hardened.
“I guess that’s easier said than done.” Elle, too, spoke from experience. After Connie had chosen her family business instead of her, Elle had struggled to move on for the longest time. “It’s hard when you think you’ve found your forever person, only to discover they were never fully committed to the relationship.”
Angie lifted an eyebrow as if intrigued by Elle’s admission. “Sounds like you’ve been burned before.” 
Elle shrugged, not wanting to delve too deep into her own past. “Haven’t we all?” 
“True.” Angie sighed. “But if we wallow in our misery for too long, we risk missing out on the good things in life.”
“Like dinner?” Elle suggested, happy to bring the conversation back around to the problem at hand.
“Wait, I know.” Angie seemed ready to pat herself on the back for whatever brilliant idea she had yet to share. “The Barn.”
“What about—what barn?” Elle frowned, trying to imagine what a barn had to do with dinner. Were they supposed to eat hay or something?
“The Barn is a little place on the outskirts of town,” Angie explained, her eyes turning that dangerous violet color that left Elle a little breathless. “It’s kind of a hidden gem. And since it’s farther from the river, it wasn’t damaged by the flood.” 
“It’s a restaurant,” Elle sought to clarify, “and it’s called The Barn?” 
“Yes, because it’s in a barn.” 
“Naturally.” Still picturing piles of hay, Elle eyed the half tube of cookie dough that seemed like the better option. Had Angie honestly recommended eating in a barn? What the actual fuck? 
“I’ve been meaning to check it out,” Angie said with a shrug. “Might as well tonight.” 
“Sounds great.” Elle swallowed hard, holding back a snarky observation that Angie was planning to drag her to a place that was totally untested and probably better suited to animals than humans. She glanced down at her pure-Irish-wool fisherman’s sweater and expensive new boots, regretting her choice of wardrobe almost as much as her now-ruined cocktail dress from the week before. “Should I change?” 
“No. It’s not formal.” 
Elle nearly choked. She’d meant something more along the lines of a pair of overalls. Or a hazmat suit. Didn’t animals poop in barns?
They piled back into Angie’s truck, minus Chester this time, who wasn’t happy about being left behind. Elle wondered about this decision. Surely a dog would be welcome in a barn. But it was up to Angie, so Elle kept her mouth shut. She’d caused enough trouble for one day.
Soon enough, they pulled onto a dirt driveway in front of what looked like a two-story white farmhouse. As with so many such buildings in Vermont, it stretched out forever, with a lower building made of stone leading to a big red barn. Elle remembered her mother explaining once that it was so farmers could reach their animals in the bitter winter weather without ever having to go outside.
Elle considered the prospect of sharing living space with cows and sheep, no matter how separated, to be thoroughly unhygienic. Sure, she’d travelled the world with her parents, but that had been forced on her. Elle wasn’t a pull up a hay bale type of gal.
“This place is hopping,” Angie announced.
Elle counted ten cars total and wanted to know if the definition of hopping was different in these parts than it was back home. 
But Angie was practically giddy as she pulled the truck into a spot between two cars, both with out-of-state plates. That was a bit unexpected, although Elle reminded herself it was peak tourist season. People on vacation did crazy things, like eat meals with barnyard animals so they could post the photos on their socials. 
As soon as they entered the restaurant, Elle was floored. Somewhere along the line, she’d made a miscalculation. This place didn’t resemble a smelly old barn at all.
This place had maybe seen animals at one point in the distant past, but that was long since gone. It had been completely renovated and converted into a stunningly gorgeous restaurant, the interior a harmonious blend of rustic and chic, with exposed wooden beams and elegant chandeliers that cast a warm, cozy glow over the space.
There were twinkle lights for ambiance, and tables with crisp tablecloths. In the center of the far wall was a massive stone hearth with a roaring fire. It was practically romantic. 
Not that Elle had any interest in romance. Not tonight, and especially not with Angie as her date.
No, that was wrong. This was not a date. This was happenstance, brought about by Cassidy’s breakup and the fact that Angie apparently only shopped for groceries once every blue moon. 
Any ideas of romance vanished as a tall, dark-haired woman in a crisp white blouse and black skirt approached. Though Elle knew this was probably the hostess, she nevertheless felt slightly shabby compared to the woman’s poise and style. And did Angie think she was being smooth with that quick downward flick of her eyes, as if it hadn’t been obvious she was checking out the woman’s gazelle-like legs?
“Table for two?” The woman picked up two thick leather binders, which Elle assumed must be menus. To think she’d expected paper plates and plastic forks. This was definitely not what she had in mind when Angie had suggested dinner at a barn.
“Yes, please,” Angie said, giving the hostess what Elle assumed was meant to be her most charming smile.
The most irksome thing about it was that the smile was objectively charming. Even the hostess seemed to be taken by it, and Elle had to force herself not to roll her eyes.
“We have a table by the fire.”
“Perfect.” Angie motioned for Elle to walk ahead. 
Noting the hostess’s pink-flushed cheeks, Elle experienced a twinge of jealousy at Angie’s effortless charm. At least, that’s what she told herself was causing it. Surely, she wasn’t actually jealous that the hostess found Angie attractive. That would be absurd.
This isn’t a date, Elle chanted in her head. It isn’t a date, and Angie isn’t yours to get jealous about.
“Enjoy your meal, Ms. Lane,” the hostess said, leaving them to settle into the cozy table by the hearth.
Elle boosted an eyebrow. “You sure you’ve never been here before? The hostess knows you by name, and these are the best seats in the house.”
“Of course, she knows me by name,” Angie replied with a laugh. “We live in a town of less than two thousand people. I know her name, too. It’s Rachel, and she’s not the hostess. She’s one of the owners.”
“Owners?” Elle blinked back her surprise that a woman who barely looked a day over twenty-one could own her own restaurant. Suddenly, her own life accomplishments paled by comparison. At twenty-eight, she was at the mercy of her boss deciding to be generous with her holiday bonus to avoid losing her apartment. And here she was in the middle of nowhere, working the least likely project in the world to get her to that goal. What the hell was she doing?
“Good evening.” A young man in a black shirt and trousers stood beside their table with his hands behind his back. “Would you like to start off with a bottle of wine? Cocktails?” 
“Yes,” Elle said, while Angie simultaneously said no. The blood rushed to Elle’s cheeks as she realized Angie probably didn’t want to get too drunk and risk doing something foolish.
“Should I give you more time?” The man took a step back. 
“No, no. Uh, wine. We should get wine,” Angie corrected, appearing flustered. “Red? White?” She directed these questions to Elle. 
“Red.” 
“The Marquette Reserve from Shelburne Vineyards is locally sourced,” the man explained, “and the perfect accompaniment to the chef’s special tonight, Chateaubriand.”
“That sounds... amazing.” Elle had to place her hand on her belly to tame the raging hunger beast inside. 
“The wine or the meal?” Angie asked with a hint of amusement.
“Both,” Elle admitted. She might not have a place to live in the new year, but at least she would get a nice dinner out of the deal.
“In that case, a bottle of the Marquette and two orders of Chateaubriand,” Angie told the server.
“Right away, Ms. Lane.”
“And he knows your name, too,” Elle said pointedly once the server was out of earshot. “Another owner?”
“Actually, yes,” Angie replied. “Mark is a trained sommelier, while his older sister Rachel studied hotel and restaurant management at Cornell. Their little sister, Bella, recently graduated from culinary school in Rhode Island.”
“A family business,” Elle commented, pushing down the inevitable bad memories of Connie that threatened to surface whenever she thought of family-run enterprises. “Vermont seems to be full of them.”
“Not a lot of big corporations in these parts,” Angie said, stiffening almost imperceptibly. “And we like to keep it that way.”
“Which is why I’m here,” Elle reminded her, grateful to turn the conversation toward business before the romantic setting and delicious food made her more confused than she already was. “The Marshall Group has every intention of helping Lane Creamery remain a successful family-owned business for the next generation.”
“I still don’t get it.” Angie’s tone was cautious, her expression wary and slightly less open than before. “I may be a small-town girl, but I know enough about business to realize that a consulting firm like The Marshall Group rarely takes on a client of our size. You’re a little more Goliath, and we’re definitely on the David end of the spectrum.”
“Au contraire. My boss was very eager for me to come up here, you know.” The server came by with a basket of rolls, and Elle snatched one before it even hit the table. “He told me to take all the time I needed. I know you haven’t had the best experience with consultants. But we’re different. I’m different.” Elle really wanted that to be true. “We care about each and every client.” 
Angie’s expression turned icy, a look of complete distrust on her face. “Forgive me if I find that hard to believe.”
“It’s true. We do.” Elle didn’t know why she sounded so defensive. It made her look like a liar. 
“Pro tip,” the server said, acting as though he hadn’t heard a single word of their exchange. “Save room for the fried apple turnovers. It’s Bella’s final batch for the season. I think we’re down to our last two.” 
“Can we order them now?” Elle’s eyes wandered the tables, mentally trying to determine how many of the patrons planned on dessert.
He chuckled. “I’ll guard them with my life.” 
Elle grinned. “You’re my new favorite person.” 
The man nodded, leaving them alone. 
“You take apple turnovers seriously.” It was hard to tell if Angie was making a statement or asking a question, but Elle was happy to see some of the earlier chilliness had thawed.
“I take food seriously,” Elle confirmed. 
“What’s in your fridge?” Angie rested on her arms. 
Elle winced. “More than cookie dough, but not by much. I’ve been angling for a big year-end bonus, and I eat almost all my meals at the office these days.” 
“Then why are you in Vermont for a week?” Angie looked incredulous. “Despite what you claim, we can’t be the type of client that boosts someone’s profile.” 
It was the question of the hour. But before Elle could attempt an answer, Rachel buzzed toward them, slowing as she neared the table. “I hear you snagged the last two apple turnovers of the season. There might be bloodshed.” 
Angie laughed. “They really are that good.” 
“I thought you hadn’t been here before,” Elle said after Rachel had walked away. “How do you know anything about the apple turnovers?”
“Because Bella has been selling them at the farmer’s market over in Brattleboro for the past year,” Angie said. “You’d be surprised how often I came up with a reason to make that drive.”
“I’m never surprised where good food is concerned. But if they’re that popular, why discontinue them?” Elle asked. 
“The markets close for the winter,” Angie explained. “I recall Bella saying they switch to pies until spring.”
“So the markets start back up in March?” 
“I said spring,” Angie teased.
“March is spring.” Elle crossed her arms.
“Not around here. The markets won’t open until late May or June, depending on the weather.” 
“Such a long time to wait for apple turnovers,” Elle lamented. She hadn’t tasted them yet, but it seemed wrong to go so long.
A thought tugged at her brain, but she wasn’t able to tease it out before Rachel came by with their plates. Now her brain had a new mystery to deal with. Why had Rachel delivered the food instead of Mark?
“Enjoy your dinners, ladies.” Rachel gave Angie an overly friendly pat on the shoulder. The type that lingered.
Elle’s stomach growled, but she hardly noticed, despite the aroma of the perfectly cooked Chateaubriand tickling her nostrils and making her mouth water. She had bigger, more important things to think about than food.
Like why was Rachel touching Angie like that? And why, considering this was not a date and strictly business, did Elle feel the sudden urge to tackle the woman to the ground, or possibly challenge her to a duel?



CHAPTER TEN

Angie touched her hand to the paper cap covering her hair, more than ready to take off the protective clothing that was required on the factory floor. She’d been on her feet for hours, demonstrating every aspect of the cheesemaking process while Elle took copious notes.
“Ready to call it a day?” Angie asked, already unzipping the front of her white coverall.
“Walk me through the process again first?” Elle tapped a mechanical pencil against the notebook that had been glued to her hand for what seemed like years. She, too, wore a white coverall and blue paper cap, a few tendrils of blond hair escaping at her temples. Angie balled her fists and pressed them to her thighs to keep from reaching out to brush them back.
“I admire your dedication but⁠—”  
“Kevin deals with all the milk deliveries⁠—”
"Kev,” Angie corrected. “Kevin was his father.”
“Oh, Sorry. Kev deals with the deliveries, which arrive by truck first thing in the morning.” Elle consulted her notes. “Raw milk, correct? That requires 60 days of aging, according to Vermont law.” 
“You’ve been paying attention.” Angie smiled, the effects of the long day fading away in the face of Elle’s enthusiasm.
“It’s literally my job to know everything.” 
“Is that right? I know most business consultants I’ve met have believed it of themselves.” Angie crossed her arms over her chest, though her tone was teasing. “But few would ever get this deep into the weeds.” 
Elle’s eyes became glued to Angie’s cleavage, which was on prominent display from the way she held her arms. Angie enjoyed the flustered expression as the woman tried and failed several times to make herself look away. “I keep telling you I’m not like most consultants.” 
“So you do.” Angie was fairly sure Elle wasn’t like anyone she’d ever met, but she kept that thought to herself. 
“Nadine and Cassidy are in charge of the coagulation process, which involves warming up the milk in the vats and adding rennet to produce the curds.” Elle closed her eyes, not looking at her cheat sheet. “It’s then milled and salted before putting into the molds.”
“You’ve forgotten the most important part,” Angie said. “Cheddaring.”
“I still can’t get used to the word cheddar being a verb,” Elle admitted with a laugh. “I watched your sisters turning and stacking those big blocks of curds, and all I can say is they must have some amazing biceps.”
“You’d better not be checking out my sisters’ biceps,” Angie teased, although she couldn’t help but feel a twinge of genuine jealousy at the thought of Elle’s attention turning elsewhere. 
Elle let out a tinkling laugh that made Angie’s heart skip a beat. “I can’t help it if I appreciate hard work and strong muscles. It does help explain how you came by your strength.” 
Angie felt her cheeks flush as she struggled to wrangle the conversation back to safety. “Cheddaring is a crucial step. It’s what gives our cheese its unique texture and taste.”
“That, and the traditional wax packaging,” Elle said. “Mindy demonstrated that process to me yesterday and explained all about why it was better than plastic wrap.”
“Unfortunately, it’s time consuming, and the one part of the process I just can’t figure out how to streamline if we want to modernize and increase production.” Angie let out a sigh. “I hate the idea of sacrificing quality for quantity, but I do understand that we need to make a profit if we want to stay in business.”
Elle’s eyes flickered with a hint of sympathy. “It’s a tough balance to strike. Are you sure you’d really be willing to change that? The wax packaging is one of my favorite parts.” She closed her eyes, which was a shame because Angie could stare into them all day. “Let me run through the whole process again to see if I⁠—” 
“Stop.” Angie cut her off. “Just stop. You’ve been at this for days without a break. I thought I was a workaholic, but you take the cake⁠—” 
“Don’t you mean cheesecake?” 
Angie let out a groan. “That sounds like something my dad would say.”
“He clearly raised you to appreciate a good cheese pun,” Elle replied with a grin. “Maybe I should add that to my list of potential slogans for the new line of souvenir T-shirts I’ll be proposing.”
“Not so fast,” Angie said before Elle could start jotting things down in her notebook again. “When’s the last time you took a moment for a breath?” 
Elle put two fingers to the side of her neck. “Considering I still have a pulse, I’m guessing I’m getting plenty of breathing in.” 
“You’re such a smart-ass. You always have a snarky reply at the ready.” But Angie said this with a smile that no doubt betrayed her fondness for Elle’s quick wit. “What about sunlight? I, for one, like to feel the sun on my skin.”
The mention of skin was a mistake. As soon as Angie uttered the word, all she could think of was not the warmth of the sun, but the velvety soft feel of Elle’s skin against hers. It was a dangerous thought, one that Angie couldn’t entertain without risking the solid working relationship she and Elle had managed to build in the past several days. It was a miracle, considering what had happened between them. She wasn’t about to jeopardize that success, especially not for her own selfish desires.
She cleared her throat and tried to shake the image of Elle naked in front of the fireplace from her mind. “I think we both need a break.”
“It’s okay, really,” Elle protested. “I still have so much to learn, and my time here is half over.” 
“If it’s learning you’re after, come with me.” Angie stepped out of the factory and into the office, stripping off her blue cap and tossing it into the trash. Elle did the same, along with removing her protective overalls and tossing them in the laundry bin.
When they were both back in regular clothing, Angie grabbed her keys from a peg. She led Elle out into the gift shop portion of the creamery, motioning to Kev, who was busy serving up samples to a group of shoppers, that she was heading out. 
Elle blinked rapidly in the bright sunlight as she stepped outside through the door Angie held open for her. As soon as he heard the squeak of the door hinges, Chester came trotting up. His slobbery face was filled with a hope that Angie hated to dash.
“Not this time, Ches. It’s too pretty to keep you cooped up inside the truck while we run errands.” Angie eyed the blue sky and the brilliant fall foliage, feeling a surge of energy. It was exactly the type of day that made her grateful to live in Vermont. To appease Chester, she tossed him a new bone to destroy before heading to the truck. 
Meanwhile, Elle snapped some photos with her phone. “It’s like a make-believe land. Is it always this pretty?” 
“This time of year, yes. Wait until the snow is up to your chest.” Angie’s eyes landed on Elle’s cleavage. She swallowed hard and looked away. “Not that you’ll be here then.”
“Where are we headed?” Elle asked, either not noticing how long Angie’s gaze had lingered or pretending not to.
“You said you want to learn things, and I have to visit a new farm that’s just getting started and wants to work with us.” 
“A new farm?” Elle sounded surprised. “I didn’t realize new farms were a thing. I thought the farms in these parts must have been in business for generations.” 
“That’s true for most. But this one was recently purchased by a young couple from New York who made a killing on the stock market and decided to retire early. It happens sometimes, city folk looking for a quieter life.” Angie pressed her lips together, wondering how Elle would respond. Would she find it incomprehensible, a city girl herself with no interest in rural life? Or would she see the appeal?
“Interesting,” Elle said, her tone neutral. Apparently, the woman had no intention of showing her hand. And now Angie wanted to know even more. “Do they have any idea what they’re doing?”
“I doubt it,” Angie said with a laugh as she jingled her truck keys. “But at least they’ve hired local people I know and trust, so I assume they won’t make a complete mess of it. I have to bring a contract over today.” 
“I know your cell phone coverage is terrible out here, but do you not have email, either?”
“I prefer the personal touch,” Angie said, opening the passenger side door. She regretted her word choice immediately as Elle—whether accidentally or on purpose, it was impossible to tell—brushed her hand as she climbed into the truck.
Angie’s heart skipped a beat, and she cleared her throat to hide her sudden nervousness. “Uh—we should hit it—the road. Hit the road.”
Just stop, Angie urged herself, wanting to smack her forehead. She couldn’t believe how awkward she was suddenly feeling. But Elle just chuckled, seemingly oblivious to the way the lightest touch of her skin had set Angie’s whole body ablaze.

“THEY SEEMED NICE.” With the signed contract tucked into the back seat, Angie slid behind the wheel of her truck and turned the key in the ignition. “Was that as exciting as you imagined it would be?”
Elle sat with her head resting against the seat, eyes closed. But when she realized Angie had asked her a question, she cracked her eyes open and slid Angie a sidelong look. “You have no idea.”
There was nothing about the reply that should have gotten Angie all hot and bothered, but the way Elle said it, with a low hum in her voice and that sultry glance, set off a spark inside Angie that threatened to consume her as quickly as a dry log on a fire. It was a problem how much Elle affected her, how easily she could turn her on with just a few words or a suggestive look. Elle had been in town five days, with four more to go, and it got more difficult every hour for Angie to keep her attraction in check.
Angie consulted her GPS, shifting in her seat and trying to ignore the heat pooling between her legs.
“Don’t you have every road memorized?” Elle asked. “You’ve lived here your whole life.”
“In Deerfield, sure. But not so much around these parts. Besides, I thought it might be fun to take a different way home, see something new.” Had her breath hitched? Angie really needed to get a grip on herself. She cleared her throat and tried to sound nonchalant. “You know, sometimes it’s good to shake things up a bit.” 
Elle grinned. “I like the way you think, Angie.” 
Angie’s heart fluttered at the sound of her name on Elle’s lips. She was getting in deeper with every passing second, but that didn’t mean she was going to do the smart thing and select the shortest route home. She clicked on the longest, twisty-est path along roads she was sure she’d never seen.
Because Angie was a glutton for punishment.
As they drove down the unfamiliar roads, a thick blanket of silence settled over them. Angie had heard the term companionable to describe silence, but this wasn’t that. It was about as uncomfortable as it could get, or maybe Angie was the only one squirming like a teenager, unsure of what to say or do.
“Antiques!” Elle pointed out the window at a big sign announcing the presence of a shop about a quarter of a mile ahead.
“What?” As Angie pressed her foot on the brake, her heart pounded from the sudden adrenaline rush brought on by Elle’s unexpected outburst.
“See the sign up there?” Elle pointed, her eyes glistening with enthusiasm Angie wouldn’t have expected. “Do you like antiques?”
Angie nodded, her eyes fixed on the winding road ahead of them. She was too aware of the heat radiating from Elle’s body beside her to dare to look anywhere else. 
“Can we stop?” Elle pressed her hands together. “It feels like a very Vermont-y thing to do.”
“You like antique shops?” Seeing the entrance up ahead, Angie turned on her blinker despite being the only vehicle in sight. “I would have thought they’d be too dusty and old fashioned for a city girl.” 
“Are you kidding? My dad’s an archaeologist. I may live in a city, but I spent my summers playing in the dirt while he and my mom worked on whatever dig site they were on.” There was a wistful look in Elle’s eyes as she spoke, and Angie found herself drawn to it. She wanted to hear stories about little Elle running around temples and tombs, a childhood Angie suspected was both full of adventure and also often lonely. The intensity of this desire made her tremble.
“That’s hard to picture.” Filled with a sudden rush of apprehension at spending time with Elle in a thoroughly non-work capacity such as this, Angie pulled into a spot in front of a big red barn. “I don’t think I’ve ever been to this one.” 
“Do you go antiquing a lot?” Elle wore a smart-ass grin, clearly expecting Angie to deny it. 
“I used to go with my brother,” Angie admitted, feeling a strange sense of vulnerability. She wasn’t used to discussing her personal life with anyone, and especially not anything to do with Kevin. “I know how it sounds, but my tough soldier of a big brother had a soft spot for antique shops.”
Angie uttered a soft laugh at the memory, and Elle smiled.
“Have you gone... recently?” It was obvious Elle had stopped herself from mentioning Kevin’s death directly, and Angie was grateful for it. She didn’t want to be reminded of the pain that still lingered, even after all these years.
“Not really,” Angie replied, her voice barely above a whisper. “I... usually don’t have much time for it now.”
Elle gently placed a hand on Angie’s arm. “That’s because you’re a workaholic.”
Angie burst out laughing at the unexpected observation, so different from the platitudes about grief and loss she’d been anticipating. Much of her apprehension melted away in the moment of levity. “Takes one to know one.”
“Guilty as charged.” Elle grinned, and Angie found herself getting lost in the warmth of her smile.
“Well, let’s go see what treasures we can find in this dusty old barn, shall we?” Angie hopped out of the truck, waiting until Elle was beside her before taking a step.
“The Red Barn,” Elle said, reading the name on the shop’s sign. “First a restaurant in a barn and now this. Does anyone in Vermont use barns for animals?” 
“Some, but what else should we do with the ones that have been abandoned? Tear them down and put up apartment buildings?” 
“For who? Cows?” Elle joked. “Is it true Vermont has more cows than people?”
“It most certainly is not.” Usually, a comment like this would irk Angie. It was the type of thing her ex used to say in a mocking tone, like it was some kind of insult. But coming from Elle, it felt different. Lighthearted, teasing, but not cruel. “As a matter of fact, there are nine states with more cows than people, but Vermont is not one of them and never has been.”
“I had no idea,” Elle said in a solemn tone. “You, Ms. Lane, are a treasure trove of useless trivia.”
“I try.” Angie’s smile softened, the corners of her mouth turning up slightly at what she could sense was meant as a compliment. She opened the door to the shop and motioned to Elle. “After you.”
The shop was dimly lit, the only light coming from a few scattered lamps and the rays of sun filtering in through the dusty windows. There were rows of shelves stacked with antique trinkets, old books, and vintage clothing. The scent of old leather and musty paper filled the air, and Angie found herself getting lost in the nostalgia of it all.
Elle wandered down one of the aisles, her fingers trailing over the spines of the books. Meanwhile, Angie spied a section with teacups, the pull of those delicate, feminine objects too strong for her to resist. 
“You got a thing for teacups?” Elle asked, coming up behind Angie, her voice hushed like she was in a library.
“Doesn’t everyone?” Angie craned her neck for a closer look at one that was tucked away in the back. She blew out her breath in a huff. “Dang. Close but no cigar.” 
“There’s a story here.” Elle made a circle in the air with her index fingers. “You’re on some sort of a teacup mission, and I’m determined to find out what it’s all about.”
“There’s nothing to tell.” Angie tried moving past Elle, but she blocked Angie in, staring until Angie relented with a sigh. “Fine. But it’s no big deal. My grandfather was a marine, and when he and my grandmother first married, they were pretty poor. They lived in base housing, of course, and people were always getting transferred. On the weekends, he’d earn some extra money helping with the packing and moving.”
“He sounds every bit as industrious as I would expect a grandfather of yours to be.” A small smile played at the corner of Elle’s lips, and Angie’s stomach fluttered.
“One thing about the military, there were always weight restrictions on how much families could take with them. So, one time, around Christmas, he’d just put the last boxes in the truck for an officer—who from the sound of it was fairly well off, at least by comparison—when they realized an entire cupboard in the dining room hadn’t gotten packed.”
“Oh no! Did your grandfather get into trouble?”
Angie shook her head. “It wasn’t his fault. But the truck was already overflowing, so the officer told my grandfather he could take any of the stuff in there that he wanted home to his wife. There was this beautiful teapot, along with the creamer and sugar dish. My grandfather wrapped it up and gave it to my grandmother for Christmas. Otherwise, he wouldn’t have been able to give her anything.”
Elle’s eyes sparkled with the hint of a tear. “That’s really sweet. Did she like it?”
“She was thrilled. And it turned out she had a single teacup and saucer of her own that matched the set perfectly.”
“What a coincidence!” Elle said with a laugh. “Was that here in Vermont?”
“No. They were in North Carolina then. But my grandma moved that tea set all over the country. And after my grandfather retired, they moved back to Vermont to run the factory. On the weekends, Grandma would take Kevin and me to antique stores to see if she could find three more matching cups and saucers to complete the set.”
“Did she do it?” Elle asked, breathless.
“She found two. I just need one more cup and saucer to make it complete.” 
“Do you know the name of the pattern and the manufacturer?” 
“Yes. It’s Rosebud, from an English china company called Shelley. Why?” 
Elle arched one eyebrow in a way that sent a tingle down Angie’s spine. “Because there’s this little thing called Ebay. Maybe you’ve heard of it?” 
“That’s cheating!” Angie wagged a finger, almost touching Elle’s nose. “It’d take the fun out of it.” 
“Do your grandparents still live in town?” 
“No. They both died a few years ago. Practically a week apart.” The memory of the loss was a dull ache in Angie’s chest as opposed to the sharp stab her brother’s death brought. “They were in their nineties and had been married seventy years.”
“Amazing. And you’re still collecting the cups?” 
“Grandma left the set to me. I think she knew I wouldn’t give up.” 
“Yeah, I kind of got that about your personality.” Elle stepped to the side, allowing Angie to exit the enclosed space. Her perfume hung in the air, an intoxicating blend of floral and musk. Angie couldn’t help but inhale deeply, causing her head to spin in the most delightful way. 
“What’s your antique store vice?” Angie asked, shaking her head to clear her thoughts.
“Why do you think I have one?” 
“Because you were way too eager to stop here not to be an antique store aficionado. People who love antiquing are always on the hunt for something.” 
“I like hats,” Elle confessed, her cheeks reddening slightly.
“Like baseball ones?” Angie bit her lower lip, trying to recall if she had seen Elle wear one. 
“No, the vintage kind. Like from the early twentieth century.” Elle shrugged, still blushing. “I know it’s a strange obsession, but I love the way they look and the stories they could tell. Each hat has a unique history and personality, just like the people who wore them.” 
Angie smiled, realizing that once again, Elle had managed to surprise her. “That’s cool. I can see you rockin’ a cloche hat.”
“You know what a cloche hat is?” Elle raised her eyebrow in surprise.
Angie laughed. “I’m not a complete barbarian. As it happens, public television has the best reception of all the channels out here. I’ve watched my fair share of period dramas. I may have picked up a thing or two.” 
“I’m impressed.”
They meandered through the store, picking up items of interest now and again, but always placing them back. They were at the last stall when Angie spotted a blue velvet hat with a tiny veil that reminded her of something Jackie Kennedy might have worn. The shade was almost a perfect match for Elle’s eyes.
“What about this one?” Angie lifted the hat off of its head-shaped form.
“I love the color.” Elle hesitated for a moment before slipping the hat onto her head. “Is there a mirror?” 
“Right there.” Angie’s voice hitched slightly as she watched Elle turn to face her in the mirror. The hat sat low on Elle’s forehead, accentuating her large doe-like eyes and full lips. Angie couldn’t help but think how stunning Elle looked.
Elle turned her head, examining the hat from all angles. “I think I’m in love.”
Me, too, Angie thought. Only it was possible she wasn’t thinking of the hat. And that was a problem of epic proportions.
“What do you think?” Elle traced her fingers over the brim of the hat.
“It’s a hat.” Angie mumbled, avoiding Elle’s eyes. She knew if Elle got a good look at her face right now, she would see the truth written all over it.
“Well spotted. Do you like it?” 
Angie hesitated, finally offering a shrug in reply.  
“You’re impossible, you know that?” Elle took the hat off and went to place it back on the form.
“Aren’t you going to buy it?” Something inside Angie snapped as she realized her feigned indifference was making Elle pass on buying a hat that had clearly been made for her.
“Should I?” Elle’s expression was uncertain, a searching look in her eyes as if trying to figure out what Angie really thought.
Angie took a deep breath. “Yes, you should. It looks amazing on you.”
Elle’s face lit up. “Really?”
“Really.” She knew she was playing with fire, but she couldn’t lie. She reached for the hat and placed it back on Elle’s head.
Elle’s face softened as she looked at Angie, her eyes shining with an emotion Angie couldn’t quite place. “Okay, I guess I will. Since you think I should.”
Angie swallowed, feeling like somehow this simple exchange had pushed them closer to a line that could never be uncrossed. Her heart raced and her palms began to sweat as Elle continued to regard her in a way that suggested she could see right through her into the depths of her soul.
But Elle was only in town for a few more days. She could never be a permanent fixture in Angie’s life. At best, they could have another fleeting moment of pleasure that would soon be gone. That should have been enough to stop Angie dead in her tracks and send her running in the other direction. But instead, Angie found herself doing the unthinkable and seriously contemplating if maybe that would be enough.
What had Angie gotten herself into?



CHAPTER ELEVEN

“C 

an I trust you on your own for a few hours?” Sitting behind a folding table under a pop-up tent at the fall festival on the Deerfield town common, Angie raked cloudy gray eyes over Elle, causing Elle’s heart to flutter. Always changeable, today Angie’s eye color reminded Elle of the sky that fateful day they’d first met, and of all that had happened between them later that night. A dangerous memory for sure.
“At some point you’re going to have to learn to trust me,” Elle responded, returning Angie’s intense gaze. She felt a familiar warmth spreading through her, a physical manifestation of her desire for the other woman. Despite everything that had happened, despite the risks involved, she couldn’t help but yearn for Angie’s touch.
“Says the woman I had to rescue from the roof of her mom’s Caddy.” Angie followed up this zinger with one of her killer smiles. 
“That could have happened to anyone.” Elle angled her hip, drawing Angie’s gaze like a magnet to all the right curves. 
“Yet, you’re the only person I know it’s happened to.” 
The scent of freshly popped kettle corn and funnel cake wafted through the air, but Elle was focused solely on Angie, on the way she touched her tongue to her lower lip as she struggled to slide her eyes away. The festival buzzed around them, but it was as if they were in their own little world.
There was a cough behind them, a reminder that they were not actually alone. In fact, the common was growing more crowded by the minute. Disappointment flashed through Elle’s body, but she quickly pushed it down and stepped aside for the customer standing patiently behind her.
“Sorry. Duty calls.” Angie’s tone became businesslike as she rang up the customer’s purchase. Elle watched from the sidelines, admiring Angie’s efficiency and the way she shared her knowledge of cheesemaking with the customer as she worked.
“I think I’ll wander the booths,” Elle said, grasping a brief opportunity to catch Angie’s attention before the next customer. Already there were half a dozen people trying samples or picking up the wax-coated blocks of Lane cheese to take home.
“Try not to get into trouble.” Angie wiggled her fingers in a quick wave before turning back to the customers in line.
Elle looped a thumb through the camera strap around her neck as her eyes swept all the tents and tables. She’d been to festivals before, but this one had such small-town charm, despite a surprisingly large amount of vendors. She knew from what Angie had told her that the turnout this year was beyond anything the town had ever seen before.
Elle wandered aimlessly, drawn to the lively chatter of the people around her. It was in these moments that Elle couldn’t help but feel like an outsider in this place where people had known each other since birth. What would it be like to belong here?
It seemed the whole community had gathered to support each other, especially the businesses like Patty’s Place that had been impacted by the recent flood. Elle had lived in Boston her whole life, a city of over half a million people, yet she felt more alone there than she did walking through the crowded rows of this small-town festival.
As she made her way down each row, Elle snapped photos constantly, always seeing more behind the lens. Like a child with a face full of cotton candy, sticky fingers, and a wide-open smile. Elle couldn’t resist capturing the moment, the pure joy and innocence radiating from the young boy’s face.
At the end of one row, Elle noticed a booth with a sign that read “Fortune Teller.” A wave of curiosity washed over her, and she found herself drawn to the brightly colored tent. A woman with a colorful scarf wrapped around her head sat at the table, her fingers dancing over a deck of tarot cards.
“Would you like a reading?” the fortune teller asked with a smile.
Elle hesitated for a moment, but the urge to know what the cards held for her was too strong. She inched closer, her pulse racing.
“I guess so. Maybe,” Elle replied in a raspy whisper.
“Sit down, dear,” the fortune teller said with a chuckle, gesturing to the chair across from her. “Let’s see what the universe has in store for you.”
Swallowing hard, Elle sat down. The fortune teller shuffled the deck of cards before spreading them out in a fan pattern. She motioned for Elle to choose three cards, and Elle reached out, her fingers hovering over the cards uncertainly. Did she really want to know what the future had in store?
“Think of a question you want the answer to,” the fortune teller urged when it seemed Elle was frozen in place. “What does your heart desire most?”
Elle closed her eyes, working to visualize what she wanted. The practical part of her knew she should focus on the promotion at work, or on successfully completing her project with Lane Creamery, but the more she tried, the fuzzier her inner vision became. Finally, she gave up and simply chose three cards at random. If the universe had a message for her, it was going to have to get it to her without her help.
The fortune teller studied the cards for a few moments, her eyes narrowed in concentration.
“Hmm,” she murmured. “Interesting.”
“What does it say?” Elle asked, no longer certain she wanted to know. This had been a foolish impulse, and one she should have known better than to indulge.
The fortune teller placed the first card face up on the table. “The Tower,” the fortune teller said, her eyes locked with Elle’s. “A sudden change is coming. Something unexpected is going to happen in your life, something that will shake the very foundation of who you are. Perhaps something you depend on will be taken away from you.”
Elle’s heart sank at the ominous words. What could be taken away from her? Her apartment?
The fortune teller flipped over the next card, and Elle’s heart began to race again.
“Ah, the Devil,” the fortune teller said, a wry smile on her lips. “This card represents temptation. You might be lured into something that seems irresistible.”
This time, Elle immediately thought of Angie. Tempted by something irresistible? Been there, done that, and got the T-shirt.
“I sense that struck a chord.” The fortune teller said with a knowing nod. “Be careful. The Devil has many faces and can lead you astray if you’re not careful.”
A shiver traveled at lightning speed down Elle’s spine. Was Angie the Devil? Not the literal devil, of course, but was she the one who would lead Elle astray? Elle shook her head and tried to dispel the thought. Angie was a caring person, conscientious and thoughtful. She couldn’t possibly be as bad an influence on Elle as all that.
The fortune teller studied Elle carefully, her index finger hovering above the final card. “Remember, your past is behind you. It’s time to let go of any lingering regrets or guilt. Your present is full of opportunities, but you must make a decision soon. And your future…” the fortune teller trailed off, her eyes narrowing as she went to flip the final card.
Before she could do so, Elle jumped up from her seat.
“I’ve changed my mind. I don’t want to hear any more.” Elle’s voice trembled.
“I understand.” The fortune teller simply swept up the cards into a pile as calm and collected as if she had expected this reaction all along. Being psychic, perhaps she had.
“I’m sorry. I don’t know why...” Elle’s voice trailed off, unable to put into words exactly what it was that had her spooked. Was she afraid to find out she wasn’t going to get everything she wanted? Or that she was, but it wasn’t what she wanted after all. Elle wished she knew. “How much do I owe you?”
“I never charge for incomplete readings,” the fortune teller replied with a kind smile. “You can always come back when you’re ready. Or not. But I do have one last thing to say. Remember that sometimes the hardest decisions we make lead us to the best outcomes.”
Elle left the tent, her thoughts swirling around in her head like a tornado. It was no secret the Devil card had left her unsettled, questioning her own judgment. But why?
Her future was fairly clear, at least where Angie was concerned. Which was to say, there was no future, because Angie lived in Vermont and Elle lived in Boston. What was more, Angie had a family business to run, and Elle knew from previous heartbreak that family came first in situations like these.
She would do this job to the best of her ability, for the sake of her mother’s long friendship with the Lanes, if nothing else. And then she would go home and hope she’d done a good enough job to get the bonus she most certainly had already earned with all her hard work this year. End of story.
Except the fortune teller’s final words lingered in her mind. What did it mean that a difficult decision would ultimately lead to a better result? How could she make a difficult decision if she didn’t have any options to choose from? When it came to Angie, there was no choice. Was there?
Elle walked aimlessly through the festival, the aisles becoming increasingly crowded as several tour buses pulled into town, stopping to discharge scores of leaf-peepers into the town common. After being jostled more than once, and fearing for her precious camera if not herself, she ducked into the nearest stall to escape the mob. As she did, the scent of herbs and flowers tickled her nose.
“Can I help you find a candle?” an older woman asked.
For a moment, Elle froze. A candle? What was next, a magical book and a bell? All she could think was she had stumbled from a psychic’s tent and landed in a witch’s. Except one look around the charming space dispelled her fears. How many witches decorated their stalls with fairy lights, delicate crystals, and dried bouquets of lavender and chamomile? Maybe the good ones, but surely not the kind you had to be worried about.
“Actually, I was just looking for a place to catch my breath,” Elle said.
The woman smiled, revealing a gap tooth, and now Elle was starting to revisit her not-a-witch hypothesis. With gray hair, a long black skirt, and hands that were gnarled and scarred, her long fingers adorned with a multitude of silver rings, she certainly looked the part.
“Looks like you’re in need of some relaxation,” the woman said. “Here, smell this.”
The woman handed Elle a teacup, but instead of being filled with liquid, it contained a wick and wax.
“This is so cute!” Elle took a deep breath, smiling at the pleasant aroma drifting from the candle. It was a blend of vanilla and lavender, with a hint of something spicy that Elle couldn’t quite place. “It smells amazing.”
“Thank you. All of my candles are made from pure soy wax. That one is lavender scented, if you couldn’t tell by the lavender bits pressed on top.” 
“I don’t know what kind of magic you put in these, but I feel less anxious already,” Elle said with a laugh. “How much is it?” 
“Ten dollars,” the woman told her. “Or two for seventeen. They make great gifts.” 
Considering the bargain price, Elle took a tiny step back to survey the options. She pointed to a teacup with snowflakes on it that was filled with green wax. “Is that one pine scented?” 
“Sure is. It’s like Christmas in a teacup.” 
“That’s a wonderful tagline. I’ll take these two.” Elle handed the woman her selections, along with a twenty-dollar bill. “Who’s your supplier?” 
“I have suppliers for the wax and essential oils, but I make these myself.” The woman handed her back the change along with a paper bag containing her purchase. 
“Where on earth do you get all of these teacups?” Elle had never seen so many varieties in one place, each one different than the next.
“Anywhere I can. I buy used cups from antique stores, yard sales, Goodwill—if there’s a teacup within three hundred miles, I’ll find it.” 
“Is that right?” Elle’s brain began to whir with the beginning of an idea. “I’ve been trying to locate a specific cup. Not for a candle but to complete a set.” Elle brought up a photo she’d taken of Angie’s set after they returned from the antique store the day before. “It’s the Rosebud pattern and was made in the 1950s by an English china company called Shelley. It looks like this.” 
The older woman put on her glasses, scrutinizing the picture. “This certainly looks familiar.” 
Elle was about to confess it was Angie’s but thought better of it. Considering the size of the town, chances were the woman knew Angie, and there was no point tipping off anyone about her search. “Do you have one like it here?” 
“No but give me your email address. I’ll check my collection. If I don’t have it, I can keep an eye out for it.” The woman handed her a clipboard, which Elle realized held a newsletter signup sheet. She was happy to see that not all the businesses in rural Vermont were as opposed to new technology and innovation as Lane Creamery had been.
“That would be wonderful, and I’d be willing to pay you for your time as well as for the cup if you find it.” 
The woman blushed. “Think nothing of it.” 
After grabbing a business card for good measure, Elle moved on to the next stall, which contained bottles of homemade soaps and lotions, along with bars of something that looked almost like fudge.
“What are these?” Elle asked. “I can’t tell if it’s soap or candy.” 
“They’re shampoo bars,” the young woman behind the table said. 
“You mean shampoo without the plastic bottles?” 
“Exactly.” 
Elle clasped her hands together in excitement. “What a wonderful idea. I have a friend back home who’s always looking for a way to be more environmental. Do you make them yourself?” 
“Yes,” the woman said proudly. “And using only Vermont products, too.” 
Elle smelled one of the samples and was instantly transported to a tropical paradise. “I’ll take this one.” 
Pleased to check Candace’s name off her Christmas shopping list, Elle moved on to a display of knitted sweaters and soft wool wraps. Her eyes landed on a deep purple wrap made of the softest yarn she’d ever experienced. 
“They’re alpaca,” offered the vendor, a woman in her forties, as she stepped around the table. 
“Are they from your own alpacas?” Elle asked, a hint of teasing in her tone. 
“Naturally.” 
Elle’s eyes widened. “Really? Gosh, I was joking. That’s amazing. My mom would love one of these. Do you take credit?” 
The woman responded by holding out her credit card machine with a smile. Soon, Elle was on her way again, the alpaca wrap nestled in tissue paper inside a large paper bag with handles. By the time Elle made her way back to the Lane Creamery table, she had gifts for everyone back in Boston.   
Angie quirked an eyebrow as Elle set her bags down behind the cheese table. “Did you leave anything for the tourists?”
Elle laughed. “I couldn’t help myself. But isn’t that the point of a market like this? I’ve just about finished all my Christmas shopping.”
“Yeah?” Angie’s eyes twinkled with mischief. “What did you get me?”
“Excuse me. Do you offer shipping?” A gray-haired woman asked, interrupting before Elle could answer. “We have too long of a drive home to trust a cooler, but this is the best cheese I’ve ever tasted.” 
“We sure do.” Angie pulled out a paper order form and handed it to the customer, along with a pen. “I just need you to fill in your details, and we can get your order out to you in the mail on Monday.” 
Elle could hardly believe her eyes. Was Angie really using pen and paper to make a sale in this day and age? Elle was reminded of Angie’s father, George, and his affinity for the rotary phone, and not in a good way.
“Please tell me you only had to use that order form because you don’t have reliable Internet access out here on the common,” Elle said after the customer had left. 
Angie’s face burst into flames, confirming the suspicion that this apple hadn’t fallen far from the tree when it came to technology. “Um⁠—” 
“But you have a shop on your website,” Elle insisted. “I’ve seen it.” 
“I’m betting you haven’t tried to use it.” Angie ran a hand over the back of her head, mussing her hair. “If you had, you’d know it’s a disaster.” 
“What do you mean?” Elle found herself blinking excessively, like she was hoping to wake herself from a nightmare. Not having a functioning online shop was going to add a whole lot of zeros to the expense column when it came to modernizing operations at the creamery. 
“Half the time, it would spin and spin after hitting the order button. Other times, people refreshed the screen and accidentally ordered again without knowing it. When we couldn’t fix it, I basically shut it down. Now people just get a form they have to download, fill out, and fax to us. Or they can call us.” Angie put her hands up in the air. “Don’t kill me.”  
“Fax?” This was not the only word starting with an F that Elle felt compelled to utter, but it was the one more appropriate to a public venue. “This is⁠—”
“Angie, you’re a miracle worker!” Bursting through the crowd, the mayor pulled Angie into a bear hug. “This is the best fall festival the town has ever had, hands down. We had to set up overflow space at the library and in a parking lot behind the Knitter’s Barn. How’d you do it?” 
Elle silently mouthed, “We’re not done.” 
Angie grimaced slightly before turning her attention to the mayor. “It really wasn’t my doing. I mean, I made some calls, but as soon as word got out that fifteen percent of sales would go to the flood relief fund, small businesses from all over the state were clamoring to get space.” 
“That’s because we’re Vermont strong.” The mayor stood a bit taller, looking like he was ready to lead a parade. “We take care of our own. I can’t tell you how much this warms my heart, seeing so many local businesses all in one place, pitching in.” 
“It’s wonderful,” Elle agreed, holding up her bags. “I got all my Christmas shopping done today, and it’s not even November. How often do these festivals happen?” 
“The fall festival?” The mayor scratched his head. “Once a year. In the fall.” With that, he was off into the crowd, either having spied someone he needed to talk to, or possibly just making an excuse to get out of having to explain how seasons worked to a clueless city girl.
“There’s only one major festival per year,” Elle mused aloud, “and the farmer’s markets are highly seasonal...”
Angie tilted her head. “What are you thinking?” 
“I don’t know yet.” Elle rubbed her chin, trying to gather thoughts that refused to fall into place. Her eyes landed on the sample slices of cheese. She reached out and snagged the largest chunk. “Maybe cheese will help.”



CHAPTER TWELVE

“Y 

ou didn’t have to come today.” Angie’s stomach twisted as she approached the front door of her parents’ house. The sheer number of cars told her that every single relative in a twenty-mile radius had made it for tonight’s dinner. “When my family gets together, they can be a bit much.”
“Don’t be silly,” Elle replied, tightening her grip on the platter of brownies she’d insisted on baking for the occasion. “My mom would kill me if I turned down a dinner invitation from one of her oldest friends.”
Right. Angie should have thought of that. This wasn’t a dating situation, where Elle was coming home to meet the parents. Her presence had nothing to do with Angie, a fact it would be best for Angie to remember.
If someone had told her a week ago that she would need reminding on this front, Angie would have said they were crazy. But in the nine days that Elle had been in town, they’d gone from a mutual dislike to a tentative friendship and then to something more. Something that Angie couldn’t quite put her finger on, but it was there, simmering under the surface. Making her forget things that should have been blatantly obvious, like the fact that Elle was ten years her junior and only here for a few more hours before heading back to her life in the city.
The door swung open before Angie grasped the knob, a frantic Kev peering at them from the other side. “Did you bring beer?”
“No.” Angie gave her nephew a buck-up pat on the shoulder. “And even if I had, you’re too young.”
“I’m twenty-one,” Kev said indignantly. 
“That’s still too young in my book,” Angie told him. But in her mind, all she could do was wonder how her baby nephew was already of legal age. Angie wanted to rewind the clock to the day he took his first step. Or when he said his first word. Or a million other firsts. “What’s so bad it’s driving you to drink, anyway?”
“Mason,” Kev whispered. “He’s being more obnoxious than usual.”
“Wow, that’s a feat,” Angie said, letting out a low whistle.
“Are those brownies?” Kev poked at the clear plastic wrap covering Elle’s platter. “Maybe with an added kick, if you catch my drift?”
“Sorry to disappoint,” Elle said, laughing as she seemed to catch on to what he was asking. “I’m afraid I didn’t think to put weed in tonight’s treats. But who is this Mason person? He sounds like he might make me regret that choice.”
“Nadine’s boyfriend,” Angie replied, swatting her nephew’s hand away from the brownies. “Those are for dessert.”
“I might not live that long,” Kev moaned. “The dude’s the biggest jerk in the world, always acting like he’s better than everyone else. He’s worse than Satan.” 
Angie rolled her eyes. “Kev’s exaggerating, as usual. Mason’s just a bit full of himself, but he means well. And Nadine seems to like him.”
“She’s totally blinded by his pretty face.” Kev grunted, wrinkling his nose. “And his fancy job as an adjunct professor at the university.”
“He is good-looking,” Angie agreed. “I just wish he’d stop trying to be the center of attention all the time. It’s hard to like someone who’s always stealing your thunder.”
“He’s an adjunct?” Elle asked. “That isn’t all that great of a job, or so my dad says. He’s head of the archaeology department at Emerson, and he says you’d have to be a fool to go into academia nowadays.”
“I will give you a million dollars to say that to Mason’s face,” Kev goaded as he led the way into the front room.
Just as they arrived, Mason jumped up from the couch. He crouched, arms spread wide, as though preparing to launch into a performance worthy of Broadway.
“So there I was. In Botswana. In a jeep. It was dark.” Mason’s voice was low and throaty, his body language exaggerated to the point of absurdity. “The guide stopped the vehicle, pressing a finger to his lips. Right on the other side of a bush... was a lion. I have no idea how he knew this, but sure enough, seconds later, a lion strolled out and then laid right in front of the jeep. It was the most exhilarating experience in my life.” 
It must have been, Angie figured, because this was the fourth—no, fifth—time he’d shared this story. In just the past four months. One weeklong trip to Africa and the man thought he was Lawrence of Arabia. Which was totally not the right region, but that was all Angie could come up with on the fly. Then again, she was a simple Vermonter, not a world traveler like her sister’s boyfriend.
“Once you’ve come face-to-face with a lion,” Mason continued, “and lived to tell about it, there’s no fear you can’t conquer!”
Both Tonya and Cassidy caught Angie’s eyes, looking like they wanted to punch the man right in the gut. The gut Mason kept sucking in, Angie couldn’t help but notice. Apparently, Nadine’s good home cooking was making him pack on some unwanted pounds that his vanity couldn’t handle.
“I don’t know about that,” Elle said with a laugh, surprising Angie completely. “I came face-to-face with a lion on one of my dad’s digs in Gujarat, but I’m still afraid of spiders.” 
“Gujarat is in India,” Mason corrected, his tone dripping with condescension. “Either you have the place wrong or the wrong animal. Lions live in Africa.”
“A common misconception,” Elle said, seeming not to have taken offense at Mason’s attitude. Which as far as Angie was concerned made Elle akin to a saint. “In fact, Gujarat is home to the Asiatic lion and is the only place outside of Africa where one can see lions in their natural habitat.”
“Who are you?” Mason seemed flummoxed by the existence of a woman who didn’t automatically defer to his superior intellect, and Angie couldn’t help but feel a twinge of satisfaction at seeing the smug look wiped off his face. 
Elle just smiled as if he were an adorable but not overly bright little boy she’d caught trying to eat mud pies. “I’m Elle. My mother and Shirley are old friends.”
“Elle’s father is a modern-day Indiana Jones,” Angie’s mom gushed, clearly having overheard the conversation prior to entering the room.
“That’s right. Isn’t he the dean of the archaeology department at Emerson?” Angie added, enjoying the way this revelation made Mason squirm. “Wow, being dean is pretty impressive, don’t you think, Mason?”
Angie’s mom crossed to Elle, pulling her into a hug that would have obliterated the tray of brownies if Angie hadn’t grabbed them at the last second. “Elle, we’re so glad you’re here.”
“I wouldn’t miss it. I don’t often get home-cooked meals.” 
“Not with Angie,” Tonya blurted. “She can’t cook for shit. With Patty’s closed right now, I think my sister might waste away.”
“She’s been an excellent host,” Elle rushed to say, filling Angie with a sense of warmth. She wasn’t used to anyone coming to her defense against her sisters’ teasing. “And the food has been delicious. We even went to one of the best restaurants I’ve ever been to.” 
“Do tell,” Nadine extricated her hand from Mason’s iron grip and took Elle by the arm, leading her into the kitchen before Angie could hear her response. 
Angie’s shoulders tensed as she watched the door swing shut, and she was about to make a beeline to follow them when Mindy hip-checked her. “Best restaurant, huh? Since when did you start taking women out on dates?”
Was Angie losing it, or were Tonya, Mindy, and Angie’s mom all exchanging conspiratorial glances?
“It wasn’t a date. Besides, it’s the cookie dough’s fault.” Angie replayed her statement in her head, confirming she’d sounded totally ludicrous.
“I thought Kev said you’d brought brownies,” Mindy challenged, eyebrows darting to her hairline. “What’s this about cookie dough?”
Suddenly, Angie desperately wished she’d brought that beer her nephew had requested.
“It was all I had in my fridge Friday night, and Elle was starving,” Angie explained. “I took her to The Barn for dinner. What else was I supposed to do?” 
“Get a pizza like normal people,” Tonya interjected, her face settling into a frown. “You took her—where?” 
“The Barn.” Angie pressed her lips together, bracing for the inevitable onslaught.
“The Barn?” Angie cringed at the shrill tone of her mother’s voice joining in the fray. “That place is the talk of the town.”
“I hear it’s in the running for number one most romantic restaurant in southern Vermont.” Mindy leaned closer, whispering, “You like her, don’t you?” 
Angie could feel the heat rising up her neck and spreading to her cheeks. She would do her best to deny it, but her sisters were like bloodhounds on a scent. “She’s tolerable, for a city girl.” 
“Don’t fib. You have it bad.” Mindy wrapped an arm around Angie’s waist. “And I’m so happy for you. It’s about time you put yourself back out there.” 
Angie darted out of her sister-in-law’s grasp. “I don’t know what thoughts are going through your head, but you’ve got it all wrong. I’m simply wooing our business consultant.” 
“Wooing.” Mindy shook her head. “What an interesting choice of words for someone who claims not to be interested in that kind of thing.”
“It was just dinner,” Angie growled.
“What about dinner?” Elle suddenly appeared right next to Angie, like magic.
“Jesus!” Angie jumped back, her hand flying to her chest.
Elle laughed. “What’s wrong with you?”  
“So many things,” Tonya answered with a teasing smile, “but I’m sure the right person could help her see the error of her ways.”
“I was startled. That’s all,” Angie said, her heart still racing as she shot her sister a look meant to kill.
Just then, Raven, Angie’s six-year-old niece, ran into the room, arms raised, screaming, “I did it! I did it!” 
Angie jumped again. Was dinner at her parents’ house always like this, or was everyone being especially loud today?
“What did you do, baby girl?” Tonya hunched to her daughter’s level. 
“I’m not the baby anymore⁠—” 
Tonya put a finger to her daughter’s lips, cutting her off with, “What did you do?” 
“I finished the puzzle.” Raven beamed with pride. “All by myself.” 
“Hey, I helped,” Bruce, Raven’s father, who had come up behind her, stuck out his bottom lip. 
“You were on your phone watching football, Daddy,” Raven corrected.
Tonya gave Bruce her we need to talk about that look, an expression Angie had a feeling he saw a lot.
“I thought we had a deal, baby girl,” Bruce said with a pout. “You wouldn’t bust me about the phone, and I’d buy you another puzzle.” 
Raven clapped her hands over her mouth, belatedly realizing her slipup. 
Angie chuckled, and she noticed Elle was laughing, too. That was a whole lot better than running and screaming, which was what she’d imagined only-child Elle would want to do after any length of time with the Lanes. Not that it should matter. It was nothing to Angie if Elle liked her family or not. And yet, deep down, Angie knew she would be lying to say it didn’t matter to her.
Apparently growing tired of other people being the center of attention, Mason cleared his throat. “Hey, did I ever tell you all about the time I saw the game where Tom Brady broke the passing⁠—”
Coming to everyone’s rescue, Angie’s mom clapped her hands together. “Time for dinner!” 
Right on cue, Mason sucked in his gut at the mention of food.
Once they were all seated around the dinner table, plates piled high with spaghetti and meatballs, George worked his way around, pouring wine into everyone’s cups. 
Tonya put her hand over her glass. “I’m driving tonight.” 
“Not even a smidge?” Angie’s dad asked, the bottle still hovering, ready to pour. 
“No, thank you,” Tonya mumbled, fidgeting with her napkin. 
“You never skip wine. You’re the epitome of wine o’clock.” Nadine scrutinized Tonya. 
“I want to set a good example for my children.” Tonya winced, clearly realizing she’d given the game away. 
“I knew it!” Angie’s mom dropped her fork on her plate. 
“I’m going to be a big s-sister!” Raven said, stumbling over the keyword as she officially broke the news.
Nadine squealed. 
“This is the best news ever.” Angie got up from the table and went around to wrap her arms around Tonya. Her breath caught at the sight of Elle, nearly glowing, at the good news. Had anyone ever looked so beautiful? Angie didn’t think it was possible.
Even Cassidy offered a smile, which had become a rare sight since her breakup. Despite everyone assuming Jake had gotten a quick case of cold feet, he’d yet to come crawling back as they’d all predicted. Angie couldn’t help feeling sorry for her sister, having to suffer through heartbreak alone while everyone was focused on Tonya’s growing family.
The talk was all about babies as they dug into their meal. As they ate, the conversation shifted toward potential baby names, each person offering up their own suggestions. When Mason stood to speak, Angie was half convinced he would insist on naming the new little one after himself. Instead, he tapped his wine glass with a fork as if preparing to offer a toast.
“I have good news, too,” Mason crowed with as much self-importance as was humanly possible, because of course he couldn’t handle not being in the spotlight for five seconds. “Or I will in about one minute.” He turned to face Nadine. “I planned to do this later, when we were alone, but—” He pulled a jewelry box from a pocket. 
Nadine’s hands flew to her face. 
Instead of the joy Tonya’s revelation had caused, Angie noticed her mom’s eyes flare with annoyance at what was to come. Meanwhile, Cassidy quietly left the table. 
Angie stared, incredulously. Was Mason really such a narcissist that he would use a proposal to steal attention away from a baby who hadn’t even been born yet?
“Nadine,” Mason intoned with the greatest solemnity, “will you become Mrs. Mason Willis?” 
Angie nearly choked as Nadine blubbered, saying yes through the cracks of her fingers. 
Elle excused herself, dragging Angie’s eyes off the disaster in the making. 
Angie’s dad was the first to offer a congratulations, pulling the word out of the rest of them with all the enthusiasm of a rotted tooth.
“Congratulations, Nadine,” Angie offered, her jaw clenched.
“That’s the future Mrs. Willis, now,” Mason corrected with a smirk, slipping the ring on Nadine’s finger.
Angie drew a deep breath to keep herself from screaming at her sister for agreeing to marry a guy who was a walking red flag. He’d even made the proposal all about himself, which might have been okay if he’d asked her to make him the luckiest man in the world or something sweet like that. Instead, it was all about staking his claim. It made Angie want to scream.
As soon as she’d cleared her plate, Angie left the dining room, seeking out Elle and Cassidy. She found them upstairs, perched on the edge of the bed in the guest room where Cassidy was currently staying. Cassidy was sobbing, and Elle had a hand on her back, patting it in a gesture that was both caring and a little awkward, like Elle had no idea how she’d gotten into this situation.
“I know I should be happy for her, but it should have been me.” There was another blubbering sob from Cassidy. “Everyone likes Jake. Why wasn’t it me?” 
Angie stood outside the room, vaguely aware she was eavesdropping but too caught up in the conversation to care. 
“I know I haven’t met Jake,” Elle said quietly, “but sometimes things don’t work out for a good reason. In other situations, a person just needs some room to get their head back on straight. Either way, the best thing you can do for Jake is give the space he needs to figure it out.” 
“What if he doesn’t come back?” Cassidy let out a loud sniff. “We’re in a band together and everything. How am I going to perform with him through all those holiday gigs if we’re still broken up?”
“It’ll hurt,” Elle said, her tone sincere even as she refused to sugarcoat the truth. “And maybe you’ll need to let the band go for your own mental wellbeing. But I truly believe that with hope and faith, love will find everyone in time. You can’t give up hope.” 
Cassidy mumbled something, but Angie couldn’t make out the words. 
“I have, actually,” Elle said in reply to whatever Cassidy had asked. “In college.” 
Angie took a step closer, craning her head to hear what would come next. 
“But she chose to go home and run her family business instead of staying with me. It crushed me. Utterly. Years later, I now know it was for the best. We were good together while it lasted, but she wasn’t the one.” 
“How do you know?” 
Elle sighed softly. “Because she didn’t stay.”  
“Does she regret it?” 
There was laughter at this, but Angie thought she could detect a hint of heartbreak still lingering underneath. “I don’t think so. She’s married now from what I hear.” 
“Doesn’t that make you sad?” Cassidy asked.
“Not anymore. It took time, but I want nothing but good things for her. That’s when you know you cared about someone. Wanting the best for them, even if the best turns out to be with someone else.” 
There was another sob from Cassidy that trailed into a shuddering moan. “I don’t know if I can ever feel that way about Jake.”
Suddenly aware she was still eavesdropping, Angie cleared her throat.
Cassidy straightened up, wiping the tears from her cheeks.
“There you are!” Angie swallowed, overcome by her sister’s tear-streaked face. “Everyone’s looking for you. It’s time for dessert.” 
“I better go say congratulations to Nadine, or Mom will ream me.” Cassidy charged out of the room and down the stairs, presumably to get the dreaded words out of her mouth before breaking down again. 
Elle rose and moved to the doorway, a sad smile on her lips. “Love is hard.” 
“Yeah,” Angie said, going silent because no other words of wisdom came to her. “I’m sorry about your ex.” 
“Angie Lane, were you eavesdropping?” Elle crossed her arms, but there wasn’t any admonishment in her tone. 
“I didn’t mean to—okay, I did.” Angie hung her head. “But I only did it because I was worried about Cassidy. I didn’t mean to listen in on your secrets. But I am sorry you had your heart broken.” 
“It happens to everyone.” Elle gave a shrug. “Connie’s allegiance was to her family. As an only child, it took me time to accept that.” 
“And now?” Angie asked, her voice shaky. “Do you really believe love finds everyone eventually? Or was that just a line you gave to a heartbroken kid?”
Only after she’d said it did it occur to Angie that Elle was a year younger than Cassidy. Somehow, she seemed a lot older. The more time they spent together, the more focused Angie had become on Elle’s wisdom and maturity, and the less her actual age seemed to matter.
“We should go downstairs,” Elle said, sidestepping the answer. “My Uber will be arriving soon.”
“Back to real life, huh?” Angie’s heart clenched as she followed Elle out of the room, the conversation still weighing heavily on her mind.
She knew all too well the pain of being in love with someone who didn’t love you back, at least not enough to stay. It was a feeling she never wanted to experience again. So why was she constantly drawn to the one person who seemed to be the most unattainable? Like a woman who lived all the way in Boston, who didn’t even have a car of her own to drive back and forth?
Let it go, she counseled herself as she retrieved Elle’s suitcase from her truck. She wrangled it to the curb just as the Uber pulled up in front of her parents’ house.
“I guess this is it.” A lump formed in Angie’s throat as Elle reached for the car door. She swallowed it down, reminding herself again how pointless it would be to fall for someone like Elle, who would never trade in city life for the type of life Angie could offer.
“I’ll start working on my proposal as soon as I’m back in the office,” Elle promised, her expression determined but without a trace of the regret Angie was hoping to see.
Angie forced a smile, trying to keep the disappointment from showing on her face. “Sounds great. I’ll be looking forward to it.”
Elle got into the car and gave a small wave as it pulled away from the curb. A few seconds later, the car came to a halt, and the window rolled down.
“I can’t believe I didn’t get a chance to say goodbye to Chester,” Elle yelled. This time, her disappointment was palpable, and Angie experienced a sudden pang of jealousy for her own dog.
“I’ll send you a photo,” Angie called out, uncertain why she was making the offer.
“You better!” Elle said with a laugh as the car started up again.
Angie was left standing by the curb, feeling more alone than she had in a long time. Why couldn’t she just let Elle go? It would be easier to let Elle ride off into the sunset and forget about her. But Angie knew that wasn’t possible. She was in too deep. Mindy had been right, darn her. Despite her best interests, Angie had fallen for Elle, hard.
And now Elle was gone.



CHAPTER THIRTEEN

“W 

hy do people do this?” Candace dropped a handful of Halloween candy on Elle’s desk before taking a seat in the extra chair. Elle would have called it the visitor’s chair, except nine times out of ten, Candace was the occupant. “The first week of November is deadly to my waistline. All the parents want the candy their little monsters got from trick-or-treating out of the house, so they bring it into the office. I don’t have kids. I shouldn’t have to eat their candy.” 
“There is a simple solution to this problem of yours,” Elle observed as she unwrapped a miniature Snickers. 
“I hope you’re not going to recommend anything dramatic, like banning Halloween. You’re a monster.” 
Elle gave a snort at how quickly Candace had jumped to the most extreme possibility. “I was simply going to suggest you could walk by the bowls of free candy and not grab any.” 
Candace’s brow wrinkled as she considered this option. “You’ve met me, right? I have zero willpower. Have you tried resisting a bag of Reese’s Pieces staring you in the face?” 
Elle chuckled. “Fair point. But if we keep eating this stuff, we’re going to make ourselves sick.” 
“It’s almost noon,” Candace said. “Want to get lunch?”
Elle’s heart skipped a beat. Noon was usually when Angie sent her daily photo of Chester. Seventeen days in a row, in fact. She hadn’t missed a single one since Elle had left Vermont. Elle had started looking forward to the ritual like an addict craving her next fix.
Because she loved dogs, of course. Especially Saint Bernards. No other reason.
“Earth to Elle,” Candace said, snapping her fingers in front of Elle’s face. “You in or out?”
Elle blinked, shaking her head slightly. “Sorry. Yeah, let’s go grab lunch. We should go to that deli around the corner. What’s it called? Montie’s?” 
“It’s not there anymore.” Candace unwrapped a Reese’s peanut butter cup, oblivious to the stab of disappointment her news had caused. “Peanuts have protein, right?” 
“What do you mean it’s not there? It was run by that sweet old man. Oh no—” Elle smothered her mouth with a hand, whispering between her cracked fingers. “Did he get sick? Is there a GoFundMe?” 
“Dunno.” Candace shrugged. “I heard through the grapevine that a bubble tea place is going in. I love bubble tea.” 
Elle’s mind raced, still trying to process the news that Montie’s had closed. “Was there a sign on the door, any kind of explanation?” 
Candace tilted her head, giving Elle a searching look. “Why do you care so much? We only went there once a month, if that.” 
“But it was part of our community,” Elle argued, uncertain how Candace could be so unconcerned. “What if they were in trouble? We should take care of small businesses. When I was in Vermont⁠—” 
“I should have known this had something to do with Vermont,” Candace said with a groan. “I hate to break it to you, but that place is making you soft. This is Boston, where you can get stabbed for smiling at someone on the train.”
“That’s terrible!”
“Not at all. That, in a nutshell, is everything I love about this great city of ours,” Candace argued. “I prefer healthy boundaries.” 
“Getting stabbed is the opposite of healthy. And what about poor Montie? He could get sick and lose his business, and nobody even knows or cares. I mean, he could be dead.” Feeling choked up, Elle paused to swallow as she fanned away the tears that stung her eyes. “That doesn’t break your heart? Just a little?” 
“First of all, you don’t even know if Montie was his name. Personally, he never struck me as a Montie. And, honestly? I think you need to finish up the Lane project and move on as quickly as possible. It’s done a number on your head. I miss the Elle who would be jumping up and down about bubble tea.”
“I wish I could finish it up and move on.” Elle’s shoulders slumped a little at the mention of the creamery. “I still wouldn’t get excited about bubble tea, though. That stuff is way too sweet. But Lewis told me to put Lane on the back burner for now, which is frustrating because they’re ready to sign a contract.”
“That’s weird. He’s usually full steam ahead when it comes to signing contracts. Did he say why the delay?”
“Something about needing me on a different project,” Elle replied. “Only, ever since I got back, it feels like all I’m doing is busy work. I thought he said the fourth quarter was packed, but it doesn’t feel that way.” 
Elle’s phone dinged with an incoming text. Noon, on the dot. Snatching the phone from her desk, she broke into a grin at the sight of Chester’s slobbery face. This time, he was wearing a hat that looked like a roasted turkey. 
“Whoa. What’s got you grinning like a fool in love over there?” Candace asked. “Is that a love letter from a secret admirer? I mean, if it were someone else, I might guess a dick pic, but that’s not really your thing.”
“It’s neither of those.” Elle felt her face grow hot. “It’s just a photo of a dog.” 
“Whose dog?” Candace’s eyes narrowed with suspicion.
“Uh…” The last thing Elle wanted was to tell Candace that Angie had been sending daily photos of Chester every morning for more than two weeks. “It’s a daily photo thing I signed up for. No biggie.” 
“Uh-huh. Let me see this dog. I could use a smile.” Candace held her hand out with an expression that said she wouldn’t take no for an answer.
Reluctantly, Elle handed over her phone. 
With a quick swipe of her finger, Candace scrolled through the most recent photos. “Aha! I knew you were lying. Your voice went up at least a full octave. You’ve always been a terrible liar. This is all the same dog, a Saint Bernard. And who do we know who has a Saint Bernard, hmm?” 
“Stop snooping!” Elle put her hand out for the phone, but Candace held it over her head, an unnecessary precaution since Elle was still sitting behind her desk and wouldn’t be able to reach it anyway. 
“Is this the reason you refuse to put Vermont in the rearview mirror?” Candace asked in an accusatory tone. “Are you dragging your feet on wrapping it up just so you can keep your little text thing going with Angie?”
“What? Of course not.” Elle couldn’t believe Candace would think such a thing, even for a minute. “Why would I do that?”
“Because this is a one and done kind of a deal,” Candace said. “They sign the contract, you deliver your report, and that’s the end of it.”
Elle’s features settled into a frown as she processed what her friend had said. “You really think that’s how it will go? They’re going to need help implementing the ideas⁠—”
“If they implement the ideas,” Candace said, stressing the word if. “Look; I don’t doubt you’re good at your job, but any plan you can come up with that could beat out a seven-figure offer to sell will be a bear to put into practice. And I can’t imagine a small family creamery could afford to pay us to help with that, even if they are crazy enough to try.”
Elle’s spirits sank. “You really think this project is a lost cause?”
Candace shrugged. “I’m just being realistic. We’ve been in this game long enough to know how it usually goes.”
“But why would Lewis have been willing to let me go there for a week to do research if that was the case?” Elle argued, not quite willing to give into her friend’s reasoning without a fight.
“Who knows? Maybe because it makes The Marshall Group look good to work with a few family companies instead of always being on the side of the Evil Empire.”
Elle chuckled at this characterization of their usual client. “Speaking of, how is it coming with Potter Industries?”
Candace rolled her eyes. “Don’t even get me started on those guys. They’re a mess. They have no idea what they want, and the timelines keep changing every other day. But at least if they finally come on board, they will be paying us the big bucks. I should get a fat bonus out of it.”
“In that case, I assume lunch is on you?” Elle teased. “I totally handed you Potter on a silver platter.”
“In your dreams,” Candace responded with a laugh. “Besides, unlike Lane, Potter is shopping around. They’re not a sure thing at all. But speaking of lunch, you ready to head out?”
“Yeah, let me—” Just as she started to rise from her chair, Elle’s phone rang. Her heart raced at the sight of Angie’s number. “I need to get this. I’ll meet you at the elevator in five minutes, okay?”
Candace disappeared into the hallway, but Elle’s phone continued to ring as she tried to figure out how to act.
Cool? Flirty? Businesslike?
Better answer it soon, or it will go to voicemail, Elle thought, snapping out of her daze. Her hands trembled as she hit the green button.
“You better not be calling to say that’s the last Chester photo, Angie Lane. We had a deal.” Okay, Elle wasn’t exactly sure what angle she’d been going for with that aggressively awkward non-greeting, but fortunately, Angie’s laughter was the reward. 
“I would never deny you Chester photos. He loves getting his picture taken. He’s such a ham.” 
Elle closed her eyes, blocking out the distractions around her to better focus on Angie’s voice. “The camera loves him.” 
“It does. I could chat about Chester all day, but that’s not why I’m calling. I need to ask a favor.” 
“Oh?” Elle’s eyes flew open, her pulse quickening. “What kind of favor?” 
“It’s not for me,” Angie assured her, which made Elle feel oddly disappointed. “You know how Cassidy was in a band with her ex?”
“Yes, I remember,” Elle said, recalling the advice she’d given Angie’s younger sister that last day in Vermont. “I thought she was quitting.”
“She did,” Angie said, a hint of hesitation in her tone. “That is to say, they cancelled all of their gigs, but one.”
“They can’t get out of it?” Elle guessed, apprehension building in her chest.
“They could, but there’s a catch.” Angie paused, and the sense of impending drama grew, a familiar feeling where the Lane family was concerned. “The hospitality group that runs the place is a huge customer of Lane Creamery. We supply all their restaurants.” 
“In that case, there’s no question,” Elle said firmly. “The show must go on.” 
A whoosh of air sounded through the phone as Angie must have let out a huge sigh. “I’m glad you agree. I was afraid I was being the bad guy for telling Cassidy the same thing.”
“Not at all. You can’t jeopardize business because of a lover’s quarrel.” Elle paused, trying to figure out what Angie could possibly need from her, aside from reassurance that her point of view was correct. “You mentioned a favor?”
“I’m sure you won’t be surprised to hear that Cassidy did not share our opinion about canceling this gig. The only way I could calm her down was by promising to pack the place with as many friendly faces as possible. She really appreciated that talk you had with her at my parents’ house, and I was just thinking maybe you could⁠—?”
“Come to the performance?” Elle guessed, filling in the blank. “I’d be happy to. When is it?”
“The Saturday before Thanksgiving,” Angie said, the relief evident in her voice. “It’s at the new brewery in Brattleboro, right on the river. I’ll send you the details.”
“I’ll be there with bells on.” Elle bit her lip at the ridiculous image that formed in her head. “Not actual bells, I swear, I just meant⁠—”
“I know what you meant. I’ll see you in a couple weeks.”
Beneath Angie’s laughter, Elle was almost convinced she heard the words I miss you as Angie ended the call. It was probably just her imagination. But if not, the feeling was mutual.

PAUSING in front of the glass doors of the Riverwalk Brewery, Elle did a quick mental inventory. Cute hat that made her hair look extra bouncy? Check. Barely-there makeup that enhanced her features while seeming invisible? Check. The sweater that made her blue eyes pop, and the jeans that hugged her curves just right?
Check and check. 
But was it too much? Or not enough? She’d been aiming for casual chic. This wasn’t a date, after all. Elle was here to show Cassidy some support. Angie just happened to be coming, too, as Cassidy’s sibling. That was all there was to it. 
Yeah, right. 
If that were actually true, then why had Elle spent the whole ride to Brattleboro thinking about Angie? More importantly, why had she been trying so hard, and failing so spectacularly, not to think about that night, nearly two months ago now, when they’d had sex? The truth was, Elle had been tied up in knots ever since her return to Boston, unable to get Angie out of her head.
Now here she was, pretending that tonight was just some casual night out with friends. Trying to convince herself that she had no interest in pursuing something more with Angie, even as the mere thought of seeing her sent Elle’s pulse racing.
Candace had been right. Elle was a terrible liar. She couldn’t even lie to herself. 
Taking a deep breath, Elle pushed open the door and stepped inside, her eyes scanning the crowded taproom for someone she recognized. She’d expected the entire town of Deerfield to be there, or at least the whole Lane clan, but though the place was packed, not a single face looked familiar.
“You came.” Angie rushed toward the door, helping Elle out of her jacket. “Did you not get my message?”
“What message? You know how bad my cell phone is in these parts.” Elle briefly wondered if she should take her jacket back. Was Angie trying to tell her the show had been called off?
“Cassidy and Jake.” Angie let out an incredulous laugh. “They’re back together. Can you believe it? After all the drama they put everyone through, they’re like two love birds backstage right now.”
“What?” Elle laughed, overcome with relief at the good news. “When did that happen?”
“Earlier today. In fact, that’s why the rest of the family opted to stay home. Clearly Cassidy didn’t need the moral support anymore, and there’s a storm in the forecast. The road over Hogback Mountain can get icy fast and make the drive home pretty treacherous.” Angie cupped her hand beneath Elle’s elbow and led her toward the bar. “But you know what? I’m glad you’re here, even if it is just the two of us.”
Elle’s heart leapt at the implication of Angie’s words. Was this turning out to be a date after all? She pushed the thought aside, not wanting to get her hopes up too high. As much as she wanted to be with Angie, she knew that things between them were every bit as complicated now as they had been the moment they’d met.
“I got us a table by the windows, but first, what would you like to drink?” Angie jerked her head to where the brew options were scrawled on a massive chalkboard. 
“I’m a sucker for a pilsner,” Elle admitted. 
Angie grinned. “Me too. Goes perfectly with cheese.” 
“I hadn’t thought of that, but you’re right.” Elle’s cheeks were starting to hurt with how much she was smiling, but she didn’t seem able to stop. 
“I’m always thinking of cheese. Among other things.” Angie paired this declaration with a saucy wink.
Elle blushed at the suggestive remark, her mind conjuring up images of Angie in various states of undress. She quickly shook her head, trying to clear the thoughts from her mind even as she heard herself ask, “What other things?”
Before Angie could answer, Cassidy weaved through the crowd. “Elle, you made it! I knew you wouldn’t let me down. Not like the rest of my traitorous family.” 
“I hear congratulations are in order,” Elle said, brushing aside the family drama. “You and Jake are back together?”
“Isn’t it wonderful?” Cassidy grinned from ear to ear. “But that’s no reason for the entire family to skip our gig, just because they didn’t want to drive home in the snow.”
“Easy for you to say,” Angie interjected as Cassidy looked ready to continue her diatribe. “You and Jake have a place to stay in town tonight. The roads will be fine by morning.”
“They’re all weak,” Cassidy said, sticking out her tongue. “All but the two of you. Oh—I gotta run. We’re on in fifteen. Thanks again for coming, Elle. It means a lot.” 
After getting their beers, Angie led them to their table. With the crowd pressing in around them, Elle struggled to pull the bar stool far enough away from the tall table to sit down. She ended up perching on the edge of her seat, one foot firmly on the ground.
“What a view.” Elle peered out through the window at the wooden deck overlooking the Connecticut River. The water moved swiftly through this area, carrying full logs along at a rapid pace. On the other side, a steep hill rose up, still mostly green in the last rays of daylight thanks to the evergreens that covered its slopes.
“It’s a great location.” Angie grimaced as a bystander jostled her elbow, causing her drink to slosh dangerously close to the edge. “I’m sorry it’s so crowded tonight. It looks like they have the space heaters on outside if you want to check it out before the sun sets.” 
“Can we?” Elle sounded like a kid who’d been told they were finally tall enough for the roller coaster. Elle grabbed up her beer, but Angie shook her head.
“We can leave our drinks here,” Angie told her. “This isn’t the type of place you have to worry.”
Elle did as Angie said, making her way a short distance to the door that led to the deck. The outside air had a bite, but it smelled so fresh Elle couldn’t resist taking a deep breath. The deck was empty, although the space heaters gave off a cozy warmth that made Elle grateful they’d escaped the crowd.
“Isn’t this beautiful?” Elle asked, gazing out at the water. “It’s so calming. It’s the perfect spot to escape the chaos of the city.”
“That’s funny.” Angie’s voice was low and melodic. She stood beside Elle, her body close enough to touch. Elle could feel the warmth radiating off of her, and it sent a shiver down her spine.
“Why do you say that?” Elle inquired when Angie didn’t say anything more.
“Because, from where I stand, this is the big city.”
“I guess it’s all about perspective, isn’t it?” Elle’s eyelids closed partway as she listened to the sound of the rushing water. It was like a soothing lullaby, and she found herself leaning into Angie without even realizing it. “Do you hear that?”
“What?” Angie cocked her head. “I don’t hear a thing.”
“Exactly. I live close to the B-Line of the T—that’s what we call the Boston subway. Day and night I hear the horrendous sound of metal on metal.” Elle turned toward Angie. Their faces were inches apart, and Elle’s heart started to race.
“Speaking of transportation,” Angie took an almost imperceptible step backward, creating a slight distance between them. “Did your mom get a new car yet?” 
“No. The insurance is settled, but she wants to be able to test drive herself when they get back from their ’round the world trip in the spring. It would just sit in storage otherwise.”
“Don’t tell me you took another Uber,” Angie said with a playful smirk. “Why haven’t you ever gotten a car of your own?”
Elle shrugged. “Never needed to. The train goes everywhere I want to go.” 
“It doesn’t come to Vermont.” 
“You got me there,” Elle admitted. “You know, I checked if I could get here by train. I know there’s a station in Brattleboro. But, it required two bus transfers and was going to take eight hours. My Uber got me here in under two, although I figured it would be too hard to get a ride back late at night, so I booked a nearby hotel for tonight.” 
“With the money you’re spending, you could have put it toward a trip to Paris,” Angie remarked with a chuckle. “If you got your own car, you wouldn’t have to keep paying for Ubers.” 
“This hasn’t been a problem until now.” 
“Is it a problem now?” Angie’s voice was soft and low, and her eyes flickered down to Elle’s lips. Elle’s heart pounded in her chest as she felt the heat rising in her cheeks.
“It’s... becoming a problem,” Elle whispered back, uncertain whether she was talking about her lack of transportation or the undeniable yearning that was building between them.
Angie reached out and brushed a strand of hair away from Elle’s face, her fingers lingering on Elle’s cheek. “Seems like a problem we might be able to fix.”
Elle’s knees went weak as desire flooded her body. She could think of one surefire way to fix this, alright. But before she could move, or even breathe, the music started up inside. 
“Shall we?” Angie asked with a glance at the door, seeming almost uncertain.
“I don’t know.” Elle looked around at the empty deck, so much more appealing than the packed space inside. “There’s more room out here to dance.”
“You like to dance?” Angie asked, an amused sparkle in her eyes.
Elle grinned, feeling a sudden surge of boldness. “I love to dance.”
Angie held out her hand to Elle, eyes that tonight appeared to be dark as the midnight sky sparkling in the moonlight. “Then let’s dance.”
Elle took her hand, feeling the electric jolt that shot through her at the contact. The music, a slow and sultry number, filled the air, and Elle swayed to the beat as Angie pulled her close. Their bodies moved together as if they were made for each other, and Elle couldn’t help but lose herself in the moment.
Only when the song had ended did Elle become aware of the flakes of snow falling around them. A snowflake landed on Elle’s nose. 
Angie wiped it away, smiling. 
“It looks like my family was right to stay home. It’s picking up.” 
Elle looked skyward. “It might get bad.” 
“It might.”
“Are you sorry you came tonight?” Elle asked. “You could be home right now, in front of a warm fire, with Chester snoozing at your feet.”
“I’m not sorry.” Angie hesitated before adding, “I’m exactly where I want to be.”
“Next to a raging river in a storm?” Elle joked.
“Don’t be too hasty.” Angie’s eyes smoldered with desire. “I seem to remember that working out for us before.”



CHAPTER FOURTEEN

“T 

he snow’s not that bad. Barely a dusting.” From inside the safety of the brewery, Angie watched the swirls of white whip around the street lamps, knowing her words were a lie. “I’ll be fine to drive home.”
“I may not be a hardy Vermonter, but that looks like more than a dusting to me.” Worry etched Elle’s face as she zipped her coat. “Are you sure you don’t want to stay with me tonight?”
Angie scanned the taproom, empty save for a server wiping down a tabletop. She and Elle had somehow ended up being the very last patrons to leave. Even Cassidy and Jake had headed out ages ago, departing with their bandmates after their final set had ended. But Angie and Elle had remained, too caught up in their conversation to notice the time passing or the storm worsening.
Now, as they stepped out into the frigid air, reality hit them like a ton of bricks.
“I’ll be okay,” Angie insisted, even as the icy wind bit at her cheeks and ears. She shivered despite the many layers of clothing she had on. “I’m parked pretty close to the hotel. I’ll walk you there to make sure you make it safely inside.”
“And who’s going to make sure you get home safely?” Elle insisted. “What if your truck stalls? Or you skid on some ice? You could freeze to death in a snowdrift before morning.”
Angie sighed, knowing Elle had a point. But she also knew what would happen if they spent the night together in Elle’s hotel room. They’d been dancing around it all evening, the tension building to the point that it would be impossible to keep denying what was between them much longer.
God knew Angie wanted to give in to temptation. But she also knew that starting something with Elle would only complicate the friendship that had begun to build between them. They lived in different states and had completely different lifestyles. Angie had been down this road before. She knew better. She had to stay strong.
“If I’m going to stay, I’ll get a room of my own,” Angie insisted. “We both know it’s better that way.”
“Is it?” Elle asked, her breath fogging up in the cold air. The two of them stood close together, the snow coming down in thick flakes around them. “Is it really?”
Angie looked at Elle, her heart beating faster in her chest. She knew what the other woman was asking, and she wasn’t sure she had the strength to resist after all. She wanted Elle, more than anything, and the desire burned within her like a wildfire. Common sense was no match for the raw, magnetic pull between them.
“It’s hard, Elle,” Angie said, her voice low and husky. “I want you, but we can’t do this again. Not now, not like this.”
Elle took a step closer, her arms wrapping around Angie’s neck. “Why not? We’re both consenting adults. We’re smart enough to know what we want. And what I want is you.”  
Elle lifted onto her toes, aiming for Angie’s lips, but her feet slipped out from under her on a patch of icy pavement. 
Angie reacted quickly, catching Elle before she hit the ground. “I swear, woman, you’re determined to have some sort of weather-related death.” 
“Not sure if determined is the right word,” Elle said shakily, “but clearly this is a sign you can’t leave my side.” 
“Or maybe it’s a sign we should take things slowly, be careful.” But as Angie held Elle close, feeling the other woman’s body shivering against her own, letting go and taking things slow were the farthest things from her mind. What she wanted was to feel Elle’s lips on her own, her body pressed up against hers, the heat between them driving them both wild.
Angie had never felt this way before—so overcome with passion that it was almost impossible to resist. She could feel the cold snow seeping through her boots, but all she could think about was Elle’s warmth.
It was like nothing else mattered, nothing else even existed except for the two of them in that moment. She wanted to take Elle back to her hotel room right then and there, to explore every inch of her body, to lose herself in the pleasure and the passion they shared.
But how would Angie deal with the pain that would come when it was time for Elle to leave? How would she bear the ache in her chest when Elle was no longer by her side, the regret that inevitably followed?
She had been hurt before, falling for a woman who had no intention of sticking around for the long term. A woman who belonged in bustling cities, not a cabin in rural Vermont. How could this time be any different?
Elle might as well have said as much when she’d acted like Brattleboro was one step removed from a pure wilderness retreat. Angie had only been to Boston once, and she’d been overwhelmed by the crowds and the noise. She much preferred the quiet of the woods, the sound of the snow crunching beneath her feet, the fresh air filling her lungs.
And sure, Elle was enjoying the relative quiet now, and they’d had an amazing time together during the week she’d come to stay. So good it made Angie dare to hope. Why else would she have sent the woman a new photo of Chester every damn day? That dog was probably the best enticement Angie could think of to get Elle to stick around.
But realistically, how long would it last between them? How long before Elle grew tired of the slow pace of life here, before she realized she needed more excitement than a small town could offer? Before she asked Angie to give up her life and move to the city with her?
Angie shook her head, trying to dispel her worries, trying to focus on the here and now. The hotel was just up ahead, only another few steps. It was time for Angie to say goodbye.
Instead, she leaned in closer to Elle, her heart beating faster, and whispered, “I don’t want this to end.”
“Then don’t let it,” Elle replied, her eyes locking onto Angie’s in an intense gaze. “We don’t have to say goodbye just yet. Not if you don’t want to.”
“The hotel’s right here,” Angie said, sidestepping the question that had been implied in Elle’s tone. “Let’s get you inside before you freeze to death.”
Elle reached for Angie’s hand, holding it tightly as they went inside the lobby. There wasn’t a desk clerk, but that wasn’t unusual at this time of night, and Angie knew Elle had checked in earlier and had a key.
“I’ll walk you to your door,” Angie said, her mind still racing with all the reasons why this wasn’t a good idea as they waited for the elevator. “Just to be safe. But after that, I should go.”
She couldn’t let herself get too attached, not when the end was inevitable. Aside from the differences in geography, Elle was the company’s consultant. Angie knew better than to ever mix business and pleasure. At least, not knowingly. If only she’d known who Elle was two months ago, she never would have let it get this far. 
The elevator slid open, and they entered, standing side by side in silence. 
Elle rested her head against Angie’s shoulder. It fit perfectly. Damn. 
Angie took a deep breath, getting a delirious taste of Elle’s musky scent. 
Angie closed her eyes, her head tipping to the side so close to Elle’s. 
Why did this have to feel so right? The universe was fucking with Angie, and she wanted to lodge a complaint. A whole lot of them, in fact. Why couldn’t they have met under different circumstances? Why did Elle have to be so damn captivating? Angie knew she was in trouble.
The elevator dinged, and the doors opened on Elle’s floor. Angie reluctantly pulled away, but Elle didn’t let go of her hand.
“Stay with me,” Elle said, her voice low and husky. “Stay with me tonight. I want to feel you close to me, to wake up next to you in the morning.”
Angie felt her resolve weakening.
Who could say no to such deep blue eyes? 
“I can’t promise anything more than tonight,” Angie replied, her voice barely above a whisper. “But yes, I’ll stay with you.”
She followed Elle out of the elevator and down the hallway, her hand still in Elle’s gloved grip. Angie wanted to feel Elle’s skin. Elle had the softest hands. 
They stopped in front of a door. Removing her gloves at last, Elle fished out her key card to unlock it. 
“Sadly, this room doesn’t have a fireplace. But I have it on good authority there’s a king-sized bed.” Elle pressed the plastic card to the reader, the light flicking red. Elle tried again, to no avail. 
“Let me try.” Angie reached for the card.
“Good with your hands?” The teasing in Elle’s voice bordered on naughty. No, it wasn’t bordering at all. It was downright provocative, and Angie’s body reacted exactly as Elle had no doubt intended it to. 
“I think you already know the answer to that one,” Angie teased. Two could play at this game, after all. “Unless you’ve forgotten?” 
“I have a terrible memory,” Elle said with a trace of a giggle, “so I might need a refresher.” 
A surge of heat blasted through Angie’s veins, making her feel lightheaded. She wanted nothing more than to take Elle’s lips in a searing kiss, but she held back. They were still in the hallway, after all. 
Angie took the key card from Elle and slid it into the reader. The lock beeped green, and Angie pushed the handle down. The door opened with a soft whoosh. Elle pulled Angie inside the room, and without any ceremony, pressed Angie against the back of the door, kissing her hard. 
Damn. Angie knew with that kiss there was no way she was leaving this hotel room tonight. Not with Elle kissing Angie like they had an eternity to make Angie believe this was the most important thing in life.
Who cared about tomorrow? The consequences could be dealt with then, but right now, all that mattered was the way Elle’s lips moved against hers, and how her body felt pressed up against Angie’s.
Elle’s hand trailed down Angie’s body, pulling her closer and deeper into the kiss. Angie’s hands roamed over Elle’s puffy winter jacket, feeling her curves beneath.
Angie kissed Elle hard, wishing to banish the jacket immediately. From the flush of her cheeks, Elle was obviously warm enough, and Angie needed to have her skin pressed up against Elle and now. Damn the layers. Angie yanked at the zipper, pulling it down in one strong tug, her hands diving for the edge of the jacket and peeling it away. 
As she tossed it aside, Elle’s hands moved from Angie’s waist to the hem of her coat, and she helped Angie shrug out of it.
“Why isn’t it summer? This would take less time.” Elle leaned down, untying her boots. 
“I wouldn’t have to stay if it was summer,” Angie reminded her as she removed her own shoes. 
“You’d leave?” 
Elle’s stare seared right through Angie, muting any response. All she could do was shake her head the slightest bit. Just enough.
It was like all thoughts were out of her head, aside from one. Elle. Not that she was a thought, but that was all Angie could think about. Elle. 
Elle, who was now slipping her hand under Angie’s shirt and sweater, her fingers running up Angie’s back, electrifying every nerve ending.
Elle, whose lips were now trailing down Angie’s neck, across her collarbone, and down to the top of her shirt. Elle, who somehow was now standing there in nothing but a long-sleeved shirt and jeans, hands on her belt, looking at Angie as if she was the most delicious thing Elle had ever seen. And Angie knew she was starving in that moment, wanting to feast on Elle. 
Angie wanted nothing more than to strip Elle naked and take her right then. Apparently, the feeling was mutual.
As if responding to a secret signal, they tore at each other’s clothing, needing to be naked. Angie wanted Elle’s skin pressed against hers. More than anything. She had to have that connection. 
Elle shimmied out of her jeans, hopping on one foot, trying to take off a sock. 
“Don’t hurt yourself.” Angie hunched down to help remove the item. 
“You’re always rescuing me.” 
“It’s a full-time job.” 
“It never used to be, I swear. Not until you came into my life.” 
Angie stood up, brushing a strand of hair off Elle’s shoulder. “You’re blaming me for this?” 
“Who said I was blaming?” Elle asked with a laugh. “It’s more like commentary. The first time I got into serious trouble in my life, and there you were to save me.” 
“Likewise.” 
Elle slanted her head but didn’t press for an explanation. Angie was relieved.
Elle probably thought she was talking about the business. How could Angie explain the misery she’d been living in? Before Elle, Angie had become so numb to everything that nothing could touch her. There was no pain, no joy. Just a kind of blank existence that didn’t even register with her anymore. She’d never expected to feel like she did in this moment.
Giddy. Excited. Happy. 
Elle kissed Angie’s cheek, moving her way to an earlobe, nibbling. 
Angie pulled Elle closer, needing to hold on. Emotions swirled within her, overwhelming and intense. She wanted to give herself over to Elle completely, to let go of all her fears and insecurities and just be with her. 
Elle’s lips trailed down Angie’s neck, leaving a sea of goose bumps in their wake. Easing Angie onto the bed, Elle hovered over her, their eyes locked in a heated gaze. Angie’s breath hitched in anticipation as Elle lowered her lips to her own, kissing her with a fiery intensity. 
Before Angie knew what was happening, she was flat on the bed with Elle on top of her, their bodies melding together perfectly. 
Elle ran a hand down Angie’s side, increasing the intensity of the kiss with every stroke. Angie moaned, the sound swallowed by Elle’s mouth.  
Elle released Angie’s lips, moving down to her neck, her ear. Elle nipped at her earlobe, and Angie gasped at the sensation, her body tensing with need. 
Elle’s hip gently rocked into Angie’s core. Sensation shot through her, and she was unable to take the exquisite torture anymore. Angie wrapped her arms around Elle, pressing their bodies together. 
“This isn’t enough,” Angie whispered, angling her head to kiss Elle again. “I need more.”
As if knowing exactly what was needed, Elle’s hand snaked down between Angie’s legs, replacing her hip. A finger slid along Angie’s wet lips, teasing and stroking. 
Angie moaned, her hips rising to meet Elle’s hand. “Elle…”
Elle separated the lips, exploring, but stopping just short of penetrating her. Angie gasped, her hips trying to follow the finger.
Elle’s eyes glittered with desire, and a secret smile curved her lips. “Want me to stop?”
“No.” Angie groaned. She let out another whimper, on the pleading side.
“Are you sure?” Elle asked, bringing her finger all the way to the entrance of Angie’s sex. “You seemed to have some doubts earlier.”
“No doubts.” Angie raised her hips, helpless to the sensations careening through her. The slow burn Elle was creating was threatening to consume Angie. “I need…” Her words trailed off in a moan.
Taking pity on her at last, Elle slid a finger into Angie’s dripping wet pussy, alternating strokes, rhythmically moving in and out. Angie’s whole body stiffened, her eyes closed, every muscle taut.
Elle leaned down, covering Angie with her body. She kissed her way down Angie’s neck, pausing to lick and nip at her pulse point. The sharp sting reverberated through Angie’s body, urging her higher toward orgasm.
Elle’s fingers continued to work, stroking Angie’s clit. Angie clawed at the sheets, the sensation of Elle’s mouth on her neck and her fingers teasing her clit building to a forbidding crescendo.
“I’m close,” Angie panted, her voice croaking with building urgency. Elle pushed her fingers deeper, but Angie shook her head. “Too close.”
As if understanding her meaning, Elle slowed her movements, holding Angie at the precipice, giving her body time to come down from the edge. Angie’s eyes fluttered open, her smile blazing despite the lingering fog of unrelieved passion.
She wanted it, but she didn’t want to reach the end so soon. There was no stopping the flood of emotions, though. She was nearly drowning in them. Angie reached for Elle, pulling her in for a long, deep kiss. 
Angie’s heart swelled with an emotion she couldn’t quite name, but she knew without a doubt it was strong and real. She was falling for Elle. She wanted to sing it from the rooftops, but that would mean she’d have to stop kissing Elle. And that wasn’t going to happen. Not now. 
Their bodies moved in sync as Elle’s fingers stroked Angie’s pussy, building her back toward orgasm.
Angie pushed her hips up, pressing her clit against Elle’s hand.
Elle plunged two fingers inside her, stroking her in time with Angie’s thrusting hips.
Angie’s fingers dug into Elle’s back. She was close. So close. 
How was this happening? It was like Elle knew exactly what Angie needed without any prodding. 
To drive home that point, Elle’s fingers curled upward, hitting exactly the right spot. 
“Jesus Christ.” Angie closed her eyelids as tightly as she could. 
There was a flash of light behind them. 
Elle pressed in deep. 
The flashes transformed into fireworks as bursts of color danced across Angie’s closed eyelids. 
Angie’s mouth, hungering for Elle, wouldn’t stop kissing. Not even during the next wave of fireworks and something more. A feeling more powerful than any other. Unwavering and as powerful as the crashing tides of the sea.
It was love. And Angie was falling. Deep. 
Angie’s body shook on the bed as the force of her orgasm slammed into her, giving in to all the emotions. 
Elle held on, holding Angie close until the shaking left her breathless, and she went limp in Elle’s arms.
Angie’s head rested on Elle’s shoulder, burning with the fever of passion. “Wow.”
“Glad you didn’t drive home?” Elle’s voice tickled Angie’s ears. 
“Very glad.” Her eyes were closed, but she was smiling.
“Good.”
Angie opened her eyes, looking up at Elle, their faces so close that she could smell the salt of Elle’s sweat. Their lips touched. Angie’s tongue darted out, tasting Elle, the explosion of flavor salty yet sweet and more intoxicating than the finest wine.
Angie’s lips flirted, coaxed Elle’s mouth open. Her tongue slipped inside, exploring its depths. It slid against Elle’s, and as their tongues danced, Angie’s fingertips touched Elle’s body, gently tracing.
“What are you doing for Thanksgiving?” Angie whispered as she gently pinched Elle’s nipple between two fingers.
“Nothing,” Elle replied, her voice husky.
“Nothing?” Angie pulled away just enough to search Elle’s face with her eyes.
“Nothing.” Elle kissed Angie’s forehead gently. “It was never a big holiday during my childhood. My father usually took his archaeology students out on a dig some place over Thanksgiving break, so we were never home.” 
“In Africa?” Angie couldn’t resist cupping her hands under Elle’s breasts; her fingers traced over the hard pebbles of flesh.
“No, the Southwest,” Elle answered. Her eyes were half closed, her breathing ragged. “Or, Central America. Do you know what Thanksgiving is in Central America?” 
“What?” Angie flipped Elle onto her back, her knee settling between Elle’s legs.
“Just a Thursday.” Elle laughed at her own joke, her laughter turning to a gasp as Angie ’s lips closed around a nipple. “Oh God, Angie. That feels good.”
“Mmmmm...” Angie didn’t elaborate, her lips moving, her tongue flicking over Elle’s puckered nipple. The angle was awkward, but she’d give it her best effort. Her hands skimmed down Elle’s sides.
“Thanksgiving has always been one of my favorite holidays.” Kissing her way across Elle’s breasts, she switched nipples, tasting the salt of Elle’s sweat, her tongue darting out, licking the hard little nub.
“I’m not... a fan... of turkey,” Elle managed to say between ragged breaths.
“Me either. We usually have ham, too.” Angie’s fingers found Elle’s clit, stroking and circling.
“Yum,” Elle said, or at least that’s what Angie thought it was supposed to be, despite sounding more like the whir of a blender on high speed. “I... like ham.”
“You should come.” Angie was stroking Elle’s clit rapidly now, pinching her nipples with her free hand.
“I plan to.” Elle lifted her pelvis, pressing harder against Angie’s hand. “Any second now.”
“I meant for Thanksgiving.” Angie shifted downward in a rapid motion, her lips settling over Elle’s clit. “Oh God, Elle, you taste so good. You... oh God...” Her tongue went to work, and she slid a finger deep into Elle’s wet pussy, thrusting in and out.
“I’m coming,” Elle gasped, her hips jerking upward off the bed.
Angie’s eyes were closed, her mouth full of Elle’s wet, swollen flesh. All she could do was groan as Elle bucked beneath her, thighs clenching around her head. Finally, Elle collapsed back against the bed, her chest heaving.
“We usually start at noon,” Angie said sometime later, once she’d gotten her breath back and recovered enough from the glow of her total and complete adoration of the woman beside her to string words into a sentence.
“Start what at noon?” Elle asked, her words slurred almost as if she were drunk, the aftereffects of her orgasm still rippling through her body.
“Thanksgiving dinner.” Angie kissed the top of Elle’s head, pulling her closer as she arranged the blankets to cover their naked bodies. “And before you say otherwise, I distinctly heard you say you were coming.”
Elle laughed. “I guess I can’t argue with that. I’ll be there at noon.”



CHAPTER FIFTEEN

“Y 

ou really didn’t have to drive me all the way to Boston.” Elle shifted in the passenger seat of Angie’s red truck as it barreled down a relatively empty stretch of Route 2 just west of Boston. It was the day after Thanksgiving, and the roads had been surprisingly quiet. 
“I know I didn’t have to, but I wanted to.” Angie glanced over at Elle and shot her a sly grin. “Besides, it gave us more time together. Seemed silly to send you in an Uber when I could bring you myself, and finally get to see where you live. It’s only fair.” 
“I appreciate it, really. And I’m glad we get to spend the weekend together.” Elle made a quick mental comparison of Angie’s cozy cabin and her own cramped apartment, experiencing the desire to cringe. “Just as long as you keep an open mind.”
“I usually keep an open mind, but I’ll admit I’m more than a little intrigued.” Angie flicked her gaze briefly to Elle before returning those mysterious eyes back to the road. “Is this going to be one of those cases where you secretly live in a mansion and you’re trying to downplay it?”
Elle chuckled at how far from the truth this was. “Not hardly.”
Angie arched a brow. “What should I be preparing for? A tent in a park?” 
Elle laughed again. “Nothing like that, but it’s also not a gorgeous cabin in the woods. Just remember, Boston is ridiculously expensive.” 
Angie reached for Elle’s hand. “I get it. The one thing I remember about Boston was the sky-high prices. Who charges seven dollars for Bud Light?” 
“Who drinks Bud Light?” Elle questioned in return. “Certainly not you. I haven’t forgotten our evening at the brewery, you know.”
Nor had she forgotten what followed, the passionate night they’d spent together at that Brattleboro hotel. Saying goodbye the next morning had only been possible because Elle had known Thanksgiving was right around the corner.
“My ex was the Bud Light drinker.” 
Elle wanted to press, but they’d reached the outer limits of Boston traffic, and Angie was already white knuckling the wheel.
“Son of a bitch!” Angie yelled at the BMW that cut her off as she entered the rotary. “I also remember this about Boston. The drivers are the absolute worst.” 
“Driving in this town is a full-contact sport.” Elle’s insides tightened. “It’s my least favorite part of living in the city.” 
“You don’t have a car.” 
“True. Although with my parents on their trip,” Elle pointed out, “I had the use of my mom’s car as long as I was willing to go to the storage unit and get it.”
“I still can’t believe your parents retired, sold their house, and went on an around-the-world trip,” Angie commented as she swerved to avoid a cyclist who decided to cross the road without warning. “Two hundred and seventy-four nights of vacation is insane.”
“I still can’t believe I drove my mom’s car into a river,” Elle said with a dry chuckle. “Now that was insane. Not my finest moment, that’s for sure.” 
“Not sure about that. It did give me a chance to rescue you.”
“Which was definitely one of the best moments of my life,” Elle said with a smile, reaching over to squeeze Angie’s hand. “I still can’t believe how lucky I am to be here with you right now.”
Angie grinned back, her eyes sparkling with shades of color Elle didn’t even think there were names for. “You’re damn right you’re lucky. I’m pretty amazing.” 
Elle laughed and leaned over to press a soft kiss to Angie’s shoulder. “Your modesty is by far your best quality.”
“Is that so?” Angie teased, winking at Elle. “I can think of a few other qualities that you might like. I could perhaps give you a preview back at your place tonight.” 
Elle blushed and looked away, feeling a sudden heat spread through her body. Angie always had a way of making her feel both nervous and excited at the same time. 
“If you deliver on even half of what you’re promising over there, Ms. Lane, I’m going to have to pressure my mom to replace the car a lot sooner.”
“I thought she wasn’t in a rush—” Angie finished the statement by honking her horn and grumbling to herself, “Use a turn signal jerkwad.” 
“That’s way too polite for Mass drivers.” Elle heaved a sigh of relief when they pulled off Storrow Drive. “My place is only five minutes away.” 
“I need a beer,” Angie joked. 
“That can be arranged,” Elle promised. “Make a left up ahead, and then turn into the parking garage on the corner. We’ll have to sell a kidney if you decide to stay more than a few nights, but it’s the one place I feel confident you’ll still have a catalytic converter when you leave.”
“You paint such a rosy picture I can’t believe I haven’t spent more time in the city.”  
After ditching Angie’s truck in the covered garage, Elle led them the two blocks back to her apartment. “My building’s not far. It’s right up there where the bar sign is.” 
“You live above a bar?” Angie scrutinized the sign with a look of confused amusement. “What is that picture on the sign supposed to be?” 
“A chicken wearing a top hat.” Elle punched in the code to gain access to the building. “I hope you don’t have vertigo. I’m on the fourth floor, and there isn’t an elevator.” 
“No wonder you have great legs.” 
“Flattery will get you everywhere.” Elle winked over her shoulder, starting the first flight of the wood spiral staircase. “It’s easy to stay in shape when you basically live in a StairMaster.”
“I have to ask.” Angie stopped for breath before continuing. “Why a chicken in a top hat?” 
“I think you’ll figure it out as soon as you’re inside my apartment.” Elle’s breathing was a little heavier as they reached the third floor, but she kept pushing upward.
“Because you have chickens in top hats running around?” Angie joked, even as she struggled to keep up with Elle’s pace.
“How else do you expect me to get fresh eggs?” Elle was a little more out of breath now, but not because of the climb. It was anxiety that forced the air from her lungs. Her apartment wasn’t really the type of place she brought women to.
“Eggs I can understand,” Angie huffed. “But why the top hats?”
“Boston’s a classy town,” Elle said with a laugh. “My apartment, not so much. Again, don’t judge me too harshly over my place.” 
“Stop worrying. I’m just glad it’s not a tent.” 
“Or another flight up.” Elle slid the key into her door, holding her breath as she let it swing open for Angie to enter. 
“Wow,” Angie said, turning a slow circle in the entryway, pausing to eye the fridge that wasn’t much bigger than the type they made for dorm rooms. “I know you warned me it was small, but I wasn’t expecting a single room kinda small. You can grab a drink right when you step inside.” 
“This part is deceptive. Wait for it.” Elle waved ta-da when they entered the main portion. 
“Your oven is right next to the bed.” Angie stepped closer, her voice laced with amusement as she surveyed the studio apartment.  
“It doubles as my heat in the winter.” 
“Are you serious?” Angie whipped around, looking like she was going to pick up Elle and whisk her back to Vermont. 
“No, I am actually kidding about that. I have heat. Too much heat, in fact. They’re the old-style steam radiators with a single boiler in the basement that the building manager controls.”
“I didn’t know that was a thing.”
“It is here. And the elderly lady on the third floor is going through chemo. She’s always asking Felix, that’s the manager, to crank the heat up higher.” Elle shrugged. “We don’t complain, but it’s why the windows are open all winter and closed during the summer. We don’t have central air.” 
Angie’s nose wrinkled. “It smells like…” She moved closer to the open window by the kitchen sink, minus any counter space. “Chicken wings.” 
“Ha, you noticed.” Elle clapped her hands. “I knew you would. Yes, it’s chicken wings. The bar is famous for them, hence their sign with the chicken in the hat.” 
“Your place always smells like chicken wings?” Angie raised an incredulous eyebrow.
“Every single day.” Elle’s eyes drifted up to the ceiling over Angie’s head, right where there was a water spot. “It’s not much, but let me tell you it’s expensive as hell. It’s going to take every penny I’ve saved to buy it.”
“Buy it?” Angie echoed, a hint of horror in her changeable eyes. “So you can live here forever, in a single room that smells like appetizers?”
Elle nodded, her jaw set in fierce determination. “I never thought owning a place of my own would be in the cards, but I’m lucky to have the chance. At least, I hope I will.”
As Elle said it, she was reminded of the tarot reading she’d had at the fall festival, the unfinished reading that had left the details of her future unknown. Why had she been so hesitant to hear about her future?
“Is it not a sure thing?” Angie asked in a tone that led Elle to believe the woman would be glad to hear there was a loophole. “Another buyer?”
“It’s mine if I want it,” Elle assured her. “But only if I can afford it. When an apartment building turns into condos in Boston, the tenants have to get a year’s notice. I’ve saved every penny since I found out, but I need my year-end bonus to have the full deposit.”
“You really like it that much?” It was obvious that Angie was struggling to understand the appeal of a small apartment that constantly smelled like chicken wings.
“It’s not the apartment itself, but the potential,” Elle explained. “If I owned it, I could do whatever I wanted to fix it up. In fact, that’s why I’m able to afford it at all. Current tenants get a lower price with the understanding that we’re buying as-is. If I moved out, the owners would do a quick flip with a coat of paint and a new countertop and sell it as a luxury condo. I’d be priced out completely.”
“That’s a risky move, sinking your entire savings into it,” Angie commented, admiration edging into her voice. “But I can see the appeal. A place to call your own, to make your mark on.”
“And a great location. In fact, now that you’ve seen my place, can I show you why I love this neighborhood?” 
“Yes, but can I use the bathroom first?” Angie frowned as she searched the space. “You do have one, right? You don’t have to share one down the hall or something?” 
“It’s the door next to the oven,” Elle said with a roll of her eyes. “Just don’t turn around too quickly in there. I don’t want you knocking yourself out. It’s like the builders inserted a toilet, sink, shower, and then placed the walls around it all without an inch to spare.” 
“It’s cute.” Angie kissed Elle’s forehead. 
“It’s not a cabin in the woods,” Elle responded. 
Angie grinned. “We have the best of both worlds. A pied-à-terre in the city and a getaway in the mountains. Think of all the couples who would kill for a setup like that.” She closed the bathroom door. 
Couples? Had Angie meant to imply anything by saying that, or was she simply trying to make Elle feel better about the inadequacy of her studio?
Though they’d spent Thanksgiving with Angie’s family and not bothered to hide the fact something was going on between them, Elle knew they hadn’t had the official “what are we?” conversation yet. They were still in the early stages of their relationship. But the way Angie had kissed her forehead just now, and the way she talked about their future together, made Elle’s heart race.
Elle’s mind whirred with possibilities as she paced back and forth in her living room, waiting for Angie to finish in the bathroom. Ever since Connie had left, breaking Elle’s heart, she’d been a bit of a lone wolf. She’d been content to focus on her career and her own pursuits, but with Angie, she found herself craving more. It was an unfamiliar feeling, but a thrilling one. She couldn’t deny that she was falling for Angie, hard.
Finally, Angie emerged, pulling her coat tighter around her body. “You ready to show me the neighborhood?” she asked.
Elle nodded, her heart still pounding so hard she wondered if Angie could hear it. “Let’s roll.”
“Are we having wings for dinner?” Angie asked as they opened the lobby door. 
“We can, but there are so many options.” Elle stepped onto the sidewalk, taking a moment to orient herself. “Over there is Government Center. If we head that way, there’s the Union Oyster Bar, along with several pubs going back decades. That way is Back Bay, which has trendy restaurants. My offices are that way, near the Financial District, but nothing is ever open on Saturdays. It’s a ghost town.” 
“If I wasn’t here, where would you go for dinner?” 
“I know it’s a little touristy, so you might not believe me, but I actually love the Faneuil Hall area this time of year,” Elle admitted, not minding if it made her seem a little nerdy. If they were going to have a future together, Angie would need to know what she was getting into. “The holiday lights will be up, and the food market lets you choose whatever tickles your fancy.” 
“Sounds good. Lead the way.” Angie gave a small bow, which was absolutely adorable in an equally dorky way. Which was perfect, really. They could both be dorks together.
Elle grinned and set off down the sidewalk, Angie falling into step beside her. They reached an intersection, and Elle pressed the crosswalk button.
“Your ex was a Bud Light fan?” Elle asked by way of making conversation, but also because it was a topic she really wanted to know more about. Angie had been closed-mouthed about her ex, but Elle had gathered that the woman had caused some damage.
Angie shrugged, seeming slightly stiffer than she had a moment before. “I don’t know if she was a fan, but we were just out of college and she got an internship in Boston. She didn’t live in this part of the city but one of the other neighborhoods. JP, maybe? Anyway, I think her budget only allowed for Bud Light. I’m more of a craft beer gal.” 
“We could go to Harpoon Brewery tomorrow,” Elle suggested, as she filed the details about Angie’s past away for later contemplation. “It’s near the Barking Crab, another fun touristy spot, if that’s your thing. It’s on the water, though given the weather, we’ll have to eat inside, not on the deck. I’m a sucker for their clam chowder.” 
“Let’s do it.” A small smile curved Angie’s lips. “I want to experience everything Boston has to offer, especially with you as my guide.” The way Angie looked at her made Elle’s heart skip a beat.
“There’s the Bell in Hand. It’s the oldest tavern in America.” Elle pointed to the brick building. 
“There’s a cobblestone road.” Angie almost sounded giddy. “I’ve only seen these in movies.”
“This one little street is like a time capsule. It’s one of my favorite things about this part of the city.” Walking slowly to keep her balance on the uneven pavement, Elle pointed across the street. “The Green Dragon Tavern is also good. It was Paul Revere and John Hancock’s drinking spot. I think they planned some of the revolution there.” 
“It’s like walking through a history book.” Angie reached for Elle’s hand with such a natural motion that it was like they had been holding hands for years.
“I love it.” Elle felt a flush creeping up her neck and hoped Angie wouldn’t notice. “But are you having a good time?”
“The city isn’t as bad as I remember.” 
“Is that a ringing endorsement for you? I feel like it is.” They skirted around a group of tourists. 
“It’s possible I’ve been holding a grudge against this place because my ex broke up with me in Boston,” Angie admitted.
“What happened?” 
Angie sighed. “After we graduated, she wanted city life. I didn’t.” 
“Not ever?” 
Angie eyed Faneuil Hall off in the distance, the white building lit up against the waning daylight. “It might be growing on me. What about you? Are you a city girl for life?”
“I used to think so,” Elle said slowly. “But I’m becoming partial to the Green Mountains.” 
“They have a way of winning over most.” Angie paused, chuckling softly. “Look at us. Confronting our relationship ghosts and coming up with plans to make this work.”
Elle grinned. “We’re smashing it. Nothing can stop us.”
“Except possibly hunger.” Angie pressed a hand to her stomach.
“There’s a new restaurant in Quincy Market I’ve been dying to try. You up for it?” 
“Will I have to mortgage my cabin to pay for it?” Angie asked nervously.
“Nope. It’s my treat.” 
“I didn’t mean it like that,” Angie was quick to say. 
“Trust me. It’s a corn dog stand. It’s going to be fine. You can get dessert.” 
They entered the madness of the crowded market, and Elle held tightly onto Angie’s hand. “Don’t want to lose you.” 
“I won’t let go.” 
Elle wanted to ask if that meant ever, but things were going so well she didn’t dare. It didn’t stop her from hoping, though. As far as she was concerned, things were about as close to perfect as they could be.

EARLY MONDAY MORNING, Elle walked the ten minutes to work with a bounce in her step. Not that she’d relished the thought of dragging herself out of bed so early, leaving Angie sleeping peacefully, but the fact Angie would be waiting for her at the end of the day made it all worthwhile.
Besides, considering she was in a romantic relationship with a potential client, the last thing Elle needed was to arrive late and invite questions. 
As she walked into the spacious lobby of her building, she spotted Candace up ahead, waiting for an elevator.
“Hey!” Elle quickened her pace to catch up with her, barely making it before the elevator doors slid closed.
“Hey.” Candace avoided Elle’s eyes, despite them being the only two people in the small space. Elle immediately interpreted this, along with her friend’s lackluster greeting, as a bad sign.
“You had a big meeting with Potter Industries on Friday. Does this mean it didn’t go well?” 
“Uh, actually, no,” Candace said, finally meeting Elle’s eyes. “We landed the account.”
“Candace, that’s wonderful.” Elle let out a sigh of relief. “Thank goodness. I was getting worried there for a second. But why are you so down?” 
“Just hungover, I guess.” As the elevator doors parted, Candace rushed out and headed straight for her office, not bothering to say goodbye. 
Weird.
Then again, Candace was probably trying to avoid celebrating in front of Elle. Potter had been her account to land. That was before Lane Creamery had come along and changed everything.
Or more specifically, before Angie came along and changed everything.
Sure, landing Potter would have guaranteed Elle a year-end bonus out of the stratosphere, enough to erase every worry where her down payment on the apartment was concerned. But Elle could make do with less. She would just need to work a little harder, take on a few more projects, and be more strategic with her other clients.
As she settled into her office, Elle’s thoughts wandered to Angie. There was no denying that things were complicated. Elle couldn’t help but worry about the implications of dating a client, but Angie was worth it.
If this past weekend had shown her anything, it was that Angie was everything she had been missing in her life. The way Angie touched her. The way Angie made her feel desired and understood. It was so much deeper than Elle had ever experienced before. It may have started as a casual fling, but being with Angie was different. It was special. And Elle would do anything to make it last.
As she pulled out her planner to start her day, Elle’s phone buzzed with a call from the twenty-second floor admin’s desk. That was the executive floor. Elle swallowed nervously before answering, wondering what anyone up there could want with her.
“Good morning, this is Elle,” she answered as professionally as possible.
“Hi, Elle. This is Linda, Mr. Marshall’s assistant. Can you come up to the twenty-second floor conference room? Mr. Marshall has requested to meet with you.”
“Right now?” Elle took a gulp of air.
Elle’s imagination flipped to the worst possible scenario. Somehow her company had found out about her relationship with Angie.
“Yes, if you could make it as soon as possible, that would be great,” Linda replied.
“Of course, I’ll be right up,” Elle said and hung up the phone. 
Elle quickly gathered her things, her hands trembling so badly she dropped her pen twice. If this was about Angie, what could have given them away? Had someone spied them canoodling over the weekend?
Maybe it had nothing to do with Angie. Maybe it was just a routine meeting with a client. But deep down, Elle knew that wasn’t the case.
Fuck, fuck, fuck.
Elle’s mind raced as she rushed to the elevator, her head a whirlwind of anxiety. She couldn’t afford to lose her job, especially not now, when she was so close to taking out a mortgage for her apartment. She prayed that it wasn’t about Angie, but her gut told her otherwise.
Maybe it wasn’t hopeless. Maybe Candace could take over the Lane account now that Potter was onboard. Elle could walk her through all the plans. It could still work out.
Without so much as a hello, the woman at the receptionist’s desk in front of Mr. Marshall’s office jerked her thumb over her shoulder, pointing Elle to the conference room. 
With a greeting like that, Elle was screwed.
James Marshall, the founder of what had become one of the most successful consulting firms in the country, stood at the end of a long table, a floor-to-ceiling window behind him. “So, you’re the one.” 
The one what? Elle wanted to ask, but her voice caught in her throat.
“Do you know what it’s like to want something your whole life and have everyone say you’d never get it?” the man asked, not waiting for a response before continuing. “Turns out, you just need to have something they can’t resist. And I have you to thank for that.”
“I’m... you’re welcome?” Elle felt like she’d stumbled into the wrong movie theater halfway through, without a clue what was going on or even what the plot was meant to be. “I’m sorry, sir. I’m not exactly sure what you’re referring to.”
“Potter Industries, my dear. Let me assure you, you’ll be getting a bonus like you can’t imagine. A sizable raise, too.”
“Oh.” Though the news should have inspired joy, Elle’s face settled into a frown as she realized the man’s mistake. “You meant to send for Candace. She’s the one who landed the account.”
“Quite the contrary,” Mr. Marshall said with a chuckle, privy to a joke Elle must have missed. “I swear I’d tried everything over the years, going all the way back to Clayton’s grandfather, who founded the business. All to no avail. As it turns out, young Mr. Potter is a huge fan of award-winning Vermont cheese. And the intel you gathered for that report on Lane Creamery was exactly what we needed to seal the deal. We couldn’t have done it without you.”
Elle’s heart sank as the full gravity of the situation hit her. She knew Potter Industries forward and backward, having studied them for months as she tried to pursue the account. Whatever they wanted with Angie’s family’s business, it wasn’t going to be good.



CHAPTER SIXTEEN

As Angie rolled onto her back in bed, the brightness of the room told her it was well past her usual waking hour. When was the last time she’d actually slept in? Probably not since college. Life had become much too stressful as an adult to indulge in lounging around.
But today, with Elle at work and the tiny apartment to herself, Angie had allowed herself this small luxury. Stretching her arms overhead, she relished the way the cool sheets tickled against her bare skin. The bed smelled of Elle, and Angie inhaled deeply, cherishing the sweet fragrance.
The day was off to a perfect start. The only thing missing was Elle herself, but waking in her bed was enough of a consolation for Angie that she didn’t mind being alone. Just as long as it wasn’t for very long. 
Since when had Angie become so sappy? She’d never been the type who craved company. Hell, with a family as big and boisterous as hers, she’d always been grateful for moments of solitude. Before meeting Elle, Angie would have been willing to bet she’d die alone. She wasn’t cut out for relationships, at least not the kind that involved vulnerability and emotional entanglement.
Even if she had been, experience had taught Angie that not many people were willing to ditch their lives and careers to move to rural Vermont. But Elle was different. From the moment they’d met, Angie had been pulled to Elle in ways Angie couldn’t explain. It was as if they’d known each other in another life. And while Elle wasn’t exactly ready to pack up and move to the mountains, she was willing to compromise. And so was Angie. Wasn’t that the foundation of a good relationship?
Along with good sex, Angie thought with a wry smile as she got out of bed and walked the two and a half steps needed to reach the coffee maker. The chemistry between Elle and Angie was electric. What else could explain Angie’s willingness to play hooky from work for the first time in her life just for one more night with Elle?
She found herself thinking about Elle again. The way she moved, the way her lips tasted, the way her body felt under Angie’s touch. A stirring between her legs ignited memories from the night before. How many more hours until Elle got home?
As she started to do the math to answer that question, a difficult task without at least two cups of coffee in her, Angie’s phone rang. For a moment, she contemplated not answering. This was her day off, after all. But it could be Elle, so Angie grabbed the phone, frowning to see her mother’s name. 
“Mom, I told you I was staying an extra night, remember?” Angie said in lieu of a proper greeting. 
“We have a big problem.” The sharpness of her mom’s tone jolted Angie awake, the need for coffee forgotten. Her mother wasn’t prone to drama, so this must be serious. 
“What’s wrong?” Angie asked, her heart racing. “Is it the factory? I knew I shouldn’t have left.” 
“The creamery is fine,” her mother replied. “The actual operation of it, at least. The deal, however, is another matter.” 
“What deal?” Angie yawned. 
“Were you sleeping?” Her mother’s voice softened. “It’s after ten. Are you feeling okay?”
“I was just getting up. I thought I’d sleep in a little this morning. But what’s wrong with the deal?” Angie asked again, her voice firm as she tried to shake off the last traces of sleep. “Are you referring to the offer to buy the creamery?”
“Former offer. Swiss Multi pulled out.”
“Oh.” Angie couldn’t stop her heart from lifting just a little. She’d never wanted to sell in the first place, and no offer meant no temptation for the other members of her family to override her. “What happened?”
“Swiss Multi was just acquired by some other firm. Potter something.”
“Never heard of them,” Angie said, though even as she did, a vague memory tickled her brain, eluding her.
“Our lawyer said this new company wants to make an offer, but for way less than what was on the table before.”
Angie frowned. “How much less?”
“Not even half.”
“Ouch.” Even though she hadn’t wanted to sell, Angie had to admit that the original offer had been better than decent. To go from that to less than half was a devastating blow. “It’ll be okay, Mom. We have Elle and The Marshall Group to help us laser focus on the improvements we need to make the business profitable again.” 
“I’m going to have to tell the rest of the family.” The defeat in her mother’s voice was palpable. “No one wanted to say, knowing how you felt, but some of them were counting on that money. And we might not be able to afford to implement the ideas Elle comes up with, no matter how good they sound. If that happens, we’ll have to consider taking this new offer, no matter how much it hurts.”
Angie’s eyes narrowed. “No. We don’t have to consider anything until we’ve explored all our options. Promise me that much.”
“Okay. But even so, your sisters will need to be informed of what’s going on.”
“Do you want me to do it?” Angie knew her mother was right. It was important for the family to know the situation, but she also knew how emotional these conversations could get.
“No. I’ll do it,” Angie’s mom surprised her by saying. “They’ll believe me when I say the deal was rescinded. They might not if you tell them, given how much you hated it from the start.” 
“Harsh, but you’re probably right,” Angie admitted. “Trust me, Mom. I believe with my entire being that this is a good thing. Elle is going to come through for us.”
“I never thought I’d hear you say that about a business consultant,” Angie’s mom said with a chuckle. “Then again, she’s a bit more than that.”
“She is,” Angie confirmed. “A whole lot more. I... I think I’m in love with her.”
“Oh, honey! That’s wonderful news!” Angie’s mom exclaimed. “You deserve happiness. If your brother was still alive⁠—”
“Let’s not get into that,” Angie was quick to say, not wanting to revisit old wounds. “But yeah, I really care about her. And I think she feels the same way about me. This time is different.”
“That’s all the more reason to fight for the business,” Angie’s mom said. “You and Elle can make it work. I just know it.”
After they ended the call, Angie’s emotions were all over the place. On one hand, relief washed over Angie that her mother understood her feelings for Elle and was supportive of their relationship. But on the other hand, the situation with the business weighed heavily on her mind. Yes, not selling was the outcome she had wanted, but hearing the disappointment in her mom’s voice was tough to swallow. 
Angie’s coffee had gone cold, so she stood up, deciding to make a fresh cup. As she measured out the grounds, she couldn’t help but think about Elle. Angie’s heart swelled with affection and longing for the woman. She wondered what Elle was doing at that moment. Was she thinking about Angie, too?
As she placed her mug beneath the spout of the single-serving brewer, an email notification flashed on her phone’s screen, which she’d set on the small strip of countertop. It was from The Marshall Group. That put a smile on Angie’s face. It must’ve been from Elle’s work email, checking in to set up lunch like they’d talked about the night before.
Angie opened the email and froze in place, her brain struggling to make sense out of the subject line: Our sincerest apologies.
What the hell did that mean?
The only message in the body of the email was a prompt to click on a PDF link. Was it a scam? But the email address seemed legit.
Clicking the link, Angie’s heart dropped. The first line of the letter read: Upon further consideration, we’re unable to sign a consulting contract with Lane Family Creamery at this time. We wish you luck with the future of your company.
Luck with her company’s future? What future? Without The Marshall Group’s expertise and with a deal for less than half what they’d been hoping for, what possible future could there be?
Angie scanned through the rest of the letter, her eyes skimming over the technical jargon and industry terms. And then her heart was sliced into a million pieces as she reached the end and found Elle’s signature at the bottom, along with the rest of the team who had worked on the project.
Elle knew about this and hadn’t said a single word.
Leaving the now steaming cup of coffee untouched, Angie sank back onto the bed. A wave of hurt and anger crashed over her, her mind reeling.
This was betrayal, a dagger to the heart. Angie couldn’t believe that Elle would do this to her. She thought back to their conversation the night before, about how excited they both were for the future of Lane Family Creamery. Was it all a show for Elle?
As Angie’s head spun, a key rattled outside the apartment door. If that was Elle coming to sugarcoat the situation, she was too fucking late. Angie didn’t want to hear it. As the backstabber appeared, Angie fixed Elle with a glare.
“Good, you’re still in bed.” Belatedly, Elle took in Angie’s expression, her eyes dropping to the phone in Angie’s hand as a crease formed along her brow. “What’s wrong?” 
“Here’s the thing about modernity. You can read emails anywhere, including in bed.” Angie held the phone up. “Care to explain this fucking letter you sent me?” 
“What letter?” Elle appeared genuinely shocked. “I didn’t send anything.”
“Don’t play stupid. That’s beneath you.” Angie added, “Actually, maybe it isn’t. You sure had me fooled. But maybe I don’t know you at all, or what treachery you’re capable of.” 
Elle’s face contorted in confusion and hurt. “Can I see the letter you’re talking about?” 
“Whatever floats your boat.” Angie tossed the phone at Elle, not caring if the device hit the target or crashed to the floor. “You’re unbelievable, you know that? I’m impressed by your dedication to your intrigue.”
Elle quickly read through the email, her face turning a sickly shade of green. “Jesus. That was fast.”
“You’re surprised it arrived before you got here? Emails are instant like that.” Angie paused, suddenly uneasy. “Why are you here? Come to deliver even worse news in person?” 
“Why shouldn’t I be here?” Elle countered. “It’s my apartment.” 
“Right. I should head home to be around my family. You know, the people I can count on. Not sure they’ll feel the same about me. Not after all of this. Thanks for that. Destroying my company wasn’t enough. You had to wreck every aspect of my life.” Angie waved for Elle to get out of the way so she could climb out of bed. “This place is too small. I’m suffocating.” 
“Please, don’t go. I can explain.” Elle continued to block Angie in. 
“That you played me?” Angie snorted. “I don’t really need an explanation. You’re a liar and a manipulator. It’s not like I haven’t dealt with those before.” She pushed past Elle and started gathering her things. “I thought you were different. I thought we had something real.” Why had Angie told her mom? Things were getting progressively worse.
“We do have something real.” Elle’s voice was soft and pleading. “We both were played. Not just you and the creamery. I was betrayed, too.” 
“Drop the act. It’s over, Elle.” Angie’s voice was bitter and cold. “You can’t fix this. You can’t fix us.” She paused and looked at Elle. “I see you for what you are. Please have some respect for yourself. Own what you did. I might be able to handle that. Not forgive, mind you. But this? It’s pathetic.” 
“Angie, stop,” Elle shouted, causing Angie to jump. “I had no idea Potter Industries wanted to buy you out.” 
“Oh my God, that’s why the name sounded so familiar. You were in on that, too. This just keeps getting worse.” Angie covered her face with her hands.
Elle closed her eyes, looking almost ready to faint. “If you think this looks bad, trust me when I tell you it’s so much worse.” 
“Are you trying to make me feel better?” Angie peeped through her fingers. “Because you aren’t.” 
“I’m putting everything on the table. I just found out what’s really been going on, and it’s making me sick. Like, for real. I might puke.” 
“Do you need a waste basket?” Despite her anger, Angie couldn’t help but feel a twinge of curiosity over what could cause this strong a reaction from the woman. Angie eyed Elle warily. “What are you talking about? Spit it out, then. Unless you actually do need to puke. You can do that in the bathroom.” 
Elle took a deep breath, her body visibly shaking. “When Lewis, my boss, gave me permission to go to Vermont for the week for research, I swear I had no idea what he was planning.” 
“Which was?” 
“He wanted me to learn absolutely everything about you, your family, and the company. To use as intel for Potter to rescind the Swiss Multi offer and low ball you.” 
“Which we let you do, welcoming you with open arms and trusting you. Letting you into our lives and our work.” Angie’s voice was laced with sarcasm. “And all the while, you were spying on us for your own gain. You’re like a Cold War Russian spy. I can’t believe I fell for any of this. Were you told to seduce me, too?” 
“How can you say such a thing?” Elle’s eyes widened as she recoiled at the accusation.
“Forgive me if I don’t buy it. You’re destroying my life.” Angie whacked both hands against the mattress. “How am I going to face my parents and siblings? Without a seven figure offer to fall back on and no consultant to help us, we’re toast.” 
“I had no idea my company was double-crossing you. I truly believed my boss wanted me to put a presentation together to help your company. I had no idea they would share proprietary information with Clayton Potter. I would never sign up for that.” 
“Proprietary information?” Angie repeated incredulously. “What proprietary information?”
Elle hesitated for a moment before speaking. “All of it. Your family’s business plans, financial statements, client lists, and even your personal data. They were especially interested in the issues with your online ordering system, claiming it could run hundreds of thousands to fix. Hence the revised, lower offer.”
“Oh, Elle.” Now it was Angie’s turn to feel sick to her stomach. “Isn’t that a conflict of interest?” 
“Yes, in theory. But you never actually signed a contract with The Marshall Group.”
“Because you never sent it over,” Angie argued.
“Because my boss kept using stall tactics to keep me from doing it,” Elle said in reply.
“It was as good as done.” Angie groaned. “But not, you know, actually done.”
Elle nodded, swallowing. “You could probably sue, but⁠—”  
“It’d cost a fortune.” 
“Exactly. It’s one of my company’s favorite tactics.” Elle visibly recoiled.
“Why would you work for such a place?” 
“It was my first job out of college. I thought that’s how all businesses worked.” Elle’s eyes were full of remorse. “If it helps at all, I’m ashamed.” 
“I can’t really use your shame to pay my bills, unfortunately. It’s not just the Lane family, either. It’s the entire community. It’s going to be destroyed. You’re part of the evil empire, and I can’t believe I fell for you.” Angie flicked a tear away. “What does that say about me?” 
“Please, Angie.” Elle sat on the edge of the bed. “You have to believe that I had no idea this was happening.” 
“Why should I believe you? You work for the enemy.” 
“Not anymore.” Elle’s jaw twitched as her expression hardened. “I quit.” 
Angie blinked, uncertain how to respond. Was Elle telling the truth? She studied Elle’s face, trying to read her emotions. What she saw was a mix of regret, sadness, and determination. But was it for real?
“I don’t know what to say,” Angie finally said. “When I saw that letter earlier, with your name right at the bottom, I⁠—”
“I didn’t know they were going to send that letter, and I most assuredly didn’t sign it. Admins send those communications all the time, like a form letter. I can see why you won’t believe me, but it’s the truth.” 
“You really quit your job?” Angie asked, still skeptical but wanting so badly to believe Elle.
“Yes, I did. I couldn’t stay. Not after this.” Elle wrapped her arms around her stomach, and Angie was overcome with the desire to pull the woman into her arms and hold her tightly. But, she refrained. What should she believe?
“What are you going to do?” Angie asked instead.
Elle shrugged, looking lost and alone. “Find a new job, I guess.” 
“But—where will you live? Don’t you have to sign a purchase agreement or move out of here by January first?” Angie’s throat tightened, her concern for Elle overriding her earlier anger. “You said you can’t afford this place without your job.” 
Elle stared off, not speaking for a long second. “I’ll have to figure it out. I haven’t had a chance to think much. I knew I had to get back to you and tell you everything. Oh, and Angie? Whatever you do, you cannot take the Potter offer. It’s insulting.” 
“I agree. But how do I save the company?” 
“I was working on a plan. I only have the beginnings of it, but I still think it’s solid,” Elle replied, her voice a little softer now. She looked up at Angie, her eyes shining with unshed tears. “I’d show you on my laptop, but they confiscated it when I quit. Along with my phone. Which was why I didn’t call you as soon as security shoved me out the door.” 
“Security escorted you out?” Angie felt a surge of anger at the thought of Elle being manhandled.
“Let’s just say, Mr. Marshall didn’t like some of the things I called him. To his face.” 
A slight smile tugged at Angie’s lips as she imagined Elle standing up to the arrogant CEO. What a spitfire. Despite everything, she was still impressed by Elle’s courage and determination.
“I don’t know what to say.” Angie wanted so badly to help Elle, to make everything right again. But Angie was afraid her heart was clouding her judgment. She couldn’t let her feelings for Elle get in the way of saving the company. 
“It’s a lot. I’m so angry with myself to have played a role—however unwittingly—in this plot. I hate myself for it.” Tears flowed from Elle’s eyes. “You should never have anything to do with me again. I hate⁠—”
“Hey… don’t.” Angie wrapped her arms around Elle. “Don’t.” 
“Please. Let me go, Angie. How can I ever look you in the eyes? Or anyone in your family?” Elle tried pulling away.
“Look at me,” Angie commanded. 
Elle covered her eyes. “I can’t.” 
“You can. I need you to so I can know the truth.” 
“I told you the truth.” Another sob wrenched through Elle. 
“I need the type of truth I can see with my own eyes.” 
Elle glanced up. “I don’t know what that means.” 
Angie took a deep breath, feeling the weight of the situation bearing down on her. She knew her next words were going to change everything, but she had to say them. 
“It means I need to know if you still feel the same way about me as I do about you.” 
Elle stiffened in Angie’s arms, her tears ceasing as she pulled back to look at Angie in shock. The air between them was thick with tension, neither woman daring to move. 
“You… still feel that way about me?” Elle asked, her voice barely above a whisper. 
Angie took a step closer to Elle, her hand brushing against Elle’s cheek, feeling the warmth emanating from her skin. “Yes. I do,” Angie said, her voice trembling with emotion. 
“But what about the company? What about your family?” Elle’s eyes flickered with a mix of uncertainty and hope that quickly turned to sheer terror. “And my apartment. Oh, Angie, what am I going to do?”
Angie’s heart ached at the sight of Elle’s distress. She wanted nothing more than to make everything better for her, to take away her pain and worry. She knew, however, that it wasn’t going to be that simple. The truth had been revealed, and now they were left with the consequences.
But in this moment, Angie knew what she wanted, and consequences be damned.
Leaning in, their lips nearly touching, Angie whispered, “We’ll figure it out. Together.”
Elle’s breath hitched as Angie cupped her face in her hands and drew her into a tender kiss that sent shivers down her spine. Elle’s body responded instinctively, her arms wrapping around Angie’s neck as she deepened the kiss, their bodies pressed together in perfect harmony.
As they slowly pulled away, Elle’s eyes fluttered open, gleaming with a newfound sense of hope. “Together,” she repeated, her voice filled with determination. “Angie? I… I love you.”
Angie’s heart swelled with adoration for the woman standing in front of her. “I love you, too,” she said, her voice unwavering. “And that’s all that matters. I don’t know how we’ll do it, but we’ll make this work.”



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

“H 

ere’s the last one.” Angie set the moving box down on the porch outside of her cabin as Elle looked on, aghast at the sad little pile of cardboard that represented all her worldly belongings. 
“How is that possible?” Elle marched back to Angie’s truck and peered into the empty bed. 
“Are you accusing me of lying?” There was teasing in Angie’s voice.
“No. It’s just…” Elle’s mind spun, trying to process how much her life had changed in such a short period of time. “When my parents packed up all of their belongings and put them in storage, I teased them mercilessly because they only needed one unit.” Elle massaged her forehead. “It took me less than a month after quitting my job to pack up everything I owned, and all of my stuff fit in the back of your truck. One trip. For someone in her late twenties, shouldn’t I have accomplished more?”
“Buying stuff isn’t an accomplishment,” Angie said with a shake of her head. “It’s just stuff. It doesn’t define you or your success. Besides, you’re speaking to a Vermonter. We take frugal to a whole new level.” Angie must have detected Elle’s slumped shoulders. “Don’t forget that you sold all of your furniture.” 
“Because I needed the money. Another tick in the oh shit my life is a mess column. I can’t even claim to be a proper U-Haul lesbian. Just a red truck one. Not that this is a true U-Haul situation,” Elle quickly added, feeling the need to clarify what was going on for at least the hundredth time. “Me moving in with you is a temporary solution, out of necessity. Which I’m grateful for, of course. But I insist on paying rent to stay in your guest room, and I plan to be back on my feet and out on my own just as soon as possible.”
“If that’s what you want.”
The way Angie said it almost made Elle think she had a different idea in mind. A more permanent one. But that was impossible. They’d only been dating for a matter of weeks. Slightly more, if you counted all the way back to the first time they’d slept together. Which hardly seemed fair to count, considering they hadn’t even known each other’s identity then.
Was it crazy that a little part of Elle hoped Angie did want something more? That maybe, just maybe, they could build a life together for real?
Chester trotted over, resting his large head against Elle as if to welcome her home.
Elle ruffled his fur. “I love you, buddy.” 
“The first I love you of the day goes to my dog. I see how it’s going to be.” Angie’s eyes, a soft gray today that complemented the cloudy winter sky, sparkled with mirth.
“I’m pretty sure I said it this morning while you loaded up the truck.” 
Angie squeezed her eyes shut, tilting her head slightly to the side, looking adorable. “I guess you’re right. But it was so long ago.” 
“I can’t say it every second of the day,” Elle argued, “or it won’t mean much when I do it.” 
Angie pouted, making Elle’s heart melt. She wanted to kiss those pouting lips until Angie smiled again. The realization surprised her.
“Fine.” Elle wrapped her arms around Angie’s neck. “I love you, too.” 
“Now, that wasn’t so hard, was it? I love you back.” Angie planted a soft kiss on Elle’s forehead. “I know this isn’t what either of us thought would happen so soon after meeting, but it feels right, you know? I mean, temporarily. Or, whatever. Right?”
Elle smiled, feeling a warmth spread throughout her body. She knew exactly what Angie meant. It did feel right. In the midst of so much upheaval, Elle had never felt so sure about anything before. Including a lot of those things she kept telling herself she wasn’t ready to feel sure about.
She leaned in, pressing her lips softly against Angie’s. “It does. As soon as I get these boxes into my room, we should get to the factory. Day’s a-wasting.” 
“Whoa. You just went through a major upheaval. I think you need to take some time to process everything.” 
“No.” Elle’s voice was firm. “I want to dive in. I need to work so I’ll stop freaking out. Knowing there isn’t a paycheck hitting my account at the end of the month—that scares a girl like you don’t know.” 
“I can relate,” Angie said. “The factory is closing early today, and we don’t reopen until after the first.” 
“That’s uncivilized!” Elle looked aghast. “You shut down your business for more than an entire week?”
“This is rural Vermont,” Angie said with a laugh. “The world will keep spinning if we take a few days off. Besides, tonight is Winter Stroll.”
“Winter what?” 
“It’s the town’s holiday festival.” 
“I thought you said the fall festival was the last one of the year.” Elle couldn’t deny there was a hint of accusation in her tone.
“This isn’t anything like that,” Angie explained. “That’s for pulling in tourists. This is mostly a friendly gathering for the people of Deerfield. We should go.”
“I don’t know,” Elle said hesitantly. “I don’t really feel like socializing with a bunch of strangers.”
Angie chuckled. “You won’t have to. There are no strangers in Deerfield. By now, I’m sure my mother has announced your arrival to the whole town.”
“Fabulous.” Elle moaned. “I guess that means we have to go then.”
Angie grinned. “Yes, we do. One, because it’s a family tradition. Two, I don’t have anything in the fridge.”
“Again?” Elle couldn’t help but laugh, recalling the last time she’d arrived at the cabin to find nothing in Angie’s fridge but a tube of cookie dough and a petrified lasagna.
“There will be food trucks.” Angie’s voice held a hint of enticement as she mentioned this final reason.
“Can Chester go?” 
“He’ll be there later.”
“Your dog has his own transportation?” Elle laughed. “He’s doing better at being a self-sufficient adult than I am.”
“My parents are picking him up. Why, I don’t know. They say it’s a surprise.” 
Chester settled on the ground, putting one paw over his head. 
“What am I getting into, Chester?” Elle asked the dog.
As if in response, Chester let out a low whine. It seemed he, too, was unsure of what to expect at the Winter Stroll.
“Don’t worry, boy,” she said, patting him on the head. “If there’s a food truck, how bad can it be?”

WALKING ALONG MAIN STREET, which had been blocked off from traffic to allow pedestrians to roam freely, Elle lifted her camera and snapped a photo of three alpacas in a temporary pen. “I love these guys.” 
“They’re smelly beasts,” Angie said, wrinkling her nose. 
“Angie Lane,” Elle said with indignation. “I’m going to remember you said that the next time you try to get me to knit you a cozy alpaca wool sweater.” 
“Are you interested in knitting?” a woman asked from the other side of the pen. Elle recognized her immediately.
“It’s the alpaca lady!” Elle snapped a photo of the woman petting one of the alpacas. “I remember you from the fall festival.”
“Hello. It’s nice to see you again.” The woman held out a hand to shake. “I’m Yasmin.” 
“Elle.” 
“I know. We all know.” There was an evil glint in Yasmin’s eyes, confirming Angie’s earlier warning that Shirley had already made the entire town aware that Elle was there. 
“I get the feeling as soon as I rode into town, someone was sent out to update the number on the town’s population sign,” Elle joked.
Yasmin chuckled. “Something like that. But we’re just excited to have a new face in town.”
Elle smiled, feeling a warmth in her chest. This town was different from the big city she had left behind. People actually knew and cared about each other. “It’s nice to be here.”
Elle took another set of photos, this time one of the alpacas with a piece of hay sticking out of its mouth. 
“The goats are over there. If you want to take photos of them.” Angie pointed across the town common.
Elle frowned, suddenly self-conscious. “Are you okay with me taking snaps?” 
Angie appeared perplexed. “Why wouldn’t I be?” 
“Connie didn’t like it much.” Elle said it with a shrug, but underneath her nonchalant exterior, she still remembered how much it had stung for her ex to dismiss something that Elle loved so much.
“Snap away.” 
With a grin, Elle aimed her camera at a kid on a pony. As the scene came into focus, she felt a surge of recognition. “Isn’t that your niece, Raven?” 
Angie squinted. “Yes, with Bruce. And he’s on his phone. Again. I need to have a talk with that man. Tonya’s sick of his screen addiction and phoning it in when he’s supposed to be spending time with Raven.” 
Doubt flickered in Elle’s mind as she captured the moment. “Is that your way of telling me to stop taking photos?” 
“No. You love it, and you’re talking with me while you do it. Bruce has his face pressed to the screen. The Pats are having a terrible season. There’s no way they’ll make the playoffs. He should put that device away and be with Raven. She’s not going to stay six years old forever.” 
They continued walking along the street, taking in the sights and sounds of the small town’s winter festival.
“You have a cheese booth.” Elle pulled Angie’s hand toward the pop-up tent, similar to the one they’d had at the fall festival, though on a smaller scale this time. 
“Of course, we do,” Angie confirmed. “Every year. Unless the weather is bad enough, and we have to cancel. Snow, rain, wind. You name it, we’ve had it.” 
“Does that happen often?” 
Angie squinted as if thinking about her answer before replying. “Every so often. It’s pretty unpredictable this time of year. But tonight’s perfect.” 
They arrived at the booth, and Elle held up her camera. “Are you ready for your close-up, Kev?” 
He struck a serious pose, causing Elle and Angie to laugh. 
“Can you get me a coffee?” Kev asked Angie. 
“Are you cold?” 
“Not really.” The young man’s innocent expression shifted to an impish grin. “I didn’t get a lot of sleep last night, and⁠—” 
“No more details.” Angie held a hand up. “If your mom starts fishing, I can honestly say I don’t know what you’ve been up to.” 
“That’s probably for the best.” He gave an exaggerated wink. 
“You want a hot chocolate?” Angie asked Elle. “The church is selling drinks to fundraise for Patty’s Place.” 
“That’s so amazing.” Elle’s eyes drifted over to a group of teenagers who were all buying hot cocoa from the table in front of the town’s white-steepled church. “Did I tell you that a sandwich place went out of business near my old office, and nobody knew why? They didn’t care.”
“About what I’d expect from Boston,” Angie said, shaking her head. “Here, people really come together to support each other.” She dug into her pocket and pulled out a few bills to pay for the drinks, handing the money to the woman at the table.
“Any word on those grants the mayor was after to fix Patty’s Place?” 
“Not yet,” Angie said. “Soon, hopefully. The town just isn’t the same without our beloved diner.” 
“What’s that delightful smell?” Elle stopped in her tracks, scanning the food trucks. “The Taco Dude. I want that for dinner. After I finish my hot chocolate. A girl has to have her priorities.” 
“I don’t know the dude’s name, but he has the best tacos,” Angie agreed. “He hits every festival within a hundred miles.” 
“Why doesn’t he take up residence somewhere?” 
“Where?” Angie asked. “The whole point of a food truck is to be mobile, right?”
“I suppose.” Elle shrugged, but her mind started to whir into business mode. In a state with such harsh winters, festival season lasted less than half the year. It had to be rough.
After dropping off the coffee for Kev and seeing the rest of the farm animals in a makeshift petting zoo down one of the side streets, they headed back to Main Street. 
“It’s like strolling through a Christmas village.” Elle took a few more photos. 
“Look. There’s the mayor.” Angie pointed to a man dressed in a long gray frock coat, bright paisley vest, and tall top hat. 
“You’re taking this Dickens Christmas village vibe to heart.” Elle captured several shots of the mayor, who was standing beside a woman in a Victorian gown. “Who’s that with him?” 
“His wife, Lenore.” 
Elle marveled at the vintage attire, charmed by the nostalgic feel of a bygone era. “Where does a person even buy a Victorian dress, cape, muff, and bonnet?” 
“She makes them. Before falling for Ned, Lenore worked as a costume designer for a theater in New York City. She did the occasional movie, too, I hear.” 
“And now she lives here,” Elle mused. “What a change of pace. Does she miss the work?” 
“Not that she’s said.” Angie eyed Elle warily as if she was reading into Elle’s question some sort of hint that Elle was planning to bolt. “She keeps herself busy making costumes for the town choir.”
“The town has a choir?” Elle’s curiosity was piqued. She felt like she was learning new secrets about this town with each passing minute.
“A good one, even,” Angie confirmed. “My parents are in it. They’ll be in the parade later.” 
“I absolutely love that.” Elle clapped her hands together. “I can’t wait to hear them sing.”
“Angie. There you are.” The mayor made a beeline for them. “Have you heard the news?” 
“You’re going to be visited by three ghosts?” Angie deadpanned, a clear reference to his Dickensian attire.
The mayor guffawed, bending over but quickly pulling upright again. “Yikes, I don’t want to split my pants. The missus won’t be happy.”
“You don’t want to get in trouble on my account,” Angie said, patting his shoulder. “But what’s the good news?”
“We got the grant for Patty’s Place. A full historical restoration. That building’s about as old as your cheese factory, you know.”
“When was it built?” Elle asked, recalling that the Lane factory was about to turn two hundred.
“If it isn’t our local photographer,” the mayor said with a grin. “To answer your question, it was built in 1829. Can you imagine this town back then?”
“Things must have been different,” Elle commented. “What’s involved in a historical restoration?”
“We’ll have to take the building down to the original beams and joists before fixing the foundation this spring. And they want us to document the whole thing with photos.” His eyes landed on Elle. “Why, what luck! You’re the person I need for this project.” He gestured to the camera. “Are you for hire?” 
“Considering I’m unemployed right now, I might take you up on that. And, just so you know, I have a few qualifications,” Elle added, “I used to take photos on site for my dad’s archaeological digs. He and my mom will be back in the states next spring. I can ask him for tips on how to document everything properly to preserve the historical details.” 
“Wonderful!” He craned his neck at the sound of a whistle. “I’ll be in touch, Elle, but right now, it’s time for the parade.” 
He left them, hurrying as fast as his tight leggings allowed. 
“We need to talk,” Angie said, half seriously. 
Elle’s heart thudded. “About the parade?” 
Angie wagged a finger. “You’re my personal business consultant. How are you going to handle two jobs?” 
“I’m hoping by spring, you’ll be putting my plans into place, and I’ll be looking for a new gig.” Elle tightened her coat around her. “It’s getting chilly.” 
Angie took off her scarf, wrapping it around Elle’s neck. “I just don’t want you to overcommit. I think you have a habit of doing that.” 
“I’m happy when I’m being useful.” 
Angie smiled. “You’re really starting to talk like a Vermonter.” 
There was a bustling around them as people started to gather for the parade. Elle looked around, taking in the festive atmosphere. The small town was alive with excitement, and she couldn’t help but feel a sense of belonging. It was a feeling she had never experienced before, and she found herself wanting to hold onto it. 
“Come on, city girl,” Angie said with a playful nudge. “Let’s move closer. You’ve never seen a parade like this one.” 
They joined the crowd on the sidewalk, cheering as the high school marching band passed by, their color guard twirling brightly colored flags in time with the music.
Elle let her body sway to the rhythm of the drums and the melody of the trumpets. She found herself clapping along with the beat, feeling the energy of the crowd around her.
“Is that an oil delivery truck?” Elle wrapped her fingers around Angie’s, holding tightly, as she watched the huge vehicle, all decked out in lights, roll by.
Children squealed as a shower of peppermint candies landed in the crowd, thrown from gloved hands inside the truck.
“It’s not a parade without candy,” Angie said, bending down to pick up a few pieces. She handed some to Elle, who unwrapped one and popped it into her mouth.
“It’s lovely to see the town all lit up for the holidays. All but that building.” Elle jerked her chin toward the red building, sitting dark and empty. “What’s the story there?” 
“It used to be an antique shop, but the storm hit them hard. The owners are getting up in age, and they didn’t have the energy to rebuild. It’s a shame. It’s a wonderful building. Needs some fixing up, but it’s quite deceptive how large it is inside.” 
“I’d like to be inside right now.” Elle snuggled closer to Angie. “Is it always this cold?” 
“Uh-oh.” A look of concern passed over Angie’s features. “This isn’t anywhere close to as cold as it gets around here. I mean, just look over there.” 
Elle followed Angie’s gaze to a man across the street in shorts and a hoodie. Elle shivered just looking at him. 
“He must be crazy,” Elle said, pulling her jacket tighter around her. “Or maybe he’s trying to show off how tough he is. It was at least ten degrees warmer back in Boston this morning, and I still needed a coat.” 
“I fear you’re in for a rude awakening when the dead of winter sets in.” Angie softly chuckled. “I’ll need to ensure we have plenty of firewood.” 
“And hot chocolate. You, me, and Chester, snuggled up in front of a roaring fire.” Elle smiled, picturing the cozy scene. “I won’t care how cold it is outside.”
Angie leaned in, planting a kiss on Elle’s cheek. “I wouldn’t have it any other way.” 
A John Deere tractor pulled a float consisting of inflatable palm trees, pink flamingos, and a person dressed as Santa sitting in a beach chair beneath a giant calendar page that read “December 26.” The next float was a gingerbread house decorated with oversize candies. Both were clearly homemade with love that made them so much more endearing than the polished, professional floats in larger parades.
“These are a kick.” Elle took picture after picture. “Who needs Macy’s when you can have this?”
The sound of carolers grabbed her attention, and soon the same vehicle that had been giving hayrides earlier appeared with over a dozen people, all dressed like characters from A Christmas Carol. Elle quickly recognized the mayor and his wife, followed by Shirley and George. Beside them was one very dapper, if slightly furrier, caroler.
“Chester looks adorable in a top hat.” Angie beamed with pride. 
“I never thought I’d see George and Shirley Lane dressed up like this,” Elle remarked, snapping a photo of the group. 
“They’re a hoot,” Angie replied. “My family continues to shock me every single day.” 
“I’m not sure if I should be scared or not.” 
“Regretting your choice to move here?” There was hesitation in Angie’s eyes. Like she feared the answer but also needed to know. 
“I can’t imagine being anywhere else. Really.” Elle was amazed by her own sincerity. “I never knew what my life was missing. It was all of you and this town. It’s magical here.” 
Relief blossomed on Angie’s face. 
“Angie!” Rachel, the owner of The Barn restaurant, waved at them as she marched in front of the fire truck, the horn going along with the flashing lights. “Hello, Elle! Good to see you.” 
After returning the wave, Elle looped an arm through Angie’s, standing close as the woman passed. “I have a confession. That night we went to dinner, Rachel put her hand on your shoulder. In a familiar way. It made me jealous.” 
“Of Rachel?” Angie laughed.
“I didn’t want to share you. It’s an only child thing,” Elle added.
“Is that what it was?” Angie asked with a knowing wink. 
On the back of the fire truck was Santa, waving and ho-ho-hoing. 
“Wanna get your picture with Santa?” Angie didn’t wait for a response, already pulling Elle toward the truck.
Elle couldn’t help but smile at Angie’s infectious enthusiasm. “I want your picture with Santa.” 
“We should take one together because I want us to do everything together. And you don’t need to worry about Rachel or anyone. You’re the most important person in my life, Elle. You always will be.” 
“What about Chester?” 
“Yes, I have room for both of you.” 
“I meant in the Santa photo. I want a family picture.”
“That sounds perfect.” Angie leaned in for a kiss. 
“Way to go, Sis!” Cassidy waved from the firetruck. “Do we need to turn the hose on you two?” 
Angie stiffened, but Elle laughed. “You Lanes are going to be the death of me.” 
“You seem oddly happy about that prospect.” 
Elle shrugged, feeling a sense of contentment wash over her. “Maybe I am.”



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

“T 

his was the perfect Christmas morning,” Angie announced, stretching out her plaid-pajama clad legs in front of her to get them closer to the warmth of the fire. “Just you and me, some hot cocoa, and holiday classics playing on the radio.”
“Don’t forget Chester.” Elle gave the Saint Bernard’s paw a pat, though he was too busy snoozing in front of the fire to notice. “I could stay like this forever,” Elle added, snuggling closer to Angie and wrapping her arms around her waist.
Outside, snow was falling gently, creating a winter wonderland outside their cozy cabin. Angie took in the sparkling lights of the tree they’d decorated a few days before, feeling content and relaxed. It was the first time in a long time that she felt truly happy, and she knew it was all because of Elle.
“I hate to break it to you, but Mom will never let us hear the end of it if we miss Christmas dinner.” Angie took a sip of her hot cocoa and savored the sweet taste of the marshmallows melting in her mouth. She loved that Elle had thought to pick some up. It was the type of thing Angie never remembered, along with the bowl of mini candy canes sitting on the coffee table. Everything was a little cozier these days, down to the smallest details that Elle did so effortlessly.
Elle’s fingers traced lazy circles on Angie’s stomach, sending shivers down her spine. “I’m not in a hurry to leave,” Elle murmured, pressing a kiss to Angie’s neck. “I’d much rather stay here with you. Can’t we create our own Christmas dinner? It’ll be like a romantic holiday movie.”
Angie laughed, loving how Elle’s mind worked. “As much as I would prefer that, I don’t think we have enough food in the house to make a full Christmas feast.”
“What if we get creative?” Elle suggested, waggling her eyebrows playfully. “I’m sure we could come up with something delicious.”
Angie raised an eyebrow. “What did you have in mind?”
“I’ll give you a hint.” Elle leaned in closer, the mischievous glimmer in her eyes making Angie’s heart race. “It doesn’t involve cooking. Or clothing.”
Angie felt her cheeks flush as she caught the hint. She couldn’t resist Elle’s playful teasing, especially when they were alone like this. “In that case...” she trailed off, leaning in to capture Elle’s lips in a heated kiss.
In the week since Elle had come to stay with Angie, nearly every morning had been like this. There was no doubt about it. Angie had fallen head over heels for Elle, and every moment spent with her felt like a dream. Even though they had only been together for a short time, Angie couldn’t imagine her life without Elle. And though the stubborn woman still insisted on claiming the guest room as her own, it brightened Angie’s hopes considerably to know that Elle hadn’t spent a single night sleeping in its bed.
As the kiss deepened, Angie’s body began to heat up. The fire in the hearth was barely necessary with the passion that burned between them. Angie pressed herself closer to Elle, feeling the heat and rhythm of her body against her own. She wanted nothing more than to spend the entire day wrapped up in Elle’s arms like this.
But if she missed Christmas, her mother would never let her live it down.
With a reluctant sigh, Angie pulled away from Elle’s lips. “As much as I would love to stay here with you all day, we can’t just skip Christmas. My mom would be heartbroken.”
Elle pouted, but Angie couldn’t help but find it adorable.
“Fine,” Elle said with a playful tone. “But you better make it up to me later.” She leaned in for one more quick kiss before pulling away.
Angie chuckled, feeling lighter than she had in a long time. “Deal. Now let’s get dressed.”
“Can’t we sit and enjoy the fire for just a little while longer?” Elle asked, a hint of mischief back in her eyes.
Angie rolled her eyes but couldn’t help the smile that tugged at the corners of her lips. “Only for a little while.”
As they sat in front of the roaring fire, Angie couldn’t help but wonder if it would always be like this. Would she always wake up to Elle’s soft breaths next to Angie, spend her days lost in her touch, and end her nights tangled up in her embrace? She could only hope.
“When the holidays are over,” Elle said in a hushed tone, her eyes closed as her head rested on Angie’s shoulders, “I’m looking forward to getting to work. I still can’t believe you don’t reopen the factory for another week.”
“I never thought I’d meet someone who was more of a workaholic than me, but you definitely have me beat,” Angie replied, her fingers tracing lazy circles on Elle’s arm. “But don’t worry. I have plenty of plans for us to stay busy until then.”
Elle grinned, her eyes opening to meet Angie’s. “In that case, and I never thought I’d live to say this, maybe work is overrated.”
Angie laughed, nodding in agreement. “Maybe it is. But don’t get too used to it. We have a business to save, after all.”
Elle groaned, but it was clear she was only pretending to be upset. “I know, I know. Business always comes first,” she said with a smirk, leaning in to press a kiss to Angie’s neck.
Angie shuddered at the touch, her fingers gripping Elle’s arm a little tighter. “Not always.”
“No?” Elle asked, raising an eyebrow and pulling back slightly to meet Angie’s gaze.
“No,” Angie replied with a mischievous glint in her eyes.
“What about family? Christmas dinner?”
“We’ve got plenty of time before all that,” Angie said, her voice low and seductive. “Right now, I only have time for you.”

“WHOA, WHOA, WHOA!” Angie dashed across the wide pine boards of the factory’s floor, skidding to a stop in front of Kev’s ladder.
Her nephew froze in place, a strand of twinkle lights dangling from one hand. “What’s wrong?” 
“You’re about to take Elle’s head off removing that string of lights,” Angie scolded. 
Kev exchanged a look with Elle, who seemed just as bewildered. 
“He was nowhere near me, Ang,” Elle said. “And they’re lights, not razor wire.”
“Yeah, Ang.” Kev emphasized the nickname that Elle had taken to using for Angie, earning him a sock on the back from his aunt. “Hey, what was that for? I’m not going to hurt Elle. First, you’d kill me. Second, Elle’s too nice to hurt.” 
“Aw, thanks, Kev. And, ditto.” Elle took a sip from the Lane Family Creamery coffee mug she’d commandeered from the gift shop on her first day before turning to Angie. “I appreciate that the first time you met me, you had to pull me kicking and screaming from a raging river, but that doesn’t mean you have to rescue me from every little thing.” 
“For my peace of mind, I think we need to move you to a more permanent location upstairs. Closer to my office.” The truth was, they’d been back at work for three days now, and Angie didn’t like to spend so much time by herself. She’d gotten used to Elle always being close by when they were alone in the cabin. Now it felt like the distance between them was unbearable.
When had Angie turned into this person?
“No can do,” Elle replied. Angie should have predicted as much. The more she tried to keep Elle close, the more Elle seemed to resist. And the more Elle resisted, the more Angie found herself pulled in. “I like being out where the action is happening, even if there isn’t very much going on at present.” 
“Aside from an attempted beheading.” Angie glared at Kev.
“Come on,” Kev cajoled. “You know unless we get a good snow to draw all the skiers in on their way to the slopes, mid-January isn’t really a happening time in the valley.”
“If I’m going to do my job properly and come up with a plan to turn this place around,” Elle added, “I need to be where the action is. I have to see firsthand how everything operates and what works and what doesn’t.”
“Whatever.” Angie sighed. Like it or not, Elle had a job to do, and Angie had to let her do it. There was just something about Elle that made Angie want to protect her, even though Elle was perfectly capable of taking care of herself. “But I expect Kev to have you within his sights whenever I’m upstairs.”
“Look at the time.” Kev rolled the final string of lights and hopped from the ladder to the floor. “Gotta run.”
“Just a minute, mister. Are you just saying that because I mentioned keeping an eye on Elle?” Angie asked, narrowing her eyes at him.
Kev held up his hands in surrender. “Not at all. I have to be on time for lunch with mom, so she can lecture me about something I’m doing wrong. The women in this family!” 
“Don’t listen to a word of it,” Elle was quick to say. “You’re perfect.”
“You’re far from perfect. Listen to your mother.” Angie watched as Kev hurried out of the office, shaking her head with a grin. He was a good kid, but sometimes she couldn’t help but wonder what thoughts went on inside that noggin of his.
With Kev gone, Angie turned back to Elle, who was looking at her with an amused expression. “What?”
“Nothing,” Elle said, her lips quirking up into a smile. “It’s just interesting to see the dynamic between you and your nephew. Sometimes it’s like you’re the teasing big sister, and others, it’s more like you’re a second mom.”
“I guess that’s because he reminds me so much of his dad.” Angie felt the familiar ache in her chest that came with thoughts of her brother. Though he’d been dead for over twenty years, it still sometimes seemed like yesterday.
“I’m sorry, Angie.” Elle placed her hand on Angie’s arm. “I know you don’t like to talk about it.”
But suddenly, talking about it was all Angie wanted to do. “Sometimes I feel like he’s just out of reach, like I could pick up the phone and call him at any moment. He was always getting into trouble and pushing boundaries. But he had a good heart.”
“Like his son.” Elle’s eyes softened, and Angie knew Elle understood.
Angie nodded, feeling the tears prick at the corners of her eyes. “He’s a good kid. I just wish he didn’t have to deal with all the crap that comes along with growing up without his dad. I should’ve done more to protect him.”
“To protect your nephew?”
“No, my brother.” Angie let out a ragged breath as the guilt washed over her. “When he told me he wanted to join the army, to go to Afghanistan, I should’ve stopped him. I should’ve done something to prevent him from going.”
Elle’s grip on Angie’s arm tightened. “You couldn’t have stopped him. Your brother was an adult, and he made his own decisions. And from what you’ve told me about him, he was a brave and honorable man. He fought for what he believed in. You can’t blame yourself for what happened.”
“I absolutely can.” Angie wiped away a tear that had escaped down her cheek. “I’m really good at it.”
“I meant you shouldn’t.” Elle gave Angie a sad smile. “But is that what your overprotectiveness toward me is all about?”
Angie looked at Elle, surprised by the question. “What do you mean?”
“It’s just that I’ve noticed how you always check in on me, make sure I’m okay. Like you want to protect me from the tiniest possible thing.”
Angie felt her cheeks flush. “I never thought of the connection before, but maybe. I’m just so afraid of losing the people I love.”
Elle leaned closer, her hand moving to cup Angie’s cheek. “You don’t have to be afraid of losing me. I know you worry about me out here, but there’s no reason to. It’s a cheese shop. No one is going to hurt me here.”
“My brain understands that,” Angie admitted, “but my heart still worries. I guess it’s just a reflex at this point.”
“I know, sweetie.” Elle’s thumb gently stroked Angie’s cheek. “But I’m a big girl. And after years of being a consultant, sitting in an office and writing up ideas I never got to see put into place, I want to get my hands dirty.”
“Not in the cheesemaking room,” Angie said with a chuckle, feeling slightly lighter. “That’s definitely not the place for it. We wear protective clothing and gloves at all times.”
Elle laughed, the sound light and carefree. “I’ll keep that in mind. But seriously, Angie, I appreciate your concern. It’s nice to know that someone cares about me so much. But I have a lot of learning to do.”
“That’s true.” With a better understanding of what sparked her overprotective tendencies, Angie felt more at ease. “I’ll try to chill out a little to give you the space you need to learn.”
“Speaking of learning…” Elle rifled through a jumbled stack of hand-written notes, making Angie snort with laughter. 
“For a fancy-schmancy business consultant, you have a fondness for taking notes on the back of envelopes,” Angie teased. 
“I think your father’s whole waste not, want not mantra is sinking in. Found it.” Elle waved the scrap of paper in the air. “You know how Mindy’s been riding Kev about going back to college?” 
Angie perched on the edge of Elle’s desk, staring down into those startling blues. “Yes. Trust me; I get caught in the middle every time.” 
“I found a yearlong program at a local university. It’s a Master Cheese Maker course. Every day, I’m amazed how much that kid knows for someone his age.”
“He grew up here.” Angie offered a wry smile as it occurred to her that Elle was technically closer to Kev’s age than her own, but somehow it didn’t feel that way at all.
“Yes, and he loves it, which means he’d be engaged in learning more. This program is at a university, so technically, he’d be going to college, even if it’s not to earn a traditional degree. He’ll learn more about cheese—if that’s possible.” 
Angie grinned. “There’s always more to learn.” 
“Don’t I know it. But I think he’d like the idea, and it’ll appease Mindy.” 
“I haven’t heard of this before.” It wasn’t that Angie didn’t trust Elle, but if there was a cheese certification program in Vermont, Angie would know about it. 
“It’s new. Classes start in the fall. It focuses on artisanal cheese-making techniques. It’s a pretty intense course, but I think he can handle it.”
Angie furrowed her brows, her curiosity piqued. “Send me the information. I’ll take a look.” 
“Sure.” Elle turned to her laptop and started typing. “I’m also cc’ing Kev on the email.” 
“He never reads emails.” 
“I’ll make a note to remind him.” After hitting send, Elle stood, making her way to the center counter with the glass-covered piles of cheese samples. She picked up a dome and snagged a piece, popping it into her mouth.
“That’s the real reason you want your desk down here,” Angie said. “To be close to the samples.” 
“It’s a perk but not the reason,” Elle replied, stealing a second bite. “Besides, I have to make up for almost three decades of believing I hated cheese.” 
“I still can’t believe you thought that. Were you dropped a lot on your head as a baby?” 
The bell on the door jingled, no doubt silencing a snarky comeback from Elle. Mason appeared in the doorway, forcing Angie to bite down on her tongue to stifle an anguished groan. The man had become even more annoying since getting engaged to her sister, which was hard to believe possible.
“Just the ladies I was hoping to speak to.” Mason entered slowly like a man thinking he’d get surprised on his flank. 
“What’s up, Mason?” Elle asked with exuberance, probably as a warning to Angie that she needed to be nice.
“Nadine’s birthday is coming up, and I’m at a loss for what to give her. The pressure’s on after my Christmas gift bombed this year.” 
“She loved the sweater you got her.” 
“Not that one but the family gift. A year’s supply of French wine.” Mason rubbed the back of his head. “No matter how hard I try, no one seems to like me, but everyone fawns over Jake. He showed up on Christmas morning with an opened can of Pringles, and it was like the second coming of Jesus.” 
Angie was left speechless by this image, unable to reply, but Elle proceeded carefully.
“I don’t think it was your gift, per se,” Elle said sweetly. “It was more that you kept mentioning it. And still are. There’s a possibility you’ll mention it every month. I think your problem isn’t your gift giving ability. You give thoughtful gifts. It’s just… you try too hard, Mason. You’re always competing to be the best in the room.” 
Once again, Angie was at a lack for words. Somehow, Elle had managed to express exactly what it was about the man that had eluded Angie for ages, even though it had rubbed her the wrong way at every turn.
Mason’s face crumpled. “I don’t mean to be. I…” He avoided Angie’s eyes, speaking directly to Elle. “The Lanes are pillars of the community and have been for two centuries. Meanwhile, I’m not from this area and am basically a nobody. I want them to respect me.” 
“Have you considered simply being yourself?” Elle asked. “I’m not from here, either, but I’ve never felt like anyone thinks they’re better than me.” 
“Be myself.” Mason’s eyes lit up with childlike wonder. “Is that the answer? As simple as that?” 
“You won’t know until you try,” Elle assured him. 
“A box of chocolates from the shop on Main Street,” Angie offered, her power of speech returning. “That’s Nadine’s favorite gift. The truffles. She’ll be putty in your hands.” 
“Thank you, Angie. Thank you.” It looked like Mason was about to give her a bear hug, but he thought better of it, much to Angie’s relief. Turning he said, “Thanks, Elle. I appreciate you giving it to me straight.” He saluted and left. 
Before Angie could speak, Elle said, “Give him time, and for what it’s worth, you can be intimidating.” 
“I am not.” Towering over Elle, Angie suddenly realized the woman had a point. “I don’t mean to be.” 
“Do you think Nadine loves Mason?” 
“She seems to.” It almost pained Angie to say that.
“Then all of you have to meet in the middle for Nadine’s sake.” 
Angie shook her head in amazement. “You’ve been here a month, and you’re solving one family problem after another.” 
“Not all of them. I’m still missing something obvious about how to blast this shop into the stratosphere.” Elle bit down on her lower lip. “I just can’t figure it out. Not without a whole lot more cash.”
Angie’s shoulders slumped. “I talked to the bank, and getting a loan to build the web store isn’t going to happen.” 
The bell jingled again, but instead of Mason coming back for round two, it was a man and woman in ski sweaters. 
“You’re still open!” the woman exclaimed. “I was telling my husband how good your cheese is, but I wasn’t sure if you closed for the season.” 
“We’re open year-round.” Elle grinned. “How can I help you?” 
“We need enough cheese for a family of twelve. We’re heading to the slopes in Killington.” 
While Angie helped the woman select different cheeses, the man stood off to the side, staring at a poster from a previous fall festival, some thirty years prior. 
“Would you like a sample?” Elle held the sample tray. “Pro tip, the goat and sheep’s milk cheese will make you wish you could live off it.” 
He sampled it, a smile slowly spreading across his face. “Babe, get enough of this type.” 
Angie pointed it out. 
“It’s too bad the town doesn’t still do festivals like that.” The man motioned to the old-fashioned poster. 
“It still happens every fall,” Angie said. “Second or third weekend of October, depending.” 
“No other time of year?” He pressed. 
“That’s what I keep asking,” Elle exclaimed. “I think these festivals should be year-round.”
“It gets too cold during the winter months,” Angie explained, despite appreciating Elle’s enthusiasm. 
“Skiers might not mind. Just saying.” The man pulled out his credit card to pay for all the cheese. 
After they left, Elle stared at the photo. 
“You okay?” Angie asked softly.
Elle whirled around. “I’m fantastic. Ask me why.” 
Angie tilted her head. “Why?” 
“Because I finally came up with the solution to all our business problems.” Elle hopped up and down on her feet, her enthusiasm contagious even if the reason for it was unclear. “It’s been staring at me this whole time!” 
“Care to explain?”
“Let me make a few phone calls,” Elle replied. “It might be easier to show you.”
Angie wasn’t sure what Elle had in store for her, but she knew without a doubt that she trusted the woman with her life. If Elle said her idea was the solution, Angie was willing to give it a try.



CHAPTER NINETEEN

“M 

ayor Callahan!” Elle waved hello as she and Angie approached the entrance to the empty brick building on Main Street.
“What’s the mayor doing here?” Angie asked, her nose wrinkling as she took in the building’s dilapidated state. Elle couldn’t blame her. The appearance of the boarded-up storefront was hardly inviting, even to her.
But Elle knew better than to judge this book by its cover.
“Turns out this building belongs to the mayor’s sister,” Elle said. “The antique store that was here previously was only renting the space. The mayor’s sister is retired in Florida now, so Ned keeps the keys.”
As they climbed the steps onto the narrow porch that ran the length of the building’s front, Elle could sense the hum of possibility in the air. It may not look like much, but this was the future. If the inside held as much promise as she thought, it would be perfect for what she had in mind.
“Morning, ladies.” The mayor joined them on the porch, unhooking a keyring from his belt to unlock the front door. “I don’t know what you have in mind for this space, but I can tell you if you’re thinking of turning this into apartment buildings, that’s a no-go. Against the town ordinance.” He pushed open the creaky door and stepped inside, Elle and Angie following closely behind. “Although with the state it’s in, it would be more of a slum than anything else.”
“No, nothing like that,” Elle told him. “Although slums for profit sounds like something my old employer would suggest. My idea is so much better. At least, I hope you think so.”
Stopping a few feet inside, Elle looked around with gleaming eyes. The space was much larger than she had anticipated. Dusty shelves lined the walls, and empty glass display cases sat in the center of the room. The wooden floors creaked beneath her feet as she made her way to the back of the building, where a small staircase led to an upper loft with a railing that overlooked the main floor.
“I’m all ears,” the mayor said, crossing his arms in front of his chest. His eyes were fixed on Elle, waiting for her to pitch her idea. “My sister’s eager to get a new tenant in here, and as mayor, I hate to see a storefront standing empty right in the middle of Main Street. Although I’ve gotta say I don’t have high hopes for this place.”
“That’s where we differ,” Elle began, turning so she could see Angie, too. “It all started with the fall festival. I remember thinking how amazing it was to see so many talented artists and local entrepreneurs in one place, and it was a shame it only happened that one day per year.”
“I’ve often felt the same,” the mayor said, uncrossing his arms and looking more relaxed.
“Recently, some skiers came to the cheese shop and said how much they wished they could attend a festival like that, but they’re only in the area during the winter when it’s obviously too cold to set up tents on the town square. That’s when the idea came to me. What if we could create a space for those artists and entrepreneurs to showcase their work year-round? And not just any space but a place where people could come to not only shop but also to connect with the community and experience everything our town has to offer.”
Elle paused, taking a deep breath, as she waited for the mayor’s response. His face had softened, and he seemed genuinely interested in her idea.
“I like it,” he said finally, nodding his head. “But what makes you think this particular space would work for that? Other than it being vacant, that is. After the flood damage, it’s not exactly in the best shape. And I can’t picture tourists flocking here to a run-down storefront when there are already some great shops in more popular parts of the state. It will take a lot of work.”
“No doubt about that,” Elle agreed. “But trust me when I say this is perfect.” 
“Maybe for a rat hotel.” Angie scrunched her nose. “No offense, Ned. Or Elle.”
“None taken,” the mayor said. “In fact, I’m kinda with you on that one. The flood did a number on this place, and it’s been shut up for so long it smells like a musty old closet.” 
“Ignore what it looks and smells like right now. You have to see it for what it could be.” Elle could hardly control her excitement. “If we put in the effort and resources to fix it up, with the right refurbishing, we could turn this space into something special.”
“It did used to look nice when the antique store had all the booths set up in here,” Ned said.
“Is that how you’re picturing it? Like an antique shop?” Angie seemed unconvinced. “I don’t know. That seems a bit dull. And you know I love a good antique shop, so I don’t say that lightly.”
“No. I want the Deerfield Marketplace to be more upscale,” Elle explained, “like a boutique country store with a rustic chic vibe. No booths. Think antique display cases and handcrafted shelving units filled with locally sourced products from Lane cheese to Yasmin’s alpaca sweaters. Everything made right here in Vermont. The merchandise would be artfully displayed together by type and theme, not separated by vendor.”
Ned and Angie exchanged a look, still unsure. Elle stepped up her game, determined to win them over. “We wouldn’t stop at just selling products. We could host events, live music, and even workshops and classes where people could come to learn new skills or connect with others in the community. I’m picturing a cafe in the back, with fresh coffee and Rachel’s apple turnovers. Heck, I can even see the Taco Dude in here.” 
“His food truck?” Angie blinked with alarm as if picturing the vehicle parked in the middle of the floor.
“Not the truck,” Elle said with a laugh. “Just the tacos. I think the back wall should be where the food goes. That way people have to walk all the way through to get there. Along the way, they might buy mittens. A painting. Bars of soap. Chocolates. Photographs.” 
“Photographs.” For the first time since their arrival, Angie perked up. “Will you be selling your photos here?” 
“What? No.” Elle dismissed the idea in an instant, unable to imagine why anyone would want to pay money for one of her snaps. “This isn’t about me but the community. Mull it over. Tourists come to Vermont to experience the beautiful countryside and local charm. They want to take home something unique to remember their trip. I want to create a space where they can find that, while also supporting our local artisans and farmers.”
Angie stroked her chin, lost in thought. “I see what you’re saying. It could be something special. But, not to sound selfish here, this was supposed to be about modernizing the Lane Creamery so we can produce more cheese, not starting a whole new business for the town.”
“That’s just it. We were looking at it wrong. Don’t you see?” Elle pleaded. “The creamery doesn’t need to be modernized. What makes it special is the wax wrapping, the old stenciled labels, and the small batches made from local milk. The answer isn’t producing more and cutting quality in the process. If you could just reach the right market and sell at the right price point there would be no need to change a thing where the factory is concerned.”
“This sounds amazing. It really does.” The regret in Angie’s voice was palpable. “But I don’t know if we can pull it off. You know the bank wouldn’t even approve a loan large enough to upgrade the web shop. How could we afford any of this?”
“Well, now,” Ned interjected. “Seeing how this building is empty, and the landlord happens to be my sister, I could probably arrange a good deal on the rent.”
“See?” Elle grinned, uplifted by the sudden turning of the tide in her favor. “I happen to know that most of the other small businesses who were at the festival are in a similar position to us. Big dreams and small wallets. But if we join forces, we can get what we need at a price we all can afford.”
“How?” Angie asked, her skepticism starting to fade, replaced by cautious but genuine curiosity.
“We create a cooperative,” Elle said, her eyes shining with excitement. “Just as we’d have a single storefront, we’d have a single website and online shop that showcases not just cheese but all our Vermont-made goods. We might even be able to get funding from the state tourism board.” 
Ned let out a whistle. “That’s a hell of an idea, Elle. I like it. It could take the town from here”—Ned held his hand at waist height—“to here.” He raised it above his head.
“I agree,” Elle said, nodding. “When I saw all the tour busses at the fall festival, I knew there was so much untapped potential.”
“And this would be year-round?” The mayor was practically salivating by now, envisioning the influx of tourists and revenue for the town.
“Absolutely,” Elle confirmed. “Think about it. Sun or snow, tourists can browse in climate-controlled bliss, taking their time and, hopefully, emptying their wallets. And since not everyone can travel to Vermont, we can bring Vermont to them through the magic of online shopping.”
“I’m sold.” Ned’s voice brimmed with enthusiasm.
Elle turned to Angie, her heart pounding. “What do you think?” 
“It has potential,” Angie said slowly, but Elle could see the excitement building in her eyes, like she was almost scared to hope. “But how do we start?” 
“That’s where you come in.” A smile spread across Elle’s face.
“Me?” Angie placed a hand on her chest, but she hadn’t started running away yet, so Elle took that as a good sign. 
“Yes. You were able to rally so many businesses for last year’s festival. I need you to talk to everyone and invite them to an informational meeting. We’ll need to fix this place up⁠—”
“I can work on my sister to get the building up to code, no cost to the cooperative. And for the more decorative stuff, my cousins are in construction and owe me some favors. They’ll give you a good deal on whatever needs doing,” the mayor said. “I’ll start working on the town council for the food and liquor permits. I have a feeling some of the local distilleries will want to sell here.”
“I hadn’t thought of that. You’re brilliant!” Elle gave the mayor’s forehead a kiss, instantly turning scarlet as she realized what she’d done. “Sorry, I’m just excited” 
He simply laughed. “I won’t tell my wife. She’s the jealous type.” 
“Me too.” Angie teased, laughing with the mayor. 
“What do you think? Can we make this happen?” Elle asked. 
“I can’t picture you failing at anything. Put us in, Coach!” Angie put her hand out like athletes did before a big play. 
The mayor and Elle added their hands. 
“One, two, three. Let’s go Deerfield Marketplace!”  

ELLE TOOK in the freshly painted walls and refinished pine floors of what she hoped as of the end of the night she could officially call the Deerfield Marketplace. The transformation in just eight weeks was amazing. With the Lanes pitching in to thoroughly clean the place, Ned’s sister footing the bill for the basics, and Ned’s cousins providing inexpensive labor for the rest, the project had so far cost the creamery little more than elbow grease.
“Do I look okay?” Standing in front of one of the windows overlooking Main Street, Elle did her best to fluff her hair, using her dim reflection as a guide, but the results were questionable. 
“If you want my honest opinion…” Angie let her voice trail off, and Elle began to panic.
“Yes? What? Do I have lipstick on my teeth?” She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, hoping to catch any stains that may have lingered.
“No, no,” Angie chuckled. “You look great. It’s just that, well, you have on too many clothes for my taste. I prefer you without them.” 
“Angela Lane!” Elle pointed her finger at Angie, wagging it as she scolded. “I’m trying to convince the entire Deerfield Valley Chamber of Commerce to buy into our cooperative tonight. I can’t give my speech naked.” 
“I think you should. You’re beautiful.” Angie gave Elle a kiss, the kind that left Elle’s mind wandering to all sorts of inappropriate places.
She quickly shook herself out of it and wiggled free of Angie’s embrace. “You’re impossible. You need to go to that side. Greet the people as they come.”
“I’d rather make you come.” 
“Honestly? I swear, we work together and live together. You see me twenty-four hours a day, and this is the moment you choose to turn up the heat?” Elle rolled her eyes, playfully shoving Angie toward the door.
“Poor sport.” Angie’s expression contorted with defiance, even if she did leave Elle alone. 
At that moment, the shop door opened. Expecting to see one of the evening’s many guests arriving inconveniently early, Elle was delighted when Candace walked in.
“I’m so glad you made it!” Elle tossed her arms around Candace’s neck. “How’s the new job?” 
“Couldn’t be happier,” her friend replied with a grin. “Who knew that working for a publishing company was what I really wanted all along? I clock in at nine and hardly ever work overtime. Did you know they have shorter hours in the summer, too? And not once, in all the months I’ve been there, have they destroyed a small business on behalf of a mega corporation.”
“No way!” Elle laughed. “It’s like you’ve won the job lottery.”
“I know, right?” Candace joined in with the laughter. “I’m starting to come around to this revolutionary concept of not selling my soul to the Evil Empire.”
“I’ve been sleeping better at night, too. That’s for sure,” Elle admitted. 
“I think that has more to do with your knight in plaid flannel.” Candace glanced back to the door, nodding toward Angie. “But was that my imagination, or did I detect a little trouble in paradise as I came in? Should I rent a truck?” 
“No, and don’t look so hopeful at the prospect,” Elle joked, nudging her friend’s arm. “I have no plans to move back to the city. Angie and I are fine. She’s just being her usual self, trying to get me to give tonight’s presentation naked.” 
“Gawd,” Candace gushed. “I hate to admit this, but she sounds perfect.” 
“I’m not getting naked.” Elle felt a blush rise.
“The point is you’re with someone who wants you to be naked all the time. Where can I get me some of that?” 
“If all you want is naked time, aren’t there hookup apps for that?” 
“That’s the problem. I think I’m ready for more.” Candace sighed with a sincerity that surprised Elle. “I’m sick and tired of hookups. I want my happily ever after. Like you.”
“Do you really think that’s what I have?” Elle asked, feeling a sudden wave of insecurity. When she’d moved into Angie’s cabin three months ago, it was meant to be temporary. But the more time went by, the more she realized she didn’t want to leave.
“Uh, yeah, that’s what you have,” Candace told her without a hint of hesitation. “You make me sick. In a good way, of course. I’m happy for you. But what are you going to do? Last time we talked, you were adamant you wanted to find your own place as soon as you could. Is that still in the works?” 
“Yeah. Maybe. I mean, there aren’t many rentals in the area, you know?” Elle shifted on her feet, knowing that wasn’t the whole truth. “Besides, the cabin is plenty big for two. And we’ve gotten into a good routine. We make dinner together. Read on the couch with Chester between us and the fire going. You can’t do that alone in an apartment. So… maybe not? I just don’t know.” 
“I hate you. Seriously.” Candace mimed sticking two fingers down her throat. “Do you think if I drove my car into a river, I would find my Angie?” 
“Let’s start with a new dating app before going drastic, shall we?” Elle suggested. “Less dangerous.” 
By now, several business owners had begun to arrive, milling around the empty space and checking out some of the sample displays Elle had arranged as props for her talk.
“Elle, this is so lovely.” Rachel, looking so polished in wide-leg trousers and a stylish blazer instead of her restaurant uniform that Elle barely recognized her, put a hand to her mouth as she belatedly noticed Candace. “Oh! I’m so sorry to interrupt. I just wanted to say how great this place looks.” 
Candace stuck out her hand. “I’m Candace, Elle’s best friend from Boston. Her single best friend,” she added, perhaps having made the same observation about Rachel’s charming appearance as Elle had.
Rachel blinked before breaking into a smile. “Is this how they do it in Boston?” 
Candace offered an easy shrug. “It’s how I do it.” 
“Well, Boston. I’m Rachel. I own the best restaurant in town. You should come by.” Rachel left them, but as she did, Elle noticed an extra twist in the restaurateur’s hips. 
“And here you’ve been saying you envy me.” Elle gave Candace an incredulous look, marveling at her friend’s effortless flirtation. “With swagger like that, I doubt you’ll spend many nights alone if you don’t want to.”
“I guess I haven’t really tried.” Candace admitted. “At least, not until now.”
“Now is as good a time as any to start.” Elle chuckled at her friend. “Maybe we should get dinner at The Barn while you’re in town. It really is the best place in the area. The whole country, probably.” 
“It’ll be my treat, a celebratory meal after your successful launch of this new business venture.” For the first time, Candace paused to take a good look at the space, her gaze falling on some photos that Elle had added to one of the merchandise displays. “Hey, are those your photos?” 
Elle blushed. “They’re just temporary. I wanted to show the prospective business partners what it might look like in here with everyone’s products filling the shelves.” 
“This better not be temporary.” Suddenly, Angie was at Elle’s side, her arm around Elle’s waist. “I think those photos are the best thing in the whole store. You must be Candace. I’m Angie. Elle’s told me so much about you I feel like we’ve met already.”
“Likewise, and you better not let Elle stop taking photos, or we’ll have nothing but trouble.” Candace made fists and bounced on her toes like a boxer.
Angie smiled at Candace’s playful threat. “Trust me, I would never. I think she’s got an amazing talent.”
“I agree.” Candace’s eyes lit up. “Come to think of it, the fine arts editor at my company would flip over some of these. Mind if I show her?”
“Oh, come on,” Elle said, shaking her head. Any time too much attention was paid to her photos, like right now, she started to feel itchy all over, or like she was having that dream where you show up to class in your underwear. “Nobody’s going to care about some pictures from an unknown amateur.”
“These aren’t just pictures,” Candace argued as Angie nodded her agreement. “They tell a story of small-town resilience and the American spirit.”
“Whatever.” Elle rolled her eyes, certain her friend had lost her mind. “Next, you’re going to be going on about following my dreams again.”
“Is being a photographer your dream?” Angie asked, her brow furrowed in a way that made Elle want to smooth away the lines.
“Only according to Candace,” Elle assured her. “She thinks I’m too practical.”
“That’s because you are. Will you at least send me some of the files so I can share them with my coworker?” Candace pleaded. “If she ends up wanting to use any of your work, I could get a bonus.”
Elle laughed. “Now there’s the old Evil Empire Candace I know and love.”
“If she won’t send you some photos, I will,” Angie promised before turning to Elle. “I think it’s time to start the presentation.” 
“Right.” Elle tried swallowing, but her throat was dryer than the sand in the middle of a desert. 
Taking a deep breath, she moved to the center of the space, where dozens of business owners and local artisans were seated in folding chairs. “Hello, everyone. Thank you for coming tonight.” 
In the back of the room, Angie pantomimed unbuttoning her top button to show off more cleavage, and it took all of Elle’s concentration not to burst out laughing.
Elle tried to refocus her attention. “Please ignore the ladders, tarps, and paint cans you might see here and there. I’ve been assured the work will be done by next week.” 
“It looks fantastic, Elle.” The mayor gave her two enthusiastic thumbs-ups. 
“Thank you, Ned. We couldn’t have done this without you. As you know from the proposals we sent you, we are looking for at least thirty businesses or craftspeople to partner with us in a cooperative we’re calling Deerfield Marketplace.” She went on to explain the highlights of the plan, ending with, “During the off season, we’ll be open on the weekends, but once summer and fall roll around, we’d like to be open seven days a week. Does anyone have questions?” 
Rachel raised a hand in the air.
“Yes?” 
“Why not longer hours during the holidays? I need more space to sell my pies.” 
“Yeah, and in the winter,” Yasmin piped up. “I want to sell my scarves and sweaters to the skiers.” 
“We can work out those details together,” Elle assured them, overwhelmed by the enthusiasm everyone was showing. “This entire project is to benefit not only Deerfield as a community but all the surrounding businesses.” 
“How flexible are the terms? Say I only want to serve food six months a year,” the Taco Dude asked. “You can’t keep a man inside during festival season.” 
There was laughter in the crowd, and Elle broke into a broad smile.
“Yes, we can be flexible.” 
Elle continued hitting all the points from her presentation, noticing a lot of head nodding and smiles. Her heart soared.
Was this really going to come together? 
Before she knew it, she was done talking and directed anyone interested in participating to the sign-up table, where George and Shirley sat. Elle tried to catch Candace to see what she’d thought of the presentation, but she spotted her friend chatting up Rachel again and knew it was pointless.
As Elle was walking toward the sign-up table, the Taco Dude caught up with her, his easy stride keeping up with her quick steps.
“This is fantastic,” he said. “Simply fantastic. I’ve needed to make this a year-round gig, and you’re making it happen.” 
“Aw, thanks—” Elle stopped as she tried in vain to think of the man’s name. “I’m sorry, I only know you as the Taco Dude.” 
“You and the rest of the town. I’m John.” The man was clearly of Latino heritage so Elle couldn’t help but be surprised. “I know, I know. When my parents had their first kid born in Vermont, they figured I’d fit in more with an American name.”
“I think Taco Dude suits you,” Elle told him. 
John smiled, seeming reassured. “You’re sure about the six months?”
“Absolutely.” Elle suppressed a cheer when John, or rather Taco Dude, headed to the sign-up table.
“Hello, again,” said a gray-haired woman in a flowing skirt and silver rings on each of her fingers. It took Elle a moment to realize she’d seen the woman before. 
“You’re the teacup lady!” Elle was going to have to become much better at remembering names than she had been in Boston. You never knew when familiar faces would pop up again in a small town.
“It’s Flo. And I have good news. I found that teacup to complete your set. I can bring it by next week.”
It took Elle a moment to process what Flo was saying, but once she did, she was overcome with emotion at the thought of presenting it to Angie. “You really found it? How much do you want for it? I’ve got cash with me.”
“I wouldn’t dream of it. Consider it my way of thanking you for everything you’re doing for the town. You’re a hero.” Flo gave Elle’s hand a squeeze before making her way over to George and Shirley.
“She’s right.” Once again Angie was by Elle’s side, causing a moment of panic as Elle tried to figure out how much of that exchange Angie had heard. 
“Will you stop sneaking up on me? You’re going to give me a heart attack one of these days,” Elle said, playfully punching Angie’s arm. 
Angie laughed. “Sorry, I just can’t help it. It’s my job to stick close so I can keep you safe.” 
“From what exactly?” Elle asked, raising an eyebrow. “Jewelry makers and the knitting club?”
“You have a knack for getting into trouble,” Angie teased. “And for being a fantastic business consultant. We’re almost fully booked.” 
“No way!” 
“Seriously, Elle. You’re making a difference in this town. People are noticing, and they appreciate it.”
Warmth spread through Elle’s chest at Angie’s words. She hadn’t realized how much she had missed that feeling of making a difference. In Boston, everything had been about making money and climbing the corporate ladder. But here, in this small town, she had found a purpose that went beyond her own personal gain. 
“You know, I don’t think I’ve ever felt so at home anywhere else.” 
Angie grinned. “That’s because you belong here.”
“Maybe you’re right. I never thought I’d find myself living in a small town, but now I can’t imagine being anywhere else.”
As she thought about the upcoming drive along curving mountain roads to Angie’s cabin, and Chester waiting for them to give him treats and pat his head when they got home, Elle realized just how much she loved this place and the people in it. 
One person, in particular. Without Angie, Elle would be lost. But was she rushing things to think that a relationship that was less than six months old could really last forever?



CHAPTER TWENTY

As the late spring sunshine filtered through fresh new leaves on the trees overhead, Angie scanned the crowd that had gathered along Main Street to celebrate the opening of Deerfield Marketplace. Nearly every face was familiar to her. A sense of warmth and contentment overcame her as she looked around. Deerfield was a small town, but it was her town, and it was moments like these that made her feel like she was truly a part of something special.
“Now, this vision wouldn’t have come true,” the mayor was busy saying into the microphone, interrupted now and again by a squeal or squeak of the audio system, “if it wasn’t for one particular woman. Let me tell you, folks. She’s a force to be reckoned with. Elle, come on up here and cut the ribbon.” 
Standing beside Angie, Elle didn’t move. Angie had suspected this might happen when the mayor first mentioned springing this surprise on the woman. Despite all she’d done to make the marketplace a reality, Elle didn’t want the opening ceremony to be about her. She’d even insisted the mayor give the speech because the whole concept of the day was Vermont. And as hard as it was for Angie to believe sometimes, Elle hadn’t even been in the Green Mountain state for a full year. 
Angie whispered in Elle’s ear, “Go on. You deserve this.” 
“No, you do,” Elle said out of the side of her mouth. “I’m just the consultant who brought the ideas together.”
“Nonsense. If I go, will you go with me?” Angie took Elle’s hand, practically dragging her to the front entrance. She wasn’t going to let Elle shy away from the spotlight. 
As they approached the ribbon, Angie could feel the familiar buzz of excitement building inside her. She loved events like this, the energy of the crowd, the anticipation of something new. Elle, on the other hand, seemed to be struggling to keep her nerves at bay.
The mayor handed Angie the massive ceremonial scissors. Angie stood behind Elle with arms around her, so they both could have their hands on the scissors. The mayor started counting down.
Three.
Two. 
On one, they snipped the red ribbon. 
The ribbon floated to the ground, and the crowd erupted in applause. Angie felt Elle’s body relax in her arms. It was finally done.
Angie and Elle had toured the space earlier in the day, admiring a finished result that was even more beautiful than they had imagined. Despite knowing better, Angie all along had imagined a slightly more permanent version of the fall festival with heaps of products on plastic tables.
The reality was far beyond her expectations.
The marketplace was spacious and airy, filled with the aroma of freshly baked bread, local produce, and scented candles. It was both upscale and relaxed, a place where farmers and artisans could come together to sell their goods and build community. Angie couldn’t have been prouder of what they’d accomplished.
“Let’s shop!” the mayor exclaimed as he waved the crowd inside. 
The people rushed the door like it was Black Friday. 
“Shall we go inside?” Angie asked. 
“I need a moment.” Instead of joining in, Elle moved away from the crowd. “There are so many people.” 
“Says the woman who used to live in Boston,” Angie teased, but she could see the anxiety etched on Elle’s face. “Hey, it’s okay. Let’s just take a step back and breathe.”
“After five months in Deerfield, I’m not used to crowds. I can’t believe I used to ride the T every day without hyperventilating.” 
“Living and working in the downtown area, no less.”
Angie was just as happy Elle no longer felt homesick for the city. When she’d agreed to move to Vermont, it had been a temporary measure, a fact that had weighed heavily on Angie’s heart. But as the months had passed, Elle had seemed to grow increasingly fond of the small town and the slower pace of life. 
Angie had hoped all along Elle would want to stay, and now it seemed her wish had come true. If only Elle would say the words out loud, Angie could finally breathe a sigh of relief. But for now, she was content to just stand here, holding Elle’s hand, watching the happy chaos of the marketplace swirl around them.
“Look at that car across the street in the parking lot,” Angie said, pointing to what she knew would be an unexpected but hopefully welcome surprise for Elle. It had been Angie’s mom’s idea, and arguing against it had been pointless, even if she feared the day was already overwhelming enough.
Elle swiveled her head. “Which one?” 
“The silver⁠—”
“Mom! Dad!” As recognition set in, Elle started to run toward her parents, newly arrived in town. Angie pulled her arm to keep her on the sidewalk as a car whizzed by. 
“You’re going to be the death of me, woman!” Angie growled.
“You couldn’t live without me.” Elle gave Angie a quick peck on the cheek, checked the road, and then ran across the street.
Exactly Angie’s point. If anything happened to Elle, Angie didn’t know how she would go on. Best to never have to find out, even if it meant following Elle around like her own personal security detail.
Across the street, mother and daughter threw their arms around each other. As Elle embraced her parents, Angie took a deep breath and tried to steady her racing heartbeat. It wasn’t just the fear of losing Elle to a speeding car that made her feel this way, though. Elle’s parents represented the life she’d left behind.
Would seeing them now stir up old feelings Elle had been trying to suppress? Would they try to convince her to come back to the city? The thought of losing Elle to her old life made Angie’s stomach turn.
By the time Angie made it across the street, Elle’s father had worked his way around the vehicle and was standing between his wife and daughter, beaming like a proud rooster.
“What do you think of your mom’s new baby?” he asked Elle, indicating the shiny silver Jeep.
“I see it’s not a Cadillac.” Elle’s face scrunched in confusion as if unable to square her mother’s usual taste with the car in front of her. 
“Nope.” Her dad rocked back onto his heels. “It has a snorkel.” 
“A what?” Elle asked, and Angie was grateful because she was just as bewildered.
“In case you borrow it and go in a river again,” her mom added by way of explanation. 
“You drive one car into a river, and no one lets you forget it!” Elle defended. “You didn’t actually buy a car based on that, did you?” 
“It seemed safer,” Elle’s dad said, earning him Angie’s silent approval. “Plus, it’s pretty cool. You can take it off-roading and never have to worry about getting stuck in a puddle.”
Elle shook her head, chuckling. “Okay, okay, I get it. You guys are still adventurous even in your golden years. I still want it on the record I think you two have lost your minds and should return it.” 
“Nonsense. This baby will do well on a dig we’re doing in New Mexico in the fall.” Her father patted the hood.  
“Shirley!” This time it was Elle’s mom who screamed, causing both Angie and Elle to jump in unison.
The two old friends ran to each other, perhaps a bit more slowly than they might have done twenty years earlier but with the same enthusiasm. They hugged each other tightly, as if trying to make up for lost time. When they finally pulled away, Angie noticed tears in her mom’s eyes.
Meanwhile, Tonya got out of their mom’s car, opening the back door to get the baby out of his car seat.  
“Introductions,” Elle said with a start. “I forgot them. Dad, do you remember Angela Lane?” 
“Sure do!” As he shook Angie’s hand, his blank face made it clear he didn’t, but Angie wasn’t offended. He may have been Indiana Jones incarnate, but from what Elle had told her, he was every bit an absent-minded professor, too. 
“This is Tonya,” Angie said, indicating her sister. 
“My goodness you’ve grown,” Eloise said. “And the little one?”
“Edgar Kevin,” Tonya replied, bursting with pride.
“Not Edgar Allan?” Eloise asked. 
“Bruce wouldn’t hear of it,” Tonya said with a roll of her eyes. “He doesn’t get my obsession with Edgar Allan Poe. I don’t think he caught on when I named our daughter Raven. But Edgar gave the game away. Bruce wanted Edgar to be a junior, but no one wants to grow up to be a Bruce junior, right? We compromised on Kevin for the middle name.” 
“It’s a fantastic name.” Angie gently wiggled Edgar’s tiny fingers, and for once she wasn’t on the verge of tears at the connection to her brother. It seemed that over the past several months, something inside her had healed, and she was able to enjoy his memory without the pain of loss weighing her down. 
“Oh my goodness, Angie. I just realized I haven’t said hello.” To Angie’s surprise, Eloise pulled her into a tight hug. “Sorry we missed the ribbon cutting. Mr. World Traveler wouldn’t use his GPS.” 
“It ruins the fun of exploring,” Elle’s dad said with a grunt. 
“Those things don’t work here, anyway,” Elle said. “Trust me.”
“We missed our daughter’s big day,” Eloise chided her husband, ignoring her daughter’s comment. 
“It was nothing,” Elle began to say when a look of dawning realization came over her. “Hey! Did you two know I’d be put on the spot for cutting the ribbon?” Elle whipped around to face Angie, her finger landing square on Angie’s chest. “Were you in on that? And you told my parents but not me.” 
Angie mimed locking her lips and tossing the key. No way would she turn over incriminating evidence willingly.
“I’m sorry we missed it as well,” Angie’s mom said to Elle. “We needed to stop for diapers for Edgar.” 
“I asked Bruce, but you can probably guess how that worked out.” Tonya nuzzled Edgar’s head. “Luckily for Bruce, I’m deliriously happy.” 
Elle rested her head on Angie’s shoulder, and all Angie could think was “same.” 
Eloise caught Angie’s mom’s eye. “Looks like we were right.” 
“I can’t remember. Did you come up with it or me?” Angie’s mom asked. 
“I believe you did at the last reunion. No, it was me. Was it? It doesn’t matter. We were right.”
“About what?” Elle demanded, arched eyebrow raised in suspicion. 
Eloise and Angie’s mom exchanged a knowing glance before Eloise spoke up. “We always knew you and Angie would end up together.” 
“What?” Elle exclaimed, pulling away from Angie’s shoulder to look at her in shock. 
Angie felt heat rising to her cheeks. Was her mother saying what it sounded like?
“That’s right,” Eloise said. “When Shirley wanted some help with the business, I knew having you come up here would be the perfect opportunity for the two of you to connect. That was why I suggested she call The Marshall Group for help.”
“That was before we knew how much of a snake your boss was,” Angie’s mom added. 
“We knew you’d hit it off,” Eloise said. “And now everything’s worked beyond our wildest imaginations.” 
“How’d you know?” Elle asked, a hint of a smile creeping up her lips.
“We know our daughters,” Eloise said. 
“I’m surrounded by traitors,” Elle declared with an exaggerated stomp of her foot on the pavement. “First I find out Angie threw me under the bus with the ribbon cutting, and now you two conspired against us.” 
“Against is the wrong word. We conspired for you. For your own good.” Angie’s mom laughed, her eyes glinting with mischief. She showed no sign of regret, and Angie was glad. She had no regrets, either.
“Do I get to see this marketplace,” Eloise demanded, “or are we just going to stand in a parking lot?” 
“I’m still processing,” Elle told her, looking over at Angie with a mix of confusion and curiosity. “Aren’t you angry with them?”
Angie just shrugged, a small smile playing at the corners of her lips. “Usually, my family’s antics get to me, but not this time. I can’t really be mad if it all worked out in the end, can I? Because you’re in my life.” 
“I guess not.” Elle chuckled, shaking her head. “Sometimes mothers actually do know best. But don’t you dare ever quote me on that.”

“I DON’T WANT to get out of this bed.” With her eyes still closed, Angie snuggled closer to Elle, pulling the soft sheets all the way up to her chin. 
“Sadly, we’re expected at your mom’s for brunch.” Elle didn’t move a muscle, either, and Angie could tell that her girlfriend was just as content as she was to stay in bed a little longer. 
“I know your parents are in town, but this is the first day you didn’t roll out of bed before five in I don’t know how long,” Angie protested. “You’ve been going nonstop for months with the marketplace.” 
“It’s hard to believe it’s open.” Elle’s tone was wistful. “I put so much of myself into that project. It’s like my baby, you know?”
“Yesterday was a smashing success.” Angie nuzzled her nose into Elle’s neck. “Two different tour operators are adding the marketplace as one of their regular stops with their Vermont excursion packages.” 
“That’s amazing,” Elle said, her hand trailing up and down Angie’s back as she spoke. “And the online shop will be ready to launch next month. Our email list is already twice what I was hoping.” 
“You did good, kid.” Angie squeezed Elle tight before yawning. “I need caffeine.” 
“Stay here. I’ll get us some tea.” 
“I can do it.” Angie started to toss the covers off her, but Elle put them back in place. 
“You can’t always be the knight in flannel.” 
“The knight in what?” 
“That’s what Candace calls you. My knight in flannel because you rescued me.” Elle bounded out of bed with a burst of energy that Angie could only envy. 
“I miss being in my twenties and having all this energy,” Angie said with a groan as she flopped back down on her pillow. 
“Oh, please. You’re not that much older than I am, missy. And if my parents don’t act their age, you’re certainly not allowed to.” With that admonition, Elle left the room. 
Angie rolled onto her side, taking a deep breath of Elle’s pillow, inhaling the sweet scent of the natural shampoo bar Elle had taken to using. It was a comforting smell, one that made Angie feel at home. She closed her eyes, letting herself sink deeper into the bed. It was a rare moment of stillness for her, and she savored it. 
Until Chester jumped onto the bed, causing the mattress to list. 
Before Angie could give her dog a good talking to, he settled down. “You’re right. It’s time for me to get up and for you to rest because being a dog is hard work.” 
Chester let out a sigh as if saying, “Darn right.” 
Angie laughed as she padded into the kitchen. 
“I was going to bring the tea to you in bed,” Elle protested. 
“Chester had other ideas.” 
“Is he under the covers with his head on the pillow?” 
“No. He’s lucky he’s allowed on the bed.” Angie wrapped her arms around Elle’s waist. “I blame you. You let him get away with everything.” 
“He’s the best dog on the planet. That first night, he got the ball rolling between us.” 
“I remember.” Angie buried her head into the crook of Elle’s neck.
“What does it mean that our moms conspired with an assist from your dog?” 
“I’m not the type to say a word like fate, but…” Angie finished the statement with a shrug. 
“Why Angela Lane? I’m tempted to call you a romantic.” Elle gave Angie a kiss on the nose. “Now sit at the table, and cover your eyes.” 
“Why?” Angie protested. “I’m happy here with you in my arms.” 
“I have a surprise for you,” Elle said, taking Angie’s hand and leading her to the table. “Trust me.” 
“I don’t need a surprise. All I need is you.” 
“You’re making this hard because you keep saying all the right words, but I really need you to do as I say. Sit. Cover your face with your hands so you can’t see.” There was pleading in Elle’s stunning blue eyes.
“What do I get if I behave?” 
“To live.” Elle tried to look threatening, but it only made Angie laugh. 
“I’m only complying because you’re being cute, not because I’m scared of you.” Angie took a seat at the table, covering her eyes. 
“I don’t want you to ever be scared of me.” 
Angie sensed Elle setting something down on the table. 
“You can open your eyes now.” 
Angie removed her hands and gasped at what she saw. Her grandmother’s tea set. No, it couldn’t be. Because the set before her was complete, with all four cups and saucers on display.
“What’s going on?” Angie asked, still unable to believe it.
Elle clapped her hands. “I found the cup.” 
Angie’s eyes narrowed with suspicion. “You didn’t get it on eBay, did you?” 
“I most certainly did not. That would be cheating. I have a local teacup source. Turns out, it was three towns over, and she got it for me. Before I make our tea in this pot, I wanted to ask if that’s okay? It’s your grandmother’s set.” 
A sudden thought flitted through Angie’s head, catching her short. “What day is this?” 
“Sunday. Why?” 
“No. The date.” 
“May twenty-seventh.” 
Angie’s vision blurred for a moment, and she palmed the top of her head. “It’s my grandmother’s birthday. I can’t believe this. It’s the best gift, ever. I never wanted to use the set until it was complete. Now, it is.” 
They went to work, brewing a pot of tea. 
After taking their seats at the table, Angie poured a cup for Elle and then herself. 
“I’m starting to think all of this really is fate.” Elle stirred sugar into her drink. “In fact, did I tell you… No, never mind.”
“Never mind what?” Angie pressed, her curiosity piqued. She placed a hand on Elle’s. “You can’t start saying something and stop midsentence like that, you tease.”
Elle bit her lower lip, hesitating in a way that made Angie tense. Maybe she shouldn’t have pushed for an answer after all.
“When we were at the fall festival last year, I had my fortune told,” Elle finally said, the admission coming out in a breathy whoosh.
Angie’s jaw dropped, and she squeezed Elle’s hand. “You knew this was all going to happen this whole time?”
“Of course not!” Elle protested. “I don’t even know if I believe in fortune tellers. But the truth is, I didn’t let her finish the reading.”
Angie frowned, wondering what Elle was implying. “What do you mean?”
“She had me draw three cards, one for the past, one for the present, and one for the future.” Elle’s voice trembled, and she seemed shaken by the memory. “It started off fine, but then she started saying you were the devil, and all of a sudden, I didn’t want to hear anything else.”
Angie blinked, her mouth opening even wider. “She called me the devil?”
Elle’s brow furrowed. “Actually, maybe not. It was confusing. The first card was a tower, which she said meant change or something unexpected. The second was the devil, which she said was temptation. I assumed that was you because⁠—”
“Because you find me so tempting?” Angie guessed, making herself sound more jovial than she felt. Elle’s admission about the fortune teller was throwing her off more than she wanted to admit.
“I do find you tempting,” Elle said with a slight laugh. She paused, biting her lip again. “Thinking about it now, maybe I had it all wrong. The change or loss she was talking about, and the temptation, maybe that was about my old job. Now that it’s all in the past, it makes more sense to me that way. Like, before I quit, Mr. Marshall basically offered me everything I ever thought I wanted. Talk about temptation. But I would’ve had to be a person I didn’t want to be, so I chose change instead. I think maybe he was the devil, not you.”
“Mr. Marshall as the devil? I won’t argue with you on that.” Angie took a sip of tea, her thoughts swirling. Finally, curiosity got the better of her. “What was the third card?”
“I don’t know.” Elle’s eyes shifted to a spot on the table between them. “I was afraid to look at it.”
“Why?” Angie’s breathing grew shallow as she waited for a response.
Elle looked up, unshed tears making her eyes sparkle like sapphires. “Even then, I knew I couldn’t bear it if she told me we weren’t meant to be. Now, I kind of wish I had finished the reading. Maybe this was in the cards all along. Do you think that could be?”
“It’s hard not to believe this is fate with all the evidence smacking us in the face. Although…” Angie didn’t want to complete the thought. She was afraid to jinx what was already an almost perfect day. Maybe it was better not to ask for the moon.
“What?” Elle prodded.
“With the launch of the marketplace… er, your job here is technically done.” Angie held her breath, wondering if Elle would get the hint without her having to spell it out.
“It is, which is why I was able to sleep in.” Elle laughed. 
“No… I mean. When you moved in, you said it was temporary. Now that the job is done…” Angie’s heart clenched. “Is that still the case?” 
“Do you want that to be the case?” Elle asked, her voice soft and low, almost timid.
“Do you want it to be?” Angie countered. “I guess I would understand if you did. It’s not like working in a cheese factory is your lifelong dream, and don’t try to say it is.”
“It doesn’t have to be a lifelong dream for me to find it important.” Elle’s tone was low, and a frown had settled over her features. “Dreams are overrated.”
“Don’t ever say that.” It nearly broke Angie’s heart how quick Elle was to dismiss her own hopes and dreams when she’d worked so hard to make Angie’s come true. “It’s okay for you to want things out of life, Elle. I understand that, and I never believed Lane Creamery would be in your blood like it is in mine. You were pretty adamant yourself about saying that this entire arrangement was temporary.” 
“You keep saying that word.” Elle’s tone was turning stern.
“Because you did.” Angie licked her lips, her mouth going dry. “Let’s get down to it. I need to know; are you leaving Vermont?” 
“I—”
Angie’s heart clenched as she filled in the unspoken words, letting her imagination fill the silence. “It’s okay. I get it. Vermont is way different from Boston.” 
“That it is.” 
“Is this a goodbye tea?” Angie tried to laugh, but it died in her throat. 
“That hadn’t been my intention this morning.” 
“For this to be our last tea, or…?” Angie’s throat closed as she prepared for the worst, but that didn’t make it any easier.
“I don’t want to be the first to say it.” Elle appeared ready to cry, her shoulders shaking as she drew a breath.
“You have to,” Angie reasoned, desperately trying to remain calm, “because it’s what you want.” 
“I’m getting the feeling you want me to say I’m leaving.” Elle frowned as a piece of golden hair drifted down into her eyes. “Is that what you want?” 
“I want what you want.” Angie brushed the hair away without thinking. “That will always be true.”
“Same here.” Belatedly, Elle blew at the hair that was no longer there.
“We’re getting nowhere.” Again, the laughter Angie tried to force out didn’t happen. “What if we say what we want on the count of three?” 
“Okay.” 
“Three… two… one…” 
There was a loud bark, drowning out Elle’s answer. 
“I think Chester wants you to stay,” Angie said. 
“He knows what’s best,” Elle said with a shrug. “And for what it’s worth, I want to stay.” 
“You do?” 
“Yes.” 
“Jesus Christ. Why didn’t you just say that in the first place?” Angie rubbed her chest to massage away the tension and pain that had been building there. “You nearly gave me a heart attack.” 
“Why didn’t you say it?” Elle stuck out her tongue. “I don’t know how to break this to you, but I love you, and I have no plans of ever leaving you or Vermont.”
Chester barked again, lumbering over to place his head on Elle’s knee. “Or you either, big guy. Like it or not, this is my home, and you two are my family now.”
“Are you sure you can be happy here?” Angie wanted to so badly to believe it was possible, but she had a hard time. “The world is a big place. There could be so much out there for you. Way more than the life I can give you here. Like your photography⁠—”
“I have what I want most,” Elle interrupted. “Which is you. I’m not a dreamer, Ang. I’m practical to a fault. Always have been. But I know, just sitting here with you, I feel like all my dreams have come true.”
Her heart singing within her chest, Angie leaned over the table, giving Elle a kiss that was meant to be sweet but quickly morphed into more. Soon the two of them were heading back to the bedroom, their tea left half-finished on the table for another time.



EPILOGUE

Below the perfectly restored neon sign that marked the entrance to Patty’s Place, a line of people snaked down the steps and along the sidewalk, stretching all the way across the bridge that spanned the river, which only a year ago had nearly caused this hub of Deerfield social life to close for good.
“This place is hopping.” Elle took her spot at the back of the line with Angie standing beside her. “It’s like that news footage I saw the other day of an In-N-Out Burger opening in Colorado.” 
“An inside out what?” Angie asked, clearly having no idea what Elle was talking about.
“It’s a burger place.” Elle craned her neck to count how many people were ahead of them in line but stopped tallying when she reached thirty. They’d planned to have breakfast on the grand reopening of Patty’s, but by the looks of it, they’d have to settle for lunch.
“I don’t get it.” Angie wore a look of confusion, her eyes squinting in the morning sun. “Are the buns on the inside and the patties on the outside? That sounds messy.” 
“And you sound adorable when you’re trying to pretend you know what I’m talking about.” Elle gave Angie’s cheek a peck.
“Not fooling you?” Angie asked with a grin.
“Not even a little bit,” Elle confirmed. “It’s a good thing Kev and Bruce volunteered to set up the booth at the Fall Festival for us, or we wouldn’t have a prayer of a chance of finishing our meal before we have to report for duty.”
“Thank you all for coming,” Trish, dressed in a crisp white apron embroidered with her name in red letters, called out as she walked along the line, surveying the crowd. She came to an abrupt stop in front of Elle and Angie. “What are you two doing back here?”
“We’re hungry,” Elle explained, feeling her face contort into the same confused look Angie had worn just moments ago.
“Then you’d better follow me inside.” Trish let out a hearty laugh as she motioned for them to join her. “We wouldn’t be having our grand reopening if it weren’t for the two of you. I have a table for you and your family reserved inside.”
“But—” Elle started to protest until Trish flashed her a determined look that filled Elle with admiration while at the same time making her tremble.
“Sorry,” Elle said to the couple at the door, her gaze glued to the pavement, deeply embarrassed by the special treatment. 
“Cut in line, why don’t you?” one of the women said, and Elle’s neck snapped up as she recognized the voice.
“Candace? What are you doing here?” She grinned at the sight of her best friend, standing beside Rachel from The Barn restaurant, though she was filled with surprise. “Why didn’t you tell me you were heading into town?”
“And miss seeing that look on your face?” Candace joked.
“We’re actually on a date,” Rachel added, threading her arm through Candace’s. 
“And starving,” Candace said, placing a hand against her belly. “I’ve got some great news to share, but I can’t think of anything right now but food.”
“I would imagine,” Elle said. “It’s a long drive for breakfast.” 
“If you must know, I got here last night.” Candace offered an exaggerated winked that kept Elle laughing as Angie guided her through the diner’s front door. 
Elle stopped in her tracks the moment they were inside, pausing to admire the diner’s restored interior. Not a trace of the flood’s ravages remained. Could it really have been just over a year since this place had seemed destroyed beyond salvage?
Along a bank of windows that overlooked the deceptively peaceful river below, plush green cushions covered the seats of gleaming oak booths. The walls were painted a cheerful shade of yellow, adorned with vintage signs and framed photographs capturing the history of the town. It was all clearly new, and yet the sense of nostalgia and familiarity permeated the air. This was a place where memories would be made and cherished for generations to come.
“You’ve outdone yourself, Trish,” Angie said, sharing Elle’s awe at the transformation.
“Only because the two of you inspired me to see what was possible,” Trish said, causing Elle’s cheeks to flush. “The rest of the Lanes are already here, seated just around the corner. The best view of the water.” 
“You didn’t have to—” Elle began to argue, but Trish cut her off with a stern look.
“If you don’t stop saying that, I won’t comp your meal.” 
“I don’t want a free meal,” Elle insisted.
“Deal. We’ll charge you double.” Trish brushed her palms together twice and turned to Angie. “I’ll put in your usual order, the biscuits and gravy.”
“Sounds good,” Elle said. “Make it two.”
“They have a kick,” Trish warned. 
“Better make it with an extra kick since I’m paying double,” Elle told Trish as the woman headed to the kitchen, earning her a playful smack on the arm from Angie. “What? I’m learning to fit in.”
“That you are,” Angie agreed.
As they rounded the corner, Elle saw George, Shirley, Tonya, and Tonya’s two little ones were already seated at the table. Only two chairs remained empty.
“Is this all of us, today?” Angie waved her arm for Elle to take the seat at the window. “I thought Nadine and Cassidy would be here.”
“It’s too early for those two.” Picking up a heavy jadeite jar with a hole in the lid, Shirley added a steady stream of sugar to her coffee. “I love that Trish was able to find replicas of these, but I miss the originals. I always wondered when I picked one up if it was the same one George’s father had used to play his prank. If that hadn’t happened, would we all be here today?” 
“At least these are shiny and new.” After admiring the sugar container, George turned it over his cup, liberally sweetening his coffee. 
“Enough already, George.” Shirley swatted his hand. “You’re worse than the children with all your sweets. If you keep this up, you’ll be adding diabetes to your list of ailments on your next doctor’s visit.”
Setting the sugar down with a scowl, George stirred milk into his drink before taking a satisfied gulp. “There’s nothing better than diner coffee.” 
As if to affirm George’s statement, a server set two cups down for Angie and Elle, who took a moment to inhale the comforting scent before reaching for the mugs. Elle clasped hers tightly as the warmth seeped into her hands, finally taking a long, indulgent sip.
“Perfection,” she declared.
“How’s that phone I got you?” George asked Angie with a searing look. 
“Haven’t plugged it in yet.” 
He set his cup down with a bang that made Elle jump. “I got all of you kids rotary phones, and not one of you has hooked them up. Do you all want to die in the next storm?”
“How will an outdated communication device save us from a flood?” Angie demanded. 
Elle wrapped a leg around Angie’s under the table as a warning. Sure, George was set in his ways, but he cared about his family. Elle didn’t want to see an argument ruin their pleasant breakfast together.
“George, let’s not start the day off on a sour note,” Shirley intervened, her voice calm and soothing. “We should be enjoying our time together, not arguing over phones.”
George huffed and crossed his arms, clearly displeased.
“I’ll do it as soon as I get home tonight after the festival,” Angie promised with a sigh, and Elle made a mental note to hold her to it this time. 
“I can’t believe how much bigger the festival is compared to last year, which was huge.” Tonya bobbed baby Edgar, who was growing bigger by the day, on one knee. “I didn’t think that was possible, considering the turnout after the floods, but now there are two additional overflow parking areas. The line outside this place almost scares me. So many people in our little town.” 
“It’s good for business,” Angie and George said in unison, and Elle couldn’t help but laugh. For all their disagreements, father and daughter were so much alike.
“You know who volunteered to drive one of the shuttle busses from the satellite parking today?” Shirley asked, her eyes brightening as the server returned to place a spinach omelet down in front of her. “Mason. Can you believe it? I don’t know what switch went off in his head, but he’s been nothing but a gentleman. Such a delight.”  
Angie gave Elle a knowing look, obviously recalling the talk Elle had given him at the start of the year. Elle didn’t say a word, but deep down, she was glad Nadine’s fiancé had taken her advice to heart. Family gatherings had been a whole lot cheerier ever since Mason had stopped trying to one-up everyone all the time. It was a relief to see him genuinely contributing to the community and putting others before himself.
After everyone had their food, Elle took a bite, her throat nearly closing as the spice in the gravy hit its mark. She reached for her glass of water, taking a long sip to soothe the burning sensation. “Trisha wasn’t kidding about the spice.” 
“I don’t know,” Angie said, thoughtfully chewing a bite. “It doesn’t seem to bring the same thrill it once did. But then again, the last time I had it was before you came into my life. That’s all the spice I need.” 
“Aw.” Elle leaned over to kiss Angie’s cheek. 
“You never say stuff like that to me.” Shirley shot George a nasty look. 
“I did. Back when we were that age,” George grumped. 
“Would it kill you to try now?” Shirley demanded, and George stuck out his tongue.
The couple bickered as the rest of them tucked into their meals. 
“Grandpa, can I have one of your bacons?” Raven begged, jutting out her bottom lip. 
“You told her to ask, didn’t you?” George asked his wife in an accusatory tone as he handed over a slice. “You know I can’t resist that little face.”
“If I did, it’s only because I don’t want you to go dying on me,” Shirley told him.  
Elle rested her head on Angie’s shoulder and whispered, “I want us to be just like them when we’re their age.” 
“Why on earth would you want that?” Angie whispered back. 
“Because they still have that spark,” Elle said with a wistful smile. “After a lifetime of pushing each other’s buttons, it’s obvious they’ve found the secret ingredient to love.”

“WHEN DOES our shift start at the table?” Elle asked, weaving through the festival crowd and trying not to run into a little girl who was racing toward the cider donut stand. 
“Not for another hour,” Angie replied. “My sister was right. I can’t believe how crowded it is today.” 
“There you are!” From the far end of the row of vendor booths, Candace shouted, waving her hands as she charged toward them.
Elle braced for impact, but was glad when Candace managed to stop just short of crashing into her. “What’s all the excitement about?”
“I looked for you in the diner when we finally got seated, but I couldn’t find you. I have the most fantastic news!” 
“You and Rachel have decided to tie the knot?” Elle teased. “They’re not kidding about those U-Haul relationships.”
“What? No.” Candace laughed, her cheeks turning a faint shade of pink. “Definitely not. Or, not yet, anyway. My good news is for you.” 
“Don’t tell me. I’m getting married?” Elle shrieked with laughter as Angie’s eyes tripled in size.
“Now, hold on there,” Angie said, trying to regain her composure. “Let’s not get too far ahead of this conversation.”
“Exactly. Will you stop talking about getting married?” Candace placed a hand on each side of Elle’s face. “I need you to focus on my words. That is, unless you have an announcement to share?”
“No. Sorry.” Elle’s shoulders shook as she tried to settle down. “No announcements here. We’re perfectly happy as we are. With both Cassidy and Nadine planning weddings, though, clearly, I’ve got matrimony on the brain. I’ll try harder to focus.”
“Okay, good,” Candace said, pausing to draw a deep breath. “Do you remember the fine arts editor I mentioned last spring? The one at my company?” 
Elle shook her head. “Not the name, no. Unless, was it Winifred?” 
“Winifred? Dear God, no. Look; the name doesn’t matter,” Candace was quick to say, seeming legitimately concerned Elle would lead them on another tangent, which was a distinct possibility considering Elle’s effervescent mood. “What’s important is she loved those photos of yours I showed her.”
“What photos?” Elle was mystified as she tried to piece together what her friend was talking about. “I didn’t send you any pictures.”
“I did,” Angie admitted. “In my defense, I told you I would.”
“You’re missing the point,” Candace said with a hint of exasperation. “She wants to publish a book about this town. The community spirit and resilience in the face of disaster.” 
“She’s going to write a book about Deerfield?” Elle scratched her head, unable to see why this was supposed to be exciting news. 
“No. It’s going to be a book of photos.” Candace paused like she was waiting for a response, but all Elle could do was stare in confusion. “Elle, the story is going to be told through your photos.” 
All at once, it was like everything around Elle went quiet, which couldn’t be right. They were standing in the middle of a crowded festival with children running around, parents chasing them, tourists snapping up everything in their sight to take home with them. 
But Elle couldn’t hear a thing. Not even her heart beating. Dear God, was she having a heart attack? 
“Earth to Elle. Come in, Elle.” Candace snapped in fingers in front of Elle’s face, bringing her back to the present moment.
“Are you okay?” Angie hunched down to peer into Elle’s eyes. 
“A book? With my photos?” The words didn’t make any sense in Elle’s brain. “But, I’m not a photographer.” 
“Your photos say differently.” Candace grinned, clasping Elle’s shoulders. “You’re going to have a book with your name on the cover to prove it. The editor will be calling you to set up an appointment so she can explain her vision and talk contracts.” 
“I can’t believe it.” Elle staggered back a step, and Angie caught her. “I mean, I always wanted something like this. I just never thought it’d happen.”
“It’s happening.” Candace seemed to catch sight of something in the distance, and her eyes lit up. “There’s Rachel. I gotta run. But, Elle. I’m so damn proud of you. Please promise me one thing.” 
“What?” 
“Stop demeaning your talent. You’re damn good. Remember that.” Candace didn’t wait for a reply as she practically skipped on her way to catch up with Rachel. 
“She’s right,” Angie said. “You need to believe in your abilities. I had no idea that day I rescued you just how important your camera was to you. But I know now. It’s a part of you. Embrace it.” 
Elle smiled as she looked down to find the trusty device hanging around her neck where it always was. “I guess you’re right. It does seem to be a part of me.” She lifted it up to snap a photo of Angie. 
“Now for a cider donut before I have to get to work.” 
“Before we get to work,” Elle corrected. “I’m on the same shift as you, remember?”
“Oh no. You’re a professional photographer now,” Angie told her with a grin, guiding her around the corner and down a new row of vendors. “You’ve got a festival to document.”
“But Lane Creamery,” Elle protested.
“Is doing better than it ever has in its two-hundred-year history, thanks to you.” Angie placed a hand on Elle’s chest. “Honey, it’s time to follow your heart, and let it lead you into the future.” 
“I can’t believe it…” Elle let her voice trail off as she caught sight of a familiar face peering out from beneath a colorful scarf. A sign advertising fortunes and tarot readings hung above her booth. 
Angie followed Elle’s gaze. “Is that the same psychic from last year?” 
Elle nodded, unable to speak. 
“You know what I think?” Angie asked, her voice soft in Elle’s ear. “I think it’s time to find out what that last card in your reading was.” Angie didn’t give Elle a chance to decline, grabbing her by the hand and almost dragging her down the row. 
Elle’s heart beat faster as they stepped into the dimly lit tent. The air held a trace of incense, and Elle could hear the soft tinkle of wind chimes.
The psychic looked up from her deck of tarot cards and smiled warmly. “Would you like a reading?” she asked without a trace of recognition.
“Oh.” A sense of disappointment came over Elle. She’d expected the woman to remember her, which was crazy, of course. It had been a year, and there was no telling how many other fortunes she’d read in that time. Even so, Elle couldn’t help but ask, “You don’t happen to remember me, do you?”
The psychic paused for a moment, her eyes narrowing as she studied Elle’s face. “You... you were here last year, weren’t you?” she said slowly, a flicker of true recognition crossing her features. “I remember now. You had a reading, and there was something... unresolved.”
“A final card,” Elle prompted. “The third one in my reading. I wouldn’t let you turn it over and read it for me, but I want to know now. Do you remember what it was?” 
“I’m sorry, dear. I put it back in the deck without looking,” the psychic said. “But if you’d like, you can choose a new one now.” 
Elle’s heart sank. “It won’t be the right one, though.” 
The psychic chuckled. “If you choose it, it’s always the right one. Go on.” The woman motioned for Elle to choose a card. 
Elle hesitated for a moment, her fingers hovering over the deck of tarot cards. This was foolish. She was a practical woman who shouldn’t be bothering with superstitions and nonsense. But try as she might, she couldn’t shake off the feeling that the final card from her reading last year held some kind of significance.
As she glanced at Angie, who was watching her intently, she plucked a card from the deck and turned it over, placing it face up on the table.
“The Ten of Cups,” the psychic announced with an unmistakable sense of satisfaction. 
“What does that mean?” Elle asked, breathless.
The psychic’s smile widened, her eyes gleaming with a newfound intensity. “The Ten of Cups,” she began, her voice taking on a melodic quality that commanded attention, “is a very special card indeed. It signifies ultimate fulfillment and represents harmony, emotional abundance, and the realization of dreams.”
“Dreams?” Elle’s heart skipped a beat as she repeated what the woman had said. “I can’t seem to escape that word today.”
“It can also have another meaning,” the psychic continued.
“What’s that?” Elle frowned, certain she was in for a rude awakening.
“Marriage, dear.” 
Elle let out her breath in a whoosh, laughing as she did. “And there’s another word I can’t seem to escape.”
“You see? It’s the right card.” The woman smiled. “It’s always the right card.”
As Elle’s head spun with a million thoughts, Angie slipped some cash to the psychic before taking Elle by the crook of the arm.
“What do you think?” Angie asked. “Are you glad I made you stop at that booth for the final card?”
“I don’t know.” Elle swallowed, her mind still reeling from the psychic’s words. “It’s hard to say. I mean, the success of the festival. The news about the book deal. Part of me wants to dismiss it all as coincidence, but another part of me... well, it wants to believe. Maybe my dreams really are coming true.”
“What about the other part?” Angie stopped walking, pulling Elle to the side so they were out of the way of the crowds of festival goers. “You know, the marriage part.”
“I mean, I don’t want to put any pressure...” Elle mumbled, her eyes shifting to the ground. This was hardly the conversation she’d expected to be having, and especially not surrounded by hundreds of people eating cotton candy and kettle corn. “We’re good the way we are, right?”
“Sure.” Angie bit her lip, looking like she wanted to say something more. “Of course, on the other hand, it is the next logical step.”
“Logical, huh?” Elle shook her head as she rolled her eyes. “You have all the romance of your grandfather, somehow thinking it was romantic to make everyone think your grandmother was trying to smuggle the sugar container out in her purse on their first date.”
“Yeah. You’re probably right.” Angie offered a sheepish grin. “About that.” She motioned to Elle’s backpack with a tilt of her chin. “Check your bag.”
“What?” Elle’s eyes narrowed as she removed her backpack and undid the top. She was about to ask what she was supposed to be looking for but stopped as her eyes landed on a glass cylinder made of milky white glass.
“I was going to make a big scene back at Patty’s Place, but I thought better of it,” Angie admitted.
“Seriously? It’s a damn good thing you didn’t. I would’ve killed you.” Elle frowned as she removed the sugar container from the bag, a faint clink ringing out as she adjusted it in her hand for a better look. “I thought the new ones were green.”
“They are,” Angie confirmed. “That was the only one of the old set that survived the flood. Trisha and Dan gave it to me as a souvenir.”
Elle cocked an eyebrow. “And you were going to repay their kind gesture by embarrassing me in front of the whole town?”
“That wasn’t the purpose,” Angie insisted with complete seriousness before breaking into a grin. “Just a bonus.”
“I see.”
“Open it.”
Elle tilted her head to one side, once again detecting a clinking as she shifted the jar but unable to see through the opaque glass. “Angie, what is it?” Her heart beat faster, and her throat went dry. “What’s inside?”
“You’ll have to open it and see.” Angie’s smile widened mischievously as Elle’s curiosity threatened to consume her, but her hands were shaking too much to grasp the lid.
“Come on,” Elle pleaded, her stomach doing a series of flips as she tried and failed to get the lid to budge. “Give me a hint.”
“Ten of cups.”
“Are you for real?” Elle whispered, the reality of Angie’s intentions hitting her even as she barely dared to hope. Surely, it was impossible for so many dreams to come true in one day. She had to be reading this wrong.
“Completely, one hundred percent for real.” Angie pressed her palm to her chest. “Just look inside, and you’ll see. I had a whole speech planned, about how you didn’t need to steal the sugar when you’d already stolen my heart.”
“That’s... really cheesy.” Elle laughed until tears rolled down her cheeks.
“I am an expert in cheese.” As Elle continued to laugh, Angie’s expression grew worried. “Aren’t you going to look inside? I kind of have a whopper of a question, and I really want to know the answer.”
“Yes, I’ll look inside, but I can already tell you my answer is yes.” Elle’s voice was barely a squeak, and she had to clear her throat before trying to speak again. “How could it be anything else? We were in the cards all along.”
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CHAPTER ONE

“Who the hell are you?”
Monica gripped the front doorknob, her knuckles turning white as she surveyed the dark-haired woman who was blocking her departure. Though usually a sucker for short, choppy curls and freckle-spattered cheeks, this was one of those rare times when Monica was impervious to an attractive woman’s charms. It had taken her weeks to book today’s meeting at The Walters Art Museum, and with a wedding contract in the six figures on the line, she couldn’t afford to be a minute late, no matter how pretty the obstacle standing in her path might be. Besides, it was much too early on a Monday morning to feel anything but grumpy.
“You’re Monica?” The woman spoke with an easy confidence that made it seem like she’d never experienced a moment of self-doubt in her life. Deep blue eyes peered at Monica from beneath partially closed lids, and it felt like the stranger could see right through her and knew she was all bark and no bite. How annoying.
“Do you always answer a question with a question?” Monica snapped. She eyed the woman’s baggy denim jeans and rumpled plaid shirt that topped a white V-neck tank top that had shifted downward to give Monica much more of an eyeful than had probably been intended. Talk about being put at an immediate disadvantage. It would be all she could do to keep her eyes politely above neck level while giving the interloper the third degree. “I still have no idea who you are.”
“I’m Ray.” She hoisted her left arm to reveal a sizable toolbox, shaking it effortlessly so the contents rattled. “I’m the handy ma’am.”
“I’m sorry, the what?”
“Handy. Ma’am,” she repeated, punctuating each word with a lift of the eyebrows that sent sparks to the tips of Monica’s toes.
Monica stepped to the left and closed the door ever so slightly in an effort to prevent the possibility of Ray pushing her way in. She seemed like exactly the type of woman who would do that, the domineering kind who didn’t easily take no for an answer. In other words, pretty much her type exactly, though Monica would be loath to admit it. Not in real life, of course. She had a professional image to maintain, and that meant being seen with the right kind of woman, someone as put together and polished as she was. Secretly, though? Yeah, a soft butch with a tool belt showing up on her doorstep was a scenario that could’ve been lifted straight from any number of her late-night fantasies.
But what were the odds of it playing out in real life?
“Wait a minute.” Monica’s eyes widened as an explanation for the situation sharpened into focus. “Did my girl squad send you?”
“Did who do what?” For the first time, the cocky stranger seemed thrown off her game.
“That’s it, isn’t it?” Monica grinned triumphantly at Ray. “How many times have my twin cousins Trish and Maddie jokingly threatened to send me a stripper to help loosen me up? But I never thought they’d go through with it.”
Ray took a step back, her jaw tightening as her eyes flashed with what could only be anger. “I don’t know who you think you are⁠—”
“Is this part of the act?” Monica tapped her fingertips together. “I’ve always had a weakness for combative women, which, if you ask my therapist, is part of the reason I keep ending up alone.”
A hint of surprise flickered across Ray’s face at the mention of women, but it was far from the first time that had happened to Monica. With her long blonde hair and penchant for pencil skirts and dangly earrings, the word lesbian didn’t even make the top ten of assumptions people made when meeting her. To the woman’s credit, Ray made a quicker recovery than most.
“Listen. I don’t want to hear about your private life. I have a job to do.” Ray reached into her back pocket and pulled out a business card.
Monica scanned the details. The card looked legit, featuring a list of common household repair tasks that, despite her initial assumption, were probably not code for anything sexual. So, this was not a stripper sent by her mischievous younger cousins to entertain her. How disappointing.
“Rachel Walsh. Tell me; do you call yourself Ray so people will think you’re a dude? If that’s the case, you might want to adjust your shirt. That cleavage is a dead giveaway.”
Ray gave a nonchalant shrug that resulted in her plaid shirt slipping a few inches down one arm, exposing a very shapely shoulder. “Nobody said you had to look.”
Damn. Monica swallowed, feeling like a rock was caught in her throat. Had that shoulder move been intended to seduce her? Probably not, but even so, Monica thought she knew how a mouse felt when being toyed with by a cruel cat. A few more swipes and she’d be a goner. Time to strike back. “It’s a weird name for a woman, if you ask me.”
“I didn’t, but as it happens, I was nicknamed Ray after my grandfather, who also gave me my stubborn streak. You see this?” Ray tapped the dimple in her chin. “Grandpa Ray had one just like it. If it turns red, you’ve done pissed me off beyond belief.”
Monica squirmed. “It’s approaching the color of a fire engine right now.”
“Exactly,” Ray said, gnashing her teeth together so her jaw became square as a lantern.
“There’s no exactly about it,” Monica retorted, suddenly recalling she was the one who’d been wronged. “You can’t show up and barge into my house with a toolbox unannounced. I’m on my way to a very important business meeting.”
“Your house?” Ray scoffed. “It’s my understanding you’re just a renter.”
“Yes.” A chill crept into Monica’s tone as she bristled at that word just. That she was renting the house was a technicality she did not enjoy being reminded of, like she was some kind of second-class citizen. “My lease clearly states I should receive twenty-four-hours’ notice for any work on the property.”
“Have you checked your messages?”
“I never listen to voice mail.” Monica tossed her head slightly to remove some stray strands of hair from her face. “Anything important comes by text.”
Ray sucked in a deep breath. “Do you think that could be the source of your problem?”
Monica stiffened, her neck growing hot. “Who do you think you are, telling me I have a problem?”
Another bored shrug, accompanied by an additional inch of bare shoulder in what was quickly becoming an accidental strip-tease. “You’re the one who introduced yourself by announcing you’re in therapy.”
“Everyone’s in therapy.” Monica made a show of rolling her eyes. “I don’t have time for this today. I already explained I’m running late for my meeting.”
Ray glanced down at Monica’s feet. “I take it shoes are one of your other trouble spots.”
Monica’s eyes darted to the floor, at which point she realized she was wearing only a single shoe. She’d been in the middle of searching for the other one when the doorbell had interrupted her. She started to speak, burning with the desire to explain she was a victim of circumstance, but could only open and close her mouth like a goldfish.
“Right, let’s sort this out before we both die of old age, shall we?” Ray pulled out her phone and held it to her ear. “It’s Ray. It’s like you said. She hadn’t gotten the message about you putting the house on the market, and she won’t let me in to start the work.”
An angry chirping came from the phone, which, even at a distance, Monica recognized as belonging to her ex-girlfriend. Not bothering to ask permission, Monica snatched the phone from Ray’s hand and turned her back so the handy girl, or whatever it was she called herself, couldn’t gawk at the look of wide-eyed terror that surely had taken over her face at the phrase “putting the house on the market.”
“What the hell, Brianna? You’re selling my house?”
“Your house?” Her ex’s mocking laugh made Monica wince. “I think you mean my house⁠—”
“We had an agreement⁠—”
“For you to rent it from me for a little while until you got back on your feet.”
“The only reason I’m not on my feet is because you knocked me on my ass by leaving me for Judith.”
“Which is why I’m only charging you the cost of the mortgage and taxes instead of the full market rate.” Brianna sighed dramatically, and Monica could clearly picture the look of self-pity that was almost certainly etched on her ex’s face. “I didn’t think you’d be so cruel as to punish me like this, Monica. How long do you plan to take advantage of me?”
“Take advantage? You’re the one who suggested the deal, I assume because it made you feel less guilty when I found out you were cheating on me. On my birthday. I didn’t even get to enjoy my cake. You know how I feel about cake.” At the sound of shuffling behind her, Monica flipped around to see Ray was standing inside the house. Oops. She’d kind of forgotten the woman was there and wished too late she’d kept that humiliating cake detail to herself. “It’s only been a couple months. Do you know how hard it is to find a decent rental?”
“I do, actually. I’m a real estate investor, remember?”
“Then you should understand,” Monica pleaded, even though she knew understanding anyone else’s position wasn’t one of Brianna’s strong points.
“Yeah, I understand the market is way hotter right now than I thought it would be for that crappy townhouse. It’s not my fault everyone wants to move to the suburbs to get away from crowded cities and set up home offices.”
“I happen to like this crappy townhouse.” Monica let out a low-throated growl as Ray chuckled. As if she needed some day laborer judging her on her lack of snappy comebacks.
“I’m sorry, Monica. You know I’ll always love you, but I have to make the best financial decision for me and Judith. She has her eye on a three-unit penthouse in the Inner Harbor. It’s a total steal right now, but even so, I’ll need to sell one of my other properties to make the down payment, and yours will yield the highest return.”
“This is so like you. Money always comes first.”
“Yep. Everything is my fault. Poor little Moany can’t be blamed for anything.”
“Don’t call me that! You know I hate that nickname.”
“Moany Monica, Moany Monica,” Brianna chanted like a three-year-old.
Monica covered the earpiece so Ray couldn’t hear the dreadful nickname. After several seconds, she tried pleading with her ex. “You can’t sell my house. I’ll have no place to go.”
“You keep calling it your house, but my name is on the mortgage. If you ask me, I’ve been a saint letting you stay there⁠—”
“I pay enough in rent to cover all your out-of-pocket expenses on the place.”
“Oh, please. I could easily get three hundred and seventy-five dollars more a month on the open market.”
“There you go again with exact dollar figures.”
“It’s called the real-estate business. It’s how I afforded the house in the first place, instead of flitting around from party to party, drinking champagne all night with celebrities.”
“That’s what I do for a living!” Monica squeezed her eyes shut. How many times had they argued about this since Monica had launched her own event planning business? Brianna had been so supportive at first, but she should’ve anticipated her ex would get jealous the minute her clientele started including B-list celebrities.
“You barely worked for a year, and I was the one who had to carry your dead weight.”
“It was the worst economy in decades. The entire world was basically shut down!”
Admittedly, it had been terrible timing to venture out on her own mere months before the whole planet ground to a halt, but it’s not like she could’ve seen that coming. Besides, hadn’t she dipped into her savings to make sure she never missed contributing her portion to the bills? That was half the reason she couldn’t afford to buy the house, not that Brianna cared to remember that. Her ex was the type who could only recall the details that were convenient for her.
Monica tried to settle her breathing, noticing again Ray watching her intently. Having this humiliating conversation in front of the hottest woman she’d seen in ages just added insult to injury. “Come on, Brianna. I’m sure we can come to an agreement.”
“Sure. You can buy the house from me. I’ll give you a great deal.”
Monica could picture Brianna’s phony professional smile, and she wished they were having this conversation in person so Monica could strangle her backstabbing ex. “You know I can’t do that. Not for another year, according to the spreadsheet you put together for me. You said you’d give me that long.”
“No, I said you would be able to buy something in a year. I didn’t promise you could stay in my house for that long. That’s your problem. You only hear the words that suit you. Not reality.”
Talk about the pot calling the kettle black. Monica felt the world around her go red. “I’m not moving!”
“Either buy me out,” Brianna shouted, “or I’ll have you kicked out.”
“I have a lease!” Monica choked on the words, knowing it wouldn’t matter. She was done with stubborn women. Hell, she was done with women, period. They were nothing but trouble.
“I know.” Brianna’s voice was as cold as her heart. “I wrote it and included an escape clause saying I could sell it if the market heated up. Well, guess what? It’s fucking on fire. So either fork over twenty percent or start packing.”
The phone went dead.
“I hate you!” Monica screamed into the phone before tossing it down onto the couch, stomping her foot as she did so for good measure.
“Hey! That’s my phone!” Ray rushed over to inspect the damage. Maybe it was Monica’s imagination, but she seemed disappointed there wasn’t any. She’d probably wanted to sue. Typical woman: heartless to the core. Monica was done with all of them for good, no matter how hot they were. Or in Ray’s case, ridiculously hot. Her plaid shirt was now tied around her waist, exposing the muscles of her upper arms, which rippled in a way nobody’s muscles had a right to do.
Damn it.
“How long will you be here?” Monica growled, turning her head away so as not to stare at those biceps a moment longer. Unfortunately, she could still see them, even with her eyes closed. How did arms even begin to look like that?
“A day,” Ray replied. “Two tops. Depends how many rooms end up needing paint.”
“Are you doing the master bedroom?”
“It’s not on the initial order.”
“Well, I hate the color,” Monica huffed, as if the hue were somehow Ray’s fault. She turned around and looked the woman in the eyes. Such a deep, sparkling blue. A moment later her gaze veered dangerously downward, and it took all her self-control to focus on Ray’s chin, that stubborn appendage with its color-coded dimple. Seriously, all females should come with a similar warning system. “Can you add that room to your list?”
“That’ll take a couple of extra days, but yeah, sure…no problem.” Ray’s eyes twinkled like she’d heard the ca-ching of a cash register ringing up a sale. Monica didn’t care. This was all on Brianna’s dime. “What color were you thinking?”
“A light blue.” Monica looked at her Fitbit. “Look, I really am running late now, and if I lose this contract, I’m screwed. This is the biggest thing I’ve had a shot at in ages.”
“I can come up with a color if you’d like.”
Monica eyed the ragged hem of the woman’s cut-off shorts. “Do you know anything about interior design?”
“I have a first edition Wharton and Codman on my nightstand. I read a chapter every night before bed.”
Monica had no idea what that was, but it sounded legit, and she’d rather die than admit a handyman—excuse me, ma’am—might know more about something than she did, so she responded with a curt nod.
“I guess I can trust you to pick out the paint color, then. Maybe like the stripes in your shirt? It really brings out—” She was about to say Ray’s eyes but stopped short. “The room. It brings out the room.”
Ray grabbed the sleeve dangling from her waist. “I got it. Anything else?”
“Maybe you could suggest a whole color palette for the house while you’re at it. Knowing my ex, she’s playing it safe with a boring beige.”
“Brandy cream, actually.”
“What color is that?”
“Boring beige.” Ray sucked in her cheeks like she was trying to stifle a laugh. Good. The enemy of your enemy is your friend, or something like that. It meant she was on Monica’s side, at least for the moment, which was worth taking advantage of.
“I always wanted a ceiling fan in the office. Brianna never got around to it. And new switch plate covers, and the overhead fixtures in the bathroom. Good ones, not the cheap kind.” It’d serve her skinflint of an ex right, sticking her with these extra fees. “Add those to your design plan. I’ll text you if I can think of anything else.”
“You’re the boss.” Ray jotted down something in a small notebook.
“How many days of work are we up to now?” If she could add more items to the handy ma’am’s to-do list, how much time would that buy her to figure out a way to beat Brianna at this game? “More importantly, how many days can I have you?”
Ray shrugged, a motion that made the muscles in her shoulders tighten in a way that defied nature. “My calendar’s pretty light all week.”
“Cool. I’ll see what else I can think of.”
“You’ve got my card, which has my number on it.” Ray smirked. “Unlike some people, I check my voice mail daily.”
Monica’s eyes narrowed. “Very funny.”
Brianna may have fired the first shot in the house war, but Monica would win in the long run. Even if it killed her.
Not giving the matter too much more thought, she rushed into her office and grabbed her missing heel, slipping it over her polished toes before racing out the door. She’d have just enough time to make it to The Walters as long as traffic wasn’t too heavy.
Sliding on her shades, Monica climbed behind the steering wheel of her beloved Benz. The lease was about to expire, and there was no way Brianna would sign for another one, but Monica might as well enjoy it while she had it, right? She fired up the engine, and it purred like a kitten.
Shit.
She’d forgotten to tell that handy lady person about Mr. Fluffles, the Persian in need of a serious attitude adjustment that Brianna had stuck her with when she’d skipped out on her. Oh, well. Ray would figure it out. Or, maybe the cat would escape through the open front door. As if Monica could be so lucky. Considering how much fancy cat food that beast ate every day, she should’ve deducted the cost from her rent. Her ex had some real nerve to accuse her of laziness when that puff of white fur did nothing but sit on a silk cushion all day and sharpen its claws. Of course, in the end, Brianna had dumped them both.
Monica put the car in gear and sped toward the highway, praying she’d make it to her meeting on time. If she was late and lost the chance to plan this wedding, it would be Brianna’s fault. Hers and that hot handy woman’s with her distracting eyes and muscular arms. How dare she wear a tank top when she had arms like that?
This was just one more reason on a growing list of why Monica would never fall for another woman, not ever again. They were nothing but trouble, the whole lot of them. And at thirty-two years old, Monica had already had enough trouble to last herself a lifetime.
END OF SAMPLE
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