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Chapter One

 


Like every morning in the six months since
she’d opened Grounds for Thought, Eve Alexander peeked from the
kitchen window to check on her bookstore café. Gleaming espresso
machine. Sparse stacks of books specially showcased through the
inviting space. People drinking and reading.

Her dream come true.

And, like every morning, she
had the same thought. She was insane.

Shaking her head, she picked up a tray of hot
scones and carried it out to the front, careful not to get her
heels caught on the knotty wood flooring.

Her friends teased her for wearing her
impractical fancy shoes in the café but a girl had to have
standards. Besides, she loved them—and she had a backup pair of
flip-flops in the kitchen in case her feet began to hurt
badly.

“Watch out,” Eve warned her
barista Allison.

The older woman stepped out of the
way and inhaled deeply. “Clotted cream and orange. If I outgrow my
wardrobe, you’ll have to give me a raise.”

“You deserve a raise regardless.”
Eve set the scones to cool on a rack strategically placed so
customers could see and smell them. “I don’t know what I’d do
without you.”

“The word
whimper comes to
mind.”

“No kidding.” Eve couldn’t
afford to have someone else on staff yet, but Allison had offered
to work for practically nothing, just to have something to do other
than watching TV and gardening. Having Allison saved her from
working twenty-four/seven but, even better, offered her friendship.
“How’s it going out here?”

“It’s been steady this
morning. People seem really interested in the book club. We’re
going to need more flyers.”

“Great,” she said, perking
up. She’d started the book club two months ago, to pull more
revenue in. Last month she had eighteen attendees—eighteen people
who bought not only the book they were discussing but also drinks
and pastries. This month she was hoping to double
attendance.

“The idea you had to do a
singles night is excellent too,” Allison said. “God knows it’s hard
to meet anyone unless you hang out in a bar.”

“What do you know about
dating?”

“I may be happily married,
but a lot of my friends are getting divorced and starting over.
They talk, sometimes too much. Unlike you.”

“I don’t have anything to
talk about.”

“My point exactly.” Her
barista got a calculating look in her eyes. “I hear online dating
is all the rage.”

“My best friend Freya did
that, and don’t even think
about putting up a profile for me behind my
back.”

Allison exhaled. “Killjoy.”

Her cell phone rang, and Eve reached
into her apron pocket to answer it. The glow from Allison’s praise
melted away when Eve saw it was Charles on the phone. She groaned.
“I have to take this.”

The older woman shooed her away. “Go
talk in the kitchen. I’m fine out here.”

Nodding glumly, she waited until she
was in the kitchen and out of Allison’s hearing to answer. “Hey
Dad. What’s going on?”

“I got your check for this month’s
rent. It was late.”

“It should have only been a day
late.”

“Late is late,
Evangeline.”

She put a hand to her temple. She’d
thought it was bad when her father was her boss—it was ten times
worse having him as her landlord. “I missed the mail deadline and
sent it a day later than I meant to. I’m sorry. Next time I’ll just
drop it off.”

“You can’t go around stiffing
money to your business partners.”

“Dad, I didn’t stiff you money. I
just—”

“I knew this store of yours was a
bad idea,” he continued, speaking over her. “You work all the time
and are in debt up to your eyeballs.”

“It’s not
that bad.” It was, but he
didn’t know it. He thought she’d invested all her savings. She
hadn’t told him that she’d taken a second mortgage on her condo
too. And there was no way in hell she was telling him that she was
thirty days from bankruptcy.

“It was a mistake to encourage you
by leasing that property. I shouldn’t have let you convince
me.”

She hadn’t asked him to take the lease out for
her—it’d been his idea to lease it and rent it to her. But she
wasn’t sure she would have qualified for it on her own, so she went
along with it.

Mistake. Big mistake.

“You should come back to work for
me,” he said. “I’ll give you your old job.”

“Thanks, Dad,
but—”

“I’ll even give you a small
raise. You’ll have the same title though, director of
marketing.”

“I just opened my shop,
Dad. You didn’t raise me to quit.”

He huffed. “I didn’t raise
you to be crazy, and this is crazy, Evangeline. A
donut shop?”

She gritted her teeth. “It’s a café,
with pastries, not donuts.”

“Then what are the books
about? It makes no sense.”

“It makes perfect sense.”
She only stocked a dozen or so titles, but she switched them every
week, sometimes based on a theme. People loved recommendations.
“I’m catering to my clientele.”

“You could have picked a
less expensive neighborhood to open this place.”

“I live here, Dad.” Right
in the building above Grounds for Thought, actually. She’d coveted
that storefront ever since she bought her condo. When it became
free, it was like a sign.

And Laurel Heights was the perfect
neighborhood for her type of shop. A little ritzy, with lots of
well-to-do retirees and women who hung out during the day while
their kids were at school. She’d made the perfect cozy place for
them to hang out. Just like she’d always dreamed.

Now her dream owned
her.

“Have you talked to
Claire?” her father asked out of the blue.

Eve stiffened. Here it
was—the part where he compared her to her perfect older sister. The
sister who’d gone to Stanford, graduated summa cum laude, married the greatest
guy, had the most adorable little girl, and managed a foundation
for children in Africa infected with HIV.

Mother Teresa had nothing on
Claire.

It would’ve all been easier
to take if Claire weren’t so damn nice. Claire never lorded her
superiority over her. In fact, if Eve needed anything, she knew she
could go to her sister.

Which made her all that much more
determined to prove she could make this work on her own. “No, I
haven’t spoken to Claire in a couple weeks. Aren’t they in
Rwanda?”

“Tunisia.” There was some
rustling, and then he cursed. “Damn it, I need to go interview this
person.”

“Another marketing
director?”

“Yes,” he
grumbled.

“The new one you hired
quit? Does that make three?”

“If you came back, I
wouldn’t have this problem.”

It’d probably help if he stopped
yelling at them too. “I’ll talk to you later, Dad. I love
you.”

He mumbled an
incoherent yeah, you too
and hung up.

She slipped the phone into
her apron and checked on her chocolate croissants. Taking them out
of the oven, she automatically put in a a tray of almond croissants. Then she
dropped her head into her hands and took a deep breath.

She was trying not to give in to
negativity, but things were bad. Really bad. In thirty days she’d
have no money left, and her credit was already on its way to being
maxed out.

She was on the verge of
losing everything: her business and
her condo.

Worst case, she knew her parents would
take her in, but she’d rather stab a knife in her heart than crawl
home defeated. She could already hear her dad telling her over and
over again how lacking she was compared to her older
sister.

She needed another six months of cash.
In six months, she’d be in the black. But banks were tight with
their money, especially when it came to lending to a broke
baker.

She needed a miracle.

Shake it
off. Picking up the tray of croissants, she
pasted a smile on her face and went out front. When she saw Freya
standing at the counter bouncing the small pink bundle strapped in
front of her, Eve’s fake smile morphed into a genuine one. “Hey,
you’re up early.”

“The kid wouldn’t sleep.”
She looked down at her baby girl and cooed. “Yes, Mae, I love you
so much, even when you wake me up pre-dawn.”

“My younger son only slept
six hours a day.” Allison laughed. “But it gets better.”

“When?” Freya asked
disbelievingly.

“When they go off to
college.”

“I can make it better now,”
Eve said. “Go sit and I’ll bring you a cappuccino.”

“Hurry, because I’ll fall
asleep if I get too comfortable.” Soothing Mae, she went to sit in
one of the cushy chairs in the window.

Plating a scone to go with the
cappuccino, Eve asked Allison to hold the fort and joined
Freya.

“A scone,” her best friend
said reverently, immediately popping a piece in her mouth. “I knew
there was a reason I went to so much trouble for you.”

“Trouble?”

Freya reached into a pocket and held
out a folded scrap of paper.

“What’s this?” Eve opened
and read it. There was a woman’s name and number written in Freya’s
crisp handwriting.

“You know that my sister’s
boyfriend is a chef, right? Well, Max knows someone who knows
someone who knows Daniela Rossi.”

“I love Daniela Rossi,” Eve
said. Daniela was the pastry chef of the stars and the inspiration
for Eve’s baking. “She’s coming out with her first cookbook
soon.”

“Yes, and she’s looking for
a place to launch her press tour.” Freya leveled her a look. “Hint,
hint.”

Eve gasped and clutched the
paper to her chest. “You do
love me.”

Her best friend nodded. “When I heard
about it, I knew it was just the thing you needed. It’d put you on
the map in a big way.”

“And I have the perfect
location, in the best city in the world for a pastry cookbook.” She
looked around her warm shop and inhaled the sweetness of bread and
coffee. “I can see it too. I’ll pack this place and make her
recipes to serve. I’ll get a ton of press coverage and—”

“Whoa up, cowgirl.” Freya
grinned. “You’re better off writing down your marketing plans.
They’re lost on me. But if you need flyers or anything designed,
I’m your woman.”

“You’re my fairy
godmother,” she corrected, leaning to hug her. “Thank
you.”

“You’re going to make this
work, Eve.”

“Yes. Yes, I am.” She
exhaled and tucked the paper safely into her pocket. Her miracle
had been handed to her. Now she just needed to make it
happen.


Chapter Two

 


Treat placed the wrench back in his
toolbox and put everything back under the sink exactly the way he’d
taken it all out. To say his mother was anal was an
understatement.

In fact, usually Margaret Byrnes would
be standing right over him, making sure he did the job correctly.
That he was a contractor and, therefore, pretty handy when it came
to repairs never occurred to her. Nor did the fact that she knew
nothing about installing an insinkerator, for instance.

Irritating? Yes. But she was his mom,
and he loved her even though she sometimes drove him
insane.

But today she wasn’t hovering or
harassing him. What was up with that?

Washing his hands, he picked up his
things and went to find her.

He found his mother in the front area
of her shop, staring out the large window that looked out on
Sacramento Street. She looked like she always did: her graying
brown hair in a secure twist, her dress understated but elegant,
her jewelry discreet but expensive. Just like he’d picture the
owner of a teahouse in Laurel Heights.

“I installed the new
insinkerator,” he said, setting his toolbox down next to the
door.

Margaret turned around. “Thank you,
honey.”

Two things gave away that she
something was up. One: she didn’t question his work. And two: she
was fiddling with her pearl necklace. “What’s wrong?”

Her lips pursed and, arms crossed, she
faced the window again. “That store.”

He joined her and looked to where she
was glaring. “The doggie boutique?”

“No. That one.” She pointed
accusingly at the new coffee shop on the corner, Grounds for
Thought.

Sacramento Street was lined with all
kinds of expensive and, in his opinion, useless shops. The
neighborhood lived up to its pretentious name of Laurel Heights.
His mom’s teahouse, Crumpet, fit in perfectly.

But Grounds for Thought didn’t. It
looked a little more welcoming and warm than the other shops, and
it appeared to actually have customers. “It seems like a nice
place.”

His mother stiffened. “It’s not a nice
place. She’s stealing my customers. Can you believe the nerve of
her, opening a coffee shop across the street?”

“Last time I checked it was
a free country.”

“This is not a free
country. This is Laurel Heights.”

“I doubt that she’s
stealing your customers, Mom. You’re open different hours, and you
have a different type of business,” he said reasonably. “The people
who want afternoon tea are still going to come to you. She doesn’t
have tea service, does she?”

“I don’t know.”

“You don’t know,” he
repeated. As a business owner himself, he knew the value of
checking out your competition’s work. Even a contractor like
himself had to be proactive about that. “Shouldn’t you find
out?”

His mother turned to him, looking like
he’d just suggested she strip and run naked down the street. “I
can’t do that.”

“Why not? Go introduce
yourself. You’re neighbors. You can check out her business at the
same time.”

“She’ll know I’m spying.”
Margaret worried her necklace.

“It’s not like you’re going
to go through her cupboards.”

Her brow furrowed even more
deeply.

But then she gasped, and she grabbed
his arm. “You can go for me.”

“No.” He shook his
head.

“Yes,” she said firmly.
“It’s ideal.”

“No it’s not. The only
thing I’d be able to tell you is what brand of cabinets she has. I
have no clue what to look for.”

“Just give me a general
impression. Order a cup of coffee and a muffin and tell me what you
think.”

“No.”

“Treat—”

“Maybe you should hire my
friend Rick. You know he’s a private detective.” He groaned when he
saw her considering expression. “I was jokbeing facetious,
Mom.”

She patted his arm reassuringly. “I
won’t hire Rick yet. I want you to take a look around first.
Please, honey?”

“You’re using that
tone.”

“What tone?” she
asked.

“The sweet one. It always
confuses me.” He shook his head. “Fine. I’ll go buy a cup of
coffee, but that’s it. And only this one time.”

She hugged him. “Thank you, honey.
What would I do without you?”

He shuddered to think.

But of course he’d help her. His dad
had died eight years ago, leaving her with only him for support.
Margaret didn’t exploit him too often, but she knew he’d do almost
anything for her.

It was his damn white
knight complex. He’d felt the need to save the girl ever since
Jennifer Markham was tagged it
on the kindergarten playground and needed help
getting to home base.

Only he was done rescuing damsels in
distress. Two years of marriage had cured him of it. Not that it
was entirely Phoebe’s fault. It all came down to one thing: they
hadn’t been in love with each other. It was like building a home on
sand: without the foundation of love, the slightest tremor was
going to crumble the structure, no matter how fortified.

“I love you, honey.”
Margaret followed him to the door. “You’ll come back immediately to
tell me?”

“Yes. Remember, it’s only
this one time.” He gave her a stern look as he slipped on his
jacket. “I mean it.”

“I know,” she said
agreeably.

He kissed her cheek.

“Order a pastry while
you’re there too,” she said as he left her shop.

Shaking his head, he dropped his tools
off at his truck and went to do reconnaissance.

The moment he stepped into Grounds for
Thought, a warm sugary smell enveloped him, distracting him from
his purpose. There were cozy chairs with people hunkered down
reading and tables for those with laptops. Displays of books were
discreetly placed throughout the store, each one seeming to include
a detailed personal recommendation.

Interesting twist. That sort of thing
would appeal to this demographic.

And then he saw her, chatting with a
group of old men at a table in the front.

It was her hair that caught his
attention first. The chin-length blond hair lit her lovely face
like a halo. She wore an apron, which he noted only because it
covered her figure. But on her feet were the most impractical heels
he’d ever seen in daylight.

Her toes peeked from frilly lace. He
stared at the pink froth, fascinated. They made shoes like
that?

She worked here—that much was
clear—but those lingerie shoes defied logic.

Then she looked up and smiled at
him.

His world tilted. His heart stopped
and then started beating fast. If she affected him this way from a
distance, he hated to think what she’d do to him up close and
personal.

Not that he was
going there.

He was here to check the place out for
his mom. Period. He strode to the counter and looked at the
pastries.

He knew the moment she headed toward
him—the saucy clacking of her heels gave her away. His body went
taut with anticipation.

“Good morning.” She aimed
that angelic smile at him again. “What can I get you?”

He smiled to himself,
wondering what she’d do if he told her what he’d
really like. But he
pointed to the glass case. “Are those chocolate
croissants?”

“Yes.” She tucked her hair
behind her ear. “They’re delicious, if I say so myself.”

“You make them
here?”

“Yes.” She pointed at
herself. “Me, specifically.”

“You make all your
pastries?”

“And cookies, but you’ll
have to come back later for those.”

For a moment he thought she was
flirting with him, inviting him back for something more sweet than
dessert. It took him a moment to realize she meant exactly what she
said.

She was a good girl, a blond angel who
baked.

He didn’t do good girls. Good girls
wanted poofy white dresses and picket fences. Good girls wanted
Prince Charming to ride up and whisk them away.

He wasn’t walking
down that path
again, even for someone who wore lingerie on her feet.

Clearing his throat, he said on
impulse, “I’ll take one for here and one to-go.”

“You like chocolate.” She
studied him. “I bet you’d love my mocha.”

Especially if he could lick it off her
belly. “That good?”

“Yes.” Her cheeks flushed
as she nodded. “Try it. I’ll refund your money if you don’t like
it.”

“It’s a deal.”

“For here too?” She turned
and reached for a cup.

“Yes.” The apron may have
concealed her front, but it did nothing to hide her backside. It
was the kind of ass that begged to be grabbed and held on
to.

Averting his eyes before he started
drooling on the counter, he surveyed the café again. “Do you own
this place?”

“Yes.” She steamed milk,
looking at him over her shoulder. “I’ve been open almost six months
now.”

“Business is
good?”

“It’s great and getting
better every day.”

Margaret wasn’t going to be happy to
hear that. He picked up a flyer from the counter. “You have a book
group?”

“And we’re doing a singles’
night soon.” Her face flushed again as she glanced at him. “Though
you probably don’t care about that.”

“Depends.” He wanted to ask
if she’d be there—there wasn’t a ring on her finger—but some topics
were best left alone. She wasn’t for him.

“If you want to know about
it, you can sign up for my newsletter.” She nodded at a signup
sheet to the right of the register.

“Sure.”

By the time he’d scratched his name
and email down, she finished his drink. She added a large flourish
of whipped cream to the top and pushed it across the counter at
him. “There you go.”

“How did you know I have a
sweet tooth?” he asked as he paid the amount she quoted.

She blushed again. “Just a
guess.”

On impulse, he reached out his hand.
“Nice to meet you…”

She took his hand. He’s expected a
soft shake, but there was strength there. And warmth. “Eve. Eve
Alexander,” she replied. “And you?”

Of course she’d be named after a
temptress. “Treat.”

She nodded, letting go of his hand. “I
hope you’ll come again, Treat.”

He smiled and moved to a table. The
first sip of the mocha startled him. Rich and creamy with a touch
of dark to temper the sweet. He’d expected a saccharine coffee
drink.

The croissant was even
better.

As he enjoyed the pastry, he watched
the people come and go and the friendly way Eve handled them.
Sometimes she talked enthusiastically about a book, sometimes she
gave baking tips. One thing was constant: she always made everyone
feel at home, like you wanted to stay and hang out.

His mother was not going to be
happy.

Picking up the croissant he got for
her, he waved to Eve as he left, trying not to notice the adorable
way her face pinkened.

He didn’t even have to get out his
keys—Margaret had the door open before he reached it. “Well?” she
asked impatiently.

“The owner’s name is Eve
Alexander, and her store is cute if small. She bakes her own
pastries.” He handed her the white baggie. “Her business is
completely different than yours. I don’t see how it should affect
you.”

“It does affect me. She’s
stealing my customers.” Frowning, his mom opened the bag and
sniffed suspiciously. “She made this?”

“Yeah.” If it were anyone
else, he’d have suggested that she buy her scones from Eve, but his
mother would have taken that as a betrayal. “I have to get to my
job site, Mom. See you later.”

She grabbed his arm. “Wait. I have
more questions.”

“Mom, I have a crew I need
to check on.”

“But—”

“Go over there yourself.
Introduce yourself to her. She’s nice.”

Her eyes narrowed. “Nice?”

He kissed her cheek. “Call me if the
faucet acts up.”

“Treat—”

“No,” he said, guessing
what she was going to ask.

“But—”

“No. Bye, Mom.” He kissed
her again and extricated himself before she could guilt him into
going back to Grounds for Thought. He liked flirting with
temptation as much as the next guy, but the last thing he needed
was to get mixed up with Eve Alexander. A good girl who was his
mother’s rival? It spelled trouble, and nothing was worth that,
even if she did bake like an angel and wear sinful
shoes.

 



Chapter Three

 


Eve looked out her café’s window and
then reached for the phone. Taking out the scrap of paper Freya had
given her, she dialed the number.

Voicemail again, just like the other
mornings she’d called. She left another brief message and hung
up.

She didn’t want to come off as a
stalker but this was important. She’d projected the revenue a
celebrity book launch party would bring in and figured it was
enough to cover a whole month of expenses. That was if it did
modestly well, and it didn’t factor in the increased business it’d
generate. Daniela was her savior. Eve wasn’t going to give
up.

Speaking of repeat
business…

Eve glanced out the window again as
she wiped the counter.

“Who are you waiting for?”
Allison asked, coming around the counter with a tray of
muffins.

“No one. Why?”

“Because you keep looking
out the window like you expect to see someone stroll up the
block.”

Her cheeks warmed. She wanted to deny
it but she wasn’t a good liar. Allison would see through her in a
second.

Allison grinned, setting
the muffins on the rack to cool. “You are waiting for someone, and that
someone isn’t Freya.”

“Did you put the scones in
the oven? Maybe I should check on them.”

“It’s a man.” The older
woman’s eyes widened. “Who is he?”

“No one.” She pictured
Treat, with his chocolaty eyes, broad shoulders, and easy smile and
flushed all head-to-toe.

“It’s not
no one,” Allison
insisted. “Tell me about him.”

Eve shook her head. “There’s nothing
to tell. This guy came in yesterday and he was cute. End of
story.”

“So cute you’re still
thinking of him. Did you get his name?”

“Treat.” She didn’t say she
also had his email address. Not that she was going to use it to
contact him—that’d just be wrong. Tempting, but wrong.

Her barista laughed. “Was he good
enough to nibble?”

“Allison.”

She laughed louder.

The phone rang. Eve leapt for it,
eager for the reprieve. “Hello?”

“Eve Alexander,
please.”

“Speaking.”

“Hello, Eve, this is Carmen
McKnight. I run Daniela Rossi’s PR.”

Butterflies took flight in her belly.
The pressure of getting Daniela Rossi, the hottest dessert chef in
the country, into her store grayed her vision, and she had to
breathe deeply to focus. Waving to Allison, she headed to the
kitchen for privacy.

The McKnight woman
continued in her brisk New York accent. “I understand you’re
interested in hosting the launch party for the release of
Daniela’s Desserts at Home.”

This was it. Her entire future, and
that of her café, rested on making this event happen. “It’ll be a
great fit. Grounds for Thought is in San Francisco, Mecca for
foodies, and the café’s atmosphere compliments Daniela’s
style.”

“Have you seen the
cookbook?”

“No, but I’m familiar with
Daniela’s TV show. I’m a big fan. I even use her recipe for
biscotti here in the café.”

“Hm.”

What did that mean? Using her firm
marketing voice, Eve improvised. “Grounds for Thought is unique in
that not only do we bake our own pastries, but we also feature
select books. I’m happy to send you a packet on the café, including
pictures. You’ll see that the homey atmosphere here would
compliment Daniela’s cookbook. Of course, we’d feature some of her
recipes in the week leading up to the event as well.”

“You understand that this
is Daniela’s first cookbook. We want to make a huge
splash.”

“I assure you, I have the
connections and knowledge to make this an unforgettable event. I
was the marketing director for Evolve Design here in the city. Have
you heard of them?”

The woman’s tone warmed
from frigid to minorly chilly. “They handled the
Pantone Magazine launch,
didn’t they?”

“I drove the marketing
efforts on that campaign personally.”

“Hm.”

This time Carmen’s hum was more
thoughtful. Even though Eve wanted to push she knew she’d appear
more confident waiting for the other woman to make the next
move.

She hated waiting.

Finally Carmen said, “The cookbook
comes out in a month. I trust setting the event’s date for the
fifteenth would work for you? You’ll have enough time to take care
of everything?”

“Definitely,” she said with
calm she wasn’t feeling.

“I still need to talk to
several other people who’ve approached us about the launch. In the
end, however, the choice is up to Daniela.”

“How about if I email you a
press packet for Ground for Thought along with an outline of my
ideas for the event? Will that make it easier for you?”

“Yes.” Carmen soundly
surprised and a bit relieved. “Do you have my email
address?”

“Hold on just a
second.” Pen, pen, pen…
She rifled through a drawer and found one.
Flipping over a receipt, she said, “Go ahead.”

The woman recited the address.
Thanking her, Eve hung up.

Then she jumped up and
down. “Yes.”

She had her foot in the door. All she
needed to do was follow through and convince Daniela to host her
cookbook launch at Grounds for Thought.

It’d put her little shop permanently
on the map.

She’d never have to worry about money
again.

Her dad would get off her
back.

A month didn’t give her much time to
plan though. She needed to send Carmen McKnight the press kit ASAP,
and then she’d have to start the ball rolling on media coverage.
She definitely wanted an article or two in the Chronicle, and that
took time to organize.

Thinking about it all, Eve checked on
the scones in the oven, taking them out. Buoyed with hope, she
pushed the kitchen door open with her hip. “Hot stuff behind you,”
she said to Allison.

“Hot stuff in front of you
too.” The older woman motioned with her chin.

Eve glanced up and met Treat’s gaze
through the storefront window. He was headed in here. Her skin
flushed, from her chest all the way to her cheeks.

Allison gasped and leaned
across the counter to stare at him. “That’s the guy, isn’t it?
The cute one
you’ve been watching for.”

“Stop it.”

“How could you possibly
call him cute?”
Her face scrunched at the word. “That man is downright
hot.”

“He’s coming in
here.”

“I know, and you better put
those scones down before you drop them.”

“Shh,” she hissed, carefully setting the tray on the
rack.

The front door tinkled as it opened
and they both watched Treat enter. Eve’s face burned as he headed
straight for her, and her stomach fluttered with nerves.

She’d always had a thing for bad boys,
and with his long ponytailed hair and the tribal tattoo circling a
thick bicep, Treat definitely qualified as a bad boy in her
book.

Hoping her smile was friendly instead
of leering, she greeted him. “Treat, you came back.”

“I couldn’t resist.” His
voice was sleep raspy, like he’d just rolled out of bed.

The image made her face burn hotter.
Ignoring Allison’s pointed look, she cleared her throat. “Would you
like a mocha?”

“Please.”

She nodded and turned to make it. She
felt his gaze on her back and hoped he wasn’t wondering if the red
creeping up her neck was a rash.

Setting the mug in front of him, she
asked, “Will that be it for you?”

He flashed her his lopsided grin.
“Depends on what else you have to offer.”

Allison chortled.

She narrowed her eyes at her supposed
friend.

“How about a chocolate
croissant again? It was delicious,” he said, saving her from having
to reply.

Nodding, she put his pastry on a plate
and rang him up.

She flushed when their hands brushed
as he handed her a ten-dollar bill. Reminding herself that she was
a thirty-two year old adult and not a schoolgirl with her first
crush, she handed him his change. “Enjoy.”

“Thanks.” He gave her
another knee-weakening smile and took his breakfast to the table he
sat at before, grabbing a newspaper on the way.

“Enjoy?” Allison asked incredulously.

“Shh.” She looked to see if
he heard.

“You’re going to have to do
better than that. Show a little cleavage. Put your hair down.
Blondes are supposed to have fun.”

She touched her chin-length
bob. “My hair is down, and I do have fun.”

“Not that kind of fun.” She pointed at the
man.

“Allison.” Eve pushed the
woman’s hand away.

“At least go talk to
him.”

“No.”

“Why not?” The older woman
put her hands on her hips. “There’s not a breathing woman on this
planet who wouldn’t be interested in that man.”

Because he oozed sex. She glanced at
him and wondered if he’d come back for her.

“If I were a few years
younger I’d go for him myself. You don’t suppose he likes older
women?” Allison adjusted her white peasant blouse to reveal a
little more cleavage.

“Stop,” she said,
laughing.

“Tom wouldn’t like me
bringing home another man anyway. Not that Treat would be
interested,” Allison said, still fiddling with her top. “He only
has eyes for you.”

Eve shook her head. “He likes my
mocha.”

The older dismissed that with a wave
of her hand. “He can get a mocha anywhere. He likes
you.”

“How do you
know?”

“Because he can’t keep his
eyes off you. He’s probably wondering if you taste as good as that
croissant,” she added with a saucy wink.

“Allison.”

“I may be old, but I know a
thing or two about passion. Tom and I have been together thirty
years and we’ve never been bored in that department. The other
night, Tom—”

“I don’t need to hear
this.” She covered her ears with her hands.

Allison pulled them aside. “I’m only
saying I recognize passion, and that man has it directed at
you.”

Eve turned to look at him. He glanced
up at the same moment and smiled. Blushing, she turned and
pretended to wipe the counter.

“See? He wants you.”
Allison leaned in. “I bet he goes commando under those
jeans.”

“Allison.” Glancing at him, she
lowered her voice to a whisper. “You don’t know that he doesn’t
wear underwear.”

“I don’t, but I think you
should find out.”

She imagined unbuttoning his jeans and
sliding her hands in to find bare flesh underneath. She felt her
face go up in flames.

Allison cackled softly.

Pressing her hands to her cheeks, Eve
shook her head. “I thought you were a sweet lady when I met you,
but you’re bad.”

With a devilish wink, she took off her
apron. “I’m taking a break. You stay out here and contemplate being
bad too.”

Eve grabbed a cooled tray and
restocked the glass case. She glanced at him one more time and
sighed. All her energy needed to be focused on one thing: Daniela
Rossi and the book launch. She couldn’t afford to be bad, as
tempting as it was. Eve had a sinking business she needed to get
afloat. Drowning wasn’t an option.


Chapter Four

 


Like every morning for the past eight
years, Margaret walked the same route through the Presidio. Like
every morning, she kept her pace brisk, trying to outpace her
thoughts.

Unlike the other mornings, it didn’t
work today. Not even dropping off food for the homeless man who
lived behind the bushes between the parking lot and the driving
range distracted her from her churning mind. Her thoughts chased
her right past the gate to her house and all the way to her
teahouse, Crumpet.

She needed to pick up yesterday’s
mail. She cringed, thinking of the overdue bills waiting. At least
it’d give her the opportunity to peek in on Grounds for
Thought.

As she approached the café, she slowed
and stared inside. There were people drinking. There were people
reading. There were people chatting.

They all looked as though they were
enjoying themselves.

When was the last time she enjoyed
herself?

When she’d eaten the croissant Treat
had brought her from there. Best pastry she’d had in ages, though
she would have denied it if anyone asked.

She frowned and crossed the street to
her shop.

As she slipped the key into the lock,
she caught her reflection in the door’s window. Her frown deepened.
When had she become so haggard and dowdy?

She rubbed the glass with her sleeve,
trying to wipe away the wrinkles and lines. It didn’t matter—her
sixty years were all right there, for everyone to see.

Not that anyone saw. She was Margaret
Byrnes, widow of Harry and mother of Treat. She bet if most people
she knew were asked, they wouldn’t even know the color of her
eyes.

Firecracker blue, Harry used to call
them. Now they were faded and dull.

All of her was dull, as though part of
her had died eight years ago with Harry.

Closing the door, she walked to the
desk and picked up the packet of mail she’d organized the day
before. She looked around Crumpet. Yes, she had customers, but
business had been tapering off lately.

At first, she hadn’t cared. Not that
she would admit it to anyone, but she didn’t love the business. She
didn’t understand why people drank tea. It was supposed to be
reassuring and soothing, but that was all a lie. Sometimes nothing
was soothing. However, for some reason, women liked tea, and her
shop had been a hit.

But with the economy, business hadn’t
been as brisk. It wouldn’t have fazed her, except that she lost a
large chunk of her savings in the stock market.

And then that woman had opened that
coffee shop.

What if she lost Crumpet? Margaret
looked around the little store, with its doilies and Victorian
furniture and delicate china.

She hated doilies. Doilies went hand
in hand with old ladies.

But this was all she had. Her only
income, meager though it was. If she lost it, what would she do?
Sell her house? It was the last thing she had of Harry’s—he’d done
the remodeling himself. She couldn’t bear to let it go.

Tucking the mail under her arm, she
locked up and looked down the street at Grounds for Thought. A
large group streamed out, bright shiny faces in the cool San
Francisco morning.

Before Margaret could stop herself,
she headed straight for its doors. For reconnaissance, because
Treat’s observations were less than helpful.

Behind the counter, a smiling woman
with salt and pepper curls made coffee drinks while a younger woman
with a blond bob rang up customers and served pastries. Margaret
got in line woodenly and waited.

When it was her turn, the blonde
turned to her with a warm smile that magnified how bitter Margaret
felt inside.

She ordered coffee and a chocolate
croissant—purely for research, to see how consistent the quality
was—and sat at the counter. The blonde served her with the same
warm, connected smile and went on to the next customer.

Margaret took a careful sip of her hot
beverage. She hadn’t connected with anyone in so long—not since
Harry had been alive. She didn’t think she even connected with her
son anymore.

Why was she thinking about all this
now? She reached for her pearls—the last gift Harry had given her.
They didn’t comfort her the way they usually did.

Because she was scared. She was scared
that this half-life she’d created was all she’d ever have. She was
scared of growing older and older.

She was scared of having
nothing.

She took a bite of the croissant.
Buttery and perfectly flaky, with just enough dark chocolate.
Perfect.

She frowned at it.

“I’m so proud of you,
Eve.”

Margaret looked up in time to see the
barista hug the blonde woman.

That must be the owner. Treat had said
her name was Eve Alexander.

Eve smiled brightly. “Having Daniela
Rossi do her launch party here will be such a coup.”

Daniela Rossi was having a party here?
Margaret automatically took another bite of the croissant, barely
tasting it this time.

“I mean, it’s not definite,
but I have a good feeling,” Eve continued. “Daniela’s PR person
just wants to check out a few other businesses too. But they’ll
pick us.”

“It’s just the thing we
need,” the other woman said, her curls bouncing as she nodded.
“It’ll guarantee that Grounds for Thought will be a
success.”

“I just have to stay
solvent until then,” the owner said with a sigh. “But it’s only a
few weeks. I can hang in there for a few weeks, as long as nothing
catastrophic happens.”

Margaret felt a pang of compassion for
the young woman’s financial problems. She was in the same boat.
Just like her, it sounded as though a misstep or two and the coffee
shop would go under. Especially if Eve lost Daniela Rossi’s party
to another store.

Like Crumpet.

Then her teahouse would be
safe.

She couldn’t lose Crumpet. What would
she do if she without the income? Live in the bushes like that poor
homeless man? Go to live with Treat? Talk about
disastrous.

Nodding decisively, Margaret pushed
the coffee away and stood. She had phone calls to make.

 


 



Chapter Five

 


Treat told himself he wasn’t going
back to see Eve at Grounds for Thought. He listed all the reasons
it was a bad idea, from Eve and her sinful shoes to his mother and
her obsession with the competition.

“And still, here I am,” he
muttered, pulling his truck into a parking spot on a side street in
the opposite direction from both his mom’s house and her shop. He
didn’t want to run into her. He didn’t want to handle all the
questions she’d throw at him. He didn’t know the answers
himself.

He shook his head. What was he? A
teenager?

The shock of excitement he felt as he
walked to the café made him feel like one. He tried to remember the
last time he’d anticipated seeing a woman so much and couldn’t
think of once. Not even with Phoebe.

Maybe Eve wouldn’t even be there.
Maybe she’d already gone home for the evening. Maybe it’d be the
older barista.

He rounded the corner, saw
her shiny blond hair through the window, and exhaled tension he
hadn’t realized he’d been carrying. There.

Most of the top half of her was
covered by an apron, but her legs were encased in the form-fitting
black pants, and she had on another pair of silly high-heeled
shoes. Red this time. She looked stunned as he walked in, but then
her smile radiated out through her eyes.

“I knew you’d get hooked on
my mocha,” she said.

It wasn’t her mochas that he wanted.
“I wasn’t sure you’d be here.”

“My business, therefore I’m
here till closing, at seven.” Gesturing to a bar stool, she went
behind the counter. “Sit. I have something you’ll like.”

She had a lot he liked. Taking off her
his leather jacket, he sat where she’d pointed.

The view was excellent. There was the
way the pants fit her (he wasn’t blind) but he also liked watching
her move. She had a graceful economy of movement. Efficient but
thorough.

Before his thoughts shifted from her
efficient hands to how they’d feel on him, he said, “They say you
own a business, but really it owns you.”

She glanced over her shoulder. “You
own your own business too?”

“I’m a contractor. I have
several sites going at once.”

“That could be a logistical
horror.” She came back with a cup and a plate. “I made you a
macchiato because it goes better with the boudino. Tell me what you
think.”

He sipped the coffee and had a bite of
round chocolaty cake. It melted in his mouth, a rich, dark
explosion. It was silky, earthy, and just a little sweet, the way
he imagined Eve would taste. “You’ve found my Achilles
heel.”

She smiled wide. “I’m only buttering
you up so when I want to expand you’ll give me a good
deal.”

With the exception of work for his
mom, he did big commercial jobs exclusively. Usually. “Are you
planning on expanding soon?”

“I wish.” Leaning on the
counter, she wrinkled her nose. “I have this garden space I’d like
to convert. I know it’s often foggy out here in Laurel Heights, but
I think with the right sort of wind guard and heat lamps it’ll be
nice.”

“But...”

She sighed. “Money, of course.
Renovating this place took a bigger chunk than I’d thought, and I
had to cut the garden project to make it all work
financially.”

“I could take a look,” he
offered before he could stop himself. What was he thinking? He
wasn’t in the business of saving women any longer. Would he ever
learn?

“You’d be willing to
look?”

But how could he resist that smile?
“Now, if you’d like.”

She glanced at the clock. “I close in
fifteen. Can you hang around until then? I’m on my own in the
evenings.”

He wasn’t going to turn down spending
time with her. “Sure.”

“Do you live in the city?”
she asked as she started wiping down the counters.

“In the Marina.”

She stopped and studied him
suspiciously. “You don’t look like the Marina type.”

“What’s the Marina
type?”

“Khaki pants wearing,
preppy guys.” Her cheeks flushed adorably. “I think your hair is
way over the acceptable length to allow you to live
there.”

“Where do you
live?”

“Here.” She pointed at the
ceiling. “Upstairs.”

“Nice commute.”

“Can’t beat it.”

“But you’re a pearl
necklace short of looking like a Laurel Heights maven. I can say
that because my mother lives a few blocks away.” He leaned forward.
“She thinks my hair is too long too.”

Her lips twitched with amusement. “I
said it was too long to be acceptable in the Marina. I didn’t say I
don’t like it.”

“Do you like
it?”

She flushed from her neck up, but
before she could reply someone stepped up to the register. She
excused herself to go help the person.

He took in the café and its patrons
while she finished up business for the night, with a few last
minute books sales and pastries to go. Every now and then, Eve
would look at him and smile.

He knew then it was inevitable—he had
to kiss that mouth.

He shook his head. It’d been
inevitable from the moment he’d seen her through the window, the
first time he’d come in for his mom—he just hadn’t wanted to admit
it. He’d tried to rationalize it—he’d tried to resist—but who was
he kidding?

It was just a question of
when.

After she flipped the sign
in the window to closed, she walked toward him, undoing her apron. “Ready to take a
look at my backyard?”

“Yes.”

“This way.” She walked
ahead, confident even in those shoes. She led him past the restroom
to a sliding door at the end of the hall. She flipped a light and
motioned him outside.

It was a large space. The ground was
completely cemented over except for the spot where a large tree
stood, and there was one overgrown bush that lined the left side of
the fence. Some buckets and debris was piled into a
corner.

“Great tree,” he said
finally.

Eve laughed. “That’s a polite reply.
It’s hideous back here, but I think it could be really
nice.”

He nodded, seeing it. “You need a
landscape artist. When you’re ready, I’ll give you the name of one.
She’s really good and fair in her price. You need to fortify the
fence though. A bit more of a wall and you should be nicely
insulated against the wind that whips through here.”

“That’s what I
thought.”

“The real problem is here.”
He kneeled by the sliding door and pointed. “There’s a slope to the
cement out here and no run-off. If it floods, for whatever reason,
you’re going to have water inside.”

“The previous tenant had
that problem once.” She pushed her hair behind her ear. “I’m
banking on our drought continuing.”

“If you have a way to
control the weather, please let me in on it,” he said with a grin
as he stood.

“You think I should take
care of it?” she asked, looking up at him with those big blue
eyes.

“It’s one of those things
that’s not a problem until it suddenly is, and replacing the wood
floor inside because of water damage is an expensive thing.” He saw
the worry in her eyes and couldn’t resist the urge to smooth it
away. “Let me talk to one of my guys and see how inexpensively it
could be fixed.”

“You don’t have to do
that,” she said softly.

“I want to.” Unable to help
himself, he reached out to tuck her hair behind her ear. His
fingers brushed her silky skin.

Her eyes widened, but she didn’t move.
Instead it seemed like she waited.

Trailing his hand down her face, he
lifted her chin. He leaned toward her, inhaling vanilla. It was a
good girl scent—the scent of home and affection.

Her lips parted.

Silent assent. He knew women too well
not to recognize that she was willing.

But as much as he wanted to give her
what she was clearly asking for, he couldn’t do it. You didn’t
simply push a woman like Eve against a wall and take her. She was
the sort of woman who needed candlelight and roses and all those
trappings of romance. “I should go.”

“That’s probably a wise
decision,” she said without conviction.

Fighting every urge to just take her,
he brushed his thumb along her lower lip. “I’m going to be
back.”

She nodded. “Yes.”

He nodded too. He breathed her in one
more time before he left, knowing he was going to crave that sweet
scent until the next time he saw her.


Chapter Six

 


To keep from obsessing about Treat,
who’d stopped by early this morning on his way to work, and Carmen
McKnight, who hadn’t replied to her emailed proposal yet, Eve
decided to clean.

Actually, Allison had shooed her away
to clean when Eve accidentally made a mocha instead of a
cappuccino—for the third time.

She hated cleaning, but it was just as
well. This way she could pretend not to obsess in
privacy.

She wasn’t doing a good job
pretending or not
obsessing.

But she couldn’t help it. Treat was
different than any man she’d ever gone out with. She was used to
preppy business guys in khakis and button down shirts, not
long-haired bad boys with capable hands that built
things.

He probably didn’t own one pair of
khakis.

The clack of heels made Eve look up
from the table she was wiping.

Her friend Olivia strode toward her,
long-legged and fashionable, her dark hair pulled back so the thick
blond streaks showed. She waved a piece of paper in the air. “Have
you seen this, Eve?”

“What is it?” She took the
piece of paper and quickly scanned it. “It’s a flyer for the
teahouse down the street.”

“That’s not the
point.”

Olivia looked dramatic,
with the way she dressed and her exotic beauty. The fact that she
owned the lingerie store down the street added to her mystique. But
in the months since Eve had opened Grounds for thought, she’d come
to see that Olivia was actually very practical and grounded, which
was why this display was so uncharacteristic. “What
is the point?”

“Where the flyer was being
passed out.” Olivia arched one perfect, dark eyebrow. “In front of
your store.”

“Passing out flyers isn’t
criminal.”

“It should be, if they’re
giving them to every single person walking in your
store.”

“What?” She looked it over
again. It offered tea for two for the price of one as well as a
to-go option.

“The kid was standing just
to the side of your door, handing them to all your customers.
That’s bad neighborly etiquette. Plus Sacramento Street is long.
There’s plenty of sidewalk to peddle from.” Olivia shook her head.
“So I talked to him about it.”

Eve couldn’t help it—her lips quirked.
“Of course you did.”

“Did you expect I wasn’t
going to look out for a friend? Apparently he was instructed to
pass them out to all your customers.” She poked at the flyer with a
finger. “Margaret Byrnes is trying to steal your
business.”

“I take it Margaret is the
owner of Crumpet.”

“Yes.” Olivia made a
face.

Eve laughed. “And you don’t like
her.”

“She’s not exactly
friendly, but I didn’t hate her until that boy handed me a flyer on
my way in here.”

“I’ll go talk to her. I’m
sure it’s just a misunderstanding.”

“Uh-huh.” She didn’t sound
convinced. “I told the boy to pass the rest of them out down the
street.”

“Thanks.” She linked her
arm through Olivia’s. “Come on. I’ll make you your
usual.”

“I’m predictable, aren’t
I?” Before Eve could say anything, she continued. “Although I
prefer to call it admirably dependable. It’s your fault. Nutella
lattes are ingenious.”

While she made the latte, Olivia
chatted with Allison. She handed over the drink and a little goody
bag.

Olivia held it up and shook it gently.
“What’s this?”

“Something you’ll
like.”

Olivia peeked instead and then
grinned. “I didn’t doubt you, but curiosity would have killed me.
You know if I keep coming here I’m going to have to work out twice
as long at the gym. But that’s a mall price to pay for your
croissants.”

As she walked her friend to the front
door, Olivia said, “Stop by the store sometime. I have a bustier
that’d look awesome on you.”

“I already have a drawer
full of lingerie I don’t wear.”

“Wear them
then.”

“You’re looking at me like
that’s a no brainer, but I bake all day.”

Olivia shrugged. “So bake all day in
black lace. Think how hot you’ll look in it and a pair of your
impractical shoes.”

“They aren’t impractical,”
she said, looking at the Kate Spades on her feet. “They’re
pretty.”

“So is the bustier I have
waiting for you. Stop by later.”

She rolled her eyes. “I really don’t
need sexy underwear.”

But then she pictured Treat’s admiring
gaze. He’d almost kissed her the other night. He hadn’t made any
sort of move on her since, but then they were in the café with all
sorts of people around.

Olivia tugged on her
sleeve. “You’re daydreaming in such a way that it leads me to
believe that you do have a use for it. Tell me.”

Two women pushed past them into the
café.

“Saved by the bell,” Olivia
said. “But don’t expect that I’m going to let you off the hook so
easily. I want to hear about him later.”

Eve laughed. “Okay.”

“You can tell me how it
goes with Margaret too.” She hugged her tight and then briskly
sauntered out.

Eve watched her walk to the end of the
block. Then she picked up her discarded rag and went back to the
counter. “One day, when I grow up, maybe Olivia will teach me how
to walk like that.”

“That girl doesn’t walk.
She sashays.” Allison shook her head in admiration. “I’ve seen men
walk into signs, watching her go down the street.”

“And yet no man’s claimed
her.”

Allison shrugged. “There’s more to
some stories than meets the eyes.”

“Speaking of...” She took
off her apron and folded it. “Will you be okay for a few minutes on
your own? I have an errand.”

“Go. I’ll be
fine.”

She didn’t have far to go.
Crumpet was just across the street, closer to the other end of the
block. She saw the closed
sign before she got to the door, but she knocked
anyway.

Her chance paid off when a statuesque
woman opened the door. She looked expensive and put together like
the women in Laurel Heights usually did, with her hair styled into
a twist and a strand of lustrous pearls at her neck.

Her expression was less than
welcoming, and her tone was even colder. “Yes?”

Eve pasted her friendliest smile on.
“My name is Eve. I own Grounds for Thought, down the
street.”

She paused, waiting for some sort of
thaw. When nothing happened, she mentally shrugged and continued.
“You had someone passing out flyers in front of my café. I’m sure
it was a mistake.”

“I don’t believe there’s
any regulation that says I can’t pass out flyers on the
street.”

Eve blinked at the frigid tone. “No,
but—”

“And you don’t own the
sidewalk, do you?” The woman arched a haughty eyebrow.

Irritation bit at her.
“No.”

“Well then.” She tipped her
head, condescension oozing off her in waves. “Is that
all?”

No, it wasn’t all, but she didn’t want
to alienate her neighbor. There had to be a way to melt Margaret’s
cold exterior. She was probably a nice woman on the
inside.

“Goodbye then.” She closed
the door quietly but firmly in her face.

“Or not,” Eve muttered. She
frowned at the teahouse and walked back to her shop, feeling better
the moment she stepped instead. The warm, homey air enveloped her,
ridding her of the chill she’d gotten.

 



Chapter Seven

 


Margaret started walking out of
necessity after Harry’s death. It was either that or go
insane.

She hadn’t continued because she loved
it. It wasn’t for the nature, or the exercise benefits. If she
didn’t walk, she wouldn’t know what to do with herself in the
morning.

Truth be told, she hated walking. San
Francisco was cold and foggy most of the year, especially in the
Presidio, and the smell of the eucalyptus trees made her
sneeze.

Today she was especially eager to get
home. Her day was planned: shower, change, and work. She thought
about the pile of bills she had waiting for her and felt her
stomach clench. But later she had a phone appointment with Carmen
McKnight, Daniela Rossi’s publicist.

It’d taken some research and a few
calls, but she’d finally managed to get Ms. McKnight’s phone
number. The woman had been loathe to give her the time of day, but
Margaret didn’t take no for an answer.

She planned on getting this cookbook
party too.

For the first time since she opened
Crumpet she felt charged with purpose, only this time it was fueled
by fear. When she thought of losing her business to Grounds for
Thought she felt a choking panic grip her throat. She pumped her
arms and legs faster.

And why wouldn’t her customers go
there? Grounds for Thought did everything right: the atmosphere,
the staff, and the pastries. Simply delicious. As much as she hated
the café, she’d still thought about going back every morning this
week. She hated the idea of giving the woman her hard earned money,
but those baked goods…

She couldn’t compete with
that.

And that girl, Eve, was definitely
determined. Margaret would have admired her in any other
circumstance.

In the dark of the night, Margaret
considered letting Crumpet go. But then she woke up and couldn’t
imagine what she’d do without it. She’d fade and become more of a
ghost than she already was.

Determined, she picked up her pace,
not stopping even when she got to the top of the hill. Hugging the
right side, she strode through the Presidio Golf Course parking lot
to the spot where the homeless man camped out. Like every morning,
she set a meal out for him without disturbing his slumber and
walked on. Out Arguello Gate, to the right, four blocks, and then
she’d be home.

A golf ball bounced in front of her,
startling her out of autopilot. She stopped and watched it bounce
twice more before it rolled under a car.

“Sorry about
that.”

She looked left to see a smiling man
jog toward her. He waved one hand apologetically and held a golf
club in the other. If the golf club wasn’t indication enough that
he was a golfer, he wore orange plaid pants that hurt her
eyes.

Instead of going after his ball, he
stopped directly in front of her, cutting her off from finishing
her walk. When he smiled, he looked like an older George
Clooney.

“I have a confession to
make,” he said.

“I’m not a
priest.”

“Thank God for that. I’m
getting old, but I hope I’m not so old that I mistake a priest for
a beautiful woman.” He laughed, the sound warm and rich as though
it came from the warmest part of his soul.

That laugh could thaw a woman
out.

Startled by that thought, she reached
for her pearls. She didn’t care what he could or couldn’t do. She
stepped around him and kept walking.

He fell in step next to her. “That had
to be the best shot of my life, even though it’s going to cost me
my game. I aimed my golf ball to stop you. I can’t believe it
worked, and I didn’t hit you.”

What she really wanted to cap off this
damn walk was a lunatic following her home. She lengthened her
stride. Worst case, she would run into the clubhouse and ask
someone to call the police.

“You see, I play golf here
three mornings a week with my friend Don, and every morning I see
you right as we get to this hole.” He waved at the green to the
left. “Don was so sick of me waxing poetic about you cresting the
hill that he threatened to stop playing with me unless I talked to
you.”

Some feminine part of her that she
thought had been buried with Harry felt flattered. Mostly though,
she was annoyed. “And now you’ve talked to me, so you can go back
to Don.”

“Are you married?” he asked
out of the blue.

That stopped her in her tracks.
“What?”

His light eyes crinkled. “It’s a yes
or no answer.”

She swallowed thickly, holding on to
her necklace. “No.”

Tension visibly melted from his body.
“Good. Have dinner with me.”

“No.” She started to walk
again.

“Wait.” He caught her
hand.

The touch shocked her, and she gasped.
No one had held her hand in over eight years.

His radiated heat and strength. The
calluses on his palm scratched her skin in an intriguing way. He
held her firmly, but loose enough that she could pull away if she
wanted.

Suddenly she wasn’t sure what she
wanted. She looked into his eyes.

“I’ve handled this badly.
Let me start over. My name is Grant, and I’d love to take you to
dinner. Or for a beverage of some sort, if you’re more comfortable
with that.” He gazed at her in a way that made her feel like he was
looking deep inside her.

“No.” Panicking, she tugged
her hand free. If he looked closely enough, he’d see how dead she
was on the inside. The thought of him seeing that upset her more
than she’d have thought. She hurried away.

“Tell me your name, at
least,” he called after her.

“No.” She walked faster,
feeling his gaze follow her.

She picked up her pace to almost a
jog, even after she knew she was out of his sight. When she got
home, she bolted the door behind her, leaning against it, panting.
Sweat dripped down her hairline.

She never sweated.

She wiped it with her hand, trying to
get her breathing under control. He’d disrupted her equilibrium,
thrown her off her groove. She needed to find her center again. A
shower would help.

A niggle at the back of her mind told
her that the axis had shifted.

“No,” she said out loud.
Her voice echoed eerily in the large foyer. Nothing had been
changed. Some strange man with an even stranger name had accosted
her—that was all. It didn’t mean anything.

Rolling her pearls with her fingers,
she went to shower. She had an appointment to get ready
for.

 



Chapter Eight

 


The timer pinged at the same moment
Eve’s cell phone began to ring.

The only person who called her this
early in the morning was her father. Sighing, she grabbed a
potholder with one hand and her phone with the other.

A New York number, she saw as she
opened the oven to take the cinnamon buns out. She answered it
before it went to voicemail. “Hello?”

“Eve Alexander,
please.”

She recognized the clipped, hurried
voice, and her heart began beating fast in anticipation. “This is
Eve.”

“Eve, this is Carmen
McKnight.”

This was it. They were going to do
Daniela Rossi’s cookbook party in her shop. She bounced a couple
times on her bare feet but managed to keep her voice all business.
“What can I do for you, Carmen?”

“I received your proposal.
I have to say, it looked good. The location is charming, and the
local demographic fits our target audience. But we have a
concern.”

“Whatever it is, I’m sure
we can address it,” she said confidently.

“We went on Yelp to look up
the reviews for your coffeehouse. The reviews in the past were
impressive, however the latest ones left us concerned.”

Her stomach lurched a little and the
tray in her hand clattered to the counter. “Which
reviews?”

“The most recent. We take
that sort of thing with a grain of salt, however these reviews
regarded the baked goods.”

“What?” Indignation raised
her pitch an octave. “Someone complained about my
baking?”

“Yes. They wrote”—there was
a rustle of paper over the line—”’the
scone I had sat in my stomach like a stone for the rest of the
day.’”

Eve’s temper flared. Her
scones were perfect—fluffy and light and flavorful. No one had ever given her
anything but compliments regarding them.

It was just one review, she told
herself. To Carmen, she decided to laugh it off. “I’ve never had
complaints about my scones, but I suppose there has to be one to
keep me humble.”

“We found more than
one.”

The royal
we was beginning to get
on her nerves. “There was more than one?”

“Several. One called the
croissants oily, another said the biscotti ‘had the consistency of drywall.’”

Drywall? Eve gasped. She started
toward her laptop, sitting on the far counter, to see these reviews
for herself.

But then she stopped. Now wasn’t the
time to flip out. She had to deal with Carmen to make sure she
still had a shot at Daniela. Clearing her throat, she said in her
most pleasant voice. “Carmen, I can assure you I’ve never had
anything but glowing reviews about my pastries.”

“Yes, but—”

She cut in, thinking fast. “If these
reviews had cropped up in the past few days, I wonder if there’s
something else going on. I assume you’re interviewing other places
in San Francisco for Daniela’s launch party.”

“Yes.”

“Hmm.” She let the sound
hang in the air, not wanting to accuse anyone of anything, but not
willing to go down without a fight. Frankly, she couldn’t imagine
someone would deliberately seed Yelp with bad reviews to sabotage
her chances of hosting Daniela Rossi, but she was willing to let
Carmen think that.

The publicist took the bait too.
“People have been known to go to great lengths to host
Daniela.”

Eve rolled her eyes but said
nothing.

“Okay, we’ll overlook this.
We’ll see for ourselves soon enough when we visit your
store.”

“You’re visiting Grounds
for Thought?” she asked, excited again.

“Daniela would like to get
a feel for each place in the running before making a final
decision.”

“And when will this
be?”

“We’ll let you know. In the
meantime, I suggest you take care of those Yelp
reviews.”

Like there was anything she could do.
But she just said, “Of course. Thank you for calling,
Carmen.”

The moment she was off the phone, she
ran to the laptop on the opposite counter. Standing, she looked
them up. Sure enough, there they were, just like Carmen
said.

Sketchy. They were all posted three
days ago. She looked at the previous dozens of reviews, all of
which were glowing.

The kitchen door creaked open.
“Eve?”

She looked up to find Treat peeking
in. Her cheeks flushed instantly, but instead of greeting him what
came out of her mouth was “I’m so pissed.”

He walked in, a frown furrowing his
brow. “Tell me.”

She waved at her laptop. “Someone
posted bad reviews about my baking.”

“That’s crazy.” He leaned
over her shoulder to read the postings. Then he shook his head.
“These look like they’re written by the same person. Look at the
word choice. They sound too similar.”

“You think so?” She reread
them.

“Definitely. Besides, Eve,
your baking is delicious.”

She looked over her
shoulder, startled to find him so close. He was right there. She was suddenly
conscious of the smell of his leather jacket overlaying the scent
of soap. A lock of his hair had fallen loose of his ponytail, and
she had the strong urge to brush it away. Instead, to keep her
hands occupied, she tucked her own hair back.

He searched her face. “You make magic
in here, and you know it. A couple bad reviews won’t make a
difference.”

“They will if Daniela Rossi
believes them and takes her launch party elsewhere.”

“I don’t know you well, but
I get the sense you wouldn’t let that happen.”

His voice raised goose bumps on her
skin. “No, I wouldn’t.”

“I didn’t think so. Where
are your shoes?”

The non sequitur made her blink.
“What?”

“Your shoes.” He nodded at
her flip-flopped feet.

“Over there.” She pointed
to the corner where she’d kicked them off.

“Are they
black?”

“With a little pink.
Why?”

“You’re going to kill me,”
he said cryptically. Then he smiled and brushed her hair, which had
fallen forward again, back.

“I’ve tried
barrettes.”

“What?”

“To keep my hair out of my
eyes, but they make me look like I’m five.”

He grinned. “You don’t look five to
me.”

“What do I look
like?”

“A smart, sexy woman.” He
snaked his hand around her waist and pulled her closer.

Her lips parted. He was going to kiss
her. Her heart pounding, she gripped the counter behind her to keep
grounded.

He nuzzled her cheek with his nose.
“You smell like Christmas.”

It took her a moment before she
realized what he meant. “I baked cinnamon rolls.”

“Delicious,” he
murmured.

She felt his breath against her neck
and shivered. She waited for his lips to kiss her there—it’d been
so long since anyone had kissed her neck—but he hovered a
frustrating distance away.

His hand tightened on her waist. “I
may want one.”

“I can give it to
you.”

“Can you?”

“Just ask,” she
whispered.

He speared his fingers through her
hair and tugged her head back. “I’m going to ask, you know. Not
this morning, because we both have commitments, but
soon.”

She gazed into his eyes. “I’m going to
say yes.”

His grip tightened reflexively and
something hot and possessive flared in his expression. “Good,” he
said as he reluctantly let her go.

She grabbed his hand before he could
leave. “Thank you.”

He nodded, squeezing back. She could
tell he knew exactly what she meant, and that warmed her all the
way down to her heart.

 



Chapter Nine

 


Grant was waiting for her in the
parking lot, leaning against a car bumper.

Margaret’s step faltered, and she
slowed as she climbed the hill. Since that day he’d accosted her in
that exact same spot, she’d taken to going for her walk either
earlier or later than her usual time to avoid running into him. He
seemed like the sort of man who wouldn’t take no for an answer, and
she had no intention of having a drink with him much less anything
else.

Why would he want to,
anyway? Every time she looked into a reflective surface, the person
who stared back at her was desiccated and dull. That he was
interested in this person who even she didn’t like made her
suspicious.

He was definitely interested. She eyed
him as she approached. He watched her steadily, the barest hint of
amusement lighting his face.

It was a nice face, actually. Hair
more gray than brown, dimples in his cheeks, a nose that looked
like it’d been broken at one time. She couldn’t see them now, but
his eyes had been the gray of a foggy San Francisco
morning.

She frowned, her hand touching her
pearls. It didn’t matter what his eyes looked like. She was done,
already halfway in the grave.

She didn’t know what was scarier:
dying, or going broke and becoming homeless.

She expected him to get up and walk to
her but he didn’t move as she neared. He stayed where he was, arms
crossed, watching her get closer. He was tall, taller than her, and
she was tall for a woman. Unlike many of the men her age, he didn’t
have a paunch. He looked lean and fit in his sweater and
slacks.

She had the urge to walk around to the
other side of the parking lot, but she didn’t want him to think he
had her running, even if he did. Neither was she going to give him
the upper hand, so she stopped in front of him and spoke first.
“The answer is still no.”

“I realize that, but it
doesn’t mean I’m not going to try to change your mind.” He tipped
his head. “You look tired.”

“Telling a woman she looks
haggard isn’t the way to her heart.”

“Do you think I want your
heart?”

She didn’t have any of her heart left.
“If you do, you’re in for disappointment.”

“I’m willing to risk
it.”

She clutched her pearls, her other arm
across her midsection. “Are you one of those men who can’t resist a
challenge?”

“All men can’t resist a
challenge. Some just give up sooner than others.” He smiled, his
dimples flashing. “I don’t give up.”

“It’s a waste of
time.”

“You’re talking to me now,
aren’t you?” he said without a hint of smugness.

Still, she bristled. “Not for
long.”

Stiffly, she turned to finish her
walk, but suddenly he was right in front of her.

The closeness of him stopped her. She
hadn’t been so close to a man in so long. She stared up at him,
shocked into stillness.

He didn’t touch her, simply studying
her in return.

She wanted to withdraw, to run away
before he could see how empty she was on the inside. But then why
shouldn’t he see? What better way to repel him than to show him
what she was really like.

Lifting her chin, she silently dared
him to see the real her—the dried, ageing husk that he was so eager
to get to know.

She could feel him taking her in. All
of her—outside and in.

“You aren’t going to scare
me away, you know.” Taking her hand, he lifted it to his lips for a
kiss.

She frowned, confused by the hiccup of
hope she felt inside where it’d been barren for so long. She took a
deep breath, trying to calm herself, but she inhaled his scent and
that confused her even more.

She used to inhale Harry, loving the
smell of him. She’d never tried to define it—he’d just smelled
right. After he’d died, she hadn’t changed the sheets on their bed
for weeks, until his scent was as gone as he was.

She hadn’t noted another man’s scent
since, but then no one except Treat had been this close to
her.

She tried to think of what her son
smelled like but drew a blank.

Grant smelled spicy. Foreign. Just a
little dangerous.

She reached for her
necklace.

He intercepted her hand, holding both
of hers in his. “Go out for a drink with me.”

Her head swam with disjointed
thoughts. She wanted to ask why. Why did he care so much? Why did
he want to spend time with her when she was obviously a shell of a
person?

But if she asked he’d tell her why,
and getting an answer scared her. So she shook her head.
“No.”

He nodded, letting her hands go.
“Okay.”

She frowned, surprised by his easy
acquiescence. Silly woman, she chided herself. This was what she
wanted. She nodded curtly and began to walk away.
“Good.”

His chuckle stopped her short. Turning
around, she narrowed her eyes at him. “What?”

“Don’t take that to mean
I’m giving up.” He smiled fondly at her. “Never that,
darling.”

Frustration and something that felt
suspiciously like anticipation lit her from the inside out. “But I
just told you—”

“You didn’t tell me
anything other than you don’t want to have a drink with me yet. I
understand. You don’t know me.” He shrugged. “A woman has to be
careful these days. But I’ll prove that you can trust
me.”

She opened her mouth and then closed
it again, not knowing how to reply.

He shrugged. “I shouldn’t have
expected you to go out with me when you hadn’t trusted me with your
name, but I had to try.”

“Margaret,” she said
without thought.

“Margaret,” he repeated
with a pleased sigh. “I’ll see you soon, Margaret.”

She continued on her way, feeling
dazed and unsure. She walked on autopilot, going directly to
Grounds for Thought.

She paused at the door, but something
compelled her inside, the same way it had every morning since Treat
had brought her that croissant.

Like every morning, the yeasty,
buttery smell greeted her. She inhaled it deeply, like it was a
drug and she needed a hit badly.

This morning the older woman was at
the counter. Margaret looked around for Eve Alexander, but the
owner was nowhere to be seen. A strange combination of
disappointment and relief filled her.

The barista smiled her. “Your
usual?”

Startled, she nodded mutely. The woman
recognized her enough to know her order. She sat at the counter
where she’d been sitting every morning and, terrified other people
recognized her too, she picked up a discarded newspaper, raised it
high, and pretended to read.

She had to stop going there. If word
got out that Crumpet’s owner preferred Grounds for Thought, it’d
kill her business for certain.

She found the idea of never having
another croissant more distressing than going out of business. She
didn’t know what to make of that.

“Here you go.”

She lowered the paper as the woman
slid the coffee and croissant close to her. “Thank you.”

The woman smiled at her warmly.
“Enjoy.”

That was the problem—she did enjoy it.
Too much. She took a greedy bite of the croissant and had to fight
the urge to moan, it was so good. When had anything inspired that
sort of reaction from her?

When Grant had touched her.

She almost choked on that
realization.

Then anger rose like a dark tide in
her throat. Anger at Eve Alexander and her damn croissants. Anger
at Grant and his dimples.

Anger at herself and the spiraling
feeling that she was losing control of everything around
her.

She pushed the rest of the croissant
away. Almost tipping over her stool, she stumbled out of the café
and headed home. She needed air. She needed—

She didn’t know what she
needed.

Letting herself inside, she went
directly to her bathroom to take a shower.

As she took off her clothes, she
caught herself in the mirror. Growling, she threw her pants at her
reflection. She was damn sick of looking like this.

Scrabbling through her clothes, she
fished out her cell phone and looked through her address book for a
number she hadn’t called in ages.

“Posh Hair Salon. Leave a
message with your name and number and we’ll return your call as
soon as possible,” the voicemail instructed.

“I’d like to schedule an
appointment for a haircut.” Margaret looked at herself in the
mirror again. Money be damned—she was doing this right, even if it
meant eating tuna for a month. “And a color. As soon as
possible.”

 


 



Chapter Ten

 


His mom opened the door before Treat
even got close enough to knock. “Come in,” she said, taking his arm
and pulling him into her teashop.

He watched her look both ways down the
street before closing the door and locking it. Strange. “Are we
being watched?”

“Don’t be
silly.”

“Wait a second.” He looked
her up and down, noting the yoga pants and the hoodie. She looked
younger and more relaxed—not like his mother at all. If it weren’t
for the ever-present strand of pearls around her neck he would have
been worried. “Who are you, and what have you done with my
mother?”

She gave him a prim look. “You know I
go for a walk in the morning.”

“Yes, then you go home and
immediately get dressed.” He frowned. “Seriously, Mom. Is something
wrong?”

“Of course not.”

The way her gaze darted away from his
did little to reassure him. But if she didn’t want to confide in
him, what could he do? “So why did you want to see me this morning?
Is your sink acting up?”

“I wanted to ask you about
making space for an event.”

“What sort of
event?”

She touched her necklace. “I had
someone inquire about a speaking engagement here.”

“How large of an event is
it?”

“I’d like to fit as many
people as possible.” She gestured him to follow. “I thought of
putting a podium in front, and I’d like to keep a number of the
tables, but I may need to shift this wall.”

He looked at the half wall that
divided the front from the back. “That’s going to cost you. The
alteration itself won’t be that bad, but you’re looking at having
to close for a few days. The event is worth the
expense?”

“Yes,” she said without
hesitation.

“I’ll come back later and
take measurements. Maybe I can come up with something that’ll be
less invasive.”

“Thank you, Treat.” She
took a deep breath. “Now I need you to go to Grounds for
Thought.”

The request caught him by surprise. He
faced her, suspicious. “Why?”

“I want you to see how
their business is doing and—”

“No.” Crossing his arms, he
shook his head. “I will not spy for you.”

She stiffened indignantly. “It’s not
spying.”

“What is it
then?”

“Research.”

“You’re going to have to do
your own research.” The only research he was interested in
conducting at Grounds for Thought involved its gorgeous owner, and
he had no intention of reporting that back to his mother. He kissed
her cheek. “I’ll come back after work later to take
measurements.”

“Treat—”

“I love you,
Mom.”

That silenced her into a frown. Then
she said, “You’re just saying that to distract me.”

“Is it working?”

She gave him the look that
she’d been giving him for thirty-four years—the one that said he
was cute but not that cute.

He grinned. “See you later,
Mom.”

Pecking her cheek again, he let
himself out of the store and walked down the street toward his
truck. He’d parked around the corner from Grounds for Thought.
Planning ahead. He just hoped his mom didn’t see him walk into the
café.

The sneaking around was insane. He
shook his head at himself. But he didn’t want Margaret to think
that he was doing her bidding, and he didn’t want to answer any
questions. Not yet. Not before he understood what was going on
between Eve and him.

Because something was definitely going
on.

He searched for Eve through
the window. She looked up at that same moment, and the smile that
lit her face made him want.
He wanted her, her lips, her body naked and
writhing under his.

Pushing open the door, he walked
straight to her.

She leaned across the counter, her
chin on her hands. “We have to stop meeting like this.”

He lifted a brow. “How would you like
to meet?”

The older woman who worked as her
barista chortled and, with shooting a knowing look at Eve, made
herself scarce.

Eve cleared her throat and returned
her attention to him. “Mocha? Croissant?”

He lowered his voice. “You know that’s
not why I come here.”

She blushed adorably. “You haven’t
asked for anything more than that.”

“It’s time to rectify that.
Do you have a moment?”

She nodded. Taking off her apron, she
motioned to her barista and stepped out from behind the counter.
“Come with me.”

Treat followed her into the
kitchen.

Bracing her hands behind her on the
counter, she faced him. “Tell me what you want.”

His body responded instantly to that,
but he reined in his need to take her. Forcing himself to slow
down, he walked up to her, put his hands on her waist, and lifted
her onto the counter. “First, I want this.”

Before she could say anything, he
speared his fingers through her hair, tilted her head back, and
pressed his mouth to hers.

He kissed her slowly. Deeply—the way
he’d been imagining since the first day he set eyes on her. Her
lips were warm and soft, falling open to let him in. She tasted of
coffee and sweetness, and he knew it was a taste he’d never get
tired of.

She braced her hands on his shoulders,
holding firmly, not pushing him away. He didn’t think she would—he
could tell she wanted him as badly as he needed her.

He savored the kiss. He wanted to
touch her all over, but he kept his hand in her hair, his other one
at her waist.

She surprised him by wrapping her legs
around his waist and pulling him into her.

They both gasped—him because he hadn’t
expected her to take that kind of initiative. He figured she was
shocked by his hardness.

Did she like it? He wanted to ask. He
wondered how bold she was, if she liked to play, and how much. He
could tell she was sensual—you couldn’t bake the way she did
without because a bit of a hedonist. But sex was another
thing.

He wanted her hands all over him so
badly he was tempted to take them and put them on him.

She leaned back, her eyes dazed and
her lips glistening. “Okay, that was what you wanted first. And
next?”

“A date.” Never breaking
their gaze, he said, “Go out with me, Eve.”

She nodded slowly. “I’d like
that.”

A strange sort of triumph surged
inside him, strange because he’d never felt it before. Women had
said yes to him plenty of times, but this was different.

That wasn’t something to think about
right now. “Friday night?”

“I close at seven, so
seven-thirty?”

“Seven-thirty. Wear your
usual shoes.”

She looked down at her feet. “My usual
shoes? Which ones?”

“Any of them.” He kissed
her again, only because he could.

“Treat, do you have a foot
fetish?”

“It’s a very recent thing.”
He returned her grin and stepped back before he was tempted to push
her onto the counter and kiss her more
thoroughly—everywhere.

Swinging her legs, she tapped her
mouth with a finger as though she was in deep contemplation. “I
have lots of shoes.”

He didn’t know whether to groan or be
elated. “I didn’t figure you for a cruel woman.”

She hopped off the counter and tugged
her top back into place. “You don’t know me.”

“Not yet, but I’m looking
forward to it,” he said with all honesty.

She blinked. “Really?”

“Yes.” He pushed her hair
behind her ear. “I really am.”

 


 


 



Chapter Eleven

 


Friday morning, at exactly 10:57am,
Eve took her apron off and turned to Allison. “Can you handle
things for a little bit? I have an errand to run.”

Her barista nodded at the to-go cup on
the counter. “Based on the Nutella latte you just made, I imagine
you’re off to prepare for tonight’s big event.”

“There’s no big event,” she
lied, putting a sweater on.

“Uh-huh.” Allison shooed
her off. “Take as long as you need. I’m fine here.”

“Thanks.” Smiling, she
picked up the cup and headed to Olivia’s lingerie shop. There was a
bustier waiting for her there.

Romantic Notions was a block and a
half away, and she timed it so she arrived right at eleven when
Olivia was opening.

Sure enough, Olivia was in
the window, changing over her sign to read open. Smiling, she opened the door
for Eve. “This is a surprise.”

“I come bearing a
latte.”

Olivia reached for it with both hands.
“You are a goddess. I knew that the moment I met you, but it’s now
been confirmed.”

“Actually, I’m a friend in
need.” At her friend’s questioning look, Eve said, “Do you still
have that bustier you were talking about?”

Olivia’s expression went sly. “What’s
his name?”

Her cheeks reddened, as if Treat were
standing right there next to her. “What if I want it to please
myself?”

“There are two types of
women.” She held up one finger and then a second. “The ones who
wear lingerie to feel pretty, and the ones who wear shoes. You’re a
shoe girl, babe.”

They both looked down at Eve’s calf
length boots. Her skinny jeans were tucked inside to show off their
Victorian-esque detailing.

Olivia took a sip of her latte, her
brow arched.

“Okay, I have a date.” She
held a hand up before her friend could say anything more. “It’s our
first date. It doesn’t mean I’m going to get naked for
him.”

“But you want to be
prepared, just in case.” Olivia nodded shrewdly. “He’s important,
whoever he is.”

“Yes.”

“I have your size in the
back.” She headed toward her stockroom. “I’ll be right
back.”

While she waited, Eve
wandered around. Olivia had done a great
job of creating an atmosphere of romance. Muted rose and ivory
colors dominated the space, windows swathed in creamy velvet. In
one corner, there was an overstuffed chair and plush loveseat with
a coffee table that held an assortment of magazines, from fashion
to travel as well as automotive magazines for men waiting on their
women.

She touched a frilly garter belt. She
pictured wearing it under her clothing, of Treat unwrapping her to
discover it. A thrill shot up her spine.

Olivia walked back onto the
floor, her hands full of a colorful lace and satin. “You
need this bustier. It’s
going to look fantastic on you. The color matches your eyes. Go try
it on.”

Eve followed her to the dressing room
and closed the drape. In addition to the bustier, there was another
bra as well as matching panties for both.

She tried on the bra first, a deep
bluish violet. Olivia had excellent taste in underwear, and she
hadn’t missed the mark with this one. It was lovely.

“Are you decent?” Olivia
asked as she peeked in. She studied the bra critically and then
nodded. “That looks fantastic on you.”

“It does,” she agreed,
turning to look in the mirror.

“It makes your eyes look
dark and mysterious.” Her friend nodded in satisfaction. “Try on
the bustier,” she ordered as she backed out of the room.

It was a frothy concoction of lace and
silk, a whimsical sky blue. Fastening the row of hooks up the back
was a feat, but the results were worth it. She gaped at her herself
in the mirror. “Damn.”

“What is it?” Olivia asked,
poking her head in again.

“I have boobs.”

“I knew it’d look awesome
on you, and how often do you find that color blue in a
bustier?”

She had no idea. The only thing she
knew was that Treat was going to swallow his tongue when he saw her
in it.

When—like it was a foregone conclusion. She ran her hands along
the lace insets. She supposed it was inevitable. “It might get in
trouble if I wear this on my date.”

“That’s the point,” Olivia
said with a knowing smile. “Take your time getting dressed. I’ll be
out here.”

Eve stared at her reflection,
imagining Treat standing behind her, running his hands over the
silk covering her breasts.

What was she doing? Shaking her head,
she undid the hooks. Her father would flip out if he knew she was
trying on underwear instead of manning her shop.

Getting dressed quickly, she checked
the price tags as she walked back onto the floor. Yikes. She
winced. Maybe she’d be able to afford it if she ate tuna fish all
month.

Olivia must have noted her expression
because she took all the underwear out of her hands and said, “I
knew I should have taken the tags off before giving them to you.
They’re a gift.”

“They? No. Even just the bustier is a small
fortune in lace, and I don’t need the other bra.”

“I get them at wholesale.”
She set them on the counter and pulled out tissue paper. “You were
meant to have them. Both sets looked fantastic on you.”

“I can’t—”

“Yes, you can,” Olivia said
firmly. “You give me lattes and croissants all the time, simply
because it makes you happy.”

“Yes, but a croissant
doesn’t cost a couple hundred dollars.” She watched

“That’s not the point.
We’re friends, and you’ve been stressed, and I want to do this for
you.” Her friend narrowed her eyes. “So accept it.”

Eve sighed. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome,” Olivia
said primly, holding out a fancy bag with Romantic Notions scrolled
daintily on the side. “I do expect full details about your date,
though.”

The lingerie was so expensive, asking
for her firstborn child would have been reasonable. “Definitely,
but no pink champagne this time.”

Olivia laughed and hugged her. “You’re
on.”

On the way back to the café, Eve’s
cell phone rang. She plucked it out of her pocket. Seeing the New
York number she answered it immediately. “Eve speaking.”

“Eve, this is Carmen
McKnight.”

She held her breath, trying not to get
her hopes up. “What can I do for you, Carmen?”

“We’re going to be in San
Francisco in two weeks to look at the venues who’d like to host
Daniela. We’re going to be in your neighborhood on March 18th. I
trust that works for you.”

Not a question—she was being told it
was the 18th or never. “Of course. The eighteenth is
fantastic.”

“We’re visiting the other
store at”—the rat-a-tat
of fingers on a keyboard sounded over the
line—”two. We can stop by yours at one-thirty.”

Frowning, Eve pushed open the door to
Grounds for Thought. “Does that give you enough time? It takes a
surprising amount of time to drive from one place in the city to
another.”

“It’ll be fine. It’s just
across the street.”

Eve stopped in her tracks.
“What?”

“A place called
Crumpet.”

Whirling around, she glared out the
window at the teahouse down the street.

Not realizing anything was amiss,
Carmen blithely continued. “We’ll see you on the eighteenth.
Daniela is looking forward to it. I’ll be in touch to coordinate
before then.”

The call ended, but Eve was stuck
glaring at that woman’s store. Growling she put her phone away and
stomped to the counter.

Allison’s eyes widened. “Uh-oh. Bad
news?”

“Daniela Rossi’s publicist
just called to arrange to see the store.”

“That’s fantastic. But then
why do you look like you’re going to explode at any
moment?”

“Because that woman across
the street is being considered for the event as well.” Eve tossed
the bag with the lingerie on a shelf under the register.

Allison’s lips puckered in confusion.
“She’s vying for the event too?”

“Evidently.” She paced
behind the counter.

“Maybe she’s a Daniela
Rossi fan too,” her barista offered. “Maybe she didn’t know you
were trying to get the event here.”

Eve gave her a flat look.

“You can’t seriously think
she’s doing it on purpose?”

“I wouldn’t have thought
that before, but she instructed that boy to hand out flyers for her
store to my customers. How can I not think she’s trying to drive me
out of business?”

“No one is that
bitchy.”

“She was. At the risk of
sounding like a conspiracy theorist, what if she’s behind the bad
Yelp reviews?”

“Then she’d be seriously
addled.”

“Yeah.” Eve remembered the
distant, cold way the woman had treated her and shuddered. “I need
to talk to her.”

“Yes you do.” Allison
looked at the time. “They open at noon, don’t they? Why don’t I
stay a little later today so you can go see her?”

“Thanks, Allison.” She
hugged her friend. “What would I do without you?”

“Don’t imagine doomsday
scenarios.” She grinned. “Now are you going to show me what you got
from Olivia?”

Not wanting the customers to see, she
made Allison crouch behind the counter to look inside the bag.
“It’s awesome on,” she whispered.

“I can tell,” Allison
whispered back, touching the satin. “Which one are you wearing
tonight?”

“I don’t know. Maybe the
bustier.”

“Your man is going to
swallow his tongue when he sees you in it.”

“He’s not going to see me
in this tonight.” At Allison’s disbelieving look, she amended her
statement with, “Probably not.”

“Keep telling yourself
that.” Her barista frowned. “Why are we whispering?”

“We didn’t want to attract
attention.”

“Right. Hiding behind the
counter and whispering isn’t suspicious at all.”

At noon, Eve reluctantly went across
the street to confront the ice queen who ran the
teashop.

The store was open, so Eve walked in
for the first time ever, wanting to scope out her competition.
There were a few tables already filled, not surprisingly with
women. Quaint, she decided, taking in the doilies and Victorian
furnishings. Perfect for a teahouse, not so fitting for Daniela
Rossi. Surprising that Carmen would consider this place. It had a
different feel than Daniela’s casual modern style.

She felt a prickling up the back of
her neck. Turning around she saw the owner, Margaret, headed toward
her.

She didn’t look happy.

She did look imposing. She was already
tall, but she had on Ferragamo pumps and her hair was piled into a
twist that added to her stature. She wore a Chanel-type suit and
was fingering the luxurious strand of pearls around her
neck.

“Can I help you?” the woman
asked coldly, looking down her nose.

Eve mentally girded herself and pasted
a smile on her face. Honey, not vinegar. “We met last week. I own
Grounds for Thought?”

The ice queen didn’t even
blink.

She cleared her throat. “I understand
you’re bidding to have Daniela Rossi’s cookbook launch party
here.”

Margaret simply raised her
brow.

Eve pictured a grudge match between
this woman and her father. Normally she’d have bet on her dad, but
Margaret was scary. “You know that I’m also in the pool to host the
party, right?”

“Your point?”

“Well, first you were
passing out flyers practically in the doorway to my café, and then
this. It seems like there’s something more going on, and I wanted
to get it out in the open and maybe work through it.”

Margaret’s back stiffened even more
and her expression chilled, if that was possible. “Are you accusing
me of something?”

“Should I accuse you of
anything? It’s awfully coincidental, but I don’t know why you’d
have it out for me. Our businesses don’t compete.”

Something in the woman’s face
shifted.

“That’s it, isn’t it?” Eve
blinked in surprise. “You think Grounds for Thought is competition,
but it’s not. My place is completely different than this. I’m sure
there’s plenty of business for both of us.”

“And in the same vein, I’m
sure Ms. Rossi will pick the venue best suited to her event,” the
older woman said coolly, her grip tight on her necklace. “Now if
you’ll excuse me, I have to work.”

She shook her head. “I’m not
done—”

“I am,” Margaret said. Then
she turned her back and strode away.

Eve stood there, mouth gaping. What
just happened?

One thing was certain: she may have
denied it, but Margaret was up to something. Eve would have bet her
café on it. But why? As far as she knew, she’d never done anything
to threaten the woman’s teahouse.

She watched Margaret stop at a table
to greet her customers. Her smile was aloof. Looking closely, there
was a bit of sadness there too.

Eve shook her head and as left. She
wasn’t going to feel sympathy for the woman. This was war, and the
final battle was Daniela Rossi’s event.

Chin high, she headed back to her
shop, each step clacking with purpose. This war she was going to
win.

 



Chapter Twelve

 


Her doorbell buzzed right at
seven-thirty.

Eve took a deep breath and tried to
set the day aside. She wore the bustier under her strapless dress,
and she knew she looked fabulous. She was going to have a great
time and no one—not even that Crumpet woman—was going to
contaminate her evening.

Grabbing her wrap, she went downstairs
to meet him.

Treat leaned against the building,
arms crossed. It surprised her that instead of his usual leather
jacket he wore a sports coat and a fancy shirt. His hair was pulled
back like usual, but he wore dressy shoes.

His eyes lit up when he saw her.
Without a word, he lifted her chin and kissed her.

Whatever tension she had faded the
moment his lips touched hers. The frustration and anger she’d been
carrying all day dissipated, and she melted against him.

He smiled. “You look
amazing.”

She ran a hand down her shimmery blue
dress. The bustier underneath was the real shining star. “I wasn’t
sure if it was too dressy.”

“It’s perfect.” He made a
gimme motion with his fingers. “Let me see the shoes.”

She held her foot out so he could see
the silver strappy heels she wore. “Good?”

“Better than good.” Leaning
in he kissed her softly on the lips and then took her arm. “Those
are dancing shoes.”

He guided her to a sleek Mercedes
sports coupe parked in front of the café. It was sexy and powerful
and surprising, just like him. She ran her hands over the leather,
wanting to do the same to him.

Crazy, the way he affected her. Ten
seconds in his presence and she’d forgotten the frustration of the
day, brought on by that horrible tea woman. “You’re like Prozac,”
she said when he got in the car.

He chuckled as he buckled up. “Is that
a good thing?”

“Yes. A few minutes with
you and I’m in a happy place, the day forgotten.”

He pulled onto the street and then
took her hand in his. “Did you have a bad day?”

“Not a great one.” She
frowned. “I wasn’t going to taint our date with it.”

“You can always tell me if
something is bothering you.”

Usually she told Freya. She and Freya
had been friends forever—since they were kids—but Freya was,
understandably, busy with her family lately. Not that she wouldn’t
listen, but Eve was loath to bother her.

Treat squeezed her hand. “Tell
me.”

“It’s one of the shop
owners on the street,” she said quickly. “It’s stupid really. She
denies it, but I think she has it out for me. She keeps doing
things to undermine my business.”

“What sort of things?” he
asked with a slight frown.

“Like she passed out flyers
for her shop in front of my store, and she’s vying to get the big
event I’ve been planning on hosting.”

“Event?” His frown
deepened. “Which store is this?”

“Crumpet. It’s a teahouse
on the other side of the street.”

“I know of it.” He became
silent, as though he was thinking.

“I may be crazy but I have
the feeling she’s behind those bad Yelp reviews as well.” She
wrinkled her nose. “I’m sure I’m overreacting.”

“Maybe,” he said, looking
endearingly disturbed for her.

“It’s just that the owner
is impossible. She drives me crazy.”

“Tell me about it,” he
muttered.

“What?” she asked, not
understanding.

“Nothing.” He glanced at
her. “Tonight you won’t think about her, or your café. It’s just
you and me.”

Under other circumstances, she would
have told him that was impossible. Grounds for Thought was her
baby, and her baby was in danger. But with him, for tonight, she
could let it go. Nodding, she relaxed against the plush
seat.

He drove expertly through the city, up
Sacramento and to Fillmore. She watched the neighborhood grow
sketchy as they crossed the invisible boundary out of Pacific
Heights. Before she could ask where they were going, he pulled into
a parking space and got out of the car.

She followed, looking around. “Are we
going to karaoke?”

“No.” He glanced over at
her before returning his eyes to the road. “Do you want
to?”

“I just thought that was
likely, given the neighborhood we’re in. It’s either that, or we’re
going to score drugs or have bubble tea.”

He laughed and the sound made her
smile. “None of those things are in our plans for this
evening.”

“Maybe next time,” she said
as he parked. She slid out, wrapping herself with her shawl against
a cold San Francisco breeze.

“This way.” Taking her
hand, he led her across the street and into a dark doorway lit by
one red light. He opened the door for her to enter.

She walked in, immediately welcomed by
warm, bluesy jazz and the chatter of people enjoying
themselves.

Treat put his hand on the small of her
back and nodded to the end of the bar. “Let’s take those
seats.”

As distracted as she was by the heat
of his palm, he could have suggested doing a jig on the bar and she
would have considered it.

She perched on the stool, hanging her
coat on a hook under the bar top. The music was catchy, and her
foot tapped in time with it. “I didn’t know this place was
here.”

“It’s fairly
new.”

“Treat Byrnes.”

A towering dark man in a three-piece
suit came up to them, a broad smile lighting his face. He clapped
Treat on the shoulder and then gave him a brief man hug. “It’s been
a long time. And who did you bring me, Treat?”

Treat grinned as he took
her arm. “I didn’t bring you
anyone, but let me introduce you to
my date, Eve. Eve, this
rogue is Carlton. He owns Speakeasy.”

Eve held her hand out. “I’ve never met
a rogue before.

“I’m glad I’m your first.”
Carlton lifted it to his lips and kissed his own knuckles. Then he
gave her what she imagined was his signature smile before clapping
Treat on the shoulder again. “The usual?”

“Of course.”

Winking at her, the man went around
the bar and signaled the bartender. After a brief discussion, the
bartender nodded and Carlton gave Treat an “okay” sign.

“Do you have a usual
drink?” she asked as she settled on a barstool.

“I usually drink whiskey,
but here it’s whatever Carlton decides to serve me.”

“How do you know
him?”

“He was a friend of my
dad’s. He owned a club in Oakland back then, and my parents used to
go there for dates, right up to the day he died.” Treat’s smile
saddened. “My dad used to say my mom was a goddess, but never more
so than when she was dancing.”

She put her hand on his. “I’m
sorry.”

He shook his head. “My dad lived out
loud. He’d have been the first one to scold anyone who mourned him.
The real tragedy is my mother.”

“How so?”

His expression clouded, walling up so
she couldn’t read what was behind his eyes. “She used to be a
vibrant woman, going out and doing things. Her laugh was amazing. I
haven’t heard her laugh since he died. You would have liked her
back then,” he said with a cryptic look.

“Your father sounded
great,” she said wistfully.

“You say that like you
don’t get along with yours.”

She made a face. “We get along, as
long as he’s in charge.”

“You don’t seem like the
kind of woman who’d let someone else be in charge of
you.”

“I’m not, but he doesn’t
get that.”

Their drinks arrived, a champagne
cocktail for her and something dark in a tumbler for him. He lifted
his glass. “To parents. Can’t live with them—”

“Wouldn’t be alive without
them,” she finished.

He laughed as they touched
glasses.

Little appetizers came out one-by-one,
each one more delicious than the next. Or maybe the company that
made the food so great. Treat leaned close to her, asking her about
her former life as a marketing director and telling her stories
about his construction company.

Finally, Eve had to give up. “Enough.
If I eat more I’ll burst out of my dress.”

He seemed to think about that as his
eyes swept over her body. “I’m torn about that.”

“How so?”

“On one hand, I’d love to
see what’s under the dress.”

She nodded. He’d be especially keen if
he knew about the bustier. “And the other hand?”

“When it’s time,
I want to be the one to
take your clothes off. Very slowly.”

She tried to remember the last time
she let a man take her clothes off. A lifetime ago, before she’d
opened the café. She’d been so busy building her dream she hadn’t
been tempted to play.

She was tempted now. And willing—very
willing.

“Come on.” He stood and
held out his hand.

“Where are we going?” she
said, taking his hand and sliding off the stool. She imagined
sneaking off to the restroom for an interlude, and she flushed.
She’d never done anything like that.

But Treat surprised her by leading her
to the tiny dance floor. “To put your shoes to work.”

He faced her, and she automatically
stepped into his arms. Grinning, he pulled her close and led her
into a bluesy salsa.

He had moves, and they made her hot.
His thigh moved between hers, brushing her in all the right spots.
She’d never danced with a guy who knew what he was doing. Treat
definitely knew.

She looked into his eyes, her breath
catching at the heat she saw there. He wanted her.

The music changed, slowing down, and
he pulled her closer. Bending his head to her ear, he whispered,
“You’re bewitching me, Eve.”

Emboldened by the cocktails, she made
a quick decision. Taking his hand, she said, “Come with
me.”

He did, and she could feel his hot
gaze on her back the entire way. She led him back to where the
restrooms were, looking left and right. No one was watching, but
her heart still pounded at the thought of getting
caught.

There were two restrooms. She went
into the one that was unoccupied and pulled him in. Locking the
door, she faced him, her heart in her throat.

He watched her with a mixture of
desire and amusement. “You’re surprising me.”

“I’m surprising me
too.”

He lifted her and set her on the
counter by the sink. “I’m not going to take you in a restroom. Not
the first time.”

She shivered, arching her neck to let
him nibble it. “But maybe one day?”

He laughed low. “I thought you were a
good girl.”

“I am.” She wrapped her
legs around his waist, feeling him hard against her. “I’m very
good.”

“I can tell.” His hand
speared into her hair, holding her tight, as he took her mouth. He
kissed his way along her jaw. Down her neck. Across the top of her
dress.

His hand followed, trailing down her
shoulder, tracing her collarbone and slipping down over her
breast.

She lifted her head and looked into
his eyes. She thrilled at the intensity there, all focused on
her.

Seeing how much he wanted her made her
bolder than any amount of alcohol ever could. She licked her lips.
“You should look under my dress.”

His hands ran up her sides. “Will I
like what I find?”

“I hope so.”

He reached around her, his fingers
finding the zipper in the back. With agonizing slowness, he lowered
it enough that the front of her dress gaped dropped to her
waist.

He paused. He swallowed
audibly. Then he said, “Damn.”

She grinned, but it dissolved into a
moan the second he began to run his hands over her.

He explored. He molded the silk cups
over her. He felt the lace. His fingers dipped between her breasts.
Lowering his head, he bit her nipple through the fabric, hard
enough that she felt a sting of pleasure through the
silk.

She arched up, panting, hyper aware of
her wetness soaking the matching panties.

“Eve.” He brought his lips
to hers again, ravaging.

Someone rattled the doorknob, the
sound startling her. She blinked at him, panting.

His eyes were half-lidded and sexy,
and she wanted him so badly she throbbed with it.

But he tugged her dress in place and
zipped her back up. Then he kissed her slowly, the passion banked
but still there. Wordlessly, he helped her down and led her back to
the dance floor.

This time, he clasped her closer,
grinding to the music slowly. She nestled into him, knowing he was
telling her this was how he wanted to make love to her.

She wrapped her arms around him and
let him lead.

They danced like that until her feet
ached and her toes cramped, but she was enjoying herself too much
to quit.

Finally, the band stopped playing. He
kissed her again before leading her off the floor, settling up, and
escorting her home.

He stopped in front of her building
and walked her to the door.

Eve turned to him. Did she invite him
in? She wanted to. She ached with the need to finish what they’d
started.

He reached out and tucked her hair
behind her ear. “I’m going to kiss you goodnight and then let you
sleep because you have to be up early. This time.”

“So there’s going to be a
next time?”

His answer was a hot, searing kiss
that curled her toes. It was dark and smoky and seductive. She
gripped his shoulders, afraid her knees were going to give
out.

He eased out of it, kissing her cheek
and then her forehead. “Go in, Eve, before my good intentions go
out the window.”

Nodding, dazed, she went in and
floated all the way up to her apartment, her achy feet
forgotten.

 



Chapter Thirteen

 


Treat arrived at his mom’s house half
an hour before he knew she’d leave for Crumpet. As he walked to the
front door, he frowned up at the three-story Edwardian. His dad had
been an architect and specialized in restoring old homes. This
house had been his business card, remodeled so it was modern but
retaining its old charm and character.

When Treat was a kid, the house had
been a gathering place for his friends because of the rumpus room
that took up the entire top floor. His mom and dad used to
entertain all the time too. He remembered the house being filled
with people and laughter, the tinkling of glasses, and music—his
dad loved music.

He didn’t think Margaret had had
anyone over other than him in the past eight years. Even then, she
didn’t invite him over unless there was a practical reason. He both
understood and didn’t understand why she didn’t sell the house and
move someplace smaller. Someplace that wasn’t devoid of life and
full of ghosts.

He worried about his mom, more so
after what Eve told him last night when he picked her up. It didn’t
help that he planned on getting closer to Eve—and soon. To have his
mother in a feud with the woman he was seeing posed problems, to
put it mildly.

He rang the doorbell and
waited.

The door swung open, and his mom
frowned at him. “Treat?”

“Hi Mom.” He frowned back
at her as he kissed her cheek. “You look different.”

Her cheeks flushed. “You caught me
getting ready for work.”

He shook his head. She looked softer
somehow—he just wasn’t sure how. “Have you done something with your
hair?”

“I told you I’m getting
dressed.” She stepped aside to let him in, closing the door behind
him. “Did you tell me you were coming here?”

“No.” He remembered why he
was there. “I have something I want to discuss.”

“Come into the kitchen
then.” She led the way. “Coffee?”

“No thanks.” He planned on
stopping by Eve’s. Frankly, since he’d started going there, no
other coffee tasted as good. She’d ruined him. Remembering the way
she’d kissed him last night, he was pretty sure coffee wasn’t the
only thing she’d ruined him for.

His mom poured herself a cup of coffee
and picked up the shaker.

“That’s salt,” he
said.

“Yes. Thank you.” Frowning,
she set it down and reached for the sugar bowl.

“Don’t you drink your
coffee black?”

She shot him a look he couldn’t
interpret as she set the sugar aside. “Sometimes you need something
different.”

“Since when?”

“Since now.” She took a sip
of coffee, her gaze never leaving his, as if challenging
him.

“Are you okay,
Mom?”

“I’m fine,” she snapped.
“Why wouldn’t I be?”

“I’m just concerned,” he
said in a careful tone. “You’ve been acting unlike
yourself.”

“And how would you know
when you never visit?” she asked coldly.

He shook his head. “I’m not going to
let you make this about me. This is about you and how you’ve
been.”

“How have I been?” she
asked sharply, setting her mug down with a loud clack.

He winced, surprised the cup hadn’t
broke. “You’ve been edgy.”

“I have a lot of stress,
but you don’t seem to appreciate that.” She glared at him. “I told
you my business is being threatened, but you aren’t taking me
seriously.”

“Because I have a hard time
believing a small coffee and book shop is a problem.”

“It is,” she bit
off.

Taking a deep breath, Treat softened
his tone. “Grounds for Thought is completely different from
Crumpet.”

“And I’m going to keep it
that way.” She lifted her cup and downed some coffee like it was a
stiff drink.

“How?”

“How what?” she asked
warily.

“How are you going to keep
it that way?” The sinking feeling he’d had all night worsened.
“Does it have to do with Daniela Rossi?”

Her silence was incriminating. She
clutched her pearls so tightly he was surprised they didn’t snap.
Finally she asked, “What do you know about Daniela
Rossi?”

“I know that the owner of
Grounds for Thought is also bidding to host the event.”

His mother’s expression darkened. “How
do you know that?”

Truth was the best way to go, but he
didn’t have to tell her the whole truth. “The owner told
me.”

“When?”

“She and I discussed some
renovations.”

His mom set down her cup with a clank.
“You’re doing renovations for me.”

“I do renovations for a lot
of people, Mom.”

“What sort of renovations
are you doing for her?”

He mentally winced at the
way she spat the word her. “She has a slanted courtyard in
the back that doesn’t have good drainage. If it rains a lot, she
could have water damage in her store.”

“And you’re going to fix
it,” his mother said accusingly.

He shook his head. “It’s undetermined,
but that’s not why I’m here. I know that you passed out flyers in
front of her store and about this Daniela Rossi thing. What are you
up to?”

“Nothing.” She glared at
him.

“Somehow I don’t believe
that.” He sighed and stepped forward to take her arms gently. “I
know you feel like she’s competition, but she’s really not. You
didn’t attack Starbucks when they moved in.”

“They’re a few blocks away
and not across the street, and they’re no threat.”

“Eve isn’t a threat
either.”

Her gaze narrowed.
“Eve? Do
you want to tell
me what’s going
on?”

“I told you, this isn’t
about me,” he evaded. Telling his mother about his love life was
the last thing he wanted to do, especially when it involved her
nemesis. At least not until he got her to see that Eve wasn’t an
enemy. “I’m trying to stop you from doing something
foolish.”

“I don’t do foolish
things.” She broke away from him, her gaze accusing and hurt.
“You’re abandoning me too.”

He hated that he put that look in her
eyes. “Of course I’m not, Mom.”

“You’re taking that girl’s
side, just like my customers.” She pointed at him, her voice
rising. “I’m going to be stuck with nothing, alone, forgotten, old,
and shriveled.”

“Mom—”

“I’m not old!” she
shrilled. “I’m not ready to be put away, buried. I’m not dead
yet.”

“No—”

She picked up her coffee cup and
raised it like she was going to throw it. But then she paused,
blinking like she woke up from a daze.

Shocked, he was sure he gaped at her.
It took him a moment to come back to himself. Stepping forward, he
silently took the mug from her hand. She let it go without a word,
and he set it down quietly on the counter.

She opened her mouth a couple times,
as though she wanted to say something but couldn’t. Then she
straightened her spine and smoothly walked away. “Lock the door on
your way out,” she said over her shoulder.

Treat stared after her. What was going
on? Was she finally coming unhinged? Was he imagining things? Maybe
it was all coincidence?

No—how could it be? She was fixated on
Eve. If only he could figure out why—and maybe how to fix
it.

 


 


 



Chapter Fourteen

 


Margaret stood in the doorway of the
Whole Foods on California Street and watched the chaos inside. This
Whole Foods was usually busy, but weekday evenings were a madhouse.
She knew that—she’d thought of it before getting in her car—but
still she’d elected to come.

She had to get out of her house to
stop thinking about the letter she’d received earlier, from the
money manager Harry had employed—or wealth management consultant,
as his letterhead touted him. Apparently the mutual funds they’d
invested in had lost another twenty percent of its
value.

Wealth management consultant, her ass.
That faceless man had no idea he was playing with her
life.

The thought of failing was bad enough,
but to lose the house—Harry’s legacy, what he remodeled for her so
lovingly with his own hands—wrecked her. Braving the frantic
after-work crowd at Wholes Foods was better than staying at home
and having her failure right in her face.

But she didn’t know what to do here
either. She was spinning out of control and nothing helped. She
felt like she was going out of her mind.

Everyone else thought so too. She’d
noticed the way people were watching her, like they were waiting
for her to snap like an overstretched rubber band.

They’d have her committed it they’d
known how badly she’d been acting.

On top of it all, she’d almost thrown
a mug at her son.

She couldn’t believe Treat had accused
her of those things, even if they were true. He was her son. He was
supposed to be on her side.

She was going to lose him
too.

Someone pushed by her, and she
stumbled into the store. A woman with a shopping cart containing
only carrots gave her a dirty look.

Margaret had the urge to pick up a bag
of grapes and pitch them at the witch. She controlled the impulse,
instead mumbling an apology. She hurried down the aisle, browsing
at the products on the shelves.

She had no idea what she
wanted.

She smiled deprecatingly. Wasn’t that
just the perfect summation of her life?

She wandered aimlessly down the
aisles, coming to stop in the wine section. Maybe she should buy a
bottle of wine to take home.

She stared at all the bottles and
labels and wondered what to get. When she went to dinner, she just
ordered by the glass, red, whatever the waiter recommended. When
Harry was alive, they drank martinis.

She smiled faintly. It’d been so
fifties of them.

She’d tried having one after he’d died
but it hadn’t been right. Harry had always made them, and no matter
how she ordered them nobody could get them right. Another thing
that had died with him.

Anger surged up her chest and into her
throat. She tried to swallow it down, but it refused to
budge.

Seething, she stared at the wine
bottles. It was unreasonable to be so angry, but she couldn’t help
herself. That she couldn’t pick a bottle only incensed her, and the
only way she could think to relieve the fury was pushing the entire
rack of wine over.

“I almost thought you were
a mirage,” a familiar voice said from behind her.

She stiffened, caught. Fists clenched
to keep control, she turned around.

The stalker from the golf course,
Grant, stood behind her. Close. So close she could see flecks of
blue in his eyes.

Margaret took a step back, walking
into the wine rack behind her. The clatter of the bottles sounded
oddly satisfying. “What are you doing here?”

He glanced to the wine, his brow
arched. “I wonder if it wasn’t fate that guided me to this
spot.”

“Fate isn’t”— she almost
said cruel, but
that was exactly what Fate was.

“Fate isn’t…?” he
prompted.

“That obliging.”

“I don’t know.” He leaned
his shoulder against the shelving, crossing his arms. The sleeves
of his dress were folded back from the day, but it still looked
crisp, tucked neatly into his fine wool trousers. “I went to the
wine store I usually shop at, but they were closed for inventory,
so I came here and found you. I’ve never believed in Fate before,
but I’m willing to if she’s going to lead me to you.”

She didn’t know what to say to
that.

He must have sensed that because he
smiled, and the corners of his eyes crinkled in a way that said he
smiled often.

She felt a shiver of something
unfamiliar. Something scary. She looked behind her, wondering if
she should leave.

As if he read her mind, he took her
hand, gently but firm. “You’ve been avoiding me.”

“I have not,” she stated
indignantly, trying not to notice how warm his hand was. She hadn’t
felt such warmth in years.

“You’ve been walking at
times that won’t coincide with my golf game.” He smiled. “Don’t
deny it. You’re not the type of woman who’d stop walking
altogether.”

“I’ve been busy,” she said
vaguely.

“I realize that we had an
unconventional start, so what do you say we do it over again?” He
held her hand in both of his, looking into her eyes. “Hello, my
name is Grant Norquist.”

Looking into his eyes, she felt the
same way as when she walked into a thick fogbank: disoriented and
lost. Out of touch with time and her surroundings.

Floating.

The recent crazy part of
her wanted to throw her arms open, dive, and scream
“Wee!” But the
part of her that had been frozen for so long stood
shock-still.

Grant leaned in, saying
conspiratorially, “This is where you tell me your name
again.”

“Margaret Byrnes,” she
said, startling herself.

“Margaret Byrnes.” He
repeated it like it was something to savor. “Are you adventurous,
Margaret?”

“No,” she said, making sure
her voice was defeatingly final.

“Excellent.” He beamed.
“Then we’ll have an adventure.”

Frowning, she shook her head. “Didn’t
you hear me?”

“I did, but I was listening
to the subtext under the words.” He reached out.

She stiffened. For a second she
thought he was going to hug her, but he reached behind her, grabbed
a bottle, and held it out. “This is quite a fine bottle but even
better, it has a screw top. Which means that when I take to you my
favorite spot in the city we won’t have to worry about
corkscrews.”

“I never said I’d go
anywhere with you.”

“Because I didn’t give you
a chance.” He tapped his head. “I’m learning.”

“I need to go
home.”

“Why?”

She blinked. She hadn’t expected him
to ask. “I have things to do.”

“Like laundry?” he asked,
amused. “You don’t need to wash your hair. It’s lovely. You’ve done
something to it.”

Her hand went reflexively to her head.
She felt her cheeks grow warm, and she realized she was
blushing.

Blushing.

She stepped back, pulling her hand out
of his. “I really have to go.”

“You’re running away.” He
tipped his head, considering her solemnly. “You don’t seem like a
coward.”

She stopped in her tracks and glared
at him. “I’m not.”

“Prove it.” He held the
bottle up. “Have some wine with me.”

The reckless feeling rose again,
driving her to do something. Anything.

And then there was Grant,
standing before her like an aged pirate, offering her something she
hadn’t felt in forever. Her entire being screamed to say
yes. Wine with a handsome
man. Conversation. Intimacy.

She wouldn’t be alone any
longer.

She could focus on something other
than money.

She wavered toward him, seeing hope
and pleasure spring into his eyes.

He’d run when he found out she was
broken and dead on the inside.

Drooping, she shook her head and
stepped away. “No, thank you.”

He stopped her with a hand on her arm.
“You deserve to be happy, Margaret.”

His palm radiated heat, enough to
tempt her into melting. But she shook her head and tugged her arm
free. “You don’t know anything about me.”

“I know more than you
think. And when you’re ready to admit to yourself that you deserve
happiness, I’ll be waiting.” He took a card from his shirt pocket
and pressed it into her palm. “Call me, Margaret. If for anything,
then because I’m a good listener.”

He smiled sadly at her and walked
away. She stood there, holding his card, reaching for her pearls.
Only her pearls felt cold and unwelcoming, and she dropped her
hand, at a loss.

 



Chapter Fifteen

 


“Eve Alexander?”

Eve looked up from where she crouched
behind the bar, stacking glasses. The woman’s voice was too
officious to be anything but a sales rep or an IRS
agent.

The latter, based on her ill-fitting
navy poly-blend suit. The woman even had the Grim Reaper gaunt
pallor of a taxman. Her Clairol platinum blond hair was pulled
tight into a bun at the base of her skull, making her eyes look
stretched at the corners. If her black briefcase had still been a
cow, they’d have taken it out and shot it.

Eve was tempted to say “no” and get
back to restocking, but she stood up instead. “Yes?”

“My name is Victoria
Stromberg and I’m from the Department of Health.”

Department of Health? Eve
felt a flutter of worry, wondering if she could have possibly
forgotten to renew some license or other. This was
not what she needed right
now. “What can I do for you, Ms. Stromberg?”

No beating around the bush for the
Grim Reaper. “We received a report of health code violations, and I
was sent to investigate.”

Eve shook her head. “That’s
impossible.”

The woman just stared at
her.

“Well, it is.” She gestured
to the café at large. “I keep it spotless here.”

“Appearances don’t always
live up to code,” the Reaper said primly. She set her briefcase on
the counter, opened it, and took out a stack of papers. “I have
reports of cockroaches as well as unsanitary restrooms.”

This was the last thing she needed right
before Daniela was due to come check out the café. She rubbed her
temple, trying to convince herself that she was still in bed and
that she’d wake up from this bad dream soon.

“Are you alright?” Victoria asked,
looking more uncomfortable than concerned.

“I’m fine.” She
took a deep breath. “Tell me what I have to do to get this cleared
up as soon as possible.” 

“I’ll do a thorough
evaluation and then based on my findings, we proceed from
there.”

“Let’s get this over with.”
Eve showed the Grim Reaper to the back. “I don’t have anyone here
with me, so I need to stay on the floor.”

The woman hummed absently, already in
her evaluating zone and making comments on her forms.

Picking up an empty cup, Eve went back
to the front to pace.

Half an hour later, Treat walked in.
His smile turned into a vague frown when he really looked at her.
“What’s wrong?” he asked in a low voice.

It didn’t occur to her not
to tell him. “Someone reported me to the Health Department.
For cockroaches. I
don’t have cockroaches.”

He ran a soothing hand down her arm.
“Then it should all be fine, right?”

“I don’t know.” She worried
her lip. “It’d be bad for business if even a whiff of this got to
the public. And certainly Daniela Rossi wouldn’t want anything to
do with me.”

Treat hesitated, then he carefully
asked, “Do you have any idea who called in the report.”

“No.” She frowned. “But if
I had to make a bet, I’d say it was the evil witch from Crumpet.
She seems bent on ruining me.”

Before he could say anything, the Grim
Reaper emerged from the back. “Your kitchen is the cleanest I’ve
seen in a long time,” she said, clearly impressed. She took off the
rubber gloves she wore and disposed of them before setting her
paperwork on the counter. “I found no evidence of cockroaches or
anything amiss.”

Eve tucked her hair behind her ear.
“Does that mean we’re good to go?”

“Not quite,” the woman said
vaguely, noting something in frilly script. “I’ll come back to do
another inspection in a few months and if you pass that this charge
will be cleared. Sign here.”

Eve barely looked at the paper as she
scribbled her name. “Can you tell me who made the accusations in
the first place?”

“Our sources our
confidential.” The woman put the papers into her briefcase and
closed the clasps with a sharp snap. “We’ll see you in several
months.”

Eve nodded, barely refraining from
reminding her not to forget her sickle on the way out.

“Good day then.”

She and Treat watched the woman leave.
Breaking the silence, she said, “At least the Grim Reaper said she
hasn’t seen a cleaner kitchen in ages.”

“The Grim
Reaper?”

“The woman from the Health
Department.” She nodded at the door.

He smiled. “She did reek of gloom and
doom, didn’t she?”

Eve stared worried after the woman.
“Do you think I’m overreacting in thinking the woman from Crumpet
is responsible?”

“If she’s been harassing
you, it’s a valid supposition,” he said soberly.

“I need to go talk to
her.”

“Maybe I should go talk to
her.”

She shook her head. “It’s my problem.
I’ll do it.”

“But there’s—”

“It’s okay. I’ve got it
covered.”

His brow furrowed as if he didn’t
understand.

She reached up and touched his face.
“I appreciate the concern though. It means the world to
me.”

He kissed her palm. “Let me know if
you need anything?”

“Yes.” She wrinkled her
nose. “It may be in the form of a drink and a hug.”

“That can be arranged.” He
kissed her hand again. “That, and more.”

 



Chapter Sixteen

 


Margaret hated this room.

It wasn’t hers. Yes, she slept in it.
She had every night since Harry had left her. When she’d first
decorated it for guests, she’s thought it was enchanting. Wrought
iron bed, rosy walls, antique wardrobe.

But since she started sleeping in
here, the bed had made her feel like she was behind bars. She hated
the damn lacy curtains. Overgrown doilies was what they
were.

A Victorian prison.

The familiar anger began to choke her
again. At the curtains she hated. The resentment and fury swelled
inside her like a sinister wave. She clutched the covered to keep
from jumping up and ripping the curtains down.

Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad if she
lost the house.

She gasped, taking the thought back.
Harry would have been so hurt if he’d heard her.

But Harry was dead, that dark voice
inside her said.

Margaret jerked to sitting. She
needed…

She didn’t know what she
needed.

The night closed in around her, and
she struggled to breathe. Scrabbling for the lamp on the bedside
table, she managed to turn it on.

The light did nothing to dispel her
panic.

She reached for the phone, picking up
the business card next to it. She’d call Grant.

But she couldn’t. It was too late, on
so many levels. She put the card back.

She couldn’t call Treat. He’d called
her yesterday and left a message, saying he needed to talk to her.
She hadn’t called back because the tone of his voice had scared
her. And then she’d seen his truck had been parked outside Grounds
for Thought.

He suspected.

That perky girl and her croissants
were stealing everything.

Margaret pushed her temples. She just
wanted things back to the way they were when Harry was alive. When
everything was safe and secure.

That was never happening.

A sob broke the night’s silence, and
it startled her to realize it’d come from her. She reached for her
pearls, fighting for control, but they felt as cold and distant as
everything else.

She needed to do something. She needed
to move.

Pushing the covers aside, she got out
of bed and put a sweater on over her pajamas. Slipping into her
tennis shoes, she walked out into the night.

She hadn’t planned on going anywhere
specific, so when she found herself on Sacramento Street a couple
blocks from Crumpet, she was almost surprised.

She slowed. Maybe there was something
she could do. She couldn’t let that girl just take everything she
had. Because Treat may have insisted he was going to seal her café
from flood damage, but Margaret had seen the look he’d gotten in
his eyes. It was the same look Harry got when they’d first
met.

Flood damage.

She stopped abruptly. A little water
damage would distract the girl, and Treat didn’t do that sort of
work. He’d be free to work on renovating Crumpet, and Eve would be
out of the running for the Daniela Rossi event.

Her heart pounded. It was
wrong.

No one would know.

She’d know.

She touched her pearls. What recourse
did she have? Sit around and wait for that girl to take everything
from her?

How would she do it? It was an
impossible idea. She didn’t have access, and how would she simulate
a flood?

She began walking, headed to Grounds
for Thought. She’d just look around and then go home. She wasn’t
committing to anything.

The storefront was dark except for one
soft light close to the register. Margaret stared inside. Even
without people the shop looked so inviting.

Her anger surged again. She looked at
the lock on the door. Maybe she should have looked up how to pick
them. The Internet was a wondrous thing.

She walked around the corner of the
building. Treat said there was a back courtyard.

There it was, only there was a high
fence protecting it.

She glared at the fence and walked up
to it. She could reach the top, just barely.

She hadn’t climbed anything in
years.

How hard could it be? She grabbed the
top of the fence and hauled herself up. Her feet scrabbled for
purchase, but she couldn’t hoist herself up.

Dropping, breathing heavily, she
looked around. To her left there was a bush.

A bush would work. She scooted over
and grabbed the fence again. Putting her feet on top of the bush,
she lifted herself up to straddle the fence. A feeling of triumph
made her want to laugh out loud.

Until she realized she had to make it
down the other side. And there wasn’t anything she could use to
step down on.

She sobered, gripping the fence tight.
She felt a splinter pierce her palm as she tried to figure out how
to get down.

There was nothing for it. She had to
jump.

Heart pounding, palms sweating, she
eased her legs over slowly. She meant to dangle her way down
easily, but she lost control and dropped to the ground.
Hard.

She lay on the ground, looking up at
the night clouds. How ironic would it be if she was found here,
broken, in the morning? After she caught her breath, she took stock
of her injuries, but she realized somehow she hadn’t gotten
anything worse than a couple splinters and some
scratches.

Wincing, she gingerly stood and looked
around. She couldn’t believe her eyes when she saw the garden hose
to the side of the building.

It was like fate prodding her that it
was actually connected to a water spigot that worked. She turned it
on and watched the water pour out.

She could turn it off and leave now,
no one the wiser.

And then she’d lose her business and
her son. And she’d be completely alone.

Margaret turned the faucet up higher,
so the water gushed forth. Then she set the hose on the ground,
facing the glass door at the back of the café.

She could see what Treat was talking
about—the water pooled right away. She didn’t wait to see if it
seeped inside like he’d theorized. She needed to figure out how to
leave.

Dragging a plastic bucket to the
fence, she climbed up easier this time and used the bush to ease
her way down the other side.

As she rounded the corner, she
startled as she caught a glimpse of a half-crazed woman staring at
her in the café’s window.

Her own
reflection. She wilted, partly in relief.
Pulling her sweater tight around herself, she hurried around the
corner and toward her home.

 



Chapter Seventeen

 


Humming, Eve unlocked the front door
and bent down to pick up the pack of newspapers delivered each
morning. She bumped the door open with her hip and set the
newspapers on a table so she could lock behind her.

She loved coming in early, before the
store opened, to bake. Especially Monday, because she was fresh
from having Sunday off. This Sunday had been especially nice too.
She’d spent the day with Freya and her baby. She’d spent the night
talking to Treat on the phone. She paused and sighed, remembering
how delicious his voice had been on the phone, like he’d been in
bed with her.

One day soon.

Intending to head to the kitchen, she
turned, only her foot lost traction and she slipped.

With a startled yelp, she
overcorrected and flew forward. A loud snap echoed in the empty space. Pain
shot through her shoulder and arm as she slammed into the
wall.

“Ouch.” Righting herself,
she rotated her arm. Nothing seemed broken. She frowned. It’d
sounded like something broke.

Then she looked down and saw the heel
of her Christian Louboutins lying dead on the hardwood.

“No,” she cried, kneeling. They were one of her favorite pairs—red
with white polka dots and a bow. Her fingers brushed the floor as
she picked up the dead heel—

Eve frowned at the wetness on her
fingertips. “What the hell?”

She brushed her hand on the hardwood.
It was wet. She rubbed her fingertips together and then sniffed
them. Water.

Standing, she limped gingerly to the
counter to flip on the lights. Kicking off her shoes, she walked
back around and looked at the floor.

It was covered with water—a thin layer
up front but increasingly thicker as she looked toward the
back.

Shocked, she stared at it. She didn’t
know how long she stood there until the cold pooling over her feet
propelled her into action.

“Damn, damn, damn.” Tucking
her hair back, she walked to the back of her café. Three-quarters
of the way back, the water rose from a thin film to an
inch.

Not a big deal, she tried to assure
herself, but panic welled inside her as surely as the water in the
café. She bent and turned the cuffs of her jeans up a couple turns.
As her scones were baking, she’d mop up the water. It’d be dry by
the time she opened, and no one would be the wiser.

Except in the kitchen the water was at
least a couple inches high, and it only got higher toward the
back.

Anxiety gripped her chest, but she
forced herself to breathe and stay calm. This wasn’t so
bad.

Yes, it was, she admitted when she saw
the water damage on the walls. The water had seeped in and the
moment she touched the drywall it crumbled away, leaving a hole in
the hallway.

“Shit.” She
ran—carefully—back out front and looked at the walls. The water
damage didn’t go all the way to the front, but in the back it was
definitely noticeable.

All the ramifications hit her at once.
Daniela Rossi would surely notice the damage and feel that it
wasn’t up to her standards. She was a chef, and chefs were
exacting. Meaning Eve would have to get it fixed.

It’d cost money—a ton of money. Even
her inexperienced eyes could see how bad it was.

She didn’t have money.

She’d have to call her
father.

Groaning, wanting to cry, she put her
head in her hands.

Wait. She lifted her head, frowning.
It hadn’t rained. Where had the water come from?

Slogging through the water, she went
to the back door, where it seemed to be higher. She opened the back
door and flipped on the light.

The water hose was running, streaming
water into the area where Treat had warned her the water would
pool, under the door, and into her shop.

“What the
hell?” She padded to the outlet and
wrenched it shut. The water slowed to a trickle and then
stopped.

Eve glared at the hose. How
had it turned on? She hadn’t done it.

But she was left to take care of the
mess it’d made. She winced, imagining telling her father, and went
out front to face the piper.

 


 


Disaster.

She watched her father pace back and
forth as he yelled into his phone. She didn’t know whether to be
really pissed or to put her head onto the counter and
cry.

A hand touched her shoulder. She
turned to find Allison holding out a cup of coffee. “For
me?”

“You need sustenance.” Her
barista glanced at Charles, her usually expressive face guarded.
“He’s talking to the insurance?”

“Yes.” She sighed, trying
not to dwell.

“They’ll cover the damages,
won’t they? It was vandalism.”

Eve frowned. “It was a hose left on. I
can’t necessarily prove it was vandalism.”

“Crap,” Allison said
succinctly.

“I know.” She was losing
today’s revenues and had no idea how much it’d take to fix it all.
Her father said he thought the water had seeped into the flooring,
which meant new floors as well as new drywall.

Where was the money coming
from?

And even if insurance covered it,
she’d have to close a couple days to get the work done, and even
then it was iffy whether it’d get done in time for Daniela Rossi’s
visit.

She was screwed.

One thing at a
time. Calming herself with a sip of coffee,
she forced herself to focus on the moment. “There’s no reason for
you to stay, Allison. Go home.”

“Are you sure?” She glanced
at Charles again. “You may need reinforcements.”

“I’ve been dealing with him
a long time,” she said with a wry smile. “Besides, nothing really
buffers his impact.”

“Okay,” Allison said
reluctantly. “But I can come back if you need me.”

“Thanks.” She gave her a
hug.

“Eve,” her father barked,
putting his phone away.

“Good luck,” her barista
murmured, giving her a last squeeze.

She was going to need it. Taking a
deep breath, she went to see what her dad wanted. “Did you talk to
the insurance agent?”

“They’re going to send
someone out to survey the damage.” He glared at her. “I’m going to
have a hard time selling this as vandalism.”

She frowned. “You don’t
think I left the
hose on?”

He gave her that implacable stare he
gave his employees when they’d screwed up. It didn’t help that she
was barefoot, with her jeans rolled up. She felt like a kid who’d
knocked over her milk.

“Excuse me,” a deep voice
interrupted.

With a small gasp, she turned to see
Treat walking towards them.

Her first reaction was pleasure and
relief. But then she remembered Charles was there and tensed up.
She didn’t want Treat to hear her father extol all her
failures.

Probably noting her quizzical
expression, Treat said, “Allison let me in. She told me what
happened.”

“Who are you?” Charles
barked, squaring off with hands in his pockets.

“Treat Byrnes.” He held out
his hand and looked her father in the eye. “A friend of
Eve’s.”

Her dad shook his hand, which to Eve
looked like a battle for a moment. But then they let go, and she
could see grudging respect in her father’s eyes.

Treat turned to her. She expected that
he’d be cool after her father’s power play, but he looked mildly
amused yet concerned for her. “Allison said there was water
damage.”

She nodded, suddenly wanting to cry.
Blinking her eyes, she shored up. She couldn’t show weakness in
front of Charles. “Someone left the hose on in the
back.”

Her father snorted
at someone.

She ignored him. “It wasn’t on
Saturday as far as I know, so it must have happened Sunday. I
didn’t catch it because I’m closed on Sundays, and this morning
there was water everywhere.”

“Can I take a look?” he
asked gently.

She nodded.

He smiled at her reassuringly and
headed to the back.

“Who is he?” her father
asked, gaze following Treat.

“A friend.” He didn’t need
to know Treat was going to be her lover soon. “He’s a
contractor.”

Charles grunted, watching Treat like
he was going to steal the family silver.

Treat came back quickly, wiping his
hands on his jeans. “It’s not as bad as it looks. You’ll need new
drywall and paint in a few spots, but the floors are okay as long
as you dry them out completely.”

Her father glared at her like it was
her fault. “That’s going to cost money, Evangeline.”

She tried not to wince. “The
insurance—”

“If the insurance doesn’t
cover it?”

She was royally screwed. She gripped
her coffee cup like a lifeline.

“If I may,” Treat said,
facing her, “I have a surplus of drywall, and I can get paint at
cost. If your insurance won’t cover it, I can do it for virtually
nothing.”

Her father turned his glare on Treat.
“Why?”

Treat regarded him steadily. “Because
I like Eve.”

It was a simple statement, a
declaration, and a challenge all at once. She felt both thrilled
and apprehensive. Giving Treat a look, she took her father by the
arm and herded him toward the front door. “You said you had a
meeting. I’ll talk to the insurance and get an estimate and send
you a report, okay?”

“Fine.” He glanced at his
watch and grimaced. “And call your mother. She’s been nagging me
about you.”

“I love you, Dad.” She
reached on tiptoes to kiss his cheek.

He grumbled incoherently, shooting
Treat one last warning look before rushing out of the
store.

She heaved a sigh of relief the moment
the door closed behind him. “Thank God.”

Treat walked up to her and speared his
fingers into her hair, massaging the base of her neck. “That
bad?”

“He means well.” She moaned
and dropped her head against his chest. “That feels
good.”

They stood there in silence while he
eased her tension. He finally broke the silence by saying, “I feel
like this is my fault.”

She looked up at him. “Did you leave
the hose on?”

“No.”

“Then it’s not your fault.”
She frowned. “It’s not my fault either. I’ve never touched that
hose. Ever.”

Treat’s brow furrowed. “You think
someone did this purposefully?” he asked carefully.

She thought of Margaret and her frown
deepened. “It didn’t turn on by itself. I just can’t believe that
anyone would hate me enough to go this far.”

He lifted her chin and placed a soft
kiss on her lips. “Let me fix this.”

She blinked. “You’d do this for
me?”

“Of course. If it affects
you, it affects me.”

“But the cost—”

“I think I can get the
materials in salvage, and I’ll do the labor so there’s no cost
there.”

“Are you sure?”

“Without a doubt.” He
kissed her again.

“Thank you.” She hugged him
tight, inhaling his scent, which was both comforting and a turn on.
“Mocha for the road?”

“Yes please.” He held her
hand as they walked to the counter.

She smiled. She hadn’t thought she
could have found anything redeeming about the day, but she’d been
wrong. At this moment, against all odds, even the future looked
bright.



 



Chapter Eighteen

 


The smell of old bar assailed Treat as
he walked into Durty Nelly’s: stale beer and French fries. He went
straight to the end of the counter where his friend Rick was
already nursing a Guinness.

Rick didn’t take his eyes off the TV.
“I thought you were going to stand me up.”

“Long day.” He raised his
hand and gestured for a Guinness from the bartender.

“Tell me about it. I’ve
been on this case where the husband wants proof that his wife is
fooling around with her Pilates trainer. I followed that woman all
over the city today.”

“Did you catch
her?”

“Not with the Pilates guy,
but I have great pics of her and her masseuse, who’s a hot
blonde.”

Hot blonde
made him think of Eve, and he wondered what she
was doing tonight. He shook his head. “A lot of guys would kill to
have your job.”

“It definitely has perks.”
Rick lifted his beer. “So what’s her name?”

“Excuse me?”

“The chick who has you so
distracted. I haven’t seen you this way since Denise Michaels
flashed you at freshman orientation. You weren’t even like this
with Phoebe.”

Treat nodded his thanks to the
bartender as he accepted his pint. “How was I?”

“Indifferent. Both when you
married her and when she left.” Rick shrugged. “You didn’t love her
though. That was obvious from the beginning.”

“I didn’t, Freud?” he said
with a small smile.

“No, you felt responsible
for her.” Rick leaned his back against the wall and stared at him.
“So tell me about this new woman.”

“No wonder they pay you so
much for your services.”

He shrugged modestly. “I’ve got a
sense.”

“Her name is Eve.
Evangeline,” he remembered her father calling her.

“And she’s beautiful,” Rick
added dispassionately.

“But that’s not what’s
striking about her. It’s the way she approaches life. She goes for
what she wants. She’s practical but whimsical at the same time.” He
thought of her shoes and smiled. “Passionate. Fun.
Grounded.”

“And vulnerable?” Rick
asked in an overly offhand tone.

“Yes, but not how you
think.”

“No?”

“No.”

Rick arched his eyebrows in disbelief.
“You know you have a pattern, right? You like to rescue women,
which would be fine if it didn’t involve needy women.”

“Eve doesn’t need to be
rescued.” He frowned, thinking about the garden hose.

“Your expression says
otherwise.” Rick grabbed a handful of nuts from the bar. “What’s
her problem?”

Treat thought about the garden hose
and frowned. “I think my mother’s sabotaging Eve’s coffee
shop.”

His friend stopped watching TV and
faced him. “I think I heard you say you think Margaret’s sabotaging
your girlfriend.”

Treat told Rick about the reviews, the
book party, the Health Department, and the garden hose incident. He
described his mom’s behavior, trying to be as objective as he could
be.

Rick listened like the private
investigator that he was. Finally he said, “Can you prove any of
this?”

“I was going to ask you
that.” He took a long swig of his beer. “I feel guilty because I
think my mom is causing Eve these problems, but I don’t know how to
prove it one way or the other. Any ideas?”

“Are there surveillance
cameras in Eve’s shop?”

“Not that I know
of.”

Rick shook his head. “You’re out of
luck, unless you have fingerprints, or if she
confesses.”

Treat shook his head. That wasn’t
happening.

“But how would your mom
know that leaving the water running would cause so much damage?”
his friend asked.

He winced. “I may have mentioned that
Eve’s place was in risk of flooding if there was excess water out
back.”

“Shit.” He shook his head
again.

“Yeah.” Treat lifted his
beer.

“I could follow Margaret,”
Rick offered, “but if I catch her making out with her masseuse, I
may have to poke my eyes out.”

 



Chapter Nineteen

 


After another pint each, Treat said
goodbye to Rick and headed home. On the way to his truck, he gave
in to impulse and called Eve.

“Hey, this is a surprise.”
Her voice drooped, like she was exhausted. Classical music trilled
in the background, and he heard what sounded like the steamer on an
espresso machine.

“Are you still at work?” he
asked with a frown.

“Yes, but I’m almost done.”
She sighed. “I’m doing a singles’ night this week and I have a lot
to do to get ready for it.”

He glanced at his watch as he climbed
into his truck. “It’s ten o’clock, Eve.”

“I know. Everything took
longer than I thought it would.”

“Don’t go anywhere. I’ll be
there in fifteen. Does that give you enough time to
finish?”

“Yes, but—”

“I’ll see you.” He hung up
before she could protest—and before he could come to his
senses.

What was he doing? He’d promised
himself he wouldn’t try to save her, and here he was, riding over
there like a white knight just because she sounded
tired.

No, he thought as he sped down Lincoln
Avenue, that wasn’t entirely why he was rushing over there. He
wanted to see her, to touch her. To pamper her after a long
day.

There was nothing wrong with
that.

As long as that was what his
motivation really was, he heard Rick’s voice say in his
mind.

It was, but there was Margaret. He
needed to tell Eve that his mother was her nemesis. He’d let that
piece of information remain hidden for long enough. Maybe when he
confessed, he could help her deal with his mom.

When he arrived at Grounds for
Thought, Eve stood in the window looking for him. She waved, locked
up, and hopped up into his truck. “I’m going to be horrible
company, you know. I’m likely to fall asleep on you.”

She had faint bruises beneath her
eyes, but she was as beautiful as ever. He touched the corner of
her tired smile. “That sounds great. After your bath.”

She perked up. “Bath?”

He smiled. “Just wait.”

They arrived at his house ten minutes
later, but she was asleep.

So much for confessing. Tonight
obviously wasn’t the right time.

Neither was it the right time to take
her, to make her cry out for him, like he’d been imagining all
day.

He watched her, chest expanding with
feeling. Truthfully, he felt just as happy at the thought of
holding her all night while she slept.

Rick would have called him whipped.
Treat didn’t care in the least.

She stirred when he lifted her out of
the truck’s cab. “I can walk.”

“Let me carry you.” He
kissed her forehead and took her inside, straight to his
room.

But he bypassed the bed and went into
his bathroom. Setting her down, he ran water for a bath, threw some
salts in, and set a towel for her.

She frowned sleepily at the room.
“This is awesome. That view is amazing.”

He smiled. The view of the Golden Gate
Bridge was one of the things that sold him on the house. He’d
deliberately replaced the wall next to the bath with windows so he
could enjoy it.

Now he drew the blinds halfway up for
Eve’s privacy. “Do you need anything else?”

Her brow furrowed. “Aren’t you joining
me?”

He stilled. “You want me to join
you?”

Her frown deepened. “I’m tired, not
dead.”

And then to punctuate her words, she
shrugged out of her coat and yanked her shirt over her
head.

Her bra consisted of patterned black
mesh, with a tiny red rose in the middle. The sheer triangles did
nothing to hide her nipples, and he swallowed thickly as they
hardened under his gaze.

Without a word, she stripped out of
her pants to reveal matching panties that sat low on her hips. They
were equally sheer, and also had a tiny red rose, only more
strategically placed.

“I feel like a kid on
Christmas, faced with the biggest present ever.” He stepped in
front of her and ran one finger down between her
breasts.

“Then unwrap me,” she
whispered huskily.

 



Chapter Twenty

 


Then unwrap
me.

Eve had no idea where that’d come
from. She’d never been a siren before.

With a growl, Treat palmed her butt
and pressed himself against her. He was already hard, and she could
feel the heat of him through his jeans.

He wrapped his hands around her hips
and pushed into her, burying his face in her neck. She moaned when
he nipped her there and arched back against him.

One hand still holding her hip, his
other moved up her ribcage and closed on a breast, squeezing before
focusing on the nipple. “We may not get to the bath right
away.”

“I think I can live with
that.” Fisting his hair in both her hands, she pulled his mouth
down to hers.

As volatile as their kisses were
before, they were nothing compared to this one. She could taste his
hunger, as desperate as hers was, and it was delicious. Hooking her
leg around his, she rubbed herself against his hardness.

He grasped her butt, one cheek in each
hand, and squeezed. His thick fingers dipped between her cleft,
inching lower and lower until he slipped under the panties and into
her wetness.

They groaned in each other’s
mouth.

He lifted his head a little. His eyes
were heavy-lidded and burning with intensity. “I’m not going to be
able to go slow. The first time is going to be fast and hard and
sweaty.”

“Good.” She tossed her bra
aside.

He picked her up, carried her to his
bed, and threw her on it.

 



Chapter Twenty-one

 


Treat looked down at the bed and knew
this wasn’t real. He’d stepped into one of his more vivid fantasies
where Eve wore sinful black mesh and an expression to match. It was
one of his better fantasies because she lay sprawled before him
with barely contained impatience, her smooth legs open.

Except he swore the smell of her was
real. And her taste—well, he was positive he hadn’t imagined
that.

Which meant only one thing:
Eve really was naked before him, except for a patch of see-through fabric
covering her secrets. She really did want him as badly as he wanted
her.

That alone made him hot.

He pulled the T-shirt over his head
without losing sight of her. Damn, she was gorgeous—more than he’d
imagined, and he’d done a lot of that. He wanted to tear off the
scrap of cloth she called underwear and take a look at
her.

Goddamn, he wanted
that.

He popped open the first few buttons
of his jeans and then kneeled on the bed between her legs. “Is all
your underwear like this?” He ran a finger over the red flower on
the front of her panties.

She shivered. Her legs fell open a
little more, but her eyes stayed glued to the front of his jeans
where his cock strained to free itself.

His blood pressure kicked up as she
licked her lips. “If it were?” she asked.

Her voice was all sex and he hadn’t
touched her yet. He wanted to growl and dive into her, but he kept
himself in check.

He pulled on his fly and unbuttoned a
couple more. “That sounds like a challenge.”

She lifted her big blue eyes to his.
“Are you up for it?”

He grinned, not nicely. “Baby, you are
playing with fire.”

The dark promise was meant to warn
her, but damn if she didn’t look intrigued. And excited. She
grinned back at him. “Good.”

With a groan, he lunged, catching both
her hands in his and raising them over her head. He stared into her
eyes for a split second before his gaze fell to her
lips.

Pink and shiny, they were
like candy. He bit the top, then the bottom, then kissed her so
deeply he was afraid he
would be the one to drown. It was sweet and
naughty and spiked him with such a rush that his head began to
swim.

She arched up and rubbed her chest
against his.

Transferring both her hands to one of
his, he kept them high above her head so he could look his fill.
Her nipples were the same dusky pink of her lips.

He bent his head and took one in his
mouth. Hell, yes, it was better than he imagined. He should have
known. He sucked once more before letting it slip with a pop from
his mouth and giving the other one his attention.

He let go of her arms and rolled her
onto him. He gripped her hips and ground himself into her
panty-covered mound.

She put her knees on either side of
his hips and rocked with his motion. Panting, cheeks flushed, she
looked powerful above him. Her eyes were lusted over and steady on
his, her blond hair falling into her face. He thumbed a nipple just
to see her eyes grow more vague.

“Oh, Treat.” Her moan was
so low he felt it below the belt. She bit her lip and rubbed
herself against him.

He groaned. “I won’t last if you keep
that up.”

The smile that curved her lips was
pure temptress. “Then we’ll just have to do it all over
again.”

Her hand slipped inside his jeans and
latched on to him.

He froze, breathless, dying. He
watched her open his fly wider, powerless to do anything but lift
his hips so she could work his pants down. She squeezed
him.

He cried out and reached to stop her,
but then she squeezed again and he couldn’t do anything. “Payback’s
a bitch, you know,” he managed to say.

“Promises,
promises.”

He thrust up into her hand, knowing he
wouldn’t be able to hold out.

“Condoms?” she
asked.

“Thank God.” He reached
over to the nightstand, pulled out a large box, and covered
himself.

Pushing her panties to one side, she
got up on her knees and slowly inched down on him.

She scorched him, she was so hot. And
moist. He hadn’t even touched her—not where it counted—and she was
dripping wet.

When she worked him all the way in,
she stopped, panting, and looked into his eyes. “This is
good.”

He wrapped his hands around her hips
and brought his head up to lick her breasts, from underneath the
curve to the tip of one and then the other. “This is damn
incredible.”

And he surged into her.

She gasped, and he pushed again before
she could catch her breath. Soon, they both bucked, giving and
taking just as greedily.

“So close,” she murmured.
Her head fell back, and her hands braced on his chest. “Now,
Treat. Now.”

It was enough to push him over the
edge. His shout echoed hers, and he sank into electrifying
oblivion.

 


 


She was a pile of mush.

Once, her plane was delayed coming
back from a business trip in New York. To pass the time, she bought
a paperback from the airport shop, a whimsical romance because she
didn’t think she could bear reading anything serious after four
days of heavy strategy planning. She’d smirked when she read the
love scene between the heroine and her romantic interest. After
all, who went boneless after being thoroughly loved by an engorged
manhood?

Now, draped over Treat’s lip-smacking
body, she could attest to the fact that boneless actually did
happen. And it was glorious.

As for his manhood... well, suffice it
to say she was impressed. Thrilled really.

She sighed.

Treat’s grip on her butt tightened.
His hands were every bit as delicious as she thought they’d be. She
loved the calloused feel of them on her. They edged down behind her
and between her legs, the tip of one finger rubbing back and forth
so lightly she could barely feel it.

She squirmed, first trying to get
away, then changing her mind and trying to get closer.

Which must have felt good to him
because she felt him stir inside her.

So she squirmed again.

He lightly slapped her bottom before
sliding her off him so she was on her stomach on the bed. He got up
and went to the bathroom. She heard the toilet flush before he came
back to bed, lying on his side, his head propped up on a
palm.

His eyes were slumberous and heavy and
looked at her with such heat she felt herself flush.

His hand trailed all the way down her
spine. He played with the little bit of material of her thong,
pulling it so she could feel it rub against her in front. “Is this
why you never have panty lines?”

She grinned. “You’ve checked out my
panty lines?”

“No, I’ve checked out that
you never have any.” He turned her onto her back, looking her
over—head to toes and back again. Leaning down, he took one nipple
into his mouth. He let go and stared at it so hungrily that she
felt it pucker and swell even more.

He did that, back and forth, cupping
her breasts in his hand, until she was gasping.

Rolling onto her, he nipped a path up
her throat to her jaw and then her lips.

She’d never been kissed like this. It
was thorough and she could feel it everywhere—down to her pinky
toes. It made her head spin violently and she grabbed onto his hair
to hold on.

She could feel him growing hard
against her belly. She arched her hips, trying to get friction
right there without success. She groaned in frustration.

He gave her a smile that was all bad
boy, got up on his knees between her legs, and pulled her panties
down. Wasting no time, Treat crouched down and licked her, long and
slow.

Moaning, she watched him. His eyes
captured hers and held them as he licked again, slower this time,
as if he were savoring her.

It wasn’t enough. She wet her lips.
“More.”

His slow smile was very male. He
tongued her again, even slower, only this time he stopped at her
clitoris. He rubbed his tongue around it and then
sucked.

Eve cried out, her back arching off
the bed. Holding his head to her, she came violently and without
warning.

The wave was tapering off when
suddenly he shifted his mouth and sent her off into another climax.
More powerful than the previous one, she screamed, clutching his
hair for dear life.

She was still cresting when Treat
stopped for a condom. Quickly rolling it on, he glided into her in
one smooth motion.

She gasped.

Hooking her leg in the crook of his
arm, he pumped in and out of her feverishly.

Eve pulled his head down and mimicked
his movement with her tongue in his mouth. He groaned and picked up
the pace. From a long way off she heard mewling noises and was
surprised when she realized they were coming from her.

She could feel the change in him as he
got ready to explode. The muscles of his shoulders tensed under her
hands, and inside her he grew taut and harder, if that were
possible.

She pulled his hair to lift his head
enough so she could see him. “Yes,” she moaned, feeling herself
coiling again as she watched his eyes grow cloudier. He threw his
head back and roared, and she followed helplessly.

He collapsed on top of her. She could
feel his heart beating heavily against her own, and she wrapped her
arms around him.

He hummed and turned over, taking her
with him so she was sprawled over him. He held her thigh against
his hip, his other hand buried in her hair.

She nuzzled closer and bit him lightly
on the shoulder.

He tugged her head back and kissed
her.

Something inside her melted. Where
their kisses had been explosive before, this one was soft and
lingering and sweet. She felt her heart expanding and would have
started to panic if he didn’t break the kiss.

“Bath? Or are you hungry?”
His voice was a sexy whisper, and she had the feeling he was
talking about more than just food.

“I want it all.”

He stroked her face, pressing another
sweet kiss to her lips. “So do I.”

 



Chapter Twenty-two

 


Eve didn’t argue when Treat sent her
to take a bath while he whipped up some food. She eagerly went into
his awesome bathroom, filled the tub, and sank into the hot
water.

“This is nice,” she
murmured, closing her eyes. She soaked until she felt boneless. For
the first time since she opened her café to find it waterlogged she
didn’t feel like she was overwhelmed and drowning.

It was the nicest thing anyone had
ever done for her.

Drying off, she slipped back into her
underwear, covered it with a buttoned shirt she found in the
closet, and went to find Treat.

Curious, she poked her head into the
doorways as she walked by. A guest room as lavish as his bedroom,
another lush bathroom. Pale hardwood floors gleamed
throughout.

His living room was huge. It had a
large fireplace with a cushy rug on the floor in front of it, and
his couches big and plush.

But it was his kitchen that blew her
away. Airy and light, one wall had wide glass doors that opened
onto the deck. There was a long kitchen table with a bench on one
side and chairs on the other.

The workspace itself was a chef’s
dream—a professional range and grill, a large island, plenty of
gleaming counter space and lots of cabinets. She wondered if Treat
liked to cook. She wasn’t sure why that would surprise her, but it
did. He didn’t seem like the kind of guy who would take the time to
put together anything more than a frozen dinner.

He had his back to her. She watched
him before she cleared her throat to let him know she was there,
admiring the muscles rippling across his back as he moved. In
clothes he looked broad and strong, but in the flesh he was
incredible. Well-defined muscles upon well-defined muscles. She’d
never been one for bulky men, but she had a feeling her tastes were
changed forever.

When he turned around and smiled, her
heart thudded and her face flushed.

“Hey. Come here.” He held
his hand out to her. He’d pulled his jeans on, but they were
unfastened. The line of hair down his hard stomach gave way to a
thicker thatch not quite concealed—and she knew what lay hidden
beyond.

She padded over to him, torn between
shyness and wanting to explore what his pants hid.

He took her hand and pulled her to
him. With open eyes, he kissed her. He tucked her hair behind her
ear. “I thought I’d make steak and a salad.”

She nodded, wondering what she’d have
to do for another kiss.

“Sit with me while I
cook.”

She looked at the table. It seemed so
far away.

Before she could say anything, he
picked her up and set her down on the cold counter. “Stay here. I’m
going to get a bottle of wine.”

She watched him disappear and come
back with a dark, dusty bottle. Expertly, he popped the cork and
poured them each a glass.

“What are we going to toast
to?” She could think of any number of things, hot sex being at the
top of the list.

“To beginnings.” He tapped
his glass to hers and sipped, watching her as she did the same.
Then he stepped between her legs and kissed her. It was deep, dark,
and rich, just like the wine.

One last soft brush of his lips, and
he set his glass down to chop vegetables.

Eve watched his deft handling of the
knife, impressed. “You’re good at that.”

“My mom insisted. She
didn’t want some poor woman to wait on me,” he said, coring a red
pepper.

Eve smiled softly as she pictured him
as a little boy, standing at the counter. He probably had unruly
dark hair and big, earnest eyes that sparkled devilishly. “Your mom
must be proud then.”

His brow furrowed. “My mom’s been
going through a hard time,” he finally said carefully.

“I’m sorry to hear
that.”

“She’s been lost ever since
my father died eight years ago.” Grabbing an oven mitt, he opened
the broiler and flipped the steaks. Then he faced her, frustration
and concern in his expression. “I wish you’d known her before. She
used to be so vibrant and lively. She’s an empty shell of who she
used to be.”

“It can’t be easy losing
your husband after so many years.”

“No.” He shook his head.
“But it doesn’t excuse you from going off the deep end
either.”

“Has she gone off the deep
end?”

For a second Eve didn’t think he was
going to answer her. But then he said, “She’s not acting like
herself, but I’m not sure what to do about it. She denied it when I
tried talking to her.”

“Does she live in the
city?”

“Yes. Actually not that far
from you.” He faced her. “Eve—”

The timer went off.

“Damn,” he muttered as he
turned it off.

“Want me to get that?” Eve
looked at the oven eagerly. “It smells delicious.”

Treat took out the steaks. Pulling out
a couple plates, he dished up generous portions of salad and then
added one large steak for each of them.

Eve’s stomach gurgled impatient as she
inhaled the scent. She slid off the counter and followed him to the
table with their wine. “This looks great.”

Not waiting on ceremony, she dug in.
After a few eager bites, she looked up and found him watching her,
drinking his wine.

She shrugged. “I’m hungry, and it’s
delicious.”

“Thank you.”

“So your mom,” she
said.

He stilled. “Yes. About my
mom—”

“She doesn’t try to run
your life?” She thought of her father and wrinkled her nose. “That
usually gives parents something to look forward to.”

“I was married for five
minutes a few years ago, and even then she barely roused herself.
Though she didn’t like Phoebe. Eve, my mom—”

“You were married?” Eve
blinked, fork frozen halfway to her mouth.

“Not for long. Less than a
year before she ran off with her dentist.”

“I shouldn’t have brought
it up,” she said, even though she wanted to ask more
questions.

“I didn’t love her, Eve.
She needed me, and I liked that, but in the end it wasn’t enough.”
He shrugged. “It all ended the way it was supposed to. She’s happy
now.”

She nodded, absently eating while she
digested what he’d told her.

“Are you done?” he asked,
when she’d tapered off eating.

“Yes.”

“Come on.” He tucked the
wine bottle under his arm, speared both their glasses between his
fingers, and led her by the hand into the living room.

Eve settled on the couch, folding her
legs under her, and watched him light a fire. When the logs caught,
he joined her, scooping her up and cradling her on his
lap.

With a finger under her chin, he
lifted her head. “For the record, I never felt about anyone the way
I feel about you.”

“How is that?”

“Excited. Hopeful.” His
hand snaked into her hair, massaging her skull. “I’m all in,
Eve.”

She swallowed thickly. “I’m all in
too.”

“Good.” He snuggled her
closer, his fingers playing with the edge of her panties. “I have
something I need to tell you.”

“Tell me later,” she said,
whispering the words against his lips.

He groaned. “Damn it, Eve, I want
you.”

“Then take me.”

He chuckled, his breath tickling her.
“And to think I thought you were a good girl.”

“I am a good girl.” She ran
her hands down into his jeans. “Very good.”

“You are.” He tilted her
head and met her mouth, slipping his finger under the front
triangle of her panties.

They groaned into each other’s mouths.
She grabbed him by the hair and pulled him to her. She couldn’t
tell who was ravaging whom. They ignited the moment their lips
touched.

“You’re so wet,” he
murmured, sliding his finger into her.

She pulled his head back, using his
hair to leverage him. “On the rug.”

He brow wrinkled. “The
rug?”

“Seems like if you’re going
to have sex in front of a fire, it should be on a rug.” She glanced
at it. “Too bad it’s not a bear rug.”

He picked her up and carried her to
the fireplace. “I’ll buy you one.”

“You’re good to
me.”

“And I’m about to be even
better,” he said, setting her down and following on top.


Chapter Twenty-three

 


Eve woke up from the best night of not
sleeping she’d ever had and glanced at the clock.

Four-thirty. In an hour she needed to
be at the café getting ready for the day. She knew Treat would
insist on taking her, which meant they needed to get up to shower
in half an hour.

But for now… She snuggled into him as
he spooned her. He reflexively tightened his grip around her waist
and pressed his hips into her.

He was hard. Again.

Amazing.

He shifted a little, and his hand
moved up to cradle her right breast. Eve sighed again as his
fingers did delicious things to her nipple. “Are you awake?” she
whispered.

Her answer was even breathing and his
heavy weight settling more heavily against her.

Easing out of his embrace slowly so as
not to wake him up, she burrowed under the covers until her mouth
was level with his groin.

She reached out and ran a finger from
the tip down to the root. The covers rustled as Treat shifted in
his sleep, pushing into her hand.

Moving closer, she traced a path all
the way down with her tongue, lingering with a few licks at the
tip.

He groaned, unconsciously thrusting up
against her lips. She opened her mouth, took him in, and
suckled.

He groaned louder and his hands came
down to grip her head, moving it up and down on his length as he
plunged into her mouth.

Eve flushed with exhilaration. The
giving was as exciting as receiving. She was getting as turned on
by this as she did when he touched her.

“Eve,” Treat gasped. He
pushed the covers down before she felt his fingers spear through
her hair again.

She looked up. He stared down at her
with heavy-lidded eyes. His jaw was clenched and his hair fell
wildly around his face.

She could tell by the way his hips
bucked off the bed that he was close. Before she could do anything
more, he dragged her up his body and kissed her hard.

“Good morning,” she said
when he let her up for breath.

“Morning, baby.” He rolled
them over so he was on top. Holding her hands out to the side, he
bent to take her nipple into his mouth.

She gasped and arched up.

He rubbed his nose against the inside
slope of her breast and then bit her stomach, working his way down.
He worked her into a frenzy before he slid all the way into her,
hard and hot, over and over until they both screamed in
release.

“From now on, you’re my
wake up call,” he mumbled into her neck afterward.

She tightened her arms around him.
“It’s a deal.”

 


 


 



Chapter Twenty-four

 


As Margaret smiled at one of her
customers, the business phone rang. She glanced at the caller ID.
Recognizing the number, she let it go to voicemail. Treat had been
trying to reach her incessantly for the past couple days, but she
couldn’t bring herself to face him.

He knew.

That was ridiculous. She lifted her
hand to her necklace, touching the smooth, cool pearls. The only
thing he knew was that she had animosity for the girl. To act out
like that was completely against the way she’d normally
act.

She hadn’t been acting like
herself.

She put a hand to her forehand. She
felt feverish on the inside, but there was no evidence of it on the
surface. If she looked in the mirror, her face would look as blank
as always. Her cheeks would be pale, and her eyes would look
dead.

On the inside she was
seething.

She felt wild. Reckless.

So reckless she was tempted to call
Grant again. She could ask him to go for a walk with her, or maybe
she’d let him take her out to lunch.

But she couldn’t, for so many
reasons.

“Margaret.”

She glanced over her shoulder. Tanya,
the server she employed, hovered nearby, a worried expression
pinching her face. “What’s wrong?”

“Oh. Nothing.” Tanya shook
her head. “At least with Crumpet. I was wondering about you though.
Are you okay?”

She had the urge to laugh
hysterically. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

“You looked strange and you
haven’t been acting like yourself. I mean, you don’t look strange.
You look lovely like always.” She exhaled a frustrated breath, her
fingers playing with her lace apron. “You just seem upset somehow.
I just wanted to make sure you were okay.”

“I’m fine,” she lied, oddly
touched. She even tried to smile.

The frown deepened on Tanya’s face,
and she stepped back, worrying the apron even more. “Well, I need
to check on table eight’s tea. Um, if you want to talk or anything,
let me know.”

“Thank you,” she murmured,
watching the girl go back to work. She didn’t need
anything.

Except maybe a glass of wine. Or
someone to hold her hand.

Grant’s face popped into her head. She
pictured the dimples when he smiled and the crinkles at the corner
of his eyes. Someone hadn’t told him he should wear
sunglasses.

She wondered what else he was missing
in his life, and how long he’d been missing it. Was he like
her?

He wasn’t. She could answer that with
certainty. Whatever path he’d walked on, whatever Fate had thrown
his way, he’d come out on top. He was the victor.

She hadn’t even tried to win. At the
first sign of adversity, she’d simply curled into a ball and stayed
there for years.

Reaching into her pocket, she pulled
out his card. She’d carried it around with her like a schoolgirl
since that night she’d seen him in Whole Foods.

She shouldn’t call him.

She picked up the phone, the fever
riding her. He wanted her for some reason. She had no idea why.
There had to be any number of women out there who would be suited
to him. He was handsome, fit, smart, and apparently successful.
There had to be hoards of women in her age bracket who’d suit him
better than a dried up, husk of a woman.

She was tired of being dead.

She stared at the card.

Heart pounding, she dialed the number
on the card. At the first ring, she hung up.

It rang back a moment later, the
number on caller ID the same as what she dialed.

Grant.

She stared at it, unable to breathe.
She cautiously answered it. “Hello?”

The sound of wind filled her ear, and
then a deep voice said, “Margaret, is that you? Did you call
me?”

She gripped her pearls. “No, I did
not.”

“But I got a call from this
number.” He sounded amused. “Who else would it have
been?”

“Not me.” She hung up and
step away from the phone, feeling like it might come to life and
chase her.

Half an hour later, she’d barely
gotten her equilibrium back when the front door opened. A man’s
silhouette stood shadowed in the threshold.

She didn’t have to look twice to know
who it was. Hand at her throat, holding her pearls, she watched
Grant walk toward her. Her chest heaved with the effort of
breathing, and she broke out in a sweat across her
forehead.

“Margaret.” He smiled at
her, taking her hand in both of his. “I’m happy you
called.”

Swallowing a couple times, she finally
found her voice. “How did you find me?”

“I had the call traced.” He
stared at her deadpan, but then he grinned. “No, I just used *69,
and then I asked the operator for the address of the
business.”

“Oh.” She blinked. She
should have felt violated or something. Angry at least, but she was
only relieved he was here. She waited for guilt to set in, but
there was nothing but peace. She blinked, surprised she recognized
what it felt like.

Grant leaned toward her. “Invite me to
sit down,” he whispered loudly.

“Yes.” She nodded briskly
and hand still in his led him to a table away from the other
customers. She felt Tanya’s questioning gaze on them but ignored
it. She was the boss here. She didn’t have to explain why she was
holding a strange man’s hand.

It felt good too. Strong.
Confident.

She motioned him to sit down. “What
can I get you? Are you hungry?”

“I doubt what I want is on
the menu, but I’d love some tea.” He looked at her imploringly.
“You’ll join me?”

She hated tea, and she didn’t sit with
customers, but she found herself nodding. Without a word she went
into the kitchen.

Her cook and the dishwasher
froze.

Ignoring their stunned stares, she
pulled one of the china teapots from the shelf and began preparing
a tea. Because men were always hungry, she took several finger
sandwiches that her cook had prepared in advance. Roast beef with
horseradish as well as prosciutto with pesto.

She felt the weight of her employees’
curiosity on her back, but she paid no heed. She owned this place,
after all. She could assemble a tea if she wanted.

Placing everything on a tray, she
carried it out to Grant.

He brightened visibly when he saw her.
Then he brightened even more when he saw the food. “You’re an
angel. How did you know I was hungry?”

Men were always hungry in her
experience. It’d been so long since she’d fed one
though.

Sitting, she poured them both tea,
sipping hers as she watched him enjoy the sandwiches. He smiled at
her. “Delicious.”

She smiled faintly, feeling her face
tight with the unfamiliar expression.

Picking up his teacup, which looked
ridiculous in his masculine hand, he said, “How long have you owned
this shop?”

“You think I own
it?”

“Of course you own it. It
has your hand all over it.” He gestured to the place setting.
“Elegant, refined, classic. Understated but fine.
Delicious.”

She felt unaccustomed heat rising to
her cheeks. She sipped her tea to distract herself, but she put it
down immediately. She hated tea. “I don’t know that I’d go that
far.”

“I would.” He picked up
another sandwich. “Why did you call me?”

She blinked at the change of
conversation. “What do you mean?”

“You called me. I really
didn’t think you would, but I’m incredibly thankful and excited
that you did.” He leveled his intense gray eyes at her. “Does this
mean you’ll consent to going out to dinner with me?”

“I—” She hadn’t thought
that far. Really, she hadn’t thought that he’d still be interested
given the way she’d treated him.

He took her hand and raised it to his
mouth. He pressed a kiss to her fingers. His breath on her skin
made her shiver. “There’s this little restaurant in Noe Valley
that’s delightfully like a trip to Italy. Have you ever been to
Italy?”

“No.” She’d always wanted
to go. Harry had too, given that he was an architect, but they’d
never made it. The fire in her blood burned, and she listed toward
Grant, wanting him to take her wherever he wanted.

He knew he had her too—it was in his
eyes. He leaned toward her, his gaze on her lips. “Come with
me.”

A shadow fell over their table. She
was about to wave Tanya away when she heard Treat say,
“Mom.”

Jerking her hand from Grant’s, she
looked up, unable to get past the guilt and embarrassment to smile
at her son. “Treat, what are you doing here?” she asked standing
up.

His gaze held steady on Grant. “I’ve
been trying to reach you. You aren’t answering your
phone.”

“Oh. Yes.” She took his arm
and tried to move him away from the table. “Maybe we
can—”

Grant stood up and held his hand out.
“Grant Norquist.”

“Treat Byrnes.” He glanced
at her before returning his assessing gaze to Grant. “You’re my
mother’s...”

“We just met,” she said as
Grant said, “Friend.”

Treat raised his brow. “So you’re
friends who just met?”

“Treat,” she admonished in
her best motherly tone, which wasn’t effective given she felt like
she’d just been caught under the bleachers with a boy by her
dad.

Grant put a hand on her back. “He’s
concerned for your welfare, Margaret. He has every right to
question who I am.”

Her son crossed his arms. “And who are
you?”

“Someone who’s very
interested in taking your mother out to dinner.”

She flushed, glancing at Treat. Would
he think that she was being unfaithful? His gaze was shuttered and
she couldn’t tell what was going through his mind.

“But for now I can see you
two have things to discuss,” Grant said, dropping his napkin on the
table. “Thank you for tea, Margaret.”

“You’re welcome,” she said
automatically.

“I’ll call you. Answer your
phone.” He lifted her chin and kissed her cheek.

The spot where his mouth touched
burned. It was uncomfortable and exciting all at once. She put a
hand up to it, intending to wipe it away but instead pressing her
palm to it to hold the feeling in.

“Treat.” Grant nodded at
her son. “I hope to see you in the future.”

Treat nodded, watching the man stride
out of the teahouse. Then he turned to her. “That was a
surprise.”

“It doesn’t mean
anything.”

“He wants it to mean
something.”

She couldn’t talk about Grant to her
son. She didn’t know what to make of him herself. “I’m glad you’re
here. I need to rearrange the store for that event—”

“Mom, someone left the
garden hose on at Grounds for Thought. You wouldn’t happen to know
anything about it, would you?”

She froze, her heart stopping. Then it
started beating wildly. “Why would I know anything about that?” she
asked warily.

He shrugged, too nonchalantly. “I
don’t know. Because you seem to have a thing against Eve’s
business, and I seem to recall telling you that her shop was in
danger of flooding in the back.”

Aware that her customers were
watching, she took his arm and led him to the front, away from
eavesdropping ears. “Are you accusing me of tampering with
something?”

“I’m not accusing, I’m
asking.” He watched her steadily. “You haven’t been yourself, and
you’ve been so fixated on Eve.”

“I have not been fixated.” She glared at her
son. “You’re the one who seems taken with her.”

He looked skyward, as though he was
exasperated. “Mother—”

The front door swept open and the
topic of their discussion walked in. Eve’s frown deepened when she
saw Treat. “What are you doing here?”

Before either one of them could say
anything, Eve walked to them and put a hand on Treat’s arm. She
said in what could only be described as a lover’s voice, “I told
you I’d take care of this. You didn’t need to come
here.”

Margaret looked between the two of
them. Their body language suggested intimacy, but it was the way
they looked at each other that made her gasp. They were in
love.

She focused on Treat. She’d never seen
him look at a woman that way, not even his ex, whom Margaret hadn’t
liked from the start. Her mother’s heart clenched with a mix of
emotions, from happiness to jealousy and everything in
between.

He touched Eve’s hair. “I have
something to tell you, and you aren’t going to be happy about
it.”

Margaret realized suddenly that the
girl didn’t know she was Treat’s mother. She looked at her son, who
shot her a quelling glance. Hurt spread through her slowly, like
bile.

Eve shook her head. “I know you came
over here to talk to her for me. You like to take care of people.
But I’ve got this.”

“You don’t—”

“Really.” Eve turned to
her. “I told Treat I think you’re the one responsible for
everything happening to my shops, including the flood.”

Margaret squared her shoulders. “You
have no proof.”

“No, I don’t,” she
admitted, “but my gut says it was you, and I’m here to tell you
it’s enough. I also want to know how you knew my coffeehouse was at
risk for flooding.”

“I told her,” Treat
said.

They both looked at him.

He only had eyes for Eve though. He
took her face in his hands. “Margaret is my mother. I should have
told you earlier—”

“You think?” Eve exclaimed,
her face paling. She stepped back, horror dawning on her face.
“Were you in on it?”

“Of course not.” He scowled
at her. “I would never do anything to hurt you.”

“Except lie to
me.”

“Eve—”

She held her hand up. “Stop while
you’re ahead.”

“You have every right to be
angry at me, but I didn’t want your feelings for my mother to
interfere with what we had growing.”

She snorted. “But you went back and
reported to her how to get me to close down.”

“Of course I didn’t.” He
pointed at her. “You know better. You know me.”

“I thought I knew you.” She
looked back and forth between them both and then shook her head.
“You’re banned from Grounds for Thought. Find someone else to
ruin.”

Head high, she walked out of Crumpet.
Margaret watched her son’s gaze follow the girl until she was out
of sight.

And then he turned to her. “Did you do
it, Mom?”

She swallowed, trying to frame the
jumble of emotions in her chest. How could she make him understand?
“I was afraid.”

“Afraid of
what?”

She winced at his harsh tone. “Afraid
to lose what little I have. Crumpet, but especially
you.”

“You know the irony there,
Mom? By acting this way, that’s exactly what you’re doing. Driving
me away.” Shaking his head, he strode out of the store, the soft
click of the door shutting behind him sounding so final.

Panic flooded her. Instead of feeling
empty, she felt full of all sorts of emotions, none of them were
good.

What had she done?

She realized she was clutching the
damn pearls, like they were a lifeline to Harry, like somehow he
could magically fix everything for her.

Only Harry was never coming back, damn
him.


Chapter Twenty-five

 


Eve flipped the sign in the
window to closed with a huge sigh. Normally she’d spend an hour cleaning and
prepping for the next day, but this evening all she wanted was a
hot bath. She could mop in the morning.

She headed to turn the lights off when
someone knocked on the glass of the door. Turning, ready to motion
to whoever it was that, no, she wouldn’t make one last cappuccino,
she saw Olivia waving to her through the window.

Unlocking the door, she let the woman
in. “Hey, what are you doing here?”

“Taking you out for a glass
of wine. Get your coat. My chariot awaits.”

Eve frowned. “What about Romantic
Notions?”

“I closed early today.” She
shrugged. “It was obvious something’s bothering you, and you looked
like you could use a friendly shoulder.”

“Do I look that
bad?”

“Only like your puppy just
died.” Olivia grinned. “Come on. I know the perfect place. Bring a
scarf. I’ll wait for you outside.”

Eve was bewildered about needing a
scarf until she saw Olivia sitting in her car, an old silver
convertible with its top down. The woman looked like a movie star
from the past with her scarf wrapped around her head and her
driving gloves.

“I feel so glamorous,” Eve
said as she climbed in.

“I love this car.”
Grinning, Olivia put it in gear and took off.

She zoned out, focused on the way the
wind ruffled her hair, until she realized they were pulling into a
parking spot. “Rock star parking,” Olivia said, yanking the brake.
Grabbing her purse, she nodded to the right. “We’re going to
Nectar.”

A wine bar, it looked romantically lit
and cozy inside. “I should warn you that I’m not the kind of girl
who puts out on the first date,” she said as she got out of the
car.

Olivia laughed. “Say that after you’ve
had a few glasses of wine.”

“It’s a school
night.”

“Like that’s stopped us
before.” Olivia breezed by her and held the door open to
her.

A tall sandy haired man looked up as
they walked in, a smile lighting his face when he saw Olivia. He
came out from behind the bar with his hands outstretched. “Olivia,
it’s good to see you.”

Her friend lifted her cheeks to be
kissed. “You too, Chris. This is my friend Eve.”

He turned his welcoming smile to her
and took her hand warmly in both his hands. “Have a seat and I’ll
bring you menus.”

“Better yet, just bring us
a couple glasses of something red.” Olivia glanced at Eve.
“Something weighty for serious discussion.”

“Got it.” He guided them to
two low chairs with a table between them and went to take care of
their order.

Eve sank into her seat and sighed.
“You have no idea what today was like.”

“But you’re going to tell
me.”

“Treat is Margaret’s
son.”

Olivia frowned as she removed her
scarf. “Did you know that?”

“No.” She gave her friend a
meaningful look. “And I didn’t find out until after I slept with
him.”

“Yikes.” Olivia
winced.

They paused as the wine guy delivered
their glasses. Taking a moment to approve the wine, they sipped in
silence. Then Olivia leaned forward. “Okay, tell me how you found
out.”

“I went to confront
Margaret about the flood in my shop.”

Olivia’s eyes widened.
“Seriously?”

“Well, yes. I wasn’t going
to let her keep sabotaging me.” She frowned. “When I got to her
store, Treat was there. I thought he was defending me but it turned
out she’s his mom.”

Olivia stared at her for a long
moment, her crossed leg kicking in the air. Then she shook her
head. “You don’t know he wasn’t defending you.”

“He lied to me,” Eve said
resolutely.

“And that sucks, but if he
had malicious intent, he wouldn’t have been so helpful with
everything. Didn’t he offer to fix the flood damage for almost
nothing?”

She sank back, pouting. “Probably out
of guilt.”

“I’m totally on your side,
and I agree that lying to you was not a good thing to do, but
there’s got to be more going on than there seems. He likes
you.”

“We don’t know that for a
fact.” But even as she said it, a niggle of doubt made her
pause.

“I’ve seen the way he looks
at you. We can safely call it a fact,” Olivia said with a lift of
her brow.

“How does he look at
me?”

“Like you’re a Nutella
latte and a chocolate croissant all in one.”

She sighed. “That’s what I don’t get.
Then why would he lie to me?”

“If you’d known Margaret
was his mother would you have gone out with him?”

She frowned.

“Exactly.” Olivia gazed at
her knowingly from over the rim of her wine glass. “I’m not saying
he didn’t do anything wrong, I’m just saying don’t dismiss him out
of hand. Finding someone who you click with, who you love, is such
a rare thing.”

“Are you speaking from
experience?”

“Yes.” She got a sad,
faraway look in her eyes for a moment before she snapped out of it.
She arched a brow at Eve. “Don’t think I didn’t notice how you
didn’t deny being in love with him.”

“I don’t know how I feel,”
she lied.

Olivia looked disbelieving but didn’t
call her bluff. “Just think about it.”

“I don’t have time to think
about it. Daniela Rossi is coming to visit the store in a couple
days and I have a ton to do to prepare for her, thanks to Treat’s
mother.”

“Do you need
help?”

She smiled, genuinely for the first
time all day. “I’ll make it. I just really need this event. I told
you Margaret is in the running to host it, right?”

“Yeah.” Olivia shook her
head. “Once Daniela meets you, there won’t be any contest. Just be
yourself. You’re irresistible.”

“You have to say that
because you’re my friend.”

Olivia shook her head. “No, I’d tell
you if you sucked.”

She laughed and held out her glass.
“Here’s to honesty.”

Olivia clinked her glass. “And to
friends.”

 


 



Chapter Twenty-six

 


Margaret
looked around Crumpet, wanting to rip all the
doilies off the tables. She couldn’t
remember why she’d been so focused on this place. She hated
it.

Pacing back and forth between the
kitchen and front door, she was aware of the looks her staff was
giving her, as well as the ones they exchanged between themselves.
Let them look—she didn’t give a damn.

She felt like she was crawling out of
her skin.

Treat wasn’t talking to her. She
worried her pearls, remembering the way he’d looked at her when
he’d pelted her with his accusations. He’d been around too—she’d
seen his truck parked in front of Grounds for Thought, at the other
end of the block.

It stung.

She deserved it. She’d all but driven
him over there.

She stared out the window.
She hadn’t meant for it to go this far. She only meant to annoy Eve
with the flyers, the reviews, the imaginary cockroaches… She had no
excuse for the water hose. She’d been in a
state, a strange dazed-out-of-her-mind state that she’d never
experienced before.

It was no better now. She swore the
walls were closing in on her.

The business phone rang, and she
hurried to answer. “Crumpet.”

“Have lunch with me,
Margaret.”

She stilled, recognizing Grant’s
voice. She must have still been experiencing the temporary insanity
because she said, “Okay.”

“I thought I just heard you
say okay.”

“I did.” If she didn’t get
out of there, she was going to scream. “Where do I meet
you?”

He gave her the name of a restaurant
on Divisadero and California and told her he’d meet her there in
fifteen minutes. Not wasting any time, she told an incredulous
Tanya she was leaving for a little while and rushed out of the
teashop.

Grant was already there when she
arrived. He stood up, smiling, looking happy to see her.

She didn’t deserve to have someone
look so pleased about her. She frowned.

“Margaret, you look as
lovely as always.” He kissed her cheek and pulled the chair
out.

“Thank you,” she murmured.
Her heart pounded for some reason. She put a hand to her chest,
wondering if she was on the verge of a heart attack.

“Are you all right?” Grant
asked, concern lining his face. “You look flushed.”

“Just warm.” She tugged at
her necklace. They felt like they were choking her. Aware of the
way he watched her, she picked up the menu. “What are you
having?”

They ordered, and she managed to make
small talk. But as soon as the waitress left with their order,
Grant sat back and studied her.

“What is it?” she asked,
fidgeting.

He shook his head.

The way he looked at her made her
uncomfortable, like he could see all parts of her, even the part
that did bad things for her own profit. She shifted in her seat,
trying to hide.

“Do you want to tell me
about it?” he asked softly.

She stiffened, and anger she hadn’t
realized she still carried burbled to the surface. “That’s rather
presumptuous of you.”

He didn’t even blink. He simply
watched her kindly, waiting for her.

“You don’t know me,” she
said tersely, surprising herself.

“But I’d like to get to
know you.”

She gripped a fork in her hand. “I
don’t understand why. I’m not a good person.”

“How about if I be the
judge of that?”

Growling, she let the fork clatter
onto the plate. “You sound so reasonable, but you don’t know. You
have no idea who I am.”

“I think I have an
idea.”

She snorted in disbelief.

“Margaret, you’re a kind,
lovely woman.”

“No, I’m not.” She crossed
her arms. A kind woman wouldn’t have sabotaged an innocent young
woman for her own gain.

“You feed that homeless man
every day.”

She froze. “You know about
that?”

Grant nodded. “For weeks I’ve watched
you leave food for him. Do you know how many people pass by him
without even seeing him? It takes a special person to do that. A
kind and compassionate person.”

“I’ve done bad things,” she
whispered hoarsely.

“I have a pretty good sense
of people, and I can tell that whatever you think you’ve done isn’t
as bad as you think.”

“The hell it’s not,” she
said loudly.

The tables next to them glanced over
uncomfortably.

Oddly, for once, she didn’t
care. She leaned forward, feeling the eruption coming and unable to
stop it. “I’ve done bad things to my son and the woman he loves. I’m cold and
uncaring, and I have a black heart.”

Grant appeared to digest the words.
Then he shook his head confidently. “A woman with a black heart
wouldn’t give a damn about a man down on his luck.”

The sympathy in his eyes
nearly slayed her. She knocked her chair backwards as she stood up
to leave. “Yes, I do. You should run away now while you have the chance, before I
ruin your life too.”

Catching her hand, he stopped her.
“Margaret, I’m not going to run.”

She looked down at his hand as tears
flooded her eyes. “Then you’re a fool.”

“Maybe a gambler rather
than a fool.” He smiled gently. “But I have a feeling the risk here
is worth the projected reward.”

“That only proves you’re a
fool.” She tugged her hand free and rushed out of the restaurant,
chased by fears, regrets, and wishes she had no right
making.

 


 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter Twenty-seven

 


Treat gazed sightlessly at the plans
he was supposed to be discussing with his crew manager Don. He knew
he needed to focus but he could only think about one thing. He was
in love with Eve.

He didn’t know when it happened. He
didn’t know how. But sometime between being bewitched by her shoes
and kissing her he’d fallen head over heels.

It made him feel warm.

It made him panicked.

“Hey boss.” Don walked up
to the table and nodded at the blueprints. “You ready?”

He shook his head. “Just a
sec.”

Don stuck an unlit cigarette in his
mouth and rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “Woman
troubles?”

Treat smiled ruefully. “Is it that
obvious?”

“Glazed look like you’ve
been hit over the head with a cast iron pan? Forgetting things?
Staring off into space?” The older man nodded. “Definitely a woman
involved. Maybe I should look at the plans myself before we build a
church instead of a daycare.”

Treat pushed the plans over. “Be my
guest.”

Don took the cigarette out and pointed
it at Treat. “You need to go take care of things? Because I’ve got
this covered. ‘Sides, you’re no good to us like this.”

He chuckled. “I’m that bad, am
I?”

His foreman shrugged. “We’ve all been
there. Last fight my wife and I had I got so worked up I lost my
wallet. You know where it was?”

“Where?”

“In the freezer, where I
keep my vodka.”

“I didn’t take you for
vodka drinker.”

“Whiskey’s my drug of
choice, but desperate times.” He stuck his fist out.

He bumped Don’s fist. “Amen to
that.”

His foreman waved his hand. “Go woo
your woman.”

Treat cocked his brow.
“Woo?”

“Yeah.” Don looked at him
like he was a two-by-four short of a house. “By the look on your
face, this one’s important, so you’ve gotta woo her. Especially if
you’ve done something wrong and, let me tell you”—he leaned in—”it
doesn’t matter what happened, you’re the one who did something
wrong, if you know what I’m saying.”

The thing was, he
was the one who’d done
something wrong. “Wooing it is.”

“Good.” Sticking the
cigarette back in his mouth, he said around it, “Go conquer and be
a man.”

Clapping a hand on Don’s back, he
headed straight for his truck. It didn’t strike him until he was
halfway to Laurel Heights that he had no plan. Eve wouldn’t just
let him woo her, not after misleading her the way he
had.

What should he do?

He’d wing it, he decided as he
parked.

His cell phone rang as he walked down
the block. Because it was Rick, he answered it. “Do you have any
idea how to woo a woman?”

“That’s when you buy her a
six-pack and invite her to take off her clothes, right?”

Treat shook his head. “It’s no wonder
you’re still a bachelor.”

“The pot and the kettle, my
friend.”

“Not for long, if I can
help it.”

There was stunned silence on the other
end. Then Rick said, “Damn.”

“The thing is, I fucked
up.”

“Of course you did. You’re
a man, so my sister says it’s a given. You’re going to see her
now?”

“I have to convince her to
give me another chance.”

“What’s the
address?”

“Why?” he asked
suspiciously.

“You’re going to need a
wing man. Someone to vouch for you, to assure her you aren’t
usually an asshole. What did you do, by the way?”

“I’ll tell you later.” He
looked at the coffeehouse. “But if you want to support me, you need
to get here fast.”

“Be there in five,” Rick
said after he got the address.

Nodding, Treat ended the call and
slipped the phone back into his pocket. Close enough to look into
the window of Grounds for Thought, he saw her smiling at her friend
Olivia. But even at this distance he could see her inner light was
dimmed.

He’d let that happen.

Never again.

He pushed open the door and walked
in.

The chill was immediate, mostly from
Eve. Olivia just watched him with pity.

“You’re banned from this
coffee shop,” Eve said in almost a growl as he approached the
register.

He told himself that her being so
angry was a good thing. It meant she cared, and if the level of her
animosity was any indication, she cared a lot. “I have just one
thing to say.”

She crossed her arms, as thought
cutting herself off from him. “I don’t want to hear it.”

“I do,” Olivia said
brightly, facing him.

He shook his head. “You’re enjoying
this too much.”

“Someone has
to.”

Treat turned to Eve. The words stuck
in his throat. She looked so beautiful, he just wanted to take her
in his arms and kiss her and tell her he’d make everything okay. At
one time he would have cursed himself for that—that he felt the
need to take care of someone in that way. But with Eve it was
different. He knew she didn’t need to be taken care of. She was
fine on her own. Taking care of her was a privilege.

She tapped her foot. “I’m
waiting.”

He was thankful he couldn’t see her
feet to get distracted by her footwear. “I—”

The front door opened and Rick rushed
in, out of breath. “What did I miss?”

“Nothing so far,” Olivia
replied. “You’re just in time.”

Rick brightened when he saw her and
went straight to her side. “Hello, gorgeous.”

“Hello, yourself.” She
tilted a smile at him. “Are you here for tonight’s
fight?”

“I heard it’d be a grudge
match.” He took her hand. “By the way, where have you been all my
life?”

Treat punched his supposed wingman’s
arm. “Lay off the charm and focus.”

Rick didn’t take his eyes off Olivia.
“Haven’t you wooed the girl yet?”

“No,” he and Eve said at
once. She glared at Treat and added, “And you’re not,
either.”

Olivia nudged Rick with her shoulder.
“Come on. Let’s give them some special, and you can tell me all
about yourself.”

“Excellent.” His best
friend beamed. “That’s my favorite subject.”

Treat took that as his cue to walk
around the counter.

“What are you doing?” Eve
asked, panic in her voice as she backed up.

Good. As long as he wasn’t the only one feeling it. “I have
something to say to you, and you’re going to listen to
me.”

“I’m working,” she
whispered harshly.

“Then you better stop
fighting and listen to me.” He cornered her, took her by the waist,
and lifted her onto the countertop so she was eye-level with him.
Bracketing her with his body, he leaned in to get her full
attention. “I only have one thing to say.”

“Then just say it,” she
said, sounding more sad than aggressive.

He tucked her hair behind her ear and
cupped her face. “I’m sorry.”

She watched him, her gaze
wary. He wanted to take her in his arms, to kiss her and convince
her to take a chance on him. On them.

Finally she said, “That’s
it?”

“That’s what’s at the
bottom of my heart. I only meant to protect you. I should have
trusted you instead.” Caressing her cheek one more time, he let go
and stepped back.

Woo her, he heard Don tell him.

Taking a deep breath, he went balls
out. “Actually, what’s really at the bottom of my heart is you,
Eve. I love you.”

She gaped at him, her beautiful eyes
wide with shock.

“It’s true. Deep down you
know I wouldn’t lie to you. My omission was wrong. I’m claiming
that. But you know this is true.”

It took all his willpower not to crush
her to him and force her to forgive him. “I’ll be here, waiting,
Eve. For as long as it takes.”

To keep himself in check, he stuck his
hands in his pocket and walked out of the café.

Rick followed him, falling into step
with him outside the coffee shop. “Come on. There’s a shot of
Jameson with your name on it.”

“You’re on,” Treat said
grimly. Now he just had to wait and see if his gamble paid
off.

 



Chapter Twenty-eight

 


Margaret rearranged the flowers next
to the hostess station inside Crumpet one last time. She stood back
and looked at them dispassionately. Perfectly displayed. Warm
colors. Vibrant and inviting.

She could care less—about the flowers
or that Daniela Rossi was due to arrive in fifteen
minutes.

The only thing she cared about was
redemption—her own.

She hadn’t been able to sleep last
night, thinking about the way she’d acted with Treat, Eve, and
Grant. What had come over her? Even in the dark, she hadn’t been
able to face herself. She’d turned into something ugly.

Margaret touched her necklace,
remembering the look in her son’s eyes when Eve had accused him of
lying to her. That was all her fault. She winced, thinking of the
lost look on his face. She’d seen that look in the mirror, after
Harry had died.

Losing Harry had made her so afraid.
She tugged on the pearls, feeling like they were strangling her,
and looked around Crumpet, seeing it through fresh eyes. This
wasn’t what she wanted. The irony? In trying to protect it, she’d
lost everything that she really did want.

Like a relationship with Treat. And
Grant.

Her heart sped up with anticipation
and fear, but she was done letting those emotions rule
her.

Today was a new day.

Before she could make up with Treat
and Grant, she had to set herself right. Meaning she needed to get
her finances in order and fix things with Eve.

But Margaret had a plan—on both
fronts.

The front door opened, and a small
group of women walked in. A brunette in New York black and towering
heels led the charge, followed by a mousy woman juggling a
notebook, pen, and cell phone. At the back was a thin woman with
softly curling brown hair and the face of a Raphaelite
angel—Daniela Rossi. Margaret recognized her from the pictures of
her on the Food Network website.

Pasting a smile on her face, she went
forward to greet them. “Welcome to Crumpet. I’m Margaret Byrnes,
the proprietor.”

“Carmen McKnight,” the
woman in the lead said brusquely, sticking her hand out. “Daniela
Rossi and her assistant Marley.”

The mousy woman gave her a shy smile.
Daniela nodded but continued looking around the store. “Can I see
the kitchen?”

“You don’t need to look at
the kitchen, Daniela.” Carmen’s jaw went steely, and she sounded
like she’d said it a hundred times before. “You’re talking, not
cooking.”

Daniela’s only response was a slight
firming of her lips. Crossing her arms, she ambled through the
front room, occasionally touching the china or rearranging a
napkin.

Carmen rolled her eyes and sighed
dramatically. Adjusting the large Coach tote on her arm, she said,
“We’ve looked at quite a number of spaces today,” as though trying
to explain the pastry chef’s behavior.

“Have you looked at Grounds
for Thought, down the street?” she asked.

“Yes.” Carmen’s nose
wrinkled. “It had promise.”

“It’s a beautiful space.
The owner’s done well there.” Margaret thought about the excited
look in Eve’s eyes and the passion with which she operated her
business. “She’s quite the baker. Did you try her
croissants?”

“It was delicious,” Daniela
said enthusiastically, gravitating back over. “Her biscotti too.
Just like my Nana used to make.”

“Eve bakes with passion.”
Margaret reached behind her neck and unclasped the necklace.
“Grounds for Thought is the perfect place for what you
want.”

Carmen frowned. “Excuse
me?”

She set the pearls on the host’s
podium. It felt right, taking them off. Harry would approve. He
would have been the first one to tell her she needed to snap out of
the self-pity. Why had it taken her so long to see?

Standing firm, invigorated for the
first time in ages, Margaret nodded. “Eve is an accomplished baker,
and she sells books in her store. Not to mention that she’ll be
able to pull in a good crowd.”

“I liked Grounds for
Thought,” Daniela said, arms crossed defensively, as if she was
ready to taken on her publicist.

“Daniela,” Carmen started
as if talking to a five year old, “I thought we agreed that while
it was a nice space, it was a little too undone for our
purposes.”

“Eve had some vandalism
recently.” Margaret felt a twinge of guilt. “But the café should be
back in order by the end of the week. Definitely by the
event.”

Daniela nodded. “And her pastries were
excellent.”

“Yes, but—”

“I want Grounds for
Thought.” Daniela squared off as if daring the other woman to argue
with her.

Carmen threw her hands in the air. “I
have reservations about it, but if you want it, fine. I won’t even
say I told you so when things don’t go well there.”

“Eve will handle everything
beautifully,” Margaret assured Daniela.

The chef smiled at her for the first
time. She visibly relaxed, as though a weight had been lifted from
her shoulders. “My gut tells me that too.”

Margaret extended her hand. “Thank you
for considering me as well.”

Daniela’s grip was surprisingly firm.
“I’m a little confused why you’d hype Grounds for Thought when you
were in competition with her.”

“Eve and I aren’t in
competition,” she said echoing Treat’s words. “And, frankly, Eve is
much better suited for you. It was apparent once I met
you.”

Daniela nodded. “Thank you for your
honesty.”

Carmen huffed, as though put out.
“I’ll get in touch with her then. I hope you’re right about
this.”

Daniela said nothing, but Margaret had
a sense that she was right about most things. She escorted the
women out of her shop, turned the lock, and got out her cell
phone.

The first call she made was to the
real estate office down the street. She needed to put her house for
sale and lease Crumpet out. The money from the house would be a
nice nest egg, and the rent on the commercial space would give her
monthly income.

The thought that she wouldn’t have to
see another doilie—ever—was oddly relieving.

The next call was harder.

Treat picked up the third ring. “I’m
at work, Mom.”

She winced at the terseness
in his voice. She did that. She was going to fix it though. “Treat, I’m sorry,
not just for how I’ve behaved lately, which I admit has bordered on
manic, but also for the way I’ve been the past eight
years.”

There was silence on the other end of
the line. Then he said, “Are you okay, Mom? Because you’re scaring
me.”

She gave a watery laugh. “For the
first time in a long time, yes, I am.”

“You aren’t dying, are
you?”

“We’ll all die eventually,
but I plan on being around for a long time.” She swallowed thickly.
“I want to see you happy, Treat. I’m sorry I got in the way of
that.”

He sighed. “I’m responsible for my
actions. You aren’t the only one to blame.”

No, but she was the main one, and no
matter how gracious her lovely son was, she wasn’t going to allow
him to absolve her so easily. “I’ll let you go back to work. I love
you, Treat.”

“Love you too,
Mom.”

Hanging up, she walked out of Crumpet
toward Grounds for Thought. As she got near, she automatically
reached for her pearls. Her hand touched bare skin before she
remembered she put them aside.

Right. She straightened her back. She
didn’t need them.

Taking a deep breath, she pushed open
the door and walked into the coffeehouse.

Eve looked up, her hostess’s smile
freezing on her lips.

Margaret went straight up to her.
“I’ve behaved badly, and I want to apologize. I’ll of course pay
for damages.”

She shook her head coolly. “That’s not
necessary.”

“Yes, it is.” Margaret
lifted her chin. “I’m not going to offer you excuses or
explanations. I’m not going to bare my soul. But I will tell you I
regret how my actions have reflected on Treat. You shouldn’t hold
my son responsible for what I’ve done.”

The young woman said
nothing.

Margaret nodded. “I don’t expect you
to welcome me with open arms just because I said I’m sorry, but I
hope one day you’ll be able to forgive me enough that we can get to
know each other. Treat cares about you, and I care about Treat.”
She thought of being excluded from Treat’s life and tears
threatened her eyes. She blinked rapidly to dispel them. “Just
consider it. That’s all I ask.”

She turned to leave, but paused. Over
her shoulder, she said, “I told Daniela Rossi you were the best
person to host her event. I didn’t do it because I wanted to win
you over or manipulate you. I did it because it’s true. Your café
is lovely and your baked goods are heaven,” she said, really
meaning it. “But more than that, you really care. Daniela should
have that. You should have what you want.”

Eve gaped at her.

Margaret nodded, smiled, and walked
out. She had one more thing to take care of. Pulling out her cell
phone as she headed back to Crumpet, she dialed the number from
heart.

“Margaret?” Grant’s deep
voice sounded hesitant.

“I was hoping you were free
for dinner tonight.” She said it blithely, but fear clutched her
belly. What if it was too late? He had every right not to want to
see her anymore after the crazy way she’d acted.

“I have plans already
tonight,” he said.

Her heart sank. “Oh.”

“But for the right woman
I’m willing to change them.”

Confidently she said, “I’m the right
woman.”

“That’s what I’ve been
telling you,” he said softly.

She smiled, hope buoying her heart. “I
finally listened.”

 



Chapter Twenty-nine

 


Eve was staring off into space when
Olivia walked into the café. “You look deep in thought,” her friend
said as she strode to the counter.

“I’m thinking.”

“I can see that.” Olivia
crossed her arms and waited.

She sighed. “Treat’s mother came to
see me today.”

Olivia straightened, at attention.
“And?”

“She apologized. She said
she encouraged Daniela Rossi to pick my shop for the
event.”

“Do you believe
her?”

“Half an hour later Daniela
called me herself to give me the news.”

Olivia smiled brightly. “That’s great
news.”

“Yes.”

“You don’t sound very
enthused for someone whose business has just been
saved.”

Frowning, she tucked her hair behind
her ear. “Do you think I acted hastily with Treat?”

Understanding dawned on Olivia’s face.
“It doesn’t matter what I think. You’re the one who’s in love with
him.”

“I am.” Her heart stuttered
at having it said out loud.

“So what are you going to
do about it?”

She pulled out a pastry box and began
loading it. “I’m going to go get him back.”

“That’s what I’m talking
about.” Olivia grinned. “Stop by and see me before you go. I just
got in this bra set that he won’t be able to refuse.”

“You think he’s going to
refuse me?”

“Hell no. That man wants
you forever. You can tell by the way he looks at you.”

Eve melted. “You can?”

Olivia rolled her eyes. “Duh. It’s
enough to make a girl gag.”

She laughed. “How did someone who’s so
pragmatic about love and sex end up selling romance for a
living?”

“Go figure.” She headed
toward the door. “Be back in a couple. Make me a latte, will
you?”

“Where are you going?” Eve
asked, confused.

She grinned devilishly over her
shoulder. “To get your secret weapon.”

 


 


Eve stood on Treat’s doorstep. It was
dark, but she told herself that didn’t mean anything. She wouldn’t
have turned on the porch lights unless she was expecting someone,
and she’d been pretty clear that he shouldn’t expect her ever
again.

She winced. What had she been
thinking?

Taking a deep breath, she rang the
doorbell.

She waited.

And waited.

Leaning, she pressed her ear to the
door. She didn’t hear anything.

The door flung open and she pitched
forward—right into Treat’s arms.

She looked up into his dear face and
said, “Hi.”

He frowned. “What are you doing here,
Eve?”

Oh shit—he had someone over. Maybe it
was a woman. She stepped back, her heart hurting. “I should have
called before I came. I’ll just go.”

“No.” He took her arm and
pulled her inside, looking behind her as he closed the door. “How
did you get here?”

“Olivia gave me a ride.”
She’d been hopeful that she wouldn’t have to leave. “I came to tell
you your mom fixed everything for me.”

He nodded, watching her impassively.
“She told me.”

“It was brave.”

“It was no less than what
needed to be done.”

“Still.” She frowned at
him. “You forgive her, don’t you?”

“Not if it cost the only
woman I’ve ever fallen in love with.”

All the tension dissolved from her
shoulders. “You really love me?”

He scowled. “Of course. That’s never
going to change, even if you push me away.”

She nodded calmly even though her
heart soared. “Okay.”

“Okay what?” he asked
cautiously.

“I’m good with
this.”

He lifted her chin to look
directly into her eyes. “This
is forever. It’s a lifetime with me, even though
my mother is apparently crazy and God knows what she’ll do in the
future. It’s sharing a home and going to sleep together. It’s
having children one day. It’s trusting each other.”

She pursed her lips as though she was
thinking about it when, really, on the inside she was doing
cartwheels. Then she nodded again. “Okay, with one
condition.”

“What?”

“How do you feel about
sharing desserts in bed?” Struggling not to smile like a loon, she
held out the box she’d brought from the café.

She barely had time to feel exultant
before his lips came down on hers, hard and possessive.

He pulled back. Lifting her into his
arms, he carried her to the bedroom, tossed her on the bed, and
dropped down on top of her.

“Hey!” She laughed, holding
the box out to the side. “You’ll crush the pastries.”

“The only thing I want
right now is you.” His left hand speared through her hair, tilting
her head back. He stared into her eyes, his thumb rubbing the nape
of her neck. “I love you, Eve.”

Her heart jumped in her chest. “So I
take it you’re okay with cookies in bed.”

“I think I can live with
it.” He kissed her again.

Her chest expanded with love, so much
she felt like she was going to burst. “I love you, Treat,” she
murmured against his mouth.

“I have just one problem,”
he whispered back.

“What?”

“Why the hell are you
wearing all these clothes?”

Laughing, she pushed him up and
quickly took off her jacket and shirt.

Whistling, he reached out to trace the
lacy edge of the white bra Olivia had brought for her. He ran a
hand down her throat and over her chest. He covered her heart with
his palm. “You weren’t taking chances.”

“Wait till you see what’s
under my pants.”

He contemplated her hips and legs.
“Will I regret taking so long to uncover them?”

“Definitely.”

But he didn’t rush. Instead, he kissed
her again, his fingers pinching her nipples through her bra, until
she was heated all the way down to her bones. She pushed at his
clothes, managing to get rid of his shirt before he distracted her
by nipping her neck with his teeth.

She arched, offering him everything.
“Please.”

He knew what she was asking. He
unzipped her pants and pushed them down. And froze.

Panting, she looked at him. His
attention was riveted by the garter belt that framed her naked
crotch.

“You don’t have panties
on,” he said simply, running a finger over the thigh highs Olivia
had guaranteed Treat would love.

“No.”

“I may have swallowed my
tongue,” he said as he got out of his jeans.

“That seems unlikely since
you can still talk.”

“It would definitely be
unfortunate if I had, because then I wouldn’t be able to do this.”
He leaned down and licked deep into her.

Moaning, she clutched his
hair, her legs falling further apart. “Now I’ve swallowed
my tongue.”

He slid up her body and kissed her
mouth. Reaching for the bedside table, he shook his head. “Your
tongue seems fine too,” he said as he sheathed himself with a
condom and thrust into her.

Eve sighed. “Treat?”

“Yes?”

“Love me.”

“I do,” he said solemnly.
And then he showed her just how much.


Epilogue

 


He looked good enough to eat, and she
was ravenous.

Eve wanted to tousle his neatly tied
back hair. She wanted to pull his shirt out from his jeans and run
her hands all over his skin. She wanted to nibble at him until he
crushed her to him and engulfed her.

She sighed and wiped the
counter.

Treat must have felt her eyes on him,
because he looked up from his usual table and grinned, that sexy
half-tilt of his lips that made her heart pound.

“I don’t know what’s
worse,” Allison said, setting down a platter of fresh muffins in
front of her. “How you drooled over Treat before you got together
with him, or how your mind’s in the gutter all the time
now.”

Eve grinned. “You’re just
jealous.”

“Ain’t that the truth?”
Allison eyed Treat. “You know, if you want to slip in the back with
him, I’ll cover for you.”

“Allison!” Actually, it
wasn’t a bad idea.

Her barista harrumphed as she pushed
the tray into the glass case. “As if you haven’t thought of
it.”

Since Allison had the bar covered, Eve
went to tidy a table on her way back to check on cookies in the
oven. On her way to the kitchen, an arm snaked around her waist and
tugged her back.

Smiling, she melted into her fiancé’s
embrace.

Treat nuzzled the side of her neck.
“You’re cruel, prancing back and forth in front of me like I don’t
know what you have on under that dress,” he breathed into her ear.
“I think you and Olivia are in cahoots.”

The raspy need in his voice made her
shiver. Her nipples tightened painfully. “I don’t know what you
mean.”

“Baby, you don’t want to be
taunting me now.”

She could feel him behind her, hard
and getting harder by the second. “You’re insatiable. Didn’t you
get enough this morning?”

He tightened his arm around her. “I’ll
never get enough of you.”

She turned around and pressed a quick,
hard kiss to his mouth. “I love you so much.”

“I love you,
too.”

She didn’t think she’d ever get tired
of hearing him say that. The words sounded so fervent and full of
meaning coming from him.

And he said them often. Morning, noon,
and night. She moved in with him right after Daniela’s event. He
wanted to marry her right away, but they decided to wait until the
fall—when both their workloads tapered off.

She couldn’t wait till he saw the
lingerie Olivia gave her for their wedding night. Good thing he had
a strong heart.

Margaret had also given them a wedding
gift: two weeks in Tuscany, where she and Grant were currently
traveling. Eve reserved judgment on her future mother-in-law, but
she had to admit the woman was trying hard to make
amends.

Treat pulled her closer. His hand
rested on the small of her back, his fingers tracing the seam of
her panties over her dress. “You sure you can’t take a break? We
can go into the kitchen.”

She laughed and pushed him back. “We
used all the condoms we had stashed in there the last
time.”

“Damn.” He kissed her, one
of the slow drugging kisses she especially liked. They made her
feel like she was his favorite dessert. “Maybe we can
improvise.”

She flushed. He was a
master at improvisation. And she was wearing a dress...

His hand tangled in her hair, tugging
her head back. “When you look at me like that, I can’t control
myself.” He rubbed his groin against her.

“Careful.” She grinned up
into his eyes. “Any closer to me and we’ll be arrested for public
indecency.”

“I live to be close to
you.”

She sighed. Life couldn’t get
sweeter.

 


 



More Laurel Heights Books
by Kate

 


From Perfect for You (Laurel Heights
#1)...

 


Graphic designer looking
for hot sex.

 


Freya Godwin shook her head and
crossed out the sentence. Too blatant. That may be what she was
looking for, but maybe she should be a touch more subtle. She
didn't want every freak in San Francisco to respond to her
ad.

Doodling faceless lovers entwined in
different passionate embraces, she thought about what she really
wanted. Finally she scribbled:

 


Female web designer
seeking inspiration in order to complete a very important project.
Bring your muse to share.

 


Lame. Accurate, sure, but it sounded
desperate.

Who was she kidding? She was totally
desperate.

Her office door slammed open.
Flinching, she looked up to find Charles scowling in the
threshold.

Hell. She quickly flipped the notebook
shut. If he knew she was spending her valuable time working on a
personal ad instead of the Sin City redesign, he'd blow a
gasket.

"What the hell is this?" He waved
sheets of paper in the air.

Maybe he'd blow a gasket anyway. "I
can't see the pages with you flapping them around like
that."

He strode into her office and slammed
them on her desk. "Here."

Freya glanced down and mentally
winced. The design was even more white bread than she remembered.
She didn't need Charles to tell her that Sin City wasn't shelling
out the big bucks for white bread—they were paying for buttery
French pastry.

"Well? What the hell is this
crap?"

It was the last throes of a web
designer who hadn't felt an iota of creativity in over a year. But
she just shrugged. "They're some initial ideas I had. They're not
the final mock ups to show the client."

"Damn right, they aren't. If they saw
this"—he stabbed a blunt finger at the printouts—"they'd run out of
the building in horror. This is crap."

"Tell me what you really think,
Charles."

Ignoring her, he braced his hands on
the desk and leaned forward. "Do you understand what a coup it was
for them to choose Evolve to redesign their website and revamp
their branding?"

Yeah, she did. Evolve was well
regarded in San Francisco's competitive web design field, but to
call Sin City hiring Evolve a coup was understating matters. It was
unheard of for a huge corporate entity like Sin City to go outside
the biggie web design firms to a boutique shop like
Evolve.

And Sin City was huge. They were
Amazon and Facebook combined but for all things sexual. Store,
blogs, chats, reviews, live video feeds—you name it. They even had
their own publishing branch that put out several magazines in
addition to a line of erotica for women. Compared to Sin City, the
Playboy empire looked like a business run out of someone's
garage. 

"They didn't just choose Evolve,
Freya." Charles's blue eyes burned with the zeal he was renowned
for among his colleagues. His employees called it The Mania. "They
chose you."

Because of the site she'd designed for
a local sex toy shop two years ago. Back before her creative juices
had dried up. "I understand, Charles."

"I'm not sure you do. If you screw
this up, you're out of here."

Her mouth fell open. It took a couple
tries before she could get any words out. "You can't fire me for
one bombed design."

"I'm the boss. I can do whatever the
hell I want. Especially if one of my employees blows the biggest
opportunity this company has ever had." His eyes sparked with
dollar signs. "This is our opportunity to play with the big boys.
Maybe even go public. I won't let anyone screw it up."

"But—"

"And your work over the past year
hasn't been up to your usual standards. I know Marcus bailed you
out of the Accordiana job," he said bluntly.

She cut off her protest. She couldn't
deny it—Marcus hadn't just helped her out with the design, he'd
taken the crap she'd come up with and turned it into
gold.

"If you can't perform, I can't afford
to keep you. Just because you're Evangeline's best friend doesn't
mean I'm going to make allowances for you."

"I can't lose my job." Her stomach
lurched at the thought.

"Then I suggest you produce a design
they fall in love with." He snapped his suit coat straight and
turned to leave. At the door he looked over his shoulder. "I mean
it, Freya. Fuck this up and you're out of here."

She winced as the door slammed shut.
She couldn't afford to lose her job. It wasn't that she cared about
herself—if she lost her paycheck she'd figure something out. But
she wouldn't be able to support her sister Anna through college,
and that wasn't acceptable. She'd vowed after the fallout from her
parents' accident that Anna would never have to compromise her
dreams like she'd had to. 

That meant she had to produce a
kick-ass design.

In the pit of her stomach she felt a
spasm of worry. She'd been off her game—she'd never felt such an
utter lack of creativity.

She grabbed the notebook and opened it
to her ad. She crossed it out and wrote

 


Artist in trouble.
HELP.

 


 


 


 


 


 


And from
Return to You (Laurel
Heights #3)...

 


"You want me to
what?"

Everett Parker would have smiled if he
were that kind of man. But he wasn't, so he patiently watched and
waited. He was excellent at waiting, and even better at getting
what he wanted.

"This is a joke, right?" The young man
swept his hand through his hair. "Well, it's not funny."

Leaning back in his leather chair,
Parker took a sip of his scotch before answering, aware of the
tension he was causing. "No joke, Michael. You heard correctly the
first time. I want you to shoot the film in Mill
Valley."

"Shit." The director speared his
fingers through his hair again and started to pace.

Parker nursed his drink, watching him
coolly. Once Michael's tantrum ran dry, he'd do what he was told.
After all, the terms of the offer would be irresistible.

I'll make sure of
that.

It was almost a shame he had to do
this. He admired the young man. Of all the people around him,
Michael Wallace was the only one who stood up to him. The rest of
them cowered in corners, peeing on themselves as he walked
by.

He wasn't manipulated easily,
something Parker usually relished. At this moment, it irritated
him. He needed Michael's cooperation, but he'd never consent of his
own free will—meaning Parker was going to have to force him. Not
easy, but certainly not impossible. He just had to find the right
bargaining chip. "Sit down."

Glaring, Michael dropped into the
guest chair. To his credit, he remained silent, though his heated
eyes said enough.

Good
boy, Parker thought, feeling paternal pride
even though Michael wasn't tied to him in any way other than
business.

Which was what he intended
to remedy. "You're the hottest director in the business. You can't
be surprised I want you to direct Love
Unbound."

The corner of Michael's lips quirked.
"That wasn't what surprised me, and you know it. Stop playing
games, Parker."

Once upon a time, the boy had called
him Everett.

One more thing he had to set
right.

Parker pushed aside the nostalgic
thoughts so untypical of him and got back to the matter at hand.
"Mill Valley is not only the perfect backdrop for the movie, the
town is working with us to supply permits. It's as simple as
that."

"There are dozens of little towns in
California that would be just as suitable."

"I want the movie shot in Mill
Valley."

Michael leaned forward, brimming with
repressed intensity. "Why? What does Mill Valley have that can't be
found anywhere else?"

My daughter.
"Mill Valley is the most picturesque of quaint
California towns."

"Since when?"

"Since it had a complete facelift a
few years ago."

"Mill Valley would need more than a
facelift to improve it. It'd need complete reconstructive
surgery."

"Most of the filming will be done
outside Mill Valley. At Pembroke Farm."

"Oh, hell no." The young man shook his
head vehemently. "There is no fucking way. I can't go back to
Pembroke Farm. Even you must see that."

"Enough," Parker said quietly. Most
people froze in fear when they heard his low, menacing
tone.

Michael was an exception. "No, it's
not enough. I want to know why it's imperative to shoot this film
there."

"Because I say it's
imperative."

"Get some other director to do it
then. How about Blasdell? He's up-and-coming and needs a
break."

"I want you to direct."

"And if I say no?"

Parker cocked a brow in mock
astonishment. "What about your contract with Parker
Pictures?"

"I'll break it."

"Break it and you'll never work in
this industry again."

"Damn it, Parker. What the hell is
your game?"

"No game." With the
instincts of a seasoned predator, he moved in for the kill. "I
want you to direct
this movie. I'll make any provisions I see fit and you'll follow
them, just like your contract says. In return, once this movie is
wrapped up, I'll release you from your contract."

Michael looked up sharply.
"What?"

Everyone had a weak point. Find it,
and they were yours. "You heard me."

"I want it in writing."

"I wouldn't have expected anything
less."

The young man stared at him through
narrowed eyes, fingers tapping rhythmically on his thigh. "Why
don't I believe it's going to be that easy?"

"It will be." Parker sipped his scotch
and waited.

"Isn't it too early in the day for
that?" Michael asked out of the blue.

"It's never too early for fifty year
single-malt."

He propped his elbows on
his knees and rested his chin on his steepled hands. "Jesus,
Parker. Does she know?"
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